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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

When Talina finally pulled her car into her client’s driveway, it was 10:14. She was fourteen minutes late, and Talina was never late. What was worse than this ding against her own expectations for herself was the lecture she was sure to get from her client. She’d been working for Gloria Masterson for just under a year, cleaning her house once every two weeks, and the only time she’d ever spoken more than three words to the woman was when Gloria took the time to point out something she’d done wrong.

That wasn’t to say Gloria was an insufferable client. She was actually rather funny and usually in a good mood. It was one of the reasons Talina hated the idea of disappointing her. The happy-go-lucky version of Gloria Masterson was far more preferable than the irritated one.

She hurried to the door and didn’t bother knocking. Gloria had given her permission to enter as if it were her own house. She’d even given Talina a key just one month into their working relationship.

Yet, as she tried the front door, she found it locked. This wasn’t too unusual, as Talina had come to clean many times when Gloria was not home. But Gloria’s car—a newer model Escalade—was parked in the paved driveway. It wasn’t a big deal, really. Maybe she just hadn’t unlocked the front door yet…even though she never locked it once she was back after her morning walk around the block to start her day.

Talina thought nothing of it as she slid her key into the lock and opened the door. She found Gloria’s house quiet as always. It also smelled faintly of apple cider, one of her favorite blends to run in the diffuser that sat on one of the end tables in the den.

She entered through the spacious foyer, sunlight spilling in from the large church-like window along the wall over the front door. She then made her way directly to the mudroom, where all of her cleaning supplies were kept in one of the cabinets over the washing machine and dryer. She took everything out and then realized that something was slightly off.

There was no music. She knew that every morning, between the hours of eight and eleven or so, Gloria had her Bluetooth speaker softly playing singer-songwriter music from the kitchen. Every single time Talina had arrived to clean, the beginning of her shift had background tunes of James Taylor, Simon and Garfunkel, Bob Dylan, and Joni Mitchell. Gloria would listen to this music while she journaled, did a morning crossword, and prepared for work. As a consultant for several virtual counseling centers, she was able to keep flexible hours and did her best to never work before eleven in the morning.

In other words, something didn’t add up. The door being locked meant that Gloria had not gone out for her morning walk. No music meant that the entire morning routine was off. Talina assumed Gloria might be sick, but her boss had always texted her beforehand if there was some reason she did not want Talina in the house. 

The Escalade out in the driveway was the weirdest bit of all. It meant she was home. Unless a terrible emergency had come up in the night—something so bad and sudden that Gloria had not had time or the forethought to reach out to her—everything Talina was seeing told her that Gloria was home.

She nearly started cleaning anyway. That’s why she was here and that’s what she was paid for. If there was some personal matter going on, it was really none of her business. She headed for the living room, where she always started cleaning, and then had another thought: What if Gloria got sick in the night and couldn’t come down to greet her? What if something had happened to her upstairs somewhere—in the bathroom, the bedroom, or during one of her ill-advised trips into the attic to get a book from her endless supply of them?

Figuring that they were close enough, Talina decided she should go check. If she didn’t check and found out later that Gloria was indeed in some sort of distress, she’d feel pretty awful.

She left the cleaning supplies in the living room and made her way through the house. The stairs to the second floor were near the foyer, where a small but wide hallway gave way to the remainder of the first floor. Talina made her way up the carpeted steps, already not liking the idea of what she might find.

She was so uneasy that she stopped at the top of the stairs before coming to the mostly open-floor design of the second floor. 

“Gloria?”

The three syllables sounded far too loud. Something about the way they traveled into the second-floor space unnerved her and Talina suddenly found herself not wanting to go any further. She pressed on, though; with no response and Gloria’s name still feeling heavy within the house, she felt that there was really something bad going on here.

She walked directly to the first door on the right. It was cracked open just a bit, revealing the hard wood floors in Gloria’s bedroom. Having cleaned the room countless times—changing sheets, vacuuming, and dusting—she knew the layout. A queen-sized bed situated perfectly on an expensive rug, single bedside table, a huge walk-in closet, and an attached bathroom. But as she approached the door and pushed it open, the space inside seemed small and almost tomb-like.

Calm down, she told herself. You could be working yourself up for nothing…

And as it turned out, that was very much the case.

Gloria was lying in bed, the sheets pulled up to her stomach. Her arms were to her sides and she was laying perfectly flat, no arms or legs stretched or peeking out from under the sheets. It was the look and posture of someone enjoying a peaceful, deep sleep. And that’s what made it particularly strange for Gloria. It was 10:20 in the morning and she was still sleeping.

At first, this relieved Talina. She really had been worried about nothing. But then she recalled the almost meticulous nature of Gloria’s daily routine. Even when she wasn’t feeling the best, she managed to get in her morning walk and, at the very least, her morning journaling.

Talina stepped further into the room, her eyes locked on the shape in the bed. “Gloria?” she asked, trying to inject some cheer into her voice. “Gloria, it’s nearly ten thirty in the morning. Are you okay?”

She was at the end of the bed now and when she looked straight ahead, she could clearly see Gloria’s face.

Her eyes were open…but she wasn’t blinking. And another several seconds of staring at the shape under the sheet told Talina that Gloria wasn’t breathing, either.

Her hand going to her mouth, Talina let out a small scream. She started shaking her head as she backed away to the door, careful not to touch anything. By the time she was racing downstairs to grab her cellphone to call 9-1-1, she was still screaming, and she didn’t stop until the dispatch operator on the other end of the call was able to calm her down.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Rachel? Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Director Anderson sat across from her, looking into her face with the same sort of love and concern a father might show a daughter—not that Rachel would know what that looked like. It sounded like such a stupid question to ask, but she did understand. She understood what he’d told her perfectly well; it was just taking her brain a while to process it.

Jack stood behind Anderson, both men standing almost statue-still in her living room. Elsewhere in the house, she could hear Grandma Tate whispering something to Paige.

Jesus…Paige, she thought. I’m going to have to explain this to her. The thought of it was more painful than the news Anderson and Jack had come by to give her.

“Rachel?” Jack asked. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard his voice so soft.

“Yes, I understand. How long ago did it happen?”

She sensed a shift in Anderson as he finally allowed himself to sit down on her couch. She knew him well enough to know that he was making the transition from caring and compassionate boss to work mode.

“The body was discovered three hours ago,” Anderson said. “It was reported by a woman walking her dog. She saw the door open, saw the body half-in and half-out of the doorway. According to the cops that arrived first on the scene, they said it all looked pretty fresh. Maybe one or two hours.”

“So five hours max,” she said. It was hard to accept all that Anderson was telling her, so she did what she always did in tense situations: She kept her mind in work mode, trying to break the scene down into little nuggets of information.

“Yes, but Rachel…I’m only telling you because of your relationship with him,” Anderson said. “You should know easily enough that this isn’t going to be your ca—”

“It was Lynch.”

Anderson nodded. “It was, and he wanted us to know. He…well, he…”

Jack finished for him, knowing that sometimes Rachel just needed the hard stuff spoken out loud, as blatantly as possible. But even Jack couldn’t keep the unsteady quiver out of his voice when he said: “He carved his name into Peter’s forearm. L-Y-N-C-H.”

It was one of the few times in Rachel’s life when she didn’t know what to say. Hell, she didn’t know what to feel.

“Agent Gift,” Anderson said, “we need to discuss what the next few days will look like. I won’t go so far as to ask for your gun and badge, but we’re going to keep an eye on you. If you take it upon yourself to—”

Rachel got to her feet as the only real solution she could think of came instantly to mind. Maybe not a solution per se, but the only thing that made any real sense. “Do what you want,” she said as she headed for the stairs, in the direction of Grandma Tate’s soft, trembling voice.

“Where are you going?” Jack asked.

Rachel felt a lump forming in her throat but managed to get her answer out before she started crying. “I’m going to tell Paige her father is dead.”

 

***

 

Paige handled it almost like her mother. She didn’t respond at all at first but when she did, she cried hard. She cried and when she was done, she sought answers. How did he die? Why would someone want to hurt her daddy? Was she, Rachel, going to go find the man who did it? When Daddy died, did he feel a lot of pain?

This poor kid is going to grow up to be just like me, Rachel thought several times over the course of the days that followed.

A tense three days followed Anderson’s visit, bearing the bad news. Old friends she and Peter had shared came by to pay their respects and through it all, she watched as a stream of people told her and her daughter how they’d be in their prayers, how they’d be there for them if they needed anything. And through it all, even when Paige was clinging to her and crying softly for her father, Rachel could think of only one thing: of Alex Lynch carving his last name into her dead husband’s arm so she’d know he’d done it. So there would be no mistaking that he was coming for everyone she loved. While others came to mourn her would-have-been ex-husband, Rachel was busy fostering a deep-seeded revenge and trying to understand how Lynch was able to do these things with such freedom.

The only time she was able to keep the image of Lynch out of her head was at Peter’s funeral. It took place four days after Anderson and Jack had come by with the news. She was surprised just how clear her mind had become while she sat in a hard-backed foldable chair as she watched Peter’s casket lowered into the ground.

She thought of why he’d left and found a sick sort of irony in it. They’d decided to separate over differences and arguments related to her keeping the cancer diagnosis from him. She understood his points to a degree but it was all overshadowed by the fact that he’d died first. That even though there was a tumor pressing into her brain that could snatch the life right out of her at any second, Alex Lynch had seen to it that Peter had gone first.

Once the service was over and the funeral goers started to depart, Grandma Tate whispered softly into her ear. “Take your time here, dear. I’m going to take a walk with Paige over near the flower garden.”

Rachel only nodded, looking toward Paige’s father’s gravesite. She was able to recall how madly in love they’d once been, how excited he’d been when they’d gotten pregnant with Paige. And in that tide of memories was her diagnosis and how she’d hidden it from him—of how she’d willingly gone to see Alex Lynch and how that had stressed Peter out, too. She’d not been the best wife and, looking back, she knew she should have told him about the diagnosis right away. Of course, it was too late for that now and she’d have to live with all of the wondering and what ifs. She had no doubt that separation had been the right decision; they’d come to it so easily that it had told them both that maybe it was a long time coming and they’d only ignored it for the sake of Paige’s happiness. Still, to know that he was dead and that a man she was connected to through her work was responsible for it hurt her in a way that made no sense.

She looked briefly away from the gravesite, over to the parking lot. People were getting into their cars and backing out, walking in the somber quiet of a funeral. Among all of it, she saw a single figure standing at the hood of his car, looking out her way. She recognized Jack at once, even when he was dressed in a suit and a nice coat.

She got up from the chair, giving one final look to Peter’s resting place. She felt like she was being propelled across the cemetery to the parking lot, mainly because her legs felt like jelly. None of this felt like it was really happening, and her body and mind seemed okay with pretending none of it was real.

Jack stood a bit straighter as he saw her approaching. His face was stoic and still, as if he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to greet her. As she drew closer, he sighed and said, “Rachel, I’m so s—”

She interrupted him by embracing him. And when his arms wrapped around her, she felt a surge of sorrow come barreling out of her. It came with embarrassing force and before she knew it, she was wailing into Jack’s shoulder. There was no hesitancy in the fact that this was Jack, a man she worked with and respected deeply and she, in turn, felt no hesitancy from him. It felt far from familiar, but it felt safe. And given all that she’d been through in the last year—Grandma Tate’s diagnosis and then her own, and then the separation from Peter and now his death—safety was exactly what she needed.

“Come on,” Jack said. “Let’s get you home.”

She shook her head, not quite ready to leave the cemetery. She felt deep down that once she left, it would be incredibly hard to ever come back. Not only that, but Paige and Grandma Tate were back at the cemetery garden, too.

“Not yet,” she said, through sobs. “Let me get it all out here. I can’t…can’t…”

She meant to say I can’t let Paige see me like this but even as she failed get the comment out, she wasn’t sure if that was true or not. Maybe seeing her mother like this would do Paige some good. Lord knew she’d never been the best in terms of encouraging her daughter to show emotion. Maybe Paige needed to see her mother slightly broken and undone.

But in that moment of vulnerability, she felt she was where she needed to be. Other than Paige and Grandma Tate, Jack was now the closest person in her life. It wasn’t a burden she wanted to place on him but as she wept into his shoulder and felt his arms around her, it was so easy to lose herself, to give into the still-building grief, if even only for a moment.

 

***

 

To Director Anderson’s credit, he gave her three days of quiet. And even then, when he felt it necessary to reach out, he chose to have Jack do it. It had consisted of a short conversation on the phone and Rachel had been instantly relieved to find that despite her crying into his shoulder three days before, things did not feel at all awkward with Jack. Neither of them mentioned the moment and as far as she was concerned, it would remain a touching yet always unspoken moment between them.

The phone call from Jack had led to what he referred to as an “exclusive meeting of the minds” at Anderson’s office. No talk of work or routines, but of how to best approach the days that would follow in regard to her family and Alex Lynch.

She’d gone begrudgingly, the only real driving force being the concept of nailing Lynch. She’d gotten properly dressed for the first time since Peter’s funeral and when she left the house, she noticed two unmarked sedans parked on the street in front. They were obviously FBI vehicles and they were making no attempts to be subtle about it—likely on purpose. The bureau wanted anyone and everyone to know that this house was pretty much under lockdown.

Oddly enough, being out of the house and driving the familiar route to the field office helped immensely. In doing so, she realized she’d eaten nothing but a few crackers, a slice of pie, and a bowl of cereal since coming back from the funeral three days ago. She stopped by a fast food restaurant and wolfed a burger down on her way to the office and by the time she got there, she felt herself being lifted out of the emotional fog that had kept her bound and sluggish for the last three days.

She was not naïve enough to think she was done with her grieving, but it was the first time she’d dared to look through the tunnel looming ahead of her to see a small pinprick of light. She took the elevator up to Anderson’s office and saw that both Anderson and Jack were already there, sitting at Anderson’s desk. There was a third man there as well, someone she’d never seen before. He was middle-aged with brown hair and broad shoulders. He wore a button-down shirt,  a pair of basic slacks, and had a Glock holstered to his hip.

“All this for me?” she said lightly as she walked in. It felt forced and cheesy; apparently, she wasn’t ready to attempt light-hearted jokes yet.

As she took the seat next to Jack in font of Anderson’s office, she noted that he looked at her with something a bit too much like sympathy. She chose to ignore it, smiling warmly at him instead.

“Agent Gift,” Anderson said, “I do appreciate you coming in today and I’ll make it as quick as possible. This man,” he said, gesturing to the stranger, “is Deputy Marshal Sam Cole. I’m putting him in charge of the efforts to keep you and your family safe until we can find Lynch.”

“The U.S. Marshals?” she asked.

“Yes,” Anderson said. “The situation with your husband…it can’t be overlooked. And if this bastard is so focused on coming after you and your loved ones, we have to make sure that can’t happen.”

Rachel understood it perfectly, but she hated the feeling of being babysat. But as soon as the feeling passed, she reminded herself that this went far beyond her. This included Paige and Grandma Tate, and she’d be fully on board with whatever it took to keep them safe. And when she realized and focused on those things, she found that she was very happy for the U.S. Marshals to be on the case as well. Deep down, it did worry her that it might rob her of the secret little revenge schemes she was hatching, but those were deep enough that she was able to shove them aside without much problem…for now.

“Okay. So what will it look like going forward?”

Anderson looked to Cole, giving him the floor. “We’d like to have you and your family relocate to a secure location. We have several you can choose from and they’re all local. Your daughter’s school won’t be affected, and life will be pretty much the same until Lynch is stopped.”

She thought about what this would mean—of uprooting Paige so shortly after her father had been murdered. Paige was resilient and would likely see it as an adventure, but Rachel wondered what sort of long-term effects the entire situation may cause.

“Where are the locations?” she asked.

“We have one just three blocks from here, a townhouse in a grid of townhomes that are predominantly occupied by older married couples. There’s another one, a two-bedroom apartment, a bit further away. That one would be closer to your daughter’s school. There’s also a playground, a nature trail, and other kids.”

The additions to the apartment alarmed her. She cocked her head at Anderson and asked: “Just how long are you expecting this to take?”

“We have no way of knowing. You know that as well as anyone. We could nab him before you’ve even made the move, or it could be weeks. Months, maybe.”

Rachel felt her heart sag a bit as she sank back into her chair. Again, she knew it was the best move, but for Paige to be away from her home for weeks or months? She wasn’t sure how that might work.

“What about Agent Carson?” she asked. “He was only assigned to us for a short time so far, but Paige has come to trust him.”

“Then we’ll keep him on detail,” Cole said. “I’ve worked with Agent Carson before. Is he currently at your house?”

“I believe he is, yes, but in one of two sedans parked outside of my house.”

Jack spoke up next and when he did, she was surprised how he turned directly to her and regarded her not as a fellow agent, but a friend. “You know this is your call,” he said. “They aren’t going to do anything without your permission, aside from keeping Carson on. But you know this is the smart move, right?”

“Yes, I do,” she said. She knew it was vital that she make the right decision rather than the one she was going to feel the most comfortable with.

“So what do you want to do?” Anderson asked.

“If you make a decision soon, we can get started with the relocation by the end of the day,” Cole said.

“Let’s do it, then,” she said. “In terms of location, do whichever one you think will be the safest and smartest.”

“That would be the townhouse.”

She was starting to see less and less of that little light she’d sensed at the end of the tunnel. Knowing that their lives were about to get thrown into a whirlwind, she suddenly felt the need to be back with Paige. And it made her hate Lynch that much more.

“Is that all?”

“Almost,” Anderson said. “There’s one more thing.”

“And he’s only mentioning it because I pushed him on it,” Jack said. “Before Lynch went for Peter, we’d all decided that as long as you were up for it, you should carry on with life as usual in an effort to lure Lynch out. And I think that is a fact that still holds true. If he’s after you and your family, dividing you up seems like the smart play. And now with Cole and the U.S. Marshals on this, your family is safer than ever. So you should—”

“Keep working,” she finished for him. “Take assignments, going out as bait.”

Jack and Anderson nodded while Cole listened rather awkwardly. It was almost as if no one wanted to take the lead to keep the conversation going—to break the silence.

“Yeah,” Jack finally said. “But of course not until you’re ready. I think you should take some more time to yourself. Time to gr—”

“I agree. I’ll keep working but I’d like a few more days. A week or so if possible. I’d like Paige to be settled before I head back out.”

“Of course,” Anderson said. “Take whatever time you need.”

“Can I go now?”

Jack looked almost hurt, but said nothing. He left the giving of such an order to Anderson.

“Yes,” Anderson said. “And again, thank you for coming. I’ll give Cole your number and address so he can be in touch later. He also has Carson’s information.”

Rachel got to her feet and looked around the room. She felt a bit of warmth as she saw the way Anderson was looking at her. He was a man of stone, a man of very few emotions, so to see him looking concerned for her was comforting.

“Agent Rivers, would you walk me down to the lobby?” she asked.

“Absolutely. Director, I’ll be right back.”

“Take your time.”

Rachel was already headed out of the door, Jack hurrying to keep up with her. She had something on her mind that she needed to discuss with him but she wanted to make sure she was out of earshot of Anderson’s office. She didn’t open her mouth until she’d pressed the button for the elevator.

“I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow,” she said. “From what I gather, it’s a big one.”

“How so?”

The elevator doors opened and they stepped on. She was surprised at how hard it was to say what came next because, typically, speaking these sorts of things out loud helped her to process.

“They’ll do a scan, and if there’s been a minimal amount of growth and if all of my blood tests come back favorable, I’ll get the greenlight for a treatment that should be able to sort of dissolve the tumor. I don’t know the ins and outs of all of it but if the treatments are successful, I’ll still need surgery but it would be a far less invasive one than if they needed go in and remove the whole thing.”

“And that’s tomorrow? Four days after your husband was buried?”

“Yes. I thought about rescheduling, but I figured it didn’t make sense to give this tumor more time to grow or do whatever the hell else it’s doing in my head.”

“But in terms of symptoms, you haven’t had anything severe in a few weeks, right?”

She thought it through, estimating that he was right. She hadn’t blacked out in nearly three weeks and hadn’t had any severe headaches for nearly ten days. So in light of Peter’s murder and this new business with relocation, at least there was something to remain hesitantly positive about.

The elevator stopped and the doors opened, revealing the first-floor lobby. He walked her to the doors in silence, not speaking again until he’d reached out to open the door for her.

“The coming back to work thing,” he said. “You know no one is expecting you to jump right on it, right?”

“I know. But you know me, right? I may have to. It may be how I grieve…how I convince myself to push on.”

He nodded and she could see his arms moving, his hands twitching. He wanted to hug her and she wanted it, too. But doing so here was off limits, and they both felt it. It sent a little pang of disappointment through her and that opened up another thought that was far too appealing. She could see herself with him, on her couch, the two of them lying side by side. His arm was over her and he was holding her as she cried. There was so much comfort in that image that she found herself aching for it.

“Do you want me to come over later?” he asked. “Maybe under the guise of wanting to help with the relocation?”

“No, that’s okay. Maybe I’ll give you call when we’re all settled.”

It was clear that the answer hurt him a bit, but he nodded his understanding. “And you’re okay for now?”

“Yeah, I think so. I just…I need to be with Paige right now. And get my head around this appointment tomorrow.”

Before she let the urge to hug him again take over, she walked through the door and into the waiting afternoon. 




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Dr. Emerson came back into the examination room, walking through the door for the third time today. The doctor’s visit had taken three hours so far, including several scans and more bloodwork than Rachel cared to recall. She found herself studying Emerson’s face as he closed the door and turned to face her. She could usually read the expressions on the faces of suspects but found it much harder on the faces of doctors and seasoned nurses.

“Are you a good poker player?” she quipped.

“God, no. The one time I played Texas Hold ‘Em with some friends, I lost about five hundred bucks. I swore I’d never play again. Why?”

“Because you’ve got one hell of a poker face.”

He smiled and raised the folder he held in his hands. “Oh, I’m not trying to hide anything. The results I’m seeing here from the scan and the bloodwork are all good. You’ve not only got the greenlight to start the medication and, a few months from now, the treatment, but the tumor seems to have slowed down. It hasn’t stopped growing, but the rate at which it’s spreading is miniscule compared to what we originally saw.”

“What does that mean?”

“Maybe nothing, but it’s a good report. The medicine, if it does its job, is supposed to halt the growth, and then begin to shrink it away. And that would make the treatment and subsequent surgery so much easier, with a much higher possibility of success. Now, it is an experimental drug, so the results can’t be one hundred percent confirmed but—”

“I know,” she said.

Emerson reached into the large front pocket of his lab coat and pulled out a prescription pad. As he filled it out in the quick and imprecise nature of a doctor, he said, “You won’t be able to get this at a basic pharmacy. There are only two in the area that can fill it and it’ll take a few days. So we’re going to call it in.” He ripped the page off and handed it to her. “Just take this with you and be ready to sign about a gazillion papers.”

Rachel took the prescription, nodding her thanks. She looked skeptically at the folder, wondering if there really was enough reason within it to cause her to hope.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Emerson said.

“Sure.”

“This is good news. It’s not astounding news like ‘hey, the tumor is miraculously gone’ but it is good news. It’s hopeful news. This is a small win, Rachel. It’s okay to be hopeful.”

She managed a smile, though several swirling thoughts pressed for dominance in her head. Maybe he wouldn’t be asking me to look on the bright side if he knew what I’d been dealing with for the last five days, she thought. Maybe he’d be singing a different tune if he knew that a lot of my belongings are currently sitting in unopened boxes around a townhouse I was rushed into yesterday.

“Sorry,” she said. “it’s just…I guess I’m a slow processer.”

“I get that,” he said, already heading for the door. “We want to see you back in thirty days. If you get swimmy headed or if there are severe, sharp headaches over the first week of taking the meds, stop right away and let us know.” He smiled at her and looked around the room. “You can hang out here for a while to…process.”

“Thank you.”

Emerson exited the room, closing the door behind him.  Rachel took him up on the offer to stay behind and think things through. She wasn’t sure how to feel. The news she’d been given would be considered good news by pretty much anyone, but it wasn’t any sort of concrete news she could take home in the hopes of reclaiming the way things had been before the tumor.

Not quite sure how to feel just yet, she took out her phone. She’d planned to call Grandma Tate, to give her the semi-good news. She figured that maybe sharing it with someone would help it to really hit home. She surprised herself, though. Rather than calling Grandma Tate, she found herself scrolling to Jack’s number.

She called without even trying to talk herself out of it. She assumed he’d be too busy to take the call, anyway—probably tied down with whatever Director Anderson had him running with while she was out of the office.

But Jack answered after three rings, and he sounded very excited to hear from her. She also detected a bit of nerves in his voice, too. Maybe he was afraid to hear the update. Surprisingly, the knowledge that she could lessen that fear and worry made her feel the first true glimmer of hope and happiness ever since Emerson had given her his report.

“I wasn’t even sure you’d call,” he said, ignoring a typical hello. “You’re pretty secretive sometimes, you know.”

“I know.”

“So, how was it? Is there any news?”

“There’s news, and it’s mostly good. Do you think you could meet for coffee so I can give you the rundown?”

“Yeah, I can do that. I’m on an assist for a minor drug deal and I’m just waiting for a few calls. Where do you want to meet?”

She gave him a location and when she left the office, she was a bit surprised (and dare she say, scared) that she was so anxious to meet him.

 

***

 

They met at a small park not too far away from the FBI’s Richmond field office. They frequented it on slower days at the office when they were between cases, mostly for the little coffee and tea truck that was always parked near the entrance to one of the running trails. Rachel and Jack sat at a small picnic table, across from one another, sipping their coffee.

As Jack gave her a few moments to gather her thoughts, Rachel made herself face the reality that she was beginning to develop strong feelings for Jack that ventured outside of the professional realm. This would have been manageable and easy to disregard if she wasn’t pretty sure he was starting to feel the same way. Ever since Peter had left, Jack had stepped up in a way—both emotionally and in terms of just plain support—that Rachel had not expected. The result, apparently, was something akin to a middle-school crush. It felt very inappropriate, given that her husband of nearly a decade had just died, less than three months after they’d decided to separate. Given that, there was no way she was going to bring that up during this conversation.

To keep this all away, she started telling him about the visit with Dr. Emerson. She did her best to remind herself that, as Emerson had pointed out, it was worth celebrating. The look on Jack’s face helped her with this. The recollection took no more than three minutes and when she was done, Rachel became very aware of just how intently Jack was looking at her.

“Just to be clear,” Rachel said, “I am not viewing this as a major victory. There’s no guarantee the meds will work and even if they do, it’s an experimental drug so we don’t know what might happen afterwards. There’s also the fact that even if it works, it’s not like it’s going to magically heal me. I’ll still have to have the surgery at some point.”

“You are not a half glass full kind of gal are you?” Jack interrupted.

“I don’t think I’m any kind of gal.”

He smiled and said: “Have you told your grandmother or Paige?”

“No, not yet. I wanted to deconstruct it a bit first, to get my head around it. I may not tell anyone else until I’ve actually started taking the meds.”

“And you chose me  to tell,” he said. He injected a bit of a cocky tone into his voice as he said this but she could tell that it actually meant a lot.

“I did. Don’t let it go to your head. Because I think there’s one more thing we need to talk about. It may be something you and Anderson have already discussed.”

He sipped his coffee, his blue eyes gazing curiously at her over the top of his cup.

“Alex Lynch has harassed my grandmother, he had someone put a scare into my daughter, and now he’s killed Peter. If you look at my very small circle, that only leaves you. And if he was willing to kill Peter…”

“You think Lynch is stupid enough to consider killing an FBI agent?”

“Stupid, no. Crazy?” She shrugged and said, “Maybe.”

Jack sighed, thinking deeply about something. He eyed her in a scrutinizing sort of way that was almost pleasant. “Anderson and I have spoken about this,” he said. “And between you and me, it’s one of the reasons he’s asking you to take your time coming back. Obviously, he wants you to take the personal time to grieve Peter and sort everything out. But in the event that we don’t catch this nutbag before you come back, he does think you’d sort of be bait that can lure him out. But he also had the same concern…about Lynch maybe focusing on me. And the way we saw it—sorry, but we did discuss this behind your back as a sort of theoretical thing—having us working together could not only draw him away from your family, but would bring him to us. If he really is intent on blowing up your life.”

She nodded her understanding. It had dawned on her that Lynch didn’t come after Peter until after she’d come back home from a case. She knew it didn’t necessarily mean that he’d been trailing her and Jack the entire time they’d been on the case, but it did at least support the theory.

“So, this is what I’m hearing,” Jack said, still doing his best to remain upbeat and on the funny side. She figured this was his way of ignoring the blooming romance between them for the time being. “You got a positive update from your doctor, and you are thinking it’s a good idea to try coming back to work in order to get Lynch.”

“Getting Lynch wouldn’t be the only reason.” She realized the comment was filled with innuendo, but didn’t correct it.

Jack smiled and said, “You know, I’ve made a habit of bitching at you over the last five or six weeks, about how someone in your condition shouldn’t be working. Especially not a job as stressful as this one. So, on that note…well, you’re just going to have to call me wishy-washy.”

“Wishy-washy? Between that and gal, I’m really beginning to question your word choice.”

“If that’s the only doubt you have about me, I think we’re in good shape.” He held up his coffee cup and tilted it toward her. “A toast! To coming back on the job, but only when it feels right.”

She knocked her cup against his and then took a long gulp.

“And Rachel?” He leveled his eyes at her and Rachel wasn’t sure when she’d last wanted to kiss someone so badly. “Between now and when you do come back, I’m here for you. Anything you need, you just ask.”

This time, it was her turn to use a smile in place of words. In that moment, there was far too much she wanted to ask him for, none of it appropriate. So they simply sat there for several more minutes as Rachel began to think about sharing her good news with Paige. After losing her father, it would just maybe help give the girl some hope.

And with that seed planted in her mind, Rachel suddenly couldn’t wait to get home.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

It was five days later when Rachel got the call. She was surprised Anderson hadn’t asked Jack to do it, thinking it might seem a little more comforting and personal. But no…it was Anderson, calling her at 8:40 in the morning. It was the second day Paige had gone back to school, something she’d asked for. Her determination to carry on with life as usual in any way she could was yet another way Rachel saw herself in Paige. She’d cried over her father at least twice a day after the funeral, but still wanted to get back to school.

Rachel had spoken with Paige’s teacher as well as the school counselor and agreed it should be fine, but they would, of course, keep an eye out for any behavioral shifts. Grandma Tate was also on board and a plan was set in place to ensure that Paige had all the support she needed whenever Rachel was away. In setting the plan up with the school and Grandma Tate, it did not escape Rachel that things would be so much better if she just stayed home for another week—to forget work and the hope of luring Lynch out.

But that was the exact reason she’d decided to get back to work, though she didn’t quite feel entirely ready. The prospect of getting Lynch to come out of hiding, to make some stupid and brash mistake…as miserable of a mother as it made her feel like, she was willing to accept it. The possible payout would be worth it as far as she was concerned.

The call came when she was on the way back home from dropping Paige off. She was a bit surprised to see Anderson’s name on the caller display, but she answered it all the same. Like her daughter, she was also beginning to itch for a return to normalcy.

“This is Gift,” she answered.

“Agent Gift,” he said uncertainly. “Please know that I do understand that this may be considered as calling too early, but I had a discussion with Agent Rivers this morning and he suggested it would be okay.”

“It’s perfectly fine, sir. What can I do for you?”

“I was hoping you’d be willing to come in to discuss a case. I’d like for you to simply hear the details and decide for yourself if you’re ready to come back and, if so, if it’s a case that might be a good way to transition back into work.”

“That sounds more than fair. I can come in now if that suits you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. Agent Rivers and I will be waiting.”

She’d not yet turned off the highway toward her neighborhood, so Rachel continued in the same direction. As she started to center her mind around work, there was an undeniable sting of guilt. It had only been ten days since she’d received word that Peter had died, and only six since he’d been placed into the ground. She had no idea how long people typically took to grieve the loss of a loved one (and, in her case, a man she’d gotten to know intimately on just about every level over the twelve years they’d known one another) but she didn’t think there was some universal law to it.

She wasn’t sure what it said about her, but she knew that getting back to work would help her. She’d grieved considerably during the past week and a half and had managed to accept that Peter was gone—that Paige’s father was dead. Of course, she was also factoring in that she knew who had killed him and she could play a vital part in getting the killer. So in a way, the pursuit and capture of Lynch could very well be a form of her grieving process. And if that was indeed the case, she was fine with that.

She was still wrestling with all of this when she pulled into the employee lot along the front edge of the field office. She didn’t feel excited or elated as she made her way through the doors and into the lobby, but there was a sense of moving on. Something terrible had happened and she was choosing to put it behind her and move on rather than stay mired in the muck. She had to do it for many reasons: to stay sane, to show her daughter a portrait of strength, to take a first step in bringing her husband’s killer to justice.

Rachel felt a small surge of confidence as she entered the small waiting area by Anderson’s office. The receptionist at the desk was typing an email, looked up and saw her, and gave a nod. Rachel then entered Anderson’s office and when she passed through the door and saw Anderson and Jack waiting for her, it was almost as if the past ten days hadn’t even occurred. For just a moment, she’d stepped back into time, maybe even into some alternate universe where Peter had not been killed, and life felt the same as it always had even if for that one, brief moment.

“Good morning, Agent Gift,” Anderson said. “Thanks again for coming in.”

“Of course.”

She and Jack locked eyes for a moment as she took the single available chair in front of Anderson’s desk. He smiled at her and that one simple gesture seemed loaded with a variety of emotions—sadness, uncertainty, relief.

Anderson wasted no time, and when he spoke, he sounded both caring and professional at the same time. “Let me start by saying that there will be no expectations here. If you end up thinking you’re not ready to take on a case, I completely understand.”

“I told him you may actually want to get back into work,” Jack said, almost apologetically.

She shrugged and said, “Well, you aren’t wrong about that.” Then, looking at Anderson, she said, “The only thing that might make me think twice is if it’s a case that’s going have me hours away, having to stay overnight for a long period of time. I have to think of my daughter, too.”

“Well, this case is in Fredericksburg, just an hour and a half away. Whether you come back and forth or stay there during the case is your call.” He then slid a folder over to her. She noticed that Jack didn’t bother looking, making her assume he already knew the details. As was Anderson’s usual approach, he went over the basic details of the case as Rachel read over them.

“So far, we have two victims—one man, one woman. Both murders took place in their homes and it looks like they were both asleep when they were attacked. Initial reports state that both victims were strangled to death and then their bodies were staged in the bed to appear as if they were sleeping peacefully. No clues, no trail, no leads. Nothing yet. The only clue at all is a bit of footage from a camera on the doorbell but, as you’ll see, it’s useless.”

Rachel flipped through the four sheets of paper in the folder, noting that the deaths were believed to be two days apart; the most recent had been two days ago and still, no progress had been made.

“Based on what we know, the local PD up there didn’t even think the two deaths were connected until last night when the coroner reported that both deaths were indeed from strangulation,” Anderson said. “Still, based on the killer striking in homes and the close proximity, we thought this might be a good case to not only keep you active if that’s indeed what you want, but also an excellent opportunity to see if we can draw Lynch out.”

It truly did seem like a no-brainer. The timing seemed right, the distance was perfect, and the case seemed simple enough. The clincher for her was the distance, though. That and the massive flexibility Anderson was offering her. It made her feel guilty about keeping her cancer diagnosis from him for all this time. If he knew about that as well, she knew there was no way in hell she’d still be working.

“This seems perfect,” she said. “But sir, you have to understand…I just dropped Paige off at school. I can’t leave right now. If I’m not home this afternoon…”

“Absolutely,” Anderson said. He looked to Jack and raised an eyebrow. “Any solutions you can think of?”

“I can start communicating with the officers that have played a role in the case this far,” he said. “I can also reach out to the coroners. I can start compiling information while we wait to leave this afternoon. Hell, it may save us a bit of headache and time doing it this way.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, directing the question at both of them.

“Yes,” Anderson said. “At the end of the day, as selfish as it may seem from all of us, the primary goal of this case—rather than solving it, of course—is to draw out Lynch. Given that I don’t really care when you leave, so long as we let the police force know you are coming.”

“Then let’s do that,” she said. “And thank you both.”

Jack smiled, while Anderson waved the comment away. “Would you be able to leave by five?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Without a problem.”

“Then there’s the plan,” Jack said. “I’ll email you any information and documents as I get them throughout the day. By the time we get to Fredericksburg, we should be just as informed as the local PD.”

“Rachel,” Anderson said. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever heard him use just her first name. It touched her, but it was also a bit unnerving. “Let me repeat: should you change your mind at any moment—”

“I appreciate it, sir. But as soon as I can get things squared away at home and have a talk with Paige, I’ll be good to go.”

“In that case, then,” he said with a rare smile, “I’m glad to have you on this one. You and Jack keep your minds on the case, and the bureau will keep our eyes open for Lynch. If all goes well, we’ll have a closed case and Lynch behind bars by the time this is done.”

It sounded almost too hopeful. But when Rachel considered the news she’d gotten from Emerson earlier in the week, she thought it might be okay to hope. As long as it didn’t blind her to the reality of the situation, she thought a little hope might be exactly what she needed to fully reclaim her old life, in spite of her tumor.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Rachel did the driving, even though she knew Jack had reservations about her being behind the wheel. This was because of a car accident they’d been involved in when her tumor had still been wreaking havoc on her senses. But with nearly a month of no symptoms aside from a minor headache here and there, he seemed fine with it. She appreciated this to no end, as it was one of many small things she felt she could control—and not much had felt as if it had been in her control over the last two weeks or so.

They were able to leave a bit earlier than they expected and, because Jack had done such a fine job of gathering information and putting their schedule together, they were able to travel directly to the house where the second murder had taken place, where they were to meet the detective that had been assigned the case.

They parked in front of the house, listed as belonging to Gloria Masterson, just before seven. The sky had started to dim, but night was still at least an hour or so away. Gloria Masterson’s house was located in a respectable sub-division. The homes all looked expensive, but they were spaced out and fairly isolated. Groves of trees and three-to-five acres of yard separated them all.

There was still a streamer of crime scene tape strung up between the porch posts, which Rachel and Jack ducked beneath. Jack opened the front door and poked his head in. “Hello? Detective Riley?”

“Yeah?” a skeptical voice called out from elsewhere in the house.

“It’s Agents Rivers and Gift, with the FBI.”

“Oh. Come on in! I’m upstairs.”

When they stepped inside, Rachel saw that clear plastic runners had been laid down on the floor. Rachel took the time to scan the house from the foyer—a kitchen just barely visible beyond what looked to be a sitting room to the right, and a hallway to the left. Ahead, and just to the right, were a set of stairs, the railing and posts made of a gorgeous cedar.

They headed upstairs, where a man was standing in the doorway of the first room along the hallway. He turned to greet them, and Rachel caught a glimpse of the bedroom over his shoulder. Everything looked clean and white, with more of the plastic protective sheeting on the carpeted floor.

“Good to meet you,” Riley said, turning and shaking Jack’s hand. Riley looked to be nearing fifty, with the sort of moustache that made Rachel assume Riley had gotten a great deal of inspiration from 1980s detective shows on television.  

“Same to you,” Jack said. “Thanks again for everything you’ve been able to help coordinate over the phone.”

“Glad to do it.”

Rachel forced herself into the conversation, already feeling like she was a bit behind because she’d not been part of the conversations throughout the day. “I’m Agent Gift,” she said, offering her hand.

Riley shook it, but his attention already seemed to be back on the bedroom. He gave a shrug and gestured to the room like he was almost embarrassed. “As you can see, there’s nothing here. Once Gloria Masterson’s body was removed, there was nothing at all to see here. Same as the other crime scene.”

“The last time I spoke to you,” Jack said, “you’d indicated there might be a few more clips of interest from the doorbell camera out front. Did that ever come to anything?”

“None. Nothing. It was just a doe and her baby strutting across the yard three days ago. As for the footage that might have helped us, well, you’ve seen that, right?”

“I have.”

Rachel had also seen it. She’d viewed it several times on the way over, but also felt the need to see it again as she stood in Gloria Masterson’s bedroom. She took out her phone and pulled up the footage as she and Jack walked further into the bedroom.

The footage made it clear that the intruder had been planning this event. The clip showed a figure in a thick, hooded sweatshirt approaching from the road. They came up into her paved driveway and then made a direct line to her sidewalk. They did not come up on the porch, but walked around to the back of the house—lining up with details of the case notes that indicated there had been forced entry through the kitchen window.

The figure was only filmed for eleven seconds and not once did they face the door. They kept their head down, everything hidden by the hood. Rachel pocketed her phone and looked at the bed. The case notes indicated that there had been no prints of any kind on the bed. In fact, the only thing that had been found in the bedroom that should not have been there was a stray piece of mulch that had come from Gloria’s flowerbed along the back porch, presumably tracked in by the killer.

“I’ll be honest with you,” Riley said. “This thing has me scratching my head. Not because it’s such an odd case. Quite the opposite. It’s pretty cut and dry. The guy strangled both victims and he did wearing gloves because there isn’t a single trace of a fingerprint anywhere. At this scene, he came in through the kitchen window, and at the second, he entered through the basement.”

Rachel scanned the bedroom one more time. She could almost sense the confused movement of cops within the room from a day or so ago. The area had been thoroughly searched and even from looking at the pristine condition of it, she could tell there would be no answers here. If there were, they’d be pulled from the carpet or the sheets, but forensics had found nothing so far.

“I think we should go look at the kitchen window,” Rachel said.

“Help yourself,” Riley said. “I hope you don’t think ill of me, but I’m going to knock off. My shift ended half an hour ago and quite frankly…there’s just nothing here for me to do.”

The three of them walked downstairs, Riley leading the way into the kitchen before he took his leave. He handed Jack a business card and, almost apologetically, said: “If you need an assist on anything at all, give me a call. The Captain told me to step off of this once you guys got on the scene—a lack of clues and all that. But let me know if you end up needing any help.”

With that said, he made his exit. Rachel and Jack remained in the kitchen, starting to look around. Rachel started with the window and could see no signs of forced entry from the inside—no cracks, no prints, no scuffs. The window was large and sat just to the left of the kitchen sink, looking out onto the back porch and the half an acre or so of yard beyond. The counter to the left of the sink was clean; a small, clear decanter filled with tea bags was the only thing that would get in the way of someone entering through the kitchen window.

She followed Jack outside onto the back porch, where they observed the window together. Here, the indicators of forced entry were clear, but still minor. There were twin scratches along the bottom of the window, and a small dent along the frame. The dent caused the frame to buckle outward a bit over a space of about four or five inches.

“Crowbar?” Jack asked, leaning in closer to get a better look.

“Maybe a smaller one, sure.”

“No prints on the windows, none in the house, not even traceable footsteps in the grass…”

“Well, he came straight up the driveway, then alongside the house. That piece of mulch makes me assume he made his way through the flowerbeds. And if it’s well mulched, he wouldn’t leave prints.”

Jack nodded as he continued to study the window. Rachel made her way down the back porch steps and into the yard. She walked to the right side of the yard, the side the figure in the hood had used to come to the back porch.

Sure enough, most of the edge along the house between the driveway and where the back porch started was occupied by a flower bed. There were two rose bushes and what she thought might be a basic hedge of some kind taking up the space. It all allowed for more than enough room for someone to pass through. Without stepping into the flowerbed herself, she looked down and saw that the area was indeed properly mulched. It would easily absorb footsteps, keeping any passing feet from leaving prints in the soil underneath.

The question this presented was if the killer—presumably the man in the doorbell footage—had known all of this and had planned very well, or if he was just lucky. But the fact that there were no fingerprints anywhere indicated that he’d been wearing gloves. And that usually meant there had been planning and intent.

Taking one last look at the flowerbed, Rachel started to understand that the only real clue they had was the way the killer had staged the victims. They weren’t going to find answers at the crime scenes themselves, but in the crime. And so far, all they had to work with were dead bodies.

“Anything?” Jack’s voice asked as he came around the side of the house to join her.

“Just roses.”

Jack looked at the mulch and frowned. “Seems this guy really knew what he was doing.”

“Seems that way,” Rachel said. “And I’m starting to think the only answers we might be able to get are going to be from the victims.”

“From two dead bodies?” Jack said, puzzled.

“Yeah. So let’s go see what they have to say.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

It was properly dusk when Rachel and Jack walked into the coroner’s office. They were promptly escorted to the examination room where both victims had been studied. When they entered the room, the coroner was signing a paper attached to a clipboard. He looked up and placed the clipboard on the edge of an examination table that took up the center of the room.

“I was told the FBI would be here sometime soon,” the coroner said. He was in his late fifties, his widow’s peak treating him very unkindly. He had the sort of five o’clock shadow stubble that looked like it was probably always there, even when he shaved. “You’re here for our sleeping beauties, I take it?”

“We are,” Rachel said. She’d met coroners in the past that used a very dry form of humor. She had always assumed it was a way to cope with what they did and the things they saw on a daily basis. But this guy was irritating her a bit more than normal. She didn’t think sleeping beauties was an appropriate way to address two people that had been strangled.

“Well, the first victim was taken to the funeral home this morning,” he said. “You’re welcome to view the second…we’d just need to pull the body back out here.”

“That would be appreciated,” Jack said. “As you do that, would you mind providing us access to whatever records and reports you have on your findings of the first victim?”

“Sure thing.” He walked to the left side of the room, where a stunted counter served as a workspace. He clicked around on a laptop for a moment, opening up a file and then stepping away. “Mr. Carl Jackson, age fifty-one. Help yourself. I’ll be back with the latest victim, one Mrs. Gloria Masterson.”

He strode out of the room, closing the door behind him. As Rachel and Jack approached the workstation, Jack shook his head. “He seems to enjoy his work just a bit too much for my taste.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Rachel. “But I guess it’s better to work with a happy coroner than one that hates his job.”

“Good point.”

They looked through the file the coroner had opened for them. It was an eighteen-page document, complete with pictures that police had sent over of the victim at the crime scene. This was a bit unorthodox, but given that the method of murder seemed to go along with the way the bodies were staged, Rachel understood why it had been done. Between the coroner’s results, the police report they’d both read, and the photos—both from the crime scene and the ones the coroner had taken—a fairly clear portrait was presented.

Carl Jackson had been strangled in his sleep. The bruising around his neck made this quite clear. Once he’d been killed, he’d been situated in a peaceful way, tucked under the sheets as if he were a child. The pictures made it look as if the sheets had been pulled snug. It almost looked like the killer wanted to make sure he was comfortable. There was no blood, no sign of a struggle…nothing.

“This makes no sense,” Jack said. “Remember, the police report said for this one that there wasn’t even any sign of forced entry. Somehow, he just rolled right in, killed him, and left. But not before tucking him in all nice and neat.”

Rachel was listening, but she was also reading over the coroner’s findings. Carl Jackson had been strangled to the point that his windpipe had popped. In the pictures, she could see the bruising around the neck, in the shape of two ovals that were darker than the rest of the bruising. She assumed this was where the killer’s thumbs would have met, pushing in hard enough to destroy the windpipe.

Moments later, the coroner stepped back into the room. There was an assistant with him, helping to guide in the wheeled table. The entire body was covered, but Rachel could see just a bit of Gloria Masterson’s hair sticking out from under the sheet.

“At the risk of seeming uncaring, there’s really not much to see,” the coroner said. “Especially if you’ve already seen the police reports.”

In saying that, he slowly pulled back the sheet. He pulled it down all the way to the top of Masterson’s breasts. Rachel had seen enough dead bodies to where it didn’t bother her anymore, but it had become more difficult after she’d gotten the cancer diagnosis. Apparently, it was still a bit hard despite the good news she’d received from Dr. Emerson.

The coroner was right. With the exception of Gloria Masterson’s smoother skin, the bruise area was exactly the same. There seemed to be a bit more swelling, but that was likely just because this death had been more recent and was right in front of her face instead of in a photograph.

“Based on what you’ve seen, do you think the bruising patterns around each neck indicates it was the same killer?” Rachel asked.

“I do. Right down to the damage inflicted to the trachea. The curvature where the index finger and thumb meet are identical, too. These two people were definitely killed by the same person.”

“Did you notice anything that struck you as odd?” she asked. “Maybe not noticeable enough to write down in the report but something you noticed all the same?”

He looked down to the body and a frown crept into the left side of his mouth, making his face look slightly lopsided. “Now that you mention it, yes…I did notice something. And I’m not quite sure how to explain it.”

“Can you try, at least?” Jack asked.

The coroner sighed and nodded. Looking at Masterson, he started to speak. “Sadly, I’ve seen strangulations before. And in almost every case—not all of them, but the vast majority—there is more than just strangulation. You’ll see bruises here and there elsewhere on the body, maybe a busted lip or bloodied nose. I’m under the impression that because of the lack of a struggle at the scene, that the killer straddled each victim and choked them in the bed. To do that, his knees would be pinned to either side of the legs of the victim. And to keep someone down like that, he’d need to press down and that would create a bit of bumping and pressure—probably enough for the creation of small, minor bruises. But none of that is the case with either of these bodies. 

“Take that consideration and add it to the fact that he staged them in a way that makes them look as if they’re peacefully sleeping, and it makes me think…well, it seems like he was doing his best to be careful with the victims…to be gentle with them.”

Rachel nodded but couldn’t help saying, “Why be so gentle with them if his main intent was to kill them?”

The coroner shrugged. “I guess that’s why they called you guys in.” He looked to them both one last time, gauging to see if he’d offended them. “Anything else I can do for you?”

They both shook their heads in unison. In the end, Rachel had been right; it was the bodies themselves that had given them their first concrete answer—that the killer seemed to be taking great care with their bodies when he strangled them. It was an answer that begged several other questions.

And those questions, she hoped, would be able to be answered by the living. 




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

There were several things about the job that Jack and Rachel did differently. None of them were huge, glaring obstacles for their partnership and, if Jack was honest with himself, he appreciated most of their little differences. What he’d always been pleased with, though, was how many similarities they had when it came to the job. It made sense, as they’d been trained by the same institutions.

One of the many things they had in common was the theory that working a case from the most recent victim made more sense, as that particular trail would be warmer and more relevant than earlier victims. That was why they looked back at the police report immediately after leaving the coroner’s, looking at the sparse listing of family and friends that was listed for Gloria Masterson.

There were only two names. The first was a sister that, in parentheses next to her name, had been labeled as estranged and living in Puerto Rico. Another note by the name stated that a few different attempts had been made to contact her but she’d never answered the phone. The other name was Talina Salgado. The label she’d been given in the report was: employee / cleaning lady.

Doing their best to work with the little bit of reasonable time they had left in the darkening day, Rachel called Talina’s number and placed the phone on speaker mode while Jack drove back into Gloria’s neighborhood. They figured they could ask around the neighborhood to see if anyone had anything valuable or interesting to say about Gloria—particularly about the few days prior to her murder.

When Talina the call answered, she sounded slightly tired and uncertain of herself. It was a lot to gather from just a single “Hello?” but Rachel could hear it clearly.

“Hi, is this Talina Salgado?” Rachel asked

“It is.”

“Ms. Salgado, this is Agent Rachel Gift with the FBI. I was hoping you might be able to answer some questions about your employer, Ms. Gloria Masterson.”

There was a slight pause from the other end, but Talina eventually said, “Yes, that’s fine. The police already spoke with me. Does that help?”

“It always helps, but we’re running the case now. So please forgive me ahead of time if we ask you questions you’ve already answered. My partner, Agent Rivers, is also here so he may chime in from time to time.”

“Okay, that’s fine.”

“Ms. Salgado, what can you tell me about the scene when you discovered that Ms. Masterson was dead?”

“I showed up for work, to clean her house. I felt right away that something was strange because she’s a woman of habit and routine. She wasn’t downstairs, wasn’t listening to music like she did every morning before starting work. And when I eventually went upstairs to see if she was okay—I thought she might be sick or even injured, you know—I thought she was still sleeping. That’s how it looked to me. But then I found out she was actually dead, so I called the police.”

Her voice trembled a bit near the end, but she did a remarkable job of keeping her wits about her.

“Did you see the bruising around her neck?” Rachel asked.

“Not at first, no. But when I went back in there, I saw it then. But the sheets…the sheets looked like she’d just gotten into bed, you know. She was tucked in all cozy and comfortable.”

“And when you arrived, what time was it?” Jack asked.

“Just a bit after ten. She’s usually awake pretty early. Six o’ clock, I believe.”

“Was there anything strange about the house when you arrived?”

“The front door was still locked. And on the days when she knows I’m coming, she always unlocks it. There was that and then, of course, just how quiet the place was.”

“Do you recall anyone walking on the street nearby as you got closer to her house?” Rachel asked.

“Sorry, but no. The cops asked me the same thing, and I just can’t remember seeing anyone.”

“The police report says the only family she has is a sister, and they mention there’s some sort of estrangement between them. Do you have any idea what that’s about?”

“Just a little. Gloria didn’t like to talk about her sister very much. She lives in Puerto Rico and all I know for sure is that there was some sort of disagreement between them over how the care of their father was handled in his final days. He had a severe case of dementia when he died. And then after he died, Gloria’s sister was offended by how their father had divvied out things in his will. So she left. I don’t think the two of them have spoken in almost two or three years.”

“And what about Gloria’s husband?” Rachel asked. “He’s listed as deceased.”

“Yes, and I was hired after he passed away. Heart disease…almost two years ago.” 

Rachel made a mental note to look into the sister more out of just checking a box than anything else. Based on what Talina had told them, she doubted the sister had anything at all to do with it. 

“Ms. Salgado, do you know if Gloria had any enemies? Any people that had issues with her, no matter how small?”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you there. I do know that she was a very private person, but the few social things she did take part in…she never really shared much about them.”

During the conversation with Talina, Jack had brought them back into the secluded neighborhood where Gloria had lived. Dusk was quickly giving way to night, meaning that the reasonable hours to go around knocking on people’s doors was fading.

“Ms. Salgado, thanks for your time,” Rachel said. “I hope you won’t mind if we have to call you again as the case progresses.”

“Yes, of course. I’m available to help any way I can.”

They ended the call just as Jack brought the car to a stop adjacent to Gloria’s house. The street lights had come on, gathering insects, and lighting up the sidewalks. As they got out of the car, they both looked around at the streets. The houses were a good distance apart from one another, meaning they’d likely end up taking the streets in little sections—knocking on a few doors and then driving the car down to the end of the street to do the same all over again.

“You take the right side, and I’ll take the left?” Rachel asked.

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. Yet when he looked down the street, he saw the shapes of two people walking a dog. They were heading their way, speaking lightly as they walked closer to the agents. “But maybe we start with them?” Jack added.

Rachel joined him and they closed the distance between themselves and the dog-walkers. As they drew closer, the pair of figures revealed themselves to be a man and a woman; the man was holding the handle of the dog’s leash with his left hand and holding the hand of the woman with his right. Seeing the other two people walking toward them, the man slowed a bit, and then the woman.

They were no more than ten feet apart from one another when Rachel finally spoke. “Hey there,” she said. “Sorry to bother you. I’m Agent Gift, and this is Agent Rivers, with the FBI. We’re in the neighborhood trying to get some information on the woman that lives here,” she said, nodding her head back a bit at Gloria’s house.

“Ms. Masterson?” the woman asked.

“Yes. I assume you two live here in the neighborhood?”

“We do,” the man said. When he adjusted his grip on the leash, Jack saw the wedding band on his finger. Apparently, these two were married. Their dog, a rather pudgy Jack Russell, sniffed enthusiastically at Rachel’s shoes. “And we heard about what happened,” the husband went on, a sad timbre to his voice. “It’s pretty awful.”

“Pretty scary is more like it,” the wife said.

“Did either of you know Gloria Masterson very well?” Jack asked.

“Not well, no,” the husband said. “Just in the way you sort of know the people that live in your neighborhood.”

“Does anything you do know stand out to you at all?” Rachel asked.

They both looked at one another, shrugging at the same time. “Not really,” the wife finally said. “We’d see her out walking every now and then. We live just back there,” she added, hitching a thumb behind her and across the street. “Four houses down. I’d be on the porch and see her walk by sometimes, usually in the morning while I had my morning coffee.”

“Around what time would you say this usually was?” Rachel asked.

“Six thirty or seven. I sit out most mornings, up until it’s just too cold, you know? And whenever I was out, I’d see her. A creature of habit, I suppose.”

“Which is odd,” the husband said, “because we’ve heard other neighbors say they’ve seen her out walking much earlier than that. There’s a small group of guys I play poker with and one of them said he’d seen her at least half a dozen times walking around the streets at night. Or early morning, whatever.”

“It wasn’t just your friend trying to be funny?” Jack asked.

“Doubtful. I’d heard about it before but never really cared, you know? As bad as that seems.”

“Based on what you do know about her, would you say there was anything strange about her?”

“I don’t know her well enough to make that judgment,” the wife said. “The impression I always got was that she became something of a shut-in after her husband died.”

“Same here.”

“These late night and early morning walks,” Jack said. “Based on the stories you heard, was this recent or further in the past.”

“Oh, recent,” the husband said. “Not even three or four months.”

This did strike Jack as odd. A woman that had been strangled in her bed and then arranged to look like she was resting peacefully—but she’d also had a penchant for walking around the neighborhood at all hours of the night. If this little detail turned out to be true, it could place an entirely new face on the case.

“Thank you both,” Jack said.

The couple nodded, the Jack Russell gave the agents an inquisitive glance, and then they were on their way. 

“Well, that’s interesting,” Jack said, looking back to Gloria’s house.

“It is. But she was middle-aged and lost her husband two years ago. Talina Salgado said Gloria was a woman of routine, so maybe late-night walks were just part of that.”

“Maybe,” Jack said, but he didn’t sound so sure. He sighed and looked back down the street, the crowds of insects thickening around the streetlamps. “Let’s go knock on some doors and see what else we can find.”

They split up and did just that. Door after door, Jack heard more of the same—that Gloria kept mostly to herself and that yes, on occasion, folks would see her taking walks late at night, often after midnight, as well as once the sun had come up. And yet again, something about that picture superimposed over her body being displayed as if she’d been deeply asleep made Jack feel doubtful about something.

There was something there, something to be dug up and examined but, for the time being, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what it might be.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

He knew he’d killed that woman, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember when it had happened. Had it been last night? The night before? He wasn’t sure. It was getting harder and harder to keep track of the days.

The realization that he’d killed another one was the first thing on his mind when he woke up. The second thing on his mind was that he felt like crap. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d woken up and actually felt rested.

He sat up and looked at his bedside clock. He wasn’t all that surprised to find that it was 10:55 in the morning. Well, he assumed it was the morning. That would be the only thing that really made sense. He’d gone to sleep when it was dark outside—not that it really mattered anymore. Day…night…his brain just didn’t seem to care anymore.

Exhausted and feeling like his head might very well float away at any moment, he got out of bed and made his way into the kitchen. He eyed the coffee maker and considered brewing a pot of coffee. Not too long ago, a nice, strong cup of coffee first thing in the morning would get him going. But it did no good now. Hell, it didn’t even taste good to him anymore.

He forced himself to make a lazy breakfast of cereal and a piece of plain toast. As he ate, he struggled to keep his eyes open. It made him think of what his mother had once told him about what happens when little boys get tired—that little angels are stacking bricks on his eyelids. Well, if that were the case, the little bitches were building a house based on the way it felt.

He figured he should probably go see a doctor for whatever was wrong with him, but it was too late for that now. After what he’d done, after the lives he’d taken, it seemed foolish to willingly walk into a doctor’s office.

After breakfast, he went into the bathroom and took a shower. He used cold water and it did manage to stir him awake a bit. He was almost fully alert when he got dressed and checked his email. He had a few projects coming down the line this week but he knew he wouldn’t be able to focus on them today. Maybe tonight. Because of whatever was going on with his sleep cycle, he could only truly focus at night.

That’s when he got his work done…and the other stuff, too.

Ah, the other stuff. He was beginning to like it. Killing Gloria Masterson had been proof of that. More than that, it was really the only thing that made him feel fully awake—fully alive—anymore.

After checking his emails, he opened up the blinds and looked out toward the parking lot of his apartment complex. He watched traffic flow along, envying the fully awake people, the people that had managed a full eight hours of sleep the night before. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, but he remained in place until an enormous yawn broke his concentration. He didn’t even bother looking at the clock again when he returned to his desk and looked at the slightly wrinkled sticky note sitting on the side of his desk. Lately, time had meant pretty much nothing to him.

The sticky note contained a name, a woman’s name that he’d been looking at since before he’d even planned to visit Gloria Masterson.

This woman needed his help, too. He smiled calmly as he thought about how he could cure her of her problems, of how he could offer her relief. Helping others was really the only thing he looked forward to anymore. The tricky part was that they didn’t even know they needed the help, and they never accepted it willingly.

He had to go to them and convince them. And that was exactly what he was going to do to this next woman. He tucked the sticky note into his pocket and waited. There was a proper time to do these things and for her, he was going to have to wait. He’d wait until tonight because, as he knew all too well, it was easier to realize they had this problem when the sun was down and the world of sleep began to beckon them.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Rachel had the same luck as Jack in their door-to-door efforts around Gloria’s neighborhood. She had enough people to support the stories of Gloria taking walks very late into the night. She also heard a few people tell her about how kind her husband had been—including one younger woman that said Gloria had seemed to sort of draw into herself and became something of a shut-in after he passed away.

They met back at the car shortly after nine o’ clock. Jack started the engine but didn’t pull away from the curb. Instead, he looked over to Rachel and said: “So what do we know?”

Rachel took a moment to answer as their eyes met. For a moment, she was standing back in the cemetery with him, his arms wrapped around her as she wept into his shoulder. She knew exactly what his question meant, but it felt like it was loaded with double entendre.

“We know that Gloria Masterson’s husband died about two years ago and she seems to have become a lot less social afterwards. We know that she hired Talina as a cleaning lady and, based on how Talina spoke about her, they became something resembling friends over the years. We know that Gloria has a sister she doesn’t talk to and a father that died in a nursing home after a struggle with dementia. We know she walked around the neighborhood quite a bit, sometimes during the very early hours of the morning, specifically around one or two o’ clock.”

Jack nodded and picked up the trail. “We know that the killer seemingly entered through her window and strangled her. We know there was no sexual attack and no struggle. And based on the bit of information we have, she was in good health. And we also know that another man that lives roughly nine miles away from here was murdered in the exact same way.”

“So let’s start looking into him,” Rachel said. “I think we have more than enough detail on Gloria Masterson. If we can find tidbits that link up between both of them, it’ll give us a good place to start.”

Jack nodded and reached for the gear shift. Before he pulled out, he glanced back over to her. “Sorry,” he said. “Gonna be nosy and ask. Do you want to check in at home? You and I…I think we can stop pretending there are barriers still up between us. I fully understand that it was hard for you to hop on this case…to leave Paige right now.”

It had been on her mind. She’d started thinking of Paige as she’d gone from door to door, wondering how she and Grandma Tate were handling things. She nodded and pulled her phone out of her pocket. As she started pulling up the number for her landline at home, she noticed Jack reaching for the door handle.

“It’s okay, Jack. You’ve seen me more vulnerable than anyone else ever has now. You don’t have to step out of the car when I make a personal call.”

A smile touched his lips but he bit it back. She smiled back at him, though, appreciating the fact that he seemed almost honored. She placed the call home and it was answered on the second ring. When a man answered, she was both alarmed and puzzled at first, but then she recalled that Agent Carson was still running guard for her back at home.

“Gift residence,” Carson said.

“Hello, Carson. It’s Rachel. How are things going?”

“Ah, hey, Agent Gift. Well, I do hate to tell you that things here are pretty tense. There’s a very important Geography test tomorrow and Paige is like, totally freaking out.”

Paige spoke up loudly from somewhere in the background. “I am not!”

“Speaking honestly, though, things here are good. Your grandmother treated us to her homemade chicken parm tonight, which was excellent. But in terms of other things, all is quiet. Would you like to speak to Paige?”

“Yes, please.”

He handed the phone off at about the same time Jack finally pulled away from Gloria Masterson’s house. She noticed that he was using his phone to guide them to the local police station.

“Hey, Mommy. Agent Carson is teasing me!”

“Over the test?”

“Yes!”

“Then I think I’m okay with it.”

She and Paige giggled together as they went on to other things—other school topics, the final game of her soccer league, and why she wasn’t old enough to start streaming that new popular spooky show on Netflix. All the while, Jack made his way through the Fredericksburg traffic, headlights angling and passing in the night.

Paige then put Grandma Tate on, and Rachel was delighted at just how relaxed and at ease she sounded. “You know, you really don’t need to worry about us here,” she said as they came to the end of their call. “With the men outside and Agent Carson here to protect us, we’re safer than you are. I just…I hope you’re not trying to move ahead too fast, Rachel. It hasn’t even been two weeks since Peter died.”

“I know. And I think I needed this to make sure I could move on. That, and we’re hoping this will draw Lynch out.”

Grandma Tate sighed on the other end of the phone. “Please be careful, Rachel.”

“I will.”

When they ended the call, Rachel was left feeling much more certain and secure of things back home, but slightly off-center about her own ambition. Had she not taken enough time to grieve Peter and make sure Paige would be okay? Was she that worried about her own ticking clock and the uncertainty of what was to come that she was overlooking the best interests of her family?

She was sure there was some truth to this, but the desire to nail Alex Lynch was stronger than any of it. She was not blinded by her hatred and contempt of the man but she was, at the very least, a little emotionally crippled, she supposed.

They arrived at the police station five minutes later. It took a bit of unnecessary time and conversation, but they were finally able to secure a small workspace in a back office, tucked away down a hall and distanced from the other officers. Rachel actually preferred it this way, especially during the night when there were fewer people around.

“Are you okay with staying the night in Fredericksburg?” Jack asked as they settled in and set about getting access to the criminal database on one of the desktop setups in the office.

“Yes. Agent Carson and my grandmother made me feel much better about what’s going on back home. I’d rather just stay here and knock this case out.”

“I’m not sure if I should be relieved or worried.”

“How’s that?”

“Honestly? I feel almost a little guilty for even recommending to Anderson that you’d be ready for this. I’m afraid you’re moving too fast because of me.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. If anything is pressuring me to move fast, it’s this stupid tumor in my head.”

“Fair enough,” he said, though he sounded doubtful.

“I’m going to look for the file on Carl Jackson now, if that’s okay,” she said, trying to be playful about it. “Unless we want to continue digging into my personal and emotional state.”

“Nope. By all means,” he said, gesturing toward the keyboard.

Once they were able to get onto the network, they found the files easily enough. They only required help a single time, and it was given by a tired-looking and reluctant older gentleman. Once he realized they’d taken over Detective Riley’s case, he was able to show them exactly what they needed.

Riley had done a fantastic job of organizing everything. The digital file on Jackson contained the police reports (including crime scene photos), coroner’s reports, and small details on the phone calls that had already been made to family and friends. There was also a file containing brief notes detailing the interviews Riley had conducted in the day or so after the murder—namely from neighbors, co-workers, and friends.

Rachel focused on the people that had been contacted and the information they’d given while Jack looked over the coroner’s report and crime scene details for anything that stood out. Rachel felt a bit guilty about assuming Riley was a lazy detective that was glad to wash his hands of the case now that the FBI was here. Based on his notes and the way he’d conducted things so far, he seemed like a real pro.

As she dug through everything, she came to a small checklist of sorts. The formatting was odd and she was pretty sure it had been converted over from a notes app on Riley’s phone. On it, he had listed: phone records! Check the name ROGER L. Work buddy. But she saw no trace of phone records. She wondered if they’d even come through yet.

“Roger L,” she muttered. She looked over at the folder they’d been carrying around that contained print-outs of documents pertaining to Gloria’s case and grabbed it. As she opened the folder, she checked the time and saw that it wasn’t quite eleven yet. Working on a hunch, she located Riley’s number in the staff directory and called him up.

“Who’re you calling this late?” Jack asked.

“Riley. I want to check out a name.” Seeing that she had Jack’s interest, she placed her phone on speaker and set it on the desk while rifling through the papers in Gloria’s file. There had been no phone records acquired yet but there was a list of Recently Called that they’d been able to take from her phone. One of the names was Roger Lenbrook.

Detective Riley answered on the second ring. “Hello?” he asked, confusion in his voice.

“It’s Agent Gift. Sorry to call so late, but I was wondering if you could answer a quick question about one of your notes.”

“My notes? Sure. How’d you get access to my notes?”

“We’re at the precinct and we had someone help us with the directory. Is there an issue with us looking at the case files?”

“No, not at all. I’m glad you found them so easily. What was your question?”

“Well, you have a note in Carl Jackson’s file about how you needed to check in with a quote-unquote work buddy by the name of Roger L. Were you ever able to get in touch with him?”

“No. I made a call and it went to voicemail. But he was so low on my list of people of importance that I never called back.”

“Do you happen to know his last name? What the L stands for?”

“Um…I believe it’s Lenly or…no, Lenbrook. Roger Lenbrook.”

“And were you able to ever get a look at Gloria’s phone?”

“No. I was waiting on the records request to go through. From what I understand, though, another officer was able to unlock her phone with face recognition. That was pretty recent, though, and I didn’t get a look at that yet. Why? What’s on there?”

“There’s a few calls to a Roger Lenbrook in her recent dialings.”

The other line was quiet for a while before it was broken by Riley saying, “Shit.”

“Do we know anything about this Lenbrook character other than that he worked with Carl Jackson?”

“No. I spoke to the supervisor on the phone and he said Carl really only had one friend at work, a guy named Roger Lenbrook. Beyond that, not much. I’m sure you already know this, but Carl worked at a truck-loading warehouse in town. The name and address are all there in the notes.”

“Yeah, we saw that,” Rachel said. “Being that it’s so late right now and we don’t have any just cause other than Lenbrook being guilty of simply knowing both victims, there’s no need to knock on his door now.”

“Yeah, we’ll try to catch him before work in the morning,” Jack said.

“Well, again, let me know if you need an assist.”

“We will,” Jack said.

Rachel ended the call, looking back at the screen shot of Gloria’s recent calls. They’d managed to find a link rather quickly, a single name that connected both victims. In a smaller town it might not be so unlikely, but it seemed to stand out in this case as much more than a simple coincidence.

“Sounds like we’re going to have an early morning,” Jack said. “Want to go find somewhere to sleep?”

“Might as well.”

They wrapped up things in their temporary office and made their way back out to the parking lot. As they got into the car, Rachel realized that this would be the first time she’d be alone since getting the call about Peter. Paige had slept with her on a few nights and even when she hadn’t, the house had been busy with the movements of Paige, Grandma Tate, and on occasion, Agent Carson.

Was she ready to be alone, in a dark and unfamiliar room? Was she ready to handle the tidal wave of thoughts, doubts, and fears that she’d been pushing away ever since Peter had been killed?

And more than that, was Alex Lynch somehow watching her? Would he know that she was alone and, deep down, still vulnerable?

She did her best to get rid of that thought as Jack drove through the night, uneasy with the darkness and all it might be hiding.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

 

Kari Blaine was getting tired of this restless night crap. She looked over at her husband, sound asleep and dead to the world. She was too annoyed that he was resting peacefully to even consider waking him up in a unique and dirty fashion. Yes, she’d even gone to those lengths, hoping to exhaust herself and fall asleep satisfied. But that hadn’t worked, either.

She was young and healthy, never had a bad doctor’s report or anything more serious than a stomach bug. But now, all of a sudden, she was unable to sleep. It had started about four months ago, something she’d assumed had been stress-related or basic insomnia. First, she’d found it hard to fall asleep, laying down at her usual time of about 10:45 and not able to get under until around two or three in the morning—not ideal when her job had her waking up at six every morning.

She’d gone to the doctor when over the counter sleep aids proved ineffective. The prescription she’d gotten seemed to help at first but after a few days those did nothing but screw up her already screwed schedule. She’d had no issues falling asleep, but she’d been unable to remain asleep. For about three weeks straight, she’d fall off with no problem, dead to the world just like her husband by 11:00. But then she’d wake up between 1:30 – 2:00 and would not be able to go back to sleep. Sometimes, her body would be so ravaged and tired that she’d manage to catch another hour between five and six, but that was all.

And now that she’d ditched the meds and had started trying natural alternatives, like changing up her diet and experimenting with valerian root and certain teas, she never knew what to expect when it was time to go to bed. All she knew was that she’d not managed to get more than six hours of sleep in a single night for over three months. She’d tried support groups, online forums, even trolled around Reddit for solutions, but nothing had worked.

And now here she was, again unable to fall asleep and doing the sleep-math in her head. It was 1:15 right now; so if she could fall asleep by 1:30, she’d manage four and a half hours before she had to wake up and get to work. And four hours in a solid chunk was a blessing these days. The problem was that she was pretty much wide awake. She knew she wouldn’t get back to sleep anytime soon. The best she could hope for was that one unpredictable hour between five and six. And if she wanted that, she did know of one thing that had helped a few times in the course of the past few weeks.

With a sigh, she got out of bed. Her husband shifted the slightest bit at the disturbance but remained fast asleep. Quickly and quietly, Kari left the bedroom and walked downstairs. She made her way through the kitchen, past the mudroom, and then walked out into the two-car garage.

She didn’t bother putting the light on. There was a little security light plugged into the front wall that gave her plenty of illumination to make her way to the small water-heater closet. She opened the door and looked down at the floor where she kept her workout stuff. There was an exercise mat, a stretch band, and three kettlebells. She grabbed the ten pound kettlebell and the mat and closed the door.

She’d been going this route for the last six weeks or so. It was something she’d read online, about how a quick bout of exercise can wear out your already-tired brain and remind it hey, dumbass, it’s time for sleep. We’re tired. She did it in the living room, between the back of the couch and the built in bookshelf along the far wall and it had worked almost every time she’d tried it, making her just tired enough to find that magical hour of sleep between five and six—and that was better than nothing.

She made her way back over to the door and was shocked to find a man standing there. “Chris?” she said, her husband’s name coming out of her mouth in a way that sounded tired—which was hilarious, seeing as how she didn’t actually feel tired.

And even as she spoke his name, the glow of the little security light in the wall showed her that she was wrong. The man standing there was not her husband. As if to prove this, the man shook his head. He was wearing a hooded sweatshirt, the hood pulled up but still revealing the lower half of his face.

“Who are you?” she asked, panic rising up in her voice.

She realized what a stupid question it was, like he would answer it. What she should be doing was calling out for Chris. And in thinking this, she grabbed the kettlebell. Let him come at her if he wanted. She’d brain him with it. It made her wish she’d taken the twenty-pounder instead.

She drew in a breath to call for Chris but then the man was coming at her. He rushed along the space between the front of their CRV and the wall with the security light. She formed the hard C in her husband’s name, but that’s as far as she got. Even by the time she’d raised the kettlebell in an arched motion, he was on her.

When his hands fell on her throat, she tried to pull away, but his grip was immense. Her hip struck the front of the CRV and for a moment, she wondered if the alarm might go off if she kicked it hard enough. That would wake up Chris and she would—

But she felt the man’s leg sweeping against hers and then she was falling. His hands never left her neck and, to her odd surprise, he did everything in his power to make sure her head did not strike the concrete floor. And all the while, his hands were at her throat. She couldn’t draw in any breath, nor could she speak. It was like trying to breathe in air through a clogged straw. And as she felt the pressure increasing on her neck, she knew she was going to die. She knew it and, for a morbid moment, she was almost glad.

Finally, she thought. Sleep.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Rachel slept relatively well; when the alarm on her phone woke her up at 5:45 the following morning, she was surprised that she’d enjoyed a dream-free sleep. Lately, she’d been having nightmares about the tumor, about Peter and Alex Lynch. Maybe, she thought, being alone in an unfamiliar place had been just the ticket for a decent rest.

She met Jack in the small lobby area of the hotel, making their way into the even smaller dining area (and calling it a “dining area” was being very generous). As they gathered up free, bland coffee and blueberry muffins, Rachel pulled up the name of Roger Lenbrook’s employer on her phone. It was a warehouse with the drab title of Sharp Enterprises, and the map on her phone told her it was less than five miles away from their hotel.

“You know,” Jack said as they got into their car. “I Googled it last night. Fredericksburg has a population of about twenty-nine thousand. Sure, there could be more than one single Roger Lenbrook, but I don’t think the two victims knowing just one of them can be ruled a coincidence. The odds are just too small.”

“Well, I’ve encountered coincidences in this job before,” she said. But she felt the same. She was all but certain that both Carl Jackson and Gloria Masterson knew the same Roger Lenbrook. Whether it would come to anything of use remained to be seen.

Traffic was thicker than they’d expected, so they got to Sharp Enterprises a bit later than they’d planned. They parked in the visitor lot and headed inside. They entered into a small lobby with a glassed-in receptionist area. The woman behind the glass smiled at them, though it was evident from her coffee cup and scattered papers all around her desk that she had not yet quite settled in for the day.

“Good morning,” she said as cheerfully as she could manage. “How can I help you?”

Without pulling her badge, Rachel said, “We need to speak with one of your employees that we believe just started his shift for the day—a man named Roger Lenbrook.”

“Sure thing,” she said, reaching for the desk phone, partially buried under a few papers. As she picked the receiver from the cradle, she eyed them and, in a conversational manner, said: “What’s this about?”

Having no choice now, Rachel pulled out her badge and ID. “We can’t really say,” she said.

The receptionist nodded and paged someone on her phone. She spoke softly, telling someone that “There are visitors here for Roger Lenbrook. Thanks.” She then looked back at Rachel and Jack and said, “Just one moment, if you want to have a seat.”

The only place to have a seat was one of four chairs that looked like they’d come out of a 1970s hotel room. As they sat down, Rachel took a quick study of the room. There were only two doors—one leading to the restrooms on the left and one that led back into the work area. The top half of this was made of glass, giving a view of the corridor that led back to the work floor. She could hear the distant chatter and laughing of workers beginning their day, coming through the door, as a few people walked by the glass.

Roughly three minutes after they’d sat down, a man approached the glass. He slowly reached for the door handle and then looked into the room. Rachel watched him look around slowly, as if studying. He looked to be about fifty years of age, his hair going not gray but white. When he saw Rachel staring back at him, he let go of the door handle and quickly stepped out of sight.

“Jack…I think he just came to the door. Someone looked through the glass, saw us, and bolted.”

Jack got up right away and headed for the door. As Rachel followed, she caught the attention of the receptionist behind her little sliding window. “Where does this hallway lead?” she asked.

The woman looked baffled for a moment but managed to answer after a few frazzled seconds. “The left goes to the main work floor. The right goes to the employee lot and the loading bays.”

“I’ll take the hallway,” Jack said. “You head out and make sure he doesn’t slip outside.”

She did so, noting that he had given himself the higher-pressure situation. With Jack on his trail, Lenbrook didn’t stand much of a chance of sneaking away. Rachel was essentially just playing back-up.

She ran through the front doors and back out into the lot. She went running in the direction of the employee lot and loading bays, the route clearly indicated by small signs posted along the strip of front lawn in front of the warehouse. 

She didn’t flat out run, but kept a brisk sprint as she made her way to the corner of the building. The loading bays came into view right away, mammoth openings along the side of the building to allow trailers to drop off and receive their loads. Currently, there were three trucks pulled into the bays. And it was because of these trucks that she nearly missed Roger Lenbrook.

He came barreling out from between two of the trailers, running as if his life depended on it. His arms were pumping furiously as he darted off to the right, further away from Rachel (without even seeing her) and toward the employee lot. Rachel instantly started chasing after him and as she came to the first of the trailers, Jack also appeared. He was running even faster than Lenbrook, which clearly meant the man had started hauling ass just as soon as he’d stepped away after spotting them in the lobby.

Jack spotted Rachel easily, as they were less than ten or twelve feet apart from colliding into one another, but never lost a step. As he cut to the right, Rachel did hear him mutter under this breath: “This bastard is fast…”

Rachel could see Lenbrook digging into his pockets as he raced along the employee lot. He looked in their direction a single time before pulling keys out of his pocket. Seeing how close they were to closing in made him act faster and, in doing so, he dropped his keys. He cursed loud enough for them to hear him as they crossed over into the employee lot.

Lenbrook grabbed his keys, unlocked his small Ford truck, and opened the door. Rachel could see what was going to happen moments before it actually occurred and she could only hope things wouldn’t get too out of hand. 

Jack reached the truck before she did, arriving at the same moment Roger Lenbrook was slamming his door closed. Jack managed to grab the side of the door and push back, preventing Lenbrook from closing it. There was an awkward sort of tug-of-war between them for a moment, and then Rachel was there. She felt childish in doing so, but she ducked down under Jack’s extended arm and reached inside. She grabbed Lenbrook’s arm and twisted it just slightly in the wrong direction. He cried out in pain and released the door.

“It’s way too early to make me run this morning, Mr. Lenbrook,” Jack said.

“Look, I know why you’re here,” he said, cowering lightly in his truck. “And I can explain what I—”

But then he stopped. It was as if he’d finally taken the time to think about the situation. He looked at Rachel and Jack, truly studying them for a moment. His eyes slowly widened, and he started to shake his head.

“Wait. You’re…you’re not with corporate, are you?” he sounded puzzled and, behind that, there was a growing tinge of fear.

“No, Mr. Lenbrook,” Rachel said, taking out her badge and ID again. “We’re not with corporate.”

“FBI?” he said, almost amazed. “I don’t understand.”

“That’s okay,” Jack said, reaching for the cuffs inside his jacket. “We’ll explain it all to you at the station.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Rachel watched slow realization come over Roger Lenbrook as they transported him to the precinct. He never really put up much of a fight but had seemed indignant at first. Then, he’d softened as they headed to the station, asking questions about why they were after him. He’d continued to insist that he thought they were from corporate and that’s why he ran—as if it might help his case in some way.

He’d eventually come around to a hesitant form of acceptance when he was placed behind the metal table in the interrogation room. Rachel supposed being led through the building and down the corridor to the interrogation rooms had brought it all crashing home, had opened his eyes to what he might be in for. The man that had thought he was going to make an escape across the parking lot and to his truck was nowhere to be seen. He was mostly docile as Rachel and Jack entered the room, but she still saw fear lurking in his eyes.

“So,” Rachel said, standing in front of the table rather than taking one of the seats. “Let’s start with why you’d be thinking the corporate offices would be coming for you and why you’d run from them.”

Lenbrook gave them both a confused look, one that was tinged with distrust, too. “You’re trying to tell me that you weren’t sent by corporate?”

“Believe it or not, the FBI doesn’t tend to work with corporate offices at truck-loading warehouses. If you’ve done something related to your work that you fear corporate would indeed be interested in, I can assure you that’s not why we’re here.”

“That’s right,” Jack said. “However, it may do you a lot of good to tell us why you were running. Because until we know otherwise, it just looks like you were running from FBI agents.”

“You hauled ass down that hallway the moment you saw us through the glass in the lobby door,” Rachel pointed out.

He looked relieved, but only for a moment. It took him a while to start talking, perhaps beginning to understand that no matter how this went down, he’d be in some sort of trouble.

“I work back in the department that deals with fragile stuff. It’s usually just cheap drinking glasses that are shipped to dollar stores. But every now and then, it’s low-end jewelry. Watches, Fitbits, things like that. The markings on the crates make it pretty obvious; we’re expected to be more careful with watches and things like that. They end up going to places like Walmart or Target—nothing super fancy but better than dollar stores. A few months back, this guy lifted one…straight up took one out to his truck on a day the supervisor wasn’t here. He sold it all to some black market guys and split the profits with the employee in charge of invoicing. As far as our supervisor knew, we never got that crate. But really, that missing crate netted about eighteen grand. And split two ways, that’s still a nice pay day, you know?”

“So you got in on this later?”

“Yeah. Me and two other guys. We, uh…we fudged the paperwork for a load that came in. Knocked two crates off the tally sheet, so when we took them, the numbers still showed up right during that afternoon’s invoice and stock check.”

“So you thought we had come from corporate, and were going to demand the product back?” Jack asked.

“Yeah.”

Rachel knew it had nothing to do with their case, but she had to ask…had to know. “How much did you make off of that job?”

“Me? After it was all split three ways, I got eleven grand.”

Jack nodded, grinning. “Well, fortunately for you, that’s not why we came to speak to you this morning. We’ve got bigger issues.”

“Mr. Lenbrook, you worked with a man named Carl Jackson, right?”

His eyes narrowed a bit, but he nodded right away. “Yeah. He died a few days ago. No one really knows what happened, but the rumor going around is that he was murdered. Right in his home, in his bed.”

“And what was your relationship with Mr. Jackson like?” Jack asked. “Was he ever involved in any of these little side-jobs you’ve just told us about?”

“No, not Carl. Carl was a straight arrow. A good guy. I guess I’d call him a friend, but we only ever hung out outside of work a few times. And that was when other guys from work were there, too.”

“So you’d say it wasn’t a deep friendship?” Rachel asked.

“No, not at all. Like I said, he was a stand-up guy but we really didn’t have too much in common.” He gave them that strained, skeptical look again before frowning slightly. “Is that what this is about? Carl?”

Rather than answer him, Rachel moved ahead a bit. “And what about a woman named Gloria Masterson? Do you know her?”

“Yes, I know Gloria.”

“How?”

Lenbrook shrugged nervously. “We met on a dating app a few weeks ago.”

“So you’ve only known her for a few weeks?”

“That’s right. But it was maybe four weeks. So maybe as much as a month.”

“So if you met on a dating app a few weeks ago, did you continue to see one another?” Jack asked. “Did the date go well?”

“I guess. We’ve gotten together three times so far. We talked about getting together again but never settled on a date. We…hold on. You mentioned Carl first, and now Gloria. Has…has something happened to her?”

Rachel watched Lenbrook’s face closely as Jack broke the news. “Mr. Lenbrook, Gloria Masterson was found dead in her home two days ago.”

He looked genuinely surprised but he also wore the look of a man that was trying to process too much information too fast. “She’s…she’s dead?”

“Yes,” Rachel said. “And the reason we are interested in you is that, so far, you’re the only link between the two victims.”

“Oh…you mean, like as a suspect?”

“We won’t jump there just yet,” Rachel said. “For now, can you tell us if you were ever in Gloria’s house?”

“No. She came to my place one time, but never even came in. I met her out on the street and we walked to a bar.” His voice sounded panicked now, slightly thinner.

“When was the last time you saw her?”

He seemed to struggle to find the answer, his eyes darting around the room. “Five days ago. We had dinner.”

“And was it a good date?” Jack asked.

“I thought so. We….um, we kissed for a bit in my car. And that was when we said we needed to schedule another date.”

“Did she seem to be in a positive state of mind that night?”

“Yeah, but she was always sort of happy, you know? Always joking but in a sort of dry way. Sarcastic. She did seem tired, but I didn’t think much of it.”

Rachel and Jack let the conversation lag for a moment as they processed it all. After about ten seconds, Rachel finally sat down in one of the seats.

“Mr. Lenbrook, can you tell us where you were two nights ago?”

“Like all night? I went to a bar with a buddy of mine at work…one of the guys that helped with the shipment jobs.”

“How long were you there?”

“I don’t remember. I think I left around 10:30. Maybe eleven.”

“Did you drive?”

“No, my buddy did. But I took an Uber home.”

“So you went from the bar, straight home.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you have any way to prove that you were home from eleven until you woke up?”

Lenbrook thought about this quite hard but eventually shook his head. “No. Nothing I can think of.” Then, just as Rachel was about to tell him he may have a lengthy wait in this room or perhaps even a holding cell, Lenbrook sat up straight. “Wait. I live over at Eastlake, in the apartment complex. There are security cameras in the lobby, pointing at both doors. If I went out, it would show up, right?”

The suggestion was a hopeful one, not a bragging way out. Rachel knew he’d be right—that if there were truly security cameras set up in the lobby, they would have caught him entering the building from the bar. And if he left again, they’d pick that up, too. And just based on the eager way he presented the option, it told Rachel all she needed to know: Roger Lenbrook was not their guy.

Sure, they’d need to check the security camera footage just to cover all of their bases, but her gut and years of experience told her that Lenbrook was innocent. 

And she was sure the footage would back her up.

In other words, they now had two victims and a suspect that had seemed promising just two hours ago that had turned out to be a coincidental link between the two. The killer was out there and unless they found something to connect the victims, they’d have a third very soon.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The good news was that the property manager at Eastlake Apartments was more than accommodating with releasing the security footage. Rachel made the call less than five minutes after stepping out of the interrogation room, and the manager had sent a direct link to an online platform that hosted all of the property’s security footage.

The bad news was that within forty minutes of receiving the link, Rachel’s hunch had been proven correct. After Roger Lenbrook arrived home at 10:58 from the bar two nights ago, he did not appear on the screen again until 6:55, when he left for work. In it, he was speaking to an older woman that was also leaving the building, giving yet another witness to his timeline.

“Well,” Jack said from behind her as they watched the footage from their makeshift office in the back of the building. “There’s still the bar and his drinking buddies to check out.” He didn’t sound very convinced, though.

“Yeah, we can check that. We can check with the bartender, find out who his drinking buddy was, but you know how that’s going to go, right?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a pretty good feeling.”

“We just have to find more links. The whole staging thing, for instance. Maybe we need to take a closer look at the bedrooms. This killer seems to want the victims to appear as if they’re resting peacefully.”

“And he’s strangling them,” Jack added. “That could mean he wants to do as little damage as possible. It could be a point of pride for him in a way. Sort of like a taxidermist preserving animals.”

“Or the act of rest itself,” Rachel said, basically thinking out loud. “Maybe something about the lifestyles of the victims. Maybe the killer thought they were lazy or something.”

“Could be. I’m also thinking the killer knew them. Or, at least, studied up on them. The way the figure stalks around Gloria Masterson’s house, heading straight for the back and using the flowerbeds, it seems like—”

A knock at their opened door interrupted him. They both turned to find Riley standing there. He looked to be in a bit of a hurry, and maybe slightly upset about something. “Agent Gift, Agent Rivers,” he said. “Sorry to interrupt, but we just got a call…”

“About what?” Rachel asked.

Riley frowned and said, “There’s another one. Strangled in her home…and very recent.”

 

***

 

The victim was Kari Blaine. The Blaines lived in a neighborhood roughly four miles away from the Masterson house, on a street with respectable houses, but a few steps down from the Masterson residence. It was a white-collar neighborhood, populated mostly by middle-class homes with small strips of mundane lawns.

Riley arrived with them, pulling his car in alongside the sidewalk while Jack pulled into the driveway, behind a single patrol car. They made their way up the short sidewalk and before they could knock on the door, it opened and they were greeted by a thirty-something cop—a woman that was clearly doing her best to keep from crying. From behind her, deep within the house, the stifled cries of a man came wafting out.

The cop got directly to the point as she opened the door for them. Rachel understood; it was an effective way of keeping a check on your emotions. Speaking of the victim as a simple fact and a statistic seemed harsh, sure, but it was also the best way Rachel had ever found to keep her mind trained on the idea that this was all part of her job.

“The victim is Kari Blaine, aged twenty-nine. She was strangled to death and then placed on her couch, made to look as if she was sleeping normally. We place the time of death sometime between midnight and six, according to the husband.”

She led them slowly and respectfully into the living room. The cries of a man Rachel assumed to be the husband continued to pour through the house, coming from the back.

“That’s the husband, I take it?” Jack asked.

“Yes. He came downstairs, a little worried because she wasn’t in bed when he woke up. He said he found her on the couch and tried to wake her up…only to find that she wasn’t responding.”

Now standing in the living room, they’d come to the couch in question. Kari Blaine was laying on the couch in a perfectly horizontal position. A blanket had been placed over her, straightened perfectly without a single wrinkle or bulge in it. Even her hair seemed to have been expertly placed, fanned out over the armrest while her head rested on a small decorative pillow.

“Do we know if he touched her in any way?” Rachel asked.

“According to him, he shook her shoulder a bit, not even thinking about it. But when he realized she was dead, he said he nearly wrapped her up in his arms but then thought better of it. It was smart thinking on his part, but I think it’s one of the reason’s he’s so torn up about it right now. And of course, when he called it in, the dispatcher told him to not touch the body, whatever he did.”

“How long ago was the call placed?” Jack asked.

“The initial call was about an hour and ten minutes ago. The moment we made the connection to the other two murders, we called Riley.”

The two agents and Detective Riley examined the body closely. The blanket was pulled high up to Kari’s chest, but the bruising along the neck was still clearly visible. It still had a slightly angry red color to it, indicating the freshness. The darker imprints around the windpipe that showcased the killer’s thumbs were turning a sick shade of black but held on to a purple tone.

“I’ll go have a word with the husband,” Riley said. “See if he’s in any condition to talk just yet.”

Rachel looked around the living room and saw that, like the other scenes, there was no indication that there had been a struggle of any kind. She slowly walked back over to the front door and started looking along the edges and the doorframe, but saw no signs of forced entry.

“We checked all the windows, too,” the officer said. “Nothing. Though, there was something a little odd out in the garage. We haven’t had a chance to ask the husband about it yet because he hasn’t been able to form more than two sentences at a time.”

“Can you show us?” Jack asked.

The female officer led them through the living room and down a small, secondary hall. In taking it, they passed by the arched walkway that led into the kitchen. The husband was there, sitting at the kitchen table, while Riley and the female cop’s partner stood with him while he did his best to get himself together.

They passed through a small mudroom, where the officer opened up a door that revealed the garage. There were two cars parked inside—a Chevy Blazer and a Honda Accord—with little room for anything else. But with just a single step into the garage, Rachel noticed what they’d been brought out here to see. She supposed on any other day, it may not seem like much. But while working a case that had no discernable leads, just about everything started to seem important.

There was a slightly unrolled yoga mat and a kettlebell lying on the concrete. It was slightly in front of the Blazer, the kettlebell almost touching the front passenger wheel. It had tottered over on its side, the handle pointing toward them.

“This could just be something left on the floor from earlier,” Jack said. “Maybe they got too lazy to put it up, or they got distracted or something.”

“Could be,” Rachel said. “But do people just drop kettlebells like that? If it was something that was just set down, wouldn’t it be sitting up?”

“There’s another one over there in the closet,” the cop said. “A bigger one.”

“And the garage door was closed?” Rachel asked.

“It was.”

Rachel couldn’t help but feel there was some sort of story there—the mat and the kettlebell, the body on the couch.

On the couch, she thought. This is the first to not be on the bed—and also the first to have a spouse at home with her.

“What if she was wandering around the house when it happened?” Rachel wondered out loud. “The killer had to have already been in the house, but what if…what if he knew she’d be getting up. Maybe he knew she’d be getting up to come in here, for these things? And after he killed her, rather than haul her back upstairs and easily alerting the husband, he staged her on the couch?”

Jack looked at her, surprised. “Or maybe the simplest solution is the right one,” he said. “Maybe she was sleeping on the couch and the killer got her there.”

“Sort of convenient for the killer that she just so happened to be sleeping on the couch,” Rachel said.

Jack shrugged and turned back around to the opened door back into the house. Detective Riley had appeared there, his face grim. “The husband says he can talk. That he’ll at least try.”

They walked back into the house eagerly enough, but the look on Riley’s face told Rachel that the next few minutes were going to be hard ones.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Donovan Blaine was an absolute wreck. As soon as Rachel saw him, her heart broke for him. His eyes were red and puffy from crying and either one of the cops or Riley had brought the trash can over for him so he could toss his used tissues into it. He kept looking toward the living room with the tormented eyes of a man that knows there’s absolute horror awaiting him.

Rachel and Jack had worked together long enough to know each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Jack, for instance, was horrible at speaking to people that had recently lost a loved one. And while Rachel hated doing it, she did know that she was rather gifted in that area. So as they entered the kitchen and approached the table, Rachel took the lead.

“Mr. Blaine, I won’t even pretend to know what you’re going through right now. But what I do know is that right now, you might be our best chance at finding the person that did this. There have been two others in less than a week…two other people, right in their homes.”

He nodded and for a moment, she saw a dark cloud of hatred wash over his face. “Okay,” he said, his voice thick and hoarse. “I want to help.”

“First, does she usually sleep on the couch?” It was a simple question, but carefully constructed. Does indicated present tense, keeping him from thinking of his wife in the past tense. Sleep instead of slept drove this home, too.

“No. I think she’s done it maybe once, ever. That was when I had this really bad cough and she just couldn’t get any sleep.”

“What about getting up during the night?” Rachel asked. “Does she do that very often?”

She could see him visibly struggling with emotion. Watching as he struggled between trying to remain coherent and to grieve for his recently murdered wife was heart wrenching. It also told Rachel that she wasn’t going to have much longer with him—maybe two or three questions at most. She’d have to make them good, pointed ones.

“Yeah, she’s done it a lot lately. She’s been having trouble sleeping. She’s been to the doctor for it and everything.”

“Do you know if she would do anything in particular when she was up and moving around the house while you slept?”

“I know…I know she read sometimes,” he said. His voice was getting thin, and Rachel noticed that he was using the past tense. As his bottom lip quivered, she knew she wouldn’t have him for much longer. “Crosswords, but never TV. She said watching TV that late only made it worse. I know that lately she’d started trying exercise. One of the doctors recommended it, I think.”

“Do you know what kind of exercise?” Rachel asked. “There are kettlebells in the garage, right?”

“Yeah, she uses those. She…” 

But it only came out in a whisper. After that, he lowered his head and buried it in his hands. He wailed into them and Rachel knew their time with him was over. Maybe they could speak with him again by the end of the day, but to continue questioning him right now would be like torture.

She did need one more thing from him, though. She felt completely rude and uncaring for asking as he cried deeply into his hands. “Mr. Blaine, can we have your permission to look through the house?”

She wasn’t sure if he was forming words in his wailing, but he did nod his head. She took that as answer enough and was relieved to be able to step out of the kitchen. She waited until they were in the small hallway between the living room and the kitchen before she turned to speak to Jack.

“I think that’s our link,” she said.

“What? The insomnia?”

“Yeah. I’d bet money on it.”

“We make the same amount of money.”

“All the better to bet,” she said. “Think about it. Gloria Masterson had these random late-night walks. It seemed strange at first but if we apply this sleep problem filter to it…”

Jack nodded, understanding dawning in his eyes. Rachel looked down the hall, toward the two different doors. One was partially open, revealing the muted white colors of a bathroom. When she opened it, she found only a powder room—nothing but a toilet and a sink.

“Meds?” Jack said.

“Yeah, that was my thought.”

Riley was lingering by the edge of the kitchen, part of his attention on Donovan Blaine and part of it on the agents. He turned his head toward them and said, “A few minutes ago, he said the master bedroom and bath were upstairs.”

They headed up together, Riley opting to stay behind with the local cops. Rachel actually preferred this. Having a local detective endlessly shadowing them out of some sort of obligation or duty to a case they felt was theirs was maddening.

The bed in the master bedroom had not been made, and she could see where Donovan had already set out the clothes he’d intended to wear to work today. They skipped all of it and walked into the adjoining master bathroom. There was no traditional medicine cabinet, so Rachel started opening the cabinets that sat in a short row between the double sinks. She found the medicines in the second cabinet, neatly tucked away, and organized in clear, plastic bins. There wasn’t much to see, really. There was some over-the-counter cough medicine, some allergy stuff, and birth control. But there was a smaller bin that held prescription bottles. There were only three, and one of them had been prescribed just seven weeks ago. It was Temazepam, a sleep aid that even Rachel had heard about.

“Bingo.”

Jack nodded and she wondered if he was a little busy digesting his humble pie. In the garage she’d basically called the idea of Kari going for the kettlebell and yoga mat in the middle of the night. And if that was the case, the killer had been waiting for her. Had he known, though? And if so, how? 

It raised a whole new group of questions, and things they needed to check on. First and foremost, they needed to find out if Carl Jackson and Gloria Masterson had also been having troubles with their sleep.  And if they had, why was the killer targeting them? And how was he doing it?

They left the bathroom and ran into Riley as they made their way down the stairs. Below them, Donovan was really belting it out now. Rachel could hear the man’s heart breaking in each and every scream.

“Find something?” Riley asked.

“She was taking meds for her sleeping issues. We’re going to head out to see if the other victims had insomnia as well,” Rachel said. “Do you think you can make a call and see if someone can dig into that for us?”

“Absolutely. That’ll be Penny Lacks. She’s my go-to for records and research when I’m tied up.”

“Thanks. We’ll head back to the station and wait to see if—”

Riley chuckled and shook his head. “No, you don’t get it. Penny’s good. She’s fast. I sometimes wonder why she’s into working with the government like you guys. Stick around for about five or ten minutes and she’ll find it.”

“Sounds good,” Rachel said. “In the meantime, I’m going to call the number of the doctor on the prescription bottle…see if I can get a read on Kari Blaine’s mindset when she went in for her appointment.”

Rachel knew that getting information on a patient would be very difficult over the phone. It would be hard enough to speak to the actual physician, let alone getting a read on a patient. Still, she wasn’t about to just sit idly by while they waited for Riley’s connection to come through.

So she called the number on the bottle’s label while Jack went back to the living room to examine the area more closely. While Rachel was placed on hold two different times, he also ended up walking to the back door to look for signs of forced entry. Rachel remained in the hallway between the living room and the kitchen, eventually making her way back out to the garage to keep Donovan Blaine’s cries off of the call.

“Ma’am?” came a young, chipper woman’s voice from the other line. At this point, Rachel had lost track of who she was speaking with. She was pretty sure it was one of the nurse’s aides at the doctor’s office that had prescribed the medicine. “You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“So, as you mentioned yourself, we can’t give records or information out over the phone. But I can certainly leave a message for the doctor that saw Mrs. Blaine to contact you when they get a chance.”

“I’d appreciate that. Listen…can you at least tell me if she was sent to you by a specialist? Or vice-versa…maybe your practice recommended a specialist to her?”

Rachel knew this wasn’t technically allowed either, but she also knew that when people on the lower end of the business totem pole felt that they were in a position of power, it usually worked for the best. To add bit of spark to this, Rachel added, “We’ve got three victims here. Anything you can provide will help.”

There were a few seconds of silence on the other end of the line before the woman spoke up again. Her voice was low, in a conspiratorial whisper. As she spoke, the garage door opened up behind Rachel and Riley stepped in. “Well, I can’t give you specifics on patients,” the aide said, “but I can tell you that we only have one sleep clinic that we refer people to, and that’s Couchner Sleep Clinic.”

“Thank you,” Rachel said, ending the call and turning immediately to Riley. “Did your person come through?”

“She did. And it turns out, you were right. All three victims have dealt with sleep issues at one point or another, and there’s a paper trail to prove it.”

 

***

 

The paper trail was brief but told them all they needed to know. Riley’s connection at the station sent them over PDF files of everything she’d been able to find. Some of it had to be sent in screen grabs because they’d come from databases that did not allow printing without codes provided by doctors. And while Rachel had no doubt they would get those doctors’ permission, they simply didn’t have time to wait.

So together, Rachel and Jack read over the details of the victims’ medical histories while sitting in their car in front of the Blaine residence. And even before Rachel was able to dig too deep into the records, Jack was forming his own theories—something he often did by speaking out loud. It was simply how he processed things. It had been terribly annoying to Rachel when they’d first started working together but she’d now come to almost appreciate it.

“If this does turn out to be our smoking gun,” he said, “it’s likely going to come down to someone that’s figured out how to hack into medical databases. Or maybe someone that works for a doctor’s office or a sleep clinic.”

“Probably,” Rachel conceded. “But anything to do with sleep…it seems like an odd reason to target people, right?”

“Unless it has something to do with fringe topics like nightmares of sleep paralysis. I dealt with sleep paralysis a bit in my teens. It’s terrifying.”

The idea of a case where a killer was tormented by the hallucinations and very real dread that came with sleep paralysis sat cold on her heart for a moment. She then went back to scrutinizing the medical histories, reading them out loud while Jack scrolled on his phone to learn more about Couchner Sleep Clinic, the specialist Kari Blaine had been referred to.

“Starting with the first victim, Carl Jackson,” she said. “He’s got records that go back about six years. There’s a variety of sleep medications, two of which were considered controlled substances. The most recent activity in his records was from three months ago when he visited a specialist for what is labelled here as tendencies toward insomnia. And the specialist is listed as a Dr. Couchner.”

“Seems like a fairly unique last name,” Jack said. “I’m going to go on a limb…” He stopped for a moment, navigated to another page on the website he was viewing and then nodded. “Yeah. Doctor Gregory Couchner, head and found of Couchner Sleep Clinic.”

“The only issue here is that for Gloria Matterson, there’s no reference to a sleep clinic or specialist of any kind. I’ve got several visits to a doctor, though. Two different ones, but she’s seen a Dr. Grant several times in the past three months. And I think…” she scrolled back to Carl Jackson’s information and saw the same name. “Carl Jackson also saw him.”

“And I’m pretty sure there was a Dr. Grant typed up on the label on the prescription bottle for Kari Blaine,” Jack said.

Just to confirm it, Rachel also went to the documentation she had on Blaine. It wasn’t as much as the other two victims but it was the most recent. In fact, when she did indeed spot the name of Dr. Grant, it was from an appointment just ten days ago.

“So we’ve got a Dr. Grant attached to all three of these victims,” she said.

“And only two attached to the clinic…which doesn’t seem too odd as it seems to be the only sleep clinic in the city.”

“Well, it’s still relatively early in the day. I think we need to pay a visit to Dr. Grant.”

Nothing else needed to be said. Jack started the engine and pulled away from the Blaine home where just several minutes before, the coroner had arrived and was finally removing Kari’s body from the couch.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

As Jack and Rachel started across the parking lot and into the Western View Family Medicine building, Jack was once again struck by just how different Rachel seemed, as compared to the last few cases. She seemed a bit faster, more upbeat, and vibrant. He dared to say that she seemed healthier, but he knew that was a thought that was just waiting to be jinxed, given the tumor in her head. He wondered if she was having some sort of subconscious reaction to the small bit of good news the doctor had given her.

That, or maybe she was overcompensating; maybe she was doing everything she could to appear stronger than normal, given the extreme moment of vulnerability they’d shared following Peter’s funeral. And if that was the case, he was almost glad she was doing it, because the moment had rocked him, too, and he still wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.

He pushed all of this speculation aside as they entered the building. He allowed Rachel to take the lead—something she usually did when they entered a new place and needed to make a good first impression in order to get what they needed.

Because Rachel had called ahead, there wasn’t much resistance from the woman at the check-in desk. They’d known two FBI agents were coming and that it was imperative that they speak with Dr. Grant. Because of this, they were made to wait for only a handful of minutes before they were escorted down a hallway that seemed to run adjacent to the examination rooms. A rather timid-looking assistant led them to an office, the door already opened.

“Dr. Grant has asked that you wait here. She’s finishing up with a patient right now.”

They entered the office and sat in two of the four chairs that were situated around the sizable room. Jack looked around the office and saw several framed degrees from University of Tennessee and Virginia Commonwealth; these degrees gave them Dr. Grant’s first name: Theresa. A few pictures sat on the desk, showing a smiling family of four. Judging from the pictures, Theresa Grant had a husband and two children, one of whom looked close to high-school graduation age.

The assistant had been correct—Dr. Theresa Grant showed up less than three minutes after they’d been seated. She was rather tall, middle-aged, and wore her hair in a tight ponytail. She was also wearing a white lab coat, a small prescription pad slightly poking out of the top of a pocket.

“Hello, there,” she said. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” She offered her hand to Rachel first, and then to Jack. “I’m Theresa Grant and while I am obviously happy to help you in any way I can, I do have a schedule to try to keep, and so far, I’m already about five minutes behind on a day where I have at least fifteen more patients coming in.”

“Understood,” Jack said. “We’ll keep the questions direct, then. We’ll make it as quick as we can, but it’s going to come out blunt.” He didn’t want to come off as being argumentative, but at the same time he hated it when anyone seemed to think their day was more important than a quest to find and stop a killer.

Rachel beat him to the punch, beginning with the overview of the case. “We’ve got three victims that have been strangled in their homes. They are all being laid out on their beds or couches to look like they are resting peacefully. So far, the only definitive link we have between them is that they were all suffering from sleep issues. When we looked into their recent medical history, we found that all three of them have had interactions with you over the last three months.”

 “My God, that’s awful,” Grant said. She was eyeing them with something like suspicion but Jack could also see the concern and sorrow in her eyes. In Jack’s experience, concern wasn’t too hard of an expression to fake. Sorrow, on the other hand, was rarely faked well. And Dr. Grant seemed to be legitimately saddened.

“Three victims? It’s not very often I get people with sleep issues. As a matter of fact, they’re so infrequent that I can remember the last patient I saw with such a problem. I can’t recall the first name, but the last name was Blaine.”

“Kari Blaine,” Jack said. “We’ve just come from her house. She’s one of the victims.”

The news seemed to hit Grant hard. She nodded and took a moment to compose herself. “The others?”

“Gloria Masterson and Carl Jackson,” Rachel answered.

Taking a moment to think a bit harder, Grant pulled her laptop toward her and used her desktop mouse to click around a bit. “You naturally know I can’t give you heavy details on my patients,” she said. “But I do believe the name Carl Jackson rings a bell. He’s been in…it looks like three times in the past year. I kept referring him to a sleep specialist and he always thought it would be a waste of time.”

“Well, we can tell you that he did finally accept that help,” Rachel said.

“What about Gloria Masterson?” Jack asked. “Did you refer her to a sleep clinic or specialist?”

Jack watched as Grant clicked around in her database. He could see that she wasn’t comfortable with giving even this most basic information. “I see here where I wrote her a basic prescription for a generic sleep aid. In my notes, it says the sleep clinic was recommended but of course, I have no idea if she took that advice or not.”

“You said you don’t get many sleep-related issues here,” Rachel said. “Do you think that’s true of most family practices?”

“It’s true of adults,” she said. “If an adult or even a teenager isn’t sleeping well, most people just attribute it to stress. They’ll take melatonin or have a glass of wine before bed and just assume it’s an accepted fact of life. For kids, though, parents seem to think it’s a bigger deal. And even then, there’s nothing as a general practice doctor that I can do other than suggest melatonin gummies in an appropriate dosage, or changes in diets. And parents usually don’t like a doctor suggesting that they aren’t feeding their kids correctly, so…”

“Do you always suggest sleep clinics for adults that are having problems?” Jack asked.

“It depends on the case, really. During basic questions, if I discover that the patient is drinking more than three cups of coffee a day or is drinking caffeine later than six or seven in the evening, that’s where I start. If I don’t think a clinic is necessary just yet, I obviously won’t suggest it. A lot of times, basic changes can really help.”

“Just a few more questions,” Jack said, sensing that if they continued to take advantage of Grant skirting the lines of legalities, they’d end up with an annoyed doctor not willing to help them. “With three victims all having seen you for sleep-related disorders, it makes us think your patient list may be some sort of target list for the killer. Is there anyone on your staff—currently or released within the past few months—that raised any red flags for you? Someone that may be giving someone else access to your records?”

Grant tilted her head, thinking, but eventually shook it. “No. I trust my staff whole-heartedly. And the only person that has left us in the last few months was a nurse that had been with us for over a decade. She left for personal matters, wanting to be with her mother in her last year or so of life.”

“What about other patients?” Rachel asked. “Have you had any patients that came in with some sort of sleep disorder, then seemed irritated you couldn’t handle the issue yourself?”

“No, I can’t ever recall anything like that.” Her tone was getting sharp, indicating that she was getting very close to being done. And with her being a doctor, Jack knew they had to respect this. Beside him, Rachel was already reaching into the inner pocket of her jacket for a business card. It was one of many moments over the past few weeks that they seemed to be sharing the same mental wavelength.

Rachel handed the business card to Grant, giving a smile. “Would you please call if you happen to think of anything?”

“Of course. And you know, I do recall one thing about Kari Blaine. She just looked so tired. I think she was averaging maybe two or three hours of sleep a night for a few weeks there. She was concerned about her health and had asked if I thought alternative medicines were worth looking into. I suggested she check the sleep clinic first. And I think you should check there as well. They may have a bit more information on the patients.” She gave them an accommodating smile that, while bright and somewhat pretty, was also clearly forced. “Are we good here for now?”

“Yes, and thank you,” Rachel said.

Grant slowly got up from behind her desk as Jack and Rachel stood from their seats. Grant held the door open for them and kept that somewhat forced smile on her face as she nodded goodbye to them.

Jack pondered all that they’d learned (which had admittedly not been much) from Dr. Grant as they made their way back through the building and out into the parking lot.

“Couchner Sleep Clinic does seem like the next likely stop,” Rachel said.

“Yeah, but only two of the three victims went there.”

“That we know of,” Rachel countered.

When they reached the car, Jack put a bit of hurry into his step to get in front of Rachel. They’d not really had the conversation about how he was still slightly uncomfortable with her driving, and he wanted to avoid it if he could.

“You don’t have to run, you know,” she said.

“I know. I just…you know me. I don’t like awkward conversations.”

“Yes, I know this. But I’m fine with you driving. Believe it or not, I also have that worry in the back of my head…that I’ll black out again at any moment.”

They’d gotten into the car and Jack was reaching for the keys when he looked over as she strapped her seatbelt into place. “But you’re good, right? Like right now, with this case, you feel better?”

She smiled at him and when their eyes locked, Jack was taken off guard by the little thrum of energy that went racing through him. “I do,” she said, not taking her eyes from his. “I feel much better.”

Jack had to take his eyes away, nodding. And as he cranked the car, a single thought went through his head—both terrifying and exciting at once. Reel it in, Rivers, or you’re going to get your heart broken.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Couchner Sleep Clinic was a small, unsuspecting little building located on the opposite side of a busy strip mall. It was situated between an even smaller chiropractic center and a boutique store. When they stepped inside, Rachel was amazed by just how quickly she was able to relax. The lighting, the atmosphere, even the way the front counter seemed to melt right into the wall had her feeling at ease. She supposed if a place was going to sell you on their ability to help you sleep, first impressions were everything—and Couchner Sleep Clinic was doing an incredible job.

The front desk wasn’t quite like a typical doctor’s office. There was no glass, just an open-air counter with a bit of office space behind it. Two doors led elsewhere into the building behind the counter, and they, too, seemed to almost dissolve right into the wall.

A woman dressed in soft colors greeted them at the counter. In a comforting voice, she asked: “What can I do for you today?”

Rachel showed her badge and gave a quick round of introductions. “We don’t have a name, but we need to speak to whoever may have treated patients by the name of Carl Jackson, Gloria Masterson, or Kari Blaine.”

“Of course,” the woman said. “We only have two specialists that work here, so that should be quite easy.” She turned her attention to a thin laptop to her right and started typing. After less than ten seconds, she said, “It looks like they were both treated by Dr. Coyne. Would you like to speak with him?”

“That would be great.”

“One second, please.”

The woman left her station and walked through one of the doors behind her. The moment she was gone, Jack nudged Rachel and said, “Is this place making you sleepy?”

“A bit. It is comforting, isn’t it?”

“One more question,” he said. “Is going in and out of doctor’s offices screwing with you?”

“How do you mean?”

“The tumor…”

She smirked, surprised that this hadn’t even crossed her mind. “No, actually. I hadn’t thought of that until you mentioned it just now. So thanks for that.”

He grimaced playfully. “Sorry.”

Moments later, the same door opened up again and the friendly receptionist returned with a second person. It was a man of about fifty or so, dressed in a polo shirt and khakis. He looked slightly confused but still offered them a thin smile. He didn’t even bother with introductions or stepping to the counter space. He waved them back behind the counter with a simple comment of, “Please, come on back, agents.”

They followed the man, presumably Dr. Coyne, through the door and into a wide corridor. They bypassed a small, secondary waiting area, and entered into another hallway. Then, for the second time in an hour or so, they were led into a doctor’s office. Dr. Coyne seemed much more laid back than Dr. Grant, though. Rachel wondered if it had something to do with his particular field of study.

“I’m told you’re looking into patients I’ve worked with in the past?” he said as he settled into his chair behind a large, oak desk. A laptop and a single lamp sat on top of it, and nothing else.

“Yes,” Rachel said. “And in some cases, the very recent past.”

“And what we didn’t tell the woman at the front,” Jack said, “is that we’re looking into what is now three murders. And one of the few links between the victims is that two of them were seen here.”

“Two of my patients have been murdered?”

“Yes,” Rachel said. “Carl Jackson and Kari Blaine. Do either of those names—”

“My Lord, I just saw Kari Blaine two weeks ago. No…probably more recently than that.”

“Dr. Coyne, we can’t typically give details about a case, but we’re in something of a pinch here,” Rachel said. “These people…they were strangled and then staged in a way that made them appear to be sleeping soundly. Two were in their beds and a third, Kari Blaine, on her couch.”

“Yes, you said three murders…I take it the third was not a patient here?”

“Not that we can find. Maybe you can clear that up for us. The third victim is a woman named Gloria Masterson.”

Without having to consult his laptop, he nodded. “Yes, I saw Ms. Masterson recently as well. Wherever you got your information…she may not have showed up as a patient because I didn’t actually treat her. She thought it was a useless practice, the study of sleep. But she was more than willing to take part in a drug trial that we oversaw here a few weeks back.” 

As Rachel absorbed this, the link now growing even stronger, Coyne took a moment to gather his thoughts.

“What, exactly, can I help you with?” he asked.

“You already have,” Rachel said. “We now know that all three patients came here. And that’s alarming because it narrows the window to your practice. And it makes me think someone that works here may have a hand in it.”

“I can assure you that’s not the case.” It was the first time he’d seemed bothered by their visit. He sat straighter in his chair and said, “My team is very much like my family. I am happy to give you whatever information might help you find this killer, but I can’t have you bothering my staff. Not here at work. If you’d like to question them, I’ll let them know you visited and you can question them when they are off the clock. And that is not out of any selfish means of my own. I strive very hard to make this a peaceful work environment and having two FBI agents question them where they work would destroy that.”

“That’s fair,” Jack said. 

“Yes, and hopefully it won’t even come to that,” Rachel said. “For now, can you maybe recall the state of mind the three of them were in when they came in? What was your opinion of each one?”

“Nothing stands out for any of them, really. Mr. Jackson had a very chronic case of insomnia and nothing more. As for Mrs. Blaine, I thought she may be having a mild form of hypnagogic sleep paralysis, but when I saw her the second time to see if the medicine I prescribed was working, I changed my mind. She, too, simply had severe insomnia.”

“And Ms. Masterson?”

“Well, as I said, she was only here for the drug trial. She had to come in several days ahead of time to be screened and I did indeed find her to be a textbook example of criminally under-rested. Based on the screening, I thought she may have parasomnia but I don’t know for sure.”

“And what is parasomnia?” Jack asked.

“It can include many things—talking in your sleep, night terrors, sleep-walking. I found her late-night walks odd. She claims she’d sometimes take them and not fully be aware of why she was doing it. Sometimes not even aware that she’d been on one of the walks until it was over and she was back home, kicking her shoes off.”

“So, here’s a strange question for you,” Rachel said. “Can you think of any sleep-related or medical reason someone might target people that are having issues sleeping?”

“I honestly have no clue. That’s a strange one.”

“And none of these victims made it sound like they felt threatened when they were going to bed? Maybe they discussed stressful situations in their lives that were causing their lack of sleep?”

“I can look back through my notes to check, but I don’t recall anything like that.”

“Would you mind doing it now?” Jack asked.

“Not at all.” He finally turned the laptop and thrummed his fingers gently across the keyboard. After a few clicks, he said, “Mrs. Blaine said nothing of the kind. She in fact stated that she felt anxious when she laid down for sleep because she always felt it just wasn’t going to come. That’s typical for people that suffer from insomnia, though.”

He continued to search his records and, seconds later, added more. “Carl Jackson was a textbook case, as I said. No matter how tiring his day was, no matter how much energy he expelled, he could not get to sleep before two in the morning. Medicines and sleep aids prescribed to help him either only made the matter worse or gave him headaches. What I have here on my records is that we’d stopped any sort of medical assistance and tried a few dietary changes and breathing exercises for when he was ready for bed.

“In other words…there’s nothing here that indicates any of them would have been in any sort of danger. But even I have to admit that it’s beyond strange that three people that have stepped through my doors in the past five or six months have been killed.”

“Well, that brings us to the next question,” Jack said, “and this is going to be the tough one. What would we need in order to get a look at the files on all of your patients over that same time period?”

Coyne frowned slightly and said, “You know I can’t do that.”

“Well, you can but we’d have to file a bunch of paperwork and jump through hoops to get our hands on it.”

“Let me ease your mind,” Coyne said. “I can think of no sleep disorder that would drive someone to murder. There are cases, of course, of people that get so sleep deprived that they begin to hallucinate. But I am quite proud to say that none of our patients have ever gotten to that point. I believe there was one case about two years ago when a patient of my partner was admitted to a psychiatric ward for that very thing, but it was caught long before he caused any harm to himself or others. Now if you want, I can get you that report, but you’d also have to go through his therapist.”

Rachel looked at her watch and sighed. “Look, I understand what you’re saying about not wanting to disrupt your workplace. But lunch is coming up, right? What if we tried to speak to them on their lunch breaks?”

“Well, we don’t do traditional lunch breaks. We—”

“Three people are dead,” Jack snapped. “And the only link among the victims is this clinic. If I were you, I’d want that solved pretty damn fast. Speaking to your employees would help tremendously. I don’t care how we do it, or where, but it needs to be done soon. This killer is striking quickly and he seems to be pretty brave and brazen about it.”

Coyne clearly wasn’t expecting this curt response. He pushed himself back in his chair for a moment, looking back and forth between them. Rachel saw a bit of fear in his eyes—though not from Jack’s tone, but the idea that this situation could indeed slander the name of his clinic.

“Very well,” he said slowly. “I will give you access to my staff. Currently, there are two nurses and one aide. One of the nurses is running a series of tests on a patient right now, so you may have to wait on her. Would you prefer to speak to them all as a group or one by one?”

“One by one,” Rachel said. “Thank you, Doctor.”

Coyne let out a sigh of his own as he got to his feet. “Give me a few minutes to let them know what’s going on so they aren’t blindsided, will you?”

“Of course,” Rachel said.

Coyne left rather briskly, his cool façade deteriorating by the second. When he closed the door behind him, Rachel looked over at Jack and smiled.

“Well, you sure pissed him off.”

“I wasn’t trying to.”

“What do you think of him?”

“Well, I think he’s off the hook,” Jack said. “He offered up that information on the victims without any hesitation. What about you?”

“I don’t know,” Rachel answered. “So far, all signs point to this place but I get the feeling…I don’t know. I get the feeling he’s being honest. All we’re going to find out here is what we already know: our victims all had sleep disorders and were inside this building at some time or another. However, that does make me wonder…”

“Wonder what?”

“If they were ever here at the same time, maybe that could shed some light on something.”

“Seems like the sort of information Coyne would be willing to share with us, right?”

“Yeah, it should be.”

They went quiet then as they waited for Coyne to return, hopefully with one of his employees. Because as the office fell into silence, all Rachel could think about was someone out on the streets, maybe with a list of people they were hunting down, not leaving a single trace wherever they struck.

He’s attacking the vulnerable…the tired… she thought. Maybe there was something to that, too—something they could dissect and pick apart when they had a chance. But before she could mention it, the door to Coyne’s office opened again. Dr. Coyne stood in the doorway, looking at them as if he didn’t quite trust them.

“I’ve got one of my nurses waiting for you,” he said. “And they seem all too eager to try to help. This way, please.”

And without waiting to see if they were following, Coyne left the doorway and started down the hall.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

He passed by her house like any random person would. He drove by, looking out of the window and trying to appear as casual as he could. If she noticed him, maybe he’d even wave just to add to the performance.

She did not notice him, though. She was sitting on her porch swing, staring blankly out across her yard. She lived in a beautiful house, with her college-aged daughter. Her lawn was perfectly mowed, the hedges expertly trimmed. It gave passersby the illusion that the lives inside that grand house were just as perfect.

But he knew the opposite was true.

He knew this because he’d experienced her pain. He knew what she was living through. The poor, dear thing.

He could help. He could and he would. The tricky bit was that he didn’t have much time. He’d spent so long selecting those in need of his help and studying up on them that he hadn’t left himself a lot of time to take care of the actual work. He was running out of time and there were still so many people that needed his help—so many people that needed to be freed.

He came to the end of the street and quickly made his way back around the block. He’d made this trip a few times over the past few weeks, making sure he knew the lay of the land and to assure himself nothing had changed. It was a quiet, well-to-do neighborhood and he knew that if he made this route many more times, nosy neighbors may start to notice something a little off. This was just another reason he needed to speed up his timetable.

Unable to help himself, he made the circuit around the block once more. The afternoon was bright and quiet. He passed a man walking his dog and an older pair of ladies doing some speed walking around the corner. But none of them paid any attention to him. He smiled as he approached her house again, so excited to give her some relief that he seriously contemplated just doing it right there and then. It was a quiet afternoon…no one seemed to really be out and about…what could it hurt?

She was still sitting on the porch, staring across the yard as if she were in some sort of daze. Seeing her, he knew he had to wait. He’d carefully set things into a plan, a certain schedule that made perfect sense. To deviate from it would compromise the rest of what he had to do while cheapening the work he’d already done.

He’d worked out this solution perfectly. And in the future, when this was all over, people would understand. He may not be here to receive their accolades and appreciation, but that was fine.

So long as he could finish the work he’d been called to do, he didn’t really care what anyone said about him. Besides…what good did it do to look toward the future? Passing by her house and watching her swing lazily on the porch, he was reminded of the here and now—of what needed to be done in the present.

She was next on his list and for right now, that was all that mattered.

Soon, she would be free. And he’d be one step closer to finally completing his work.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Rachel quickly discovered that Dr. Coyne’s staff wasn’t quite as agitated about being questioned by the FBI as he assumed they might be. In fact, the first nurse they spoke with, a forty-two-year-old named Ava who had worked with Coyne for nine years, seemed almost flattered that they’d even want her opinion. It almost seemed as if she didn’t quite fully understand that they were asking her questions to see if she’d played a hand in the killer getting information about patients.

“Have you ever, at any time during your career here, had any sort of relationship with a patient outside of work?” Rachel asked roughly three minutes into their conversation with her.

Ava thought deeply about this, biting at her bottom lip. “No. No one other than my brother, of course. He came in for sleep apnea treatment last year.”

“And have you ever interacted with patients that you would consider hostile or maybe angry at a diagnosis Dr. Coyne had given them?”

Again, she thought before answering, as if making sure to get the answer exactly right. Rachel didn’t get the feeling that she was trying to lie, but instead trying to really impress them with her thoroughness. “I wouldn’t say hostile. However, in this line of work, you do tend to work with some very tired and irritable people.”

They questioned Ava for ten more minutes, asking about how the company kept and filed their records—how prescriptions were sent into pharmacies and specialists. All of the answers seemed to check out and even though Rachel felt certain Ava was in no way a criminal or even had a bone worthy of ill intent in her body, she was fine sending the woman back to work knowing that they could simply run a background check on her if need be.

She allowed Jack to handle the bulk of the next interview, this time with a five-year employee by the name of Bennet. Bennet wore a pair of black-framed glasses and his hair was styled in a way that made him look roughly ten years younger than his actual age of thirty-eight.

“Have you ever been involved in any illegal activity?” Jack asked him.

Bennet frowned and nodded. “Yeah. I got a DUI when I was twenty-three. Went a year and a half not being able to drive.”

“And that’s it?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you enjoy your work here?”

“I do. People think the subject of sleep is boring, you know? But the people I meet and some of the stories I hear…it’s sort of fascinating.”

“What kind of stories?”

Rachel bit back a grin as she noticed Jack’s rapid-fire style of questioning Bennet. He wasn’t giving the guy any time to really think, hitting him constantly with questions.

“Oh, well…I’m sure it might sound a little cruel, but I find some of this stuff fascinating. Sleepwalking, people talking in their sleep, and what it all means. That sort of thing.” He hesitated before adding the next part, perhaps trying to decide if it was sharing too much. “For instance, a few months ago, I worked closely with a patient that was completing the New York Times crossword while he slept. He’d do it at least two times a week. He’d wake up and have absolutely no recollection of having done it. And the really strange part was that he’d answered questions in his sleep-state that he says he never would have known while awake. That sort of story.”

Rachel had to admit that it was an incredible story and she found herself fascinated and wanting to hear more. But Jack was in the zone and was already asking his next question out loud.

“What about other workers?” he asked. “Have you ever had issues with the other workers here?”

“None at all. Everyone here is really professional…really nice. I don’t think I could ask for a better place to work.”

Jack seemed to feel some of the steam come out of his train, his eyes cutting over to Rachel. When he looked back to Bennet, the speed and energy had left his voice. “If we gave you a series of dates over the course of the last week or so, would you be able to provide a list of your whereabouts and what you were doing?”

Bennet seemed perplexed by the question but eventually nodded.  “I absolutely can. Most of my time spent away from work would be at home with my family, though. So nothing much to really report there.”

With that, they sent Bennet on his way, asking him to please send back Dr. Coyne’s final employee, the nurse’s aide. As they waited for her, Rachel felt her thoughts drifting to Alex Lynch. What might he be doing at this very moment while she and Jack were sitting in a cozy little office, questioning the employees of a sleep clinic? Just knowing that he was out there was bad enough—but to know that he was managing to stay hidden while also managing to keep tabs on her family was unnerving.

And what he’d done to Peter…my God, what if he had that in mind for someone else? She had no doubts that Paige and Grandma Tate were safe. Not even the world’s craftiest spy would be able to infiltrate their house or get to either of them with the amount of care and security they’d been given. But what about Jack? If Lynch somehow knew that they were starting to get closer, that some unspoken thing was beginning to form between them, would he maybe—

This line of tormented questions was interrupted as the nurse’s aide entered. She was a young blonde woman and looked slightly nervous as she walked into the office. With her hair back in a tight ponytail, Rachel guessed her to be in her mid-to-late twenties.

Rachel checked the scrawled list of three names Coyne had given them. “Julie, right?”

“Yes. Julie Macintosh.”

“And how long have you been working here?”

“A little over a year.”

“Have you ever had any issues with patients or staff?” Rachel asked.

“No, none that come to mind.”

“Can you tell us what your duties are?”

Julie listed off her day-to-day expectations, doing so as if she were being quizzed—making sure she got every word and specific terminology right. It came down to getting patients checked-in and ready for Coyne—taking blood pressure, asking basic health-related questions and the like. It honestly wasn’t until the end of her long-winded explanation that Julie actually snagged Rachel’s attention.

“They also have me keep the records for all of the sleep studies we do—making sure the records are up to date and coordinating with people that participated in the studies after the fact.”

“And you’re the only one who does that?” Rachel asked

“Yes. I mean, naturally, Dr. Coyne has access to all of those records, too, but I’m the one that makes sure everything is filed and reported properly.”

“What about drug trials? Do you have a hand in those as well?”

“Yes. Most of the time, they go hand in hand with the sleep studies. I handle those records, too, though there aren’t many. There’s only been a single one since I started working here, and I think maybe three in the five years previous.”

“We’re looking into a woman by the name of Gloria Masterson,” Jack said. “Dr. Coyne has told us that she’s only ever been here for one of those trials. Do you remember her?”

“Not right off hand,” Julie said regretfully. “I recall that the trial only had eight people take part in it, but I can’t remember their faces. It might be because of the bit of drama that came about from the study, though,” she said with a nervous grin, “My mind was sort of elsewhere, you know?”

“Drama?” Rachel said. “What sort of drama?”

“Oh…I assumed it would have already come up if you’ve talked to everyone else.” She hesitated but when she saw the deep, inquiring expressions on their faces, she continued. She did so slowly and in a very soft voice. “There was another woman that was helping out because I was new. Not really training me, but another pair of more experienced hands. We were halfway through the trial and things were going really well. I don’t know what happened and I’ve never been given the full story, but this woman just sort of snapped. Quit on the spot and walked out. She was really angry but I was never sure what it was about.”

“When was this?”

“This trial was…oh, maybe four months ago, give or take a few weeks.”

“And what was the woman’s name?”

 “Loretta Jenkins. She seemed very sweet for the time I worked with her. Now, she was usually under the clinic’s other doctor, Doctor Couchner. So that trial was really the only time I ever worked closely with her.”

“And where is Doctor Couchner?” Rachel asked. “I’d like to speak with him.”

“He’s actually away this week. A conference in Denver, I believe.”

That’s convenient, Rachel thought. “I’d like to see the results of that trial if you don’t mind,” she said.

“Sure, I can get those for you.” Rather than getting up and leaving the room, Julie turned to the single laptop in the small office they’d been given access to. She logged into the clinic’s system and made her way through a few folders quickly. She had the results they needed within less than a minute. It was compiled into a basic spreadsheet. When it was opened and on the screen, she stepped away so that Rachel and Jack could see the results.

Because there were only the eight participants Julie had mentioned, it was easy to take it all in. Among the columns, along with the participant’s name, address, and basic health information such as height and weight, the name of the aide that had worked with them was also listed.

The first thing Rachel noticed was that Gloria Masterson was not the only name on the participant list she recognized. Right at the top of the list she spotted Carl Jackson. And just two spots under that, she saw Kari Blaine.

She opened her mouth to comment on this, but then she saw something even more astounding—something that made her feel that this case may be closed quite soon.

The nurse listed for all three names—for all three of their victims—was Loretta Jenkins.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Because Loretta Jenkins’s address had been conveniently listed right there on the spreadsheet, they didn’t even have to make the call and wait for someone at the local PD to come up with the location. Rachel and Jack left Couchner Sleep Clinic right away with the address locked in on Jack’s phone.

Her home was on the other side of the city, a small two-story house located on a street that seemed to be positioned right on the edge of the so-called good side of town. There was a blue Corolla parked on the street in front of the house but it looked as if it had been there for a while. Jack parked the car behind it and they both got out and headed up the slightly cracked sidewalk.

The porch was wooden, some of the steps warped and slightly out of place. The front door was protected by a glass screen door. Both were closed, but Jack knocked on the screen door anyway.

“It’s the middle of the day,” Rachel said, essentially thinking out loud. “The chances of her being home are pretty low.”

Jack frowned and looked back out toward their car, thinking. As he did, Rachel figured they could try some of the easier methods to find Loretta Jenkins. She pulled out her phone and called Couchner Sleep Clinic. She was certain Dr. Coyne would be irritated to hear from them again, but he would just have to deal with it.

The phone was answered by the same receptionist they’d seen when they visited and after being on hold for about two minutes, Coyne answered the call. “This is Dr. Coyne.”

“Dr. Coyne, it’s Agent Gift. We’re looking into a nurse that once worked with Dr. Couchner, a woman named Loretta Jenkins. And since Dr. Couchner is out of town currently, I’m hoping you might know enough about her to help us locate her.”

“I’d much prefer that you leave that poor woman alone. Yes, she left under a bit of a cloud, but between the two of us, she was very stressed out at that time in her life. Marital problems and…you know what? No…I don’t believe I need to tell you anything more about her. It’s not my place. I can give you Dr. Couchner’s number and maybe he—”

“How about the name of her husband?”

Coyne sighed and said, “I can, but I’m not even sure they’re married anymore.”

“That’s okay.”

“It was Barry. And the only reason that sticks out to me is because I heard him on the phone with her a few times. They…look…just be gentle with her if you speak with her.”

“Dr. Coyne, do you know som—”

But Dr. Coyne had hung up. Rachel took a handful of seconds to try to determine if Coyne might be hiding or if he was really just feeling very bothered by the intrusion of the FBI upon his clinic.

“Barry Jenkins,” she said, seeing that Jack already had his phone out to make the call. “She was married to a man named Barry Jenkins and they were having problems. You call that in, and I’ll call in a request for information on the plate of the car.” She was already heading down the porch steps in the direction of the car as she said this.

She pulled up the number to a support line at the bureau, hoping they’d be able to get her results rather fast. As the phone started to ring, Jack began to speak to someone on his phone as well. And while it wasn’t nearly as thrilling as being on a physical chase, Rachel felt a slight spark of excitement that even without a single clue left behind by the killer, they were finally getting somewhere.

 

***

 

The car was registered to Barry Jenkins, and according to DMV records, it had belonged to him for eight years. Rachel supposed it might have been something of a mercy gift if Barry and Loretta had split up. And while it was good to have a concrete connection between the two, it really did nothing to help them locate Loretta.

Jack had better luck on his end, though. At about the same time Rachel got the information on the car, he came down the sidewalk, finishing up on a call. “Good news,” he said.

“Great. Let’s hear it.”

“I just finished speaking to Barry Jenkins. He and Loretta are in the middle of a separation and they’re currently going through the whole ordeal of getting divorce papers finalized.”

“That’s good news?”

“No. The actual good news attached to that is that Loretta Jenkins is still in Fredericksburg, and I know where she works. She’s filling in as an assistant at a local MedExpress.”

“Seems no one at Couchner Sleep Clinic filed any sort of complaints over the way she left the company,” she said as they got back into the car. “I suppose it makes sense, though. Coyne indicated that she was under some stress when she stormed out. Still…seems weird that something like that wouldn’t come up when she applied for a job with another medical organization.”

Jack got back behind the wheel with the new address locked in his phone. The MedExpress in question was only a nine-minute drive from her house. Rachel once again found her mind venturing toward Alex Lynch rather than their suspect. She began to wonder if it might be because she had still not taken the proper time to grieve or fully understand the extent of what Lynch had done. He’d killed Peter. He’d taken Paige’s father and a man she’d love fiercely for a good amount of time. And why? To prove a point and to rekindle some old grudge he’d been harboring while he’d been locked away in prison?

“Want to tell me what you’re thinking about over there?” Jack asked.

She frowned slightly and said, “Not really.”

“How about you tell me anyway?” There was a joking tone to it, but she could read the real intent behind it in his face. He was concerned about her and was giving her a chance to open up without any sort of repercussion. It reminded her of how he’d been there for her without question after Peter’s funeral, a shoulder when she needed it and without any judgement or argument.

“I’m thinking about Lynch. Wondering where he’s at and what his ultimate plan might be.”

Jack only nodded and his expression went slightly grim. She wondered if he felt he had no real place to speak on this. If there was something stirring between them, the last thing he’d want to do was comment on Peter’s passing. And he’d pushed a bit to get her back to work; so if there was any speculation that she’d come back too early, there might be some guilt there.

“You asked,” she pointed out. “Besides, I think I started on this case with the hope that it might lure Lynch out. To me, that’s sort of like an add-on for this case. So my mind is split in two directions. I know that may not seem fair to you, but—”

“That’s not it at all,” he said. “I completely understand that split. I just know that if I wanted, I could have told Anderson I didn’t want you on this case—that I personally didn’t think you were ready.”

“And why didn’t you?”

“Because I know how much you love your job. And I know it’s what you would have ultimately wanted.”

“But just two weeks ago, you were saying I shouldn’t be working because of the tumor.”

“I did,” he said, looking over at her with a smile. “And I’m still worried about that but…it’s good to have you here. Some things…well, I guess some things have changed since then?”

“Yeah?” she said, trying to pry anything out of him that might help her to confirm rather than guess at the spark between them.

“Sure. The fairly positive report from your doctor…the experimental treatment…all good things, right?”

She smiled and had to look away out of fear that her cheeks may have reddened out of slight disappointment. “Yeah. I suppose some things have changed.”

The rest of the drive to the MedExpress was spent in silence and when they pulled into the parking lot, Rachel had managed to get her thoughts centered back on the case. She didn’t regret taking it; in fact, she was convinced the activity of it was keeping her mind sane. But she did find herself wishing Anderson would simply put her on the U.S. Marshal’s case to locate and apprehend Lynch rather than trying to lure him into a game of cat and mouse.

The exterior of the MedExpress was very basic, looking like a random white, concrete building tucked into the back corner of a struggling office park. The inside wasn’t much better. It was clean, but it also had that stale disinfectant smell that seemed to cling to the nooks and crannies of just about every doctor’s office across the nation. It didn’t appear to be too busy when they walked inside. There were four people sitting in the surprisingly spacious waiting room. A mounted TV in the corner was showing one of those house-flipping programs.

They approached the check-in desk together, the receptionist sitting behind a pane of glass with a little slot cut out along the bottom. She could apparently tell they were there for something other than a doctor’s visit because she gave them a skeptical, almost funny look before speaking.

“Can I help you?”

Jack showed his ID quickly, flashing it at the glass protector. “Agents Rivers and Gift,” he said quietly. “We need to speak with a woman we believe works here by the name of Loretta Jenkins.

“Ah, okay. One second.”

The woman got up from her seat and walked away from the front area, through a door into the back. There was a large, open area that showed a secondary work station, where a few other receptionists were at work. The woman walked into this area and chatted with a woman that was standing by one of the desks. After a few seconds, the standing woman looked in their direction and instantly took a step backward. Her eyes were wide for just a moment and then seemed to settle. She nodded to the receptionist, and they walked back toward the front together.

Twenty or so seconds passed but neither of the women appeared. Instead, there was a stifled and rather surprised sounding “Hey!” from behind the door that led into the secondary work area. This was followed by a confused voice saying: “Can someone stop her?” And then, after that, a much louder, “Hey!”

The receptionist came bursting through the door and looked at the agents with a wild, baffled look.

“She’s running! She went out the employee door on the right side.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jack said under his breath.

Rachel felt the same. This was the second time they’d come to question a suspect only to have them try to escape. When it had occurred yesterday with Roger Lenbrook, he’d turned out to be innocent—of the murders, at least. Rachel couldn’t help but wonder if it would turn out to be exactly the same situation with Loretta Jenkins.

She supposed there was only one way to find out. Turning on her heel in tandem with Jack, they raced out of the front door and back out into the parking lot. Just like with Lenbrook, she couldn’t help but have brief flashbacks of moments when she’d been running after suspects and leads in the recent past and had suffered headaches and blackouts as a result of the tumor. But she didn’t let those thoughts linger for long. As soon as they were back out on the blacktop, she was able to focus on the task at hand.

Jack was a few steps out in front of her, taking the lead. He started directly to the right, to the side of the building that was partially hidden due to the angle it provided toward the rest of the office park. Figuring it was smarter to split up due to their unfamiliarity with the location, Rachel headed left. As she came to the edge of the building and turned, she saw that it was a smart move. The employee parking lot was located along the back corner of the building, between the MedExpress and a small packaging store.

She saw the woman getting into her car right away. It was so similar to the scene that had played out yesterday with Lenbrook that it was eerie—like a very strong sense of déjà vu. Rachel stepped into the lot just as the woman—presumably Loretta Jenkins—was sliding into the driver’s seat.

Jenkins spotted Rachel just as she started the car. When their eyes locked and Jenkins showed no clear intention of stopping, Rachel took a shooter’s stance and placed her hand on her holster. She wouldn’t draw unless she heard the car shift into gear…and she certainly hoped it would not come to that.

In the midst of the stand-off, Jack appeared around the back side of the building. He angled in around Jenkins’s car, coming up to the bumper on the driver’s side. With both of them in place, Rachel took a step forward.

“Loretta Jenkins, get out of the car. We’re FBI agents and we just need to ask you a few questions.”

Jenkins didn’t move a muscle. Even through the windshield, Rachel could see that she was paralyzed with fear. Rachel glanced up for only a moment, locking eyes with Jack and giving a small nod. Immediately after that, she started moving forward. She remained directly in front of the car, not giving Jenkins a clear path of escape.

“I need you to open the door, Mrs. Jenkins.”

She still wasn’t moving. One hand was on the steering wheel and the other was hidden out of sight. This alarmed Rachel more than anything, and she kept her eyes locked straight ahead and Jack started to slowly sneak his way up along to the driver’s side door.

“Get out of the car now,” Rachel demanded, “or we will forcibly remove you from it.”

This seemed to snap Jenkins from her stupor. She blinked rapidly and then slowly lifted her left hand. She placed her left hand directly beside her right on the steering wheel and then raised them both slightly, as if to show she meant no harm.

Rachel wasted no time. She dashed forward and opened the driver’s side door. As soon as it was open, Jack moved forward. Jenkins hadn’t moved another inch—but she did turn herself around to face them as soon as Jack was there.

“You going to get out on your own?” he asked.

Jenkins nodded. Her eyes were still open wide and Rachel began to understand that the look on her face wasn’t necessarily fear; there was bewilderment there as well.

“Want to tell us why you tried to run?” Rachel asked.

Jenkins gave a brief, curt shake of her head. Rachel wondered if the woman might be slipping into a state of shock. She’d clearly run out of some sort of fear. So, again just like Lenbrook, she was guilty of something even if it didn’t turn out to be the murders of three people.

Rachel stepped in front of Jack and cautiously placed a hand on Jenkins’s shoulder. “Come on,” she said. “Get out of the car.”

Loretta Jenkins looked up to Rachel like a woman that had just come out of a very detailed and disconcerting dream. When she finally seemed to understand the breadth of what she’d done and what she was about to do (either escaping from FBI agents in her car or even striking one with it), the bewilderment was gone from her eyes and all that was left was the fear. And in that fear, Rachel could also see clear signs of guilt. There was a definitive oh shit vibe to the glance she gave Rachel.

With a defeated nod, Loretta Jenkins got out of her car. As Rachel placed handcuffs on her, she and Jack shared a brief look behind the woman’s back, as if asking one another if this case could get any stranger.

But based on what they’d experiences so far, Rachel was rather worried that it could. And probably would.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Rachel kept a close check on Loretta Jenkins as they transported her from the parking lot of the MedExpress to the interrogation room at the police department. Jenkins continued to slip in and out of some sort of state of shock. It wasn’t a deep one and she could be brought out of it without much trouble, but it made Rachel aware of what she knew about the woman: that she had walked out of Couchner Sleep Clinic following a mental break resulting from relationship problems, and that Dr. Coyne had requested they treat her gently.

That, and of course, she was currently the suspect in a murder case where three people were dead and seemed to all be linked by sleeping disorders.

Because of her slipping in and out of these little moments of shock, she surprised Rachel by speaking rather matter-of-factly. She eyed them both like a child who knew it had been caught and shrugged. She was trembling slightly when she said, “So what am I looking at?”

“Excuse me?”

“Like, is it a fine? Jail time?”

Taken slightly aback, Rachel sat down in the only other chair in the room. “That depends. What, exactly, do you think you’ve done?”

“The FBI came looking for me at work,” she said. “I’m not stupid. I don’t know who tipped you off, but I guess you found out about what I’ve been doing.”

The mere cadence in her speech made Rachel quite sure that Loretta Jenkins was not about to confess to three murders. The continued similarities to Roger Lenbrook just kept piling on.

As Rachel tried to figure out the most effective way to get Jenkins to confess, Jack apparently decided to try another tactic.

“We did,” he said. “And I’m sorry to say that we can’t tell you who tipped us off. Let’s just say…you got sloppy. What confuses me is how you thought you’d actually manage to get away with it.”

She smiled and shook her head. “I don’t know. You read things on the news about this sort of thing all the time, you know? And when I was with Couchner, the way they just left those prescription pads lying around…it was like they wanted me to do it.”

Still not quite sure what Jenkins was guilty of but quickly getting an idea, Rachel jumped onto Jack’s approach. “Is that when you started? While working at Couchner?”

“Yeah. It was a nice sort of practice, you know? No one ever really expects a sleep clinic to be a resource for prescription meds. So if a few random prescriptions go out and get filled, no one really takes notice.”

Prescription medications, Rachel thought. And then, just to make it all on-the-books, she made a bit of a theatrical performance by letting out a very large sigh. “Okay. So, for the record, we’re talking about what?...five or six months of writing illegal prescriptions?”

“No,” she said instantly. “No, it wasn’t always that I wrote or forged them. Sometimes it was just taking unclaimed samples from the doctors at MedExpress. Painkillers, mostly.”

This poor, dumb woman, Rachel thought. She’d corrected their assumption quickly, thinking that her little change would make her crime somehow seem less illegal—when, in fact they both held about the same amount of weight. And while she hated to think of a clearly troubled suspect as dumb, Rachel was unable to keep the edge of aggravation away. This made two suspects—both of which had tried running from them—that had nothing to do with the killings. They’d both turned out to be nothing more than petty thieves. And while they had, at the end of the day, managed to arrest two criminals, Rachel couldn’t help but feel that both Lenbrook and Jenkins had been a miserable waste of their time.

“Very well,” Rachel said, feeling the sudden need to get out of the room before her mood soured even worse. “Agent Rivers, would you mind taking a proper statement?” She asked it almost apologetically, trying to let him know simply by her tone that she hated to do it to him, but that she had to get away. It seemed like a lot to try to communicate through a veiled comment and her tone of voice, but she thought she and Jack were capable of such understanding.

He gave her a brief, worried look and then nodded. He looked back at Loretta Jenkins and began speaking to her, but Rachel heard none of it. She was heading out of the door and closing it behind her before Jack could get started.

When she was out of the interrogation room, she nearly headed for the restroom. but the idea of retreating to an unfamiliar bathroom stall to collect her thoughts and emotions felt stifling. She ended up heading back outside where she began to walk a lap around the parking lot. She felt a little silly doing it but as she fell into a stride, she understood what was going on. She’d been so focused on what her tumor may or may not do that she’d gone blind to another small ailment she’d once wrestled with. In this case, it was a panic attack.

She’d had them in the past—nothing big, just minor bouts of anxiety whenever she felt overwhelmed by work or her personal life. She’d also get them on occasion if she found herself stuck where there was a massive crowd of people. The last time she’d had one was two days after initially receiving her cancer diagnosis. This current one had come out of nowhere, springing up like snake out of tall grass. As she started focusing on her breathing and trying to lasso in her rampant thoughts, she understood at once what was causing this one.

It was Lynch. And she knew then and there, deep down in her heart, that she’d continue to feel this same way until Lynch was found and apprehended. She supposed it was good to finally understand and realize this, but she wished it had occurred to her frazzled mind about three days earlier. With Alex Lynch and the safety of her family looming so large in her mind, there was no way in hell she had any business working this case. She gave a small bit of credit to herself in that she’d been able to rein her focus in on the case for the most part, but she could now admit to herself that it wasn’t her chief concern.

And with that admission came another one. She was feeling like an inferior mother. What sort of mother left her daughter for work less than two weeks after her father was brutally murdered? What sort of mother left her daughter in the care of a great grandmother who beat cancer less than six months ago and with FBI agents sitting outside of their house and tailing them?

“My God, what am I doing?” she muttered to herself as she started her second lap around the parking lot, now moving along at sort of a strained march. “What am I doing, what am I doing?”

She made it halfway around the lot again before she made herself stop. She stood in place in front of the final row of cars and once again started to focus on her breathing. She sensed the attack itself was waning, but those thoughts and doubts were as strong as ever. For one daunting moment, she considered what it might look like if she left the case—if she called Director Anderson right now and told him that she’d made a mistake, that she’d come back too soon.

But no matter how guilty she felt for not being at home right now, Rachel knew she could never go back on something like this. If she opted out now, that meant Jack would be on his own until the bureau could get another agent out here to join him—and that might take as much as half a day. And in a case that was shaping up to be a bit more slippery than they’d expected, half a day of remaining in a holding pattern could be catastrophic.

As she wrestled with this, she saw movement along the front of the police station as two men walked inside. As they entered, a lone man also exited the building. She wasn’t at all surprised to see that it was Jack. She knew he’d come out after her, and she appreciated just how much he knew her and respected her. He hadn’t come out right away because he knew it would have only made matters worse. Instead, he’d given her about ten minutes and now here he was, coming to check in on her.

I can add that to the pile of things weighing on me, she thought. Developing some very strong feelings for my partner not even two weeks after putting Peter in the ground.

She stood where she was and waited for Jack to reach her. He came at a steady pace, probably because he had no idea how to respond. There was an uncertain smile on his face when he approached her.

“Can I be honest with you?” he asked.

“Please do.”

“I want to hug you right now.”

“If there weren’t any number of police around that might find it odd, I’d ask you to.”

“What’s going on, Rachel?”

“Far too much. I just…in that moment, when it became clear that Loretta Jenkins isn’t who we’re looking for, this entire case started to feel like a waste of time to me. It made me want to be back with my family. And when I thought about that, I started to understand just how terrible of a mother I’ve been over these past two weeks or so and—”

She made herself stop—not because she didn’t believe it all but because she didn’t want to fire up a sob story in front of Jack.

“Paige is very safe,” he said. “If you were home with her, all you’d be doing is sitting in that house, under FBI surveillance. And you and I both know that would drive you crazy.”

“Maybe…but then she’d at least have her one remaining parent with her. I don’t want her growing up not expecting me to be around. Not now…not after having to tell her about my tumor and then having her father die, and…damn it, Jack. I have no business being out here right now.”

He surprised her by reaching out and taking her hand. She looked up into his eyes and she saw something in them that told her he’d like to do a bit more than just hug her in that moment.

“So what do we do?” he asked. “Do we call Anderson and tell him you need to come off the case?”

“No. I thought of that. It would just slow things down.”

“Then what? You tell me what you need to get through this, and I’ll do what I can to make it happen.”

“Any chance you know where Lynch is?” she asked. She meant it as a humorous little poke, but saying the man’s name like that made her realize just how badly she wanted that bastard back behind bars…or in a grave.

“Sorry, no I don’t,” he said. His eyes had ever left hers and it was starting to make her a little weak in the knees. “Anything else?”

She made herself look away because the last thing she needed was to kiss him in her moment of weakness. “Nothing else,” she said. “Let’s just figure out how to get this case closed as fast as possible.”

“Any idea on how to do that?” he asked, with a sarcastic jab of his own.

She had no ideas. But what she did know was that, once again, speaking to Jack and having him there, so close to her, had calmed her considerably. She stepped closer to him and whispered, “Take me back to the hotel, Jack.” And then, when his eyes widened a bit, she added: “I think I need to be alone with my thoughts for a while.”

He smiled sheepishly at her, a bit of red creeping into his cheeks. They then walked to the car together and it wasn’t until they reached it that Rachel realized he was still holding her hand.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Back at the hotel, Rachel requested paper and a pen from the front desk. The desk clerk gave her a small yellow legal pad and a cheap, blue Bic. She took it back to her room and spotted Jack pulling back out of the lot as she reached her door. She waved to him but she didn’t think he saw her. He’d been more than happy to give her some time to work things out on her own. They agreed that while she attempted to work the case out from a new position and perspective, he would pay another visit to Donovan Blaine and maybe even stop back by each crime scene again.

As she sat down on the hotel room bed with her pad and pen, she was well aware that it all felt like a desperate churning of the wheels—revisiting ground that had already been plowed up in the hopes something might present itself. Usually, she thought this was a wasted effort. But now that they had confirmation that sleep issues were involved and a shared clinic among them, she hoped they might actually find something.

She tore three pages from the pad and placed them all on the small table by the bed. She wrote each victim’s name at the top of a sheet and then starting jotting details about them down. Within five minutes, she had a list of similarities—more than enough to create a basic profile for the sort of victim this killer was going after. Really, it was nothing new, but it helped her to have it all jotted down in light of everything new they’d learned.

She then started to write notes down about the circumstances and condition of each victim after death and what they knew to be true about the moments leading up to their deaths. This was a bit trickier, as they obviously had nothing definite, but they did have enough to make educated guesses.

For example, they knew that Kari Blaine had been awake and moving around when she’d been attacked. The kettlebell and yoga mat backed that up. They were guessing Gloria Masterson had been awake, too, simply based on what they knew about her late-night routines and habits. And while they knew no such thing about the first victim, Carl Jackson, Rachel felt that it would be a safe bet to assume he had been awake at the time of his death if he was dealing with his sleep issues at the time. She was comfortable making the assumption for the sake of coming up with new theories and guesses, anyway.

All of them had sleep issues. All of them were between the ages of twenty-five and fifty. The killer was going after both men and women. He was staging the victims to look like they were sleeping. The victims were—

A text from her phone interrupted her. Not just any text, but the tone she’d specifically assigned to Grandma Tate and Agent Carson. With a slight twinge of worry, she grabbed up her phone, instantly imagining a chaotic scene outside of her house where multiple agents were rushing across her lawn to apprehend Alex Lynch. She did her best to remain calm when she saw the call was from Grandma Tate and answered it.

“Hey, Grandma. Is everything okay?”

“Yes. For the most part. But I told Paige I’d call you and you need to understand that anything I’m about to say is not a judgment against you. Okay?”

“Okay…”

“She had a rough day at school. I got a call from her teacher right at the end of the day. Paige made it through the day but there was a moment right around lunchtime when she got weepy. I asked her about it just a second ago and she said everything just sort of piled up on her and it hit her—that her dad was gone. That was he was dead and was never coming back. Those are her words, not mine.”

The statement had the impact of a direct slap to the face. Rachel seemed to lose her breath for a moment as she held the phone to her ear. “I…is she okay now?”

“She is. I told her to get some ice cream out of the fridge. I know it’s a bit early for such a snack, but…”

“No, that’s fine. Jesus…Grandma, I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me.”

“I know, but still…”

“Hold on one second and I’ll put her on for you.”

As Grandma Tate worked at getting Paige on the phone, Rachel was overcome with a sense of guilt that she knew she’d have to face eventually. But to feel it now, with Paige two hours away…it was harder to fathom than she thought. 

It took about a full minute for Paige to finally come to the phone. When she did, her voice seemed sullen but not entirely sad. “Hey, Mommy.”

“Hey, Paige. I hear you had a rough day at school?”

“Sort of. I got really sad after lunch. Mrs. Davidson pulled me to the side after lunch and asked if I was okay. And I just…”

“It’s okay, Paige.”

Paige sighed, as if embarrassed of what she was about to admit. “And I started crying. I cried a lot, and they took me to the nurse’s office. They had a lady come in and ask me about how I was feeling about Dad and I just kept crying…”

“Baby, I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

“It’s okay. I know you have work to do. I know you’re trying to protect us from that bad man.”

“Still…I have to learn to be good at my job and a good mother, Paige. And I’m sorry that I…” She stopped, making sure she wasn’t going to completely break and have a meltdown on the phone with her daughter. “I’m so sorry.”

Paige didn’t bother telling her it was okay again. Instead, Rachel could hear her popping the lid off of one of the gallons of ice cream from the freezer. “Paige? When this case is over…when I catch this bad man, things will be different, okay?”

“Okay.”

“With everything, I’ll still work., but I’ll make sure I’m there for you, okay? I should have…”

“Mommy, it’s okay. I just miss Daddy.”

“I know you, do, sweetie. And I do, too.” Her heart swelled a bit when she realized just how much she meant it. Sure, she’d fallen out of love with him and he’d walked out in the absolute worst way when she finally revealed her cancer diagnosis to him, but she’d spent a good chunk of her life with him—some of which had been amazing. Maybe she hadn’t taken the proper time to grieve, either. Maybe she’d been more hurt over how it would alter Paige’s life than the fact that Peter was no longer with them.

“Are you okay now?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, I am. I just need to do this project for Mrs. Davidson about bumble bees. Grandma Tate is going to help me.”

“I’m sure she’ll help you eat all of that ice cream, too.”

“No she won’t. It’s Moose Tracks. And she hates Moose Tracks.”

“Is that why you picked it?”

“Maybe.”

“What about Agent Carson? Does he like Moose Tracks?”

Paige giggled and said, “He says he doesn’t even like ice cream. What a weirdo, right?”

“Woah. Maybe we need to have him checked.”

“Maybe.” She giggled again and though it did Rachel a lot of good to hear it, she wished she was there. For the first time since taking this case, Rachel wasn’t just conflicted…she didn’t want to be there. She wanted to be at home, with her daughter, being the mother that Paige deserved. 

“I love you, Paige,” she said, needing to get off before she broke.

“Love you, too, Mommy. See you later!”

Paige ended the call and it took Rachel several seconds to slowly lower the phone from her ear. She sat it on the little table where her three sheets of paper were set out. She stared at the list—hating it, hating this case, hating this job, and hating herself.

As she read back over all of the notes she’d taken, Rachel began to feel the unsurmountable weight of the last few months. It came over her in a wave, cresting one second and breaking into nothing the next. It would crest and she’d understand that there was a tumor in her head, that Lynch was on the run, and Peter had died. But then it would break and she could see clearly; she was able to acknowledge that Dr. Emerson had given her a favorable report during her last visit and if this medicine worked, there was a chance she could beat a cancer that she was certain was going to kill her just five weeks ago. There was this strange, exciting thing developing between her and Jack and she still had a daughter that loved her and relied on her back home.

One side of that little meandering wave was far preferable to the other and she knew it was within her reach—a viable picture of her future. But first, there was Lynch. Actually, first there was this case. And honestly, if it wasn’t for her loyalty to Jack and the fact that she’d already committed to the case, she’d turn around and head home without any hesitation.

Knock out this case, she thought. Knock out this case, bust your ass to find and take down Lynch, and you can focus on the good. You can focus on the positive for whatever the remainder of your life looks like.

She thought about this, looking at her notes. And no matter how many different ways she looked at them, everything kept coming back to the sleep issues. Not only that, but it also all centered around Couchner Sleep Clinic. In fact, the deeper they got into this case, the clinic seemed to become more essential—like the nucleus of the entire thing.

All three victims had been seen at Couchner Sleep Clinic. At least two of them had taken part in a drug trial. As she eyed the note, she picked her phone up again, wondering if the solution might actually be as easy as she was now thinking.

She called the clinic and, after a brief exchange with the receptionist, was patched through to Coyne. She was on hold for a while as she waited for Dr. Coyne to answer. During that time, she again went back over what she knew about the activities of the victims right around the time of their death. All awake, all suffering from lack of sleep.

Was that why the killer was targeting them? And if so, why?

When Coyne answered the phone, he sounded pissed. Apparently, the receptionist had given him a heads up as to who was on the line. “This is Dr. Coyne.”

“Dr. Coyne, it’s Agent Gift again. And I’m very sorry, but there’s one more thing I need from you. And I’d really appreciate not having to jump through hoops. There are people’s lives on the line here.”

He sighed and, not trying to hide his irritation, he said: “What is it? What do you need?”

Determined and not intending to give up until she got what she needed, Rachel told him. And though he argued a bit, she knew she’d already worn him down.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

It only took forty minutes for her to get what she wanted out of Coyne, and to have Jack come back by the hotel to pick her up. When she got into the passenger seat, he looked a bit defeated but, at the same time, interested to see what she had come up with.

“Nothing of note at the Blaine home?” Rachel asked.

“No. Donovan Blaine has fallen into a sort of drab silence. I spoke with his brother, though, and he wasn’t much help, either. He’s a little shocked over the whole matter, too. But what about you? What’s this breakthrough you’ve had?”

“It’s not a breakthrough…not at all. I feel like it’s been staring us in the face the entire time, but we were so blindsided by the sleep disorder angle that we missed it.”

“Okay, explain, please.”

“All of our victims are connected to Couchner Sleep Clinic. Two of them were part of a drug trial that had lackluster effects—if any. So I called Coyne and got a list of all of his patients over the past six months. Getting Couchner’s records won’t be so easy because he’s off on vacation. But I think Coyne’s will be a good start, seeing as how we have two victims that saw him. And our third is distantly linked to him through the trial.”

“So you think the list of patients you have is almost like a hunting list for the killer?”

“Actually, I can’t help but wonder if the killer might be on it. I think the killer was a patient. Why the hell else is someone going to target people because of sleep disorders? I think our killer was jealous of these three victims. Maybe their conditions weren’t as bad as his. Or maybe he just can’t find relief for his own sleep issues and is taking it out on patients that are seeing the same doctors he’s seeing.”

She watched as Jack considered this notion from behind the wheel. “Honestly, I think it’s a theory that has some holes in it, but it’s better than any other theory we’ve had. Mainly because we haven’t really had one. So based on that, I assume you want to head back to the station, maybe run these names through the database?”

“You know me so well,” she said with a grin. Then, getting as serious as she could, she added: “And there’s one other thing, Jack. I need to get this case closed as soon as possible. Between just the two of us, I now know I don’t belong here. I should have stayed home with Paige.”

“Then call Anderson and tell him. They’ll send someone else out and—”

“No. I committed to this, and I’m going to finish it. Let’s just make sure we get this bastard in record time.”

He nodded and, perhaps sensing that she needed it, he joked: “Though, if you recall, our record is like two hours. The coke-fiend that tried to stab Senator Charles two years ago. Remember?”

“Ah, yes. I do.”

“So…sorry. No record-breaking today. But we can still try to get it quickly. How long is that list?”

She opened up the list Coyne had sent her on her phone and scanned through it, counting quickly. “I’ve got thirty-six on Coyne’s list. I’d assume Couchner’s would be around the same.”

“That’s doable. Maybe we can grab a body or two at the station to help us weed through it. And Rachel…are you sure you don’t want to call it a day? I think Anderson would be more than understanding. I know I would.”

She smiled and said, “I know you would.” She thought hard about it for another ten seconds or so as Jack drove them toward the station before shaking her head. “No. I need to stay on. I need to finish this one. After this one…I think I may need to lay low for a bit.”

“You? Lay low?” He shook his head in disbelief.

“Yeah,” she said. “I think I have to. For my own sake…and Paige’s.”

Jack had no smart comment to this. He nodded solemnly and looked ahead, though Rachel could clearly see he wanted to say something else. But he kept it to himself which, Rachel thought, was likely the smartest decision in the moment.

 

***

 

By three o’ clock that afternoon, Rachel had managed to wrangle up a single administrative assistant to help them look through Dr. Coyne’s list. The assistant, a young woman with the last name of Jackson who looked like she might have just graduated from college, was eager to help. She shared the borrowed office space and brought a laptop of her own to help with the search. She was quite excited when the first hit of any real significance came from her search.

“I might have one right here,” she said, trying to hide her overzealousness. “Kathleen Derringer, record consisting of larceny and assault and battery.”

Rachel and Jack rolled their chairs over to Jackson’s station. Rachel double-checked the list from Coyne to make sure the name was right, pleased that it did indeed match up. But as they studied the record on Kathleen Derringer closer, it became apparent that she was very likely not the person they were looking for. All her crimes had been committed more than four years ago, and the assault and battery charge was later dropped. Still, Rachel put a little question mark by the name on the list and they all went back to work.

It was monotonous work, but the sort that Rachel usually didn’t mind. When she’d been much younger, before her mother had died and her father abandoned her and sent her to live with Grandma Tate, her father had been slightly obsessed with keeping old newspapers just for the baseball and football scores—not the reporting of the games, but the actual box scores that just show how points were scored in innings and quarters for every game in a particular week. She’d never quite understood the sense of order and calm it created in him, but he’d told her one time that it was sort of like looking at one day in history and having everything boiled down intricately into just a series of numbers. There had been something relaxing about the layout of it all to him.

Through most of her career, Rachel had glimpsed this same feeling a bit—almost understanding what he’d meant. It came in looking at police records and, as morbid as it may seem, coroner’s reports. The events and details of terrible events and mistakes summed up in concise, almost cold and sterile language. It was like a weird sort of poetry that had almost always brought a strange sense of calmness to her in the midst of often harsh cases.

And it was in the midst of this that she came across a name from the list that looked promising at first glance. And then, as she started to dig deeper, it seemed like a very good fit.

“Here’s one,” she said. “Andy Pullman. Four dings on his record, going back seven years, with the most recent coming just nine months ago.”

“One sec,” Jackson said, tying furiously into her laptop. “I can pull up the report on his most recent arrest.”

They gathered around her laptop and waited for her to pull it up. It took only a matter of seconds and when the file was up, Jackson backed away. She seemed quite proud of what she’d done but also knew when to get out of the way.

The police record on Andy Pullman from nine months ago was quite telling. And it got more and more interesting as they neared the end of the three-page report. As he tended to do sometimes, Jack read the juicier parts out loud—something Rachel had come to expect and almost look forward to.

“Restrained by two passengers after he punched and kicked another man on a public bus,” he read. “When the passengers pulled him off, he was strangling the other passenger. Attempted to fight off the cops when they arrived once the bus pulled over. Conditions line up with previous history of public disturbances and tendencies toward violence. Complained of…”

Jack stopped here, looking back at Rachel. He seemed almost shocked over what came next. “Complained that he was exhausted and completely out of his mind,” Jack went on. “When cops patted him down, they found Ambien in his coat pocket.”

“That’s one of the most common sleeping pills out there,” Rachel said.

Already starting to get to his feet, Jack continued to scroll through the report. “It says nothing about why Pullman attacked the other passengers—just that he was feeling exhausted and losing his mind.”

“We’ve got a public attack and a fourth link to Couchner Sleep Clinic,” Rachel said. “I think that’s more than enough reason to speak with him.”

“According to this report, he had a tendency toward strangling people, too.”

Rachel sat back down at her laptop and pulled up the basic file on Pullman, scanning for his address. As she found it and instantly punched it into her phone, she dared to hope that this would be it—that the case would close on this rather perfectly fitting suspect. She couldn’t remember ever wanting to get home quite this badly from a case. She had so much to make up for, so much to—

“Got it?” Jack asked. She secretly thanked him for pulling her out of that downward spiral of thoughts; she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d done it intentionally.

“Got it.” She got to her feet and started for the door. She looked back at Jackson, who looked thrilled to be swept up in the whirlwind of it all. “Thanks so much for your help.”

“Of course. I was glad to do it.”

Rachel and Jack hurried out and by the time they were outside, there was a terrifying moment when Rachel though she was on the verge of experiencing one of the symptoms of her tumor. It had caused her to black out many times before and she felt something very similar to that as they made their way back to the car. But it passed quickly, settling in her chest like an added bit of weight. 

It wasn’t the tumor at all. It was something like a miniature panic attack, filling her with a sense of urgency and a slightly overwhelmed sort of anxiety. And she knew, in the way mothers often know many subtle things about their children without being expressly told, that it wasn’t going anywhere until this case was closed and she was back at home with Paige in her arms.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Learning from lessons they’d already covered on this particular case, Rachel called the station just minutes after leaving for Andy Pullman’s house. She specifically requested to speak with Jackson, asking her to go ahead and pull up a work history for Pullman if she could find one. If they arrived at his residence only to find that he wasn’t home, they wanted an immediate back-up location.

However, when they arrived at Pullman’s home, they quickly found that this had been an unnecessary measure to take. Pullman lived in the sort of lower-class neighborhood that seemed to occupy the outer edges of most mid-sized cities. The houses were perfectly fine in their own right, but the lawns and properties seemed somehow dingy and lower-tier. It was also evident in the streets and sidewalk, littered with potholes and old city-provided traffic cones that had obviously been sitting out for an extended period of time, an indicator that the work that needed to be done likely wasn’t going to be done anytime soon.

Jack parked in front of Pullman’s house, behind a small, white van. Vinyl letters along the back read: Ayer’s In-Home Assistance.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Jack said jokingly, nodding toward the back of the van as they got out of the car.

They made their way up the porch steps with Rachel in the lead. She stopped in her tracks before she even came fully to the door. The front door was opened about four or five inches. In their line of work, this was never a good sign, but it seemed a bit more ominous than usual, given the nature of their case. Rachel held up her hand, indicating for Jack to come to a stop. She then pointed at the door. Jack nodded and withdrew his Glock from its holster.

Rachel did the same and stepped closer to the door. She drew in a breath to call out “Hello?” but never got it out. Before she said anything, the sound of something smashing came through the door. It sounded like something made of glass or porcelain being destroyed against the floor.

With a quick look between them, Rachel and Jack entered the house Rachel nudged the door open and pivoted inside, turning to the right. As she took in the sight of a small living room, Jack came in behind her, surveying their immediate left.  With the living room clear, Rachel turned back around and shadowed Jack as he made his way into a small hallway. Rachel could see a small part of a kitchen over his shoulder.

She could also hear the pleasing voice of a woman. “Andy, we’ve talked about this. You know it’s not really there.”

“You lie,” came the response from a deep male voice.

Jack, being in the lead, was the one to finally announce their presence. “FBI agents,” he said. “We’re armed, and we’re coming forward.”

They passed through the small hallway—nothing more than a would-be foyer, really—and came into a modest kitchen. A counter ran along the rear wall, broken up by a sink. A kitchen table sat in the center of the room. A slightly overweight woman in a scrub-like outfit was leaning against it, arching her back to get as far away from the man standing at the edge of the kitchen as she could. The man was holding a knife and though it wasn’t pointed directly at the woman, it did nothing to make it appear less deadly.

“Sir, do you want to drop that knife?” Rachel asked. She felt a stirring of adrenaline that nearly broke through the weight of the panic attack she’d been wrestling with. It was one thing to easily find a suspect in his home, but quite another to find him in the middle of a crime.

“No. It helps me to…it keeps the…”

Without turning to face them, the woman spoke. She kept her voice soft and low, almost whispering to them. “It’s not as bad as it looks. This happens at least once or twice a week. His mind isn’t…well, he’s not sleeping and he…”

“She thinks I’m seeing things!” the man yelled. “She says these people aren’t really here, that they aren’t really speaking to me.”

“You’re Andy Pullman, right?” Rachel said. She could see evidence in Pullman’s face of what the woman—presumably the assisted living employee that had been driving the van out front—was saying. There were dark circles under his eyes and a sort of crazed glare in his stare.

“Yeah,” he said, quickly moving his eyes in her direction. “I’m Andy Pul…hey. Why the hell do you have a gun in my house?”

Jack spoke up, and Rachel knew it was out of protection. Until they could properly gauge the sort of threat this man posed, he would take the lead—take the risks.

“Because it’s like I said when we came in,” Jack said. “We’re FBI agents.”

“FBI? Why? Why here?”

“You know what?” Jack said. “We can talk about it. I can tell you all about it, but right now, I want you to let this woman go.”

“Oh, she can go! I told her not to come in here in the first place!”

“Any chance you want to put that knife down now?”

Andy Pullman shook his head. “No. Not yet.”

“That’s fine, then. For now.”

“Ma’am,” Rachel said, ‘why don’t you come around the table, over here to me?”

The woman nodded and slowly came around the table. Andy seemed to barely even notice this. He was too focused on the two agents and the guns they were carrying.

“Andy,” the nurse said as she was standing safely beside Rachel. “I think I need to tell these people what’s been going on. Why you have the knife and the things you and I talk about.”

“Them?” Andy asked uncertainly. He sounded almost like a child, curious but scared at the same time.

“Yes. They’re with the FBI, Andy. I think we’ve scared them. And you don’t want to get in more trouble, do you?”

Andy shook his head. He didn’t release the knife, but he did lean comfortably against the kitchen counter as if the four of them were going to have a friendly chat about the weather. It was a little creepy and Rachel found herself perplexed, with no clear idea what was going on.

“So that’s okay, right?” the nurse asked. “I can tell them?”

Andy gave a curt little nod. His eyes were back on the nurse now, studying her as if to make sure she got every word exactly right.

“I’m a nurse with Ayer’s In-Home Assistance,” she said. “I’ve been working with Mr. Pullman for about two months, off and on. I come in twice a week and stay for most of the day. Mr. Pullman has been having some very serious sleep issues for a while now. He won’t go see any more doctors, but he did call us two months ago to help him. And even though we know it’s a very serious condition that really needs a doctor’s attention—”

“No! No more doctors!”

The nurse rolled her eyes at this and in doing so, Rachel put together the fact that Andy Pullman trusted her. There was a sort of comradery here that was almost professional.

“The best I’ve been able to do is convince him to take some sleep medications that I’ve had okayed by some friends of mine that work for family practices. We have some unofficial help from a doctor out of a small practice, but he won’t go back to specialists. And that isn’t a good situation because Mr. Pullman is hallucinating.”

“So she says!” Andy added. He was now looking at his knife almost longingly.

“He’s seeing things that just aren’t there. He hears people sometimes, sees strange shapes and objects. He knows he’s hallucinating sometimes…but today isn’t one of those days.”

Andy blinked furiously for a moment, almost like he had something in his eyes that he was trying to clear out. He directed his eyes to Rachel and Jack and then, as if he’d just now remembered something, he said: “Why are you here?”

The situation was trickier now, as it was clear that Andy Pullman was unstable. To simply come out and tell him that they were here because his criminal history and link to a sleep clinic made them think he may be guilty of murdering three people was off the table for now. Thinking quickly, Rachel said: “We had some questions about Ayer’s In-Home Assistance. Things about how they’re running their business.”

Andy looked to the nurse with a sneer. “I told you! Didn’t I tell you that you can’t just tell people they’re making shit up? Can’t tell someone like me I’m just hallucinating.” And then, as if he’d switched some sort of gear in his head, he looked to the agents and added: “Delores is a peach, though. She’d been very good to me…very helpful.”

“Do you mind if we talk to her in your living room? The things we need to talk about are private. Sort of classified.” 

She felt like he was talking to a child, which made her feel guilty, but Andy seemed fine with it. He nodded to them and pushed himself away from the counter.

“Maybe put the knife down while we’re gone?” Jack asked.

“No.”

There was the slightest bit of tension between the two of them, but Jack let it go. Still, when Rachel and Jack led the nurse—named Delores, by Andy—to the living room, Jack kept his distance from them. When they stepped into the room, he hung back a few feet as security of a sort. He was going to make sure he could keep his eyes and ears on Andy as best he could while they spoke with Delores.

There was only a loveseat and a single armchair in the living room, both pointed toward a flat screen TV that was hazardously perched on a small entertainment center that looked roughly fifty years old. Delores went to the armchair, and Rachel started speaking before the woman even had a chance to sit down.

“Delores, first and foremost, I need to know…were you being truthful in there? Because from the way we saw it, he was brandishing a knife at you.”

“No, not at all. I was telling the truth. Mr. Pullman gets upset with me here and there, and he’ll raise his voice, but I’ve never felt that I was in danger. If anything, I worry that he might be a danger to himself.”

“Well, we’re here because we’re in the middle of a murder investigation. So far, we have three bodies. All three victims have been confirmed as patients at Couchner Sleep Clinic, which we understand Mr. Pullman has visited a few times.”

“Oh my God,” Delores said, her hand going to her mouth in shock and surprise. “And these are recent?”

“All in the last week,” Jack said.

“And Delores…based on what we saw when we came into the house, it really only backs up our speculation that Andy might be the man we’re looking for.”

“A…a killer?” Delores asked, aghast. “No. There’s just no way.”

“You say he’s hallucinating, right?”

“Yes…but…”

“What sorts of things is he seeing?”

“Well, that’s what confuses me…and why I keep begging him to go back to see a real doctor. He knows he’s hallucinating for the most part. He says he sees zombies and ghosts. But sometimes, it’s actual people…like his mother. His mother lives in Chicago and he speaks to her at least one or twice a week. But he sees her and will have conversations with her and then when he realizes it was only a hallucination, he gets very sad. He’ll cry for an entire day.”

“How much sleep is he getting?” Jack asked.

Delores shook her head and looked at the floor. “On good days, maybe three hours a night. But there are stretches of three days or so where he gets none. Every now and then, his body will demand rest, you know? He’ll crash for like nine or ten hours every now and then. But then it’s right back to the same old thing.” She then looked back up to them with a partially broken, sincere expression. “I don’t know what evidence you have, but I find it incredibly hard to believe that he’s a killer.”

“Well, if we give you a list of dates, would you be able to provide proof of his whereabouts?”

“Depends on the day and what time.”

“All of the murders occurred at night, while the victims were unable to sleep,” Rachel said. “Like Mr. Pullman, they were suffering from sleep disorders.”

A frown crossed Delores’s mouth and her eyes again went back to the floor. “Then I won’t be able to help you. When I do come, I’m only here from nine in the morning to six in the afternoon. And there’s not much I can do. I make sure he eats, and I try different teas and supplements and things like that to get him to sleep. But nothing works. There are certain medications, but he can’t get them if we can’t go see a doctor.”

“Yeah, what’s that about?” Jack asked. “We know for certain he went to a sleep clinic. But in there, he was refusing to even acknowledge going to a doctor. What happened?”

“Based on what he’s told me…nothing. They weren’t able to really do much for him, but he gets upset because he knows others have been helped. He feels slighted. And on his worst days, when he’s had only a few hours of sleep over the course of four or five days, that feeling of being slighted becomes anger and jealousy. And that’s also usually when the hallucinations start.”

Rachel tried to remain tactful when she said, “So, you can understand why he sort of fits the profile we’re looking at, right? Even if he were to claim no recollection of the murders, we know he’s having hallucinations. We know he feels slighted by a clinic that wasn’t able to help him—a clinic that is being used as a hunting list of sorts, and we—”

She was interrupted by Jack. He didn’t speak, but let out something of a small grunt. Rachel turned around to see him in an altercation with Andy. It was so sudden and unexpected that it took her a moment to respond. When she finally did move forward, she saw that Andy was still holding the knife. As Jack managed to pin him to the wall, the knife was flourishing around his face, the blade less than six inches from slicing into his cheek.

“You came to take me to the doctor, didn’t you?” Andy was screaming. “Didn’t you?”

Jack wasn’t about to respond. He was too busy trying to wrench the knife out of Andy’s hand. Rachel came to his aid, pinning the hand grabbing the knife to the wall. She clutched at Andy’s fingers, prying them apart and causing him to drop the knife.

At the same time, Andy drew up his knee. He was aiming for Jack’s crotch but the attack landed a bit lower, along his thigh. It was still enough to cause Jack to buckle—and that allowed Andy to wriggle loose. He went for the knife but Rachel caught him in a half-tackle that sent both of them crashing into the wall. She heard the plaster crack and cave in as they hit.

She was amazed by the sheer strength coming from Andy. He looked tired and worn down but had a wiry sort of energy she hadn’t been expecting. Because of this, he was able to drive her back a bit, still slapping along the floor for the knife. Rachel planted her foot along the baseboard of the wall to brace herself and then repositioned so that she could apply a headlock. When she had it cinched in, she pulled up slightly, partially blocking Andy’s airways.

He fought a moment longer and started to gasp at the same time Jack managed to get back to his feet. Coming in from behind, Jack had already taken out his cuffs. He pulled Andy’s arms behind his back and cuffed him with what Rachel thought might have been a bit too much force. But then again, he’d nearly been clipped in the balls, so Rachel figured there was a bit of pent-up anger working its way through her partner.

Andy cried out and, in tandem, so did Delores. As Jack stood him up and pressed him against the wall, Delores came rushing over. She looked legitimately concerned, though Rachel couldn’t tell if it was for them or for Andy.

“What…what happened?” Delores asked in a strange sort of whispered shriek.

“He was trying to sneak up on me with that knife,” Jack said. “And he probably would have managed it, too, if he hadn’t been muttering under his breath. I turned around and there he was, with that knife in the air about to stab me.”

“No…I’m telling you, he’s not a killer!”

“He’s got a hell of a funny way of showing it, then,” Jack scoffed.

“You don’t understand—”

“Don’t let them do it, Delores!” Andy yelled, his face pressed against the wall. “Don’t let them take me to the doctor…”

Delores covered her mouth with her hand and let out a sob. “Just…take it easy on him. You can see he’s…he’s not well…”

“Mr. Andy Pullman,” Jack said, pulling him from the wall and escorting him toward the front door. “You’re under arrest.”

As Rachel followed behind, giving an almost apologetic look to Delores, she wasn’t too sure that Andy had even heard Jack. As they led him out of the door and out to the street where their car was parked, she saw his head hanging low, almost as if he were sleepwalking.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

There was a slight buzz within the police station as Rachel and Jack arrived with Andy Pullman in tow. As they made their way back to the interrogation rooms, one of the deputies they’d crossed paths with a few times came hurrying over. “Is this the guy?”

“We don’t know for sure yet,” Rachel said.

“Need anything from us?”

“Not right now, but thanks.”

She hated to seem rude, but she wanted to speak to Andy Pullman while he seemed at least somewhat lucid and alert. And more than that, there were her own selfish reasons: she wanted to wrap this case and get back home as quickly as possible.

As for Andy Pullman, he’d been mostly docile since they’d put him in the back of their sedan. On two separate occasions during the twenty-minute drive between Pullman’s residence and the station, Rachel had looked into the back seat because she thought he might have fallen asleep. But the entire time, he’d just had his head hung low with his eyes open. His eyes looked far away and glassy. She wondered if this was what he looked like when he was lying in bed and unable to sleep.

Some of this exhaustion seemed to wear off when he was finally sitting in the brightly lit interrogation room. He said nothing at first, looking back and forth between Rachel and Jack as if he’d just been stirred awake from a very confusing dream.

“Sorry ‘bout the knife,” he said.

Jack looked nonplussed. He’d apparently not been expecting such a statement. After giving Rachel a confused look, Jack said, “Mr. Pullman, I need you to be honest with us here, okay? Do you know why we came to your house?”

“You said you needed to speak with Delores. You did, right?”

“We did. But that wasn’t why were there.” 

Rachel could hear the tiredness in the man’s voice. She almost pitied him, just from his broken sort of posture and the weariness in his eyes. “Mr. Pullman, do you remember why you grabbed the knife in the first place?”

He shook his head sadly. “No. I think…I think I saw something in the kitchen, right behind Delores. But I…I can’t really remember.”

“Mr. Pullman, can you tell us where you’ve been over the last several nights?”

He cast his eyes to Rachel inquisitively. Looking at him almost made her feel tired, too. “I’m sorry. What was the question?”

“Where have you been the last few nights?”

“Oh. Home. Trying to sleep and failing.”

“Do you have any proof?”

“Proof? That I was home? How am I supposed to prove something like that?”

“Did you speak with anyone?”

“At night? No. Just my mother, on the phone.”

“Which night?” Jack asked.

“I…I don’t know. Two nights ago? Man…when you don’t sleep, it’s sort of hard to keep track of what day it is.”

“Okay…well do you know what time of night it was?”

“No. Not too late, though. She goes to sleep pretty early.” He laughed tiredly at the irony of the statement. And then, almost as if some other personality had come forward, he sat rigidly straight and stared them down. “Cut all this crap. What…what the hell is this about? Why did you come to my house and arrest me?”

“Well, we arrested you because you tried to stab me with a knife,” Jack said. “But the original reason we came to your house was because you’re linked to three people that were recently murdered.”

His eyes went wide for a moment but then resumed their tired, narrowed state. “And you’re asking where I’ve been the last few nights because…you…what? You think I killed them?”

“We think it’s worth looking into,” Rachel said. “Especially considering how we found you when we came to your house.”

“But…no, wait. You don’t understand. When I don’t sleep, I see things and act out. I don’t…ah Jesus, this can’t be happening. I don’t…”

“Hold on now,” Rachel said, trying to keep her voice soft and calm, not wanting him to freak out on them like he’d done back at his house. “Let’s start with your experience with Couchner Sleep Clinic. What can you tell us about your experience with them?”

“The..the clinic…um…”

Rachel didn’t think he was sputtering in an effort to buy time. No, she thought he might be on the verge of legitimate panic attack. His breathing was coming in harsh, quick gasps and his face was getting red. When she took a step back to give him some more space, she subtly took Jack’s hand and led him back as well.

“Slow down and just try your best to tell us.”

He gave them a look that was somewhere between pleading and anger. “They were a last...a last resort. My insurance…it wouldn’t cover all of it, but the doctors there helped me however they could with the money. The…the trials did no good. The medicines they were trying on me did no good, and nothing they ever did worked. I watched patient after patient come in and get relief. But never me…never me…”

He was starting to cry, making his eyes look even worse—even more laden with exhaustion. “I just…I just want to sleep…”

“Mr. Pullman, when you were there at the clinic, did you ever meet the following people: Carl Jackson, Glor—”

“Not now…please,” he sobbed. “I can’t even think clearly and I…”

Rachel nodded and stepped even farther away. “That’s fine, Mr. Pullman. We’ll leave you alone for a moment. If you need anything, there will be an officer right outside the door.”

As she opened the door and made her way out into the hall, Jack gave her a strange look. Closing the door behind her, she sighed and said, “I know. Why give him the time to regroup and come up with a story, right?”

“You said it, not me.”

“He’s on the verge of falling apart in there,” she said. “He may be lying about a few things, but being tired isn’t one of them. Even if he did confess right now, I don’t know that I’d buy it.”

“Easy for you to say. He didn’t almost stab you in the back.”

“That’s true. And you know…there’s something else. Something he said that makes me wonder…”

“Wonder what?”

She stepped away from the door and paced down the hallway a bit. Because she wanted to get back home as soon as possible, she very badly wanted Andy Pullman to be the guilty party. She wanted to call it case closed and get on the road back home.

“This man, whether he’s a killer or not, is practically begging for sleep, right? Something about his need for sleep…I don’t know. It doesn’t seem to line up with the MO of our killer, does it?”

Jack thought about it for a moment and finally gave a frustrated shrug. “Sorry. You’re going to have to walk me though that one.”

“Our killer is treating sleep with this strange sort of…of respect. Even in the murders, he’s trying to cause as little damage as possible and then staging the victims to look like they’re resting peacefully. But then you look at this guy…at Andy Pullman. He’s hallucinating, he’s worn down and ragged. He has violent tendencies…so unpredictable that he tried attacking you from out of nowhere with a knife. And as cruel as it may sound, the guy can barely string a sentence together without losing his train of thought because he’s so tired. I don’t see him having the mental capacity to carry out three murders like these—all neat and precise—without leaving some sort of clue or mistake behind.”

She saw understanding slowly start to develop in his eyes, but she could also see that he didn’t want to believe it—that he was just as anxious to close this case as she was. She could tell he was going to say something to this effect but before he could, she stepped closer to him—so close that when their eyes connected, she felt that now-familiar stirring of affection for him. Affection and maybe something else, something that made her want to kiss him quite badly.

“I want this to be over. I came back too soon, and I need to be with Paige. I realized that a little too late, I know. But as bad as I want it to be over, I can’t help but feel that this isn’t our guy. He’s guilty, sure…of coming at you with a knife. But he’s not our killer. I feel almost one hundred percent certain of it.”

“Okay, then…so what now? Do you have any new theories? Anything we can start looking for while this guy stays in the interrogation room?” He didn’t sound angry, but there was a bit of condescension in his voice.

She knew what she was thinking but struggled to put words to it. “I think this entire time, we’ve been trying to profile our killer based on the links between the victims. But maybe we should have been trying to identify potential victims instead.”

“Rachel, that could take d…” 

He caught himself, though, realizing his mistake before he finished making the statement. “Coyne’s list…the trial. Shit, we’ve got the list, don’t we?”

“Pretty much. If my hunch is right.”

She looked behind her, back to the front of the office, and took note of the softening light. It wasn’t dusk yet, but it was coming. And with night on the way, it seemed like the perfect time to start setting a trap for a killer that was choosing to strike at night—when his victims ambled through their houses while everyone else slept.

“Well, then,” Jack said. “Let’s have a look at that list.”

 

***

 

They holed themselves up in the same small office they’d been using, this time with a much smaller list to weed through. There were only three names remaining on the list for the drug trial that also lined up with Coyne’s list of patients. There was a note in the records for one of those patients that stated they had moved. A sleep specialist in Boca Raton, Florida, had requested their records as an extra bit of proof.

“So that’s only two that fit the bill…if these connections between the other three aren’t just a coincidence.”

“Two potential victims, and two agents,” Rachel said.

Jack said nothing, but there was a slight scowl on his face.

“What?” Rachel said.

“You’re wanting to split up.”

“Yes, that’s right. I think it makes the most sense.”

“Do I need to remind you about your current medical condition?” he asked. He did his best to inject a bit of a sarcastic tone into it, but it didn’t take the barbs out of the comment.

“Oh, I remember very well about my medical condition. And I also know it hasn’t bothered me in the slightest for over two weeks now.” And then, making sure to keep any tone of bitterness out of her voice, she added: “And let me remind you that I need to get home. That means following my gut. That means exhausting all possibilities. Even if this hunch is wrong, it needs to be crossed off the list.”

Jack crossed his arms and when he, too, looked back out toward the front of the building, Rachel knew that he was slowly starting to agree with her. He then glanced back toward the interrogation room door and shrugged. “Well, he came at an FBI agent with a knife. So we can take care of that and get him processed while we wait for the later hours.”

She almost asked what he meant, but she understood at once—and thought it was a good idea. The last thing they needed was any subtle sign that would throw the killer off. The way he’d hit each scene showed that he was methodical, that he had studied the victims and their homes. In other words, going to the potential victims and tipping them off might help to keep them safe, but it would also risk keeping the killer away, making it that much harder to capture him. The alternative approach involved a bit more risk, but was far more effective. By waiting near the homes of the potential victims in a stakeout sort of situation, they could get the jump on the killer while also keeping an eye on the target.

All of this was translated between the two of them with a simple glance and nod. “I hate to waste all of that time,” Jack said. “But if this hunch is right and it works out, you could potentially be back home before Paige has to leave for school in the morning.”

That thought alone took away any worry or doubt. She’d felt that there was merit to it the moment she’d spoken it aloud to Jack but because she had so much hope pinned to it now, she had no doubts. It was an odd way to feel because, as a decorated agent, she knew that relying on hope was not only foolish, but could lead to emotional reactions driving the case. And that was never a good thing.

“We know that the killer has always attacked after eleven at night,” Rachel said. “That gives us…” she checked her watch “…five and a half hours.”

“We wrap things up with Pullman and get the addresses from these last two patients,” Jack said. “Hell, it might not even hurt to run a background and criminal check on them.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Rachel said.

Jack started directly for the interrogation room. He opened the door and stopped inside, but before Rachel followed behind him, she took a brief moment for herself. She paused outside of the room and considered the plan they’d worked out. She nearly smiled at the idea of just how quickly things had started to come together—and how it had all happened when she’d focused her thoughts and energy on getting back home to Paige.

As she stepped back into the interrogation room, she realized that the tension of the looming anxiety attack had vanished. And with no symptoms to show for at least two weeks, even her cancer diagnosis seemed like a faraway ghost that no longer cared to rattle its chains.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

As Jack finished the last of the paperwork on processing Andy Pullman, he was still slightly distracted by the sudden glow he’d sensed coming off of Rachel. It seemed odd, given the weight of the decision they’d made, but he didn’t question it. He couldn’t even begin to imagine the pressure and depression she’d experienced ever since receiving her diagnosis a few months ago—and then adding on Lynch escaping and Peter’s murder…God, he didn’t know how she’d functioned at all.

Then again, he supposed it was her strength that had him falling for her…well, her strength among many other qualities.

But this good mood she’d been in since leaving Pullman’s house was very unlike her. There was hope in it…hope, and a sort of light-heartedness that he hadn’t seen out of her in…well, ever.

As Jack headed for the doors, he caught sight of Rachel speaking to one of the leading deputies. A few others were gathered around as she told them their plan and requested that they be on standby just in case things went awry. As he watched her in this simple moment, just speaking to officers and taking charge, he supposed he really needed to nail down this feeling he had for her. He wasn’t naïve or romantic enough to think it was love, but he was also enough of a realist to understand that it was damn close to it.

He shifted his gaze away from her as she finished up with the deputy and the rest of her audience. She hurried over to him and without a word, they stepped out into the night together. It was 9:52 when they made their way over to the employee lot, where their bureau sedan was parked. Jack noted, though, that Rachel was taking a different set of keys out of her pocket.

“They’re loaning me an undercover car,” she said. She glanced around the lot and spotted what she was looking for. She nodded to the silver minivan and shrugged. “Don’t be jealous.”

“You want to trade?”

“No, I’m good.”

“You know, I did the math,” Jack said as they paused at the rear of the bureau sedan. “Or rather, Google Maps did the math. These two houses are less than seven miles apart. If one of us does end up getting into a pinch of some kind, we’re close. So if your house is indeed the target, you text me as soon as you suspect it.”

“Yeah, same to you.” She was already walking toward the minivan, her mind already at the address of a woman named Rebecca Long.

Jack felt that he should say something else, but he wasn’t quite sure what. Even before these new feelings had started to develop, he’d never particularly liked the instances when they’d had to split up on a case. He knew she was fully capable of taking care of herself, but he couldn’t help but feel especially worried now. Yes, she’d been fine for the past two weeks in terms of the tumor. But what about the emotional trauma of knowing Lynch was out there somewhere, that Peter had died by Lynch’s hand? 

Lynch, he thought. As he got into the car, he couldn’t help but wonder if Lynch had somehow shadowed them to Fredericksburg. And if so, and he somehow had a drop on them, wouldn’t he follow after Rachel? Getting her alone would be just the thing he wanted.

Jack cranked the car and looked back to watch Rachel get into the minivan. You’re being paranoid, he thought. Lynch is crazy, but would he really be crazy enough to try following and tracking an FBI agent when he knows there’s an active manhunt for him?

The scary thing was, he just didn’t know. And he also knew that Rachel would simply ignore his concerns if he brought them up to her. Yet as he backed out of the parking spot and prepared to head to the address of his assigned potential victim, something occurred to him—something he thought may have been there all along, but simply hadn’t surfaced yet. And it seemed so obvious that he felt certain it had at least flickered in Rachel’s mind as well.

The last case they’d worked on had also been in the hopes of drawing Lynch out, to sort of dangle Rachel in his face and hope he’d slip up. Instead of coming for Rachel, she’d come home after the case to find Peter dead. What if Lynch had something similar planned this time? Jack doubted the maniac would be as brazen as to go after Paige or Rachel’s Grandma Tate, but who else was there in Rachel’s life that might be open to such a threat?

He didn’t know—and that opened his eyes to just how much he didn’t know about Rachel’s personal life outside of Paige. He thought about this as he made his way to the residence of a man named Edgar Donovan. All he knew about Edgar was that he was fifty-two and suffered from severe insomnia. On the medical records, it had also been stated that Edgar’s wife had recently taken a job that kept her in California two weeks out of every month; the sudden disturbance in his lifestyle was believed to be one of the contributing factors to his sleep troubles.

Jack made his way to Edgar Donovan’s house, his mind torn in three different directions: Rachel’s current hopeful state of mind, Lynch’s devious plans, and hyping himself up in the hopes that this excursion could very well serve to close this mounting case. Perhaps it was because of this that he came to the address sooner than he expected. The house was two miles off of a main road, a cute little house that sat alone on a plot of land separated from its neighbors by a grove of trees that stretched out into the darkness. It was in a small community that seemed to be on the upper-class side, all of the wooded plots connected by a thin strip of sidewalk that seemed to have been built in a way that was accommodating to the expensive houses.

Jack drove up a bit past the house, turned around in a neighboring driveway, and then headed back to the Donovan house, where he then parked on the opposite side of the street. With a clear view of the house, he could tell right away that someone was home and moving around. There were a few lights on downstairs and in one of the windows, the light was different—it was flickering a bit and warmer. This was usually an indicator that the television was on. There was no clear sign of a vehicle, but the house had an attached two-car garage, so that really didn’t mean much.

Jack had worked plenty of jobs like this, so the isolation and darkness didn’t bother him. Earlier in his career, he’d worked with two other agents on a swing-shift operation where they’d staked out a drug den in this exact same way for ten entire days. All the same, he found himself wishing he and Rachel had teamed up on this and sent two local cops to the other residence. While Rachel’s splitting-up approach did make the most sense in almost every regard of the case (especially with having the cops ready to roll on standby), his newfound worries about what Lynch might be up to had him bogged down. Jack even started to wonder if Lynch had pretty much expected Rachel to head to work as usual, with the intent of baiting him. And if he did know this, maybe he was using these instances where she was distracted by a case to his advantage. Maybe he was elsewhere studying how to better wreck her life. Was Rachel so deeply invested and attached to the situation that she’d somehow overlooked this possibility?

He did his best to keep these thoughts away as he studied Edgar Donovan’s yard. Around 11:10, with no movement or disruptions of any kind, he picked up his phone and sent a quick text. He kept it brief because he knew if it was more than a line or two, Rachel would ignore it so she could keep an eye out on her property.

Anything? he sent.

The response came almost right away. A stray dog came by and pissed on my tires. Other than that, no. You?

He responded quickly, not wanting to distract himself. Nothing. Nice house, big yard.

She responded with a generic thumbs-up—a nice way of telling him to leave her alone so she could focus on the case. He set his phone to the side and watched as a car came in his direction. It passed, the headlights temporarily blinding him a bit. He watched the vehicle as it passed and tracked it with his eyes until he couldn’t see the red taillights any longer.

Wishing he’d thought to bring a few snacks, Jack got as comfortable as he could, his head constantly turned to the left to get a full picture of Edgar Donovan’s house. It was dull work, but it helped to focus his mind, to clear his thoughts. After a while, even the suspicions of Alex Lynch’s plans started to slip away.

He saw nothing of interest until 12:55. When he saw the slight movement in the shadows, it almost made him jump. Seeing nothing for so long and then seeing movement out there in the murky darkness along Donovan’s tree line was a bit jarring. At first, he thought of Rachel’s text about the dog peeing on her tire. Maybe it was a dog, Or maybe a—

But the lurking shape coming in from the far-right corner of Edgar Donovan’s yard was not a dog. In fact, the human figure was quite easy to pick out not only from how it hurried along, but in the way it looked back behind it and then moved even faster toward the house. The figure had not come in a car; they’d made their way to the Donovan house on foot and now they seemed to be in a very big hurry to get inside. And they were making their way through the yard, using the ample shadow of the nearby trees as cover.

This is it, Jack thought, reaching for his door handle. This is the guy…

Before opening the door, he grabbed his phone and sent another very quick text: figure walking across lawn to the house. Going after them.

He then opened the door and closed it as softly as he could. As he rushed across the night-shrouded road, he could still see the figure. It had come to the side of the house now, sneaking along around to the back.

Jack restrained himself from running full force to catch up, or from shouting at the killer. He didn’t feel like taking the gamble of a footrace. He wanted to be closer when he made his move. And as he made his way quickly along the edge of the yard in the same way the killer had, that moment seemed to be getting closer and closer.

As he drew nearer to the back of the house, he could see a thin, yet large deck that wrapped around a bit to the other side of the house. The backyard was cast in a blanket of utter black, the night and the shadows of the forest casting a perfect sea of darkness. For a moment, Jack was afraid he’d lost the figure—but then he spotted it quite clearly. It was over by the porch, making its way quickly up the stairs. There was a bit more confidence to the killer’s step now that it was hidden by the house, safely away from the street.

As quietly as he could, Jack crossed the yard. When he was halfway across, the stairs to the back porch directly in front of him, the killer had made his way to the last step. With the killer trapped between the stairs and the back of the house, Jack put the thrusters on, breaking into an all-out run.

The figure stepped up on the porch. Closer now, Jack could see that it was dressed in a black coat and pants. He was frozen at the sight of Jack barreling across the yard, making his way to the stairs.

Jack pulled his Glock from his holster as he marched up the stairs. “Don’t move another muscle,” Jack said.

“But—”

“Hands in the air now!”

The killer did as asked, raising his hands high. A slow, steady whining noise came from his throat as Jack advanced. 

“Turn around, face the house, and put your hands on your head.”

“I don’t understand. I don’t—”

Two things happened in the moment that followed. First, Jack reached out to assist the killer in turning around. Jack grabbed him by the shoulder and wheeled him around to face the house as he placed his hands on his head. The second thing that happened was that Jack allowed himself to process the voice.

It was a woman. 

Still, Jack started patting her down, looking for a weapon. “What are you doing here?” he barked.

“I…I was…invited,” the woman said. Her brown hair was spilling down to her shoulders and Jack wasn’t sure how he hadn’t seen it until now. He’d been so caught up in the moment, so sure he was going to nab the bastard that he hadn’t even pieced together that he’d been chasing a woman across Edgar Donovan’s backyard.

“If you were invited, why were you sneaking around the house and through the backyard?”

“I don’t…you…who are you?”

“Agent Jack Rivers, FBI.”

“FB…what? Wait, hold on…”

As Jack finished searching the woman over, he was momentarily blinded by a sudden flash of light as the porch light was turned on. Instinct had him turning quickly to the right, toward the back door. He brought his gun up in defense, not sure what to expect. The back door opened and a man peered out. He seemed to not understand what he was seeing for a moment, but then his eyes went wide.

“What the…”

“Who are you, sir?” Jack asked.

“Who am I? Who the fuck are you?”

“FBI. Are you Edgar Donovan?”

“Yes! What are you doing?” He sounded alarmed but also a little embarrassed.

“Do you know this woman?”

A flicker of worry passed across Edgar’s face. It made him look like a terrified little boy. Jack noted the way Edgar looked at the woman and it told him all he needed to know. She said she’d been invited, and the look of alarm in Edgar’s face was unmistakable.

His wife is out of town two weeks every month, Jack reminded himself. It had been right there in the records, a suggested cause of his sleep problems. Edgar’s face said he knew this woman…and her sneaking through the yard at this time of night…

With a sigh, Jack holstered his Glock and stepped away. “I’m sorry,” he said. “To both of you.”

“I should say so,” Edgar said. He was dressed in a white tee-shirt and a pair of thin jogging pants. As far the woman, the black coat came down to her knees and he hated himself a bit for wondering if she was wearing anything under it. If it was that sort of visit…he doubted it.

“Sir, if you—”

“FBI. I swear…what in God’s name do you even think you’re doing. I invited this woman to my house. I know her well, and—”

Jack wasn’t about to let this man try to act tough in front of his mistress, so he cut him off before he could get going good. “Before you get on a high horse, let me explain myself. I do have a very good reason for being here.”

The woman, now finally starting to slink away from the wall and towards Edgar, nodded. She was trembling and crying silently. Edgar placed his hand lovingly on her back and guided her through the back door.

“Can I please come inside?” Jack asked. He had no interest in groveling and explaining why he was here, but he knew he had to. He was in the wrong here, and he had to make it right unless he wanted Edgar Donovan to call up Director Anderson with a complaint. 

Edgar nodded, and with his tail between his legs, Jack walked back inside hoping Rachel’s night was going better.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

He woke up to that familiar irritation—not knowing what day it was, not knowing how long he’d slept, not knowing what he’d missed. He slid out of bed right away and went to the kitchen to put a cup of coffee on. He glanced at the clock on the microwave and saw that it was 8:39 at night. He couldn’t even remember falling asleep, but he knew it had been sometime just after breakfast—or what he called breakfast.

His sleep schedule had been ruined for a while now. The only milestones that seemed to help him keep track of the progression of a day were his meals. No matter how much sleep he’d gotten or how long he’d been awake, breakfast remained in the morning, usually sometimes between seven and eight. Lunch, if he ate it, came around one in the afternoon, and dinner tended to be around eight or nine. Tonight, though, dinner was going to have to be strong, black coffee and a frozen waffle.

He didn’t have time for anything else. He didn’t have time for much of anything.

He was running out of time. He knew where he needed to go tonight, knew what he needed to do. But, as usual, he felt the clock ticking, pushing him on.

He could fall asleep at any moment and it would ruin it for him. So he had to strike when he knew he had at least four or five hours—when he knew his messed up sleep schedule coincided with those of his victims.

With the coffee brewing, he walked over to the window and looked out onto the city from his third-floor apartment. He understood that what he was doing would be considered wrong in the eyes of the law…that most would call it murder. But he knew the truth. He knew he was helping these people. All they wanted was rest, and he was giving them that.

Of course, there was a selfish angle to it all as well.

Whereas the people he was freeing were unable to sleep, he was getting too much of it. The doctor he’d seen a little over a year ago had labeled his condition as Type 1 Narcolepsy. There were some weeks when he slept for almost eighteen hours a day. Worse than that, some of his slumber came when he least expected it. He’d fall asleep out of nowhere right in the middle of the day. It was one of the reasons he’d been fired from his job, always falling asleep in the middle of meetings, or at his workstation. Southern Power and Electric hadn’t been too keen on that. So he’d managed some time as a personal assistant for proposal companies. Working from home and managing his own schedule, he’d barely been able to pay his bills, but the apartment was paid for and really, aside from the narcolepsy, he couldn’t complain.

Helping these other people was the true reward.

And his hope was that if he cured enough of them, he might be rewarded with his own freedom. He hoped so, anyway. Because really, at the core of it, these people he was rescuing from their torment of not being able to sleep were stealing his waking hours from him. They so badly wanted to sleep their lives away while he, on the other hand, was tired of missing life because he couldn’t manage his sleep cycles.

The doctors had been no help. There had been a spot of hope for a while—an experimental medicine that had shown promise. But it had come along right after he’d lost his job and, without insurance, he hadn’t been able to afford the treatments or the medicine. So he’d had to endure it. And in enduring it, he’d come to understand that if he freed enough of them, those hours they suffered through without sleep could become his. He’d take those remaining hours from them. It hadn’t worked out in his favor yet, but he knew it was only a matter of time. He could see it in the momentary stares of gratefulness he saw in their eyes when they took their last breaths, when he was staring down into them with his hands around their necks.

Thinking of this, he walked back to the kitchen with a smile on his face. He poured a thermos of coffee and ate his toaster waffle. He did so while listening to slow-groove ‘80s classics on his smart speaker. And when he was done, he got ready for the day…or night…or whatever. He showered, he brushed his teeth, and he got dressed. The last part of his outfit was the driver gloves he’d worn while taking the lives of his first three victims.

He left the apartment like any normal person would, a person with relatively normal sleeping hours and something of a social life. Anyone that passed by him might think he was headed to a bar to meet some friends. He even nodded politely to a pair of younger women as he walked to his car, parked in the lot behind his apartment building.

He started his car and opened the glove compartment. He took out the sheet of paper mainly for routine and nothing more; he’d long ago learned the names and addresses. Now, it was really nothing more than a symbol, like a church goer opening the hymnal even though they knew the words.

He had a bit of time to spare and that made him nervous. Based on how his body had been working for the past month or so, he figured he had until at least two o’ clock before the narcolepsy would kick in. But then again, it was like a ticking bomb. Hell, it could very well kick in while he was driving to his next visit, causing him to swerve into an oncoming car. He just never knew.

But right now, he felt good…and he had for a while. He just wished he could enjoy more waking hours. And maybe his next victim would get him a step closer to that.

Candace McCraw, age forty. Married. Insomnia and severe grinding of her teeth when she was able to get to sleep. Another person Couchner Sleep Clinic failed.

He knew her schedule well. He knew that around 10:30 or so, her husband would leave the living room where they watched television and prepare to go to bed. After that, Candace remained in the living room until at least 1:00 in the morning. She’d been reading lately, but for a while she’d been playing some game or another on her phone.

He drove slowly, sipping from his coffee as he went. He still had a bit to go before the husband would go upstairs to bed. He thought of her, sitting in the living room with the book in her lap, knowing she’d be struggling to sleep if she followed her husband upstairs. He thought of her, depressed and exhausted, wanting relief…

He smiled warmly, knowing he could provide it.

She had no idea that he was coming to free her—that by the time the sun graced the world again, her problems would all be solved.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Through the course of her career, Rachel had learned how to read the activity within a house while standing on the outside. It was easier at night, of course, and it was a skill she was using as she sat across the street from the home of Candace and Dean McCraw. When she’d arrived at the house forty-five minutes ago, she was quite sure both of the McCraws had been in the living room. She’d seen the glow of a television in addition to the warm golden light of the overheads. 

But then, when the dashboard clock in the minivan had read 10:37, the lights had changed in the living room. They’d become a bit softer, there were the fuzzy shapes of people moving through the blinds, and then, about a minute later, a series of lights had come on upstairs. Soon, a few of these were cut off, leaving only one—a soft, white glow from the window farthest to the right—a bedside lamp, if Rachel had to guess.

She put this all together quite easily. The McCraws had both been in the living room, watching television. At 10:37, one of them had gotten up and headed upstairs. That person had gotten ready for bed, gone to the bedroom, and was now reading or partaking in some other pre-bedtime ritual. She was willing to bet the McCraw that had stayed downstairs was Candace—the name from the Couchner Sleep Clinic list. She was probably reading, seeing as how the flickering glow of the television was no longer visible.

The night rolled out—actually, it seemed to drag on. She’d been grateful to receive Jack’s brief interruption. As selfish as it may seem, she was happy to know that he was thinking of her. She thought about texting him again when the clock read 1:02 but didn’t want to come off as needy. 

With eyes that were growing a little weary, she looked back toward the house. Nothing had changed other than the bedside light going out on the second floor. She lowered her window down and listened to the night, letting some cool air in. She heard crickets and the sort of phantom hum of a small city asleep. Looking at the light of the living room, fragmented by the blinds, it was hard to see any movement, but she was quite sure all was the same.

At the same time, though, she thought of Gloria Masterson’s house. She thought of how the killer had come around to the back of the house, expertly moving around the yard in a way that assured him there would be no prints left.

She knew it was risky, but she didn’t think this little stakeout was going to be a success while sitting in the car across the street. She needed to be closer—in the yard itself. Sure, she ran the risk of setting off an alarm, but she thought it might be worth the risk. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more worried she became that she should have come to this realization earlier. Suddenly, that bedside lamp upstairs being turned off seemed like a sign of some kind.

Cursing under her breath and growing nervous, Rachel opened up the van and stepped out onto the street. The neighborhood was quiet, the sort of idyllic neighborhood where at least a dozen or so people would be taking walks at dawn—just four hours from now—with their dogs and morning cups of coffee. The houses were close together, about a quarter of an acre between each one. A few had fences, a few had bushes, but all separating each property from its neighbor with clear, dividing lines.

As she made her way to the hedges that separated the McCraw property from their neighbor to the left, she looked at the prominent strand of trees behind the house. It was rather thick but she could still see small, distant lights shining through them from elsewhere in the city. She wasn’t sure what was on the other side of those trees. Probably a spot of land that had been cleared off for more houses in the future; she’d spotted several sections of land just like that as she’d come into the neighborhood.

The idea of an undeveloped lot being on the other side of those trees deepened her newfound worry. It would be all too easy for someone to park several blocks away and cut through that lot, coming through the trees and then to the McCraw house.

Staying near the hedges, she came to the side of the house and, as if orchestrated by some higher power, heard footsteps ahead and to her right. She quickened her pace and came within sight of the back door, connected to the back lawn by a small deck. 

Rachel saw someone slipping in through the back door. With her heart in her throat, Rachel took off running, her right hand drawing her Glock as she crossed the dark backyard.

 

***

 

He came onto the property through the right side of the undeveloped lot. He’d spent a week or so trying to think of a better angle. He knew the McCraws had one of those video doorbells at the front door, so it had to be the back. But walking through that thick lot and then the trees…there was too much of a risk of leaving a print of some kind behind.

Tonight was the first time he’d taken such a risk. But by the time he’d come out of the trees and had an unobstructed view of the McCraw home, the tension of it all slid right off of him. He felt untouchable. For a moment, he felt just as free as the three people he’d already helped.

He didn’t run across the back lawn, but he did cross it at a quick walk. He was wearing the hooded sweatshirt he’d kept in the back of his car. The hood was enormous, covering his head and over half of his face if he lowered his head just enough. He knew there was no video doorbell at the back but still…there was no point in taking chances.

He made his way up the back porch steps as if he belonged there. As he came to the door, he pulled the tension wrench out of his pocket. He’d purchased it on Amazon for just twenty-five dollars when he knew he’d be coming to the McCraws. They had no easily accessible window to get through, and they didn’t leave their doors unlocked like idiots—as the Masterson woman had.

He’d watched plenty of videos on how to operate the tension wrench, so getting the door unlocked was a bit easier than he’d anticipated. The doorknob was loose and useless as he gave it a turn and pushed the door open. Then, as quiet as the night itself, he stepped inside to do his blessed duty.

 

***

 

By the time Rachel reached the stairs to the deck, she was going at full speed. She leaped up the first two steps and then took another jump, clearing the remaining stairs and settling her feet on the wooden boards of the deck. She saw at once that the intruder had left the backdoor partially open—probably a tactic to help with a speedy escape.

She pushed through the door and barely took the time to get a feel for her surroundings. She’d come in through a small mudroom…laundry room to the left, utility closet to the right. A kitchen sat in front of her, dark with the exception of a small nightlight shining from under the stove’s exhaust vent. A hallway stretched out to the right. And as she hurried toward it, she could hear the slightest sounds of commotion coming from the other end.

She raced through the hallway, aware of the silence of the house, of her own heartbeat slamming in her chest. She came to the end of the hallway and found herself in the living room. A TV installed on the front wall, a large sofa in the center of the room. But she barely saw any of this. Her attention went to the loveseat, where the figure she’d been tracking was straddling a smaller figure—presumably McCraw—choking her.

Gun still in hand, Rachel raced forward. Being that the killer was currently attacking Candace McCraw, there was no way she could shoot him. It would be too risky. So instead, she went running to pull him off. As she did, the killer finally understood that he was not alone when Rachel was within three steps of him.

When the man turned, Rachel saw so many different things in the space of a second that it was almost dizzying—an almost intoxicating feeling when mixed with the sudden surge of adrenaline that was tearing through her. She saw the man’s face, partially hidden under the massive hood of the sweatshirt. She saw Candace McCraw, struggling beneath him, seated in the loveseat with this man on top of her. Rachel saw McCraw’s wide eyes, her mouth open and trying to gasp for air. The killer’s hands, protected in gloves, tight and unwavering even when he turned to face Rachel.

At first, Rachel thought it was going to be too easy. Just deliver a punch to the ribs and pull him off. But he was that devoted to strangling McCraw. He wasn’t going to let go of her neck until he was literally unable to do so. Rachel took the final step towards him ready to slam her fist into his side. She was so dedicated to the move, rearing back with so much force, that she had no time to stop herself when the killer did finally move.

He let go and dove hard to the right. Rachel barely managed to stop, about two inches away from punching Candace McCraw right in the chest. As she corrected herself and brought the gun up and around hard to the right, she had just enough time to see the killer, lounging on the arm of the loveseat. Only, he wasn’t lounging at all; he was drawing his feet back and then blasting them forward.

Rachel leveled the gun and pulled the trigger at the exact same moment both of the killer’s feet slammed into her chest. She knew right away that the gun had gone wide upon impact and the shot would have likely missed. The next thing she knew was that all of the air was rushing out of her as she was pushed back off of her feet.

When she hit the ground, gasping for air, Candace McCraw tried to scramble from the loveseat. But the killer was on her again, right away. She tried fighting him off but was still too stunned from the initial attack. Meanwhile, Rachel struggled to catch her own breath. The kick to the chest had been devastating; even the mere attempt to draw in air caused intense pain. She had no illusion that she was going to be able to get to her feet and fight the man—not after such a brutal blow.

She was just going to have to shoot him. She was going to have to aim carefully, maybe take him in the calf, just enough to hobble him and get him to fall. Maybe he would—

“Candace?”

It was a man’s voice, shrieking and desperate, coming from somewhere behind Rachel.

Shit…the husband…

She saw him coming down the hall as she had the gun raised. His eyes landed on Rachel and he froze in place. But then he saw the gun and came running into the living room. Rachel was quite sure that his first intention was to take the gun from her but as soon as he drew closer to her, coming in a sort of half-trot on shaky legs, he followed her gaze to the loveseat. He then screamed and dashed over right away. This time, the killer didn’t wait. He wheeled around at once and delivered a heavy punch that took the husband directly in the face. Rachel watched as his knees buckled but he still surged forward. He tried throwing a punch in return. It landed, but weakly, and the killer delivered another of his own. The moment it connected, Rachel saw the killer’s right hand bend back in an awkward way. He instantly brought his fist to him, cradling it. He was apparently not accustomed to doling out punches and, if Rachel’s hunch was correct, he’d just fractured his wrist or broken his hand.

Still, the punch had been effective. The husband went tottering to the floor, trying to catch himself on the nearby couch.

Rachel ignored this, though. She watched as the killer, still obsessed with strangling McCraw, went right back to her. Rachel took the moment to aim low before he could fall back on the woman. She fired a shot that landed perfectly, tearing out the killer’s right knee.

He howled in pain and fell in a strange sort of partially collapsed heap to the floor. Rachel stumbled over to him, the pain in her chest almost unbearable now. She was still unable to draw in a strong breath, so she had no idea how she was supposed to—

Somewhere in the distance, she heard footsteps. She then heard her name, or so she thought. There was a slight hammering at the front door on the other side of the living room and then, before she could make sense of any of it the door came bursting in. It burst forward with such force that one of the hinges went flying by Rachel’s face, missing her nose by less than a foot or so.

Jack came hurrying in, his wild eyes surveying the room. “Rachel…” he said, but he then instantly went to the hooded man on the floor. The man was still shrieking, writhing on the floor as he tried to roll over.

Jack pinned him down easily enough as he looked around the room, still uncertain. “Jesus…is everyone okay?”

“Yes,” Rachel said, but the word came out in nothing more than a gasp.

On the loveseat, Candace McCraw had started whimpering and was finally able to draw in a breath. Her husband got to his feet slowly, trying to understand what the hell was going on. His bottom lip had been busted open and he looked rather dazed.

“What the hell…what’s going on?” he said. 

Rachel had to use the wall to help her get completely to her feet. “This man…broke in,” she said, each word an effort. “We’re—”

“We’re FBI agents,” Jack said for her.

Rachel nodded, pulling out her badge and ID and showing them.

“Been looking for this guy…” Rachel said, grimacing.

“Damn it, Rachel,” Jack hissed. “Are you okay? Is it the tum—”

“No,” she said. “No. He kicked me hard. Hurts…”

Jack nodded and looked at the McCraws, now sitting together on the couch in a tight embrace. “Could one of you please call the police?”

The husband did so quickly, getting up and looking back at his wife with great concern. She waved him on and said, “It’s okay, I’m okay…”

But she continued to whimper as the killer screamed on the floor, bleeding on the McCraw’s light blue carpet. As Rachel looked over at Jack, putting the cuffs on the killer, his eyes never left her He worked the cuffs with experience, not needing his eyes. He looked at her and the worry in his stare conveyed something that both touched and scared Rachel. Still, she did her best to draw in a full breath and somehow managed to smile at him.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

It was ironic that sleep played such a part in the case. When they arrived back at the precinct with the killer, Rachel found herself wired and wide awake. The pain in her chest had subsided a bit, but it was still hard to draw in breath. At Jack’s insistence, there was an ambulance parked at the station when they arrived shortly after two in the morning. A deputy met Jack to help escort and process the killer—still unnamed, as he’d refused to speak to them—while two medics looked over Rachel.

She climbed up in the back of the ambulance and sat on the fresh gurney. The two medics made a fuss over her as she tried to get comfortable on the gurney. They asked her several questions and she answered them as well as she could. She needed help to remove her jacket and shirt; whenever she tried to bend her left arm back with any effort, her chest began to hurt terribly.

Rather than remove her shirt completely, the medics decided to simply unbutton it. The fact that her bra was exposed to the male medics didn’t bother her. The violent purple bruise just above her breasts was much more alarming.

“My God, Agent Gift,” the younger of the medics said. “What did he hit you with, a bowling ball?”

“Felt like it.”

The older one began gently touching the area. It was uncomfortable, but not excruciating. But she could tell just from his touch that her cheat was swollen. The idea crossed her mind that the kick could have very well cracked her breastbone—just another obstacle to toss on top of the ever-growing pile that she was living through.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“Depends,” the older one said. “How hard is it to breathe?”

“Not too bad. Deep breaths aren’t much fun.”

“Have you tasted any blood?”

“No.”

“In that case, there’s no emergency here. But you’re going to want to get a chest x-ray as soon as possible.”

“But I’m okay to go on inside?”

“If you want,” the older medic said. “The bruise is, of course, awful. But I can’t tell if anything is cracked or broken right now. The fact that you can breathe makes me think you might have gotten lucky. That or your body just knows how to take a beating.”

She chuckled and thought: You don’t know the half of it.

She thanked them and then stepped down out of the ambulance, thinking it had been a waste of effort and resources to have them come out in the first place. She made her way into the station and walked to the interrogation room. As she did, she thought of Paige. She wouldn’t be home in time to see her off to school—not unless the killer suddenly decided to open up and tell them everything the moment she stepped into the room—but she’d almost certainly be home in time to greet her when she got home from school. And that was more than enough to keep Rachel wired, to keep her nerves and mind alight even while the gentle pain in her chest radiated outward.

She stepped into the interrogation room and found Jack speaking to the killer. When she entered, both men looked at her. She and Jack had a nearly telepathic exchange in the form of facial expressions. He raised an eyebrow: What’s the damage? She nodded softy: I’m good to go.

“The only thing I’ve gotten out of him is his name,” Jack said. “And he gave that reluctantly. His name is—”

“My name is Bradley Duffer,” the killer said from his place behind the table, “and I was only trying to help those people.”

“Help them?” Rachel asked. “By killing them?”

Jack nodded and said, “Yeah. That’s where it starts to go off the rails a bit.”

Rachel could clearly tell Duffer had already irritated Jack because of his sarcasm. She ignored it for the moment and looked down at him. “Because they were tired?” she tried. “Because you thought you were giving them rest.”

“Yes,” Duffer said, his eyes widening in excitement. “See! She understands! She—”

“Quite frankly,” Rachel said, “that makes absolutely no sense, Mr. Duffer. Sure, they weren’t dealing with their sleep issues, but you’ve taken their lives. You’ve left loved ones and family members grieving. And surely you understand that. If you thought you were helping them, you could have just gone to them and told them you had answers. But you didn’t. You were sneaking into their homes. You were wearing gloves so you wouldn’t leave prints behind. You knew you were doing something wrong.”

Duffer frowned at her, his lip poking out a bit. He looked like he’d just been betrayed. “Well…of course…yes. I know killing is…I know it’s not widely accepted. And I knew I could get in very serious trouble for it so…so I didn’t go around advertising it! But you don’t know what these people were going through. There’s no way you know what it’s like to—”

“And do you?” Jack asked. “You met these people at a sleep clinic, right? Some sort of drug trial?”

“No. A sleep study. With Dr. Couchner.”

That at least explains why he wasn’t on Coyne’s list, Rachel thought.

“And you thought because you knew what they were going through, you could…what?” Rachel said. “Offer them a release?”

“Oh, I had no idea what they were going through,” Duffer said, almost regretfully. “I just saw how miserable they were. I heard their stories at the clinic and I…I felt guilty. Because I have all of those hours. All that time they couldn’t sleep and I…I feel like I took it from them. I…I have a very severe case of narcolepsy and I…I…”

It was a strange story for sure, but Rachel could tell that Bradley Duffer was legitimately tormented by the roots of it. She could see him struggling with something; there was restrained anger in his trembling lip but his eyes were softening and beginning to glisten with tears.

“Mr. Duffer?” Rachel said.

“I wanted that time back!” he suddenly screamed. “They get all those waking hours and I have slept most of my life away these past few years. I thought if I freed them from their insomnia, I’d be rewarded with the hours they’d wasted, living in the waking world, and begging for sleep!”

Rachel had heard all manner of odd excuses over the years so the insanity of what Duffer was saying didn’t sound all that out of sorts. What did bother her, though, was that she also knew it had the building blocks of a story that would convince a jury that he was mentally unstable—which he obviously was.

“Mr. Duffer, how did you get their information?” Jack asked. “Their addresses, their—”

When Duffer looked up at them, he looked suddenly exhausted. If he hadn’t been continually in their presence for the past hour or so, she might have thought he was stoned. “I can’t…I need to speak with a lawyer. I need…” He stopped talking and propped his head up in his hand. “Lawyer…it’s hard to stay awake when I…”

“Jesus,” Jack said, flustered. “What the hell are we supposed to do now? You think he’s faking this?”

“I have no idea. We have a name now, though, and confirmation that he saw Dr. Couchner at one point. We can find his records and back that up.”

“For now, though, he asked for his lawyer.”

She nodded, knowing what it meant. It meant it was going to be a long night. And given that, even with the promise of seeing Paige soon, Rachel started to feel that nervous energy wearing off. And, as if catching it straight from Bradley Duffer, she started to feel incredibly tired.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

“So what’s your first move from here?” Jack asked.

They were driving south, back toward Richmond. It wasn’t quite dawn, but the pinks and purples of the day were starting to tear at the fabric of the night just along the horizon. Jack was driving, and Rachel sat in the passenger seat, staring out of the window. She’d taken three Ibuprofen before leaving the Fredericksburg PD less than an hour ago so the pain was very manageable.

“Well, if traffic allows it and you can get me back home in time, I’d like to take Paige to school.”

“What about your chest? Aren’t you hurting?”

“It’s not so bad right now.”

“And the x-ray?”

She sighed and gave him a tired smile. “I’ll get it done today. You have my word.”

“Want me to drive you?”

She almost shook her head and said no—an automatic impulse. But she thought it over for a moment and finally said, “Maybe.”

They were both resting comfortably in the sensation of a job well done, of finally nabbing a killer that had been far smarter and more resourceful than they’d expected at the start. Duffer’s lawyer had indeed showed up, irritable and mad at the world, around 3:40 in the morning. It was a state-appointed lawyer that made it clear he’d rather be anywhere but in an interrogation room. It had taken less than half an hour for the determination to be made that Duffer and his lawyer would be angling for an insanity plea. And, because Rachel was quite sure it was going to work in his favor when the trial came around, she decided it was time to leave. They had the information for their reports to Director Anderson, they had the killer in custody, and as far as she was concerned, their jobs were done. There was still the question of how he’d come to find the personal information of the victims, but the police were capable of at least beginning the search. If Rachel and Jack needed to step back in after a few days, they could.

But for now, Rachel was more concerned about getting back home than anything else. And the idea of maybe even being able to see Paige before she left for school had her excited—a strange way to feel in the throes of also being incredibly tired and fighting the pain in her chest. It was still giving a bit of a kick here and there despite the meds.

Roughly halfway through their drive, as the sun finally started to present itself, Jack pulled the car into a gas station. He got out to fill the tank, leaving Rachel to look through the windshield with an ache in her chest and that still-sparkling hope of the future planted in her mind.

And that got her thinking about something else—the sort of thing she never wasted much time considering. Something about the way the last six or seven hours had gone down seemed peculiar to her. And it had all transpired after she’d had something of a flip to her mindset—after she decided that sitting in the negativity of everything happening to her was only making her life worse. When she’d focused on Paige, and the good news from Dr. Emerson, and whatever was taking place between her and Jack, things had started to shift.

She hated the concept of trying to put a spiritual or supernatural spin to things, but she couldn’t help but wonder. She thought back to sitting outside of the McCraw’s house and feeling that sudden urge to step outside and check the yard. The timing had been perfect—almost eerie, really. Three minutes before, and she would have likely sent the killer running off, back through the woods. Three minutes later, Candance McCraw might have been dead.

And then there was the timing of Jack’s arrival. It was perfect. It was almost as if it had all been orchestrated, like everyone was reading from the same script and taking their cues with excellence.

Things like that didn’t just happen. She’d been at this for nearly a decade now and she’d never experienced anything quite like it. And while she was far from thinking there was a God or universal force that sort of nudged things along, she couldn’t deny that the sudden shift to her mindset had coincided with this string of exceptional timing.

Maybe there was something to it.

Or, she thought, maybe you’ve been dealing with death a lot lately—Grandma Tate’s cancer, your own diagnosis, Peter’s murder—and you’ve got spiritual matters on the brain.

When Jack opened the car door, she looked away from the brightening morning quickly, as if afraid Jack might somehow be able to sense the sort of things she’d been considering.

“You okay?” Jack asked. “It looked like I startled you. Did you doze off?”

“No. Just thinking…”

“Want to share?”

She didn’t want to but felt that she should. She understood that keeping so much pent up wasn’t mentally healthy. But at the same time, she wasn’t sure if she was ready to delve that deep into such intangible things with her partner.

“Maybe some other time,” she said with a smile.

“Like when I drive you to the hospital for your x-ray?”

They locked eyes as he closed the door and started the engine. “Sure,” she answered.

She wasn’t exactly sure how it happened or why she didn’t stop herself, but Rachel leaned over the center console and eased her head toward his. He saw what was taking place and leaned forward just the tiniest bit, making sure she held full control over the situation.

When they kissed, it was soft and short and perfect. It lasted no more than three seconds and when she pulled away, their eyes remained locked for a moment longer.

“What was that for?” Jack asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wanted to do it.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

She shook her head and looked forward again. Taking this as a cue, Jack pulled away from the pumps and continued on.

 

***

 

Morning traffic outside of Richmond slowed them down a bit and Rachel knew that she wouldn’t get to see Paige before Grandma Tate took her to school—flanked by Agent Carson. While this made her sad at first, she supposed it was for the best. It would give her time to get the x-ray and have all of her work-related business wrapped up.

“How much do you think you’ll miss her by?” Jack asked.

“Twenty or thirty minutes. It’s okay. Maybe it’s for the best.”

“So do you want to go ahead and get that x-ray?”

“Sure. But Jack…you don’t have to take me.”

“I know. But I want to. And since we’re just doing things because we want to now…” He grinned at her, referencing the kiss from the gas station. “It’s not a big deal. I’ve got my laptop in the trunk. I’ll call Anderson and fill him in, and then I’ll get started on the report while you’re being seen.”

She was secretly glad he was going to come with her. She had been so focused on getting back home to Paige that the idea of being alone in a hospital was a little overwhelming. They didn’t even bother going by her house, mainly because she didn’t want to answer any questions about why she was going to the hospital when Grandma Tate arrived back home. Jack delivered her to the hospital where the wait was thankfully not all that long.

She was able to get in for an x-ray by eleven o’ clock and she did manage to catch a brief nap in one of the chairs in the waiting room while she waited to be seen. Jack worked on the report while she dozed and on occasion, they’d catch each other staring, their eyes studying the other and, Rachel thought, replaying the kiss from the car. She didn’t regret doing it but she did wish she’d perhaps waited for a more opportune time.

Her x-ray came back with mostly good news: there were no breaks or even small fissures, just massive swelling around her sternum. She was told to rest for three days. No exercise, and no lifting of anything heavier than five pounds.

They exited the hospital at 12:30. They walked slowly across the parking lot. With a few hours before Paige arrived home, Rachel knew what she needed to do. She needed to rest. She needed to re-center herself and figure out what sorts of things she needed to do in order to focus her time and energy around Paige.

“I need to go home and sleep,” she said as they neared the car. “Maybe grab a shower.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Jack said, opening the passenger side door for her. “I’ll check in with Anderson and let him know what all went down.”

As she got into the car, her phone dinged in her pocket. She checked it and saw that she’d received a text from an unfamiliar number—one of those numbers that didn’t even look like a number at all, but a small string of characters. She assumed it to be spam, and nearly deleted it. But her tired eyes took in the first line and another tiny surge of hope passed through her again.

“Hey, Jack,” she said. “Want to take me to one more place before we go our separate ways?”

“Of course. Where to?”

“Remember the medicine Dr. Emerson said could potentially help to shrink my tumor?”

“Yeah…”

“My prescription is ready for pick-up.”

 

***

 

She took her first pill as soon as she got home. She tried her best not to instantly think that it was the first step to being cured but it was hard to do…especially after the positive visit she’d had with Emerson before leaving for Fredericksburg. She got into the shower afterwards, cringing at the sight of the bruise on her chest.

She soaked in the shower until the hot water started to grow cold. In the middle of it, she started to cry, and she wasn’t quite sure why. She knew that some of it was tears of joy but some of it was also her heart finally allowing her to freak out a bit over her cancer diagnosis. Sure, she had hope now that she might beat it, but it was still scary. And she’d been too busy trying to prove to herself (and, to be honest, to others) that she was strong to let herself respond to it properly.

Following her shower, she slept for an hour and a half, when Grandma Tate woke her up to go with her to pick up Paige from school. She was still groggy but moved quickly as they hurried out of the house. Grandma Tate had let Rachel sleep as long as possible, so they were running a bit late when they finally left the house.

As they neared the school, Rachel looked into the rearview. She saw Carson’s car trailing behind them. It made her feel safe, without a doubt, but it also made her feel guilty. She wondered if Anderson would have pushed so hard to have such protection around her family if she’d refused to go to work following Peter’s death.

Thinking about this, her mind wandered to Alex Lynch. She’d gone out on two cases now, hoping to lure him out. And either the plan had simply not worked out or he wasn’t interested. In fact, during her last case, he’d taken the opportunity to kill Peter.

A thought then occurred to her, one that stung her a bit. If that’s what he chose to do the last time you were on a case, what might he have done this time around?

Maybe, she thought as Grandma Tate pulled her car into the school grounds and headed for the car-rider line, he was using her cases as a sort of freedom. While she was on a case and there was massive security all around her home and family, what else might Lynch have been up to? What else did he have planned to hurt her and her family?

It was an alarming thought, but one that made no immediate sense. All she cared for and loved was near her now—Paige and Grandma Tate. And maybe Jack. The kiss had been unexpected and very nice but she still wasn’t quite sure what was there.

As Grandma Tate entered the car-rider line, all thoughts of Alex Lynch left Rachel’s head. A handful of teachers came out and started looking at the dashboard decals summoning out the right child for the corresponding car. And after the first two groups of students, a teacher waved to them and called for Paige.

She came out of the front doors of the school talking to a friend. Her bookbag was slung over her shoulder, her hair was done up in a ponytail, and she looked so grown up. It brought the sting of tears to Rachel’s eyes but she managed to keep the crying away; she’d done more than enough of that in the shower.

But when Paige saw her mother sitting in the passenger seat, her eyes went wide and a gorgeous smile spread across her face, so Rachel couldn’t help it. A tear trickled down her cheek. And even though the school’s guidelines were very strict about parents not getting out of their cars in an effort to keep the car-rider line running smoothly, Rachel got out of the car and wrapped Paige up in a hug. The impact of it caused her to cry out in pain but it was overwhelmed by the surge of love that rushed through—love and the still-growing hope that somehow, everything was going to better. In the end, everything was going to work out just fine

With her daughter securely in her arms, it was hard to think otherwise.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Two days later, Rachel woke up from a nightmare.

In it, she’d walked into the McCraws’ house and when she came to the living room to find Candace McCraw being strangled by Bradley Duffer, she’d simply stood by and watched. She watched the light go flickering right out of Candace’s eyes and when Duffer was done, she simply walked out of the front door and sat on the porch stairs. When she sat down, a figure started up the walk, whistling as it approached her.

When the figure came into view, she saw that it was Alex Lynch. With a smile on his face, he said: “I’ll kill everyone you’ve ever loved and burn your whole world down. You know that, don’t you?”

Rather than say anything, she reached out and took his hand. Lynch smiled at her and squeezed her hand until the bones starting to splinter and break.

She’d come awake with a stifled shout and when she sat up quickly in bed, the pain in her chest was immense. She impulsively brought her right hand to her chest and cradled it, the same hand Lynch had pulverized in her dream.

“I’ll kill everyone you’ve ever loved and burn your whole world down.”

She looked at the bedside clock and saw that it was 3:55. She’d gone to sleep relatively early and knew without even closing her eyes again that she wasn’t going to be getting any more sleep. Still shuddering a bit, she slid out of bed and walked into her bathroom. There, she downed a few Ibuprofen and pulled the collar of her shirt down to check the bruise. It was still one of the nastiest she’d ever seen and though the pain was getting better as the days passed, it still managed to remind her that it was there a few times a day—for instance when sitting up like a shot in bed after having a nightmare.

She made her way downstairs and moved around the kitchen quietly, making herself a cup of tea. She knew better than to brew coffee this early, as the smell of it would bring Grandma Tate out of her room. While waiting for the water to boil, Rachel checked her email on her phone. She saw that a message had come across from Jack, with Director Anderson and a few other department heads included. The email contained an attachment—the final report from the Bradley Duffer case. It had come through shortly after ten that night.

She opened it up and scanned through all of the preliminary stuff she’d already seen as Jack had been sending her drafts all day. But at the end, there was some added material, showing where Duffer had hired a third party to hack into Couchner Sleep Clinic’s records in order to get full names and addresses. Duffer had given up the hacker’s name and method of payment; there was currently a local effort to find and charge the hacker as well.

She closed it out just as the kettle started whistling. She poured the water and took her cup of tea to the kitchen table where she sat down and simply ruminated on the nightmare. Yesterday, she’d told Anderson that she had in fact come back earlier than she should have. She’d taken the blame for the decision and then requested an additional two weeks off. Anderson granted it without question, only hesitating when she asked to please be included on all conversations regarding the closure of the Duffer case and the hunt for Alex Lynch.

The nightmare told her one simple truth: she was not going to be able to rest easily until he was captured. In many ways, he was like a second tumor, the silent killer lurking in secret and making her life a living hell. It had not yet taken her life, but it had taken Peter’s. It had taken Paige’s father away and…

Thinking of Paige got her to thinking about her own father—particularly the strained conversation they’d had on the phone a little over two weeks ago. She knew Jack had good intentions in trying to link them up after so long, but it had resulted in a tense, miserable failure. The two-minute conversation had ended with her stating she’d call him back in a few days, but she never had. And he had never called her back, either.

She had no idea why, but she felt she needed to tell him about her tumor. Maybe because she felt that Paige should at least get to know her grandfather a bit just in case she, Rachel, didn’t make it.

She’d asked Anderson for two weeks. And she intended to spend every moment she could with Paige. But in a few days, when her chest wasn’t hurting her so badly and when she was confident these news meds weren’t going to affect her, she wondered if Paige might be up for a drive to Kentucky to see her grandfather—a man she’d only ever met once, for a single hour, when she was three. It was an idea that terrified her at first but seemed to make more sense the more she considered it. 

She heard footsteps behind her—too heavy to be Paige’s. She turned around and saw a sleepy-looking Grandma Tate entering the kitchen.

“Did I wake you?” Rachel asked. “I tried to be quiet.”

“It’s alright. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Just had a nightmare.”

Grandma Tate took two steps into the kitchen and stared at the cup in Rachel’s hands. “Was the nightmare about a world where you chose tea over coffee?”

“Oh, that’s funny. No…again, I was just trying to stay as quiet as possible. Go back to sleep.”

Grandma Tate shook her head and set about making coffee. As she did, she asked: “Do you need to talk about the nightmare?”

“I don’t think so. But…I’ve been sitting here for a while and thinking. I’ve been thinking about Dad. I think I’m going to go pay him a visit sometime soon.”

With the coffee set and brewing, Grandma Tate joined Rachel at the table. “I sort of figured you’d start thinking about your own father after what happened to Peter.”

“And what do you think about it?”

“I think at the end of the day, you need to do what’s best for you and your daughter. But…I also think that given what Paige is going through, it might do some good to meet some more family.” She gave Rachel a moment to let this sink in and then added: “If you decide to go, when would it be?”

“Soon. Definitely before I go back to work.”

“And you’re sure you want to go back?”

Rachel’s answer surprised her. “I honestly don’t know. Maybe I will take a bit longer, see what happens with this tumor. See if…if there’s any real hope.”

“Well, look no further,” Grandam Tate said. “Remember when we were worried about me?”

And Rachel, still not quite awake enough to get all serious, smiled and said: “Oh, I still worry about you all the time.”

“Oh, I’m fine. I sort of wish you would go back to work. It would give me more time with Agent Carson.”

The two women giggled at the table while the smell of brewing coffee filled the kitchen. And in that laughter, it was yet another moment when Rachel dared to think that in the end, everything really was going to be okay.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

He knew exactly where she was going. He’d known it the moment she got on I-95 North.

After all, he’d had a lot of time to study her. Even after he escaped from prison, Alex Lynch had spent an ample amount of his free time looking into the life of Rachel Gift.

He knew that her mother had died in a car accident when she’d been quite young. After that, her father had walked out—presumably unable to cope from the grief and not wanting to be saddled with the burden of being a father. He’d apparently not had too much gumption, no real dreams or ambitions of his own, though, because he’d only move three hours away from where his family had once existed.

That, or he’d wanted to stay relatively close to his daughter. There was no way Alex could know what their relationship was like, so he’d done as much research as he could on the father. Douglas Gift, currently fifty-nine years old. He’d held three different jobs since walking out on his family, all in the insurance business—mostly auto. Alex had been unable to find a home address, but had found the office address of the insurance business he worked for. He lived in Paducah, Kentucky, but had grown up in Buffalo, New York, where he met, fell in love with, and married Rachel Gift’s mother.

But now it seemed that Rachel might very well lead him right to Douglas. And estranged or not, surely a daughter would grieve her father, right? She’d feel the loss in a deep sort of way. He would have taken Paige’s father and then Rachel’s own. Maybe then he’d get some damned attention.

It had been almost three weeks since he’d killed Peter—and exactly eight days after Rachel had stopped going to work. And now she was on the highway, heading for wherever the hell Douglas Gift lived in Kentucky.

As he followed at a safe distance behind Rachel, he was almost thrown off of his game when they stopped for gas in Tennessee. He continued on, stopping in the parking lot of a floundering convenience store and waiting for them to pass by.

Yes…them. Because Rachel had taken Paige with her. He assumed Rachel was feeling some certain way about her own father because he, Alex, had taken Paige’s from her. It was sort of sickly poetic.

He supposed he could just kill Rachel and her daughter now if he wanted. Just wait until they got to where they were going—presumably Douglas Gift’s house—and hit them both with his car. Or stab them with the knife he had tucked under the passenger seat. He could do all of that easily enough but then it would all be over.

No, that bitch had taken years off his life; he was going to make sure she suffered. He was going to make sure she lived as much of her life in terror as possible, until there was no hope or reason to live. He clung to these thoughts as he waited for them to leave from the gas station And when they passed by in Rachel’s car seven minutes later, he pulled back out onto the highway and followed them, always keeping a safe distance of at least five or six car lengths. He’d been keeping an eye out for Agent Carson but didn’t see him. No, he was too busy protecting sweet old Grandma Tate—a woman that would be safe for the foreseeable future, given the level of protection the Gift house was currently under.

Alex followed behind them for the entire drive. When they stopped for drive-thru meals, he continued on the way, pulling over within a mile or so and waiting for them to pass. And when they finally entered the town of Paducah, Kentucky, at 6:30 that night, he made sure to stay well out of sight. Sometimes that meant staying back to where her taillights were almost out of his line of sight.

He stopped following her when she turned onto a thin two-lane road. The road was lined with houses and mailboxes, with cars along the side of the streets and generic lawns. That was good enough for him for the time being. He found a McDonald’s and grabbed a bite to eat. He then drove around Paducah, getting a feel for the lay of the land.

He didn’t return to that little two-lane until 9:00. He had to make a few guesses and wrong turns, but he did eventually pass by Rachel’s car. He slowed, but not noticeably so, as he passed by the house—Douglas Gift’s house.

Alex wasn’t quite sure how he was going to play the next few days. Kentucky was a good distance away from Richmond so it would be tricky to wait. But if he struck now, while Rachel and Paige were visiting, his fun would end sooner than he wanted.

He had so many options, so many choices. He smiled as he passed by the house, thinking: What to do, what to do?

He turned around at the end of the street and went by one more time, trying to make a decision. And as he passed by it in the black sheet of night, it was far too easy to imagine the house blocked off with crime scene tape, the site of a murder scene.

The site of his next kill—whoever it might be.
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