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BROKEN BIRD





Having already crusted her forearms, clay splattered thirty-eight-year-old Kimberly Jannis’s apron and cheap sweats. Her bare foot pumped the pedal under the turntable. The potter’s wheel whirled to life. Kimberly pressed, squeezed, and pulled the soft clay upward and outward into a hollow shape—the beginnings of a new vase. As she pumped, Kimberly blew at an agitating strand of black hair glued to her chiseled face that was both fiercely beautiful and hardened by years of silence. She was the type of woman that could cut a man down with a sidelong glance. Perhaps that would save her tonight.
Nearby, Harold Gatts, a graying man turned heavyset in his later years, locked the final glass door cabinet lining the walls of Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities. He had been watching Kim closely these past few weeks with a question on the tip of his tongue. Ask away, Kimberly taunted her mentor/business partner as she worked the wheel.
“I’m leaving for a few days,” Harold finally broke the heavy silence. With his bushy gray mustache, saggy cheeks peppered with white stubble, and tiny eyes behind glasses shaped like flipped orange slices, he had the look of a walrus. He fixed the suspenders wrapping over his sky-blue button-up. “Make sure you lock up after you’re finished.”
“Drive safe,” Kimberly replied coldly.
Harold leaned on his cane and waddled to the door. He grabbed the handle with his meaty hand and turned back to give Kimberly a final look. Instead of asking his question, he limped onto the Northampton sidewalk and vanished into the night.
Kimberly pumped the pedal harder. The turntable whirled faster as she shaped the clay. Her heart rate quickened. It was never her intent to push Harold away. He’d been like a second father to her, but Kimberly’s eyes were on grander things. Prospects that would catapult her out of his little failing shop on Riverside and into the heart of Northampton’s downtown: a place where the world would see her art.
Suddenly, the power cut out.
Light from the street lamps streamed through the quaint shop’s bamboo blinds, making jail bars across the floor.
Kimberly stopped pedaling and let the turntable slow down. The wet clay sculpture fell into a volcano-shaped blob. Her breathing quickened.
Smash!
Kimberly craned her head back and studied the ceiling.
Something shattered. Something else broke.
Kimberly recognized the origin of the noise.
Her private collection.
She jolted out of her bench, sending it to its side, and grabbed a crusty rag to wipe the hardening clay from her palms and fingers. She pulled open the door behind the counter and bolted up the flight of stairs sandwiched between two tight walls.
Not now. Not like this, Kimberly begged. Her stained hands fumbled through her keyring, finding the small key that opened the red door. Holding her breath, she twisted the key in the lock and let the door fall open into the black room. She stopped in the threshold. The towel slipped from her fingers and clumped beside her bare foot with a faded scorpion tattoo running along her heel. Her prized 19th century Satsuma pottery vase and a dozen other porcelain artifacts were shattered on the floor. Moonlight spilled through a singular sealed circular window at the back of the room and cast a spotlight on the bleeding crow lying amidst the jagged fragments.
On its side, the black bird spread and flapped one of its damaged wings. Purple innards leaked from the red gash across its belly. Crimson pooled under its black feathers and filled the lines of hardwood floor. With cautious steps, Kimberly approached the dying bird. At the end of the potter’s trek, the crow’s wing sank to the floor and stayed spread out, like a black fan dipped in blood.
Kimberly’s mouth went dry and her muscles tensed. She’d seen this before, many years ago. Just like then, instinct only told her one thing.
Run.
Click.
She twisted back to the silhouetted figure standing in front of the closed door. Kimberly backed over the dead bird.
The figure took a step with her. Shadow cloaked the person or thing in the darkness of the stuffy room.
“You’ve made a mistake,” Kimberly bluffed. A bead of sweat made a racetrack down her clay-stained cheek. “You got the wrong person.”
A piece of glass nicked Kim’s sole as she backed up. It opened her skin and sent her bumping into a bamboo shelf. The antiques rattled, clinking together. Kim grabbed a hand-painted amphora, one of her first creations, something with significant sentimental value, and launched it across the room.
The figure ducked the projectile and didn’t bother turning back to watch it explode against the door. The person moved closer. The walls of the room closed in on Kimberly. The remaining wet clay on her hands had dried and cracked like dead earth. She set her jaw and glared at the figure. Maybe she could cut them down with her sharp eyes.
The figure brandished its own blade.
The moonlight reflected on the ivory-hilted hunting knife. It moved closer, and closer, and closer…
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THE LUMINIST





Ellie Batter couldn’t stop laughing as her dashing husband, Troy, carried her through the apartment’s door. He flipped on the lights and gave her a sloppy, over-exaggerated kiss.
“Welcome to your home, Mrs. Batter,” he said, smiling with his sparkling white teeth. Seriously, they were something out a Colgate advertisement.
Ellie breathed in that familiar homey smell of her eleven-month-old suite. It was the first time she passed through the door with the last name Batter. Though not the most romantic surname, but it sure beat Smith, the monotonous maiden name that had plagued Ellie with a sort of normalcy she’d been trying to escape her entire life. First through the angsty teenage years where she wore black lipstick, black hair dye, and black clothes, and then to her twenties where she tossed away the abysmal attire for bright spontaneous yellows that reflected her uplifting, artistic style. At the age of thirty-two, she’d mellowed out considerably and dressed with a sort of conservative class.
Her intelligent eyes scanned around the twelfth-floor, modern and elegantly-designed apartment. Its tall windows displayed the fullness of Northampton, Massachusetts that was currently soaked in rain. Breathtaking oil paintings decorated the walls with smoky mountain vistas, wild flower meadows, homesteads on a sunny day, and horses grazing in green pastures. All of them were memories of a naive girl from Pennsylvanian Amish country who struck gold in the big city.
“I think we need to hire a new interior decorator,” Ellie replied with snark.
“You’re too hard on yourself, big shot.” Troy put her back on solid ground and helped her with her damp coat.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re trying to get lucky,” Ellie teased her newly-minted husband as he hung the lightweight trench coat on the rack. “I thought the honeymoon would’ve worn you out.”
“There are certain things that wear me out, that’s not one of them,” Troy replied. “Come on, I’ll get a bubble bath going.”
The closed double doors to the paint room caught Ellie’s eye. “Maybe in a little while.”
The comment took Troy off guard. He noticed where her attention had gone and frowned. “You work too much.”
“I didn’t work at all this past week, now did I?” Ellie gave him a kiss on his stubbled jaw.
“Your loss,” Troy said, jokingly but serious. “I guess I’ll be enjoying the bubble bath all by myself.”
“Aww,” Ellie said as if speaking to a dog. “Did I hurt your wittle feelings?”
She went to pinch his cheek. He caught her wrist midair and held it with an unexpected amount of force. His intense brown eyes locked with Ellie’s sapphire blues. A barrier of heavy silence hung between the married couple.
Thump, thump, Ellie’s heart quickened as she stood frozen by her husband’s uncharacteristic show of aggression. Then, Troy smiled in the wonderful way that made a girl melt and kissed her passionately. “Have I told you I love you today?”
“Only a half dozen times,” Ellie replied.
“Can I say it again?”
“Only if you mean it.”
Troy looked deep into her eyes. Ellie waited and waited. With one brow raised, she put her hand on her hip and cleared her throat.
“You said to only say it if I mean it,” Troy defended himself.
Ellie punched his arm. “Jerk.”
Troy snickered. Ellie rolled her eyes but couldn’t kept from giggling as well. She thought this marriage would make them less juvenile. She was wrong.
Troy released her and snatched an apple from the basket on the kitchen counter. With a mouth full of Granny Smith, Troy said, “Don’t stay up too late. My beauty sleep is very precious to me, and thanks to a certain someone, I hadn’t gotten much of that.”
“Oh, boohoo,” Ellie replied.
Taking his apple with him, Troy jogged up the spiral stairs to the open loft with a railing made of twisted black metal. At thirty-four years old, Troy was two years Ellie’s senior. He had a sharp, handsome face free of blemishes, intense brown eyes, and a trimmed beard that connected to his silky blond tapered haircut.
When he had left her sight, Ellie sighed. As much as she enjoyed the beach night resorts, martinis, and the boardwalk, it felt good being back home. The wedding planning had set her back on her daily art commissions, and the honeymoon added to the delay. She’d already mentally prepared herself for days of catch-up. Farm houses, rolling fields, natural springs sparkling in the sunset, and other art pieces influenced by the luminism movement—Ellie’s artistic niche.
She headed into the art room. Unpainted canvases leaned against a wall. Different paint mixes and brushes stuffed buckets and mugs. Half-finished paintings dangled on walls or rested on the flat wooden table. To an outsider, the place was an unorganized disaster, but Ellie knew the clutter like the back of her hand, and the incomplete paintings that seemed like works of an expert procrastinator were actually Ellie’s passions projects. They were the type of creations that she poured countless hours to make every brush stroke, dot, and contrasting color meld in perfect harmony. In her eight years of professional art -- six of which were spent begging art galleries for work and the latter two being flooded by a wave of success brought on by her mentor and friend Andrew Maneau -- Ellie had only completed one of her masterpieces, and it was so detestably dull that she longed to send into a fiery grave. The projects she thought would bomb exploded with successes, and the pieces she cherished were shrugged off by the masses.
Ah, the life of an artist, she thought with hints of sarcasm.
Ellie stood before the blank linen canvas taking up a healthy portion of her 58-inch wide and 92-inch tall easel. Needless to say, this customized oaken structure was far from the Walmart special. She put her hand on her hips and contemplated the best way to paint a mountain vista she’d painted a hundred times and somehow make it unique. As a Luminist, she didn’t depict nature with awe-inspiring grandeur, but created quiets moments on old American frontier that evoked a sense of somber spirituality, usually through intricately detailed natural phenomena and the use of cool, hard light. The result was something orderly where brush strokes were nearly invisible and realism was paramount. She’d spent years adopting the style after her parents took her to a small historical art gallery in Strasburg. Her lower middle-class parents were supportive of her passion and got her what she needed, though deep down, they thought Ellie would be the one living at home at the age of thirty. Her slacker brother Paul took the award for that one.
Ellie grabbed her painter’s palette and some bright colored paint. She wanted to create something cheerier this evening. Something with bright lights and wonderful yellows. It would break a few tropes of Luminism, but she didn’t get famous following the status quo.
Lighting struck followed by a peal of thunder
Ellie felt the plastic-covered floor move beneath her feet.
She blinked a few times, and the odd sensation subsided.
Weird, she thought and wheeled over her metal cart boasting cans of paint and brushes of every size imaginable. As she prepped the canvas, something tingled up her spine. Her vision became sharply focused and her goosebumps rose on her pale skin.
She picked up the brush dipped in paint, trying to ignore the strange feeling.
As soon as the brush hairs touched on the canvas, Ellie’s arm took over, dragging the brush across the linen surface. The painting began to spin. Ellie’s breath quickened. Her heart rate spiked.
More lightning. More thunder.
Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull.
Her hand worked feverishly on the painting. A brush stroke here, splattered there, red paint, black paint, blue paint, gray. The yellows and golds were cast aside and spilled on the plastic sheeting on the floor. Ellie’s eyes rolled farther back into her head until her milky whites revealed themselves to the world. Not stopping production, she grabbed a second brush with her off-hand and swiped on the canvas.
Ellie only saw blackness. It consumed her mind, body, and soul. The water piping for the upstairs bubble bath rumbled in the ceiling.
Torrents of heavy rain bombarded the windows.
The faint wind’s howl seeped into the lightless apartment.
Ellie awoke face down on the plastic-covered floor, marinating her cheek on a puddle of her own drool.
Her skull crushed her brain. She grimaced and set her jaw. It was like someone had given her a lobotomy with a railroad spike. After wiping her cheek, she pushed against the ground to rise. Numbness crippled her legs, thwarting her ascent. Invisible needles prodded her flesh when she tried to bend her knees. Her eyes adjusted to the dark apartment. Did the storm kill the power? When did she fall asleep? What the hell was happening? More questions assaulted her mind. She took hold of her paint cart’s metal rim and used it to steady herself. Her ankles rolled and her legs nearly gave way, but she overcame the prickling sensation and it started to fade.
The massive canvas nearby dwarfed her. It was fully painted and nearly dry, though the darkness of the room masked its contents.
Lightning flashed through the slightly ajar French doors, illuminating the butchered woman.
Ellie gasped and stepped back as the darkness made a swift return. Not taking her eyes off of the canvas, she groped at the air in front of her and snatched the beaded string connected to the ceiling light. A sickening fear pitted in her belly. The tiny hairs on her arm rose. Something inside told her not to pull the string, not to bring whatever she had created into the light. Ellie heard the internal voice but didn’t heed its advice. She tugged. A covered bulb cast a spotlight onto the disturbing masterwork.
The details of the painting were immaculate, somehow both surreal yet realistic. Red contrasted black, gray, and white. It looked more real than a photograph, but held on to a certain artistic style that gave it a larger than life quality. Ellie couldn’t describe its style, though it was far from Luminism.
It showed a woman with her back propped against a wall with a closed circular window spilling moonlight over her head. Shelves of antique pottery flanked her left and right. More shattered shards littered the floor around her bare feet. A black scorpion tattooed the right side of one ankle. Her dry, lifeless eyes were half closed on her fiercely beautiful face. She stared lifelessly into the nothingness. A scarlet tear of blood trickled from the corner of her lip, down her pointed chin, and slithered onto her skinny neck. More scarlet spattered the wall behind her while over a dozen deep gashes ruined her dirty apron. Her palms were turned upward and were coated with a mix of dry clay and glossy blood. In the foreground, and untouched by the pool of blood blooming out from the woman, was a dead crow, its purple sloppy innards slipping out from its slashed belly.
Heart pounding and head spinning, Ellie focused her attention to her own paint-stained hand. Her fingers were dipped in deep crimson. Her palms were black as twilight.
A tear snaked down her cheek. She had no recollection creating this painting, yet all the evidence pointed to her. With short, wavering breaths, she backed up out of the room and glanced at the blinking green light on the kitchen stove. It was almost 4 am. Troy had carried her in at 10:30 pm. Six hours of her life were unaccounted for. A painting like that was at least a fifty-hour project.
“Troy?” Her voice cracked as she cried out.
No reply.
She flipped on the light switch with the top of her hand, smudging it with red paint. She started up the spiral staircase, making sure not to touch the railing with her coated hands, and pushed open the cracked bedroom door with her elbow. Troy was on the bed with half of his body hidden by ruffled covers. His mouth was slightly agape and his head was limp on his pillow. It didn’t look like he was breathing.
Ellie froze. Her face turned stark white. She whispered her husband’s name.
Not a sound from came from Troy.
She moved closer, her socks sliding on the glossy hardwood floor.
She leaned her head down close to his parted lips, feeling for breath.
Nothing.
Ellie’s heart sank. Her lip quivered. She raised her paint-dipped hand to touch him.
Suddenly, as if struck by a hammer in the chest, Troy snorted loudly and sent Ellie recoiling away from the bed. Her husband’s breathing patterns returned to normal and he rolled to his side, mumbling a sleepless nothing. Ellie trembled, but she didn’t know why. It was chilly in the flat, but far from cold. Dare I wake him… She glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. 4:07 am.
Ellie backed out of the room slowly and used her elbow to quietly shut the door behind her. She rested her back on the door and shut her eyes. What is happening to me? The paint crusted on her hands. She headed to the bathroom and washed her palms and fingers under the steaming water. She scrubbed harshly and used an ample amount of soap to remove the paint. It had already set. She mumbled to herself in frustration as she rubbed until her flesh was pink and raw. The paint turned the water ruddy like rare meat and then black like char as it swirled down the drain. When Ellie finished, there was still more paint mashed under and around her fingernails. That wouldn’t come out anytime soon.
She splashed her face with hot water and swiped her hand across the fogged mirror. Dripping wet, she glanced at the tired reflection. It seemed as though she aged ten years in six hours.
She returned to the art room, but hesitated going inside. She grabbed the handles of the French doors and shut them tightly. She checked the lock and headed upstairs to join Troy in bed. She climbed on the mattress, careful not to wake her husband. With a gentle touch, she pulled up the covers to her chin. Troy rolled over again, this time turning his back to her. Ellie took a deep breath and stared at the ceiling, which was as white as a blank canvas. When Ellie blinked, the dead woman looked back at her with drooping eyelids and lifeless pupils. Ellie shut her eyes, told herself to get some sleep, that things would make sense in the morning, yet she couldn’t turn off her mind.
Warm rays of sun kissed her skin the next morning. Though it didn’t seem like it, she must’ve slept a little seeing how Troy wasn’t in bed when she re-opened her eyes. She pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling the return of that excruciating headache. She swiveled her feet out of bed and curled her toes when she touched down on the hardwood. She was still wearing last night’s clothes and her hair was a mess. She wasted no time stripping down and climbing into the shower. She brushed foaming shampoo across her scalp. The paint still hung in her fingertips. Her head still throbbed even under the relaxing cascade of water. She put on some lazy clothes and shambled down the stairs. Her eyes immediately went to the closed art room door.
“Good morning,” Troy said as he folded a fresh omelet. He was dressed in dark jeans, fleece, and V-neck. The news was playing on the TV.
“Morning,” Ellie replied weakly, unable to take her eyes off the art room door.
“Sit down.” Troy gestured to the kitchen bar.
Hesitant, Ellie lowered herself on the barstool and locked her fingers on the smooth, granite slab. When she saw the paint still under her fingernails, she hid her hands under the table, thought she didn’t know why she was so terrified of showing Troy.
Troy placed a steaming fat omelet gushing with goat cheese, diced peppers, and ham on a plate in front of her. “How late did you work last night?”
“Too late.” Ellie speared the omelet with her fork.
Troy put down a glass mug of iced coffee next to her plate. “You must’ve gotten a lot done. I don’t remember seeing you come to bed.”
Troy packed his omelet into a Tupperware container and sealed it tight.
“Where are you going?” Ellie asked with alarm.
Troy looked at her with a dumb smile. “To work. You feeling okay?”
Ellie didn’t reply.
Concern sank Troy’s handsome face. He claimed the seat next to her. “What is it?”
“Last night…” Ellie couldn’t find the right words. “It would be better if I just showed you.”
Leaving her egg speared to the plate, she led him into the art room. Exhaling, she opened the double French doors, revealing the disturbing painting set on the easel at the center of the room.
“Holy crap,” Troy said in shock as he approached the disturbing masterwork. “You did this?”
Ellie bit into her lower lip. With unblinking eyes, she nodded slowly.
Troy ran his hand up his tapered blond hair and turned back to her. “Ellie, this is… this is amazing.”
“Troy, I don’t…”
Troy laughed as he looked over the canvas. “Wow. Good job, Ellie. You did all this in one night? I didn’t know you had this in you. No wonder you’re exhausted.”
Ellie grabbed his arm and forced him to face her. “I don’t remember painting it, Troy.”
Troy crinkled his brows, not understanding.
“I had some sort of, I don’t know, blackout, and then… this! Look at it!”
“I see it,” Troy said, prying her fingers off his biceps. “You should be proud of it. Yeah, it’s a bit out there, but I’m glad you’re branching out. That’s bold of you.”
Ellie felt her face go red. “You’re not understanding. I can’t paint like this. I wouldn’t even dream about painting something like this.”
“Ellie, you’re too hard on yourself,” Troy said sternly.
Ellie wanted to sock him across the jaw. “I didn’t paint this. I-I mean, I did, but I didn’t.”
“You’re not making any sense,” Troy said sternly.
“I blacked out last night. Fainted. Something. When I got up, this painting was here. That doesn’t just happen.”
“Okay, okay, I agree. That’s abnormal.” The two of them were quiet for a moment. Troy offered a suggestion. “Do you want to go to the hospital?”
“Should I?” Ellie asked, unsure.
“It’s up to you.” He glanced back to the painting and then back to Ellie. “But if you want my advice, I say eat your breakfast and get some sleep. If you’re still feeling sick, we’ll get you looked at.”
“The commissions, Troy. I’m backlogged enough as is. I can’t just rest.”
“Tell them to wait,” Troy said, starting to get upset. “You’re obviously not feeling well.” His watch beeped. Tory glanced at the time and his lips made a line on his face. “I have to go. I’ll be back tonight. Just take it easy, alright?”
Not waiting for Ellie’s response, he planted a kiss on her forehead. He grabbed his shoulder pack from the kitchen bar and hurried out the door, saying, “I love you,” before he shut it.
Ellie stood alone in the apartment for a long moment before approaching the painting. She knew Troy was right. She was just tired. That’s it. Nothing weird. Right?
The dead woman in the painting watched her with lifeless eyes. She hesitantly brushed her fingers across the woman’s face. It had layers of paint and, by the amount of detail, it would’ve been impossible to paint this in less than six hours. Even a master of craft would’ve drawn it out by hand first before diving right into the painting process. Ellie never thought about gory things. She didn’t even watch horror movies. Why would she create this? What did it mean? Was it chance? It couldn’t be. Ellie’s head kept throbbing. She pulled the canvas off the easel and set off to the side. Out of view. There, Ellie thought with accomplishment as she returned to her breakfast. She felt better already.
The next two days, she didn’t even look at the painting. Every moment she had a thought, she cast it off and took a walk down the street, breathing in the spring Massachusetts air, or she’d thrust herself at another project. At first, she was nervous what she’d created, but after she was able to finish up a river under a wonderful sunrise, she was back on a roll. Moreover, she was working faster and better than ever.
Troy would come home late. He was a journalist for the local paper, though his true love was American history. It was something that him and Ellie’s father had in common. They’d met at Ellie’s grandparents’ fiftieth anniversary. Troy was a friend of Ellie’s cousin and asked her to dance. Four years of dating later and they were hitched. Troy had proposed multiple times during that period, but Ellie politely refused him each time, waiting for her art career to flourish.
“My latest assignment will excite you,” Troy said as he set his laptop back on the kitchen bar.
“What’s that?” Ellie asked as she ate green beans from their recently restocked refrigerator.
“I’m covering the rise of local art galleries in Northampton. That means more work for you. I could get some inside leads for you if you’re interested.”
“That would be nice. Thanks.” Ellie said, secretly glad that the wedding daze had ended and they were back to their normal, somewhat boring selves.
“Yeah, I was thinking we could advertise your new piece. These curators are always looking for freaky stuff. It will fit in quite nicely.”
Ellie thought it over. There was something about that beautiful, hideous thing that made her want to hang onto it. Nonetheless, she said, “Get me their names and numbers, and I’ll see what they’re offering.”
The next morning, after Troy had just walked out of the door, Ellie got a phone call from Andrew, her best friend and avid art collector.
“Mrs. Ellie Batter. I got to say, it’s going to feel weird not calling you Smith.”
“I know. I’m still getting used to it. Batter makes me sound like I’m a baseball coach.”
“How was the honeymoon?”
“Dreamy,” Ellie said, in high spirits. “We went to Naples, Florida.”
“Going to the beach in spring? Was the water cold?
Ellie smiled to herself. “We didn’t spend much time in the water.”
“Oh,” Andrew replied with chuckle. “Say, Troy stopped by the other day, said that you had a piece you’re shopping around. Something that breaks your normal mold. I’d love to see it.”
“I’ll be honest with you, it’s a little disturbing,” Ellie said, biting into some crunchy toast and ignoring the news Troy had forgotten to turn off.
“You and disturbing?” Andrew said suspiciously. “Those are two words I’d never thought in conjunction. Still, I like the sound of it.”
“I thought you would,” Ellie replied. “I’ve seen your personal gallery. You got a knack for picking the weird ones.”
“I picked you, darling,” Andrew boasted. “And you made me a very happy man.”
“Don’t tell Troy,” Ellie teased. Their pretend affair was a little inside joke her and Andrew had after some members in the art community berated Andrew for investing so much time trying to sell Ellie’s work. The truth was, Andrew managed many artists and was a collector/sculptor himself. Everyone in the business knew Ellie was his favorite, and even she didn’t know why. Her friend was about ten years older than her and single, but even after all the years they had known each other, she knew he liked her more like a daughter than a potential lover.
“When can I stop by?” Ellie asked.
He made a noise as he thought. “I’m planning a private showing of my personal collection, lots of bigwigs, artists, you know the type. Needless to say, it’s not been easy finding free time. But if this new piece is as good as your husband says it is, I’ll make an opening when things mellow out.”
“The lovely grind of an artist,” Ellie replied.
“If we didn’t love it, we would’ve gone insane a long time ago.”
“Amen to that. Have a good one, Andy.”
“Likewise, Mrs. Batter.”
After the call ended, Ellie reached for the TV remote. She had a small smile on her face. If anyone would buy her work, it was Andrew. He’d been in the art business for much longer than her and after the countless stack of rejection letters she got from gallery owners, he was the first one to take a chance on her. He even convinced her to move from the Pennsylvania countryside to Northampton. The investment earned Ellie a tiny fortune and a lifelong career in the arts.
Ellie was about to turn off the TV when something on the screen grabbed her attention. A picture of a woman with a chiseled face that was fiercely beautiful. Ellie recognized her. She turned up the volume.
“Co-owner of Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities, Kimberly Jannis’s body was discovered in her shop storeroom,” the anchor said.
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DEAD WOMAN





Ellie involuntarily covered her mouth as the news displayed brief images of the crime scene: caution tape, police activity, broken pottery, and blood spatter up on a wall.
“Jannis was stabbed sixteen times in what local police are calling the most brutal robbery homicide in recent months. There has been no word as to who is responsible.”
The channel turned to a commercial break. Ellie stared stupidly at the TV. A sickening feeling pitted in her stomach. Slowly, she turned to the art room. She carefully approached and pulled open the double French doors. She found the disturbing painting resting off to the side. Ellie picked it up and returned to the living room. She examined the dead woman. There was no doubt about it. This was Kimberly Jannis in a vase shop storage room, just as the news had shown. Ellie counted the number of glossy stab wounds on Kim’s torso. Sixteen. Once again, exactly as the news described. Ellie didn’t know what to think. She felt terrified, sickened, confused, and alive. Adrenaline coursed through her veins.
The news returned with a live interview outside of the two-story vase shop on an under-trafficked road. The man speaking was labeled as Harold Gatts, co-owner of the vase shop. “Kimberly was a fine young woman with great talent. Ten years ago, I added her name to my store title because of her hard work and dedication...”
Ellie turned off the TV. She paced, chewing her fingernail. The walls of her simple life pressed in on her. That crippling headache returned.
Her phone rang.
Andrew again.
Ellie answered with an uneasy “Hello.”
Andrew spoke. “Hi again. I know it’s sudden, but a client canceled her lunch this afternoon. If you want to stop by my place and show me what you got, I’m open.” There was something urgent in his voice, though he was doing well to hide it.
Ellie couldn’t take her eyes off the picture of a real woman who actually died. “I… not today, Andrew.”
“You sound funny,” Andrew said. “Something happen?”
Ellie’s heart raced. Showing Andrew the painting didn’t sit right. “Sorry, Andrew. I… I have to go.” Ellie hung up.
Coincidence, that’s all it is. The painting pulled at her focus. The room blurred away. The scarlet blood began to pump from the sixteen stab wounds. Ellie blinked, and the painting was dry and ‘normal’ again. The dead woman’s bubbled blood glistened under the ceiling light. Coincidence, she told herself again, though she knew she was lying to herself.
Barefoot and still in her pajamas, she walked back into the kitchen that merged with the living room. She splashed her face with tap water, trying to wash away the fury of thoughts in her mind. The black handles jutting from the wooden knife block grabbed her attention. She wrapped her hand around one, noticing paint chips still packed under her fingernails as she drew out the chef’s knife. She backed away from it and looked at the blade, reflecting on what she was about to do. Logical-minded people don’t attack paintings, but this one that on her couch was far from normal.
She drove her teeth into her lower lip and held them there as she looked at the painting. With steady, silent steps, she returned to the couch and hovered the blade’s edge above the portrait. The immaculate detail of the crow’s feathers, the perfect contrast of color and blacks, and expert brush strokes that breathed life into the dead woman’s face kept Ellie from slashing it apart. Troy was right, she knew, this was her greatest creation.
She put the painting back into the art room and covered it with a white sheet. She checked the time. She needed to start working, as hard as that was to do.
She began her latest commission and found herself adding red accents to a gloomy sky, completely opposite of the buyer expected. She took a ten-minute walk, allowing herself to clear her head, and returned to the canvas again. This time she turned the rustic barn meant to evoke feelings of nostalgia into a twisted building made with dark gray wood, hollow windows, and a crimson sun bleeding down the canvas. There was no blackout, no loss of control, but Ellie knew that something at a subconscious level was hijacking her style back to the gloomy and dark mood of the Broken Crow Murder: the name she’d given her cursed masterpiece.
It was about lunchtime when she gave up on thinking of anything but the painting.
She slipped on jeans over her toned legs and put on a nice spring sweater. She fixed her sun-kissed hair cut in a bob and put on some lip gloss. After putting on tennis shoes and her beige coat, she exited her apartment, locked the door, double checked it twice, and then mashed the elevator button about twenty times. It opened with a ding. The old man inside smiled at her, impressed by her looks. Ellie briefly smiled back as she dialed a cab.
The air outside the downtown apartment was crisp. Laughing and enjoy their midweek lunch break, pedestrians bustled in and out of bars, small cafes, and other boutique restaurants. Northampton was home to thousands of aspiring artists, designer, and musicians, and it showed in their diverse hipster hairstyles, garments, and independent political leanings. The city was an estimated thirty thousand strong with architecture seen in all old New England towns: brick townhouses, tall buildings boasting clock towers, etc. Apart from art, one of the city’s magnets was the Smiths Women College. A college started by women for women, it was a great inspiration for Ellie.
The cab rolled to a halt at the curbside. She climbed inside. “Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities, please.”
The cab driver, a short man with big head, big nose, and wooly worm eyebrows gave her a funny look in the rearview mirror. “I saw it on the news this morning. Girl was murdered there. I imagine it will be closed for a few days.”
“Go anyway,” Ellie said.
“Okay,” the driver mumbled and drove on.
The cab ride was far slower than she would’ve wished. It took her through Main, under crosswalks with abstractly designed handrails before connecting to Bridge Street, and eventually crossing over the wide Connecticut River bordered by dense woods touched by the greens of spring.
The cab pulled up to the front of the vase shop. It was a cute old brick building that stood up like a Jenga block. There was a wooden sign with the words Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiquities painted in cursive across the front.
She told the driver to wait while she got out. Looking both ways on the vacant sidewalk, she approached the front door striped with yellow police tape. Ellie cupped her hands and peered into the glass window. It was dark and dusty inside. Glass-faced cabinets lined the walls. They were full of all sorts of vases, urns, and similarly shaped items. Some were painted, others were bare, each was unique and influenced by a different culture and era. Ellie never been here. She couldn’t even recall a time when she passed by it, yet somehow, it was in her imagination. She took a step back and glanced at the second story. If that was the location of the storeroom, that’s where she needed to be. Trying to act casually, she walked around the side of the building. Glass crunched beneath her shoe. The circular window high on the building’s wall was shattered and covered with plastic sheeting. She recalled the painting, remembering that the window spilling moonlight on the crow was undamaged.
The inconsistency gave her a glimmer of hope that the whole thing might’ve been chance creation out of mankind’s collective conscience that meant nothing and should probably be forgotten. Ellie would like that, but it seemed unlikely. She found herself scheming how she would access the storeroom. There were no ladders or stairs to access the room from the outside. Perhaps the police left the back door unlocked. She felt eyes on her.
The cab driver stood outside of his vehicle and lit a cigarette. He wore a black and white checkered tee with curly chest hair peeking out of his unbuttoned collar. Ellie backed away from the building, imagining how suspicious she must look. She felt guilty too, though she’d done nothing wrong, not yet anyway. Like you’re capable of breaking and entering, she mocked herself. You can’t even pick up a penny off the sidewalk without feeling convicted. Still, finding any sort of explanation seemed worth the risk. Ellie walked to the cab, scared that she had such thoughts, and more scared that she might actually go through with them.
“Where to?” the driver asked, mashing his cigarette on the heel of his shoe.
“Good question,” Ellie replied. She slipped into the backseat and buckled up. Maybe she’d come back to the vase shop in the evening, have the cab driver drop her off a block or two away, and then try to get inside. There might be an alarm system though. That would complicate things. She needed to be smart, take as few risks as possible. All she needed was a quick look around the storeroom. If it was different than how her portrait portrayed it, case closed. If it was the same… Ellie didn’t have an answer to that.
Someone tapped on her window.
Ellie jumped and swiftly twisted to the gray-haired man glaring at her from the sidewalk. He had wide, drooping cheeks with white stubble and a thick mustache. His glasses rims were the shape of orange slices, and he had the appearance and fortitude of a husky walrus. The man’s unexpected arrival got Ellie’s blood pumping. She lowered the window a few inches, waiting for the stranger to speak first.
A frown dropped his already drooping face. His eyes were small, dark, and scrutinizing. “Looking for something?”
Ellie tried to think of a witty response but was at a loss for word and thought.
“A vase? Lessons?” the man fished.
“You work here?” Ellie asked, remember her mom’s advice. When you don’t know what to say, ask questions. Her mother was referring to dating, but Ellie found it applicable in many aspects of her life.
The man didn’t speak for a moment, as if trying to garner insight about Ellie’s character. “It’s my shop. I’m the Gatts in Gatts Jannis.”
The two of them looked at the building sign.
“Ah,” Ellie said, putting on a sweet smile, but unsure how natural it looked. “Is it closed?”
With pursed lips, the man nodded slowly. “Doors are. Shop’s not. I have the catalogue, if you’re interested in buying.”
“I’d…” Ellie thought about her response. “I’d like that. May I see it?”
“I’m in the process of updating the website. You make a list of what you’re looking for and email it to me. I’ll send pictures from the catalogue binder.”
“Could I look over it now?” Ellie asked.
“I was just on my way to lunch.”
“Oh,” Ellie replied. Her palms became sweaty. Just ask questions, this is your chance. Mustering courage, she smiled softly at the man and asked. “Might I join you? I haven’t eaten anything today.” The request gave the man pause. Ellie could sense his suspicion. She corrected herself. “Unless you’d rather go some other time. Actually, that was rude of me to invite myself. I’m sure you have a lot on your plate right now. Just forget I ever asked.”
Ellie directed her attention to the cab driver, who was listening in on the whole conversation.
“Luna,” the old man said, taking the bait. “The teashop. That’s where I’m going to eat.”
“I can be there in five minutes,” Ellie said, putting a lid on her excitement. “Thank you, Mr. Gatts.”
The old man nodded. Leaning on his cane, he limped down the sidewalk.
The conversation gave her a buzz. She didn’t know what she’d learn from him, and that made it more thrilling. She realized the cab wasn’t moving and said to the driver. “What are you waiting for?”
“You knew the shop was closed,” the driver said. “Yet you asked him anyway.”
“You want a fat tip?” Ellie asked.
“I never turn down free money,” the driver grinned, showing off his golden front tooth.
“Then drive,” Ellie barked.
Ellie pulled up to the small teashop with bamboo blinds and red ribbons streaming down the exterior portion of the window. Stone Chinese pagoda lanterns flanked either side of the glass door, and a crescent moon carved out of white driftwood hung above it. Ellie stepped inside and found an empty table. She faced the entrance, thanked the barista, and reviewed the menu, at first for pretend, but some of the soups and teas were actually very appetizing. She held off on ordering. Five minutes dragged by. Then ten minutes. Ellie’s leg tapped under the table. Fifteen minutes.
Gatts pushed the door open, clutching a binder under the pit of his arm that wasn’t holding his cane. He wore ash gray slacks, a tucked-in black button up, and suspenders with dancing vases. Ellie waved at him and smiled. He waddled over, obviously pained by his limp. Ellie pulled out his chair for him. He sank into it and said a breathless, “Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” Ellie replied as she returned to her seat.
“How long have I kept you waiting?” Gatts asked.
“Two or three minutes,” Ellie replied.
Gatts saw through her lie, but didn’t make mention of it. He slid the fat binder to her. It had color-coded tabs labeling different eras, cultures, and styles of vases and other pottery. Ellie flipped through the pages. One page would display a picture print-out of the object and the other page would have a flowery description along with a story behind its creation. “These are very good,” Ellie pointed at the passages. “You write them yourself?”
“Kimberly did,” Gatts replied. “She had a knack for that type of thing. History, writing, pottery, too. Always creating. I didn’t add her name to the shop out of pity. She earned it.”
“She sounds like an amazing woman.”
“She is. Was.” Gatts took in a deep breath. “Mind if I order?”
“By all means.” Ellie leaned in and whispered. “I was actually feeling a little peckish myself.”
Gatts cracked a smile for the first time, but it left quickly when his eyes turned to the menu. He ordered chai tea and a Gai Gra Pow chicken sandwich melt that made Ellie jealous when she compared it to her salad and cup of iced Hibiscus tea.
“This place is really something special,” Ellie said, enjoying her meal.
“Kim said the same thing when I brought her here.” Gatts took a sip from his mug and looked directly into Ellie’s eyes. “You’re not here to buy anything, are you?”
His words cut into her. Before Ellie could fumble through another lie, Gatts leaned back in his chair. “You a friend of Kim’s?”
“We share a connection,” Ellie said.
“It’s more than that.” Gatts called her out. “You were lurking around my shop. Looking for something, Mrs… ”
“Batter.” Ellie kept still, trying to keep her cool.
“What are you after, Mrs. Batter?” His words sounded more like a statement than a question.
“Answers,” Ellie replied, sounding more sheepish than she would like.
“To Kimberly’s murder?”
Ellie kept her mouth closed, not wanting say anything that would raise Gatts’s suspicion.
The man tapped his finger on the tabletop, thinking and scrutinizing Ellie. Under the table, Ellie rubbed her damp palms on her thighs. She reminded herself that she hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet.
Gatts’s face became very stern. He stopped tapping his fingers. His frown sank his heavy lips. “Maybe you can help me. I think we both know this wasn’t a burglary.”
“What makes you so sure?” Ellie asked.
“Nothing was stolen,” Gatts explained.
“So who would want to hurt Kimberly?” Ellie asked, both nervous and intrigued.
Gatts shook his head. “I can’t say, but she was distant these past couple of weeks. Hiding something. I could feel it.”
Ellie ate up his words. She asked, “Was she prone to keeping secrets?”
“She was never a talker, if that’s what you’re asking. I started mentoring her while she was in her twenties, and I’ve still never met her parents. She’s unmarried and doesn’t talk about her home life. She only has a few friends. Maybe one of them is involved.”
“I would like to see where it happened. Where she… you know.”
Gatts’s lips parted a little bit.
Ellie knew she had overstepped her bounds. Gatts would surely suspect something now. He might even call the cops. Ellie wanted to bury her head in the sand.
“Why?” Mr. Gatts asked.
“The police may have missed something,” Ellie said. “We can talk all day about what happened to Kimberly, but we won’t know for sure until we see some solid proof.”
Gatts scoffed and took a bite from his sandwich.
“You agree though,” Ellie said. “I bet you’ve not been in that room since you found her.”
“I went in after they cleaned her up.” Gatts suddenly lost his appetite. “They got everything but the blood. And the stink. That’s how I knew nothing was stolen.”
“It can’t hurt to look again,” Ellie pleaded. She put her hand on his. “Please, for Kimberly’s sake.”
Gatts slid out his hand from her touch. “What do you hope to get out of this?”
“I don’t know,” Ellie said honestly. “If nothing else, peace of mind that I tried to understand the unexplainable.”
Gatts gestured for the waitress and asked for a to-go box.
The server with a pixie cut nodded and returned with the item requested.
Ellie’s heart sank. “Where are you going?”
“We are going to my shop. Lunch can wait.”
Ellie drew out her credit card. “Let me.”
Gatts didn’t stop her. After their meals were packed up, they were ready to return to the vase shop. Gatts drove, saving Ellie a few bucks on cab fare. With blues playing on the radio and windows cracked, the limping man drove Ellie in his rust-spotted Toyota truck. There were some candy wrappers and a soda bottle in the passenger seat foot well. “Pardon the mess. I went on a trip for a few days.”
“Where to?”
“New Hampshire to visit my brother. Cancer’s eating him.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellie replied.
“Me too.”
The rest of the ride was silent. They didn’t actually say anything to each other until Gatts had unlocked the shop’s back door and directed Ellie to the stairs behind the counter. A potter’s wheel and appropriate supplies were set off in the corner of the room. A volcano-looking clump of clay had hardened on top of the turntable. More clay spattered and dried on the ground around it.
“Kimberly was making something the night it happened.” Gatts toggled the light switch. “According to the police’s estimated time of death, she was attacked moments after I left.”
“It’s not your fault,” Ellie said.
Gatts closed the door behind her. “If I had stayed, she might still be alive.”
“The killer stabbed her sixteen times,” Ellie reminded him. “You don’t just stop someone like that.”
Mr. Gatts unlocked a drawer under the cash register and pulled out a dusty snub nose revolver. Ellie’s eyes went wide.
Leaning on his cane, he popped out the cylinder, revealing the bullets within and then closing it up. “I keep the key to the drawer on my ring. I’d been meaning to get a spare made for Kimberly. If I had, well…” Gatts put the gun back in its place and shut the drawer.
That made Ellie feel a lot better. Raised on a farm, she was familiar with firearms, but the city life had made her a little jumpier around firearms. Gatts stood beside the door to the stairs and let Ellie pass by. She crossed her arms over her chest and began the ascent to the storeroom. With each step, her heart raced faster. She was thankful she didn’t have to break in on her own. Nonetheless, she was nervous as to what she’d find. Let it be different. Let it be different, she chanted as she opened the red door.
Bamboo shelves and waist-high vases flanked the walls, along with wooden crates filled with crumpled newspapers to cushion the precious cargo. Glass, clay, and ceramic shards had been swept into a pile on the side of the room. A small, dark red bloom stained the middle of the room where the crow had lain. At the back of the room, at the junction where the floor met the wall, was a much larger crimson puddle. More dry blood drizzled the wall and nearby shelving where the killer had furiously butchered thirty-eight-year-old Kimberly Jannis. Unlike the glossy red droplets from Ellie’s painting, the blood here had snaked down to the floor and hardened into burgundy strips along its teary trail. A few squares of blue tape held a foggy plastic sheet over the broken window. The sour stench of death lingered heavy in the air. Its potency turned Ellie’s stomach.
She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. The room felt like something out of the horror movies she never watched. It was both surreal and haunting, knowing that someone died here. That the blood that once pumped through a woman’s veins was spilled across the floor, walls, and shelf. Bile climbed up Ellie’s throat. She swallowed it back down. The room was exactly how she painted it. It was too easy to visualize the woman’s limp body propped against the wall.
Leaning his weight on the cane, Gatts stood beside her. He furrowed his brows as he scanned the hardened blood. “Cleaners will come in a day.”
Ellie didn’t hear his comment over her own racing mind. The painting. The murder. All of it was real.
“What now?” Gatts asked gruffly, but with a sort of reverence for the hallow place.
Ellie blinked. “I…” She didn’t know. “Did Kimberly ever paint?” Ellie asked, not wanting to step forward and not knowing why.
“Vases,” Gatts replied.
“Were the contents ever disturbing, grizzly, violent?”
“Never,” Mr. Gatts replied. “She favored flora design. Sometimes animals.”
“Crows?”
“Sparrows. Why does that matter?”
“I guess it doesn’t,” Ellie said, suddenly lightheaded. The stench was intoxicating. “How long was she up here?”
“Two nights,” Gatts replied and marched to nearby shelves to prop up a tipped vase. “Speaking of crows, apparently one broke in here the night of. It just dive-bombed through the window, cut itself on the glass, and bled out right there.” Using the rubber foot of his cane, he pointed at the smaller blood stain.
“The police say the bird busted the window?” Ellie asked.
Gatts nodded. “It took a vase or two out as it fell. Expensive stuff, too.”
Ellie recalled the glass she stepped on outside. She wasn’t the greatest at physics, but if the bird flew in from the outside, the glass should’ve flown in with it. She knelt down and examined the swept pile of broken clay, ceramic, and clay shards. She sifted through the remnants with a finger. None of the shards were completely translucent like the window glass.
“It was right,” Ellie thought aloud.
“What was?”
The painting, Ellie finished. She turned back to Gatts. “The bird didn’t break through the window.”
“It was cut open.” Gatts’s replied. “I saw glass shards in its belly.”
“Someone must’ve put them there.”
Gatts turned to the window and then back at Ellie. He didn’t say anything, but Ellie knew he didn’t believe her. She paced around the room, looking for any more inconsistencies between the painting and its real-life counterpart. She pulled out her cellphone and snapped a few pictures of the shelves. Lopsided from his limp, Mr. Gatts eyed her every movement and kept a question locked behind closed, frowning lips.
When Ellie had finished, she scanned the musty room a final time. “I should go.”
“We didn’t find anything.”
“Maybe you’ll have better luck,” Ellie replied, pulled up a blank electronic contact card on her smart phone. “What’s your number?”
With hesitation, Gatts told her. As she filled in the information box, he added. “First name Harold.”
“Thanks, Harold,” Ellie said and put her phone away. “I’ll call you if I learn anything.”
“Give me your information,” It sounded like a command.
Ellie paused. He already knows your name and your face, there’s nothing to be worried about. Ellie removed a peach-colored business card and handed it to the man.
“Ellie,” he mumbling, imprinting the name into his memory. He flipped the card to its back, revealing the picture of a quaint little house in a prairie of indigo, yellow, and blue wildflowers. It was the painting that had launched Ellie’s career.
“You’re an artist?” Gatts asked.
Ellie didn’t reply. She was already hurrying down the steps, leaving Harold Gatts alone in the room where his pupil died.
Ellie got a cab with a different driver and hightailed back home. She had her to-go box salad and foam cup of saved tea, but had no desire to eat or drink. The ride ended in a blink. Ellie fished out a few bills, left a nice tip, and returned to her apartment.
Bands of golden sunlight streamed through her blinds, creating jail bars on her couch and coffee table decorated with artsy pearl-white glass globes and candles. She hung her coat on the rack, put the leftovers in the fridge, and went directly into the art room. Securing the door behind her, she unmasked her unsettling masterpiece and placed it on the easel. Ellie couldn’t help but admire it. The detailing and shading were perfect, and tiers greater than the rest of her artwork. She walked to the desk and booted up her MacBook. Multi-colored fingerprint paint stained the laptop’s keyboard. A few were completely stiff with paint and required finesse to press. She plugged in her phone and transferred the photos from the storeroom.
She held her computer like a palette and stood before the easel. She swiped through the pictures, comparing them to her creation. By how the blood spattered the walls, the painting alluded to seconds after Kimberly died. The vases and shelves were hadn’t been moved. The fragmented shards on the floor were the same from the portrait, only moved in real life. The rest of the changes were dismal. Ellie took a breath. She needed to see the crime scene photos. Too dangerous. Ellie set aside her laptop and bit into her lip as she studied the crow with the slashed belly. It looked to have been cut open with a knife, and there were no glass shards as Harold Gatts had said. If the killer broke the window afterwards, then he/she may not have wanted the police to draw the connection, but why? The bird was symbolic, obviously, but what it had to do with Kimberly, the vase shop, and Ellie’s blackout was still unknown.
Ellie leaned in close to the dead bird spilling its entrails. Something on the wing caused her to squint. It looked like a message of some sort. Ellie fished out a magnifying glass and got a better look. The print was extremely fine and nearly impossible to read. It was scribbled on the arm of the bird, closest to its torso of its open wing.
“42A,” Ellie read aloud, getting goose bumps. She jotted down the number on her phone’s notepad app. What did it mean? Was it actually written on the bird or was this something Ellie added for the sake of the painting?
The front door opened.
Troy was home.
Ellie backed away from the painting and joined her husband in the kitchen. He put his laptop bag and camera on the bar and started to get ready for dinner.
“Feeling any better?” he asked casually. “Oh, and I’m making stir fry for dinner. Parker told me about this recipe. I think you’ll love it. Very spicy.”
Ellie crossed her arms, making herself small. Don’t tell him, you idiot, her conscience warned her.
Troy took a moment to stop slicing his onion and glanced up at her. “Ellie, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“It’s the painting, Troy,” Ellie said, softly.
“What about it?” Troy asked.
Ellie didn’t reply.
Concerned, Troy approached and put his arms on her waist. He smelled like the gym. “I know it worries you, but I’ve had a lot time to think about it. With the stress from the wedding and work, I’m sure your mind just needed a break. Now, give me a hand with these onions. Unless you’d rather have me do all the heavy lifting.”
“The woman from the painting, she’s real,” Ellie said, unable to hold back the truth. “More than that, she’s been murdered.”
Confusion flooded Troy’s handsome, bearded face.
Ellie pulled up the news article on her phone and handed it to him.
Troy looked over it and then to Ellie. “They look exactly alike.”
“That’s because they’re the same person,” Ellie repeated. “Her name is Kimberly Jannis. She co-owned a pottery shop and was killed in her storeroom. Stabbed sixteen times. That’s how many stab wounds she had in my painting. Moreover, I went visited the storeroom this afternoon. There was proof of the dead bird and --”
“Slow down,” Troy interrupted. “You visited the crime scene?”
“Yeah,” Ellie said anxiously, ready to get on with her story. “That’s not all.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Do what?” Ellie asked.
“Go there?” Troy inquired. “To the place where she died.”
“I was looking for answers.”
“What for?”
Ellie felt her frustration building. “To see if it matched the painting. It’s not rocket science. Heck, I’d venture to say science has nothing to do with it all. Maybe someone put a curse on me or one of Kimberly’s vases has some maleficent force tied to it.”
“Are you listening to yourself?”
Ellie wanted to pull her hair out. “I know it’s crazy, but a woman that I’ve never seen before who owns a pottery shop I’ve never visited, died an estimated twenty-four hours after I painted her death in the exact same way that I painted it. That’s not chance. It can’t be.”
Troy stammered, trying to find the right words and failing miserably.
“Do you understand my issue?” Ellie asked, cooling herself down.
“It’s weird, okay. It’s really weird, a-a-and I don’t--what do you want me to say? It doesn’t make any sense.”
Ellie threw up her arms. “Exactly! And you know what else I found? The crow in the painting didn’t fly in through the window as the police say. It was left there by the killer with a number carved into the bone of its wing: 42A.”
Troy ran his hand up his silky blond hair and twirled around to look out the window. The sun was falling quickly. He exhaled.
Ellie spoke softly. “The police need to see it. Thee clues in the paint could be what they need to solve the murder.”
Troy turned back to her, his intense blue eyes wide and his face heated. “No police.”
“But--”
Troy walked back to her and spoke forcefully. “We don’t know what’s going on here. They’ll think you’re involved somehow.”
“I can’t solve this by myself,” Ellie complained. “I need some who’s a real detective. Someone with resources,”
“No,” Troy commanded. “I forbid it.”
“You forbid it?” Ellie scoffed. “I’m your wife, not your slave.”
Troy grabbed her arms, squeezing her to the point where it hurt. “They will arrest you, Ellie.”
“You’re hurting me,” Ellie squirmed.
Troy loosened his grip but didn’t let go. “No police. No anyone for that matter.”
“So then how do I solve it?” Ellie asked.
“You don’t,” Troy declared. “We lock the painting away or we destroy it. I’m in favor of the second option.”
Ellie shouldered out of his grasp. “No.”
Troy set his jaw, and his face turned cherry red. After a fierce stare down, he finally said. “You don’t have to destroy it, but I don’t want to see it again, and I don’t want you playing Mary Sue, either.”
Ellie kept her mouth shut. Anger made her eyes water. Knowing Troy, knowing that he was mellow ninety percent of the time, but overly passionate when it came to certain views, she wouldn’t convince him. What made her angrier than her husband’s stubbornness was the fact that he made a valid argument. The police could, in fact, see her as a suspect. A small part of Ellie saw herself as a suspect. Who knows what she did during the six-hour blackout? Maybe she didn’t even paint it. Someone could’ve dropped it off.
“Ellie,” Troy stole her away from her thoughts and waited for her response. “Are we clear?”
Ellie averted her eyes and nodded.
Later that night, when Troy was asleep on the couch, Ellie tiptoed down the spiral staircase and slipped into the art room. She shut the door behind her, cringing at the clicking
sound, and then pulled the light string. There it was. The painting that had robbed her rest and stole her thoughts during the quiet hours. She enhanced the intricate details with the magnifying glasses, brushing it over the number 42A again. It had to mean something. It just had to.
Under the dim ceiling light, she kept investigating, looking intently at the crow’s feathers, its beady black eyes, the multicolored innards spilling from its belly, and finally the glossy blood blooming around its limp body.
She squinted and leaned in close. Her eyes widened at the image captured in the bird’s blood. It was a reflection, not of a person, but of a building nearly invisible to the human eye. The paint used to mask the image was only a shade darker than the scarlet plume where it resided, and the structure was accented by black lines the size of a pencil point. A water tower, old and tin with an umbrella-shaped roof, was the most distinguishing feature of the multi-story tenement building.
Ellie knew that what she’d find there would be far bigger than herself.



4









42A





“Off to work,” Troy stated as he picked up his laptop bag and camera from the kitchen counter. He gave Ellie a quick kiss more out of habit than love and hustled out the door.
Ellie sipped her morning coffee. She waited a few moments before approaching the living room window and opening the blinds. Sunlight bathed her as she watched her husband twelve stories below climb into his 2016 Jeep Renegade and zip down the Northampton streets.
Ellie blew on her mug, swirling steam in her face. In her faint reflection, she had bloodshot eyes and tense muscles. Sleep escaped her last night. Even after she had left the masterwork in the art room, the painting stayed with her thoughts. The number 42A and the building with the water tower swirled in her head. She blinked, seeing the blood spattered on the pottery store wall. For a brief moment, she imagined the blood was her own and that sixteen stab wounds marked her floral blouse.
On the street below, more pedestrians loaded up for their morning commute. Ellie watched them scatter like ants, kiss their loved ones, and pack their vehicles with bickering children. From up here, they seemed so small, so disconnected from Ellie. Troy is right. Ellie thought with an easy feeling. I need to destroy the painting before this gets more out of hand. But then she thought of Kimberly. What if she was only the beginning? On her cellphone, Ellie researched the local news. There were no new developments on the murder. It was still labeled a robbery homicide.
Finishing with her sparse breakfast, she grabbed the painting from her easel, packed it in a wide and skinny cardboard box, and headed down the elevator. Her heart was raging in her chest when the cab driver pulled up. It was the hairy man from yesterday. Ellie actually took the time to read his name tag.
“Larry,” Ellie said, feeling her mouth become dry. “I need you to take me to the police station.”
“You’re not sounding too good. Something happen?” the cab driver asked.
“Just drive,” Ellie said. Before I change my mind.
It was a slow trek through the town. Traffic had picked up and she had the unfortunate luck of hitting every red light along the way. Each stop, she contemplated turning back, and when she was about to chicken out, the light went green. The cab rolled on and her heart rate quickened. Destroy it. Destroy it. Destroy it, Troy’s voice replied in her mind. Ellie shut her eyes, attempting to calm herself. She practiced steady breathing and told herself that the police would believe her. They had to.
“We’re here,” Larry declared.
Ellie grabbed the car door handle and hesitated. She looked up the stone steps of the police department and at the tinted windows hiding what lay within.
Larry watched her in the rearview. “Want me to drive around the block?”
Ellie shook her head and mumbled, “No.”
She grabbed her package and opened the door, lowering one of her legs onto the sidewalk.
Larry’s eyes were still on her, waiting in expectation.
“Oh,” Ellie said. She fished out a few wrinkled bills and put her wallet back in her purse. Larry mouthed the number as he counted the money and then smiled, his golden tooth twinkling.
The cab drove away, leaving Ellie alone on the sidewalk. Puffy clouds coasted over the perfect blue sky. It would’ve been a wonderful day for a picnic. Holding her breath, Ellie started her hike. She reminded herself that she was innocent. By the time she reached the double doors, she actually believed it.
Ellie stepped into the air-conditioned room with chairs flanking the walls and a receptionist desk. It was the first time she had been in a police station, and she felt that she stood out like a sore thumb. Mustering a little courage, she approached the desk and the granite-faced worker clacking away on the keyboard. She batted a quick eye up to Ellie before returning to the computer screen. Ellie kept herself from rubbernecking. She didn’t want to give the impression that she was a suspicious character. The large cardboard package didn’t do her any favors.
The officer tapped the spacebar twice and swiveled in her chair to face Ellie. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I have some information regarding the Kimberly Jannis murder.”
The worker glanced at Ellie’s box and picked up her phone. She dialed. “Peaches. We’ve got a woman with information about Jannis.”
Ellie tried to listen to the person on the other end’s reply, but couldn’t capture a single word.
The work hung up the phone. “He’ll see you now.”
Ellie thanked the woman and followed her instructions to go down the hall. Before reaching the bullpen, a burly man in uniform stopped her, had her surrender her pack and purse, and made her pass thru a metal detector. Nothing in the purse caught his eye. He slid the painting out of the cardboard packaging, gave it a once over, and then put it back. Ellie felt him watching her as she went stepped into the bullpen. There were columns of desks spaced throughout the room. Only about half were manned, and most of the officers there typed up reports, others discussed cases quietly among themselves while sipping steamy mugs, and some took phone calls, looking absolutely bored or miserable. All but one officer behind a small tin desk tucked against the farthest wall. He sat on the edge of the seat with perfect posture. He wore charcoal slacks, shiny leather shoes, a wrinkle free button-up, and a dark blue fitted suit jacket. He spoke calmly on the phone with a small smile on his handsome face that had a perfect five o’clock shadow. He looked like the type of person who said good morning to everyone whom he passed and followed every rule in the book. The solid walnut desk sign with shiny gold front read “Detective Adrian Peaches. Homicide Division.”
Holding her large package close to herself, Ellie moved around the edge of the room and toward his desk. When she was about five feet away, Detective Peaches finished his call. He stood from his seat and extended his hand. “Detective Peaches.”
Ellie rested the box on the front of his desk and took his hand. “Ellie Batter.”
“Have a seat, Mrs. Batter.”
Ellie sat in the chair across from him.
“Do you mind if I call you Ellie?”
“Sure,” Ellie replied. She interlocked her fingers over her lap to keep herself from fidgeting.
“Who’s the lucky guy?” Peaches said as he lowered himself to his seat.
Ellie glanced down at her shiny wedding ring that was hardly two weeks old. “His name is Troy. We’ve just come back from our honeymoon. Are you married, Detective?”
Peaches chuckled. He had a sweet laugh, like that of an old friend.
“What’s so funny?” Ellie asked.
“I was engaged for nine years,” Peaches admitted. “Married for six months and learned that the woman wasn’t one for commitment.”
“I’m sorry,” Ellie said.
Peaches shrugged it off as if it were nothing. He pulled open his drawer, pulling out a legal pad and sharpened number two pencil, placing it exactly an inch above the pad’s binding and spending a second to make sure all of the items was flush. “So, the Jannis robbery. What is it you wanted to tell me?”
“Well, um…” Ellie searched for the right words. Peaches watched her acutely. Though he barely looked away from her eyes, Ellie could tell this man was much more astute than he let on. He knew her wedding ring was new from a single glance and had probably already picked up on Ellie’s bloodshot eyes, shaky demeanor, and her package that he hadn’t mentioned. There was a sort of subtle confidence captured by his handsome face and deep green eyes that made him appear trustworthy.
Ellie bounced her eyes across the room, feeling as though everyone was watching and awaiting her response. It made her skin crawl. “Can we discuss this in private?”
“This is a safe place, Ellie,” Peaches reassured her. “Take your time. No one’s out to get you.”
“I know, but…” Ellie took a breath. “It would be much easier if I showed you.”
“The package?” Peaches asked, though he knew the answer.
Ellie nodded.
“Would it be easier if I opened it?” Peaches asked.
“No, I can do it,” Ellie said, a little quicker and more anxiously than she would’ve liked.
Peaches noticed the response, but made no mention of it. He had yet to touch his pencil.
Ellie opened the flaps of the cardboard box. She pinched the linen canvas’s edge and extracted it carefully.
“You paint often?” Peaches asked while he waited.
Ellie glanced at the dark red and black paint that was still hardened under her fingernails. He must’ve noticed that too. “It’s what I do for a living.”
“Following the dream?” Peaches asked.
Ellie didn’t hear the question as she pulled the portrait into full view. Ellie’s palm sweated. “I want you to know, Detective, I painted this twenty-four hours before the murder. I have never seen Kimberly in my life. I’ve never stepped foot into her shop.”
“I see,” Peaches replied, doing well at hiding his suspicion. “May I?”
No turning back now. Ellie took a deep breath. Her eyes watered slightly.
She spun the canvas around, resting the bottom edge on her thighs so the detective could see its entirety.
Peaches scanned over the mastery of the disturbing creation. After a long moment of silence, he looked into Ellie’s eyes. With a slightly shaken smile, he said. “You’re right. I think it would be best if we looked over this somewhere private.”
Ellie put the painting back into the package and followed him to one of the conference rooms. The detective let her enter first.
Peaches lingered at the doorway. “You want anything? Coffee? Water? Donut?”
“Water, please,” Ellie replied.
Peaches smiled briefly. “I’ll be back in a jiffy; if you could just set the painting on the table, that would be a big help.”
Ellie thanked him and did as he said. After the painting was in full display on the table, she dug her fingernails into the top of the cushion of one of the chairs and stared into Kimberly’s dead eyes. The painting was dated and signed in the corner. Harold Gatts said the body was two days old. Surely the detective remembered that. The longer she waited in the empty conference room, the stuffier it became. Something didn’t sit right, like she was being set up for some gag. With two fingers, she parted the window blinds and peered into the bullpen. The officers went about their normal routines. Detective Peaches was nowhere in sight. Ellie became goose skinned. She tried the doorknob out of cautious curiosity. It jiggled but didn’t twist. She was locked inside. Her insides sank.
Footfall and muffled voices approached. Ellie backed away a few steps. The doorknob twisted. Ellie swiftly took a seat in the nearest chair and hid her anxiety behind relaxed shoulders and a neutral face. Instinct told that she was doing a horrible job, and that only made it worse.
Detective Peaches and another man entered.
“Ellie, I’d like you meet Detective Skinner. We work Homicide together,” said Peaches.
Ellie got up from the seat she had just sat in and shook the other man’s hand.
Whereas Peaches was tall and skinny, Skinner was short and muscular with slumped shoulders and the face like a bulldog. He had a black eye, swollen nose with stitches across the swollen bridge, and thinning chestnut hair. His handshake was clammy and ruthlessly hard, and his dark eyes were rife with judgment. He wore tan slacks, an off-white wrinkled button-up, a loose-fitted caramel tie, and a tan blazer that had a small ketchup stain just below the pocket.
“My pleasure,” Skinner said, though there was nothing pleasing about his tone.
The three of them sat at the table. The detectives on one side, and Ellie on the other. After giving Ellie the water cup she requested, Peaches sat at the edge of the seat with nice posture and had his legal pad ready. Skinner hunched, fingers locked on the tabletop with legs spread wide below. Ellie crossed her arms, making herself small.
“Tell us everything,” Peaches said.
“My husband and I returned home from our honeymoon --”
Skinner interrupted. “Where was that?”
“Naples, Florida,” Ellie said. “We stayed for a week at a beachside resort.”
Skinner spoke again. “When was this?”
“Four days ago,” Ellie said. “We got home the evening of April 21st. May I continue?”
Skinner gestured for her to do so.
Ellie felt her nerves already getting shot before she started talking again. “That night, the night we returned, I wanted to get a little work done before going to bed. So I started to paint, and then, this happened…”
The three of them looked over the painting.
“I have never seen this woman in my life,” Ellie’s voice wavered. “Nor have I painted anything this disturbing, but suddenly, it was finished and I packed it away. Two days later, the police found the woman’s body. She died in the same way as I painted, yet, as I said, I’ve never seen her or been to her vase shop. I know it sounds crazy, Detectives, but that’s God’s honest truth.”
Skinner glared at her. “You have a history of mental illness?”
“What?” The question took Ellie off-guard. “No, I don’t. No one in my family does.”
Peaches hovered his pencil’s point over the legal pad, listening intently. “Ellie, why did you bring this in here? What was the intent behind your visit?”
“I asked myself the same thing,” Ellie admitted. “But I believe you’re looking at this investigation the wrong way. It wasn’t a robbery that had gone awry. Kimberly Jannis was murdered in cold blood.”
“You’re sure of this?” Peaches asked.
Ellie squeezed herself tighter and nodded. “Compare it to the crime photos. You’ll see some key differences, namely the window and crow. The glass is not broken in my painting, yet it is at vase shop. The owner, Harold Gatts, told you that the bird burst in and was killed by the glass, but I think the killer left it here as a call sign. Even stranger, on its wing is the number 42A. I’m not quite sure if that is just part of the painting or if the real bird has a similar tattoo. And, look at this, in its blood is an apartment building with an old water tower. See it? I think we should check there.”
The two detectives stared at her in stupid silence.
Skinner hunched further over the table, getting closer to Ellie with his dog-like face. “Let me ask you something, Mrs. Batter. Did you murder Kimberly Jannis?”
Ellie’s heart skipped a beat. “N-no. I-I-I don’t even know the woman. That’s why I’m freaking out. I thought the police could help me. That I could help you by putting you on the right trail. This painting could be the lead you’re looking for.”
Skinner turned to Peaches, but Peaches kept studying Ellie. Seeing that his partner wasn’t paying attention to him, Skinner addressed Ellie again. “Mrs. Batter, you’re not making a good case for yourself. You’re saying things that just don’t make any sense.”
“I’m not crazy!” Ellie shouted. She quickly recoiled, averted her eyes, and instantly regretted the outburst.
Peaches smiled with pity. “Ellie, do you mind if Detective Skinner and I excuse ourselves for a few moments to get the evidence folder?”
“Go ahead,” Ellie said quietly. She wanted to curl up in a ball and cry.
“Okay, we’ll be back soon.” Peaches said softly and got up from his seat. “More water?”
Ellie shook her head.
Skinner glared at her for a moment and then followed his partner out the door. The last thing he said before the door shut was “Nut job.”
Ellie put her feet on the cushion of the seat and pulled her knees close to her chest. With wet eyes, she looked at the painting. I need to get out of here.
The wall clock’s ticking killed the room’s silence. Ellie lowered her head and shut her eyes. She reminded herself that she was innocent, but it wasn’t her who needed convincing, it was Peaches and Skinner. How could she show them? How could she make them believe?
Fifteen long minutes later, Peaches and Skinner returned to the room and took their seats. Peaches pulled out the crime scene photos, laying them out perfectly flush with exactly an inch between each one of them. Ellie glanced at the photo of the two-day-old cadaver and felt nauseous. Kimberly’s chiseled face has sunken and her half-opened eyes were deeply set, dry, and rotting. Thick and black, the blood oozed from her wounds. A handful of flies walked across her clay-stained apron. One walked on her left pupil, rubbing its front legs together like a greedy banker. The next few pictures showed close ups of the various wounds, the blood spatter on the wall, and finally the rotting crow pricked with small glass shards and maggot larva nesting in its lacerations. Bile climbed into Ellie’s mouth, but she kept herself from looking away. She needed to know if there were any other differences.
Peaches set out the final photo, a wide shot of the entire storeroom. “And you said you went to visit Harold Gatts?”
“I met him yesterday,” Ellie confessed. In case they gave Gatts a call, Ellie needed to have a matching story. No better way to do that than to tell the truth. “We had lunch together and discussed Kimberly. That’s how I knew the painting and the real murder are nearly identical.”
“The similarities...” Peaches started saying as he compared the crime phones with the painting, “are uncanny. Even the blood spatter follows the same trajectory. You’ve got quite the eye for detail, Ellie.”
Skinner added. “It’s almost like she killed the woman herself.”
Ellie didn’t reply.
Peaches bounced his eyes between the picture of the rotting bird and the freshly dead one in the painting. “The wounds are consistent, but the glass shards look too fine to have caused such a wound. Skinner, when you were at the crime scene, was the window shattered from the inside out or the outside in?”
“How should I know?” Skinner asked. “I was looking over the body.”
“I see,” Peaches replied.
He glanced at the bird and pointed at the small number etched into the bone of its wing and then compared it to the one of the painting. “42A. Do you know what it means, Ellie?”
“If I knew what it meant, I would’ve told you,” Ellie replied.
“Where were you the night Kimberly was killed?”
“Eating dinner with my husband,” Ellie replied and gestured to the apartment hidden in the fake bird’s blood. “Your focus should be on this building and the number, not me.”
“Where is the building, Mrs. Batter?” Skinner inquired, slouching in his chair. His demeanor had changed since he last left the room. Ellie wondered what Peaches had told him.
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I was hoping you would find out,” Ellie replied. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound so rude, but I’m as frustrated as you.”
“I’m going to call your husband Troy,” said Peaches.
Ellie rubbed her forehead.
“Will that be an issue?” Peaches asked.
“No,” Ellie said with defeat. She gave the detective Troy’s number.
Peaches took it and left the room. His silhouette lingered behind the conference room’s blinds. Ellie could see him pull out his cellphone and dial the number.
Skinner drummed his fingers on the desk. Mixed with the ticking of the clock, the noise quickly became annoying. Maybe that was Skinner’s intention.
“I can leave anytime I want, right?” Ellie asked.
Skinner smiled at her and kept drumming his fingers.
Peaches opened the door and gestured for Skinner. Ellie didn’t look at the man as he got up and walked out of the room. As soon as the door shut, Ellie burst from her seat and pressed her ear on the door.
The detectives’ conversation was muffled.
Peaches spoke first. “The alibi checks out. The husband was at home with Ellie during the murder.”
“He could be lying. They could’ve killed the woman together.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” Peaches replied.
Skinner scoffed. “Don’t tell me you believe she had some sort of premonition, then?”
“I don’t believe that, but according to the husband, Ellie painted the murder the night they returned from their honeymoon, which was the night before Kimberly died.”
“You saw the details in that painting, Peaches. There’s no way she could be that accurate unless she either killed woman or saw the body. Most of those details we didn’t even release to the public. I say we keep her in here overnight, see if she spills anything else.”
“Under what charges?” Peaches ask.
“Murder.”
“We don’t have anything solid.”
“The painting should be reason enough, and if it’s not, we’ll find something.”
The doorknob jiggled. Ellie rushed back to her seat but didn’t have time to sit.
The detectives stepped inside. Peaches smiled softly. “Your husband is on the way here. I’m hoping the two of you could answer a few questions together.”
“No,” Ellie said defiantly. “I want out of this room or you’ll be speaking to my attorney.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Skinner said. “No need to be hasty. It’s only an hour more of your time.”
“No,” Ellie said. “I came here to tell you what I know, and I’ve told you. Take a picture of the painting if you wish, but I’m leaving. Right now.”
Skinner walked toward her. “That’s very suspicious of you, Mrs. Batter. You don’t want people thinking you’re a suspect, do you?”
“Goodbye, Detectives.” Ellie grabbed her painting and slid it into the cardboard box. “I wish you luck on your investigation.”
She stormed by Skinner and halted in front of Peaches, who stood in the doorway. He fished out a business card and slipped it into the lip of the cardboard box.
“My line is always open,” Peaches said kindly and stepped aside.
Holding the painting close to her, Ellie hurried out of the bullpen.
Behind her, she heard Skinner exclaim. “You’re going to let her walk? No wonder they transferred you from Chicago.”
Without a word, Detective Peaches watched Ellie go. His thoughts were hidden behind a small smile.
Ellie didn’t stop her speedy walk until she was out the door and down the police department steps. She turned and craned her head up to the sky and told herself to breathe. It wasn’t helping.
“Idiot,” she mumbled and pulled out her phone. There was an unread text from Troy. He would be at the station in ten minutes. Ellie saw a light post nearby and wondered how many times she’d have to hit her head against it before she died. You really screwed the pooch on this one, Ellie. She wanted to vomit but could scarcely gag.
When Troy pulled up, he opened the Jeep’s passenger side door.
With sunken shoulders, Ellie slipped the painting into the back seat and got into the passenger seat. She closed the door, having to do it a second time because her seatbelt got caught. Just another bad thing to add to her list of her most crappy day. Troy turned to her with wide, angry eyes as he drove.
Ellie kept her eyes on the road. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Troy replied, his knuckles turning frosty white on the steering wheel.
Ellie frowned. “I messed up. I thought I could help. I didn’t. It won’t happen again.”
“Should we get a lawyer?” Troy asked.
Ellie shrugged. “How should I know? I’ve never even gotten a speeding ticket.”
The drive was quiet. Ellie wondered if she should turn on the radio, but thought better of it. The silence did a good job of reminding her of her mistakes.
When they pulled up to the apartment, Troy turned off the Jeep, and neither one of them got out. Ellie couldn’t escape her frown. Inside she was screaming.
Troy let go of the steering wheel.
“Are you happy, Ellie?” he asked genuinely.
“At this moment?” Ellie replied with snark.
“With our marriage?”
Ellie turned to him for the first time since she got into the car. “Of course.”
Troy pursed his lips for a moment. “Then why are you pursuing this investigation instead of enjoying our relationship?”
Ellie didn’t reply.
“It’s been two weeks since we said our vows,” Troy carried the conservation. “We shouldn’t be fighting like this.”
“Yeah, well, we dated for four years,” Ellie reminded him.
“And we might’ve dated another four if you didn’t get that career breakthrough you needed,” said Troy. “I never pressured you when you turned down my proposals. I waited like a good boy because I didn’t want you to take the plunge until you were ready. You said yes, but are you ready, Ellie? Because I am.”
“I won’t go back to the police, if that’s what you want to hear,” Ellie replied.
“Don’t tell me what I want to hear. Tell me the truth,” Troy ordered.
Ellie locked eyes with him. “I will not go back to the police.”
Troy inhaled, held the air, and let it blow from his nose. He checked the dashboard clock. “I have to get back to work. We can finish this tonight.”
I’d rather not, Ellie thought as she got out of the Jeep and grabbed the painting.
“I love you,” Troy said, trying to end the fight on a positive note, but his heart obviously wasn’t in it.
She shut the back door and watched her husband speed down the road.
When she got into the apartment, she went straight to the art room and sealed away the painting. Most of the day had been burned away at the police station, and she was behind on commissions already. Ellie pulled out a blank canvas, wheeled her paint supply cart next to the easel, and plopped down on her bench. She booted up her laptop and saw the ten painting requests that were pushing deadline. She clicked on the first one. A stallion racing through a hay field. She dipped her brush into the light blue shade and stopped herself. She put the dipped brush into a mason jar full of muddy water and opened up another tab on her computer. Google Maps.
She input Gatts Jannis Pottery and Antiques, went into the street view, and studied the 360-degree profile. Not finding what she was looking for, she clicked on the road ahead and did the same for that street. Minutes slipped by like seconds as she began her tour through Northampton that led her past her favorite boutique restaurants, art galleries, the gothic-looking First Church, Smiths Women College, and other significant landmarks. Her head throbbed and her vision blurred, but eventually she found her prize: a four-story apartment building made of red brick and in a sorry state. On top of it stood a rust-spotted water tower with an umbrella roof.
Ellie found the name of the apartment during a quick web search, Trident Apartments and Condominiums, and input it into her GPS. It was only a 20-minute drive from here. She checked the time. Troy wouldn’t be home for another few hours. Dare I… Ellie traveled into the kitchen and pulled open the drawer of meticulous items. She grabbed a flashlight, toggled the switch a few times to make sure it worked, and put it into her purse. She grabbed some plastic gloves she had left over from some pantry giveaway at a gallery and added them to her purse as well. The next item that called to her was her husband’s spare DSLR camera. It had a mostly full battery. Ellie swapped out the SD cards until she found one that was empty, and then she slung the camera over her shoulder. She put on aviator sunglasses, a heavy beige coat, and a ball cap. Before she headed out of the door, she grabbed one last thing: her sharpest steak knife. She wrapped it in paper towels and buried it deep within her purse.
Ellie couldn’t afford any more mistakes. She had the cab drop her off a few blocks away from her destination, then Ellie walked casually down the sidewalk and passed into the bad part of town. The shadow of the apartment building fell on her. By its architecture and design, it was probably seventy-five years old.
Ellie walked past the tattooed man seated on the stairs and smoking a joint under the late afternoon sun. He gave Ellie a violating look. She ignored him and stepped inside. The walls were painted brown to match the scuffed tile floor. The place was dirty and smelled like wet dog. Ellie kept herself from scrunching her nose. She approached the front desk and found a piggish woman wearing Cheetos that she was eating and watching a slasher film on a small TV.
“Excuse me,” Ellie leaned into the counter.
The nasty woman turned to her an smiled ear-to-ear. “Looking to rent?” Her voice was about as smooth as tires on gravel.
“I’m looking for apartment 42A,” Ellie said politely.
The woman frowned. “Top floor. Last room on the right.”
Taking a breath, Ellie headed that way. She turned back. “Who lives there?”
The woman cackled. “No one, but the rent is always on time.”
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The elevator screeched and wobbled. Ellie clenched the railing tightly, finding it to be quite sticky at some parts and dry at others. She didn’t want to imagine looking at this place under a black light. With a worrisome Cu-chunk, the elevator stopped at the apartment’s top floor. Its door dinged open, though only enough for Ellie to squeeze through sideways. The upper hall had faded carpeted floor as brown as dirty wood. The lights lining the wall were covered with fogged glass that had a collection of dead bugs piling at their bottom. Two of the bulbs were burnt out and the one above apartment 42A flickered like a strobe light.
Ellie smelled old cheese as she trekked to the end of the hall. The place had the class of a “no-tell” motel, and Ellie felt that she could be mugged any second. She kept her hand firmly in her purse, ready to draw the kitchen knife at a moment’s notice. She stopped in front of the apartment’s door. In copper, the numbers 42A were italicized and chipped away at the corner. Ellie thought about her approach. Should she knock? Should she try the knob? Perhaps she should run. That seemed like the smartest thing to do, but the painting wouldn’t have pointed her here without a reason. If she wanted answers, it would be through this door. Steadying her breathing, Ellie slid on her plastic gloves and glanced behind her. The hallway was empty apart from a few moths dancing around the lights. She tried the knob. Unlocked.
Ellie took a step back. This wasn’t the type of place you forgot to lock your door. Was the owner home or was he expecting someone? Ellie peeked inside.
The apartment was something out of a hoarder’s nightmare. Mannequins, naked and clothed, packed the walls. Some of their body parts jutted out from shaping carts or littered the floor. Christmas lights, construction paper rings, and cheap beaded necklaces hung in a tangled mess all across the ceiling. The kitchen to the right of the entrance had a female mannequin wearing an apron and hovered a spatula over the empty fry pan on the gas stove. Sculptures with no definite shape or pattern sat on shelves nailed into the walls at odd places and different heights
Ellie’s pulse quickened. “Hello?” she called out sheepishly.
No reply.
She stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind her. Using her husband’s DSLR camera, she started snapping pictures of the room and various baubles that caught her eye. By the way the trash and hoarded items ran along the walls, it appears that the homeowner had created a direct path into the den. Ellie followed it with caution, but not before toggling the light switch. With a hum, the Christmas lights came alive and gave the place a sort of mystical appearance. As the multi-colored lights reached the den, they fanned out like tree branches and illuminated the that dusty couch, weathered recliner, cracked TV, and naked female mannequins with various animal furs draped over her milk-white shoulders. She had a pill-bug hat with a small veil to cover her lifeless, unpainted eyes and held a baseball bat. There were five other mannequins around her with red paint spattering their bare bodies like blood. One held a rusty kitchen knife.
Ellie snapped more photos, unsure what was significant and what was just part of the leaser’s insane imagination. She looked for any sort of artwork that would resemble her own or anything to link back to Kimberly. All of the objects seemed random and only added to her sensory overload. Something moved behind the closed bedroom door.
Ellie let the camera strap take its weight as she put her hand in her purse. She grabbed the knife handle and approached the door. With a gentle twist, she opened the door, revealing dozens of birdcages. Some hung from the ceiling from chains and hooks, other were the shapes of bells and rested on pedestals or on the floor. They were all connected together by chicken wire tunnels welded between them. Within these connecting tunnels were Lincoln Logs and other wooden cylinders that were suspended by fishing wire. Crows, at least thirty, perhaps more, perched inside of these cages that all eventually linked to a massive cage that stood where the bed should be. Bird droppings piled in mounds on the floor. There were no other furnishings in the room. The black birds turned their heads to-and-fro, watching Ellie with their black beady eyes. They cawed and squawked, kicking up feathers and slamming into the side of the cages. Some were dead silent. They were the bigger ones that didn’t seem to fear Ellie’s presence, only acknowledging her. With quiet steps, Ellie approached the cages. At the bottom of one, it appeared that a crow had died. Its wings were in full spread and its beak was slightly open. Using the zoom on the camera, Ellie enhanced it on the bone of its wings, seeing the small number 42A branded into it. He must mark all of his birds. But why? Surely he couldn’t keep track of them after they escaped unless these were to be left at every crime scene. If that was the case, Ellie was in a lot more danger than she thought.
Over the infrequent squawking, Ellie heard the front door open and close. Her stomach dropped. She glanced frantically about the room, looking for a place to hide. She dashed behind one of the grounded cages and made herself small. Her heart pounded and sweat glistened on her forehead. She glanced up at the Christmas lights in the other room and regretted leaving the bedroom door open. She needed to think of an escape plan. Perhaps going out the window would be a viable option. Currently, the closed curtains concealed the sunlight and the possibility of a window lock. She had trouble dealing with those in her own home so in a frustrated situation, she hoped she’d fare better.
The birds were quiet now, so Ellie could hear the footsteps moving through the flat. It was a steady pitter-patter. Ellie took the paper towels off her knife. She held it close to her chest, squeezing it so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She kept her phone close, ready to call for help at a moment’s notice. It might be foolish to tell the police on herself after breaking into the house, but it beat what alternative the homeowner may have for her. The murderer stabbed Kimberly sixteen times. No one heard Kimberly’s screams. Ellie was certain no one would hear hers either.
The figure entered the living room. Through the crow’s mesh-like cage, Ellie couldn’t get a good look at the invader, but he was tall and carried himself like a man on a mission. He clenched a pistol and scanned the room. When the weapon’s black barrel started turning Ellie’s way, she slowly moved deeper into the room’s corner and held her breath. The visual of the den was lost to her now. The figure stepped into the bedroom.
Ellie trembled. Her whole body was covered with goose pimples and it felt like her heart would burst. One of the crows cawed at the stranger. Soon after, a dozen more joined the black bird’s horrid song.
The figure cautiously approached the main cage, and the crows inside took flight. He would see Ellie soon if she didn’t react. As much as she wanted to move, her bones were stiff as death. Through sheer force of will, she overcame the paralysis and started to crawl to the door. Before she got too far, she pinched the little latch handle on the ground birdcage’s door, opened it, and gave it a little shake. The crow screamed and fluttered out into the room, raining down black feather. The figure staggered back, distracted. Her plan was a success; she moved on her hands and knees, pressing them into bird crap as she silently hurried for the door.
The freed crow circled the room and screamed, stirring up the rest. The door was only a few feet away now. A yard. Two feet. Dare she get up and run. No. Too risky. Stealth was her only option.
The freed crow swooped overhead and into the den. Ellie reached the threshold of the door.
“Stop.”
The voice struck fear and dread into Ellie’s core. She didn’t need to turn back to know that the stranger had a gun barrel aimed at her spine. She was no expert in ballistics, but at this distance, there was zero percent that the person could miss.
“Stand up.”
Ellie closed her eyes and mumbled a prayer. Pushing herself off the ground, she started to rise. Her left hand clenched her cellphone. Her right hand squeezed the knife’s handle. Her purse hung heavy on one shoulder. Her knees were shaking so much they nearly buckled.
“Turn around.”
Ellie tried to think of a way out of this, but her mind was suddenly blank as if fear had swept away all thought, rational and irrational. She needed to listen to the man and hoped that she could use whatever manipulation skills she had to explain her predicament. The gloves and knife wouldn’t help her case.
“Put down the weapon.”
The steak knife clanged at her feet and came to a wobbly halt. Sweaty, quaking, and with wracked nerves, Ellie turned around. The words slipped from Ellie’s lips before she could fully comprehend the situation. “Detective Peaches?”
The handsome man kept his gun up, but his finger was off the trigger. He was flanked and backed by crows in cages that were fluttering their wings and cawing furiously. The noise was nearly unbearable, but Peaches was cool and calm, apart from his eyes that were slightly wider than usual and hinted at his surprise. “What are you doing here, Ellie?”
“I thought I could ask you the same thing,” Ellie deflected.
Peaches kept the gun up. “I’m following a lead. The one you gave me.”
“What a coincidence,” Ellie said with an awkward smile.
“Indeed,” Peaches replied. “I’m sure this doesn’t surprise you, but I’m going to need to take you downtown.”
“Please, Detective,” Ellie pleaded. “I know I shouldn’t have come here, but if you were in my shoes--”
Detective Peaches hushed her.
Ellie quickly shut her trap. She could sense something was wrong.
“Someone’s here,” Peaches whispered and moved closer to Ellie. “Who is it?”
Ellie shook her head and said nothing. She glanced back to the den behind her where the freed bird had been flying. It must’ve flown out the front door, but Ellie remembered the detective had shut it behind him.
Peaches kept walking toward Ellie, but his pretty boy green eyes were on the room beyond. Ellie stepped out of his way and kept her hands up, even after he had moved into the next room. Gun aimed in perfect form, the detective leaned his waist out far enough look down the hall of mannequins.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
Gunshots echoed in the apartment. Peaches ducked back into the cover to avoid the barrage of small arms fire that splintered the windows behind him.
“Police! Stand down!” Peaches yelled and leaned back out of cover to take a potshot.
The unseen shooter fired back. A bullet must’ve hit Peaches. His gun went tumbling into the air and the detective stumbled back, grabbing his right hand with a grimace on his now-red face. He cursed. The birds screamed. Blood droplets splattered on the floor.
Ellie instinctively ran to the detective’s aid. Thick scarlet seeped through the gaps between his fingers.
Ellie peered around the corner, seeing the hooded figure at the end of the hall. The person was clad in black, and the shadow of a cowl masked their face. The person fired the pistol at Ellie. She ducked low and saw the figure run for the roof access stairs near the back of the hall.
“He’s going to get away!” she yelled at Peaches.
Retrieving his gun from the floor, the detective raced for the front door. Within a few seconds, he was out of apartment 42A. Ellie swiped her knife from the bedroom floor and slipped into the den. At the end of the hall, she saw the door to the roof access room close behind Peaches’s foot.
Ellie looked at the elevator longingly. It would be easy to just leave. No one would stop her, but the detective would know. It was clear that whoever he was chasing owned the apartment, and if said person was not apprehended, Ellie’s only hope in learning the truth would be lost. That left her only one option. She ran after the detective.
Gripping the stairs railing with her plastic-glove covered hands, she darted up the stairs and burst on top of the roof.
She arrived just in time to watch the hooded figure leap off the edge of the building. Peaches slid on his heels, nearly tumbling over the roof in full pursuit. He armed his gun but did not fire. Ellie ran up and stopped beside him. All those years of cardio were finally paying off. Ellie watched the hooded figure hustle down an emergency staircase at the far end of a shorter building’s roof. He vanished from sight. The detective lowered his pistol.
“Go after him!” Ellie exclaimed.
The detective squeezed his injured hand.
“He’s going to get away,” Ellie blurted out in anger. Her one lead was slipping from her fingers. Back to square one. “Call it in, hurry.”
Peaches flexed his bloody fingers. “It will take Dispatch six minutes to get here. He’ll be long gone by then. You, on the other hand, you need to answer my questions.”
Ellie knew it was coming, but after being shot at, the last thing she wanted to do was play twenty questions. “I’ve told you everything.”
“Not why you’re here.”
“For answers,” Ellie explained. “It was stupid, okay, but I thought I could learn something.”
Something about the way the detective looked at her, she could tell he wasn’t buying it. Ellie wasn’t sure if she was lying either. The rational part of her mind told her to stop now before she got into any more danger. The gunshots were a wake-up call, no doubt, but the craving to learn more about the painting and the killer fed on her mind like a parasite. If anything, she was more intrigued.
She noticed that the detective was still bleeding.
“Here,” Ellie reached into her purse. The detective eyed her suspiciously. Without making any sudden movements, Ellie fetched a few crinkled napkins and handed them to him.
The detective stanched the wound.
“How bad is it?” Ellie asked with genuine concern.
“It’s only a graze,” Peaches replied. “You put me in an interesting predicament, Ellie. I need to report the gunshots. I need to report your involvement.”
“But you won’t?” Ellie gambled.
Peaches shook his head. “Unlike my partner, I’m a little more open-minded.”
“You believe me?” Ellie asked, trying her best to hide her relief.
“I know that our gunman wouldn’t have shot at you if you were best friends, and I can tell you’re the type of woman that doesn’t back down,” Peaches smiled. “What I’m trying to say is, I’m just as curious about this case as you, but I’m better qualified, better skilled, and have years of experience to back up my expertise. Nonetheless, you have something I don’t have: a connection to this case. One that can’t be overlooked. I think we can help one another.”
“Like partners?” asked Ellie. Something about this seemed too easy.
“More like damsel and hero.” Peaches winked and fished his phone out of his pocket with his uninjured hand. He called Dispatch and gave the skinny as to what happened in the apartment, stressing every detail except for Ellie’s involvement.
When the call ended, he turned to Ellie. “Leave through the fire escape and hail a cab when you’re a few blocks away. I’ll meet you at your place in an hour.”
“Do you need my address?” Ellie inquired.
“No.”
Ellie gave him a look.
Peaches elaborated. “How else do you think I found this place if it wasn’t by following you?”
His comment made Ellie uneasy. Not wanting to overstay her welcome, she hurried along and hailed a cab a few blocks away. She saw a few police squad cars zip by as she dipped into the taxi’s backseat.
Heart still racing from the shootout, she returned home. She chewed on her fingernails and paced, waiting for the detective to arrive. When she blinked, she recalled the flash of the pistol and felt a tightening feeling in her chest. It was terrifying, exhilarating, a high unlike anything she’d experienced that made her feel alive despite the fact of skirting so close to death. It was like the brief but uncanny investigation was unlocking a part of life she never knew was there. Her own inner thrill seeker. It was a dangerous feeling, Ellie knew. A delightfully dangerous feeling.
When she heard the knock, Ellie ran to door and opened it for Detective Peaches. His hand was wrapped in a bandage. “May I?” he asked at the apartment’s threshold.
Ellie allowed him entry. She poured him a glass of iced tea and opened up a fresh container of coffee cake. The detective happily indulged.
“It’s good,” he said with a full mouth. He swallowed, dabbing his cheek with a fresh napkin from the bar top.
Ellie replied. “What did you learn about the apartment?”
“Nothing yet,” Peaches replied. “His neighbors were reluctant to speak. They say that no one comes in or out of apartment 42A. The landlord leased it out to a Joseph Dillinger at the start of the year. Funny enough, Mr. Dillinger was arrested six months ago and has been in the can ever since.”
“So who’s paying his rent?”
“Someone with an envelope of cash. Forensics is looking for fingerprints now, but that will take days, weeks, months even for them to get the proper test results back.” Peaches ate some more coffee cake.
Ellie watched him. There was something both professional and lax about him. If she were in his shoes, she would’ve cuffed herself and be locked up downtown. Ellie wanted to ask him why he let her walk, but held herself back. Whatever his motive, you need his resources. Ellie directed Peaches’s attention to the painting that she had already set out. “There it is. I was thinking we could look over it for more clues.”
The detective scanned over it. “Are all your paintings this… dark?”
“None,” Ellie replied. She gestured to various homesteads, houses, and flowers paintings decorating the apartment’s walls. “Rural beauty is my niche. The only thing I’m good at painting, really. That was until I created this.”
They both turned their eyes to the painting.
“What was the inspiration?” Peaches asked.
“That’s what I want to figure out,” Ellie admitted. “It was a normal night like any other and then -- boom, I just started flowing.”
Ellie’s gut told her to leave out the detail about her six-hour blackout. It would only make her more seem more suspicious, if that was possible. Peaches was taking a big risk being here, and she was grateful for that.
“Did you tell anyone about us meeting here tonight?” She asked as innocently as possible.
“No,” Peaches replied casually. He was too enamored with the painting. He pulled out his phone and snapped a few photos of it.
“Research,” he said with a small smile. “May I take a look around?”
“My house is your house,” Ellie said. Keep earning his trust, Ellie, she told herself. He’s the only ally you’ve got.
The detective checked the various rooms and bathrooms, snapping photos with his phone. Ellie followed behind him. “Troy and I moved in here eleven months ago. We were in Northampton for a year before that.”
“Where are you from originally,” the detective said as he opened the towel closet.
“Lancaster, Pennsylvania. It was mostly Amish country,” Ellie said as she watched the detective acutely. He was careful not to touch anything. That was good. It meant he wasn’t trying to plant any false evidence. It was a small concern in Ellie’s mind that he was setting her up, but the longer she followed him, the more that seemed not the case. He’d never spend too long in a single room and when he pried, he stayed in view of Ellie. She kept an eye on him, making sure it wasn’t some sort of misdirection or sleight of hand. By the time she returned to the living room, she still didn’t know what Peaches’s motives were for searching the apartment. She finally asked him about it when they returned to the coffee cake.
He smiled at her. “I’m making sure you’re not the killer.”
“Did I convince you?”
“About ninety percent.”
“Hey, it’s more than it was this morning, right?”
Peaches sipped his iced tea. “It’s about the same actually.”
Ellie glanced at the wall clock. Troy would be home in another forty-five minutes. “So how I can help in this investigation?”
“You watch Fight Club?” Peaches asked, seemingly out of the left field.
“It’s not really my cup of tea,” Ellie said, slightly embarrassed. “Chick flicks and dog movies are my weakness.”
“Noted,” Peaches leaned his elbow on the bar. “The first rule of this little partnership is that we don’t discuss it. Not with the police, our loved ones, nobody.”
“And I took you as a stickler for rules,” Ellie said, remember his fine posture in the bullpen and welcoming introduction.
“Be glad I’m not, otherwise, you’d be back in a temporary holding cell.”
Ellie felt like he was using that fact against her. This game was becoming more dangerous by the second. “All right, what’s the second rule?”
“It’s an exception to the first. You tell me everything. What you paint, who you talk to you, when you leave your home.”
“That’s a little extreme,” Ellie replied.
“Understandable, but we will need to be transparent with one another about the case and anything linking to it.”
“All right,” Elle compromised. “I can do that.”
“Last rule,” the detective said with complete seriousness. “You won’t pursue any leads or go anywhere without my company. It’s safer this way for everybody.”
“And if I break any of these rules?” Ellie played devil’s advocate.
“We’ll both be in big trouble,” Peaches said. “This may seem like a game to you, but things can wrong in a snap. Partners of mine have died before.”
Ellie cracked a smile, thinking he was joking, but wasn’t completely sure.
The detective checked his phone. “I have to run.” He gestured to the coffee cake. “Do you mind?”
Ellie shook her head. The detective picked up the entire container and headed for the door. “We’ll be in touch.”
He exited. Bastard took my coffee cake. As the door closed, Ellie saw Troy, eyes on his smartphone, bump shoulders with the detective. Peaches apologized and went to the elevator, whistling a jolly tune. Troy gawked at him for a moment before setting his jaw and storming to the door.
Ellie felt a chill up her spine and pangs of guilt. This wasn’t going to be good. Troy slung open the door so hard, it hit the nearby wall. “That better not be who I thought it was.”
“Troy,” Ellie said in a way to calm him down. “He was just stopping by to ask a few follow-up questions.”
“And you didn’t call me first?” Troy shook his head. “Ellie, he’s a cop and you’re a suspect, you shouldn’t be speaking to him without me and an attorney present.”
“He’s not like that,” Ellie argued.
Troy put his laptop down on the kitchen counter. “You’re wrong. I’ve worked with guys like him. He’s a snake. He tells you everything you want to hear, pretends to be your special friend, and then uses every word and deed against you.”
Ellie kept herself from scoffing. If she wanted to keep working with Peaches, she needed to make peace with her husband, at least until she got some real answers. “I made a mistake, Troy. I… I’m sorry. I should’ve called you first.”
Troy shook his head and smiled in that way he did when he was too furious to frown. “Ellie, don’t lie to me.”
Ellie shut up and cast down her eyes.
Troy put his hands on the countertop with his back to Ellie. “I came home early today to pick up my spare camera, and you weren’t here, none of your work was done, and my DLSR was missing. Care to explain?”
Ellie gnashed her teeth. “I borrowed it.”
Troy turned back to her and marched to her purse. Ellie grabbed it before he could reach in and grab the camera. He tilted his head slightly, his face turning cherry red, and he set his jaw.
Nervous as to what he might do, Ellie let go, allowing him to browse the photos on the camera. His anger slowly morphed into dread and horror. “Where did you take these?”
“Does it matter?” Ellie asked with attitude.
“Yes, yes, it matters. This place… is this where the painting led you?”
Ellie didn’t move, neither confirming nor denying the accusation.
Troy cursed under his breath. He quickly formatted the card, erasing every picture she took of apartment 42A.
“Why?” Ellie’s eyes watered.
“Because it’s condemning.”
She wanted to punch his face in.
Troy put the camera aside. He put his hand on Ellie’s shoulder. She swatted it away. Troy backed off. “I don’t know what to do with you, Ellie. You’re becoming obsessed with this painting. Hell, you are obsessed. It needs to stop. All of this running around. Going to places. Taking pictures. You’re an artist. Not Sherlock Holmes. Whatever sort of cosmic mystery surrounding this painting and its origins is not worth what you’re giving up. And if I’m not clear enough, that’s our relationship. Our marriage. The family we talked about having together.”
“You’re being overdramatic,” Ellie retorted.
“I don’t think I’m being dramatic enough,” Troy said. “I love you, Ellie. I really do, and that’s why this needs to stop. The painting goes tonight.”
“Don’t,” Ellie threatened.
“Ask yourself this, has this painting benefited you in any way?”
Ellie set her jaw. She thought hard, wanting a quick-witted response, not wanting to lose the argument. Troy couldn’t understand the rush. Fate had put a call-to-action in her life. It gave her a destiny outside of her perfect little world that she was building for herself. It was exciting, horrifying, wonderful, and terrible, something that clawed at her psyche and helped push herself to her max. Even being shot at didn’t matter that much to Ellie, but Troy would never understand it, because it wasn’t his painting. It wasn’t his calling. Her husband took Ellie’s silence as her answer.
“Sorry, Ellie.” Troy snatched up the painting that she had set on the coffee table, stuck it under his armpit, and marched out of the apartment.
Ellie felt the world spin around her as nausea took over. It was like he had pulled an organ from her body and left her helpless and bleeding on the floor. For a second, she thought about pulling the knife from her purse and running him down. The mental image made her run to the sink and nearly spew up her lunch. What’s happening to me? After she splashed her face, she walked to the apartment window and glared down at the sidewalk lit up by lampposts.
Troy put the painting in the back seat of the Jeep Renegade and sped down the street.
Ellie covered her mouth and wept, but didn’t know if it was for the painting, her husband, or herself. She needed to clear her mind. Dragging her feet behind her, she walked into the art room. She wasn’t in the mood for a commission piece. She just wanted to paint something new and calming. The sun setting over a grass knoll. Wild horses running freely.
As she worked, she heard Troy return. He knocked on the door. Ellie didn’t answer.
“Can I come in?” He entered anyway. His shadow cast over Ellie and the early stages of her most recent creation. He watched her, longing for her to turn around and face him. Ellie did not.
“I know you’re upset,” he said.
You think?
He continued. “And I hope one day you find it in your heart to forgive me.”
Ellie kept on working.
Troy placed a bag of fast food next to her feet. “Don’t forget to eat. Goodnight.”
Ellie didn’t reply.
He backed away and shut the doors behind him.
Ellie glanced at the grease-stained paper bag. The day’s hunger was coming back to haunt her. No. Not until you’re done. She put on her earphones, turned on some of her favorite jams, and got to work.
Hours slipped by like seconds. She kept a steady hand and focused her mind and energy solely on the task at hand. For the first time since she returned home, Ellie freed herself from the death of Kimberly Jannis, the investigation, and her rocky relationship. All that mattered was canvas and the brush stroke. The dots and dabbles. The colors and contrast. She could almost see the horses running across the fields. It would be finished soon. Another creation that may not be her greatest but would certainly sate her creative hunger.
That’s when something changed.
She felt the world fall away from her. The music in her ears faded to obscurity. Darkness swept over her vision in an instant. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Her heart raced as steady and as bold as an African war drum. Her mind went blank. She splashed black paint down the front horse’s face, effectively ruining hours of hard work. She rose from her bench, letting it topple to the floor. Troy didn’t hear. He was already asleep. She pulled up multiple cans of paint and started mixing together the deepest reds and darkest black. She picked up a second brush, dabbed it into her newest mixture, and created her latest masterpiece.
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THE SECOND WOMAN





Ellie’s head throbbed. She awoke curled up on the floor of her art room. Her hands were coated in drying paint. She knew in her gut it had happened again. She sat up and kept herself from getting too much paint on the plastic-covered flooring. She stared up the newest creation on her easel. By the sunny border running the length of the canvas and thick coat of damp paint in the middle, she could tell that she had painted the latest murder over her calming horse portrait. The paint was still wet and slightly runny, though it appeared to have been sitting for a few hours. Ellie wondered what time it was. She scrunched her nose at the smell of the untouched fast food burger still in its greasy bag. Despite the stench, it made her stomach growl.
Grabbing the lip of her paint cart, she pulled herself to her feet. Her legs were numb and prickly as they had been after her last painting. Her arms were like noodles and felt as brittle as basal wood. Stranger still, her pants felt loose around her waist and her shirt seemed to sag. She’d lost weight, as if the creation of the masterpiece had drained her both mentally and physically. Blinking away the blurriness from her eyes, she examined the disturbing piece of art.
Clad in a pinstripe women’s business suit, the blonde was pretty with an angular face, sloped nose, and slender body. Her back rested against the piano bench with her shoulders hunched and eyes downcast. She appeared to studying the bloody jabs decorating her chest and stomach. Blood and spit dripped from her glossy lower lip and formed a bubbly puddle on the lap of her slacks. A series of interpretative paintings hung above the grand piano. Most showed dancers with their bodies morphed together by orange blush strokes, or showcased an instrument that was shaped in a way that it could be construed as a human being.
The room was dark all around the murdered woman. The angle of which the art piece was interpretive was from the perspective of someone standing over the woman about fifteen degrees to her left. In the right corner of the portrait, a third of the living room window could be seen. It was nighttime outside, and there were a few unassuming cars parked parallel on the opposite side of the street. Unlike Kimberly’s murder, there was no dead crow or broken objects. Apart from thick blood, the only thing spilling across the floor was the contents of the woman’s purse: lipsticks, nail polish, an expensive ink pen, and a key chain. By how it littered the ground, the purse appeared to have been knocked down or kicked over accidently.
Ellie scrutinized the near-invisible brush strokes, dabbles of paint, and overall construction of the piece. It was tiers better than the one Troy had confiscated and destroyed. She grabbed a rag stiff with paint and rubbed what she could from her fingers and palms. She couldn’t clean it all, but that didn’t bother her at the moment. She fetched the magnifying glass and scanned over the painting, starting with the blood. It was thick and red scarlet that seemed to flow from the flesh the longer she studied it. Ellie kept an eye out for any hidden images, numbers, or any symbols that would set her on the right path. In the stab wound just above the woman’s breast, she saw a sculpture of a man’s face with Aztec influences. In another one of the wounds, there was a naked woman with ivory skin and pouring an empty vase over her white hair. Ellie studied the last four wounds. Nothing stood out to her. She examined the woman’s fingers. No ring, but there was an old band mark. Recently divorced maybe, or perhaps having an affair. The woman had jade earrings that were worth a few hundred dollars. The piano, artwork on the walls, and fitted suit told the story of a woman with wealth. She was probably self-made like many of the females in Northampton. The woman also had a black speck in the white of her right eye. Was it a genetic or an artistic blemish?
After a long moment of examination, Ellie noticed something in the reflection of the woman’s blue iris. It was a silhouetted figure with a black hoodie and dripping knife. Ellie leaned in close and squinted hard, trying to see if she could make out the mysterious figure’s facial features. The cowl shrouded the figure’s identity.
Ellie leaned away from the painting and lowered the magnifying glass. It felt like her heart was in a wine press. She closed her eyes, and the pain subsided. Covered in goosebumps and her blood pumping, Ellie opened her. She struggled to breathe and suddenly felt lightheaded. She shambled to the kitchen. In green digital letters, the stove clock read 4:24 am. Wonderful. Ellie thought sarcastically as she washed her hands with a liberal amount of hand soap and dish detergent. When she was finished, she took some extra time to scrape out the dry paint from her fingernails. The couch was empty. Troy was up in the bed tonight. Ellie twisted her wedding ring on her finger.
She returned to the art room and tapped the painting with the tip of a fine brush. It was nearly dry now. She pulled it off the easel and found a nice hidden nook in the corner. She put a blank canvas on the easel and used a pencil to sketch out a horse, field, and some other objects. When she finished, she grabbed the greasy fast food bag and returned to the kitchen. Her headache had lessened but still pulsed behind the back of her eyes. Her fingers felt cramped too. She wondered how hard she had painted and how fast. When the blackouts occurred, did she paint with a quick burst of energy or did she utilize the six lost hours to their fullest potential? If only I could work this vigorously in all my projects. If she could, Ellie would be a very wealthy woman. Perhaps even buy earrings like Victim Number Two.
Ellie hunched over the kitchen bar and took a bite of the burger. It was disgustingly soggy. She spat it in the trash can and started to whisk some eggs together. She was only going to make a small omelet, but listened to the roar of her stomach and grabbed six eggs. She packed them full of diced ham, green pepper, red pepper, onions, jalapenos, and cheese. A lot of cheese. She took a big bite and was transported into taste heaven. When she had finished, her headache was gone, but she craved more. She made some French toast and salted ham. Even after that, she wasn’t full.
In his boxers, Troy shambled down the spiral stairs as Ellie was in the process of making pancakes with blueberry syrup.
“Morning,” Troy mumbled as she turned on the coffee maker.
Ellie flipped over one of the hotcakes.
Troy paused when he saw the stack of plates by the sink.
“Hungry?” He asked.
Ellie nodded.
“I’m glad to see you’re eating. The last few days had me a little concerned,” Troy said and joined her by the stove.
Ellie shooed him away. “You’ll get yours.”
Troy cracked a smile. He moseyed over to his laptop bag, pulled out his MacBook, and started the boot up process. While he waited, he all-to-casually approached the art room and gave a quick glance inside.
“Starting a new project?” he inquired.
“Playing catch-up with my commissions,” Ellie lied.
The answer pleased Troy, though he tried to hide it. Though not as well as Ellie hid her latest painting and pulled off the bait-and-switch on the canvas, knowing he would look. The rest of the morning was business as usual. Troy didn’t bring up the investigation, and neither did Ellie. This was usually how the arguments where Troy won concluded, with a clean slate and no mention of the past conflict. Ellie tended to marinate in her hurts a little longer. Nonetheless, she did have a certain respect for her husband’s ability to move on from a “resolved” conflict without a second thought. As he ate, he proofread his latest column on local art galleries. Ellie sat beside him and consumed her third breakfast that didn’t fill her up. The days after the first painting, she didn’t even think about eating. Now, she was gorging herself but completely unsatisfied. She wondered if these side effects had any significant meaning to the investigation or if they were completely inconsequential, like some cosmic breadcrumb just there to remind her of what she had created.
Troy gave her a kiss on the side of the head, told her he loved her, and marched upstairs to get dressed. When he returned, he had product in his blond hair, a nice untucked button up, khaki pants, and leather shoes. “It’ll be a late night tonight. I’ll call when I’m on my way home.”
Ellie was washing the dishes when he left. She waited for a few moments and then headed to the window to watch the Jeep vanish into the city. Ellie took a breath and swiftly returned to the sink. She scrubbed the dishes with newfound vigor, swiftly placed them into the dishwasher, and started the machine up. As it rumbled, she headed upstairs and took a quick shower. She put her hair into a ponytail, decided it would be a nice day to wear a hat, and dressed in a long sleeve V-neck, jeans, running shoes, and a light fleece.
When she was set and ready to conquer the day, she dialed Detective Peaches.
“Good morning, Ellie,” Peaches answered.
“Where are you?” Ellie asked. She glanced at the clock. It was nearly 8:30 am.
“At the office. Completing yesterday’s report.”
Ellie gathered her thoughts and spoke with a mixture of reverence and excitement. “I painted another one.”
She heard the detective’s office chair’s wheels squeak. He lowered his voice’s volume level. “Describe it to me.”
“Not over the phone. We need to meet somewhere private.”
“No can do,” Peaches replied casually. “We’ll discuss it in the office.”
Ellie dreaded that idea. “But--”
“Trust me, Ellie. Come to the station. Bring the painting with you.” There was something reassuring about this voice, but that didn’t change Ellie’s stance.
“No. It’s too--
“Remember our rules,” Peaches reminded her. “Be here in twenty minutes.”
The call ended. Ellie rubbed her forehead. She withdrew her dried painting and packed it away. This man is a snake, Troy’s words repeated in her mind. Ellie considered the possibility of finding the woman herself, but Peaches was the one with access to the police database. She forced herself to trust the detective, but decided to be much more careful in the words she chose and the way she acted. Only a snake could outwit a snake.
Ellie arrived at the police department, passed through the proper checkpoints, had the painting examined by the person at the security checkpoint, and joined Peaches at his desk. He picked up his legal pad and led her to the conference room. Taking one last look around the semi-crowded bullpen, he shut the door.
“Show me what you got,” Peaches said.
Ellie drew out the painting and laid it across the table.
“We need to find a better place to meet.” Ellie said, watching an officer walk by the silhouetted window.
“Is it more suspicious to have us sneaking off together, or to gather in a place where everyone can see us?”
“Yeah, well, hiding in plain sight seems risky and stupid,” Ellie replied.
“Did you murder this woman?”
Ellie crossed her arms. “No.”
“Then there’s nothing to be worried about it. Right now, everyone just thinks you’re an eager witness. No sweat.”
“I still don’t feel comfortable with it,” Ellie said.
The detective brushed off the comment. He looked over the dead businesswoman. “Any idea who she is?”
Ellie shook her head. “Not a clue.”
Ellie pointed out various images she noticed in the stab wounds and the reflection of the man in the woman’s iris. Peaches seemed most intrigued by that last part. He looked deeply into the dead woman’s eyes and at the black speck on her sclera.
The doorknob jiggled and Detective Skinner shambled inside. He was dressed in yesterday’s tan and wrinkled business suit, only now it had another salsa stain from the breakfast burrito he clenched in one fist. “Mrs. Batter. Peaches told me you’d be dropping by.”
Ellie gave Peaches a sidelong glance.
Peaches smiled his soft smile, revealing little of his motives. “Skinner has agreed to help us.”
Ellie felt herself become tense.
The stout man with horrible posture and a bulldog face grinned widely and falsely. “Peaches needs my help to solve this case of ours.”
“Ah,” Ellie said and extended her hand. “Glad to make use of your expertise, Detective Skinner.”
“Pleasure’s all mine,” Skinner replied. He took a big bite of the burrito, finishing it. “I’m sure you noticed Detective Peaches got hurt last night.”
Peaches showed Ellie the bandage wrapped around his right hand. “I followed your lead to the apartment building and had a run-in with the suspect.”
Ellie asked, “Are you hurt?”
“Just a graze.” Peaches smiled at her.
“Were you able to stop him?” Ellie pressed, keeping up the act.
“Next time,” Peaches said confidently.
Skinner turned his attention to the painting and asked Ellie the same questions that Peaches had. Ellie traded a look with Peaches. He nodded slightly, and Ellie filled in the other detective about what she discovered in the painting.
“So is the woman really dead?” Skinner fished.
Ellie replied. “I sure hope not. I painted Kimberly a day before she died. Perhaps this will be the same.”
Skinner looked over Ellie with judgmental eyes and scoffed to himself.
Ellie frowned but kept quiet. She needed to play it cool, even if that meant suffering a bit of abuse, criticism, and doubt.
Skinner took a few seconds to examine the portrait and then cursed to himself. He fished out his cellphone from his deep pant pocket and tapped on the digital keyboard with his sausage fingers. “I remember seeing her somewhere. There.” Skinner turned the phone to them, revealing the picture of the woman on the front page of the local digital newspaper from a few months back.
With one single swift moment, Peaches snatched the phone from Skinner’s meaty paws. “I knew she looked familiar.”
Skinner looked at Peaches with an angry scowl, but didn’t exert the effort to retrieve his smartphone.
“Pamela Cornish. New head curator at the Rosetta Art Gallery,” Peaches read. “I think I saw here during my visit a few weeks ago.”
“Did your woman drag you along to that one?” Skinner asked, still angry about his phone. “Mine did.”
“I don’t have a woman, Skinner,” Peaches said and headed for the door. “Pamela tried to pick me up, though. A little too controlling for my tastes, but I think I’ll give her a call now.”
Elle eyed him. “You don’t remember her hitting on you?”
Peaches smiled shyly. “It’s not a rare occurrence.”
He headed to the door, repeated that he was going to call Pamela, and exited.
Skinner turned to Ellie. “You ever been to the Rosetta Art Gallery?”
Ellie nodded. “A handful of times. I’ve never met this Pamela woman, though.”
“Uh huh,” Skinner replied with suspicion before he left the room.
Ellie caught the closing door and followed him to Peaches’s desk where the handsome detective was looking up Pamela Cornish’s name in the police database. Skinner and Ellie shadowed him, each looking over a different shoulder as Pamela’s name and address popped up on the database. She had a few speeding tickets and a domestic abuse charge against her husband.
Skinner cleared his throat. Both the detectives glared at Ellie.
“Sorry,” she replied and took a seat in front of the desk, where she couldn’t see the monitor. Making as little movement as possible, she slid out her phone from her purse and typed Pamela’s address into her notepad app without looking. A passing officer smiled at her. Ellie smiled back, burying the phone in between her thighs. When the man turned his attention elsewhere, Ellie finished inputting the information and snuck the phone back into her purse.
Skinner glared at Ellie as Peaches dialed the number.
They were all silent as the phone rang. Once, twice, four times.
Ellie felt her pulse quicken. If Pamela was dead and it matched my portrait… Ellie’s mind thought of a dozen different outcomes; none of them were good. She predicted she’d be behind bars within the hour, especially if the time of death was during the blackout. She kept her expression neutral but squeezed the handle of her purse tightly. Both the detectives eyed her. Skinner was smug. Nervousness bled through Peaches’s cool exterior. Ellie couldn’t bring herself to match eyes with either of the men. She found herself biting into her lower lip and that unstable hunger returning, though she couldn’t recall when it had left.
A woman’s voice sounded on the other end of the line. “Hi?”
“Hello, this is Detective Peaches from the Northampton Police Department. Am I speaking to Pamela Cornish?” Peaches asked politely and listened to the reply. “Great. I’ve got a tip that you might be in danger… Yes, we take threats very seriously. Have you felt like you’ve been followed in these past few days… ah, I see… No, I understand… Absolutely… Stay safe, Ms. Cornish. Call us when you return from your trip… Thank you.”
Peaches ended the call and said. “She’s not dead.”
Ellie sighed in relief. “There’s still time.”
“For her to be killed?” Skinner asked.
“For her to be saved,” Ellie replied.
“Ellie,” Peaches said kindly, “Pamela is not even in town. She said she’ll be gone for another week.”
“That gives us plenty of time to stop the killer,” Ellie said confidently.
“Us?” Skinner chuckled. “There’s no us. This is police work, Mrs. Batter. You need to run along back to your little art career and stop making false accusations.”
“I painted Kimberly’s murder a day before it happened. You have my alibi to back it up, and you’ve probably watched the video footage from the vase shop to know I was nowhere near the place in the prior days or nights it happened. If Pamela is not dead yet, she may only have twenty-four hours.”
“How confident are you in that accusation?” Peaches asked.
“Not very, but it’s the only clue we have to work with,” Ellie explained. “If we could only establish a pattern, it will help us prevent further deaths.”
“So you’re saying there’s going to be more killings?” Skinner baited her. “Bold claim from an innocent woman.”
Ellie glared at him.
“Ellie,” Peaches said softly. “We appreciate you coming in today, but you may leave now. Skinner and I will take care of this.”
Ellie rose from her seat. “Can I at least get my painting first?”
“Yeah, sure,” Skinner replied. “After we look over it. Alone.”
Ellie waited at Peaches’s desk while he and Skinner returned to the conference room and spent a long while inside. They returned with the packaged painting and handed it off to Ellie.
“Enjoy your morning,” Skinner said insincerely.
Ellie thanked the men for their time and left.
When Ellie was out of the door, she sent Peaches a text. “We need to talk.”
He texted her the address of a small sandwich shop a few blocks down the road. Ellie headed there. As she held the packaged painting, her hunger seemed to vanish. Peaches showed up roughly twenty minutes later. As much as she wanted to bring up Peaches’s tardiness and rudeness in the police station, her focus was on the case.
“I have a plan,” she said as soon as the detective sat down at the small round table. “We find out where Pamela is staying and get a few local officers stationed out there. They can give us status updates on when she comes and where she goes and prevent the killer from stalking her. According to the painting, she died inside of a home with a piano. If that’s not her home, then I’m sure we can have someone follow her there.”
“Pamela’s in Fairfax,” Peaches said as he browsed the menu. “I can’t get the department to expend resources based off your painting. It’s not a viable lead.”
“So what do we do?” Ellie asked with frustration. “I don’t want to wait until she gets back.”
Peaches signaled to the waitress. “The Reuben, please. Thank you.”
The young waitress looked him up and down, clearly impressed by the detective’s good looks.
Ellie spoke with hushed, angry words. “Are you even listening to me?”
“Of course,” Peaches replied.
“You don’t seem like it.”
Peaches chose his words carefully. “Ellie, I want to help you. Truly, this is the most interesting case I’ve worked in years, but there’s just not much that can be done at the moment.”
“So we just sit on our thumbs all day and then after Pamela’s dead, we look for clues.”
Peaches didn’t deny it.
That infuriated Ellie. “I thought you were the type of person who took initiative.”
“You’ll learn soon enough that a lot of detective work is waiting, waiting, and more waiting. I know it’s not as exciting as it seems in the movies, but that’s the reality. Pamela will update us when she’s back in town, then we can move forward. Otherwise, enjoy life.”
Ellie crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat.
“You’re upset,” Peaches pointed out the obvious.
“I don’t want this woman to die.”
“Why?” Peaches asked. “You don’t know her.”
“She’s a human being,” Ellie exclaimed. “Geez, Peaches, you seem like an entirely different person today. I thought that last night we were going to work together in this. Now, you’re involving your partner and doing nothing to find the killer.”
Peaches’s face became serious. “The only person holding Skinner back from you is me. If you start going forward in this by yourself, he’ll only suspect you more. We play this cool and act at the right time. Stick with the rules I gave you and we’ll get the answers we need. Just be patient.”
Ellie rubbed her forehead. “If that’s what you think is best.”
“I’m glad you understand,” Peaches replied as his sandwich arrived. “Would you like anything to eat?”
Ellie shook her head. “I should be getting back. There’s still a lot of work I need to get done.”
Peaches gave her an understanding smile and took a bite out of the sandwich. He glanced over at the waitress and gave her a thumb’s up. The woman blew him a kiss.
Ellie grabbed her painting and headed for the door.
“We’ll be in touch,” Peaches said.
“I know,” Ellie replied.
She hailed a cab and told the driver to take her to the rental car office near the airport. Turning on her feminine charm, she chatted up the young and desperate clerk and got a heavy discount on one of the Mitsubishi sedans. It was a midnight blue four-door automatic. Not the fastest or prettiest car in the world, but Ellie just needed something she could use for a few days. In the long run, it would cost her the same amount as the cab fare, and she wouldn’t need to worry about the cab drivers telling the police about her activities.
As she got used to driving again, she thought about Detective Peaches. Something was different about him today. He was distant. She didn’t know the man very well, but his intrigue from this morning seemed to have waned. Maybe he’s playing me. Ellie thought angrily. If so, then why? She wasn’t going to waste time finding out.
Ellie input Pamela’s address into her phone’s GPS and drove that way. It was in the nicer part of town. The house was single story with a covered garage and wide window in the living room. No car was parked there. Ellie compared it to her painting. When she had a good mental image, she looked both ways and crossed the street. The window curtains were parted down the middle. Rather odd to leave these open if no one’s home, Ellie thought as she cupped her hands around the glass and looked inside of the dark living room. She saw the same artwork and piano from the painting, but no sculptures that could cast a reflection on the fictional knife wounds, no hooded killer and no bloody cadaver, but at least she knew this was the place where Pamela would die. She noticed a mug of coffee on the sofa side table, along with a near empty bowl of cereal. Someone was here this morning. Ellie walked around the side of the house and tried to peer through a different window. The curtains were closed for all the other windows.
Ellie drove back home, deciding it would be best to return in the evening to see if Pamela would be there. Also, night matched the painting. If she could catch the killer in the act, she might be able to get the answers without Detective Peaches’s help. Yes, she was breaking his “rules,” but Ellie wasn’t going to play the waiting game when someone’s life was at risk. She was going to act, and if possible, prevent what may not be as inevitable as she thought.
With a plan in place, she was actually able to make some progress on her artwork commissions. Her stomach cramped from eating too much in the morning, but that was a good thing. It meant that whatever influences the painting had on her were waning.
The day would’ve gone by quickly if Ellie wasn’t constantly checking to see if the sun had fallen. She completed a few commissions, replied to some pressing emails, and sent an apology message to the clientele she had delayed. Some were angry, but most gave her their condolences when they heard about her horrible stomach flu. The excuse would give her the space and time she needed to work on the case.
It was right after dark when Ellie slipped on some dark clothes and made the drive to Pamela’s house. An expensive Lincoln was parked in the driveway. Someone’s home. Ellie parked parallel across the street between two unassuming cars. Light streamed from Pamela’s living room window. The curtains were open in full view. Ellie activated the camera on her phone. It wasn’t as good as Troy’s DLSR, but it would work. She snapped a picture as Pamela walked into the living room while fixing her jade earring. She was dressed in a pinstripe women’s business suit and had her purse resting on the piano bench.
Ellie’s heart rate quickened and her mouth dried out. Pamela picked up the cereal dish and coffee mug. Why did she lie to the police? Ellie wondered as the woman left her sight. Ellie wasn’t going to get the answers she need from her rent-a-car. Looking both ways down the quiet neighbor’s street, Ellie exited her vehicle and darted across the street. She sped walk toward the home’s front door.
As she passed by the Lincoln, someone grabbed her wrists.
Ellie sucked air and turned to see Detective Peaches.
Ellie let herself breathe and whispered angrily. “Let go.”
“I thought we agreed to wait,” Peaches reminded her. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ellie said, attempting to pull herself from his iron grip.
Peaches squeezed tighter. There was something sinister behind his cool demeanor. “It’s not been twenty-fours. Pamela’s safe.”
“Wrong. She’s going to die tonight if we don’t get inside that house,” Ellie argued. “Let go of me.”
“I think we need to have a nice long chat, you and I, back at the station.”
“What? You suddenly think I’m the killer?” Ellie tore free from his grasp and held her sore wrists.
“I don’t think you are, Ellie, but I think you know a lot more than you’re letting on. Is it your husband who’s killing these women or someone else?”
Ellie felt the world come crashing down around her. “We’re on the same side.”
Peaches shook his head. “I’m not so sure of that.”
The lights cut out in Pamela’s home.
“It’s happening.”
Ellie mumbled.
She didn’t waste another second and darted for the door. The detective grabbed her shoulder, halting her progression.
A scream sounded inside of the house.
Peaches’s eyes went wide. He shoved Ellie aside and rammed into the locked door. It didn’t budge. He hit it two more times before it burst open.
“Police,” he yelled as he darted inside.
Ellie followed after him, coming to a halt in the living room where the woman lay against the piano bench with blood spilling from the stab wounds in her torso. She opened her mouth to speak, but only spit blood. Just like in the portrait, her shoulder slumped, and blood and drool trickled from her lower lip, forming a small puddle on her lap.
Peaches backed away a step.
Eyes watering, Ellie covered her mouth as she looked at the dead woman.
She glanced outside the window, seeing her rented car parked on the other side of the street. She recalled the vehicles in the portrait. It was a perfect match.
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Peaches bolted to the open back door while calling for backup. Ellie couldn’t take her eyes off Pamela. It was Ellie’s first dead body and, although it matched the portraits in the way it fell and bled, there was a realness about it that Ellie was not prepared for. Her face had gone stark white and she was shaking. The day’s meals were climbing up her throat. As much as she wanted to look away, the dead body absorbed her attention. With it came mountains of guilt. I could’ve stopped this.
The next half hour was a whirlwind. Police sirens, flashing lights, and forensic photographers seemed to blur around her.
Skinner yelled, “Get her out of here!” but his voice seemed muffled.
An officer ushered Ellie out of the front door. She stood in the front yard. With sunken shoulders and her face hollow, she stared at the house as an officer asked a series of questions. Ellie mumbled responses that she couldn’t remember. In her mind, the portrait and Pamela’s body overlapped. Would the woman still be alive if Ellie never painted the pictures, or was it destiny that Pamela couldn’t be saved? Did any of Ellie’s choices actually matter, or was she a cosmic pawn for some greater force that she couldn’t understand? More questions flooded her mind as the officer who interrogated her grew increasingly more frustrated.
Glistening with sweat and winded, Peaches approached. His suit jacket was unbuttoned. There was a dirt stain on his knee. A helicopter coasted overhead, raining down its spotlight over the detective, the officer, and Ellie on its way to scout the woods. Peaches said something to the officer that got him to back away. When the frustrated man walked on, Peaches slipped his jacket off of his shoulders and placed it over Ellie. She sank to her knees. The dewy grass quickly soaked into her jeans. Peaches squatted down next to her.
“It’ll get easier,” Peaches said.
“When?” Ellie asked.
Peaches shrugged. “It just does.”
Ellie wasn’t sure if he was referring to the horrific visage of the body or the heavy guilt that made Ellie feel like a puny and unworthy human being. If no more paintings were being created, no one else would die by her hand. That theory could be completely false, but she’d have no way of knowing.
Peaches watched the medical examiners extract the body on a covered gurney. They calmly carried it to the proper vehicle.
“I was wrong,” Peaches said soberly.
Ellie turned to him, hearing the conviction in his voice. Waiting for him to elaborate, Ellie didn’t reply,
“The way the body fell, how the purse spilled, the trajectory of the spatter, there’s no way anyone could’ve painted that without seeing it firsthand, unless…” His voice trailed off. His eyes glossed over. He smiled guiltily. “I should’ve believed you. If I had, she could’ve… I made a false judgment call. Sorry.”
Ellie cast her eyes down on the perfectly trimmed grass. She couldn’t be mad at him; Ellie wouldn’t believe herself either.
Two dirty sneakers appeared in the grass in front of her. She cast her eyes up to the stout belly of Detective Skinner. He wore a fedora to match his wrinkled tan suit. There was disgust in his eyes.
“Get up,” he spoke to Ellie as if he were talking to the slime of the earth.
Peaches stood in between Ellie and his fellow detective.
“Back away, pretty boy,” Skinner warned. “I’m taking our little accomplice back to the station.”
Peaches stood defiantly. “She’s not going anywhere.”
Skinner chuckled. “Okay, white knight, we both know she predicted the woman’s death and then Pamela died in that same way. If that’s not a telltale sign of her involvement, I don’t know what is.”
Peaches pulled out his cellphone that still had bloody fingerprints on it from when he got shot in the hand. He opened his saved photo and showed Skinner the portrait and then the photo he had taken of Pamela Cornish. “Spot the difference?”
Skinner scrutinized the phone’s screen, bouncing his beady eyes between the images. “No.”
“That’s because it’s a perfect match,” Peaches explained. “There’s no possible way Ellie could’ve known without seeing a body.”
“You’re blinded by a pretty face, Detective,” Skinner goaded. He glared at Ellie. “You may think that because you got this pretty boy in your corner that you’re going to get out of this scot-free. I’m on to you, Mrs. Batter.”
Peaches jammed his finger into Skinner’s chest. “That’s enough.”
Skinner spit on the lawn. “Whatever comes next, it will be on your head, Peaches.”
The dog-faced detective marched off, grumbling to himself.
Peaches lent Ellie a hand. Ellie accepted, letting him pull her up. “Are you all right to drive?”
Ellie closed her eyes and nodded.
“Good. I need to get back to work.” Peaches started back to the house when Ellie called out to him.
He turned back, attentive.
“We need to put an end to this,” Ellie stated.
Peaches studied her for a long moment.
Snake. Troy’s words repeated in her thoughts. Ellie wasn’t so sure anymore, but she couldn’t do this alone.
“We’ll be in touch,” Peaches replied. “Get some rest, Ellie.”
The drive back was long and quiet. Ellie refused to turn on the radio. Her vision tunneled, and she almost ran two red lights. She returned home and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She wanted to close her eyes and let sleep drown her. She forced herself to get out of the rental car and shambled into the apartment building. The smiling old man was in the elevator as it ascended. Ellie was too lost in thought to notice him. The first thing she did when she got inside in her apartment was beeline for the shower. Her clothes clumped on the ground. Goosebumps covered her bare skin until the blazing water splashed down on her. She stood under the showerhead, letting the scalding water cascade down her face.
She crashed in her bed, lay on her belly, and put a pillow over her head. She pretended to be asleep when Troy came in an hour later. He sank into the bed and fell fast asleep. Ellie closed her eyes but couldn’t rest. First it was out of guilt, then out of sorrow, and finally out of fury. The Hooded Man needed to be stopped before she painted her next portrait.
The next morning, after Troy had left for work, Ellie invited Peaches over. The detective had a large metal canister of iced coffee. “Didn’t sleep last night?”
“No,” Ellie admitted. “You?”
Peaches shook his head. “But this should wake us up. I call it The Sludge.”
“Pleasant title,” Ellie said sarcastically.
“It’s as black as black can be. Let me pour you a glass.”
Ellie pulled out two designer mugs for them. One was in the shape of a tabby cat’s face and the other a crocodile. Peaches took the latter and filled it first. When it was topped off, he filled Ellie’s.
She took a sip and winced.
Peaches smiled at her. There were sleep circles under his pretty eyes. “Tastes horrible, doesn’t it?”
“Absolutely,” Ellie replied and took another gulp. She could already feel the caffeine hitting her. “I had a long time to think about this investigation, the painting, everything last night. I’m ready to stop this guy, whatever it takes.”
“I’m glad Pamela’s fate didn’t discourage you,” Peaches said with his usual confidence and positivity.
“It’s the same with my artwork,” Ellie started. “You make one bad piece, you can either give up, or you dust yourself off and try not to repeat the past.”
Ellie could tell the words resonated with Peaches. “We have a lot more in common than you think.”
“How so?” Ellie inquired.
“I had a case in Chicago. Someone was killing drug dealers. It was a sort of Death Wish fantasy, I suppose. Anyway, I got too close to it and let some evidence slip by. The killer was able to walk.”
“That might not be a bad thing,” Ellie thought aloud.
“It is when an innocent man took his place,” Peaches replied. “That’s why I transferred to Northampton. I like the culture and creativity. Also, there are not as many homicides here so when one comes up, I’m able to put my best foot forward.”
Ellie took another sip of the sludge. She grimaced at the taste but couldn’t deny its powerful effects. “I moved here by request of a good friend of mine, Andrew. He offered to help me with my art sales. He’d bought a few of my pieces for more than they were worth and helped me get established in the industry.” Ellie glanced about the apartment. “I’d say I owe this place to him.”
Peaches waltzed around the living room, studying the various portraits on the wall. “You do have quite a talent.”
Ellie smiled to herself. It felt good to be complimented. Nonetheless, they needed to stay on task. “So, what do we need to do to find the hooded killer?”
Peaches glanced out the window, took a sip of the crocodile mug, and turned back to her. “You need to be better equipped. Mentally and physically.”
“How so?”
“Basic self-defense techniques. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of time to spend on teaching you everything you need to know. Still, there are a few maneuvers that might save your life.”
“Okay,” Ellie said wearily. Deep down, she was excited, like she was becoming a spy. It may have been a childish thought, but whatever got her away from the horrors of last night, she welcomed openly.
“Get a knife,” Peaches ordered. “The one from your purse will work.”
Ellie approached the kitchen bar and retrieved the ten-inch steak knife from her purse. Its blade shimmered under the ceiling lights. “Now what?” Ellie asked.
Peaches outstretched his arms. “Stab me.”
Ellie chuckled.
Peaches’s expression turned hard.
“You’re serious?” Ellie asked. “What happens if I hurt you? Wouldn’t that be the same as assaulting an officer?”
Peaches kept his arms outstretched. “Plunge the knife into my heart.”
Ellie’s heart rate spiked. With careful steps, she approached him and squeezed the knife in her slightly raised right hand. Taking a breath, she pulled back her arm and took aim. She couldn’t extend her arm. She lowered the knife. “That is ridiculous. Someone’s going to get hurt.”
“Ellie, trust me,” Peaches said with cool confidence.
“I don’t know if I do, Detective,” Ellie admitted.
“Touché, then imagine I’m the man who killed Kimberly and Pamela, and now I’m coming after you and your husband. Stab me.”
Ellie readied the weapon. She envisioned the hooded gunman and Troy’s bleeding body at his feet. Anger flushed over her. She planted one foot and drew back the blade. Gnashing her teeth, she lunged the knife at the detective’s chest. In one swift motion, Peaches took a step back, knocked down Ellie’s knife-wielding hand with a cross block, grabbed her wrist, and twisted. Ellie hunched over, knees hitting the hardwood as Peaches applied pressure at the back center of her hand. She gasped in pain. The knife fell to the floor. Ellie tapped the floor. Peaches let go. Ellie clenched her free hand, holding back the pain that shot like lightning bolts down her forearm.
She held back tears.
Peaches helped her up. “That’s how you disarm him.”
“Can’t I kick him in the balls?” Ellie said as she sniffled.
“If you want him to slice your leg open, sure,” Peaches said casually.
Ellie shook out her wrist.
“Now, it’s my turn.” Peaches said as he fetched the knife from the floor.
“You’re kidding me?”
“Will our enemy be using a practice knife?” Peaches asked.
Ellie shook her head. “No, but my husband will kill me if he found out I was stabbed during self-defense training.”
“All right,” Peaches said in a condescending manner. He withdrew a plastic training knife from the inside of his dark blue suit jacket.
“You had one on you the whole time?” Ellie exclaimed.
“You think I’d show up unprepared?” Peaches replied. He adjusted his grip on the practice knife and readied his stance. “You disarm me now.”
Ellie focused on the weapon and her attacker. Peaches went in for a jab. Ellie was too slow. The plastic point bent sideways as it punched her torso.
“See?” Ellie said. “If that were real...”
Peaches smiled. “You would’ve reacted faster. Again.”
Ellie tried again, this time being stabbed under the breast. “Watch it.”
“Again,” Peaches repeated.
After forty-five minutes, Ellie finally bested him. She rested her palms on her knees. Taking deep breaths, she said. “Easy.”
Welts painted her torso, but she didn’t care. It felt good to win.
Peaches slipped the practice knife back into his suit jacket’s inner pocket. “I have to say, Ellie--”
“I know. I’m a quick learner,” Ellie interrupted.
Peaches continued, “That I hope you don’t get into a knife fight.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Ellie replied with sarcasm. “What’s next?”
Peaches eyed her with skepticism. “You’re not tired?”
Ellie shook her head, lying to herself and the detective.
“Okay,” Peaches said. “Listen to what I say…”
He covered a few more self-defense techniques, like how to disarm a firearm, to always watch your corners when searching a room, what to look for in a person to know if they were lying, and more investigative skills Ellie gobbled up. She even took notes and drew out quick illustrations to help her remember. When Peaches would finish one topic, Ellie would ask for the next. Peaches didn’t seem to mind. Ellie was under the impression that he liked listening to his own voice.
“You really do care about solving this mystery,” Peaches pointed out.
Ellie nodded her head eagerly. “I love painting, and I love Troy, but this is so much more than that. I can’t explain it.”
“You’ve been given a gift, and you want to make the best of it. Makes perfect sense to me,” Peaches replied.
His words hit Ellie hard. It was so in-line with what she was thinking, but she just didn’t know how to verbalize it until now.
“Don’t let your eagerness blind you,” Peaches followed up. “Righteous determination is good until you start making mistakes. That’s when it becomes foolishness.”
“I prefer gusto,” Ellie replied.
Peaches chuckled. “I like that.”
He glanced at his watch. “I guess it’s time to do some real work.”
Ellie stood up from the couch eagerly and waited for the detective to elaborate.
“I’ve already visited Kimberly’s family and friends, as few as they were. They offered little insight as to who would want Kimberly dead. Most of them hadn’t been in touch with her for months. Some even years,” Peaches explained.
“What about Harold Gatts, her partner?” Ellie suggested.
“He was the first person Skinner spoke to. I haven’t met him personally.”
“We should follow up,” Ellie said. “Gatts helped me before, even though I wasn’t an investigator. I might have dug something up.”
Ellie awaited Peaches’s response, nervous he’d shoot her down.
Peaches said, “Give him a call. Set up a meeting as soon as we can. After, we’ll go to Pamela’s home and see if there’s anything I missed from last night.”
“What did Skinner say after I left?” Ellie inquired.
“We didn’t talk,” Peaches admitted and moved on with the conversation, explaining that the killer was able to escape through the backyards of nearby houses and must’ve had vehicle transport to flee because the helicopter couldn’t pick him up on the thermal.
Ellie reached out to Gatts.
“Mrs. Batter,” Gatts answered with a gruff voice.
“There’s been another murder,” Ellie explained. “It was the same person who killed Kimberly.”
The line went silent for a long time, but Gatts eventually spoke up. “Come to the shop.”
Ellie and Peaches traded looks.
After switching out of her sweaty clothes, Ellie joined Peaches in his unmarked squad car: a black Dodge Charger. He peeled out of the apartment complex and drove through town. They didn’t talk much on the way to the pottery shop. They were both lost in thought, trying to piece together the connection between the two women, if there was any connection. Ellie knew that the murderer was one kill off from being labeled a serial killer, and there was always the possibility that he was targeting these women solely based on their artistic profession and not a personal vendetta. That scared Ellie, knowing that she might fall into that category. Frightful or not, she needed to capture or talk to the killer to see if there was any relation between him, the blackouts, and the paintings.
Peaches rolled to a stop in front of the vase shop. He got out, fixed his suit jacket, and combed his rich brown hair with his fingers. Ellie stepped out and adjusted her ball cap. She looked both ways and crossed over to the vase shop that no longer had police tape striping the front door. Peaches opened the door for Ellie. Inside, glass cases boasted an assortment of vases and other pottery, some of it homemade and some of it modern. There was a tiny Chinese woman in her fifties browsing over some of the glassware.
Harold Gatts sat on a bench behind the counter. Behind his tightly fitted glasses, his keen eyes followed Ellie’s and Peaches’s trek to the front counter.
He straightened his posture when Peaches flashed his badge. “Northampton, PD. Homicide Division.”
The Chinese lady glared at Gatts and shuffled her little feet out of the front door.
Gatts watched her leave and then turned his attention to Ellie. “I thought you’d come alone.”
“Detective Peaches is one of the lead investigators on the case. He’s promised to help us.”
Gatts looked the detective up and down, but kept his lips sealed in regards to what he had gained from his observation. “Another woman’s dead, I assume.”
“Correct,” Peaches said. “Murdered last night in her home.”
“She was stabbed just like Kimberly,” Ellie explained. “And once again, it was not a robbery.”
Gatts glared at Peaches. “Does your detective friend believe that?”
“Without a doubt,” Peaches replied.
“Have you found anything out about Kimberly?” Ellie asked.
Gatts struggled out of his bench, grabbed his cane, and waddled over to a nearby drawer. He unlocked it and took out an old sales record book. He put it on the countertop and opened it to the near middle. With his meaty finger, he pointed out a number of items with a small “x” beside their name. “Some of the items were shattered during the assault. The rest of them were packaged away.”
“What was she planning on doing with them?” Ellie asked.
Gatts slid his orange slice-shaped glasses back to their proper position. “Taking inventory. Getting ready to move out is my guess.”
Peaches glanced around the shop. “Did she mention this departure to you?”
Gatts shook his head. “Apparently she didn’t mention it to anyone.”
Ellie recalled her last conversation with Gatts. “You said Kimberly was distant in the past few weeks. Do you think this is why?”
“It’s a theory,” Gatts replied.
Peaches pulled out a picture of Pamela and put it on the countertop. “You ever see this woman around Kimberly?”
Gatts observed the photo and handed it back to the detective. Keeping his heavy lips sealed, he nodded.
“When?”
“She’s one of Kimberly’s few friends.”
Ellie asked Gatts more questions about the relationship between the two women, but the shop owner had little insight to share. When the conversation neared its conclusion, Gatts said, “I’ve tried to do what I could to make sense of the killing. I’ve re-read Kim’s old letters and poems, and I’m no closer to finding out why she was targeted.”
“Leave that to the police, Harold,” Peaches said confidently.
“It was the police that fudged the investigation to start with. I bet it was Mrs. Batter that changed your mind that this was something worth considering,” Gatts said bluntly.
“That’s why I’ve brought her on board as my consultant.” Peaches admitted.
Ellie smiled at the BS pouring out of his pie hole. Peaches’s phone rang.
“It’s the dry cleaners. Let me take this,” he said and jogged out of the door to answer the phone.
Ellie leaned over the counter and spoke quietly to Gatts. “I’ve been in the killer’s apartment.”
Gatts’s eyes went wide. “How?”
“The how doesn’t matter. The guy had mannequins and other weird artistic decor. Did Kimberly ever mention knowing anyone like that? Perhaps a collector of sorts.”
“Never,” Gatts replied.
The answer disappointed Ellie. She asked if she could take a picture of the inventory ledger. Gatts pushed it her way. Ellie flipped through the various pages, snapping photos of different items with her smartphone. She was keeping her eye out for an Aztec-inspired mask and a woman bathing herself with an empty vase just as the second portrait’s wounds concealed. Neither of the items matched those in the book. With nothing more to be gained, Ellie said goodbye to Harold.
“I’ll keep digging,” he replied. “Good luck on your search, Mrs. Batter.”
“You too, Mr. Gatts.”
Ellie joined Peaches at his car. Having ended his call, the detective drove them to Pamela’s house. Detective Peaches led her around to the back door. Under the afternoon sun on a clear Massachusetts spring day, he cut away the crime tape and picked the lock. The place smelled like chemical cleaner. The trash cans had been emptied by investigators, there were dirty boot prints all across the hardwood floor, and most of Pamela’s blood spatter remained on the piano and bench. Ellie and the detective fanned out across the house, looking for anything that would draw a connection between the two women. Ellie glanced over the artwork on the walls. It was spot on to what she had painted in her death drawing. She snapped a picture of the artist’s signature and searched him up on the web. The creator was French, and his pieces were selling for a few grand. Ellie had never heard of him. She walked through the rest of the living room, looking for any sculptures that would match the death painting’s reflection. Nothing.
She went into the woman’s bedroom. It was dust free and tidy. She found a wedding picture and a few other photos of a handsome, middle-aged man. Ellie recalled the missing wedding ring on Pamela’s finger. Just before she could suggest the ex-husband as a potential suspect, she found the man’s funeral pamphlet. He had passed away a year ago. She must still be getting over her grief. Ellie turned on the light in the woman’s shoe closet and browsed through the various women’s business suits and heels. As she sifted through them, she noticed a small latched door on the wall that opened to a crawl space.
Ellie flipped up the painted nail latch holding the door shut and opened it into the dark corridor. There were a number of boxes within. Ellie pulled out one. Inside was a painted vase. “Peaches. I think I found something.”
The detective rushed in from the storage closet. Ellie handed him the vase. He twisted it in his hand.
Ellie pointed to the artistic engravings in the clay and the pattern painted on it. “I saw one like this in Kimberly’s shop.”
The two of them opened up the rest of the boxes. The pottery all matched Kimberly’s style. Ellie snapped pictures of a few of them, sent them to Gatts, and gave him a call.
“Do any of these look familiar?” Ellie asked the older man.
“That’s Kimberly’s work, though I don’t recall those particular pieces,” Gatts replied.
Peaches fished out a photograph from one of the boxes. “Check this out.”
It showed Kimberly and Pamela smiling inside an art gallery. Ellie tapped her finger on it. “That’s Rosetta Art Gallery.”
“And our next stop,” Peaches replied.
There were a number of galleries and museums throughout the city. Comparatively, the Rosetta might have been small in size, but it offered a bountiful collection from modern artistic giants, most from overseas, hence why Ellie couldn’t get Andrew’s help in getting her pieces into the gallery. Each painting and exhibit display were spaced out in an orderly fashion. The floor had a perfect gloss shine, and the walls had a gold trim. Ellie was swiftly reminded why she only visited this place a few times; it screamed pretentiousness. Even the workers had to wear tuxes.
Ellie and Peaches approached and asked to speak to the curator standing in for Pamela. The receptionist seemed none too upset about her boss’s death.
“Tell us about Ms. Cornish,” Peaches said.
The receptionist made a disgusting grunt. “Full of herself, demanding, and judgmental. I’m surprised someone hadn’t killed her sooner.”
Ellie and Peaches exchanged a look. Tell us how you really feel, Ellie was tempted to stay, but held her tongue.
An African-American man with a glossy bald head and black turtleneck approached. The clacking of his shoes on the tile floor betrayed his location long before they saw him. His hands were folded behind his back.
“Dulani Zsar,” the man introduced himself, though he didn’t extend a hand.
Peaches introduced himself, saying Ellie was his consultant. “Have you heard the news about Pamela?”
“This morning,” Dulani replied. “Dreadful, that. Pamela really had a great eye for art. Over thirty-three percent of the pieces displayed in this gallery were personally picked by her.”
“And the other sixty-six?” Ellie asked.
“The curators before her. Would you two like a tour?”
“We want to know more about Pamela and her relationship with a certain Kimberly Jannis,” Peaches said.
Dulani smiled sadly. “The two were inseparable.”
“We heard that Kimberly was a bit reserved. Didn’t have many friends.”
“Be that as it may, the two of them would walk the exhibit halls often. Sometimes visit up to three or four times during the week.”
“Doing what?” Ellie asked.
Dulani looked at her like she asked the stupidest question in the world. “Enhancing their private collection, of course. Come, I’ll show you.”
They followed the man through a maze of exhibit halls and into an “employees only” area. It opened into a vault of sorts lined with shelves, paintings, and sculptures.
“Pamela spent a lifetime collecting these items. She had to move them here because there was not enough room in her home,” Dulani explained.
“Some of these look like Kimberly’s,” Ellie pointed out.
“Yes, I saw the potter made her own additions to the collection.”
Peaches studied him acutely. “You seem to notice a lot of things.”
“I’m a very observant person,” Dulani replied. “I must be in this trade. There are impostors around every corner, keen on selling fakes and replicas. I like to know who comes and who goes.”
Ellie walked around the vault, noticing newly minted price tags on the various items.
“How would you describe Pamela?” Peaches asked.
“Strong and independent. I worked alongside her for seven years. She was the type of woman who was never afraid of speaking her mind.”
“Had anything changed in the past few weeks?”
“She was anxious about something. I can’t say what,” Dulani admitted.
Peaches replied. “It must’ve been pretty big to lie to cops, saying that she was out of town.”
“She told everyone that she was leaving town.” Dulani replied. “Her death came as a shock to all of us.”
“You don’t seem super upset by it,” Ellie added.
“If you knew Pamela, you won’t be saddened either. Things will run a lot smoother when she’s not kicking people out or causing a scene with overly enthusiastic tourists.”
“How did Pamela lose her husband?” Elle asked, remembering Pamela’s ring.
Dulani replied. “Suicide, or so they say. He drove his car into the Connecticut River last year. No one knows why. Pamela, always being a little cold, took the death of a childhood friend harder than her husband’s demise. The incidents happened at similar times.”
“Who was her friend?” Ellie asked.
Dulani shrugged. “Someone from out of the city. Kenny something.”
After examining the vault for a while, Ellie and Peaches left the exhibit. On the drive back, Ellie stated her theory. “I think Pamela and Kimberly were going to start their own gallery. The items in the vault and the marked vases in Kimberly’s ledger are top quality. If they combine the collection, they could blow their competitors out of the water.”
“From what I’ve seen of the other galleries, you make a good point. Their deaths could be part of bad business, but I still believe there is something we are missing,” Peaches replied.
“Me too,” Ellie answered.
They spent the rest of the afternoon visiting the various art galleries and learning what they could about the two women. Kimberly was practically a nobody and Pamela was generally disliked in every social circle. She had a knack for undercutting artists and other curators, buying their art pieces and then selling them for double the price. It fed into Ellie’s theory, but didn’t add to the investigation.
When the day was done, Peaches dropped Ellie off. “We’ll take some time to research the women. See if we can’t find any skeletons in their past.”
“Sounds good to me,” Ellie said with a yawn.
Peaches waved her goodnight and drove off.
Ellie found that Troy was still not home and decided to take a break from her investigation to work on her commissions.
All was going well until she had another blackout.
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THE GALLERY





Ellie knew the signs: the aching joints, the empty stomach, and the feeling that she had been lobotomized by a railroad spike. With wobbling elbows, she pushed herself up from the plastic-covered floor and faced her latest creation.
The setting was a lavish art gallery boasting geometric structures, massive portraits in gold leaf frames, marble statues, and vases set up on fine stone pedestals. The subject of the painting lay on the elegant marble flooring with his arms outstretched. A dark scarlet flowed from the yawning hole in his neck. It was a cut so deep it nearly severed his head. He wore an $8000 white cashmere blazer with slacks to match. His hairstyle was a pompadour with faded sides, his brows were trimmed, and his dimpled chin was perfectly shaven. Ellie recognized him immediately. Her mouth dried out and tears welled in her eyes.
She scrambled out of the art room and ran for her purse on the kitchen bar. As she frantically fished around for her cellphone, she saw a glimpse of the stove clock. It was nearly 9:43 pm. She had painted this one much faster than the others. Successful in finding her phone, she dialed the number and gave her longtime friend a call.
“Hello --” The voice said on the other end of the line.
“Andrew, it’s Ellie--”
“You’ve reached the voicemail box of Andrew Moreau. I can’t take your call right now. Please--”
Ellie hung up and redialed. Ring. Ring. Voicemail, again. She dialed a different number and waited for someone to pick up.
“Good evening, Ellie,” the detective said kindly. “I was just making dinner.”
His casual tone only made Ellie more frantic. “There’s going to be another one.”
A buzzer went off on Peaches’s end of the line. “Who, where, when?”
“Andrew Moreau, at his private gallery, I don’t know when,” Ellie spoke as swiftly as possible.
Troy reached the bottom of the spiral stairs and approached with a concerned expression. “What’s going on?”
Peaches spoke into Ellie’s other ear. “Describe the artwork to me.”
Ellie moved back into the art room and shut the door on Troy’s face. She told Peaches about Andrew’s attire and his slit throat. While looking over it, she noticed a crow partly concealed by a pedestal. Its throat was cut and oozed blood across the elegant marble floor. Ellie mentioned that too.
Peaches thought aloud as he put together the puzzle pieces. “Finely dressed, dead crow, art gallery… is there a chance he’s coming back from a party?”
Ellie racked her brain, trying to recall anything Andrew said to her previously. After all the deaths, shootouts, and strange phenomenon, it felt like a lifetime ago since her phone conversation with her old friend. “He said he was working on a few new sculptures. The abstract new age stuff, and that…” The revelation dawned on her. “He’s going to host a party to show off his private collection.”
“When?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t know.” Ellie said dreadfully. “He’s not picking up his phone.”
Peaches kept his cool. “We have twenty-four hours, correct? That’s plenty of time to prevent any disaster.”
“I don’t know if that’s true.” Ellie ran her hand up her scalp. “Pamela’s death was less.”
Troy knocked on the French doors. “Ellie, is everything all right?”
“Give me a minute!” She shouted back and looked for a place to hide the painting. The canvas was still wet. If she moved it now, she might ruin it. She lowered her decibel level and spoke with urgency. “We need to visit Andrew tonight.”
“Will he be open for guests at ten in the evening?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t care.” Ellie said defiantly. “I’m not losing anyone else. The paint isn’t dry, maybe that means his fate wasn’t sealed.”
“Interesting theory,” Peaches said.
“I’ll text you the address,” Ellie said as the doorknob twisted. “See you there in twenty.”
She hung up and rushed to the door, opening it before Troy could. She quickly pressed her body against him, effectively pushing him away from the door just far enough for Ellie to close it behind her.
“Whoa,” he said just before Ellie gave him a wet kiss. After a few seconds, she pulled away from him. With a dumbfounded expression, Troy touched his lips.
Ellie smiled at him. “I have to go. I’ll be back soon, okay?”
“Uh, okay?” Troy said, still unsure what to make of his wife’s unexpected show of affection.
“Stay out of the art room, will you?” Ellie asked as she snatched up her purse. “I’m making something special.”
She was still wearing her day clothes that were slightly stained with paint and hadn’t fixed her hair from lying on the floor.
Troy watched her curiously. Before he could make any sort of protest, Ellie was out of the door. She didn’t even bother locking it. Hopefully, the kiss would buy her some time. After all, Troy had been trying to get lucky since they returned from the honeymoon.
Ellie pressed the elevator button about forty times. When it opened with a ding, she jammed her finger against the lobby button and tried calling Andrew again. Voicemail. Ellie felt her blood pressure rise. As much as she wanted to trust the twenty-four-hour kill clock, Pamela’s demise destroyed that theory. Ellie wasn’t going to take any chances with Andrew, even if that meant buying him a plane ticket out of Northampton tonight.
She got into her rented midnight blue Mitsubishi and slammed on the gas pedal. The tires skidded out of the parking lot. As she distanced herself from the apartment building, she could just barely make out Troy’s silhouette from the twelfth floor’s window. Don’t follow me, Ellie begged. If Troy knew what she was going after, it might be the final nail in their marriage’s coffin.
Ellie raced through the downtown area and parallel with the Connecticut River. Outside of the city limits, she followed a winding road down a tree-flanked street that ended at a lavish estate, similar to what one might find in Westchester, New York. A long line of luxury vehicles made a row down the right-hand shoulder of the street. Ellie slowed her speed as she coasted by them. She rolled down her window, listening to the sound of laughter and live music filling the cloudless night. The party has already begun. She pulled up in front of the estate. There were two greeters standing sentry on either side of the double entrance doors. Both were men with matching suits, earpieces, and stood with their hands folded over their lap. With stone faces, they watched Ellie’s car, an eyesore compared to the rest, roll to a stop before them. One raised his left hand. He approached Ellie’s driver side window.
“Sorry, ma’am. Doors are closed,” he said both politely and firmly.
“Yes, I’m aware of the private showing. I just need a moment to speak with Andrew Maneau.”
“Apologies, ma’am. Without an invitation from Mr. Maneau, I can’t let you in.”
Anxiety began to build up inside of Ellie. She kept a smiling face. “My name is Ellie Batter. I’m a good friend of Andrew’s. I’m sure if you tell him I’m here, he’ll let me in.” Ellie was talking to a brick wall. “Look, if that won’t work, then maybe he can come to me,” Ellie suggested, letting her frustration leak out.
The two doormen exchanged looks. The one nearest Ellie nodded to the one at the door. He pressed his earpiece and made the request.
“Thank you,” Ellie replied, letting some of her tension go.
After a few seconds of waiting, the man by the door shook his head at the one by Ellie’s car. The one by the car said to Ellie. “Sorry, Mr. Maneau is unavailable at the moment.”
“Doing what?” Ellie said.
“That’s not my place to say,” the man replied, not taking kindly to Ellie’s tone. “I can leave him a message and have him call you when he is free.”
Ellie pinched the bridge of her nose. The headache was still throbbing behind her eyes. “Sure, yeah, just tell Andrew that Ellie needs to talk to him immediately. It’s life or death.”
It was dramatic, but luckily Andrew liked that type of thing. He’d probably think that she was joking. Ellie hoped not. All she needed was five minutes to explain what was happening, use the painting as proof, and find some way to extract him.
The doorman studied her for a moment and then backed away from the vehicle. “Enjoy your night, ma’am. If you wish to wait on Mr. Maneau, you can park at the back of the line.”
With sunken shoulders, Ellie drove the vehicle to the back of the line of empty cars. She got out, craned her head to the gorgeous starry night, and shut her eyes. She took a deep breath and prayed that her friend would reply soon.
The sound of a car engine turned her attention back to the world.
Headlights sliced through the darkness. She squinted, unable to make out the incoming vehicle driving down the tree-lined street. The black Dodge Charger rumbled to a halt beside Ellie.
Detective Peaches rolled down his tinted windows. He was dressed in the day’s button up, but not his blazer. “No luck?”
Ellie’s expression was all the detective needed to know the answer. He reversed and parked next to Ellie. He got out and locked his car. “Let me talk to him.”
“They won’t even let us inside,” Ellie explained. “Andrew’s not picking up his phone, either. He might be--”
“Slow down,” Peaches said calmly. “We’ll handle it together.”
They walked down the line of Bentleys, Mercedes, and other luxury cars. The music grew louder and less muddled as they neared the three-story estate made of fine wood and cobblestone. Party-goer silhouettes looked like cardboard cutouts in the various glowing windows. “Is this guy the Great Gatsby?”
“He wishes he was,” Ellie replied. “Andrew always goes after the finest things in life. He’s the type of person that when told something can’t be done, he does it grander than anyone ever expected.”
Ellie remembered the risk he took on her when he started shopping around her artwork. He paid her with cash double of what she was asking and told Ellie that if she stuck with him, she would be the next Monet. Naive at the time, Ellie believed him, and although Ellie’s artwork wasn’t a household brand, Andrew had opened up countless doors and helped advertise her work nationally. The trade-off was free donations of her artwork, and a cut of whatever she made at the auction, though Andrew didn’t help for the monetary gain. He loved art for art’s sake.
The doorman eyed Detective Peaches and Ellie as they approached. The one that had spoken to Ellie before took a step forward. “There is still no word from Mr. Maneau. Please wait in your vehicle or go home. I’m sure he will contact you in the morning.”
Peaches flashed his badge and his smile. “I’ll see Mr. Maneau right now.”
The doorman’s eyes went wide. The one by the door asked Peaches about a search warrant.
Peaches put away his badge. “Mr. Maneau isn’t in any trouble in the way you think, gentlemen. We’ve received information about a potential attack on his life this evening and need to speak to him.”
The two men exchanged looks, clearly unsure what to do. The one by the door tapped his earpiece. “Connect me to Mr. Maneau. There’s a detective outside that needs to speak with him.”
Peaches leaned over to Ellie and whispered. “The perks of being a detective.”
“Lucky man,” Ellie replied sarcastically.
After a moment, the doorman pulled out his cellphone and put it on speaker.
“Andrew speaking.” The sound of laughter and loud music muddled his voice. “What can I do for you, Detective?”
“There’s been a threat against your life.”
Andrew chuckled. “I’ve received a few death threats in my time, but I’m still standing. Thriving, if I may be so humble.”
“Mr. Maneau. Andrew. I have a strong tip that you will be attacked tonight and request that we speak immediately.”
A bout of laughter sounded on Andrew’s side of the line. Andrew joined in the festive moment. “This has been very enlightening, Detective, but I really must be going.”
“Andrew!” Ellie shouted.
Another bout of laughter echoed on Andrew’s side. “Your concerns are duly noted. We’ll speak shortly.”
The line went dead.
Ellie’s heart sank with equal parts rage and despair. “Idiot,” she mumbled.
Peaches smiled at the doormen. “Let us in anyway. I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Sorry, Detective. If Mr. Maneau says that you can’t come inside, I cannot allow you to enter. I’ll be sure to keep my men on high alert tonight for any suspicious activity.”
“It won’t be enough,” Ellie said.
Peaches backed her away. “We understand. Come on.”
He pulled her away from the bouncers.
“What are you doing?” Ellie asked anxiously. “We can’t back down.”
“You really think he’s going to die tonight?” Peaches asked.
“Yes,” Ellie said firmly. “Unless we act.”
Peaches looked deep into her eyes. “All right, we’ll find a way in.”
“There’s a pool around back,” Ellie remembered. “We might be able to leap the fence. Unless he has guards.”
“This is a private party, not the headquarters of a Bond villain.” Peaches said with wit. “I’m guessing he has a few small patrols around his gallery and the doormen.”
Ellie hoped so. Andrew did have a flair for the dramatic, especially if he was opening his private display to strangers. “In all the years I’ve known him, he’s only let me see his private collection once. He’s normally not a very paranoid person, but when it comes to his art, he’ll protect them like his children.”
“Does he have children?”
“None that I know of,” Ellie replied.
They walked the length of the road, acting as casually as possible until they were out of sight of the estate’s entrance. Then, without wasting a moment, they dashed into the tree line. Ellie led the way, ducking under a few branches and hurdling over a felled oak clothed in white-and-green moss. The jelly feeling in her legs fleeted and she felt her muscles working overtime that even Peaches lagged a few steps behind.
Glistening with perspiration and smelling like sap, her run ended at the sight of the tall white fence bordering the salt-water pool. It was a solid structure with no place to put one’s foot or hand. Peaches came to a stop next to her. He caught his breath and fixed a bang that had fallen out of his waxed hair.
Ellie pointed ahead. “There’s a door there, but Andrew keeps it locked from the inside. I say we vault over the fence.”
“I imagine you’ll be doing the vaulting, unless you want to send me over,” Peaches suggested.
“Tempting,” Ellie replied. “But I’ll go.”
She pushed aside some branches and quickly moved to the fence. She heard a few voices on the other side. That’s not good. She gestured for Peaches to give her a lift. He took a knee in the dewy grass and put out his hands for her to stand on. Ellie planted a foot and let him lift her high enough to see a couple, an average-looking man with a sharp suit and a gorgeous blonde in a lavish red dress chatting by the poolside and sipping from champagne flutes. The woman leaned in and whispered something that made the man blush. He was miles out of her league.
The woman took the man’s hand and led him inside, leaving the sliding glass door open.
“Psst,” Ellie said to Peaches.
He breathed out and pushed up her foot, launching her to where the top of the fence was just below her breast. She pressed her palms against the top rim, creating red creases across her hands, and then slid herself over. Gravity took her much faster than she thought. She landed in a squatting position. The impact made her heels throb. With keen perception, she scanned the poolside area. A number of partially depleted snack trays and half-empty glasses suggested that a crowd was recently here. That meant Ellie had a few seconds to get the detective inside. Keeping an eye on the open sliding doors, Ellie undid the fence’s latch and allowed Peaches to move in.
“Where’s his gallery?” asked Peaches as he rubbed his bandaged hand. It had begun to bleed again.
“Third floor,” Ellie replied. “We’ll have to go through the party to get to it.”
“Wonderful,” Peaches said, though Ellie wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic.
There were a few twigs stuck in the detective’s hair and his shirt wasn’t tucked. His gun holster and badge were visible on his belt. Ellie gave herself a once over. She wasn’t looking much better: droplets of paint had hardened on her long sleeve shirt, and there were sweat stains beneath her armpits. “I’ll give us two minutes before they toss us out. Andrew is very particular when it comes to dress codes.”
“Respectable,” Peaches replied. “If I wasn’t in the middle of dinner when you called, I might have been able to spruce myself up a bit.”
Ellie smiled and shook her head. What is up with the men in my life and the constant desire to groom themselves? It seemed the type of question that she would never get an answer to. Staying out of sight, Ellie hurried to the side of the sliding door, pressed her back into the nearest wall, and peered inside. A group of men in tuxes walked by at the end of the stubby hall. They each held a different drink and spoke about different art pieces within the house. When they were gone, Ellie moved inside. Peaches stayed a pace back, watching the rear flank.
Giggling seeped through a nearby door. It was creaked open an inch. The gorgeous blonde and nervous-looking man were already disrobed down to their undies. The man clearly had trouble removing the woman’s bra. That made her only laugh harder. It went beyond flirting and straight into ridicule.
“I’ll show you, greenhorn,” the woman said with a Southern twang. She took the man’s hand and led him into the bathroom.
Ellie gave the stubby hall a final quick look before darting into the bedroom. She snatched the bundle of clothes from the floor and rushed out, pointing to another room across the hall. Peaches opened that door and stepped into a small storage closet with a towel rack, bed sheets, and pillows. Bumping elbows with the detective, she handed off a heap of men’s clothes in the tight confinement of the closet.
“People only do this in the movies, Ellie,” Peaches informed her.
“Shut up and get dressed,” Ellie commanded as she removed her shirt and pants and slipped into the dress that was just a little bit too tight and too revealing for her personal taste. Peaches turned his eyes away and switched out his slacks for the man’s and put on the tux jacket. He put on everything but the bow tie. The top of two buttons of his collared shirt were undone.
“The sleeves are a little short,” Peaches pointed out.
“You look fine,” Ellie said and fixed his hair for him before letting her own down. She got out whatever small leaves were stuck in there.
Peaches grabbed a pillowcase and shoved Ellie’s clothes in it. He grabbed a second case and did the same. “Remind me not to forget these.”
“Ditto,” Ellie replied. “Ready?”
“Shouldn’t we think of fake names? I was thinking Francis and Zelda,” Peaches joked.
Ellie didn’t laugh. Her friend was going to die, and every second they wasted, the painting’s prophecy was that much closer to being fulfilled. Leaving their stripped clothes on the top shelf of the towel rack, they exited the closet.
An elderly woman with spotted skin and ears drooping under the weight of her opal earrings winked at Ellie and Peaches as they adjusted their attire. Ellie turned to Peaches, who was smiling like an idiot. She noticed the glint of a badge under the hallway light. “Hide that.”
Peaches moved it and the pistol to the back of his belt, straightened out his jacket, and strolled with Ellie into the lounge. There was a billiards table, a fine hickory bar loaded with top-shelf brands, and a number of stone statues standing sentry against the walls. Most had heavy Greek influences and were naked apart from a small leaf chiseled around their private parts. There were a few older gentlemen relaxing on the leather recliners and enjoying the fireplace.
Ellie approached them. They seemed to lick her with their eyes.
“My, my,” one said.
Ellie felt her skin crawl. She had forgotten that some of Andrew’s friends were wealthy, lecherous pigs who collected art with the sole purpose to lure in the opposite sex with their facade of elegance.
“I’m looking for Andrew Maneau,” Ellie said.
“You just missed him,” one of the men replied. “He was giving a speech in the main hall. Too boring for our taste. Say, why don’t you join us? We’re a lot more entertaining than that pretentious twit.”
“Lovely offer, but I must be going,” Ellie said. On speedy feet, she weaved through the maze of hallways.
Before they could reach the main hall, a dispersing crowd of people flooded them. Ellie and Peaches pressed their way through the mass of bodies that were talking, laughing, drinking, and smoking cigars. When Ellie got to the other side of crowd, she found the live band playing jazz at the corner of the room while more of the party goers enjoyed hors d oeuvres and gossiped about the evening’s events.
“... Maneau’s doing well to hide his grief,” one lady said.
“He must,” another replied. “That deal he was striking was a bit hush-hush. I can’t say that I’m upset that it fell through...”
Peaches asked the ladies about Maneau’s whereabouts.
“He’s retired for the evening,” the woman said. “Though he’s lent the estate to his guests until the morning hours.”
The other nodded eagerly. “With the champagne he’s serving, they’ll be here for a long time.” The woman laughed.
Ellie and Peaches headed for the double set of curving stairs that ended at an internal balcony. They passed by more extravagantly dressed men and ladies and different artistic structures. There were oil paintings on the walls alongside a few canvas pieces that were created by Ellie. As they marched the steps to the third floor, they met resistance in the form of a security guard guarding a red velvet rope across the top of the steps. Like the others, he was wearing a tux and politely told Ellie and Peaches to turn back.
“Is Andrew up there?” Ellie asked.
“He is,” the man replied. “But he has decided to retire for the evening. He’ll be available tomorrow. In the meanwhile, enjoy the festivities. He has spared no expense.”
“Kind of odd for a Friday night party to be this lavish,” Peaches pointed out. “Did he ever say why tonight is such a big deal?”
The man in the tux face turned sober. “Mr. Maneau had big plans tonight. Unfortunately, fate worked against him. If that’s all, I’m going to ask the two of you to return to the party. The third floor and gallery are closed for the remainder of the evening.”
Ellie looked at her feet, thinking of a way to change the man’s mind. Peaches flashed his badge. “Police department. Mr. Maneau is expecting us.”
The guard looked highly alarmed. “He never said--”
Peaches cut him off. “--If he didn’t want us here, we’d still be out in the parking lot.”
The guard took a moment to observe the badge before handing it back to the detective.
The man glanced at Ellie. “Then who is she?”
“My partner,” Peaches replied. “Mr. Maneau has allowed her access as well.”
Hesitant, the man lifted the rope and allowed the two to pass through. The muffled sound of the music echoed through the upstairs hall, but there were no other people except for Peaches and Ellie. They followed the corridor, passing by the master bedroom and taking a moment to peek inside. Ellie flipped the light switch and called out Andrew’s name. The bed was perfectly made and the bathroom door was opened with the lights off. No one was there.
She continued onward to the gallery sealed up by two wooden doors. Walking a pace faster than the detective, Ellie gave the door handle a try. It was unlocked. She stepped into Andrew Maneau’s private museum. The floors were elegant marble with tall geometric structures bent, folded, and expertly welded together standing on either sides of the room. Between them were centuries-old paintings worth tens of thousands of dollars. Their frames were polished of all dust. Their canvas was perfectly maintained.
The section quickly branched into a “T” shaped hallway. To one side were historical relics, to the other side were modern masterpieces. Peaches gestured for the two of them to split up. Ellie silently agreed. She went to the historical art section while he went for the modern exhibit.
Ellie rounded the bend and walked by various glass work, vases, and wooden furnishings from bygone eras: Victorian, antebellum, etc. There were also massive oil color paintings of French vistas and a number of authentic Japanese armor set on racks. She continued farther in, passing by historical firearms and other weapons wielded by famous figures throughout history. Eventually, Ellie reached the back of the room where the hallway elbowed into the final section.
It was there Ellie found what she was looking for. Amidst a collection of odds and ends artifacts with high price tags and extreme sentimental value, Andrew Maneau stood before a shelf of vases at the back of the room with his head down low. He wore a white, eight-thousand-dollar cashmere blazer with slacks to match, just as Ellie’s painting had predicted.
“Andrew?” Ellie’s voice bounced off the walls.
He wiped his face with his hands and turned back to Ellie. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks were puffy. He sniffled. “Ellie? When did you arrive?”
Ellie approached cautiously. Unlike the other parts of the private gallery, this section was the largest and cast the darkest shadows. Her heart raced at every blind spot she passed by, expecting a hooded figure to leap out and butcher her.
“Ellie?” Andrew asked again. “Is something wrong?”
“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Ellie replied. “You look like you’re in a tough spot.”
“Lost some friends is all,” he smiled sadly. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”
Detective Peaches approached, keeping his hand on his holstered weapon and scanning the gallery. “Those friends wouldn’t happen to be Kimberly Jannis and Pamela Cornish by any chance?”
Andrew’s face went stark white. “Who are you?”
“Detective Peaches.” Peaches said with casual kindness.
Andrew’s sorrow turned to anger. “Ellie, what is the meaning of this? How did you get in here?”
“It’s a long story, Andrew. One I’ll gladly tell you when you’re out of harm’s way,” Ellie said, watching the shadows move in the corner of her eye. It was nothing but an illusion. Her skin crawled. She felt eyes on her but couldn’t tell where it was coming from.
“I think you should tell me now,” Andrew crossed his arms and turned his attention to Peaches. “And you, what business do you have bringing up Kimberly and Pamela?”
“The man that killed them is coming after you tonight,” Peaches explained. “He knows about whatever art gallery deal you and the women had, and I guess he sees it as a chance to settle a score.”
“Yes, we were going to combine our works and start our own gallery, but to kill over something like that...” Andrew said.
Ellie took Andrew’s hand. “We can discuss the killer’s motive when you’re safe.”
“How are you involved in any of this, Ellie?” Andrew asked.
“Not here, Andrew.” Ellie saw something in the corner of her eye. It was the Aztec mask she had seen in Pamela’s blood. Tucked in the back of the room was the marble sculpture of the nude woman bathing under a vase. Ellie’s heart raced. She took a step back. Is Andrew the killer, or…
Before she could finish her thought, a crow took flight across the room. Its body twisted. Its wings flapped madly. Blood gushed from its freshly slit throat and splatted the floor as the bird whirled and nosedived behind a pedestal with a gut-wrenching crunch.
The three of them stopped everything and looked at the dead crow.
Ellie whispered. “He’s here.”
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THE FINAL PORTRAIT





It happened quickly, right after the bird fell.
Something blurred by in the hallway.
Detective Peaches whipped out his pistol and fired off a single roaring bullet that missed the hooded target and fragmented the face of the marble woman. The hooded figure sidestepped, weaving through the various pedestals and sculptures as fast as a fleeting shadow. Peaches followed him with his pistol but couldn’t get a clear shot. He lost sight of him, cursed under his breath, and reached for his cellphone when the figure leapt from the darkness and pinned him to the ground.
With blurred strikes, almost like brief brushes of black paint, the figure swatted his billy club on the detective’s handsome head a quarter dozen times. The back of Peaches’s skull bounced on the cold unforgiving marble with each blow and his body, tense when the pounding started, went slack and still. Like some jungle predator, the hooded figure slowly turned its shrouded face to Ellie and Andrew and began to rise from Peaches’s body.
Their faces ghost-white and their jaws slack, Ellie and Andrew took a step backward, involuntarily putting them deeper into the gallery.
Ellie hadn’t noticed it during her encounter in apartment 42A, but the figure wore a thin, black sheer cloth over the entirety of his hooded head. The fabric was clear enough to spot the bump of the figure’s nose and the slightly damp area around his partially parted lips. However, the eyes were indistinguishable even with the two small circles that had been expertly cut from the fabric and were about the size of dimes. His hoodie was loosely fitted and zipped all the way to the top. He had three weapons: the Beretta pistol that had likely shot Peaches’s hand days ago, the long, sheathed knife used to butcher Kimberly and Pamela, and the hollow small casing for the club he currently held and pointed at Ellie.
Fear made her skin crawl as she looked down the point of the club. The figure flicked it to the side, his way of warning Ellie to back away from Andrew. She glanced at her terrified friend. His body trembled and his eyes were wide with fright. His voice was quiet and wavering, and would not have been heard if not for the heavy silence that hung in the room. “What is this?”
The killer remained still and calm. Ellie knew at once that her adversary was in complete control of the situation and of his emotions. She thought back to the first kill, Kimberly, whom he stabbed sixteen times, and then to Pamela, whom he’d stabbed a half a dozen less, and then Peaches, who may still be breathing, that he took down with four blows. He’s getting better at this, Ellie realized.
He flicked the baton to the right a second time. Ellie’s mouth made a line on her face. She stepped left, opposite of what the man had commanded, and put herself as a wall between Andrew and the club. Slowly, she lifted her hands and was about to say something that might’ve calmed the man down when he reached for his pistol.
Ellie took Andrew’s hand. “Run! Now!”
They dashed behind the pricey artifacts, sculptures, and other baubles of Andrew’s private collection. The hooded man drew out his pistol and started his rain of fire. Ellie and Andrew ran with their heads hunched and their eyes forward as vases shattered, the Aztec mask blew apart, and oil paintings on old easels were punched by bullets. The racket of the gunfire thundered in the room and rattled Ellie’s ears. Andrew wailed as his lifelong collection was being reduced to fodder. They twisted around the corner, into the modern art section, with the hooded man in pursuit.
Ellie pushed Andrew in front of her as they zigzagged around twirling stairs held up by nearly invisible Plexiglas beams, tall abstract geometric structures with no beginning or end, and an assortment of multicolored “people” whose bodies were made of odd metal, wood, or other malleable material that was used to make them look purposefully deformed and twisted. The hooded man ran and shot at the same time, killing his accuracy. Bullets shot haphazardly across the room and by Ellie’s head. As they neared the midway point to this part of the gallery, Andrew tripped on his own heel and stumbled onto the marble floor. Was he shot or just clumsy? Ellie couldn’t leave him behind. She doubled back and crouched down to pick him up. Andrew extended his hand and took Ellie by the wrist. He attempted to scramble to his feet. The toe of his fine shoes scuffed the pristine marble. He looked at Ellie with his horror-struck eyes and then back at the hooded figure still in a full sprint a few yards away.
The unforgiving eye of the pistol barrel trained on the downed man, so gripped by terror that he could only suck air instead of letting out a proper scream.
Flashes of Ellie’s latest painting resonated in her mind. The crow, neck sliced and crashed behind a pedestal, had died in the way that it needed to fit the prophecy, but Andrew was a different story. His throat was supposed to be cut in the back portion of the gallery, so if the killer shot him in the modern art exhibit, the painting would prove false, meaning that Andrew couldn’t die right here. Ellie took a small measure of confidence in that until she realized that the pistol barrel was aimed at her.
With his expression masked behind the black fabric, the hooded man targeted Ellie and pulled the trigger.
She expected to see a white light or maybe a black void. She expected to feel something punch her chest and send her toppling to the slab of marble. She expected a spark of pain. She felt none of those things, because when the man’s gloved finger squeezed the trigger, no bullets discharged. He was out of ammo. The hooded man made a swift second attempt to fire the weapon. Nothing.
Ellie didn’t waste time counting her blessings. She pulled Andrew to his feet as the hooded man toss the pistol aside. His other gloved hand went for the knife.
Ellie put her arm around Andrew’s hunched back. Andrew’s limp evolved into a desperate dash as Ellie ushered him toward the end of the exhibit.
“Go!” She barked with winded breath and gave him a hearty push. He staggered forward, glanced over his shoulders at her final time, before vanishing around the corner. Slower but still moving forward, Ellie twisted back to the killer. She managed to twist back her torso just long enough to see the man lunge at her with arms outstretched. His head smashed into her ribs and his arm constricted her waist as he tackled her.
Ellie’s feet flew out from under her while gravity and the man’s weight slammed her onto the ground. She tried to keep her eyes open, but when the back of her head knocked on the marble, she crunched her teeth together and clenched her eyes shut in some involuntary attempt to lessen the pain of the impact. It left her blinded long enough for the killer to direct the gleaming point of his knife at her face.
She caught a glimpse of the shiny metal and tilted her head to the side, avoiding the quick point of the blade by centimeters. After cutting a few strands of hair, the blade rose into the air a second time as the hooded man corrected his aim. Driven by instinct and little else, Ellie sent the ball of her hand into the man’s nose. His head jerked back and he made a gak sound. Ellie sent her other fist into his throat. Her left hand was weak. Her wrist rolled over on itself when it hit him, and the man was only delayed for a few seconds more. Ellie kicked her legs haphazardly like a kid having a temper tantrum as she tried to shimmy out from under the man’s warm, athletic body. As her attempts failed, she reached for his knife, but the man was already recovering.
He slashed sideways this time, opening the flesh beneath Ellie’s left eye. Ellie gasped. Tears streaked out of her eye and mixed with the red crimson leaking from her face. The hooded man went to stab her when she grabbed his knife-wielding hand with both her hands and slammed his wrist to the side. The man’s body tilted with his pinned arm, giving Ellie the second leeway she needed to shimmy out from under him.
She rolled to her belly and pushed her palms against the floor, lifting herself with a push-up. She scrambled to her knees and then to her feet as the hooded figure stood up and readied a knife strike. He moved behind his blood-stained blade, letting the wet, sharp point be his center.
In the sides of her vision, Ellie looked for something to fight him with. The exhibit offered nothing. She regretted not moving to the historical exhibit, where there were old weapons and armor. Not that it would’ve helped. She was a painter, too caught up in the deadly struggle to comprehend how she went from being a newlywed lost in love to the next victim of a killer she’d willingly pursued. There was no time for self-reflection, only the most basic instincts of survival. Kill or be killed.
The hooded man clenched his knife tightly. The cloth over his face was wet at the mouth. Knees slightly bent, he moved closer to Ellie. She stepped back, her left heel hitting the bottom of a sculpture of a glossy, nine-foot man as black as night with a long slender torso, featureless face with a mouthful of mule’s teeth, and noodle arms with knuckles that touched the three-inch granite slab under its glossy noodle legs.
Ellie tried her best to steady her breathing. She kept her eyes more on the knife than the man. She kept her hands out in front of her, ready to catch it, but not fully confident she could. In her mind, she asked one thing: when he will he strike?
The hooded man stepped forward again. Ellie stepped back. The knife’s point launched forward. A voice inside shouted now!
In a motion, Ellie sidestepped the deadly jab, caught the man’s hand with her own, pressed the point below his knuckle that Peaches had showed her, and then twisted. The man’s entire arm rolled as his hand bent back, his fingers lost their steady hold on the knife, and the blade clacked at their feet.
Holy crap! Ellie thought, not quite sure how she managed to pull it off, but taking not a millisecond to revel in her victory. She put the toe of her shoe into the place where the man was weakest. She would’ve hit harder if not for the stolen dress’s limited flexibility. The man grunted and staggered back. His hand slipped out of his glove, abandoning it in Ellie’s hand. Even under the mask, Ellie saw his eyes dart to the knife. Ellie kicked it aside. It skidded under a wooden pedestal holding a severed mannequin hand with fingernails painted the colors of the rainbow. No one would be getting the knife now.
Ellie smiled boastfully, blood trickling down her wounded cheek.
The hooded man whipped out his baton.
Ellie’s cockiness quickly faded to dread. “When will this end? You’re killing people over an art deal. Get over it.”
For the first time, the Hooded Man spoke. His tone had the calmness of man content in his torment. “You’re wrong, Ellie Batter. So, so wrong.”
He readied the baton for the killing blow.
“Then help me understand,” Ellie pleaded, backing up farther into the sculpture of the nine-foot slender man. “The paintings, the murders, any of it.”
One of Ellie’s words caused the man to pause. Either that, or it was the groaning of the gallery’s door followed by hasty footfalls and hushed voices.
Without a warning, the hooded man sprinted into the back of the gallery. Ellie turned her head, once to the sound of footfalls and the other to the killer vanishing from view. Flee or pursue? Moments like these defined a person. Feeling the hot, pulsating pain of her cut cheek, she sprinted deeper into the gallery.
“I’m not done talking!” Ellie yelled as she rounded the bend to the final exhibit hall.
The hooded man was hunched over Peaches’s body and raising the downed detective’s pistol.
He didn’t say a word or even hesitate before shooting Ellie.
Something stung her neck. The world went sideways. The floor came up to hit her.
Gun in hand, the hooded man took off into a mad dash toward the history exhibit.
The roar of gunfire ricocheted through the gallery. A door flung open. Screams followed a few more gunshots. The door closed and the noise vanished with it.
Ellie lay on her side, the red dress drooping over the curves of her body and pooling on the floor. Her heart raced in her chest and quick breaths escaped her parted lips. Her finger touched the tenderness on her neck. She winced in pain at the leaking flesh.
Nearby, Detective Peaches twitched. His eyes opened slowly. He touched the bleeding knot on his forehead. He gnashed his teeth and let his hand fall to his side. With watering eyes, he glanced at Ellie. “Is he gone?”
Ellie opened her mouth to say “yeah,” but only scarcely a groan left her lips. Her neck wound must’ve not been that bad if Peaches hadn’t made mention of it.
Peaches grunted. He reached for his gun, and, realizing it was not there, quickly sat up. By the sickened look on his face, the quick motion didn’t sit well with his concussed state. He crawled to Ellie and looked over her neck.
“Just a graze,” he said with relief.
“Lucky me,” Ellie replied.
The distant door opened again. Hurried footsteps and worried speaking followed. Andrew and a few of his tuxedo-wearing house guards speedily entered Ellie’s view.
“Heavens,” Andrew gasped, his face stark white, and rushed to Ellie’s aid.
Ellie accepted her friend’s assistance in sitting up. “Where is he?”
Andrew shook his head. “I don’t know. He went out of the gallery shooting. Glen and Casey--two of the help I hired this evening, they… I’ve never seen a dead body before.”
Peaches tried to stand but slowly sank back to the floor. “Focus, Andrew.”
“The killer, right,” Andrew said, still trying to collect his thoughts. “The police are in pursuit of him, or they will be soon. I didn’t want to come up here until I knew he was out of the house. One of the patrons saw him vanish into the woods out back. There are not many places for him to go out there.”
Ellie blistered with pain. Her cheek was sore and her neck stung like the dickens. She closed her eyes, thinking it would ease the agony. It didn’t.
Andrew put his hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
“I wasn’t going to let you die.” Ellie winced.
Andrew smiled sadly at her. “I should go check on the others. Get your cut look at. We’ll talk soon.” Andrew hurried away, taking his helpers with him.
As Andrew had declared, the police and EMTs arrived minutes later. They took Peaches to the hospital, stating that he had a pretty serious concussion. Ellie was ushered into a different ambulance and transported after the police asked their questions. Thankfully, the blonde whom she stole the dress from didn’t see her go. That was a bullet dodged. The doctors gave her some funny pills, stitched up her neck and cheek, and had her waiting in the hospital lobby for Troy to arrive.
He was dressed in a nice plaid yellow and black button up with khaki pants and modern-day moccasins. Ellie couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye. She’d be thinking long and hard about what she was going to tell him about the investigation and her obsession with the paintings but was coming up short of good excuses. It seemed like one of the times where it was better to keep her mouth shut and ride out the storm.
Troy slowed his hasty walk when he was a few yards from her. Ellie mentally braced herself for the dreaded I told you so. Troy squeezed her tightly and affectionately instead.
He spoke softly. “Come on, let’s get you home.”
The voice of the soft-spoken news anchor filled the Jeep’s cabby. “...Three dead at Northampton estate this evening. The police have yet to apprehend the man responsible...”
Ellie rested her head on the passenger window and watched the city nightlife blur by. College students packed outdoor bars and lined outside clubs. Drunks laughed. Homeless panhandled. The world was completely unaffected.
Troy glanced over at Ellie every few seconds, to seemingly ask her a question, but never voiced it.
Their apartment complex appeared in view. It wasn’t until they unlocked the car when Troy finally spoke. “Is it over?”
“What?” Ellie replied.
“Everything you’ve been doing,” Troy elaborated.
“The guy got away, Troy. Again.” Speaking made Ellie’s neck hurt.
“But Andrew’s okay,” Troy said as he locked the car and the two of them walked into the apartment. “I looked at the painting in the art room. You prevented his death.”
“I hope so,” Ellie replied, not so sure.
“You did,” Troy said firmly. “I called Andrew on the way to the hospital. He’s leaving Northampton tomorrow. He didn’t say where he was going, but that’s for the best, I suppose.”
They climbed into the elevator. The doors closed.
Troy went on. “I get you don’t want to talk about it. Neither do I, but I want this to be behind us now.”
Questions swirled in Ellie’s mind. Who was the hooded man? What was his motive behind killing the women and attacking Andrew if it wasn’t the art deal? Did he spare Ellie by grazing her in the neck, or did the high stakes situation simply cause him to misfire? How did any of this tie into the paintings, or was that just a cosmic coincidence?
“Ellie,” Troy said, tearing her away from her thoughts.
She looked into the eyes of the man she had pledged her life to. “It’s over. Troy. I’m finished.”
Troy studied her with suspicion. He took a deep breath. “If you say it is, I believe you. Maybe I’m the stupidest man in the world for doing so, but I just want my wife back and out of harm’s way.”
The elevator door opened with a ding, but neither of them moved. The wounds on Ellie’s cheek and neck stung. They’d scar over, she knew.
They walked down the hall and unlocked the apartment. The two of them stood in the dark threshold of the twelfth-floor flat.
Troy flipped on the light switch and stepped inside. Ellie hesitated. She scanned the place, watching every shadow for movement. It seemed clear of any adversary. She shut the door behind her and locked it tight.
Troy tossed his shoes and slugged his way up the spiraling staircase. “I’ll see you up there.”
When he had disappeared into the loft, Ellie walked about the room and checked the various doors and corners for any intruder. He’s gone, Ellie. She forced herself to believe it. She walked to the art room.
The portrait of Andrew grabbed her attention. She left it on the easel and shut the French doors. She hiked into the loft, took a shower, and joined her husband in bed. Troy snuggled up next to her. Ellie tensed up. She could sense his anger but guessed it was one of those times where they would fake the affection until it was genuine again.
“I’m proud of you,” Troy whispered in Ellie’s ear.
“You don’t have to lie about it,” Ellie replied.
“I’m not lying,” Troy replied. “I sure as hell don’t agree with anything you did, but you saved a man’s life.”
A frown sank Ellie’s face. “At the cost of three more people the killer shot to escape. If I hadn’t intervened, then--”
Troy interrupted. “You’re not responsible for his actions, only your own.”
“He knew my name, Troy,” Ellie replied.
Her husband lifted up a little bit. “How?”
Ellie shrugged, still not turning back to him.
Troy pulled away from her and lay on his back. He was quiet for a long moment. “What do you think about a second honeymoon?”
Ellie rolled over to face him.
Troy looked back at her with a tired smile. “We leave all this behind, go back to the beach, and come back when the police have the guy in custody. Better yet, we can move into a cabin far out in the mountains. I can get a new job. You can take some time off from painting. Everyone lives happily ever after.”
“That does sound nice,” Ellie replied. Her mind went to her old portraits, the ones of meadows, rustic barns, blue skies, and wild horses. All it would cost was the answers to the million questions racing through her head.
“So it’s a plan?” Troy asked with small, cute grin.
Ellie forced herself to grin in the same way Troy faked his affection this long night. “It’s a plan.”
The couple kissed.
The pain pills put Ellie into a deep slumber where she dreamed of an inky black void. She felt her body twisting and turning. The cold of this dark place made her fingers cramp and her eyes hurt.
She awoke with her knees planted on the art room floor. Her head throbbed. Her body was weak. Everything had been cleared from the room, even her easel and canvas. From floor to ceiling, wet black paint smeared all the walls. Inky tears slid down the damp wall’s surfaces and hardened around Ellie’s knees. She was up to her elbow in crusty black paint, with a stack of empty paints cans beside her. Ellie looked at the subject at the center of the mural. It was Troy: the hooded man’s next victim.
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BROTHER’S KEEPER





An engine roared into the night. Headlights sliced through the darkness of the Pennsylvanian country road. Eyes bloodshot and heart raging, Angela Barksdale, a twenty-one-year-old bombshell, squeezed the steering wheel of her rinky-dink Toyota truck and stomped the accelerator pedal.
Her dead father’s Louisville slugger rumbled in the passenger seat foot well. The truck had had the shakes for a while. Angela regretted not taking it to the shop before making her hundred-mile journey to Lancaster, but time was of the essence.
Every second mattered now.
It was April 21, 1995, and someone was going to die tonight.
Angela turned her head to and fro, watching the trees blur under the star-speckled sky. Light shined within the distant woods. Angela stomped on the brakes. Her tires screeched, streaking the cracked asphalt with parallel black lines. She clenched the 8-ball shifter. Her fingernails were venom green. She pulled the truck into reverse and off to the shoulder of the road. She scanned the light, unable to make out its source or distance. Leaving the truck running, Angela grabbed her baseball bat and moved out onto the road, too focused to shut the door behind her.
“Cory!” She yelled out her brother’s name.
An owl screeched nearby.
Angela started into the woods. Her hands tightened around the weathered grip of the wooden bat. Branches slapped against her suede jacket and rosy cheeks. She stepped over a felled tree dressed in green-and-white moss. Her vision adjusted to the darkness. She didn’t bother grabbing a flashlight. The glow grew larger in the distance. There were multiple light sources, though Angela’s nearsightedness prevented her from counting the exact number. To her, they looked like diamond-shaped blooms that breached branches, bushes, and other natural foliage in Angela’s way.
As she was about to shout Cory’s name again, Angela heard voices. She slowed her trek, trying to make sense of the distant murmurs. Twigs snapped under her boots as she sought cover behind a nearby tree.
Down a small hill stood an ancient white oak with sprawling branches, some dead and some living. A hideous crack opened the center of its trunk, exposing its dry wooden insides to the world. A dozen lanterns hung from its lower limbs. Their illumination spilled across the clearing at the base of the tree where the strangers gathered. Backs to Angela, the figures formed a semicircle around the tree’s base. Three men and two women. They were dressed in hoodies with casual pants and dirty tennis shoes. Angela had questions for them, a lot of questions, but her priority was her brother, wherever the he was.
The strangers spoke with urgency and shock. From her hiding place, Angela only picked up fragments of the conversation.
“...Not breathing...”
“...We need to hide it...”
“...No one can know...”
Though obscured by the strangers, Angela saw a shirtless body curled up at their feet. Cory!
Angela’s breath quickened with her heart rate. The baseball bat trembled in her hands. She was half-terrified, half-angry. Taking the slugger in both hands, she marched out of the woods and stormed down the small incline that led into the clearing.
Hearing Angela’s footfalls, the strangers twisted around. They were around Cory’s age, eighteen to twenty, with stark white faces glistening with sweat. A brush stroke of crimson was on the face of the guy with a square jaw, buzz cut, and gray hoodie. The others had light blood spatter on their clothes. She recognized only one of them, but her attention was on Cory.
Her brother was curled up in a fetal position at the foot of the tree. Fresh lacerations and deep cuts painted his bare chest and bruised face that was so swollen and purple it appeared to have been turned inside out.
Angela’s blood pressure spiked. She screamed at the five. “What the hell did you do?”
The others looked at her in shocked silence, like they didn’t understand her words.
Angela shoved the two in the middle aside, clearing the way to her brother. She dropped to her knees and shook his shoulder. “Cory, Cory, wake up. We need to go.”
Her brother didn’t reply. He didn’t breathe.
Angela kept shaking him. “Come on, Cory. Get up.”
The strangers watched her. They were completely still. Completely quiet. Their expressions were numb and horrified.
Angela tightened her fingers around the bat. I’ll kill them all, she promised. Every last one of them. That’s when she felt it. A sharp pain in her back echoed through her body. A cry escaped her lips. She twisted back, swinging the slugger at the strangers. They scurried just out of reach and watched her with horrified eyes. Angela peered over her shoulder, seeing the black hilt of the knife jutting from her jacket.
“Who...?” she asked as the dirt came up to hit her jaw.
The bat rolled from her fingers as the woods and the strangers’ faces began to swirl around her. She commanded herself to sit up. To fight back. Her body didn’t listen. The sharp pain grew stronger. She rolled over to face Cory. Blood poured from his wounds and slender torso, watering the earth with dark crimson. Angela reached a hand out, but it fell to the dirt before she could touch her little brother’s cheek.
Cory’s eyes were nearly swollen shut. His body was motionless. As the shadows of the strangers fell over them, Angela saw Cory blink. That was when the darkness closed in.
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Blackness. That was all Ellie saw when she lifted the paintbrush. Her eyes rolled back into her skull. Her muscles tensed up. Her heart rate fluttered between a slow thump and jackhammer speed. She wore her sleeping clothes: a loose-fitted white T-shirt and panties. Troy was still in bed upstairs, snoring softly and completely unaware of the severity of his wife’s condition.
Ellie painted, first with single, simple strokes, and then gradually worked her way up to a brush in both hands. She slathered the walls of her personal art room with the black paint. Within hours, she wouldn’t remember any of this. Not the way she tossed her art supplies, unfinished canvases, and paint cart out of the room’s French doors, or how she painted a mural of her husband, Troy, on the back wall.
She started with Troy’s slack jaw, lifeless brown eyes, and then moved to his bare, chiseled torso where she used rich scarlet paint to create the laceration. The slash opened his pale skin from the sternum to his belly button. It wasn’t a clean cut like that of a surgeon. This wound was cruel and rough. Whatever edge used to cause the wound must’ve been serrated and notched, because it tore the skin as it cut.
Ellie’s eyes rolled further back until there was only white visible in her open eyelids. Her sun-kissed hair was disheveled. Black and red paint hardened a few tufts of her bob into a clump behind her ear. She must’ve tried to tuck her hair behind her ear at one point. She wouldn’t remember that either, because all she saw was blackness. Even her dreams were hollow.
Thunder rumbled.
Suddenly, Ellie awoke on the plastic-covered floor. Pain throbbed in her wrists. Her stomach was flat and her cheeks were sunken. Agony stung her right behind the eyes. She coughed and shivered. With paint-stained hands, she wiped the spit from her lip and forced herself to sit upright. The simple action shook her world. Black specks danced in her sight.
Darkness hung in the art room. She reached above her head, grabbing at the air like a blind person reaching desperately for their cane. Her crusted fingers found the beaded string. She squeezed it tightly and pulled.
The exposed light bulb above her head flickered to life, revealing the room in its entirety. On three of the four walls--the fourth wall being the one that had the double French doors--was a fresh coat of black paint. It wept inky tears down on the floor and cruised across the ruffled surface of the floor’s plastic sheeting. The walls to the left and right had nothing on them. It was the display on the center back wall that stole Ellie’s attention.
Troy Batter, thirty-four years old, a handsome blond with a beard, piercing eyes, sharp brows, and perfect smile was strung up by his wrists with a crude slash running down his torso and exposing an inch of his insides. Ellie felt vomit climb into her mouth as she looked at the portrait of the man who’d been there for her in those stormy times and good. Who had mourned when Ellie buried her dog, and celebrated with her on her first art sale. They met by chance at Ellie’s grandparents’ 50th anniversary. Troy was her nephew’s plus one. Ellie just wanted to dance with someone. Four years of dating later, Ellie accepted Troy’s proposal. They said their vows less than three weeks ago, but it was on April 21, the night they returned to Northampton, Massachusetts from their honeymoon, that Ellie’s life changed forever.
On that fateful stormy night seven days ago, Ellie blacked out and painted her first death portrait. It showed a woman she’d never met, Kimberly Jannis, co-owner of a small pottery store, with sixteen stab wounds and a dead crow at her feet. Twenty-four hours later, Kimberly in real life was killed in the same way.
Three days after that, Ellie painted her second portrait. This time it was of a friend of Kimberly’s, Pamela Cornish, an art museum curator. She was killed by multiple stab wounds, and, like Kimberly, Pamela was murdered in the exact way Ellie had painted during her second blackout. The details were so precise that even the way the blood spatter peppered the wall was identical to what the canvas showed.
A third portrait followed that. It was of Andrew Maneau, the man who had launched Ellie’s art career, allowing her to work as a full-time painter and make enough money to purchase a twelfth-floor apartment suite in the nice part of Northampton. This time, Ellie saved the victim, but not without confronting the hooded killer, who left her with two fresh wounds: a slash on her right cheek where he tried to stab her in the eye, and a graze on her neck where the hooded man shot at her. Those close calls were mere hours ago. Ellie realize that life would be better if it were slower and more stable. Before they crashed for the evening, Troy and her agreed to run away together, again, after only being back from the honeymoon for a week. That was until this moment.
Ellie reached out and touched her husband’s portrait. The tan paint used for his skin dotted Ellie’s fingertips. She looked up at the nine-foot creation and the crude slash down Troy’s belly. The blood looked so real. In the corner of her vision, she could see it leaking from his wound like sap from an old tree. Bordered by darkness, the mural gave no clue as to where and when the murder would take place. If the other portrait taught her anything, Ellie had about twenty-four hours to find and stop his killer.
Coated up to her wrists with paint, Ellie scrambled out of the art room. Her legs felt like noodles, and she almost tripped over a paint bucket when she entered the living room. All of her supplies, paint cans, brushes, spare canvases, half-completed art pieces, carts, cubbies, and everything that had been in the art room were now outside of the French doors. She didn’t remember putting them out there. The last and only thing she recalled was nestling up with Troy after a dastardly night and letting sleep overcome her.
Ellie took pause at the various objects. She bit into her lower lip, her mind swirling with ideas and fears. She needed to clear her thoughts. Think of a plan. Ellie climbed into the shower and let the hot water wash away the crusted paint on her skin that looked like cracked earth. The drain at the center of her feet slurped up swirls of black and red water as Ellie used a bar of soap to rub her paint-stained flesh raw. By the time she had finished, the skin on her arms were pink and she’d lost small tufts of hair from her violent method of shampooing her scalp.
She entered the master bedroom and kept the light off as she stealthily pulled open the dresser drawer, careful not to wake Troy, who was snoring lightly with half of his body out of the covers. Ellie grabbed the necessities: undies, shorts, shirt, etc. and made her way back down the exposed spiraling staircase that led from the loft into the living room. Hair still dripping, she got dressed and tossed her paint-stained clothes into the trashcan, making sure to bury them under some of the cleaner garbage. She turned her attention to the mess outside of the art room. She grabbed the massive roll of paper sheeting and the stapler. She went back into the art room, used her phone to snap pictures of the mural, and started to cover the walls with the paper. Some of the black ink bled through the covering, but that didn’t matter. She just had to hide the image of Troy.
When she had finished, which of course took much longer than it needed, she loaded her supplies back into the art room. She placed them into their proper places, which were questionable because Ellie kept the room messy most of the time. By the time she finished, the sun was edging over the horizon. She opened the blinds in the living room and looked out at the cityscape. It was a quiet spring morning, almost picturesque. Ellie wished she could enjoy it.
“Hey.”
Ellie jumped. She turned to her husband leaning on the loft’s black railing. His tapered blond hair was still disheveled from sleep, his pajamas were wrinkled, and his eyelids were heavy. “How are you feeling?”
Ellie hesitated in her response. She tucked some hair behind her ear, turned her eyes to the floor, and then back to him. “I’m surviving.”
“Hmmm,” Troy replied agreeably and nodded. He shambled back into the master bedroom.
With trembling hands, Ellie got the coffee pot started. By the time the batch was brewed and her mug was poured, Troy was dressed. He wore a long sleeve plaid shirt, khakis, and modern man’s moccasins. Elle recognized his pants from the portrait. “Why don’t you wear the jeans I got you?”
Midway down the spiraling staircase, Troy stopped and looked over himself. Without protest, he returned to the bedroom and returned wearing jeans.
Ellie breathed a sigh of relief. Whatever she could change from the death mural, the better. She slid a mug of coffee across the kitchen’s open bar and into Troy’s hands. He brought the drink to his lips. His eyes fell on the bandage on Ellie’s neck. “Does it hurt?”
“Stings,” Ellie replied. Her neck only needed a few stitches. The three-inch slash below her right eye was the deep one. A rectangular patch covered it. The skin around it swelled and turned a purplish pink.
Troy gave Ellie a pitying smile. He walked around the granite countertop and sat down next to her. “I’ve thought more about last night. What about a cabin resort? Somewhere in the country, far away from the world. We could go fishing, hiking, and watch cheesy movies until the break of day. What do you think?”
“Will your boss let you leave?” Ellie asked, trying to avoid any conversation that might link back to her latest portrait. “We’ve only been back for a week.”
“To hell with him,” Troy replied with fire. “Jobs come and go. It’s you who I care about.” He took Ellie’s hands in his own and looked her deep in the eyes. “I almost lost you last night. I’m not going to let that happen again.”
Ellie couldn’t return his gaze. It’s me who should be worried about losing you.
Troy glanced at the stove clock and let go of Ellie’s hands. “I’ll call you when I finish my column. Think about where you want to go. I know your folks live in PA, but if you decide to go down to banjo country, I’m completely okay with that.”
Troy kissed her on the forehead. He lingered there for a while and then headed out the door. Before he left, he turned back in the threshold. “Rest today, Ellie. You need it.”
“I will,” Ellie replied softly.
Troy closed the door. Ellie waited a few moments and then approached the living room window, watching Troy climb into his Jeep Renegade twelve stories below. On his way to the local press, he drove into the awakening city.
As if someone snapped their fingers, Ellie’s passive nature turned frantic. She ran for her phone on the countertop and dialed Detective Adrian Peaches, the one person on the police force who believed she was innocent, and one of the few people outside of Troy who knew about her episodes and the death paintings.
His phone rang and rang. Ellie paced as she got his voicemail. “Peaches, it’s Ellie. I’ve painted another one. Call me when you can.”
Ellie waited about three seconds and then redialed. She mumbled to herself, “Pick up, pick up,” while her eyes stayed on the closed art room door.
Someone answered the phone.
“Thank God,” Ellie exclaimed. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.”
The person on the other end of the line groaned. “I should’ve known it was you.” The voice was gravelly and harsh, far from the soft, reassuring tone of Detective Peaches.
Ellie’s heart sank. “Detective Skinner?”
“Don’t sound so excited,” the gruff detective replied. “What? Did you expect little old Peaches would reply to you after last night? His head is swollen like a melon, or did you forget that his skull was smashed in during your heroic skirmish?”
Ellie set her jaw for a moment. “Let me talk to him.”
“He’s in bed,” Skinner replied.
“You his nurse?” Ellie retorted. “He and I need to speak. It’s important.”
Skinner smirked. “Whatever you can say to him, you can say to me.”
Another, softer voice sounded on the other end of the line. “Skinner. Let me have it.”
Skinner groaned. Ellie listened to the ruffling noise of a phone changing hands. Peaches spoke; his voice was soft and dry. “Hey, Ellie. How’s the neck?”
“Feels like I’ve been shot,” Ellie replied. “I need to talk you. In private.”
Peaches lowered the phone and said to Skinner. “Give me a moment.”
Detective Skinner grumbled. His footsteps exited the hospital room.
“Is he gone?” Ellie asked suspiciously.
“He is. Don’t worry. I’m not on speaker phone.”
Ellie took a breath. “I painted another one last night. It’s bigger than the rest. It was of Troy.”
A bed squeaked. Peaches must’ve sat up. “Describe it to me.”
“I’ll send you a picture.” Ellie texted him the images of the mural.
“That’s a nasty cut,” Peaches said in regards to Troy’s wound. “Have you told him?”
“No,” Ellie admitted. “He’ll just try to do something stupid. I need your help to stop the hooded man before he attacks again.”
“I’d love to, Ellie, but he nearly killed me. The doctors said I have a major concussion and won’t be out of the hospital for a few days. After that, I’m looking at a three-month recovery time. It’s bad, Ellie. Really bad. If not for the funny pills they gave me, I wouldn’t be talking right now.”
Ellie’s stomach dropped. She felt the walls of her apartment pressing in. “So what do I do?”
“Work with Skinner.”
“He thinks I’m working with the killer!”
“I know he’s rough around the edges, but he’s good,” Peaches replied. “Besides, going after this guy alone is very foolish, and you’re far from that.”
Ellie ran her hand up her scalp. She rested her forearm on the glass window of the apartment and gazed down at the city. Her mouth made a line on her face.
Peaches spoke with concern. “You there?”
“Yeah,” Ellie replied.
“Skinner will take care of you, I’ll make sure of it.” Peaches replied. Ellie imagined a reassuring smile on his stubbled jaw. “Alright?” Peaches asked, expecting a reply.
Ellie shut her eyes and took a breath. “Sure.”
“Awesome. I’ll let you know when the doctor gives me the okay to leave.” By his tone, he wasn’t overjoyed with the idea of being benched for the remainder of this investigation. He called Skinner in and filled him on the plan.
Detective Skinner grabbed Peaches’s phone. “So we’re partners now?”
“Apparently,” Ellie said unenthusiastically.
“You wait at home and call if you have any more visions,” Skinner commanded, “I can’t have you running willy-nilly when there’s a killer about.”
“Thanks for your concern,” Ellie replied.
She hung up the phone. No way in hell she was working with Skinner. He’d much rather see her behind bars than be part of this tag team. After grabbing the canvases with Pamela Cornish’s murder and Andrew Maneau’s botched killing, Ellie put on her coat and ball cap. She headed out of the apartment, made sure the front door was locked, and then rode the elevator down to the lobby. When she got outside, she got a cab and sent Troy a quick text, telling him that she was going to run a few errands before they left town.
He replied, reminding her to purchase some plane tickets with flights that would depart tonight or tomorrow. He also made it very clear that money was no issue. Maybe we should just leave, Ellie thought. Leaving did seem like the logical choice, but what threw Ellie for a loop was the black backdrop of the mural. All of the other death portraits revealed the murder room in impeccable detail. But, she knew nothing about where Troy would die. Flying to a vacation destination might be fulfilling destiny. What she needed at this point was answers. The cab took her toward Andrew Maneau’s estate, the place where she was almost killed last night.
There was intensity to her silent cab ride out of Northampton. The morning sun twinkled on the surface of the Connecticut River. The bridge across the river rumbled through the car and gave Ellie a small shake. Her vision was tunneled the whole way down the winding back road. Tall trees clothed in spring’s green leaves lined both sides of the street that separated the famous art collector from the rest of the world.
The estate, a three-story mansion reminiscent of what one might see in Westchester, New York, grew larger in the distance. It was encircled with massive trees that had been expertly trimmed. The green grass on the front yard was checkered. A sleek black Limo was parked outside of the double front doors, along with Ellie’s rent-a-car she drove last night.
The cab parked in the roundabout driveway. Ellie put on her shades to mask her bloodshot eyes and stepped out of the vehicle. Unseen birds chirped in the surrounding trees. A gardener mowed the lawn in the backyard. A few more trimmed the bushes along the sides of the mansion. If Ellie didn’t know better, she’d say it looked like it was just a normal day at the Maneau house despite all that had happened less than ten hours ago.
She gave the front door a buzz, set down the cardboard boxes containing the canvases, and waited with her hands buried deep in her pockets. A gentle breeze brushed her blonde hair against her bandaged cheek. The door opened. A woman answered. She was elderly, with a hooked nose and a wet mop in her hand. In judgmental silence, she scrutinized Ellie.
Ellie kept her face neutral. Her eyes were hidden behind her buggy sunglasses. “Tell Andrew that Ellie’s here.”
“Mr. Maneau’s not seeing any visitors this morning.” The woman grabbed the doorknob and began to shut the door.
Ellie caught the rim before it could close. Using some force, she pried it open.
“Get him, please.” Ellie said, equal parts polite and forceful.  
When it seemed like the elderly woman understood what Ellie had said, Ellie let go of the door and allowed the elderly woman to shut it. She waited outside for a good four minutes before the door re-opened and the woman gestured for Ellie to enter.
“Upstairs,” the woman said. “Gallery.”
Ellie adjusted the cardboard boxes tucked under her left armpit and started up the stairs. Blood stained one of the upper steps. Ellie frowned heavily and stepped over the drying puddle. The help inside marched the halls, collecting half drunken champagne flutes from various lamp stands and decorative sideboards.
Ellie made her way to the third floor, home to Andrew’s bedroom and private collection. The hall here was empty compared to the rest of the house. There were no workers. No big mess. No anyone, really. When Ellie walked across the floor, she could only hear the sound of her footsteps and the faint hum of the air conditioner. She stopped in front of the sealed gallery doors, took a breath, and grabbed one of the brass handles that spiraled like a candy cane.
Elegant marble floors, white walls, and countless artistic displays decorated the various exhibits hidden in Andrew’s home. There were centuries-old oil paintings, abstract sculptures human in shape, and an entire exhibit full of ancient pottery, armor, and weaponry. Most of these pieces were not just rare, and costly, they each had a story behind them. Whether their creators were simple-minded artistic geniuses or the piece was owned by a handful of international influencers, Andrew’s private collection was not just full of masterworks, it was full of history. Last night, much of that was destroyed in a hail of gunfire that nearly took both of their lives.
Ellie found Andrew at the back of the gallery. His hair, faded on the sides and big on top, was frizzled and falling down his gaunt face. Wearing last night’s bloodstained white suit, he rested on his knee at the foot of a marble statue and collected the shards of the stone woman’s shattered face. He glanced at Ellie as she approached but kept on his task. He turned his bloodshot eyes to the marble statue’s damaged face. The bullet was still jammed in the woman’s shattered cheek. Andrew looked at the broken pieces in his hand. Shoulders sinking, he let out a depressing sigh.
“Glue won’t fix this one,” he said and glanced about the gallery. Bullets had punched holes in massive portraits and shattered various priceless vases. “Glue won’t fix any of it.”
Ellie thought she should say something encouraging, but her words stuck to her tongue like thick sap. She stood in silence next to her mentor, the man she saved last night.
Andrew chuckled. It was the hopeless laugh of a defeated man. “This statue was worth seventy thousand dollars yesterday. That painting was forty thousand. The vase... well, with everything that was destroyed, I’m looking at a couple million in damages.”
“I’m sorry, Andrew,” Ellie replied.
Andrew turned to her and smiled sadly. It seemed like he’d lost weight over the past twelve hours. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes were heavy. Ellie guessed he got no sleep. He stood up. “I shouldn’t complain. You saved me last night.”
“I wish I could’ve done more,” Ellie replied.
“Me too,” Andrew replied.
Ellie felt guilt pressing on her shoulders.
“Three people died because of me,” Andrew replied. “Two of the security staff members I hired last night and a patron. I didn’t know any of the men particularly well, but to have them gunned down because I ran away. It’s pathetic, really.”
“You’re not responsible for that monster’s actions.” That’s what Troy told her last night, though it didn’t change her feelings.
“No, but I did nothing to stop him,” Andrew replied, unwilling to accept any encouragement. “Enough grim talk. Have you come to see me off?”
Ellie shook her head slowly. “I’ve come for answers. Where can we talk?”
Andrew looked even more sober, if that was possible. He opened his mouth to speak but shut it before any words came out. He gestured for Ellie to follow him to a small table in the modern art section. It had been perfectly set with triangular napkins on each plate and fancy silverware. Ellie didn’t understand how this was art, but decided to keep her opinion to herself. She removed both canvases from her cardboard box. The first one showed Pamela Cornish’s warm cadaver resting against a piano bench with stab marks peppering her chest and stomach. The next portrait showed Andrew lying on the marble floor of his gallery with his arms stretched out and a slash across his throat. Nearby, there was a dead crow with a matching cut neck.
With his red-rimmed eyes, Andrew scanned the paintings. His parted lower lip trembled slightly. Tears welled in his eyes. “What are these?”
“Frankly, I don’t know,” Ellie admitted. “But when I painted them, they came true.”
“This is Pamela,” Andrew pointed to the woman in the painting. “How did you... Why would you...”
“I don’t know,” Ellie replied. “I have these blackouts and when I wake up, the person who I paint dies in the same way.”
Andrew eyed her with doubt. “So whoever you paint, dies? Like you have some sort of homicidal superpower?”
Ellie shook her head. “No, it’s more like a prophecy. I wasn’t sure if the person’s death could be prevented until I saved you.”
Andrew took a step back and rubbed his hand down his face. “Ellie, this is...”
“Terrifying. Impossible.” Ellie completed his sentence. “You don’t think I know that? Look here.”
Ellie pulled out her phone and showed him a picture of real-life Pamela from right after she was murdered. The blood spatter, the way her body fell, all of it was perfectly identical to the portrait.
Andrew gawked at the gore. “I knew that woman.” He sounded like he was going to puke. Ellie felt the same way but wore a hard face. She put the phone away.
“I painted her portrait less than 24 hours from when she died. I didn’t know her name or face, and everything happened exactly how I created it. Same with your portrait.” Ellie pointed at the dead crow. “This crow landed in that same exact spot right before the killer attacked.”
“But I was saved?” Andrew asked.
“Yes,” Ellie said as if she were repeating it for the twentieth time. “Fate can be changed. That’s why I need your help. I painted Troy’s death last night. I have less than a day to prevent it, and I still don’t know the killer’s identity or why he targeted you, Pamela, and Kimberly. At first, I thought he was a competitor of your latest art venture: the one where you, Kimberly, and Pamela were going to compile resources to make a gallery that would rival those in all of Northampton. But that’s not the whole story, is it, Andrew?”
Andrew’s face turned stark white. He stumbled over his words. “This is… it is impossible. Ellie, you sound crazy.”
Ellie glared at him.
Andrew corrected himself. “Okay, you’re not crazy but… this situation doesn’t make any sense.”
“Who cares?” Ellie retorted. “My husband is going to die. I need leads. Are you going to help me or not?”
“Yes, but I don’t know why this man wants me dead, or why he killed those women,” Andrew complained.
Tossing aside her sunglasses, Ellie marched up to where she was inches from Andrew’s face. “Think real hard. This is life or death.”
“I don’t know,” Andrew replied with frustration.
Ellie balled her fist and did everything in her power to prevent herself from punching his nose. The nice, naive painter from last week was dead and gone. The new Ellie wasn’t going to waste time with meekness and timidity. Not when it came to her family, to her lover, or to finding the man who shot at her. “Andrew. You’re lying.”
Her mentor locked eyes with her. “I’m not, Ellie. I wish that I were.”
Ellie stared at Andrew for a long moment, trying to read him. She couldn’t glean any insight. Perhaps he was just another pawn in the killer’s grand conspiracy. She recalled the hooded man’s final words to her when she confronted him about his motive. “You’re wrong, Ellie Batter. So, so wrong.” This had nothing to do with some random art deal, but what was the connection? There was a moment where she wished Detective Peaches was by her side. He actually had experience doing this type of work. Ellie was as green as grass and relied on her twisted gut instead of following the detective's rules she never learned.
Andrew’s phone rang, ending the staredown. He backed away from Ellie and took the call. “I’ll be right down,” he replied to the man on the other end of the line. He looked at Ellie after hanging up. “My flight will be departing soon. I have to go.”
He glanced at Ellie’s portraits one last time, shuddered, and then headed for the entrance of the exhibit hall.
Ellie shouted out to him. “How long will you be gone?”
Andrew looked over his shoulder at her. “Until that madman has left.”
Ellie felt her heart sink. Her one lead was leaving. Maybe she should go too.
Before Andrew stepped out of the door, he said, “You may stay awhile, if you wish...”
“Andrew--”
He gave Ellie a final, pity-filled smile. “Goodbye, Ellie Batter. Good luck with everything.”
With an echoing click, the doors of the gallery shut behind him.
It took a moment to set in, but then Ellie knew the truth. She’d be alone for the remainder of this investigation.
And that terrified the hell out of her.
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Packing up her canvases, Ellie returned home in her rented Mitsubishi. The apartment was dark and empty. Ellie took hesitant steps inside and scanned the corners before entering fully. She placed the canvases on the kitchen bar and pulled a steak knife from the rack. Going from room to room, she checked for the hooded man. The downstairs was clear. She hiked the spiral staircase to the loft. The master bedroom was clear. She checked the upstairs bathroom, feeling her pulse quicken as she pulled aside the shower curtain. No one. She let herself relax and returned downstairs. Grabbing her canvases, she went to the art room. She set up the Pamela and Andrew portraits on her massive oaken easel. She removed the paper sheeting covering the nine-foot death mural of Troy. The paper fell out of her hand and rolled into a cylinder by her feet.
Ellie took a few steps backward, getting a look at all three paintings. She looked over Pamela’s, seeing a hidden marble statue and Aztec war mask hidden in the woman’s stab wounds. Andrew’s portrait didn’t have the same type of symbolism disguised within his slashed throat. Ellie spent time reviewing it to see if his painting foreshadowed Troy’s death location the same way Pamela’s portrait had with the marble statue and Aztec mask that were located in Andrew’s private gallery. She used a magnifying glass to look over the dead crow, finding an image hidden in the reflection of the bird’s beady black eye. It appeared to be a very small door, made from vertical wooden planks painted red. Maybe it was from a shed or barn?
Ellie moved her attention to her husband’s portrait. There was something surreal about Troy’s fatal wound, and it only got harder to gaze upon it as time passed. Ellie wanted to splash the mural with a bucket of paint to wash away the death and red. To be strung up by the wrists and cut up like a science-class frog... Ellie wanted to vomit. With teary eyes, she fortified her mind with the mental repetition of her mission: stop the hooded man.
She met her eyes with her husband’s. Though they were painted, there was something lifelike about the color of his dark brown irises. Like an eclipsing sun, Ellie saw rings in the black of his pupils. It had to mean something.
She examined his handsome nose, sleek bearded jaw, and slightly parted lips. The flesh on the corner of his lip was busted and painted slightly purple. Perhaps he got hit in the jaw. Angela’s heart spiked with rage. She didn’t know why the minor wounds infuriated her more than the crude cut that would kill Troy. Perhaps it was because the minor injuries seemed real. The death wound was too much to consider as a reality. Unable to find any more images masked in Troy’s handsome face, she stepped down from the stool and turned her attention to the massive scarlet gash. Ellie was not a forensic expert. She religiously avoided gory horror movies in place of the cheesy Hallmark films where predictability was a pleasure. Still, even with her lack of context, common sense told her that the weapon used to tear Troy’s flesh was probably serrated and slashed without much precision. The center of the wound had the darkest crimson, proving that it was deepest part of the wound. Deep within the red, Ellie saw the head of a scythe outlined a shade lighter in red. Was it the weapon that killed him? Ellie’s stomach twisted. She felt dizzy and closed her eyes to keep herself from fainting. Her powerfully detailed imagination worked against her as she envisioned the curved blade swiping down the middle of her screaming and thrashing husband.
Ellie took a few more minutes to look over her husband’s wrinkled khaki pants and bare feet. No clues. Lightheaded, she walked to the desk at the side of the room and opened her laptop stained with hardened paint droplets. Some of the keys were stuck in place by paint. Others had her fingerprints. She opened her web browser and watched that familiar typing bar flicker in the search box. She didn’t know where to start. She typed in “red door,” hoping she could find something like she’d seen in Andrew’s portrait. After twenty minutes of scrolling through countless Google images, she knew chasing the symbols were too generic. She needed something that would directly lead her to the killer.
Ellie leaned back her chair and craned her neck to the ceiling. After a moment of thought, she quickly sat up, moved up the front of her chair, and typed in “dead crow murders.” She searched dozens of pages of websites, looking for any sort of stabbing with a dead bird at the crime scene. She was sure that the police database would’ve been a much better resource. Too bad Ellie didn’t have access to that. She kept researching until her vision was blurry. Her finger clicked on the track pad, going through pages of news articles. The sleepless nights started to catch up with her. She found herself fighting the nods and heavy eyelids. She got up every few minutes and stretched, reaching to the ceiling to touching her toes. She returned to her search, feeling her morning headache pounding in her skull. As she clicked on an article from last April, the pain instantly subsided and the sleepiness left. It was about two paragraphs long and described a robbery/murder where a man was killed alongside a crow. The victim’s name was Kenny Parkland. He was killed in his backyard. As requested by his wife, the address was not listed. He was stabbed multiple times. His wallet and cellphone were missing, hence why it was labeled a robbery. There was a dead crow found by his body. Ellie wondered why the police never researched this. Perhaps they already had. Ellie didn’t expect Detective Skinner to reveal any of the case information to her. She looked at the date of the article. April 21. The same day she painted her first death portrait one year later. She looked at the newspaper’s city. Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Ellie’s heart rate spiked. That was her hometown. She checked the time. It was 11 am. The drive to Lancaster would cost her nearly five hours. That meant at least ten hours away from Troy.
Ellie chewed her inner cheek as she weighed her options: run away early with Troy, or see if the year-old murder shared any similarities with the recent killings. She sent Troy a text, telling him to be watchful of his surroundings. She couldn’t bring herself to reveal the entire truth about the latest painting, knowing that he’d drop everything he was doing to rush home and make sure Ellie was safe. She just played up the concerned wife card, said that she was still thinking about where to vacation, and made up some other BS explanation that would keep Troy happy.
Ellie researched a little while longer, seeing if she could find anything more about Kenny. Nothing. The man was a ghost, and there was always the chance someone else killed him. Ellie tried to erase the doubt, knowing that the date was exactly a year before Ellie’s first portrait. Ellie got goosebumps. She said a silent prayer that Troy would be okay for a few more hours, put on her coat, locked the front door, and drove out of Northampton.
She attempted to listen to music on the drive over, but every song seemed to hurt her head. The closer she got to her destination, the more she longed for silence. She called up her parents, telling them that she’d be stopping by for the day. She kept the call brief, not wanting to involve them.
After a few hours on the highway, she took an off ramp onto a country road and sped past a horse and buggy. Ellie cracked a smile, knowing she was back in Amish country. She drove by horse farms and open fields parallel with Strasburg Railroad. The train on the tracks blew its whistle, and Ellie was reminded her childhood rides with her father. She would lean into him and look out the window, watching nature pass her by. It fueled her painting. Heavily influenced by Luminism, Ellie’s artwork showed the American frontier, not as a grandiose marvel, but in a somewhat quiet, spiritual way, with heavily detailed natural phenomenon and soft but impactful lightning. Her death portraits were the complete opposite of that. They were realistic, yes, but the shading was dark with strong contrasts and use of many gloomy colors. They were unlike anything she’d painted. Worse, unlike anything she’d imagined painting.
Ellie’s parents lived in a picturesque ranch home with a big barn, a hill for sledding, and a few acres of hay that had already been cut and put into bales by faithful neighbors who had been cutting the Smiths’ fields since they moved to the area thirty-seven years ago.
Her father’s diesel truck was parked next to her brother Paul’s 1971 Dodge Demon. Mom’s minivan was parked behind that. It looked like the whole family was home. Without much room in the driveway, Ellie parked in the front yard. She got out and walked past her mother’s small flower garden encircled with cracked bricks. Tulips and daffodils made up the bulk of the garden flowers.
As Ellie moved up the front porch steps, the door flung open and her mother, a short woman dressed in a colorful, flowing shirt, ran at her and gave her a big hug. She was skinny, with her graying blonde hair hovering over her shoulders
“Oh my, Ellie. Your face!” her mother Martha exclaimed.
“It’s nothing. Really.” Ellie’s stitched-up cheek ached and her neck graze still stung.
“How did this happen?” Martha prodded at the bandages. Ellie grimaced and pulled her head away from her mother’s touch.
“I crashed my bike,” Ellie lied, just like she had practiced on the drive over.
“Oh, do you need any ice or--”
“I’m okay, Mom.”
“How about peroxide?”
“No, Mom. Please.”  Ellie loved her mother dearly, but found the whole interaction draining. She walked inside, finding her father at his living room desk, repairing an O-gage Lionel train. He was tall with a clean-shaven face, round head, and short snowy hair. He got up at Ellie’s approach.
“Ellie, your--”
“Face,” Ellie finished. “Bike accident. It will heal up soon.”
“I hope so,” her father Howard said as he gave her a hug. “Troy with you?”
“Not today,” Ellie replied.
“Oh,” Martha said, remembering something. “When I heard you were coming, I baked some brownies. I’m sure the drive made you hungry. I’m also making a pot roast for dinner. I think you’ll love it.”
“I can’t stay for long,” Ellie admitted.
“That’s too bad,” Martha replied with genuine sadness.
Paul entered the room. Though it was three in the afternoon, he was still wearing his pajamas and his hair was disheveled.
“What’s the rush?” Paul yawned.
“There are a few old friends of mine I’ve been wanting to see. It will probably be pretty late when we finish,” Ellie replied.
Her little brother wiped the sleep from his eyes. “Cool. What’s wrong with your face?”
Ellie groaned.
Howard gave Paul a sidelong glance and then returned to his train repair. “Paul’s been shopping around for apartments.”
“Great,” Ellie replied with a smile. “It only took twenty-seven years.”
“Laugh it up,” Paul replied.
Howard grumbled. “Ellie’s right. Somehow, she moved out at nineteen, and she has an art career.”
Paul smiled widely. “And for that, I’m very proud of my big sister. She is an inspiration to us all.”
“Your sarcasm doesn’t amuse me,” Ellie replied.
When Martha returned with the plate full of brownies, Paul was the first to grab one and, of course, it had to be the biggest. Little brothers, Ellie thought. Some things never change.
Ellie looked at the family photos on the wall. Her and her mother horseback riding, her father setting up the Lionel train track around the Christmas tree, and one of seven-year-old Ellie showing off her toothless grin while holding two-year-old Paul, who was as fat as butterball turkey. There were other photos, too: the family on a hiking trail, walking through Strasburg, and more fond memories.
Ellie took a bite from her brownie. The familiar savory chocolate launched her back to her childhood. Her mom had been using the same brownie mix for as long as Ellie could remember. After middle school, when Ellie would draw pictures all by herself, Martha always baked a fresh batch of Duncan Hines Double Fudge Mix.
Ellie took another bite. “There’s something I need to ask you guys about.”
The three Smiths looked at her. Paul slowly chewed his brownie, as if trying and failing to hide the fact that he was eating.
Mom looked at her with concerned blue eyes. “What is it, sweetie?”
I’m tracking a serial killer, Ellie was almost tempted to say. Though what she was planning on saying was still going to be awkward. “I was reading about the murders in Northampton. It really shook me up.”
Howard nodded. “It’s a scary world out there.”
“Yeah,” Ellie replied. “Wasn’t there a similar murder that happened around here last year? It involved a stabbing and a dead crow.”
Martha and Howard exchanged looks.
“I think so,” Martha said, doubting. “Why are you asking?”
Ellie shrugged. “I don’t know. These murders just have me a little on edge. Now that Troy and I are married, I guess I’m more alert of the danger and those who may want to harm my family.”
Her father smiled at her. “You’ll be fine, Ellie. Troy’s a good guy. He’ll take care of you, and if he doesn’t, I’ll take care of him.”
“Thanks, Dad,” Ellie replied. “Back to the murder, do you know anything about the guy who was stabbed? Wasn’t his name Kenny? Kenny Parkland?”
“Parkland…” her dad said thoughtfully. He turned to her mom. “Didn’t he go to church once or twice?”
“Oh. I believe so. His sweet wife brought him along.”
“What’s her name?” Ellie asked anxiously. She was thankful for the interconnectivity of small communities.
Paul grabbed another brownie. “Why do you care?”
Ellie ignored him and turned her attention to her parents.
“Mina,” Martha said. “Yes, she still comes to church over the holidays. I think we had her over to eat after her husband passed away. She was so torn up about it. It’s horrible, really.”
“It was nice of you to show hospitality to her,” Ellie said. “I’m sure she had to drive quite a way to get out here.”
“Not really,” Dad replied. “She lives on Bibb. So only twenty minutes away.”
Paul smiled stupidly. “Anyone else freaked out that Ellie’s asking about murders and widows?”
“I’m just curious,” Ellie said. “Truth is, I have a friend who was close to Kenny and wanted to pay the wife a visit. You know, to let her know she’s not alone.”
Paul raised a doubtful brow. “You drove all the way out here for that?”
“I help my friends,” Ellie replied with sass.
Paul put up his hands in a non-aggressive manner. “Well, excuse me.”
“Enough, you two,” Martha said, and Ellie felt like she was fourteen again. “Ellie, I don’t know Mina’s address, but I can tell you what her house looks like, if that helps.”
Ellie gave her a hug. “That would be wonderful, Mom. Thanks.”
With her next destination in mind, Ellie took another brownie and hit the road. Her parents waved to her from the front porch.
The ride to Mina’s house was quiet and anxious, much like the tedious drive to Lancaster. Ellie’s body ached from sitting for so long. She pulled over to the only gas station for miles, topped off her tank, and grabbed a candy bar. It seemed like the type of day she would be munching. She recalled Kimberly’s portrait, where she didn’t think about eating all day. Pamela’s portrait was the opposite; Ellie had gorged herself. Andrew’s painting was a fine balance, while Troy’s put her more on the side of hunger. She felt her belly as she drove. Her abs, though normally hidden behind skin, were visible and tight. She felt colder than normal and her stomach had shriveled to the size of a peanut. If she had time for a salad, she would take it. In the meanwhile, candy bars and junk food would fuel her.
Mina’s quaint home appeared in the distance. It was a single story blue house bordered by a white picket fence around the few acres of land. In the back was a small vegetable garden with tomatoes and peppers. A woman in her forties crouched over the plants and pulled out fistfuls of weed. She was dressed in sweats rolled up to the middle of her shins and a sleeveless gray Old Navy shirt with sweat stains beneath the armpits and neckline. Her brown hair was in a loose bun that was lopsided on the top of her head. She seemed to be distant in thought as she pulled the weeds mindlessly and tossed them into a mound of green stems.
Ellie got out of the car, unsure how to approach the woman. Her gut told her to be direct. Ellie trusted it. She swatted away a bug as she neared. “Mina?”
The woman didn’t reply. Her eyes were glossed over and staring hopelessly at the grass beyond the garden. With forceful yanks, she tore more roots from the ground.
Ellie repeated the woman’s name.
Mina turned her eyes to Ellie. Her face was tanned and wrinkled far beyond her age. When she saw Ellie, her expression changed from dread to guarded. “What do you want?”
“You’re Mina Parkland, right?”
“I am,” the woman said, using her dirty forearm to wipe sweat from her brow.
“I want to talk to you about your husband,” Ellie said.
A frown sank the woman’s leathery face. Ellie noticed a scar near the corner of her eye. “Why?”
“In this past week, two of my friends were killed in the same way as Kenny. I’m confident his murder wasn’t just a robbery gone wrong,” Ellie said boldly.
Mina studied her as if trying to crack a code. She stood up, brushing her dirty hands on her thighs. “You a cop?”
Ellie shook her head. “No. Just someone looking for answers. My name is Ellie.”
“It seems you already know me.” The women shook hands. Mina’s palms were dry, cracked, and chalky from the dirt. She gestured for Ellie to follow her inside.
Sunlight streamed through the windows of the small kitchen. Ellie peered into the den, seeing the wealth of incomplete projects: little model homes without roofs, wooden bowls that hadn’t been fully carved, and unfinished Christmas ornaments made of balsa wood.
“Impressive,” Ellie remarked. “I’m an artist myself.”
Mina crinkled her brows in confusion. It took her a few seconds to realize that Ellie was referring to the crafts. “Those are Kenny’s.”
“I see…” Ellie replied, remembering the man had been dead for over a year.
Mina washed her hands and rubbed them on a small towel. She didn’t see the dirt smudge still on her creased forehead. She rested her bottom against the sink and crossed her arms. “What do you know about Kenny?”
“Not much,” Ellie admitted. “He was attacked in your backyard, and a dead crow was found by his body. It’s the bird that piqued my interest. I believe the killer uses that as his call sign.”
“The garden,” Mina said randomly. “That’s where he was stabbed. His body crushed the tomatoes and green peppers. Got blood on the onions. I had to replant everything.”
Ellie didn’t know how to reply to that.
Mina pulled out a half empty bottle of wine from the refrigerator and took a swig. She gestured for Ellie to have some. Ellie shook her head. Mina put the bottle back. “Your friends get bloody, too?”
“They were stabbed, yes,” Ellie replied. “Did Kenny act different before he attacked?”
Mina shook her head. “Kenny was Kenny all the way until the end. He never had a care in the world.”
“Was there anyone that would want to hurt him?”
“No. He was a good, upright man. Never did anything wrong.” It seemed like Mina was speaking more to herself than her guest. Ellie took note of the scar on Mina’s brow. She felt tension as she formulated her next questions.
“Did he ever hurt you, Mina?” Ellie asked.
The woman’s eyes locked onto Ellie like a bird of prey.
“Kenny would never,” she hissed.
“I’m sorry,” Ellie quickly apologized.
“You should be,” Mina replied.   
An awkward silence hung between them.
Ellie broke it. “May I use your restroom?”
Mina gestured to the hallway branching out of the den. “Second door. Right side.”
Ellie thanked her. She passed by Kenny’s work desk covered with drafting paper. A craftsman. She wondered if that was the connection with Kimberly the potter, Pamela the curator, and Andrew the collector. Unfinished projects filled the shelves nearest the hallway. There were photos of Mina and Kenny from obviously happier days. Kenny was a husky man with a buzz cut, thick glasses, and square face. He had the physique of a football player and was dressed casually. He cradled Mina in his arms. She was laughing to nearly the point of crying. Kenny had a smug grin on his face. Ellie kept her eye out for any photos with kids. None were to be found. As Ellie neared the bathroom, she realized the bedroom door was slightly ajar.
Turning back to the den and not seeing Mina, Ellie peeked into the bedroom. There were stacks of old craftsman's magazines in the chair by the door and a closet full of Kenny’s clothes. The only thing that seemed to have been touched in the last twelve months was the bed with a tissue box nearby. Feeling her heart rate spike, Ellie slipped into the room. She opened the dresser drawer. Finding nothing but boxer shorts and socks, Ellie headed for the shuttered door closet. A number of men’s jackets hung on coat hangers. There was a shelf with plastic drawers. Within were tools and knick-knacks acquired over years of cross-country travel. Ellie pulled open a bottom drawer that had a number of Polaroid photographs. She flipped through them, seeing twenty-year-versions of Kenny and Mina on their wedding day, Kenny, six-years old, fishing dockside, teenage Kenny in a football jersey. Ellie kept flipping through, growing less confident in her search with every useless photograph. Then she saw it.
It was an undated Polaroid from Kenny’s late teenage years. It showed him dressed in jeans and a hoodie beside three other teenagers dressed in similar attire. One was a brunette with aviator sunglasses, the muscular body, hard face, and broad shoulders of a softball player. The second woman had blonde hair and a cocky smirk. She wore expensive sunglasses and stood with a stiff posture. The last male had a baseball cap to cover his dyed pink hair. He was skinny, with a blemish-free face and sharp cheekbones. He looked familiar to Ellie. They all did, but Ellie couldn’t quite put her finger on it. The four seventeen-to-twenty year olds stood in front of a massive oak tree with a crude vertical crack at the center of its trunk. It looked familiar.
Ellie pulled out her cellphone and opened Troy’s death portrait. Her eyes widened as she held the two images side-by-side. The crack down the trunk and the crude slash on Troy’s chest were identical.
The room spun around Ellie. That raging headache returned to the back of her eyes like a railroad spike had lobotomized her. Saliva filled her mouth. Her body trembled. It was like she had some sort of unholy connection to this place.
Mina cleared her throat.
Terrified, Ellie twisted back to the woman, with her phone in one hand and the Polaroid in the other.
Mina held a cellphone. “What are you doing?”
“I-I…” Ellie stammered.
“Speak up, or I’ll call the cops,” Mina’s eyes were wide and crazed.
Ellie lifted the Polaroid so Mina could get a clear look at it. With her other hand still clenching the photo, she pointed to the tree. “Where is this place?”
Mina snatched the photo from Ellie’s hand and studied it. “Kenny’s favorite picnic spot.” Eyes watering, she locked her gaze with Ellie. “We ate there once a year, always on the same day.”
“April 21?” Ellie asked meekly.
Mina gave her a look full of suspicion. “Yes. Always April 21.”
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“Who are you, really?” Mina asked. “And what are you after?”
As much as Ellie wanted to play twenty questions, she felt the need to move. It was one of those rare moments where pieces were falling into place.
“Where is that place? The one with the tree,” she asked, completely disregarding Mina’s scrutiny.
Mina clenched the photo with force. The old Polaroid bent between her fingers and thumb. “I’m not saying anything. Not until you tell me what happened to my husband.”
“You know what happened,” Ellie replied. “Tell me about the people in this photo.”
Mina shook her head. “You know who killed my husband, don’t you? I knew it from the moment I saw those bandages.”
With all that was going on, Ellie nearly forgot how psychotic she must look with the neck wrap over her jugular vein and the medical patch covering the stitches under the eye. The wound was still tender and caused her cheek to swell up.
“I don’t know the man’s name,” Ellie confessed. “But I’ve seen him.” And he tried to kill me.
“Where is he?” Mina barked.
Ellie took a deep breath. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s one of Kenny’s old friends, or maybe he’s just some psycho. I won’t know until I get to that tree.”
“And they say I’m crazy,” Mina mumbled to herself. “What does any of this have to do with some old oak?”
“I don’t know,” Ellie replied. “But it does.” She was tired of trying to make sense to the woman.
Mina saw Ellie’s seriousness and frowned heavily.
“You want Kenny’s killer to be brought to justice?” Ellie asked, moving closer to the woman. “Don’t you?”
Mina stared her down. “More than anything in the world.”
Ellie’s fierceness turned into a plea. “Then help me.”
Mina turned her attention to the Polaroid. “Willoughby Drive. Look for it on the right. You won’t miss it. It’s the biggest tree around those parts.”
Ellie tapped her finger on the three strangers standing around Kenny. “Who are they?”
Mina shrugged. “I don’t know. Some of Kenny’s high school friends. He and I didn’t meet until we were in college. I never knew his old friends.”
Ellie didn’t do well to hide her disappointment. She put her phone back into her pocket. “May I?”
Hesitant, Mina surrendered the photograph. Ellie pocketed it. She would send it to Detective Peaches when she learned more. She fished out a business card and handed it to Mina. “Call me if you remember anything that might help us.”
Ellie squeezed past her and headed for the front door. Mina studied the business card acutely. She turned it over, looking at the bright painting on the back that made Ellie famous. The word “Painter” was printed over the image. A look of confusion flushed over Mina’s face. She went to ask Ellie about it, but she was already gone.
Ellie climbed into her rent-a-car and turned the key in the ignition. She started down the rural roads of Pennsylvania. She stayed mindful of the time. It was 5:30 pm. If exploring the tree only took thirty minutes or so, she would be able to get home before the twenty-four-hour mark of the creation of the mural. That would only matter if this mural followed similar rules to the last three. The key differences were the size and scope of Troy’s painting compared to the others. There was also an incomplete feeling to the mural she didn’t feel when she completed the canvas pieces. Perhaps Ellie had more time than she thought. Perhaps she had less. Either way, she wasn’t going to risk it.
Willoughby Drive was a straight two-lane street flanked by a few fields and some woods. Ellie kept her eyes to the right as she cruised. A horse and buggy trotted by. The Amish riders gave Ellie curt nods. She nodded, wondering if she should pull over and ask them about the old oak. She spent too much time deciding and missed her moment. Ellie watched the buggy vanish in her rearview. It was the second time she’d seen the Amish today. Perhaps whatever cosmic power responsible for her blackouts was trying to tell her something. Ellie reminded herself to keep her paranoia to a minimum.
Over the tops of the other trees, she saw the bloom of sprawling branches and green leaves. Ellie pulled over to the side of the street, parking two of her wheels in the ankle-high grass and others on the asphalt road. She exited the vehicle. The spring wind blew her at blonde hair and pulled at the bandage on her face. She looked both ways down the street. She was the only soul for miles. She locked the car and headed into the brush. There was no defined trail, but there was a natural path that provided the least amount of resistance. Ellie was able to avoid thorns and low-hanging branches. She swatted aside bugs and walked through an invisible spider web at one point.
Whenever she heard the noise of some animal, Ellie would freeze and scan her surroundings. She still had a kitchen knife in her purse from when she went to save Andrew last night. Ellie kept it concealed, but grabbed its hilt hidden within her purse. She really needed a better way to transport the sharp object, or a better knife.
Soon, the tree appeared into the view. The ground dipped where Ellie stepped out. The shallow hill sloped onto a flat clearing under the shadow of the massive white oak tree. On its trunk was the vertical crack that made Ellie’s heart sink. The bark around it had turned black. The wood within the crack was dead and lifeless, yet the rest of the tree seemed to be in full health. With how its branches grew out, it looked like a mushroom cloud. Fat roots snaked in and out of the dirt at the tree’s foot.
Ellie pulled out the Polaroid photograph and stood in the exact place where the photographer would’ve stood. She imagined Kenny and the other three people, smiling and dressed in similar attire. She glanced around the surroundings, seeing thorn bushes and swaying wildflowers. As Mina had said, it was a nice place for a picnic: quiet, clean, and completely separated from the world.
Ellie approached the tree. She craned her neck up, spotting a few birds’ nests. Ellie looked over the crack on the trunk. She turned on the flashlight on her phone and shined it inside. A few black beetles scurried away from the light. Ellie kept an eye out for anything that would launch her investigation forward, like a memento or something.
Ellie paced around the tree. She studied the roots and ground and kicked aside rocks in hopes of finding some hidden secret. Nothing. Her frustration increased when she checked the time. Maybe she should call Troy, tell him to stay safe, and that she’ll be home this evening. Just as she started to dial, she noticed an engraving at the bottom of the oak. Ellie put away her phone and squatted down to the tree’s base. She brushed aside the loosely packed dirt around the trunk and examined the names crudely carved into a place where the bark had been dashed away.
“Ken. Pam. Kim. Andy. Mike.”
Ellie repeated the names as she studied the Polaroid. The females must’ve been Pam and Kim. Ken was obvious, so the other male may have been Andy or Mike.
The revelation hit her. Ken was short for Kenny, which meant that the other names were abbreviations too. Ellie looked back at the picture, realizing why the faces looked so familiar. The female with the chiseled face and athletic body was Kimberly, the potter and subject of Ellie’s first death portrait. Pam was short for Pamela, the stuck-up wealthy curator killed second. Then there was Andy, short for Andrew Maneau. She recognized him now, despite his dyed hair and soft features of his youth. Ken looked like Ken, just younger. There was no fifth person in the picture, so Ellie guessed that Mike was the photographer.
She let the revelation sink in and wondered why Andrew didn’t tell her about the personal connection with the girls and Kenny. Them being childhood friends seemed like something worth telling the police. He must have something to hide, Ellie concluded, but what?
A crow squawked nearby. Ellie turned back, watching the tide of crows take flight from the nearby trees and fill the indigo sky. Ellie kept a keen eye out on her surroundings. Something didn’t feel right. Like she’d gone to a place she shouldn’t have gone, or seen something she shouldn’t have seen.
She snapped a picture of the engraved names with her phone, stood up, and dialed Peaches.
He answered with a groggy voice. “Hello?”
“I found something,” Ellie said, unable to keep a lid on her excitement.
Peaches yawned. “I thought I told you to contact Skinner with whatever case information you uncover.”
“Screw Skinner,” Ellie said bluntly. “You’re the one I trust. Are you going to listen to me?”
“Of course,” Peaches replied.
Ellie heard his hospital bed squeak as he sat up. She gave him the skinny version of what she learned. “Andrew shares a personal connection with the victims. Even stranger, one of them died on April 21 last year. That’s exactly one year before my first blackout.
“Quite intriguing,” Peaches admitted. “And why do you think Andrew kept his involvement with the women hidden?”
“I don’t know, but I think it’s safe to say that this has nothing to do with some art deal,” Ellie replied.
Ellie sent him the Polaroid and the image of the etched names.  
“Who’s Mike?” Peaches asked.
“Perhaps he’s the cameraman,” Ellie replied.
“And our next lead,” Peaches replied, struggling to keep a lid on his excitement.
“What? You’re suddenly recovered now?” Ellie teased.
Peaches’s bed squeaked again. The detective grunted as he stood. “I think I’ll check out early. How far are you?”
“Lancaster. It’s too far for you to drive,” Ellie said. “Maybe you can research about this Mike guy. See how he ties into this.”
“We can place bets. Next victim or killer?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t know, Peaches. What matters is that he is found. Lord knows it will take a miracle for Andrew to tell us anything useful.”
Ellie’s skin crawled as if she were dressed in flies. Someone was watching her. A little beyond the sloped natural terrain stood the figure. The foliage and thorn bushes masked their appearance. Ellie glanced back, not saying a word.
“Peaches,” Ellie whispered into the phone. “Someone’s here.”
“Who?” Peaches asked.
Ellie squinted, trying to make out the figure’s appearance. “I can’t tell. It’s like they’re waiting on me.”
“To do what?”
“Something,” Ellie replied.
Neither her nor the obscured figure moved. It was like they were having some sort of old Western standoff.
The figure stepped away from her and started into the woods, away from the street.
“They’re going somewhere,” Ellie said with a worried whisper. She felt the figure’s eyes on her as it moved away. “I think they want me to follow.”
“Ellie,” Peaches said. “You know that’s a stupid idea.”
The figure vanished from her sight. “I’m going to lose them.”
“Listen to me, Ellie,” Peaches warned. “Call the cops and wait for backup.”
“They’ll be gone by then,” Ellie replied. “It’s now or never.”
“It could be the killer,” Peaches warned.
“Or it could be the lead I need to save my husband,” Ellie replied defiantly. “I’m at the big oak on Willoughby Drive if you want to come looking for me.”
“Ellie--”
Ellie hung up and followed after the stranger.
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Ellie was chasing a ghost. The stranger was steps ahead of her and out of view. She could make out the person’s black attire, but only faintly. The sun was falling and the sky turned from crimson into a dark indigo. Ellie’s lack of sleep over the last few days slowed her. She could feel the aching in her knees and in the soles of her feet. She stepped over felled trees and pushed aside branches. Small bugs swirled around her head and tried to fly into her mouth as she breathed heavily. The trek was a good twenty minutes, and Ellie tried her best to pick up landmarks she’d be able to easily spot on her way back, which would probably be under the cover of nightfall. She increased her pace. The stranger did so as well. Whatever distance Ellie gained seemed futile. Her heart pounded. She didn’t know if she was following her adversary or a new ally. She could use the latter, especially having worked alone all day. Maybe it was Mike.
Without warning, the figure took off into a full sprint.
“Son of a...” Ellie said as she ran after the person. A root grabbed her foot and sent her tumbling to the dirt. She pushed her palms against the earth to lift herself up and kept on after the stranger. The person weaved through the trees as if it were their natural habitat. Perhaps it was. Ellie tried her best to follow the figure, but soon they vanished from her view. She relied on ruffled brushes and broken twigs to follow the person’s path. A building appeared in the distance.
Ellie pressed onward, seeing the tin roof through the canopy. She exited the woods and entered into a clearing with tall grass that nearly reached her knees. The building was an old red barn built on a brick foundation. The walls tilted a few degrees to the side. Its only windows were a handful of brick-shaped holes above the various horse/cattle pens within.
The front door was made of vertical wood planks and covered with a coat of chipped red paint, like how it was portrayed in Troy’s portrait.
Catching her breath, Ellie rested her hands on her knees and glanced up at the sky. No eclipse tonight. She wondered what the rings in Troy’s pupils were. She blew at her sweat-dripping bangs that were glued to her forehead and started moving cautiously to the barn’s door. There was a small latch on the second floor that probably opened into a hayloft. Like the door, the latch was made of vertical planks that had a half-inch gap between them. Ellie felt her heart rate quicken as she neared. She expected the little upper door to fling open and for the hooded man to rain down pistol fire on her. Thankfully, her fear didn’t come to pass. She reached the barn door without issue. Her sweaty clothes stuck to her like a second layer of skin. The cool spring air made her shiver. Her hand grabbed the wooden handle nailed to the door. She gave it a pull.
It opened into the dark main room of the barn. The floor was dirt, with loose hay scattered about. To the left and right sides of the barn were animal stalls fit for horses or cattle. They had very small windows in the back and wooden doors made of horizontal planks with a twelve-inch gap between them. Above Ellie’s head was a loft that was only accessible from a ladder at the back end of the barn. Instead of animals in the stalls, there were different “scenes” with mannequins for actors. The first showed two females and three males standing around a circular table. They had empty beer bottles taped to their hands and were wrapped in unpowered Christmas lights. The next stall had the same five mannequins, but now they were standing in a line, facing Ellie. Instead of beer bottles, they had knives.
Ellie turned back to the barn door, adrenaline pumping. Instinct told her to flee, but the barn had a way of drawing her inside like a moth to flame. It was slow, torturous curiosity that pulled her deeper. The obsession with the truth, with answers, kept her from doing the logical thing. However, the logical thing wouldn’t save Troy.
The next stall showed the five mannequins standing around a plastic Christmas tree and a sixth mannequin lying on the barn’s dirt floor. The stall opposite of that only had one mannequin. It was the generic male with an identical molding to the one lying before the Christmas tree in the opposite stall. Only now the mannequin was covered in slashes and appeared to have been smashed apart by a baseball bat. The next stall showed a lone female mannequin on the floor. She was naked with a featureless face. Her arms and legs had been hacked away. There was a knife hilt glued to her back.
This area of the barn opened up like a “T”, with the lower part of the letter being the part with the stalls and the upper bar of the “T” used for storing farming equipment. There were old tractors, crude hay rolling equipment, gardening tools, etc. There was a mural on the back wall showing the cracked oak tree, the two females and three males standing around two bodies that were cut up and sleeping. All around the mural were circles of Christmas lights and a plethora of hanging empty crow cages stained with ancient bird crap and filled with bird bones.
Ellie pulled out her phone. No service, of course. She snapped a picture of the mural. As soon as her finger hit the button, the Christmas lights flickered on, flooding the room with festive greens, reds, blues and yellows. A generator hummed just out of sight.
Ellie twisted around to the front door at the opposite end of the barn. She noticed more lights wrapping around the various upright support beams and the horizontal ceiling rafters. In the hayloft above the front door, Ellie spotted a fake owl used to scare away snakes. A figure shrouded in darkness stood beside it.
Ellie froze like a deer in the headlights. Not taking her gaze from the stranger, Ellie dialed 911. Still no service. Her gut twisted. Every hair on her body rose.
“Hello?” she asked, feeling stupid and vulnerable.
The figure lingered in the shadows. Completely still. Seemingly not breathing. Ellie swiftly glanced around her, trying to catch a glimpse of a nearby weapon, when and if she needed one. There was an old wood-cutting axe propped, head down, against a shelf loaded with bags of spilled and dried-out fertilizer. If she ran, she could get it swiftly. Still, any quick moment felt like a foolish reaction. Beyond the old green tractor, she spotted a sliding back door. It was chained shut. Apparently, the only way out of the barn was the front door. That meant passing under the figure.
Ellie’s teeth chattered. She took a step forward. “Who are you?”
Silent as death, the stranger stepped out of the darkness and stopped beside the dangling fake owl. Ellie’s wide eyes traced the curvature of the long blade and the serpentine shape of scythe’s wooden handle. The stranger held the crude tool in both hands with the edge to the loft’s floor. He was clad in black, a hoodie covering his face that was masked by a thin sheer cloth.
Ellie knew him immediately. The graze on her neck throbbed with her thumping jugular vein. The slash below her eye screamed. Flashbacks of Andrew’s art room and the hooded man’s many attempts to kill her repeated in her mind over and over again. She had flown too close to the sun. Time to run.
Ellie darted for the front door. She got about three feet before the figure dropped from the loft and landed between her and the door. Dust and hay kicked up around his boots. Multiple Christmas lights reflected their pretty colors on the scythe’s crude, rust-spotted edge.
Ellie froze in her tracks, regretting she didn’t go for the axe first. It was too late for that. She took a step back slowly, trying to hide her intentions from the man who killed Kimberly, Pamela, and shot Ellie in the neck.
“Why are you doing this?” Ellie asked.
The man took a step forward, his black boot unintentionally crushing a beetle.
“You know why, Ellie.” His voice was soft, calm, but laced with torment. Ellie didn’t need to see his face to know he was a broken man; someone who’d taken the hurts of this world and channeled them into dark deeds.
“I don’t,” Ellie replied honestly, slowly moving closer to the axe. “Explain it to me.”
The point of the scythe created a small line in the dirt floor as he stepped toward Ellie. His movements were subtle but precise, like a lion stalking its prey. “You took something that wasn’t yours, Ellie Batter.”
Ellie shook her head. “What does this have to do with the paintings? With Troy? Andrew? Any of it?”
The hooded man stopped his pursuit. One of the words gave him pause, though Ellie didn’t waste time trying to guess. She was already dashing to the axe. She grabbed it and twisted in time to see the curved scythe blade slicing at her face. She ducked the deathly blow and scurried to the side. The hasty footfall of the hooded man grew louder behind her as Ellie darted for the front door. Another near miss from the scythe forced Ellie to change her course. She weaved through the various support beams wrapped with coils of distracting light. The hooded man darted parallel to her. Instead of going for another deadly swipe, he raced for the door. It was a competition now. Whoever got to the door would determine the fate of the other.
Ellie had the lead for most of it, but the hooded man was just a few paces quicker. He slammed his shoulder into the door, effectively closing it. Ellie skidded on her heels, keeping herself from tumbling into the man.
Before the stranger could ready a strike, Ellie swung down the axe. With a thunk, the weapon’s head wedged into the door a few inches from the hooded man’s face. Realizing that she had missed, Ellie pulled back on the handle. Her soft palms slipped on the coarse wooden handle. Splinters, some inches long, pierced her flesh. Gasping in pain, Ellie yanked the axe head from the door and went for a desperate sideswipe. The hooded man ducked it. The axe head slammed into a support beam, and a few Christmas lights exploded into shards.
Recovering from the blow he ducked, the hooded man sliced the scythe at Ellie’s ankles. She leaped over it. Her childhood days of playing hopscotch were finally paying off. Instead of going for another hit, Ellie ran from the hooded man and into the back of the barn. Behind her, the hooded man picked up the lock and chain from a nearby bucket and sealed the front door.
Meanwhile, Ellie slipped by the tractor and slammed the chain on the back door with her axe. The edge sparked on impact with the metal links. Ellie’s splintered palms burned in pain. She struck the chain again. Her mind was completely empty apart from a single thought: survive.
The axe hit the chain, chipping away at the metal. Tears of blood leaked from her palms and rolled down the axe handle. She looked over her shoulder. The hooded man was watching her at the “T” of the room. He was amused by Ellie’s desperate and futile efforts of escape.
Holding the scythe across his waist, he slipped by the tractor.
Ellie hit the chain. Sparks, but no breach.
Just one more hit, she told herself. No. Run, Ellie. She trusted the second voice and darted to the nearest stall. She scrambled over buckets, a woodman’s bench, and a collection of rakes and hoes, spilling them in her wake. She grabbed ahold of the stall’s horizontal slats and used them as a ladder to the loft. The hooded man marched over the mess and extended the scythe to strike at Ellie. The curved edge hit the slats nearest her and scraped downward, making a rivet in the wood. Ellie reached the loft, crawled on her belly, and forced herself to stand. The pain in her splintered hands caught up with her, and she could hardly clench the axe handle without letting out a soundless cry of pain. Her eyes were wet. She knew the hooded man would be up here soon. She turned back to the ledge, seeing the man climbing up to her. Ellie swung the axe down. The blood made her hands slick and made her lose her grip on what could’ve been the killing blow. The axe toppled down next to the hooded man. Knowing instantly that her adversary was undamaged, Ellie ran deeper into the loft. Her eyes were on the little upper door above the front entrance.
As she ran by square bales of hay, her bloody hand brushed against one of the Christmas lights. Its intense heat caused her to recoil. Wincing, she dropped to her knees at the small square latch.
All hope fell away as she grabbed the chain and master lock that secured the small upper door from the inside. He’s thought of everything. Ellie glanced down at her trembling palms. They were punctured with splinters that made grooves under flesh. Scarlet bubbled out of the wounds and leaked onto the wooden floor. She glanced back at the hooded man, who was nearly up on the loft with her.  Ellie could drop to the ground floor and keep running and hiding, but that wouldn’t get her out of this godforsaken place. There were fewer Christmas lights up here than there were on the ground level. Nonetheless, there were a few long lines of lights coiled around the rafters and wrapping the two pillars. There was the pillar Ellie brushed against and another one parallel on the other side of the loft. She glanced at the hay and then at the lights. She rose up hastily and grabbed the line of Christmas lights nailed into the rafters. The small nails popped out as she pulled the rope of light and let them fall onto the dry hay.
The hooded man reached the top of the loft as small wisps of smoke began to rise from the square bales. Ellie dashed to the other side of the loft, tearing down the lights as she went. The bulb landed on more hay. As the hooded man went to stomp out the tiny flames sprouting up around him, more ignited on the other end of the loft. Having been dry for so long, the bales took to the fire quickly.
The hooded man gave up on trying to put it out and went for Ellie. She bumped into the dangling fake out and leapt from the flaming loft. The landing was not smooth and left her with bruised knees and palms. She twisted back, watching the blaze consume the loft. It made a semi-circle of flame over her head.
Ellie lost sight of the hooded man and snuck into one of the stalls. She hid behind the line of mannequins that clenched knives. She was tempted to grab one but didn’t want to alter anything that might alert him to her whereabouts.
The stranger shouted. “You know I made this special place for someone like you.”
Ellie peered in between the mannequins and squeezed a long splinter from her hand. She held back a cry as the wooden spike pulled from her flesh. The loft groaned above her. She glanced up, watching the wood blacken. The ceiling of the stall opposite of hers collapsed in, spilling flaming wood over the mannequins. Their milky white skin began to melt away under the blazing wood.
The hooded man climbed down from the ladder. Clenching the scythe, he started to check one stall at a time. Ellie looked up at the wood weakening over her head. She needed to run before it fell in, but if she left now, she’d run right into the killer’s arms.
Ellie saw the man approaching. Black smoke rolled over the stranger and filled the barn with a toxic haze. Wood crackled out of view. Ellie grabbed the bent kitchen knife from one of the mannequin's hands and tossed it into a nearby burning stall. The hooded man turned that way. He approached the fire, intrigued by the noise. Ellie used the two-second distraction to dart out of the stall. With a loud crash, the flaming wood tumbled over where she was hiding.
Coughing, Ellie tripped over her foot and landed on the dirt floor. The flames spread around her. She faced the back wall. Behind her, she felt the eyes of the hooded man watching her. Ellie rolled over to her bottom.
Surrounded by fire, the hooded man’s black silhouette loomed a few yards from her. He clenched his scythe tighter. “You should’ve never have taken what wasn’t yours.”
He moved forward and raised the weapon.
Ellie’s heart pounded. The smoke crawled down her throat like a snake. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. Her vision was blurred and her eyes stung. She scurried backward, using her wrists to move because her bleeding palms were in so much pain.
“Goodbye, Ellie,” the man said with the smallest hint of regret.
Crack!
The rafters snapped over their heads. Flaming blocks of wood crashed down between Ellie and hooded man. The blaze danced across the nearby support beams. Smoke wafted up to the hole on the ceiling and into the night sky.
The hooded man paced to each side of the flaming debris, trying to find a way to Ellie. The wall of fire kept him from passing. He coughed, pulled out a key ring from his front pocket, and started toward the chained front door.
Ellie covered her mouth with her shirt. She watched the flames grow higher. The plastic mannequins caught fire, popped and melted. The Christmas lights flickered out or exploded under the heat. Ellie scrambled to her feet. The flames close in her. The barn seemed to lean in. It would fall soon. The fire touched the wall behind her and blackened its wood. I’m not dying in here, she told herself as she coughed. She picked up the axe from the floor and approached the charred wall. Enduring the pain in her splintered palms, she raised the axe over her head and slammed it against the weakest part of the wall. The impact sent a wave of force up her arm muscles. Ellie swung again, drinking smoke into her lungs. Chunks of wood splintered away from the back wall. She hit it again and again. Her arms were throbbing with pain. She could barely keep her eyes open. She thought of Troy. She wouldn’t let him die. She wasn’t going to die either. Not like this. Not today. She hit the wall again, seeing the beginnings of the hole. After two more solid strikes, a few of the vertical planks fell away. Sliding sideways, she tumbled through the blackened breach and stumbled onto the dewy night grass. Black smoke billowed out behind her. She was covered in soot and hacking up half a lung
Behind her, the barn moaned and groaned. She spotted movement on the right side. Her heart rate spiked, even though it was already raging. When will it end? She moped for about a split-second before spotting the well. It was either that or run deeper into the woods. Getting lost in the dark would prove problematic. Leaving the axe behind, Ellie darted to the well. She climbed over the well’s stone wall and hugged the inner rim. She didn’t know the well’s depth but from her current position and this late hour, it looked like she was staring into the abyss.
Ellie held on with her fingertips and forced to herself to be quiet, despite the pain.
The hooded man walked by, and called her name. “Ellie. Ellie!”
Ellie bit into her lower lip to keep herself from whimpering. Her fingers were slipping, and she was holding back a cough. The hooded man passed by again, not bothering to peek into the well. Ellie battled the temptation to make a run for it now; she didn’t want to risk being seen or heard. After a few moments, Ellie heard the barn crumble in on itself.
The hooded man shouted, though Ellie couldn’t tell from where. “Come out, Ellie. Or someone else will have to pay the price for your deeds.”
Ellie kept holding her breath. Her fingertips were now throbbing with painful numbness. She waited a moment before trying to pull herself over the rim of the well. She only needed a peek.
She reached upward. Her fingers slipped on the stone. Suddenly, she fell backward, and the darkness of the well consumed her.
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THE WELL





Darkness swallowed Ellie. She didn’t breathe. She didn’t blink. Her only thought was that the well’s circular opening looked awfully like an eclipse. It grew smaller and smaller the faster she fell. Her back hit the water like it was a sheet of glass and instantly, she was submerged. Her arms and legs floated upward while her body drifted down. Algae-filled water flooded her mouth, tasting of slime. The darkness only grew darker, and the water turned colder every second.
Ellie opened her eyes, seeing nothing. Her body told her to swim upward. Waving her arms and legs, she raced to the surface and burst free. She grabbed onto a stone jutting out from the well’s walls and, teeth chattering, turned her eyes up to the small hole high above at the top of the vertical shaft. Smoke drifted over the star-speckled sky. Ellie lowered herself into the water to where only her head could be seen and waited for her body temperature to adjust. With bloodshot, teary eyes, she watched the entrance of the well, waiting for the killer to return. Only dark skies and dissipating smoke. As quick as a flash, the hooded man appeared, grabbed hold of the rim of the well, and gazed down.
Ellie ducked into the putrid water. She held her breath and shut her eyes. She counted. First to five and then ten and finally to twenty-five before rising from the water.
The hooded man was gone when she resurfaced. Did he see her? Was he coming back? What if he was getting his pistol? He would literally be shooting Ellie like she was a fish in a barrel. Ellie twisted around the confining space. Mosquitoes buzzed over the water. In the moonlight, she saw mosquito larva wiggling just under the surface. Ellie felt sick. She wasn’t sure how much of the nasty water she had drunk, but it was enough to make her stomach groan and her mouth to be filled with the taste of algae.
She brushed her fingers on the stone walls around her. The simple action made her hand burn with agony. She turned her palms to the moonlight, seeing the wealth of splinters stuck into her flesh. She pinched the largest with her fingernails and drew it out. It was two inches. She sniffled and did the same for the next splinter. By the time she finished, her hands stung worse than they did before. She washed them, watching the faint crimson swirl in the water. It was far from hygienic, but Ellie just needed to get the wood from her body, and the water would help. Similar to cobblestone, the walls were rigid but the stones didn’t protrude out far enough for her to get a good grip. If Ellie had to guess, she was about thirty feet deep. Understanding depth and distance were an artist's best friends. Especially as Luminists, where Ellie showed intricate detail natural landscapes under soft light and full of immaculate detail. She missed those days, the ones from weeks ago where the idea of barns, woods, and country life filled her with awe, inspiration, and peace. If she were ever able to get out of this well, she would be happy to be back in the big city.
After some struggle, Ellie got proper finger and toe holds on the cobblestone, but was only able to get about two feet out of the water before falling back in. She bumped into something under the water. It was squishy. Ellie ducked down, grabbed the soggy thing, and brought into the moonlight. It was a dead crow, swollen with water and two times its normal size. Ellie gagged and let it fall back in. Little bubbles escaped its beak as it sank to the bottom of the well. Hopeless, she pulled her cellphone from her back pocket. It was broken, unsurprisingly. Her wallet and cash were ruined too. Her rental car keys were missing. Wonderful, she thought with dreaded sarcasm. She tried to formulate some sort of escape plan but was drawing blanks.
Sirens sounded. Ellie first thought she was dreaming, but then the noise grew louder. The fire must’ve attracted some attention.
“Help!” Ellie shouted at the top of her lungs. “I’m trapped down here!”
She listened to the distant sirens and kept shouting and splashed her arms around to make as much noise as possible. The little hope she had quickly faded as no one returned her calls. Her voice cracked. No one bothered looking into the well. Soon, the smoke was gone and the sirens faded away. Ellie yelled some more, forcing herself to believe that someone would hear her. It was futile. The firefighters, or whoever was out there, had left.
Ellie sank back into the water. Her expression was hollow and downcast. She didn’t have the exact time, but she knew the twenty-four-hour period to prevent Troy’s death was coming to a swift close. More terrifying was with the killer’s five-hour drive back to Northampton, there was a chance that he could arrive at Ellie’s apartment at the exact twenty-four-hour mark since the mural’s creation if he left for Northampton. It was all coming together, she realized. The killer didn’t care about Troy, but he blamed Ellie for something. Perhaps for saving Andrew’s life. If he couldn’t take out his anger on Ellie physically, he would go for Troy. Even worse, her husband would be completely unprepared, because Ellie never told him about the mural and her plan to prevent it. From down here, Ellie could do nothing.
She brushed her foot around in the water, feeling for anything that might assist her escape. She tried with both feet, moving slowly and methodically. Nothing. She closed her eyes and rested her back against the well’s walls. It would be a long night, Ellie knew. And it was.
The only thing worse than the waiting was the silence.. The cold water turned her into a prune. The bandage on her neck had grown soggy, and the stench of the dead bird hung on to her like expensive perfume. She tried to stay positive in her thinking, but it all felt like lies. She wondered how many people came out to this part of Lancaster. No one, probably. It began to dawn on her that she could be spending days in this well. The thought made her ill with dread. What would happen when she needed to eat, drink, or use the potty? More dreadful thinking. If there was ever a time to pray, this was it. Perhaps whatever higher power “blessed” her with the death portraits knew she’d fall into this well, that it was all part of a master plan, whatever that may be. Or perhaps the cosmos was correcting its mistake. Ellie dies, the portraits cease, and the world’s natural order is restored. All it would cost was Ellie’s life. Well, if she was indeed the only one with the power. It had only crossed her mind in passing, but what if she wasn’t alone in her struggle? What if there was someone else out there having a blackout and painting Ellie’s demise: a sad thirty-two-year-old artist starved to death at the bottom of a well. It was far from a wonderful thought.
Sometime during the night, Ellie heard the faint bays of dogs or wolves. However, the shaft had a way of blotting out most noise, and Ellie questioned if she had heard anything at all. What if the fire truck sounds were an illusion too? She guessed it didn’t matter much at this point. Trapped meant trapped, and Ellie would have to get really creative or give up. She struggled to keep her eyes open as the night slugged onward. Ellie didn’t know why she was resisting sleep. Heaven knew that if she was able to pass out in a hellhole like this, her body needed some shuteye.
Sometime during the night, she must’ve passed out, because she was a child again in the room of her parents’ home. She was lying belly down on the bed and drawing something with crayon. She couldn’t have been older than six or seven, though Ellie couldn’t recall her exact age. There was a knock on the door.
Little Ellie told the person they may enter.
Her grandfather, a jolly old man with a love for Lionel trains and model airplanes, entered, and told her dinner was to be served. There was still daylight outside, but they always ate earlier when their grandparents were around. Ellie told grandpa to give her another five minutes to finish the drawing. Always agreeable, her grandfather accepted her request in exchange for seeing Ellie’s latest masterpiece. He sat down on the bed with her. His weight sank the mattress. He glanced over Ellie’s shoulder and looked at the construction paper. The curious smile on his face sank into a heavy frown.
“What is this?” Grandpa inquired with a worried tone.
“A drawing,” Ellie replied normally.
She turned the paper so her grandfather could get a better look. It was of an old man lying on the floor of a convenience store. The color red leaked out of his head. The entire drawing was extremely detailed to be the creation of a seven-year-old.
The dream changed suddenly. Ellie was dressed in black and a few days older. She was standing in the living room with her family and some old people she’d never seen before. Everyone was crying or telling stories about Grandpa and his legacy.
Ellie pulled on her mother’s sleeve because her father was too distraught to talk to anyone. Her mother looked down at her with a pitiful smile. “I miss him too, sweetie, but he’s in a better place now.”
“What happened to Grandpa?” Ellie asked.
Her mother looked dreadful. “I’ll… I’ll tell you when you’re older.”
“But…”
Cousin Darsey, a freckle-faced troublemaker, approached Ellie. “He was shot, don’t you know? Convenience store robbery.”
Ellie felt a sudden heat on her face.
She opened her eyes and was her thirty-two-year-old self again. The morning sun streamed down the well and cooked Ellie’s cheek. Ellie adjusted her posture. Her back ached. She’d spent the whole night leaning against the cobblestone wall. Her damaged hands were pruned. The stench of the crow had only grown worse, and she saw mosquito bite marks up and down her forearms. It had been a horrible night. Her head throbbed. Her eyes hurt. She was hungry, tired, but it seemed like sleep only made her feel more fatigued. She moved. Her legs felt like numb noodles. When she stretched, her bones popped. She parted the bangs of her bob cut and looked up at the entrance. There were two blobs under the sun. She cupped her hand over her eyes. After getting some reprieve from the radiant light, Ellie could see the blobs were the shapes of human silhouettes.
Ellie shouted. “Hey! Down here! Can you hear me? I’m trapped! Hello?”
Her cry became more and more desperate and broken as she shouted.
One of the figures replied. His voice echoed down the shaft. “We hear you. We’re going to get help.”
“Don’t leave me!” Ellie begged.
The figures departed.
Ellie shouted louder, pleading with them, but they didn’t reply. Were they part of her dream too? Ellie didn’t know. Her teeth chattered. She hugged herself, longing to get dry. Her clothes were heavy and ruined. She’d probably have to toss out her shoes after returning. She still didn’t have her rental car’s key. She brushed her foot around the water, trying to see if she could feel the key. The water was too deep. Ellie held her breath and descended. She didn’t know how close she got to the bottom, but it was far enough she had to turn back. She looked up again. No sign of the silhouettes. She would say she was losing her mind, but then she’d probably lost it the moment she painted the first portrait.
Leaning against the wall of the well, she wondered what life would look like if she didn’t get the power. Troy and her would’ve gotten back from Naples, stayed on their honeymoon high, and returned to their normal lives. They’d moved in together before the marriage, so Ellie imagined that not much would’ve changed. Well, except for the fact that the baby talk was actually an option now. Like with the wedding, Troy was also the more adamant one in the relationship. He had proposed to Ellie multiple times over the years before her career was finally profitable enough for her to accept the commitment. Troy had already brought up multiple times that he wanted kids. Two boys and a girl, just like his family. Ellie didn’t know what she wanted. Even after years of planning, Ellie was unsure on the number of kids would be right for her or when she wanted to have them. Troy would probably push the issue after their second honeymoon, seeing how neither of them were getting any younger. Ellie remembered that she was supposed to plan out the second vacation. Whoops. Not like it would matter anymore. Troy was probably dead by this point.
“Hey!” A voice echoed down the well.
Ellie shielded her eyes from the sun and looked up at the silhouetted figures. One of them dropped down a thick hemp rope. It splashed in the water beside her. There were a number of knots on it.
“Can you climb?” The person asked.
“I think so!” Ellie replied. Even if she couldn’t, she’d try for the life of her.
She grabbed the thick rope and began to pull herself up. Her shoulder and back muscles ached as she began the ascent. The last time she’d done anything remotely close to rope climbing was in gymnastics class during the second grade. Mucky water dripped from her body as she rose out of the well’s bottom. She planted her soggy shoes on the wall of the well and started to “walk” as she grabbed ahold of the rope. Her palms stung like crazy. She bit into her lip to keep herself from letting out a cry. Before she knew it, her lip was bleeding.
At about the halfway point, Ellie was ready to give up. The figures pulled on the rope, but only slowly. If they actually moved at a faster speed, Ellie would have probably lost her grip five feet ago. She reminded herself of Troy and the family they may never have. She let those thoughts be her strength, and when she felt her hand slipping, she relied on desperate prayer.
Somehow, some way, she reached the top. Two people grabbed her arms and helped pull her from the well. When Ellie got out, her ankles rolled and she nearly collapsed on the dirt. The men caught her before she could do so. One put a towel around her while another mumbled something under his breath.
“How long were you in there?” the one who supplied the towel asked.
Ellie’s teeth chattered. “The whole night.”
She looked at the men, recognizing them immediately.
Detectives Adrian Peaches and Detective Eugene Skinner. Peaches was a tall, handsome man with a five o’clock shadow, trusting eyes, and smile. There was a bandage wrapped around his forehead where the Hooded Man had hit him with a baton two nights ago. Apart from his awkward, somewhat confused smile, he seemed relatively functional. Then again, the grin could be a residual effect of his beating.
Skinner was a short, stout man with a bulldog face, wrinkled clothes, and thinning hair. He had not been with Ellie and Peaches during the Hooded Man’s attack on Andrew and thus had not sustained any injury during the investigation. Ellie was jealous. She glanced down at her splinter-free but damaged palms. Her wounds were not as bad as they appeared last night, but she would’ve much rather have been unharmed.
“Decided to take a late-night swim?” Skinner mocked.
Ellie glared. “Let me use your phone.”
Skinner didn’t oblige. “Not until you tell us what the hell happened last night.”
The three of them turned to the steaming pile of barn rubble.
“No time,” Ellie replied.
Seeing that he was not going to get anything from Ellie, Peaches surrendered his phone. Ellie tried to recall Troy’s number, but she could hardly think straight. After a few seconds, it came back to her. She dialed him swiftly and listened to the phone. She chanted under her breath. “Pick up, pick up, pick up.”
Voicemail. She craned her head back to the heavens and fought back her tears. She tried calling him again and continued her desperate chant. Voicemail. She tried again, clenching the phone so tight that her knuckles went to white.
She called Troy’s boss. He claimed that Troy left work at 8 pm last night and hadn’t heard from him since. Ellie gave up the phone before she was tempted to throw it.
“We need to go,” Ellie declared. Holding the towel tightly to her body, she began to march the way of her rental car.
The detectives exchanged looks and followed after her. Peaches put his hand on her shoulder. “Ellie, slow down.”
Ellie pulled her shoulder out of his grasp. Feeling weak from the night’s events, Ellie was done playing nice girl. She didn’t need to say anything. Her look was enough to cause the detective to back off. Ellie kept forward. She wanted to collapse. The night in the water killed the circulation to her lower body. She dragged her numb feet and ankles across the rough terrain of the woods. She wasn’t even sure if she could drive. One issue at a time, she told herself.
Peaches and Skinner caught up and flanked her on either side. Peaches spoke softly. “You’re not well, Ellie. You need to sit down.”
“There’s a good chance Troy is gone and you want me to sit down?” Ellie chuckled in frustration and marched on. Her world tilted. She blinked a few times to straighten it out. Suddenly, she fell against a tree. She winced but couldn’t bring herself to push off the trunk.  
Peaches and Skinner stopped next to her, wondering if she was finished resisting their help. Ellie took a breath. She nodded at the men. Peaches lent her a shoulder while Skinner marched ahead.
Ellie’s teeth chattered. “How did you find me?”
“You told me you were in Lancaster, and then I remembered you had a rental car. I called the rental company. The built-in GPS put you on Willoughby Drive. Then Skinner and I just followed the smoke. We found your keys by the well. I’m guessing you found out who the stranger was?”
“I don’t know his name, but he’s not very happy with me. I burned the barn down to get out,” Ellie admitted.
“Smart,” Peaches replied. “My hospital escape was not as brilliant. Just a few stern words to the doctor and reminding him I’m part of law enforcement.”
“I imagine you’re still recovering?” Ellie asked.
“I am. The side effects of the concussion remain,” He smiled at her as they headed deep into the woods. “Thankfully, I had Skinner to give me a ride. I’m not in any state to drive.”
“Is that your way of lecturing me about going solo?” Ellie asked.
“I was that obvious, huh?”  Peaches replied “What did you get when you tried to solve this yourself?”
“It was going well until I was being hunted by a man with a scythe. But I get your point, Peaches.”
“Glad we understand each other.”
The three of them headed to Skinner’s squad car that was parked behind Ellie’s rented midnight blue Mitsubishi. Before heading out, Ellie gave her brother a call.
“What’s up?” Paul answered, sounding completely bored.
“You want to make some money?” Ellie replied.
She could hear Paul sit up on his recliner. “I’m listening.”
“I have a rent-a-car parked on Willoughby that I’m not fit to drive.”
“Hangover?” Paul asked.
“Sure,” Ellie replied. Only it felt fifty times worse than a bad night out. “Look, if you can get this car and take it back to my place, I’ll pay you three hundred bucks.”
“Three fifty,” Paul said, trying to sound sly.
Ellie groaned. “Fine.”
“You’re serious?” Paul exclaimed. “I mean, yeah. Cool.”
“Just get it back to my place. I’ll leave the keys in the back, driver side wheel well,” Ellie said. With that taken care of, she climbed into the back seat of Skinner’s police cruiser. She would’ve apologized for the swampy smell radiating from her body. However, the stench of Skinner’s unmarked Impala was much more powerful and stank of fast food grease, dead fish, and other unappetizing things.
Peaches scrunched his nose as he climbed into the front seat. He grinned at Ellie. “You’ll get used to it.”
“Hey,” Skinner barked. “Drive yourself or shut your trap.” He put the car into drive and they started down the road. “So Mrs. Batter,” Skinner began. “What did you find out about this guy?”
Ellie reached for the photo she got from Kenny’s widow. The water had torn the Polaroid and distorted the image. Unable to use any visible cues, Ellie closed her eyes and recalled the evening. She started with the revelation of Kenny to the mannequins set up in the stalls. She described the hooded man’s attire and the crude scythe he wielded. By the way he was able to secure the doors so quickly, he had familiarity with the place and was probably stalking Ellie. For how long, she didn’t know, but she felt he had been watching her for quite some time. How else would he know her name that had only changed to Batter a few weeks ago?
After relaying the information, Ellie swaddled herself in the towel, rested her head on the window, and let the road put her to sleep. Her dream was horrible. It showed Troy, strung up at the wrists by rope. His chest was cut open but he wasn’t dead. A dark fog inched toward him. He screamed Ellie’s name, though all she could do was watch. Out of the darkness, crows flew and circled Troy multiple times before landing on his pale flesh and using their razor-sharp beaks to bite at Troy. With each piece of meat they tore from him, his screams grew louder. She tried to scare away the crows. They didn’t pay her any mind and only increased the pace of the feast.
“Ellie!” Troy screamed. “Ellie.”
It wasn’t his voice but Peaches. She opened her eyes and saw the detective looking back at her.
“What?” Ellie asked as she yawned.
“We’re here,” Peaches declared.
On the sidewalk, the Northampton typical local crowd enjoyed their lunch break. Hipsters, independent women, and other artistic types flooded the restaurants and cafes around Ellie’s apartment complex. She stepped out of the cruiser and stretched. Her back popped and she had a crank in her neck. Ellie shook out the jitters. Her clothes were dry now but stiff from the well muck. That didn’t matter. She marched to her twelve-story apartment building. Peaches and Skinner struggled to keep up as Ellie pressed the elevator about forty times until it finally came to a stop. She held the door for the detectives and pressed the number 12. The elevator rumbled and climbed. An old man checked Ellie out from the corner of the elevator. He seemed to always be hanging out in there. Ellie wondered if the old man was senile or if he just enjoyed riding the elevator. As they climbed the floors, Ellie turned to him.
“Did you see anyone come through here today or last night? Anyone suspicious? Possibly wearing a black hoodie.”
The old man smiled and nodded.
Ellie’s heart raced. “When?”
The old man smiled and nodded.
“Hello?” Ellie asked, wondering if there was anything going on behind his stupid look.
Peaches shook his head. “You’re not going to learn anything from this one.”
The old man smiled and nodded.
The elevator door dinged. Ellie, Skinner, and Peaches exited. Ellie jogged down the hall to her apartment. Hands trembling, she pulled out her key, slid it into the lock, and gave it a twist.
Peaches and Skinner kept their hands on their weapons. Peaches blinked a few times, overcoming the sense of vertigo from his concussion. Skinner stayed directly behind Ellie, ready to push in front should the need arise.
The apartment was dark. The blinds were shut, preventing any natural light from flooding the place. Ellie reached in to toggle the light switch. That was when she saw the mess. Chairs were flipped, the couch was stripped, and there were more signs of a struggle, but no signs of Troy.
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COMPLETION





The apartment was ransacked. The refrigerator doors were swung wide open. Broken eggs splattered the kitchen floor along with a mix of spilled milk, orange juice, yogurt, and more. The cupboards above the sink were ajar as well. All of the glassware Ellie and Troy had received from their parents was shattered and slung across the room. The TV had a massive crack down the middle. And the SOB responsible was so spiteful that he even left the bathroom sink running, causing a flood into Ellie’s hallway.
The home Troy had so joyously carried Ellie into a little over a week ago was gone. What remained was a ruin and mess that would take days, perhaps weeks to clean up. Though as much as Ellie’s mind was on that issue, her biggest concern was Troy. For a moment, it seemed like the fire in the barn and being lost in the cold depths of the well were tiny issues. She ran for the living room.
“Troy?” she called out.
She knew she wouldn’t get a reply, but she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t check every room. She raced up the spiraling staircase. The master bedroom was in disrepair. Every one of the dresser drawers had been removed and thrown out into the hallway. A knife had sliced open Ellie’s mattress and pillows. She checked the bathroom. The top cover of the toilet had been used to smash the mirror and crack the sink.
She rushed to the loft railing and looked down at the living room, using the higher ground to get a vantage point. She only saw more damage.
Guns out but lowered, the detectives fanned out in the living room and art room. It might have been wiser to call the cops during her drive back to Northampton. However, if anyone saw Ellie’s death portraits, she would be listed as a suspect. That was an experience Ellie could live without repeating.
“Ellie!” Peaches called her downstairs. Ellie started down the spiral staircase. She followed the detectives into the open art room doors. All of her spare canvases had been slashed. Her paint cart was tipped over, spilling a rainbow across the floor. The plastic sheeting that kept the hardwood from becoming a speckled mess had been slashed up so the paint was now in the cracks of the wood. Hanging on a string were a number of Ellie’s personal projects that she’d spent hundreds of hours completing, all slashed up, stomped, and just tossed about like trash. Her paintbrushes were broken. Her palette had been snapped in two. Her four-thousand-dollar easel had been reduced to a pile of rubble beyond repair. And, to top it all off was the dead crow nailed onto Troy’s chest.
The bird's wings were fully spread out with a series of small nails at the tip of the wing, middle, and the joint where it met the torso. The bird’s glossy black beak was slightly parted. Its head looked right ahead. Its beady black eyes locked with Ellie. Like Troy, the bird’s torso was sliced open. It was nailed on the mural of Troy, exactly in the middle of his massive wound.
Ellie covered her mouth. Every part of her wanted her to run and bury her head in a pillow. She wanted to forget what she was looking at immediately, to go back to Naples where her and Troy enjoyed cocktails on the beach side and spent way too much money on fancy food. Much like her home that was destroyed, so were those memories, because now when she thought of her husband, it would be this image that she recalled. And even though the bird wasn’t attached to the real version of Troy, the detail was so realistic that Ellie might as well have been looking at her husband’s fresh cadaver.
Skinner gawked at the mural. Peaches covered his mouth with his hand, trying to figure out what to say. Ellie’s feet dragged her closer to the bird. The rest of the paper sheeting had been torn from the walls, revealing the black coat of paint Ellie had splashed up there when she painted Troy’s death. With a trembling hand, Ellie reached out to the bird, looking for any sort of message that the killer might have left. This couldn’t just be a taunt. He had to have left her something, like an invitation or a menacing request to back off. Ellie found nothing of the like. She felt her heart pound in her chest. Her breath quickened. Her vision focused on fake Troy’s blood and the bird’s real blood.
Suddenly, Ellie’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.
She didn’t know it, but Ellie grabbed the bird’s neck and tore the crow from the wall.
Skinner cursed and shouted. “That’s evidence! What the hell are you thinking?”
Without a care, Ellie tossed it backward. The bird bounced on the paint-stained floor and continued to leak out.
Skinner put his hand on Ellie’s biceps and turned her around. The dog-faced detective stumbled back. He stepped on a tipped-over paint can and fell to his bottom. With a shaking finger, he pointed to Ellie. “Do you see that?”
Peaches was slow to speak. “Yes.”
Only the whites of Ellie’s eyes were visible. She walked over to a dented but unopened can of paint and used her fingernails to pry off the top. Then she grabbed one of the broken brushes from the ground and created brush strokes on the black coat of paint surrounding Troy.
Skinner grabbed ahold of Ellie’s desk and scrambled up to his feet. He held the belt waistline of his pants to keep them from falling off. “What is happening?”
Peaches smiled to himself. “Something amazing.”
Ellie worked feverishly on the wall. No brush stroke or paint dabble was wasted. Everything was exactly where it needed to be and was created at the perfect time. Ellie picked up a second brush. The damage on her palms, her neck, and her cheek didn’t hinder her in any way. Like a masterful piano player, she used both hands to compose something beautiful and horrifying.
By the time the trance ended, Ellie was on the floor with a blanket covering her body. She opened her eyes to the dark art room and listened to the low hum of the ceiling fan. Ellie blinked. She didn’t feel a headache this time, or the hunger that usually came over her. What she felt was a heavy calm. She forgot about the pain in her palms and in the other parts of her body. It was like she was floating. She glanced around the room and jumped when she saw Peaches seated on a stool.
“Sleep well?” he asked.
“How long was I out?” Ellie asked as she noticed that there were only a few lights on the inside of the apartment.
Peaches checked his watch. “Four hours.”
Ellie groaned and let her head fall back to the floor. “Where’s Skinner?”
“He went to look for Troy.”
Ellie gave him a sidelong glance. “Why didn’t you go?”
Peaches pointed to his head bandage. “I’m still benched. I thought I’d stay with you. And, I have to say, Ellie, that was something else.”
Ellie had purposefully kept herself from looking at the mural. It now covered all three walls. Troy’s image was still at the center, but around was the interior of some concrete room, like a basement or garage. Dozens of hooded figures lined either side of the walls. Their faces were covered in black cloth. Their arms were flush at their sides. They all had the same attire: black hoodie, black cargo pants, black boots, and black gloves. Troy’s image had been updated. There was now visible rope binding his wrists. The blood on Troy’s chest had a fresher quality to it. With Peaches’s assistance, Ellie rose to her feet. She approached the wound of her husband. The paint was still wet and glossy. She eyed the crimson flow. Part of it was scarlet paint and the other part was crow blood.
“Magnifying glass,” Ellie requested.
The detective shuffled around behind her. Ellie ignored him, putting her full attention on what could be a hidden clue masked in the dark blood. She was learning from the portraits. Blood seemed to be a reoccurring theme. Ellie saw Peaches approaching with a magnifying glass in her peripheral. She reached back with her paint-soaked hands and took the magnifying tool. The lens was cracked but still functional.
Ellie studied the crude wound that was identical to that crack on the tree from Willoughby Drive. Within the wound there was a gathering of tiny people, almost like stick figures. They formed a semi-circle. Ellie recognized some of their features from Kenny’s photograph. Andrew, Kimberly, Pamela, Kenny, and Mike. Mike was the one that seemed to stand out from all the rest. He didn’t have any notable physical features; still, Ellie felt the need to find him.
Peaches paced around the desolate art room that stank of fresh paint and other strong chemicals. “I wonder if it’s a cult.”
Ellie looked at the dozens of hooded men that were identical in appearance, and though Ellie couldn’t see their eyes, it seemed like they watched her. She shuddered. What if each of the hooded men she had encountered was a different person? What would that mean for the case? For Troy? She had to believe that they hadn’t killed her husband yet, otherwise, what was the point?
“Phone,” she commanded.
“What’s the plan?” Peaches asked.
Ellie glared at him and didn’t give an explanation. Slightly hesitant, Peaches pulled out his smartphone and surrendered it to Ellie. She took it with her paint-soaked hands, realized it was touch screen. Peaches opened his mouth to say something, but Ellie was already getting her painted fingertips on the screen. She dialed Andrew Maneau and put the phone on speaker.
Walking back and forth, she waited for her mentor to answer. He finally did.
“Detective Peaches?”
“No, it’s me,” said Ellie.
“Oh, Ellie. Has something happened to the detective?” Andrew asked.
“I’m the one asking questions,” Ellie said forcefully. “And I don’t want some BS answer.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Ellie boiled. “Troy’s been taken, Andrew. There’s a good chance he’s dead.”
“Ellie... I,” Andrew took a breath. “I’m sure the police will figure something out.”
“If they could, I wouldn’t be calling you,” Ellie replied. “I need you to tell me what happened with Kimberly, Pamela, Kenny, and Mike when you were teenagers.”
It seemed like all the air was sucked out of Andrew’s side of the phone line. Ellie waited for him to reply. She waited to him to confess the truth with his own lips. Her own speech would only disrupt the answers she was looking for.
“Whatever happened back then, it doesn’t matter now,” Andrew declared.
Ellie’s blood pressure spiked. “I saved your life, Andrew. You can at least help me save my husband’s.”
“So you’re going to guilt trip me after all I’ve done to help you out?” Andrew asked rhetorically.
Ellie wanted to wring his neck. “This is so much bigger than all of that. Please, Andrew. I won’t tell a soul, but we don’t have much time. Troy will die.”
“You’re calling me with a cop’s phone. How do I know this isn’t a sting?”
“We’ve got bigger fish to fry,” Ellie replied. “Give me something. Anything. I’m on my knees here.”
Andrew was quiet for a few seconds. He struggled to say the words, but did so anyway. “We were young, the others and I. We were going off the college soon and wanted something to… I don’t know, solidify our relationship.”
Ellie recalled the displays in the hooded man’s barn. “Tell me what happened.”
Andrew was quiet again. After the moment passed, he said. “We were trying to... initiate someone into our clique, and we hurt him.”
Ellie looked at the dozens of hooded figures dripping wet paint on her floor. “Were you part of some sort of club?”
“No. We were just... The point is that something went wrong when we were at Willoughby that night. The boy we were trying to scare got hurt. Really bad.”
“Who was he?” Ellie asked.
“I’m not going to say.” Andrew replied.
Ellie wanted to pull her hair out. “For the love of Pete. This is serious.”
“I know. That’s why I can’t say anything more,” Andrew replied. There was sternness in his tone. He was also speaking very cautiously, like one slip of the tongue would be fatal. It drove Ellie nuts. This was only wasting more time. “However,” Andrew continued. “There is someone who might be able to help.”
“Who?” Ellie asked, sick of the runaround but willing to take whatever lead she could get.
“Michael Dillinger. He was with us that night,” Andrew said. “He’ll know more. Remember more, too. I was intoxicated, frankly.”
Ellie bounced her eyes between Peaches and the legal pad, making sure he wrote down that name. Peaches gave her a thumb’s up. Ellie spoke to Andrew. “Tell me about Michael?”
“He was a drifter, so to say. He’d keep to himself and didn’t spend much time with us.”
“Why was that?”
“I honestly don’t know, Ellie. It was just the type of person he was.”
Peaches gestured for Ellie to keep asking questions. She did so. “Is there any reason he’d want to hurt you and the others?”
“I…” Andrew stammered. “I never thought… no, not Michael. We were not close, but he would never want to hurt us, let alone kill.”
“You don’t sound so sure,” Ellie said and waited for a reply.
“Look, I can’t say. I haven’t seen him since Kenny’s funeral. He was distant then. Didn’t say much.” Andrew sounded more and more unsure. “Do you really believe that he’s the one doing this?”
Ellie was tempted to pinch the bridge of her nose but kept herself from doing so. The paint on her hands was not yet dry. “I don’t know, Andrew. You tell me.”
“If there’s no one else…”
“What about the person you hurt?” Ellie asked.
“It can’t be him,” Andrew replied. “He never recovered from his injuries.”
Ellie remembered the barn and the stall with a disassembled female mannequin. “Was there also a woman that was attacked or killed when you were young?”
“I don’t understand what you’re asking,” Andrew replied.
“A woman. Someone else who got hurt,” Ellie said. She was still trying to wrap her head around the case information but felt like an idiot. Andrew wasn’t providing enough information to help her understand.
“There was no one else,” Andrew said seriously. “We made a mistake with that boy, and we all paid the price for it. No one else got hurt. You’ve got to believe me. Please, Ellie. I’m innocent.”   
“I believe you,” Ellie lied. “Now give me Michael’s address.”
Andrew did so. He said again that he was innocent and hung up. Ellie handed the phone back to Peaches. He wiped off the wet paint from the phone onto his slacks and instantly regretted doing so when he noticed the brush marks on his suit pants. He put the address into the GPS. It was a forty-five-minute drive out of town. Of course, Ellie thought. The man had to live on the outskirts of society. While Peaches told Skinner about the lead, Ellie headed to the kitchen.
She stepped over the mess of liquids and lunchmeats on the tile floor and washed her hands in the sink. Her clothes were stiff and crusty from the well water, and Ellie stank like swamp muck. She might not have time for a shower, but she could at least wash her hair and get a fresh change of clothes. She went upstairs and washed her blonde bob cut in the sink. She scrubbed the shampoo harshly against her scalp with her newly cleaned hands. When she finished, she opened the mirror cupboard, grabbed some painkillers, and downed them with handfuls of water. Though she didn’t hurt from the mural creation, which was odd, the throbbing pain in her neck and on her cheek reminded her of her beating heart and the man who tried to cease it multiple times.
She put on a pearl-colored long-sleeve shirt, black fleece, running sweats, and tennis shoes that could breathe easily. Hair in a stubby ponytail, she put on a black ball cap and returned downstairs. Peaches was waiting at the front door for her. He was fixing his head bandage in the mirror on the wall near the entrance. A mirror that the hooded man had somehow failed to destroy.
Ellie grabbed the house key. “You got a gun?”
Peaches lifted his blazer to reveal his Beretta. “Always.”
“This time, don’t miss.” Ellie said.
“If Michael is the guy, he’s done,” Peaches replied as they stepped into the apartment complex’s hallway.
Ellie locked the door. Not that it mattered. Everything she had was already destroyed. Heck, it might actually be good if someone broke in. They could clear out all of the junk.
Ellie arrived and saw her rent-a-car parked in the lot. Paul must’ve dropped it off during the time of the blackout. Ellie decided to drive, not trusting Peaches’s concussion. Then again, putting someone who had frequent blackouts behind the wheel also seemed like a recipe for disaster. Oh well. Ellie peeled off onto the Northampton streets just as the sun started to sink. It cast its brilliant orange and red rays across the horizon of the indigo sky. Stars speckled the night. The moon was already visible despite the fact that the sun had not fully set.
“What do you see?” Ellie finally asked with nervousness and embarrassment.
“Hmm?” Peach made a noise, unsure what she was talking about, or at least playing ignorant.
“When I blacked out,” Ellie elaborated.
Peaches smiled at her like he had some sort of secret.
“Don’t be cheeky,” Ellie commanded.
“You’ve gotten feisty since your time in the well,” Peaches pointed out, avoiding her question.  
“I’ve always been feisty,” Ellie replied.
Peaches shook his head and smiled teasingly. “I don’t think so.”
“Just answer my question,” Ellie replied. “The blackout. What happened?”
“Well, for starters, your eyes rolled into the back of your head. That was pretty gnarly, and then you started paint with amazing precision. First with one brush and then with two.”
“Did I say anything?” Ellie asked, trying to process the information.
“Nope,” Peaches replied. “You were dead silent the whole time. But, Ellie, it was mind-blowing to watch you work. There was no flaw. All of it was perfect, like you’d painted it a million times.”
Ellie thought that should be a compliment, but it only horrified her.
They neared their next destination.
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THE FIFTH WHEEL





It was a small New England house, square in design, and two-stories tall with white walls. It was the type of place that looked gloomy even in the spring. Dirt hung on the walls and turned the paint the color of dirty snow. The grass stood ankle high. The mailbox door hung open. Bills, discount papers, and other junk mail was shoved inside so tight, it seemed like the whole mailbox would burst. There was a taxicab in the driveway. Its tires sank to the driveway like pancakes. Like blisters, the yellow checkered paint bubbled, and rust marked the places where the bubbles had broken away. There were a few trees in the yard. None of them had been trimmed for a long while. The birch nearest the house had its branches pressed against the second floor on the home’s left side.
Ellie and Peaches arrived after Detective Skinner and another squad car with a different officer. They weren’t sure if Michael Dillinger was their killer. His police record had a history of domestic abuse. The charges were pressed by two different women; both were his ex-wives. That was promising. If Ellie would describe the hooded man, it was a man of violence. On the police database, Michael’s mug had hollow eyes with dark sleep circles, a receding hairline, and a flat nose. A quick web search of his infrequent use of social media profiles revealed that his craft was welding. Using scrap metal, he’d make little robots--non-functional but covered in gears--and other day-to-day objects recreated with crude, industrial charm. Another artist, Ellie thought. It was no wonder that Andrew, Kimberly, Pamela, Mike, and Kenny were drawn together.
Skinner walked ahead of Ellie, Peaches, and Officer Gable. They moved in an arrow point formation. Skinner glanced back at Ellie before they reached the front door. He gave her an angry scowl with his bulldog face.
“Back,” he commanded.
Peaches gave Ellie a pitying smile. “Sorry. Official police business.”
“So I just wait?” Ellie replied with hostility.
Skinner gnashed his teeth. “Yeah. That’s what citizens do.” He turned to Peaches. “We’re going to have a long chat after this.”
Peaches grinned at him, not taking the threat seriously. “She’s my guide. Concussion, remember?”
Skinner shook his head. “Well aren't we a motley crew. Gable, guard my six. Detective Peaches has brain issues.” Skinner smiled at his own wit as Officer Gable moved up behind him. They kept their weapons secure in the holsters as they pounded on the door.
Ellie leaned against the car, her arms crossed and her face red. She felt like a knot on the log. With a heavy frown, she watched the officers pound on the front door.
No response. That didn’t surprise Ellie. The place looked abandoned. If Michael was the hooded man, he could’ve been living in apartment 42A or the barn with the mannequins. Both of those places were low maintenance. Ellie was sure that anyone with a middle-class salary could afford the monthly rental prices at such places without much financial stress. Especially if the utility cost was kept to a minimum.
Officer Gable cupped his hands around his face on the window nearby. Ellie imagined the hooded man shooting him from inside the house. Envisioning such things became easier the more she painted the death portraits and saw real gore. There was a part of her that was grateful for her newfound cautions, but she also missed thinking about positive things, like sunsets over a lake or a horse running in a prairie. Those were things she missed painting. In her attempts to complete artist commissions after the first blackout, she found herself adding dark shading and deep red accents to the calming picturesque scenes; it turned them into something disturbing.
Gable stayed at the front door. Peaches and Skinner headed around the back of the house, peeking into every window they passed.
Ellie reached for her cellphone, but remembered it was at home and broken. What if Troy had tried to call her? She could’ve missed his final “I love you.”
Ellie’s gut twisted. The stress was making her sick. Ellie shut her eyes and envisioned the art room. She’d always had a sharp mind, even as a kid. It was how she was able to create such true-to-life paintings. She saw the dozens of hooded men standing around Troy. However, their faces were on Ellie and their bodies were stiff. They were all the same size with the same rigid posture: stiff shoulders and arms at their sides. It made them seem less than human. Either that, or they were so unified in the kill that even their outwardly appearance reflected one another. Their appearance could be purely symbolic. The paintings had interruptive components despite their realism. It was possible that the appearance of many hooded men could infer a network of unseen killers, or the reflection of the killer’s all-watching eyes on Ellie. They were looking at her and not her husband they had strung up. Ellie didn’t realize that she was chewing her fingernail until she tasted some paint residue on her tongue. She kept her eyes closed, recalling the mural. She looked into her husband’s horrifying wound. No more clues apart from the five people. The more she remembered it, the stronger the memory became. She could almost smell the paint thinner.
She “walked” around the art room and spent the time to study each of the men’s faces. The well was foreshadowed in Troy’s eyes, so perhaps there was a foreshadowing element in these men’s expressions. She stared at the black fabric shrouding their features. She noticed one in the second row of the men had a thumbprint of blood brushed down his nose. Ellie didn’t remember seeing it when she was first in the room and was unsure if this was memory or a conjuration of her mind. She knew that the blood used was authentic. It probably came from the dead crow she had casually removed from the wall during her episode. She noticed more blood droplets on the same man. In her vision, Ellie imagined herself kneeling down and examining the man’s right boot visible behind another one of the hooded figure’s feet. There was a blood smear on the boot as well, and across the two was an address. Ellie couldn’t make out the fine print, but it appeared to have been carved into the wall of the art room.
Peaches and Skinner’s bickering pulled her out of her imagination and back to the front of Michael's house. The detectives were walking back to the front of the home.
Skinner shook his head in disbelief. “Not every cop is a corrupted cuss like yourself, Peaches.”
“So let’s wait for a court order while a man is killed. I’m fine with that,” Peaches said sarcastically.
“If we break in there, everything we find will be inadmissible,” Skinner spoke as if talking to a child.
Peaches put his hands in his pockets and turned to the building with a half-grin. “If we find Troy inside, no one will care that we bent the rules.”
Skinner scoffed. “I’m just going to forget you said that, and that you brought a suspect to the crime scene.”
Peaches glared at him. “You saw her work. You can’t look at that and think that she’s not special.”
“I got out of that room as fast as I could, and I don’t regret it,” Skinner replied. “Go back to the hospital, Peaches. Gable and I will get the court order and do this the proper way.”
“Good luck with that,” Peaches replied and headed back to the car. He let out a sigh when he reached Ellie. “How are you feeling?”
Ellie glanced over his shoulder and met eyes with Skinner. “He still doesn’t trust me?”
“Even less than normal, I’m afraid.” Peaches replied and blinked a few times. It seemed like his head wound was acting up again. “Watching you paint it, uh, scared him.”
“It scares me,” Ellie admitted and then refocused on the task at hand. “I may have a lead. Did you take a picture of the art room?”
Peaches replied with a cheeky smile. He pulled out his cellphone and scrolled through his recent photos and videos. Some showed Ellie with her eyes rolled back and two brushes in her hand. There were multiple videos of her blackout moment. Ellie shuddered when she looked at them. It was like she was staring at a possessed version of herself.
Peaches took about fifty photos of the art room to complete a 360-degree profile. He swiped his thumb between the various photos of the mural, the dead bird, and Troy. At the middle of the bunch, he had a random shot of Ellie sleeping on the floor.
Ellie turned to him and gave him a look.
Peaches took the hint and reluctantly deleted it. “I only took it for research purposes.”
“It’s weird,” Ellie said bluntly and turned her attention back to the phone. It went without saying, but the more she spent time with Peaches, the farther he was from his golden boy facade. When she first saw him in the bullpen, he sat on the edge of his seat with perfect posture, the perfect smile, and the perfect 5 o’clock shadow. Though he still had all those things, she had to agree with Skinner that Peaches wasn’t as straight-edged as he appeared. Troy had called him a snake, and Ellie was reminded of the Garden of Eden. The serpent was probably kind and beautiful too.
Ellie pointed at the screen. “There.”
Peaches scrolled back a photo, showing an image of the hooded men’s feet on the right side of the room. Using her fingers, Ellie zoomed in the touch screen. The camera was surprisingly high quality. She enhanced to the boot shoe where she had imagined the blood droplets. Just like her photographic memory, she saw the address. It was a little blurry. Thankfully, Peaches had an app to clear that up.
The address was for an old pub on the outskirts of the city. Ellie recognized it in passing but had never had the need to go to that part of town. It was near the Connecticut River and on the wrong side of the tracks, so to say. There was a message on the boot, written in fine print.
“Only bring the detective, Ellie,” it read. “Or your mural will come true.”
Ellie realized that she had painted the boot around it, seeing how the hooded man had not shown up after the blackout.
“What are you thinking?” she whispered to Peaches.
The two of them glanced at Skinner, who was on the phone with the courthouse.  
Skinner noticed them watching him and put his hand over the phone. “They’re processing the court order now. See, Peaches? It pays to play by the rules.”
“I’m glad for you, Skinner.” Peaches replied. “It’s a shame I have to go back to the hospital.”
“Good,” Skinner replied. “Maybe they’ll fix that brain of yours. Give you a little common sense. Rewire you so you’re not blinded by a pretty face.” Skinner gave Ellie a look, hinting that she was the pretty face.
Peaches just smiled at him. “I’ll see you soon. Be sure to send flowers and a sympathy card. Hospitals can get rather lonely.”
Ellie ducked into the driver's seat while Peaches walked around the passenger side. Officer Gable gave them a curt nod as they pulled away from Michael’s house.
“I hope they tell us what they find,” Ellie thought aloud, watching Skinner in the rearview. He had returned to the phone conversation.
“They will.” Peaches leaned back in the passenger seat and rested his hands on his belly. His navy-blue blazer was open and he had a white button up underneath. Apart from the bandage wrapped around his head, he looked sharp.
Ellie found it hard to take her eye off the bandage. Peaches opened one eye and looked at her. “He gave me a good beating, didn’t he?”
“I’m surprised you’re still moving,” Ellie replied honestly.
Peaches closed his eyes again. “I’m on cloud nine. Those pain meds they gave me--all I can say is wow.”
Ellie deadpanned. “You’re high?”
Peaches smiled to himself and didn’t reply. It seemed that he’d fallen asleep. Ellie’s confidence in this mission dwindled. She put the address into Peaches’s GPS and started that way.
Twelve or more hours had passed the hooded man had left the message. She hoped he was a patient man. Soon, Michael’s home was completely out of view. She’d be lying if she said that she didn’t want to explore the old house with Detective Skinner. Nonetheless, she wasn’t quite sure how much she trusted Andrew’s leads. She found a lack of confidence in her old friend depressing. This was the guy who managed her, boasted about her, who launched her career, and now he was admitting to hurting someone, probably killing them, and then pointed her to a friend that could be a serial killer. Ellie tried to put together how her life had ended up here and still had no answers.
Detective Peaches was asleep the whole way through Northampton. The downtown night crowd was crawling out of their offices to enjoy drinks, laughter, and live entertainment. During Ellie and Troy’s first few weeks in the city, they hit up every bar and every late-night activity they could find. Most of the events blurred into one another, but one night, after watching a play about two star-struck lovers, Troy rented a small canoe and they went down the river under the moonlight. They sipped wine and didn’t talk much. At some point, they started and almost tipped the canoe. Laughing uncontrollably, they took their make-out session to the riverside’s small beach. They lay side by side, their nice clothes ruffled on the earth and their eyes on the vast universe. That was the night Troy turned to her. His hands were shaking. He brought out the ring box he’d shown Ellie a few times before and said the words. “Will you?”
Ellie kept herself from laughing at his nervousness, but then realized how he must’ve felt all the times she’d said “no” to his proposal. Looking into his deep brown eyes, Ellie kissed him and said “yes.” Her emotions were a mix of nervousness, pity, and joy. It was wonderfully stressful, just like the creation of another piece of art. After Troy put on the ring, the two of them held hands and returned their gaze to the stars. In silence, they let the night drift away.
Ellie’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. She would save Troy, she promised herself, even if she had to kill his captor.
Her car drove over the glassy river that snaked up the side of the city. Soon, they were in the slums of the town, which weren’t exactly dreadful in appearance but definitely tiers below what Ellie was accustomed to. She kept an eye out for the address and spotted an abandoned bar that had windows covered with plywood and no sign to indicate what the place once was. It was a hollow shell. One that Ellie would crack open.
Ellie reached out to shake Peaches’s shoulder, but hesitated when she noticed him thrashing about. It wasn’t as brutal as a seizure, but whatever nightmare he had was giving him the shakes. Suddenly, his eyes burst wide open and he grabbed Ellie’s wrists hard enough to leave handprints.
After two seconds, Peaches came to his senses and let go. He mumbled a weak apology. Ellie thought she should ask him about his dream, but then looked up at the falling sun. She didn’t have to inquire about the demons that haunted her partner, for there were bigger threats that needed to be dealt with.
“Is your gun loaded?” Ellie asked.
Peaches checked the holster clipped to his belt. “Always.”
“Let’s do this,” Ellie opened her door about an inch before Peaches grabbed her arm. She looked back at him, equal parts alarmed and frustrated. She waited for him to speak.
“We need to be smart about this,” Peaches said with dead seriousness. “Neither of us are running on a full tank, and we’re going into his domain.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Ellie replied, slowly prying his fingers from her upper arm.
“Previously, we had the element of surprise,” Peaches reminded her. “This will be different. He might ambush us.”
“Let’s not give him that chance,” Ellie said firmly.
“I don’t think you know what you're asking,” Peaches replied.
Anger flared up in Ellie, more because of the hooded man than the detective. “He’s a killer, Peaches. I’m sick of knowing that he’s out there. That he’s coming to get me.”
Peaches nodded in agreement. “That’s part of the job, but you overcome the fear.”   
Do you? Ellie wondered as she looked at the man who was having nightmares not two minutes ago.
“We take him alive,” Peaches declared.
Ellie was past the point of negotiating the moment the man tried to kill her in the barn. Why should she have to play fair when he was coming at her with a gun, knife, and scythe? No more running. No more desperate escapes. Ellie was going to end this tonight.
“Shoot to kill,” she told Detective Peaches and exited the vehicle.
She glanced down both sides of the street. There were sidewalks and dim streetlights. Way down the road, she could see traffic driving down a t-intersection. It seemed like as soon as she started across the street, a fat raindrop plopped on her forehead and snaked down the side of her nose and cheek like a tear. She looked up at the darkening sky and the incoming storm clouds. Peaches joined her.
Neither of them made a comment about the weather or how fitting it was. They started toward the old pub. It was the type of dive where the dockworkers were crushed on a Tuesday. One that sold two-dollar beers and buck-fifty grilled cheese. What brought it to ruin, Ellie didn’t know. She probably would never know its story, and that was okay, because the past concerned her not. It was whatever lay beyond those doors at this moment that frightened her and focused her mind. She thought she would be shaking when she grabbed the door handle, but instead she had cool resolve. The bullet graze on her neck throbbed and the knife cut on her face burned like the point of a hot metal rod was being placed on it.
Ellie let the pain remind her of her adversary. The cuts on her palms reminded her that she failed to split his head with her axe. Not tonight. She had a kitchen knife she had taken from the kitchen rack. It wasn’t the best weapon, but it was something she was familiar with. Same with painting, it was not about the tools but how the artist used them. I’ll go for the neck, Ellie told herself. She didn’t want to risk hitting his rib bone on the way to his heart, seeing how physical strength was not her greatest quality.
When she gave the handle a tug, the door opened without issue. He’s expecting us.
Peaches moved in first. He held his flashlight under his gun and stepped inside. Unlike the rest of the hooded man’s lair, this one was not decorated with mannequins and colorful lights. A lot of it looked how it did when the bar fell into disrepair. There were billiard tables, toppled stools, and a few scotch glasses still on the bar. A few shards of glass from a beer bottle crunched under Peaches’s foot.
He scanned the place with his flashlight. It was almost completely devoid of light because the barred window blocked the outside world. Like most restaurants, the light switch was in the back. Quietly, Ellie closed the door behind her. The soft click of the closing door made her cringe. She kept her knife raised to eye level and followed close behind Peaches. So close, in fact, that she realized she was breathing down his neck. She watched the dark places behind her, feeling the thump of her heart go faster and faster. It was not knowing the hooded man’s whereabouts that had Ellie on edge. As much as she felt calm and collected when she first entered, fear was beginning to weasel its back into her. She was happy that Peaches was very smooth with his motions, because if he were to jump quickly, Ellie feared that she would stab him out of reflex just because his body was so close to her blade. Knowing this fact, she tried to walk sideways, avoiding any sort of flank and friendly fire.
About halfway through the burnt-out dive, a horrid stench filled Ellie’s nose. Though she couldn’t see his expression, by the way Peaches sniffled, he smelled it too.
“What is it?” Ellie asked.
Peaches kept his eyes forward and his flashlight scanning the room.
“Death,” he replied in a way that made Ellie’s skin crawl.
“Troy?” Ellie asked, trying not to sound hopeless but failing.
“We’ll see,” Peaches replied.
Ellie reminded herself to focus on the moment. The farther she went into the old bar the more her heart ached. It was like the hooded man was squeezing it in his gloved hand.
As they reached the bar, the stench of death became intoxicating. Ellie could hardly think, and if she had any food in her stomach, she imagined she would’ve vomited the moment they reached the employee entrance to the kitchen.
Peaches halted at the kitchen door. Ellie bumped into him. Peaches gave the door a kick. The swinging door flopped open and Peaches swiftly moved in, turning his weapon to and fro to check every corner. Ellie watched his moving flashlight on the other side of the small window on the door as it swung steadily. She bit into her lower lip and waited for him to give her the “all-clear” before she entered. Ellie glanced back at the bar around her, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. Part of her wanted to turn on the lights. The other part was glad she had the shadows on her side. She had not been flanked yet, but she knew how crafty her enemy was and also how agile. Her first encounter with the man in apartment 42A, he leapt from building to building in his brave escape.
Ellie checked under the billiard tables and in the dark corners where the bathrooms were. She scanned the booth and the area with the old, wall-mounted phone. She wished that Peaches had a spare light, but Ellie was out of luck. She looked back to the kitchen door, not seeing the detective’s flashlight anymore.
“Peaches?” Ellie whispered. In this quiet, smelly place, her words seemed loud.
Standing on her toes, she peeked through the window on the door. Only blackness.
Ellie tightened her grip around the knife with one hand and pushed the door open with the other. She stepped into the kitchen area. The tile floor was sticky in some parts and slick in others. It was clear that whatever grease or beer had spilled on the floor was never cleaned up.
Ellie moved through the kitchen with quiet, small steps. There were old pots and pans that were hanging over an island consisting of a sink and dishwashers. There were ovens and another sink opposite of the island.
Ellie kept her arms close to her and moved carefully by the various kitchen equipment that spiders and roaches had turned into their homes. Ellie glanced at the ajar pantry door and wondered if that was the source of the stench. She leaned her head in, seeing that shelves had been mostly cleared out and there was a nest of fat black roaches on the floor.
Suddenly, the rectangular light fixture overhead blinked to life. The roaches scattered, some of them making a hasty retreat between Ellie’s feet. She glanced up at the humming light. For a moment, it appeared to be the only thing lighting up the entire bar. A second light moved behind Ellie. She swiftly turned back and nearly sliced Peaches’s face. Thankfully, he was standing five feet away.
“Hey!” Peaches recoiled.
Ellie lowered the knife.
“Someone’s jerry-rigged the power box,” Peaches explained with a whisper.
“Did you turn it on?” Ellie asked with concern and looked over his shoulder, not that she could see much of the kitchen.
“I did,” Peaches replied. “I also found the source of the stench.”
He led Ellie to a shut door near the back of the kitchen. The smell was beyond horrible and seemed to seep through the gap around the door’s threshold like some sort of toxic gas. Peaches grabbed the handle and pulled it open. He shined his flashlight down the steps into the basement.
Ellie covered her mouth with her shirt. She watched for movement down below, but couldn’t see anything but the wooden stairs and concrete floor.
Peaches flipped the light switch on the wall. A light flickered on in the basement. Nonetheless, Peaches kept his hands on his gun and flashlight and went down about two steps before he stopped. Ellie peered at him, seeing that his eyelids were clenched tightly. She patted his shoulder.
“You good?” she whispered so quietly that her voice could’ve been the breeze.
Peaches nodded and opened his eyes.
“Vertigo,” he replied.
Ellie felt her heart spike. “Can you handle yourself?”
Peaches nodded again and continued his descent. It was one of the few moments that Ellie wished she was with Detective Skinner. She didn’t trust the dog-faced detective, but she needed someone who could watch her back. That person might not be Detective Peaches. Nonetheless, he was the only person crazy enough to go into the horrible-smelling place with her.
The stink of death became intoxicating as they reached the bottom of the steps. The basement was large and square. Ellie sucked in air at the sight of dozens of men in black hoodies and fabric masks exactly how the portrait had shown. They were all slightly turned to her with their shoulders stiff and their arms by their side.
Peaches held his hand on the trigger with his eyes wide as he aimed his gun between them all. He was also holding his breath.
The showdown lasted a few seconds until Ellie and Peaches both realized that their dozens of adversaries were mannequins. They had to be by how still they were. Nonetheless, Ellie and Peaches approached with extreme caution. As they headed away from the stairs and walked deeper into the basement lined with hooded men, Ellie saw Troy.
He was suspended vertically via a rope binding his wrists. His feet were hovering and the tops of his toes rested on the concrete in a curled position. He wore jeans rolled up at the ankles and slipping at his waistline. His chest was bare and his head hung low. His lip was busted.
Ellie’s jaw fell open. It was like she was looking at her portrait with the only difference being the lack of a crude wound on Troy’s chest and the new appearance of dead crow on the floor by his husband’s feet. The bird's torso was slashed open just like the one that was nailed to the portrait. Bugs swarmed the laceration that had spilled out hardening black blood in a thick, drying pool around the spread feathers. The bird must’ve died last night, but Troy was left alive. He’d only do that if it was a trap. Ellie and Peaches exchanged looks. They both knew what they were getting into, but the reality was finally hitting them. They glanced at the dozens hooded figures standing around them and trusted none of them.
Peaches’s phone rang. The detective clicked off his flashlight, not needing it anymore, and withdrew his phone. It was Skinner calling. Peaches was about to answer when Ellie put her hand on the phone. They looked into each other’s eyes. Ellie shook her head. She remembered the message. Only bring the detective or Troy dies. With a heavy frown, Peaches muted his phone.
He started moving toward Troy. Ellie glanced up the steps, fearful that the door would lock and they’d be trapped within. This time, she didn’t have a fire to burn a way out for her. Screw it. She turned her attention back to her husband. She started that way. The stench grew so strong, she almost fainted. She looked at Troy’s sweaty body. His tapered blond hair fell over his face and hung in sweaty spikes on his brow. The basement was stuffy and hot. Was it the bird causing the stink or something else?
Ellie put her hand on Troy’s cheek. “Troy. Baby, can you hear me? Wake up.”
Her husband didn’t reply. His stomach rose and fell with his every breath.
Ellie fumbled with the knot binding his wrists but couldn’t undo it. She used the kitchen knife and started working the edge against the rope. The process proved to be more daunting than Ellie anticipated.
“Ellie,” Peaches called out.
Ellie glanced back at him hastily. The detective’s shirt covered his mouth. Clenching the mannequins’ cloth mask at his side, Peaches stood before a decaying corpse standing amidst the hooded men. Like the rest of the mannequins, the corpse wore a hoodie, cargo pants, and boots. A metal cross-shaped beam on the dead body’s back held him in place. Nails hammered the neck of the beam into the man’s spine. The arms of the beam were nailed into the back of his shoulders and the top was nailed into the skull to keep his head from falling slack. Despite the sunken cheeks and pale green skin, Ellie recognized the hollow eyes, receding hairline, and flat nose from the police database. The corpse was Michael Dillinger.
A weak voice said, “Ellie…”
Ellie twisted back to Troy. His eyelids were heavy and his speech was dry.
“Shh,” Ellie said and cut faster, watching the rope starting to fray.
Peaches dropped the cloth mask and pulled out his cellphone. He snapped a picture, not seeing the hooded mannequin behind him start to move. In the same place where Ellie had found the address on the mural, the hooded man slipped through the two mannequins in the front row nearest the center of the room.
Against Ellie’s wishes, Peaches dialed Skinner. A shadow expanded between his feet. In a single motion, he dropped the phone, put both hands on his pistol, and twisted back to the true and living hooded man.
Peaches managed to fire off a single bullet. It zipped past the hooded man’s ear and hit a mannequin. At the same time, the hooded man grabbed Peaches’s bandaged forehead and squeezed the purple lump as if crushing a melon. The detective wailed. His gun slipped from his hand as he fell to his knees in agony. The hooded man’s gloved thumbs dug into the pulped wound.
Ellie turned back to see the detective collapse to his side, unconscious. The hooded man turned his shrouded face to her.  
She cut faster, getting through a third of the rope now.
“No, no, no,” she pleaded as she cut. The knife’s handle slipped in her sweaty hand. Her wrist ached.  
“Ellie…” Troy said with weak breath.
Ellie ignored him. She turned back to the hooded man. His boot crushed Peaches’s phone as he walked toward her.
“You took something that wasn’t yours,” said the hooded man.
Ellie twisted back to him, putting both hands on the knife’s handle. “Take one step forward and I will kill you.”
The thin, sheer cloth on the man’s face wrinkled as he smirked.
“I will,” Ellie threatened and took a step forward. Her mind tried to tell her body to stop shaking, but it didn’t listen. Her teeth chattered.
The man spoke in his soft voice. “Put down the knife. Don’t be like the rest. Embrace what you’ve done.”
“This is because I saved Andrew, isn’t it?” Ellie asked.
The hooded man tensed up.
Ellie knew she had him. “So you’re after vengeance.”
“Justice,” the hooded man replied.
“Sure,” said Ellie sarcastically. “That’s why you’re after me and my husband? Whatever Andrew, Michael, and the others did, it doesn’t justify your actions.”
The hooded man was quiet. Was he convicted or content? Ellie didn’t know. The man lowered himself to pick up Peaches’s gun.
Ellie charged at him as he knelt. She jabbed the point of the knife at him. He stumbled back. Using the side of her foot, Ellie kicked Peaches’s gun aside. It skidded between the mannequins’ legs and vanished into the dark edges of the basement. The hooded man drew out a knife of his own. It had an ivory hilt and a crude edge. Ellie went to stab again, but the hooded man dashed out of the way and sliced back.
Ellie felt the breeze of the serrated edge as it slashed the air centimeters from her face. Ellie slashed back, opening a tear in front of the man’s hoodie. He didn’t take that kindly and swung wildly at her. She stepped back clumsily and toppled into the mannequins. They fell like bowling pins, breaking some of their limbs. Ellie moved behind one and watched the hooded man stab it in the face. His knife got stuck. Ellie slashed down at his arm, but the hooded man was able to draw back the knife in time to avoid the slash.
Ellie retreated farther back into the mannequins
Face as red as a cherry, Troy thrashed in his bindings and spoke to Peaches. “Get up. Hey, pal. Come on. Wake up.”
The detective didn’t respond.
Ellie shoved mannequins into the hooded man’s way as she distanced herself from him. The hooded man pushed the obstacles aside and kept swinging, slashing up his doppelgangers in his failed attempts to kill Ellie.
Waking up, Peaches rolled to his belly. He attempted to rise from the ground, but fell back to the concrete.
“The phone,” Troy yelled.
Peaches scanned the floor with half-shut eyes on his tear-soaked face. He groped weakly for the cracked cellphone. His fingers brushed against its edge. It was not enough to pull it close to him.
Ellie burst forth from the mannequins in front of Peaches and gave the phone a nudge with her foot as she ran for the other side of the room.
The hooded man followed after as Peaches dialed 911 on the shattered screen.
“911, state your emergency.”
One foot in the horde of mannequins and the other at the center of the room, the hooded man twisted back to Peaches. Elbows wobbling, the detective pushed against the ground to rise up.
The hooded man turned away from Ellie and slammed the steel toe of his boot against the Peaches’s forehead. The detective rolled on his back, his eyes shut and his neck rolling limply to the side. A red bloom formed on his bandage.
“Help!” Troy screamed at the phone. “We’re trapped in his basement! He has my wife! Hurry!”
The hooded man stomped on the phone until it was a pile of broken plastic. Clenching the knife tightly, he turned to Troy.
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The Hooded Man marched to Troy. Bound, Troy tried to pull away from the man but was limited by the length of the rope.
“Stay back!” Troy commanded. His chest was glistening with sweat. The blade’s crude and serrated edge reflected in Troy’s bloodshot brown eyes. He thrashed about, trying to tear the rope at the point where Ellie had cut. His attempts failed.
The hooded man moved in for the kill. Troy sucked air and braced himself for the inevitable.
Ellie raced out from the darkness and sent the point of the blade at the hooded man’s neck. He reacted in time to block it with the edge of his knife. The unexpected deflection caused both assailants to lose their grip on their weapons. Their knives clacked on the concrete. Ellie’s heart skipped a beat. There was a split-second delay where neither one of them did anything. Then, the hooded man went to scoop up his knife. Ellie grabbed the back of his hood, pulling back his cowl and the thin, skin-tight black cloth mask covering the entirety of his head.
Taking hold of his crude knife, the man turned his exposed, hideous face back to Ellie. His skin was a sickly pale hue and scarred with a half-dozen slashes across his cheeks, nose, lips, and forehead. He had one green eye and one silver. By his bone structure, there was a chance that he had been handsome before his disfigurement. He glared at Ellie with crinkled brows.
He shoved his open hand at Ellie’s throat and slammed her against the squishy body of Michael Dillinger. She pushed against him, but the man stood firm. He pressed the knife’s point at just below Ellie’s chin as he choked her.
“No one touches me,” he threatened, his soft voice turned to rough anger.
A tear raced down Ellie’s cheek as a bead of blood trickled down the knife’s crude edge. If she spoke, the blade would only cut deeper. She turned her eyes to Troy as the air left her lungs. Troy’s face had gone stark white and his jaw was slightly agape. He no longer fought his binds. The horror paralyzed him.
Seeing where Ellie’s attention had gone, the killer turned to Troy as well. “You should’ve kept a better eye on your wife.”
Ellie locked her teeth to keep them from chattering. Darkness and flickering specks swarmed the edges of her vision. She struggled for breath, but the man only squeezed her neck tighter.
Troy’s dread turned to desperation. “Take me. Not her.”
The man thought on it for a moment. “She can watch, just as my sister had to watch.”
He slammed Ellie into the corpse and then tossed her to the floor. She landed on her hands and knees and gasped for air.
“Troy!” She called out with a cracked voice as the ugly man marched to her husband.
Troy kept his eyes on his wife. “Run, Ellie.”
As faint as whispers, sirens sounded far away…
All three looked at the steps.
Ellie felt a brief glimmer of hope.
Troy’s scream stole it away.
Knife dripping crimson, the hooded man twisted back to Ellie. Behind him, Troy thrashed in his binds. Blood spilled out from the vertical slash on his torso. In the corner of her eye, Ellie saw Peaches’s pistol. The hooded man rushed at her. Ellie darted for the pistol. She swiped up the weapon, rolled to her back, and took aim. The hooded man wasn’t behind her as she expected. His shadow raced up the wall nearest the stairs.
She looked between her husband and the killer. It was one or the other. She quickly got up and ran to Troy.
The sirens grew louder.
Slam!
The upstairs door shut, killing the faint sounds of the police approaching.
Ellie shoved the gun into the back of her pants and scooped up her knife on the way to her husband.
Just as was shown in the mural, Troy’s torso was slashed open from sternum to belly button. Ellie wanted to vomit, cry, and scream, but she kept her will strong as she started to cut the bindings with a hasty sawing motion.
“Ellie,” Troy said as he grimaced in pain.
“Quiet,” Ellie said as she worked the blade. She kept her gaze away from the horrible wounds.
Troy’s face started to lose color. “I love you.”
More tears raced down Ellie’s face. “Please don’t talk.”
“I’m sorry,” Troy said weakly. “I should’ve… I should’ve been… better. More supportive.”
Ellie got half of the rope frayed and kept sawing. She didn’t know how much time Troy had left or what she’d do after she got him down.
Troy kept on talking. “I love you, Ellie. If I don’t always show it...”
His words felt like a knife twisted in Ellie’s heart. “Don’t talk like that. We’re getting out of here.”
“Ellie…”
“Don’t Ellie me.” More tears rolled down Ellie’s cheek. She traded hands and kept sawing. “We’re going to get you down and go on that vacation. Just like we talked about.”
Troy shut his eyes. “The cabin?”
“Yeah,” Ellie declared. “Somewhere far away from the world. It will be the two of us, cheap wine, and all the cheesy romance movies we’ll ever need.”
“I’d like that,” Troy replied. His voice was no longer filled with pain.
Ellie felt blisters forming on her hand as she worked at the final third of the rope. “Troy, listen to me. You are not going to die. Not--”
Her voice cut out. The knife stopped sawing and fell to the floor.
Troy forced open his heavy eyes. “Ellie?”
His wife took a step away from him. Her eyes were rolled into the back of her eyes. Her shoulders slumped.
Troy wiggled in his binds and gasped in pain as more blood spilled at the feet of his indifferent wife. “Ellie, wake up.”
Ellie extended her hand and brushed her fingers through the blood surrounding Troy’s massive wound. Troy cried in pain. “Wake up! Ellie! Please!”
Ellie took a knee and started to brush her blood-dipped fingers on the concrete floor. When she’d used it all, Ellie stood and took more from Troy’s wound.
Troy twisted in place, his voice failing him. “Wake up.”
Ellie didn’t hear his words. She knelt and continued to brush her fingers on the floor, creating the outlines of people. She collected more “paint,” and added detail to the people’s faces. They were familiar. They were family.
Troy didn’t move any longer. His breaths were faint. His voice was a whisper in the wind. “Wake up, Ellie. Please, wake up.”
Eyes still rolled back and wide open, Ellie painted her mural with Troy’s blood. For the first time, there were multiple victims in the portrait, and Ellie was among them.
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Cory Barksdale burst forth from the shallow grave, spitting dirt down his bare and bloodied chest. A pain ached in his right side. Broken rib, probably. With eyes swollen shut, he scanned the dark woods. The soft spring wind shimmied the trees’ spring leaves. Cory called out, though only a dry rattle escaped his mouth full of broken teeth. Not even the air replied. It was as though nature herself had forsaken him.
Cory sank back to the loose dirt, agitating the dozens of bruises and lacerations across his pale flesh. Despite the persistent agony, he couldn’t bring himself to rise again. The stars above spun in a whirl of speckled light. Blackness swept over his vision.

THE SETTING SUN streamed through the window of the doublewide trailer. Cory Barksdale lay belly down on the same twin bed he’d slept in all eighteen years of his life. He pressed the top of the eraser-less pencil against his forehead as he looked over the sketch of the woman clad in a Victorian dress with a flintlock pistol hanging in the holster on her out-of-place leather belt. It was another one of his nerdy creations that he had spent hours creating instead of socializing with real people. Cory pressed the pencil top deeper into his brow. The shading on the woman’s face was off. Her nose was too sloped. There were a dozen other imperfections that tempted him to ball up the drawing and add it to his overflowing trash bin.
Hearing laughter, he glanced up at the open bedroom door. Down the hall, his mother leaned on the kitchen countertop. She wore a skimpy dress and had way too much makeup on her aging face. She twirled her finger through one of her slinky brown curls as she chatted on the phone with one of her many boyfriends.
She glanced at Cory with an annoyed expression. He averted his eyes quickly.
Someone knocked on the front door.
Mother swiftly ended her call and answered.
A baritone voice echoed through the trailer. “You ready?”
“For you, Marcus, always,” Mother replied with a sultry voice.
She turned to Cory and mouthed, “See you tomorrow. Do the dishes.”
Faking laughter, Mother left with another one of her suitors. She’d had so many men since Dad died, Cory had lost count. His sister was more of a mother to him than she was, but Angela had moved out a few years back.
Cory parted the window blinds with his fingers and watched his mother ride away in the stranger’s car. When the vehicle vanished from view, he glanced at the wall clock, swiveled out of bed, and hastily slipped on his dirty Converses. He swiped the binder full of artwork off of his cluttered desk and shoved it into his backpack as he moved down the hall. He stole his mother’s car keys from the hook in the kitchen and started out the door.
The wind ruffled Cory’s parted brown hair as he moved to the car. He brushed aside some of his bangs, revealing his silver eye. His other eye was a mossy green. Eyes of a freak, some local kid called him once.
It was twilight hour when he drove down the rural Pennsylvanian road that paralleled Amish country. His pulse thumped as he thought about tonight. There were only a handful of times in his sheltered existence that Cory had been invited to hang out with his peers. Even better, they were artists like himself, but were quite odd in how they approached him. Andy, their leader of sorts, told Cory not to tell anyone about their meeting at the old Willoughby tree. Why? He did not say. Cory didn’t push the issue; it was just nice to be noticed by someone. Nonetheless, he felt cautiously optimistic. The last time someone invited him out, Cory waited in the restaurant alone for three hours. Tonight, he honored Andy’s wishes and told no one. Well, almost no one. He left a voicemail to his sister, Angela, about the people he would be meeting. After wasting his high school in solitude, it felt worthy to boast about the prospect of friends.
When Cory was about ten minutes away from the double trailer, the wall-mounted phone inside rang. With no one home to answer, it went to voicemail. Angela, his sister, spoke. “Cory, listen to me. Do not go there tonight. I swear that if you don’t call me back in two minutes, I will drive over there and stop you myself. Do you understand me?”
It was hard to miss the old oak. It stood taller than the other trees, had a branch span double the size, and was possibly the oldest tree in Lancaster. Cory parked his car at the lip of the road. Taking a breath, he grabbed his book bag from the backseat and stepped out. It didn’t take long to reach the oak from the roadside. The crowd had already gathered. There were five of them: three guys and two girls that were roughly Cory’s age. Two of the guys, Michael Dillinger, an amateur welder with dark circles around his eyes, and Kenny Parkland, a woodworker with a front lineman's physique, hoisted lanterns onto the lower branches of the oak. Nearby, the women--hard-faced Kimberly Jannis with a knack for pottery, and her rich attractive friend, Pamela Cornish, the daughter of an art collector--popped open the plastic cooler and added ice to the beer cans. It was Andrew Maneau that noticed Cory first. Andy had dyed pink hair, a blemish-free face, and sharp cheekbones. He greeted Cory with a smile.
“Glad could you make it,” Andrew said.
“Sorry I’m late,” Cory replied.
Andrew brushed that off. He put his arm around Cory’s shoulder and led him farther into the clearing. “Come on, let me introduce you.”
The crowd stopped their activities and turned their attention to Cory. Andrew pointed them out. “Kim, Pam, Ken, and Mike.”
Cory awkwardly waved to them. He knew he was too old to be shy, but that didn’t change the fact that he was. Not tonight, he promised himself.
The people said “hi” back to him warmly. Ken even got down from his stool to shake Cory’s hand. “Andrew’s told us a lot about you.”
“Same,” Cory replied. “I mean, he’s filled me in about your guys’ art club.”
Pam gave Andrew the evil eye. “Oh, did he now?”
Andy shrugged. He directed Cory to the beer cooler. “Want anything?”
“Uh, sure.”
Andrew and Cory sat down on the nice flat part of the earth and watched the others prep.
Cory pulled out his binder and handed it to Andrew. “It’s all here like you said. Some of them aren’t very good.”
“Let me be the judge of that,” Andrew replied as he leafed through the binder’s sketches. Cory told the stories behind a few of his favorites. Andrew listened, browsing through the artwork. He never lingered long on a single piece. It was almost like he was in rush. About midway through, he shut the binder and set it to the side opposite of Cory. “Did you know I dated your sister?”
Cory almost spit up his beer. He wanted to ask “when,” but mumbled and wiped a beer tear trickling down his chin.
“A few years ago.” Andrew rested his palms on the ground behind him and leaned back. He smiled to himself as he looked up at the sky. “She broke up with me.”
“Oh,” Cory replied awkwardly.
Andrew answered Cory’s unspoken question. “She said I was a whack job.” Andrew chuckled at himself, shook his head, and took a swig of his drink.
Cory looked down the eye of his bottle. He didn’t know how to respond to that.
Andy’s soft skin masked his true age. Angela was twenty-one now, so Andrew couldn’t be far behind. Why was he hanging out at the high school?
The others finished their tasks and joined the circle. Pamela traded a look with Andrew and then turned her blue eyes on Cory. “Tell us about yourself, Cory.”
Cory looked at the others. All eyes were on him. “Uh, I’m an artist. I draw things. Fantasy, mostly.”
“Nice,” Kenny added. “Show us what you got.”
Andrew picked up the binder and passed it around the circle without asking for Cory’s permission. As they drank, the sun fell away and they asked Cory more questions about his art and life. It felt awkward at first, talking about himself, but Cory got used to it and to the drinks Pamela handed him religiously. He didn’t know if that was her way of hitting on him, but he went along with it. She was beautiful, if not a little intimidating. As Cory talked, they’d occasionally look to Andrew as if seeking guidance. He’d keep his mouth shut and shake his head ever so slightly.
It was dark not long after. Cory smiled to himself like an idiot. His head was swimming and his body felt light. There were a dozen empty beer cans around him. The conversation at this point had fizzled out apart from the girls’ light chatter. Cory looked up at the tree. Moths fluttered around the electric lanterns hanging from the lower branches. One flew in and was charred in an instant.
Andrew, far less tipsy than the rest, grunted as he stood up. The quiet chatter died away as all eyes turned to him. Cory could sense their anticipation, excitement, and hints of fear, but didn’t know what caused it. He took another sip, excited for what was next.
“Cory,” Andrew said with a gesture.
Mouth full of booze, Cory replied. “Hmm?”
Andrew balled a fist, twisted back, and punched Cory across the jaw.
Cory spit up his booze and hit the dirt. The whole side of his face throbbed. What the hell just happened? Andrew shook out his hand. The others just watched. Before Cory could get up, Andrew set his boot in his gut.
“We’re wanting to talk about art. This is raw,” Andrew said. “This is art.”
Cory tried to get up.
Andrew hit him again and looked back at the crowd.
“Well?” he said expectantly. “This is what we came for, isn’t it?”
Smiling sinisterly, Pamela rose up and slammed her toe into Cory’s nose. She turned to Andrew and spoke with a high-pitched excitement. “I can’t believe we’re actually going through with it.”
Kimberly joined her in kicking Cory. Kenny followed. Michael was the only one who hesitated. Andrew glared at him.
“You’re either with us or you’re with him.”
Michael gulped, picked up a branch nearby, and joined the beating.
To Cory, the night became a blur. One moment, he was drinking and the next, his whole body cried out in pain. He only saw boots, fists, and makeshift clubs. Parts of his body popped and bent in weird ways. He tried to call out but couldn’t. Before his eyes were blackened, he caught a glimpse of his psychotic assailants. It was like they were taking every ounce of hurt and disappointment in their lives and hurling it at him. The violence escalated when Michael pulled out a knife.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Andrew said. “No knives.”
Michael replied. “Only shallow cuts.”
That was how it started, then they cut off his clothes and took turns slicing his pale skin. Cory curled up into the fetal position. Numbness replaced the pain. He couldn’t see anything. Reality faded in and out. It was a living nightmare that he couldn’t escape. His body went limp. He heard voices.
“... It was supposed to be one punch each, just for the rush…”
“... You knew what you were getting into…”
“...He’s not breathing…”
“...We need to hide it…”
“... Yeah, no one can know…”
Rapid footfalls approached. “What the hell did you do?!”
Angela! Cory screamed in his mind. What was she doing here? She needed to run.
Her hands shook his bare, bruised shoulder. She was a beautiful twenty-one-year-old and had Dad’s baseball bat with her. “Cory, Cory, wake up. We need to go.”
Cory forced his swollen eyes open in time to watch Kimberly stick Angela with the knife. Angela cried out, glanced at the knife hilt jutting from her back, and then toppled beside Cory. Cory told his body to reach out for her, but he couldn’t move. He blinked to let her know he was still alive.
Michael fished through Cory’s pant pocket from the pile of his clothes nearby. He pulled out the car keys and dropped the clothes back into the pile. “I’ll get rid of his car. Someone follow me over in the other girl’s.”
Kimberly volunteered. The two of them hustled into the woods.
Andrew approached Angela’s body and stared down at it in shock. Kenny put his hand on his shoulder. “We need to move them.”
Andrew nodded.
Blackness.
Cory saw trees. His body swayed, but he didn’t know how he got here. Suddenly, he was dropped in the dirt.
Pamela chewed her nail nearby. “Will the hole be enough?”
“It has to be,” Andrew replied. “We just need Mike to get back with the shovels.”
The next time Cory awoke, he was under a foot of dirt. He burst forth, but the agony sent him back down. He turned his head, seeing another lump in the dirt. Using what little strength he had, he brushed the dirt from Angela’s cold face. They didn’t even have the decency to close her eyes.
Though he couldn’t speak, he made a vow to her. One that he would hold on to the rest of his days.
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BLOOD TIES





Ellie sat on her knees before the mural made of blood. It was her creation, painted on basement floor of some unknown pub. Under the ceiling light, the crimson shimmered darkly. The blood hadn’t dried yet. It was still fresh. Still dripping from Troy’s torso in long streams.
Ellie’s eyes were closed. Her stained hands were resting limply on the floor with her sticky fingers turned to the ceiling. As quick as a flash of lightning, her eyes shot open. They were sapphire blue and bloodshot. Tears wetted her cheeks. Her right cheek was swollen with the patch-like bandage covering a stitched knife wound. Her vision returned. First, the basement was blurry and the mural was muddled. When she blinked, the dozens of hoodie-wearing mannequins, some standing and other broken across the concrete, took shape on both sides of the basement. Detective Adrian Peaches was on the floor. He was a handsome man with a soft, trusting smile, the perfect five o'clock shadow, and a burgundy-stained bandage wrapped around his injured head. He was lying on his back. His stomach rose and fell softly, proving that the boot to his already-injured head didn’t kill him. Next to him was the mural.
It stretched five feet wide and six feet long. Brushed in blood were the bodies of four individuals. Three were seated in a row with bullet holes at the center of each of their foreheads. The final subject was slumped before them with an undefined injury. Droplets of blood trickled from her lips. An old man, older woman, and younger man were the seated subjects. The old man’s neck was tilted to one side. His face was gaunt and his lips tight. Crow’s feet branched out of the sides of his closed eyes. More lines creased beneath his eyes and across his forehead. He wore a T-shirt with the graphic of the Strasburg train. The brushes of blood made the shapes of these things, but not the details. The woman seated in the middle had shoulder-length hair that was parted down the middle with the bullet hole at the center of her forehead. Her head was propped against the old man’s. The final seated victim had his head tilted back and his mouth parted. His eyes were open slightly and were looking upward to the bullet wound which had a snake of red racing down the left side of his nose and cheek. Ellie was familiar with all three of them. They were her father, mother, and twenty-seven-year-old little brother, Paul.
Ellie was even more familiar with the woman slumped before them, because the woman was her. Similar to how she was seated now, “mural” Ellie was on her knees with her bottom resting on the backs of her heels. Her shoulders were slumped and her arms were limp. Her face was downcast. The bandage that was on her cheek was gone, displaying the deep scar just below her right eye. The bandage around her neck was also missing, revealing the bullet graze that was healing slowly. She wore a long-sleeve shirt with a blood smear down the front, whether it was her own or someone else, the mural was not clear. Her bob cut was slightly frizzled, and her eyes were rolled to the back of her head.
Dread crushed Ellie as she looked at the one beyond the mural. Like a slab of meat on a butcher’s hook, the man hung from his rope-bound wrists. He was slightly suspended above the ground. The tops of his curled toes touched the floor. Bare-chested, Troy wore loose pants without a belt. His blond tapered hair was glued together and dripping with sweat. His bearded cheeks were sunken. His busted lip was crusty. The brown eyes that Ellie had fallen in love with were shut to the light of dimly-lit basement. A knife had slashed down from the bottom of his ribs to his belly button. It was only a few centimeters wide, but had blood and Ellie’s fingerprints smeared inches out from it.
Ellie’s bloodstained finger twitched. The mural glistened under the ceiling light. She didn’t remember painting it, but the blood was on her hands. At least she wasn’t the one that slashed open Troy’s torso. That was the hooded man, murderer of Kimberly Jannis, Pamela Cornish, Michael Dillinger, and Kenny Parkland.
Ellie parted her lips that stuck together like her husband’s blood between her fingers. Her teeth chattered. She whispered the word. “Troy?”
Troy didn’t reply, and unlike Detective Peaches, Ellie could not see his chest rise and fall.
Ellie’s mouth dried out. Her heart sank to her stomach, leaving a hollowness in her chest. She said his name again.
Slam!
The door burst open at the top of the steps.
“Go, go, go!” a masculine voice commanded, followed by the sound rapid, heavy footfall.
The stampede of boots rushed at Ellie. She made no effort to move or to look back. She couldn’t pull her gaze off of her husband.
SWAT team members rushed by her on the left and right side and branched out around the mural, still hasty but mindful not to step on any part of it.
“Fan out!” One of the SWAT team members replied.
“Right corner, clear!”
“Upper left, secure!”
More men in Kevlar vests surrounded Ellie and took aim with their tactical shotguns. Their flashlights blinded her from the sight of her husband she’d been married to for three weeks.
“Who are you?” one of the men asked.
Ellie thought she should know the answer, but didn’t. The man must’ve noticed because he had two of his squad mates lift her up from under the armpits. Her numb legs dragged behind her. The emergency medical personnel hurried down the steps and went directly toward Detective Peaches and Troy. Ellie looked over her shoulder, following the EMTs’ path to the detective and to her mortally-wounded husband. One stopped in front of the decaying body of Michael Dillinger that the hooded man had left in the basement before he brought Troy in. Ellie was used to the stench of death at this point.
By the time she was escorted through the condemned dive bar, she could feel her legs but didn’t have any incentive to walk. If she had it her way, she’d rush to her husband’s aid. It wouldn’t do much, but at least she’d be able to hold him. Feel his warmth again. Possibly for the final time. They took her outside and sat her in the ambulance. The EMTs looked her over, quickly learning that the blood on her hands and person was not her own. They closed the door and lifted Ellie’s shirt. She had a few bruises, but nothing that would have any long-lasting consequences. Physical ones, anyway. They asked Ellie a series of questions. How did you get here tonight? Did you paint the mural? And a million other things Ellie didn’t remember hearing. Though her eyes were wide open, she kept seeing the basement and the deaths of those she held dear.
The EMTs flashed a small light in her eyes. When she blinked, she didn’t recognize her surroundings. She was in the back of a moving police car. Behind her, flashing red-and-blue lights bounced up the walls of the New England-style buildings that filled the city of Northampton. They’d put a towel over Ellie’s shoulders. Her hands had been washed clean. The side of Ellie’s forehead rested against the inner window of the police cruiser. She knew that the EMTs had asked her a lot of things, but she remembered none of her responses. Were they condemning, convicting, informative, or nonsensical? Perhaps she said nothing at all.
The drive through the city was quiet. It seemed like she was the only person on the road.
The next thing Ellie knew, she was wearing oversized clothes that made her look and feel much frailer and weaker than she actually was. Her blonde hair was damp. She glanced at the drab grey walls of the room that seemed to leech her life away. The only color came from the tiny red light on the camera mounted in the upper corner. She looked at her hands resting on the aluminum table. Though Troy’s blood had been washed from her skin, little scarlet flakes lingered under and around her fingernails like crusty, dry paint. She recognized this place. It was the interrogation room where she showed Detective Peaches and Detective Skinner her first death portraits: Kimberly Jannis and Pamela Cornish, the two women she had failed to save.
Ellie balled her fist. The hooded man couldn’t keep getting away with this.
The door opened.
Detective Skinner entered and took a seat opposite of her. There were dark circles under his droopy eyes. He wore a wrinkled suit jacket and a heavy frown on his bulldog-like face. Glaring at Ellie, he set his jaw. Silence hung heavy between them.
Skinner tapped his finger on the tabletop. Ellie bounced her leg under the table.
The junkyard dog detective leaned in. “How is it that every time the killer attacks, he vanishes, there’s a dead body, you survive and my detective partner is conveniently passed out on the floor?”
Ellie didn’t have a response to that.
Skinner shook his head. “Fine. Stay quiet. We have all night. Too bad Troy doesn’t.”
Ellie burst from her seat, knocking it back. In the time it took Skinner to blink, Ellie had his cream-colored tie wrapped in her balled fist and was pulling him toward her blood-red face.
Skinner raised his hands in a nonthreatening manner and turned his eyes to the camera.
“Careful, Mrs. Batter,” he warned. “I’m not the only one watching.”
Ellie glanced at the camera and released the detective. He plopped back into his seat. She sat, also, and crossed her arms to make herself small.
Skinner fixed his tie. “I’ll let that one pass. Just because I’m such a nice guy.”
“Where is Troy?”
“St. Peters ER,” Skinner replied. “There’s a very little chance that he’ll survive the night. Hell, I’d say that the chance of him surviving the next hour will be a gift from the heavens.”
Ellie’s eyes watered. She wanted to wail, to punch something and scream at the top of her lungs. Instead, she was completely silent. Her building anger kept her from breathing properly. She visualized the hooded man’s horrid face. His one silver eye and his one green eye. The scars on his pale skin. Ellie gnashed her teeth, locking her jaw so tight it would take a crowbar to pry it open. She needed to stop him, not waste time with Detective Skinner.
“You know I’m innocent,” she told the detective. “You’ve seen my blackouts.”
“I know you’re a freak,” Skinner replied harshly. “Innocent, on the other hand…”
“No more BS, Skinner,” Ellie barked. “You saw what I painted at that bar.”
Skinner didn’t say anything. It was too disturbing for him to make some rude comeback about.
Ellie wished that she could forget what she did. She didn’t remember the act, of course, but the idea of what she had drawn would haunt her, even if Troy survived. She tried to push it to the back of her mind, but it lingered like the stench of death. “The people in that mural are my family. My brother Paul, my mother Martha, and my father Howard. The longer I sit around here, the greater chance that the mural comes true. You understand?”
Skinner eyed her with a heavy frown. He leaned back in his seat, not wanting to get grabbed again. “That’s serious, Mrs. Batter, but let me paint a picture for you. Police get a call from a screaming man via a rogue officer’s cellphone located in the basement of an abandoned bar. When they arrive, the rogue officer is down, the screaming man is slashed open, and his wife has used his blood to paint an image of herself and her family gunned down like victims in a mass shooting. Let’s just say you’re an officer on duty. What’s your first instinct?”
Ellie sighed. “That the wife is the killer.”
“Bingo,” Skinner said, slapping the tabletop. “Now, thankfully for your sake, you and I both know that the real killer is out there.” He hiked his thumb back to the bullpen. “But all those officers out there don’t know jack, nor do they know about your death paintings or whatever. That puts you and me in a difficult position.”
“Bring in Detective Peaches,” Ellie protested. “He saw the man, too.”
“No doubt,” Skinner replied. “But he got his already injured skull kicked in. I’m no medical doctor, but kicking someone with a concussion in the place that concussed them to begin with is not healthy. I’ll be surprised if Peaches doesn’t have brain damage.”
“Is he at least awake?” Ellie asked, grasping at straws.
Skinner replied. “Define awake. The doctors got him drugged out of his mind.”
Ellie inhaled and looked away from him. She thought about a plan before speaking. “Bring me a pencil and sketch pad.”
Skinner chuckled at that. “Yeah, so you can stab me with it?”
“No,” Ellie growled. “So I can draw your hooded man’s face. I’m an artist, in case you forgot.”
Skinner stood up. “I’ll never forget. Trust me on that, Mrs. Batter.”
He scooted out of his chair and headed for the door.
Ellie quickly wiped away a tear and rested her head on the tabletop. She wondered how much blood Troy lost, how much she drew out of him to paint her portrait, and how much the doctors would have to pump back into him. Skinner was right. If he survived, it would be through an act of God. Ellie wasn’t always the praying type, but this seemed like the right moment, even if the power to paint the prophetic death portraits was more a curse than a blessing.
Skinner returned with a pencil and sketch pad as Ellie requested. He sat down and slid it across the table to her.
“Draw,” he commanded with his gruff voice.
Ellie started on the hooded man’s scarred face. She didn’t need to close her eyes to imagine him. Her photographic memory was working overtime. She recreated the laceration scars across his nose, forehead, and under his silver eye. If Ellie had colored pencil, she’d recreate his pasty white skin and pale pink lips. It only took a few minutes for her to complete the sketch. Working faster was one of the benefits she’d gleaned from her power.
Detective Skinner grabbed the legal pad and pencil with his stubby sausage fingers and reviewed the sketch with an inquisitive eye. “Evil has an ugly face.”
Ellie eyed Detective Skinner. “Will that help?”
Skinner put it aside. “I’ll put out an APB. A guy like this won’t be hard to miss.”
“Contact Andrew Maneau,” Ellie said. Andrew, her mentor and art agent, was the only target that the hooded man had failed to kill thanks to Ellie’s intervention.
“I was planning on it,” Skinner replied. “The Michael Dillinger lead turned out to be a dead end.” He put an emphasis on the word dead.
 It seemed like weeks ago since Ellie had spoken to Andrew when, in reality, they’d spoken on the phone not ten hours ago. He was vague on why he and his old friends were targeted by the hooded serial killer. Nevertheless, he told Ellie that he hurt someone really bad when he was young, but didn’t explain whom or how. He directed Ellie to his friend Michael, who would supposedly have the answers. However, Michael was already dead. Andrew was Ellie’s and the police’s last best chance at finding the killer, but he had left town a few days ago after the killer made an attempt on his life. Trusting in her death portrait, Ellie had thwarted that attack. Andrew lived, but the killer put Ellie in his crosshairs. Your actions killed your husband, a man’s soft, tormented voice said in her head. She didn’t bother trying to shut the voice up. It was speaking the truth.
She tapped her leg swiftly under the table as Detective Skinner got up. “So…”
Skinner looked down at her with the legal pad tucked under his armpit. “What?”
“I’m free to go?” Ellie asked.
Skinner smirked and headed to the door.
Ellie stood up, putting her palms on the tabletop. “I helped you.”
“You did, but it’s time for the police to do their job,” Skinner said as if speaking to a child. “You should be kissing my feet because I’m not putting you in jail.”
“Where do I go then?” Ellie asked, face red with fury.
Skinner looked her up and down. “The safest place for you is a mental hospital.”
Ellie set her jaw to keep herself from spewing a tsunami of obscenities.
Skinner explained further. “You’ll be there for one-hundred twenty hours, or five days, as is customary for mentally unstable suspects. After which, a committee will decide if you’re crazy or not. Be praying that we have Scar Face behind bars before that.”
“Or what?” Ellie asked.
“Or you better start getting used to the loony bin. Hell, it might be a good fit for you,” Without another word, Skinner left the interrogation room. The door fell shut behind him with a loud thump.
Ellie pinched the bridge of her nose to kill her growing headache. If someone had told her a month ago that Troy would be in the ER, a serial killer was hounding her family, and she would be in the mental hospital for the criminally insane, Ellie would laugh in that person’s face. Nonetheless, this was her situation, and never had Ellie felt more confused and alone.
A short time after Detective Skinner left, a few officers escorted her to a small bus. She was one of the few people, and she was pretty sure that the rest of the riders were homeless acting crazy to get a free meal for the night. When Ellie arrived at the mental hospital, the nurse led the way to Ellie’s room. It was much nicer than a jail cell, but just as cramped. The rest of the residents were locked up for the night, making the institution appear much more vacant than it was.
Ellie put on her new clothes: grey scrubs with matching pants and generic tennis shoes a size too big. Wearing everything but the shoes, she climbed onto the plastic-covered mattress that squeaked every time she moved slightly. She looked up at the white ceiling and imagined Troy looking back down at her. She looked away, letting her tears soak into her bandaged cheek. She could still see Troy in her peripherals. She bit into the covers and screamed.
The next morning, Ellie opened her eyes. She didn’t know if she slept at all. She forced herself to sit up. After a few moments, she gathered enough strength to tell her legs to stand. Dragging her feet, she shambled into the bathroom and washed her face. The bandage below her right eye peeled back at the corner. Ellie fixed it and returned to the room just in time for a hospital worker to escort her to the mess hell, with two burly men flanking her on either side. She saw other patients. One laughed hysterically, another mumbled and moved her hands about in uncanny motions, and most were quiet observers that looked “normal.”
Ellie sat by her lonesome and was handed a mediocre breakfast. She knew she needed energy but didn’t have an appetite. Nonetheless, she ate, getting a count of the room’s various exits. There was really only one way out. The front door. If she could find out where the fire escape was, that would be her best bet. She glanced up at the wall clock. She had at least sixteen hours, maybe more before her family died. If Troy’s death mural taught her anything, it was that the time that it took for these murders to occur varied from painting to painting. She wondered if the code was hidden somewhere in the mural but she was overlooking it. Nonetheless, twenty-four hours was the most she was willing to risk.
She spent the early part of the day watching TV with the other patients. Why the nurses chose to play the sci-fi channel at the mental institution was beyond her. Nonetheless, she found herself watching Jeff Goldblum in The Fly undergoing his horrendous transformation with a couple of droolers. The absurdity of the situation would be comical if Ellie wasn’t a participant in the madness.
About midday, she was sent to her room with no viable plan of escape. She’d even talked to a few other residents, keeping her intentions as vague as possible when she asked them about exits, daily routines, etc. The information they gave her was useless or flat-out wrong. She needed a source she could rely on, but the guards wouldn’t let her make a phone call, let alone speak to her themselves.
After lunch, Ellie had lost all hope. She couldn’t warn her parents or little brother, no one told her about Troy’s current condition, and she was trapped.
Ellie flopped on her bed.
“One hundred and twenty hours,” she mumbled to herself. She felt sick. She tried to nap, but found herself tossing and turning.
The doctors brought her out of her room to run some tests and ask her about her mental status. Ellie kept her answers vague. She didn’t want to say anything she might regret later. The doctors seemed as perplexed at her case as herself. She overheard them talking about sleep deprivation as the potential cause, but they spoke with uncertainty. A small part of Ellie wanted to tell them about the portraits and the blackouts. She knew talking about it would be stupid, but it would’ve been nice to get some of that stuff off her chest. Ellie returned to her room after dinner.
She looked outside her barred window. The glass was clouded, but she could still see the orange glow of a streetlight in the night. The night guard double-checked the locks on the door and walked on.
It wasn’t for another two hours that the doorknob jiggled.
Ellie sat up in her bed, watching the knob wiggle up and down as someone worked the key on the other side. She didn’t have a clock in the room, but knew that the twenty-four-hour mark for the death mural was coming to a close. Fear pinged in her heart like movement on a motion sensor. What if the hooded man had found her? What if he got inside of the mental hospital? What if he was the one at the door right now? Ellie glanced about the room. She had no weapons. No heavy objects. She removed her left shoe. It wouldn’t hurt the man at all, but at least she wouldn’t be completely defenseless.
The knob turned for a final time and the door opened slowly, as if the person on the other side didn’t want anyone to hear. Ellie stepped toward it. She needed to get ready to bolt out into the hall if the moment arose. The door opened enough for the opener to peek their head through.
It was a man wearing a black beanie, black fleece, blue jeans, and dirty tennis shoes. He had a five o'clock shadow, deep green eyes, and a calming smile.
“Peaches?” Ellie exclaimed in a loud whisper.
Detective Adrian Peaches held the finger of his gloved hand over his lips. He turned back to the hall behind him and then looked at Ellie with wide eyes. “We don’t have much time.”
“What’s happening?” Ellie asked.
If Peaches was annoyed by the question, he did well to hide it. “You’re leaving.”
It took Ellie a second to process his words in conjunction with his attire. This wasn’t a formal release. “You could lose your job.”
Peaches’s calm facade was unwavering. “Let me worry about that. The cameras will be back on shortly, so we need to go now.”
Ellie nodded in affirmation and hastily slipped her shoe back on. They moved swiftly through the faculty. Peaches led the way, gesturing her to slow down as they reached corners in the various hallways. As they slipped through the mess hall, Peaches went tense and pointed to a nearby table. Ellie was confused by the gesture but then noticed the shadow climbing up the nearby wall. They sought cover under the table and watched the night guard pass. He had his ear buds snuggled in his ears and his flashlight bouncing lazily across the floor. The moment he left the room, Peaches nodded and they moved to the entrance. Ellie moved in swift, precise steps as the front doors came into view. She could taste freedom and boy, was it sweet. She twisted back, noticing Peaches lagging behind. He was still speed walking but had clenching his eyes shut and was grimacing in pain. He opened them for a second, noticing Ellie’s interest. He gestured for her to keep moving.
Ellie reached the visitor parking lot that was largely vacant. Peaches directed her attention to a pick-up truck parked by the curb. They rushed toward it. When they were a few yards from the truck, Peaches tossed Ellie the keys and said, “Drive.”
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It was a little before 10 pm, and the city’s nightlife was in full swing. Long lines of millennials gathered outside of nightclubs, bars were packed, and the only quiet places were the late-night coffee shops that populated the liberal city of Northampton, Massachusetts. Ellie glanced in the rearview, watching the traffic behind her. She hadn’t seen any cop cars, and Peaches’s police radio only spilled out soft chatter. Maybe they actually got away with it.
Peaches leaned back on the passenger seat and shut his eyes. “You need to take that off.”
Ellie didn’t get what he was referring to until he pointed just beneath his right eye. Ellie took one hand off the steering wheel and touched the bandage on her cheek.
Peaches elaborated. “The scars will be noticeable, but not as much as the bandages.”
“Right,” Ellie replied. She dug her fingernail under the loose corner of the square patch and peeled it back. She grimaced, feeling air touch her stitched flesh. The puffiness around the red slash had deflated, but the deep wound had only started to heal. Ellie balled up the patch and put it in the cup holder. She unwrapped the bandage around her neck and did the same thing. Peaches pinched the bloody remnants between his fingers and tossed them out of the window.
“Littering is a crime,” Ellie said.
Peaches smiled his sweet, trustworthy smile. “It is, isn’t it?”
His partner Detective Skinner may have been rude, ugly cuss, but Ellie had come to realize that he was a much straighter cop than Detective Adrian Peaches. After all, it was Peaches who allowed Ellie to assist with the investigation without telling his superiors, and it had been Peaches who’d been more than willing to follow the clues of the portraits even when it put them in questionable places and circumstance. Normally, Peaches would wear a nice suit, speak softly, and have a friendly aura about him that said I’m willing and ready to help. Tonight, in his dingy pick-up and his sketchy attire, it seemed like he was showing his true colors.
“Are you curious how I got you out?” Peaches asked, obvious wanting Ellie to say yes.
“You did something risky and clever,” Ellie replied dryly, keeping her eyes on the road.
“You have more spunk now,” Peaches replied.
“A serial killer is hunting my family, my husband is going to die, and I’ll soon be, if not already, wanted by the police. Nice girl Ellie has left the building.”
“I like it,” Peaches replied. “Anyway, I got you out by disabling the cameras and pick-pocketing the keys. It was rather simple, to be honest.”
“Glad to hear it,” Ellie said, sarcastically. “You haven’t said where we’re driving to,”
Peaches pointed to an alley up ahead. “Pull in there.”
Ellie did so, avoiding a gaggle of people marching down the sidewalk. When the pickup was fully concealed by the two buildings, Ellie turned off the engine. They mellowed in the darkness of the vehicle. Ellie turned to the detective. “I’m grateful that you helped me, I really am, but why? I know how risky this is.”
“Do you?” Peaches said with a cheeky smile. Noticing Ellie’s lack of amusement, he decided to take the situation much more seriously. “Truthfully, I hate being benched. Even in middle school, being on the sidelines never felt right.”
“Peaches, you have a concussion. You can’t even drive. Are you sure you’re up for this?” Ellie asked.
“If you want me to leave, I will,” Peaches replied. “I don’t need to be here. It was a choice I made, and yes, I might be hopped up on God knows how much pain medication, but there’s a killer out there that’s going to keep on hurting people until he’s stopped. And you, Ellie Batter, are the only one who can stop him.”
Ellie was all for compliments, but that statement felt like a bit of a stretch. “I’m just some woman trying to save her family.”
“You’re a very special woman,” Peaches replied confidently. “I remember when you first came into the police department all those weeks ago. You were shy and timid, with a portrait of a dead woman. Any detective in their right mind would’ve locked you away, but I knew, by your conviction, that you were in this--not for some paycheck or personal glory-- but because it was the right thing to do. And now look at you, you’re battle-hardened, wise, and fierce. How many people can say they’ve been in multiple shootouts and duked it out with a serial killer? That’s something to brag about.”
Ellie did take some pride in it, and though she didn’t feel like she’d changed much, she knew she had. The old Ellie would never think about violating the law or breaking out of any place that the police put her in, and now she did it with little hesitation.
Ellie noticed the white of the bandage peeking out from Peach’s hoodie. She fixed it for him. “I wouldn’t be able to do with it without you. So what’s our next step?”
Peaches chuckled to himself. The pain meds must’ve really been kicking in. “I was hoping to hear your ideas.”
Ellie mumbled a few choice words under her breath and then asked for his phone.
“It’s crushed, remember?” Peaches replied. Ellie remembered Peaches was able to dial the police before the hooded man stopped the phone and sent his steel-toed boot into the knot on Peaches’s forehead.
The detective pulled out a burner phone. “Luckily, I bought another one today.”
Ellie took it from his hands and dialed her parents’ phone number. For the first time, she was glad her twenty-seven-year-old little brother still lived with her folks. She would be able to get them all out of the house.
With a groggy voice, her father Howard answered. “Hello?”
“Dad, it’s me, Ellie,” she said quickly.
“Ellie? What’s wrong? Why are you calling so late?” Howard asked.
There was a soft clicking sound heard as he turned on the bedside lamp.
Martha’s voice was soft and distant. “Is that Ellie? Put her on speakerphone.”
“Dad,” Ellie said anxiously. “Listen to me, because what I’m about to say won’t make much sense, but it’s very important.”
“Okay?” Her father said with unease. “What is it?”
“Someone’s coming after you. A very bad man. He’s going to kill you, Mom, and Paul if you don’t pack your bags and leave tonight.”
The line went silent.
Ellie’s heart raced. “Dad? Hello?”
“We’re here,” she heard her mother say.
Her father took a deep breath in the way that parents do when they were about to say something awkward. “Ellie, have you been drinking?”
“No, Dad.” Ellie took offense. “Listen to me, you, Mom, and Paul just need to leave town for a few days. I’ll pay for the vacation. It doesn’t matter where, only that you go and don’t tell anyone. Not even me, understand?”
Martha whispered. “What’s she talking about?”
Howard whispered back. “I don’t know.”
“Dad, please,” Ellie begged.
“Ellie,” her dad said softly, “is Troy there? I’d like to talk to Troy.”
Ellie’s eyes watered. She blinked away the tears. In her mind, she could clearly see her husband strung up and bleeding. “He’s not here, Dad.”
“What do you mean?” her father replied.
“He’s indisposed,” Ellie replied and attempted to redirect the conversation. “You need to trust me. Get out of town. Promise me you’ll go, okay?”
Martha spoke up. “Ellie, are you feeling okay?”
“Mom, promise me,” Ellie begged.
“Alright, sweetie, we promise,” her mother replied. “Your father and I will research some places tomorrow after we run our errands.”
“Don’t worry about the errands,” Ellie replied, knowing that this conversation wasn’t going anywhere but downhill. “Just take Paul and go. Tonight.”
Her father sighed. “It will be a little hard to take Paul if he’s not here. Ellie, are you sure you’ve not been drinking? Do you want me to call someone for you? A cab, maybe?”
Ellie rubbed her hand down her face. She felt like a broken record player. She wanted to scream Why can’t you just trust me?! She had been a very obedient child, your typical goody-two-shoes “A” student. That should’ve meant something. Alas, Ellie could see the situation from her parents’ point of view. Would she leave town without explanation if they asked her to go? Ellie couldn’t answer that question. How could she expect her parents to answer it? Perhaps her brother could help. “Where’s Paul?”
“You told him to return your rental car,” Howard said as if speaking to a child.
Martha interjected. “He told us he wanted to spend a few nights in Northampton before making the long drive back home.”
Ellie’s gut wrenched. She didn’t know if her family being separated was a good thing or a bad thing. In the blood mural, her mom, dad, and Paul were seated and executed in the same place, but the nature and style of the drawing was so different from the rest of her creations; Ellie didn’t know if that meant they’d all die in the same room or if it was just a series of similar murders. After all, this was the first time Ellie had painted a multiple homicide on the same canvas.
“Did Paul say where he was going?” Ellie replied. “I need a specific location.”
Her mother and father mumbled to one another and then returned to the phone. “He never said,” Howard explained. “Only that he’d be gone for a few days.”
“Ellie?” Martha asked, noticing Ellie’s silence.
“I got to go, Mom. Take what I said seriously. You two really are in real danger,” Ellie said. She felt resistance as she spoke the next words, almost as if it were the last thing she’d say to them. “I love you both very much.”
She ended the call and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. A group of twenty-something year olds walked down the sidewalk behind the truck, laughing. Peaches put his hand on Ellie’s shoulder, making her go tense. He noticed and withdrew his hand. “We’ll find a way to convince them.”
His words were sweet and meaningless. Ellie gathered herself the best she could and dialed her brother’s phone number. It was one of the few cell numbers she had memorized despite only speaking to her brother once every blue moon. The phone rang and rang, but there was no reply. She left an urgent voicemail, begging him to call her back the moment he got a chance. After ten seconds, she called again. And again. And again. At some point, Paul would have to know this was an emergency despite it being an unfamiliar number to him. Then again, this was Paul she was talking about. Her ne’er-do-well brother was content living at home the rest of his life if it meant dodging responsibilities. Somehow, Ellie was able to secure a job in one of the most challenging industries in the world before her brother could save up enough to buy his own place.
“No luck?” Peaches asked, already knowing the answer.
“It’s hopeless,” Ellie said dreadfully. “Nothing I say can convince them. Was I too forceful? Too indirect? Should I have told them the truth about the blackouts and everything?”
Peaches didn’t seem to have the answer to that, and if he did, he hid it well behind his unreadable face. They sat in the big pick-up at the center of some alley with no plan. Ellie wondered if it would’ve been better if she had stayed in the mental hospital. She wondered if it would’ve been better if she was the one the hooded man strung up in place of Troy. What good is this power if I can’t save anyone? Is this the cosmos’s way of mocking me? Ellie never liked the “woe is me” mindset, but she was struggling to find anything positive about the situation.
Detective Peaches’s face lit up. “I’ve got an idea.”
Ellie give him her attention.
Peaches continued. “Every canvas had certain symbols hidden inside of the artwork, correct?”
Ellie nodded.
Peaches proceeded with his thought. “What if we could use the mural to find out where your brother is hiding?”
Ellie thought on it for a moment. It wasn’t a bad idea, but… “I don’t have any images of the blood mural.”
“You were able to remember the address in your husband’s portraits, despite having only seen it with the corner of your eye,” Peaches reminded her.
He was right about that. To find the pub where her husband was being held captive, Ellie had focused hard on the portrait that seemed to sharpen in her mind and was able to recall the presence of some text, but it took looking at the actual photographs of her art room to see what the text actually read. Nevertheless, Ellie did as the detective suggested. She leaned her head back in her seat and shut her eyes. She recreated the pub’s basement in her mind and the mural in blood she’d finger-painted on the dusty floor. She recalled the coarse texture of the concrete, how it turned her flesh pink and raw as she swiftly rubbed the tip of her index finger across it. She looked out at the four faces and over their bodies. She remembered the bullet wound in their foreheads and the way their heads fell, but the rest of the memory was blurry. She could only focus on Troy and the overwhelming feeling of guilt as she had tried to cut him down but ended up blacking out instead.
Ellie opened her bloodshot eyes. “I can’t. It’s too… I don’t know, traumatic, I guess.”
Peaches tried his best not to look disappointed, but it was obvious. Whatever the medication the doctors gave him was dulling his poker face.
Ellie turned the car engine back on, but didn’t reverse yet. She had a choice to make: drive around Northampton in search of her little brother, or travel five hours to her parents’ house and get them out of Dodge. There was a good chance that the hooded man knew where her parents lived. After all, he had followed her to the old oak on Willoughby Drive where Ellie had discovered the abbreviated names of the victims: Kimberly, Pamela, Kenny, Michael, and Andrew. The hooded man had led her to a trap that Ellie was able to escape from. There was a good chance that he had followed her all the way from Northampton. The hooded man was resourceful. He knew Ellie’s name within days of her looking into the investigation. Her brother Paul, however, could be the wild card. The chance that the killer knew about his return to Northampton was unlikely because the time that he was dropping off the rent-a-car was the same time the hooded man was abducting Troy. But, Paul was a lot closer to Ellie and if he called back, Ellie would be able to meet him a lot quicker than her parents. From a pragmatic point of view, saving Paul was the better option, but that would leave Ellie’s parents as sitting ducks.
The Sophie’s Choice was making Ellie’s head scream in pain. “Is there any way you can get the crime scene photos from last night?”
Peaches shook his head. “It’s suspicious enough that I checked out of the hospital early this morning and then suddenly, you’re free a few hours later. To have me waltz into the police station asking about your painting would raise a few flags.”
“What if you snuck in? You broke me out of the mental hospital. What is a police station?” Ellie asked.
The detective chuckled. “I like your sense of humor. The mental hospital is child’s play when you know the right people and grease the right pockets. The police station though… that’s a different beast.”
“Then we’re screwed,” Ellie replied. “Unless we return to the crime scene. Can you do that?”
“They have an officer stationed outside of it. They expect that the killer might return and don’t want to miss him. If you’re caught going in there, it’s not going to look good.”
Ellie’s frustration bubbled up. At least in the mental hospital, she knew there was nothing she could do. Here, free to investigate, she was trapped in another prison, and without her art, what was she?
Peaches got to thinking again. “Could you recreate the mural?”
“With paint?” Ellie asked.
“Of course,” Peaches replied. “Is there some way you can--how do I say it-- tap into your power?”
“Force myself to have a blackout?” Ellie replied. She thought on it. The power was still new to her. “I don’t know, to be honest with you.”
Peaches smiled his reassuring smile. “Let’s give it a go. If it doesn’t work out, we head to your parents’ house.”
“You seem to be invested in this for someone whose motivation is that they just don’t like to sit on the sidelines,” Ellie inquired of the detective.
Peaches smiled to himself and looked at his hands. “Truth be told, I’ve never met anyone quite like you, or experienced anything quite like this case. I feel as though there are seasons in our lives that shape us. Your very existence has rocked my reality, Ellie. Some people run from that change, I’ve always been the sort to take on challenges.”
“Well… thanks,” Ellie said, reversing the car out of the alleyway. “I guess we’re going back to my place.”
“Not wise,” Peaches stopped her.
Ellie gave him a concerned look. “That’s where all my supplies are.”
“Yeah, and probably the police,” Peaches reminded her.
“Only if they know that I broke out of the mental hospital,” Ellie replied. She checked the time. “That was less than forty minutes ago.”
“If you want to risk it, we’ll risk it, but we can’t stay for long,” Peaches warned her.
“Grab-and-go. Got it.” Getting paint from a store had its advantages, but Ellie didn’t have any money on her and most shops were closed.
She drove down the city streets and toward her nice apartment complex near the heart of downtown. At the final stoplight before reaching her destination, a police cruiser pulled up next to her. The officer was hidden behind tinted windows, but Ellie could feel him watching her. She kept her eyes straight ahead, trying to play it cool. The light stayed red. The police radio buzzed on.
“This is Dispatch. A suspect in the Troy Batter assault has fled the hospital, most likely with assistance. We are requesting all available units to search for Ellie Batter, Caucasian female, slender, five-foot eight inches, with multiple stitches on her cheek and neck.”
Ellie squeezed the steering wheel tighter. Her mouth dried out. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. In the corner of her eye, she watched the officer pick up the radio microphone and reply.
“Ellie,” Peaches’s soft voice pulled her out of the tense moment.
She turned to the detective and then back to the traffic light that had gone green. She started forward, careful not to hit the gas too hard. The police cruiser was driving parallel to her. She didn’t know if that was intentional or by chance.
“Keep it cool,” Peaches told her. “And your eyes forward.”
Ellie did as he said. The officer was to the left of her. He couldn’t see the stitched knife wound on her right cheek, but the graze on her neck was in clear view. It probably looked like a hickey. Looking as natural as she could, Ellie covered the wound with her hand. She grimaced as she touched the tender flesh. Just before reaching the apartment, the police squad car made a U-turn and vanished in Ellie’s rear view. Ellie breathed for what felt like the first time since the cop arrived.
“We don’t have much time,” Peaches reminded her.
Ellie and the detective hustled up the few steps into the apartment’s lobby. At this time of night, it was empty and quiet. Ellie jammed her finger against the elevator button. If her suite was not on the twelfth floor, she might have taken the stairs, but even then, Peaches may not be ready for that sort of physical strain. The elevator door dinged open. Ellie slipped inside, hit the button, and watched the lobby, expecting to see police flooding in as the door close. They didn’t come.
Ellie and Peaches reached the apartment. Not having her keys or wallet, Ellie unlocked the door with the spare Troy kept on the rim of the doorway.
“Grab whatever you need.” Peaches told her as she flipped on the light switch. “We won’t be coming back here for a while.”
The place was ransacked. The coat hanger was toppled over across the entrance, old food and liquids was spilled out, and Ellie’s prized paintings that decorated the walls were slashed apart and on the floor. Even though this happened when the hooded man kidnapped Troy, Ellie was shocked when she overlooked the destruction. She never had the time to clean.
Though Peaches didn’t say it, Ellie knew they only had enough time for one trip to the truck. She stepped over the coat hanger. “You head to the art room. Grab a few paint cans, black, red, and maybe one more. Oh, and the brushes on the paint cart.”
Ellie led him to the art room and pulled open the French doors. Painted on the three back walls was a portrait of Troy, strung up by his wrists with his torso sliced open, just how it had happened in real life. Ellie turned her eyes away. The image made her nauseous even though it was the work of her own hand. While Peaches ran for the paint cans, Ellie backed out of the art room.
“Where are you going?” Peaches asked.
“Getting clothes. Keep grabbing paint supplies, brushes, thinner, anything we can use.” Ellie hustled back into the living room. It opened into the dining room she and Troy never used and the kitchen.
She hiked up the spiral staircase that branched into the loft and then rushed into the master bedroom. She paused for a moment, recalling the nights her and Troy spent together. Ellie ran for the closet and pulled out a small suitcase. She opened the necessities drawer and grabbed a bundle of panties and bras to shove in there. Then she moved down and grabbed another bundle of shirts and pants. She pressed down the clothes in the suitcase with all her might and struggled to get the zipper closed.
Peaches was already heading for the door when Ellie was darting down the spiral staircase. Paint cans hung heavy in the detective’s hands. Brushes of different sizes and cleanliness jutted from the pockets of his jeans.
“Ready?” he asked.
Ellie grabbed a baseball cap off the floor and nodded. She opened the door for him, letting Peaches leave first. Ellie stepped out and locked it behind her. She kept the spare key with her just in case she needed to get in again. They headed for the elevator and hurried inside. Both of them took a deep breath as they watched the floor number decrease. Peaches smiled to himself.
“What’s so funny?” Ellie asked, catching her breath.
“Running from the cops, breaking you out,” Peaches chuckled. “These are the types of stories that stick with you, but you know you’ll never be able to tell anyone.”
The elevator door reached the lobby and dinged open. Just as Ellie was about to step out, Peaches raised his arm, blocking her passage. On the other side of the apartment’s glass front doors, two officers approached.
Ellie and Peaches traded looks before pressing the close-door button as fast as they could. The elevator doors began to shut as soon as the officers stepped inside. Peaches hit the second-floor button.
“Did they see us?” Ellie asked.
Peaches replied. “I don’t know.”
They got off on the second floor and headed for the stairs. They peered into the stairwell and, when they were certain there were no officers coming up, they slipped inside and started down to the first floor. Peaches stopped mid-flight and clenched his eyelids tightly.
“Vertigo,” he replied off of Ellie’s concerned look.
They reached the bottom. Peaches exited first. The lobby was empty again. The officers must be on their way to Ellie’s apartment.
Ellie followed Peaches toward the vehicle. With every hasty step, the paint cans swung on the detective’s hands. Ellie feared that the lid would come off and he’d spill their paint everywhere. They put the supplies in the backseat and floored the accelerator.
“Where to?” Ellie asked as she pulled onto the main road.
“My house,” Peaches replied.
It was a small, single-bedroom house near the edge of town. By its size and shape, it looked like an old person’s home: very clean, very reserved, very homey. Ellie pulled into the driveway. “It’s not what I expected.”
“What did you expect?” Peaches replied.
“A penthouse suite or something.”
Peaches chuckled.
“What?” Ellie exclaimed. “You’re always wearing pressed suits and concerned with your golden boy facade.”
“Firstly, it’s not a facade, and secondly, I got my house taste from my mother. We were very close.”
“So you were a momma’s boy. Now everything is starting to make sense,” Ellie replied.
They got out of the car. Peaches put the paint cans down at the foot of the door and opened it for Ellie. She stepped inside. It seemed like every room was straight out of a furniture catalog. The small dining table was perfectly set up, the living room had the proper Feng shui, the kitchen had a new stove and fridge. Apart from a few unwashed dishes in the sink, the place was picturesque.
“Were you expecting visitors?” Ellie asked as she set her suitcase on the couch.
“No. Why?” Peaches asked.
“It’s just very clean, that’s all.” Just like Peaches’s fine suit and perfect posture at the workplace. The shady detective’s golden boy facade was almost so perfect it seemed abnormal. “We don’t have a canvas. Where would you like me to settle down at?”
“Living room works,” Peaches replied, locking the door behind him. “Let me give you a hand with the couch.”
Together, they lifted the perfectly spaced-out furnishings and set them against the wall. Even the places where the sofa and TV stand sat had no dust. Ellie wondered if the detective cleaned this place daily. If so, why? OCD? Boredom? Perhaps she’d ask him one day. Peaches and Ellie unfolded a dozen newspapers and laid them out flat on the floor. They taped the various newspapers together, making sure no paint would seep through. Peaches popped off the tops of the paint cans. Most of the cans were already used. Ellie made a line of brushes on the floor, starting from biggest to smallest. They put out a glass of water to dip the brushes in and a few dishrags to keep their hands clean.
Ellie got down on her knees and looked at the newspapers that took up a similar amount of surface area as the concrete floor in the condemned bar’s basement.
Peaches sat at the edge of a dining room chair that he had moved into the room. He set his new phone on his lap, rested his elbows on his knees, and touched the tips of his fingers together, forming a triangle. “No rush. Just ease into hit.”
“No rush?” Ellie retorted. “My brother will die if I screw this up, and that’s only if this portrait gives us clues.”
“You got this, Ellie,” Peaches answered confidently. “I believe in you.”
It sounded cheesy, but it did make Ellie feel a little better. She took a deep breath and shook out her hands, trying to shake of the stress. She dipped her brush into the red paint and outlined the four figures in the death mural: Mom, Dad, Paul, and herself. She’d save herself for last.
Peaches watched as Ellie worked. His eyes traced her every moment, and there was a slight smile on his lips. His attention was on Ellie and Ellie alone. It was like the rest of the world didn’t matter. Ellie tried to act like she didn’t see him looking at her, but felt awkward and uncomfortable. She told herself to focus and to ignore him, but that proved difficult. What was the detective thinking about? Was he concerned for her? Entertained?
Ellie twisted back to him.
“This isn’t working,” Ellie stated.
“Keep trying. It’ll happen,” Peaches replied.
“How do you know,” Ellie asked suspiciously.
“Because it has to,” Peaches replied. “I’ve seen countless people rise to the occasion when the situation is most dire. This is one of those times for you, Ellie. If you fail, everyone you love dies.”
His words terrified her at first, but then they motivated her. Ellie returned her attention back to the mural. She recalled the posture of her murdered parents and brother, though the details were fuzzy. It seemed like each time she tried to recall the blood mural, her mind went to Troy and the slash running down his torso. Ellie felt herself become light-headed. She forced herself to work through the uncomfortable feeling. She dipped her brush in more crimson paint. For a moment, it looked like blood dripping from the brush hairs. The floor seemed to tilt. Ellie turned back to Peaches. He watched her keenly, like how a coach watches his most valued player. Ellie tried to speak. No words escape her lips. Suddenly, the room became blurry. She put her palm down, trying to steady herself. She tried to blink away the odd sensation, but it only got worse.
She forced her shaking hand to keep painting. She didn’t know if the odd reactions were part of the blackout or if the trauma of the horrific experience was resurfacing. In the corner of her eyes, she could see a dozen copies of the hooded men standing in the dark part of the room, just how they did in the bar’s basement. While her hand painted, she glanced to the hooded men, but they seemed to vanish when she looked at them directly. Her teeth chattered. Her body trembled. She tried to steady herself but couldn’t. The shaking got worse. Ellie stopped fighting it. She embraced it.
Suddenly, Ellie threw back her neck, nearly splitting open the stitches on her jugular. Her body went completely still and her teeth stopped chattering. Her arms fell slack by her side with her palms to the ceiling.
Peaches grabbed his phone and lifted from his seat. He turned on the video camera feature and pressed “record” as he watched Ellie’s eyes roll into the back of her head. Her finger twitched once, then her hand grabbed the brush. Ellie’s head turned back to the mural and she started to paint, moving at triple the speed from before.
Ellie remembered none of it as she recreated the blood mural in perfect detail.
When she opened her eyes, she realized she was looking at the ceiling. Her back was on the floor and her legs were spread out. Her head throbbed. Her pulse raced. She forced herself to sit up, but her whole body felt numb and prickly. Peaches watched her from the edge of his seat. He held two large mugs of the blackest coffee he could brew. Ellie remembered him calling his style of coffee The Sludge. He handed a mug to Ellie. She took a sip from it, searing the tip of her tongue. She turned her glossy gaze to the mural drawn across all twelve newspapers.
“A perfect replica,” Ellie declared.
“It is,” Peaches said with the sense of pride. “And you did it, Ellie. It was all you.”
“How late is it?” Ellie asked. Her vision was still a little blurry.
Peaches replied, “About 12:30.”
Ellie nodded. Whatever symbols were hidden in the mural, she needed to find them fast. “Help me out,” she commanded Peaches.
He got down on his knees as well and ‘walked’ around the other side of the mural. “What am I looking for?”
“Numbers, symbols, faces, anything or anyone that’s not in plain sight,” Ellie said, looking over the painting of her own dead body. She checked the reflection in her eyes, but the creation was all red, just like the blood mural. She looked over her mother’s dead body while Peaches looked over her father.
“Any luck?” Ellie asked.
Peaches shook his head. “Not yet.”
As Ellie searched, she found her mind wandering. Could she turn on the power at will? If so, was there any way she could control it to the point where she could keep her eyes open during the creative process? Ellie didn’t know the answer to these questions, but she theorized that the more she used it, the stronger it would become, just like a muscle.
“Aha,” Peaches said. Ellie walked on her knees to him. They looked at Paul’s portrait. He had his head tilted back and his mouth parted. His eyes were slightly open and looking at the bullet hole that leaked red down the left side of his nose and cheek. Peaches pointed at his right eye.
Ellie squinted at it, taking a few seconds before she saw what he saw. It was the profile of a rabbit. Ellie recognized it from somewhere but couldn’t put her finger on it. She looked to Peaches for guidance.
“At the moment, I have nothing,” he admitted.
Ellie racked her brain, trying to think of a time she saw a rabbit like this, but was coming up short. Think, Ellie. Think. The animal wasn’t photorealistic, so she knew it wasn’t a real rabbit. Was it a symbol? A metaphor? A sign?
Peaches researched similar images on his phone.
Ellie remembered, “I got it.”
As soon as she was about to reveal her great revelation, Peaches turned the phone screen to her. It showed an image of a similar rabbit on a tinted glass window of a local nightclub. It was the place Ellie remembered visiting with Troy once. It was called “The Jackrabbit.”
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The nightclub was one of many in the downtown area, and despite news of a serial killer lurking the streets, the attendance at such establishments had not dropped. Ellie tried calling Paul again. Voicemail. She’d filled up his inbox by this point and began to fear that the reason why he wasn’t picking up was because he was dead. Ellie drove to a parking meter. As soon as her foot touched down on the pavement, her world spun.
“Ellie?” Peaches asked with concern.
Ellie twisted back to him, faking a smile. “I’m fine.”
She fully exited the vehicle. Her legs were still feeling numb and tingly, like she was floating. She put her hands on the hood of the truck to steady herself. Her heart rate was wonky. One moment it would beat slow and the next it would race. Even her vision was slightly out of focus, like she’d been staring at a white screen for too long. Peaches adjusted his black beanie to hide the burgundy-stained bandage on his forehead. Ellie could tell he was in pain, though he did well to hide it. If the hooded man attacked at this very moment, she wondered what their chances were with Peaches concussed and slightly loopy from pain pills, and Ellie still reeling from the recreation of the death mural.
Peaches partly unzipped his fleece and left his pistol in the car.
“We might need that,” Ellie said.
“It’s either us or the gun. Personally, I’m through with sneaking into places,” Peaches admitted and popped a pain pill.
Ellie hated to go into the place unarmed, but the last thing she needed was to raise suspicions. Nevertheless, she doubted the police would look for her in a nightclub. She had only been to one in over a year, and that was strictly business with a few other artists. Her and Troy had mostly moved past that phase in their life and enjoyed quieter places to spend their evenings. When Ellie thought of him, it felt like some invisible force was pressing down on her chest and constricting her airflow. She trained her thoughts on Paul instead.
Peaches escorted Ellie to the front of the line snaking out of a nightclub. A few of the pedestrians in the line booed them, but were quickly silenced when Detective Peaches flashed his badge. He kept it out all the way to the bouncer and smiled kindly when the burly man at the door glanced over it.
“Homicide, huh?” the bouncer said. “There’s been no murders here, Detective.”
“Yet,” Peaches winked.
The bouncer became alarmed. The light from above the club’s door reflected on his cue-ball head that was starting to sweat.
“There’s nothing to worry about,” Peaches reassured him. “We’re going to keep anything like that from happening, but I need you to let my partner and me inside.”
The bouncer gave Ellie a once over. “She doesn’t look like a cop.”
Ellie had traded her hospital garb for darkly shaded casually clothes.
“Looks can be deceiving,” Ellie replied.
The bouncer’s mouth made a line on his face and he nodded. He took a step aside and allowed Ellie and Peaches to enter. As soon as they pushed open the door, they were slammed with a wave of noise and flashing lights.
Peaches allowed Ellie to step through first. The place was two stories tall with multiple bars, a dance floor packed with moving bodies, and a few circular booths at the far corners of the room. The second story had a railing that overlooked the first. During her last visit, Ellie spent most of her time up there until Troy invited her to the dance. It was fun until she accidentally punched his nose. He was too busy laughing and trying to stanch the bleeding to get mad. Ellie wondered if he’d be supportive of her mission to save Paul. She imagined he would be. This wasn’t just some random woman like Kimberly or Pamela. Paul was family, and family looked out for one another.
Peaches shouted over the noise. “This place and concussions don’t mix well.”
Ellie scanned the crowd of dancers. She didn’t see her little brother, but the green and laser lights bouncing around and strobes flashing made it very hard to distinguish anyone’s face.
Peaches shouted again. “Do you think he’ll be in there?”
“I don’t know,” Ellie shouted back. “We’ll have to see.”
She didn’t know how much Paul was involved in the nightclub scene. Living five hours apart, they didn’t see each very much, nor did they call. Their relational distance wasn’t because of some tragic event, but because they lived in two different places and had different interests. Ellie like hard work. Paul enjoyed getting by with the minimal amount of effort. Ellie liked having her own space. Paul had been living with Mom and Dad all twenty-seven years of his life. He was practical. Ellie was creative. In many ways, Paul and Ellie were night and day.
Peaches guided Ellie toward the mass of people. He shouted over the noise. “What does he look like?”
“Light red hair,” Ellie replied. “Five ten-ish. Skinny.”
Peaches observed the crowd. He pointed at a redhead.
Ellie shook her head. “Too fat.”
They pushed deeper into the dance floor. Elbows battered Ellie, but she didn’t let the small bruises slow her down. Sweaty bodies bumped into her. Someone nearly spilled a drink down her shirt. Soon, Ellie was consumed by the mass of people. She lost sight of Peaches and could only see dozens of people grinding on each other. A man grabbed Ellie’s hand. She turned back to the twenty-something year old with a neon green Mohawk and a short jean vest with no shirt under it. He didn’t say anything as he tried to dance with her. Ellie distanced herself. She bumped into another man, who took the mistake as an invitation. He put his hands on her waist and began to move when Ellie pushed out his grasp. She saw a redhead deeper in the crowd and pushed herself that way.
“Paul?” She grabbed the person’s elbow and spun them around.
It was a woman with a short haircut. She glared at Ellie. Ellie backed off. Tired of being meek, Ellie pushed her way through the crowd, seeking out every redhead she could see. Paul was nowhere to be seen. Suddenly, she bumped into a woman and they both went to the ground. Through the legs of people, Ellie noticed a figure standing by a bar who wore a black hoodie with the cowl over his pasty white face. One of his eyes was green and the other was silver. He was watching Ellie. When Ellie regained her balance, the tempo of the music increased and the clubbers danced chaotically. Standing on her toes, Ellie tried to get a look at the hooded man, but the bouncing bodies obscured her view. She noticed that the man was gone.
Someone grabbed her elbow. The hair on Ellie’s neck rose. She turned back quickly, expecting a knife in her gut. It was only Peaches. He yelled something, but Ellie couldn’t make out the words. Ellie gestured for them to leave the dance floor. Pushing through the clubbers and getting a few bruises, Ellie and Peaches burst forth from the sea of grinding people. Part of Peaches’s bandage was peeking out of his beanie. Ellie pushed it back under. “I saw him.”
“Who?” Peaches asked, shooing her hand away.
“The hooded man,” Ellie exclaimed. She glanced at the bar where he had stood, but there was no sight of him. Without waiting for Peaches’s response, Ellie jogged to the bartender wiping down the countertop with a wet rag. She looked at Ellie. “What can I get for you?”
“Who was that man you were serving?” Ellie asked harshly.
The bartender crinkled her brow. She had long brunette hair cut short on the sides and braided on the top and back. She had different types of earrings in each ear and wore a skintight shirt with a logo of some punk band on the front. “I don’t know who you are talking about.”
“Pale skin, black hoodie, scars on his face,” Ellie explained swiftly.
The woman shrugged. “I don’t recall.”
Ellie’s heart sank. She twisted back to Peaches standing right behind her. “I swear I saw him.”
“I know,” Peaches replied with his normal trustworthy demeanor that Ellie trusted less the more she saw it. Peaches moved aside and leaned on the bar. “Hey, I was looking for someone.”
The bartender looked him up and down, pleased by what she saw. “So was I.”
The handsome detective smiled sweetly. “It’s a man --”
The bartender glared at Ellie. “I haven’t seen anyone like that.”
“Not like the one she described. This guy has red hair, about five ten, late twenties.”
The bartender thought for a moment. “You’re going to need to be more specific.”
“He’s from out of town,” Peaches said. “Maybe you overheard something like that.”
“I’m not really supposed to say,” the bartender replied.
Peaches put his hand into his pocket and pulled out his business card. “I’m sure you can make an exception.”
The bartender grinned widely until she looked at the contents of the business card. Her joy left. “You’re a cop?”
“Detective,” Peaches replied.
The bartender sighed. “I saw the guy you’re looking for go upstairs.”
Peaches thanked her for her precious time and walked on. The bartender watched at the detective go and bit her lower lip.
Ellie shook her head and walked beside him. “You do that with every girl?”
“Only the ones I’m trying to seduce for information,” Peaches replied.
It sounded more like brutal honesty than a joke. They marched up the steps and reached the second floor. It was still loud, but not as loud. There were a few young couples making out in one booth. There were a group of guys taking around a table near the railing and a few other clusters of people scattered about. Ellie and Peaches walked through, each looking to the left and right for Paul or anyone that resembled him.
“There,” Ellie pointed to a table in the back corner. Paul, dressed in a nice untucked button up and skinny jeans, sat in a round booth next to a gorgeous brunette that did not seem as interested in him. They were drinking beers. Paul said something to her that made the woman laugh. He didn’t see Peaches and Ellie approach, but the woman did.
“Paul,” Ellie called out her brother’s name.
He was too busy talking to the girl to hear her. Ellie and Peaches stopped at the edge of the table. Peaches put his hands in his pockets. Ellie put her hands on her waist.
The girl cleared her throat.
Paul glanced over at Ellie, then back to the girl and then quickly back to Ellie. “What are you doing here?”
“We need to go,” Ellie said.
“What?” Paul said with confusion. He looked at Peaches. “Who are you?”
Peaches flashed his badge. “Homicide detective.”
The gorgeous woman’s eyes widened. She turned to Paul with a look of horror. Paul looked at her. “They’re joking, sweetheart.”
“Um,” the girl said, scooting away from Paul. “That badge looks pretty legit.”
“Hey, don’t go,” Paul said, a little more desperate than he probably meant to. “It’s just my sister and her, uh, boyfriend.”
The girl scrutinized him. “I thought you said your sister was married.”
Paul looked at Ellie. “She is.”
He scooted out of the booth and gestured for the girl to stay seated. “Don’t move, okay? I’ll be right back.”
The girl chewed a piece of gum, crossed her arms, and slouched. Paul gestured for Ellie and Peaches to follow him to a dark corner away from the woman. His face was red with embarrassment. “What are you doing here? Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something.”
“She’s not interested,” Ellie replied.
By the way his face sank, it looked like he’d been stabbed with a knife.
Ellie continued. “We need to go. All three of us.”
Paul planted his feet. “What? No.”
“Listen to your sister,” Peaches said.
Paul looked him up and down. “You’re not cheating on Troy with this douche, are you?”
Ellie grabbed Paul’s shoulders and looked him in the eye with complete seriousness. “Someone is coming to kill you.”
Paul looked horrified at first, and then he laughed.
Ellie wanted to smack him across the face. “This is not a game. I’m talking about a real serial killer who’s in this club. Tonight.”
Paul’s expression turned to concern. “You’re serious?”
“Completely,” Ellie replied.
“Say I believe you. Why would they want me?” Paul asked.
“Because I pissed him off,” Ellie admitted. “Now, we’ve wasted enough time.”
Paul opened his mouth to say something and then closed it. Finally, he found his words. “Ellie, I don’t know what you’re smoking, but if I see any serial killers, you’ll be the first one I call. Deal?”
Not giving Ellie a moment to reply, Paul started back to the woman at the booth. A small crowd of men had gathered around her since he left and were showering her with compliments.
Ellie rubbed her forehead as she watched her brother try to break up a conversation neither the men or the girl wanted to end.
Peaches said, “We’ll keep eyes on him. No sweat.”
Ellie wasn’t surprised that her brother didn’t believe her, but that didn’t make her life any easier. Her and Peaches went to the nearby bar and got a couple of non-alcoholic beverages. As they watched Paul fumble over his words when speaking to the woman, Ellie and Peaches were silent. Peaches because he didn’t have much to say and Ellie because she was boiling with frustration. Through some cunning words and dumb luck, Paul managed to separate the woman from the crowd of men and lead her to the dance floor. He avoided making eye contact with Ellie as he passed by the bar and descended the flight of stairs.
Ellie followed after him. Peaches headed for the railing that overlooked the dance floor. He sipped on his glass of water, keeping an eye out for any suspicious activity. Ellie followed Paul into the crowd. He gave her a stern face, but didn’t do anything to keep her from following him. Through the crowd, she saw someone move. A man with a hoodie. Was this him? Was this the killer? Ellie looked over the sweaty bodies and flailing arms at Peaches to see if he had seen the figure as well. His eyes were locked on someone near Ellie. She glanced to that part of the dance floor, seeing the hooded man shouldering his way through the crowd. Ellie tried to put herself between him and Paul. Through the mass of people, she couldn’t tell if he was armed or not. Surely he wouldn’t attack out in the open. Not without a plan of escape. Ellie stepped out in front where she thought his trek would end. A dancer pushed into her, sending her recoiling back into a few others. When she found her footing, she was face-to-face with the familiar stranger.
His skin was pale white and turned ugly by countless scars. The man had a hollow quality to him that seemed to draw Ellie in like matter into a black hole. He met eyes with Ellie, and it seemed like she was staring into the face of death itself. It seemed like the eye contact was his way of distracting Ellie, because she didn’t notice the small pocket knife he clenched in his gloved hands. He went for Ellie’s belly with a quick jab, but she managed to stride back in time to avoid the wound. She hit her back against a buff clubber.
“Watch it,” the buff man grunted and shoved Ellie back to her adversary. Keeping the knife low to his waist, the hooded man jabbed at Ellie again. She grabbed his wrist with both hands, ending the blade’s trek an inch from her stomach. Her face turned red and a vein bulged in her forehead as she held back the knife. The scarred-faced man was calm, almost emotionless in his assault.
Ellie gritted her teeth. She knew that if someone bumped into the hooded man, it would be enough force to send the point of the knife into her belly. Ellie yelled out. Her cry was drowned out by the thumping bass of the club’s music. The killer frowned at the sound of her scream, so she did it again. Suddenly, the hooded man pulled his hand out of Ellie’s and swiftly folded back into the crowd. Ellie caught her breath. Her heart was racing as fast as the club music’s rapid tempo. She glanced up at Peaches. He pointed past her. Ellie’s moment of rest came to a quick end as she saw the hooded man going for her brother. Motivated purely by instinct, Ellie elbowed her way through the crowd and toward Paul. His back was to the killer. The girl whom he danced with noticed the man with the hood and stopped dancing. Paul cocked his head, trying to understand his partner’s sudden lack of interest. The hooded man looked back at Ellie to spite her and aimed the knife blade at Paul’s spine. Ellie almost reached the hooded man until a dancer got in her way. She went for the next available target: Paul. She took her brother’s wrist and pulled him behind her, putting some space between him and the killer.
“Hey!” Paul exclaimed. “What are you doing?”
Ellie kept pulling him along. “We need to go! Hurry.”
Paul didn’t understand. At least, he didn’t understand until he turned back and saw the man stalking him.
Up on the second floor, Peaches pushed away from the railing, bumped into a young couple, and scurried down the stairs. Ellie kept her eyes on the front door. Her target. Her escape. Paul struggled to keep up. “Who is that guy?”
“No questions,” Ellie said.
Paul moved up to the space beside her until they were both out of the front door. The night wind hit them like a wave and sent Ellie’s blonde bob into a frenzy. She looked down the lines of people outside of various clubs. She rushed to the person at the front of the line.
“I need to borrow your phone.”
The stuck-up millennial looked at Ellie like she was crazy.
“Phone,” Ellie repeated. “I need to call the cops.”
The millennial was hesitant in pulling out her phone and surrendering it to Ellie. She swiftly dialed 9-1-1. When the operator answered, Ellie told them to come to the Jackrabbit quickly because the murderer of Kimberly, Pamela, and the others was inside. Before the operator could ask Ellie for her name, she hung up.
Peaches burst through the door behind them and came to a staggering stop, where he rested his palms on his knees. “Everyone okay?”
Ellie looked herself over, making sure there weren’t any wounds that she didn’t feel yet. She was clean. Her clothes were sweaty but undamaged. Paul was uninjured but in shock.
Ellie brushed a sweat-soaked bang away from her brow. Her hands were shaking from the close encounter.
“Did you see him?” Ellie asked.
Peaches replied, “After you grabbed Paul, he was gone. I thought he followed you, but he must’ve slipped out the back. To have him attack in a public place like that means he’s much more desperate than we thought.”
“I agree,” Ellie replied. “Let’s find somewhere else to talk. I don’t want to risk him coming back. Oh, and I contacted the police. They are on the way too.”
Paul’s eyes were wide and he mumbled to himself. Ellie took him by his upper arm. “Come on.”
Paul turned to her. His face was stark white and his voice was shaky. “I saw his knife. He was coming after me, wasn’t he? Why?”
“I’ll explain later,” Ellie said, looking down both sides of the street. No sign of the cops yet, but they would be here soon. “We need to move.”
Peaches nodded in agreement and asked Ellie if she could drive. Ellie already had the key out. They drove to Peaches’s house while being bombarded with questions from Paul: What did you do to piss off a serial killer? Was he responsible for the stitches on your face? Where did he come from? Why are you chasing him? How did you know I would be in the nightclub? Where is Troy?
Instead of answering all of these, Ellie found it much easier to show him. They hiked into the living room of the small house and looked over the mural on the floor.
Paul walked around the mural, bouncing his eyes from the death portrait to his sister, and back again. “You made this?”
Ellie crossed her arms over her chest and chewed on her thumbnail. Without looking directly at him or blinking, she nodded. “And four others.”
“Why?” Paul said.
Peaches and Ellie exchanged looks. “It’s a long story.”
“I’m all about long stories when my life is on the line,” Paul replied. “Spill it.”
Ellie gestured for the couch pressed against the wall. “Have a seat.”
Paul planted his feet. “I think I’ll stand.”
Ellie started with her return to Northampton after her honeymoon, she told him about Kimberly’s portrait, then failing to save Pamela, and keeping Andrew from harm. She told him about her original theory behind the murder, where she thought the killer was an angry competitor. Then, she told him about her latest theory: that Andrew and his high school friends hurt someone really bad, and now someone wanted justice. Ellie prevented the hooded man from getting the justice he wanted. Now, he had decided to target her and those near her. What this had to do with the death portraits and the development of Ellie’s power, she did not know. But, her only hope to find answers was through encountering this man.
By the time Ellie had gone over her first shootout in apartment 42A, Paul was seated on the sofa with his jaw slightly slack. When she finished, Paul looked at her with a stupid expression as he tried to process the information.
“Now you can ask questions,” Ellie said.
Paul scratched the side of his head and glanced at the mural. “He’s coming after Mom and Dad, too?”
The question filled Ellie’s heart with dread. “He’s coming after all of us.”
Paul rested his face in his palms.
Ellie and Peaches exchanged looks, unsure what to do with him. Immediately, Ellie regretted telling him. What if he was only depressed because he thought Ellie was crazy? What if he planned on calling the cops?
Ellie slowly approached, as if nearing a terrified animal. “Do you believe me?”
Leaving his face buried in his palms, Paul nodded. He sniffled and looked up at her with a weary smile. “Ellie, if I wasn’t one of the many soon-to-be victims, this would be the coolest moment in my life.”
“That I draw people’s murders?” Ellie scoffed.
“Hey, it’s something. Every guy dreams of having superpowers, and you have them,” Paul replied.
Superpowers. Ellie thought, laughing internally. She wasn’t stronger, she wasn’t faster, she was just an artist. One that painted some very disturbing things. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “If we leave now, we can get to Mom and Dad’s before daybreak.”
Paul raised a finger. “One more question. How does this hooded man keep finding you? I mean, he seems to show up wherever you go.”
Ellie had been so caught up in trying to prevent the murders that she never paid much attention to the killer’s coming and goings.
Peaches smiled at Paul, agreeing. “I’ve had the same question since the start of this investigation. In his apartment, 42A, he happened upon us by chance. The forensics team, Skinner, and I searched the place up and down looking for hints of his identity or DNA, but he had kept the place clean. If I had to compare to something, it was like a full-sized doll house, countless mannequins and Christmas lights being his decor.”
Ellie interjected. “Same with the barn in Lancaster. He had different mannequins set up in the stalls.”
“Lancaster?” Paul asked. “Is that why you came home?”
Ellie glared at her brother. “I explained that to you two minutes ago. The answer is yes. I was following up on a murder that happened last year.”
After a lull in the conversation, Peaches continued what he was saying. “The killer must’ve followed Ellie to her parents’ house during that trip. That’s how he was able to find her at the old oak on Willoughby. We followed his invitation to the bar on Riverside, which proved to be a disastrous mission to save Troy. Tonight was the only real time his appearance was unexpected. Either he followed Ellie and me again, or he followed you.”
Paul gulped. “How did he know?”
Ellie interjected. “When you dropped off my rental car after I left Lancaster, he’d already abducted Troy. He could’ve left the bar to watch the apartment. Did you stop by my place on your way back?”
“Yeah, to see if you were home, but no one answered the door,” Paul replied. “He’s been on me very since? Holy crap. Now, He’s after Mom and Dad? You need to them everything.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Ellie replied. “The more people know, the greater chance someone tells the police.”
“But this is our parents,” Paul argued.
“That doesn’t make them perfect,” Ellie replied. “We need to move. Do you mind driving us, Paul?”
“Why me?” he complained, like how he used to when they were kids.
Ellie handed him the keys anyway. “Do you have anything you need from your hotel room?”
“I didn’t bring anything.”
That made life easier.
As they marched to the truck, Ellie spoke quietly to Peaches. “Was it wise that I told him?”
Peaches fixed his bandage under his beanie. “He’s not called the cops on us, so that’s something. But he does seem like the type of person who will run his mouth the first chance he gets.”
Ellie’s shoulders slumped. She knew Paul wouldn’t betray her, but someone he tells the story to could. Oh well, Ellie said. What’s done is done. Before they climbed into the truck, Ellie asked Peaches one more thing. “Is it possible to check on Troy?”
Peaches’s pitying smile said it all. “If the police are looking for you, they’ll check his hospital room too.”
“Thought as much,” Ellie replied.
Peaches gave her a reassuring grin. “He’ll make it.”
She wasn’t so sure about that.
They climbed into the truck. Paul turned the key in the ignition and they left Northampton behind. The pain pills knocked out the detective in the backseat while Ellie laid her head on the window and rested her eyes.
None of them were aware of the unassuming grey minivan trailing behind them three car lengths back.
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Ellie dreamed she was dying.
The hooded man had strung her up by rope bindings, balled his gloved hands into fists, and whaled on her in some dark, forsaken place. She was looking into his off-colored eyes and studying the countless scars across his pale skin. His voice echoed. “You took something that wasn’t yours… Justice.”
Ellie awoke with the right side of her forehead pressed against the window, a stiff neck, and the stitched knife wound on her cheek stinging. She touched the tender wound. Her fingertips brushed over the rigid stitches. She winced.
The inside of the truck cabby was dark just like the night outside. Paul kept one hand resting lazily on top of the steering wheel and the other on his cup of gas station coffee tucked in between his thighs. With heavy eyelids, he watched the road and yawned.
Ellie glanced in the backseat. Detective Peaches was stretched out the best he could from door to door, clenching his beanie on his chest. His eyes were closed and his brown hair was pressed flat from behind under the beanie the whole day. The bandage around his upper forehead had a dark spot above the knot. Ellie remembered how the hooded man kicked in the pulped wound until the detective lost consciousness. The more Ellie thought of her masked adversary, the sicker she felt. The man needed to be stopped. She’d failed to kill him during their previous encounters. He was stronger than her, more brutal and without remorse. How do you stop someone like that? I must become them. Ellie thought with iron resolve, but she hated that idea. How would the cycle of violence and evil end if she was only going to perpetrate more violence and evil?
“Sleep well?” Paul whispered.
Ellie shrugged. “I haven’t slept well since I got back from the honeymoon.”
“It’s amazing you could even rest at all,” Paul replied. There was a sort of respect to his tone. “If I’d gone through what you have in the last few weeks, I probably would’ve locked myself in my room and never come out.”
“Believe me, there are days,” Ellie replied.
Paul glanced over at her and then back at the road. “It doesn’t seem like it.”
The comment took Ellie by surprise. “Okay?”
Paul sipped his coffee. “Sis, if your story is completely true, you’ve been throwing yourself into harm's way every chance you get. Why?”
The adrenaline, the thrill of a deadly encounter, and the idea of pursuing her chosen destiny were the answers, but Ellie didn’t know how to say them without sounding loony. Peaches would understand more than her little brother. If the detective wasn’t the same way, he wouldn’t have risked so much to help her. Unless he had an ulterior motive. Perhaps he liked Ellie in a romantic way, like Skinner had teased a while ago. Perhaps he was in this for the long con and only told Ellie what she wanted to hear. Ellie realized that she’d spent so much time thinking that she never replied to her brother. Instead of making up some excuse, she kept silent and watched the world blur by in the cover of night.
The sky went from black to a dark purple but the sun still couldn’t be seen. Down the country roads of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Ellie neared her parents’ house. The Smiths lived in a picturesque ranch home with a big barn, a hill for sledding, and a few acres of hay that had already been cut and put into bales. The house was dark and quiet, and the rooster had yet to crow. Troy pulled into the driveway, but didn’t shut off the car.
“I guess you’ll do the explaining,” Paul declared.
Ellie gave him a disconcerting look. “We can’t tell them anything.”
“That’s stupid,” Paul protested. “What’ve if the killer comes for them? How will they be prepared?”
Ellie leveled with her brother. “Listen, if they call the cops, I’m in big trouble.”
“So I have to pretend everything is normal?” Paul shook his head. “They’re our parents.”
“You never had a problem lying to them before,” Ellie reminded him.
Paul tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “You said it yourself. This is life or death.”
“That’s why you need to get them out of town,” Ellie replied.
“Where?”
Ellie thought about it. She didn’t need specifics. She only needed them to be safe. “Anywhere but here.”
“But, how can I convince them?” Paul asked, growing agitated.
“I don’t know, but this isn’t going to end until that killer is behind bars or he’s killed us all.” Ellie looked her brother in the eyes. “I just need you to trust me. Can you do that?”
Paul sighed deeply. His eyes were bloodshot and etched with lines from the five-hour drive. “I’ll try.”
Ellie frowned. “No try, Paul. You must.”
Paul reluctantly nodded. “What are you going to do?”
As he asked the question, Detective Peaches sat up in the backseat. The sleep hadn’t fully left him. Nevertheless, he looked at Ellie, awaiting her response.
Ellie’s heart rate quickened, but she kept her voice calm and determined. “I’m going after him.”
Paul’s lips slightly parted. He glanced back at Peaches. The detective nodded in agreement to Ellie’s words.
“Can I trust you to take care of Mom and Dad?” Ellie asked him again.
“Yeah,” Paul declared. “I’ll make sure they’re safe.”
He opened the door of the truck and swung one leg out before looking over his shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to leave with us?”
Ellie liked the sound of getting away from it all. Her body ached for rest, not just physical but emotional and spiritual. She bit into her lower lip as she weighed her options. After a moment of consideration, she decided. “Go, Paul. I need to finish this.”
Her brother turned back to her and gave her a strong hug. “Goodbye, sis.”
Leaving the keys in the ignition, Paul left the vehicle and ventured to the house’s front door. Once she saw him enter the home, she walked around the front of the car and sat in the driver seat. Peaches moved up to shotgun, and they hit the road again. As her parents’ house faded in the rearview, Ellie’s chest tightened. She wondered if it would be the last time she would ever see it.
They arrived at a diner that Ellie’s parents used to take her to. It was a small mom-and-pop place that opened early and closed before 2. Ellie and Peaches both ordered coffee and typical breakfast fare. There were a few truckers and early riser farmers scattered throughout the place but, overall, the restaurant was largely empty and quiet.
Peaches blew on his coffee, sending steam wafting up into his tired, handsome face. His five o’clock shadow was now at six o’clock, and his piercing, trustworthy eyes had the look of a weary traveler.
“Sleep at all?” Ellie asked as she waited for her Eggs Benedict to arrive.
Peaches made a shimmying motion with his right hand. The flesh on top of his hand was scabbed. He noticed Ellie’s interest. “It feels like a lifetime ago since we found apartment 42A.”
Ellie cracked a smile. “I must’ve aged twenty years since then.”
“A shootout will do that to you,” Peaches said agreeably. He turned his hand so the top faced Ellie. “At least we match now.”
Ellie brushed her fingers on the scab on her neck. Both her and Peaches were grazed by bullets. Ellie wondered how things would’ve been different if Peaches would’ve shot the hooded man when they first discovered him at apartment 42A. Would the death portraits have stopped or was this power something she’d keep with her until the end of her days?
“Do you believe in fate?” Peaches asked, out of the blue.
Ellie replied. “I believe there is an order to our lives.”
“And this power you have? Do you think that’s fate?”
“Could be,” Ellie replied honestly. “Something like this doesn’t happen to normal people. And if it does, I’ve been living in the dark for a long time.”
“So why you?” Peaches asked genuinely. “Out of the seven billion people on the planet, why was Ellie Batter, thirty-two-year-old painter, chosen?”
Ellie watched cream swirl on the inky surface of her coffee. With red-rimmed eyes, she looked at Peaches. “I have no idea. I was hoping finding this killer would get me some answers, but…”
“What?”
“Maybe he’s just as ignorant. Maybe whatever, whoever gave me this wants me to figure out its meaning on my own.” Ellie replied.
“See,” Peaches snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “That’s something that makes sense to me. It’s personal that way. Real, you know?”
“How about you?” Ellie asked. “What do you believe?”
“Speaking candidly,” Peaches started, letting his vulnerability show. “I don’t know sometimes.”
“That’s a vague answer from such a confident man,” Ellie pointed out.
“I believe we’ve got to make the best of what we got. I like the idea of God, but sometimes I feel like… we’re alone.” Peaches held the handle of his mug but didn’t take a drink. Ellie could see him becoming consumed by his own thoughts. “Anyway, whether your power is some boon, a curse, or merely coincidence doesn’t matter as much as what you do with it. Going after this man, saving lives, that’s a beautifully terrifying thing. If there is a purpose for you getting this ability, this must be it.”
“Yeah,” Ellie agreed, but she doubted how hard she would pursue this killer if she already knew the answers to all of her questions.
Peaches’s phone rang. He withdrew it from his jacket pocket. “Detective Peaches speaking.”
“It’s Skinner,” the man’s gruff voice sounded through the phone line.
“A little early for a social call, Detective. What’s happening?” Peaches asked.
Skinner scoffed. “A little birdie flew over the cuckoo nest.”
“When did she escape?” Peaches asked, staying calm.
“Don’t play coy,” Skinner warned. “I know you checked out of the hospital early. Mrs. Batter went missing a little while after.”
“Slow down,” Peaches told him. “First of all, how did Ellie escape? Wasn’t there a night guard?”
“There was,” Skinner replied. “But someone tampered with the security cameras and must’ve used the guards key to free her.”
Peaches chuckled.
Skinner grew frustrated. “What’s so funny?”
“That you would blame me.”
“Why wouldn’t I? You’re the only person on God’s green earth that wants her out on the streets.” Skinner grunted. “I may be unruly, but I actually care if she’s murdered. The safest place for her is in a facility like that. Now you’ve made her vulnerable.”
“That’s too bad,” Peaches replied, taking a bite from his breakfast plate. “Because I don’t know where she is.”
“Right, okay,” Skinner replied sarcastically. “Then where are you?”
“In my bed,” Peaches replied.
“Funny,” Skinner said smugly. “I don’t see you here.”
Peaches hovered his egg-speared fork in front of his mouth and then lowered it to the plate. “You’re not allowed to be in my house.”
“And you’re not allowed to be out of bed,” Skinner replied. “I like the newspaper painting-thing in your living room, by the way. Very classy.”
Ellie felt chills. She reminded herself to breathe.
Peaches’s confidence turned to seriousness. “What do you want, Skinner?”
“The girl,” Skinner replied coldly. “You turn her in, I put her somewhere safe where she can’t compromise this investigation, and we forget you were ever involved. Let’s not forget that you’ve recently suffered some brain damage that has seriously impaired your judgement.”
Ellie and Peaches met eyes.
Skinner spoke up. “You still there?”
“Yes,” Peaches said firmly.
“Yes, what?”
“You can have her,” Peaches said.
Skinner was speechless for a moment. Ellie, too.
Peaches continued. “If we work together to stop this killer.”
“You probably can’t even see straight, let alone handle yourself in another encounter with him.”
“I’m much more capable than you think,” Peaches boasted.
Skinner replied. “You’re not in a place to negotiate. I could report your supposed act of heroism and get you and Mrs. Batter behind bars at the drop of a dime.”
“But you won’t.” Peaches said.
“No,” Skinner replied. “Too much work. Bring her in, and we’re solid.”
Ellie glared at the detective. He winked at her and changed his phone to his other ear. “Deal. Tell me what you’ve discovered so far?”
Skinner hesitated, “Our art collector friend, Andrew Maneau, hasn’t been returning our calls.”
“That’s a shame,” Peaches replied.
“We followed up on your report about the kid he and the other victims attacked, and may have found a link to a Missing Persons case twenty-two years ago,” said Skinner.
“If whoever he hurt died because of the assault, that may be why Andrew’s not answering,” Peaches theorized.
“That’s my theory also,” Skinner agreed. “We’re sending the local sheriff down to the mother’s house for answers.”
“Why’s that?” Peaches asked
“She lives in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I sure as hell am not making that drive,” Skinner replied.
“Do you have her name?” Peaches asked.
“Gwyneth Barksdale,” Skinner said.
Peaches repeated it to himself and then to Skinner. “I’ll be down at the station in a few hours with you-know-who.”
“I think you should bring her in n--” Peaches hung up before the other detective could finish speaking.
Ellie glared at him. “You turning me in?”
Peaches smiled slyly. “Why would I do that? I told what Skinner what he wanted to hear, and he told us what we needed to know. We should hurry up before that the local officer arrives at Gwyneth’s place.”
“We don’t know where she lives.”
Peaches smiled slyly again. He rushed out to the truck, grabbed his laptop bag, and returned. He booted up the police database, put in Gwyneth Barksdale into the search bar, and found the woman’s record and address. Taking their food to-go, they left a fat tip for the waitress and sped down the rural road. By the time they reached Barksdale's double-wide trailer, the sun was coming out. The home was one of many trailers and small homes lining the street. Much of the surrounding land was hay fields or the occasional cluster of trees.
Ellie checked her face in the dropdown mirror. She wore no makeup and her hair was in a tizzy. Peaches handed Ellie her black ball cap from the suitcase she brought from home. She slipped it on and slid her short ponytail through the back. They locked up the truck and approached the front door. The windows were dark and closed in by blinds. Wind chimes clanged softly in the spring wind. The trailer looked hollow and drained of life, just like the woman who answered the door. She was in her in early sixties and dressed in overalls on top of a grey T-shirt. Her eyes and slinky hair were the color of soot, and her face was hardened by years in the sun.
“Who are you?” The woman sized Ellie and Peaches up as they stood before the open doorway.
Peaches flashed his badge and made a brief introduction. He followed it up by inquiring about the woman’s missing son.
The woman’s hardened facade softened as her eyes glossed over. “Son and daughter.”
The revelation took Ellie by surprise. Andrew never mentioned a woman. What else was he hiding?
Gwyneth led them into the trailer. There were dishes in the sink. A basket of clean clothes sat on the couch. Much of its contents had been taken out and was in the process of being folded. There were pictures on the walls and various lamp stands flanking the sofa and recliner.
Gwyneth gestured for them to step into the living room. “Police haven’t stopped by in many years. I thought they gave up looking for Cory and Angela.”
Ellie picked up on for the old family photographs from the lamp stand by the recliner. It showed an eighteen-year-old male, a twenty-something-year-old female, and Gwyneth, in her early forties, standing beside a man whose face had been torn out of the photo. Ellie glanced at the other photos around the room. Any that had an adult male had his face torn out of the photograph. Some were tall, others short, a few were black, and the rest were white. Ellie pointed it out to Gwyneth. “Who are these lucky guys?”
“Boyfriends,” Gwyneth said with disgust. “I got sick of looking at their faces.”
Peaches smiled softly at her. “Gwyneth, do you mind if I call you that?”
Gwyneth replied, “Call me what you want, sweetie.” She took a seat on the couch.
“Tell us about your son,” Peaches said.
Gwyneth nestled herself in the corner of the couch and stretched out one leg over the cushions.
“Handsome, like his father,” she explained while Ellie observed the photograph in her hand. The boy had multicolored eyes. One green and one silver, like a chunk of dirty ice. This is him. Ellie knew at once. She had her theories as to whom the hooded man could be, and she guessed right.
Peaches had come to the same conclusions but was much better at concealing his excitement and fear. “What’s his name?” he asked Gwyneth.
“Cory,” Gwyneth answered. “He was always a quiet child and became more reclusive in his teenage years. I thought it was a phase, but he never had a chance to grow out of it.”
Ellie studied the teen’s pale face and shy smile. He wore an olive-green fleece, jeans, and tennis shoes. If not for the eyes, he looked like a typical teenage boy. His sister, however, was a knockout. She had long hair like her mother and the same pretty face that had yet to be wrinkled by the sun.
“What happened to him?” Ellie asked.
Gwyneth moved her jaw like she was chewing rocks as she fought back years of torment. “I don’t know. I was on a date. He was in his room. It was about sunset. When I came home the next day, he was gone. I looked all over. I even called the police. No one knew where my baby had gone. I even reached out to his harlot sister. She wasn’t taking my calls. That evening, the police found her car parked on the woods on the other side of town. Some hiker called it in. It appears whoever left it there made some effort to hide it. I never heard from either one of them again.”
“There’s no way the sister could’ve taken him?” Ellie inquired.
Gwyneth shook her head. “Not in a million years. Angela liked to see herself as Cory’s defender, but she was much better at running than making difference in his life. She moved out the moment she got a chance, but that wasn’t before sleeping with nearly half the county.”
Ellie was reminded of the countless men in the photographs without a face, but didn’t see any use in pointing out the woman’s hypocrisy. “Was Cory bullied?”
Gwyneth thought about it for a long while. “I don’t know. He never talked about school. He never talked about much of anything. He’d be spending all his time drawing instead of helping out around the house like a real man. You want to see his room?”
Ellie and Peaches went that way. The bedroom was largely cluttered with odds and ends furniture. There were still some remnants of what was Cory’s. A twin bed with superhero covers, a cluttered desk and a dresser. Gwyneth pulled out some drawings from the drawer. Many of them had a medieval or steampunk flair to the art style. “These were Cory’s. He loved fantasy. Loved revenge stories the most.”
It seemed fitting. After all, he was coming after Ellie’s family because she ruined his revenge fantasy. “Did Cory know anyone named Andy or Andrew?”
“Not that I know of,” Gwyneth replied.
“How about Kenny, Pamela, Kimberly, or Michael?” Ellie asked.
Gwyneth shook her head.
Dead ends. Ellie needed some solid tie to Cory. She was the only one who’d seen his face, but there needed to be solid evidence.
Ellie asked about Cory’s high school. Gwyneth gave them the name of the place. Peaches proceeded to ask the woman a few more questions. “Did Cory ever contact you after he went missing?”
“Never.”
“How would you describe your relationship with Cory?”
Gwyneth dabbed a tissue under her eyes. “We weren’t that close, even after his father died when he was five. Garold was a baseball coach. He was killed by a drunk driver.”
“What about your relationship with Angela?”
“She left home to go to some college a hundred miles away. She wouldn’t even give me the name of the place, believe it or not. She would tell Cory these fantasies that she’d save him one day. Foolish girl. She’s the one that needed saving.”
They inquired about Gwyneth's home life, learning that she was living off of disability checks and didn’t get out of the house much unless it was to go on a date, which was a weekly occurrence.
When Ellie and Peaches had finished up, they went to the high school near the middle of the town of Lancaster.
“Feels good,” Peaches said, rolling down the window and letting the morning breeze wash over his face.
“The air?” Ellie asked.
“Knowing the bastard’s name,” Peaches replied. “Cory Barksdale. A true dead man walking.”
They pulled into the school’s guest parking. Peaches put his laptop on his lap and stole the school’s Wi-Fi. He looked up Cory’s record. There was nothing there. The man was a ghost apart from a few Missing Person’s articles. His sister, Angela, had a small record. The assault and battery charges against her where when she was fourteen and got off on parole. She was last seen at Stable College before going missing. She also went to Cory’s same high school but graduated a few years before him.
Ellie and Peaches went inside and inquired of the principal. She was a short, plump lady with a colored shirt and welcoming smile. She showed them school records at the behest of Peaches. Ellie and Peaches flipped through the various files in the cabinet until they found Cory’s from 1995, the year he disappeared. He was a straight “A” student. Ellie was surprised the boy’s mother didn’t mention that. Parents were usually proud of such things. In his school picture from that year, Cory’s face had a sweet smile.
Peaches asked the principal. “Do you remember much about him?”
The principal thought on it for a moment. “He was one of the quiet ones. Very well-mannered. Sadly, it’s those types of students we tend to forget. His sister though, she was the troublemaker.”
That intrigued Peaches. “How so?”
“She failed a few grades. Dated some of the sophomores when she was a senior. Let’s just say that she almost got herself into big trouble if it weren’t for her mother working out an arrangement with the father of the boy involved,” the principal said with gossiper’s glee.
“Who was the boy? The one she dated.” Ellie asked.
“I don’t recall his name. Let me see if I remember his face.” The principal perused the shelf of yearbooks nearby. The oldest one was all the way from 1956. She pulled out 1993 and flipped through the pages until she found an image of a teenage boy who was skinny and had a blemish-free face and sharp cheekbones. Ellie recognized him immediately. It was Andrew Maneau.
“Do you have any more of him?”
The principal pulled out the yearbook from 1995. With her stubby finger, she flipped through the black and white pages. Peaches and Ellie leaned over each of her shoulders. She leafed through the yearbook until she reached the club section. She stopped on the page with the art club listed. It had five members. Kimberly Jannis, Pamela Cornish, Michael Dillinger, Kenny Parkland, and Andrew Maneau.
“This is it,” Ellie declared. “This is the connection.”
The five high school students stood around an old cabin in the woods.
“Where’s that?” Peaches asked the principal.
The elderly woman adjusted her glasses with her finger. “That is not anywhere on school grounds. They must’ve gone elsewhere to take the photograph.”
“Do you recognize the location?” Ellie asked.
The principal stared long and hard at the club photograph. “Jasper Hills maybe.
“Where’s that at?”
“It’s a summer camp that ran out of funding in ‘79. High schoolers use it as a party spot.”
Peaches and Ellie exchanged looks. “Can you give us the address?”
“Why would you want to go there?” the principal asked as she jotted down driving instructions on a Post-It note.
“Maybe we’ll learn something,” Ellie replied.
After getting what they needed, she and Peaches checked the address and compared it to where Angela Barksdale’s vehicle was discovered. They were on complete opposite sides of the town. Ellie wondered if that was coincidental or planned.
She drove through Amish country to reach the camp. Horses and buggies blurred by. Ellie remembered the fond memories of her childhood when her mother would take her horseback riding. By the doubtful look on Detective Peaches’s face, he wasn’t optimistic about this lead. Granted, they were grasping at straws. Their truck rumbled up through the tree-flanked road as they pressed deeper in the Pennsylvania wilds. They reached a rust bar gate under a wooden sign that arched over the road. The sign read “Jasper Hills Campground.” Someone had already pushed open the bar gate securing the road. Without issue, Ellie drove right in. They reached the recreation center. The building was wide, single story, and made of wood. The yard around it had been overgrown with tall grass and thorn bushes.
Much to their surprise, there was another car already parked here. It was a red sedan in almost mint condition. It looked like a rental. Ellie and Peaches parked next to it. Swarms of gnats swirled around their heads as they stepped out. Ellie checked the time. It was almost 10 am. Peaches fixed his gun to his belt and they walked toward the building, finding that most doors were locked by a massive chain weaved through the vertical door handles. Peaches pointed to a part of the grass that was pressed down with recent footsteps. Ellie followed behind him as he followed the trail. Neither of them talked as they moved deeper into the abandoned summer camp. They stepped into a soccer field that had grown over. Nearby were a number of park benches. Most had sunken into the dirt or had broken into wood scraps. When Ellie had lost the trail, Peaches kept on it by pointing out crushed blades of grass or a footprint in the mud.
Ellie didn’t know who they were following, but she knew she was looking for a cabin just like the one in the yearbook. It is generic looking: square with an A-frame roof and probably had three tiny bedrooms. After moving through the area with tables, they spotted the cabin in the distance. There were a few other cabins, but this one appeared to be at the farthest end of the camp and on higher ground. Pin oaks and other trees sprouted out around it. There was once a dirt path that linked to each cabin, but now it was only mud.
As they neared, Peaches unbuttoned the top of his pistol holster and gently rested his fingers on the gun’s grip. He paused for a moment, first to listen for any noise and then to overcome a bout with vertigo. Ellie helped support him. When she unintentionally touched his muscles, she thought of Troy and dread pitted in her gut. She reminded herself not think of it and pressed forward with the detective.
As they neared the cabin, they heard something shuffle and then a grunt.
Ellie crinkled her brow, perplexed as to what the noise could be. Detective Peaches moved forward with his hand ready to draw the gun. Weeds clawed at the base of the cabin. The windows were fogged. The noise wasn’t coming from inside but from behind the building. They moved slowly to minimize the crunch of their shoes on the earth.
Ellie and Peaches came to a stop at the back of the cabin. Standing in what would be the backyard was a man dressed in grey. His back was turned to them. His sleeves were rolled back to the elbows and his pants were rolled an inch up the ankle. He drove the shovel into the wide but shallow hole before him and tossed aside the dirt into the building mound beside him.
The man mumbled to himself and wiped his forehead with the top of his dirt-covered hand. Resting on the ground nearby was shiny snub-nosed revolver that Peaches promptly pointed out to Ellie.
After a quick breath, the man in grey drove the shovel into the dirt again and shoveled out more for the mound. It appeared that hole was five feet wide and about three feet deep.
Ellie nodded at the detective. Peaches cleared his throat.
The stranger went stiff.
“Spin around,” Peaches said calmly. “Slowly, please.”
Keeping his hand on his shovel, the man didn’t move.
Ellie kept watching the revolver.
The man was looking at it too. Slowly, he turned back to Peaches and Ellie. His hair was a disheveled pompadour with faded sides, his brows were trimmed, he had strong cheekbones, and he sported a clean-shaven jaw with dimpled chin. His eyes went wide and his shoulders slack when he saw Ellie.
Ellie took a step forward.
“Andrew?” she asked her friend, who wore dirt-covered sweats. “What are you doing here?”
Losing all the blood from his face, Andrew tightened his grip on the shovel and batted his eye on the revolver nearby.
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“Ellie, I-I didn’t expect to see you,” Andrew said, trying and failing to act casually. His clothes were covered in dirt and his flesh was sweaty.
“We could say the same thing,” Ellie replied, cautiously scanning the area just as Peaches had taught her. “You alone?”
The question made Andrew fidget. He tried to mask his nerves by resting his weight on his shovel. “Who told you where I was?” Andrew deflected.
Keeping his hand on his holstered pistol, Detective Peaches slowly walked around the area, looking at the various trees and foliage that could conceal an assault.
“No one,” Ellie admitted, taking a step forward. She couldn’t see what was inside of the hole he was digging, but she had her guesses. “We were following up a lead on Cory Barksdale.”
“Cory,” Andrew said, growing faint. The confident man that had launched Ellie’s art career was a nervous wreck. His eyes were wide, feral, and shifting between Peaches and Ellie constantly. His usually styled hair was a wiry mess. Loose dirt hung on the creases of his grey sweater pulled up to the elbows. He was a far cry from the cashmere-wearing millionaire Ellie saw at the party.
“You know Cory, don’t you?” Ellie pressed.
Andrew blinked once at her. He turned his attention to Peaches. “Why did you bring him here, Ellie? Those things I told you over the phone, about my past, were private. You’re betraying of our friendship.”
“Really?” Ellie said without a hint of sympathy. “I saved your life, Andrew, and you wouldn’t even tell me the name of the guy that gutted my husband. Instead, you saw it best to send me on a wild goose chase to find another member of your high school club. Oh, and by the way, Michael Dillinger is dead.”
Andrew looked uneasy. He kept his weight on the shovel and didn’t say a word.
Ellie put a hand on her hip, watching the man she called friend fail to make eye contact with her.
Peaches stepped forward. He spoke in his typical calming, trusting manner. “Andrew. We all want the same thing here. You’ve been carrying this burden alone for so long. Why don’t you tell us the truth?”
Andrew’s lip quivered. His eyes were on the earth. Sniffling, he put on a hard face and looked directly into Ellie’s eyes. “I didn’t know it was Cory until I saw the police sketch on the news. That’s why I came here. To see if it was really true.”
He glanced back at the open ground behind him. “We were drinking the night we hurt him. All of us were eager, nihilistic fools wanting to do something dangerous in the name of art. Art is about expression, emotion, and memory. We wanted to make something that would stick with us forever. Something that few had ever done.”
“I assume we is Kimberly, Pamela, Michael, and Kenny?” Ellie interjected.
Andrew cast down his eyes again and nodded. “I was a bad person then. No one understood. Not my parents. Not my closest friends. Only the four of them. We started out with hurting rodents and, um, escalated.”
Ellie felt herself becoming nauseous looking at him. She’d dined with this man. They celebrated victories together and shared tears at the loss of relatives. “Why?”
Andrew locked eyes with her. “Every day we get drilled into our minds that everything we do in this life is meaningless. I wanted to find something solid. I thought it was through dominance and emotional experiences. It was all a steady decline, you see. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but the feeling was addicting.”
“What happened to Cory?” Ellie asked, not wanting to hear any more.
“It was toward the end of the school year. We all knew he was a nobody, so we befriended him and asked him to join us at the Willoughby tree as long as he didn’t tell anyone. We were terrified that he would, but the more we got to know him, the more we knew he was a man of his word. So, we brought him there, gave him something to drink and, when the time felt right, we… you know.”
Ellie crossed her arms. “I don’t know, Andrew. Tell me.”
Andrew gnashed his teeth. “I shouldn’t say it in front of the detective. We can finish this somewhere private, yes?”
Ellie glared at him.
Andrew fidgeted. “I hit him and then everyone else joined in. We’d never been in a fight before. We wanted to feel the rush, and, boy, did we feel it. Before we knew it, he was on the ground. Someone pulled out a knife intending on giving him a few shallow cuts, but things escalated. Cory wasn’t moving. We weren’t sure if he was breathing.”
Ellie fumed.
Peaches kept his eyes trained on Andrew. He had a much better control of his emotions.
Ellie blurted out. “What was your plan? To beat him up and just leave him there, or was it to kill him?”
“I don’t know. We wanted to see where the night would take us,” Andrew confessed, disgusted by his own words.
Ellie’s hand shook and her teeth chattered. “I nearly died trying to save you and your friends.”
Andrew took a sudden step forward. Ellie stepped back. Andrew dropped the shovel and raised his hands in a non-threatening manner. “None of us deserved to be saved, but by God, I spent my whole life trying to make it right. I helped you and your career, Ellie, for what I’d done to Cory and Angela. I know it does not make it right, but I’ve tried to change.”
“What happened to Angela?” Ellie asked.
Andrew gulped. He turned back to the pit behind him. “You’re looking at her.”
Ellie and Peaches moved forward, getting a view of skeletal remains in tattered clothes.
“Cory must’ve told her. She rushed down to Willoughby because she didn’t trust me. We had a relationship falling out previously when I showed her some things that she considered disturbing. She probably thought I was going to hurt Cory,” Andrew said. “We never wanted to hurt her, but she’d seen too much. We buried them both here.”
Ellie looked into the eyes of the yellow skull. She tried to imagine Angela’s beautiful face as she had seen in Gwyneth’s family photos. Even as an artist, she couldn’t draw a comparison. The bones almost looked like they were something out a Halloween store, but Ellie knew in her heart that they were real. “There’s only one body.”
Andrew nodded in defeat. “Indeed. I wasn’t sure if Cory was behind this, but now I know. I have no answers to how he survived or what he’s been doing all these years, but he’s back.”
Peaches moved closer to the shallow grave. The moment that he looked away from Andrew, Andrew dived for the revolver. Peaches raised his handgun and aimed at it at Andrew. Andrew, lying on his side on the mound of dirt, aimed the revolver back at him. The weapon trembled lightly.
“Careful now, Mr. Maneau,” Peaches warned. “There’s no need for that.”
“You’re going to take me to jail, aren’t you?” Andrew yelled.
Peaches smiled sadly at him. “Yes. You’ve just confessed to a double homicide. Do you not agree that you should be in jail?”
Keeping his gun trained on Peaches, he rose from the dirt. “Perhaps, but I’m never been fond of being confined to any box, or cell.”
Ellie put out her hands and stepped near him. “Andrew, put away the weapon.”
Andrew sniffled. “I don’t want to shoot you, Ellie. Nor do I want to shoot this detective, but I will if I must.”
“You said you were trying to change,” Ellie reminded him. “Shooting us will be a piss poor job of that.”
“Let me walk,” Andrew said. “I can be out of the country within the next two hours. I’ve told you everything I know. You don’t need me.”
Peaches kept his gun trained on him. “Sorry, Andrew, but there’s only one way out of here.”
Andrew turned his head to Ellie but kept aiming at Detective Peaches. “Tell him to let me go.”
“Why?”
“Everything that you own was because I put you in touch with my network, and because I’m your friend,” Andrew said.
Ellie didn’t reply. Was he her friend? For all the years she’d known Andrew, she had no clue about his sinister past. He was kind to her, overly generous in his dotation, and constantly supportive in every situation. Was he truly a changed man, or was that just an act? If it was the latter, he’d been wearing a mask for a very long time that he probably didn’t know what he was. Ellie believed that Andrew didn’t deserve to die, but the law was the law. However, did that matter now that Ellie was on the run from the police too? Him aiming a gun at Peaches changed things though. It was personal.
“I don’t want to shoot either of you,” Andrew said. “And you don’t want to waste time on me. Let me go and find Cory. All I’m asking for is a head start. I only need two hours. Actually, one hour, then you can tell the whole world.”
“Sorry,” Peaches shook his head. “Perhaps the jury will be more merciful.”
A frown sank Andrew’s face. He clenched the revolver tighter. “I guess there is only one way out of here, Detective.”
Bam! Bam!
Gunfire sounded.
Blood burst from Andrew’s shoulder and again from the calf of his right leg. Howling in pain, he toppled into the shallow grave. Ellie gawked at him, trying to figure out what just happened.
Peaches squeezed his pistol trigger, firing into the tree line nearby.
“Take cover!” He shouted.
Ellie dashed to an old picnic table and pushed it to the side. She peeked over the top of it, watching Peaches stride to the side and fire into the trees. An unseen figure returned his fire. The dirt near Peaches’s feet flew outward as a bullet nearly missed him. Peaches found cover at tree and pressed his back firmly against it.
The gunfire died down, but not Andrew’s screaming. Her old friend hovered his hand over the exit wound on his shoulder, afraid to touch it. His leg that took the bullet was partly outside of the grave and gushing blood across the earth.
Peaches peeked out of cover. Bark exploded into his face as a bullet hit the trunk. Ellie tried to spot the gunman, but it appeared he was moving from tree to tree in the nearby woods. Meanwhile, Andrew, his face wet with tears, scanned his surroundings, spotting the revolver that had fallen from his hands.
Ellie yelled out to Peaches. “Did you shoot him?”
“Who?” Peaches shouted back, checking his pistol magazine.
“Andrew,” Ellie clarified.
With pursed lips, Peaches shook his head. He leaned his upper body out from behind the tree and fired into the woods. Twigs snapped and leaves fell. The shooter returned fire. Peaches made himself small behind the tree.
Andrew rolled to his belly, mouthed a scream, and reached desperately for the revolver.
Ellie saw, took a breath, and darted to the shallow grave. Bam! Bam! Bam!
Bullets whizzed by her head. She ducked and weaved, unsure how well she was avoiding certain death. She dived into the grave next to Andrew right as a bullet raced by her scalp. Her old friend grabbed the revolver and Ellie grabbed his hand.
“What are you doing?” Andrew shouted.
Ellie pried the pistol from his fingers. He tried to grab her with his other hand, but moaned as soon as he tried to move his injured shoulder.
“He’s on the run!” Peaches shouted.
Ellie lifted her head out of the pit and saw the shadowy figure vanishing deeper into the woods. “Not this time,” she said to herself and tore the gun from Andrew’s hand.
“Ellie, please!” Andrew cried.
Ellie scurried out of the grave, kept both hands on the gun, and raced to the woods. Peaches followed after her. The weight of the weapon felt heavy in her hands, and it occurred to her just how ignorant she was with firearms. Relying on her knowledge from action movies Troy used to watch, she toggled the safety off and kept her finger off the trigger.
Peaches and her pushed into the tree line, following the hooded man’s trail of stomped grass and shaking branches. Through rows of trees, some fat and others skinny, they saw the figure running. Peaches and Ellie stayed on him but couldn’t get a clear shot. Come on, Ellie thought to herself, wanting to put an end to this right here and now. The figure blindly fired a bullet behind, but the rows of trees prevented it from hitting Ellie. Her heart raged. Her legs cramped. She kept on running. Peaches lagged behind, looking sick. His concussion wasn’t doing them any favors. Up ahead, the figure dove into a drop off. Ellie couldn’t tell if it was a cliff or a ditch. Peaches and her slowed down at the edge of the woods where a drop-off overlooked a single lane road. Thirty yards down the street, a parked minivan rumbled to life.
“There!” Ellie shouted.
Peaches opened fire, shattering the back window and damaging the fender. Ellie tried to shoot the wheels. The pistol’s recoil sent a vibration all the way to her shoulder. Damaged but still functional, the minivan burned rubber and sped down the street. Ellie and Peaches chased after it as the driver tossed an envelope out of the window. It blew in the wind and landed on the street. Ellie and Peaches’s run died into a breathless slog. Peaches holstered his pistol and shut his eyes. A look of pain flashed over his face. Ellie helped steady him by putting a hand on his shoulder. “You good?”
He waved Ellie off and hunched over, resting his palms on his knees. Beads of sweat raced down his stubbled jaw. Ellie turned her eyes back to the minivan that was a speck in the distance. She gnashed her teeth, knowing that she missed her prize.
“We must’ve led him right to Andrew,” Ellie said as she approached the envelope on the street.
“Probably,” Peaches replied and straightened himself up. He was unsteady and looked like he was going to vomit.
Ellie knelt down on the quiet rural road and picked up the envelope. It was dirty and wrinkled. Peaches stood behind her, watching her open it with her finger. The Polaroid photograph inside nearly got blown away. Ellie grabbed it. The rest of the envelope was empty. She studied the photograph, feeling her mouth dry out in fear and her eyes widen.
It showed three people seated in a horizontal row of chairs: an old man, an old woman, and a young man. Mom, Dad, and Paul. They were bound by their hands and ankles in some dark place. Looks of terror painted their faces that were wet with tears. Ellie felt the world spin. The very thing she was trying to prevent, she had made reality.
“He has them,” Ellie said, not fully grasping her own words.
She didn’t need to ask how because that didn’t matter. Perhaps Cory took Paul, Martha, and Howard on their way out the front door. Perhaps Paul had never convinced them to leave. Ellie squeezed the photograph between her thumb and finger as her body shook in rage.
“What does it say?” Peaches inquired.
Ellie snapped out of her murderous mindset and turned the photograph over. It listed an address and a note. “You know how this works. Call the cops, I kill them. See you soon, Ellie.” She read the words three times as her chest tightened. Eyes glossed over, she turned to the handsome detective. “How many bullets do you have?”
“Ellie,” Peaches said in the way men do to calm her down. “Charging in there didn’t end well for us last time.”
“You don’t need to remind me,” Ellie barked. In her mind, she replayed Troy’s scream as Cory slashed a knife down his torso.
The horrified eyes of her photographed family looked up at her. They were begging her for help. Only she could save them, and that meant making more foolish decisions. She hated being Cory’s plaything. Peaches was right, to repeat history would mean more bloodshed. Her husband’s blood was literally on her hands. She wouldn’t be responsible for the death of her little brother and her parents.
Peaches and Ellie gave the long road one final look before making a hasty return to Andrew’s position. Sweating and shaking, he’d managed to get the upper half of his body out of the shallow grave, but not much farther. When he saw Ellie and Peaches approaching, he rolled to his back in a sign of defeat.
“He’s escaped, hasn’t he?” Andrew said weakly.
Ellie and Peaches remained silent.
Andrew grimaced in pain. A massive red bloom formed around the bullet wounds in his leg and shoulder. The man that once wore $8000 cashmere jackets was covered in dirt, sweat, and blood in a grave that he’d dug twenty-two years ago. Wincing in pain, he pleaded. “I was a sick child, Ellie, and I take responsibility for not telling you about Cory earlier. I’m sure you understand why.”
Ellie loomed over him. She held the revolver by her side with her finger over the trigger. “Pull out your phone.”
“Please,” Andrew whimpered. “I--”
“Do it!” Ellie shouted.
Andrew tensed up. He slipped his trembling hand into his pocket and pulled out the cellphone.
“You have choice, Andrew,” Ellie declared. “Call an ambulance and save yourself, but know you’ll be put on trial for Angela Barksdale’s murder. Or, do what Cory did, and survive out here alone.”
Peaches protested. “We should call the cops.”
“Let him decide,” Ellie replied. “I owe him that much.”
“Thank you,” Andrew replied with earnest. “Thank you.”
She didn’t reply and started back to the car. Peaches gave Andrew a final look. “Those wounds look pretty nasty. You may want to make your decision shortly.”
The detective didn’t wait for Andrew’s response and caught up with Ellie at the truck.
“He’s a murderer,” Peaches told her as they settled into the truck. “He should be behind bars. Him giving you a nice job doesn’t change that fact.”
Seated in the driver seat, Ellie slammed the door. “Do I think Andrew deserves mercy for creating that monster? No, but when I was motivated by rage, I made stupid mistakes that nearly got you, me, and my husband killed. Andrew made some mistakes, too, that got every one of his friends killed. Now, he can decide if he’s willing to put aside his pride for his life, or bleed out. I’m not going to make that decision for him, but if you want to call the police, be my guest. I have much bigger issues.”
Ellie put the car in reverse and peeled out of the campsite. As she drove down the neglected road, she expected Peaches to call the police, but he never did. Andrew’s fate was in his own hands.
The detective put the address into the GPS and saw that Ellie was going the opposite way. She answered his question before he could ask it. “I’m going to my parents’ house.”
“Why?”
“Because I have a plan to stop Cory,” Ellie replied as she sped down the Pennsylvanian country road.
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DEATH IN THE FAMILY





Ellie removed the spare house key from under the stone near the door and unlocked the residence for herself and Peaches. Despite knowing that Cory wouldn’t be here, Ellie and Peaches fanned out across the lightless house and checked every room for any sign of intruders. Her parents’ car was still parked out front. On their bed were two small suitcases half-full with folded clothes. Ellie felt sick, knowing that Cory got her family before they could escape. At least Paul was able to convince them to leave even if they were too slow.
Ellie headed into the basement cellar that led into the back yard. Nearest the exit was a metal shelf with a variety of paint cans. They were made for painting the outside of houses but would still work. She grabbed three cans by metal handles as thin as coat hangers and proceeded to march to the barn behind the house. Peaches followed behind with brushes, water, and other supplies. The barn stood tall and imposing. Despite having acres of farmland, her parents never owned livestock. The fields, the barn, and hill beyond the backyard were places for Ellie and Paul to play as children. They’d spend hours climbing in the barn rafters or finding a way to get on the roof. Some days, they’d shoot Paul’s BB gun at different targets. Other days, they’d hike the hill and sword fight with sticks.
Ellie put down the paint cans at the foot of the barn’s inner back wall. She was flooded with nostalgia as she looked over the caulk drawings on the old wood. The images were crude and childish, but sweet. They showed her, Paul, Mom, and Dad holding hands. Ellie smiled when she looked over it.
“I’m glad you’re doing this,” Peaches said. “It’s very brave.”
Ellie pointed at the paint cans she’d brought in. “Get those open and grab my half-inch brush.”
While Peaches prepped the supplies, Ellie put her fists on her hips and looked up at the tall wall. She imagined the mural in Troy’s blood. Just like the Polaroid, it showed her mother, father, and brother seated in a row. The two main differences were the lack of bullet holes in their foreheads and Ellie curled up at their feet, bleeding from the mouth.
Peaches handed her the brush. Its hairs were already dipped in red. Ellie took a breath. “Let’s hope this works.”
On the chalk-graphitized wall, she created the mural for the third time, but she wasn’t so much focused on the subjects of the painting but of what surrounded them. She’d done so before when she painted Troy’s death. At first the portrait was incomplete and didn’t display the dozens of hooded mannequins surrounding his body. It wasn’t until after Ellie drew them the night she went into the bar’s basement. She didn’t have access to the blood mural or her recreation at Peaches’s apartment at the moment, so she had to hope that the power would still work.
Ellie started with what she knew. Her father Howard’s neck was tilted to one side. Crow’s feet branched out of the sides of his closed eyes while more creases were etched on his forehead. He wore a T-shirt with a Strasburg train on it. Leaning her head against Howard’s, Martha sat in the middle seat with a bullet hole at the center of her head. Thick droplets of blood leaked from her lower lip. Ellie painted Paul last. His head was tilted back and his mouth parted. His lifeless open eyes looked upward to the bullet hole leaking red racing down the left side of his nose and cheek. Peaches acted as her assistant, handing her whatever brush or shade of paint she needed. She waited for the blackout to occur as the clock ticked on. Without it, her plan would fail. She felt her blood pressure rise and her frustration build. Her brush strokes became hasty and she didn’t use enough paint.
Peaches stepped in beside her. Hands in his pockets, he smiled softly. “Relax.”
Ellie stopped moving her brush and took a moment to step away. “I don’t know what’s happening. I can paint a mural when my husband’s bleeding out, or when I get back from my honeymoon, but not now. It makes no sense.”
She tapped her foot and glared at the half complete mural of her dead family. Maybe she should’ve just been an accountant or a burger flipper at some fast food joint. This art thing was too much, and she felt useless without her power.
“Deep breaths,” Peaches said softly.
“I didn’t realize I was in yoga class,” Ellie replied snarkily.
Peaches did not find her remark amusing.
Ellie did as he said and inhaled deeply. She released her breath, trying to let her troubles go.
“Again,” Peaches said.
Ellie repeated the process. Her world tilted and she almost collapsed. Peaches caught her. “You’re doing it. Just clear your mind.”
Ellie shut her eyes. She cast off every thought until all she knew was blackness. Her eyelids shot open. Her eyes were rolled back. She dipped her brush in the paint can Peaches held and started to work on the barn’s wall. Peaches set the paint can next to the others and removed their lids, making sure Ellie had easy access. He did the same for the brushes by laying them out in a row. Ellie made use of that, taking finer paint brushes to make out the intricate details of the room she was painting behind the four victims. Peaches moved a few paces back and watched with full intrigue. He stayed out of her way, observing her strange gift with a sort of reverence and jealousy.
Detective Skinner called.
Peaches answered. “Apologies for the hold up.”
“You’re nearly a day late,” Skinner reminded him.
“I’m getting her, but we’ve run into some complications. Her family has been abducted,” Peaches explained.
Skinner replied. “That’s unfortunate, but none of your business. Bring her to the station now, or I put an APB on you.”
“Eugene,” Peaches said to calm him down.
“Don’t call me that,” Skinner replied.
“All right, Skinner,” Peaches corrected himself as he watched Ellie work. “Here’s the deal. The girl is special, but she won’t be any use to anybody locked up in the loony bin.”
“I don’t care,” Skinner replied. “She’s only caused us trouble. People are dead because of her.”
“Without her, we’d still be scratching our heads about this case. Just imagine for a moment what we could accomplish if she could use her gift on every case. I’m not just talking promotions, Skinner. Lives will be saved. Murders will be prevented. Killers could be stopped before they commit their atrocities. Everything we know about law enforcement would change,” Peaches said, unable to keep himself from smiling. “I’ve always been skeptical about the supernatural, but she’s converted me. What if there’s more like her?”
“So what?” Skinner said, not impressed by his partner’s words. “We aren’t the saviors of the world. We’re homicide detectives; she’s not. End of story.”
“You’re looking at this very short-sighted,” Peaches said.
“And you’re obsessed,” Skinner replied. “Bring in the girl and let your head swelling go down. You’ve already to lost enough brain cells with this investigation. I’d rather not watch you be spoon-fed Gruber for the rest of your life because your wound didn’t heal properly.”
“One day you’ll see my side,” Peaches proclaimed confidently.
“This is your last warning, Detective.” Skinner threatened.
The call ended. Peaches opened up the video camera on his smartphone and filmed Ellie work. “Wonderful,” he mumbled to himself.
When the blackout ended, Ellie stumbled backward. Her heel slipped on an old glass coke bottle from her childhood, but Peaches caught her before she could fall.
“Thanks,” Ellie replied as she straightened herself up. She blinked away the blurriness of her vision but couldn’t get over the throbbing pain behind her eye sockets. She twirled her wrists and listened to them crackle. The wall before her not just showed her dead family and her own cadaver, but the precise representation of the room where the murder would take place. Opposite of the bar, the room was wide with massive circular saws, wide belts to slide lumber, and other logging equipment. There was a door off to the side of the room that was chained shut. There was also a balcony that stretched a story above and could be used to look down at the captives. Set up around the room were a number of mannequins in various poses with different attire along with a sleeping bag, cooking pots, and a burnt-out fire pit.
Peaches stood beside her and studied the mural.
“I can’t believe it worked,” Ellie said. “I appreciate you helping.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Peaches said modestly.
“You helped me focus,” Ellie replied. “Alone, I don’t think I’d be able to get out of my head.”
Together, they looked over the recreation of the room, looking for both symbols and secrets.
Peaches hovered his finger over the wet paint. “There we go.”
Ellie looked at the corner of the painting where the detective pointed. It showed a little square door on the wood conveyor belt.
“Can you fit?” Ellie asked.
“I thought you were the one who wanted to sneak in? It was your idea,” Peaches reminded her.
“No,” Ellie replied. “I need to face him. If he only sees you, he’ll shoot you and my family without hesitation.”
“He may do that the moment you walk in,” Peaches said.
Ellie nodded. “I know, but now that Andrew’s out of the picture, he may be willing to talk.”
“You’re putting a lot of trust in a madman,” Peaches replied with concern.
“I’m putting even more in you that you can get my family out.”
“Your safety is my priority,” Peaches agreed.
Ellie gnashed her teeth. “My family is the mission. Not me. Can I trust you in this, Peaches?”
Peaches sighed deeply. “Family comes first. Got it.”
The detective took a picture of the mural, saved it on his phone, and then typed the address into his GPS. The lumber mill was only a few miles from the campsite. He adjusted his beanie and zipped up his jacket on the way out of the barn. The mural on the inner wall behind them wept rainbow-colored tears onto the dirt floor.
Ellie drove. Peaches took a pain pill. It must be nice to numb the pain, she thought as they drove through the Pennsylvania countryside. It was mid-afternoon. Ellie kept the snub-nosed revolver tucked in her purse. She wondered if she was strong enough to pull the trigger. She wondered if she wanted to pull the trigger. Of course, she was infuriated and hated Cory for what he’d done, but what would be gained if the cycle of vengeance continued? Ellie didn’t know what she’d do, yet. Her power had cost her too much already. She wasn’t going to lose her family, too. The road twisted and turned as it moved into wooded terrain. Much of the flora and fauna reflected that in the area surrounding the campsite.
The GPS directed them onto a dirt road before they lost cell service. If Cory didn’t have Ellie’s family, she would’ve called the cops even if it meant sending her back to the mental hospital. Part of her still wanted the cops now, but her power gave her an advantage over him. Ellie had used it recklessly before when she went to save Troy and limited her perception. She was going to be completely alert this time. She had to be.
At the end of the road and on top of a low mountain sat the lumber mill. Its tin walls were coated with rust. Corrosive holes spilled sunlight into the ceiling of the large building. A dirt road encircled the mill, and trees encircled the road. The place looked dark and forsaken. Figures were silhouetted in the tall broken windows on both the second and third floor.
“Mannequins,” Peaches announced.
Ellie stopped the truck behind the bend in the road. She squinted at the figures. “Any one of them could be Cory.”
“Yep,” Peaches replied. He looked at her with genuine concern. “You sure you want to do this?”
Ellie nodded, despite a little voice inside telling her to abort. She unzipped her purse and grabbed the snub-nosed revolver from within. She opened the chamber and looked at the copper nickel bullets. She gave the chamber a spin and a flick of the wrist closed it. “See you on the other side.”
Peaches grabbed the door handle and looked over his shoulder. “You too.”
He swiftly opened the passenger side door and darted into the woods nearby. Ellie reached over and shut the door. Keeping the gun in her lap, she drove the car forward. She counted the mannequins in her mind. There were five total. As the truck neared the front door, Ellie watched them for any hint of movement. They appeared to be completely still. Ellie parked the car so that the passenger side door faced the building’s front door. Clenching the gun’s grip, she exited the truck, closed the door, and took cover behind the truck’s side panel. She reminded herself to stay calm but could do nothing about her pounding heart. Holding the gun in both hands, she peered out of her cover and watched the mannequins. Waited.
Her finger rested on the trigger. She slipped back into cover, resting her back against the front panel. Her eyes scanned the surrounding woods. Peaches was invisible amidst the foliage. That was a good thing. Ellie pulled up her long sleeves. The rest of the shirt stuck to her flesh like a second layer of soggy skin. Before making her move to the front door, Ellie peeked out of the cover again, but this time she leaned around the front bumper. Only four mannequins remained. Ellie’s skin crawled. The missing one was from the right upstairs window.
Ellie breathed into her nose rapidly, mustering her strength. Then, before she could psych herself out, darted to the front door. She reached the wall beside the metal double doors and stayed under the awning. Aiming her pistol toward the cloudy sky, she leaned her upper body out from the awning and eyed the windows above her head. No movement.
Bang!
Something hit the metal awning and sent Ellie recoiling under it. With her eyes turned upward, she listened to the soft pitter-patter above her head. She didn’t move. Her weapon trembled in her hands. The pitter-patter ended at the edge of the awning. Ellie moved toward it, unsure if she should just shoot through the awning right now. Letting her gun direct her body, she leaned out from under the awning and aimed.
Two black, beady eyes stared down at her. The large black crow cawed. Ellie lowered her weapon as she looked at the bird who’d loudly touched down on the awning. Ellie felt like she was seconds from a heart attack. The crow cocked its little head, stretched its black wings, and took flight. Ellie followed its trek with her eyes.
Keeping her back against the mill’s outer wall, Ellie slid beside the nearest window. It had panes in a checkered pattern. Many were broken and almost all were cracked in some way. She peered through the glass, looking at the hooded man clad in black staring at her. Ellie raised the gun, but held back from pulling the trigger. By its rigid posture, it was a mannequin. In the room beyond, which appeared to be an office of sorts, she saw cables running out of the room. Ellie guessed they connected to a generator just out of view. She ducked beneath the window and scurried along the side of the building. She proceeded to the door, but it turned out to be locked. Ellie looked to the window next to it. It opened into a loading dock of sorts. She cupped her hands and peered inside. No sign of Cory. Looking to her left and right, she rotated the revolver and bashed the handle into the glass. The panes shattered with every hit. The wooden separator between the panels snapped apart and after a few moments of work, Ellie was able to slip inside. Broken glass crunched beneath her foot. She held the revolver in its proper form and scanned the loading area. There appeared to be places for forklifts and dollies, thought currently all the room had were stacks of pallets and large plastic bins.
Ellie moved through with quiet but quick footsteps. She made certain to keep her eyes moving. If Cory got the jump on her, it would all be over. She reached the door at the end of the room and turned the rusty knob. It opened into the main room of the mill. It was an exact replica of Ellie’s mural. There were groups of mannequins scattered about. Some stood around rusted trash cans filled with charred wood. Others had instruments taped to their plastic arms. There was an old sleeping bag nearby and a makeshift cooking station that consisted of unwashed pots, pans, and a burned-down fire pit. This part wasn’t like a set piece for the mannequins. Someone had actually lived here for many years.
Ellie stepped into the room. Dangling from the ceiling were lines of Christmas lights. There were lights weaved together in the shape of massive oak trees just like the one on Willoughby. At the moment, none of the lights were active. Sawdust coated the corners of the room. There was an interior balcony that made an “H” shape with the center walkway passing over the work floor. A number of massive circular saws with conveyor belts were spaced out evenly across the massive room. From the side door that Ellie had entered, she had yet to see her family.
Moving cautiously, she entered the room. The revolver felt heavy in her sweaty hands. She was so tense that the drop of a pen might send her shooting. Just breathe. She moved a few more paces before spotting her family at the far end of the room. They sat in metal chairs with their wrists and ankles bound. They whispered to one another, and their murmurs carried through the mill. Her mother, Martha, was sobbing. Her father was trying to comfort her. Paul fidgeted in his bindings, trying to bust free but failing miserably.
Ellie wanted to run right to them, but if the blood mural was to be believed, she’d be gunned down at their feet. She kept the revolver low but ready in both hands. She scanned the balcony bridge, expecting that to be Cory’s hideaway.
Suddenly, the Christmas lights cut on and the dark, dusty room was illuminated by festive lights. The trees of light glowed on the wall. Just like the Willoughby tree and Troy’s torso wound, they had red lights marking the crack at the center of the white oak.
Martha, Howard, and Paul stopped everything and turned their attention to the room, and consequently, Ellie. She ceased her movement, watching her parents and brother gawk at her. Before they could speak, Ellie put her shaking finger over her lip. She watched their eyes turn from her up to the balcony. Ellie quickly looked up and aimed her pistol at Cory standing on the bridge. A cowl shrouding his face, he aimed a handgun at her.
“Aren’t we beyond wearing masks?” Ellie asked spitefully.
Cory drew back his hood, revealing his pale skin, mismatched eyes, and countless scars. “Where’s the detective?”
“Dealing with Andrew,” Ellie lied. “You nearly killed the man. Someone had to watch over him.”
Cory glared at her. His face was absent of all emotion. Ellie didn’t know if he caught her bluff. In her peripherals, she watched the conveyor belt port.
Cory spoke. His voice was soft, tormented, and almost joyful. “You’re the only person in the world that has seen all my homes.”
“Let my family go, Cory,” Ellie demanded, trying to keep a rein on her own emotions. “We both know you don’t kill innocent people.”
Cory cracked a smile. It was lopsided and showed a few of his broken yellow teeth. “You don’t know a thing about me.”
“I know you’re on a petty revenge quest that I screwed up for you,” Ellie replied.
Cory twitched. “It’s not petty. You know what they did to me? To my sister?”
Martha yelled out. “Run, Ellie! Don’t worry about us!”
Keeping the gun trained on Ellie, Cory shouted. “Shut up or I’ll shoot her!”
“What they did to you wasn’t just wrong. It was evil,” Ellie admitted. She felt her blood boil. “But after what you did to my husband and how you tried to kill me multiple times, I’m convinced you’re no better.”
“You stole my justice,” Cory twitched again like a valve about to blow.
“Grow up,” Ellie baited.
Cory clenched his jaw. His eyes went wide with fury. His finger hovered over the trigger of his gun. Ellie aimed back. She was still waiting for Peaches to find his way in, but thus far, she was alone.
Cory spoke. “Do you have any idea what I had to deal with after Andrew and the others attacked me?”
“So you’re the victim?” Ellie replied. “That’s rich.”
Keep a hold on your tongue, Ellie told herself, but couldn’t stop the raging fire inside of her.
“I was,” Cory said firmly. “Not anymore.”
“I know,” Ellie replied back.
“They left me in the ground next to my dead sister,” Cory explained, his eyes glossing over. “I could barely move, let alone stand. I thought someone would look for us. I spent days there, watching my sister, the woman who was more of a mother to me than Mom ever was, rot in her own fluids. Then the crows came. They must’ve smelled her stink. They feasted on her flesh, and since I wasn’t in any shape to move, they feasted on mine too. Do you have any idea what it’s like? To have your skin torn from your body bit by bit?”
Ellie didn’t answer.
Cory smiled crazily. “You don’t. Not many do. Good, because they would’ve begged for death just like me. Oh, and I begged every god and mighty force I could think of to kill me. Instead, my swelling went down. I could move my body again. I forced myself up and watched the black birds scatter. But even though I was out of the shallow grave, I was still lost in the woods. I ate bugs, acorns, anything really.”
On his hands and knees, Detective Peaches crawled out of the conveyor belt portal. As much as Ellie wanted to acknowledge his presence, she kept her eyes on Cory.
He continued. “No one travels out to these parts, see, so I couldn’t find a way back home or any way to communicate with the world. After walking a while, I got to this place.” He glanced about the building. “There was a squatter here. He’d talk to these mannequins, yelled at them, beat them, danced with them, did everything you’d do with a normal person. After watching for a few hours, I asked him for food. He invited me in, introduced me to his friends, and got me all stitched up. When I was fixed, I decided to go home. I hid my face and hitched a ride. Mom was home with her boyfriend, making love on the couch. I realized that nothing had changed. That the world didn’t care what happened to me. I didn’t knock. I turned around and hitchhiked right back here.”
“Why didn’t you call the cops?” Ellie asked. “You knew the faces of the men and women who did this to you. One phone call could’ve changed everything.”
Cory glared at her. “I didn’t want the police’s help.”
“You’re an idiot,” Ellie retorted.
“Look at yourself.” Cory said. “You came here without the police. Why?”
“Because I want to save my family.”
“I think it was to kill me,” Cory replied smugly.
Ellie shook her head. “I’m nothing like you.”
“You will be after I shoot them.” Cory said.
Ellie didn’t reply to that. Peaches gestured for her family to be quiet as he silently made his way toward them.
Ellie put aside her pride. “Tell me more.”
“Suddenly interested now?” Cory asked.
“We both know only one of us is getting out of here today,” Ellie said. “Might as well lay our cards out on the table.”
Cory’s expression went from cocky to somber. “Neither of us are leaving, Mrs. Batter.”
A chill raced down Ellie’s spine.
Peaches moved closer to Martha, Paul, and Howard, slipping from cover to cover. He aimed his gun at Cory, but couldn’t get a clear shot.
“How long did you stay here?” Ellie asked.
“A very long time,” Cory replied. “The man who I stayed with died. Apparently he had a brain tumor. His friends kept me company while I plotted my revenge.”
“You spent twenty-two years here?” Ellie asked, trying to keep him distracted as Peaches began to untie the knots.
“No,” Cory admitted. “I’d go out, break into people’s houses, steal food and money. I knew that if I showed my face, people would recognize me. After about five years, I wasn’t concerned. Andy, Kim, Pam, Mike, and Ken had all vanished to live their lives. After many years of searching, I found Ken living here in Lancaster. I built a museum in the old barn near the tree for him, but when I saw him in his back yard. I couldn’t control myself. I killed him right there. Left him a crow to remind him of my sister. During that time, I learned that the others all went to Northampton. I saved some money and got a cheap apartment there to watch them. 42A. Both of those places are now gone thanks to you.”
Peaches started to remove the ropes restraining Paul.
Ellie kept the gun trained on Cory, but aiming upward put a strain on her arms and shoulders.
Cory glared at her. “I have a question for you, Ellie.”
“What’s that?”
“Why you?” Cory asked. “Why come after me? Why try to save Kimberly, Pamela, and the others?”
“I thought you’d know,” Ellie said, noticing Peaches’s struggles with Paul’s binds. Ellie felt her arms tiring. Hurry up, she screamed in her mind.
Cory tilted his head to side, not unlike a confused dog.
“The portraits,” Ellie replied. “I painted Kimberly’s, Pamela’s, Andrew’s, and Troy’s demise before they happened. Just like I painted today, and you are the centerpiece, Cory.”
Without warning, Cory turned back.
“Hey! I’m talking to you!” Ellie shouted.
Too late. He saw Peaches and opened fire.
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Peaches kicked Paul to the side, sending him, Martha, and Howard toppling over as Cory shot down at them. Keeping his head low and firing back, Peaches darted for cover behind the circular saw. Bullets followed him, hitting the ground around his feet and blasting up puffs of dust.
Ellie squeezed the trigger. The recoil jolted the gun upward. The bullet was inches away from putting a hole in Cory’s head. She fired again. Missed. Cory, caught between two shooters, dashed across the bridge as bullets crisscrossed him. Ellie shot at him as he turned from the bridge onto the left side balcony that extended the length of the room. He ran past the office doors and vaulted over the railing. He landed in a somersault on top of one of the large saw control generators. He hunched his head low and shot blindly at Ellie. She scrambled toward cover away from him, knocking into one of the mannequins.
Cory leapt from the generator and landed on the first-floor level with the rest of them. He swiftly turned and darted Ellie’s way. She lined up a shot and fired. Empty. Her eyes widened as Cory charged her, grabbed her neck with one hand, and dragged her through one of his many displays. Ellie’s back hit the conveyor belt. She let out a short, pained gasp. Still holding Ellie by the neck, Cory hovered his pistol in front of her face. She looked at the black eye of the gun barrel. Tears of blood seeped out of the graze on her neck and the stitched slash on her cheek.
Over the sound of Ellie’s family fidgeting in their binds, Cory yelled. “Come out, Detective!”
Ellie attempted to look over her shoulder but could only turn her head slightly from the barrel. In the corner of her vision, she watched the circular saw where Peaches had hidden, but didn’t see him come out.
She turned back to Cory’s hideous face and looked into his multicolored eyes. Cory tightened his grip on her neck. Blood leaked from her neck through the thin gaps between his fingers.
“It looks like your detective has abandoned you.” Cory gloated.
Ellie kept her hands raised up at shoulder level, terrified that any sudden movement would set Cory’s weapon off. She tried to talk. Cory slightly loosened his grip.
Ellie coughed. “At least have enough decency to tell me about the portraits.”
“I thought you’d want to beg for your family?” Cory asked, reveling in his authority.
“Would you release them if I did?” Ellie asked.
Cory smiled, showing off his mouth full of broken teeth. “Of course not. But, don’t worry, with their deaths, people will know to stay away from me.”
“You’re worse than those you killed,” Ellie said. “Where’s the justice in that?”
Cory opened his mouth to reply, but didn’t speak. His pale face turned red with anger. His fingernails dug into the flesh of Ellie’s neck. Spotting something, his eyes darted to Peaches, who had popped out of cover. Cory kept the gun aimed at Ellie.
Peaches watched him cautiously. “Careful now, Cory. You don’t want to leave here in a body bag.”
“You’re alive, Detective, only because I allow it,” Cory said spitefully. “Put down your gun or I put her down.”
Ellie’s heart raced. The slash on her face stung. Her breath was constricted by Cory’s vise grip.
Peaches grinned confidently. “If that’s what you want.” He started to lower his weapon to the floor. The sudden surrender surprised Cory. Using her one opportunity to get the upper hand, Ellie grabbed Cory’s pistol with both hands and pushed it aside. Still squatting, Peaches fired a round. The top of Cory’s ear blew off. He threw his head back. Ellie slammed her knee into his groin.
Cory lost his grip on Ellie’s neck, but not the gun. Still holding the killer’s weapon, Ellie slammed the top of Cory’s hand into the metal railing of the belt a half-dozen times before his skin ruptured, the weapon discharged, and he lost his grip. The weapon fell through the rolling bars of the belt. Cory grabbed a handful of Ellie’s hair and slammed her to the ground. Ellie lost her breath as the killer got on top of her and pulled the knife from his belt.
“Ellie!” her mother yelled.
“Get off of her!” Paul shouted.
Using both hands, Cory pressed the point of his knife down on Ellie’s eye. She stopped it centimeters from her iris. His expression was calm and terrifying. Peaches approached and aimed the gun at him.
“Drop the knife,” Peaches commanded.
Cory pressed the blade down harder. Ellie pushed back with all her might. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t how she would die in the portrait, but it was death nonetheless.
Bam!
Cory’s eyes went wide. He stopped pressing down the blade and glanced down to the hole in his chest.
Bam!
Another bullet punched him in the belly and sent him toppling backwards. His back hit the floor, sending up a puff of sawdust. The knife fell from his loose fingers.
Peaches lowered the smoking gun. He let out an exasperated sigh.
Peppered with blood, Ellie scrambled toward Cory. She mumbled under her breath, “No no no.”
She knocked Cory’s knife away and put her hand on his cold cheek. Cory turned his fear-filled eyes to her. His lip quivered. “Angela?”
“The paintings, Cory. Tell me about the paintings,” Ellie pleaded.
Cory’s lip twitched into a smile. “I missed you.”
“Please, Cory. Focus,” Ellie demanded. She turned to Peaches. “Call an ambulance.”
“They’ll arrest us, Ellie,” Peaches reminded her.
“Just do it!” Ellie shouted.
Hesitant, Peaches drew out his cellphone and lifted it high in search of service.
Cory mumbled. “I fulfilled my vow, Angela. They're all gone. You can rest now.” The Christmas lights reflected in his eyes.
Ellie lightly slapped him on the cheek. “Why did this happen to me, Cory? Tell me.”
Peaches paced around behind her and spoke into the phone. “This is Detective Adrian Peaches. We need immediate medical attention…”
Ellie tuned out his voice, focusing solely on Cory. She slapped him harder. “Cory. Cory!”
Cory grabbed her wrist. His lips were sealed tight. His cheeks expanded. Suddenly, he started laughing hysterically, spitting up blood. Ellie gawked at him. The mad man chuckled wildly, being completely consumed by his insanity.
“I don’t know,” he laughed. “I don’t know!”
His grip loosened on Ellie’s wrist, his laughter died down, and his arm fell limply to his side. Ellie watched as the flicker of light left his eyes. She sat like that for a moment, staring at Cory’s limp body.
Peaches’s shadow fell over her. He extended a hand. Without looking up at him, she accepted and got to her weak legs.
“He’s gone,” Peaches declared.
“I know,” Ellie replied. The tipped chairs at the back of the room grabbed her attention. She headed that way. Paul, Martha, and Howard were all in various states of panic. She approached her mother first.
“Ellie?” Martha struggled with her binds. Her face was wet with tears.
Ellie took a knee and untied the rope around Martha’s wrists and ankles. “It’s okay, Mom.”
Martha squeezed the raw skin on her wrists. She wrapped her arms around Ellie and cried into her shoulder. “What did he do to you, darling?” Martha asked.
“Nothing I can’t handle,” Ellie said, teary-eyed. She helped her mother rise. Peaches undid the knots holding Paul and Howard. They turned to Cory’s body on the floor.
Howard looked sick. His Lionel train shirt had massive sweat stains around his neckline and armpits. “Ellie, who is that man? How did this happen?”
Paul and Ellie exchanged a glance. “It doesn’t matter,” Ellie said. “He’s gone now.”
It was clear that her parents had more questions, but Ellie kept her lips sealed. She gave her little brother a harsh look to make sure he’d stay silent as well. The Smiths embraced again. Martha wept. Peaches stayed on the sidelines, smiling slyly to himself.
The ambulance and two police cruisers arrived. The officers and paramedics moved into the saw mill. They rushed to the body first, but Cory had already gone cold. The officers walked around, in awe of the Christmas lights. Ellie told a deep breath and approached them. Peaches followed. They told the policemen about the abduction and Cory, but left out the details of the death portraits and Andrew’s fate. The officers put cuffs on Ellie and ushered her out of the squad car. Her parents held each other’s wrinkled hand with looks of sadness. Paul had his hands in his pocket. He nodded respectfully as the officer lowered her into the backseat. As she was driven away, she watched her family diminish as the dusty road grew longer.

DRESSED IN WHITE, Ellie sat up on her white bed and looked at the white walls. She stretched her arms high above her head and rolled out the crick in her neck. She put on her slip-on shoes at the foot of her bed, stood, and approached her clouded glass window. She rested her forearm above her head and against the wall, and looked at the blob-like trees. The graze on her neck had shrunken and scabbed over. It was the stitches beneath her right eye that would leave a permanent scar.
There was a gentle knock on the door.
It opened, and standing at the threshold was a cute young nurse holding a file over her flat belly. “Mrs. Batter?”
Ellie heard her, but didn’t bother looking back.
The nurse took a soft step inside. “Mrs. Batter, it’s in regards to your release.”
That grabbed Ellie’s attention.
She followed the nurse through the halls of the mental hospital, by the mess hall that played science fiction movies on TV, and into a collection area where Ellie was given her folded clothes, shoes, and simple wedding ring: the only items she had when she entered the mental hospital. She changed and returned to the desk.
The woman at the desk eyed her with pity. “You have someone to take you home?”
Ellie shook her head.
“I’m here,” a familiar voice said behind her. Ellie turned back to Detective Peaches. He wore charcoal slacks, shiny leather shoes, a wrinkle-free button-up, and a dark blue fitted suit jacket. The nurse blushed when she saw him. Peaches smiled confidently to himself.
“Ready?” he asked Ellie.
Ellie nodded. They stepped out of the sliding doors and into the morning. Ellie breathed in the cool Massachusetts air and let it bring life back into her lungs.
Peaches stood with her as they looked at the city of Northampton. The buildings were tall and colonial style, reminding the world of the city’s rich history. But there were also enough galleries and artistic outlets to show its progression. Peaches pulled out a pristine pack of gum and offered her a piece. Ellie refused with a soft gesture. Peaches took out a stick, put it in his mouth, and let his shoulders slump. He didn’t seem to be in a rush to go anywhere.
“How was it?” he asked.
“Five days in a mental hospital? Better than a cruise,” Ellie replied sarcastically.
Peaches smiled at that.
Ellie glanced over, noticing neither detective’s gun or badge were clipped on his belt. “You look lighter,” she remarked.
“Yeah, I decided to take my mandatory vacation,” Peaches admitted. “Skinner’s idea.”
“How long is that for?” Ellie inquired.
Peaches let out a quick chuckle. “Indefinitely.”
“Sorry,” Ellie replied.
Peaches shrugged it off. They were quiet for a moment.
“What’s up with Skinner?” Ellie asked.
“He closed the Cory Barksdale case with the information we gave him. It was enough to clear you, though Andrew Maneau’s confession would’ve been a stronger case. Too bad they never found him”
Ellie didn’t know if she should be happy that her friend got away or dreaded the idea that a guilty man walked free. The choice was his, Ellie told herself. I owed him that much.
“How are you doing?” Peaches asked, obviously referring to the blackouts.
“Things have been quiet,” Ellie admitted.
“Ah,” Peaches said, somewhat disappointed. “Come on. I’ll take you to see Troy.”
Ellie looked at her toes. She tucked her hair behind her ear and followed Peaches to his truck. They climbed in and drove to the hospital. Peaches got the door for her and let her enter first. After signing in, the nurse directed them to where Troy was staying. He was lying on the hospital bed with his torso completely wrapped in bandages. His eyes were closed, and his blond hair and beard had grown since she last saw him. Her heart raced when she looked at him. Her thumb brushed over her ring. Peaches gestured for Ellie to enter. She did so with hesitation.
She stood near Troy, looking down at his handsome face. She listened to the heart rate monitor beeping steadily.
Peaches lingered in the doorway. “I visited him while you were locked up.”
“And?” Ellie asked.
“He hasn’t woken up since the surgery,” Peaches explained. “The doctors said someone must be looking out for you, because he should be dead.”
Ellie took her husband’s hand. He was much colder than she remembered. “Troy?”
The monotonous beeping of the heart rate monitor replied. Ellie brought his large hand to her cheek, felt the smooth metal of his wedding ring against her stitches, and shut her eyes. Guilt flooded her as she remembered brushing her fingers in his blood.
“Ellie?” said a soft, broken voice.
Ellie looked into her husband’s dark eyes with heavy eyelids. She kissed his fingers and teared up. “God, I’m so sorry.”
“Shh,” Troy whispered. “We’re here now. That’s all that matters.”
Ellie bit into her lip to keep it from quivering. She sniffled and turned her eyes up to the ceiling to keep from crying. When she looked back, Troy was sleeping again. Was it a dream? She called the doctor in. The wizened old man said that Troy might start to regain consciousness more often now, but he still had a long road to recovery. After mentally processing this information, Ellie kissed Troy, putting her chapped lips against his. The heart monitor jumped in tempo. When the kiss ended, it returned to normal pace. After spending a little more quiet time with Troy, she turned to Peaches. “I’m ready.”
They set out. They didn’t talk on the ride back to the apartment. Window down, Ellie smiled softly to herself. Her husband was alive, her adversary was dead, and for the first time in a while, she felt peace. She unlocked the door, flipped on the light, and looked at her obliterated apartment.
Ellie’s expression went flat as she looked over the smashed picture frames, broken plants, tipped furniture, and old food rotting on the kitchen floor. “Wonderful.”
She stepped over the toppled coat rack and wrinkled her nose at the horrid stench.
Peaches stepped in behind her. He was much better at hiding his disgust. “Would you like a hand?”
Ellie turned to him, still emotionally dead.
Peaches looked past her. “Okay. Where do I start?”
They grabbed rags, sponges, bleach, and brooms and got to work. The sun fell quickly and, after the rest of the house was clean, they moved into the art room. Ellie and Peaches stood side by side and looked up at Troy’s death mural. They exchanged looks, dipped their paint rollers, and started to paint over the blood, gore, and death with white stripes. It was dark outside when the horrid thing was gone and the four walls of her art room were washed white. Peaches looked a little sad, but didn’t say why. When they finished, they looked out the living room window. Twelves stories below, the city boomed with life and flashing lights. Peaches brought them each a glass of water.
“We work well together,” he said.
Ellie glanced back at the living room. She had a lot less stuff than she had this morning, but the place was cleaner. She tapped Peaches’s glass. “To many more adventures.”
Clink.
They drank their tap water. Ellie kept her eyes on the city, but her mind was so much farther away. “I wonder…”
“What?” Peaches asked.
“I was just thinking about Cory, and what he knew about me and the paintings,” Ellie said and took a sip. “It was apparently nothing.”
Peaches joined her in looking out the window. The city’s lights reflected in his eyes. “Someone knows.”
“If they’re out there, I want to find them,” Ellie said with determination.
Peaches smiled at that, like he’d been waiting to hear those words all day. “Whenever you do, bring me along. That talent of yours, Ellie, can do a lot of good.”
Ellie soaked up his words.
Peaches checked his watch. “I should go. Don’t want to be late for my date.”
Ellie looked him and smirked. “Have fun.”
“Always,” Peaches replied. He fixed his suit, said goodbye a final time, and vanished from the room.
Ellie thought about his words and her talent. She had saved lives with it, sure, but it seemed to have left when Cory died.
Tired but not wanting to watch TV, Ellie returned to her art room. She placed a blank canvas on her damaged easel. She sat at the tip of the bench and looked at the white page, wondering what to paint next. Her world tilted. She closed her eyes. When they opened, her eyes were rolled back and milky white. She started on her next masterpiece: another victim murdered by a different killer.
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Clearwater, Maine
Victoria Owens arrived home from work exhausted. Her husband, Todd, was still working, but her young daughter, Brooke, was there. It was just past six on a Wednesday evening, and after Victoria made dinner, she needed to plan for Brooke’s upcoming birthday. Brooke would turn eleven in one week. A month after that, Victoria, herself, would turn forty-three. The baffling expeditious passage of time stunned her.
She parked her silver Toyota Corolla under the shade of their elm tree’s sprawling branches. The garage door was closed, with most of its space dedicated to the 1979 Pontiac Firebird that Todd had been tinkering with for years. Car idling, she sat and listened to the tail end of a news report about the discovery of a missing woman in the lake off Interstate Ninety-five. Apparently, she had been strangled.
The victim’s name was Susan Shields. She was a wife and mother of three who had met an inexplicably tragic end. The suspect, they said, was still at large. Victoria switched off the ignition and stepped out to see that most of the lights in their house were on. Brooke had a habit of doing that, no matter how many times she had been told not to.
They lived in a quaint three-bedroom home with an arched roof and red chimney. Its blue-bordered windows and beige siding looked as fresh as the day they’d had the house painted. Their home was everything she could have hoped for. The cool breeze ushered her over the stone walkway leading to the front porch with its white pillars atop a wooden railing. She sighed at the sight of their front door propped open behind the screen, another thing to scold Brooke about, and went inside.
“Brooke! I told you before to keep this door locked and closed when we’re not home.”
She leaned against the wall of the foyer and slipped off her sandals, massaging each foot.
She then noticed that the windows in the adjacent living room were open as well.
“Brooke?” she continued, looking around.
Not a sound came from the nearby dining room or kitchen. From the foyer, she looked to her left down the bedroom hallway and heard Brooke's door open as light shined down the hall.
“What?” Brooke asked as she emerged into the hall with her iPod earbuds on. She then took then off the moment she saw her mother’s stern look.
“I told you to keep the doors and windows locked when your father or I aren’t home. What’s wrong with you?”
Brooke paused and looked around the house, tossing her head and setting in motion her dirty-blonde hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail. “What's the big deal? It's nice out.”
Victoria gripped Brooke by her shoulder, startling her. “It's not safe, okay? If I come home to this one more time, you’ll be spending your afternoons doing chores at Mrs. McKenzie’s house across the street.”
“I’ll be good,” Brooke said, recoiling.
“Now, go do your homework if you haven't already. Then you can help me with dinner.”
Brooke looked up with saddened curiosity. “Did you have a bad day or something?”
Victoria hesitated and then pulled Brooke closer for a hug. “I’m sorry. How was school?”
“It was okay,” Brooke said, hugging her back. “I’m thinking of joining the track team.”
“Really?” Victoria said, impressed. “That'd be great. I know how much you love to run.”
“It's tomorrow at three. Katie’s going to,” Brooke continued.
“Sounds good,” Victoria said, pausing as Brooke walked away. “Homework, young lady!”
“Yes, Mom,” Brooke said from the hall. “I checked the mail earlier. It's on the table.”
Victoria entered the kitchen and set her purse down next to the mail on the table. She pulled a chair out and sat with a relieved sigh. As a project analyst for LTD Technologies, she spent most of her day on her feet, running between her office and the production floor where they were testing a new line of optical lenses her team was responsible for. Fortunately, there hadn’t been any deficiencies discovered… yet.
She was exhausted but also knew that she had to get dinner started. The sooner the better. She went through the mail, tossing “pre-approved” credit card applications and other junk mail aside until reaching the last envelope, which gave her pause. The greeting-card-shaped envelope had her name and address hand-written. She examined the sender's address carefully in the left-hand corner. The name, Elizabeth J. Hayes, did not strike her as familiar. The address, 3050 Bloomfield Way, Hartford, Connecticut, was a mystery as well.
She opened the envelope and pulled out a single folded page. She quickly unfolded it, revealing a typed message.
Dear lucky student from Summerville High, Class of 1991,
Our twenty-fifth-year high school reunion is right around the corner! Congratulations! You have been selected to receive this letter of goodwill and fortune. It is imperative that you choose a classmate of choice to next send this message to, for if you fail to do so, you will find irreversible consequences for breaking the chain. Thank you, and best of luck!
Confused, she read the letter over a few more times and then flipped it over. There was no writing on the back. The lettering was a twelve-point Times New Roman font and there was no signature at the bottom.
Had it really been twenty-five years already? She couldn’t believe it. She expected to find the date and location of the reunion. It wasn’t an invitation at all. It was just some stupid chain letter.
She got up and walked to the trash can with the letter in hand but then hesitated in throwing it out. It was simply too strange to entirely dismiss. Did she know an Elizabeth? And if so, how did the woman get her mailing address? Curious, she decided to keep the letter, but in no-way was going to continue some ridiculous chain. She re-folded it and placed it back in the envelope, pushing it inside a drawer of unopened mail under the microwave.
As she went to the pantry, the name suddenly rushed back. She did remember an Elizabeth from high school, but her last name wasn't Hayes, it was Butler. They were friends during Victoria's sophomore and senior years at Summerville High. No one called her Elizabeth, however. She went by Liz.
Victoria opened the pantry door and scanned the shelves, searching for the right noodles and pasta sauce, as high school memories flooded her mind. She really couldn’t believe so much time had passed. She had never attended any previous high school reunions and wasn’t sure if she’d go to the one upcoming. It would be nice to see Liz and the old gang. She remembered her close friends Betsy and Gordon and Cooper. It had been years since she had talked to any of them. Longer than she could remember. But the past was the past, and she had dinner to make.
Todd arrived home late, disheveled and apologetic. He entered the kitchen with his suit coat over one arm and holding his briefcase. The collar of his dress shirt was open and his tie was missing. Victoria turned from the stove, stirring a pot of noodles, steam rising from the boiling water.
“Glad you could join us.”
He set his briefcase down and his coat on the back of a chair. “Sorry. Hammond loves to drag out meetings into all hours of the night.” He ran his hands through his short, wavy hair and rubbed his eyes.
Todd worked at the web-based marketing firm, Counterparts Inc., where he supervised his own team. With the recent promotion came long hours and healthy doses of venting at the end of the day.
“Dinner’s almost ready,” Victoria said.
Todd nodded, five o'clock shadow showing on his cheeks. “I think I'll go ahead and take a quick shower.”
“Make it snappy,” Victoria said.
Todd stopped and looked around. “Where’s Brooke?”
“She’s in her room doing her homework,” Victoria said, stirring.
“Sounds good,” Todd said, leaving the kitchen. “I'll be back in a jiffy.”
Victoria grabbed a nearby strainer as she heard Todd walk away and close their bedroom door.
“How was your day, Victoria?” she said to herself. “Just fine, Todd. Thank you for asking.”
She then lifted the pot of long noodles and poured them into the strainer as steam rose into her face. She dumped the noodles back into the empty pot, set it on the burner, and stuck her head outside the kitchen. “Brooke, come help set the table!”
Brooke eventually appeared and took some plates from the cupboard, placing them on the table. Vitoria stirred the meat and pasta sauce in the frying pan.
“Almost ready?” Brooke asked.
“Yep. Spaghetti is in the hole.”
Todd returned not five minutes later, wearing a white T-shirt and shorts and drying his hair with a towel. They sat down and ate as Todd and Brooke talked about her school day, allowing Victoria a moment of peace to get her thoughts together, the letter on her mind.
Twenty-five years, she thought. It can’t be.
She had been married to Todd for ten years now, Brooke was already eleven, and her life showed no signs of slowing down. Had she made something of herself? Would her old friends be proud of her?
Just past ten, Victoria lay in bed next to Todd in her nightgown, reading a book. Her long, dark hair was brushed back past her shoulders, and traces of white night cream highlighted her thin face and high cheekbones. There were lamps on both sides of the bed, illuminating the room. Todd sat propped up and flipping through some papers with his reading glasses on.
“Everything alright?” she asked, closing her book.
He turned his head, distracted. “Oh. Yes. I'm fine. Just reviewing this new client proposal for tomorrow. The usual stuff.”
Victoria turned on her side and rubbed his arm. “I received this weird chain letter in the mail today from an old high school friend.”
Todd looked over with a raised brow. “A chain letter?”
“It promised good fortune if I sent it off to someone else from my high school.”
“What nonsense,” Todd said as he looked back at his papers, disinterested.
“The name on the envelope was Elizabeth Hayes. Elizabeth Butler was my friend in high school. Who goes the trouble of mailing something like that? And how’d she get our address?”
Todd set his papers on his lap and looked at her as though she was disrupting him. “I don't know. Why don't you ask her?”
“I haven't talked to Liz since we graduated. I don't even know how she got my address.”
“That’s weird,” he said, his interest in the matter fading.
She lay her head back against her pillow, staring at the ceiling popcorn and the spinning blades of the fan. Her mind drifted off to questions about the letter as her eyes grew heavy and she fell asleep.
Victoria woke up to a darkened room. Todd snored next to her under the covers. A glance at her alarm clock showed that it was a little past two in the morning. She felt completely awake, restless even, and carefully removed the covers, stepping out of the bed as an idea came to her. She'd look up Elizabeth Butler and see what she could come up with.
She moved across the carpet in the darkness and walked out of the bedroom and into the computer room down the hall. Once inside, she switched on the light and closed the door behind her. At the desk, she brought the computer out of sleep mode, opened the search browser, and typed, “Elizabeth Hayes, Connecticut.” A list of results appeared and she immediately knew that something wasn’t right.
Her eyes stared in disbelief at the headline: Hartford Woman found dead in home. They couldn’t have been talking about Liz. There was no way. She clicked on the article and read that Elizabeth Hayes, single mother of two, had been murdered in an apparent home invasion.
Victoria moved her face closer to the screen, desperate for details. The article showed a picture of a smiling woman in her late thirties with reddish hair and freckles. It was Liz, but older.
Victoria covered her mouth, confounded. “Oh no...”
The report stated that Elizabeth Hayes had been found dead in her bedroom by one of her two teenage children, stabbed to death. No forced entry was evident, nothing appeared stolen, and there were no signs of sexual assault. Other than that, the article’s details were frustratingly scant.
It was dated two weeks ago. The murder had since been unsolved. Victoria couldn’t imagine the horror that her children endured after discovering their mother dead the next morning. She quickly printed the article out and stared at it: Mother of two found dead after apparent break-in. She sat silent and frozen, wondering who would have done such a thing to her old friend. It was senseless and evil, and she couldn’t understand it any more than how the letter sent by Liz ended up Victoria’s mailbox two weeks after her death.




THE BAILEY MURDER





Leesburg, South Carolina
Senior Homicide Detective Michael Dobson arrived at the scene soon after the early morning call. Andrea Bailey, one of Leesburg’s wealthiest residents, was found dead in her mansion at the bottom of the staircase with her neck broken and her skull cracked. She was seventy-eight years old. A back door had been pried open and much of the house rummaged in an apparent robbery.
Investigators were puzzled to find that Mrs. Bailey’s high-tech security alarm system hadn’t been armed. At first glance, nothing appeared to be stolen. Drawers and cabinets had been opened, their contents scattered, but much of her expensive jewelry, paintings, sculptures, and anything else of value was left behind.
Her deceased husband, Richard E. Bailey, had been a successful real estate magnate. After his retirement, the couple had settled in the town of Leesburg in a mansion built on ten acres of fenced-in land, miles from the populated areas of town. Richard and Andrea Bailey never had children. Their niece, Evelyn Bailey, was executor of their estate and had become well-known after the death of her own parents in a tragic private plane crash, which had happened five years prior to her uncle Richard’s heart attack and death at the age of seventy-nine.
Detective Dobson pulled into Mrs. Bailey’s courtyard in his gray, four-door Crown Victoria, stopping amid other police cars and ambulances. He stepped out of his car and walked past a fountain, following a cement path that led to the marble steps of a double-door front entrance. Inside, he saw five police officers talking with two detectives from the Summerville County Police Department where Dobson also worked. Their jurisdiction covered Leesburg and several other interconnected towns.
A pool of blood had formed across the tiled floor below the winding staircase where Mrs. Bailey lay covered under a white sheet. Standing under a golden chandelier, Dobson examined the expansive foyer beyond. Its circular-shaped entrance-way led on both sides into other rooms. Sunlight beamed into the house through arched windows, their long silk draperies opened halfway. He’d never been in a home quite like it.
A nearby china cabinet stood with its drawers pulled out and emptied across the floor, sterling silverware scattered and glittering in the light. Yellow numbered police placards lined the floor around Mrs. Bailey and next to the blood spots that marked the steps leading up.
Among the investigators in the room were Detective Jack Harris, Dobson’s old partner, kneeling at the bottom of the staircase with Lieutenant Phillip Fitzpatrick. Neither had taken notice of him until one of the officers, Staff Sergeant David Peterson, called out to him from near an expensive-looking painting.
“Morning, Detective.”
Both Harris and Fitzpatrick turned and looked up at Dobson as he approached. “Morning. Got here as soon as I heard.”
Dobson glanced into an adjacent room where a couch had been flipped over along with several tables and lamps. A large bookcase near the fireplace lay on the floor amidst scattered books and broken glass. “What are we looking at here?” he asked.
Harris stood up and stroked his dark mustache. “Trying to figure it out ourselves. Damn wrecking ball went through this place.” The sleeves on his light-blue dress shirt were rolled up. His red tie swayed along with the ID hanging around his neck on a lanyard. He and Dobson nearly matched, both wearing black slacks with their pistols holstered at their waists.
“Who called it in?” Dobson asked.
“Mrs. Bailey’s niece,” Harris said. “She lives here sometimes with her aunt.”
“Sometimes?” Dobson said, curious.
Lieutenant Fitzpatrick suddenly stood up and joined the conversation. “Between here and New York. She looks after her aunt, but hadn’t heard from her in two days. That’s when she called the station, concerned, and asked that we do a courtesy check.”
He paused and pointed at Mrs. Wade’s covered body. “Sergeant Peterson did so and found her dead on the floor here.”
Dobson pulled a pair of latex gloves from his coat pocket and pulled them on as he kneeled next to Mrs. Bailey’s body. He lifted the sheet and saw that she was lying on her side with her arms splayed out in front of her, a crack on the back of her skull. Her curly gray hair was covered in dried, crusty blood. “Do we have any idea how long she’s been like this?”
“At least a day or two,” Harris said. “Judging by her discoloration.”
Dobson turned his head to follow a thin trail of blood that led to the last step of the staircase as Lieutenant Fitzpatrick stood over him and spoke.
“We have a break-in and what looks like a murder. The only question is why.”
“Was anything stolen?” Dobson said, pulling the sheet back over her.
“Hard to say at this point,” Harris interjected.
“But I’m sure we’ll find a fair amount of property theft,” the lieutenant added.
Dobson’s knees cracked as he stood up. “We should start with monitoring her accounts. See if any money had been withdrawn.” He walked toward the entranceway to the right, which led to an expansive dining hall. “I heard that her security system was disarmed. That’s a red flag right there.”
“Her niece said that sometimes Mrs. Bailey would forget to set it,” Fitzpatrick said, following him. “It was a big concern of hers whenever she left her.”
Dobson stopped and turned. “Where is she?”
“Back in New York,” Harris said, walking beside him. “On business for the week.”
Dobson nodded, thinking to himself. “Someone must have been watching the place, perhaps waiting for the niece to leave.”
“All this money and they didn’t hire a caretaker?” Harris asked. “Or at least a security guard?”
“Strange,” Dobson said. He then looked past the spacious dining hall to his right and saw the entrance to a kitchen where pots and pans covered the floor. He walked over and could hear Harris following behind.
“What do you think, Mike?”
“Whoever was in here had a lot of time on their hands,” Dobson said. They entered the kitchen where cabinets had been opened, drawers pulled out, and pots and pans scattered across the floor. Sergeant Jimenez, a short, stocky officer with a crew cut, turned from the nearby stove and greeted them, digital camera in hand.
“Morning, Detectives.”
“Morning, Sergeant,” Dobson said, surveying the scene. “One heck of a mess.”
The overhead lights illuminated the white cabinets and granite countertops. A nearby open pantry door revealed several shelves that had been emptied, with canned goods and boxes spilled on the floor, as though no stone had been left unturned in what appeared to be a search.
Sergeant Jimenez nodded. “Trashed about every room in the place.”
“Wonder if they found whatever it was they were looking for,” Harris said.
Dobson stepped over some pots and broken plates and approached a wide porcelain sink where a stack of dirty dishes rested. “Did Mrs. Bailey employ help? I imagine a place like this has its share of upkeep.”
“We’re looking into it,” Harris said.
Dobson paused as he looked up and scanned the entire kitchen. Its large stainless steel refrigerator hummed in the corner. Curtains were drawn on a window across from him. “Where was the point of entry?”
“In the back,” Harris began. He then pointed outside the kitchen and into the dining area. “The back door was busted wide open.”
“Is that the only breached point of entry so far?” Dobson asked.
“Looks like it,” Harris said. “Gate was wide open too. What do you make of that?”
Dobson stuck his hands in his pocket and looked around the kitchen. “Carelessness.”
“You said it,” Harris said.
“So, no one else lives here besides the niece?” Dobson asked.
“Not to our knowledge,” Harris said. “Lots of room for two people.”
Dobson shrugged. “Kind of sad, really.”
They looked around the kitchen some more and then returned to the foyer where Mrs. Bailey lay on the ground. There was still an entire upstairs to be searched, and Dobson felt overwhelmed with all the area yet to be covered.
From the front entrance, two young male paramedics walked inside, guiding a wheeled gurney with a black body bag on top. They looked around at the elegant chandeliers and paintings on the walls around them. One of them whistled.
“Morning,” Harris said as they neared.
“Morning,” they answered back.
They stopped at Mrs. Bailey’s body, where one of them knelt next to a dried puddle of blood on the floor and pointed to her covered body. “Bailey. Is this her?”
“Yes,” Dobson answered. “But don’t touch her yet. Not until Forensics arrives.”
The paramedics looked at each other with a sigh.
Dobson turned and approached the staircase, placing his hands on the railing and looking up. There were blood spots covered every step. He kept to the side, avoiding the yellow numbered placards, and began walking up, only to be called back down by Fitzpatrick as he entered the room.
“Gentlemen, I have some important news,” he announced.
Dobson turned from the stairs as the police officers on the scene gathered.
“You too, Detective,” Fitzpatrick said, pointing at Dobson.
Dobson walked back down as Fitzpatrick continued. “I’ve received word of a suspect seen driving in the area the other night in a gray four-door Chevy Suburban.”
“Do we have a license plate?” Harris asked, scribbling into his pocket notebook.
Fitzpatrick stopped. “If we did, I don’t think we’d be standing around here talking about it. Do you?”
“I suppose not,” Harris said. “Who saw the van?”
“Several eyewitnesses in the area,” Fitzpatrick said. “Now, we need to put out an APB for this vehicle. Shouldn’t be too hard to find. In the meantime, Forensics is on the way.”
“Where’s the niece?” Dobson asked.
“She’s flying back today to talk to us at the station,” Fitzpatrick said.
Dobson pointed upstairs. “Where did Mrs. Bailey sleep?”
Fitzpatrick looked to Harris and then back at Dobson. “I think Detective Harris can help you with that.”
“Upstairs,” Harris said, patting his shoulder. “Follow me.”
“That’s where I was head,” Dobson muttered.
“Be careful. Don’t touch anything,” Fitzpatrick called out as they walked past him.
Dobson and Harris soon reached the top of the stairs where a table and lamp had been turned over. There were long hallways on both sides with a dozen or so rooms. Harris took the hall to the right as they passed several rooms equally ransacked. Portraits hung along the wall, along with family photos that seemed to date back generations.
Harris stopped at the last room on their right and held his arm out for Dobson to enter. “This was Mrs. Bailey’s master bedroom.”
Dobson walked inside, observant. Under the expensive-looking dome lights, the room was filled with elaborately carved furniture and dressers, gold-framed mirrors, and vanity sets. Clothes from open drawers and a nearby, open walk-in closet were strewn across the plush beige carpeting. He slowly approached a queen-sized bed with an exquisite silk curtain and canopy around it.
The curtain was open, the blankets dragged to the floor, with several gold-laced pillows tossed aside. In addition to the reckless mess of the otherwise opulent room, he noticed something unusual. There were bullet holes in the bed’s headboard, directly near where someone would have been sleeping. Dobson circled the bed to get a closer look and could see shells on the ground, each one numbered with a yellow placard.
Dobson knelt next to the bed and retrieved one of the shells, holding it up. “Nine millimeter…”
“Yep,” Harris said, entering the room. “Looks like the dumbass fired three shots and missed.”
Dobson got up and walked over to where the blankets had been yanked off to the left. On the ground with the sheets lay some hair curlers, a slipper, and an earring.
“Strange assortment of things left behind,” Harris continued. He then crouched closer to the floor, pointing. He walked toward a vanity set filled with all kinds of creams and powders and pointed to the shattered mirror with a hole in the middle of it. “Here’s where he fired another round and missed.”
Dobson drew closer and saw yet another shell casing on the floor with a yellow placard next to it. He continued to follow Harris outside the room where he pointed to another hole in the wall next to a painting of a ballerina. “Another shot right here,” he said. “But we can’t find the casing for that one.”
He continued back down the hall, talking along the way. “Mrs. Bailey ran from her bed and miraculously avoided multiple gunshots.” He halted, pointing at the ground where another sandal lay. “She lost this here and kept going, most likely headed downstairs.”
He pointed to some broken pearls, a gold necklace, and some earrings as he continued walking. “There’s more jewelry here. At this point, she probably thought that she was going to make it. But then…” He stopped at the staircase where there were more hair curlers scattered about, a shawl and a silk robe just lying there.
Dobson paused and examined the banister closely, lightly touching the smeared makeup. His eyes traveled down to the hardwood floor where he saw a toothpick lying near a baseboard below the railing. “This is interesting,” he said, gripping it between two gloved fingers. He then placed the toothpick in a small Ziploc bag.
Harris leaned closer. “What do you have there?”
“Toothpick,” Dobson said. “Seems odd that it’s just lying here.”
“Takes a real son of bitch to murder an elderly woman like this,” Harris said.
Dobson stood up and leaned against the railing, looking downstairs at the marble foyer. “Whether she was pushed or fell, this is some sloppy work.”
“You said it,” Harris added. A brief silence followed when he slapped Dobson on the back and descended the stairs. “We’ll convene later. I’m out of here.”
Dobson stood at the railing, confused. “Who’s writing this one up?”
“The report?” Harris asked.
Dobson knew that he was playing dumb. “Yes, the report!”
Harris reached the bottom of the stairs and kept walking. “Sorry, my nine hours are up. I was supposed to be home a while ago.” He then walked out the door with a parting wave.
“Hey, thanks a lot!” Dobson called out as his voice echoed throughout the mansion. But Harris was already gone.
Dobson folded his arms over the railing and looked down. The questions surrounding Mrs. Bailey’s murder were endless. He was confident that they’d find fingerprints, tire tracks, or footprints, something that could help lead them to a suspect.




SECRET ADMIRER





Clearwater, Maine
Victoria woke the next morning, uncertain if her discovery about Liz murdered had been a dream or not. The chain letter rested on the nightstand next to her. She couldn’t remember taking it out of the drawer in the kitchen, but she must have. She could hear the shower running in the bathroom and looked at her alarm clock to see that it was five past seven. She needed to drop Brooke off at school and be at work by nine; a manageable feat all depending on how quickly she got ready.
She stepped out of bed and stretched as sunlight glowed from behind the closed curtains of the bedroom windows. Todd’s briefcase sat on a nearby desk with his papers and cell phone resting on top. Its screen flashed, and she managed to catch a glimpse of the message before it went away.
It said, call me ASAP, under a number she didn’t recognize. The bathroom door opened and Todd stepped out with a towel around his waist and steam trailing behind him. He looked at Victoria, startled.
“Morning,” he said.
“Good morning,” she said. “All done in there?”
“It’s all yours,” he said, moving aside.
Victoria walked past him and went into the bathroom, stopping before she reached the bath rug. “Someone just sent you a text message.”
Todd glanced at his phone. “Oh. Okay. Thanks.”
He walked to the desk and quickly reached for his phone, Victoria shut the bathroom door. She wiped some of the fog from the mirror and examined her tired face. The puffy bags under her bluish-green eyes troubled her as much as the lines forming along her cheeks. Her bangs needed trimming along with the split-ends at her shoulders. Someday, when she had time, she’d go to a salon and get a facial and haircut.
She moved away from the mirror and pulled her nightgown off, stepping inside the shower. She turned on the faucet and moved aside. Once warm, she leaned into the water’s flow and felt the soothing rush against her body while soaping her face. Eyes closed, all she could see was the image of Liz from the news article. The same wide, innocent smile from when they were kids.
At the breakfast table, Victoria told Todd about her findings, only to see his face buried in the day’s newspaper, barely listening to her. She pulled a bagel from the toaster and turned around. “Did you hear me? My high school friend is dead. She was murdered two weeks ago.”
“Are you sure you looked up the right person?” Todd asked, glancing at his wristwatch. He appeared to be in a hurry with his slicked-back hair and blue and white pinstripe shirt and red tie.
“Of course I’m sure,” she said, walking over with her bagel and coffee mug. “The woman they were talking about was Liz from high school. There’s no doubt in my mind.”
She sat down, saddened. “It’s strange to realize that you may never see someone again.”
“Yeah,” Todd said, lowering the paper. He then handed her his empty coffee mug. “Honey, would you mind?”
Victoria took the mug and slammed it against the table, startling him. “Listen to me!”
He looked at her, startled. “Okay. I’m sorry. How was she murdered?”
“Who was murdered?” Brooke asked, entering the kitchen, wearing a striped long-sleeve shirt and jean shorts, her hair pinned back in a bun.
“You look nice today,” Victoria said as Brooke went to the refrigerator and pulled out some milk.
“Thanks,” she said. “What are you guys talking about?”
“An old friend of mine,” Victoria said. “Something your father doesn’t think is a big issue.”
“It’s tragic,” Todd said defensively. “What else can I say?”
Victoria turned to him and leaned in closer with an answer. “How about how strange it is that I got a letter in the mail two weeks after she’s already dead.”
Todd shrugged. “I’d expect nothing less from our postal service.”
Brooke made herself a bowl of cereal and joined them at the table. “How’d she die, Mom?”
Victoria looked at Brooke, reserved. “She was stabbed. I’m not going to go into details.” She then tapped Todd’s leg with her foot. “Some people just want to dismiss the whole thing.”
Todd suddenly stood up, glancing at his watch again. “Look, honey. I’ve got to go.”
He leaned down and gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll call you later.” After a quick kiss on Brooke’s cheek, he was out of the kitchen with his coat and briefcase.
“What’s his rush?” Brooke asked as Todd rushed out of the house.
“He has a busy day ahead of him,” Victoria said, glancing down at the newspaper he left behind. “We all do.” She then looked at Brooke. “Are you almost ready to leave?”
“Yeah,” Brooke said, taking a bite of cereal. She then paused and leaned closer. “Can you tell me what happened to your dead friend now?”
Victoria sighed as she rose and pushed her chair out. “That’s enough. Now, finish your cereal, and let’s go.”
Brooke looked down and ate a few more mushy bites before pushing the bowl away completely. Victoria walked toward the sink and placed her hands on the counter in thought. She considered taking the chain letter to the police. Its sender had been murdered. The letter itself was cryptic and vague, and perhaps they could make a connection.
“Ten minutes,” she said to Brooke as she walked past her and out of the kitchen.
Victoria returned to her room and checked her appearance in a nearby wall mirror, pulling at her light purple dress-shirt, which was neatly tucked into gray wool trousers. Her straight, shoulder-length hair was neatly brushed to the side, and her light makeup covered some unwanted morning blemishes. She froze in front of the mirror as her mind returned to memories of Liz. They had always discussed the kind of man they would marry, how exciting their weddings were going to be, and how they were going to be friends forever.
Elizabeth was divorced. The article stated that her ex-husband had been cleared of the murder as he lived out of state. It was someone else. Victoria grabbed her purse and returned to the kitchen where Brooke was putting her shoes on.
“Ready?”
Brooke nodded and bent down to retrieve her backpack, placing it over her shoulders. They walked outside together and to the car as Victoria put on her sunglasses, shielding her eyes from the low morning sun. She approached the driver’s side door and saw the reflection of an approaching car in the glass. She watched as a burgundy Oldsmobile Cutlass slowed past their house, its tinted windows concealing the driver and passengers inside.
“Come on, Mom,” Brooke said, pulling against the locked handle on the passenger side. “Open sesame.”
The Oldsmobile suddenly jolted past them and sped off, its engine roaring down the street. Victoria watched as a trail of exhaust floated to the pavement and tires screeched in the distance. Unsettled, Victoria quickly unlocked the car doors and they both got in. Brooke put on her seatbelt and waited as Victoria sat frozen at the wheel, keys in the ignition.
“Mom, are you okay?” Brooke asked, waving her hand.
Victoria nodded and started the engine, feeling vulnerable. She thought of getting in touch with her old high school clique. They’d all say the same thing: Liz was the last person anyone expected would die in such a way. It was unnerving and frightening, horrific even. Liz didn’t deserve her fate. No one did.
Victoria sat at her desk, typing away and confident that she’d finish her budget spreadsheet before their afternoon conference call. It was almost lunch time, and she hadn’t left her desk from the moment she had sat down. She had spent two hours just responding to emails. In addition to her spreadsheet, she also had to update a slide show for tomorrow’s meeting while ensuring that the latest batch of optical lenses went to the assembly floor.
Her coffee mug sat next to her keyboard, empty. Her small office and its bare walls had little furniture beyond her desk and a small filing cabinet. She had moved from her cubicle into the private office less than a month ago, following her recent promotion to Lead Project Analyst. For Victoria, it was an exciting time in her career.
She glanced at her office phone as an announcement came over the speaker about a car with its headlights on in the parking lot. Fortunately, it wasn’t hers. Time was moving fast, and her stress-level was gradually increasing. She’d be fine, she assumed, if interruptions were kept to a minimum.
Suddenly a receptionist named Carol, known for her curly red hair, entered her office carrying a vase of flowers.
“Knock, knock,” she said, tapping the door with her knuckles.
Victoria looked up with a blank expression.
“These came in for you,” she said, extending the vase with both hands to Victoria, who attempted to mask her surprise. “Someone’s got an admirer!”
Victoria examined the spring flowers ─ iris and lilacs and baby’s breath, more confused than ever. “What are you talking about?”
Carol set them down on Victoria’s desk, blocking her view. There was a small note affixed to a card holder. Victoria took the note and read the tiny letters typed across it, “To Victoria, With Love.
“Who gave these to you?” she asked Carol.
Carol turned around and looked out of the office while adjusting her glasses. “A delivery boy dropped them off at the front desk.”
Victoria flipped the note over and saw that the other side was blank. There was no indication that would tell her what florist had delivered them.
“Did he say where he was from?” Victoria asked.
“He couldn’t have been more than seventeen,” Carol said. “He had a red polo shirt with a logo and everything on it. Some delivery service. I can’t remember. I figured they were from your husband.”
Victoria rose from her desk and looked past her office door toward the cubicles beyond.
“Maybe he wanted to surprise you,” Carol continued.
“Thanks,” Victoria said.
“My pleasure,” Carol said, leaving the office.
Victoria followed her out and slowly shut the door behind her. She then turned around and approached the flowers, examining them . That it was Todd’s doing had already crossed her mind, but he had never sent her flowers beyond traditional occasions like their anniversary, her birthday, or Valentine’s Day. Maybe he had wanted to make up for his distance the past few days. Maybe after more than a decade of marriage, he still had some tricks up his sleeve. She wondered why he hadn’t added his name. Todd was never one for anonymity.
Victoria moved the flowers from her desk to her small filing cabinet. She down unable to stop looking at the floral arrangement. She glanced over her desk and outside her office window as co-workers walked past in both directions. The IT guy, Kevin, she thought. He always had kind of a thing for me, but would he be so bold? He knows I’m married.
She thought of one of the project managers, Norm McCall, who had asked her repeatedly if she wanted to get a drink after work, but he was married as well. She sat behind her monitor, absently aware of the squeaking sound of a trash can, wheeling past her office outside. Pushing it was Joel, the janitor, a quiet, polite man who said little more than hello or goodbye. Victoria watched as he glanced into her window; she could have sworn that he winked at her. But the thought of anyone from work sending her flowers was ridiculous. It had to be Todd.
It was already past noon and she still had a lot to complete before her two o’clock conference call. She began to type, returning to her work, and then stopped. She reached for her office phone and dialed Todd, waiting. After several rings, she was taken to his automated message. Frustrated, she hung up and went back to typing, only to stop again. The smell of the fresh flowers again tantalized her curiosity. She couldn’t wait any longer. She had to know.
She rose and walked to her door, opening it. Outside, co-workers shuffled around the cubicle area conversing. A thought suddenly crossed her mind. The flowers could have been meant for another Victoria in the building. At that point, she decided to investigate.
She left her office and walked past a row of offices, pushing open the double doors at the end of the hall and into the front lobby. Carol sat behind the front desk, leaning back in her chair and talking into a headset. Victoria approached the desk and leaned against its hard surface, waiting.
“How can I help you, Victoria?” Carol asked with a smile as she hung up her call.
Victoria leaned in closer, almost as though she were speaking in confidence. “Hey, Carol. I was just thinking about those flowers. Did they address me directly? Maybe they were meant for another Victoria.”
Carol displayed a concerned expression as she thought to herself. “The delivery person said that they were a delivery for Victoria Owens. They left them here and left.”
“You didn’t have to sign for them or anything?” Victoria asked.
Carol thought to herself. “No. They just put them here and left.”
Victoria nodded. “Thanks, Coral.”
She turned and looked out the lobby windows on the slight chance that the delivery person was still there. But no one was there. She then waved to Carol and headed back to her office in a hurry.

By six o’clock that evening, Victoria lay on the living room couch with her shoes off and the evening news on mute. It had been a day of crammed deadlines, conference calls, and meetings—one thing piled upon the other, with only more of it to look forward to the next day. Todd wasn’t home yet, and Brooke was in her room with the door closed and music playing as usual.
Victoria brought her head back against the couch cushion and stared at the ceiling, closing her eyes as a familiar rustic engine rumbled outside and drove past her house. She moved from the couch immediately to look out the living room window.
Between the blinds, she saw the shadow of a car cruise past their house, the very same Oldsmobile she had seen earlier that morning. She watched as the car faded from view, curious as it sped away from her house. A new neighbor?
She went back to the couch and laid down, closing her eyes just as Brooke came out into the living room. “Mom?” she said, nudging Victoria’s arm. “Mom, wake up.”
“Yes,” she said with her eyes still closed.
“Mom. Can we get a dog please?” she said, shaking her.
Victoria opened her eyes and sat up. “A dog? What are you talking about?”
“All my friends have pets. Katie phoned me just now that she’s getting one. You and Dad have never let me get a pet before. You both told me to wait until I’m older. Well, I’m old enough now to handle a dog, don’t you think?”
Victoria hesitated and glanced at the TV, eyes widening as she grabbed the remote.
“Are you listening?” Brooke asked.
“Quiet,” Victoria said, turning up the volume.
Photos of a recently murdered local woman, Susan Shields, filled the screen, each picture of a happier time. The screen dissolved to news footage of the lake her body was found in, reportedly wrapped in a black plastic bag and sunk to the bottom with weights. Victoria considered few things more terrifying than the bleak prospects of a deep, watery grave. The reporter’s voice-over narration provided more details:
“The missing woman’s body was discovered by local fishermen who noticed it while on an early morning troll. The weights holding her down had apparently come loose, allowing part of the tarp holding her to rise to the surface.”
“Is this that missing woman they found?” Brooke asked, turning to face the TV.
“Yes, it is,” Victoria said, eyes locked forward and sitting on the edge of the couch, elbows on her knees propping her chin. “Now, let me listen to this.”
“Susan Shields, wife and mother of two, disappeared three weeks ago from her Clearwater home. A homemaker, her husband and children came home to find that she had inexplicably disappeared. A massive search followed and she was presumed missing until the tragic discovery of her body in the shallow reserve of Humphrey Lake, a favorite fishing spot for Clearwater residents and tourists alike.
“A candlelight vigil will be held tonight at 8p.m. at DuPont Park. Police are actively looking for a suspect and encourage anyone with information about Mrs. Shields, her abduction, or her murder to call the crime line where police are offering ten thousand dollars for information that leads to an arrest.”
Victoria rocked back with a sigh. The murderer was still at large. At that moment, a thought troubled her. “Oh no!”
“What is it?” Brooke said, confused and startled.
Victoria shook her head, thinking of the chain letter in her purse. She had forgotten to take it to the police station. Though she wasn’t sure that it would do any good. She grabbed the remote and shut off the TV, rising from the couch.
“I’m fine,” she said. “Just forgot to run some errands after work.”
“So, have you decided on it yet?” Brooke asked with her hands behind her back and a smile on her face.
“On what?” Victoria said, her mind elsewhere.
“On my dog!” Brooke said with a heightened tone. “Can I get one or not?”
Victoria squeezed Brooke’s shoulder, trying to smile. “Someone has a birthday coming up. We’ll see.”
Brooke’s face beamed. “Are you serious?”
“We will see,” Victoria repeated.
Brooke jumped up, ecstatic. “Thanks, Mom!”
Victoria leaned forward with her hand out, urging calm. “Now, Brooke. We don’t even know what breed you want. And—”
Brooke spun around. “That’s easy, Mom. I want an Australian Shepherd. They’re cute as puppies, then they get all big and fluffy.”
“Okay, honey,” Victoria said, rubbing her head. “How about a little peace and quiet for your mother?” But Brooke was already halfway down the hall, singing to herself.
Victoria’s attention then went to the front of the house at the sound of Todd’s car pulling into the driveway, headlights shining through the windows. He was finally home. Now she could get to the bottom of everything.




SUSPECTS





Leesburg, South Carolina
The smell of formaldehyde was inescapable throughout the cold, sterile room. Flat stainless steel counters with long, silver faucets lined the aqua and white tiled walls. Rows of metal freezer doors consumed the wall across from the sinks and somewhere in the middle, a long flat table with an overhead dome light connected to the ceiling with an arm.
Seventy-eight-year-old Andrea Bailey lay on the table with a blue blanket covering her stiffened body up to the neck. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was a straight line. The crack at the top of her skull was still exposed, but it had been cleaned.
A line of glimmering surgical tools rested atop a nearby wheeled table. Dr. James Galligan, Summerville County’s Chief Medical Examiner, stood over her body on one side of the table, while Detective Dobson stood on the other.
Dr. Galligan was dressed in his surgical robe, gloves, and face shield. Dobson wore a simple gown, hair cover, and gloves. Lying on the cold aluminum surface of the operating table, Mrs. Bailey finally looked at peace. Her color had shifted to a darker blue, the wrinkles on her face and body thick as leather.
Dr. Galligan had concluded that Mrs. Bailey had died from a broken neck and severe trauma to the skull. Her ribs had also been broken, along with multiple compound fractures.
Galligan moved his gloved hand up to her mouth and pulled at her top lip, exposing her gums and missing tooth. “Impressive that she still had her teeth. All but one.”
For a moment, they said nothing as Dobson looked upon Mrs. Bailey’s frail, sunken face and thin, curly gray hair.
Dr. Galligan slowly walked away from the table as the air conditioner hummed in the distance. “I can’t find any evidence of physical trauma beyond the fall,” he said, turning around. He looked at Dobson with his large eyes blinking from behind square-framed glasses. “It’s very strange.”
Dobson nodded and paced around the table. “Her entire mansion was left in shambles. Tables and chairs flipped. Broken lamps. Clothes and papers everywhere.”
Galligan walked to the nearest sink and pulled his latex gloves off, tossing them into a wastebasket. “You don’t say,” he said, washing his hands.
Dobson approached him and spoke quietly. “She was a harmless old woman. There was no reason for this.”
Galligan shut the faucet off and turned to Dobson as he dried his hands. “Maybe they didn’t want any witnesses. People can be thoughtlessly cruel. You know that.”
Dobson glanced at his wristwatch. “I’m due at the station.” He then sighed and turned away, ready to leave the examination room. “How long did you say that she had been dead?”
“Approximately thirty-six hours,” Galligan said, switching off the overhead light. “I’ll send you the death certificate later today.”
“Thanks, Doctor,” Dobson said as he left the room. “Drinks on me next time.”
Galligan laughed. “That’ll be the day.”
Dobson waved and pushed the door open, walking down a dim hall to the nearest restroom. Once inside, he pulled off his gloves and hair cover, tossing them into a wastebasket. His hands rested on a sink as he looked at the small mirror above. He hadn’t shaved that morning, and the stubble on his cheeks had grown darker, altering what was earlier only a five o’clock shadow. His short dark hair was graying on both sides and below his brown eyes he detected fine lines that were beginning to look like wrinkles. At forty-five, he wasn’t getting any younger.

By 4 p.m., Dobson was back at his desk typing his report on Mrs. Bailey. The walls to his office were empty except for a few framed awards for meritorious action in the line of duty. Across from his desk was a large wheeled bulletin board with several notes and photographs from previous cases, many of them still open. A framed photo of his wife, Rachel, and daughter, Penny, sat near his office phone, but he was focused on his report that glowed on the computer monitor screen.
Dr. Galligan had emailed the certificate, citing the time of her death at around 9 p.m., two nights prior. Her attacker or the culprits involved had chosen a relatively early evening time, when Mrs. Bailey could still have been awake. For two nights, she lay dead in her foyer, and for two nights, no one noticed.
Dobson’s office door was closed along with the blinds on his window. No one had bothered him yet, but the captain was expecting a five o’clock brief. Dobson’s routine phone check-ins with Forensics had produced little result. They did, however, find a jewelry box in her bedroom that looked as though it had been pilfered.
Dobson finished the first draft of his report and prepared to read it over when his phone rang, breaking his concentration. He pressed the speaker button on the second ring.
“Detective Dobson.”
“Dobson, it’s Fitzgerald. I need you to meet me at Holding Room C.”
“What’s going on?”
“Evelyn Bailey is here. She came straight from the airport.”
Dobson rose from his chair and grabbed his notebook. “I’m on my way.”
He quickly walked around his desk and exited his office. Down a gray-carpeted hall, he passed several offices and took a sharp left, avoiding Captain Nelson’s door along the way. He then flashed his key card across a sensor and opened the heavy door to the holding room block where he saw Fitzpatrick and a uniformed officer standing down the way. Dobson rushed toward them, looking around for the niece, but didn’t see her anywhere.
“Relax,” Fitzgerald said, raising a hand. “We haven’t talked to her yet.” He paused and signaled toward the door. “She’s in there now, very upset, and I told her that we’d give her a minute.”
Dobson walked past them without a word and went straight to a nearby security desk, where a row of small screens displayed the grainy surveillance images of all five holding rooms. On one of the screens, he could see Evelyn Bailey sitting at a table alone and wiping tears from her eyes with Kleenex. She looked young and sophisticated in her expensive-looking black jacket, and the simplicity of her pinned-back hair showed to good effect the large diamond earrings, dangling from her ears.
Her fingers tapped nervously against the table as she bobbed her head, lips moving.
“Have you asked her any questions?” Dobson asked as Fitzpatrick approached. “Confirmed her alibi?”“
Fitzpatrick looked around and then stepped closer. “Let’s make a few things clear. Evelyn Bailey is not yet a suspect. She happens to head an organization that donates millions to police charities across the country, including our own. I hope that you can appreciate that.”
“That’s wonderful,” Dobson said, and quickly changed the subject. “Any word on that Suburban?”
Fitzpatrick glanced at him. “The Suburban?” he asked, and after a beat, quickly got back on track. “Nothing yet, unfortunately.”
Dobson checked his watch and then looked back at Fitzpatrick with an indifferent shrug. “Captain Nelson is expecting his brief soon. Better get this over with.”
His relationship with the homicide department’s fresh-faced new lieutenant had been rocky since Fitzpatrick’s arrival only two months prior. Straight from the academy, he was eager and sharp, but was also younger and less experienced. It seemed to constantly put him at odds with Dobson, who was nearing retirement.
Fitzpatrick turned without saying anything and then walked toward Holding Room C, waving his hand at the attending officer, who moved aside and opened the door. Fitzpatrick entered as Dobson followed. Evelyn Bailey looked up from the table, exposing tear-soaked cheeks and streaks of mascara under her eyes. Sniffling, she took a sip of her coffee and set it back down, wiping again at her eyes.
Fitzpatrick sat at the table in one of the two empty chairs as the door closed behind them. “I’m sorry about the wait,” he began. “We can’t thank you enough for coming here right away.”
Dobson approached the table, extending his arm. “Ms. Bailey. My name is Michael Dobson.”
She looked up and lightly shook his hand, a blank sadness on her face. “Nice to meet you, Detective.”
Dobson pulled his chair closer and then sat, placing his notebook on the table. “You must be tired, and I can only understand how difficult this must be.”
Evelyn dabbed at her eyes again. “I just… I don’t understand what happened. I’ve been looking after my aunt for months. I take one short trip and this happens.” She suddenly brought her hands to her face in anguish. “It’s all my fault. I should never have left her.”
Fitzpatrick pulled his chair closer and leaned against the table. “No one blames you for what happened. Your aunt was murdered, and we need to find out why.”
Evelyn cleared her throat and nodded. “I thought I could do this, but it’s very hard. My aunt was a good woman. She was a kind and giving woman whom I looked up to as a role model.” She paused and clutched her hands together, fighting back tears. “She didn’t deserve to die like this. She should have been able to live her last years in peace. She deserved something dignified.” She then raised her trembling hands to her face and sobbed.
Dobson opened his pocket notepad
“Would you like something else?” Fitzpatrick asked. “Water perhaps?”
Evelyn raised her head and sniffled. “No thank you. I just want you to find out who did this. Aunt Andrea deserves justice.”
“How long have you lived with your aunt?” Dobson asked, not gently, but not harshly either.
Evelyn sniffled again, wiped her eyes, and then thought to herself. “Off and on for about two years. I couldn’t stand the fact of her being in the old house by herself. She refused most help though. Didn’t want someone looking after her all the time.”
“Did she have a staff or hired help to manage the grounds?” Dobson asked.
“Yes. Both a home cleaning service and lawn maintenance team.”
“Can you provide us the names of each?” Dobson asked.
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” she said.
Dobson leaned in closer. “Who else did she have over? Visitors, friends?”
Evelyn brought a hand to her chin in thought. “My aunt preferred solitude.” She glanced at both detectives, quick to correct herself. “Not that she didn’t like people. She did what she could, given her physical limitations.”
Dobson scribbled his notes and then looked up. “What kind of physical limitations?”
“She had arthritis and osteoporosis,” Evelyn said. “It was hard for her to move around a lot. She got tired easily.”
“We found nine millimeter shells in her room along with corresponding bullet holes lodged into her bedpost and walls, Dobson continued. “Is there anyone you know who may have wanted her dead? Anyone capable of such a thing?”
Evelyn took a deep breath, leaning back. “I really can’t say. Not anyone I would associate with.”
Dobson scribbled in his notepad and then pointed at her with his pen, ready to hear more.
“Aunt Andrea…” she began. “She was like a mother to me.”
Fitzpatrick jumped in. “I think that’s enough for now. Don’t you say, Detective?”
Dobson looked at the lieutenant, perturbed, then back to Evelyn. “Why do you think she had the security system shut off that evening?”
“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging. “She might have forgotten.” Evelyn brought a hand to her cheek to wipe away a tear. “I should have reminded her. Should never have left her alone in the first place.”
“Are you the sole beneficiary of your aunt’s estate?” he asked, pressing, receiving a glare from Fitzpatrick in return.
Her tear-soaked face seemed to go blank, wiped clean of emotion, or maybe it was anger at the implication of what Dobson was asking.
“As far as I know, and as I said before, my aunt was a very charitable woman, so I believe most of her money was designated for local charities. Then again, it’s not my business. That’s between her and her lawyers.”
“But she told you that you are the executor of the Bailey estate, correct?” Dobson asked, tapping his pen.
Her eyes suddenly brightened with recollection. “I do recall a man who came to us trying to sell frozen meats.”
Dobson stared at her with an arched brow, confused by the response. “Frozen meats?”
“Yes. A solicitor. The gate was open and he rode right onto our property with boxes of frozen meats he wanted to sell.”
“This man. Had you ever seen him before?” Fitzpatrick asked, suddenly excited.
“Once or twice,” she said. “He was scruffy-looking with a beard. Wore a flannel shirt and had a pot belly. Eduardo, our maintenance supervisor, had to tell him to leave our property. He got angry and said that he was only trying to support a family. Things like that.”
“What kind of vehicle did he drive?” Fitzpatrick asked, as if they might be onto something.
Evelyn looked up, thinking. “I believe he drove a Chevy Suburban. Early nineties model. But I could be wrong.”
Fitzpatrick nudged Dobson, pleased.
Evelyn rubbed her eyes with an exhausted sigh. “I’m afraid that’s all I can remember. It’s been a long day…
Dobson glanced at her fingers, searching for a wedding band but didn’t see one. “Do you have anyone with you? A companion who can help you?”
Evelyn closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “He’s not here right now. Paul lives in the city.”
“New York?” Dobson asked.
“Yes,” she said. “But I have my driver, Al, with me. He will be assisting me in getting a few things from the mansion. I’ll be staying at the Radisson Suites in town for a few days while you continue your investigation.”
Fitzpatrick rose to his feet. “Is there anything else we can do for you, Ms. Bailey?”
“No. Thank you,” she said with a vacant stare. She then glanced at both detectives with blue-eyed intensity. “You find the bastard who did this. Don’t stop until you do.”
“We will try our best,” Dobson said. “I can promise you that.”
Dobson and Fitzpatrick thanked Evelyn as they walked her to the lobby where her driver waited, dressed in a suit, tie, and driving cap. With all the questions asked, Dobson felt as though they had only scratched the surface. It was a little after five when she left the station, and he hadn’t made up his mind about her. Could he believe that Evelyn Bailey was anything but a loving niece devastated by the death of her aunt? Only time would tell.
Dobson returned in haste to his office and took a quick glance at his wall clock. It was time to brief the captain, but first it was time for another call to the Forensics lab.
“Detective LaRue speaking,” a female voice said over the speaker.
“Hey, it’s Mike,” he said, relieved. “Glad I could catch you before you left.”
“Lucky me,” she said. “What’s up?”
“A few quick questions,” Dobson began. “Did you find anything on the toothpick?”
“Inconclusive. No DNA match in the database.”
“And where are we with the sweep?”
“Nothing so far,” she said. “Not a single hair or fingerprint to be found.”
“That’s impossible,” he barked over the phone.
“Would you like to go back there tonight and double check?” she asked. “The team could certainly use your help.”
“No,” Dobson said with a quiet sigh. “Thanks for the info. I’ll check in first thing tomorrow morning.” He hung up the phone and walked out of his office, coat and satchel in hand.
Captain Nelson’s office was straight down the hall with the door closed. As he approached, he could see two figures beyond the thick, blurry glass of his door. He knocked lightly, hoping that they wouldn’t hear. Then he could go home.
“Come in,” the captain bellowed from inside.
Dobson drooped his head and opened the door to see Captain Nelson sitting at his mahogany desk with Lieutenant Fitzpatrick in one of the leather chairs across from him. Nelson adjusted his glasses and signaled to the empty chair next to the lieutenant. “Have a seat.”
Dobson walked inside and closed the door behind him. “Thank you, sir.” He pulled the seat a good space away from Fitzpatrick and sat, notepad and pen in hand.
Captain Nelson was a tall man with a long leathery neck, tan face, and short gray flattop. He had overseen the homicide department for the last two years and proved himself a competent commander. Dobson had learned his penchant for daily briefings early on.
“Fitzpatrick gave me a rundown. I don’t like it. The murder of Leesburg’s wealthiest citizen is not going to sit well with the public. No one’s going to feel safe.”
“Not to worry, sir,” Fitzpatrick said in a confident tone. “We’ve got a lead on a viable suspect we’re in the process of considering.”
“Great,” the captain said, rocking back in his office chair.
Dobson leaned forward, hands folded at his knees. “I’d also like to investigate Mrs. Bailey’s assets, and those of her niece, Evelyn Bailey.”
Captain Nelson nodded in approval. “Sounds reasonable enough. I want every avenue explored, no matter how unlikely.” He then paused as his attention went to his computer screen. “I’m reading your report now, Mike. There are some gaps to be sure, but it’ll do for now.”
For now? Through his peripheral, Dobson noticed that Fitzpatrick was looking at him. He could practically feel the disdain. “You gentlemen are dismissed,” Nelson continued. “Solve this thing, damn it.”
Dobson and Fitzpatrick both rose and left the captain’s office without saying a word to each other. Dobson was too deep in his own thoughts to notice. It was almost six, and Rachel’s dinner was likely getting cold.
At sundown, Dobson turned down a quiet neighborhood street, alert behind the wheel of his four-door Chevy Impala. He lived roughly twenty minutes from the station, depending on traffic. Hoping to cut some time off his commute, he skirted the inevitable gridlock of small-town rush hour and took a series of back roads.
He continued down Saxon Boulevard where the fresh, black pavement of the two-lane road still had an aroma. Bright yellow traffic lines marked the path, with quaint neighborhood homes of various bright colors, spaced with little room between them.
Closer to the end of the street, he noticed another car parked on the opposite side of the road, facing him. He could see the shape of a man at the wheel wearing a ball cap. With Dobson’s steady approach, the man shielded his face and lowered his cap just as the headlights shined against the windshield.
Dobson looked over and caught a glimpse of a digital camera in the man’s hands. Across from the car was a small blue-painted house with a white picket fence and no vehicle in the driveway. He recognized the house. The police had been called there several times by a neurotic middle-aged woman named Betsy Wade. She lived alone and suffered from mental issues, or so the rumors went.
Dobson briefly wondered who was taking pictures of her house and why as he reached a three-way stop. Glancing in his rearview mirror, he saw that the car remained idling on the side of the road, the man slinking lower in his seat, to the point where his head wasn’t visible anymore. Dobson pressed the gas and continued, not giving the matter much more thought.
He reached his house a few more blocks down the road just as the news on the radio broke the story of Andrea Bailey’s murder. The murder had been described as a “shock to the community.” Dobson had to agree. If one of Leesburg’s wealthiest residents could end up murdered in her own home, what was protecting anyone else from the same fate?
He turned down his street, a cul-de-sac, where he pulled into the driveway of his three-bedroom red-brick home. The freshly-cut lawn and absence of garbage cans on the road was a welcome sight.
There were several lights on inside and he could see Penny walk past one of the front windows. He parked next to Rachel’s blue Mini Cooper and took a moment to grab his things after shutting off the engine. He stepped out of the car with his satchel and coat, eager to get inside after smelling the aroma of Rachel’s meatloaf from an open kitchen window. He walked in and saw Penny sitting on the living room couch, watching television. She turned and jumped off the couch, excited.
“I knew that you’d make it!” she said, hurrying over to him. “Mom said that you’d probably be working yet, but I told her she’d be wrong.” Penny had on a faded red T-shirt and blue jeans. She was twenty-three and already the height of perfection to Dobson. Her big blue eyes and adoring face made his day every time.
She hugged him and coughed as he patted her back. “Easy there. Don’t want to get you all worked up. How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Good,” she said, backing away. “Much better actually. This new treatment has done wonders for my sinuses. And there’s been minimal buildup in my lungs.”
“I am so glad to hear that,” he said, squeezing her shoulders.
Penny waved him off but couldn’t help but expose the bright white teeth of her wide smile. “I was thinking that if this keeps up, maybe I can go back to teaching.”
“Certainly,” Dobson said in his most optimistic tone. “We’ll see how it goes.”
“Dinner’s ready!” Rachel called from the kitchen. “Hurry up the both of you before it gets cold!”
Penny looked at her father and smiled. “She beckons us.”
Dobson quietly laughed as she walked away. He set his coat and satchel on a nearby recliner and took off his dress shoes, relaxed for the first time that day. The effects of her life-long illness due to cystic fibrosis were evident. Her lungs were badly damaged, but despite a regimen of treatments, exercises, and medicine just to get through the day, she somehow stayed optimistic. The doctors said she might not live past her twenty-fifth birthday, but Penny was determined to prove them wrong.
As they sat around the table under the glow of a hanging lamp shade, Dobson talked about the case without revealing too many details. “No one knows what happened,” he continued. “It’s a real mess.”
Both Rachel and Penny listened, shocked someone would murder a defenseless elderly woman in the very town they lived in.
“No real suspect yet, but there are definitely some interesting theories,” Dobson said, taking a bite of meatloaf.
Rachel brushed back her short red hair, adjusting her headband. “That Bailey family is so weird. Built that mansion way out there, hidden from the world.”
Dobson discussed the many and diverse rooms and the extraordinary size of the mansion, explaining that he’d never been in a house like it. For a moment, they seemed to hang on to his every word. That evening, there was a shared happiness among them, tethered, he believed, to Penny’s improving condition. Penny seemed to read his thoughts and smiled.




SPECIAL DELIVERY





Clearwater, Maine
Todd walked in without his briefcase, his shirt un-tucked, collar open—his normal appearance after a hard day. He stopped at the kitchen, surprised to see Victoria sitting in the darkness at the empty table by herself.
“Hey,” he said, slightly taken aback. “What’s up?”
“We need to talk,” Victoria said.
“Sure,” he said, walking in and flipping on a light switch.
“Brooke’s birthday is coming up, and guess what she wants.”
Todd glanced behind him and shrugged. “I give up.”
“She wants a dog. An Australian Shepherd to be precise.”
Todd walked to the refrigerator, shaking his head. He opened the door and grabbed a bottle of water. “And what did you tell her?” he asked, closing the door. He twisted the cap and guzzled the bottle as he made his way to the table.
“I told her that we’d see.”
Todd pulled a chair out and sat across from her, slumping down with a sigh. “Honey, are you sure?”
“She wants a dog, and we can’t keep telling her no every year.”
Todd lowered his head and then placed both his palms on the table, thinking. He then looked up and cut across the air with one hand like a negotiator. “Let’s consider all our options here first. Maybe she’d be just as happy with fish.”
“Fish? No,” Victoria said, adamant.
“Or a hamster!” Todd was quick to say.
Victoria shook her head. “Keep your voice down. We’ll talk about it later.”
Todd nodded and then looked around the kitchen to see empty counters and no trace of dinner in the works.
“Sorry I didn’t call sooner,” he said, scanning the kitchen. “It’s been a long day.”
“Same here,” she said, stretching her arms across the table. She waited to see if he knew she got the flowers, but his face was hard to read.
“Maybe we could order out tonight. Pizza?” she began.
Todd glanced at his watch. “Sure.” He turned to walk to their bedroom when she stopped him.
“You know, I received a little surprise today at the office.”
“What happened?” he asked, waiting, with no sign of recognition on his face.
“A special delivery,” she said. “Don’t act like you don’t know.”
Her smile began to drop at the sight of Todd’s expression.
“Delivered to my office today…” she continued.
Silence came between them as Todd’s eyes shifted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know they were from you, so just stop it.”
His face was awash in confusion, grasping for clues, it seemed, and she soon realized he hadn’t the faintest notion what she was hinting at.
“You really don’t know what I’m talking about?” she asked, frustration creeping into in her tone.
Todd held his arms out helplessly. “I don’t.”
“The flowers!” she said in a loud voice, rising from her chair. She paused at the sound of Brooke’s door opening for a moment, then closing. “You didn’t order flowers for me?” she asked in a tense whisper.
“Flowers?” he said. “No.”
“Someone sent them to my office today. A lovely floral arrangement in a large vase. You’re telling me that you had nothing to do with that?”
She waited as Todd stared into nothing, trying to make sense of her question. “I’m sorry, Vicky. I didn’t send them, but now I wish that I had.”
“There was a small card inside that said, To Victoria Owens With Love. Nothing else.”
“With love?” Todd said, trying not to sound appalled. “Honey, I don’t know what to tell you. That’s super weird.” He paused and turned toward the fridge, opening its door and searching the contents. “Beats me. Looks like you have a secret admirer.” He gave a forced little laugh.
“This isn’t funny,” Vitoria said, approaching him with the chain letter in her hand. “First this letter, now mysterious flowers delivered to my office. This is not normal, Todd.”
Todd took a Ziploc bag of fried chicken from the fridge and went to the microwave with an audible groan. “Someone’s having a little fun at your expense. That’s all. Just ignore it.”
Victoria got in his face. “What if it’s another man? Doesn’t that bother you that he’d send me flowers?”
Todd opened the microwave door, and placed the chicken inside on a plate. “Of course it would, but I’m sure it was a professional gesture. Someone at work appreciates you.”
“No, signing it ‘with love’ and no name? That’s not it,” she said, her frustration growing.
Todd set the timer on the microwave, turning his back to her. “Haven’t you ever done something nice for someone and not wanted them to know?”
Victoria turned away from him, flustered, her patience waning. “I knew that you’d be no help with this.”
Todd swung the microwave door open after the beeper sounded. “What else do you want from me, Vicky?”
Victoria stormed out of the kitchen without saying another word, leaving Todd alone as she went into her bedroom and slammed the door. She sat at the end of the bed, feeling tense and shaken. She hadn’t planned on an argument. She had assumed that Todd would come clean and that they’d share a special moment as the truth came out. Instead, all she got were more questions without answers.
She placed the envelope with the chain letter inside her dresser and sat at the edge of her bed, trying to get her mind in order. A knock came at the door as Victoria whipped her head around, wiping her watering eyes. She was crying and couldn’t believe it. Telling herself that she was entirely overreacting, part of her sounded just like Todd.
“Mom?” Brooke’s voice said from the door.
“Yes…” she tried to say in a cheery voice.
“Are you okay?”
She rose from the bed and approached the door, checking her face in the mirror as she passed. “Yes, honey,” she said, opening the door.
Brooke stood outside the room with a concerned look. “I thought I heard you and dad fighting.”
Victoria stuck her head outside the door, looking for Todd. She then rubbed Brooke’s head and smiled. “We’re fine. Don’t worry. Is everything okay with you?”
Brooke glanced toward the end of the hall and then back at her mother. “I don’t know. Dad sure left in a hurry.”
Victoria’s eyes widened. “He did?” She immediately stepped outside the room and walked toward the foyer as Brooke trailed behind her. “Where did he go?” She went to the front door and pulled it open. Her Toyota Corolla sat in the driveway next to an empty space where his car had been parked.
“He said he was going to pick up something for us for dinner,” Brooke said. She then looked down, saddened. “Barely said two words to me. All he did was complain that there was no food in the house.”
Victoria turned to face Brooke and brought both hands against her cheeks, lifting her head up. “Oh, honey. Don’t worry. Your father’s just tired.”
Brooke tried to smile. “I know, but he hasn’t said much to me for a while now.” Victoria brushed Brooke’s hair with care. “Nonsense. He loves you very much.” She then closed the front door just as a car drove by the house. Brooke followed her into the living room as they sat on the couch, Veronica reaching for the remote.
“You’re not going to watch the news again, are you?” Brooke asked.
“We can watch whatever you want,” she replied, shrugging.
Brooke’s eyes lit up. “Can we watch Dancing with the Stars?”
Victoria handed her the remote as Brooke lay on the couch next to her, head against her shoulder. “Here you go.”
Brooke snatched the remote and flipped through the cable channels until she found the program. Victoria tried to put her mind on autopilot and enjoy the show, but she couldn’t dash her earlier concerns.
Perhaps she could reach out to Elizabeth’s family and tell them about their high school friendship. She could even inquire about the letter while she was at it. There was no reason to keep second guessing herself. Anyone with any sense would find something peculiar about the flowers, the murders, and the letter, all happening at once.
She stroked Brooke’s hair as a celebrity dance duo spun around on screen while realizing that she wasn’t paying attention to a bit of it. Her mind was elsewhere. She thought of going to the police station again and laying out her evidence.
What evidence? she thought. All you have is some weird stuff happening. Are you really prepared to waste their time?
Todd came home later with a pizza. Victoria was still bothered by his abrupt exit, but remained amicable for Brooke’s sake. They all sat at the kitchen table, eating pepperoni slices at close to ten in the evening. Todd asked Brooke about school as Victoria kept most of her thoughts to herself. There was little purpose, she believed, in pursuing the matter further.
“Did Mom tell you about the woman they found in the lake?” Brooke abruptly asked Todd as Victoria took her last bite of pizza.
Todd looked at Victoria. She shrugged, and then answered for him. “I think your father has been too busy to pay attention to the news today.”
“I heard about it earlier on the radio,” he said. “Just tragic.”
Victoria glanced at him, irritated. Todd took a sip of soda from his glass as Brooke continued. “It happened right around here. Do you think that the killer is close by?”
Todd shook his head and patted her hand. “Don’t worry. Whoever did it is probably long gone.”
“It’s almost time for you to get into bed,” Victoria said to Brooke as she looked up at the clock. “We could all use a good night’s sleep.”
“Are you taking me to school tomorrow?” Brooke asked.
“Sure,” Victoria answered.
Todd got up from the table and tossed his paper plate into the can under the sink. The open pizza box had two slices left, but Victoria was full.
“I’ll wrap these up for your lunch tomorrow,” she told Brooke. “How about that?”
“Okay,” Brooke said, smiling.
Todd suddenly came around and gave Victoria a quick kiss on the forehead, followed by a hug to Brooke and kiss on her cheek. “I’ve got some stuff to go over tonight, so I’ll be in the study,” he said, walking off.
Victoria turned around as he stopped at the refrigerator and grabbed a canned beer from inside. Apparently, pizza wasn’t the only thing he had picked up. He took his briefcase from the foyer floor and disappeared before she could say anything. She then looked at Brooke, folded a napkin, and wiped some pizza sauce from her cheek.
“Don’t forget to brush your teeth before bed, okay?”
Brooke rolled her eyes. “I know, Mom.”
“Well, that’s good,” she said, standing up and taking the pizza box with her to the counter.
With Brooke’s birthday two weeks away, they had to make a decision on the dog. Perhaps it was time for a new addition to their family, whether Todd liked it or not.
Before going to bed, Victoria stood in the doorway to their study where Todd sat at the computer desk, dressed down in his T-shirt and boxers and surrounded by paperwork.
“Ready to call it a night?” she asked.
Todd shook his head without looking at her. “I wish I could. It’ll be at least another hour or so for me.”
“What are you working on, exactly?” she asked, approaching his desk.
“Work stuff,” he said, barely engaged.
She turned to leave the room, only to be suddenly called back.
“Look, I’m sorry for the flower thing,” he said, making eye contact. “I wish that I could be more help to you. I just don’t know what to say.”
Victoria thought to herself. “It’s fine. Really. It’s not your fault. Maybe I’m making too much about it.”
“I just want you to know that I care. Your problems are my problems, remember that,” he said. After a brief smile between them, Todd’s eyes shifted to the monitor as he began typing.
Victoria left the room feeling a little better. She flicked her bedroom light switch on and illuminated the room. There were clothes on the floor and bed. Their dressers and shelves and nightstands needed a good dusting, and their beige carpet was way past due for a vacuuming, but all she wanted to do was sleep.
She brushed her teeth and changed into her nightgown, eager to get under the covers. As she lay in bed, she could hear the low, distant rumblings of Todd talking on the phone in the next room. She closed her eyes and tried to drown out the slightest hum of noise, mind drifting to her teenage years, including her friendship with Liz and the crew.
They had all been so close, and she couldn’t remember exactly when they had begun to drift apart. College, marriage, and families were the definitive factors. She’d have to reach out to the old gang and see how they were doing. Liz’s funeral could be a reunion of sorts. She’d check into it. But first, she needed some sleep.

Victoria sat at her desk the next morning, adding some last-minute notes to a PowerPoint slide for an upcoming conference call. She had barely looked at the flowers sitting atop her filing cabinet, but their scent lingered. Her office door was open, and every so often she would look out over her desk as the other employees walked by.
Her attention went back to her monitor as she continued typing. She had been staring at the same PowerPoint presentation for so long that her vision had gone blurry. Suddenly, someone knocked at the door, startling her.
She looked up to see Eric Stanfield, another project analyst, standing at her door, smiling at her behind glasses that seemed to magnify his eyes. “Hey there, Vicky!” He was wearing a vest, dress shirt, and tan Dockers. He was always friendly, if not a little bit of a pest sometimes.
“Hi Eric,” she said, distracted but polite.
“Just checking in. How’s your project going?”
Victoria brushed her hair back and resumed typing. “Busy.”
Eric walked into her office, hands in his pockets. “I’m working on a budget myself for drone optics.”
Victoria nodded with her eyes on the screen. “Military?”
“Commercial,” he said with a laugh. His attention then went to the flowers sitting nearby. “Nice flowers. Who sent them?”
Victoria glanced at the flowers and shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“Really?” Eric asked, surprised. “That’s strange.”
“You want them?” she asked in an indifferent tone.
Eric looked at her, surprised at the offer. “That’s all right, thanks. I’ll let you get back to your work.”
He then wished her a good day and left as quickly as he had arrived. Victoria continued typing as the sound of his footsteps began to fade. She then got up, walked directly to the flowers, lifted them up with both hands, and carried them out of the office, receiving curious glances from coworkers along the way.
She walked past a line of cubicles and into a hallway that led to the break room. She turned into the room and went directly for the large trash can in the corner, where she dropped the entire floral arrangement inside. She heard a thud and then turned, leaving the room and feeling better already.
Victoria arrived home before sunset, pulling into the driveway with a sense of relief. Todd wasn’t home yet, naturally, and Brooke was staying at her friend Katie’s house for dinner. It seemed the first time in a long time that she had the house to herself. The day was behind her, and she was looking to relax. She parked the car inches from the garage door and shut off the ignition. Just then, she noticed the chain letter sticking out of a pocket on the side of her purse.
“Damn it,” she said, seizing the letter.
She had forgotten to stop by the police station on her way home. With the busy day, her mind had been elsewhere. She placed the letter back in her purse and then gripped the steering wheel, trying to decide what to do. She certainly didn’t feel like driving back through town to reach the police station. What would they do about the letter anyway?
She then thought of an idea. She could contact the Connecticut Homicide Department and ask to speak with the detective in charge with investigating Elizabeth’s murder. She’d tell them about the letter and let them take it from there. Case closed.
Victoria stepped out of her car and felt a cool breeze amidst the whirling leaves falling from their elm tree. She continued up the walkway, observing her quaint house with pride. There was no other house she wanted to live in. No other place she wanted to be. She was happy in Maine and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. She even liked the snow.
She walked up her creaking porch steps and then halted a few feet from the front door. Sitting right at her doorstep was a green gift box tied by red string. There was no shipping label on it and no indication of what was inside. She turned around in haste and looked out into the quiet neighborhood street. She then looked again at the mysterious package with her heart beating fast. She hadn’t ordered anything. Was it Todd’s? She approached the box with caution, unsure if she should even touch it.
Someone had put it there for a reason. She turned the door knob, just to be sure, and was relieved to see that it was locked. She knelt close to the package and saw that there was a note attached to the side. She pulled her cell phone from her purse, prepared to call Todd—or maybe even the police. She then paused and took a deep breath, reconsidering. The note had piqued her curiosity. She had to read it. She had to know.
She looked around again and then pulled the small envelope from the box, feeling a chill down her spine. She opened the envelope and pulled out a single message, the size of a business card, vague and cryptic.
Hello, Victoria. This gift is very important. Make sure that you’re alone when you open it, and do not tell anyone. Enjoy!
The tiny cursive scrawl had been typed as well, much like the note in her flowers, though with a different font. She rose, back against the door, and looked out front, her eyes darting left and right.
“Whoever is doing this, you need to stop!” she called out, angered. But she heard and saw no one. “I’m going to call the police! You hear me?”
Her threats went unanswered. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and immediately called Todd. After several rings, the call switched to voicemail. She waited for the automated message to end and then spoke. “Todd, call me back as soon as you get this message. I just got home and there’s some weird package at our door. There’s a note on the side of it, addressed to me. I think…” she paused to catch her breath, noticing that she was growing so nervous that her hands were shaking.
“I think that it’s the same person who sent me the flowers. This is getting too strange. I think I should call the police.” She paused again, trying to think of what else to say. She didn’t know. All she knew was that she wanted him to answer his damn phone. “Just call me back. Please.”
She hung up the phone with a sigh and stared down at the sad, strange box below. Perhaps it was just another piece of some demented riddle. Part of her wanted to toss the box in the trash, while the other part had to know what was inside. She knelt and carefully picked up the box with both hands. It was light, and as she shook it, she could hear something shifting around inside. Eager to get into the house, she pulled her keys out and unlocked the door, stepping in with one last glance into the front yard. She closed the door, locking it behind her.
The house was eerily quiet without Brooke. Its dead silence was unnerving. Victoria walked into the living room and placed her purse onto the center coffee table, together with the mysterious box. She then walked through the house and checked each room, window, and lock. The house appeared to be safe, with no sign of a break-in. Maybe they’d get a dog sooner than planned.
She journeyed back into the living room, found the remote, and sat in the middle of the sofa, turning on the TV. She pushed her purse aside and examined the green box in front of her as a television court-drama played with the sound turned low.
She considered never opening the package, denying whomever had sent it the satisfaction. But as the thought crossed her mind, she realized that the scissors were already in her hands. She brought them under the ribbon and snipped it off. The only thing left to do was to open it.
Victoria carefully lifted the lid and braced for the worst. She looked inside the box to see what appeared to be a small box of chocolates and nothing else.
“Cute,” she said, reaching into the box and pulling out the small, silver box.
She set it directly in front of her and pulled off the next lid. There were indeed chocolates inside, but that wasn’t all. Three small envelopes rested on top, labeled numerically: one, two, three. With the contents of her mysterious package now revealed, she hesitated to touch anything. But there was no going back. She’d already opened the box. All that remained were the envelopes.
Her heart pounded with anticipation as she reached for envelope number one and pulled the seal open. Inside, there were two black and white scanned pictures of varying quality and size. At first, she couldn’t tell what she was looking at, but then it began to sink in.
The first, larger picture was of her senior class photo from high school. She stood among the crowd, identified by a red circle someone had drawn. Standing next to her was none other than Liz. She stared at the picture, her nervousness rising, and tried to make sense of its meaning.
The next picture was a simple wallet-size cutout of her yearbook photo, when her hair had been styled into a wave, like many of the girls wore back then. Who was so interested in her high school years and why? Was there a deranged classmate on the loose? Had he murdered Liz? And most concerning of all, was he, or they, coming for her next?
Victoria didn’t know what to think. The ordeal felt like an elaborate prank. Who was dredging up the past and why? She felt determined to find out, even if it meant playing along. She placed both images back inside the envelope and then set it aside, ready for number two. She opened the second envelope and pulled out a photo of the old house she grew up in when she lived in South Carolina.
It was just as baffling as the other pictures, but there was more. The next picture was a color photo of her current house, taken from the street. She recoiled at the sight, hands trembling as she flipped to the next and last picture, this one of the very three-story building where she worked.
Impossible, she thought. Who took these pictures and why?
It was reasonable to assume that she was dealing with a stalker; someone from her high school class, she suspected. They had found her and were attempting to scare and harass. Feeling she had enough evidence to take to the police, Victoria returned the pictures to the number two envelope. Now, all she had was number three. She took the envelope and noticed that it was thicker than the others, most likely packed with surveillance photos of her or her family.
If the pictures were meant to scare her, they had failed. In fact, she felt eager to find out who was behind the harassment. She opened the last envelope and pulled out a small stack of ten colored photos that looked as though they had been recently developed.
She examined the first grainy photo, trying to understand who she was looking at. A man and woman were walking together hand in hand down a sidewalk in a park. They both had sunglasses on. The girl looked young and pretty. And the man? Although it was slightly out of focus, she took a closer look and had the strangest feeling that it was Todd. No, she was mistaken, but her hand was shaking.
She flipped to the next picture and saw the same couple, this time leaving the second-story of what looked like a hotel room. She stared at the picture as an unsettling stir brewed within. The next photo showed the same couple in a parking lot. The woman was behind the wheel of her car, lifting her chin to kiss the man as he leaned in.
The next picture showed them walking together again and holding hands outside an apartment complex. Her attempts to find rational explanations, to cling to denials, were failing. The picture after that showed them walking inside. By now, there was no doubt in Victoria’s mind that the man in the photos was Todd. In some of the pictures he wore a hat, jacket, or sunglasses. In others, he wasn’t concealed at all.
The only question involved the identity for the woman. A crippling realization washed over her, and a queasy sickness gripped her stomach. The blow felt unreal. Her vision began to blur with a surreal dizziness as her trembling hands dropped the photos onto the floor.
Of everything that could have been causing the recent distance between them, the last thing she had expected was seeing photos of Todd with a mystery woman. Stunned, blindsided, and nearing a state of shock, she tried to comprehend what she had just seen.
An affair? She thought. It had to be a joke.
Any minute now, Todd would come home and tell her so. But that wasn’t the case, and she knew it. She thought of his frequent late nights, his disheveled appearance and rumpled clothes whenever he walked through the door. The signs were there, she just hadn’t seen it. She sank back against the couch with the wind knocked out of her. Warm tears fell down her cheeks. She couldn’t think straight. She felt crippled, paralyzed, and all she could do at that point was to wait.




TO CATCH A KILLER





Leesburg, South Carolina
The next morning, Captain Nelson had called all detectives into a meeting room for a mandatory briefing. Detective Dobson had just arrived in the small, crowded room to find most seats full and the captain standing at a podium with Lieutenant Fitzpatrick beside him. He walked to the front and found a seat next to Harris as chatter continued among the detectives, drinking coffee and laughing.
“What’s this all about?” he asked.
Harris shrugged. “Beats me. A breakthrough in the case?”
“Yeah. We’ll see,” Dobson said.
“Can I have your attention, please?” Captain Nelson announced, hands out and wearing his dress-blue uniform with ribbons and rank affixed.
The chatter ceased as detectives turned to the front of the room where there was a presentation board with several glossy photos tacked to the surface. Many were of the same bearded, disheveled man, others of a run-down mobile home community.
“Thank you,” Captain Nelson said to the quiet room. “As many of you know, the investigation into Mrs. Bailey’s murder is currently ongoing and we have reached no conclusions at this point. That means we will decline comments to the press until our information is substantive and verifiable.”
He paused and leaned forward with his arms gripping both sides of the podium. “Having said that, some information has come to light which may help us in narrowing down a suspect. And I will let Lieutenant Fitzpatrick take it from here.” The captain stepped aside, letting the lieutenant take the podium.
“Thank you, sir,” Fitzpatrick said, glancing at some notes and then looking up to the group. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time, so I’ll just get to the point.”
He paused and then motioned to the presentation board behind him.
“Some of you may be familiar with the name Randall Morris. He has a rather extensive criminal record. To put it simply, a rap sheet twenty pages long.” He paused and began reading from his notes again. “Mr. Morris has been charged with theft, drug possession with intent to distribute, public intoxication, harassment, fraudulent statements, identity theft, check fraud, and I could go on.
“Mr. Morris has been in and out of our county jail more times than I can count. He’s what you would call a career criminal. Mr. Morris’s latest endeavor involved selling stolen frozen meats door to door. We know this because Mrs. Bailey’s own niece, Evelyn Bailey, confirmed that a few days before she left town, Mr. Morris arrived at her aunt’s estate and badgered Mrs. Bailey to purchase his frozen meats, stolen from the back of a truck at the local Food Mart. When turned away, Morris grew visibly angry and spiteful before he was forced to leave.”
Fitzpatrick backed away from the podium next to the board as he pointed along the row of pictures. “These are his mugshots. Here, we have pictures of the mobile-home community he lives in, way out in the sticks.”
He then approached the podium confidently, as though making his case in court. “We’ve also learned that Mr. Morris owes thousands in court fees and alimony to his ex-wife and three children, who no longer live in the area. This is a man deeply in debt, who, I have no doubt, enjoyed teaching Mrs. Bailey a lesson for turning him away.”
Dobson and Harris looked at each other as Fitzpatrick held up some photos of the crime scene, displaying them for everyone to see.
“I’ve requested a warrant to search Mr. Morris’s property. Once the warrant is approved, Sheriff Hughes will assemble a team to issue the warrant and apprehend Mr. Morris as we conduct our search.”
Dobson suddenly raised his hand, receiving a reluctant response from Fitzpatrick to call on him.
“Detective Dobson… what is it?”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. I was wondering if you could clarify the eyewitness accounts about the vehicle.”
Fitzgerald thought to himself and then answered. “Yes, thank you for reminding me.” He looked to the group and continued. “The Chevy Suburban was seen around the area by witnesses close to the day Mrs. Bailey was murdered. It is also the same vehicle her niece, Evelyn, claims to have seen Mr. Morris driving when he tried to sell them stolen meats.”
“Can we talk to these witnesses?” Dobson asked, cutting in. “I’d like to verify their statements.”
The room got quiet as Fitzpatrick fidgeted at the podium, clearly taken off guard by the question. “That’s not important right now.”
Captain Nelson then approached the podium and leaned in. “Yes, please. Hold your questions until the end.”
“Yes. Thank you, sir.” Fitzpatrick said, reshuffling his notes. “Coincidentally, that’s all I have. Thank you for your time, and I’ll be expecting all of your support to bring this killer to justice.”
The detectives stood up to leave as chatter resumed throughout the room. Captain Nelson took the lieutenant aside and spoke quietly as Harris stood up and tossed his empty coffee cup into a nearby wastebasket. The other detectives began filing out, a questioning air floating through the room, though no one had a better theory.
Dobson stood as Harris yanked at his sleeve. “I did some investigating into Andrea Bailey’s will. Even spoke with her attorney. A guy named Lenny Neumeier.”
“Oh yeah?” Dobson asked, intrigued.
Harris led him toward the back of the room as though they were speaking in confidence. “Mr. Neumeier explained that once her niece moved into the house, Mrs. Bailey had made several amendments to her will.”
“To give the money to her niece?” Dobson asked.
“No,” Harris said. “To donate her assets to charities. Hundreds of them.”
Dobson stroked his chin, thinking. It was the last thing he had expected to hear.
“Detective Dobson,” Fitzpatrick called out, walking toward him.
“Yeah,” Dobson said, turning around.
“I want you to accompany me to Mr. Morris’s residence and help conduct the search. I have a feeling that we’re close here.”
“Well, Detective Harris and I were just headed to probate to investigate financial transactions within the Bailey estate.”
Fitzpatrick scratched at the stubble on his face and nodded. “That can wait. Captain Nelson is fully on-board with this raid. It’s about time we got this scumbag off the street for good. Don’t you say?”
Dobson glanced at Harris, who then looked away, wanting nothing to do with an argument.
“Sure,” Dobson said. “Let me know once that warrant’s been signed off.” With that, he turned and walked out of the room with Harris.
“You’re all in now?” Harris asked as they continued down the hall.
“Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice,” Dobson said with a shrug. He stopped at his office and opened the door, turning to face Harris. “I want to get in contact with that attorney before I leave though. Email me his contact info, if you can.”
Harris pulled out a piece of gum from his coat pocket and put it in his mouth. “You got it.”
They parted ways, saying little else. Dobson walked inside his office and took off his coat jacket. The wall clock ticked just past 9:30 a.m. It was a Thursday; one day closer to the weekend. He sat at his desk and opened his email, finding one in the list of messages from none other than the law offices of Lenny Neumeier.
Detective Dobson,
I spoke with Detective Harris earlier in regard to Mrs. Bailey’s estate. He informed me that you are one of the lead detectives on the case. Rest assured, I will keep your department updated on the eventual proceedings. I have not taken any action thus far, as her will and testament bequeaths assets of ten million dollars to various charitable organizations. Feel free to call my offices when you have a moment.
Best Regards, Lenny L. Neumeier, Attorney at Law.
Dobson reached for his phone to call the number listed below when his line suddenly rang from extension 228. He knew exactly who it was. “Dobson,” he said, hitting the speaker button.
“You ready?” Fitzpatrick asked. “I just got word back from the judge. We’re good to go.”
Dobson hung his head and sighed under his breath. “Are we now?” he asked with suspicion.
“I thought you’d be more excited, Detective.”
“I am,” he said, hanging up.
There was no doubt that Randall Morris was a shady character. However, something just didn’t add up. Dobson closed his email and rubbed his forehead, unable to clear his head. The beige walls of his small office felt as though they were closing in. He got up, grabbed his coat, and quickly left the office to join the raid before he could change his mind.
He emerged into the busy hallway leading outside the building where he could see Fitzpatrick already waiting for him and several police officers standing around wearing flak vests over their uniforms.
“You have one of those for me?” Dobson asked.
“Relax. I’ve got two in my car,” Fitzpatrick said, pointing toward the exit. “Let’s go.
Dobson followed the group down the hall and outside, where several police cruisers sat parked under the bright morning sun. Their destination was on the outskirts of town among rural tight-knit communities, where authority was often looked upon with a suspicious eye.
Randall Morris didn’t live far from the wilderness surrounding the Bailey estate, and he could easily have driven through the open gate to the house, kicked the back door in, and murdered Mrs. Bailey just as Fitzpatrick suspected, though Dobson couldn’t shake the doubts from his mind. It all seemed too perfect a scenario. Or maybe Fitzpatrick was sharper than Dobson had given him credit for.
He stepped into the passenger’s side of the department-issued SUV and sat on the hot vinyl seat as Fitzpatrick turned the key in the ignition and blasted the air conditioning.
“I do appreciate you coming along, Detective,” Fitzpatrick said, closing his door and adjusting the rearview mirror. He then looked at Dobson from behind the dark lenses of his sunglasses. “I can tell you’re a little hesitant about this. I understand. You want to consider all the options. I get it.”
He paused, watching as the three police cruisers backed out of their parking spaces and drove ahead. Fitzpatrick backed out, then followed as the police radio hanging below the dashboard crackled with chatter. There was a shotgun locked into place next to Dobson, barrel up, and two vests in the back seat, just as the lieutenant had promised.
Their vehicle shook after hitting a pothole outside the parking lot, then they turned onto Anderson Street, the main road through town, and continued to follow the three cruisers ahead.
“I have to say,” Fitzpatrick began. “Solving this case could be a real boost for the department. Think of all the press we’ll get.”
Dobson turned away from the window as they passed several old brick buildings. “Sure.” He then leaned back in his seat as Fitzpatrick pushed the gas, following the line of police cars along the tow-lane road.
Dobson reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, glancing at the screen. It was just past ten in the morning, and he had no idea of how the so-called raid was going to turn out, but couldn’t help anticipating the outcome. He wasn’t optimistic.
“I found a toothpick at the top of Mrs. Bailey’s staircase,” he said as they took a quick left turn at a busy intersection.
“A toothpick?” Fitzpatrick said, giving him a strange look.
“I gave it to Forensics to run some tests. So far, they’ve got nothing.”
“Must have been nothing then,” Fitzpatrick said, veering to the right as their convoy reached a stop sign.
“I guess we’ll see,” Dobson said as they proceeded quickly down a long, narrow road with forest on both sides. He stared ahead, closing the matter.
Fitzpatrick gripped the wheel with both hands as they ascended a sharp curve where the pavement soon turned into a bumpy dirt road. “If everything goes right, we’ll be heroes, you and I. Think about it.”
Dobson chuckled to himself while glancing at his phone. Rachel had sent him a text message reminding him to pick up some milk and trash bags on his way home at the end of the day.
Before he could respond, however, the convoy suddenly slowed because of the increasingly uneven dirt road. Pine trees and thick foliage consumed both sides, with wire fencing and tall grass pastures farther ahead.
The SUV rocked along the bumpy ruts and followed the other vehicles into a mobile home park with six or seven residences arranged in one large circle. They pulled to the side of the road at the end of the circle where a single trailer looked out from behind some thick bushes, half-concealing a rusty, dark-gray Suburban.
“Looks like our boy’s home,” Fitzpatrick said, leaning over the wheel. He reached for the radio microphone and held it to his mouth, addressing the officers. “Keep an eye on the place, and wait for my lead.” He then looked at Dobson. “Are you ready?”
“What’s the plan, exactly? Are you going to arrest him? If so, on what charge?”
Fitzpatrick shook his head. “We just want to search his premises. If he cooperates, there shouldn’t be a problem.”
Dobson turned to look at the trailer and caught a glimpse of a man peeking from behind the curtains inside. Their presence was not a secret. He opened his door, following Fitzpatrick, and stepped outside. No one looked to be around, and the eerie silence hinted at possible danger.
He opened the back door and grabbed a vest, only to see Fitzpatrick already striding down the line of cruisers, standing at the hood of the lead vehicle and talking with the other police officers, who resembled a SWAT team with their vests, helmets, and rifles. He slipped the vest over his shoulders, a snug fit, and checked his pistol, ensuring that it was loaded.
As he hurried alongside the vehicles to catch up, Fitzpatrick was in the process of instructing the group. “I want an officer at each window and door. Once in place, I will coax Mr. Morris outside to present the warrant. He will have two options: exit the premises immediately and allow us to conduct our search, or be forcibly removed and detained. Everyone understand?”
The police team confirmed as much while Dobson nodded. Fifty feet away from them, the aluminum trailer sat atop cinder blocks a few feet in the air. The Suburban in question was parked at the side in a patch of dirt, near a stack of firewood. Pine cones littered the front yard of patchy grass and sand, and a canopy above the home’s front entrance shaded a small wooden deck. There was no visible movement from inside, despite Dobson’s having seen a man in the window just minutes before. Maybe he had run. Or maybe he was taking cover.
Amid explaining the layout of the trailer’s interior, Fitzpatrick pointed at Dobson. “You’re going to stick with me and watch my back.” It seemed a strange request, given their history, but Dobson agreed. Fitzpatrick then returned to describing the layout: two bedrooms, one bath, kitchen, and living room. “Look for cubbyholes, crawl spaces, and especially places out back where he might have buried evidence.”
Suddenly, the patio door swung open and Morris emerged, gripping a shotgun with both hands, his long gray hair flowing wildly in the wind.
“Twelve o’clock!” Dobson shouted.
The officers turned with their rifles aimed as Fitzpatrick spun around and dropped to one knee, pistol in the air.
“Drop the weapon, Morris!”
Morris halted halfway into his yard and stared at them vacantly, his scruffy beard sprinkled with gray, his arms covered in tattoos. His white muscle T-shirt was torn and stained as badly as his faded blue jeans. His pale skin showed through the holes in the knees. He kept his shotgun aimed to the side, careful not to point it directly at them, while maintaining his look of defiance.
“We have a warrant to search your premises,” Fitzpatrick continued in a loud, commanding voice. “Drop the shotgun, step away with your hands in the air, and I promise there won’t be any trouble.” His voice echoed as a flock of birds jettisoned from a nearby tree, scattering into the blue sky.
Morris remained in place, standing his ground. He brushed one side of his hair behind his ear and then gripped the shotgun, pulling it closer to his chest as though it was protecting him.
“This is my land. My property, damn it!” he shouted. Suddenly he lowered his voice and revealed a Southern accent. “State your business, or get the hell out of here.”
Fitzpatrick glanced at the other officers and then back to Morris, confounded. “I just told you that! We have a warrant. Now stand aside or face criminal charges. The choice is yours!”
“A warrant?” Morris shouted back. “For what? I ain’t broke no more laws. I ain’t bothered a soul.”
“We’ll see about that,” Fitzpatrick said as tensions rose.
“Get the hell off my property now, you sons of bitches!” Morris shouted.
Dobson’s heart raced as he moved carefully behind the first cruiser with his pistol aimed over the hood. The man was going to get himself killed, ending the standoff quickly and violently.
“Okay, Morris!” Fitzpatrick said, keeping his steady aim. “Let’s be smart here. Don’t do anything rash. We can work this out.”
“Drop the fucking weapon now!” One of the police officers shouted.
“Do it!” another officer added.
This is it, Dobson thought. This dumbass is going down.
But before that could happen, Morris tossed his shotgun in the grass in front of him and took a step back with pure contempt on his face. He then dropped to his knees and placed both hands behind his head as though he knew the routine all too well.
“Move! Take him down!” Fitzpatrick shouted.
The police officers charged forward and tackled Morris in a frenzied blur of grunts and shouts. Fitzpatrick moved quickly across the yard as Dobson cautiously followed. Morris was thrown to the ground with an officer’s knee digging into his back and his arms pulled together and handcuffed at the wrist. Another officer pushed Morris’s face into the dirt, applying most of his force to Morris’s neck, while another held his legs down.
“Get him in the back of a patrol car,” Fitzgerald said as he headed toward the swaying front patio door.
“I’m not resisting, you fucker!” Morris screamed as he gasped for air.
Fitzgerald suddenly turned around and called out to Morris. “Is there anyone else in the house? Anyone at all?”
“Go fuck yourself!” Morris shouted.
“All right, get him out of here,” Fitzgerald said, giving up.
Two officers lifted Morris up, gripping both arms, and yanked him over to the nearest police cruiser. The other four followed Fitzgerald and took positions around the dilapidated trailer. As they threw him in the back seat of the car, Dobson examined the shotgun at his feet. It was a twelve-gauge pump-action Mossberg shotgun, like the kind they had at the station—the same manufacturer of the one locked in Fitzpatrick’s SUV. It was a popular brand and model, but most concerning of all was that Morris had it in the first place.
While Fitzpatrick remained at the front door, peeking inside with the officers at the windows, Dobson approached the makeshift carport to get a look at Morris’s vehicle. Its rear left tire was flat, and a thick layer of dust and pollen covered its windows, roof, and hood. It didn’t look as though it had been driven in weeks, let alone days.
He circled the car, shoes crunching against leaves, and stopped at the driver’s side door where he cupped his hands against the window and tried to look inside. There looked to be magazines and empty soda and beer cans on the floor, a stuffed ashtray under the dashboard, and what looked like a tackle box on the passenger seat. He moved away from the window and tried to open the door, but it was locked. He then re-circled the vehicle and attempted the other doors, but those were locked too.
He backed away and took a picture of the vehicle and then walked back to the house. Fitzpatrick was no longer in his sight and he wanted to keep an eye on him, as promised. Pistol drawn, Dobson circled to the front of the house where two officers had just rushed inside.
“Living room clear!” one of them shouted.
“Kitchen all clear!” the other officer shouted back to him.
Dobson soon followed and entered the cluttered trailer with its coarse, stained carpet and old furniture, the rooms dimly-lit. He passed one officer who had just conducted his sweep, followed by another. In all the movement, Dobson had yet to see Fitzpatrick. He called out for the lieutenant from a narrow hallway as he passed a darkened bathroom the size of a broom closet.
“Back here,” Fitzpatrick said.
Dobson entered the only bedroom, situated at the end of the hall, and found Fitzpatrick standing there amid clothes and auto-trader magazines covering a lime-green carpet. A bed rested in the corner, consisting of only two stacked mattresses with no frame. Sunlight glowed from behind a beach towel blocking the one window. There was an old wooden dresser in the corner near some boxes and scattered belongings, but that was it. Evidence of a robbery was nowhere to be seen, that was until Fitzgerald stopped at the cluttered dresser and stared down with acute attention.
“What is it?” Dobson asked, approaching him.
“I knew it…” Fitzgerald said under his breath.
Dobson scanned the dresser until his eyes stopped at the sight of a shoe box with glittering jewelry inside.
Fitzgerald stepped closer and pulled a string of pearls from the box, holding them up to catch the light. “Do these look familiar?”
Dobson studied the pearls and shook his head. “No, should they?”
“Come on,” he said, lowering them. “Don’t be so dense.” He placed the pearls back inside the box and then pulled out a gold necklace with a diamond-encrusted heart. “What is a man like Randall Morris doing with all this jewelry?”
“Maybe it’s his girlfriend’s,” Dobson said.
Fitzgerald placed the necklace back inside and then took the entire box over to Dobson, holding it close to his chest for a better view. Inside were the two necklaces, several expensive-looking bracelets, and some earrings. “I think it all adds up, Detective. In an act of desperation and rage, Randall Morris broke into Mrs. Bailey’s house to rob her. Maybe he had no intention of killing her, hence the sloppy crime scene. Maybe she just said the wrong thing to him. Maybe he decided that she had to pay.”
Dobson stared at the shoe box, unconvinced. “We need to verify who this jewelry belongs to.”
“Open your eyes. Who do you think?” Fitzpatrick said, arms out wide.
Dobson pointed toward the window. “His Suburban out there hasn’t been driven in at least four days. Maybe a week. How’d he get around?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Fitzpatrick said. “We have evidence from the scene of a crime.”
Dobson turned away, stepping over the clothes in his path. “I don’t know, Lieutenant. It’s fishy.”
Fitzpatrick’s face went flush as he took a measured step toward Dobson. “I don’t get you, Detective. I bring you along so we can work together on this. Instead, all I get are your petty doubts.”
“Excuse me?” Dobson said, crossing his arms.
Fitzgerald took another step, stopping inches from his face. “I want you to think about this. Captain Nelson is moving on in another year or two. With any luck, I’ll be promoted right into his place. Is this how you want to establish our working relationship? You’re close to retirement, right? That’s what I heard. Now, do you want those coming five years to be good, or bad? The decision’s yours.”




BETRAYAL





Clearwater, Maine
Victoria paced the kitchen in a circular frenzy, with her anger steadily rising. It was past six and she had heard nothing from Todd. Not even a text message. She felt anxious and short of breath. She wanted to call her mother but felt too upset to even talk. She stopped at the faucet and gripped the sink, staring out through the kitchen window. The empty space in the driveway next to her car remained. There was no sign of him yet.
Brooke was at a friend’s house but would be home soon. Victoria had no idea what she would tell her. The reality of the situation hadn’t fully sunk in, but she knew that things were going to change. Though Todd’s betrayal had stung her deeply, she had no idea what she was going to do.
The pictures were spread out on the kitchen table for Todd to see. She turned away from the window, unable to think straight, and repeatedly glanced at her cell phone on the counter. The minutes crept by at an excruciatingly slow pace. The longer she waited, the more the thought of leaving him began to make sense.
Her cell phone suddenly rang, startling her. She turned and saw Brooke’s name on the screen. She paused before answering and took a deep breath, calming herself.
“Hey, honey.”
“Hi, Mom. I was getting ready to leave a voicemail. I didn’t think you were going to answer.” Victoria could hear other girls talking and laughing in the background.
“Well, here I am. What’s up?” she said, turning back toward the kitchen window. The sun was sinking below the trees, and it was getting dark outside. How much longer would Todd make her wait?
“We’re still waiting on dinner, so I’ll probably be home around eight if that’s okay.”
“I see,” Victoria said, somewhat pleased to hear the news. “Will you need a ride home?”
“Katie’s mom offered to drive me home later.”
“Okay. Have fun. Love you.” Victoria said. Suddenly, she saw the headlights of Todd’s car appear at the end of the driveway.
“Love you too. Oh, Mom. One more thing,” she began.
Victoria watched out the window, distracted. “Yes?”
“We might have a slumber party here Saturday night. Is that all right too?”
“That should be fine. I’ll talk to you later, honey. Bye.”
She watched as Todd’s car pulled up and parked beside hers. The driver’s side door swung open as Todd stepped out, leaning back in for his briefcase. He closed the door and pressed the remote lock on his key.
The car beeped and its lights flashed as he walked past her car and toward the house, not seeing her at the window. Victoria turned from the window to look at the pictures scattered on the table like courtroom evidence.
She heard the door unlock and Todd walk inside. She moved swiftly across the tiled kitchen floor, through the walkway and into the foyer, prepared to face him as her heart pounded wildly in her chest. Todd looked up to see Victoria standing in his path, arms crossed and staring him down.
“Oh, hi,” he said, startled. He set his briefcase down and then immediately began loosening his tie. “How was your day?”
Victoria kept her mouth in a straight line, not saying a word. His facial expression then turned from curiosity to concern. “Is everything okay?”
She brought a hand up as tears began to well in her eyes and immediately began rubbing them away. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.
Todd took a cautious step forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Honey… what is it?”
Victoria shuddered and backed away from him, fighting back her tears. “Don’t touch me.”
Todd’s eyes widened with shock as he slowly lowered his arm.
She pointed to the living room and spoke with a trembling tone. “Go. Sit. Please.”
Todd straightened up, wary, and took a step back. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?”
Victoria’s legs began to shake, and she reached for the back of a chair for support. She shook her head and walked into the living room, stopping at the sofa. “I need you to sit down so we can talk.”
Todd glanced into the living room, surveying it suspiciously. He then turned to the darkened kitchen. “Come on, Victoria. Stop playing games. I’m starving.”
Her silent, fierce stare wiped the tight, sarcastic smile from his face. After a loud, resigned sigh, he walked to the couch, sat in the middle, and reached for the remote.
“No,” she said, standing over him. “This is serious.”
Todd dropped the remote and leaned back with his arms behind his head. “Vicky, what’s going on?” He paused for a moment and leaned forward to look down the adjacent hallway. “Brooke here?”
“She’s having dinner at Katie’s house,” she said, approaching the couch. “She’ll be home later.” With Brooke gone, she could sense the sudden nervousness on his face.
“Okay,” he said as he leaned forward with a deep breath, his eyes shifting downward.
“I called you today,” Victoria said. “Two hours ago. What happened? Did you miss the call or forget to call me back?”
He opened his mouth to speak, only to be cut off.
“Did you even listen to the message?”
Todd rubbed the dark stubble on his cheeks with growing frustration. “You got me. I completely missed it.” He then reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, swiping at the screen. “Oh, there it is.” He glanced up at her with his light, apologetic eyes. “I’m sorry, okay? I was very busy, and I haven’t looked at my phone for a while.”
“Why don’t you listen to the message right now?” she said, crossing her arms.
He held the phone, still unsure what was going on. Victoria watched as he went to his voicemail and held the phone against his ear. She walked away from him and into the kitchen. She flipped on the light switch and approached the table where the pictures lay.
She heard no movement from the living room. The message, she assumed, only further baffled him. She stood over the pictures and waited until she heard Todd get up from the couch and walk over, calling out to her along the way.
“What is this all about? You received a package today? From who?”
She kept her back turned toward him as he entered the kitchen. “Probably the same person who sent me the flowers.” She turned around and extended her arm toward the pictures on display. “This time it wasn’t flowers. I was sent chocolates. And in the box of chocolates were these photos.”
He walked toward the table as she stepped back, allowing him to see. She watched as his pace slowed, his eyes darting across the table, moving from one photo to the next. His shoulders and head slumped forward. It seemed that everything was beginning to add up. He stared at the photos of himself and the woman as color left his face. He then slowly reached for one of the photos and flipped it around, holding it up and examining it in disbelief.
“What is this?” he finally said.
Victoria wiped the tears from her eyes. “You tell me, Todd.”
He slowly set the photo down and spoke in a quiet, serious tone. “Someone…” he said, swallowing. “Someone sent these to you?”
“They were in the box left on our doorstep. The box I called you about earlier. The note was addressed to me. It said that there was some important information inside.”
Todd’s hand rubbed his chest wildly and then he turned away from the table. “Doesn’t make any sense. Who’s doing this?”
“I don’t know,” Victoria said. “But it looks like they’ve been following you.”
Silence fell between them as Todd walked to the sink, as though the wind had just been knocked out of him. He leaned against the counter, staring out the window.
“Who’s the woman?” she asked.
His back remained to her, and he gave no answer.
“Are you going to answer me? Victoria continued, her voice shaking.
“I want to know who sent you those pictures,” he said in a soft, defeated voice.
A flicker of rage sent her stepping forward with her fists balled and her voice raised. “It doesn’t matter! Who is that woman in the pictures, Todd? What are you doing with her? When were these taken?”
Todd’s quick, shallow breathing filled the silence.
“You think you can just stand there and not answer me?” she asked as tears rolled down her cheeks. “You owe me an explanation, Todd. Or you could just leave.” She paused and waited, wanting nothing more than the truth no matter how hurtful.
“She was a temp at the office,” he said under his breath.
“What?” she said, taking a step toward him.
He slowly turned around to face her with reddened, watering eyes. “She doesn’t work there anymore.”
Victoria thought to herself, confused by his answer. “So? Why are you with her in these pictures?” She spun around and grabbed perhaps the most damning photo, holding it up. “Why are you kissing her?”
Todd began to speak, but Victoria wasn’t finished. She tossed the photo on the floor and rushed at him, stopping inches from his face, cutting off what he was about to say.
“No! You’re going to hear me out first. When I saw those pictures, I was in complete denial. At first, I didn’t think it was you, and then when it became clear that it was you, I still didn’t believe it. I thought someone might have put you in those pictures, digitally manipulated your image.” She paused, wiping her eyes and taking a deep breath. “But now I know they’re real… You’ve broken my heart.”
He attempted to touch her again, but she backed away.
“I’m sorry, Victoria. I really am. It was a mistake.”
“A mistake?” she shouted.
Todd threw down his arms. “It was never supposed to happen. We were working together. We got along. It was just…”
“You slept together?” she asked.
Todd’s eyes shifted to the floor as though he was shutting down.
“How many times?” she continued.
He looked up with his hands interlaced, his unshaven face pale. “What does it matter?”
Victoria narrowed her eyes in disgust. “You son of a bitch.”
“It’s over between us, okay?” he suddenly protested. “In fact, it never really started. It was a mistake. I was ashamed to tell you. I’m ashamed to tell you now.”
She tried to listen, but every word he said was like a dagger in her heart. She held her hands to her face, shaking her head and walking back toward the refrigerator. “No more. I’ve heard enough.”
Todd stepped forward defensively. “It was one week, Victoria. One week. I made a mistake. I’ve never done anything like this before, and it’ll never happen again!”
Victoria backed against the refrigerator as heightened emotions rushed through her. “I don’t believe you,” she said. “How can I ever trust you again?” She brought her hands to her face, sobbing as Todd inched toward her, attempting to provide comfort. Sensing him near, she jerked her head back and opened her eyes and pointed to the foyer. “Get out…”
Todd paused, distraught. “Come on, Victoria. Let’s talk about this.”
“Get out!” she shouted, startling him.
The house went silent once more as she looked away from his pleading eyes, her hand still extended toward the front door. She waited, but he wasn’t moving. She then turned and walked away, grabbing her cell phone from the counter. “I mean it, Todd.”
She made her way to the living room as he stood in the kitchen. The box of chocolates was still on the coffee table. Her mind raced in a hundred different directions. Someone was watching them. Of that, she was certain. Who knew how long they had been following Todd, or her for that matter. For a moment, she felt ready to forgive him, but as he crept into the living room behind her, all she could feel was anger.
“Vicky, if you could just listen to me for a moment.”
Facing their bookcase with her arms folded, she turned her head slightly and then back.
He said, “I’m very concerned about this individual who took these photographs. If it’s the same person who sent you the flowers, we’re looking at a clear level of harassment.”
“Save it, Todd,” she said. “Now’s not the time to act concerned about my stalker.”
“This is my house too!” he snapped.
Victoria spun around with fire in her eyes. “Tell me something,” she began as he quietly began to back away. “Did you happen to see this woman last month during your week-long business conference?”
Todd shook his head, stunned.
“Or what about all the other late nights you’ve worked?” She paused, clutching her chest. “My God. Who knows how many times you were lying?”
“This is ridiculous,” he said.
“That message on your phone,” she said, thinking to herself. “It said, call me ASAP. I wonder if that was her.” She stepped toward the coffee table in haste, grabbed the box of chocolates, and launched them at him with all her might. The box flew past Todd’s head and hit the wall, busting open.
“What is wrong with you?” Todd shouted, astonished.
“It was, wasn’t it?” she shouted back. She could tell by the look in his eyes that she was closer to the truth than she had hoped.
“I told her not to call me again,” he said. “Nothing else happened.”
Victoria turned away again, disoriented. Her whole body was shaking and she couldn’t think straight. All she knew was that she didn’t want to talk to him anymore. “Get out…” she said, head down and leaning against the wall. “I’ll call the cops if I have to.” She raised her head, her vision blurred by tears. Todd was still standing across from her, stunned to silence.
“Okay…” he finally said. “I’ll leave.”
He stormed off toward the hallway as she regained her balance and sat on the couch. Their bedroom light switch turned on and she could hear him rustling around in the room. She reached for the remote and turned the TV on just as he reemerged with a packed bag. She made no effort to look at him or say anything, but as he entered the foyer, he stopped and told her that he was sorry.
“I guess I’ll find a hotel,” he said.
Victoria began flipping through the channels without responding. If he was waiting for her to reconsider, it was a futile effort.
“I know that you’re angry, and you have every right to be,” he continued. “But I love you and would never do anything to intentionally hurt you.”
“Too late,” she said in a strained voice.
Todd looked at her for a minute and then turned and left, slamming the door on his way out. Victoria got up and walked to the kitchen at the sound of his engine starting. She watched from the window as he backed up and pulled away. With Todd gone, the house felt empty and quiet again. She turned the faucet on and splashed her face with water, distraught by all that had just transpired.
Head down, she dragged herself to the kitchen table and plopped down on the nearest seat. The photos lay under her arms, each one a reminder of what had happened to her marriage. Brooke would be home soon, and she knew that she had to pull herself together.
She took a deep breath and brought her arms to her chest, exhaling. For a moment, she felt like everything was going to be okay. Then suddenly, a sadness drilled into her and the tears began to flow once again. Her arms dropped to the table. Her head soon followed as she sobbed and cried out in endless pain.

Victoria sat at her desk the next day, staring at the computer screen with an unshakable numbness, determined to make it through the work day. She couldn’t bring herself to talk to Todd. The wounds were still fresh. The less she thought about it, the better. Not thinking about it, however, had proved impossible.
She hadn’t told Brooke anything yet. When she came home later that evening, Victoria had simply told her that Todd was working late. The charade wouldn’t hold much longer, and she knew that she was going to have to tell Brooke the truth soon.
Her computer screen was nothing but a blur. It was already lunchtime and she still couldn’t concentrate. She had planned to leave work early, but that depended on how much she got done. Every time she tried to focus, Todd would reenter her mind. He had done a selfish and hurtful thing. How could she take him back? Then she thought of Brooke, and it wasn’t so easy to decide. They were a family. Was there a chance she and Todd could work things out?
She sipped the last of her coffee, no longer warm, and stretched back in her chair. Her clothes were wrinkled, her hair was pulled back with strays falling to the side, and she hadn’t any makeup on. The last measure of concern was for her appearance. If she could finish the day out from behind her computer, that would be more than okay. In his flimsy line of excuses for the affair, Todd had managed to make one good point.
They did need to find out who had sent the package and why. Someone had taken an interest in her and her family, and she hadn’t the faintest notion why. She needed to contact the police and report what was going on. It wasn’t the last time she’d hear from the mysterious stalker. That much she was sure of.
Her fingers sat atop the keyboard, not moving, as her mind continued to drift, puzzling over her dilemma, when a knock on her door snapped her back to reality. She looked up to see her boss, Greg Daniels, standing in her doorway. He was all-business in a gray suit and tie, with an ID badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck.
“Hello, Mr. Daniels,” she said with a slight aloofness.
“Good morning, Victoria,” he said, holding a coffee mug in one hand, the other in his pocket.
He was a competent boss and generally easy to work with. She never saw much in him in the way of personality, but he’d always been courteous and professional with her during the three years she’d been on the team.
She quickly wiped her eyes and face and tried her best to attempt a smile as he continued. “I was just passing by and thought I’d check the status on that budget forecast analyst.”
Victoria nodded and then glanced at the screen with a sliver of panic. She was supposed to have finished the work last night. Her last email to him the day before had implied that she would.
“I’m almost done, sir,” she said, moving her mouse randomly across the screen.
Daniels rocked back on his heels and took a sip of coffee. “That’s fine. I just wanted to make sure. I’ll check back with you in an hour or two.”
“Sounds good,” she said,
He nodded and stepped out of the office, only to stop and pivot his way back in. “Hey…” he said, leaning forward. “Is everything okay?”
Victoria stared back at him, unblinking, as though she had no clue what he was talking about. “Um… Yes. I’m fine. Thanks. Just a little under the weather today.”
“Okay,” he said, tapping the frame of the door with his knuckles. “You look a little out of it. No offense.”
“None taken,” she said with a feigned laugh. “It’s just been a long week. Looking forward to the weekend though.”
“Same here,” he said, turning to leave. “Finish up that proposal and get out of here.”
“Will do,” she said as he walked away. A headache was starting at her temples.
She glanced at the screen, trying her best to focus, but nothing worked. She minimized her spreadsheet, opened her web browser, and did a search for marriage counselors in the area. Several results came up. She had called her mother the night before and left a voicemail.
She thought of calling her again but re-opened her spreadsheet as Daniels walked by her office, apparently in a hurry. She began typing just as her office phone rang, displaying an unrecognizable number on the caller ID screen. She hit the speaker phone button and said hello.
After a brief pause, Todd spoke up. “Victoria, it’s me. Don’t hang up.”
Her finger went for the disconnect button but stopped.
“Please hear me out,” he continued.
She grabbed the phone receiver and held it to her ear. “Todd. This is not the place or time. I need to think, and you need to give me space.” She glanced past her desk, conscious of a group of co-workers walking outside her office.
“I understand that, but you can’t keep me in limbo. I want us to work this out.” She could detect fear in his tone—a realization that everything was on the line.
“I don’t think that’s possible right now,” she said.
“What have you told Brooke?” he asked.
“Nothing yet,” she said, “but she’s going to have to know soon.”
“I want to be there. I’ll tell her the truth.”
“No,” Victoria said, adamantly. “You need to give me the weekend to think about things. I’ll get in touch with you on Monday.”
“Victoria, please.”
“This is your doing, Todd,” she said, voice rising. “We all have to face the consequences of our actions.” She hated the way she sounded like a lecturing aunt.
“I told you that it was a mistake. You know, forgiveness is a virtue,” he said, voice growing desperate.
“I agree. Now I have work to do. We’ll talk on Monday.”
She hung up without letting him get in another word, feeling a sense of empowerment. She wanted him to be uncertain and afraid. She felt that he deserved it. She then wondered where, exactly, he was calling from. It wasn’t his cell phone number.
She brought a hand to her forehead as her headache began pounding fiercely. Her office phone suddenly rang again from the same number. After a frustrated sigh, she picked it up.
“Stop calling me, Todd. I mean it.”
“I want to talk to Brooke,” he said. “Let me pick her up from school and explain everything to her then.”
“That’s not happening. Goodbye.”
“Victoria, wait!” he said, panicked.
She paused, halfway from hanging up. “What?”
“What can I do to make it up to you?”
She couldn’t help but find his vulnerability persuasive, but her mind was made up. “You can leave me alone,” she said, hanging up again.
She then returned to her keyboard and felt a little better after hanging up on Todd twice. She almost wished she could do it a third time. The phone suddenly rang again, much to her surprise, and she immediately looked at the caller ID screen. This time the number was different. Was Todd trying to be clever now?
“You need to stop this now!” she said as she picked up.
She waited and listened and heard nothing but distant static. “Hello? Todd?”
A growling laughter crackled through the phone, something sinister and threatening.
“Who is this?” she asked, voice shaking.
The laughter ceased as she heard the beginnings of faint chant that grew louder as the repetition went on.
“Tricky Vicky… Tricky Vicky…
“Who the hell is this?” she asked, pressing the phone against her ear.
“Where’s your tricks, Vick?” the man’s voice said in a clownish, spite-filled voice. “I’ve got plenty of tricks too”
“I can see your number,” Victoria said, writing it down with her free hand. “Whoever this is, I’m going to find out.”
“Oh, you’ll find out soon enough…” He hung up before she could respond.
Victoria sat frozen with the phone against her ear, stunned. The unsettling voice was no prank call. She hadn’t heard the name Tricky Vicky since high school. She glanced down at the number she had written on a sticky note. 888-531-6768. She hung up and immediately called it back. After several rings, the call went to an automated message spoken in a man’s friendly voice.
“We’re sorry, the number you’re trying to reach has been disconnected. Thank you.”
Victoria hung up and called the number again, only to receive the same message.
Impossible, she thought.
Someone was toying with her, and there seemed to be no end to the harassment. They knew where she worked and where she lived. How much more would she have to endure? She thought of calling the police but didn’t know what to report. Someone had delivered flowers to her at work and pictures of her husband with another woman. And now the phone call. It was enough to at least file a complaint and have the police look into it. Wasn’t it?
She felt trapped and conflicted, with no clear answers to her dilemma. She gently placed the receiver back onto the cradle and then went back to her computer, where she did a search for gun stores in the area. She found a few listed, clicked onto a local website, and quickly looked through photos of their stock, eager to get a gun as soon as possible.




CASE CLOSED





Leesburg, South Carolina
Lieutenant Fitzpatrick had his man, and most of the department agreed that it looked like an open and shut case against one of Leesburg’s most notorious residents. With the search for additional evidence ongoing at his mobile home, Randall Morris had been transported to the Summerville Police Station for questioning. He had since been read his Miranda rights and formally charged with the unlawful possession of a firearm, but not with the murder. Yet.
Upon their arrival, Fitzpatrick and Dobson were warmly received by the other detectives at the station. Heads turned from cubicles and offices as two officers escorted a limping Morris, bruised and dirty, to Holding Room A for questioning.
Fitzpatrick walked behind them with his head high to clapping and several atta-boys for his impressive detective work. Dobson kept his distance as he followed, increasingly skeptical of the applause. Perhaps it was envy. The thought had crossed his mind. Or maybe it was something else.
Captain Nelson was waiting for them, eager to put eyes on their unruly suspect. As the officer opened the door and pushed a handcuffed Morris inside, Nelson patted Fitzpatrick on the back and congratulated him.
“Fine work, Lieutenant. Fine work all around.”
“Thank you, sir,” Fitzpatrick said with a smile. “He gave us a little fight, but our well-trained task force quickly subdued him.”
“I heard he pulled a shotgun on you?” Nelson said.
Fitzpatrick shrugged. “He wasn’t happy to see us, that’s for sure.”
Nelson then eyed Dobson. “A quick word with you both.”
Fitzpatrick glanced at Dobson and then back at the captain. “Sure. What’s up?”
Nelson beckoned them toward a shadowy nook farther down the hall. “Follow me.”
Fitzpatrick raised a finger and then stuck his head inside the holding room to address one of the officers. “Have him sit, and we’ll be back in a moment.”
“No problem,” the bulky officer said. Morris grunted as they pushed him down onto the seat behind the table and then Fitzpatrick turned away, closing the door behind them.
Dobson and Fitzpatrick followed the captain down the hall to the security desk in the corner, where black and white monitors displayed the interiors of each holding room. They collectively watched the screen in the middle where Morris slumped in his chair and lowered his head, long hair covering his face, his arms locked behind him.
“He certainly fits the bill.” Captain Nelson’s eyes then shifted from the screen to Dobson. “What do you think, Detective?”
Dobson didn’t know what to say but tried to play along. “I think that we have a very unstable man in custody.”
“You think?” Fitzpatrick said with a laugh.
“We need hard evidence,” Dobson continued. “The gun fired in her bedroom, for starters.”
“The jewelry represents a direct link,” Fitzpatrick said.
“We don’t even know if it’s hers,” Dobson said.
Fitzpatrick opened his mouth and was promptly cut off by the captain. “That’s enough. I agree, finding the weapon would be a breakthrough. It would solidify the case. I just want to make sure we have the right person.”
“We might,” Dobson said. “But I don’t believe that he drove there.”
Nelson’s eyes widened a bit in surprise as Dobson continued.
“His vehicle looked like it hasn’t been driven in ages. Certainly not within the past week.”
Nelson then took a deep breath and rubbed his forehead. “Go in there and talk to him. Get something out of him. Maybe he’ll reveal where the gun is. Has he requested a lawyer?”
Fitzpatrick shook his head. “We read him his rights, but he’s made no formal request for legal representation.”
“Okay,” Nelson said, leaning closer. “Book him under felony possession of a firearm for the shotgun. I’ll trust you two can work together on this.”
Dobson and Fitzpatrick exchanged glances.
“Certainly, sir,” the lieutenant said.
“Good. I’ll watch from here,” Nelson said.
With that, he dismissed them as Fitzpatrick moved swiftly toward the holding room with Dobson trailing behind, feeling the hunger pains of a missed lunch and the day far from over.
Fitzpatrick scanned his key card at the holding room door and walked in with a friendly demeanor. Morris remained slouched, head drooping toward the table. “How are you feeling, Mr. Morris?”
Dobson closed the door behind him and pulled his chair back from the table, sitting.
“Can we get you anything?” the lieutenant asked while pacing the room. “Coffee? Soda? Water?”
Morris said nothing in response. Fitzpatrick pulled his chair closer to the table and sat, hands folded over its surface. “We want this to go easy, Mr. Morris. All you have to do is tell us where the gun that you used to shoot Mrs. Bailey is at. Cooperate with us, and I’ll be sure to put in a good word for you. Maybe even lower the charges to second degree. She did, after all, fall down the stairs, right?”
Fitzpatrick waited as Dobson leaned back in his chair. Morris made no movements. A puddle of drool had formed on the table under Morris’s scruffy beard.
“Mr. Morris?” Fitzpatrick asked.
He slowly raised his head and stared at the wall beyond them, his gray eyes glossy and dazed. “I didn’t do it…”
“What was that?” Fitzpatrick asked.
Suddenly, Morris jerked forward, teeth gritted and seething. “I said, I didn’t fuckin’ do it!” He then kicked at the table with his leg and twisted around in his chair, startling both detectives.
“Mr. Morris, please calm down,” Fitzpatrick said, backing away.
Dobson then pushed his chair forward. “Didn’t do what?”
Fitzpatrick looked at him, surprised. “He knows what he did.”
“I don’t think he knows what year it is,” Dobson said, rising from his chair and walking close to the table. He leaned against its surface and studied their frantic suspect as he turned away and spit on the ground. “Mr. Morris, do you even know what you’re being accused of?”
“’Course I do,” he said, head down. “It’s that bitch ex-wife of mine. Just ‘cos I wanted her dead, don’t mean I killed her. I just thought about it. So what? She left me and took my kids.”
“We’re not talking about your ex-wife,” Dobson said, making the connection. “We’re talking about Andrea Bailey, the elderly woman that you’re accused of having murdered.”
Morris looked up in utter confusion. “Who?”
Fitzpatrick suddenly jumped in. “The woman you tried to sell frozen meats to. Wealthy woman who lived in a mansion.”
Morris dropped his head again, inches from the table, and said nothing. Dobson backed away from the table and sat, thinking to himself.
“Is your ex-wife dead?” he then asked.
Morris said nothing.
Dobson looked at Fitzpatrick then back at Morris.
“Do we know if any of this is true?”
Fitzpatrick shook his head and leaned close to Dobson, talking softly. “She’s alive and well. Lives in Missouri, newly remarried.” He then turned to Morris, speaking louder. “He knows exactly who we’re talking about. Don’t you, Randall?”
Again, Morris said nothing.
“You can tell us,” Fitzpatrick said in his most understanding tone. “We’re here to listen to you, but you have to know that we found the jewelry. We know you stole it from Mrs. Bailey, so why don’t you tell us what happened?”
A prolonged silence followed, to which Dobson turned to Fitzpatrick and spoke softly. “Can I talk with you outside?”
The lieutenant turned to him, slightly annoyed.
“Just for a minute.”
Fitzpatrick rose with a sigh and walked to the door as Dobson followed. They stepped into the hall and could see Captain Nelson in the distance, an impatient expression on his face.
“What is it, Detective?” Fitzpatrick asked.
“He’s not talking,” Dobson said. “If you want to waste an hour in there listening to his ramblings, that’s fine, but I’ve got other avenues to pursue.”
Fitzpatrick narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”
Dobson thought to himself but had no immediate answer. At least nothing that would appease the lieutenant. “I’ll let you know when I get there.”
Fitzpatrick’s breathing increased and his nostrils flared. “Are we going to work together on this or not? Or do I need to have you reassigned to a different case?”
“That won’t be necessary,” Dobson said. “I know what I’m doing.”
Fitzpatrick stammered and then placed his hands on his hips, leaning forward and frowning. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing from you after what we’ve seen. I’m shocked, frankly.” His eyes moved beyond Dobson’s shoulders to Captain Nelson in the distance. “I’m going to recommend your removal from this case immediately.”
Dobson narrowed his eyes. “Under what justification?”
Fitzpatrick stepped forward. “That you’re out of your fucking mind!”
A silence seemed to permeate the entire hallway. Captain Nelson looked up from the monitor desk, prepared to walk over as Fitzpatrick recomposed himself and backed away.
“Maybe that wasn’t the best choice of words.”
Dobson shook his head. “I’m not trying to sabotage this case. I only want to capture the person or persons responsible.
Before he could respond, Fitzpatrick’s cell phone rang from his coat pocket. He paused and pulled the phone out, glancing at its screen. Initially, he seemed hesitant to answer but turned his back and held the phone to his ear, walking away.
Curious, Dobson listened as Fitzpatrick spoke in hushed tones.
“Yeah. He’s here right now. You’re more than welcome to come down and see.” He then turned around and hung up the phone, noticing Dobson’s stare. “That was Evelyn Bailey, if you must know. She wants to see the man who killed her aunt.”
Dobson pointed to the door. “And you’re going to show her that head case in there?”
“Cute,” Fitzpatrick said. “You’re dismissed, Detective.”
Suddenly, Captain Nelson emerged from farther down the hall with a woman walking beside him, Evelyn Bailey.
“Ms. Bailey. Glad you could make it,” Fitzpatrick said, walking past Dobson.
“She came here in record time,” Captain Nelson joked as they huddled in the hallway, leaving Dobson out of their circle.
“So, he’s in there,” Evelyn said, pointing to the door. “You actually caught him?”
Fitzpatrick extended his arm toward the monitor station. “Why don’t you have a look for yourself?”
Evelyn and Fitzpatrick walked past as though he wasn’t even there. Captain Nelson then placed a hand on his shoulder, concerned.
“Why the long face, Detective?”
Dobson shrugged and looked at the captain. “Nothing, sir. Just thinking.” He considered leaving, but then had an idea to stay close to Fitzpatrick and the Bailey heiress.
“Join us,” Nelson said, walking toward the monitor station.
Dobson followed as Fitzpatrick looked up and noticed his presence, but gave no hint of any tension between them. “You remember Detective Dobson?” he asked Evelyn Bailey.
She looked up from the screen, distracted, and then smiled when she saw Dobson standing off to the side. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry, Detective. How are you?”
“Fine, Ma’am,” Dobson said.
Fitzpatrick cut in. “He did a hell of a job during our raid, though he’s a little unsure about Morris’s involvement.”
Evelyn glanced at the screen then at Dobson. “I don’t understand. Didn’t you find my aunt’s jewelry in his trailer?”
“We found jewelry, yes,” Dobson said. “But did it belong to Mrs. Bailey?”
“It did,” Evelyn said. She wore her blonde hair pulled back into a bun, showing off her pretty features. “Lieutenant showed me the pictures. That was her jewelry without a doubt in my mind.”
They all looked back at the screen to see Morris sitting handcuffed and staring at the wall in front of him.
“That’s him,” she said. “That’s the man who tried to sell us the frozen meats or whatever he had. I’ll never forget the deranged look on his face.” She turned away, wiping her eyes, tense and upset. “I want him brought to justice. I want—” She stopped and pushed between Fitzpatrick and the captain, moving swiftly back down the hall.
“Give me a minute,” Fitzpatrick said, following after her.
Dobson and Captain Nelson watched as Fitzpatrick caught up and stopped Evelyn near the exit. She seemed distraught as she turned to him and began talking, though neither Dobson nor Nelson could hear a word.
“What’s on your mind, Mike?” Nelson asked.
Dobson’s focus remained down the hall. “I’m not sure, sir. I need to get some air and clear my head.”
“Without a weapon, it’ll be hard to press charges,” Nelson added.
“I’m sure we’ll find it soon enough,” Dobson said, walking off. He quietly approached Evelyn and Fitzpatrick at the end of the hall, keeping his head down and trying not to bring any attention to himself. He glimpsed Evelyn placing her hands inside Fitzpatrick’s, squeezing them.
Dobson stopped and hid by the filing cabinet as the pair continued to talk in hushed tones, eyes locked onto each other. She then pulled her hands away, stepped forward, and walked through the door to the lobby as Fitzpatrick held it open for her.
Dobson kept his head low and pulled out his cell phone, pretending to talk as Fitzpatrick raced back past him to reconvene with the captain. Seeing his moment, Dobson continued down the hall through the exit, just in time to see Evelyn enter the lobby on her way out of the station.
He pushed through the lobby doors, keeping his distance as Evelyn raced outside. Beyond the glass, he could see her driver parked at the roundabout in front of the station, Mercedes idling. He moved past the manned front desk, head down, and nearly ran into a man wearing a trench coat and ball cap who had just entered the station.
“Excuse me,” Dobson said as their shoulders collided.
The man’s shoes squeaked on the tile floor as he stopped and turned to look, exposing a face of burn scars under the bill of his hat. “Quite all right, Detective,” he responded in a quiet, raspy voice. “Can you tell me where your Records department is?”
Dobson pointed to a door on their right, but kept his attention on Evelyn as her driver held the door open for her. “Down the hall and to the left.”
“Thank you,” the man said, displaying what looked like a press pass. “I’m doing some research.”
“Sure,” Dobson said, walking past him. “It’s down there.”
“Have a good day, Detective,” the man said.
“You too,” Dobson said as he pushed the entrance door open and walked outside. Evelyn’s Mercedes drove off as the cool breeze of the afternoon hit his face. They stopped at an intersection just outside the police station, giving Dobson just enough time to run to his vehicle and get inside before they pulled away.

The Mercedes crept ahead along the busy downtown street of afternoon traffic, with Dobson carefully following in the distance. He switched back and forth between the two lanes, remaining several car lengths behind and prepared to make a turn in either direction. They passed the town plaza and continued at a steady pace as traffic thinned out. Dobson wondered if Evelyn was driving to the Bailey estate or to her hotel.
The mansion was still an active crime scene, with police tape stretched across the front and back entrances. His curiosity piqued once he saw the Mercedes pass the Radisson and continue down the road, taking a quick right turn down Saxon Boulevard. The only thing down Saxon, to Dobson’s knowledge, was a run-down laundromat and a hokey strip of discount shops—hardly anything of interest to a well-to-do woman like Evelyn Bailey. But he could have been wrong. Maybe they were taking a back road somewhere.
He turned and followed as the Mercedes increased its speed and shot ahead. Dobson applied even pressure to the gas, hesitant about blowing his cover. If there was ever a time to follow her, he was there. His cell phone rang from the middle console. He didn’t recognize the number but pressed the speaker button anyway.
“This is Dobson.”
“Mr. Dobson, hello. This is Lenny Neumeier. Mrs. Bailey’s attorney.”
“Hi, Mr. Neumeier. Thanks for getting back with me,” Dobson said.
“My pleasure,” he said.
His sunglasses blocked the abrupt glare of the sun as the Mercedes passed the laundromat and slowed down at a fenced-in shipping yard with dozens of unmanned semi-trucks parked in a row. Dobson tapped his brakes and watched as the Mercedes turned down a dirt road alongside a barbed-wire fence, leaving a trail of dust in its wake.
“I hope you can clear up some of the questions I have,” Dobson continued. “Last we spoke, you said that most of Mrs. Bailey’s wealth was to be transferred to a variety of charities.”
“That’s correct,” Neumeier said.
“And what exactly was she leaving behind for her niece, Evelyn?”
Neumeier paused for several beats before answering. “She isn’t mentioned in the will.”
Dobson was stunned. “How is that possible? Evelyn took care of her. She had described a great relationship between the two, so much that Mrs. Bailey placed her as the executor of the estate.”
“Yes and no,” Neumeier said after a sigh. “You see, Detective. Our relationship, that is Evelyn Bailey’s and mine, was rather tense. She didn’t approve of the way I was handling her aunt’s estate, and I didn’t necessarily believe that she was looking out for Mrs. Bailey’s interests, especially in regard to these charitable donations.”
“Why would Evelyn insist that the money go to these agencies as opposed to her?” Dobson asked. “Doesn’t add up.”
“I long suspected something askew, and after delving into several of the charities recommended by Evelyn, I discovered that they were actually fronts, established to siphon Mrs. Bailey’s money into her niece’s accounts.”
Dobson was at a loss of words. “What… Why didn’t you take it to the police?”
“At the behest of Mrs. Bailey. She insisted no harm come to her niece. She still believed that Evelyn had nothing but the best intentions. So, I acted and produced the evidence necessary.”
Dobson stopped at the shipping yard, prepared to turn in. The Mercedes was far down the dirt road, nearly out of sight. Instead of following, he drove on a short distance and turned onto the next narrow street, where the fence ended and a No Trespassing sign was posted.
He risked being seen but hoped that the Mercedes would come back into his view. As the car rocked against the potholes in the inclined road, he scanned the area but saw no other cars. A shipping yard full of stacked pallets consumed the view to his right, while the semi-trucks blocked his view to the left. Ahead, in the distance, a road guard blocked the way, leading to a drop-off and a green, rocky forest below. Where on earth was Evelyn Bailey going? That, however, wasn’t the only question on Dobson’s mind.
“What evidence did you produce?” he asked Neumeier. “What exactly are you talking about?”
“A simple recording,” he said. “I captured a very important cell phone call of hers. Did a little bit of detective work myself. Completely illegal, what I did, and enough to get me disbarred. In this call, Detective, Evelyn clearly states her intentions to steal her aunt’s wealth through deceit and fraud. I believe the calls were made to her associate in New York. This boyfriend of hers, Paul. They had a plan, and it was all laid out on that call.”
“Where is this recording?” Dobson demanded. “You should have brought it to me immediately.”
Another sigh followed. “I presented it to Mrs. Bailey, God bless her, to force her to see the light. Again, she made me promise not to tell anyone. She took my only copy and held onto it, intending, I believed, to confront her niece. Some weeks later, Detective, she ended up dead.”
Dobson’s stomach turned in knots. He couldn’t believe what the attorney was saying. Part of him remained skeptical, no matter how much he wanted to incriminate Evelyn Bailey.
“So, she must have been looking for that recording,” he said. “Or hired someone to find it, tearing apart every inch of her aunt’s mansion in the process.”
“That’s the most likely scenario,” Neumeier said. “At this point, Mrs. Bailey’s fortune is to be distributed as stated in her will. If my suspicions are right, eventually it will all go to Evelyn. Every penny.”
“But we can stop that,” Dobson said. “All we have to prove is that the charities are fraudulent.”
“I’m afraid I can say no more. I’ve told you what I know and ask that you not reach out to me again. This is all I can do.”
“What are you afraid of?” Dobson said.
“Many things. Evelyn Bailey was a handful before. Now she’s a multimillionaire, and I don’t want to get in her way. Do what you wish with the information I’ve given you. Good day, Detective.”
The call was disconnected before Dobson could say another word. He felt angered and vindicated at the same time. He slowed as the line of semi-trucks ended and a maintenance garage came into view. There was a large maintenance garage, with a van parked in the middle one. Dobson stopped next to a light post as soon as the Mercedes came back into view, pulling inside the garage.
It was an odd place for anyone to travel to, let alone someone of Evelyn Bailey’s stature. The only thing left for Dobson to do was to wait. He shut off the engine and opened his glove compartment, pulling out a pair of binoculars. An air of mystery surrounded the shipping yard, making it exactly the kind of enigma he was looking for.
The Mercedes parked just as a large, bearded man with a shaved head stepped out of the van. He wore a leather jacket and blue jeans, sunglasses concealing his eyes. After swinging the driver’s side door shut, he approached the Mercedes just as Evelyn’s driver rushed to her door and opened it. Dobson raised the binoculars to his eyes and watched with great interest at the meeting taking place. Evelyn stepped outside, long legs extending from her black skirt, and stood at chest-height to the bearded man who towered over her.
Dobson lowered the binoculars and grabbed his cell phone, quick to snap some pictures of the scene while zooming the camera to capture the license plate of the van. He then brought the binoculars back up and watched as the discussion intensified between Evelyn and the man. She held her arms out with her mouth moving fast as the man took a step back and pointed at her, only to receive further admonishing, Evelyn shaking her fist at him. As he switched between taking pictures and his binoculars, Dobson thought this wasn’t going to end well.
And in one moment, he seemed to have gotten the break he had been looking for. The bearded man leaned against the wall of the garage and dangled a toothpick in his mouth as Evelyn continued talking and jabbing her finger in the air. Her driver stood on the other side of the car with his back to them, paying no attention. On second glance, it appeared that he was acting as a look-out. No attention came Dobson’s way. From a distance, he remained invisible.
The bearded man listened and shook his head nonchalantly as Evelyn talked wildly. She then spun around and went back to her car, opening the door herself to the surprise of her driver. He awkwardly returned to the driver’s seat and started the engine as the bearded man flicked his toothpick over the Mercedes and returned to his van. Their secret meeting appeared to have ended. Dobson lowered his binoculars and watched as both the Mercedes and the van backed out and left the garage. Tempted to follow, Dobson instead waited. There was something far more interesting in the garage.
A long narrow road on the other side of the shipping yard guided him to an open entrance which led him straight to the vacant garage amidst a bedrock path. Evelyn Bailey and her counterpart in the van were long gone. He wondered what other travels she had planned that day. Lenny Neumeier’s accusations presented an entirely different picture of Mrs. Bailey’s dedicated niece; a picture he had long suspected.
As he parked outside the garage, Dobson called the station to request a search for license plate: RU2VX. Soon enough, he’d have all the details needed to identify the driver of the van. He thought it strange when he realized that clearing Randall Morris was his least important motivating factor. All he really wanted to do was prove Lieutenant Fitzpatrick wrong. It was not something to be proud of.
Dobson rushed to the garage, keeping watch of the area as he moved stealthily around in the eerie silence. He searched the oil-stained floor of the garage, hunched down and searched intently. The toothpick was no coincidence. He only hoped that he could find it. There were screws and nuts and other debris on the ground as well as cigarette butts.
He scanned the ground frantically, then approached an air compressor sitting against the wall. He dropped to his knees and looked under it. His hand moved lightly across the dusty surface, intent on retrieving a tiny stick that seemed to find him as opposed to the other way around. If it wasn’t the same toothpick the man had flicked from his mouth moments earlier, it bore a striking resemblance. But then, didn’t they all?
“That’s it. Come to poppa,” he said, rising.
He cupped the toothpick carefully and walked back to his car, where the door was still open. It seemed moist, but maybe that was wishful thinking. His presence seemed to go unnoticed as he stepped inside and shut the door, placing the toothpick in a small Ziploc bag, with only one destination in mind.




PREVENTATIVE MEASURES





Clearwater, Maine
Victoria left work early, in the throes of an emotional breakdown. It was a calm, peaceful afternoon, and as she drove through her coastal town of nearby ports, rocky hills, and sprawling forest, she felt an increasing urge to get away from it all. Clearwater, Maine was her home; a beautiful town she had cherished since moving here with Todd before they were married. Brooke had been born there around the same time Victoria had just begun her career as a project analyst. There were so many memories associated with Clearwater that Victoria couldn’t possibly categorize them all. Their lives were there. But now, everything felt different.
She slowed at an intersection, surrounded by quaint shops, diners, and old buildings that made up the mile-long downtown business district. LTD Technologies, her employer, was in the industrial sector a few miles away among warehouses, manufacturers, and government contractors. It was a Friday and she wouldn’t have to drive back that way until Monday. Her weekend, however, was in shambles. She and Todd were supposed to go shopping for Brooke’s birthday. They had planned to relax together in preparation for a busy work week ahead. Now, everything had changed in the worst way imaginable. She hadn’t cried in hours. Not since the phone call.
She was four blocks from the police station, trying to get her story together. She had a stalker who was determined to harass her daily. Her high school friend had been murdered. There was even the recent murder of a local woman, Susan Shields. She couldn’t say whether anything was connected, but simply planned to tell the police what she knew and let them piece it together.
Waiting at the light, she scrolled her cell phone for her mother’s number and called it, listening as the line rang, hoping her mother would pick up.
“Vicky?” Nancy’s surprised voice said as she answered.
“Hi, Mom,” Victoria said. “How are you? How’s Dad?” the words tumbling out.
The light turned green and she waited as a Ford Bronco ahead of her took its time to realize it.
“We’re fine. Haven’t heard from you in a while. Is everything okay? You sound…”
“Did you get my voicemail from two days ago?” Vicky said.
A brief pause followed as her mother answered. “I’m sorry. Yes, I did. I forgot to call you. Your father and I just got back from Palm Springs.”
“How was that?” Victoria asked.
“Oh, we had a lovely time as always. We sure miss you and Todd and Brooke. Maybe you guys can come next time.”
“We’ll certainly try,” she said, feeling a tinge of sadness as she tried to hold back her welling tears. She drove past a newspaper and magazine stand, with the police station parking lot in the distance. “Listen, Mom. I need to talk to you about something important.”
“Oh?” Nancy said, sounding distracted. “Hold on a second. Your father says hi.”
She heard her father’s voice mumbling in the background, bringing a temporary smile to her face. “Tell him I said hi too. I miss you guys.”
“You have to visit,” Nancy protested. “How long has it been? Last Christmas?”
Her parents lived in Leesburg, South Carolina, the town she had been born and raised in. After high school, she couldn’t wait to get out and find another place to live. Anywhere. Not much longer after that, she had met Todd. They met at a rock concert while they were both attending the University of South Carolina. She had never felt so comfortable with someone before. They hit it off the moment he offered to hold her beer while she used the restroom in between bands. A relationship began almost immediately, more seamless than anything Victoria had ever before experienced.
“We will,” she said, holding back tears. “Right now, I need your help.”
“What is it, dear?” her mother asked.
Victoria searched for the words and then realized that she wasn’t sure exactly where to start. Her voice cracked as she wiped a stubborn tear that fell down her cheek. “Todd and I are going through a difficult time right now. Maybe it’s best that Brooke and I visit you and Dad for a little bit. I mean, Brooke has school, so maybe next weekend.”
“What about this weekend?” Nancy asked with concern in her tone.
Victoria slowed and shifted into a right-turn lane, which led her into the moderately-sized parking lot for the Clearwater Police Department. “It’s too soon,” she said. “I have too much going on.”
“I’m sorry. What happened with Todd? You know you can tell me anything.”
“I know, Mom,” she said, wiping at another tear. “There’s been a lot of craziness. I think someone is stalking me. They’ve sent gifts to our house. Flowers at my work. They called my work today, and I don’t know what to do.”
“You need to go to the police,” her mother said emphatically.
Victoria parked and looked up at the sign above the double doors leading into the station. “I know. I’m here right now.”
“So, what happened with Todd?” Nancy asked.
Victoria’s hands dropped from the steering wheel and into her lap as her voice wavered. “We’re not doing too well.”
Nancy persisted. “What is it?”
Victoria struggled with the words. She felt shame and embarrassment to even acknowledge the truth. “Mom, am I not good enough?”
“Vicky, what are you talking about? Of course you’re good enough,” Nancy said, worried.
Victoria shook her head and grabbed a pair of sunglasses from the dashboard to conceal her red, tear-soaked eyes before entering the police station. “I don’t think so. Todd cheated on me with another woman. He had an affair, and I just found out the other day. I kicked him out of the house and haven’t seen him since.”
A brief silence followed Nancy’s quiet gasp. “I… I can’t believe it,” she said at last. “I’m so sorry, dear. What can we do to help?”
“Should I leave him?” she asked. “If I don’t, he’ll just think that he can do this again, and I don’t even know if I could ever trust him anymore.”
“Forgiveness is a long road,” Nancy said. “I think you need to take some time and think about it. You still love each other, right?”
Victoria thought to herself, glancing at two police cars as they pulled into parking spaces next to her. “I don’t know.”
“Come home,” Nancy said. “We can get you booked on a flight tonight. Brooke too.”
Victoria turned and looked at her purse on the passenger seat, the edges of the chain letter sticking out. Next to her purse was the small box she had received with the chocolates and high school pictures. She didn’t bring the ones of Todd and the woman. “I’ll think about it. I’m at the police station now. I have to go.”
“Call me back as soon as you can. Okay?”
“I will. Bye, Mom.”
“I love you,” Nancy said.
“Love you too,” Victoria said, hanging up. She dabbed at her eyes with some Kleenex, took a deep breath, and stepped out of her car with her sunglasses on, reaching for the evidence she hoped the police would know what to do with.
Once inside the lobby, Victoria went to the information desk, attended by a uniformed corporal behind a sheet of Plexiglas. The name tag pinned to the left chest of his uniform said Harrison.
“I would like speak to someone about harassment I’ve been receiving from an unknown person,” she said urgently.
Harrison looked up at her from jotting in his notebook. He took pause at the small gift box on the counter and the sunglasses covering her eyes. “Yes, ma’am. We can get you in touch with one of our officers very shortly.” He looked to some empty desks behind him and then to a closed door which led into the station. He grabbed a clipboard and slid it under the Plexiglas. “Just fill out this form and someone will be with you shortly.”
“Can I talk to a detective?” she asked, leaning closer. “It’s about the Susan Shields murder. I think this could be connected.”
The corporal’s eyes widened. “Susan Shields?”
“Yes, I believe you’re still investigating that, correct? Her body was pulled from the river, strangled.”
“Yes, yes,” he said. “Please have a seat and someone will be with you shortly.”
Victoria took the clipboard and walked slowly to a row of vinyl chairs against the wall, sitting in the middle. She placed her purse and the box on the seat next to her and glanced at the form attached to the clipboard. It asked her name, address, and phone number followed by the reason for her visit. She circled “to report a crime” without paying attention to the other options. From there, she waited.
She glanced at clock on the wall. It was almost 2:00 p.m. She had planned to pick up Brooke from school in an hour and hoped that it wouldn’t take too long at the police station. She just wanted the harassment to stop. With each minute that ticked by, she grew more impatient. She took her sunglasses off as two officers entered the lobby from the back and exited the station with blaring hand-held radios clipped to their shoulders. For a moment, Victoria thought they were there to see her. She regretted not calling ahead.
After a good ten minutes, a bald man stepped through the lobby wearing a button-down, collared shirt and red tie. His sleeves were rolled up, and he had on a pair of gray slacks and black dress shoes. He was tall with a slight paunch and he had a bushy gray mustache. This must be him, she thought.
“Mrs. Owens?” he said, approaching her.
Victoria stood with half a smile. “Yes.”
He extended his hand and introduced himself. “I’m Detective Weaver, nice to meet you.”
She shook his hand, feeling safer already. He had a radio attached to his belt on one side of his waist and a holstered pistol at the other. A quick glance at the ID card hanging from his neck on a lanyard showed that he was, in fact, a county detective.
“Corporal Harrison told me that you have some information about the Susan Shields case.”
Victoria nodded. “Not so much information,” she said. “More of a hunch.”
The detective smiled, exposing light coffee and nicotine stains on his teeth. “We deal with plenty of that here. Let’s have a word around back.”
“Okay,” she said, following him to the door past the front desk. They walked through and he led her to a windowless room with a table and few chairs surrounding it. There was a refrigerator in the corner next to a counter, where a coffee maker rested amidst scattered condiments.
Detective Weaver motioned to one of the chairs, signaling her to sit down, as he went to the refrigerator and opened the door. “Would you like anything to drink?”
“Just water, if you have any,” she said, sitting in a plastic chair on one side of the table, where she rested her purse and the gift box.
Weaver emerged with a bottled water and Coke. “Think I should follow your lead, but it’s soda time for me.” He handed her the water and opened his can with a pop. Formalities out of the way, Weaver closed the door to the room and sat across from her. He then set an audio recorder on the table.
“I have to inform you that the conversation between us will be recorded.”
“That’s fine,” she said.
He stated the time, date, place, the names of those present. “So, Mrs. Owens. What can you tell me about the Susan Shields murder?”
Victoria felt immediately on the spot and unsure of what to say. She began by taking the letter from her purse and sliding it over to the detective. “I received this in the mail two days ago. It reads like an invitation to my high school reunion, but it’s actually nothing more than a chain letter.” She paused and opened the gift box as Weaver held the letter, studying it.
“The woman who sent it to me is Elizabeth, a friend from high school. She was murdered two weeks ago in her home in Connecticut.”
Weaver’s attention remained on the letter, eyes scrolling every line.
“The next day, someone sent flowers to my work. It wasn’t my husband, but it happened the day after I got this letter. I thought it was weird but didn’t get nervous until I found this box on my doorstep with these pictures a few days later.” She then passed him the cutout images of her high school class. Weaver set the letter to the side and examined the pictures.
“Today someone called me at work and spoke in this weird, hissing voice. A man, I think, his voice disguised. He said that I would see them soon or something like that. I wrote down the phone number and everything, but when I called it right back, it was already disconnected.”
Victoria paused again, waiting for Weaver’s response. He flipped through the pictures and then went back to the letter, seemingly hesitant.
“This is harassment, Detective,” she continued. “Someone is watching me and sending me these things. They know where I work, where I live. They know about my husband and daughter. I don’t think Liz sent me the chain letter. I think her murderer did. Whoever it is, they’re here now, and I think they’re the same people, or person, who killed Susan Shields.”
Weaver looked up and sighed. He then leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed, presumably in thought. “Did you know Mrs. Shields?”
“No,” Victoria said.
“So, she didn’t go to high school with you?”
“I don’t think so. I went to Summerville High in South Carolina. The likelihood that we went to the same school, well… that’s doubtful.”
“We’ll look into it,” he said with a courteous smile. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Any thoughts on who this person might be?”
“I have no idea,” she said, feeling her forehead. “I need this harassment to stop. What can the police do to help? I don’t feel safe in my own home anymore. And it started with that letter.”
Weaver glanced through the photos again, offering no immediate opinion, and then pushed the letter and photos back to Victoria. “Our current profile of Susan Shield’s attacker fits that of a drifter. White male, late thirties to early forties. We’re almost positive that he’s left the area. Might have made it as far as New Brunswick. We’re working with the Canadian authorities to find him.”
“What does that have to do with me?” Victoria asked, pulling her chair forward, anger rising.
“It means that it’s unlikely the two are related, but we’ll certainly look into it,” he said.
Victoria shook her head. “I have to say, Detective. That doesn’t necessarily make me feel any safer.” She paused and pointed at the pictures in front of her. “This is real, and it’s not going to stop. Don’t you understand? Don’t you believe me?” Her distraught tone echoed through the room as Weaver stood up with a sympathetic look. She felt guilty, not telling him about the photos of Todd and the woman, but they were irrelevant, and she couldn’t do it.
Weaver pushed a sheet a paper toward her. “I understand, but we need your help. A list of names would be a good start. Anyone you know who may be capable of this kind of harassment.”
Victoria suddenly held the box up high above her head with both hands. “What about fingerprints? You can test this box, right?” She then lowered it and pulled out the smaller box of chocolates, tossing them on the table. “How about these? A box of chocolates! What more does it take!” She abruptly stopped herself, feeling warm tears on her cheeks.
“I apologize, Detective,” she said as she lowered her head, blonde strands covering her face. “This whole ordeal has been a nightmare.”
He approached her and pulled out a small card, handing it to her. “This is my card. It’s got my personal and work cell on it. Feel free to call me anytime.”
She took his card in her shaky hand and looked at it.
“I want to help, Mrs. Owens. My priority, however, is this murder case. That’s why I’m here. If you’re right, and this person harassing you is connected to this case, I’m certain that we’ll find him. In the meantime, I suggest that you file a statement with the department, along with some names we can investigate.”
“That’s it?” she said, feeling the throes of hopelessness consume her.
“Not at all,” he promised. “If it happens again, call us. Then we’ll go from there.”
Victoria placed both hands on the table and pushed herself up, numb from head to toe. She wiped at her eyes and placed her sunglasses on. “Thanks for your time, Detective.”
She shoved the pictures back into the box, slung her purse straps on her shoulder, and quickly walked past him as he tried to offer reassurances.
“We’ll keep an eye out,” he said, as she approached the door. “I’ll even have a patrol car drive by your house, by the hour if that helps.”
“Thanks,” she said, opening the door and walking out.
As she continued down the hall, she had never felt so alone. The police, it seemed, could do little to protect her, but she also understood that the bits and pieces she had offered didn’t make for a compelling case. The detective could easily have dismissed her as a crazy woman, but didn’t. She moved quickly through the lobby and glanced at the wall clock. Fifteen minutes had passed, and she was no closer to figuring anything out.
She skipped filing a report and stormed through the front doors and out into the parking lot. She needed to make it to Brooke’s school right after class ended, so her daughter would not be alone for a single moment. There was just one last place she needed to go first.
Al’s Gun and Ammo was a small arms dealer in town; the only arms dealer she could find within a fifty-mile radius. She parallel parked along the sidewalk outside the small one-story building, with its garish sign and caged windows. She had never purchased a gun before. The thought had never crossed her mind.
Her father, George, was an avid hunter. Todd, however, never showed interest in firearms. At work, she had learned the necessary requirements to purchase a weapon from Al’s shop, including a valid driver’s license and background check. From there, she hoped to have her gun.
She sat parked in her idling car with her hands gripping the wheel, deeply conflicted. Nervous hesitation held her back. Was a gun necessary? She didn’t even know what kind she’d get, though a brief search through Al’s website gave her a few options. The .38 special snub nose revolver seemed compact and easy enough to use for close range protection. From the description, she thought it was something she could fit in her purse. She shut off her ignition, having made up her mind. She was going in.
The bell atop the door rang as she pushed the door open and made her way inside. There were dozens of racks and shelves with hunting gear, weapon accessories, and more camouflaged backpacks and tents than she could count. The store was empty aside from an older, white-haired man standing behind a glass counter ahead. Behind him hung rifles of all kinds and models, proudly displayed on racks. She passed a glass case of hunting knives, heart pounding, as he looked up at her, adjusting his large glasses.
“Afternoon, Ma’am. Can I help you with anything?”
He wore a plaid long-sleeved shirt tucked into blue jeans, and his kindly grandfather persona put her at ease.
“Yes,” she said rather timidly. “I’d like to purchase a gun.”
The man closed his magazine and slipped it under the counter as she approached. “We can definitely help you out there. What kind of firearm are you looking for?”
Victoria glanced upward at the deer heads on display and couldn’t believe that she was actually walking into a place like this.
“I want a small gun. Like, a revolver,” she said, having now reached the counter, where she rested her purse.
“Got plenty of those too,” he said with a folksy tone and a smile. “Do you currently own any firearms?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “This is my first one.”
The man put his hands in his pockets and stretched his back. “Okie-dokie. Let’s see what we can find you.”
“Something small,” she reiterated. “I saw some .38 special revolvers on your website. Something like that. And the ammunition.”
The man nodded and then extended his hand. “Sure. My name’s Walt. Nice to meet you.”
She shook his hand and tried to smile. “Victoria. It’s a pleasure.”
“Okay, Victoria. Thirty-eight it is.” He walked along the counter and stopped at the corner, where a dozen different handguns were displayed under the glass. Somewhere in the middle, Victoria saw the .38 and pointed to it. Its shiny exterior and black handle-grip instantly tantalized her. She felt safer already. “That one,” she said, pressing her index finger against the glass.
He crouched down behind the counter and removed the .38 revolver from the display case. A tag was tied around the grip: the price, $400. Walt stood up, pointing the revolver in the air. “Smith and Wesson five-round, Model four-four-two. A fine pick all around. Light, compact, and easy to use. Excellent for home defense.”
Victoria nodded and then glanced behind her, completely on edge. He must have sensed her nervous apprehension, prompting his next question. “Have you, uh… fired one of these before?”
“No,” she said. “I haven’t shot a gun since I was a teenager. My Dad took me hunting a few times. Never actually hit anything. Never wanted to.”
Walt offered a friendly smile and set the revolver and a plastic carry-case on the glass counter. “I see. Not a problem.” He took the revolver and turned from the counter, extending his arms. “You just aim forward with both hands, arch your back a little, and keep your arms straight. Helps sometimes if you hold it against your chest and then bring your arms out to aim. Lock on your sight and fire.” He paused and turned to her with a nod. “Sound easy enough?”
“Sure. Thank you,” she said.
He turned back to the counter and set the revolver down, scratching at his chest. “I’ll throw in the carry case for free. How many boxes of ammo do you want?”
Victoria thought to herself. “I don’t know. Two?”
“Not a problem,” he said, ducking back behind the counter. He returned with two boxes of fifty rounds each. “So, let’s get your account set up, get you a background check, and once that’s cleared, you’ll be good to go.”
She felt relieved at the prospect of leaving with the gun and not having to wait or come back. He then produced a clipboard thick with paperwork and handed it to her with a pen. “Just fill this out and give me twenty minutes to process it, plus the fee, and we’ll get you out of here.”
Victoria glanced at the wall clock behind him. It was already 2:30. She’d never make it to Brooke’s school by three. “Thank you,” she said, examining the documents and making a decision. She had come too far, and she wasn’t leaving without a gun in her hand.
Victoria called Brooke the moment she left Al’s Gun and Ammo, five minutes to three. A black plastic bag rested in the back seat with a plastic case inside, two boxes of ammo, and her receipt.
“Brooke, it’s Mom. Pick up,” she said after the call went to voicemail. She drove erratically and frequently switched lanes through the busy downtown district in search for backroads that would get her to Clearwater Middle School faster. “I want you to wait for me like we discussed. Do not take the bus, understand? It’s very important.” She paused, slamming on her brakes as a minivan cut in front of her, which slowed as an upcoming traffic light turned red. “Just call or text back and let me know that you’ve gotten my message. Love you, bye.”
She slammed her steering wheel with both hands as traffic came to a halt and shouted, “Damn it!” She slipped her way into the left lane, amidst the honking of a truck she’d cut off, and proceeded to turn at the light, passing the public library, the school not more than five minutes away. She only hoped that Brooke would listen to her.
Her phone rang, much to her relief. “Brooke, did you get my message?” she said immediately after picking up.
Brooke, however, sounded decidedly less panicked. “Yeah, I got it. Mom, what’s wrong? Why do you sound so weird?”
“Nothing, honey. I just want to pick you up from school, okay? Do not ride the bus.”
“I didn’t. It already left. I’m standing at the pick-up lot waiting for you.”
“Good,” Victoria said, taking a deep breath. “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
“Okay, Mom,” Brooke said.
She hung up as Victoria took a sharp right turn and passed a small plaza on the corner. Her relief at catching Brooke in time subsided the moment she thought of Todd. They couldn’t keep it from her much longer. One day without seeing her father was questionable, but two days would demand an answer. And what of the stalker? Victoria couldn’t race home before three to pick up Brooke every day. Something would have to give.
Ahead, the school came into view with its high chain-link fence, brick buildings, and teal-colored rooftops. Victoria pulled into the parent pick-up loop to where the children waited under a pavilion, backpacks on their shoulders, sitting on benches and scrolling on their cell phones. As she pulled up, she saw Brooke standing against a pole on the edge of the sidewalk, head down and typing on her phone.
Need to confiscate that thing, she thought, lest Todd gets a hold of her. She feared he had already done so. Brooke nodded as she pulled up, opened the passenger-side door, tossed her backpack inside, and then sat down heavily. She stared ahead through her sunglasses and didn’t say a word as Victoria drove on and thanked her for waiting.
The drive home was mostly silent until Brooke flung her head in Victoria’s direction with her ponytail whipping to the side. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong now?”
“There’s nothing wrong,” Victoria said in her most assuring tone. “I got out of work a bit early and wanted to pick you up.”
“Mm hmm,” Brooke said. She then moved her backpack from the floor and placed it in the back seat, glancing at the black plastic bag. “What’s that?”
“Just some stuff I picked up at the store.”
“Al’s Gun and Ammo?” she asked, reading the bag. “Did you buy a gun?”
“That’s none of your concern,” Victoria said.
“You did, didn’t you?” Brooke said. “Does Dad know?”
“Brooke Julianne,” she said in a stern tone. “Enough.”
“Gosh!” Brooke said, bring her hands down. “What is going on with you?”
“Did your father call you today?” Victoria asked.
Brooke glanced at her with large, inquisitive eyes. “No. Why?”
“Just curious. He had to go on a last-minute business trip and won’t be home for the weekend.” She then placed a hand on Brooke’s knee. “It’ll just be the two of us.” Guilty about lying to her about Todd, she said, “We can start looking for that birthday present if you want.”
“Really?” she said, her face lighting up.
“Certainly,” Victoria said, smiling. She turned onto their street, passing neatly kept homes on both sides, elm trees aligning the road, and neighbors outside in their yards, some waving. She was glad to see their driveway empty and the house seemingly undisturbed, the blinds closed on all the windows, and two empty trashcans flipped at the end of the driveway. “Are you excited for the weekend?” she asked Brooke.
“Yeah. I’ve got that slumber party on Saturday. Remember?”
“I do. Just let me know what time you need to be dropped off,” she said, pulling into the driveway. She parked inches from the garage door as Brooke quickly reached for her backpack and got out of the car, engine still running. Veronica switched off the ignition with her eyes on the front porch, scanning for anything out of the ordinary. She saw no package or anything else left for her, and for a moment, everything seemed normal.
Once inside, Veronica turned down the air conditioning and made her way to the kitchen just as Brooke ran off to her room. She flipped the light and set her purse on the counter, then the black plastic bag. She looked around and next pulled out the plastic carry case, opening it to see the revolver. She set the gun down and opened the first box of shiny brass ammo. The rounds looked tiny but lethal, her earlier fear and vulnerability all but vanquished by her new purchase.
She took the revolver and opened the cylinder, just as Walt had instructed her, and meticulously loaded a round in each chamber. She closed the cylinder and held the revolver tight, scanning the kitchen in thought. Her eyes suddenly stopped at the table in the corner, where a letter had been placed atop the red tablecloth.
She lowered the revolver and slowly approached the table, a cold chill running down her back. Not another letter, she thought. Anything but another letter. She dashed toward the table and instantly recognized the handwriting, her hand shaking as she picked it up. She felt overcome by a feeling of relief, which was quickly replaced by resentment. The letter was from Todd. It began with her name at the top. Todd’s handwriting, but more careful than usual, written in an elegant cursive fashion she didn’t know he was capable of.
Victoria,
I understand that I’ve done an awful thing and very well may have destroyed our marriage and our family for good. I take full responsibility for my actions. I was weak, and I was wrong. It was not my intent to hurt you, but that is no excuse. I’m sending you this letter to let you know that I’ll be out of town for a few days and will not bother you.
I came into the house today while you were at work and got some of my things. I need to get my thoughts together and try to cope with this whole mess. I’m very sorry, and I still love you. I hope you could one day love and forgive me too.
With love, great remorse, and hope,
Todd
Victoria set the letter down with shaking hands and quietly sobbed. It was just like Todd to walk away and find himself at a time like this. She wasn’t going to just forgive and forget, even if she wanted to. She grabbed the letter, keeping an eye out for Brooke, and then rushed to her bedroom, revolver still in hand, where she confirmed that some of Todd’s clothing was missing from their walk-in closet, hangers empty. She shook her head with an exhausted laugh.
Victoria stood over the stove making chicken and rice while Brooke watched TV in the living room. Things had been quiet between them that evening, but manageable. As she stirred, her mind drifted as steam rose from the rice. She began to feel that maybe she could tell Brooke the truth after all. Her daughter was old enough to understand. It was better than lying. Suddenly, she saw headlights out of her peripheral, moving past the kitchen window. She turned and approached the window, looking through the open blinds, and watched as a car slowly cruised past her house.
No, she thought. It can’t be.
The car was long and low-riding, and she had seen it before: Oldsmobile Classic, its burgundy color revealed under the street lights. She immediately closed the blinds and backed away from the window just as the car sped off. Victoria rushed out of the kitchen and through the foyer, receiving a curious glance from Brooke as she swung the front door open and ran outside. She raced down the driveway and saw the taillights of the Oldsmobile in the distance. It was too far away to catch a license plate. She stopped in the middle of the street, arms out and shouting to the vehicle, “I’m right here! Show yourself, you coward!”
But the car kept moving. She looked around and saw some neighbors watching her from their windows, and Brooke standing outside the door, concerned. Her head lowered with embarrassment as she returned to the house in haste.
“What was that all about, Mom?” Brooke asked her.
“Nothing, just get inside,” she said, nudging Brooke in and closing the door. She turned and locked the chain and deadbolt, storming past Brooke and checking each window in the living room.
“Mom,” Brooke repeated, watching her. “What is it?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Victoria said, distracted and scatterbrained. She then stormed off down the hall to Brooke’s room, going right.
“Hey,” Brooke said, following.
Victoria walked past the clutter, past the posters of teenage heartthrobs and pop singers, and checked the lock on her window, shutting the blinds in the process. Brooke stood at the doorway and watched in silence.
“Keep your window locked at all times,” Victoria said with her back to her daughter. “Do you hear me?”
Brooke nodded and said “yes” not above a whisper. Victoria turned and rushed past her, straight into the bathroom across the hall, and checked the tiny window—too small for anyone to fit through. She locked it anyway and then went off to the study, checking the locks at both windows and pulling the curtains shut over the already closed blinds.
She checked their sliding glass door leading into the back yard, the garage door at the end of the hall opposite Brooke’s room, and finally the windows in her own bedroom. Everything was locked. Everything was closed. There was no chance, she believed, that anyone could get in.
She reemerged into the living room and saw Brooke sitting on the couch with a shaken and sad look on her face that gave Victoria pause.
“Oh, honey. I’m sorry,” she said, approaching the couch.
Brooke’s eyes began to well with tears as she lowered her head. Victoria then sat close to her and placed a hand on her back. “I don’t mean to worry you. I really don’t.”
“Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” Brooke said, hiding her tears with her hands.
Victoria sat silent for a moment as guilt rushed over her. “I will, okay?” she said, rubbing Brooke’s back. “Just give me a minute.” She paused and took a deep breath as Brooke quietly wept. She decided to tell Brooke what was happening within the family, but hold back about her stalker. “Your father and I both love you very much. We’re just going through some issues right now. Nothing too serious, but there’s a lot we have to work out. You’ll see him soon, but to be honest, I don’t know what’s going to happen.”
“Why?” Brooke said, rubbing her eyes. “What happened?”
Victoria sighed. “We’ve been married for ten years. It’s not a super long time, but it’s long enough for things to happen. There’s a lot of things, but whatever happens, we will still both be here for you no matter what.”
Brooke raised her face, exposing tears that Victoria quickly wiped with her thumbs. “It sounds like you’re getting a divorce. Is that it? Are you getting a divorce?”
“I don’t know,” Victoria said. “But I promise not to keep you in the dark anymore.”
“So, is he really on a business trip?” Brooke asked.
“I’m not too sure. He went away for a couple of days. You’ll see him soon.”
“And what’s with this running around and buying guns and all that?” Brooke asked.
“It’s for our safety,” Victoria said, rationalizing that it was only a half-lie. “Without your father around, I feel a little vulnerable, especially with that woman found in the lake.” She then pulled Brooke closer and squeezed her shoulder. “But I’m not going to let anything happen to you, understand?”
Brooke nodded as Victoria kissed her on the cheek. “Understand?”
“Yes,” Brooke said.
Victoria suddenly turned toward the kitchen as a high-pitched timer beeped and a mass of steam flowed out from the stove.
“Oh no!” she said, jolting upward. “I forgot about the rice!” She ran off in a hurry to see a boiling pot of rice bubbling over and spilling all over the stove. She turned the stove off and waved a kitchen towel, fanning the thick cloud of steam. Whew, she thought. That was close. And it wasn’t over yet. She was still shaking and her nerves had never felt so on edge.
Victoria lay in bed after watching a movie with Brooke, feeling the emptiness of Todd’s absence. Her revolver sat under the glow of her lamp on the nightstand. The house was silent enough to make her alert to every movement inside or out, real or imagined. It was past ten, and she was wide awake. She had felt better after her talk with Brooke, despite the future uncertainty. Her mind drifted with thoughts overlapping as she squeezed her hands together and tried to remain calm. Her bedroom door was closed, along with the door to the bathroom and the closet across from her. Any opening made her feel as afraid as a child. She couldn’t even bring herself to turn the lamp off.
Then a distant rustling in the bushes made her bolt upright. Her eyes shot toward the window. The curtains were closed, but she couldn’t help but see the shape of an approaching figure silhouetted against the street light. Her hand quickly reached for the revolver as the figure disappeared. She rubbed her eyes frantically and stared at the curtains, waiting, but there was nothing there.




AGAINST THE GRAIN





Leesburg, South Carolina
Dobson moved swiftly through the station lobby, determined to lay low. He avoided Homicide and took the stairs to the second floor, where the Forensics lab was located.
“Another toothpick?” asked Detective Sally LaRue. She was standing at the lab’s front desk as Dobson presented the evidence bag with his latest find. “Is this some kind of calling card?” She held the bag up in her gloved hands, examining it as Dobson looked around for anyone else who might be listening.
“I just need it tested against the last one. See if the DNA matches,” he said.
“No problem,” she said, reaching for a clipboard sitting on a shelf behind her. She slid it across the counter as he studied the many papers attached. “Just fill out the attached forms and I’ll get started.”
“I need to know as soon as possible,” he said, looking for a pen.
“You tell me that every time, Mike. You and every detective in this building,” she said. “We’ll do our best.”
Dobson leaned in closer, arms folded. “Nothing at the Bailey estate so far? Not a single hair?”
Sally shook her head. “No. But we did recover some footprints in the dirt outside. Size twelve boots. Timberlands. Jack didn’t call you?”
Dobson’s eyes widened. “I need pictures and whatever else you have.”
Sally turned around and procured another clipboard of forms for him to fill out, sliding it next to the other one. “You know the drill. Complete the required request forms, and I’ll see what we have on file.”
“You’re as hard as they come, Sally,” he said as she walked off and left him at the counter with a handful of forms. He glanced at the security camera in the corner of the ceiling and then began writing quickly.
After his visit to the Forensics lab, Dobson hurried down the steps to the first floor where the Records department was located, busy as always with several civilians in line and in chairs, waiting. He nonchalantly walked to the front of the line and tapped on the glass of the middle of three booths where Janet, a frumpy redhead, looked up in surprise.
“Haven’t seen you in a while, Mike.”
Dobson pushed his way closer, much to the annoyance of an irritated bald man who stood aside. “Sorry to barge in like this. I need the information for a license plate I requested thirty minutes ago.”
Janet nodded and then turned around to face the desks behind her with typists busy at their work. “Just one moment, please,” she said, holding up a finger.
She walked off as Dobson reached into his pocket and pulled out a chocolate candy bar, pushing it below the glass partition, a small token of thanks. Then he turned to the bald man, shrugging. “Emergency,” he explained. He then turned around and leaned against the counter, observing the people waiting in their chairs against the wall.
Someone familiar-looking caught his eye: a man sitting in the middle chair reading a newspaper, his face concealed by the paper. Dobson recognized the same dark trench coat, fedora, and black boots from earlier. He had run into the same man on his way out to tail Evelyn Bailey. He remembered the voice, the burn scars, and what looked like a press pass. There was something strange about him beyond all that, unsettling even. Perhaps he could have a friendly word and find out what he was doing at the police station again. Anyone dressed like that would have to expect to bring attention to themselves.
Dobson moved from the counter and approached the man, prepared to say a few words. He walked past a line of people and stopped inches from the man’s boots.
“Excuse me, sir. Might I have a word with you?”
The man remained still, the newspaper blocking Dobson’s view.
“Sir?” Dobson said, inching forward.
The man suddenly lowered his newspaper, revealing a clean-shaven face free of scars and no hat on his head. Instead, his trim blond hair was brushed neatly to the side. He glanced up at Dobson, surprised, and then smiled with bright white teeth.
“Can I help you?” the man asked with inquisitive blue eyes.
Dobson stepped back, surprised. “No… I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.” He examined the man’s attire and saw a white dress-shirt and tie underneath the trench coat. He then noticed that the man was reading the Maine Morning Sentinel.
“Are you from around here?” Dobson asked.
“Not originally,” the man said in a raspy voice. His smile twitched, and it appeared that he was having trouble maintaining an air of friendliness. “Looking to move here soon, though. Hoping to get some information about the area from here. Requirements, property taxes… things like that.”
Dobson studied the man and couldn’t find anything glaringly unusual beyond his trench coat. The face he remembered was not the face of the man before him, but someone else.
“Mike!” Janet called from her booth.
Dobson turned around and saw that she had returned with a manila envelope in hand. If he was lucky, the license plate information he hoped for would be inside. He approached as Janet looked down and noticed the chocolate bar with a smile.
“Oh, Mike. You’re too much.”
“It’s the least I can do,” he said, taking the envelope.
“You’ll find the individual’s address and information in here,” she said.
“Thanks so much, Janet. You’re the best.”
He tapped the envelope against his forehead and offered a salute. Dobson apologized to the unamused bald man behind and left in a hurry, glancing at the trench-coat man one more time, the newspaper again concealing his face.
Dobson left Records and headed to the lobby with his head down in thought. Moving against Fitzpatrick was dangerous, foolish even, for a detective in his position, so close to retirement. The truth, despite that, he decided, was more important than his career. Besides, hadn’t he always been able to get out of a jam?
Dobson hurried to his Chevy Impala, glancing at his watch, and ducked inside, taking a chance of being spotted. It was already 4 p.m. Once inside, he opened a small bag of chips and ate a handful as he backed out and raced out of the parking lot. At the first traffic light, he opened the manila envelope and pulled out a single sheet of paper with information typed in the top left-hand corner.
The man in question was a local resident named Ruben Salazar, a forty-five-year-old plumber, who lived at 2681 Worthington Street, Apartment 201.
He had no criminal record, which would have explained his DNA absence in the database. His connections to Evelyn Bailey were spotty. Dobson didn’t know if he was a friend, a lover, or someone she had hired to do her dirty work. He had pictures of her talking with Salazar, but no evidence that they were involved in any kind of conspiracy together. He hardly seemed the type to be within Evelyn Bailey’s inner circle. That much was obvious.
Putting Salazar at the scene required two important factors: the DNA results from the toothpicks and the footprint outside Mrs. Bailey’s mansion, both currently unverified. Dobson felt hopeful, nonetheless.
Dobson drove through town carefully, two hands on the wheel, but his thoughts racing with excitement. The address wasn’t far from the station. A ten-minute drive, and he’d be on Salazar’s doorstep. He ignored an incoming call and pushed on, with Worthington Street in his sights. He turned and drove across the cracked, faded pavement of a two-lane road, seeing just ahead the address numbers he was looking for displayed on a small, two-story building with several apartment units.
The parking lot was moderately full and he saw a few men quickly walk away from a bench as he pulled in. Although he was driving his own vehicle and not the department’s, they still seemed to know the drill. Dobson circled the building, reading the unit numbers and then came across 207 upstairs, toward the back of the building.
There was a small propane grill chained to the railing in front of the door, blinds drawn, and no appearance of anyone home. He pulled to the side of the complex near a stairwell and immediately saw a van parked in the corner that resembled the same one he’d seen before. It had heavy tint on the windows and rust around the edges of its painted white exterior. From behind the wheel, Dobson glanced up at 207.
A courtesy visit, Dobson thought. Just ask him a few questions and see how nervous he gets.
He got out and closed his door, keeping one hand on the pistol at his waist, observing the quiet complex. No one was outside and everything seemed quiet. Muffled music played from one of the apartments with bass notes carrying across the parking lot. He moved quickly toward the building and to the side where he climbed a flight of stairs and stood five doors down from 207. Sunlight shined on the row of apartments ahead, glancing off the windows. He walked along the railing as he steadily closed in on apartment 207.
A car honked in the distance at some children riding across the road on their bicycles. Dobson stopped at Salazar’s window and attempted to see beyond the closed curtains, but there was no looking inside. He then walked to the door and pressed his ear against it, listening. There was not a sound to be heard. He backed away from the door and took a deep breath. His arms went limp at his sides as he rotated his neck and prepared himself.
Dobson stepped to the door and pounded against it, making it rattle on the hinges. He lowered his fist and waited, listening for footsteps or a rude warning, but heard nothing. Salazar was in there. He had to be. “Mr. Salazar?” he said, knocking again. “I need to speak with you.”
He watched the windows on both sides of the door for movement. Salazar wasn’t making any moves. Dobson backed up from the door, ready to kick it in, but then hesitated. No one knew if Salazar was there, he had no warrant, and Evelyn Bailey apparently had enough money to buy his entire police department if necessary.
He knocked again. “Mr. Salazar, I know that you’re in there. I saw your van in the parking lot. You can either talk to me, or I’ll get the entire Summerville Police Department out here in five minutes.”
He suddenly heard a chain rattling inside, followed by the unlocking of a deadbolt. The door opened slightly, with one of the bearded man’s eyes glaring through the crack.
“Who the hell are you?”
Dobson kept a careful hand on his holstered pistol, though concealed under his coat. “Come on out into the light so we can talk.”
Salazar narrowed his one visible eye. “You’re police?”
“I’m a detective,” Dobson said, displaying his badge. “Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble. No one else is here. It’s just me, with a couple questions.”
Salazar opened the door halfway, exposing a round, tired face and a protruding gut under his extra-large T-shirt. He was wearing gym pants with stripes on the side and tennis shoes. Dobson noticed some earbuds dangling around his neck.
“Bout to go for a run?” he asked.
“What business is it of yours?” Salazar said.
“Just curious.”
Salazar looked outside, scanning the balcony left and right. “What the hell do you want?”
“I want to talk about Evelyn Bailey,” Dobson said, taking the risk of being upfront.
His head jerked back with wild blinking. “Who?”
“Evelyn Bailey,” he repeated “What can you tell me about her?”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” he said, backing into his apartment. “Now, why don’t you fuck off back home?”
Dobson moved forward, stopping the door halfway with his foot as Salazar attempted to close it.
“I’m not going anywhere, Mr. Salazar,” he said, defiant.
Salazar’s face went pale with shock. He thrust his large arms against the door and pushed it as Dobson lunged forward to push back, both men struggling against each other as the door shook.
“Fuck you!” Salazar shouted with his teeth bared.
He suddenly jumped back and let the door fly open, sending Dobson tumbling forward and onto the floor in one quick thud. He pushed himself up immediately as Salazar backed up and bounced around like a boxer in the ring. He then swung his leg back and kicked Dobson in the side, knocking the wind out of him and sending him back to the floor. Dobson clutched his ribs, gasping as he watched Salazar run into the darkness of his living room and reemerge with a backpack.
“Stop right there!” Dobson shouted.
But before he could say another word, Salazar kicked him in the face on his way out. A white flash followed as Dobson’s head shook and rattled, leaving him dazed and plummeting back to the cold floor. Dobson rolled to his side, holding his face in pain as Salazar stepped over him and ran across the balcony toward the stairs.
Dobson drew his pistol and used the door frame for balance as he rose to his wobbling feet. His left jaw throbbed with pain. One of his bottom teeth felt loose, and his eye was quickly swelling.
He stepped back just in time to see Salazar nearing the stairs and running in panic, arms flying and backpack half over one shoulder. He was a large man and didn’t move very fast but had already gained enough ground to almost reach the steps. To stop him, Dobson sprinted forward and raced toward Salazar like a madman.
“Get back here!” he shouted. A few doors opened and residents poked their heads out as he frantically passed them, closing the gap with every hurried step.
Salazar spun around at the top of the stairs and pulled a pistol out, sweat pouring down his forehead. Dobson saw the gun and immediately ducked down as multiple shots blasted through the air. Windows shattered around Dobson as he rushed closer, head low and crouching. Out of six shots, not one had hit him. Holding his pistol, Salazar seemed most surprised of all.
His body swung around in a panic as he attempted to run down the stairs with Dobson only inches away. His ankle then twisted and sent him tumbling down the staircase, propelled by his weight and hitting each concrete step, one at a time, all the way down. Dobson halted and watched as Salazar rolled to the very last step and onto the pavement, holding his sides in agony and gasping for air.
His pistol rested on the fourth step down—a 9MM Beretta, similar to what Dobson thought had been fired in Mrs. Bailey’s bedroom. He casually walked down the stairs as Salazar rolled around, eyes clenched and mouth agape in pain.
“My back’s broke. I need an ambulance!”
For a moment, Dobson just stood over him, watching.
“You hear me, you asshole?” Salazar shouted, opening his eyes.
“You’re a pretty lousy shot,” Dobson said, pointing his pistol down.
Salazar looked up, out of breath and shielding the glare of the sun in his eyes. “I was just trying to scare you!”
“Like you scared Mrs. Bailey?” he asked.
Salazar went quiet except for his labored breathing. Dobson circled around him and then yanked him up by the collar with all his force. “Get up, you sack of shit. I’m taking you in.”
Salazar howled in pain, limping as Dobson pulled him to the car and slammed him against the driver’s side door, handcuffing him. “I’ll fuckin’ sue you, asshole!”
Dobson opened the back door and pushed him inside. He slammed the door shut and leaned against the car, holding his side in pain. A glance at his reflection in the window showed that his left eye was swollen. Salazar had calmed down somewhat and stared ahead, catching his breath. He must have known that it was over for him. And if he didn’t, he was certainly going to find out.
Dobson walked back to the stairs and retrieved Salazar’s Beretta, walking it back to the car carefully, using the sleeve of his jacket to hold it. Sirens rang in the distance. Doors and blinds were open all over the apartment building as people looked cautiously outside. All attention was on them, and Dobson knew he needed to get out of there quick. He turned the ignition and raced out of the parking lot, tires squealing all the way.
Halfway to the station, Dobson made an urgent call to Harris, hoping that he’d pick up.
“What’s going, Mike?” Harris said, sounding distracted.
“I need your help, Jack. This Bailey case has widened. There’s just one main thing I’m missing.” He glanced in the rearview mirror to see Salazar staring blankly ahead with fear in his eyes. His forehead was cut, and bruises were showing on his arms and legs from the fall. His mind seemed to be elsewhere. Contemplating, perhaps, his life decisions? Or just wishing for a smoke?
“What else about the case?” Harris asked. “They caught that guy. Randall Morris.”
“No,” Dobson said. “I don’t think they have the right guy. Listen, Jack. Do you still have all the pictures you took of the Bailey mansion? Inside, with all the rooms?”
“Yeah. I think so.” Harris paused, noticing the intensity of Dobson’s tone. “Hey, are you okay?”
“Better than okay,” Dobson said, trying to keep his voice down. “Meet me in my office and bring whatever pictures you have on your phone, especially of Mrs. Bailey’s bedroom.”
Harris agreed, and Dobson thanked him, ending their call. The station was five minutes away. He imagined the look on Evelyn Bailey’s face if she was at the station and saw Salazar in handcuffs.
“So, what happened?” Dobson asked, eyes glancing in the rearview mirror. “Did she pay you to whack Mrs. Bailey? Or maybe it wasn’t a hired hit. Maybe she had you looking for something. Looks like you flipped that place upside down. Did you ever find it?”
Salazar said nothing as his frown deepened.
“If you were able to produce that recording, it would largely incriminate Ms. Bailey. Without it, you’ll take most of the blame.” Dobson waited as the traffic light turned green and the five o’clock traffic jerked along down the busy downtown street.
“I want to speak to a lawyer,” Salazar said in low, gravelly voice. “That’s all I got to say.”

An hour had passed, and Dobson was ready. He had commandeered the meeting room, utilizing its expansive bulletin board to post a series of pictures, notes, and evidence that he believed would establish his case. He kept most of the lights off, choosing instead to work in low light, out of the glare. Besides, he didn’t look too good. It was almost six o’clock. Several of the detectives would be ending their shifts, but he was counting on Lieutenant Fitzpatrick to still be there.
He booked Salazar and placed him into temporary custody for fleeing an officer of the law. He wasn’t going to get him to say anything without a lawyer present. He didn’t need to. Dobson felt he had what he needed to make his case. Just having Salazar in a holding cell would be enough to make Evelyn Bailey nervous. She and Fitzpatrick were in for one heck of a surprise.
Dobson looked upon the rows of empty chairs and then began placing several marked pieces of evidence on a table at the front of the room. A nearby bulletin board was filled with photos. He backed away from the table and checked his watch. If everything went as planned, they would be arriving soon, completely unaware of why Dobson had called them there. The door suddenly swung open as Captain Nelson walked inside, squinting in the darkness.
“What’s going on in here, Dobson? Why are all the lights off?”
Dobson moved quickly to a wall switch and flipped them on. “Sorry, sir. I was just getting ready.”
“Ready for what?” Nelson asked, hands on his hips and surveying the room. “What is so important that you had to see me?”
Dobson raised a hand up for patience as he shuffled through some paperwork. “One moment, sir, and I’ll tell you everything you need to know. It’s about the Bailey homicide. New information has come to light.”
“New evidence?” Nelson walked to the front and examined the pictures tacked to the bulletin board, focusing on a photo of Salazar leaning against his plumbing van and talking with Evelyn Bailey in the maintenance garage.
“What is this?” he asked. “Is that who I think it is?” He then looked at his watch and huffed at Dobson, his patience at an end. “It’s been a long day, Dobson. What the hell is this all about? I want you to tell me this instant!”
Dobson turned from the table and held up an evidence bag with a pistol inside. “This is the weapon I believe was used in the break-in at the mansion. And it doesn’t belong to Randall Morris.” Dobson paused and sprinted toward the bulletin board where he pointed at the picture of Salazar. “It belongs to the man in that picture. His name is Ruben Salazar. I believe that Evelyn Bailey hired him to break into her aunt’s house.”
Nelson stepped back and shook his head, baffled. “But… why?”
“That’s what I’m about to explain,” Dobson said.
Nelson opened his mouth in protest when the door in the back of the room opened and Lieutenant Fitzpatrick stuck his head inside, suspicious. He then appeared less guarded after seeing Captain Nelson.
“Um. You wanted to see me, sir?”
Nelson glared at Dobson, then back to Fitzpatrick. “Come inside, Lieutenant. I’m not sure what this is about.”
He cautiously entered and squinted toward the bulletin board in the front, and the table, where Dobson had placed several exhibits. “Detective Dobson? You mind telling me what this is about?”
“My pleasure, sir,” Dobson said. He looked at his notes, prepared to speak, but hesitated when Evelyn Bailey entered the room, right behind Fitzpatrick, looking confident and pretty and greeting each of them with a small smile.
“Ms. Bailey,” Dobson began. “I’m so glad you made it.”
“It’s late, Dobson,” Fitzpatrick said, cutting in. “What are you up to?” He then looked at Captain Nelson for backup, but the captain’s attention was on the bulletin board, studying every picture and note.
Fitzpatrick stopped halfway inside and held his hand out, blocking Evelyn. “We demand answers. I received a call that Captain Nelson had requested a meeting.”
“I did no such thing,” Nelson said with his back to them. He then turned to look at Dobson. “Is this some kind of joke, Mike?”
Evelyn approached Fitzpatrick and took his hand. “I received a call from Detective Dobson. He said that he’d made a breakthrough and wanted to share it with me.”
“You should have told me,” Fitzpatrick said, pulling his hand away.
“I tried to. You didn’t answer your phone,” she said.
Fitzpatrick held his cell phone up and looked at the screen. “Oh. You did. I’m sorry.” He then took her hand and stepped toward the door. “Enough of this. We’re leaving.”
Dobson signaled to the front row of chairs. “Please. Have a seat.”
Fitzpatrick stopped and looked at Dobson in disbelief.
“Do what he says,” Captain Nelson said, turning around to face them.
Evelyn looked at Fitzpatrick for guidance, as he remained standing with his arms crossed.
“This will only take a minute,” Dobson said. “I need your help to clear this up. Both of you. Please.”
“Is that so?” Fitzpatrick said with an arched brow. His attention went to the bulletin board with great interest, his eyes stopping at a photo of a footprint in the sand, with a photo of a boot right next to it. “Get to it then, Dobson.”
“Sit down,” Nelson said, raising his voice.
Evelyn and Fitzpatrick exchanged glances again and then reluctantly sat together in the second row. Nelson turned his head to Dobson. “The floor’s yours, Detective. But be careful of what you say. I don’t want any false allegations in this department. Got it?”
Dobson nodded. “The only false allegation is what was levied against Randall Morris.”
Evelyn looked at Fitzpatrick with grave concern. “What is he talking about?”
Fitzpatrick stared at Dobson with utter contempt and then spoke. “Relax, Ms. Bailey. I think we’re witnessing the last desperate act of a reckless detective soon to be discharged from the force.”
“Hardly,” Dobson said from behind the table. “I have the evidence to prove that Evelyn Bailey engaged in a conspiracy to commit murder,” he said. A hushed silence swept across the room. “And that’s just for starters.”
Evelyn suddenly laughed. “Have you lost your mind?”
As eyes went on her, she then regained her composure and leaned back in her chair, calm and collected, with not a hint of worry on her face. Fitzpatrick, however, pulled at his collar and shifted in his chair with increasing worry.
“Do I have your attention now?” Dobson asked.
“We don’t have to listen to this!” Fitzpatrick shouted, standing up with his hand out toward Evelyn. “Come on, let’s go.”
“No one is going anywhere,” Nelson said. He was looking at a row of pictures displaying the vandalism inside Mrs. Bailey’s mansion.
“I want to speak to my lawyer,” Evelyn said in a matter-of-fact tone.
Fitzpatrick turned to her, stunned. “What are you talking about? This is nonsense. He’s trying to set us up, don’t you see that?”
“Us? Meaning set up Miss Bailey and you? Not likely,” Dobson said, his voice echoing in the largely empty room. “Evelyn Bailey hired Ruben Salazar to break into the mansion and coerce her aunt to give him an audio file that incriminated Evelyn in operating countless fraudulent charities. Charities, mind you, that her aunt had been persuaded to support by Evelyn.”
Nelson stepped toward the line of chairs in the front row and slowly took a seat, leaving an increasingly frustrated Fitzpatrick as the only person standing in the room. Fitzpatrick sighed and reluctantly sat, flushed with anger as Evelyn looked down in a daze.
Dobson then walked slowly in front of the bulletin board, pointing to pictures along the way. “I have photographic evidence of Ms. Bailey talking with the man she solicited to commit a crime. A man who we currently have in custody.” He watched her for a reaction, but she remained stone-faced, unbreakable.
“You see, Ruben Salazar left his presence at the scene of the crime in more ways than one. A toothpick found at the scene has his DNA on it, confirmed in a match only an hour ago by the Forensics lab.”
Dobson paused to absorb the silence in the room.
“And as you can see, none of this has to do with Randall Morris. I believe Mr. Morris is just a scapegoat to take the focus away from Evelyn.” He then walked to the table and held up Salazar’s gun. “The bullets from this Beretta match the casings found in Mrs. Bailey’s bedroom. This is indeed the weapon we’re looking for, and it’s the same pistol that Mr. Salazar pulled on me when I approached him for questioning. Six shots, and thank God every one of them missed. Sound familiar?”
He looked directly at Evelyn and saw only contempt for him in her eyes.
“I don’t know if Ms. Bailey intended to have her aunt killed. Maybe Salazar was just supposed to scare her. Whatever the intent, Mrs. Bailey is dead, and her niece is directly responsible.”
He paused and watched Evelyn for a reaction. Despite her cold stare, he could see a slight misting in her eyes as she quickly wiped them, confirming that he was getting to her.
“Where did you find this guy?” Dobson asked her.
He placed the pistol down and then held up a small evidence bag holding a tiny memory card and a plastic case. “You should have hired a more careful person. You see, Forensics found the tape about twenty minutes ago, right where your aunt had hidden it ─ in a baggie placed inside your uncle’s urn. They rushed it right over to me with a lot of other evidence. I must say, Ms. Bailey, the audio on it is pretty damaging.”
Evelyn brushed her blonde hair to the side and smiled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Detective. But I would certainly like to contact my attorney based on these wild accusations.”
“Yes, ma’am. Of course,” Dobson said, signaling to the door. “Take your time. We’ll be in here.”
She stood up and walked past a highly-agitated Fitzpatrick. Her heels clicked throughout the room as she swung the door open, revealing several uniformed police officers, Staff Sergeant Peterson among them. He grabbed her arms and turned her around as she trembled in disbelief. “Ma’am, you’re under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder and fraud. You have the right to remain silent…”
Fitzpatrick shot out of his chair. “What is this nonsense?” He then looked at the captain, desperate. “Sir, are you going to stop this?”
Captain Nelson turned away and brought his attention to Dobson, who began speaking to Fitzpatrick. “Sir, I’m afraid we’re going to have to charge you with obstruction of justice and planting evidence. Both first-degree felonies.” He paused and held up a glossy blow-up picture of Evelyn Bailey’s bedroom. On the dresser was a jewelry box, circled in marker. Inside the box appeared to be the same items allegedly stolen by Randall Morris.
“How did this jewelry end up in Morris’s trailer?” Dobson asked. “They were taken from the crime scene and planted somewhere else, incriminating a man we would have no problem putting behind bars.”
Captain Nelson spun around, glaring at the lieutenant, who stood and shifted in place with increasing distress.
“No. You have no proof of this, Dobson,” he began with nervous laughter. “This is bullshit.”
“My parents never gave me a thing!” Evelyn suddenly shouted from the back of the room. Sergeant Peterson had just handcuffed her. “They left me with nothing after they died. I had to work for every little scrap! My aunt… she wanted me to learn the value of hard work. As though reeling from the deaths of my parents in an accident wasn’t hard enough. She wouldn’t let me see a dime of her money after all I did for her! Don’t you get it? I’m the victim here!”
Fitzpatrick backed away from his chair and looked toward the other exit at the front of the room.
“Tell them, Phillip!” she said, pulling toward him. “You understood me. That’s why you agreed to help. Tell them that I’m the victim.”
“Shut your mouth!” Fitzpatrick shouted, throwing a chair across the room. The police backed up and took cover as Fitzpatrick turned to the captain with a sheepish grin, only to be met by harsh disapproval. “I don’t know what she’s talking about, sir.” He then pointed at Dobson, his voice rising. “And I have no idea what he’s talking about either.”
“That’s enough,” Captain Nelson said. “We’re going to look into this. I suggest you find a lawyer.”
Fitzpatrick turned around, stunned, and found one of the officers behind him, ready to escort him into custody. His face dropped as they led him away, his eyes glancing at Dobson before he was pushed out of the room.
“I hope you’ve done your homework here,” Nelson said somberly. “This is a black eye for our department either way.”
“It’s the truth, sir,” Dobson said. “That’s all that matters.” He then looked toward the door where Harris had been watching and exchanged a thumb’s up.

One Week Later
The case against Evelyn Bailey was well on its way to becoming national news. The real estate heiress proclaimed her innocence each step of the way while deploying a highly-skilled legal defense team to tackled each charge against her, from conspiracy to commit murder to false statements to the police.
She admitted talking with Salazar, even knowing him, but said that he had been hired to fix the plumbing in the Bailey mansion while claiming no knowledge of his plans to break into the place and murder her aunt. Salazar, of course, told an entirely different story.
There was no doubt, however, that he was going to face most of the charges. Financial transactions showed only two hundred dollars from Evelyn Bailey to Salazar, justified as payment for an estimate. The audio of her discussing bilking her aunt with dozens of fraudulent charities was questioned as well. Regardless of the outcome, Dobson was satisfied with simply seeing the truth come to light.
And then there was Lieutenant Fitzpatrick. While in custody, the young star detective admitted to planting evidence in Randall Morris’s trailer and was charged with a number of felonies he would soon face in court. He admitted to being seduced by Evelyn and manipulated into putting Morris away for good, since he was such a burden on the community. Strangely enough, Dobson felt little gratification in seeing the lieutenant placed in handcuffs. The entire department was prepared for the fallout of negative press, but it was Dobson who was blamed by the other officers for the black eye to the department.
He arrived home Wednesday evening after a particularly uneventful day spent reading files of an open case and finding both Rachel and Penny home and in low spirits. Penny’s condition, Rachel said, was going steadily from bad to worse, and earlier, she’d had a bad episode. Dobson knew the prognosis. As a twenty-three-year-old cystic fibrosis patient, the doctors told them that Penny would soon need to consider the possibilities of a lung transplant. The thought terrified him, as it did Penny and her mother.
He sat down on the couch with his TV remote in hand and turned on the evening news. Rachel was making spaghetti in the kitchen as Penny lay in her bed, sleeping from the litany of medications she was on. For a moment, Dobson felt strangely alone. The aura of the house seemed empty and bleak, foretelling darkness on the horizon. Rachel and Penny weren’t acting like themselves. Neither had had much to say about the case he’d broken the week prior. His name had been in the news. He was something of a small-town celebrity. His wife and daughter, however, didn’t seem to notice. They had other, more important things on their minds. Dobson could understand. Yet part of him wanted to get away. To get away from the house and maybe the entire town. He needed a break; a vacation from everything.
A breaking news bulletin suddenly came on the TV that piqued his interest. He turned up the volume as the screen displayed a mugshot of Randall Morris. At first, he thought it yet another recap of the Bailey murder, but no, something was different. They weren’t referring to that case at all.
“Newly released former convict, Randall Morris, has been shot and killed after a standoff with police that involved the fatal shooting of thirty-four-year-old convenience store clerk, Adam Hopkins, and police sergeant Devin McNeal, a twenty-year veteran of the force. McNeal was shot and killed while trying to apprehend Mr. Morris following the deadly afternoon robbery that occurred a few hours ago in Nashville, Tennessee, where investigators say Morris was planning a nation-wide crime spree.”
Dobson froze in his seat, aghast as the reporter continued.
“The baffling crime spree happened only days after Mr. Morris was released following a wrongful arrest, in which Summerville Police Department Lieutenant Phillip Fitzpatrick was charged with planting evidence to implicate Morris in the death of Andrea Bailey, the wife of wealthy real-estate magnate George Bailey. Some in Nashville say that Morris should never have been released.”
Dobson’s cell phone suddenly rang as a wave of sickness gripped his stomach. He slowly reached for the phone and tried to speak, but words could barely come out.
“Yes…”
“Hey, buddy. Did you hear about Morris?” Harris’s voice said.
Dobson swallowed as his body tingled and his heart thumped wildly in his chest. “I… I just saw it on TV. Is this for real?”
“Unfortunately, Mike. Don’t beat yourself up about it. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I don’t know, Jack,” he said, lowering the cell phone, eyes locked on the screen. “I don’t know.”




NO POLICE





It had been a restless night for Victoria. She might have had two or three hours’ sleep. By the next morning, she woke up, staring at the ceiling, her mind drifting, the blurred line between reality and fantasy not too clear. She hadn’t seen Todd in almost two days. The affair still jabbed at her insides like a dull knife. His betrayal was still fresh in her mind. She felt angered and vindicated, but it wasn’t all about Todd. Her mystery stalker was a close second in her growing emotional turmoil. She’d make him pay too, if given the chance.
It was a Saturday morning, and normally she’d be up and making pancakes. Instead, she lay paralyzed with grief and hurt—a stomach in knots and a dazed sickness that consumed her in the darkness of her room. She could hear the TV on in the living room. Brooke was up and no doubt expecting breakfast.
Victoria pulled the covers off, sat up in her T-shirt and underwear, and then crawled to the bathroom, where she washed her face under the glow of the circular bulbs above. The stone-cold reflection in the mirror was barely recognizable.
She slipped on her blue bathrobe and left her room, not quite prepared for the sunlight radiating from the open windows throughout the house. As she entered the kitchen, she saw Brooke at the table eating cereal with the TV blasting in the distance.
“You’re up,” Brooke said, smiling.
“Good morning,” Victoria said in a strained, croaky voice.
Brooke eyed her suspiciously. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah,” she said, trudging toward the coffee maker. “Just a little under the weather today.”
“I wanted to make you breakfast, but we’re all out of milk.”
“What are you using there?” Victoria asked, pointing to her cereal.
Brooke held her hands out. “There was barely enough for this.”
Victoria smiled and continued to the counter with her back toward Brooke. “That’s fine, honey. I’ll find something..”
“Remember, I’m going Katie’s slumber party tonight,” Brooke said.
Victoria set the coffee maker and turned around. “Do you have any homework?”
“Yes,” Brooke said. “I’ll do it today before I leave.”
“Good then.” She then walked over and gave Brooke a kiss on top of her head.
Brooke then got up and left the kitchen with her bowl of cereal, sitting on the couch to watch TV. Victoria opened the blinds of the kitchen window and stared outside to a seemingly peaceful street, Todd’s spot in the driveway empty. She thought it better for Brooke to be staying at her friend’s house anyway. They could visit her parents next weekend and get away from it all. That was what she needed.
The morning paper rested at the end of the driveway. Normally, it was Todd who grabbed it first thing in the morning. She couldn’t believe he had snuck into the house while she wasn’t there and left a note. But it was just like him to do so. Part of her was relieved that he had made no attempts to call her or Brooke. Another part of her wondered why. While the coffee was brewing, she decided to take a walk outside and retrieve the paper.
She put her slippers on in the foyer, where she often left them, and then opened the front door. The porch was shaded under a small roof and as she stepped out, her foot bumped against something resting up against the doorstep. She froze and looked down as a shiver traveled down her spine. A large green box sat there, three times the size of the last one, with a red ribbon tied around all four sides and a bow on top. She backed away, petrified as she heard a muffled whimper and scratching, as if something alive were inside.
She looked around the yard beyond the front porch and saw no one. Not a single trace. The morning paper no longer mattered. She ducked back inside the house, trying to remember where she’d left her cell phone. Detective Weaver’s card was somewhere as well. The whimper inside the box suddenly shifted to a faint yelp. Or was it a bark? Brooke appeared behind her mother, curious.
“What’s going on, Mom?”
Victoria raised her hand up. “Stay right there, Brooke! Don’t come an inch closer!”
Another muffled bark followed as the box shook, the sound of claws scraping inside. Brooke couldn’t help but squeeze past to get a better view.
“What did I say?” Victoria shouted.
“There’s something in there,” Brooke said, staring down at the box. “Don’t you hear that?”
“Go get my cell phone,” she said. “I’m calling the police.”
Brooke went to her knees and pressed her ear against the box, listening. A smile suddenly came across her face, her eyes widening. “Oh my gosh…”
Victoria leaned forward and pulled Brooke toward her, hoisting her up. “I said to stay away.”
“It sounds like a dog, Mom! Don’t you hear it?” she said, trying to squirm from Victoria’s grip.
“I don’t care. I don’t want you near that box. Do you hear me?”
Brooke held a finger to her lip, shushing her. “Listen.”
Victoria went quiet as the box shook with several unmistakable barks from what sounded like a puppy.
Brooke lunged forward, freeing herself and dropping to her knees at the doorstep. “You can’t keep him in there, Mom. Let him out!”
“Stop it,” Victoria said. “We don’t know what’s in there.” But the continual barking proved otherwise. Her mind raced with an explanation. Was it Todd’s doing? He was crazy enough to put a puppy into a box and leave it on their doorstep. If that was the case, she was even angrier with him than before. How long had the poor thing been sitting there, cramped up in a little box? Or were her senses deceiving her? Was there really anything living in the box?
“Step back,” she said sternly.
Brooke glanced up and then slowly moved back as Victoria crouched down and carefully lifted the box with both hands. There was no note or writing on the box. Its anonymous delivery had been deliberate. She ducked back inside, struggling with the box, and walked to the kitchen with Brooke eagerly following. The barking continued as the weight shifted inside. Victoria was quick to set it down, and she carefully backed away.
“Well…” Brooke said from behind. “Are we going to open it?”
Victoria brought a hand to her forehead. “Just… give me a minute, okay?”
But Brooke already had a pair of scissors in her hand for the ribbon. “Maybe Dad dropped it off.”
“I don’t know,” Victoria said. “But hand me the scissors and stay back.”
Victoria took the scissors and approached what resembled a present under the Christmas tree—colorful and neatly wrapped, just like the smaller package she had received two days before. She snipped at the ribbon on all sides and then carefully lifted the lid a few inches from the box. She saw a puppy’s nose immediately stick out, sniffing the air.
Brooke pushed her way forward, full of excitement, leaving Victoria little choice but to remove the lid altogether.
“I can’t believe it!” Brooke shouted, ecstatic. “You got me a puppy!”
Inside the box, a small Golden Retriever began jumping on its hind legs, excited and trying to claw its way out. Brooke dipped her hands inside and grabbed the puppy, pulling it out and holding it above her head. “He’s adorable! This is the best birthday present ever!”
Victoria stood back, unsure of what to do or say. The puppy’s tongue was hanging out, as if it might be smiling, its tail kept wagging, and there was no separating Brooke from what appeared to be love at first sight.
“Hold on,” Victoria said. “We don’t even know if it’s had its shots yet.”
“It’s a boy,” Brooke said, holding him up. “I think I’ll call him Henry.”
“Are you listening?” Victoria asked, stepping forward.
Brooke turned to her, innocent-like and cradling the puppy in her arms. “Can we go to the vet today, then? Please?” The puppy licked her face, tail wagging. “Just wait until I tell Katie. She’s going to be so jealous.”
Victoria leaned forward and peered into the box to see what else might be in there. Inside was a plastic dog bone and a DVD case with her name scribbled across it in black marker.
“Can I take him for a walk, Mom?”
Victoria stared into the box, hesitant to touch anything.
“Mom?”
Victoria turned, shaking her head. “Go to your room. Take-take the dog and put him in the bathroom or something.”
“But, Mom!”
Victoria cut across the air with her hands. “Brooke. Now!”
“I don’t want to leave Henry. He’ll be afraid.”
“Give me the dog,” she said, reaching for it.
“No, Mom. Please!” Brooke cried.
Victoria looked at her sharply. “We don’t know where this came from. It’s not safe.”
“He’s just a puppy. And if you didn’t get him for me, then it must have been Dad.” She pulled the puppy closer and protected him from Victoria’s grasp. Its innocent brown eyes glanced up at her as it licked Brooke’s cheek.
“Fine. Take him into your room, and give me a minute to sort this out. It’s not even the kind of dog you wanted.”
“I don’t care,” Brooke said, leaving the kitchen with Henry in her arms. “He’s perfect.”
Victoria stared into the box with her hands on her hips as Brooke’s door closed. She then turned and went to the sink, looking out into the front yard. Gray storm clouds had formed on the horizon, and the trees in the front yard swayed with a building breeze. She wished that she had woken up sooner and caught the person who left the box. The situation was uncanny, impossible to figure out. Why a dog? Unless it was Todd, how did they know?
Victoria reached into the box for the disc, storming out of the kitchen and into the living room. Her cell phone rested on the coffee table, within reach. She paced the room, trying to decide what to do, deciding there was choice but to call Todd.
Then, stopping at the TV, she had second thoughts. No, she told herself. You can do this on your own. you don’t need to call Todd.
She opened the case and took the disc out, inserting it into their DVD player. She then backed away with the remote in hand, staring hesitantly at the television’s blue screen. But she couldn’t make herself push the Play button.
She looked at the phone, picked it up and held it against her ear, calling Todd’s number. It went to straight to voicemail. She hung up and called again, feeling increasingly desperate.
“Hi, this is Todd Owens. Please leave a message, and I’ll get back with you as soon as I can. Thank you.”
She waited for the beep and spoke. “Damn it, Todd. A puppy? Are you serious? I have to know. Was this you? Do you really think that’s going to make everything better? I just… I don’t understand. Call me back.”
She hung up with a wellspring of frightened emotions running through her. The phone dropped from her hand onto the coffee table as she walked to the couch, defeated, and pressed the Play button on the DVD’s remote.
The screen flickered to a grainy shot of a darkened room where a camera remained the sole light source. Victoria inched forward as the camera panned down to a man tied to a chair with gray duct tape wrapped across his mouth and eyes, his face almost entirely covered, and blood oozing down his neck. She gasped, and a small cry escaped. The man grunted and shifted around as he wheezed for air through his nostrils. His hair fell in sweaty strands. His white T-shirt was covered in blood.
Victoria brought a hand to her mouth, horrified as a blurry driver’s license entered the frame, held up by the gloved hand of the person behind the camera. The camera focused to reveal Todd’s license, his picture undeniable. Her throat began to constrict. The camera panned back to the man tied to the chair, struggling to free himself, squirming and moaning with pained, muffled grunts. For a moment, none of it made any sense. Then, like a nightmare, what she hadn’t wanted to see, hadn’t wanted to admit, seeped into her brain and became clear to her. She looked more closely at the screen, slowly studying every detail: the man’s size, the way he moved his head, the slant of his cheekbones, his jawline.
“No! Oh no!” she cried through her hand, moaning in anguish. Todd. Denying it no more. It was Todd.
“No. No. That can’t be!” Her panicked, watering eyes then glanced toward the sound of Brooke’s laughter and Henry’s barking coming from her bedroom.
“Do not call the police,” an unseen, distorted voice said on the TV. “We have your husband. If you do not deliver our ransom in two hours from the time you watch this message, we will kill him. Our asking price is ten thousand dollars cash.”
“Who are you?” she shouted at the screen.
“We are watching. If you so much as look at a cop, he dies. You make a call, your daughter dies. You try to send anyone a message, you die. Got it?”
She reached for her cell phone in haste just as the gloved hand re-entered the frame, holding a knife to Todd’s throat, pressing it against his skin.
“Okay, I won’t!” she said, tossing her phone down, to the sounds of Todd’s muffled pain.
“We will call. If you fail to answer or comply with us in any way, your husband dies, your daughter dies, and you die, in that order. Don’t do anything stupid, Victoria. We only want the money. Then all of this will go away.”
The screen went blue again as the disc stopped playing. Victoria looked around in panic. She’d never felt so alone, so terrified. Only a fool wouldn’t call the police.
“What am I going to do?” she asked herself, shaking as she sobbed. “What… can I do?”
Brooke laughed again from her room as the puppy barked.
“Okay,” she said, quietly calming herself. “It’s going to be okay. Just get the money and everything will be fine.”
They had about twenty thousand in savings. Trembling, she ran through the scenarios in her head. She could make a quick withdrawal and tell the bank that it was for a down payment on something. Best not to raise suspicion. She could get Brooke on a plane to her mother’s house in South Carolina. She’d be safe there. Then maybe she could call the police and tell them not to make a move. She could explain the fragile situation. Detective Weaver would understand.
Her cell phone suddenly vibrated against the coffee table, startling her. The screen flashed with a strange number, with eight as every digit. She waited and then seized the phone on the third ring, rushing to her room in a frenzy.
She slammed the door behind her and answered the phone, standing with her back against the wall and eyes searching for her .38.
“Don’t take so long next time,” the familiar, distorted voice said.
“Who are you?” Victoria asked in desperation.
“Ten thousand dollars in one hour at a location of our choosing. Got it?”
“But you said two hours.”
“One hour!”
“Withdraw the money and stand by for further notice.”
Victoria paced the room, trembling. “I-I don’t think I can do this.”
“Of course you can. You’re Tricky Vicky. You’ll figure it out.”
“What did you call me?” she said.
The caller hung up, leaving her flustered and without answers. She lowered the phone and stared at it. Her mother would know what to do. She’d tell her to call the police. Only a fool would put the lives of their family in the hands of some lunatic kidnapper. Even if she got the money, there was no guarantee that they’d let Todd go.
She walked to the DVD player, dizzy and short of breath, and took out the disc. Brooke was still in her room, thank God. If she gave the disc to the police, they could probably find Todd in time. She was no expert negotiator. It was better to let the professionals plan it. But then Brooke’s distant laughter made her think otherwise. She pictured the house full of cops, turning it into central command and scaring the hell out of her daughter. There was no reason Brooke even had to know.
Victoria rushed to her room and changed into a pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt. She tucked her shirt in, looked at herself in the mirror, and snatched a jean jacket and Todd’s red ball cap from a chair. She reached for the .38 on the nightstand, unable to control her shaking hands. “You can do this,” she said into the mirror, holding the revolver at her side. Her hair was tucked inside Todd’s hat as if she was undercover. After several deep breaths, she turned from the mirror and left the room, not looking back. She walked past the living room toward Brooke’s room and slipped the .38 into her jacket pocket. She stopped outside the door and knocked. She could hear Brooke on the phone.
“Brooke?”“
“It’s open!”
Victoria pushed the door a crack and saw the puppy on Brooke’s bed, already making itself at home, as Brooke stood at her window, cell phone against her ear.
“I need to talk to you.”
“Hold on, Katie,” Brooke said, lowering her phone. “What’s up?”
“Tell her that you’ll call her back,” she said, walking in. The puppy stood at the edge of the bed and barked, apprehensive about jumping off.
Brooke rolled her eyes and told Katie that she’d call her back. She hung up and looked at Victoria, waiting.
“Something has come up and I have to go into work.”
“Why are you wearing that hat?” Brooke asked.
Victoria ignored the question. “I’ll be gone most of the day. Is it okay if I drop you off at Katie’s?”
Brooke thought to herself, confused. “Now?”
“Yes, now,” Victoria said.
Brooke scanned her room, thinking. “Um. I guess I could. Can’t Dad take me later?”
Victoria crossed her arms and stared at her without answering.
“Oh, right. You guys are fighting.”
“Just call and ask her. I don’t want you to stay here alone, and that’s not up for negotiation.”
Brooke called Katie back and made the request in her own confused tone. “Yeah, my mom wants to know if she can drop me off at your house this morning.” She paused and looked out the window, turning her back to Victoria. “I know. It’s weird. She said that she has to go to work and doesn’t want to leave me—”
“Hey!” Victoria said, stepping forward. “Just ask her if it’s okay, and cut the small talk.”
Brooke turned to her, slightly annoyed. “Is it okay with your mom? Sorry about the short notice.”
Victoria waited impatiently as her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She reached for it with dread and saw that she had received a text message from the same mysterious number.
You’re stalling. If we don’t see you walk into the bank in twenty minutes, your husband loses an ear.
Victoria gasped and put her phone away as Brooke suspiciously glanced at her.
“So, it’s okay? Henry too? Great. Thanks, Katie. I’ll see you soon.” She laughed and hung up the phone, shaking her head at Victoria. “You’re acting strange, you know that. And now you look like a weirdo to Katie.”
“Just get ready,” Victoria said, rubbing her forehead while trying to not give in to her intense anxiety.
“It’s rude, you know?” Brooke continued. “Now I feel like I’m, um. Imposing on them.”
“It’s either that or McKenzie’s house.”
“No. It’s okay,” Brooke said, quickly packing .
“We leave in five,” Victoria said, stepping outside the room.
Her heart raced as she walked to the kitchen to retrieve her purse. Nerves shot, she again considered calling the police. Not calling meant leaving Todd’s fate to the word of a kidnapper, but she was afraid. She didn’t want to do the wrong thing.
Brooke emerged with one bag over her shoulder and the other in her hand, carrying Henry. “I’m ready. If we have to go.”
“We do,” Victoria said, moving past her. She walked outside and went straight to the car, looking down both sides of the road. There were no cars around and no one seemed to be watching her. They got into her silver Corolla as she started it up in a hurry, slammed the door shut, and put her sunglasses on.
“So, who got me the puppy, anyway?” Brooke asked, strapping herself in, with Henry on her lap. “Was it Dad?”
Victoria backed out of the driveway, distracted. “I-uh… I think so.”
“I should call and thank him,” she said.
“No,” Victoria said, straightening out the car. She pressed the gas and the car jolted forward.
“Why not? That’s pretty rude,” Brooke said.
“He’s not answering,” she said in a shaky voice. “He’s busy. You’ll have to call him later.”
“You’re both weird,” Brooke said, glancing out the windows as neighborhood houses raced by.
Victoria drove as fast as she could, swerving between lanes and passing every car along the way to Katie’s. She barely stopped at any stop sign and gunned through each traffic light just before it might turn red. They arrived at Katie’s house roughly ten minutes after leaving. Victoria pulled into the driveway, relieved but torn. She didn’t want to leave Brooke. Not in her current state. They were supposed to spend the day together. She wanted to tell her the truth. She wanted to tell her everything but couldn’t muster the nerve. Besides, it probably wouldn’t be wise.
Brooke opened her door to step out when Victoria stopped her.
“What is it?” Brooke asked.
“Give me a hug before you go.”
Brooke set her backpack onto the driveway and climbed back into her seat, leaning into Victoria’s arms.
“I’ll see you soon. I love you,” she said, squeezing hard.
Brooke seemed surprised by her mother’s sudden change but attempted to hug her back. “Love you too.”
Victoria held her for a moment and then stroked her hair. “Have fun. I’ll call you later, and everything will be okay. I promise.”
“Got it, Mom,” Brooke said, awkwardly trapped in her mother’s embrace.
She released Brooke, quick to wipe the tears from her eyes before they rolled down her cheeks. Brooke backed away and lifted Henry’s bag, carrying him out of the car. “Bye, Mom,” she said with a smile. “Tomorrow then?”
Victoria thought to herself. She had forgotten that it was slumber party night. “Yes. Tomorrow.” Though she didn’t know if that would be the case. Brooke closed the door and waved as Victoria watched her walk to Katie’s doorstep. It pained her to leave, but at least she knew that her daughter was safe for the time being. She drove off once Brooke walked inside and watched the house from her rearview mirror, fading into the distance.
Victoria arrived at the East Union Bank in a brief panic. She had forgotten that it was Saturday and feared that it might be closed. The other cars in the parking lot put her at ease. They were open until noon on Saturdays. She glanced at the dashboard clock. It was 10:15 a.m., thirty minutes since she had received the call from her husband’s kidnapper. No further instructions had been given to her beyond getting the money. She assumed she was being watched.
She surveyed the bank from the car, sunglasses and hat concealing her appearance. Customers walked in and out of the building carefree and oblivious to the terrible situation just a few feet away. She bowed her head and brought up her folded hands, praying.
“Please give me the strength to do this. I’ll take him back. I don’t care. We’ll move on. Brooke needs her father. She needs her parents.”
She squeezed her hands together more tightly, pressing them against her forehead, with her eyes squeezed shut. For a moment, everything was quiet and undisturbed. Her eyes opened, and she felt a renewed defiance. They could take the money, but she was getting her husband back, one way or the other. She wondered how they had gotten to him in the first place.
She thought about the gifts sent to her, the flowers and everything else. Was it all about a kidnapping? Why her and her family? How could something like this even happen in Clearwater? She had no answers. All she knew was that the clock was ticking. She adjusted her hat and took off her sunglasses, stepping out of the car. The less attention she brought to herself, the better.
She hoped that their financial adviser, Gary, wasn’t there. He’d ask questions about her large cash withdrawal. Would they even have that much cash on hand at a small bank? Concealing her emotions was going to be challenging, regardless. Parked several aisles away from the entrance, she glanced around the parking lot, closed her door, and walked quickly toward the bank. Her head was down, with her eyes on the pavement. She couldn’t believe that she was actually going through with it. Her mother’s voice echoed in her head, demanding that she turn back and call the police, but she pushed the door open anyway and walked inside.
Withdrawal slip in hand, Victoria went directly to the first teller available, indifferent to the young woman’s rosy smile and warm greeting.
“Yes, I need to withdraw cash from my savings account. Can you help me with that?” she asked in a quiet voice.
The teller studied her for a moment and then looked at the slip as she slid it under the glass. She read the amount and then looked back at Victoria with uncertainty. “Yes, ma’am. I can help you with that.” She suddenly paused and looked around. “I just have to find the manager.”
Victoria nodded as the teller walked around the counter and toward the offices in the corner. She was glad to see that Gary’s office was empty, with the lights off. Her foot tapped against the floor as she leaned against the counter and squeezed the bridge of her nose. The teller was taking too long, and Victoria was getting nervous.
She watched a uniformed security guard pace the lobby behind her, with his attention elsewhere. A clock on the wall behind the counter showed the time as 10:22. Her mind was everywhere. She pulled out her phone and checked the screen. There were no calls.
The teller soon returned with a mustached bank manager with perfectly groomed hair. She had never seen him before and prepared herself for his questions. Suddenly, he veered off and left the teller, as the woman returned behind the counter, smiling at Victoria with some forms in her hand.
“Sorry about the wait. Our bank manager said that all you need to do is fill out this disclosure form for the IRS and we can begin your withdrawal. I’ll need your license and bank card as well.”
Victoria sighed under her breath as the teller pushed forms to her under the glass. It was too much already, but she had to remain calm. Todd was depending on her. “No problem,” she said, taking a pen.
The teller typed into her computer and then looked up at Victoria with a smile. “Okay, Mrs. Owens. How would you like those bills?”
Victoria paused. She hadn’t yet given it thought. The kidnappers sure hadn’t specified. “Can I get twenty five hundred dollar bills?” she asked, doing the math in her head.
“We should be able to do that,” the teller said. “Would you like it all in one envelope?”
“Yes, please,” Victoria said, returning to her paperwork. Well aware that she was gutting their nest egg, Victoria didn’t care. The kidnappers could have asked for it all. She scribbled as fast as she could, signing document after document as the teller ran a handful of bills through a machine and banded them in the middle, placing them in one bank envelope.
After withdrawing ten thousand dollars from their savings, Victoria sat in her car and waited for further instructions. The ransom envelope rested on her leg, and she was eager to get rid of it. She stared at her cell phone, increasingly anxious, as the car idled.
“Come on, you bastards,” she said.
Each minute that went by filled her with fear. She didn’t know what kind of sick game they were playing or why they were taking so long to get back to her. Then it dawned on her that they were probably having a good time torturing her. She glanced up as a police car pulled into the bank parking lot and parked in the back. There was still time to get them involved.
Suddenly, the phone number of all eights flashed across her screen. She answered immediately.
“I have the money. Where do you want me to go?”
“We knew that you could do it,” the distorted, nearly robotic voice said. “Time’s almost up.”
“I’ve been waiting for you to call!”
“Parking garage outside the textile factory. You have ten minutes.”
Victoria shook her head. “That place has been shut down for years. There’s no way in.”
“The gate will be open. We’ll be watching. Once you arrive, you’ll be given further instructions.”
“No,” Victoria objected, her voice a mix of conviction and fear. “I want to meet somewhere safer. I can leave the money in a public place, and you can release my husband. We don’t even have to meet.”
“Clock’s ticking.”
“I refuse to be pulled into some trap!”
“Your husband is going to look strange without his ears.”
“Fuck you!” she shouted.
The line went quiet, and Victoria instantly regretted what she had said. She strained to listen, when a sudden scream of agony came over the line. There was no mistaking who it was.
“Okay! Stop! I’m sorry. I’ll drive. J-just don’t hurt him!”
“Ten minutes,” the voice said, hanging up.
Victoria trembled as she shifted the car into drive and pulled out of the parking lot. The old textile factory was at least fifteen minutes away, and she didn’t know how she was going to make it in time. She cut across four lanes of traffic and sped through the light as a cacophony of horns honked in the distance. “I’m coming, Todd,” she said, gripping the wheel hard.
She approached a vacant building on a rural back road—the worst possible meeting place she could imagine. A tall chain-link fence surrounded the premises, with a rusty “No Trespassing” sign posted in clear view. The front gate was open as promised. She slowed and hesitated to go any farther. Her instincts told her that it was a bad idea, but she couldn’t bring herself to deviate from the plan, not with Todd’s life at stake.
She turned and drove inside as broken glass crunched under her tires. There was trash everywhere, and a dozen pallets blocked the way toward the building, with its tall chimney pipes protruding from the roof. She halted and saw an open path that led to a four-level parking garage in the distance. It was the only place to go. She parked and held her cell phone, waiting. Her eyes scanned the area, alert and afraid, but she couldn’t see anyone, and it felt as though she were completely alone.
Her trembling hands gripped the steering wheel on both sides as she leaned closer to the windshield and scanned the desolate area. She had been a minute late, and hoped to God that they wouldn’t penalize her for it.
This is bad, she thought. What am I doing here?
Her cell phone vibrated and flashed with the mystery number on the screen.
“I’m here,” she said. “Do you see me?”
“Are you alone?” the voice said.
“Yes, I’m alone!” she paused, holding back. “Where to now?”
“Parking garage. Third level. We’ll be waiting.”
“I want to speak to my husband,” she said, but the caller had hung up. She let go of the steering wheel and fell back against her seat, delirious and breathing rapidly. “Son of a bitch,” she said, resting her palm against her forehead.
They had her exactly where they wanted. She was alone, frightened, and vulnerable. What they didn’t know, however, was that she was armed. She felt the revolver in her coat pocket, and it dawned on her that she hadn’t fired a gun since she was a kid. If only she had practiced, but when? She sat up straight, knowing she could stall no longer, and drove down the curving path toward the parking garage. She figured she would be okay as long as she didn’t see their faces. The money was all that mattered. Why else would they have gone to all this trouble?
She continued past a patch of weeds amidst a littered bedrock outside the empty parking garage, pulling into the first darkened level. She removed her sunglasses and followed the faded directional arrows up the ramp to the second floor, and her heart raced as she reached the third. She drove slowly. There were no other cars around, only oil stains, beer bottles, and soda cans strewn on the ground and graffiti on the walls.
Her headlights guided her past empty spaces as her engine echoed throughout the garage. She slowed upon seeing a vehicle parked in the far corner, alone with its lights off. She had seen it before. It was the burgundy Oldsmobile Cutlass. There was no telling how long they had been watching her and her family.
Her eyes welled with tears at her initial shock. “I should have been more vigilant,” she said, wiping her cheeks. “I-I could have done more.”
Her car coasted toward the Oldsmobile as she stopped at a safe hundred-foot distance and parked, headlights on and engine running. She dug into her pocket for her revolver, gripping the envelope in her other hand as her cell phone rang and rang, echoing in the car and the vacant building. For a moment, she let it ring as she examined the Oldsmobile, but she couldn’t see who was inside. Daylight shined in from around the openings in the garage, but not enough for full visibility. She did, however, feel slightly better, seeing only one vehicle waiting for her.
“Hello?” she said, answering.
“Step out of your vehicle and walk toward the car,” the voice demanded.
“You want this money, right?” she said, holding the envelope up to the windshield. “I want to see my husband first. Let him go.”
“You don’t make the demands. Now do as we say. I’m not going to ask again.”
Emboldened, Victoria lowered the phone and then brought it back to her ear. “How do I know you won’t hurt me? I need some kind of sign that this isn’t a trap.”
“Is that a question?”
“No,” she said.
“Good. Get moving,” the voice said.
“I don’t want to see your face,” she pleaded. “Please. J-just let my husband go. I’ll toss the envelope out and wait for you to count it.”
But she was talking to no one. The caller had again hung up.
She hurled the phone at the windshield in anger and then immediately lurched forward to retrieve it, her only lifeline to Todd. Her body shook as her mind grappled with how to proceed. She felt in no condition to face her husband’s captors. She didn’t have it left in her. All she wanted to do was go home with Todd and yell at him for getting kidnapped and for putting her family in jeopardy. She’d forgive him this one and only time.
Victoria opened the door, wiping her face and trying to regain her composure. She stepped outside with the window down and the engine running and approached the Oldsmobile with caution. She held the envelope of money out in display while concealing the revolver in her coat pocket. She expected another call, but was surprised to see the driver’s door open and a tall man wearing a coat and fedora step out into the shadows.
Victoria stopped and averted her eyes, looking down. “I said that I didn’t want to see you!” Her voice echoed through the garage as the man walked to the front of his car and leaned against the hood, hands in his side coat pockets. He said nothing.
“Here’s your money,” she said, holding it out. “You don’t have to say anything. I don’t want to hear your voice either.” Eyes forward, she leaned down and cautiously set the envelope onto the ground. “There,” she said, taking a step back. “You can count it while my husband and I wait. Just let me have him back first.”
The man shook his head in a manner that gutted her hopes. His face was hidden under the shadow of his hat.
“What else do you want? I did everything you told me! Now it’s time to uphold your end of the bargain.”
The man stood straight and walked around his car to the trunk. He unlocked the back with his key and then opened it, concealing himself in the process. Victoria watched in heightened anticipation as he pulled something or someone from the trunk.
“Todd?” she said.
The man shut the trunk to reveal a disheveled and beaten Todd gagged and blindfolded, with his hands tied behind him.
“Todd!” she shouted.
The man lifted Todd up and guided him along toward Victoria. Everything was going as planned as the nightmarish ordeal seemed to be coming to an end. Suddenly, the man stopped halfway and pushed Todd onto his knees with one forceful thrust. Todd fell with a muffled shout of pain as Victoria stepped forward, reaching into her coat pocket. “Let him go!”
The man’s head rose as he wagged his finger at her, his face still concealed in the darkness. “Don’t push your luck,” he said in a strained, croaky voice that was anything but normal. He barely sounded human. He stood carefully behind Todd and then pulled out a long hunting knife, holding it in his black-gloved hand, pressing it to the back of Todd’s neck.
Victoria pointed to the ground at the money. “There’s the money. Now, let my husband go.”
“I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time,” the man said as Todd moaned under him.
“I said I didn’t want to hear your voice!” Victoria said, distraught beyond control. “I don’t want to know who you are. I don’t want to know anything about you. I just want for this to be over.”
The man leaned forward, pressing the tip of the knife harder against the back of Todd’s neck, making him cry out in muffled pain.
“Damn you, stop it!” she shouted.
The man suddenly cut through the air with his free hand. “You don’t have a choice in the matter, Tricky Vicky.”
Victoria narrowed her eyes. “That name… Where did you-?”
The man suddenly took his hat off and tossed it on the ground. She tried to look away, but couldn’t. He had a thin, clean-shaven face with neatly-trimmed blond hair brushed to the side. He paused, staring at her and waiting.
“You don’t recognize me, do you?”
Victoria shook her head and looked away, her eyes on the ground.
The man stepped forward into the light, clearly enjoying every moment. “Are you sure? Maybe you should take another look.”
He pulled at his face and tore the skin off, horrifying Victoria as her scream echoed throughout the garage. His hair came next as he dropped the limp skin-like mask and the hair-piece onto the ground. What remained startled her. She could hardly breathe. Unmasked, she saw a disfigured face of scars and charred skin. He was completely bald and without eyebrows. He displayed a crooked smile as his red skin wrinkled upward across scaling burns, as if he had just crawled out from the fires of hell.
“After a while, you start to get really good with makeup, latex, and hair pieces looking the way I do,” he said. “I’ve had a lot of practice during my years of recovery.”
Victoria stood frozen, unsure of what to say or do as the man continued threatening Todd with his knife.
“We’re going to play a little game. Just like the game we used to play in high school. You remember back then, right?”
Victoria shook her head in a rush of dread and confusion. “Do I know you? Is that what this is? The flowers? The packages. Was that all you?”
He smiled again, exposing what looked like blackened, crooked teeth that sent chills down her spine.
“I must admit, I had no idea what kind of dog to get your daughter.” He then patted Todd on the head, causing him to shudder. “I got the idea from your philandering husband. He opened up at the hotel bar last night. I was in disguise, of course. We had a few friendly drinks, and having made his acquaintance, he said that his daughter wanted a dog. He just didn’t specify what kind.”
“What is this about?” Victoria said, unable to control herself.
“It’s about retribution,” he said. “But you still have a choice. The same choice you and your friends gave me.”
“Sir, please,” she said, pure desperation in her tone. “I don’t know what this is about. I did what you told me. Now, please let us go.”
He swung his arm forward, pointing at her in a fury. “You’re not going to talk down to me, understand? You can try to cover up who you are with this phony air of kindness and interest, but we know what you’re capable of.”
“You’re alone, aren’t you?” she said with her hand touching the grip of her revolver. “There are no kidnappers. This was just a way to lure me here. This is just part of your game.”
The man nodded and then held up his knife, almost as a warning. “The hardest thing I had to deal with at first was the realization that none of you remember. That you’ve all completely forgotten about me and have gone on with your lives like nothing happened.” He then bowed his head and brought the knife inches from Todd’s throat.
Victoria gasped and screamed for him to stop.
The man looked up at her, exposing two rows of crooked teeth in his sinister smile. “Got your attention now?”
She stood frozen, unable to take the shot, angered by her own inaction.
“They called you Tricky Vicky because you always had a way to get out of jams. You were always so proper and innocent. But we know that wasn’t always the case, was it, Vick?”
“Who the hell are you?” she asked.
“Must be driving you crazy,” he said, smiling.
She had heard enough. Her hand gripped the revolver as she yanked it from her pocket, taking it in both hands and pointing it at him. “Drop the knife, you son of a bitch.”
Before she could react, he swooped down and lifted Todd up, using him as a shield and holding him at the shoulder. “What was that? Drop what, now?” He then brought the knife around to the front of Todd’s neck and pressed the blade against his skin.
“You’re not going to get away with this,” she said as her outstretched arms shook.
They were at a far enough distance that she didn’t know who she would hit if she pulled the trigger. After a fleeting moment of empowerment, she felt helpless again.
“I should have expected it from the likes of you,” the man said. “Now. I’m going to give you a choice, just like the one you gave me.”
“I don’t know you,” she said.
“No!” he shouted, raising his scratchy voice for the first time. “You think you don’t know me, because you’ve buried it. You’ve all buried it.” He then leaned forward and smiled. “But you’ll remember. Just like Liz did before I stabbed her in the heart.”
“You monster.”
“And then there was Susan Shields. You know her, right? The woman in the lake.” He paused and looked up innocently. “Well. She had nothing to do with any of this. She just got in my way.”
“What do you mean, got in your way?” A feeling of terror seized her, but she wanted to keep him talking. He couldn’t hold Todd up that way forever.
“I mean that she got wise to me. Saw me around town a few times. Even saw me without my mask.”
Victoria shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“She worked at a diner I frequented since I’ve been here. One night, I was adjusting my makeup in the mirror and she came in to clean the bathroom.” He then brushed one hand against the other. “And that was that.”
“How long have you been following me?” she asked, voice trembling.
He exposed his crooked smile again. “Sweetheart, I’ve been planning this for twenty-five years.”
Victoria held her gun steady, trying to take aim. “This ends now. Do you hear me?”
“Hey…” he said, innocent-like. “Exposing your husband’s affair was a freebie. I’ve been watching your family for months. Studying you. Learning the new Vicky. The one who left one boring town in South Carolina just to move to another boring town in Maine.” He paused and then with force, he yanked the tape off Todd’s mouth.
Todd gasped for air, mouth wet with saliva. “Don’t… Vicky… Don’t!”
“Todd…” she said, unable to hold her tears back any longer.
Victoria strained to listen as he tried to speak between heavy breaths. “He… he told me… what… he…”
“Todd, what is it?” she asked.
“He’s gonna make us choose. Vicky, get out of here! Get out!”
The man slapped the tape back over Todd’s mouth, silencing him. “Don’t mind your husband, Vicky. He’s been through quite an ordeal.”
Victoria’s arms shook as she gripped the revolver. She could shoot just over Todd’s head and hit the man in the face. If she missed, however …
“Logan…” she said as a sweeping recollection consumed her.
The man paused and glanced at her, seemingly impressed. “So, you do remember me?”
“My God, Logan. We were children then. That was…”
“Twenty-five years ago?” he answered. “Well, the scars are still fresh as yesterday.”
“But I didn’t—”
“You did,” he said. “Even if you don’t hold yourself responsible. You all played a part. Sucks when the past comes back to bite you in the ass, doesn’t it?”
“Logan, please. This is crazy. You don’t want to hurt anyone. All over some high school prank?”
The man glared at her. “Prank? Is that what you think it was?”
Startled by the malice in his voice, Victoria lowered her revolver and then brought it back up, trying to readjust her aim.
“Okay,” the man said. “Let’s get started. Give me a name from someone in high school. Just like the letter said.”
“Give you a name?” she asked. “What does that mean?”
“A name. Someone, other than you, who you think deserves this. Someone you think is to blame.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The man suddenly jabbed the point of the knife into Todd’s throat as he screamed through the gag in his mouth.
“Betsy!” Victoria shouted. “Betsy Wade.”
The man pulled the knife away but kept one hand on Todd as he swayed on wobbly legs. “Betsy Wade. Very nice. It just so happens I’ve been doing a little research on her, bouncing between here and your hometown.” He paused and placed a gloved hand over his chest. “It’s been exhausting.”
With his guard momentarily down, Victoria fired the revolver, surprising herself in the process. The gun blasted and the man flew to the ground, knife falling with a clang. Victoria stepped forward, exhilarated, and fired again, but missed. Todd flew to his side and rolled out of her line of fire as the man held his shoulder in agony, twisting on the ground.
“You shot me, you bitch!” he shouted.
She fired another shot and missed. His hand went for the knife and she fired two more, hitting him in the left arm. He screamed and got to his knees as she pulled the trigger again, but the chamber was empty. She had fired all her rounds without even realizing it.
Realizing her situation, she lowered the revolver and backed up to her car where she had more ammo in the glove box. The man rose, gripping his knife with one hand and holding his shoulder with the other.
Victoria glared at him as she inched toward her car. “We… we had a deal.”
The man held his hand out, innocent-like. “Hey, I’m still taking the money. You fucked it all up. Now everything changes.”
“But—” Victoria.
“No!” he shouted at the top of his raspy voice. “You’re going to pay now.”
She pulled the trigger, cold firing, much to the amusement of the man, as he approached her with steady, menacing strides.
“I’ll give you ten seconds to choose between your life or your cheating husband’s. Shouldn’t be too hard.”
“Go to hell, Logan,” she said, backing up.
At that moment, the man lunged toward Todd and yanked him up to his knees. Victoria screamed just as the man took a step back and drove the knife into Todd’s throat, digging it deep inside and then releasing it to a geyser gushing onto the cement floor.
Victoria fell back against her car, stunned and unable to react. The man stabbed Todd in the chest again and again as her husband lay, gasping and choking. Todd’s body slumped over and fell to the floor as Logan rushed toward Victoria at sudden, break-neck speed. She managed to raise her arms up just as he drove the blade into her throat.
Her eyes widened in disbelief at the warm, metallic taste that filled her mouth, that made her gag as she tried to say: Please, and the dirty concrete below her turned red with blood. A fleeting thought came to her: What if I had called the police?
“I choose you!” he said, driving the knife in farther. “And I’ll also be taking a little souvenir to remember you by.”
She gagged for air but couldn’t breathe. She thought of Brooke as intense panic sent her grasping at her throat, trying to remove the lodged knife in vain.
“Don’t worry,” he said as she drifted from consciousness. “I’ll keep Todd around. You’ve made quite the sacrifice today.”
He pulled the knife out and walked away, picking the money off the floor and approaching Todd, who lay helpless and bound and still breathing. “I should know never to bring a knife to a gun fight,” he said, voice fading as Vicky lay dying.
Victoria’s head fell back against the pavement as her hands covered her bloody throat, gagging and shocked, and knowing she had only minutes to live; that Logan had delivered a fatal blow. She turned and watched in her last seconds as Logan pulled Todd up and forced him into the trunk of his car. He then returned to Victoria, bloody knife in hand, and pulled her head up by the hair. It was the last thing she saw before everything went black.

Logan sat at his workstation in his darkened basement amid a table of latex masks and hairpieces resting on their stands. His desk lamp illuminated the map of South Carolina unfolded on the table as the news played over a nearby radio. Victoria Owens was found dead in the parking garage near the vacant textile factory.
Her husband, Todd Owens, had been missing for days, and was considered by investigators to be a leading suspect. Logan laughed at this and continued making marks on the large map in front of him, where several street names were circled with permanent marker. Another table sat next to him, cluttered with photos and high school yearbooks piled in stacks.
His printer spewed out several copies of the same chain letter, with a stack of high school reunion flyers next to it. Logan was too immersed in his work to bask in his latest kill and its all-too-perfect turn of events. His mind drifted toward Leesburg, South Carolina. He had been planning his strike through repeated visits, scoping out his next victims and learning their patterns. It was time to venture back home and check some more names off his list.
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THE LETTER





Leesburg, South Carolina
It wasn’t the first time that the police were called to Betsy Wade’s home on Saxon Boulevard. The forty-two-year-old divorcee had contacted the department several times over the months with various grievances, some more outlandish than the others. There was the time when her smoke alarm was making “weird noises.” There were claims about her neighbors being too loud and then others when they were accused of “watching her.”
Betsy lived alone after a messy divorce, in which her had husband left her. With her declining mental state, she had gained a reputation throughout the neighborhood as an unpredictable and neurotic woman. She rarely left her house. She had her groceries delivered and worked from home as a sales analyst for a marketing company; a job she was fortunate to hold down.
That afternoon, she had made an urgent call to police after receiving what she described as a “threatening letter” in the mail. She told them she feared for her life and demanded ‘round-the-clock police surveillance. As a result, two officers were dispatched to investigate. Sergeant Brian Cruz and his partner, Corporal Zachary Powell, both had their doubts about Betsy’s latest crisis, but were nonetheless obliged to answer her distressed call.
When they first arrived, it didn’t look as if anyone was home. There was no car out front, and her curtains were drawn. Her neglected lawn was surrounded by a four-foot white picket fence, its paint chipped and fading. The police cruiser pulled into her cracked-pavement driveway under the shade of a pine tree. Corporal Powell parked as Sergeant Cruz radioed the dispatcher, saying that they had arrived at the house and would talk with “Ms. Wade” soon.
“There she is,” Corporal Powell said, pointing.
Sergeant Cruz looked up at the window near the front door and saw Betsy peeking out from behind her curtains. She vanished a second later.
“Have you been here before?” the corporal asked.
Cruz nodded. “She lost her cat.” He then paused to correct himself. “Well, we weren’t sure if the cat really existed in the first place. She accused one of her neighbors of stealing it.”
Powell shook his head. “Tell me again why we’re here?”
Cruz looked at him, curious. “Is there somewhere else you’d rather be?”
“Well… no, but—”
Cruz then opened his door and stepped out. “Then let’s see what the problem is.”
Powell switched the ignition off and exited the car as they walked along the curved cement walkway leading to the front door. They stopped at her door as the corporal knocked, then stood back as they waited.
Cruz then leaned closer to the door and spoke with authority. “Ma’am, we’re with the Summerville Police Department.”
The door opened a crack as Betsy Wade peered through. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” she whispered, “but I’d like to see some identification please.”
The officers exchanged glances as Cruz pointed to the badges on their uniforms. “I’m Sergeant Cruz, and this is Corporal Powell with the Summerville Police Department. Would you feel more comfortable talking to us out here?”
She stared at them for a moment from behind the door, removed the security chain, and then opened the door. “I suppose you’re real cops. Please come in.”
She stepped aside as they thanked her and entered the dimly-lit living home, illuminated by a computer monitor in the corner amid a cluttered workstation in the corner.
She was wearing plaid pajama pants, a long-sleeved shirt, and slippers. Oddly enough, she also had on a pair of latex gloves. Her stringy blonde hair reached just past her shoulders, and her thin, sunken face was nearly as pale as the white walls in her home.
“Could I get either of you something to drink?” she asked, heading toward the kitchen.
“That’s okay, Ms. Wade,” Sergeant Cruz said. “We just want to make sure everything is all right.”
She suddenly re-emerged from the kitchen, holding an envelope in her gloved hands. “Not very well. I received this in the mail today.” She paused, examining their hands folded at their waists. “Where’re your gloves? I can’t have you reading this letter without gloves. It’ll compromise everything.” She paused again, holding the envelope back. “You’re police officers. You should know that.”
Cruz maintained a friendly tone. “Why don’t you just show us what the letter says?”
She lowered her hands, keeping a protective grip on the envelope and then stared beyond the officers with concern. “Did you lock the door?”
Cruz turned around and signaled Powell to lock the deadbolt.
Betsy suddenly moved toward Cruz, taking him off guard. “Don’t you understand? Someone is after me. That’s why I called you.”
“Stay calm, ma’am,” Sergeant Cruz said. “Let’s talk about this. Who is after you and why?”
She took a deep breath and leaned against the wall. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little worked up right now.” She then signaled to the couch behind them. “Please. Have a seat, and I’ll explain everything.”
“That’s okay, ma’am” Sergeant Cruz said. “Just tell us what’s wrong.”
Betsy shrugged. “Have it your way.”
Corporal Powell walked past her and looked inside the adjacent kitchen, which was small and cluttered. “Is anyone else here?”
Betsy turned and laughed. “Yes. We’re having a surprise party for you. Everyone is just waiting for the signal.”
Sergeant Cruz chuckled and held his clipboard up, getting back on track. “You had mentioned a note you received in the mail.”
“That’s correct,” she said, holding the envelope close with both hands.
Cruz paused, distracted when he noticed two prescription bottles resting on her computer desk. “Are you taking any medications right now?”
“What?” she shot back. “Of course not. I didn’t call you here to discuss my personal life. This is very real. Someone is trying to kill me!”
Powell scanned the kitchen and stood next to his partner. “We understand. Do you have any idea who this person is?”
Betsy pointed to the couch again. “Please, sit.”
“Ms. Wade,” Cruz began, patiently. “The sooner we know about who is threatening you, the sooner we can get this thing cleared up.”
Betsy paused and reluctantly nodded. “If it’s proof you want, look no further.” She pulled the letter from the envelope and unfolded it. Powell squinted as Cruz stepped forward to get a better look. The sheet was largely blank with only a single ominous sentence typed in the center of the page: See you soon.
“Don’t touch it,” Betsy said as Corporal Powell reached for the letter. “This is the only proof that I have.”
Cruz huffed with impatience. “Until we know who sent you this letter, there’s not much we can do.” He took notice of the growing concern in her eyes as she placed the letter back inside the envelope.
“Go ahead and tell us what you think,” Powell said, as Betsy paced in front of them, hands at her sides.
She began as though she had been waiting for the opportunity. “Two months ago, an old friend of mine from high school was murdered.”
She halted and turned to face the officers with her piercing blue eyes. “And they still haven’t identified a suspect. Can you believe that?”
Betsy then held up the letter again for them to see. “Today, I received this in the mail. It has a postage stamp and return address, just like any normal letter.”
Powell leaned forward, squinting. “What’s the address there?”
“I looked it up already,” she said. “It’s an old abandoned factory about ten miles from here. Obviously, whoever mailed it wanted to be anonymous.” Betsy said, stuffing the letter back into her pocket.
“Have you considered the possibility of this letter being a hoax?” Cruz asked.
Angered, Betsy took a quick step toward him. “You think that my friend dying is a hoax?”
Cruz stood up and placed a hand on Betsy’s shoulder to calm her down. “No, I don’t think your friend dying is a hoax.” Patting her lightly, he said, “It’s all right, Ms. Wade. No one is going to hurt you.” He pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and held it out. “Can I see this letter again? I promise to be careful.”
Betsy looked at him with uncertainty and drew the letter from her pocket, handing it to him. Sergeant Cruz took the letter and unfolded it, examining the brief message.
Powell stepped forward, concerned. “I think that you’re right to be concerned about this. What was your friend’s name?”
“Victoria Owens,” she said. “We went to high school together.”
Powell jotted the name down in his notepad then looked up. “And where did she live?”
“Maine,” Betsy said.
“We should take this letter back to the station and analyze it for fingerprints,” Cruz said.
Betsy stared at them surprised. “So, you believe me?”
“Of course we do,” Cruz said.
Betsy next handed him the envelope. “Please be careful with it.” She stepped forward with a whisper. “I knew it was bad news before I even opened it. Like a premonition.”
Cruz beckoned his partner to the door. “We’ll get right on it, Ms. Wade,” he continued. “In the meantime, keep your doors and windows locked and call us if you see or hear anything out of the ordinary.”
“When can I expect police protection?” she asked, following them with growing concern.
“That may take a while,” Cruz said, stepping outside. “In the meantime, please let us know if you receive any additional letters or threats.”
Betsy followed them with increasing paranoia, “He’s coming for me. I need protection!”
They stopped and turned toward her with genuine concern.
“You’re going to be okay,” Powell said.
“We’ll take this right down to the station and run an analysis on it,” Cruz added.
Betsy stood near her door and watched them with growing desperation. “Guess I’m on my own. Thanks for coming.”
“Now, Ms. Wade. You know that’s not the case,” Cruz said. “We’re here to assist. We’re on your side.”
“Sure, sure. Thanks. Gotta go,” she said, closing the door and immediately locking it.
“She’ll be okay,” Cruz said as they walked away from the house.
“What do you make of it?” Powell asked.
Cruz thought to himself while placing the letter inside the envelope. “I think that one of Ms. Wade’s neighbors messing with her.”
They looked around, examining the suburban houses on both sides of the street.
“Yeah, but misuse of the mail is no small offense,” Powell conceded. He then walked around to the driver’s side and opened the door as Cruz settled into the passenger seat.
“Fact of the matter is that Ms. Wade has antagonized her neighbors for some time,” Cruz added. “Best not to stir the pot beyond this.”
“What are you suggesting, Sergeant?” Powell asked, starting the engine.
“Let it go. Eventually she will too.”
Powell backed up and drove off through the quiet neighborhood street, leaving Betsy Wade’s house in the distance. Cruz took the letter and placed it into an evidence bag and sealed it shut. “At the very least, we keep the letter in evidence in case she receives another one.”
“What’s wrong with her, anyway?” Powell asked, stepping on the gas.
“Ms. Wade is kind of a shut-in,” Cruz said. “Don’t get me wrong. I feel bad for her. We can only hope that she gets the help she needs.”
After a right turn off the neighborhood street, they pulled onto the main road leading back to the station. Cruz grabbed the radio mic from the dashboard. “This is Sergeant Cruz. Can we get someone to do a background search into the death of Victoria Owens from Maine?”
After a brief pause, he received an answer. “Roger that, Sergeant. We’ll have a clerk get on it. How’s Ms. Wade holding up?”
“She’ll be fine,” Cruz responded.

After the officers left, Betsy walked through her house, switching on every light in her path. The house felt safer with all darkness eliminated. She checked the closets, leaving them open. She then checked the locks on each door and window. Perhaps the letter was, like the officers suggested, a hoax. She suddenly wanted it back and cursed herself for handing it over.
Her television was on with its volume low, offering little comfort. She needed someone to talk to and confide in. Her cell phone sat near her computer, beckoning her to make a call. She hadn’t spoken to her mother in at least four months, but if there was ever a time to try to make amends, she felt that now was it.
She grabbed the phone and called her mother as her heart beat wildly with anticipation. What would she say? Where would she begin? Their last conversation hadn’t gone so well. Betsy had blamed her mother for everything that had gone wrong in her life, while vowing, in a sense, never to speak to her again. Now, she craved nothing more than her mother’s steady guidance.
After a few rings, her mother answered, her voice warm and unhurried. “Hello?” When Betsy didn’t say anything, she asked, “Who is this?”
Betsy whispered, “Mom, I need to speak to you. It’s important.”
“Hello?”
“It’s Betsy, Mom,” she said more loudly. “Listen to me.”
“Betsy? Goodness. What’s wrong?”
Betsy walked from one end of the living room to the other, brushing the hair nervously from her face. “I don’t have a lot of time. Someone is after me. I don’t know why, but I need help. The police won’t do a thing, and now they’ve got my letter, and I’m as good as dead.”
Her mother sighed and cut Betsy off. “What on earth are you talking about? What kind of medication do they have you on now?”
Betsy gripped her phone, angry and defensive, pacing into the kitchen. “I’m not crazy and I’m not on any medication. Someone killed Victoria. We were friends in high school, and now she’s dead. Murdered in some abandoned parking garage!”
“Calm down, Betsy,” her mother said, as Betsy’s breathing grew loud and panicky. “Let’s take this one step at a time. How was your friend murdered?”
“She was stabbed…” Betsy began. She suddenly switched to an angrier tone. “And what do you mean, how was she murdered?”
“Well, I… I don’t know.”
“Look. I called the police and everything. They have the letter.” She paused, looking around the living room, with its minimal furnishing and largely barren walls. “I need to get out of here and someplace safe.” She lowered the phone and ran toward the front door.
“Don’t do anything drastic. We need to check you into that clinic, just like Alan suggested.”
The name of her ex-husband sent Betsy into an uncontrollable rage. “You always take his side. I can’t trust you any more than I could him!”
“Betsy, calm down and end this foolishness at once.”
Betsy’s heart sank as her back fell against the front door. She slid down onto the floor, dropping the phone and crying into her knees.
“Betsy?” her mother called over the phone. “Betsy, talk to me.”
Enraged, Betsy threw the phone against the wall, shattering the screen. She lowered her head back into her knees and began to cry in the isolated emptiness of her house. She raised her head, tears streaming down her cheeks, and then slowly rose from the ground with her fist balled up, taking deep, angry breaths.
“Come and get me, you son of a bitch,” she muttered, clenching her teeth.
She then walked through the house and checked each room and window obsessively. She returned to the living room and sat on the couch to get some rest, and for a moment, everything seemed calm. “Just a hoax,” she said under her breath. “Yeah…”
She then rose and went directly to her computer, typing wildly. A news site popped up, causing her to lean back in her computer chair, closing the dozen or so browsers she had opened, when she heard a loud banging at her front door. Startled, she jumped up and stood frozen as the knocking ceased and everything went quiet.
“Who… who’s there?” she said, slowly approaching the door.
For a moment, there was no response, so Betsy stopped and looked toward the window. She was afraid to look out and afraid not to, but overcoming her fear, she crept closer, pulled away the curtain, and attempted to peek out. It was dark now and she hadn’t turned on the outside light. A loud knock resumed, sending her reeling back from the window and rattling the door within its frame. There was only one person who knocked like that. It had to be the police.
“Sergeant Cruz?” she said loudly. “Corporal Powell, is that you?”
She stepped forward and approached the door, peering through the center peephole. Whatever her expectations, there was nothing there, only an empty step and a doormat outside.
“Impossible…” she said, realizing that she had been talking to herself out loud lately.
Someone had knocked. It wasn’t a figment of her imagination. She wasn’t crazy. Not this time. She ran from the door, straight into the kitchen, and grabbed a butcher knife from the drawer, gripping it in her trembling hand. She looked at her broken phone on the floor, wishing she hadn’t thrown it against the wall
She wished she had a gun—anything that could protect her. She backed against the counter just as a person ran past the kitchen window. A glimpse of their shadow beyond the curtains made the hairs on her neck stand on end. She felt as though she was being hunted. As she backed into the corner, her breathing intensified, and in the silence, she realized that the threat, whatever it was, had already found its way inside her house.




THE MORNING AFTER





Homicide Detective Michael Dobson woke up to his cell phone vibrating on the nightstand with an incoming call. It was a little after 7 a.m. He hadn’t had much sleep, but unexpected calls day or night came with the territory. His head rose from his pillow in a daze as he looked around the darkened room. His wife Rachel wasn’t there. Her side of the bed was empty, with the covers tossed to his side. An aroma of eggs and bacon filled the air. She was cooking breakfast, and there was no better way to get him out of bed in the morning.
He stretched and grabbed the phone to check the number. It was Jack Harris, another homicide detective and sometimes partner on the force.
What now? he
thought, frustrated with the call.
Dobson had been with the Summerville Police Department for a total of fifteen years, eight of those years with his present Homicide unit. Although he was used to long hours and a never-ending backlog of cases, the job was beginning to wear on him. No matter what he did, it never seemed to be enough.
He held his phone to his chest, thinking, and considered calling Harris back later. But an unexpected call two hours before he was scheduled to arrive at the station could only mean one thing: there had been a murder.
“Dobson,” he said in a croaky voice with the phone pressed to his ear.
“Hey, buddy. Got something for you,” Harris’s chipper voice said on the other end.
Dobson cleared his throat and sat up as the sunlight behind the curtains glowed brighter by the moment.
“What’s up?” he asked, grabbing for a T-shirt hanging over a nearby chair.
“Dead body. That’s what,” Harris continued. “White female, early forties. Found in her home this morning. My shift ends in an hour, but I’ll wait for you here.”
Dobson rubbed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “What happened?”
There was a slight pause on the other end before Harris answered. “From the looks of it, we have a homicide.”
Dressed in only boxers, he scanned his tossed clutter of clothes scattered near the bed, looking for some pants. “I’m getting ready now. What’s the address?”
“Nine thirteen Saxon Boulevard.”
“Who’s there?” Dobson asked.
“Just me and a few police,” Harris said. “Grab some coffee, and get over here as soon as you can.”
Dobson stepped out of bed and stretched. “I’m moving…”
“Oh, and Mike…”
“Yeah?”
“Fair warning. You might want to bring a strong stomach.”
Harris hung up, leaving what awaited him up to Dobson’s imagination. It’d been a month since the department’s last homicide case. Any stretch of time without another case was a blessing. Now a woman had apparently been murdered in her home, not particularly far from where Dobson himself lived. The thought was chilling. Dobson placed his cell phone onto the nightstand and pulled a T-shirt over his head.
He walked toward the bathroom, head hanging low, and flipped on the light switch. His tired face stared back at him in the mirror. The dark stubble on his cheeks indicated that he needed a good shave. No chance of skipping that. His light blue eyes were devoid of passion, and his short, dark hair was quickly accumulating gray on the sides. He’d be forty-five in a month. How fast the time had gone. Weighing just under two hundred pounds, he wasn’t in the best shape of his life. But he also didn’t know if it even mattered. He and Rachel were barely intimate anymore.
“Enjoy it while you can,” the other detectives had said, referring to life after forty. “This is the best it’s going to get.”
He ran warm water through his hands and onto his face, trying to wake up. There was a sense of fatigue running through him—always was, despite how much sleep he got. For the past few months, he had been in a funk at work and at home. Sometimes not even his own family could reach him. Things weren’t much better at work.
His promotion to the rank of Level Three Police Detective just seemed to bring longer hours, with only a minuscule pay increase. And it never stopped. Some days he didn’t even know where to start. His growing detachment seemed unstoppable.
He dried his face with a towel mockingly embroidered with his and Rachel’s initials and set about his journey back to the bedroom, wondering what to wear to work. Their bedroom was a mess of his dirty clothes strewn across the carpeted floor. His white, long-sleeved dress shirt sat crumpled on the floor with his black slacks and dress socks.
Rachel had stopped doing his laundry some time ago. She seemed to be making a point, not about the laundry, but about their marriage. She was taking a stand, thinly veiled as it was. He hoped he had a clean suit to wear. It was only Wednesday, and the weekend had never felt so far away.
He turned on a light and walked past the dresser where his wallet and badge rested next to his holstered Smith & Wesson 9mm pistol. He stopped at the closet and looked inside. A clean, long-sleeved, button-down shirt hung next to a coat and dress pants amid some of his wife’s dresses. Dobson took the hangers holding his shirt and pants and placed them on the unmade bed. The grumbling in his stomach increased by the minute. He was starving.
Dobson left his room and walked down the carpeted hallway, passing his daughter’s closed door where he could hear both the television and the humming of her breathing machine. As a cystic fibrosis patient, her morning routine took over an hour each day, sometimes longer. Born with the disease, Penny knew little beyond the daily struggle of medicinal regimes, breathing exercises, nasal clearings, and several other time-consuming and expensive treatments just to make it through the day.
She was their only child, and after Dobson and his wife learned that they were both carriers of the gene which caused cystic fibrosis, they had made the hard decision not to have any more children. They had been told that they had a one-in-four chance of passing down the gene again, in addition to the sobering realization that their daughter may not live past forty years old.
Dobson entered the kitchen where Rachel stood at the stove with her back toward him, placing pancakes onto a plate with a spatula. She looked pretty in her red flannel, sleeves rolled up, and blonde hair tied in a ponytail. Like Dobson, Rachel had gained some weight over the years, but she still had a nice figure, evident in the same pair of blue jeans that she always liked to wear.
Sunlight beamed in from the kitchen windows near the sink, and there was a slight haze in the air from the cooking. Dobson stood in the walkway and watched her for a moment, amused that she had no awareness of his presence.
“Good morning,” he said.
Rachel jumped and turned around, her freckled face surprised and annoyed. “Don’t scare me like that,” she said, clutching her chest.
“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” he said, smiling as he walked into the kitchen and grabbed a glass from the cupboard.
“Your orange juice is on the table already. See?” she said, pointing.
Dobson placed the glass back into the cupboard and went to the table, ready to dig in.
“What’s the occasion?” he asked, sitting down.
“I just felt like making breakfast,” Rachel said, turning from the stove and stopping him. “Now, go get Penny first and make sure that she’s all right.”
Dobson glanced at the counter and saw a multitude of vitamins, antibiotics, and other multi-colored bottles filling the space. He had lost track of how many pills Penny had to take each morning. “Can’t stay for long. I have to leave soon.”
“What happened?” Rachel asked, putting some bacon strips onto each plate.
“There was a woman found dead in her home this morning,” he answered, taking a sip of orange juice. “A few blocks over, actually.”
“Wow,” Rachel said, distracted with the plates in her hands.
“Jack says she was murdered,” Dobson continued.
“Well…” she began as she set the plates onto the table. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
Rachel rarely asked him about work anymore. Years before, she used to ask him about every detail, despite his reluctance to discuss ongoing cases. Nonetheless, she was fascinated by his work. Lately, however, nothing seemed to phase her after twenty-three years of marriage.
Dobson left the table and walked down the hallway toward Penny’s room. The sound of her machine was still going, a low, steady hum.
“Hey, Penny,” he said, knocking on her door. “You up? Breakfast is ready.” He listened for a moment. He knocked again to hear her shout, “Come in,” and then opened the door.
Penny sat on the floor against her bed with her back slightly to him, watching TV. She wore a vibrating purple vest hooked up to a machine as she breathed vapor through a plastic ventilator—her morning routine.
“Morning, Dad,” she said, with the tube still in her mouth.
“Morning, honey,” he said, taking over the machine. “Your mom has breakfast out when you’re ready.”
“Okay,” she said, her voice shaking from the vibrating vest. “I should be just another ten minutes.”
“No problem,” Dobson said. “I’ve got to head to work soon.”
She nodded and turned back to the television.
Dobson waved and closed her door, hoping that they’d have some time to eat together, though he had his doubts. The longer it took for him to get there, the more people there would be at the crime scene.
“She’ll be out in a few minutes,” Dobson said, taking a seat at the table, a fresh plate of pancakes on a plate below him.
Rachel sat across from him and sipped from her coffee mug. “Did you see if she needed help?”
“She said she was fine,” Dobson said, talking a bite.
Rachel looked up and noticed. “How are they?”
Dobson swallowed, then gulped down half of his orange juice. “Great. Thank you.” He shoveled the rest in and looked at his watch. “I’ve got to get going,” he said, wiping his face.
“I don’t think it would hurt to wait for Penny,” she said. “We barely see you.”
“I know, and I’m sorry,” he said, getting up. “Thanks again, babe.”
He gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and brought his plate to the sink, feeling her stare along the way.
“I was thinking,” he began as he turned on the faucet. “Maybe we can all go out this weekend for a nice dinner and some mini-golf.”
“Penny has physical therapy Saturday and Sunday,” she said.
He shut off the faucet and turned around. Rachel’s eyes were back on her paper. She looked up slightly, noticing his curious glance in her direction. She tried to smile and the tension that Dobson knew to exist between them appeared again, seemingly out of nowhere.
“We’ll try to plan something,” she said, sounding more agreeable to the idea. “I’ll talk to Penny and see what she’d like to do.”
“Sounds good,” Dobson said with a forced smile of his own. “Gotta jump in the shower.”
He walked past her and out of the kitchen, toward their bedroom. Once inside, he pulled his T-shirt off and walked into the bathroom. He turned on the shower faucet and jumped inside just as the water began to warm. He thought of what Harris had told him—the warning he gave about bringing a strong stomach. They’d seen many murders together. How bad could this one possibly be?

Dobson drove straight to the crime scene in his gray four-door Chevy Impala. He’d check in at the station later. The Summerville Police Department covered several incorporated and unincorporated jurisdictions outside of Charleston, South Carolina. Dobson had lived in the town of Leesburg for almost twenty-five years.
He had moved from Dearborn, Michigan right after high school to join the Summerville Police Department in search of a fresh start in a safer, quieter town. It was where he met Rachel, a former human resources administrator with the same department. They met at a company picnic. She had grown up in Leesburg with a small-town charm that had instantly attracted him to her.
Counting the years until retirement, Dobson wondered if they’d ever live anywhere else given Penny’s condition. He’d always wanted to find a place in the mountains of Tennessee and get away from it all. Someday, he was sure that they would.
The hand-held radio resting near his waist buzzed with police chatter. The woman’s name was Betsy Wade. Her name sounded familiar. He recalled hearing it around the station. She had made several complaints over the years, everything from faulty smoke alarms in her house to noisy neighbors.
Her house was a quick drive from Dobson’s neighborhood. Paved roads and old-fashioned colorful houses lined the road. It was late January, and most of the tree branches were barren of their leaves and skeletal looking. He continued down the road as a faint glimmer of sunlight showed from behind the gray morning clouds. He’d never investigated a homicide so close to home.
According to the police radio, there were few details about the crime scene beyond what Harris had told him. With every moment crucial, Dobson prioritized in his mind what needed to happen to bring them closer to finding a suspect.
The house would need to be thoroughly searched for points of entry, footprints, and fingerprints. He would order the police to cordon the property and keep a controlled environment. They would need to question every resident on the victim’s street, gather alibis, and make determinations; investigate the victim’s background, family, and relationships.
Someone had killed Betsy Wade for a reason. The circumstances could involve everything from a robbery to sexual assault. The murder could have been premeditated as well. Somewhere, someone had something to gain from her death. Was she married? If not, was she dating? Did she have a stalker? Did she have enemies? There was no doubt that she had a contentious relationship with her neighbors, but was that enough to get her killed?
Dobson pondered these questions as he turned onto Saxon Boulevard, a quiet two-lane residential street where he could see two police cars at the very end of the road, parked in the driveway of a small home.
He picked up the radio, announcing his pending arrival.
“This is Dobson. I’m right down the street.”
“That’s a copy, Mike. We’ll be waiting.”
As he drove past quaint homes on both sides, Dobson saw residents peering out their windows and some walking to the edges of their driveways, observing the police cars in the distance. He caught a quick glimpse of some of their faces, making note of the expressions.
Did any of them look worried? Regretful perhaps? Or maybe he would see a look of satisfaction. He sped down the road, weaving past two empty garbage cans just past the edge of someone’s driveway, one blown over from the wind.
He slowed as the victim’s mailbox came into view, with the numbers five thirteen listed on the side. The blue, one-story ranch house looked like the ideal residence for a single occupant. He could see Harris’s beat-up Ford Taurus parked directly in the grass of her small lawn. Garden gnomes lined the front of her house in the mulch just below the windows, separated from the grass by garden stones. Her front door was open, though the blinds on both side windows were drawn.
Dobson pulled into the sliver of room left at the end of the driveway and parked behind the two police cars. He felt relieved to have arrived before the crime scene turned hectic, which he believed it soon would. He knew it was important to take charge as soon as he could, but there was also a possible downside to that.
He glanced into the rearview mirror and ran a hand along his smooth cheeks. He then adjusted his tie and grabbed his coat, stepping out of the car with his ID hanging around his neck from a lanyard and his pistol holstered to his belt on the right side. With half of his car sticking out into the road, he walked up the driveway, past the police cars, and up the cement path leading to the front door toward a gruesome crime scene that awaited him in the confines of Betsy Wade’s home.




NEIGHBORHOOD SHOCK





The house looked virtually untouched with no signs of forced entry. The windows were closed and the doors locked, all but the front. In the living room sat a television and computer station. To the left of the room was a dining area with a china cabinet and the kitchen just past it. A slew of junk mail lay across a small table along with cluttered papers and books. Her house had the look of a long-occupied dwelling.
Betsy Ward had done her best to remain secluded from the outside world, but ironically, someone from that world had lashed out at her in the end. Dobson observed the living room, surprised that a body was not in sight. He stopped in the kitchen where three uniformed police officers stood, one of them rattled and pacing back-and-forth across the vinyl floor.
Heads turned toward him as he flashed his badge and went about examining the countertop where a butcher knife lay, gleaming in the sunlight from a small window above the sink. The knife was clean, with not a drop of blood on it, and it suddenly occurred to Dobson that he didn’t yet know how Ms. Wade had been killed.
“Morning, Detective,” a tall and bulky officer said, his entire head clean-shaved without a trace of hair. Dobson recognized him as Staff Sergeant Peterson, a three-year officer on the force. A pair of Oakley sunglasses rested on top of his forehead, in a similar fashion to his counterparts.
“Morning, gentlemen,” Dobson said, looking around. To his right was a hallway with two rooms. He could hear a TV on in one of the bedrooms and saw some shadowed movement. “Where’s Detective Harris?”
An officer with slick, jet-black hair and a mustache who Dobson didn’t recognize motioned to the bedroom. “Back there with the victim.”
Dobson nodded and observed as the frantic, pacing officer stopped and leaned against the counter with a troubled look in his eyes. “It was my call. Corporal suggested that we look into it. I thought she was crazy,” he said, shaking his head. “Thought she might have made the whole thing up.” Dobson recognized the officer as Sergeant Cruz. He had seen Cruz the evening prior, just as his shift was ending.
“What do you mean?” Dobson asked, stepping forward.
The three officers all looked at him as though they were at a loss for words. Sergeant Cruz then dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope. “Corporal Powell and I were here last night.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Ms. Wade had contacted us to report a threatening letter she got in the mail.”
Dobson’s eyes widened in surprise. He hadn’t even finished his sweep and already the case had taken an unexpected turn.
“She said that someone was out to get her,” Cruz continued. “The same person who killed some friend of hers from high school. I told her that we’d investigate, but—”
“Hold on,” Dobson said, leaning against the counter. “What did this letter say? Did you file a report?”
Sergeant Cruz glanced at the floor and then back at Dobson, nervous. “Yes. I started it—”
“And?” Dobson asked.
“My shift was over,” Cruz said defensively. “Corporal Powell was supposed to…” He stopped to correct himself. “It was my responsibility. I should have finished the report.” He then turned to Dobson with a look of conviction in his eyes. “Ms. Wade had made several paranoid claims in the past. How were we supposed to know?” He then spoke with a calmer tone. “I came to the station early this morning, ready to check on her and make sure everything was okay. Then we received the call.”
“The call?” Dobson asked, intrigued.
“An anonymous call to the station,” Staff Sergeant Peterson said, cutting in. “Desk clerk got
the call around five this morning. Said there had been a murder here.”
Detective Harris suddenly called out from the bedroom. “Is that you, Dobson? Christ, get in here already.”
Dobson turned and then moved within inches of Sergeant Cruz’s face. “Don’t say anything to anyone about this yet. Nothing about your visit yesterday and nothing about this letter.”
Cruz nodded, taken aback. Dobson had heard enough for the moment despite the growing number of questions on his mind. He walked past the officers and toward the bedroom at the end of the hall, passing a bathroom and closet along the way.
The curtains in the bedroom had been opened, allowing sunlight to enter the room. Harris stood at the foot of the bed with his hands on his hips and his back to Dobson. There were boxes piled up all over the room, clothes strewn across the floor, and everything was cluttered, like Dobson’s own bedroom.
It was hard to tell if the mess was a result of the room being ransacked or if it was just how the victim lived. The dresser drawers were intact, clothes were still hanging in the closet, and a nearby television sitting on a stand had been left alone, just like anything else of apparent value throughout the house. As for Betsy. Wade, Dobson had yet to see her.
He approached Harris and noticed a figure shrouded under white sheets, propped up and lying on the twin-sized bed. Dark red stains bled through the sheets, and he knew that Ms. Wade’s corpse would not be a pleasant sight.
“This is how we found her,” Harris said, running a hand through his wavy gray hair. “All covered up in her bed.”
Dobson moved to the side and took another picture with his pocket-sized digital camera.
“I was on my way out this morning when a call came in about a murder at this address. Sergeant Cruz had just arrived, and he told us that Ms. Wade had contacted the department last night. So, we all thought that she had placed the call this morning. Not so. This time, it was someone else. A male’s distorted voice, and we couldn’t trace the number.”
“The killer called it in?” Dobson asked, astonished.
“Him or someone who knew about it,” Harris said. “Honestly, I was skeptical until the very end. Cruz was the first to get here. Said the door was left unlocked, and this is where he found her.”
Harris leaned down and lifted the sheet up with gloved hands. As he slowly pulled the bloodied fabric back, Dobson thought for a moment that he was staring at an optical illusion. There was a body lying there under the sheets dressed in a sweatshirt and pants with its arms at the sides. The only thing missing was her head.
Though he had been warned about the victim’s state, Dobson jumped back with his hand over his mouth and gasped in shock.
“You okay, buddy?” Harris asked, re-covering the headless body again.
The image of the victim’s bloody stump of a neck sent Dobson reeling to the corner of the room. Her purple sweatshirt was drenched in blood, but there was a startling lack of blood anywhere else, and from the looks of it, the murder was anything but a crime of passion. It seemed the killer had been meticulous and careful in his savagery.
“Where’s the…” Dobson began, pausing to catch his breath. He felt dizzy and light-headed. Not himself.
“The head?” Harris finished, stepping away from the bed and leaning against a tall wooden dresser. “We’re all asking ourselves the same thing. Could be anywhere. We haven’t located any blood outside the bedroom or anywhere else so far, but I think you know who, or what, we’re dealing with here.”
“One sick son of a bitch,” Dobson said, looking around the sad little room.
“Could be more than just one,” Harris said. “I saw something like this before when I worked Cincinnati Homicide. Single woman, lived alone. Couple of kids broke into her house, mutilated her in her sleep. Two males who couldn’t have been over the age of twenty. Called it a thrill kill.” He dug into his pocket and took out a small bag of peanuts, tossing one in his mouth.
Dobson shook his head while trying to get his thoughts together. He had been prepared for a homicide that morning, but nothing like this. He’d seen victims shot, stabbed, strangled, butchered, but seeing a woman completely decapitated was a first. A dozen scenarios passed through his mind. Perhaps it was terrorism or related to a drug cartel. Something about the murder, however, seemed different from that; personal even.
“Whoever did this obviously wanted to send a message,” Dobson said. He then began pacing the room with his hands folded. “And I wouldn’t be surprised to find that they took great care in covering their tracks.”
He walked over to the two corner windows that looked out into the backyard. Both were locked, which technically meant nothing now. “They could have gotten into the house in a variety of ways. Point is, they purposefully left the front door unlocked for us to waltz right in here and find Ms. Wade’s headless corpse.”
“Yup,” Harris said. He then turned to Dobson, clutching his arm. “There’s something else. We found her phone all busted up on the floor in the living room.”
“Cell phone?” Dobson asked.
“Yeah.”
Dobson thought to himself. There was a lot to be done. Witness statements. Phone records. A search of the area. A Forensics sweep. And then a look at Sergeant Cruz’s report and the letter.
“I want access to this crime scene kept to a minimum,” Dobson said. “Essential departments and staff only.”
Harris placed his hands in his pocket and leaned back on his heels with a laugh. “Well, Mike. Looks like you just volunteered to lead the investigation.”
“I just want to make sure everything’s done right,” he said, more disturbed than amused.
“This isn’t an isolated murder.”
“You think we’re dealing with a serial killer?” Harris asked, tossing another peanut into his mouth.
“I’d say for sure that we are.”
Dobson then turned to Harris as though something had just hit him. “Sergeant Cruz spoke about another murder, someone Ms. Wade knew in high school. We need to search the database for unsolved murders in relation to this acquaintance and see if there’s a pattern.”
“Another decapitation?” Harris asked.
“Any recent unsolved murder,” Dobson said. He then ran one hand down his face, feeling a headache coming. “I wasn’t expecting to wake up to this.”
“Neither was I, buddy,” Harris said with a slap on his back. “Neither was I.”
Dobson stared at the bed, silent. The body underneath the sheets gave him a stark, unsettling chill he hadn’t felt since his early days with Homicide. As a rookie detective, he had found it strange to be among the first to find a dead body.
Most people he knew had never seen a corpse outside of a casket—already embalmed with skin tone applied to their face, wearing a suit or dress. The bodies he saw were never so dignified, and there was nothing more undignified or savage than a headless victim.
Harris knelt beside the side of the bed and examined the carpet. “Fascinating… not a speck of blood anywhere.” He rose, placing his hands on his hips, tie swaying just above his belt buckle. “He must have committed the murder somewhere else.”
Dobson thought to himself for a moment. “I suppose you’re right. Either way, there is a lot to consider, starting with Ms. Wade’s call last night, and now this letter.” He then leaned out of the bedroom door and called for the other officers.
Sergeant Cruz soon entered with Staff Sergeant Peterson behind him. For a veteran on the police force, Cruz still looked shaken as his eyes avoided the bed.
“A question for you, Sergeant Cruz,” Dobson said.
But Cruz averted his eyes. Dobson then placed a hand on his shoulder. “Sergeant?”
“Yes?” Cruz said, startled.
“Where’s the other officer?” Harris asked, cutting in. “Sergeant Mustache?”
“Sergeant Werner,” Peterson said.
“Yeah, sure,” Harris said with a laugh.
“He’s on the radio right now, requesting backup,” Peterson said.
Dobson gripped Cruz’s shoulder, trying to get his attention. “I need to see that letter,” he said.
Cruz nodded. “I didn’t think… none of us thought.”
“That’s okay,” Dobson said. “The important thing is that we get Forensics here ASAP.”
He released Cruz and then turned to address the room.
“Listen up. We need to set up a cordon around the property. Get a K-9 unit to search the grounds. Look for footprints. Get the captain on the line. We need to talk to every resident within a three-block perimeter, witness statements, interviews. Someone had to have seen something.”
He clapped his hands together, casting out directives left and right, just as sirens wailed in the distance. Dobson could identify each siren upon its approach. The scene had been called in: white female, DOA, killer at large.

Dobson stood outside Betsy Wade’s house, waiting on the front lawn as an officer wrapped police tape around her modest property. A slew of residents had gathered outside, watching the scene unfold from their driveways. Dobson anticipated the autopsy results to answer the burning questions in his mind. Was she decapitated alive or murdered beforehand? An earlier search of her garage showed no apparent murder scene evidence, which was one of Harris’s theories: That she had been taken somewhere, not far from her bedroom, and murdered without drawing any attention from the neighbors or leaving a large amount of blood. Their second theory posited that she was decapitated in the bathroom or kitchen, where all evidence could be wiped clean with household bleach.
In his coat pocket was the letter Ms. Wade had given to the officers before her murder. He had demanded it from Sergeant Cruz. It was as strange and disturbing a case as he had ever seen.
“Look at that,” Harris said, approaching him. “Just in time for the morning news.”
Dobson looked across the street, in the direction of Harris’s head toss, and noticed a local news van with its antenna towering above the trees behind it, a female reporter speaking into the camera with her back turned to them.
Dobson told Harris, “We can’t mention the nature of this crime. Not yet, anyway.”
“Peterson is in the process of getting a statement together,” Harris said. “Woman found dead in her home is the official line for now.”
Dobson looked around the yard at the other police officers carefully searching the perimeter for evidence. It was going to be hard to keep the details of the case to a minimum. The news would get out, and undoubtedly the residents would put immense pressure on the department to find the culprit, which they should. A cool breeze blew Dobson’s red tie to his side as the overcast sky intensified its gray aura.
“Is it supposed to rain today?” Harris asked, looking up.
“Not sure,” Dobson said, in deep thought. Suddenly he snapped back with another thought. “Hey, what about her car?”
Harris glanced at him and waved the question away. “That beater in the garage?”
Betsy Wade’s Geo Metro looked as though it hadn’t been driven in ages. They found it covered in dust, parked in the garage next to piles of boxes and a washing machine and dryer. An initial search of the house had shown little in the way of evidence, at least on the surface.
They had checked the living room, kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, and closet. All the windows and doors were locked, save for the front door, which they believed had been deliberately left that way by the killer. The only place they hadn’t looked was inside the car.
“What do you think we’ll find in there?” Harris asked, turning to face the now-open garage door where the car sat in clear view.
“I don’t know,” Dobson said. “Call it a hunch.”
A K-9 unit suddenly pulled up and parked in the street next to a newly-arrived evidence van. The Forensics team was already inside, searching for fingerprints and DNA. A few officers were making their way around the neighborhood and getting statements from the residents.
Though Dobson preferred to talk to the potential witnesses himself, there were a lot of moving pieces to keep track of. He couldn’t do it all. His boss, Captain Aaron Nelson, was nearing retirement himself. Some said that he didn’t run the department with the same vigor that he used to. Dobson, however, knew all too well how the captain felt.
“You want to check out the back yard?” Harris asked, leaning within earshot.
“Not just yet,” he said. “I’m going to do another sweep of the house.”
Harris nodded. “Good luck. I’m off shift now. Have fun.”
Dobson tried to smile, but then something caught his attention next to Ms. Wade’s parked car: two plastic trash cans, one with the lid slightly off-center.
“Hold on,” he said, walking toward the garage. “What’s this?”
Harris sighed and reluctantly followed, as the busy activity of the uniformed police officers surrounding them continued. Dobson made his way inside the cramped garage and went immediately to the driver’s side door, pulling on the door handle, only to find it locked.
Harris went around to the passenger side door with the same results. “What’s up?” he asked, crouching to look inside beyond the dusty tinted windows.
“I don’t know,” Dobson said as he wiped part of the driver’s side window clean with his coat sleeve. It was then that he saw something. Ms. Wade’s keys were in the ignition. “Keys in the ignition. That ain’t right.”
“Well, I’ll be damned…” Harris said, taking a closer look.
Dobson glanced at the concrete floor and saw scuff marks near the car. He followed them to a visible handprint on the passenger side window, surprised he hadn’t noticed it until then. He turned around and stared at a plastic garbage bin with its lid pushed to the side. Several scenarios passed through his mind: Ms. Wade running from her attacker and into her car, only to be yanked out and dragged back inside the house. The black scuff marks on the concrete indicated such a struggle, but he couldn’t be sure. He hesitated to remove the trash lid, fearful of what he might find.
“Earth to Mike?” Harris said, walking over. “What’s gotten into you?”
Dobson removed the lid, fully prepared to find Ms. Wade’s severed head, perhaps placed inside a trash bag, or just resting atop the garbage with its lifeless eyes closed and that neutral look of indifference he’d seen through the years in the face of the dead.
Inside, however, he saw a black trash bag stuffed to the brim but with something resting on top. Not a head, but an empty gallon of bleach. He reached for a rusty skewer on a nearby shelf, slid one end into the handle’s loop, and pulled the bleach bottle out, displaying it to Harris as he approached.
“Clorox?” Harris said. “You think that he, uh, used that to clean up?”
“I sure do,” Dobson said.
He set it gently back atop the trash bag and then opened the lid to the bin beside it, finding two stuffed black trash bags inside. The last thing he wanted to do was tear the bags apart and search for evidence.
Harris took a deep breath, looked around the garage, waiting, and then offered Dobson a quick salute. “I’m not sure about any of this. But I do know that I’m damn tired. Think I’ll let you take over from here.”
“Wait,” Dobson said, holding his hand up, like a cop would.
Stretching, Harris brought his arms down and looked at Dobson, impatience in his tired eyes.
Dobson continued. “Suppose our killer did know Ms. Wade. Suppose he killed her high school friend just as she had feared.”
“Yeah?” Harris said.
“So, maybe it wasn’t a thrill kill,” Dobson said, glancing at the empty bottle of bleach in the trash. “It was meticulously planned from the get-go.”
Harris yawned. “Yeah, Mike. Sure. That’s a good enough theory as anything right now.”
Dobson walked to the hood of the car and unfolded the letter. There was no doubt in Dobson’s mind that Betsy Wade had been right in some of her fears, and maybe in the connections she had made to her old high school friend.
Harris stood over his shoulder, crowding in as Dobson read the letter. It wasn’t much of a letter, and didn’t take long. Just three words: See you soon.
“A killer of few words,” Harris said.
“It’s a simple message,” Dobson said. “Ominous.”
Dobson then took out the envelope and examined its sender and recipient address, both typed in the same font as well. The sender address was from Priceless Plastics, a now-defunct plastics manufacturer located on the outskirts of the town’s old industrial sector. It was a strange address to choose, and Dobson pondered the meaning of it, if any.
“Seems like a dead end,” Harris said, turning away.
Dobson placed the letter back the envelope. “What do you mean?”
“It tells us nothing,” Harris said. He then moved closer and squeezed Dobson’s arm with a solemn look in his eyes. “You know what we have to do here, Mike. Quit chasing the wind. Real, hard evidence. That’s all that’s going to help. Take it from me.”
“Sure thing, Jack,” Dobson said, placing the letter back in his coat pocket.
“I just don’t want you going to the edges of the earth to find this guy.”
Dobson narrowed his eyes. “What are you really trying to say?”
Harris laughed nervously and then patted Dobson on the shoulders. “Come on. You don’t think I’ve noticed this… moping around on your part? What happened wasn’t your fault. I want you to quit blaming yourself.”
Dobson opened his mouth to speak when suddenly his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He paused, then grabbed his phone as Harris backed away.
“I’ll catch you later, okay?” Harris said, snapping his fingers.
Dobson nodded and answered his phone as his old partner slinked away, leaving the crime scene in his hands.
“This is Dobson,” he said, recognizing the number. It was Kari, a clerk from Homicide. Word of the murder must have traveled through the channels by now.
“Hey, Mike. Captain wants you to come to the station ASAP.”
Dobson hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Tracking, Kari. Does he know that I’m in the middle of investigating right now?” Even though he had planned to leave, he wanted to throw his weight around and see if it would work.
“He’s aware. That’s why he wants to speak to you.”
“Okay,” Dobson said. “Tell him I’ll be there soon.”
“Great. Thanks, Mike.”
He hung up and placed the cell phone back in his right pocket. Harris had already left, Forensics was inside, and the police were still doing a sweep of the outside perimeter. Dobson glanced again at the empty bottle of bleach and then examined the rusty Geo Metro with its handprint on the side passenger’s window. An active crime scene was a lot to contend with, and every moment was crucial. Though confident that they would catch the killer, Dobson had no idea what kind of monster they were dealing with.




A NEW FACE





Dobson arrived at the Summerville Police Department just as three police cruisers raced out of the parking lot. The word was out. There was a dangerous killer on the loose, and the all-points bulletin had issued a series of specific directives. Checkpoints had been established and police were alerted to look for anything remotely suspicious throughout town, while law enforcement of neighboring towns were also made aware of the search. It was the nature of Ms. Wade’s death that had officials on edge.
Despite the quick reaction of the department in the aftermath of a mysterious murder, they faced one glaring issue. There was no description of their suspect, nothing beyond a standard homicide profile provided by Dobson over the radio. Their suspect was most likely a white male in his early to late thirties, most likely alone and inclined to use various disguises, often posing as someone he was not. They were still operating on a very broad description.
Dobson glanced in his rearview mirror and sighed. The tension in the department was evident before he even stepped inside. He scanned along the rows of tinted windows of the station out front, hesitant. Captain Nelson had summoned Dobson to the station without explanation, which was odd, and odd was never good.
The grisliness of Betsy Wade’s murder stood in stark contrast to the calm, blue sky above. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and stared at the screen. Rachel needed to know what was going on. She answered on the third ring with surprise in her tone.
“Mike?”
“Hey, honey. I’m just checking in with you to make sure that everything’s all right,” he said, stepping out of the car.
Rachel answered him, slightly confused. “Yeah, we’re fine. What’s wrong?”
Dobson glanced at himself in the car window and straightened his tie at the collar. “I don’t want to spook you, but there was a homicide this morning a few miles from our house.”
“Oh no,” she said, concerned.
“It’s okay,” he said. “I seriously doubt you and Penny are in any danger, but I still want you to be careful. Lock all the doors and windows and don’t go outside unless you have to.”
“Is that what all those sirens are about?” she asked, sounding worried.
“It sure is,” Dobson said, walking toward the station, phone against his ear.
“What happened? Who was murdered?” Rachel asked. He could hear her shuffling around on the other end with the television remote.
“I can’t go into details right now. There’s a lot we don’t know. I just want you and Penny to stay safe.”
“Oh, look!” she said with excitement. “There’s a woman reporter on TV in front of the house right now.” Her voice suddenly dropped to a more serious tone. “Woman murdered? Oh no… that’s terrible.”
Dobson nodded. “Yeah, her name was Betsy Wade. Don’t say anything to anyone else right now. Not even Penny. Just promise me that you’ll stay safe.”
“You worry too much, Mike,” she said.
He refrained from revealing details about how Betsy Wade was murdered.
“It’s just a precaution,” he said.
“I know. We’ll be careful. I promise. Now, hurry up and find this guy.”
“Yes ma’am,” he said jokingly. “I’ll talk to you later. Okay?”
“Okay. Love you. Have a good day.”
He hung up the phone and glanced at his reflection in one of the car mirrors that he passed. He was wearing the same pair of Aviator sunglasses he had for the past five years. He’d call them his lucky pair, but he hadn’t had much luck with cases lately. Not much luck with anything at all.
He continued walking through the parking lot and up the cement trail leading to a front double-door entrance. A large sign above read “Summerville Police Department” in large black letters. The doors opened and two uniformed police officers walked out, passing Dobson with a nod along the way.
He entered the lobby of the department where two female clerks sat at an information desk behind glass. There were some civilians sitting on leather chairs, waiting for appointments as the news played on the television off in the corner. Dobson walked past the front desk, down the long, tiled hallway, past the elevators, and toward another entrance where he swiped his card, unlocking the door.
He walked past a busy bay of cubicles, with people talking on their phones and typing on their computers. He wasn’t sure how many of them had heard about the murder already. So far, things just looked like business as usual. Dobson approached Captain Nelson’s office and thought of what Sergeant Cruz had told him about Betsy Wade’s murdered high school friend. The killer, she believed, was coming for her. What had made her so certain? There was something there, but Dobson first needed to research her background, find out what high school she had attended, and track down more about this friend. He had the letter that had been sent to Betsy in his coat pocket, prepared to show it to the captain.
They could test the stamp on the envelope for DNA. But would their killer have been so careless? Dobson wanted to return to the crime scene. He hadn’t even been officially assigned as lead detective yet, but he knew how those things went. Harris had called him to the scene for a reason: Dobson had a reputation for always saying yes.
The captain’s door was closed, his name etched in the center of the frosted glass: Captain Aaron F. Nelson. The vertical blinds to the office were shut. Dobson politely knocked and saw a figure move from behind the glass.
“Come on in,” Nelson said, voice booming.
Dobson opened the door and found himself surprised to see a young blonde woman sitting by the captain’s desk, wearing a short-sleeved dress shirt with an ID hanging from a lanyard around her neck.
“Have a seat,” Captain Nelson said from behind his desk.
Dobson walked slowly to the other vinyl chair next to the woman, keeping his attention on the captain.
“You wanted to speak with me, sir?” he said.
He glanced at the woman and could see her looking at him with large, brownish eyes. She was petite, with a thin nose and high cheekbones, looking about half their age. She couldn’t have been older than his daughter, Penny.
“Detective Dobson, I’d like you to meet Angela Sterling, our newest probationary detective on the force,” Nelson said as he flashed a wide smile that brightened his leathery, wrinkled face.
Captain Nelson was tall, with short gray hair that was always slicked back. He also always wore the same pair of circular-framed glasses and had a low and booming voice that could control a room when needed.
The woman smiled at Dobson and extended her manicured hand. “Good morning, Detective. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Confused, he shook her hand and feigned a smile, not wanting to appear rude. There was a litany of other things on his mind beyond meeting whoever the woman was.
“My pleasure,” he said, releasing her hand.
He then turned to the captain, hoping to address the matter at hand. “Sir, I’m sure that you’re aware of the situation this morning.”
Nelson nodded with a noticeably grim expression. “I’m aware and was hoping you could brief us further.”
Us? he wondered, but put the question aside. “The police are in active pursuit of the suspect,” he began. “Forensics is at the scene. We’ve got a K-9 officer patrolling the perimeter.”
Nelson held his hands out across his desk as though the answer was obvious. “Have her next of kin been contacted yet? I’m already hearing reports of a murder on the news. Thank God they haven’t released her name yet, but we need to get on it.”
“Did she have a significant other?” the woman asked.
Dobson tried quickly to cover up the irritation on his face toward Angela Sterling and her question. He then looked at the captain and answered. “She was a single divorcee.”
“Well then,” Nelson said. “I think we know who to talk to first.”
Dobson leaned closer to the desk. “Sir. Who are you assigning as lead investigator of this case? Because if it’s me, I need to return pronto.”
Nelson brought a hand to his chin, thinking. Dobson, however, didn’t have the patience that morning for general formalities. A woman had been murdered and decapitated, and entertaining the captain was the last thing on his mind.
“You are,” Nelson finally said. “But what have I been saying since day one?”
Dobson leaned back in his chair with his arms at his sides and choked out the answer: “We all work as a team.”
Nelson smiled, satisfied. “That’s correct. Homicide is a twenty-four seven job. Though every detective needs time to rest and spend time with their loved ones, the victims’ families don’t have that luxury. That’s why we need to pass the baton from one detective to the next, one shift and to the next seamlessly.”
Dobson glanced at the clock again, hesitating as the captain continued. “You can’t solve this case alone. And don’t tell me otherwise.”
Dobson looked baffled and then offered a calm retort. “I’ve never made that assertion, sir.”
“You don’t have to make it. I’ve see it in your actions. You’ve been behaving as an individual, a loner, and today that’s going to stop.”
Dobson gave a nervous laugh. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Ms. Sterling will be assigned as your partner during her probationary phase,” Nelson said.
Dobson glanced at Sterling and then back at Nelson. “I’m sorry?” The title seemed self-explanatory, but what did it mean, in a practical sense to the case and to him?
Nelson leaned back in his chair with his long hands folded. “She’s currently pursuing a degree in criminal justice.”
Dobson shrugged. “That’s nice,” he said, as though complimenting a child on a drawing.
Sterling looked down nervously.
“I’ve since read her journal article about improvements in criminal profiling, and I must say, I found it very impressive,” Nelson continued.
“Thank you, sir,” she said.
Dobson shifted in his seat, ready to storm out of the captain’s office, but then remembered that he had few friends on the force, or so it seemed. And it wouldn’t be prudent to isolate himself further. Not with retirement within his grasp.
“And she has a brief but impressive history in law enforcement,” the captain continued. “I must say, I’ve reviewed her application to our department and was quite taken. She’s just the fresh face we need.” Turning to Sterling, he said, “I’d like you to work with Detective Sterling as lead investigator on this case.”
Dobson thought nothing more of the rookie than a distraction. Instead of focusing on the homicide at hand, he instead suddenly felt like a chaperone.
“Sir, there’s a very dangerous killer on the loose, and the community is looking at us for answers, especially once the details of her death get out there.”
Nelson continued, unwavering. “Decapitated, I heard. And the local news will most certainly know that by the end of the day. That’s why I need the two of you to take this case head on. Work together. Bring your perspectives to finding this son of a bitch before he does it again.”
Dobson struggled to gather his thoughts as the rookie sat quietly in her chair. “Is this her first day?”
Nelson laughed. “Not necessarily. She recently transferred from Columbia PD. She was a beat cop for what, five years?”
“Five and half, sir,” she said.
“Yesterday was spent in processing. Today, she’s all yours,” Nelson said.
The room went silent as Dobson balled his fist, noticeably agitated and shifting in his seat. He could hear the ticking of the wall clock hanging above a display of plaques. Captain Nelson had a nice, spacious office with hardwood floors that was minimally furnished with a bookcase of legal books and regulations. On the top bookshelf were a few framed family photos with his two young daughters and his pretty wife.
Near the shelf on the wall were framed newspaper articles with him in the picture, receiving various community awards and certificates. He was good at promoting the image of a hard-working professional department, and to some greater extent, himself. But none of that mattered now. All it felt like was that he was stepping on Dobson’s toes.
Dobson rose from his chair as the rookie nervously looked from him to the captain. “Tell you what, sir. Why don’t you come to the crime scene and see for yourself what we’re dealing with?” He had stepped on some toes himself now—sensitive, powerful toes.
The captain’s face went flush as he spoke in a calm but forceful manner. “I have a department to run, Detective. And I answer to the Chief of Police, not to my subordinates.” He then placed his hands on the desk and stood, pushing the chair back on its wheels. “Now, this is what I want from both of you. You will investigate this murder and find a suspect within the next forty-eight hours. I’m at my wits’ end with open cases and considering an internal overhaul if it keeps up.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?” Dobson asked, pointing at the woman.
“This? Her transfer was sudden, and I apologize, but I want Detective Sterling to work with you. There’s no one better to show her the ropes.”
Dobson refused to be swayed by praise. Unconvinced, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the Ziploc bag with the mysterious envelope and letter inside and placed it on the captain’s table.
“This letter was mailed to Ms. Wade, who received it yesterday. Inside, there’s a message that says, See you soon. Nothing more, nothing less. Ms. Wade contacted the police about this letter, and when they went to her house, she claimed that someone was out to get her. Her life was in danger and we did nothing. This could be very problematic.”
Nelson studied the bagged envelope. “What else?” he simply said.
“She was afraid because some high school friend of hers was recently killed. She told the officers that she was next. Maybe there’s a connection, maybe there’s not.” He then backed away from the chair and began pacing the room.
“Or maybe there are more letters,” Sterling said, speaking up for the first time in a long while.
Dobson ignored her and kept pacing. “If there is a link between Ms. Wade and this high school friend, I’m afraid that it won’t end there.” He stopped and then turned toward the captain, realizing that he had been thinking out loud. “This is a complex case.”
“And I have the utmost confidence that you and Detective Sterling will be able to find something,” Nelson said. He then walked around his desk and extended his hand toward the rookie as Dobson stood in place near the door, disquieted. “Welcome aboard, Detective Sterling. Be sure to take notes and listen to Detective Dobson. He knows a thing or two about this job.”
“Thank you, sir,” she said, shaking his hand. “I won’t let you down.”
“That’s great to hear. We’re very happy to have you as part of the team.”
Finding no reason to argue the matter further, Dobson turned and faced the rookie and the captain with his shoulders lowered and an indifferent expression on his face. If he was to have a partner, better that it was a rookie than some know-it-all from another department.
Nelson walked toward the rookie, singing the praises of the department as Dobson turned to open the door. She stepped outside when the captain’s hand came upon Dobson’s shoulder, stopping him.
“We’ll only be a minute,” Nelson said to Sterling, leaving Dobson confused.
“No problem,” she said, smiling.
Nelson then closed the door and walked around his desk and sat under the shining glow of his arched desk lamp.
“I’m sorry, was there something else?” Dobson asked.
Nelson studied Dobson for a moment, then took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. “Listen, Mike. I don’t mean to put you in an awkward spot, but I really think it’s for the best. You’re old school. She needs some of that.”
Dobson turned to the door and then back to the captain. “Someone placed an anonymous call to the station this morning reporting the murder.”
“We’ll check it out,” Nelson said. “In the meantime, you know what I expect. Keep things quiet and find this sicko.”
Dobson placed the letter back into his coat pocket and adjusted his tie, prepared to leave. “It’s that all, sir?”
Nelson looked up with a sincere look of understanding. “I’m sorry to pull you away like this. From what I’ve heard, Sterling is sharp. I think you’ll like working with her.”
Dobson said nothing as he turned and opened the door. Nelson wished him luck and he closed the door, knowing that it would take more than luck to get a handle on this case. He saw the rookie standing at a cubicle, already talking to two police officers who Dobson paid little mind. They seemed to be flirting with her, and Dobson felt defensive, like a father. She turned as he approached and modified her casual demeanor.
“Ready?” Dobson asked, barely making eye contact.
“Sure am,” she said, adjusting her shoulder bag and following him.
He continued through the cubicles with the rookie following. They walked in silence, receiving passing glances from some people, but the rest looked too busy to care. Dobson turned left into his office in the corner, flipping on the light switch as they flickered above, revealing a cluttered office the same way it had looked the day before.
His desk was covered with files and paperwork. A bookshelf stood near a small couch with a pillow and blanket strewn across it. The office had seen many late nights and could use some straightening up, but he knew that a good detective didn’t spend a lot of his time in the office. He walked to his desk and opened a few drawers, searching for some papers, but not sure where to start. Sterling stood outside the door, patiently waiting.
“Nice office,” she said.
“Thanks…” he said, grabbing his favorite tattered mini-notebook. He then closed the drawer and scanned the room, eyes stopping at his brown leather satchel resting on a chair in the corner. “Ah. There it is.”
“So where to first?” she asked.
Dobson grabbed his satchel and walked back to his desk, picking up the office phone. “Well. I think we need to see Ms. Wade first.”
The rookie leaned inside the office with a confused expression. “I’m sorry?”
Dobson held the receiver to his ear and dialed. “We’re going to visit the coroner. They took her body there about twenty minutes ago.”
“Okay…” she said, clearly not thrilled with the idea.
“This is Detective Dobson,” he said into the phone. “Can I speak with the Medical Examiner, please?”
He waited and exchanged a glance with Sterling, wondering if she had ever seen a dead body before. Sure, she had been a cop, but he’d known cops who had never even fired their weapons their entire career, let alone seen a corpse. It would be her first test of many.
If she really wanted to be part of the case, he was going to show her exactly what she was getting into. Though he had found the sight of Ms. Wade’s headless corpse deeply unsettling himself, perhaps the rookie wouldn’t bat an eye. Or maybe she’d ask to leave the room. Dobson didn’t know which response would trouble him the most.
He waited on hold, humming to himself and thinking. Was he right in his assumption that they were looking for a serial killer? There was no evidence to suggest that it was anything but an isolated murder, depraved on its own terms, but with no known pattern. Regardless, the killer was still out there. If he were to strike again, Dobson would hold himself responsible. That was how he operated. It wasn’t enough just to catch them. He wanted to stop them. That’s how he used to approach Homicide, anyway. Standing in his office, waiting to speak to the Medical examiner, he wasn’t even sure about that anymore.




KILLER AMONG THEM





From behind the wheel of his department-issued Ford Crown Victoria, Dobson raced to the Summerville Medical Examiner’s Office, roughly five miles from the station and a few blocks from the hospital. Sterling sat in the passenger seat, observing the layout of the town. She hadn’t said much since they left the station, which was fine by him. He had a lot on his mind and didn’t feel up for small talk.
She then pulled a notebook from her bag, set it on her lap, and began writing as the police radio chatter filled the silence in the car. Dobson didn’t pry. Instead, he kept his eyes on the road, changing lanes and dodging traffic on the way through the downtown business district. He stopped at an intersection as the light turned red. Sterling looked up and then resumed her writing. Dobson glanced at her and then back at the road.
“So, do you still live in Columbia?” he asked, genuinely curious.
She stopped writing. “No, I moved out here about two weeks ago. Just settling in.”
“How long ago did you get contacted about the transfer?” he asked.
“It happened pretty fast,” she said. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to intrude on your investigation.”
“That’s not it,” he said, waving her off. “It’s just… of all the days.”
Things went quiet again as she resumed writing in her notebook. He didn’t see a wedding ring and hadn’t heard any mention of family. For the moment, he didn’t want to get personal. She had to be at least Penny’s age. He’d be surprised if she was older than thirty, and now she was his supposed new partner.
What a joke, he thought.
“So, you live in town now?” he asked.
She turned to him with a self-deprecating laugh. “Yeah. I rented a studio apartment across the street from a Big Lots. Living the dream.”
“Not bad,” he said.
“Even with the sudden transfer, I couldn’t pass it up, working Homicide.” She paused and spoke in a calmer, reserved tone. “Guess you could say that it’s always been a dream of mine.”
Dobson nodded, unsure of what to say. Perhaps he had felt that way too at her age.
“You know, I have some theories about our suspect,” she said with a quick scratch at the top of the head with the eraser end of her pencil.
“Is that so?” he said, clearing his throat, far from impressed.
“But I’d like to hear your theories first,” she said, turning to him as sunlight flicked into the car from between buildings.
Dobson hesitated, adjusting his sunglasses and then rolling down his window a crack.
“You smoke?” he asked out of nowhere.
“Um… no,” she said, unsure of the right answer.
“Good,” he said. “Neither do I. I used to, but quit about five years ago.”
“Wow. Congratulations.”
“Thanks.” He paused and then spoked almost as if in confidence. “Because if you did, I’d sure as hell ask to bum one right now.”
She laughed and he smiled a little, slowing at a four-way stop.
It was ten after eleven. The day was moving at a rapid pace that Dobson hoped he could keep up with. Maybe when he was younger. They passed the Summerville Regional Hospital on their right and continued three blocks down the road to the medical examiner’s office on the left, a two-story brick building with rectangular mirrored-glass windows and a small parking lot that was nearly full. Dobson hadn’t been there in a month and was enjoying the break, but not for long, he knew.
He pulled into a spot in the corner of the cracked pavement parking lot near two green metal dumpsters. The building was surrounded by vine-covered chain-link fence with other nameless buildings in the distance, identical in their commonplace design. Thin, transparent clouds streaked across the light-blue sky above, as if predicting a calm, pleasant day. Dobson radioed the officers back at the crime scene and let them know that he would be arriving within the hour. He was unsure if they cared or not, but he wanted to make it clear that he was still in charge of the investigation.
He stepped out of the car and stretched as Sterling walked closer to the building and took a picture of it with her cell phone. She turned and noticed his questioning glance.
“I like to take pictures of buildings. It’s an interesting structure.”
Dobson shrugged and closed the car door, locking it with the press of a button on his keychain. “Modern work of art.”
Sterling playfully scoffed. “It’s got to be at least fifty years old.”
“Probably more,” he said, walking past her.
She slipped her phone into her shoulder bag and caught up with Dobson, her hair blowing in the slight breeze. “How long have you been a detective? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Too long,” he said, glancing at a gated-off loading dock on the side of the building. It was the spot where the paramedics delivered bodies for examination, to be followed later by a scheduled pick-up by funeral service personnel. With any luck, Ms. Wade’s autopsy was underway.
It all depended on how busy the examiner’s office was. Dobson hoped not too busy; he wanted answers. Details of how she was killed would clear some questions about who they were dealing with. Without her head, however, determining such facts would be problematic.
He walked along a concrete path toward the entrance, passing an empty gazebo off to the side. The tinted glass door ahead had hours posted under the lettering for “District Seven Medical Examiner’s Office.” Its business office hours were from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., but its death calls and autopsies were listed as twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.
Before they entered, Sterling asked him who they were going to talk to.
“Dr. Galligan,” he answered, stopping at the door. “The Chief Medical Examiner. He’s expecting us.”
Sterling paused for a moment, looking around. Dobson could tell that she had something on her mind.
“What is it?” he asked.
Sterling shook her head. “When was the victim brought here?”
“About an hour ago. Why?” he asked back, growing impatient.
“Most autopsies take up to two hours. Are you sure we’re not jumping the gun?”
Dobson stood for a moment with his hand on the door. Fifteen years in law enforcement and he was being questioned by a rookie.
Feeling the tension, Sterling backtracked. “You’re the expert. I assume you have good reason”
Dobson continued to stare, not sure what to make of her.
“Just wanted to give the coroner enough time,” she said with a shrug.
“First off,” Dobson began, his index finger pointed. “We’re speaking with the doctor. Not the coroner. There’s a difference. I’m doing my best to piece together what I know, so we need to be patient. Got it?” He felt much better getting it all off his chest. Perhaps he had taken too much of his frustrations on her, but the point was made, nonetheless.
“I understand, Detective,” she said.
Dobson pulled the door open, waving her in.
“Thanks,” she said, walking past him.
Dobson then entered the building’s tiled lobby. A long, L-shaped desk sat in the corner with two women seated behind it, one of them on the phone. He approached the desk, glancing at the hall behind them next to a wall of filing cabinets labeled alphabetically. The other woman, a curly-haired redhead he remembered as Wynona, was preoccupied with a stack of manila folders, peeling the label from one.
“Good morning, Detective,” she said, adjusting the bridge of her glasses. “It’s been a while.”
“It sure has,” he said, and placed both hands on the desk. “Can’t say I’m glad to be back. How are you, Wynona?”
“Just fine,” she said with a glance behind him to where Sterling stood, hands folded and observing the room with curiosity.
“Oh, this is Detective Sterling,” Dobson began. “Probationary Detective, that is…”
Sterling stepped forward and extended her hand with a smile. “Nice to meet you, Wynona.”
“Pleasure’s all mine,” the woman said. Her counterpart was still tied up on the phone but offered a quick wave.
“I’ll page the doctor and let him know that you’re here,” Wynona said as she reached for the phone receiver. She pressed a red button on the phone and waited.
“Yes, Doctor. Are you ready for Detective Dobson?” She paused, nodding. “Okay, great. I’ll let him know.” She hung up the phone and then looked up at them with a smile. “He’s in the back. First floor, one thirteen. One of the last doors on your left.”
“Thank you,” Dobson said, walking past the other woman, whose name he couldn’t remember, and around a partition that led to the bright, empty hallway. Sterling followed closely as they passed a series of numbered doors on both sides.
“So, you haven’t been here in a while?” she asked.
“Two months,” he said, spotting their room, five doors down and past an empty wheeled gurney. The hall smelled of strong disinfectant, which was usually the case. “Elderly woman was pushed down the stairs and murdered. Pretty sad.”
“I was hoping that you could share some of your theories about Ms. Wade’s murder,” Sterling began. “We haven’t been able to finish our conversation from before.”
Dobson nodded as they reached room one thirteen. There was a red button outside the door. He turned to Sterling, prepared to ring the doctor and go into the room where the body awaited. “Well,” he began in a frank tone. “A person or persons murdered her last night and cut off her head.”
He stared into Sterling’s eyes, looking for a response, but she remained unfazed. He continued. “It could be a deranged stalker or even a more deranged serial killer. You’ve heard about the letter. It’s only a matter of time before we track down who sent it.”
“You believe that this letter is involved?” she asked.
He paused, finger inches from the buzzer. “Are you trying to get a rise out of me?”
“Not at all, Detective,” she said. “I just wondered if the letter might be a distraction. Something to keep our attention elsewhere.”
Dobson thought to himself. “We won’t know until we search her house for prior correspondence. But all of that’s beside the point right now.” He was about to push the button but then paused again. “And please. Just stand back and observe. I have some very specific questions for the medical examiner.”
“Not a problem,” she said.
Dobson pushed the button and heard a ringing from inside. A moment later, the door automatically unlocked to the muffled sound of Dr. Galligan calling for them to enter. Dobson opened the door and they walked inside to a stronger, more potent smell of disinfectant. The sterile room had white tiled floor reflecting light from the fluorescent bulbs above. Steel cabinets and countertops lined the back wall next to two long, wheeled tables in each corner, empty.
From the center of the room, Dr. Galligan looked up from a white countertop where several shiny surgical tools were laid out in a row. He was wearing a dark blue medical gown that went down to his feet, a hair cover, and a transparent face shield mounted on his head. Behind him was a steel examiner’s table, where a covered body lay under the light of a retractable lamp.
“Perfect timing,” Dr. Galligan said. “I was just finishing up.”
“Great,” Dobson said, approaching him. “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”
He could still smell the body as decay began to settle in. There was nothing worse than the smell of death. And there was nothing else like it.
“The fun never stops here,” Galligan said, picking up a clipboard with his gloved hands. He then paused, noticing Sterling in the background. “Who’s this?”
Dobson turned and then looked back to Dr. Galligan. “Probationary Detective Angela Sterling. She just joined Homicide.”
“Ah,” Galligan said, looking back at the notes on his clipboard. “Welcome aboard.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“Are you married?” Galligan asked as he set his clipboard onto the white countertop.
Dobson looked at him, surprised by the doctor’s forthrightness, though Galligan wasn’t a person who held back.
Sterling hesitated but offered an answer anyway. “No, I’m not.”
“Boyfriend?” Galligan asked almost immediately.
“Dr. Galligan, please,” Dobson said. “Let’s keep personal business personal.”
Galligan stopped and faced both detectives. “I don’t mean to pry. Just curious.”
“I’m single,” Sterling said, stepping forward and seemingly unbothered by the line of questioning.
Galligan nodded and moved to the head of the examiner’s table, where he stood directly over the body. “I ask for a reason. Seen a lot of rookie detectives come and go in my time. The single ones last longer.” He paused and leaned forward with his hands on opposite sides of the table. “Of course, there are exceptions, like Detective Dobson here. How long have you been married now?”
Dobson could feel Sterling’s look. “A long time.”
Galligan laughed. “I hear you. Linda and I are celebrating our thirtieth wedding anniversary next week.”
“Great,” Dobson said, eager to move on.
Sterling, however, offered her own praise. “That’s wonderful.”
“Thank you,” Galligan said, smiling at her. “I owe it all to clean living.” He then grabbed the white sheet below and pulled it away, exposing Betsy Wade’s headless body, slightly bloated, with her skin already turning blue. “There she is.”
Dobson expected to hear a gasp or scream from Sterling, but she let him down. She didn’t make a sound. He stepped closer to the foot of the table with Sterling at his side. Her eyes remained focused, fearless even.
“Were you able to do a thorough examination yet?” Dobson asked.
“Wasn’t hard,” Galligan said. “She’s got no head.”
For Dobson, the sight was no less shocking the second time. The stump of her neck had been cleaned of blood. Her lifeless body looked especially stiff, like a mannequin or movie prop. It was strange to Dobson how a corpse presented no traces of its former life. They always looked hollow and empty. Without life, he believed, the body looked like nothing more than an empty vessel.
Sterling continued her careful examination of the body, undeterred by its grisly sight. Dobson found himself impressed. At least he now knew that she had a strong stomach.
“I’m in the process of filing the death certificate,” Galligan said. “Should have it signed off within the hour.”
“Sounds good,” Dobson said. “Thank you.”
Gilligan scratched his head and reexamined his clipboard. “Has a significant other or next of kin been notified yet? Someone to identify the body?”
“We’re working on it,” Dobson said. “She was a divorcee who lived alone. I think she preferred the solitude.”
Galligan raised his face mask, removing his glasses and wiping the lens with a nearby cloth. “Poor woman. It’s just terrible.”
“I was hoping to establish a time of death,” Dobson said.
Sterling cut in. “I think I see some bruising around her wrists.”
Dobson turned and looked at Ms. Wade’s limp arms, lying at her sides. Sure enough, he could see a discolored circle at her wrists.
“Ankles too,” Galligan said, placing his glasses back on and scratching around his gray goatee. He then approached the table and pointed across to her feet.
Dobson looked down and could see similar bruising rings around both ankles. “It made sense that he’d tie her up. From what I gathered so far at the scene, she tried to escape in her vehicle, but was dragged back into the house. Her telephone was all busted on the floor. And I found an empty bottle of bleach in the trash can.”
“She was alive when he did it,” Galligan said, invoking a sick feeling in Dobson’s gut. “Initially, anyway. We found blood in her lungs. Looks like he slit her throat first, then finished the job after she was dead.”
“Excuse me, Doctor,” Sterling began. “How hard is it to… cut off a person’s head?”
Galligan thought to himself. “With a sharp enough tool, not difficult at all. The main point of resistance is the spine. You get through that bone, it’s all muscle from there.”
“So, we’re looking for anything from a hacksaw to a hunting knife,” Dobson added.
“Strange that the head is missing,” Galligan began. “Had this been some kind of revenge or crime of passion, I’d expect them to leave her head in her lap or at her feet. You know, to send a message.”
“No luck yet,” Dobson answered with a sigh. “Maybe he’s keeping it as a trophy. Sick bastard. Wouldn’t surprise me.”
Galligan then cleared his throat and thoughtfully observed the body below him. “Judging by the most recent discoloration, this murder occurred roughly eight hours ago, which would put her time of death at approximately 2:35 a.m.”
Dobson was quick to jot down the doctor’s estimate in his notepad.
“I want to know how much time our killer has had to move,” Dobson said.
Sterling thought to herself and then spoke. “He’s had anywhere from eight to nine hours.”
Galligan pulled the white sheet over Ms. Wade and then began to take his gloves off. “You’re going to have to cast a wide net.” He then signaled to a digital camera on the counter. “I’ve taken pictures, front and back. I’ve examined her fingernails and searched for any traces of DNA on her. I don’t have all the answers right now, but I do know the following…”
He paused and held his hand out, counting on his fingers. “No evidence of sexual assault. There are no scratches or bruises on her beyond the abrasions on her wrists and ankles. There are no injuries from the neck down, which leads me to believe that the victim was killed by a fatal wound to her neck and subsequent decapitation.”
“That about sums it up,” Dobson said, clasping his hands together. “But I’d keep looking for DNA. Hair follicles. Saliva. Anything.”
Dr. Galligan nodded and returned to the counter where his surgical tools lay. As they left the room, Sterling turned around and took one last glance at Ms. Wade’s covered corpse. Dobson walked out as she followed. They continued down the hall toward the lobby in silence. Dobson’s thoughts about the doctor’s findings, the blood discovered in her lungs, the injuries to her back, and also the letter in his pocket all led to something. He just wasn’t sure yet.
“What do you think?” Sterling asked him out of nowhere.
“I think we need to contact her family ASAP,” he responded, waving to the ladies at the front desk as they walked past.
“What about her ex-husband?” she asked.
“Him too,” Dobson said, pushing open the door. Sunlight beamed into their faces as they squinted and continued down the walkway. Dobson searched for his sunglasses in his coat pocket and pulled them out, putting them on. They reached his Crown Victoria and got in. Next destination: Betsy Wade’s house.
He started the engine and drove out of the parking lot, leaving the lonely, bland building of the medical examiner’s office in the distance. The sun peeked just over the building on the horizon as Dobson drove away, keen on getting to the bottom of a case that currently offered more questions than answers.
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A local news van was parked onto the street outside Betsy Wade’s house, beyond the police tape, where several onlookers had grown in numbers as well. Dobson parked behind a police car away from the gatherers and sat in the car for a moment as the engine idled. Sterling observed the house, sitting on their left, quietly and intently. She didn’t appear nervous, but Dobson could sense some hesitation in her. It was close to noon, and a busy crime scene looked well underway.
Six uniformed police officers stood in the driveway near a Forensics van with caged windows. The Forensics team was already inside investigating. There was no telling what they would find, but Dobson was confident that it wouldn’t take them long to discover something: a hair, a fingerprint, a trace of something left behind.
The questions surrounding the murder were boundless. Had it been the act of a lone killer, or were other people involved? Why did someone place an anonymous phone call to the police station in the morning? What was the connection with the letter? Why had the victim been decapitated? Questions led to more questions and so on. It wasn’t going to be an easy case. Dobson was willing to bet on it.
As they sat in the car, a news report came over the radio, jumping right into their lead story.
“A woman was found dead in her home this morning in what officials have described as a ‘grisly homicide’ that occurred last night on a quiet suburban street in north Leesburg. Police have released few details about the nature of the crime, but said they are actively pursuing a suspect and urge anyone with details to call their crime tips hotline.”
Dobson turned the ignition switch off and pulled the keys out. “Glad they kept details to a minimum.” He then turned to Sterling, prepared to offer her some advice. “As detectives, we don’t speak to the media. Not directly. It’s a simple ‘no comment,’ and move on.”
Sterling nodded her head and then offered a surprising rebuttal. “What if what they’re reporting is wrong? What if we need to correct the record?”
Hand on the door, Dobson stopped and turned his head back toward her. “You go through your chain of command. Nothing worse than conflicting statements. You were a cop, right?”
Sterling nodded.
“Then this is nothing new,” he said, glancing at the news van ahead of them with its tall antenna raised high past the trees. He then opened his door and stepped outside, feeling the weight of the case already pressing down on him. He felt like he should never have left the scene. And just what was he supposed to do with the rookie? Of all the days…
“Just stay by my side and learn what you can,” he said as Sterling exited the car and closed her door.
“Sure,” she said in an agreeable tone. She certainly wasn’t hard to get along with. There didn’t seem to be an ounce of touchy pretension in her. If that was the case, Dobson figured they’d survive the day together. “That’s what I’m here for,” she continued. “Last thing I want to do is get in your way.”
Dobson quietly laughed as they approached the driveway together. “You’re fine,” he said with a pause. “So far, anyway.”
“All one team,” she said. “Like the captain said.”
“Like the captain said,” he repeated with a nod.
Their approach gained the attention of a reporter and cameraman who had just stepped outside the news van. Dobson hurried past them and dipped under the police tape. Farther up the driveway, they approached a gathering of police officers, Staff Sergeant Peterson among them.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said.
“Morning, Detective,” Sergeant Peterson said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
“Sorry about that,” Dobson said.
He glanced past Peterson and saw his old friend, Detective Gabrielle Jones, outside the front door, talking on her cell phone and wearing blue latex gloves.
He then spoke to Sergeant Peterson, signaling to some onlookers gathered in the street on the other side of the police tape. “We need this perimeter secured. Get these people back.”
“We keep telling them to stay back,” Sergeant Peterson said, adjusting his Oakleys and changing the subject. “Who are we looking for here?”
“I don’t know,” Dobson said. “A killer. Could be anyone. Could be watching us right now.” He then noticed the officers’ attention shift to Sterling, who was standing at his side, slightly behind him. “Gentlemen, this is Detective Sterling,” he said in a detached tone. She waved and said hi to the men, receiving a range of goofy smiles in return.
“Let’s go,” Dobson said, moving ahead.
“Good luck in there,” Sergeant Peterson said as they walked past him.
As they neared the front door, Detective Jones turned her attention away from the cell phone at her ear and paid particular notice. She patted her hair, which was tied back in braids, and smoothed her uniform: the standard slacks, button-down shirt, and windbreaker most female detectives wore.
“Well, it’s about time you showed up,” she said with a commanding voice.
Dobson stopped at the door and glanced inside, where another detective was scanning the carpet with a blue fluorescent handheld light. “Yes, yes,” he said to Detective Jones. “I’m sorry I’m late. Captain Nelson summoned me. Out of my hands.”
“So, what the heck happened here?” she asked, then suddenly turned her attention to Sterling. “Who’s your friend?”
Dobson glanced to his side as though he had nearly forgotten about her. “Oh, this is Angela Sterling,” he said, extending his arm toward her. “Probationary detective who recently joined Homicide.”
Jones’s face dropped with surprise. “Really?”
“Pleased to meet you,” Sterling said, offering her hand.
Jones gave her an enthusiastic shake. “That’s wonderful. Welcome aboard.” She then turned her attention to Dobson, her tone more intense now, all business.
“Homicide contacted Barbara Wade, the victim’s mother, earlier. Her father has been dead for years, and her mother said she hadn’t heard from Betsy in months. That was, until last night.”
Dobson froze. Of course. It all made sense. Feeling threatened, Betsy Wade called the only two people she could at the time, the police and her mother.
“She lives north of the highway, a few hours away. Apparently, she has been concerned about her daughter’s mental state for some time, but Betsy refused help, even cutting off all contact with friends and family.”
“And her ex-husband?” Dobson asked.
“He’s been notified,” Jones continued. “His name is Alan Snyder. He lives in D.C. and says that he was sleeping at home with his wife and kids.”
“Interesting,” Dobson said.
The list of suspects in Dobson’s head was long and diverse. It could have been anyone in the neighborhood. Someone with a vendetta. It could have been someone who had tracked her down and targeted her for whatever reason, just like her supposed high school friend. In a homicide, motive was everything.
“Did she have any contact with the husband recently?” Dobson asked. Perhaps she became too much of a burden. The possibilities were endless.
“That’s where it gets strange,” Jones said. “He claims not to have talked to Betsy in years.”
“Was she collecting alimony?” Dobson asked.
“Nope,” Jones said. “Never asked for any. According to the husband.”
“Let’s follow up on that,” Dobson said. He then leaned in closer, speaking confidentially. “Do you mind getting some witness statements?”
“Not at all,” she said. “Was about to do that myself.”
“Someone had to have seen something,” he continued. “Apparently, she had a lot of enemies on this street. We need to know who exactly she made complaints about and when.”
Detective Jones pointed at houses to the side and across the street. “Take your pick. She filed complaints against each residence for harassment, noise violation, and whatever else you can think of.” She then leaned closer and spoke more quietly. “But you don’t think one of them murdered her in retaliation, do you?”
“I don’t know,” Dobson said, staring ahead in thought. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Sterling was still there, quiet and attentive as she had been so far. He talked softly to Jones.
“Sergeant Cruz and Corporal Powell were called here last night.”
Her eyes widened, and it was clear to Dobson that she hadn’t known.
“Ms. Wade claimed that someone was after her, based on a letter she received in the mail.” Dobson paused and patted his chest, where he had placed the letter in an inside pocket. “I have that letter now.”
“You do?” she asked, shocked. “What does it say?”
“See you soon. That’s it. Return address is the old vacant plastics factory.”
“You know what you’ve got to do, Mike. Give that letter to Forensics. Let them comb it for fingerprints or DNA.”
“I know. I will. Someone’s playing a game with us, Gabby, and I want to know who.” He paused, noticing the slight confusion in her expression. “Someone called the station this morning and reported her dead.”
Detective Jones nodded. “I heard that. Didn’t make much sense to me.”
“I know,” Dobson said. “They’re going to strike again, and soon.”
Jones turned past him and into the front lawn. “Let me talk to some of the residents around here, and I’ll let you know what I find.”
“Thanks,” he said, patting her shoulder. “We’ll link up later.”
Jones nodded and walked past them, through the yard and under the police tape. Dobson watched as she moved quickly past the news van, toward the group of ten or so people standing in the road. Dobson was confident that she’d get the answers he needed. His current focus, however, lay elsewhere.
“She seems nice,” Sterling said.
Dobson turned and watched Jones as she worked the crowd. “Detective Jones is a gem,” he said, pausing. “A good person to have in your corner.”
With that, they walked inside the house, eyes adjusting to the dimness. The Forensics team was working the scene with two male detectives in the living room, one taking pictures and the other bagging items for evidence, and a female detective in the kitchen, dusting the countertops for prints. All the curtains were still closed, and even with the lights on, there was a certain cavernous, subterranean feeling to the house.
The two male detectives turned as Dobson entered the living room with Sterling. “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, pulling two pairs of latex gloves from his pocket and handing one pair to Sterling. He then turned to the kitchen and called out to the female detective. “Hello, Sally.”
“Look who shows up at lunch time,” she said with dry sarcasm.
Dobson looked at his wrist watch, feigning surprise. “Very funny. I’ve been getting the treatment since I got here.”
“Because you deserve it,” she said, going back to dusting the counter.
Dobson noticed the male detectives looking at Sterling. He wanted to roll his eyes, but didn’t. “This is Angela Sterling. She’s a new detective with Homicide.”
They smiled and nodded as Dobson pointed and introduced them, beginning with the tall curly-haired man to his left. “This is Detective Frank Riley.” He then pointed to the shorter, pudgier man with thin blond hair to their right. “And this is Lieutenant Liam Cross.”
Turning toward the kitchen, he pointed at Sally. “And over there is Detective Sally LaRue hard at work.”
Sterling waved to everyone and said hello.
“Found anything?” Dobson asked. “Or did they bleach it to high heaven?”
Detective Riley nodded. “The bathroom was soaked in the stuff. Go in there and smell for yourself.”
Sally then walked over, her red hair tied back in a ponytail and swinging side-to-side with each step. “Not a drop of blood beyond the mess in her bed.”
Dobson turned to the kitchen with a sigh and saw two police outside the kitchen window, searching the backyard, with a K-9 sniffing the ground.
“She was decapitated,” he said. “There’s got to be more blood than that.”
“Not in the bathroom, kitchen, or garage,” Cross said. “And as far as prints, it doesn’t look like anyone else has been here in ages.”
“There has to be something,” Dobson said, walking toward the hallway. “What else did you see in the bedroom?”
“Ran the infrared scanner through the carpet and bed,” Sally said. “But it’s far from cleared.”
“We’ll be good,” he said, signaling to Sterling as he entered the hall. She followed him to the stuffy bedroom where sunlight shone onto the bed, its sheets tossed to the side and stained with blood where her headless body had been propped. Ever quiet, Dobson walked to the foot of the bed and then scanned the messy room, ceiling to floor, side-to-side on all four walls.
His eyes stopped at an open closet to the left. Beyond the full rack of hanging clothes were stacked boxes filling the entire closet. Some were marked by years. Other said “Fragile,” with no indication of what was packed inside.
Sterling stood beside Dobson and followed his gaze toward the closet. “What’s on your mind?”
For a moment, he didn’t respond. “Just a hunch. Nothing else.”
“Looks like she was kind of a pack rat,” Sterling added.
“Yeah,” Dobson responded, hands on his hips and scanning the room. He then moved toward the closet, taking a closer look inside. “Forty-two years old. Probably graduated at seventeen. That’s twenty-five years ago.” He scanned the boxes further, from top to bottom, and found what his hunch had told him to look for: a small moving box labeled “1991,” stacked with others in the closet labeled “1984” and “2005.”
“It’s a long shot,” he said, rolling up his sleeves. He turned his head to see Sterling standing right behind him. “Here. Give me some room.” She backed away as he stood on the tip of his toes, hands high and extended, and took the first box from the top shelf. “Here,” he said, handing it to Sterling. “Set this on the floor, but be careful.”
He then turned and pulled out the 1991 box and brought it to a nearby dresser, setting it down. Sterling approached him, as eager as he was.
He carefully opened the box, finding newspapers, folders, and albums all packed inside. He then looked at Sterling, hesitant. “There has to be something in here we can use. Ms. Wade knew that someone was coming for her, and it may have had something to do with this upcoming high school reunion.”
Sterling looked into the box. “Her yearbook would be a good start. If she kept one.”
“Exactly,” Dobson said. He meticulously pulled folders and old newspapers from the box and set them aside as Sterling watched quietly.
Out of the blue, she asked him, “What happened with that one case?”
Dobson stopped and looked at her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. “What case?”
“Andrea Bailey and her niece. Where your lieutenant planted evidence. You busted him, right?”
His focus went back to the box as he continued removing items one by one, not interested in discussing the past. “That’s in the past.”
Sterling laughed. “It was only two months ago. I remember hearing about it on the news.”
Dobson paused and glanced at her, unamused. “I had a lot to prove at the time, but I’ve moved on.”
Though he assumed that she would probe further, she said nothing more. Moving a mess of papers aside, he came across a plush Winnie the Pooh and Tigger doll and set them to the side. Sterling then took both dolls and held them, smiling.
Having removed most of its contents, Dobson paused and stared into the box. At the bottom was a large, hardcover book with a spiral binding that said Summerville High School, 1991. His eyes lit up as he quickly grabbed it with both hands and held it like a priceless artifact.
“Wow…” Sterling said. “Who would have thought?”
“I had a hunch,” he said. “Let’s hope it leads to something.
The cover was a heavy, textured stock with a cream-colored background. Carefully, he turned it back. The pages inside were glossy white, the first one a dedication to the principal, Mr. Caleb Greene, a smiling, bespectacled man wearing a bow tie. The next page listed the class officers with their photos. He couldn’t help but begin to flip through it fast, glance at the photos from a time long past, and wonder how their lives were turning out. How innocent everyone looked.
Sterling looked back at the closet as Dobson remained invested in his find. “You know, if Ms. Wade was inclined to hold onto things, as it seems she was, there has to be a collection of letters somewhere from our killer. I hardly believe that he only sent her one.” She approached the closet and scanned the stack of boxes, moving some of Ms. Wade’s shirts to the side.
“You see a box marked for recent years?” Dobson asked, his eyes still on the yearbook.
Sterling hesitated and then jumped back with excitement as she saw something. “Yes. Believe it or not. Right here.” She pointed to the top shelf where 2016 was written across a shoebox in black magic marker.
Dobson glanced up at her. “Grab it.”
Sterling raised her hands high and reached for the box, her fingers barely touching its surface. She managed to nudge it off the shelf’s edge and carried it near to where Dobson was standing and set it on the floor, just as Dobson’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket.
Still in search of Betsy Wade’s senior picture, he kept his finger in place as a bookmark and reached for his phone. The number on the screen said Police Department, and he hoped it wasn’t Captain Nelson demanding an update. If so, he wasn’t sure what he was going to tell him.
“Detective Dobson,” he said, answering it.
“Sorry to bug you, Mike,” Nelson began.
Dobson closed his eyes, sighing on the inside.
“Yes sir…”
“You’re needed back at the station again. The victim’s mother is here.”
“She is?” he said, his eyes reaching Sterling’s as she perked up.
“That’s right. I don’t know what to tell her yet, but we can’t keep her waiting.”
“I understand, sir.” He paused and took a quick glance at his watch. “We’ll be there in about twenty minutes.” He hung up and looked at Sterling, shaking his head. “That didn’t take long. Barbara Wade is at the station.” He paused, put his phone back in his pocket, and spoke with newfound urgency. “Let’s go.”
Sterling tilted the box for him to see inside. “It’s filled with letters. You want me to stay here?”
“No,” he said. “Bring it.” He turned and walked out of the room in a hurry, with the yearbook in hand.
Startled by the sudden change, Sterling closed the 2016 box and carried it out of the room, following Dobson.
“We’ve got to go to the station,” he announced to the other detectives. “But we’ll be back soon.”
“Where are you taking that?” Lieutenant Cross asked, pointing to the shoebox in Sterling’s hands.
“Back to the station,” Dobson answered.
“Yeah, but Mike…”
“It’s just a box of letters,” Dobson said, walking out of the house. “We need them.” As they continued along the walkway leading to the driveway, Detective Jones approached, crossing the lawn from the other side.
“What have you got there?” she said.
Dobson slowed his pace and stopped as Sterling tripped to a halt, barely avoiding a collision.
“A little bit of history,” he answered. “How’s the questioning going?”
Jones shook her head. “You’ve got Sergeant Schultz in each house so far. They know nothing.”
Dobson cracked a smile. “That’s unfortunate. Listen, we’ve got to run back to the station. Barbara Wade arrived, and I need to talk to her. Are you okay here?”
Jones shrugged. “I suppose so. It’s a thankless job, but someone’s gotta do it.” Her shoulders were drooping, and her lips pressed together in a grimace. “I find it hard to believe there’s a cover-up, but you’d think it, talking to these residents.”
“Not sure why, but thanks, Gabby. You’re the best,” Dobson said.
She smiled and wished him luck as Dobson resumed his quick pace and rushed past the police talking in the driveway. He and Sterling got into the car and Dobson wasted no time, turning the ignition key and hitting the gas. As the Crown Victoria roared to life, he felt an excitement with the job he hadn’t felt in a long time. Maybe Sterling’s presence had something to do with it. To have someone watching him work, someone to mentor, was a motivation he hadn’t counted on. But there was little time to reflect on what was driving him and why it felt so good for a change.
Dobson put the car into reverse, turned around, and sped off in the opposite direction from which they’d come, leaving a floating cloud of dust in his wake.
“You’re not going to get away with this,” he muttered under his breath. To him, every homicide investigation was a test to see who was smarter, the investigator or the perpetrator. Though their killer had taken careful measures, Dobson was confident that they’d find something he hadn’t counted on. It was the best chance they had.
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Dobson’s cell phone vibrated as they arrived at the station. This time it was his wife. He held the phone up, hesitant, as Sterling looked out the window. From above, a large cloud shielded the sun, providing some temporary shade. He opened the door and stepped out of the car, answering the phone.
“Hey, what’s up?” he said.
“I saw the news,” Rachel said. “What happened? Did you catch him yet?”
Dobson stepped away from the car and looked around the parking lot full of vehicles. “We’re working on it.”
“Penny isn’t feeling well,” she said, changing the topic. “Might be one of those days. I’m holding off taking her to the hospital for now.”
“Keep me posted,” he asked, phone pressed against his ear.
Sterling was now outside the Crown Victoria, leaning against its side, her back to him and watching the police station ahead.
“Just keep monitoring her, and remember what I said. Keep the windows and doors locked.”
A brief pause and then she spoke. “Will you be home for dinner?”
Dobson thought to himself. “Hard to tell right now. There’s a lot going on.”
Rachel said nothing more beyond wishing him well. He turned back to the car, trying to clear his mind of any problems from home. He needed to concentrate. He felt a strange chill as he turned toward the police station. Sterling stood by his car, her shoulder-length hair blowing in the passing breeze, like it had before.
“Come on,” he said, waving her toward the station.
They walked between two parked police cruisers and through the parking lot, approaching the front entrance. The building’s familiar stucco pillars and bright flower boxes, courtesy of the Park’s Department, were clear reminders that they had been through its doors not long ago.
“What are we going to ask the victim’s mother?” Sterling asked.
Dobson approached the entrance door and opened it for her. “Everything she knows.”
They passed the front desk and down the hall to a keycard entry. Dobson waved a white card past the sensor, unlocking the door with a beep and flash of a tiny green light. They entered the Homicide unit where men and women sat at their desks, working the phones and computers in cubicles with acoustic padding. A few were on their feet and talking in small groups or walking fast, passing through.
“How many detectives work here in all?” Sterling asked, looking around.
“Six in homicide,” he said. “One officer, Captain Nelson, who you’ve met.”
“Lieutenant Fitzpatrick. That was his name,” she said.
Dobson suddenly halted and looked at her. “Pardon?”
“The lieutenant who planted the evidence in the Bailey murder. He tried to frame that one guy.”
“Randall Morris,” Dobson said curtly.
“Yeah. That was him. Why did your lieutenant do that?”
“I don’t know,” Dobson said, turning away and leaving her to catch up.
As they reached the captain’s office, he could see the blurry shape of someone sitting inside across from Nelson’s desk. Barbara Wade must have arrived quickly after hearing about her daughter, Betsy. He had heard that she was a widow and that Betsy was her only daughter, and he couldn’t think of a sadder turn of events to befall anyone.
He knocked on the door and entered after the captain told them to come in. Barbara turned and looked as they entered. She wore a red bandana over her gray hair and had a solemn expression on her face. She was thin and aged, wearing a checked button-down shirt with her sleeves rolled up. Her eyes looked swollen, and her cheeks were streaked with tears. In her hand, she clenched a hanky.
From his desk, Captain Nelson held out his arm and introduce the detectives. “Mrs. Wade, this is Detective Dobson, our lead investigator on this case, and his partner, Detective Sterling.”
Barbara rose, but Dobson urged her to sit, placing a hand gently on her shoulder. “It’s okay, ma’am,” he said.
She offered a tired half smile. “You’ll forgive me if I’m a little out of it. I had always feared for Betsy, but nothing like this.”
“We’re very sorry,” Dobson said. “And we’re determined to find out exactly what happened.”
He pulled out a chair and sat to one side of Barbara.
“I just don’t get who would hurt my baby,” Barbara said, clutching her handkerchief. When she spoke, there was clear sadness in her voice, but she was not hysterical.
Dobson leaned in closer. “You just mentioned that you feared for Betsy’s safety. Can you elaborate?”
Barbara wiped her eyes with a quiet sniffle. “She was never quite the same after her divorce with Alan. She was intent on driving everyone away.”
Dobson flipped through his notepad and looked up. “She made several calls to the police about her neighbors over the past months. Complaints about noise and harassment. Did she ever mention a name to you? Someone who was particularly bothersome?”
Barbara took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair. Sterling suddenly took the her left hand and squeezed it, providing support and encouragement, and Barbara didn’t seem to mind.
“It’s okay,” Sterling said. “I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you.”
Arms crossed, Captain Nelson then interjected. “Take your time, Ma’am. Anything at all you can remember could prove quite valuable in the end.”
Dobson glanced at him with a nod and then turned back to Barbara. “When was the last time you talked to your daughter?”
Barbara brought her arms down into her lap, squeezing the moist handkerchief in both hands. “Last night…” she sobbed. “She said that someone was after her and that her life was in danger.”
“Did she say who?” Dobson asked.
“I was very skeptical,” Barbara said, sobbing. “I thought it was just another one of her episodes. She struggled with the pills. I’ve been trying to get her help, but she cut me off, just like she did everyone else.” Her hands went to her face as she leaned forward onto her knees, crying.
Sterling brought another hand to her shoulder and rubbed Barbara’s back as her cries filled the room.
“Did she tell you about her high school friend who had been murdered?” Dobson asked.
Barbara froze and opened her eyes. “She did.”
“And who was her friend?”
“I-I don’t know,” she said, looking around. “Like I said, I was very skeptical. She never said a name.”
Captain Nelson rose from his chair, rolling it back onto the carpet. “What friend?”
Dobson calmly looked to the captain and tried his best to quell the rising emotions in the room. “The letter I showed you, sir. Betsy believed that there was a connection with a certain high school friend.”
“And who is that?” Nelson asked with apparent frustration.
“Sergeant Cruz told me that Betsy had mentioned someone by the name of Victoria Owens,” Dobson said. He then leaned closer to Ms. Wade, speaking calmly. “What about her relationship with her ex-husband?”
Ms. Wade flopped her arms back down as though there was no good answer. “She resented Alan for leaving her. I tried to visit multiple times, but things between us were… complicated.” She then brought her hands to her face, crying. “I wish I could have done more. I failed my only child…”
“It’s okay, ma’am. It’s not your fault,” Sterling said with a compassionate tone that resonated with Dobson.
A quietness enveloped the office, broken only by Barbara’s sobs. A commercial played on a muted television mounted to the corner wall. The sky outside the office windows was quickly turning to an overcast gray, the weather as unpredictable that day as anything else.
“This can’t be really happening,” Barbara said, distraught.
Nelson signaled to Dobson and pointed to a box of tissues on his desk. Dobson took the box and pulled a few out, handing them to the grieving mother. She took the tissues, and began to wipe her face, trying to stop sniffling.
“I don’t think Alan did it. He moved on and remarried,” she finally conceded.
“Were they on good terms, if any?” Dobson asked.
“They weren’t speaking as far as I know,” she answered.
“And she wasn’t seeing anyone else?” Sterling asked, cutting in.
“Well…” Barbara began. “She had mentioned a man before.” She paused, looking up into the white-paneled ceiling. “Gordon what’s his name?” She then looked at Dobson. “They didn’t last long.”
Dobson took one of her hands in his, excited. “How long ago was this?”
Barbara shook her head. “The last ‘normal’ conversation I had with her was about four months ago. She mentioned Gordon then. Said that they were happy.” She paused with a sigh. “Then I got an angry voicemail from her a few weeks after, saying that they were through and blaming me for it.”
Dobson leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. Captain Nelson quickly typed across his keyboard, seemingly taking notes.
Barbara wiped at her eyes. “She had said that she went to the same high school as Gordon. That they had reconnected after all these years.”
The room went silent, save for the hum of the air conditioner from an overhead vent. Dobson thought of the yearbook and the shoebox of letters taken from Betsy’s house.
“Could Gordon be the person she was so afraid of coming to get her?” Dobson asked.
Barbara shook her head. “I wish I remembered more of what she told me last night, but my memory isn’t the best these days. She called me, panicked, saying crazy things. I didn’t know what to make of it.”
Dobson scribbled tidbits into his notebook: Gordon, also Alan, a re-married ex-husband upstate, a late-night phone call to her mother, and so on.
Captain Nelson cleared his throat and adjusted the black tie of his decorated class-blue uniform. “Thank you, Mrs. Wade. If there’s anything else you can remember, please let us know.”
“That’s it,” she said, dabbing again around her eyes with Kleenex. “I’ve said enough. I want to see her body.”
Dobson glanced to the captain with uncertainty. Had she been informed of the decapitation? Nelson gave no indication in his blank expression. Instead, he picked up his office phone and made a call. “Yes, can I speak with the Medical Examiner please?” He fitted the phone between his shoulder and head and continued typing.
Dobson squeezed Barbara’s hand again to get her attention. “Where do you live?”
“Myrtle Beach,” she said. Her sad eyes suddenly shifted down. “I should have moved closer to her.”
Captain Nelson finished his brief phone conversation and then hung up with a grim expression on his face. After a long sigh, he finally spoke up.
“Mrs. Wade. Do you know the nature of your daughter’s murder?”
She looked at him, oblivious. “What do you mean?”
“I want you to brace yourself. Please.” He paused, taking a breath. “She was found early this morning… decapitated.”
Silence again filled the office as Barbara stared ahead, frozen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Please listen. You need to know before you see her,” continued.
“No,” Barbara said, standing up on wobbly legs. “I won’t hear this.” She motioned to leave but tripped into Sterling, who did her best to hold her up.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you,” Sterling said.
“Tell me it’s not true,” Barbara said, turning to face her.
Sterling wanted to assure her but couldn’t hide the truth in her eyes.
Barbara then covered her mouth with both hands, mortified. She wailed like a wounded animal, and there was no way they could stop her, or even try to. It seemed forever until she began to moan, holding her sides and rocking back and forth, and eventually, the sobbing began to ebb, fading away gradually until at last it stopped. She whispered, “Who would… do such a thing?”
“Maybe you should lie down,” Captains Nelson suggested.
She turned her head slowly in his direction. “No. I want to see her now.”
Sterling propped Barbara up and helped walk her to the door and out of the office. There didn’t seem to be much more they were going to get out of her. Dobson looked at the scribbled notes on his pad. She had offered some important tidbits. It was now his job to piece them together, starting with this “Gordon.” He and Betsy Wade had gone to the same high school. Considering the circumstances, that was a damn good start.

Dobson cleared some files from his desk and placed Betsy Wade’s yearbook directly in front of him. Sterling sat near his couch with the shoebox in her lap.
“I hope that they were in the same grade,” Dobson said, flipping open the yearbook. He then moved a worn notebook close by and opened it to a blank page while grabbing a pen from a desk holder.
Sterling pulled out a stack of letters and set it on the couch next to her. “What do you want me to do with these?”
Dobson looked at her while reaching for his office phone. “We’re looking for any correspondence, particularly from this Gordon guy.”
He dialed a number, waiting several rings before someone answered. “Hey, Sharon, it’s Mike. Did you check the records for unsolved murders in Maine yet?” He paused, listening. “Yes. In the last ten years.” He paused again. “Twenty-six?” he said, jotting into his notepad. “That’s fine. I’m looking for one Victoria Owens, but send me what you got. Thanks.”
He hung up the phone and turned on his desk lamp, shining its light on the open yearbook. He stared at the pages while tapping his pen against the notepad. “I’m going to have to make a spreadsheet of Betsy’s entire senior class,” he said, thinking out loud. “Might even have to go back to her freshman year.”
Sterling continued reading letters, placing several to the side. “A lot of these are letters she wrote her ex-husband and never sent,” she began. “It’s really sad.”
Distracted, Dobson responded. “Anything useful?”
Sterling scanned one of the letters she had just placed aside. “She’s just telling him how much she misses him.”
Dobson flipped to the next page of the yearbook, continuing his search. “There’s got to be a Gordon in here somewhere.”
Sterling suddenly held up a postcard and called out to Dobson, who immediately looked over. “This might be what we’re looking for.”
Intrigued, he got up and walked over to her to get a better look.
She held it up, displaying a picture of Dollywood, Tennessee. “Dear Betsy,” she began. “Hope we can take a trip here sometime. You need to get out of the house more. See you soon! Hugs, Gordy.”
“Gordy…” Dobson said, taking the postcard. He then walked back to his desk and flipped the yearbook to the back, examining all the classmate signatures. He flipped through each signature page until finding the same handwriting, much to his elation.
School’s out forever! – Gordy.
It was the connection they needed.
He flipped back to the graduating class and started at Betsy’s picture with her straight blonde hair hanging just past her shoulders and an innocent smile in her eyes. Dobson suddenly realized that this was the first time he had seen a picture of her with her head still intact.
He ran his finger through the names and past every gawky-faced school picture, certain that Gordon would be found.
His eyes darted across from page to page until he saw it.
“There!” he said, with his index finger pointed at the name, Gordon McDonnel. He grabbed a Post-It note and stuck it to the bottom of the page and then matched the name with a picture, third row, bottom right-hand corner. Gordon had a round freckled face, big glasses, and thick black hair. He was smiling halfway without showing his teeth.
Sterling stood up. “What’d you find?”
“One moment,” Dobson said, grabbing his office phone again and dialing. “Sharon, I need you to run a name for me please.” He paused, waiting. “Okay. Gordon McDonnel, two Ns, one L. Attended Summerville High School, graduated 1991. Okay, thanks. You’re awesome.”
He hung up his phone, smiling, clearly pleased with the find. His attention then snapped back to Sterling. “Sorry. What’d you ask?”
“I was going to ask what you found, but never mind,” she said. “Gordon McDonnel… I wonder where he lives.”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” Dobson said, leaning back in his seat. He then noticed that she was holding another letter in her hand.
“What’s that?” he asked pointing.
“Oh, this?” Sterling asked, holding it up. “Found it in the mess of letters.”
Dobson took the letter and began reading it. It wasn’t specifically addressed to anyone, but it did have a clear and intended recipient.
Dear lucky student from Summerville High, Class of 1991,
Our twenty-fifth-year high school reunion is right around the corner! Congratulations! You have been selected to receive this letter of goodwill and fortune. It is imperative that you choose a classmate of choice to next send this message to, for if you fail to do so, you will find irreversible consequences for breaking the chain. Thank you, and best of luck!
Dobson read the letter two or three more times before setting it down. The lettering was Times New Roman 12-Point font, the same as the other letter in his coat pocket, brief as it was. There had to be a connection.
“Weird.” Dobson reached for his phone again but stopped. “No. I’m not going to tell the captain yet. Not until we find a definitive link.”
With his hand still inches from its receiver, his office phone rang, startling him. He pressed the speaker button and then leaned closer.
“Go ahead, Sharon,” he said.
“I’ve got a Gordon Lawrence McDonnel at 3048 West Jordan Lane, Leesburg.”
After quickly jotting the address down, Dobson glanced at Sterling in disbelief. “That’s right next to the Food Mart. About five miles from here. Thanks so much. I owe you a drink.”
“Sure thing,” she said.
Dobson hung up and rose from his seat, animated. “We’re really getting somewhere with this. I can feel it.”
“Are we going to talk to him?” Sterling asked, grabbing her shoulder bag and ready to go.
Dobson walked around his desk but then suddenly halted in his tracks. “Let’s be smart about this. If we talk to him, we can’t let him think we think he’s guilty.”
“Why not?” Sterling asked.
“Because he’ll have more reason to lie. And God forbid he finds a lawyer before we’ve said two words to him.”
He grabbed his coat and the yearbook, then headed toward the door. “Put Ms. Wade’s letters back in the box and let’s go.”
He opened the door and stepped outside as Sterling packed everything back in the shoebox. He had kept the postcard, however, and placed it in his coat pocket with the chain letter. While waiting, he observed the busy cubicle area, faces starting at computer screens.
“You want the lights off?” Sterling asked.
“Yeah, sure,” he said.
She flipped a switch and exited the room as he closed the door. They continued out through the security door and lobby, walking outside under the long pavilion leading to the parking lot. both lost in their own thoughts. Dobson only hoped that Gordon McDonnel would be home. The phone number they had for him resulted in no answer. Not even a voicemail greeting of any kind.
As they reached Dobson’s car, he began to explain to Sterling his own personal approach to generating suspects. “Being a detective is about planning. We don’t rush a case at the expense of doing it right,” he began.
She nodded, though he didn’t know if she was listening to him half the time. He wondered what she was always writing in her notepad. Evaluating him? Making note of his every move and decision? The thought was irritating, but how could he blame her? She was trying to learn.
Dobson opened the driver’s side door and stepped in. The car was hot inside. He quickly start the engine and turn the air conditioning on high. Sterling strapped herself in as he typed McDonnel’s address into the dashboard GPS. After a quick search, the residence was listed as being 8.5 miles away, just under a ten-minute drive.
“What are we going to do if he’s not home?” Sterling asked, closing her door.
“We’ll talk to his neighbors, anyone who may have seen him acting suspicious over the past few days, especially last night.”
He watched from his peripheral as she quickly jotted something into her notebook, at it again.
“Of course, if no one talks, we just shoot them,” he said, backing out.
Sterling stopped writing and looked at him. “Very funny…”
Dobson flashed a smile as they continued through the parking lot and onto the main road in pursuit of a man they may never have found out about had they not spoken to Barbara Wade. If they could close the case by nightfall, it would be a first for Dobson and nothing short of a miracle. Ruminations of the chain letter flowed through his mind. Did any of it mean a thing, or was her murder nothing more than a simple thrill killing unrelated to Ms. Wade’s life? By 3:30 that day, anything seemed possible. Then Dobson’s cell phone began, ringing from the center console.
An unrecognized number flashed across the screen. He hesitated to answer at first, but took the phone and swiped to answer as they reached the red light of a moderately busy intersection.
“Hello?” he asked, half-expecting to hear his wife’s voice calling from the hospital.
“Hey, Detective. It’s Cruz,” a man’s voice said.
“Cruz?”
“Sergeant Cruz,” he said defensively.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, Sergeant. What’s up?”
“I’ve got some info.”
His tone sounded troubled and urgent. Dobson couldn’t help but feel a little confused. He hadn’t spoken to Cruz since that morning, and a lot had happened since then.
“Go ahead?” Dobson asked, rubbing his forehead. He then floored the gas through the light as it turned green. The navigation system indicated a left turn in 1.5 miles, through downtown.
“The murdered friend of Betsy Wade,” Cruz said, voice rising. Dobson heard the faint sounds of a crying infant in the background as Cruz banged something around, maybe a chair being shoved back.
“Where are you?”
“I’m home. Hold on. I’m moving into another room.” Things suddenly got quieter. “Sorry. Been at this all day. Are you ready?”
“Yeah, go ahead,” he said with a quick glance at Sterling. She got the hint and prepared to write as he put the cell phone on speaker.
“Victoria Owens.
Betsy Wade had told us her name, but back in high school, she went by Harmon, her maiden name.”
“Yes. I’ve got the name. Was she murdered?” Dobson asked.
Cruz sounded distracted as he paced the room. “Yes. Two months ago.”
Cruz was quick to get off the phone when a woman’s voice called his name—just another cop trying to balance his work and family. Dobson could relate all too well. The name Victoria Harmon, however, raised more questions than answers. He asked Sterling to reach into the back for the yearbook and start searching.
“This could be the last big piece of this puzzle,” he said, feeling an unmistakable excitement. Sterling unfastened her seatbelt and reached into the backseat, taking the yearbook.
“Senior class. Victoria Harmon,” he continued.
Sterling nodded and flipped through the yearbook, toward the back.
“Interesting,” she said, looking down.
“What is it?” he asked as he slowed the car and turned left.
She ran her hand directly down the middle line of the book in the signature section. “There’s a page missing here. Someone tore it out.”
“What?” he said, eyes struggling between the road and the yearbook. “See if you can find her in the class pictures.”
Sterling flipped to the beginning of the senior class and ran her finger down each name.
The police radio suddenly blared with static, followed by a patrol car calling in a domestic dispute. Dobson lowered the volume and looked to Sterling, growing more impatient by the minute.
She was already toward the end of the class listings. She flipped several pages back, starting over, as other possibilities entered his mind. Perhaps Cruz got the name wrong, or worse, Victoria Harmon and Victoria Owens were different people altogether.
“There!” Sterling said with her finger pressed against the picture of a smiling young girl.
The chances were evenly split, but Dobson felt as though they had just made a breakthrough. Or so he hoped.
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They soon arrived at a small two-story apartment complex surrounded by a chain-link fence, with several mailboxes and empty trash cans in front. The doors of each unit had numbers on them. The building itself looked old and rundown with gray paint chipped and fading, the neglected roof needing repair. Dobson parked on the side of the two-lane cracked pavement street, half in the grass and a few feet from the side of the fence surrounding the property. He was eager to look at the yearbook and see the picture of Victoria Owens.
It was the only complex the street, surrounded by single-family homes lining both sides of what seemed like a quiet neighborhood. A man wearing baggy clothes and a skull cap walked the sidewalk ahead of them toward a bus stop. He stopped at a wooden bench and then looked around, taking no notice of them.
There wasn’t a single resident outside of the complex, and drawn curtains covered the windows of most units, as though no one was home, or if they were, they were hiding. It was still afternoon, and Gordon could be at work for all they knew. Or he could have skipped town already, feeling the heat, guilty or not.
Sterling handed him the yearbook with a sticky note marking Victoria Harmon’s page. He looked down, examining it. Her eyes were half open, and an airy smile exposed large front teeth. Her hair was tied back in a bun and she was wearing a sleeveless top. She looked happy, like most all the other kids.
“Someone just walked outside,” Sterling said, pointing toward the apartments.
Dobson looked up and saw an elderly woman outside the building, walking a small terrier on a leash. “Perfect,” he said. “Let’s see what she knows.”
He opened his door and yanked the keys from the ignition, adjusting his tie as he stood. Sterling got out and placed a dark blue ball cap on her head.
“What’s with the hat?” he asked.
“Trying to look inconspicuous,” she said.
Dobson shrugged as they continued onto the sidewalk and through the opening in the fence, just wide enough for a car to drive through, onto the dirt path leading to the joint parking area. The elderly woman turned and moved away from them, leading her terrier into a patch of overgrown grass.
Dobson eyed the windows of both floors as they grew closer. No one was looking out just yet. The woman suddenly turned as their shoes crunched against a bed of pebbles, announcing their approach.
“Excuse me, ma’am,” Dobson said with a wave. “Could we talk with you for a minute?”
Her dog pulled against its leash as she stood there and studied them with suspicion. Her cheeks sagged with her frown as her large, glassy blue eyes stared at them, unblinking.
“My name is Detective Dobson,” he continued, quickly displaying his badge. He then held his arms to his sides in a relaxed, non-threatening way. “And this is my partner, Detective Sterling. How are you doing this afternoon?”
The curly-haired woman stared at him with an embittered silence. Dobson didn’t think he’d ever encountered such resistance from an elderly woman. The woman yanked on the leash and then rubbed her chin, finally acknowledging them. “Name’s Faye, and you look familiar,” she said, eyes on Sterling.
Sterling smiled. “I do? Well, I can’t say that I’ve met you before, but it’s a pleasure.”
“You look like that girl I saw on that detective show.” She paused and looked up. “Now, what was her name?”
She seemed to be taking a while, so Dobson decided to cut in. “We’re looking for a man who lives here. His name is Gordon McDonnel. Do you know him?”
The woman snapped back to reality and nodded. “Gordon? Yeah. He lives upstairs.” She pointed directly above her unit to a front porch area with a bike leaning against the cement railing next to some workout equipment. “What’d he do?” she asked.
“Nothing at all. We’d just like talk to him,” Dobson said.
Faye emitted a snarky laugh. “Oh yeah? Like bosom buddies, eh?”
Dobson remained mum and gave no hint otherwise. “Just a few words.” He looked up to the second-floor unit. The dark brown door had golden numbers affixed to the top center, 204. A nearby window had its blinds shut.
“Well, good luck,” Faye said. “He’s at work right now.”
Dobson glanced at Sterling with a shrug, as though the news was of little surprise.
“Can you tell us where he works?”
“’Fraid not,” Faye said. She paused and looked down at her dog, who was hopping at her heels. “Give me a minute, Dawson. Momma’s busy.”
“Why not?” Dobson asked, surprised but staying calm.
“’Cause I don’t know. Odd jobs here and there. Been renting the place above for a couple months now. I barely know him.”
Dobson moved in close, intrigued. “Have you noticed any change in his behavior the past couple of days? Anything out of the ordinary?”
At first, Faye flashed a look of seriousness equal to Dobson’s, but it quickly turned to a smile as she laughed. “Nah. I don’t hear a peep from him. Never has anyone over. About the most boring man on the planet.” She then took special notice of Sterling and pointed to her. “What’s with the hat, dear? You undercover or something?”
Sterling adjusted the bill of her hat and looked down without a response.
Faye looked back at Dobson. “I’m his landlord, by the way. So, if he’s up to no good, I should be the first to know.”
As if offering a break, they heard a distant car engine getting louder.
“Well, you’re in luck, Detective,” Faye said as a small red, four-door car pulled past the gate. “There’s his old Ford Escort right there.”
A billow of exhaust poured from the back of the car as it passed them and continued into the parking lot and parked in the first space available by a stack of cinderblocks.
“How many other people live here?” Dobson asked.
Faye thought to herself as the Ford Escort idled in the distance. The driver appeared to be stalling. Dobson could see the shadow of a figure beyond the tinted windows looking in their direction. He nonchalantly placed his hands on his belt near his holster just in case.
“I’ve got a family of four in the place next door, a couple next to them, and ol’ Gordon above me. The perpetual bachelor,” she eventually answered.
Sterling spoke as Dobson kept his eye on the idling car. “Has he had any guests here that you know of? We’re hoping he can help us locate one woman in particular.”
Faye shook her head. “If he has, I sure ain’t seen ‘em.”
The car engine shut off and the door opened. Dobson prepared himself for a chase, hoping their suspect would consider otherwise. Though there was no evidence to make Gordon a suspect, nothing beyond a hunch. He had been seeing the victim—her last known possible relationship—and that was currently the best they had to go on.
Sterling turned around, her attention on the small lot on the side of the building. Everyone watched as the driver exited the car, not seeming to notice them. He was a man of average height with trim brown hair. He was clean-shaven. He was wearing a light-blue collared shirt with a corduroy jacket and slacks. His eyes casually glanced in their direction in an apparent attempt not to look too interested. He opened the back door behind the driver’s side and pulled out a paper bag, cradling it in his arms.
With all eyes on him, he closed the door and quickly glanced in their direction again, careful not to make eye contact.
“The man of the hour,” Faye said with a laugh, turning to Dobson. “You gonna arrest him?”
“Not yet,” Dobson said, maintaining focus on their man. “We just want to talk.”
They watched as Gordon took the nearest staircase on the side of the building and walked up to the second floor out of their view. He appeared again on the balcony and continued walking toward his unit as though nothing was of concern.
Faye, however, wasn’t going to keep things a secret any longer. She cupped a hand over her mouth, looked up, and shouted, “Hey, Mr. Gordon! You have visitors!”
He suddenly slowed to a halt, staring down at them. Dobson dug his heels in and prepared himself again for a chase, but the man just stood in place and squinted.
“Mr. McDonnel?” Dobson called out.
“Yeah?” he said with a step toward his door and fumbling with his keys.
Dobson walked toward the staircase nearest to him and pointed to the one on the other side, signaling Sterling to walk that way. “I’m Detective Michael Dobson. Might we have a word with you?”
Gordon unlocked his front door and turned around, balancing his bag of groceries. “Seriously? You’re really coming after me? What is this bullshit?”
Dobson reached the staircase and began walking up as Sterling reached the other side. “We just want to talk. Nothing more.”
Faye cupped her mouth again and shouted to Gordon, “Hey, I don’t want no trouble from any of ya’, got it?”
Hand on the butt of his pistol, Dobson reached the top of the stairs and pursued Gordon as Sterling approached from the other end. Gordon waited at his door, nervously looking around.
“Don’t make any sudden moves,” Dobson said, closing in.
Gordon whipped his head around from Dobson to Sterling. “What is this? What do you want?” he said. He glanced downward to see Dobson’s hand on the butt of his pistol and immediately dropped his bag of groceries onto the ground and threw his arms up. “Hey! I’m not resisting, okay? Look. My arms are in the air.”
Sterling approached from behind, ready to take him down, but Dobson signaled restraint. He then stopped inches from Gordon, studying him from head to toe. “We’re not here to arrest you… yet. We have some questions about Betsy Wade.”
Gordon jerked his head up with surprise as a blank expression came over his face. “Betsy?” he said.
“Yes, she was murdered last night at her residence.”
“Are you kidding me?” Gordon said, slowly lowering his arms.
“Keep your hands up,” Dobson ordered.
Gordon put his hands back in the air. “I’m cooperating. What?”
Dobson leaned in closer. “How about we go inside before making a scene?”
Gordon nodded. “Yeah, yeah. Sure. Come on in.”
Dobson practically pushed Gordon inside the darkened room as Sterling followed. “Anyone else here?” he asked.
“No,” Gordon said, tumbling forward.
Sterling knelt and picked up the bag of groceries, bringing them inside. The bag was damp from some frozen food at the bottom that appeared to be thawing quickly. She walked inside as Dobson led Gordon to the nearest couch of the small unit, where he could see an adjacent kitchen and a hallway leading to a bedroom.
“You live alone?” he asked.
“Yes,” Gordon said, annoyed, his hands still halfway up in the air.
“Turn around with your hands on the back of your head,” he ordered.
Gordon reluctantly turned as Dobson moved behind him.
“Spread your legs.”
Gordon complied as Dobson searched him from his ankles up. He pulled a wallet and a cell phone from his pocket and tossed it on the couch.
“How do I know you both are real detectives, anyway?” he said, increasingly angry and defensive.
“Have a seat,” Dobson said, pushing him down on the yellow two-seater couch. The entire house smelled of stale cigarette smoke. The rest of the living room was small and minimal: TV on a stand, recliner, end table, lamp, and one picture on the wall of the New York City skyline. He waved Sterling over as she set the groceries on the nearest table near the kitchen. She moved across the old shag carpet and approached Dobson, waiting for instruction.
“Quick sweep of the house. Look for anything out of the ordinary,” he said softly. “I’ll keep an eye on Mr. McDonnel.”
Sterling nodded and walked away, searching the kitchen and then moving carefully down the hall out of sight. Dobson then turned to Gordon and showed him his badge.
“We want to know what happened to Betsy Wade,” he said.
Gordon rocked his head back against the couch with a sigh and then looked up as Dobson stood over him. “Look. Detective. I thought you might be the IRS at first, okay? That’s how little I know about what happened to her.”
“The IRS?” Dobson said, stunned.
“Yeah. They’re after me for some back taxes.” He suddenly held his arms out wide. “You see this place? Not exactly the Playboy Mansion, right?”
“So, you’re wanted by the IRS?”
Gordon grabbed a half pack of cigarettes on the nightstand at his side. “No. My money is wanted by the IRS, or at least, what little I have left.” He pulled a cigarette out from the pack and placed it in his mouth, looking at Dobson and prepared to light it. “You mind?”
Dobson took a quick step forward, grabbed it from his mouth, and tossed it aside. “Yes.”
“Ah, what the fuck!” Gordon shouted. “You can’t come in here and harass me like this.”
A sudden knock came at the door. Dobson spun around the minute Sterling re-entered the room. “Who’s there?” he shouted.
“It’s Faye,” her voice said from behind the door. “I just want to make sure everything’s okay.”
“We’re fine, ma’am. Thank you,” Dobson shouted. He could see her shadow at the horizontal bottom slit of the door as she remained standing there, not moving.
Faye must have been thinking it over. After a minute or so, the shadow moved. “Very well. Just don’t make a scene.”
Sterling joined Dobson in the living room as both men watched her.
“What do you want me to tell you?” Gordon cried.
“Everything you know about Betsy Wade. She was murdered last night. So, let’s start with your whereabouts during those hours.”
Gordon looked around the living room nervously as the two detectives hovered over him, waiting for an answer. “I think we got started on the wrong foot here. I heard about Betsy on the news today. It saddened me, yes, but I haven’t spoken to her in months.”
“You sure about that?” Dobson asked with his arms on his hips and leaning forward.
Sterling opened her shoulder bag and pulled out the yearbook.
Gordon looked at both detectives with a stunned expression, as though he had done something wrong. “We saw each other off and on for a few months. Nothing serious. We were old high school friends…” He then paused, eyes down in thought. “Betsy… she changed. Our breakup was quick. I mean, I think we just had enough of each other. But that’s it…” He paused again, waiting. “There’s nothing else to it.”
Dobson nodded in understanding. “And your whereabouts last night?”
Gordon threw his arms down in protest. “I was at a bar, okay? Stumbled home about ten thirty and passed out on my bed. Went to work this morning and that’s it,” he said, slicing both hands in the air opposite each other. He then brought both hands to his face and massaged his forehead. “And if you don’t mind, I’m a little hung over and would like to wrap this up.”
Dobson scribbled into his pocket-sized notebook and looked up. “Where do you work?”
Gordon looked down, ashamed and quiet. “The Burger Shack, okay. I… I always take my uniform off before I drive home so nobody sees me in it.”
“Which Burger Shack?” Dobson asked.
“The one on Mills.” His head jolted up. “You’re not going to speak to them, are you?”
Dobson shrugged. “Depends on if I like what you’re telling me. You know we’re going to have to talk to whomever saw you at this bar last night.”
Gordon moved forward in a frantic manner, gripping his knees and then moving his arms wildly as he talked. “I didn’t kill her, okay? And I don’t know who did. I’m in enough shit as it is. I certainly don’t need a murder to add onto that.”
“How do we know that you’re not lying to us?” Dobson said. “Maybe Betsy broke your heart. Maybe you bided your time and struck back after the fact.”
Gordon shook his head. “That’s ridiculous. What about other boyfriends?”
“You were apparently the last one,” Dobson said, stepping forward, “which makes you suspect number one.”
Gordon shifted around and wiped his forehead. They were clearly making him nervous. “You know she was married, right? Go talk to him!”
“We’re aware of her ex-husband. However, he lives in another state. You, on the other hand, live ten, maybe fifteen miles from the victim’s house.”
Gordon tossed his head back with a groan. It was clear he wasn’t taking any accusations in stride.
“When did you and Ms. Wade start dating?”
Gordon scratched his chin, eyes upward and thinking to himself. “Must have been… last June.” He then became more open and clear about everything, as if he wanted to get it all out and over with. “I asked her out. We ran into each other around town. I recognized her from high school. She was a real pretty girl back in school. Was still kind of pretty after all those years.”
He paused with the appearance of choosing his next words wisely.
“People warned me about her, but I ignored them. First few weeks, everything was fine between us. We had a great time. Then, the more time we spent together, I’d see it come out of her. An outburst here. An accusation there. Always saying that I’m cheating on her. That I was the world’s greatest asshole. Stuff like that. We were only together for a month when it started. I just couldn’t take it anymore.”
“When was the last time you saw her?” Dobson asked.
Gordon thought to himself again. “Two months after. Must have been end of July, beginning of August. I invited her for coffee, hoping that we could just put it all behind us and be friends. This was when she would barely leave her house for any reason.” He paused and took a deep sigh. “She called me a coward. Said I was too chicken shit to face her. And I still had some stuff at her house, so, I had no other choice but to go over and get it. To my surprise, when I got there, she wasn’t angry or anything. Think it was the pills. She was calm. Happy even. But I knew that wouldn’t last, so I got my shit and got the hell out of there.”
He looked at the detectives, hands out as though there was nothing more to say. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s the last time I ever saw her.”
Dobson and Sterling looked at each other again. In her expression, he saw that she was largely convinced. For Dobson, there was still something off about the story. He dug into his pocket and pulled out the Dollywood postcard.
“You sent her this, correct?”
Gordon leaned forward, squinting. “Yeah. That’s mine. I was in Tennessee visiting family. She wouldn’t go. By then, there was little I could do to get her out of the house.”
“When was this?” Dobson asked.
“Mid-July,” he answered.
As Dobson jotted into his pocket notebook, Sterling opened the yearbook to the senior class section and displayed a roster of photos. “Do you recognize this yearbook?”
Gordon shrugged. “I guess so. Summerville High? Sure.”
Sterling pointed her finger directly at the photo of Victoria in the lower-right hand corner. “Did you know a Victoria Owens?”
Dobson looked up to see Gordon’s reaction, but he appeared more puzzled than anything.
“Yeah. We were friends. Haven’t talked to her since high school.”
“Do you know that she’s dead?” Dobson asked outright.
Taken aback, Gordon’s expression dropped. “No… I had no idea. When did this happen?”
“We’re not sure,” Dobson said. “But we believe there’s a connection between Ms. Owens and Ms. Wade. So far, all we have is you.”
“And this,” Sterling reminded him, holding the folded chain letter.
Dobson nodded in agreement. “Go ahead and show him.”
Sterling unfolded the chain letter and held it up for Gordon to see. “This was found with Ms. Wade’s letters. Your postcard was among them. She had told police that someone was out to get her. She was convinced that whoever killed her high school friend was also going to kill her.”
Dobson cut in. “Do you recall Ms. Wade’s friendship with Ms. Owens?”
They noticed Gordon’s face had lost color. His mouth was agape and he looked troubled.
“Mr. McDonnel?” Sterling asked. “Are you all right?”
He slowly raised a finger and pointed at the chain letter. “You said that you found that with Betsy’s things?”
“Yes, that’s correct,” Dobson said. “What is it?”
Gordon shook his head and laughed, dumbfounded. “I received the same letter a few days ago.”
“You did?” Sterling asked, stunned.
Gordon jumped up. “Yeah. I have it somewhere.” He turned and looked around. “In my pile of junk mail.” He then darted to the kitchen as Dobson kept a careful eye in his direction.
“Stay where I can see you,” Dobson called out. He saw Gordon at the kitchen table, rummaging through some papers and mail. After a few moments of looking, Gordon held the letter up like a prize and hurried back with an open envelope in his other hand.
“See,” he said, handing both to Dobson. “Just like what you showed me.” He backed up, giving them their space, and then continued. “Stupid high school reunion bullshit. Didn’t put much stock into it at all.”
Sterling examined the letter and its wording, which matched Betsy’s letter verbatim. Dobson was quick to take the envelope and determine the sender’s address. Not surprisingly, it was listed as the same address as the old plastics factory. Perhaps the sender took comfort in sending people on a wild goose chase to some abandoned factory with no hope of determining who sent them the letter.
“What were you planning to do with this?” Sterling asked, holding the chain letter.
“I don’t know,” Gordon said. “Toss it in the garbage.”
Dobson suddenly tapped Sterling’s shoulder, and she turned to see what he wanted. “Let’s step outside for a moment.” Dobson then turned to Gordon. “Stay right here and give us a minute. We’ll be right back.”
Obviously relieved, Gordon reached for his smokes, then hesitated and looked at Dobson for approval.
“Yeah, go ahead,” Dobson said as they walked to the door.
Sunlight poured into the little room as Sterling opened it. They stepped outside and stood against the railing, looking out into the yard of patchy grass below. The landlord was nowhere to be seen, and Dobson assumed that she had gone inside. Dobson needed a moment of quiet to think; to try to make something out of what they had learned. It seemed obvious that Gordon was not the person they were looking for, but Dobson wasn’t ready to clear him yet.
“I think he’s being pretty genuine,” Sterling said. “Except his reaction to hearing Victoria’s Owens’s name was a bit excessive.”
Dobson leaned farther over the railing. “I thought so too. Did you see anything peculiar around his place?”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Not really.”
Dobson held up Gordon’s chain letter and compared it to the one they took from Betsy Wade’s shoebox of letters. It was identical in both its wording and font. “Question is, who sent the letters and why?”
“Do you think our killer is behind it?” Sterling asked.
Dobson pocketed both letters and rubbed his forehead between his thumb and forefinger. “Could be. But the connection is vague.” He suddenly turned to her as though realizing something. “It’s possible that these letters have gone through many hands and that none of the senders wanted to use their actual mailing address. Someone started the chain with the abandoned factory address, and others just continued using it.”
“Why don’t we go there?” Sterling suggested. “There has to be something of interest. Some reason it was chosen.”
“First, I want to consider this other woman. Victoria Owens. The circumstances surrounding her death will help us establish a pattern.”
Sterling shrugged. “You’re the boss.” She then turned to the door. “What about Gordon?”
“We need to keep an eye on him. I’m not ready to cross him off the list yet.” He reached for the door, opened it, and stepped inside with cigarette smoke wafting in the air. Gordon was still on the couch, same spot as before, watching television and exhaling smoke, feigning great relief. Dobson almost envied him. The instant gratification of nicotine was something he didn’t think he’d ever get over. He’d quit not only for his own health, but for Penny. It wasn’t right to see her suffering with lung problems, only to sneak outside so he could have a puff.
“You should open a window in here,” he said, walking into the living room.
“Kitchen window’s open,” Gordon said, pointing behind him, where a small window near the sink was opened halfway, with its thin curtains blowing inside.
Dobson stepped in front of the television and blocked his view. Gordon muted it with his remote, taking the hint, and looked up at him, then at Sterling, who had just closed the door.
“So, what’s the verdict, Detective?” Gordon asked, mashing out his cigarette in a nearby ashtray.
Dobson dug into his side pocket and pulled out a small card, handing it to him. “This is my card. It’s got my office and cell on it. We’re not done with you yet, Mr. McDonnel. I still need to verify your alibi at the bar you were at.” He then pulled out his pocket notebook and pen. “Speaking of which, what’s the name?”
Gordon thought to himself. “The bar? Whisky Jack’s. You been there?”
Dobson shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”
Gordon smiled. “Come on, Detective. Whisky Jack’s is the best dive bar in town.” He then looked at Sterling. “You’d like it. Lots of eligible bachelors just waiting to buy you a drink.”
Sterling looked away, uninterested.
“Enough of that,” Dobson said, waving Gordon off. “We have to verify your alibi. I expect that we’ll talk with you soon.” Dobson began to turn toward the door but stopped. “During the time you claimed to have been with Ms. Wade, was there any person she mentioned that might have wanted to harm her?”
Gordon pulled another cigarette from his pack, put it in his mouth, but hesitated to light it. “Well… I wish I could narrow down the list, but according to Betsy, everyone was out to get her. Even me.”
Dobson handed him the letter back. “We don’t know who’s sending these letters. In the meantime, I’d suggest that you keep your door and windows locked and stay safe. Be aware of what’s going on around you. Anything out of the ordinary, call me.”
Gordon looked at him in disbelief, laughing. “You think that her killer is after me?” He hunched over his knees, laughing louder, but with a note of fear in it.
Unamused, Dobson continued. “I wouldn’t be so flippant, Mr. McDonnel. Two of your high school acquaintances have been murdered. One of them your former girlfriend.”
Gordon crossed his arms in front of his chest, a kind of hug, calming himself. “I know. I’m sorry.”
Sterling stepped through the haze of cigarette smoke and stood over Gordon, glaring. “I don’t find anything funny about any of this. Do you?”
Gordon raised his hands in a defensive, pushing gesture. “What? I said I was sorry. Who’s going to waste their time coming after me? Nobody, that’s who.” He then paused, irritation showing. “And if you don’t have anything else, I’d appreciate that you leave now. It’s been a long day, and I’d like to relax.”
Dobson turned, only to have Sterling block his path. “We should ask him to mail the letter. You know, for his own protection,” she said softly.
Dobson stared beyond her in thought. Supposing that it couldn’t hurt, he turned back to face Gordon with a suggestion. “Have you considered mailing the chain letter?”
Letter in hand, Gordon looked up at him, unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth. “Are you serious? You want me to indulge this bullshit?” He then took the letter, crumpled it up in a ball with both hands, and tossed it across the room. “I don’t have time for this nonsense, thank you.”
Dobson narrowed his eyes at Gordon and then turned toward the door. “We’ll be in touch, Mr. McDonnel. And you better hope your alibi checks out.”
“Thanks for your time,” Sterling added as she followed Dobson out of the door, carrying her shoulder bag. Dobson was already halfway to the staircase. She caught up and they descended the stairs together, walking through the yard and back to the Crown Victoria. She turned at the fence and watched Gordon’s windows to see if he was looking out, but there was no one there.
“Should we keep an eye on him?” she asked as Dobson opened the driver’s side door.
“We will,” he answered, stepping in.
She felt conflicted about leaving. It was a stretch to assume that Gordon was in danger, but they just didn’t know. He hadn’t been officially cleared, but something told her that he wasn’t the man they were looking for.
“Let’s go!” Dobson said from inside the car. Sterling hurried over while taking one last look at Gordon’s window. No one appeared to be watching them or taking notice, but there was an empty, eerie feeling to the neighborhood, more so than on Betsy Wade’s busy street. Sterling went around to the passenger side and got in as Dobson revved the engine.
“Don’t mean to yell, but we’ve got to wrap things up for the day,” he said as she closed the door.
The time on the dashboard clock said 4:30 p.m. Neither of them could believe it. There was still so much on their plate. Dobson glanced in his rearview mirror and backed out.
“Where to next?” Sterling asked.
“My office,” he said. He shifted into Drive and accelerated down the two-lane street, increasing speed as they passed the mailboxes. “Gordon checks out.”
Sterling turned to him, confused. “What about his alibi?”
Dobson took a quick left at the end of the street. “We’ll follow up, but first I want to know everything there is to know about Victoria Owens.”
Sterling pulled her notebook from her shoulder bag and opened it, reviewing some of the things she jotted down while they were talking with Gordon. “I did notice some strange mannerisms about Mr. McDonnel.”
“Oh yeah?” Dobson said. “Do tell.”
“He was hiding something. Not about Betsy’s murder. Something else. I sensed guilt and remorse. An aversion to exploring the past.”
Dobson slowed the car, ready to turn around. “What are you talking about? You think he was lying to us? Why didn’t you say something?”
“Because I don’t know!” she said, slapping the glove compartment. “I’m trying my best.”
“Do you think that’s good enough?” he asked in the tone of a teacher.
“Yes,” she said, glancing out the window.
He pressed the gas as they continued down the road, sun flashing in spurts from behind the trees and daylight gradually shifting to dusk.
“That’s good,” he said. “You’re doing pretty well so far.”
“Thank you,” she said while concealing her smile.
Tapping on the steering wheel for emphasis, he continued. “Trust your instincts, listen to yourself, and others. No theory is too impossible. And from what you’ve seen in your career as a police officer, what do most guilty people do?”
“They lie,” she said after some thought.
“That’s correct,” he said.
Once they reached the end of the residential area, he gunned it down the main road, where the station was only a few miles farther. The day was almost over and with all he had heard so far, he still had no earthly idea who could have mutilated Betsy Wade in the way she had been found.
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Dobson sat at his desk making notes on the computer as Sterling worked on adding pieces to the mobile bulletin board, a storyboard of sorts. So far, they had a map of the town with the areas of interest circled, plus yearbook pictures of Betsy Wade, Victoria, and Gordon, plus a picture of her ex-husband, which they got from the Internet.
Also, placed in evidence bags and pinned onto the board were copies of Betsy’s chain letter and the See you soon message, Gordon’s postcard, and the envelopes with the factory address as the sender. They had everything laid out but still had no answers.
It was already after five, and Dobson had just started his research into Victoria Owens. He had access to her case files, the medical examiner’s report, and some personal background information. It was a lot to digest, especially when he knew that he had to leave for home soon. Rachel was cooking lasagna and insisted that he be home by six. Penny wants to see you, she had texted, which was usually his wife’s way to twist his arm.
Sterling circled the location of Whisky Jack’s and pointed out its proximity to Gordon’s residence. Betsy, however, lived on the opposite side of town. It certainly wouldn’t have been impossible for him to drive to her house intoxicated, without being seen or heard, but it did seem unlikely. Whatever he was hiding, Sterling didn’t believe it was related to the murders themselves. There was something else, but she just couldn’t place her finger on it.
“Interesting…” Dobson said, eyes locked on the screen.
“What is it?” Sterling said from the board, arms crossed and head tilted in his direction.
“Victoria Evelyn Owens was murdered two months ago in a vacant parking garage next to her car.”
“What was she doing there?” Sterling asked.
“They don’t know. Her husband, Todd, went missing around the same time. They had a daughter.”
“That’s so sad,” Sterling said. “Was her husband a suspect?”
“He was, but they haven’t found him yet,” Dobson said.
“I wonder if she had received the chain letter too,” Sterling said.
Dobson squinted at the screen and shook his head. “I wouldn’t be surprised.” He paused and moved his mouse around, clicking. “She was a project analyst with LTD Technologies. They make optics for missiles.”
He studied his monitor some more, opening and closing the many open documents. As his eyes further scanned the report, he found something interesting and scribbled at the bottom of the page: victim had previously contacted police, relating to harassment from an unknown person. The pattern was clear enough. Someone sought her out for a reason.
“Apparently, she had a stalker,” he announced to Sterling. “Says it right here. But it looks like they never found out who it was.”
“What about names?” Sterling asked. “Did she tell police who it might have been?”
Dobson read through more of the report and shook his head. “Nothing yet.” His eyes stopped as he covered his mouth in shock. The words seemed a near impossibility, but there it was.
Concerned, Sterling rushed behind his desk to look.
“She was found with the top of her head scalped.” he said.
“No…” Sterling said, mouth agape.
Dobson scrolled down and then back to the line in the report, haunting and oddly reminiscent of the crime scene that morning.
Victim was discovered lying next to her vehicle with a fatal laceration to the mid-section of her throat. Victim’s scalp appears to have been removed with a sharp instrument, leaving no hair. No other wounds detected. Victim’s purse and car keys were found inches from body, suggesting personal motive behind attack.
Dobson clicked on the print icon as his printer rattled and began churning out the crime scene report. “I’m going to have to call their department in the morning and get more details.”
“It’s sickening,” Sterling said.
“Can’t argue with that,” he responded, just as his office phone rang, startling them. Dobson promptly hit the speaker button and leaned forward.
“This is Detective Dobson.”
“Hey there, Mike. It’s Gabby.”
“Hey,” Dobson said. “Sorry we left you at the victim’s house earlier. We’ve been chasing leads all day.”
“That’s what I’m calling about. Forensics is wrapping up for the day. What next?”
Dobson thought to himself then answered. “Nothing. Just keep the perimeter cordoned off, and we’ll pick it up tomorrow.”
“You want a patrol car to remain here?” she asked.
“If possible, yes,” Dobson said. “That would be great.”
“Very well,” she said. “Find anything interesting today?”
“We’re getting somewhere. Unfortunately, I don’t think Betsy Wade was the first.”
“How many others are we talking about here?” she asked.
“Just one other that I know of,” Dobson said.
“Oh no,” she said.
“Yep,” Dobson said. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
They said goodbye and Dobson hung up. Sterling stood behind his chair, reading the reports on his computer screen. Dobson glanced at the time. It was 5:30. Quitting time. He logged off his computer and rose, grabbing his coat from the back of his chair.
“What’s up?” Sterling asked.
“Time to go. I’ll see you in the morning.” He walked away from his desk and put on his coat, leaving the files and everything for tomorrow.
Sterling, however, wasn’t moving.
“You did well today. Go home and get some rest,” he said. He had his hand on the doorknob, ready to leave.
“We can’t just go,” she said. “We’re so close. I can feel it.”
Dobson smiled with admiration for her eagerness. “I get it. I know the feeling. But we’re not going to solve this thing in one day. You can’t burn yourself out, Sterling. That’s not going to help anyone in the end.”
She gripped the back of his chair, pressing her point. “What about Gordon McDonnel? His alibi? The chain letter. Shouldn’t we be watching him?”
He pulled at his sleeves, straightened his coat, and approached her in an earnest attempt to persuade her. “Yes. I already emailed my notes to Detective Harris. He’ll keep the ball rolling.”
Sterling looked around the office, as if searching for something that needed attention. Dobson remained standing at the door, holding it open. She grabbed her coat and bag and reluctantly walked out, taking one last glimpse at their bulletin board—which had the makings of an intricate and excellent crime map. She walked out as Dobson flipped the light switch and closed the door. They turned down opposite paths, weaving through the cubicles, and met up at the end, leaving the station just after most of the officers had already cleared out.
“Good night, fellas,” he said with a wave to the officers at the front desk as he walked through the lobby with Sterling. They exited the building and continued under the pavilion leading to the parking lot, the air still and quiet.
“Where’d you park?” Dobson asked.
She pointed to the far corner of the lot. “Over there. The dirty Jeep Cherokee.”
“Okay,” he said. “I’m the equally dirty silver Chevy Impala in the same row.”
“It’s not easy,” he said, gaining her attention. “The first couple of days, that is.”
He noticed a slight smile as she said, “Thanks for being so patient with me. I know my presence was unexpected, and I apologize.”
“No need to,” he said with a shrug. “Not your fault.”
She thanked him again as they split off in opposite directions to their cars. As he clicked the button on his key chain, unlocking his doors, he detected a restlessness in her tone, coupled with a tenseness in her body language. She’d been put to the test on her first day and had dived in without hesitating. He wondered how she would sleep that evening, if at all.

Dobson sat at the dinner table as Rachel sliced the freshly-baked lasagna and placed a fragrant rectangle on each plate. Penny sat next to him, ready to eat. She was dressed in sweatpants and a long-sleeved shirt, her brown hair hanging just past her shoulders. A tube ran to each of her nostrils, connected to an oxygen canister on the floor. She was always a skinny girl, but Dobson couldn’t believe how much weight she had lost over the past few months. She looked frail—nearly skin and bones. Rachel placed a big helping onto Penny’s plate and Dobson was happy to see her dig in.
A hanging lamp illuminated the kitchen table, enclosing them in a warm circle of light. The kitchen smelled of baked garlic bread and lasagna and everything seemed at peace. Dobson’s shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, his collar open and tie removed.
Rachel hummed as she placed the last helping onto her plate. She looked upbeat in her long T-shirt and jogging shorts, her hair tied in a bun with straying wisps framing her face. As much as he enjoyed dinner with his family, he couldn’t help but feel a little more distant. Rachel asked him about his day and the case, which he explained with little detail.
“Training a rookie today,” he said, changing the subject. “Just stuck me with her with no warning.” He then took a quick bite of his food, only to burn his tongue, and had to gulp down a nearby glass of water in a panic.
Penny laughed as she blew on her food. “Careful, Dad. It’s still hot.”
From the end of the small table across from Dobson, Rachel shook her head, smiling. “Don’t worry, dear. Your father never learns. He has the patience of a child sometimes.”
Dobson wiped his mouth with a napkin and pointed at her with an arched brow. “Sounds like fighting words to me.” He then winked at Penny, who beamed back at him.
“So, this rookie,” Rachel began, shifting back to the conversation, “How old is she?”
“Funny you should ask. She looks to be about Penny’s age,” he said, scooping another bite.
“Really?” Penny said, intrigued. He then noticed a certain sadness as her smile faded. He wanted to kick himself for being so insensitive. He hoped she hadn’t taken it as he feared she had. Penny was twenty-six and could barely leave the house, let alone hold down a job. Her unused college degree in education was a constant reminder of how her condition had hindered her goals.
“She could be older,” he said quickly. “Who knows? Smart kid though. I think she’ll be fine.”
“Penny and I worked on the quilt today. She’s really coming along with it,” It was an awkward and obvious attempt to brush away the comparisons they were all making. Rachel took a piece of garlic bread from the nearby basket and held it up for the others, but nobody reached for more.
“That’s wonderful,” Dobson said, patting Penny’s hand. “I’m so proud of you.”
Penny laughed and then held a fist to her mouth as she coughed. “Nothing to it, Dad.”
Dobson looked around the kitchen, scanning it, bothered by something. With so many windows in the house, he had never realized how easy it would be for someone to simply bust their way in. The last thing he wanted to do was bring up the case again, but his concern outweighed the desire to avoid unpleasant thoughts. “Everything go okay today? Did you hear or see anything suspicious?”
Rachel fixed him with her greenish-blue eyes, refusing to go down that road. “Nothing at all,” she said sharply. “It was a nice, quiet day.” She took a quick bite as Penny looked at her, curious, and then turned to her father. “What about that woman who was killed? Are you guys investigating that?”
Dobson remained quiet as Rachel’s stare offered a stern warning. “Yes, we’re looking into it, honey. A lot of unanswered questions. Whoever it was is probably on the run right now. I just hope that we can catch him.”
“Well, if there’s a murderer out there, everyone has a right to know,” Penny said. She took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. “Don’t you think so, Mom?”
“Of course, dear,” Rachel said. “But with your father on the case, I’m sure we don’t have much to worry about. He’ll simply bore the killer out of hiding.”
Penny covered her mouth with a gasp of laughter.
Dobson wagged his finger at her. “We could always put you on the case. Poor bastard wouldn’t know what hit him.”
Rachel seemed amused enough as they continued eating. He and Rachel tolerated each other, maybe even still loved each other, but Penny’s condition remained a chilling reminder that she might be the one thing keeping them together.
Finished with his plate, Dobson got up from the table and washed it in the sink as Rachel and Penny talked about what they wanted to watch on TV that night. “I’ll do the dishes,” he said, turning on the faucet.
Rachel nodded and continued her playful discussion with Penny. They spoke of reality shows, celebrity gossip, and other things that he couldn’t mentally touch with a ten-foot pole. There was no doubt that he was an outsider. Part of him wondered what they thought of him. Did his presence even matter? He glanced out the kitchen window into the darkness, thinking about the case. Maybe he should have worked through the night. Betsy Wade deserved that much.

Dobson woke the next morning, disoriented and with a sore neck. The room was dark and Rachel’s spot next to him was empty. The time glowed from his alarm clock on the night stand. It was a little past seven. The rotating ceiling fan squeaked above but all the rest of the house seemed quiet. Curious of Rachel’s whereabouts, he rose from the bed, stretching, and placed one foot on the carpet, pushing himself out of bed. He limped out of the bedroom in a pair of boxers and white T-shirt and continued down the hall and past the kitchen, where morning light radiated from behind thin curtains. For a moment, he couldn’t remember the day, but then it came to him. He found Rachel on the living room couch, lying on her side with the remote in hand and the TV playing at a low volume.
Dressed in her nightgown, she appeared to be sleeping. Dobson stood over her for a moment and watched her breathing. She would sometimes venture to the living room during particularly restless nights and watch TV until she fell asleep. Dobson grabbed a blanket folded over the back of the couch and gently covered her with it. She made a slight movement and dug her face further into the pillow as he left her to sleep peacefully for the time being.
He walked to the kitchen and went directly to the coffee maker, filling the pot with water out of the faucet. He placed the pot back onto the base and prepared the rest by replacing the filter and adding the coffee. He started the coffee and then walked back to his room, where a hot shower was next on the list. His cell phone suddenly vibrated from the night stand where it lay charging. At first, he thought it was his alarm, but the number on the screen told him no such luck. Another morning call from Detective Harris. What was it this time?
“This is Dobson,” he said into the phone in a dry, scratchy voice.
“Hey there, buddy. Did I wake you?” Harris asked in an irritatingly lively tone.
“Not this time. Another homicide?”
“Well, we’re not sure, but I wanted to call you first anyway.”
Dobson began to pace his room, already on alert. “What is it then?”
“You know this guy named Gordon McDonnel?”
Dobson stopped in his tracks. “Yeah… What about him?”
“I saw in your notes from yesterday that you and that rookie talked to him.” He then paused with a sigh. “I don’t know what to make of it.”
“Make of what? Where are you?” Dobson demanded.
“We’re in his apartment.”
As the squeaky gears shifted in Dobson’s waking mind, a feeling of dread washed over him. Had Gordon done something terrible, or had there been something been done to him? “What happened?”
“We’ve got a pattern going here, and it’s bad,” Harris began. “Someone made another anonymous call to the station in the early hours of the morning. They told us that Mr. McDonnel was in great danger and to check on him immediately. I recognized the name from the brief you sent to my inbox, and we went straight to his apartment.”
Dobson envisioned Gordon lying mutilated on the floor of his living room, despite no mention yet of murder. He felt remorse for him but wasn’t sure what they could have done to protect him. He hadn’t even been cleared as a suspect yet. “Just tell me this,” he said. “Is he dead?”
“We’re not sure,” Harris said. “Door was unlocked, but no one was here. His car is gone too.”
Dobson rubbed his forehead, feeling a small sense of relief, his mind swirling with an overload of thoughts. “Maybe he’s at work.”
“Called the Burger Shack. No one has seen him,” Harris said. “Landlord downstairs says she hadn’t seen or heard from him since yesterday.”
It seemed unlikely that Gordon had simply disappeared. An abundance of possibilities came to mind, and an already complicated case had grown more so, with Harris’s latest bombshell.
“I don’t see any signs of a struggle so far, but we could use a second look. I think you better get here as fast as you can.”
Dobson glanced at the clock again. Just perfect. He hadn’t even broken the surface on the Betsy Wade murder and already a person of interest had gone missing. “I’m getting ready now. Don’t go anywhere.”
“How about picking up some coffee on your way over here?” Harris asked. “That’d be one heck of an incentive for me to stick around.”
“Just stay there,” Dobson said, reaching for his white dress shirt that was hanging over a chair. “And please… keep things quiet.”
He hung up his cell and set it back on the night stand while scrambling to get ready. It all felt surreal. Another anonymous call and now a missing suspect. Dobson wouldn’t put it past Gordon to stage the entire thing, but something told him that wasn’t the case. He wondered what Sterling, the rookie, would make of it. That was, if her first day on the job hadn’t proved too much for her to handle.
He rushed to the bathroom with his mind racing, turned on the shower, and quickly undressed. It looked as though his week was going to be full of surprises without slowing down, and as the warm, refreshing water hit his face, his mind flowed to random thoughts. Were the chain letters related in any way to the murders, and if so, what did the sender’s address mean? Was the abandoned factory address being used as a front, or was there no real meaning to it? Somehow, Dobson believed, an on-site visit would offer some answers.
Another anonymous phone to the station meant that either Gordon had engineered his own disappearance or that he had been the next victim. Whatever the answer, he intended to find out.

Having left home in a hurry, Dobson arrived at Gordon’s residence a little after eight, frazzled. He checked himself out in the rearview mirror and parked on the side of the road just outside the chain-link fence as before. One police cruiser was parked on the other side, in the dirt path to the parking lot, where he spotted Harris’s black four-door Chevy Capri. The landlord stood outside her door, speaking with one of the police officers. Upstairs, Gordon’s door was open and Dobson could see faint movement inside.
Just yesterday, he was at the residence. What had happened between then and now? He exited the car and scanned the area for anyone watching from the surrounding homes or anywhere else. Someone might be enjoying themselves at the department’s expense and as far as he was concerned, the most casual glance in their direction was suspicious. He walked through the grass and through the fence opening where the gates had been pushed to both sides. He examined the tire tracks and footprints in the dirt, wondering if there was anything to find in a place where people so often came and went. It was worth looking, though. You never knew.
“You again!” Faye said as he approached. This time she didn’t have the terrier with her on a leash, but she seemed to be wearing the same flowered gown. “What’d you say to Mr. Gordon that got him so spooked?”
“Not sure I understand, ma’am,” he said, walking closer. He stopped beside the police officer who he knew as Sergeant Calloway, a tall, skinny man with a big chin who spoke with a Southern accent. He held his clipboard and pen, in the process of filling out a report. He nodded at Dobson as Faye continued.
“I said that you were just here yesterday. Now they’re saying that my tenant has disappeared. What happened?” she said.
“That’s what we hope to find out,” Dobson said. He paused, looked up at the second floor and then to Sergeant Calloway. “Is Detective Harris up there?”
“He sure is, Detective. He’s expecting you.”
Dobson thanked him and walked past them toward the side stairwell. He climbed the steps and carefully examined each one. Reaching the top, he heard Harris talking from inside.
“I don’t know where he is, I just need you to do a run of his plates and put the county on notice. This man may be tied to the murder of a woman yesterday.”
Dobson entered the familiar, cigarette-smelling apartment and saw Harris circling the living room with a cell phone held against his ear. Everything inside looked about the same to Dobson. Gordon could have skipped town or might not be missing at all. Perhaps they were being over-zealous. As he walked through the dimly lit living room and into the adjacent kitchen, however, Dobson felt a disquieting premonition. Things weren’t as they seemed on the surface. Something was wrong. He could feel it.
“’Bout time you showed up,” Harris said, hanging up his phone.
Dobson shook his head. “Nothing gets me going like the prospect of seeing your ugly mug first thing in the morning.”
“No coffee?”
“Sorry.” Dobson then walked over to the yellow couch where Gordon had been sitting the day before. An ashtray sat on an end table, filled to the brim. He looked around for a pack of cigarettes or lighter but didn’t see any.
“Did you find his keys or wallet?” he asked.
Harris glanced down. “Nope. Nada. If you ask me, you probably spooked him.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and casually moved toward the kitchen, carefully scanning the countertop. “Now what is this I read in your report about some chain letter?”
Dobson swung his head to the side, recalling Gordon crumbling and tossing the paper across the room, right past his television. He knelt, looking under the TV stand, but didn’t see anything. “Not sure yet,” he answered, rising from the floor. “But both Ms. Wade and Mr. McDonnel received the same letter, addressed from the same sender, the plastics factory on Old Industrial Way.”
“That is strange,” Harris said.
“And I’m pretty sure this woman in Maine, Victoria Owens, was a part of this too. There was nothing random about her murder. Nothing random about any of this.”
Harris stepped forward past the kitchen and beckoned Dobson toward the small hallway where there looked to be two more rooms. “Speaking of strange, have you seen his bedroom?”
“No. Not yet,” Dobson said.
“Well, I think you should,” Harris said, continuing down the hall. They passed a bathroom to their left and then Gordon’s bedroom at the end. Besides smelling of cheap, stale beer, there was something else unsettling about the room. Newspaper clippings and photos filled the wall near the unmade bed, taped or pinned in a scattered collage.
Dobson came forward, taking it all in. There were high school photos of Betsy Wade and Gordon together, smiling, and a dozen other pictures of a young Gordon posing with other students. A series of more recent pictures followed that looked far less innocent. There were photos of Betsy Wade outside her house and some looking in through her window. Others were of another woman, who Dobson believed to be Victoria Owens.
“It’s the two victims,” he said as he scanned the wall. “Looks like he was spying on them. Or at least having someone do it for him.”
Harris re-examined the pictures and then pulled his police radio from his pocket. “The hell with this.” He said, pushing the side button with his thumb. “Bravo Six, this is Harris at the residence of one Gordon McDonnel. We received an anonymous call this morning, pertaining to his involvement in the murder of two women. Currently at his house and requesting immediate forensics support.”
“That’s a good copy, Detective,” the dispatcher told him, talking so loudly that Dobson could hear it too.
“Release an APB. Suspect is considered armed and dangerous,” Harris said. “He should be driving a red, four-door 2009, license plate forty-two eight Romeo Sierra.”
He lowered his radio and placed it in his pocket, seemingly satisfied with himself. “You see, Mike. You should have brought this guy in yesterday. Now he’s on the run.”
Dobson blanched at the criticism but continued staring at the collage on the wall as his eyes shifted to the newspaper articles. “None of this was here yesterday. It doesn’t make any sense.”
Harris leaned forward. “You sure about that? You checked the room?”
“Well, no. The rookie did. She said it was clear. I can’t imagine that she would have missed any of this.”
Harris patted Dobson’s shoulder from behind. “You’d be surprised just how much they can miss. I’m sure that you’ll sharpen her up though.”
Dobson narrowed his focus to the first article with its headlines in big black letters: Business Closes After Mysterious Explosion Kills Two. His eyes shifted to the next article, equally ominous in its headline banner. “Arson ruled out, Lead Investigators Say.” As he read on, Dobson began to realize that the plastics factory was the building the newspapers were referring to.
“I’ve got to go,” he said, turning around in a panic.
“No,” Harris said, looking at his watch. “I’ve got to go. Shift is almost over.”
Dobson didn’t have time to humor his old partner and instead bolted past him and out of the bedroom.
“Hey!” Harris shouted. “Where are you going?”
Dobson could barely get his head straight in Gordon’s stuffy apartment. “I’ve got a few places in mind,” he said, walking toward the front door.
Harris followed him, frustrated. “Hey, this is your scene now, buddy. I’ll even help you get the warrant. What do you say?”
Dobson stopped and turned around. “Something’s not right, Jack. I don’t think Mr. McDonnel is the culprit here.”
Harris looked incredulous. He then walked to the front window, pulled open the curtains, and looked out into the quiet street. “If he isn’t, then I’m sure he knows who is. Either way, you need to focus. Sometimes the easiest answers are right in front of you.”
“Maybe not.” Dobson scanned the living room, thinking. “Whatever is here can wait. I’ve got to go.” He rushed out the door without another word.
Harris stepped outside and shouted to him as he reached the stairs. “Where the hell are you going?”
Dobson ran down the stairs. There was no time to explain. He passed Faye and Sergeant Calloway with a nod, telling them both that he’d be back. Harris watched him from upstairs, leaning against the balcony. Dobson ran to his car, jumped inside, and started the engine. He knew where he needed to go and wasn’t about to spend another minute playing the killer’s game, though part of him knew that by going to the plastics factory, that’s exactly what he was doing.

He arrived at a long and bumpy dirt road with a tall chain-link fence on both sides and rows of barbed wire running along the top. Trees and bushes partly obscured the fence, with branches sticking out from the chain-links and above. There were “No Trespassing” signs hanging amid the overgrowth, rusty and faded. Dobson had not passed any operational factories or warehouses along the strip and had reached an area long designated for demolition.
Several land developers had announced plans for the area over the years, but nothing had happened yet. The old plastics factory had sat there, a shell of its former self, in a neighborhood of other vacant warehouses. Dobson hadn’t researched the history of the area and what had led to its ruin. However, the newspaper articles displayed along Gordon’s wall had piqued his interest. The chain letter address was no coincidence. The crimes led to the factory itself. And the more he knew about its background, the closer he believed he would get in finding the killer.




HOLLOW GROUND





Dobson arrived outside the factory and immediately saw that something wasn’t right. A chain around the entrance gate was hanging loose, with the padlock snapped and lying in two pieces in the dirt. He sat behind the wheel as the car idled and looked beyond the gate for anything suspicious. His cell phone sat in the middle console, its screen flashing with updates from several missed calls. He ignored them, stubbornly avoiding distraction and intent on the mission at hand.
With the news radio playing low, he reached into his glove compartment and pulled out a pair of small binoculars, holding them to his eyes and looking ahead. A dusty haze concealed most of his view in the distance, but he could see the line of broken windows along the walls of the broad, two-story building, with its chimney stacks and work yard of stacked pallets, empty barrels, crates, and trash strewn along the ground.
The building had large holes on all sides of its decaying walls, looking as though it should have been demolished ages ago. The newspaper article in Gordon’s room said there had been a fire that nearly destroyed the building. The details, however, weren’t known to Dobson. He’d need to do more research.
He carefully scanned the area from his car. Not a soul looked to be around. If Gordon was on the premises, he’d have to offer a good reason for being so. Dobson could make an arrest for trespassing alone, but that was not what he expected to do. He opened his door with the car idling, got out, and walked to the gate, examining it further. The chain hung aside, and there was a line in the sand where the gate had been recently opened, with fresh tire tracks leading inside.
Dobson looked beyond the gate but still didn’t see anyone. Birds flew over the dense thicket of trees surrounding the factory. Unseen crickets droned from the saw grass growing on the property, and horseflies the size of ball bearings buzzed by his head. A regular wildlife habitat. It was time to decide. Dobson looked around again and then went to the gate and pulled it open enough to drive his car through. He quickly walked back to it, got inside, and drove in, leaving the gate open behind him. He didn’t believe that he’d be there that long.
He drove toward the factory across a rocky path, noticing a small pile of rusted metal barrels lying in the overgrown weeds. He pulled to the side of the building and stopped at an oddly placed concrete barrier blocking his path. He looked through the holes in the wall and could see rubble inside, the darkness broken by patches of light shining through the damaged roof.
He took a deep breath and turned off the ignition, uncertain of where to walk. He picked up his cell phone and binoculars and stepped out of the car as a gust of dusty wind blew into his face, flinging the edge of his tie upward and dirtying the lenses of his sunglasses.
The factory had closed about twenty years ago, before Dobson had even moved to the area. There was still a smoldering scent in the air as though the building had never stopped burning. Dobson felt a crunch of glass under his feet and saw shattered pieces all over the ground, including the remnants of broken beer bottles.
The “No Trespassing” signs didn’t stop at the fence. They had been pasted all over the building, serving as a warning to anyone who might take heed. Dobson wondered who owned the land. Someone had to, and why would they do nothing with it after so many years? He reached the corner of the building and prepared to circle around. He was surprised to see, about a hundred feet away, a pond just beyond the trees.
The glistening water and surrounding natural setting was a refreshing sight when contrasted with the dilapidated building and trash-filled yard. His eyes suddenly widened. A car sat in the distance, parked just within the shade of a tall tree. Dobson threw his back against the wall of the building, out of sight, and pulled his pistol from its holster.
He hadn’t called for backup or even let anyone know where he had gone. The threat was clear. There was little room for error, and he couldn’t take any chances. He peeked around the corner and spied upon the car again. It was red. That much was clear. He raised his binoculars to get a better look.
There, parked behind the factory, was Gordon McDonnel’s four-door Ford Escort, license plate: 428RS. Dobson gripped his pistol in one hand while surveying the area with his binoculars held in the other. He knew he should call for backup, but his old ego-thing was getting in the way.
He saw what looked like the silhouette of a person at the wheel but was unsure. What was Gordon’s car doing here? He lowered his binoculars and carefully stepped forward, pistol aimed ahead. He tried to avoid the bits of broken glass along the way, but couldn’t prevent the crunching sounds. There seemed to be more glass than there was dirt. He moved quickly, hunched down as he neared the car, keeping both hands on his pistol. As he grew closer, it looked as though Gordon was asleep at the wheel or just sitting there, not making a move. He felt a chill. Even though he was at a distance and the windows were clouded with dust, he could see inside a bit.
He caught a glimpse of Gordon’s hands on the steering wheel but saw no movement whatsoever. Dobson crept from the rear of the car to the driver’s side and stopped. A long trail of blood spatter smeared the driver’s side glass. Was it Gordon’s blood or someone else’s? Was he alone? He backed away, holding his pistol out with both hands, and crouched down.
“Out of the car, McDonnel!”
But it was clear that something was terribly wrong. Gordon sat stiff and silent, covered in blood from head to toe. His eyes weren’t open, and upon closer inspection, Dobson could see that he didn’t have any eyes at all. His mouth was agape and crusted with saliva and blood. He had multiple stab wounds along his neck and chest. Grey duct tape bound both his hands to the steering wheel. It looked like he was missing a finger. This was no simple murder. This was an act of rage.
Dobson neared the window to get a closer look, one hand over his mouth in shock as questions flooded his mind, beginning with why Gordon was here in the first place. Blood was smeared onto the inside of the windshield and all over the dashboard. Dobson broke away from the grotesque sight, placing both hands on top of the roof and trying hard to catch his breath. Every nerve in his body was on alert. Then he heard a twig snap.
“Who’s there?” he shouted, looking around frantically. “Identify yourself or be shot!”
“Detective Dobson?” Sterling’s voice called from the edge of the factory, out of sight. “Is that you?”
“Hands in the air!” he said, taking aim.
A woman who resembled Sterling stepped out, her arms up. Dobson couldn’t believe it. There she was, dressed in blue jeans, a white shirt, and a jean jacket. She continued toward him, her boots flattening the tall grass in her path.
“What are you doing here?” he shouted.
She approached him with an air of lax confusion that only put him more on edge.
“Freeze!” he shouted.
She halted, frightened and baffled. “What’s wrong?”
“I asked you a question,” he continued, pistol extended forward. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I got your message. You said to meet you at the plastics factory.”
“What message?” he shouted, face red with intensity. As she held her hands up, he glanced at her side and saw a holstered pistol.
“The message left for me at the station!” she said with a slight tremble in her voice. He could see that at this point he had her shaking. “Detective Dobson, please stop. You’re scaring me.”
“Drop the pistol,” he demanded. “I mean it!”
Trembling, she brought her hand to the side, took her pistol out slowly, and dropped it on the ground. “There! Happy?”
“Kick it away. Hard.” Reluctantly, she did.
“I didn’t leave any message at the station,” he said, undeterred. “No one knows that I’m here!” He moved forward, ready to make an arrest, his mind spinning with paranoia.
“Someone does,” she said in a panicked voice, her arms shaking in the air. “I just got there. I-I was looking for you. It’s the truth!”
Dobson stopped with his gun inches from her face. “And how’d you get here?”
Her eyes were wide with fear as sweat beads formed on her forehead. “I brought my car. The message was urgent. You have to believe me.”
“Is there anyone else with you?”
“No,” she said. “What’s going on?”
“No one put you up to this?” he asked. He could see that she was on the verge of tears, but her presence and her story didn’t make sense.
“Nobody!” she insisted.
Dobson considered her explanation, though he wasn’t completely convinced. Two anonymous calls to the station? Few people even knew that he was there. He lowered his pistol and spun her around, patting her down on both sides to her ankles.
“Okay,” he said, backing up. “You can lower your arms now, but stay turned around.”
She did as he told her to and stared ahead as Dobson checked the side of the building where she had come from. There didn’t look to be anyone else around.
“Isn’t that his car?” she said, pointing at Gordon’s red Escort parked in the shade.
“Yes,” Dobson, facing her from behind. Her hair was tied up in a bun, revealing a silver necklace that accompanied her ID badge lanyard. “An anonymous call was placed this morning, reporting that Gordon was in danger, just like with Betsy Wade. Only this time, Gordon wasn’t home. Call it another hunch, but I suspected that he might be here. And he was.”
He then circled around to face her. She looked shaken and angry too.
“Why didn’t you call me?” he asked.
“I tried,” she answered. “Multiple times.”
Dobson couldn’t argue since he had been ignoring his cell phone for the past hour.
“I drove here and saw the gate open. Figured you were around somewhere.”
“Who gave you the message to come here?” he asked, eyes narrowed.
“Front desk delivered the message to Captain Nelson,” she said. “Then he told me.”
Dobson wiped his hand down his face with a groan. “They got Nelson involved? Great. What did he have to say?”
“He said that he’s been trying to reach you, but you weren’t answering your phone.”
Dobson threw his hands up. “That’s because I’m out here investigating.”
“He wants you to call him ASAP.” She then glanced at his pistol. “We’re good now, right? You’re not going to shoot me, are you?”
Dobson lowered the pistol and holstered it at his side. “The killer was here. He might still be here lurking about for all I know.”
“You didn’t have to aim your gun at me,” Sterling said, hurt. “We’re supposed to be partners.”
Dobson shook his head and then stepped closer. “This isn’t about that, Sterling. Gordon McDonnel was stabbed to death. I just found him in his car.”
“Oh no,” she said with a gasp, and her head fell forward, as if she might be sick.
He was still surveying the area with intensity in his eyes, but saw nothing beyond the forest behind the factory. “Someone is playing us, and I don’t like it one bit.”
“Whoever called the station knew that you were here,” Sterling said. “Can we trace the call?”
Dobson thought to himself, then responded. “Yes, we should try. There’s no guarantees, but one thing is clear. The killer is watching us.” He paused and then pointed to the grass where her pistol lay. “Get your weapon and meet me at the car.”
He turned and walked toward Gordon’s car in haste, pulling a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and putting them on. He went to the driver’s side door and carefully pulled the latch, opening the squeaky door.
Gordon’s head drooped to the side while the rest of his body stayed up, held by the fastened seatbelt. In contrast to Betsy Wade’s crime scene, there was blood everywhere: on the windshield, steering wheel, floor, armrest, dashboard, and passenger seat. Gordon had been butchered in haste.
Sterling came around to the passenger side, put on a pair of gloves, and opened her door. “Good God!” She knelt and studied the scene, seeming unfazed. Dobson didn’t know whether to admire that or be troubled by it. He could recall struggling with his first couple of bodies during his early days with Homicide. Sterling, however, didn’t seem to have that issue.
“Took his eyes…” Sterling said, pointing to the bloodied holes where his eyes used to be. “Another trophy, perhaps?”
Upon closer examination, Dobson could see that she was right. His eyes hadn’t been stabbed out, as he had thought. They had been taken. They had one victim with a missing head, another reportedly scalped, and now their latest victim was missing his eyes. Dobson could not make sense of the sick reasoning behind any of it, but it did point to a ruthless killer who showed no signs of slowing down.
He pulled a mini-flashlight from his pocket and shined it onto Gordon’s face. Glancing down, he noticed some blockage inside Gordon’s open mouth.
“I’ve got something here,” he said, surprised.
Sterling leaned closer over the seat to get a better look. In the back of his throat, just above the windpipe, something was stuck.
“Well, here goes nothing,” Dobson said, sweeping the inside of Gordon’s mouth with his index finger. He pulled out the paper, sticky with saliva, and examined it.
“What’s that?” Sterling asked.
“A ball of crumpled paper,” Dobson said. They exchanged glances, knowing what it was. They wanted to ignore it just for a moment.
Sterling tried to distract herself. “When did he leave his place?” she asked.
“We don’t know,” Dobson answered. “Got a call from Detective Harris. Gordon was already gone. Police received an anonymous tip that he was in danger, just like before.”
He hesitated to unravel the paper balled in his hand. He knew he wasn’t going to like what it was. Finally, unable to postpone it any longer, he carefully unraveled the revolting paper, exposing a familiar message tossed across the room with contempt by Gordon himself.
He looked at Sterling in grim acceptance and held the letter up. “I knew it. The damn chain letter…” He took a step back from the car, visibly distressed and talking to himself. “The same one he had tossed out. Did I doubt the connection? Not at all. But somehow I still didn’t take it seriously enough.” He folded the letter and stuck it in his pocket.
Sterling walked around the front of the car and approached him, concerned. “We don’t know what it means yet.”
Dobson spun around, balling his fist. “That letter was a red flag. Now another person is dead, and we’re standing out here with our dicks in the wind!”
“We can catch him,” Sterling said with confidence.
Dobson turned away and waved her off. “What do you know? You’re just a rookie.”
Her stunned, hurt expression made him immediately regret the words. “Look…” he said with a sigh. “I’m sorry.” He paused, glancing at Gordon’s body. “Frankly, I think we should let someone else take over the case.”
With that, he turned away and began to walk back to his car.
“Detective Dobson?” Sterling shouted out. “Where are you going?”
He stopped at the corner of the building and placed a hand upon its surface, leaning. “Back to the station to bring Captain Nelson up to speed.”
“And then what?” she asked.
“Get on TV and warn anyone who has received this chain letter to go into hiding. Then I’m going home.” Angered and dejected, he continued toward his car as Sterling chased after him.
“We can’t just leave him here!” she said, closing in.
Dobson stopped at the hood of his car and turned around. “You want this case? It’s yours.”
Sterling slowed and then halted, leaning over with her hands on her knees and catching her breath. “You know that’s not what I meant. What happened to Gordon McDonnel is not your fault. We weren’t sure who we were dealing with.”
Dobson raised his hand and cut her off. “No. I remember, Detective Sterling. You may be too polite to point it out, but I remember.”
She looked at him, confused.
“You wanted to watch McDonnel. I wanted to go home. You were right. I was wrong. I’m being genuine when I say that you should take over the case. You have my full vote of confidence.”
Sterling shook her head, completely baffled. “That’s not going to happen.”
“I’ll see you at the station,” Dobson said, turning to his car and opening the driver’s side door with a wave. “Hasta manana.”
“What is wrong with you?” she asked.
Dobson suddenly slammed his door closed, startling her. “What’s wrong? I’ve got a daughter fighting for her life every day while I’m out here knee deep in broken glass and weeds. I’m done with it.”
A silence fell between them as Sterling folded her hands together and spoke. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Dobson saw a look of genuine sadness on her face, reminding him of the daughter he had just mentioned.
“It’s okay,” he said. “And I’m sorry for losing my temper.”
“I’m fine. No harm done,” she said as Dobson stood at his car, conflicted. “Did you still want to leave?” she asked. “I know we can catch this guy. I’m sure of it. But there’s no way I can do it alone.”
Dobson glanced up at the peaceful blue sky above, let out a long sigh, and then looked back at Sterling. “First, we have to figure out how this factory ties into everything. Second, we need to know how he is tracking us. And third…” Dobson stopped to catch his breath. “Third, we have to report this.”
Sterling nodded and pulled the cell phone from her pocket.
“I’ve got it,” Dobson said, holding up his own.
He wondered what he would tell them. It looked like McDonnel’s killer had either forced him to come to the factory or had lured him there under false pretenses. From there he was bound, tortured, and stabbed to death multiple times.
He swiped through his contacts and called Detective Harris, who answered on the second ring.
“Did you come to your senses yet, Mike?”
“It’s just like I feared, Jack. Gordon McDonnel is dead.”
A brief pause occurred on Harris’s end. “What happened?”
“I found him at the plastic factory over here on Old Industrial Way, stabbed to death.”
“Wait, wait, wait. I don’t understand,” Jack said. “Isn’t he the killer?”
“No. That’s what I was trying to explain to you. But it gets worse. The killer knew that I was here. He called the station and left a message for Detective Sterling to meet me here.”
“Crap!” It took several seconds before he said anything else. “We’ll get a team out there ASAP. Maybe catch the bastard before he goes back into hiding.”
Dobson looked around, glancing from the holes in the side of the factory to the surrounding woods. There didn’t seem to be a soul around, but it felt eerie to think that they might be being watched.
“Thanks,” Dobson said. “We’ll be waiting here.” He hung up and began to walk back to Gordon’s car as Sterling followed.
“What’s the plan?” she asked.
“They’ll be here soon. Let’s take another look.”
Flies had begun to gather as the increasingly noxious smell of Gordon’s corpse wafted through the air. Dobson slowly circled the car and asked Sterling to search the area for footprints. As she walked away, he opened the passenger side of the car and looked inside again. He saw that the keys were still in the ignition.
The car was in Park and the engine had been shut off. Dobson rose near the passenger seat when he heard a buzzing vibration from the glove compartment, startling him. He paused, initially unsure where the sound was coming from, and then he heard another buzzing. He leaned into the car and opened the glove compartment, surprised to see a cell phone inside, ringing.
“Sterling!” he called out. “Come over here.”
She rushed over as he took the phone and examined its flashing screen. The name said Cooper. Dobson hesitated a bit more, deciding that he couldn’t stall any longer.
“Hello?”
“Gordon?” a frantic man’s voice said.
“No, this isn’t Gordon,” Dobson said. “Who am I speaking to?”
He was met with a seemingly stunned pause. “Um. This is Cooper. Who the hell are you?”
“You know Gordon McDonnel?” Dobson asked.
“Seriously, who is this?” the voice responded.
“My name is Detective Dobson with the Summerville Homicide Unit. I’m afraid Mr. McDonnel isn’t available to talk.”
“What?” Cooper said. “What happened? Is he okay?”
“Who am I talking to?” Dobson asked. “And how do you know Mr. McDonnel?”
Hearing Sterling’s approach, he pulled the phone away from his ear and pressed the speaker button.
“We’re old friends,” the man continued. “I just talked to him last night about this stupid chain letter we both got.”
Dobson’s eyes lit up as he glanced at Sterling. “Chain letter?” he said.
“Yeah,” Cooper continued. “Got it in the mail a few days ago.”
“Where do you live?” Dobson asked immediately.
“Leesburg,” Cooper said tensely. “A few miles away from his place. What happened?”
“Give us your address, and we’ll be right over to explain,” Dobson said.
“Wait. I want to know what happened. Was he hurt?”
“I can’t provide that information right now.”
The man sighed over the phone as Dobson pulled a notepad and pen from his pocket, prepared to write down notes.
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Dobson drove down Old Industrial Way with Sterling gripping the armrest as the car bounced across the uneven road. The police were on their way to the abandoned factory just as he was in a rush to leave it. He had other priorities now. “Cooper” lived roughly eight miles away. The pattern of both Betsy Wade and Gordon McDonnel’s murder convinced Dobson that the killings were not random and that the killer possibly lived in Leesburg. He wasn’t an outsider at all, or so it seemed.
The pieces to the broadening puzzle were almost too much to keep up with. The department would need to release a statement about the killings. The town would have to be placed on alert. So much needed to be done and it was already past eleven.
“Ignore everything you’ve see me do today,” Dobson said as he skidded through a particularly tight curve at top speed. “I’m not setting a good example.”
Sterling turned her head. “You mean leaving the scene of a murder before the police arrive?”
“Exactly,” he said as they emerged onto a paved road, speeding past an intersection of flashing yellow lights.
“Leaving because we have to talk to this Cooper guy,” she said.
“That’s correct.”
“And he received a chain letter too?”
Dobson made a gun with his hand and pointed at her. “That’s what he said.”
Sterling nodded. “I don’t see anything wrong with following that up.”
Dobson suddenly jerked the car to the left lane and passed a semi-truck. Overhead trees raced by, reflecting on the windshield and offering temporary shade from the bright sky. His dashboard GPS said eight miles to 513 Vernon Street, an upscale residential area he was somewhat familiar with. Not much happened on Vernon Street, and Dobson couldn’t think of a more unlikely destination for an ambush, if that’s what they were heading into. Who knew who this Cooper guy really was? Dobson couldn’t help but feel a little paranoid, especially knowing that he had been tracked at least once at the factory. He wasn’t prepared to take any chances.
In the back seat sat Gordon’s cell phone placed within a plastic Ziploc bag and the crumpled up chain letter next to it in another. Had the killer left Gordon’s phone intentionally or just didn’t even realize that it was there?
Dobson had seen plenty of murders in his career, but nothing quite disturbed him like the quick mental flashes of Gordon’s butchered body sitting upright in his own car, seatbelt across his chest. The worst part was his missing eyes. He didn’t even look human. Dobson snapped out of his train of thought once he noticed Sterling still looking at him.
“What?” he said, glancing at her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, looking away. “There’s just a lot I still don’t know about you. A lot we don’t know about each other.”
Dobson shrugged as they slowed at a three-way stop, with more traffic around. “That’s not important right now.”
“It matters,” she said back, her boldness surprising him. “I’m trying to understand your investigative approach. You’ve been with Homicide a long time.”
“I’ll tell you one thing,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’ve dealt with a case like this in my entire fifteen years.”
“Here I thought I was being transferred to a nice, quiet town.”
They neared a long line of traffic with a slow-moving cement truck at the lead, reminding Dobson of how much he hated two-lane residential roads. He searched the incoming lane and saw a moment of opportunity as traffic steadily approached from the opposite side at a distance. He swerved into the lane and gunned it past traffic, slamming the gas.
Incoming traffic got closer, and for a moment it didn’t look like they were going to make it. Sterling gripped her armrest again, seemingly petrified. Dobson’s heart jolted as the front of a van entered his view, too close for comfort. He sped forward and swerved back into his lane, cutting off the cement truck.
The van blared its horn and zipped past them, inches from a collision. As they straightened out and slowed their speed, Sterling threw her arm down in protest.
“Do you always drive like a maniac?”
“Sometimes,” he said. “When the situation calls for it.”
Dobson slowed and turned right, entering a neighborhood of nice-looking homes, freshly cut grass, and a small public park. They were only a few miles away from their destination when Dobson’s cell phone rang from the center console. One glance at the screen, and he could see that the caller was Captain Nelson. There was no more ignoring his calls.
“Yes sir,” he said, answering the phone.
“Don’t ‘yes sir’ me, Dobson. Where the hell are you?”
“Just leaving the old factory,” he began.
“Yeah, so I heard. Sergeant Peterson just showed. Said you were gone. You want to tell me what’s so damn important that you would leave?”
“I received a tip from a friend of the victim. We’re going over to his house to talk to him now. It’s urgent.”
“Is that so?” Captain Nelson said, unconvinced.
“We’ve got to move quickly if there’s any chance of catching this guy,” Dobson said
“You get a handle on things before I have you assigned to desk duty for the rest of your abled-bodied career. Got it?”
Finishing his five years at a desk sounded tempting enough, but Dobson walked the line. Solving this case had become his priority in a sea of open cases; none gripped him the way a serial killer at large did.
“Tracking, sir,” he said.
Nelson began spelling out a list of things he wanted Dobson to do when suddenly he received another call beeping in. This time it was Harris.
“I’ve got to go, sir. We’ll update you soon.” He switched the call before Nelson could go any further. On the other line, Harris didn’t seem any happier.
“What’s the deal, Mike? You’ve got us all on pins and needles here.”
Dobson slowed at a stop sign just as a bicyclist sped past them. The GPS indicated that they were two blocks from their destination.
“I’m meeting with a guy who knew McDonnel,” he responded, phone to his ear. “Shouldn’t take much longer.”
“You know that Gabby’s at Betsy Wade’s house with Forensics wondering where the hell you are, right?”
Dobson clenched his teeth with his stress level increasing. “I’m confident she can hold down the fort until I figure this thing out.”
“Well…” Harris began. “I’ll tell her that you might be a while.”
Dobson nodded. “I won’t let you guys down. Promise.” He thanked Harris and quickly hung up as they neared a two-story brick house with black numbers posted on a white mailbox, clear as day. They had arrived at 513.
Dobson slowed down and set his phone down. “No more calls, please.”
“Are we in trouble?” Sterling asked, concerned.
“Nah,” he answered, waving her off. “I might be, but you’re fine.”
He pulled into the home’s driveway and parked behind a shiny black Dodge Ram with a mini-van parked next to it. The lawn was entirely green, with plenty of space between the houses on either side. The residence was a stark contrast to Betsy Wade’s cluttered home or Gordon McDonnel’s second-story apartment. Whoever lived here made a good living. Dobson, however, still had his suspicions.
The front of the house had six windows, three at the top story and three at the bottom. At the entrance, there was a sizable front deck with a wooden guardrail and a roof over it. Several wicker chairs and potted plants covered the deck. Lights were on in some of the windows and off in others. From the second floor, Dobson saw a man peek outside from behind the curtains and then disappear.
“Looks like he made us,” he said, turning off the ignition. He and Sterling opened their doors and stepped out.
“Nice house,” Sterling said.
“Let’s hope this guy is who he says he is,” Dobson said, approaching the house.
Sterling pointed toward the closed garage door where two children’s bikes sat outside. “He’s got kids.”
They followed a brick path leading toward the front door as a hulky man stepped outside to greet them with short, slicked-back hair and dressed nicely in white pants and a yellow polo shirt.
“Detective Dobson?” he asked, approaching them with caution.
“Yes,” Dobson said.
The man stuck his hand out. “I’m Cooper Erickson. Nice to meet you.”
They shook hands firmly as Dobson turned to Sterling and introduced her.
Cooper shook Sterling’s hand and then spoke to them both. “You might recognize the name. I’m the owner of Erickson Developers.”
Dobson thought to himself. The name did seem familiar. He’d seen signs throughout town. The Erickson’s were a land development company, a well-established family business that had been around for decades. That would explain the house, for starters.
Any semblance of a smile dropped from Cooper’s face as he shifted a troubled glance to the ground and clasped his hands together. “Tell me right now. Is Gordon okay?”
“I’m afraid not,” Dobson answered. He then paused and looked around behind them into a street lined on both sides with opulent homes, privacy fences, American flags, and security system signs. “Mind if we talk inside?” he asked, turning back.
Cooper scratched nervously at his clean-shaven face. “Gee, I really don’t want to spook my wife or kids with this right now. My son and daughter are under the weather and my wife is staying home with them. I was just on my way to the office when I called Gordon’s phone.”
Dobson let an uncomfortable silence gather around them, as the question, and Cooper’s answer, lingered in the air. Cooper suddenly turned toward the front door and opened it, stepping aside for them to enter. “It’s okay. Just keep your voices down. Right this way.”
Dobson and Sterling walked inside the house as Cooper followed and shut the door behind them. He then moved in front and led them through a white-tiled foyer and past a family room where two children lay on an L-shape couch with their eyes on a large, flat-screen television mounted to the wall.
They were each under their own blankets and drinking from juice boxes. They couldn’t have been more than six or seven. The boy had a bull cut and large blue eyes, whereas the girl had brown pigtails to her shoulder and wore glasses. Their mother, however, was nowhere to be seen.
Cooper waved to them. “Everything’s fine. Daddy just needs to talk to some visitors.”
Dobson and Sterling followed him past the family room and a chaise lounge to their left before reaching a spacious kitchen where a long wooden table surrounded by windows looked out into the backyard. A nearby dishwasher was running through its cycle as a tall, two-door stainless steel refrigerator hummed next to a pantry door. Cooper led them to the table and offered them something to drink.
“Tea? Water? Coffee?”
Dobson looked at Sterling and then faced Cooper. “Some water would be fine. Thank you.”
Cooper poured two glasses and brought them over just as a woman entered the kitchen from a side hallway, sandals clicking against the floor. Her blonde hair was tied up, exposing sparkling earrings on each lobe. She wore a sleeveless white tunic and tight blue jeans. In her hand, she carried a small bag of trash, completely unaware of their presence. She suddenly jumped back with a gasp upon seeing them.
Cooper stepped forward with his arms out. “It’s okay, honey. These are the detectives I was talking about.”
She studied Dobson and Sterling, saying nothing at first, and then nodded at them as she continued to the pantry. “Good morning to both of you,” she said, spinning around. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what this is about. I overheard something about that deadbeat my husband was talking to, Gordon. What trouble is he in now?”
Dobson looked at Cooper to answer her, as he didn’t feel it was his place to say.
Cooper looked at his wife, serious and saddened. “It’s bad news. I’m afraid he’s dead.”
Her face froze for a moment, as if regretting what she’d just said. “Oh… I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Worst yet,” Cooper continued. “He was murdered. Just last night.”
The news seemed to further incapacitate her, but she made no outright expression. “That’s terrible,” she said again, turning away. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have two sick children to attend to.” She then walked off toward the family room as her sandals clicked down the hall.
When she was out of hearing range, Cooper looked to the detectives with an apologetic expression. “Her name is Janet, by the way. Sorry. Things are a little hectic right now.”
Dobson leaned forward over the table with his hands folded. “Well, Mr. Erickson. Until we can solve this thing, I’m afraid it’s going to get a lot more hectic.”
Cooper stared ahead into the backyard as the realization seemed to sink in.
“Do you have the letter?” Sterling asked him.
Cooper nodded and then pushed aside a flower-filled vase that was sitting in the middle of the table. He then walked to one of the countertops and opened a corner drawer, pulling out the letter. He paused and opened the letter halfway and began reading it.
When he was finished, he said, “Gordon and I were friends in high school. Kept in contact every now and then. He called me last night, totally out of the blue, and asked me if I got a letter in the mail too. Sounded pretty concerned about it.” Cooper turned toward the detectives and walked back to the table, letter in hand. “We were just sort of catching up, and then he brought up Betsy, which we both thought was tragic. He was holding back a little. Still holding a grudge. I could feel it.”
“What do you mean?” Dobson asked.
Cooper paused, looked behind himself, and then quietly spoke. “A few months ago, he came looking to me for a job. I tried to help. Hired him to work on a site, but unfortunately he was a bit of a drinker.”
“Are there other people you know from high school who live in town?” Dobson asked.
Cooper shook his head. “Nah. Most of them moved on somewhere else. I stayed to take over the family business. Plus, I kind of like it here. Always have.”
At that point, Dobson took the dirtied, crumbled letter from inside his coat pocket and placed it on the table in plain view. “This letter, which I believe matches your own, was found at Betsy Wade’s murder scene.”
Cooper looked down at it. He then placed his own chain letter next to it, seeing that the font and wording were identical.
“I found Gordon this morning stabbed to death in his car,” Dobson continued. “I don’t know what he was doing at the old plastics factory, but that’s where we found him. And it was around then that I answered your call.”
Cooper stared at both letters, eyes switching from one to the other. “You-you think whoever sent these letters did this?”
“We don’t know,” Dobson said. “All I know is that Betsy Wade and Gordon McDonnel, were both recipients of the letters and are now dead.”
Cooper grabbed his letter back and scanned the lines furiously. Sweat was starting to show on his yellow polo shirt. He then tossed the letter onto the table and spread his arms in an I-give-up gesture. “Okay. Easy enough. I mail it off to someone else. I’m not about to be caught up in this shit.”
“Mr. Erickson…” Dobson began.
“Hey, I have a family!” he shouted.
Everything suddenly went quiet as Dobson gave an understanding nod. “I get it, but I don’t think that will solve a thing.”
Cooper narrowed his eyes, raised his chin. “How do you know?”
Dobson leaned against the table, looming over Gordon’s letter. “Call it a hunch. This isn’t about what the letter says. The fact that he mailed it to you means that you’re already marked.”
“Marked!” Cooper took a frustrated step back and shook his head in disbelief. “What are you telling me? That this guy is coming after me and my family no matter what?”
Sterling suddenly interjected, trying to bring some calm to the conversation. “Mr. Erickson, we need your help with this. Was there anyone in your high school class who would have reason to harm you, Betsy Wade, Gordon McDonnel, and Victoria Owens?”
Cooper whipped his head toward her, confused. “Victoria Owens?”
“She was murdered too,” Dobson said. “In an unsolved homicide two months ago. Out of state.”
“No…” Cooper said, shaking his head repeatedly. “It can’t be. I knew Victoria. We even dated.” He then looked up and noticed their suspicious eyes now on him. “Hey, it was for a couple of weeks, okay? I haven’t spoken to her since high school.”
“We need you to think, Mr. Erickson,” Dobson said, leaning closer. “Is there someone from your high school class who would have reason to go after you and the others? Who has ties to this plastics factory?”
Dobson backed off and waited as Cooper lifted his head, looking up at the ceiling, thinking.
“I don’t know…” Cooper said, stone-faced. “It-it was so long ago. To be honest, I don’t remember much aside from the football games and keggers .”
Dobson dug into his other coat pocket and pulled out his pocket notebook, tossing it on the table. “I need names of everyone you knew,” he began. He then looked at Sterling. “Go out to my car and get Ms. Wade’s yearbook, please.”
She took his keys and walked off, leaving him and their distressed subject at the table still shaking his head.
“It’s going to be okay,” Dobson said in an assuring tone.
Janet returned, sandals clicking against the kitchen floor, with two empty bowls in her hand. She looked flustered and irritated, unable to make eye contact with Dobson.
“They’re going to school tomorrow, and that’s final.”
Cooper turned to face her. “What happened?”
Janet washed the bowls out and placed them in the sink. “I just found out that today was school spirit day and they didn’t want to go because they think that sitting in a gymnasium for half the day is boring.”
“That’s what they said?” Cooper asked.
“No,” Janet snapped. “But I figured it out, nonetheless. Neither of them have a temperature. You just wait until later this afternoon. They’ll be completely cured.”
“No video games today then,” he said.
“You think?” Janet said, spinning around. “I’ll take them to school myself tomorrow, bright and early.”
She turned and walked down a nearby hallway. Dobson signaled Cooper’s and tapped the table next to the letters.
Cooper nodded and turned his head toward the hall. “Hey, honey. Can you come here?”
She halted, nearly out of view, and turned back. “What is it?”
Cooper glanced at the letters and then at her. “Something important. Have a look.”
Janet leaned against the table with her mouth a straight line and no apparent patience for frivolity. “What’s that?” she asked, looking at the two identical letters.
“We have a very serious issue here,” Cooper said.
Janet glanced at both men. “I understand. What did Gordon get us involved in?”
Cooper touched her arm, his temper rising. “Enough with disparaging Gordon. He may not have been perfect, but he was an old friend of mine.”
Dobson stood at the other side of the table in awkward silence as the couple glared at each other.
“Okay, so what is the issue?” she said, her arms on her slim hips, waiting for a suitable explanation.
Cooper grabbed the letter sent to them and held it in front of her face. “This is no joke. Someone is after me. After us! And we need to get real serious.”
He lowered the letter as Janet turned her head slowly to look at Dobson for some kind of clarification. The front door opened and shut, followed by Sterling’s footsteps as she entered the kitchen with the yearbook in hand.
“I’m afraid that three people have been murdered connected to these mysterious chain letters,” Dobson began. “There could be more victims, but we don’t know. The important thing is that we do whatever we can to protect your family from harm.”
Janet looked back at him, shocked, her eyes welling with tears. Sterling walked around the table and stood beside Dobson as she set the yearbook down.
“This is for you, Mr. Erickson,” Dobson said. “Time to take a trip down memory lane.”
Cooper gave the book a hesitant examination. It seemed clear that he recognized its swirl pattern design, quite possibly conjuring up memories as they stood there. He grabbed the book with both hands and slowly opened it as his wife watched, standing still as a statue.
“Every person you knew that comes to mind,” Dobson said, pointing to the notepad. “Put it all there.”
Cooper nodded in silence and then pulled a chair out, sitting down as Janet placed a hand on his shoulder. The danger of their situation was finally settling in. It was time to call the station and request backup. There was little time to spare and everything would have to be done right if they had any chance of solving the case.




STAKEOUT





Later that afternoon, Dobson sat in an unmarked Crown Victoria parked across the street from the Erickson house with no plans to go home that evening. He and Sterling were prepared for the long haul. Detective Harris and Jones were positioned in another unmarked vehicle, joining the operation. The department’s resources were now focused on protecting the Erickson family, with hope that they could catch the killer before he struck. Dobson had done a fair amount of convincing to even get the necessary man hours approved.
For the plan to work, their presence couldn’t be known, but there was always a chance the killer had already seen them on the scene hours prior. Dobson had further explained that the Erickson’s were in “imminent danger,” and that the department had an obligation to surveil the house for a minimum of twenty-four hours. Gordon McDonnel’s murder earlier that day was the deciding factor. Now all they had to do was deliver results.
The local news media knew nothing yet of Gordon McDonnel or the ominous chain letters being sent to certain former Summerville High students. Dobson hoped to keep them in the dark just a bit longer so that the killer would feel safe, confident, and ready to strike again. The entire plan was a long shot. It was risky and could easily ruin Dobson’s career if he was wrong. He instincts, however, told him that they were right where they needed to be.
The yearbook rested on his lap as he dug into a small bag of chips. Nothing like a late lunch from the convenience store. He took a swig from his soda bottle and turned up the police radio. Sterling sat in the passenger seat next to him, watching the house through a pair of binoculars. Behind them was a cooler of drinks and snacks. Everything, it seemed, was in place. Captain Nelson insisted on updates by the hour, and Dobson was more than happy to oblige.
He and Sterling were prepared to work in shifts throughout the entire evening. The house was enabled with a high-security alarm and motion lights at every conceivable angle. No one, Cooper had stated, was getting in. Dobson only hoped that he was right. Part of him wasn’t comfortable with Cooper’s children staying there, and his wife, for that matter. But Cooper was adamantly opposed to splitting his family up, despite the risks. The responsibility of keeping them safe was now entirely on Dobson and his team.
Dobson reached for the radio microphone, prepared to check with the other team. Strategically parked at opposite sides across the street, both cars were positioned to face the Erickson house. By evening, the street was quiet. Porch lights illuminated the front of homes all along the street. They had dug in their heels and were ready to pounce at the slightest warning.
“Car eleven, what’s your status?” Dobson said into his handheld.
“So far, so good. Everything’s quiet,” Harris said.
“Copy that,” Dobson said.
“It’s not enough you got me pushing a double shift,” Harris added, “now I’ve got to hear your voice all night?”
“Oh, quit your whining,” Jones’s voice said, seated next to him.
“She’s got a point, Jack,” Dobson said with a laugh. “Just keep your eyes open. Anyone comes near that house, call it out. Any car drives by suspiciously, take down the plates.”
“Tracking,” Harris said. “Anyone want to go in on a pizza?”
“This isn’t our first stakeout. Stay focused,” Dobson said.
“You’re no fun,” Harris responded.
Dobson placed the mic back on its clip as Sterling lowered her binoculars.
“I guess a little humor is necessary,” she said. “Given the circumstances.”
“Every little bit helps,” Dobson said, taking another drink of his soda.
Sterling leaned forward, stretching. “I think it’s exciting. We might actually catch this guy.”
“I certainly hope so. I don’t know how many nights we can do this.”
Surprised, Sterling turned her head. “Nights? More than one?”
Dobson nodded. “It could turn into that. We have to be patient, alert, and adaptive to change.”
His cell phone suddenly rang from the middle console. Rachel’s name showed on the screen.
“Hey there,” he said quietly into the phone. Sterling’s presence created an immediate awkwardness, but he tried to ignore it.
“Hey,” she said back. He could already hear the perturbed tone in her voice.
“So how are things going?” he asked.
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “Just doing the dishes. Penny’s in her room, doing her treatments.”
“That’s good,” he said. “Sounds like a quiet evening at home.”
“Yeah,” she said, followed by a pause. “Are you really going to be working all night?”
“I’m sorry, but I have to do this,” he said, trying not to sound defensive.
“It’s hard with you away like this. We miss you.”
“I miss you too,” he began, cutting himself off. “We’ll talk later, okay?” he continued.
If only she had any idea what this killer does to his victims, he thought. If only she realized what they were up against. But there was no sense in explaining it to her. After his years on the force, she had heard all his stories and then some.
“Good luck,” she said. “See you in the morning.”
He wished her a good night and hung up, setting the phone back down.
“How long have you been married?” Sterling asked with her eyes on the house. She paused, noticing his silence. “I’m sorry,” she said. I don’t mean to pry.”
“Twenty-three years,” he answered.
“Congratulations,” she said, lowering her binoculars as the lights went out in two windows of the Erickson house. “Any children?”
“Yes, we have a daughter,” he said. “Her name is Penny, and I’m pretty sure you’re about the same age.”
Sterling looked at him, surprised. “Is that so? How old do you think I am?”
“A lot younger than me,” he said.
Sterling laughed as headlights appeared down the street. They both stopped talking. Dobson sank lower in his seat, shielding his face, as the headlights grew brighter. The car passed them and slowed with its brake lights flashing. He turned around, suspicious, only to see the car pull into a neighbor’s driveway across the street and enter the garage.
“False alarm,” he said under his breath. He then turned back to Sterling with some questions of his own. “So how about you? Any kids?”
He could tell the question wasn’t as easy for her as it was for him. Her eyes looked down as though she was slightly embarrassed. “It’s complicated. I was engaged to be married, not that long ago. But everything fell through.”
“Oh,” Dobson said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“No, it was the right decision. It took me a while to realize that we weren’t right for each other. That he wasn’t the man I wanted to marry. So, I left and came here for a fresh start.”
Dobson nodded, unsure what to say.
“So, no dating for me,” she said, slicing her hand through the air. “Not for a while, anyway. All I want to do is work.”
“Be careful not to burn yourself out though,” Dobson said. “Believe me when I say that. No job, no matter how dedicated you are, is worth it.”
“I know some people who might disagree with that,” Sterling said.
“I’m sure there’re exceptions,” he said. “But as a general rule, this job will suck you dry.” Inside, he knew he wasn’t being completely genuine. For many years, he had done exactly what he was advising her against. Even now, nothing seemed more important than solving the case. Nothing.
His cell phone flashed, buzzed, and vibrated again. This time, it was Captain Nelson.
“Yes, sir.”
“Is everything in place?” he asked. Dobson could hear other voices in the background and general commotion in the air.
“We’re all here. Everything’s quiet for the time being.”
“Good,” Nelson said. “I’m really going out on a limb with this one, Mike.” He sounded exhausted. “The Chief wants answers. We can’t keep the Gordon McDonnel murder under wraps for much longer. Got in touch with his family. They live in Utah. It’s bad. All of this is bad.”
“I know,” Dobson said. “I just need a little more time. This is the spot. I’m sure of it.”
“God help us if he strikes somewhere else,” Nelson said. “If this is indeed a serial killer scenario, there will be demands for a special task force. Might even have to bring in the Feds.”
“It’s a possibility,” Dobson said. “But for now, our best bet is to remain quiet. Let him feel safe to walk the streets.” He paused, glancing at the Erickson house as an outside porch light came on. “Any word on those call traces from earlier?”
“Nothing,” Nelson said. “Front desk said that the caller sounded like he was speaking through some kid of voice box, but they didn’t know at the time to be suspicious.”
“I’m not surprised,” Dobson said.
The Captain tried to speak but was cut off by someone interrupting in his office. Dobson waited as Nelson engaged in a brief and inaudible side conversation and then got back on the line. “Okay. I’ve got to brief the Chief Deputy if I ever want to get out of here tonight. You call my cell if anything happens. Anything at all. If not, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Sure thing,” Dobson said.
“Oh, and Mike,” he continued. “Remember that our necks are out on a limb now.”
“I understand.”
Nelson hung up without another word as Dobson leaned down and plugged his phone into the car charger. He’d been using it non-stop throughout the day. For now, it was time to take a break.
“How is Captain Nelson doing?” Sterling asked.
“Stressed out as usual,” Dobson said.
Sterling ate from her bag of trail mix as they sat watching the house in the eerie silence of the neighborhood street. Cars came and went without raising much suspicion, but Dobson took plate numbers anyway. By the next hour, he radioed the other detectives, with everyone reporting the same: no changes.
They waited and watched as another hour passed and then another. Dobson dozed off around midnight and was woken in the next hour by Sterling, who then took a nap with her head against the back of the seat. They drank coffee and energy drinks in between their shifts, not saying much to each other after their conversations dried up.
Dobson looked at his watch. It was three in the morning, and his back and legs ached. He wanted nothing more than to get out of the car and stretch. Sterling lay back in her seat, sound asleep for another brief interval of rest. Dobson stared at the house, looking at its spacious yard and the darkness that surrounded it.
No cars had driven down the street for hours. No person had so much as walked outside. It was as though the entire street was synchronized in slumber. Dobson’s eyes suddenly perked up when he saw a small shadowy figure scurry across the road nearby. Hand on his pistol, he leaned closer to the windshield and caught a glimpse of what appeared to be nothing more than a raccoon. He leaned back in his seat, laughing to himself. There was nothing like a nocturnal animal to keep him on his toes.

“Detective Dobson,” Sterling said, shaking him. He woke up, startled at the morning light that surrounded them.
“What!” he said in a panic. “What’d I miss?”
“Nothing,” she said. “It’s morning. You were out for an hour.”
He brought his wrist watch to his face, rubbing his eyes. It was 7:15 a.m. During the entire night, they hadn’t seen a thing—no suspicious vehicle cruising by the house and not a single person who had so much as stepped foot onto their lawn.
“Everything okay?” he asked, his voice gravelly and throat dry. He immediately dug into the back cooler, pulling out a bottle of water.
“Yeah,” said Sterling. She held up the clipboard with a written log. “I’ve got everything right here, by the hour. No disturbances.”
Dobson narrowed his eyes toward the house. “Are we sure about that? Did you hear from the family yet?”
“Not yet,” she said. “But I saw the husband go outside to get the newspaper about an hour ago.”
Dobson scratched his chin in thought and then reached for his handheld. “Car eleven. What’s your status?”
After a pause, Harris finally answered. “Still here, and nothing happened.”
Jones suddenly cut in. “All’s well. I’d love to get me some pancakes about now.”
Dobson lowered the radio, relieved but disappointed.
“You both can take off as soon as we find out that everyone’s okay,” he said into the handheld.
“Thank you, my liege,” Jack responded with sarcastic dryness.
Suddenly, the automatic garage door began to open, revealing Janet Erickson wearing a short-skirted pink suit, holding her children’s hands as they walked to the minivan parked in the driveway. Behind them emerged Cooper, again wearing jeans and a polo shirt.
“There’s our happy family,” Jack said. “Looks like they’re all yours.”
“Thanks, Jack,” Dobson said into the mic. “Thanks to you both.”
“Don’t mention it. Same place, same time, later?” he asked.
“I don’t know yet,” Dobson said. “We’ll keep you posted.”
He watched as Janet ushered her children into the minivan. Deep down, he hoped that it hadn’t all been a waste of time. He hoped something had been thwarted or some new clue would turn up. He opened his car door and stepped out to stretch. Sterling followed suit and stretched against the car as he scanned the street, which seemed to be waking up.
“I’m going to have a word with Cooper before we go,” Dobson said, walking around the front of the car and across the street to the house. Sterling followed with a slight limp.
“Sorry, my foot’s asleep,” she said with a laugh.
Cooper opened his truck door and looked over as they approached.
“Well?” he bellowed. “Did you see anything?”
Janet was already in the idling minivan and ready to leave.
“Nothing, but I’m glad that your family is okay,” Dobson said.
“Me too,” Cooper said. “Maybe it’s nothing after all.”
Dobson shook his head. “I wouldn’t rush to conclusions yet. He could try again.”
“I wouldn’t count on that,” Sterling added. “He could be watching your house just like us.”
Cooper studied both detectives with an air of apprehension. “How much do you know about this guy?”
Dobson held up a piece of paper. “I looked through the names you wrote down, but we’re still not sure. Everyone in your graduating class could pass for a serial killer.”
Cooper laughed. “Yeah. You’re probably right.”
Janet honked the horn of the minivan and pulled out, waving at her husband.
“Bye, honey!” he said, waving back. “Good luck today.”
She blew him a kiss and continued out of the driveway and then down the street. Cooper turned his head back to the detectives with a smile.
“She’s got a busy day ahead of her. First, drop off the kids and then go to the courthouse.”
“She works there?” Sterling asked.
Cooper nodded. “Sometimes. She’s a paralegal.”
Dobson glanced at the large, shiny truck. “Where are you going?”
“To the job site,” Cooper said, patting the driver’s side door. “We’re building an addition to the Winter Garden Plaza. Big project.”
Dobson’s focus went back to the house, with its opulent aura. “Be careful out there. We’re going to keep watch at least for a few more days.”
Cooper shook his head. “You really think that’s necessary?”
“I do,” Dobson said.
Cooper shrugged and then shook both their hands. “I appreciate your concern. Just find this guy. Please.”
“That’s why we’re here,” Dobson said.
Cooper jumped into his truck and turned the ignition, roaring the engine to life. Dobson and Sterling stood back as he pulled out of the driveway and waved. Dobson couldn’t shake the strange, unsettling feeling in his gut. He hoped more than anything their resources hadn’t been pulled in the wrong direction. He longed for no more surprises.
“Well, that’s it for now,” he said to Sterling. “I’ll drop you off at the station. Go home, get some rest, and we’ll meet back up this afternoon.”
“Shouldn’t we stay for a little bit longer,” she asked, staring at the house.
“We can’t,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Unless you want to work for free.”

Dobson arrived home around ten in the morning to an empty house. Rachel’s car was gone, and he assumed that they had gone to breakfast together, as they often did on a Friday. He walked to his bedroom, exhausted. Between brief naps in the car the night prior, he had no idea how long he had been up. It had felt like days. Once inside his room, he tossed his wallet and keys onto the dresser and kicked his shoes off. The unmade bed before him was the least of his concern, though he couldn’t shake the sense of worry he had upon leaving the Erickson home. Sterling may have been right, but they couldn’t watch them all day, every day. Perhaps the killer had his sights on another target. Dobson just didn’t know.
He took his shirt and pants off, placing them over a nearby chair. Cell phone in hand, he set the alarm for two hours ahead and then scrolled through recent calls to make sure that he hadn’t missed anything important. The house was quiet, which was just he needed. Dobson lay down on his bed with a sigh of relief. He was one stakeout down and possibly several more to go. He thought about Sterling and the strange timing of her hiring. She seemed bright and eager enough to be a good detective, but he wasn’t sure if he was the right mentor. He believed that she should have been paired with someone younger and less jaded. Then the importance he held their current case occurred to him. Maybe he wasn’t so jaded after all. The job still mattered. He was a detective. It was his purpose. He wanted to retire knowing that he had made a difference.
Dobson rested his head back against his pillow and closed his eyes. His mind raced with endless questions and restless anticipation toward catching the killer. The case had become personal. Someone was watching him and keeping track of his movements. They knew he had talked to Gordon. They knew enough to lure him to the plastics factory. He wondered in which ways he had compromised himself. And if so, how?
He was aware that while he lay in bed, the killer was roaming freely around town. The thought bugged the hell out of him. He couldn’t shake the image Betsy Wade’s headless body from his mind. What had the killer done with her head? And what of Gordon McDonnel’s eyes and Victoria Owens’s scalp? It was clear that he was taking trophies of his victims for some sick and demented reason. Dobson felt close to making the connection between the victims, but he wasn’t quite there yet. He needed to rest or he wouldn’t be any good to anyone. His mind drifted from the case to thoughts of other crime victims of the past; the people he couldn’t save. Was he a good detective, or had he just been lucky so far? Anger seethed inside him toward the killer, an anger he found comforting. Before he knew it, he was falling asleep.

Janet Erickson left the courthouse and walked along the third level of the parking garage in a hurry. Alex and Brianne, her two children, would be home from school soon, and she wanted to have their snacks ready. They always looked forward to their after-school snacks, because school lunch was at an ungodly 10:45 a.m. and they were always hungry. She found her mini-van parked near a fire exit, where an overhead bulb flickered.
Her afternoon meeting had gone well with several representatives of a major bank who had retained her to research zoning regulations for their anticipated expansion. After hours of discussion, she was mentally worn and ready to go home. She had thought little about the danger who family was supposedly in. She hoped that Cooper was just being overcautious and that no one was really after them. The idea did seem foolish, after all. Despite her reservations about Gordon, she felt shocked and saddened by his sudden death and wondered why she hadn’t heard anything about it yet in the news. It almost seemed like a joke.
As she walked through the quiet, dimly-lit parking garage, there didn’t seem to be a soul around. Her high heels clicked along the concrete pavement with every step. She pulled her keys from her purse, humming to herself, and remotely unlocked her minivan. Further ahead, it’s lights flashed. A stillness in the air filled her with unease as she realized that no one else was around—strange for it only being the afternoon. She quickened her pace toward the van and pressed her remote lock once again, just to be sure. She heard the van unlock and went straight to the driver’s side door.
As she went for the door handle, Janet caught a reflection in the window of a man behind her. He was close and wearing a hoodie, approaching her with stealth. She turned around, startled, as the man rushed at her and slammed against the van door. Her purse fell to the ground as she screamed, only to have a large gloved hand cover her mouth. She felt his monstrous grip around her waist and arms and frantically tried to pull away. Her muffled screams continued, helpless as her panic increased. Disoriented, confused, and terrified, she had no idea what to do.
“Hello, Janet,” the man said in a raspy voice. “Nice to finally meet you.”
She tried to turn her head to look at him, only to feel an intense sharp stab in her side, something ripping through her pretty pink jacket, the silk blouse, through the skin, and muscles and organs inside of her.

Cooper Erickson walked outside his work trailer, ready to engage in the secret tradition of a daily cigarette behind a stack of wood beams. Most of his employees had left early for the day, excited for payday Friday. It had been a long and busy day, but in another hour, he’d be home. He dug into his pockets, pulling out his pack of Camels, and lit the cigarette, breathing in its soothing calm. He planned on calling Janet before he left, just to see what she wanted to do for dinner. His mind was more at ease than the day prior. Strangely, he hadn’t thought much of Gordon through the day. His old friend’s murder still seemed so unreal. There would have to be funeral arrangements and the like, but he didn’t the contact information for any of Gordon’s family. He thought of Victoria and Betsy as well. He hadn’t talked to either of them in over twenty years. Their deaths baffled and troubled him. He took another drag of his cigarette, feeling an intense sadness about the entire ordeal, followed by anger toward whomever had killed them.
He flicked his finished cigarette into the sand and looked back at his trailer. Inside his office, in the desk drawer, he had a loaded nine millimeter Swiss & Wesson. He planned on bringing it home for extra protection, hoping that the killer would be so bold. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called Janet to check in. The line rang and rang until it went to voicemail. Cooper waited impatiently for the beep and then spoke.
“Hey, babe. Leaving the site in about an hour and wanted to see what you were up to. Let me know what you want to do about dinner tonight. Talk to you later. Bye.”
He hung up the phone, considering a text message, but decided against it. If he stood around texting all day, he’d never leave. A semi-truck roared past the construction site as he headed back to the trailer to finish some lingering paperwork. He walked up the steps and then turned to see what looked like Janet’s minivan parked by two Port-a-Johns in the distance. He stared ahead, curious and then walked back down the steps and toward the van, roughly fifty feet away.
“Janet?” he called out. The closer he got, the more assured he was that it was her van, though he had no idea what she was doing there. Sunlight glared against the windshield, preventing him from seeing inside. His confusion grew the closer he got to the van. He hadn’t seen it there before and hadn’t even heard it pull up. He noticed the Charlotte Hornets plate on below the front grill, verifying that it was her van after all.
“Hey,” he said, waving his arms. “Where are you?”
Ten feet from the van, he heard footsteps rush behind him, and before he could even turn around, a long blade lodged itself into his back. Cooper froze in immense pain, having no clue of what had just happened. His attacker lodged the knife in deeper and pushed Cooper to the ground. He fell on his knees, kicking up dust and gagging as the knife left his back. He felt paralyzed and unable to breathe. Sunlight glared in his face as he screamed out for help. A gloved hand quickly covered his mouth as the knife swept across his throat without warning.

Sterling returned to the Erickson’s’ neighborhood to engage in some quick surveillance. She wasn’t happy about leaving in the first place, and wanted to make sure that everything was okay. Most importantly, she wanted to survey the area of any suspicious activity. If they were going to watch the house throughout the night, it made no sense to her to leave it unguarded during the day. Her calls to Dobson’s phone had gone unanswered. Officially, they were supposed to meet up at the station within the hour, and she had planned to watch the house until then. From behind the wheel of her Jeep Cherokee, she steadily approached the Erickson home to see no cars in the driveway. She slowed and parked in front of the house, keeping a watchful eye of her surroundings. No one appeared to be home. Many of the other homes around it were just as quiet. She waited, with the engine idling, and glanced at her cell phone. She had a missed call from her mother two hours ago. Her attention left her phone upon hearing a school bus. Sterling looked up and watched as the big yellow bus slowed to a halt at the end of street far ahead. Its doors opened and children began to pile out. She couldn’t believe that it was already so late in the afternoon.
She waited as children dispersed in different directions. Among them, she recognized the two Erickson kids walking down the street and toward the house. Not wanting to frighten them, she turned off the ignition and stepped out of the jeep, waiting on them. They were still about three houses down, and she could already see their curious expressions. She waved to them as they cautiously approached. Her visit to the house wasn’t official and no one else in the department knew she was there. Was she already breaking the rules?
The school bus drove past the children and then Sterling, leaving a trail of exhaust. Sterling rubbed her eyes as the Erickson children continued toward her, within an ear shot.
“Alex and Brianne, right?” she said with a friendly smile. “I’m Detective Sterling. I was just checking on you.”
Both kids nodded but remained suspicious as Sterling’s attention switched to an approaching minivan far behind them. It looked like their mother’s van. Perfect timing, she thought. But the driver was hard to see. Its speed increased at a startling rate as the unseen driver stepped on the gas. Something wasn’t’ right, and as the van got closer, she could not Janet, but a driver through the windshield, wearing a ski mask.
“Get out of the road, children!” Sterling shouted.
Alex and Brianne turned around, paralyzed by fear as the van drifted to their side of the road aimed directly for them. Sterling sprinted on instinct toward them as fast as her legs would take her. The van closed in on them, accelerating at breakneck speed. Sterling didn’t think that she was going to make it. The madman at the wheel was driving far too fast.
“Move!” she cried out, inches from the children. She rushed forward and tackled them into the neighbor’s lawn, just as the van blew past them, tires squealing. They tumbled onto the ground, rolling over one another. Brianna screamed. Alex cried out for help. Sterling held them against the grass, acting as a protective shield with fresh exhaust lingering in the air. The van had just missed them. Sterling rose from her knelt position and watched as the van took a sharp right at the other end of the street. She jumped up and held her hands out toward the two frightened and stunned children below her.
“It’s okay now. Come on.”
They grabbed her hands as she pulled them up, dusting the grass from their clothes. “I’m sorry about that, but I need you both to go inside and lock the door, okay?”
Brianne looked at Sterling, confused. “That was my mom’s van.”
“Why was she driving like that?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know,” Sterling said, nudging them toward their home. “Just go inside and don’t come out until I get you.”
Dazed, both children nodded and moved quickly across the neighbor’s lawn and toward their house. She waited and watched as Brianne unlocked the door and they ran inside.
With the kids safe, Sterling turned and rushed to her Jeep, eager to chase their culprit down. She jumped inside and turned on the ignition, frantic. Pulling the car around, she floored the gas and raced down the street with adrenaline pumping through her veins. Way ahead, the van took a sharp turn into the forest and crashed into a tree. She pulled up behind the van and ran out, pistol drawn and ready to fire. As she reached the smashed front-end of the van, no one was there.
Stunned, she circled it, looking past the trees around her and shouting for the man to come out, though she knew it was useless. As she backed into the van, two gloved hands suddenly covered her face, gagging her with a cloth. She couldn’t breathe. She panicked and thrashed in the air, trying to scream, but consciousness was fading fast. The pistol dropped from her hand as her head bobbed down and everything went black.
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PRISONER





Leesburg, South Carolina
Darkness consumed the room. Sterling couldn’t remember how she had gotten there or if she was even alive, though she was breathing, and that meant something. She lay on her side on the thin, musty mattress with her hands tied behind her back and her ankles tied together. Any movement was met with resistance. She felt an intense throbbing in her head. Dried blood had crusted to her face from a cut on her forehead.
She twisted around, regaining consciousness, and tried to escape from whatever nightmare she was trapped in. Gradually, however, it became clear that the dank isolation she had found herself in was very much real. There was nothing covering her eyes; no blindfold to shield her surroundings, but there was darkness nonetheless.
She felt no sense of air circulating through the room. Everything felt stuffy and confined. She opened her mouth to speak. Her throat was dry and scratchy. She pulled at her bound hands and cried out in frustration as panic took hold.
A frantic call for help was met with no response. A dank mildew smell filled the air. She rolled off the mattress and onto a dusty, unforgiving hardwood floor, trying to push herself up. She grunted with each jerk against the rope around her wrist but could not wrestle herself free. She lowered her head inches from the ground and tried to assess the situation. Panic would only make things worse.
Someone had brought her there—the person she had chased. The person she believed to be the chain letter killer. The memory suddenly rushed back to her. He had tried to run down two children in their mother’s own minivan. She recalled pushing them out of the way, but her memory of the event was hazy. She had pursued him alone and somehow ended up here.
“Hello?” she asked, hot breath against the floor.
A chair squeaked from ahead in the darkness.
“Who’s there?” she asked, frantic.
In response, a bright spotlight clicked on, blinding her. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away in discomfort, finding the earlier darkness now preferable to the intensity of blaring lights in her path.
A man’s scratchy voice quietly came from behind the light. “You’re awake.” His quiet, gregarious tone was one of pride and hubris. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
“Please turn off the light,” she said, squinting.
A low, calm chuckle followed. “Too bright for ya’?”
“I want to go,” she said.
The spotlight slowly dimmed as she opened her eyes amidst the spots in her vision.
“How’s that? Better?” he asked from behind the light. “I’m afraid you’re not going anywhere.”
Sterling jerked her bound arms. “I have a partner. He’ll be looking for me.”
“Detective Dobson?” the man said with a chuckle. “He’s a bit past his prime, don’t you think?”
“He’ll find you,” Sterling said. “I guarantee it.”
For a moment, the man said nothing. His chair squeaked as he sat down, concealed by the dimmed spotlight in front of him. “You know, I met your partner a few months back.” He paused for Sterling’s response, and when she gave none, he continued. “Yes, it’s true. I had traveled to his lovely town to seek out my next victims, Betsy Wade being one of them. Your partner saw me at the station. I was in disguise at the time when he kindly directed me to the Records department upon my asking.”
“So what,” Sterling said, turning onto her side.
“I’m sure you’re aware of how he helped free Randall Morris after your department attempted to frame Morris for the murder of that Bailey bitch.”
“He was right to do so,” Sterling said, exhausted and head pounding. “Morris was innocent.”
The man laughed as though he was enjoying every moment of it. “And what of all the three people killed by Morris soon after he was let go?”
Sterling rolled onto a thin mattress covered in plastic on the floor next to her. She grunted and tried to pull herself free as her chest tightened with increasing panic. “What do you want from me? I’m no one special. I’m… I’m just a probationary detective. I don’t know anything about this case or you.”
She adjusted her vision in the faint light and could see a bare wall with a piece of plywood nailed in the center as though blocking a window. She frantically looked for a way out as her situation became more apparent.
She was trapped in a boarded-up room, seemingly empty, with a mattress in the corner and a plastic bucket to her side. A small, rusty air vent was visible at the ceiling, far from reach. He hadn’t tied her ankles together. She could move her legs, but the knot at her wrist was impossible. The rope was dry and scratchy. Her arms ached with discomfort from behind her back. Her captor leaned forward in his chair, waiting for a response to which she gave none.
“Just think,” he continued. “Had Dobson simply allowed Randall Morris to take the fall for the Bailey murder, those three people at the Cash N’ Save would still be alive today.”
Uninterested in his argument, Sterling offered a fair warning. “He’s close to figuring out who you are. Class of 1991, right? There are only so many possibilities.”
“Close doesn’t exactly cut it now, does it?” he said.
“No. It doesn’t,” she admitted.
Sterling rolled to one side and pushed herself up against the wall. Now seated with a clearer mind, she assessed the situation. She had been taken hostage, which meant that her captor was keeping her around for a reason. She was most likely going to be used as a bartering tool for whatever negotiations he had in mind—if such negotiations were even possible.
She would remain neutral to his plans and try to stay out of his way. Escape was all that mattered. She knew what he did to his victims, how he had decapitated Betsy Wade in her own home. He was not someone whose mercy she could appeal to. His vendetta was personal, and this gave Sterling a fragile sense of safety. She had no connection to his past. She didn’t even know who he was.
“Why did you chase after me?” he asked bluntly. “That was a foolish thing to do.”
Sterling swallowed. “I didn’t know who you were. I only saw a vehicle try to run over two children.”
The man laughed. “I was just messing with them. Gave ‘em a good scare, don’t you think?”
Sterling felt a rush of anger toward his callousness. “They had nothing to do with… whatever this is—this game of yours. You should be ashamed.”
He instantly rose from his chair and took a step toward her. “The fuck did you just say?”
Sterling relented as his shadow fell across her. “I’m sure you did what you felt necessary, but even you can see the difference, right?”
“Difference in what?” he demanded. From his left hand, she could see the long blade of a knife.
“Children are innocent,” she continued.
The man took a step back, providing her a moment of relief as he crossed his arms. “What about Cooper Erickson? Was he innocent when he was a child? How about Betsy Wade?”
Sterling thought to herself, trying to produce the right answer. “I don’t know.”
“Answer the question!” he shouted.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said back, exasperated.
“Of course you don’t,” he said, shifting back in his chair. “But you soon will.”
His comment intrigued and frightened her. “Detective Dobson and I have nothing to do with your… pursuits. There’s no reason for me to be here.”
“Come now, Detective Sterling. You must be smarter than that. You were trying to stop me. You’ve officially gotten in the way.”
“We were only doing our jobs,” she said.
“As the hangman does his,” the man said, getting up again. He seemed fidgety and unable to stay in place for very long. He stepped into the light, boots clicking along the hardwood floor, and then crouched down halfway as a silhouette still holding a knife.
“I want to make a few things clear. One…” he began, holding up a finger. “You are my prisoner.” He then held up another finger. “Two… while your presence is unexpected, I can tell you that there is no escape.” His knees cracked as he shot up into the air without warning. “I spent years planning this, from the murders in Connecticut, Maine, and now here in South Carolina. All this is but a precursor of my deeply glorious act of retribution.”
He paused, licking his lips with a sound that made Sterling’s skin crawl. “I suppose you’d like to know more about me.”
“I’d rather not,” Sterling said.
He paused and rose over her, with his features still shadowed by the light. “Relax, Detective. I’m not going to kill you. Consider this a temporary stay. With your partner pulling together all his resources to find you, I can unleash the final stages of my plan with relative ease.”
“Detective Dobson solved the Bailey murder, along with dozens of other cases,” Sterling said in a brief act of defiance. “Even if it put a criminal back on the street, he found those responsible, and he’ll find you.”
“You better hope that he doesn’t,” the man said. “Because if he comes within fifty feet of this place, I’ll slash your throat like a piece of cantaloupe.”
A sliver of panic flowed down her spine the moment he held up a large hunting knife, with its blade flashing in the light. “I could cut you from head to toe in new and fascinating ways.”
Sterling winced and nodded. “You could… but then you wouldn’t have anyone to talk to.”
“What do you mean?” he said, lowering the knife in confusion.
“There’s no one else here, right?”
He lowered his head in laughter. She could smell the dirt caked under the toe of his boots a few feet from her mattress. “I see that you’re putting that criminal justice degree to work. You’ve think you’ve got me figured out?”
“Not at all,” she said. “I just want to understand—a”
“Understand what?” he shouted, startling her as he swooped down and held the knife to her throat. She held her breath and closed her eyes, prepared for the worse.
“Do you know what it’s like to gasp for air while choking on your blood at the same time?” he continued. “Your eyes roll back with every short, painful breath as your oxygen-deprived brain soon ceases to function.” She held her eyes closed, frozen, as he pushed the blade into her skin. “That’s right, Detective. That’s exactly what I thought. You don’t know a damn thing about me.”
“You’re right. I don’t,” she whispered as her lips trembled and tears welled under her closed eyelids.
“You don’t know what I’ve been through, how I’ve suffered, and everything I’ve lost.”
She nodded her head after the sting of the blade pressed further against her neck had her gasping in panic. He suddenly moved the knife away and then ran the tip of the blade gently across the T-shirt over her shoulder. “Maybe I’ll skin you alive. What do you think about that? Huh?”
He stopped and poked her near the kidneys as she found herself too petrified to answer.
“What do you say we leave your partner a nice surprise?”
“Please…” she said, voice shaky. “We’ll stay out of your way, I promise.”
Suddenly, he pulled the knife away, ending the pain in her lower side where the tip of the blade had been pushed, just breaking the skin. “You better hope so,” he said, rising quickly to his feet. “Because if I don’t get my way, I’ll send him your scalp in a box. Got it?”
Sterling gritted her teeth, sobbing and nodded.
Satisfied, he walked away from her and back behind the continual disorientation of the mysterious spotlight. His footsteps echoed through the room and then halted as she heard him turn around. “The amenities here are, as you can see, limited. With earned trust comes the possibility that for your routine sustenance. I might even untie you. For now, that’s all you need to know.” He then switched off the light and turned away.
“Wait!” Sterling called out. She heard him pause and continued. “Don’t leave me in here like this.” She shifted around helplessly on the mattress, trying to go after him.
“I’m sorry, but it’s necessary,” he said.
She tried to think of something to say, something that would make him reconsider, but there was little convincing a mind as deviant as his.
“My name is Landon,” he said, leaving the room. He then opened the door and waited. “Now that we’re on a first-name basis, I think that we’ll get along just fine.”
He then stepped out and closed the door behind him with the sound of multiple locks, leaving her in the darkness bound, alone, and fearful for what was to come.




UNSPEAKABLE ACTIONS





Detective Michael Dobson paced his bedroom as Sergeant Peterson filled him in. A vehicle had attempted to run over the children of Cooper and Janet Erickson, Alex and Brianna, after their school bus had dropped them off one block from their house. But it wasn’t just any vehicle, it had been identified as their mother’s minivan.
Detective Sterling was last seen pushing the children from the road just in time as the van drove past them. She had radioed for backup and then pursued the van. Her current whereabouts, however, were unknown. Dobson didn’t know what she had been doing there in the first place. They were supposed to meet up at the station in an hour. Now she was missing.
Her Jeep Cherokee, Peterson explained, wasn’t at the scene. The minivan in question was discovered a quarter mile from the Erickson residence, crashed into a tree on the side of the road near a wooded lot. The driver’s side door was open with the keys left in the ignition. There was little doubt in Dobson’s mind that the person behind the wheel was the very killer they were looking for.
“Has anyone heard from Janet Erickson?” Dobson asked, fearing the worst.
“Not yet,” Peterson said. “We’re looking.”
“And her husband?”
“Same story. Neither are answering their cell phones.”
Dobson rubbed his forehead and sighed with increasing frustration. “How in the hell did this happen?” Though the question wasn’t meant for anyone but himself.
“I don’t know,” Peterson said. “But there’s a good chance we can find this guy. He couldn’t have gotten far.”
“We don’t even know who we’re looking for,” Dobson said loudly in a moment of anger. He felt boxed in and unable to think straight. Too much was happening at once. Like a nightmare, the killer seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at once.
“There’s still smoke coming from the busted up front-end of the minivan,” Peterson continued. “We have time.”
Dobson hung his head down in the darkness of his bedroom where sunlight glowed from behind closed curtains. Rachel was long out of bed, and the strangeness of waking up in the middle of the afternoon had made him cranky and disoriented. He had expected to feel refreshed and ready to attack the case with a clear head and fresh perspective.
But it was in his time of slumber from the stakeout the night prior that the killer decided to reemerge. And still Dobson could conjure little understanding of what had happened.
“Find Sterling,” he said. “I don’t care what you have to do. Put an APB out on her Jeep. Search high and low, and don’t stop until you hear from either her or the Ericksons.”
“We’ll find her,” Peterson said with a comforting tone of optimism, though he couldn’t shake the encompassing dread twisting his stomach into knots He looked at his watch. It was 3:15 p.m., and the stakeout of the Erickson home hadn’t gotten them any closer to the chain letter killer.
Dobson was both angry at Sterling for putting herself in a dangerous situation alone and relieved that she had been there to save the Erickson children. Maybe she was okay after all. If only she’d answer her damn phone. It was her second, maybe third day on the force. He couldn’t remember. The last couple of days had been a blur.
“I’ll be here waiting by the van,” Peterson said. “Sergeant Cruz and Corporal Powell just pulled up.”
Dobson fumbled with his slacks, pulling them up with one hand and fastening his belt. His hair was a mess and he hadn’t even gotten a chance to take a shower. “Get the K-9 unit out there,” he continued. “Aerial support, if needed.”
“We’re on it,” Peterson said.
Dobson buttoned his long-sleeved shirt in the mirror and straightened his tie. “Where are the Erickson children now?”
“They’re with a neighbor for the time being.”
“Okay, good,” Dobson said. “I’m on my way.” He tucked his shirt in with the cell phone pressed against his ear. “Every decision we make is crucial. There are lives at stake here.”
“Got it,” Peterson said.
Dobson thanked him and got off the phone. He quickly put on his shoes, grabbed his badge and gun, and left the bedroom, swinging the door open to a sunlit hallway. He walked toward the living room where his wife, Rachel, and daughter, Penny, sat on the couch with the TV at low volume.
Rachel was reading from a magazine on one side of the couch while Penny lay on the other side, typing on her laptop. They casually turned their heads as he walked in, shielding his panic and trying to appear normal.
“Hey there. You okay?” Rachel asked. Her red hair was pinned back and braided; Penny’s long and braided in comparison. They must have done each other’s hair earlier.
“Have you seen my car keys anywhere?” he asked.
Rachel sat up and looked around. “No, I haven’t. Did you check the key rack?”
Dobson shook his head. “I never hang them there.”
“Maybe you did this time,” she said.
Penny glanced up at Dobson, noticing his apparent distress. “You don’t look well, Dad. What happened?”
He turned and headed into the foyer. “I’m fine, honey. Just a lot going on.”
Hanging on a rack on the wall near the door were his car keys, just as Rachel had said. Relieved, he took the keys, entered the kitchen, and grabbed his coat hanging over the back of a chair. The bight afternoon sunlight shining through the windows threw him off. Waking up in the middle of the day was disorienting enough. The current circumstances only made things worse. Dobson re-entered the living room to offer Rachel and Penny a quick goodbye.
“Things are heating up already,” he said. “Gotta run.”
Rachel looked up examined his stubbly, tired face with extra concern. “Penny’s right. Maybe you should sit down for a moment. I can make you something.”
“I appreciate that, but I don’t have any time.”
“Mike, please—”
“Sterling’s missing!” he said, louder than he had meant, startling them. “I’m not sure what happened, but I’m on my way to find out.”
“Your new partner?” Rachel asked.
Penny remained quiet, with fear showing on her thin face.
“Yes. My new partner,” Dobson said. “But everything is fine. I’ll be back later.”
He said goodbye and left the living room in a hurry. He opened the front door and rushed outside, shielding his eyes from the sun. His gray four-door Chevy Impala waited for him in the driveway next to Rachel’s Volvo. He kept his head down, as his red tie fluttered in the wind, and unlocked the driver’s side door. Once inside, he grabbed his sunglasses on the dashboard and put them on.
A little better, he thought, though his nerves were shot and mass confusion still lingered in his head. He started the car engine and called Sterling’s cell phone, waiting until it went to voicemail. “Sterling. Damn it. I hope you’re okay. Call me as soon as you get this message.”
Dobson hung up and sent a follow-up text, pleading with her to answer. He still held on to the hope that she was okay or too busy to answer. She could have been on the trail of the killer for all he knew. Something, however, wasn’t settling right with him. The chain letter killer seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time. Increasingly frustrated, Dobson gripped the steering wheel with both hands and raced out of the driveway, tires skidding against the pavement.
A slew of questions permeated his mind. Why did she go there alone? Didn’t she know any better? What was she doing at the Erickson’s house in the first place? Whatever, the answer, Dobson knew that she was his responsibility, regardless. He called her cell phone again and left a message.
“I mean it. Call me the moment you get this message,” he said with urgency.
He fled through the neighborhood at top speed through Heathrow Heights, the upscale neighborhood the reasonably wealthy Erickson family lived in. Next, he called Cooper Erickson, only to receive no answer as well. Dobson thought it odd that with everything going on, Cooper would ignore his call or allow himself to be indisposed.
“Mr. Erickson, this is Detective Dobson,” he began after the beep. “I need you to call me back immediately. Thank you.” He ended the call, frustrated. No one was answering. Had the chain letter killer gotten to them all in broad daylight, during normal business hours? Impossible.
Janet Erickson’s van was said to have been abandoned at the scene. With Sterling’s jeep nowhere in sight, it only made sense that she might have been taken hostage. He hoped and prayed that it wasn’t the case.
Dobson could feel his control of the case slipping. There were too many surprises. It would only be a matter of time, he feared, that Captain Nelson would reassign the investigation to someone else, possibly the Feds. It would be one last low note of his long career with Summerville Homicide, but there were more important things to worry about than retirement at the time.
He swerved through lanes, speeding past downtown traffic, heart racing and frantic. He felt as though he had failed everyone, Sterling not the least. He had underestimated their suspect. Perhaps he was being watched the entire time. Eight miles from the Erickson neighborhood, he began to consider the theory first posed by Sterling that their activities were of no secret. But no one could be at so many places during the day and night without being seen.
Dobson then realized that if he had any chance of finding Sterling, he’d have to exceed his own expectations and stop at nothing to find out where their suspect went. All he needed was a little time, which was in short supply; a luxury that didn’t then exist.
He suddenly recalled Cooper Erickson’s supposed whereabouts that day. Earlier that morning, Cooper had mentioned his company’s role in the Winter Garden Plaza expansion. Dobson hoped that he was still on site and just too busy to answer his phone. He swerved into the left lane, deciding to change course. The only way to find out what was going on was to talk to Cooper directly. He slowed at the light of a busy intersection and turned around in the opposite direction, engine roaring along the three-lane road.
A mile farther, Dobson slowed and turned into a largely vacant plaza where a large section was blocked off with fencing due to the pending construction. He ignored the detour signs and drove through an open gate leading into the construction site where a gutted building stood in the distance. He slowed along the bumpy road past a stack of plywood and an unmanned crane.
He squinted and saw a trailer ahead next to a row of Port-a-Johns. Curiously, no one seemed to be around—no crew or any sign of Cooper—though the gate into the site had been left wide open. As he neared the trailer, however, Dobson saw Cooper’s black Dodge Charger parked among several empty spaces. He was there after all.
Dobson sped up and swerved as he came to a halt in front of the trailer, kicking up a large dust cloud that trailed in the air. He was glad to have caught Cooper before he left. Maybe they could find out what happened to Janet. He was also faced with delivering the shocking news that Cooper’s children had been targeted in a hit and run, if he hadn’t already been informed of it.
Dobson parked and turned off the ignition, glancing toward the trailer. No one walked outside, despite the unmistakable sound of Dobson’s vehicle pulling up. He opened his door and stepped out to a quiet breeze and eerie silence that consumed the area. With its door closed and blinds shut, the trailer looked unoccupied. Dobson had expected Cooper to at least stick his head out the door upon his hasty arrival. But there was nothing.
He hurried toward the trailer entrance and stopped. His gut feeling told him that something wasn’t right. There was no other warning more obvious. He pulled his pistol from his side holster and climbed the steps to the entrance. His hand hovered over the tiny circular knob as he listened, ear pressed against the door.
He gripped the knob, turned it, and swung the door open, charging into the darkened trailer with his pistol aimed. Inside, he could see a desk, a couch, and a few chairs, but no sign of Cooper. An air conditioner hummed on a windowsill in the corner.
“Mr. Erickson?” Dobson said, looking around.
He carefully approached the desk, slightly crouched with his pistol gripped in both hands. “Cooper?” There was no answer. Behind the desk, in the corner, was an old filing cabinet. The inside of the trailer smelled of sandpaper and wood. Dobson swung behind the desk and pulled out the chair, glancing under it.
Cooper wasn’t hiding nor was anyone else. A family photo of Cooper, Janet, and their two children rested on the desk’s surface next to an office phone. Dobson picked up the phone and immediately placed a call to the Summerville Police Station. Kari, one of the receptionists, answered, and Dobson asked to be transferred to Captain Nelson immediately.
“Yes, Detective,” she said.
Dobson waited with the phone against his ear and his pistol in his other hand. He wasn’t sure of Cooper’s whereabouts, but his absence proved alarming enough to call it in. The open trailer door creaked as sunlight poured into the dusty trailer. A water cooler bubbled next to the couch where manila folders lay across a coffee table. There was nothing normal about an abandoned construction site, especially one this quiet.
“This is Captain Nelson,” the captain’s voice said on the other end.
Dobson was quick to dive in. “Sir, this is Dobson. I’m at the Winter Garden Plaza construction site, and there’s been some developments.”
“Like what?” Nelson said in a distracted voice. “Is Sterling with you?”
“No, but I need some backup here.”
“I thought you were watching this guy, Mike. What happened?”
“We were,” Dobson said while catching his breath. “Last night. But now I can’t get a hold of Cooper or Janet Erickson. A van tried to run down their children earlier, we think it’s Janet’s.”
“What?” Nelson asked, stunned. “This long past the point of being out of control. I want you and Sterling back at the station immediately.”
Dobson leaned over the desk, phone against his ear, increasingly frustrated. “He’s out there right now. We can catch him.”
“Not before he kills yet another victim. I don’t want to hear anymore. It’s time a special task force.”
Dobson held the phone receiver, hesitant. “I’ll be there as soon as I find Cooper Erickson.” He then hung up the phone to avoid any potential argument. He stared across the empty trailer, his mind a sea of troubling thoughts. He walked out of the trailer with his pistol aimed and cautiously examined the construction site before him.
The quietness was unsettling, save for traffic moving in the distance. He walked down the steps and approached Cooper’s truck, sunlight reflecting from its shiny surface. Dobson stopped and turned around just as the trailer’s air conditioner switched off. On the side of the elevated trailer, he saw work boots sticking out of the bushes.
“Mr. Erickson!” he called out as he inched back toward the bush, alongside a tarp-covered chain-link fence.
Upon closer inspection, he could see the blue jeans. Dobson closed in, pistol steadied, and knelt next to a stack of cinder blocks. He saw a trail of blood in the sand, which led straight to the bushes. “This is Detective Michael Dobson with the Summerville PD! If there’s anyone there, come out with your hands out, or you will be shot!”
He waited for a response. The legs sticking out of the bushes didn’t move. He had a terrible feeling about who was lying a few feet away. Dobson rose with little time to spare and moved quickly to the bushes. Lying in the dirt, only partially concealed, was Cooper Erickson. His face was a discolored blue, bloodied mouth open, and eyes closed. One look at him, and Dobson knew that he was already dead.
Dobson moved quickly around the bush and behind the trailer, aiming his pistol ahead. Sweat dripped down his forehead as he swept the area, side to side. No one was around. The killer, it seemed, was no longer there. He turned back toward the bushes and knelt next to Cooper’s body. His throat was slit open and covered in dark red blood that had formed a gooey puddle in the sand under his head.
Dobson hesitated to touch him, paralyzed by the shock of the man he had sworn to protect now murdered. He felt strangely unmatched and overwhelmed. The killer had struck in broad daylight and somehow managed to remain inexplicably unnoticed. Dobson thought of the abandoned minivan found not far from the Erickson home.
Things weren’t looking good for Janet Erickson. It like the killer had even tried to murder their children. Dobson couldn’t understand it. He had never seen anything so heinous and detestable in his entire career. Was he even prepared for a case like this? He stood up, lightheaded and short of breath, and reached inside his pocket for his cell phone. There was no word from Sterling yet.
Her absence certainly didn’t help the situation. He made one quick call, requesting immediate backup and then waited. As he walked away from the trailer toward Cooper’s pickup truck, his hazy mind began to clear with scenarios of what could have happened.
The killer was moving quickly like an assassin between targets. He knew where Cooper was working, and Dobson was pretty sure that he knew of Janet’s whereabouts too. The question remained of how he was able to strike with assurance that there would be no witnesses. Perhaps Janet was taken alive. There was only one way to find out.
“I need a sweep of the court house parking garage,” he said into the phone.
The dispatcher on the other end seemed confused. “I’m sorry, Detective. A sweep?”
Dobson hurried past the trailer and toward his car parked by the gate. “The south end parking garage. I need all available units there. We’re looking for a woman by the name of Janet Erickson. White female. Early forties. Five feet seven. She’s a paralegal.”
A pause came at the other end. “Available units have already been dispatched to the Winter Garden Plaza. I thought you had called them there.”
Dobson swung around his car to the driver’s side, searching for his hand-held police radio. He hoped he hadn’t left it at home or office. “No, no. That’s okay,” he said loudly into the phone as an overhead helicopter jettisoned past.
He glanced up and saw that it was a police helicopter, wondering if it was headed to the Erickson neighborhood. “I need them here,” he continued. “All first responders. We’ve got an active homicide.”
The dispatcher confirmed as Dobson thanked her and hung up. Still no call from Sterling, and Dobson’s initial concern was venturing toward fear. Sirens blared in the distance as Dobson walked the perimeter of the construction site.
He knew that the killer was gone, and as he circled around the pickup truck and toward the bushes where Cooper’s body lay, he recalled that they were dealing with a trophy killer. Only this time, it didn’t appear that any part of his latest victim was missing to add to his collection.
Dobson didn’t want to move the body. He didn’t even want to look at it. Two children no longer had a father, and the longer Dobson remained at the murder scene, the more he began to blame himself. Three police cars sped into the parking lot with an ambulance not far behind.
Dobson rushed forward, toward the open gate and waved the responders in. Their sirens ceased as their emergency lights continued to rapidly flicker. Dobson went back toward the trailer as a cloud of dust kicked up from the arriving entourage nearly engulfed him. The officers on the scene were quick to park and get out of their vehicles as Dobson took a deep breath and approached them.
“We’ve got a body over there,” he said, pointing to the side of the trailer. “Get Forensics on the radio and get them here immediately.”
“Is that who I think it is?” Sergeant Jimenez asked, lifting his shades.
“Yes. It’s Cooper Erickson. He was murdered maybe less than an hour ago,” Dobson said, shaking his head. “Keep a lid on things until we know what’s going on.”
He suddenly paused and saw a red caked dirt beyond the police car. He walked past the officers and approached the puddle. Redness had seeped into the sand like an oil stain. There was little doubt that Dobson was standing where Cooper had been stabbed.
“I want the entire area cordoned off,” he announced to the officers. They nodded in response as two more police vehicles raced through the gates. “Tell them to keep their distance!” Dobson shouted.
He didn’t want the crime scene to become a parking garage. The past few days had been a redundant stream of murder scenes where he was operating as nothing more than the cleanup crew. He was at his wits’ end with the being a step behind the killer.
He glanced at Cooper’s truck and then thought of Janet’s minivan, which had somehow fallen into the killer’s hands. He then thought of Sterling’s Jeep and things started to come together. That was the missing piece.
“When did you get here, Detective?” Jimenez asked as a gust of wind blew through the construction site like a sand storm.
Dobson brushed at his hair with his palm. “Twenty minutes or so. I was checking in on Mr. Erickson—” Suddenly, his cell phone vibrated. Dobson paused and pulled it from his pocket. Much to his relief, it was from Sterling’s number. “Pardon me,” he said, raising an index finger to Jimenez. He moved away from the noise and chatter and answered the phone, eager to find out where she had been the whole time.
“Sterling. What’s going on?” He waited and heard nothing but crackling static on the other end. “Talk to me, Sterling. We’ve got a situation here.”
“Oh, I bet you do,” a voice that wasn’t Sterling’s said on the other end.
Dobson paused and looked around, startled by the response. “Excuse me. Who is this?”
“Listen up, Detective Nobody. I’m guessing you have your hands full, right?”
The grating, mechanical-sounding voice an obvious disguise.
“Who is this?” Dobson asked, though the last thing he expected was a hearty answer.
“Let me save you some time. About an hour ago, I killed Cooper Erickson. Thirty minutes before that, I killed his lovely wife. Would have killed his kids too, but somebody got in the way.”
“Listen to me, whoever you are,” Dobson spat into the phone. “It’s only a matter of time before we find you, so drop the charade.”
“How long did it take you to find the body?” the voice asked. “Couldn’t have been too hard. I took little care in concealing it.” He paused again with a satisfied chuckle. “But my generosity has come to an end.”
“Where’s Detective Sterling?” Dobson demanded.
“She’s a detective?” the man’s voice asked, astonished. “You wouldn’t know it from her haphazard pursuit of me.”
“Listen to me, you son of a bitch—”
“No, you listen to me! Your partner is alive, but that’s all up to you. Drop this case, and I’ll let her go. I only want to be left alone, and I’ll stop everything.”
“That’s not how it works,” Dobson said, pacing back and forth over the sand.
“I’ve completed my mission,” the voice continued. “I won. You lost. Get over it and move on.”
“This isn’t over,” Dobson said.
“And don’t bother looking for Janet Erickson either. You’re not going to find her.”
“I want to speak to my partner.”
The voice laughed again. “Goodbye, Detective.”
The call ended before Dobson could say another word. He lowered the phone, stunned, and then immediately called the number back. Predictably, it went to voicemail. He gave up and slipped his cell phone back into his pocket. The realization that Sterling had been captured hadn’t fully sunk in.
He watched as the police surrounded Cooper Erickson’s body, callously discarded in the bushes. This time, however, there didn’t seem to be anything missing. Perhaps their killer’s collection was complete. Or maybe, Dobson thought, he was beginning to get sloppy after all.




INVESTIGATION





Dobson stood in Captain Nelson’s office with Detective Jack Harris and Detective Gabrielle Jones, two of the department’s senior detectives. They too had joined Dobson’s stakeout and watched the Ericksons home all night. When they had left the scene that morning, there was little doubt that the family was safe for the time being. No one would have predicted such a devastating turn of events.
Captain Nelson sat at his desk, hands folded and head down as the three detectives stood in front of him. A wall-mounted television played on mute in the corner of the office. Phones rang nonstop from the various cubicles outside.
The department was in a frenzy. A serial killer was on the loose, and they could no longer keep the news from the public. Dobson glanced at the television where an ongoing local news report detailed, “Multiple Slayings in Leesburg” in a large text on the bottom of the screen.
The female reporter gripped a microphone and spoke at a safe distance from the Winter Garden Plaza, where a barrage of police vehicles were on site. The disappearance of one of the department’s probationary detectives was under wraps for the time being, but there was no denying that it had changed the case as they knew it.
Nelson raised his head, removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes. “I just got off the phone with the Chief Deputy. He’s expected to release a statement within the hour. I think I can say with certainty that things aren’t looking good here.”
Dobson stepped forward. “Sir, if I could—”
Nelson held a hand up. “Not yet. Listen.” Silence permeated through the office as Nelson took a deep breath. His normally slicked-back gray hair was dry and wavy. There was even light stubble on his face, normally unseen on their perpetually well-groomed captain. The sleeves to his white button-down dress shirt were rolled up, and his blue tie was slightly loosened at the collar.
Standing next to Dobson, Detective Harris and Jones had only just arrived at the station after their long shift from the previous night. They seemed as surprised as anyone that things had gone so wrong in such a short amount of time.
“When did Sterling go missing?” he asked, eyes locking with Dobson’s.
Dobson thought to himself and then looked at a nearby wall clock. It was 4:47 p.m. “Approximately two and a half hours ago,” Dobson said. “Right after she called for backup.”
Nelson flopped his arms down onto the desk, seemingly defeated. “What was she doing there in the first place?”
“I’m not sure,” Dobson said.
“Good thing that she was,” Detective Jones announced in her typical outspoken manner. “Saved those kids’ lives.”
Nelson’s hand went up again as though he was well aware of the situation. “I get it. Now she’s presumably being held by this psychopath, and we have no leads on where they could be.” He paused and looked at each detective. “Is that correct?”
Dobson nodded. “We talked over Sterling’s phone for maybe one or two minutes. I’m sure we can pull a location from the call.”
“Supermarket off of Prince Boulevard,” Detective Harris said. “Last known location pinged from her phone.”
Nelson leaned forward with his fingers interlaced. “We’ve been having a hard time pulling in resources as it is. Maybe this will change things for the better.”
Dobson stood silent, confused by the captain’s tone as Jones gripped the front of his desk and leaned closer. “There’s surveillance footage in the parking garage, right?” She paused and looked around, stunned to hear no immediate answer. “It’s right next to the courthouse. Janet Erickson had just left there. You mean to tell me that this guy killed or kidnapped her and stole her van in broad daylight without a single witness and without being caught on camera?”
Harris shook his head. “Not possible. Then again, he did cut off a lady’s head.”
Jones swung her head around and gave him a stern look. “Come on, Jack. What kind of thing is that to say?”
Dobson held out his hands. “Enough. Let’s think here. So far, the search team has pulled nothing from the parking garage. Janet Erickson is with the killer, alive or dead. We know he’s not far from here, and we also know that this killing spree is far from over.”
Harris looked from the television back to Dobson in disbelief. “In this town? Never thought it possible.”
“We just need to catch the bastard,” Jones said in a fiery tone.
Captain Nelson pushed his arms forward and yawned. There was little question that he was pulling some of the longest hours of any of them. “I want an answer, Mike,” he said, looking directly at Dobson. “What was said over the phone? I want every word.”
Dobson cleared his throat. “He spoke with a distorted voice and demanded that we back off. That was his one and only demand. If we did that, he explained, he would release Detective Sterling.”
“Bullshit,” Harris interjected.
Dobson gave him a funny look as Harris quickly corrected himself. “Not to your story, Mike. The promise of letting her go.”
“I agree,” Dobson said. “It’s a total ruse, but what we do know is that our suspect went to great lengths to conceal his voice, which also has me convinced that he uses disguises—different wigs, masks, and makeup to that extent.”
Dobson paused as though something had come back to him—a visit by a man in all black, with a face of rubber or latex, concealed by the shadow of a ball cap. Dobson recalled the man asking for directions around the station. If he could only remember the month or day. The memory was hazy at best, but he felt a connection.
“You still with us, Mike?” Nelson asked, leaning back in his chair.
Dobson looked forward with a nod. “Yeah.”
“Great,” Nelson continued. “As I was saying, the police chief is ordering a perimeter to be set around all major parts of town. Police are setting up roadblocks and conducting searches within twenty miles of the Erickson home.” He paused and turned to look at the wall-mounted television in the corner where an empty podium was on screen with a news banner underneath that read, “Police Chief to Release Statement on Local Murders.”
The time for answers was near. Dobson knew that their suspect was quite possibly a local resident himself—a graduate of Summerville High School. The victims were connected by their graduating year and acquaintances. They had all been friends at one point before growing up and moving on with their lives, unaware that the past would come back to haunt them. The only question in Dobson’s mind was about what they had done and to whom. Once he knew the answers, the killer’s identity was certain to follow. Or so he hoped.
Nelson looked away from the screen and wiped a hand down his face. “I don’t want to think about what’ll happen if we lose one more person to this demented psychopath. We might not even have jobs by the time this day is over.”
Dobson stepped forward feeling justified in his sudden anger. “Sir, that’s probably not the most important concern right now. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Nelson shot Dobson an incredulous look, only to see Harris and Jones displaying a similar stance, arms crossed and unamused facial expressions. “I apologize, okay?” he said. “But it’s going to be a lot harder to find Sterling after we’re dismissed. Wouldn’t you agree with that?”
“No one is going to step in and take this case away from us,” Jones said with conviction in her dark eyes. “Not if I can help it.”
A brief silence followed throughout the room as Nelson leaned closer to his computer monitor screen while moving his mouse around. Dobson pondered just how much of his theories of high school vengeance from a mysterious student he should present without being laughed out of the room. But most killings had a motive, and revenge was at the top of the list.
Nelson typed across his keyboard and paused with a deep breath. “Any one of you can correct me if I’m wrong here.” He then began reading a report from the screen. “Two nights ago, a resident by the name of Betsy Wade contacted the Summerville Police Department about a letter she received in the mail, which she believed to be a threat. The next morning, Ms. Wade is found dead in her home. Decapitated.” Nelson paused and looked up at the detectives. “Everything sound right so far?”
Dobson, Harris, and Jones all nodded as he continued.
“The day following her murder, the investigation led to another resident, Gordon McDonnel, who also received a chain letter of some sort in the mail. He was found murdered in his car outside the vacant plastics factory. Everyone up to speed?”
This time, he didn’t wait for a response.
“That same evening, this department contacted Cooper and Janet Erickson, who also reported receiving the same chain letter. We conducted a stakeout in hopes of catching the suspect or suspects involved in these murders. Hours pass, the night ends, and nothing happens.” Nelson stopped and leaned back in his chair, rubbing at his temple on both sides. “And now, we’re dealing with the aftermath of a double homicide and a missing detective, all in the span of what, three days?” He rocked forward and held his hands out as though the question baffled him. “Just how in the hell did we get here?”
Dobson noticed both Harris and Jones looking in his direction as he did his best to explain.
“What we’ve found has proved a convincing pattern. The victims all knew each other from high school. They attended Summerville High and graduated in 1991. I believe that our killer was from the same school and that he has been planning these murders for a long time.”
“Summerville High?” Nelson asked, scratching his head. “Yes, I’ve read your report.” He paused as though he had theories of his own. Instead of offering such insight, his eyes returned to his monitor screen as he resumed typing. “I’m sure it wouldn’t take more than a few hours to interview every other graduate now, would it?”
Dobson scratched behind his ear, dreading such a task. “Depends, sir. I think we should continue examining Betsy Wade’s yearbook and make sense of the missing page among the class pictures. Help narrow down the search at least.”
Nelson held his chin, eyes looking upward in thought. “You haven’t done this already?”
Dobson looked around to notice all eyes on him. “I’m not the only detective on the force. I--”
Nelson immediately cut him off. “Yes, but this is your case. Or at least I thought it was.”
There was nothing left for Dobson to do but leave the room. Instead, he stayed with the guilt of Sterling’s abduction weighing on him by the minute. Finding the killer was beginning to be less about solving the case than it was about finding the person who had made the last three days of his life a living hell and making him pay for it.
Harris’s head suddenly shot up just as Police Chief Daniel Meeks appeared at the podium with his trim dark hair, thick neck, and youthful, clean-shaven face. He looked to be in his late thirties, part of the new blood taking over the department just as many of its veterans were retiring. He cleared his throat with one balled fist while holding several index cards in his other hand.
“What is it?” Dobson asked Harris who stared at his screen.
“You know, the chief went to Summerville High, too,” Harris said.
“Yeah, so?” Jones said, losing patience.
“He must have graduated later,” Harris continued.
“What are you getting at, Detective?” Nelson asked.
Harris shook his head. “No. It’s just… there’s a high school reunion being held at the end of the week.” He paused and looked around surprised to see everyone looking at him. “Yeah. This Friday. Hell, that’s tomorrow.”
“What graduating class?” Dobson asked.
Harris looked up, thinking to himself. “Twenty-five-year class, I think. My wife’s friend, Isabelle, was talking about it the other day. They’ve rented out the conference room of the Renaissance Hotel downtown. Pretty impressive.”
Jones quickly counted to herself and then turned to Dobson with near dread in her eyes. “That’s the class of 1991.”
Dobson thought of the chain letters he had seen so far, each identical in their message, announcing a twenty-five-year high school reunion “right around the corner.”
Harris laughed, keeping in tune with his ability to find humor at inappropriate times.
“Tomorrow?” Dobson said, astonished. “Every one of those people could be in danger.”
“Oh, come on,” Harris said. “Let’s stay focused on the issue at hand.”
“I am focused!” Dobson said, turning toward him with a glare. “You just don’t get it, do you, Jack? We keep underestimating this guy with every senseless murder that comes our way.”
Harris stepped closer, face reddening. “Spare me the lecture, Mike. You blew this case. Not us.”
Dobson flushed with anger as Jones stepped between them, hands at their chests.
“That’s enough!” Nelson said loudly, rising from his chair.
He rubbed his temples for a moment in the brief silence that followed and then grabbed the remote on his desk. “Compose yourselves and get it together before the Feds come in here and take over the entire thing. I want eyes on this reunion tomorrow. We’ll get extra security there too, if necessary.”
“Why even have the thing?” Jones asked in protest. “If the public knew that all the victims were from the same graduating class, I don’t think a single person would go.”
Dobson took a step back in deep contemplation. “Having the reunion might be the only way to catch him.”
Harris shook his head. “Another sting operation, eh?”
Dobson looked straight at the captain without response. “I think I’ve spent enough time talking about this case. I have a partner to find.”
Nelson pointed the remote at the TV and turned up the volume. “Just wait a minute. Let’s hear what the Chief has to say.” Chief Meeks had just finished his opening remarks and began to address what he called a “horrific and calculated murder of residents of the greater Summerville area.”
Absent from his comments were any mention of the out-of-state murders of Victoria Owens and Elizabeth Hayes. Perhaps it was just too much to mention in one press conference. The chief had his briefing notes along with Dobson’s initial report. Anything else was open the speculation.
“There is an official manhunt underway for the killer…” he continued. “He’s been described as a white male in his late thirties to mid-forties known to often wear wigs and disguises.” He paused and flipped to the next index card as the room went quiet amid still camera lights flashing.
“We believe this person to be responsible for four recent murders in Summerville and at least two elsewhere. The victims were all former graduates of Summerville High, and we believe that to be the connection between the killer and his victims.”
Standing next to Dobson, Harris stared at the screen dumbfounded. “He actually said it.”
“Said what?” Jones asked, looking at him confused.
“That they were all high school graduates from the same year,” Harris said. “Wonder just what happened to this guy back then.” Harris paused and turned to Dobson with a nudge to his shoulder, grinning as though the thought had to get out. “What do you think, Mike? Maybe they pulled this kid’s trousers down in gym class.”
“Whatever it is, I’m not leaving until I find out,” Dobson answered.
“Anyone with information about these murders is asked to contact our department crimeline immediately. The suspect is considered armed and extremely dangerous and is believed to reside in the Summerville area.”
An off-screen reporter suddenly interjected, taking the chief by surprise. “Chief Meeks, how close are you to finding this killer?”
Another off-screen reporter cut in as well with their own question. “Will there be a curfew imposed by the mayor?”
“How will residents know when it is safe?” Another reporter asked.
Meeks raised a hand up and calmly asked for patience. “We’ll be getting to your questions soon enough, but first it’s important that I get the proper information out.”
“How long has the department known about the existence of this serial killer?”
“How accurate is the name, the Chain Letter Killer?”
Captain Nelson turned away from the screen and shook his head. “Just started, and he’s already losing ground.” He then paused and pointed at the three detectives standing in front of his desk. “Get a handle on this thing. Find Sterling.” He suddenly paused again, slightly overwhelmed. “And the Erickson woman… Janet.”
“And as far as the reunion?” Harris asked.
Whatever their differing opinions on the matter, the detectives waited for Nelson’s to reach a decision. “We let it go on until further notice,” he eventually said. “Might be our best bet in catching this guy. Same as what Mike said.”
“You could also be putting a lot of people in danger,” Jones added.
They all turned toward the television as the chief continued his statement, barely able to get a word in edgewise with the constant questions lobbed at him. The prospect of a serial killer on the loose meant that this was no ordinary press conference. It was the beginning of a frenzied coverage cycle destined to reach the national media before the department had much chance to react.
Dobson locked himself in his office and sat at his desk, prepared to reach a breakthrough. The long rolling bulletin board he and Sterling had worked was five feet from his desk with its series of photos, chain letters, and notes tacked across the surface. Betsy Wade’s yearbook rested below Dobson with several case files stacked nearby. He called Sterling’s number a series of times, but it always went to voicemail, though he didn’t expect her to answer.
He envisioned his rookie partner tied up in the darkness of a tightly confined holding cell. She didn’t cry even when taunted by her captor. Next to Betsy Wade’s yearbook was a reprint he had requested from the school a day prior. Beside the reprint was the complete file into the investigation of the plastics factory fire.
His computer screen displayed dozens of open browser searches, Facebook pages of the deceased, and any information he could find on the class reunion, news articles about the plastics factory, and who or what they were dealing with. His cell phone rested nearby on silent. He couldn’t turn it off. Not with Sterling in danger.
In the time since locking himself inside the office, he had received two text messages from Rachel. The first one asked if he was coming home at a reasonable time that evening. The second one presumed that he wasn’t.
Guess not, she said.
Dobson used to get annoyed by the grief he got for working long hours. But after so many years of late nights and unpredictable hours, he knew that no amount of justification was going to make her used to it. Her snarky texts were all she had left. For the first time in a long time, Dobson had no idea when he’d be home.
He typed back, I’ll let you know later, and returned to his work. It felt as though all or most of the pieces were there. The chain letter killer had practically drawn him a map.
The missing page of the yearbook, page seventy-five to be exact, was a collage of random shots around school. From the intact page of the reprint, he saw an immediate red flag in the lower right-hand corner of the page. It was a group photo, and the participants couldn’t have been clearer.
Dobson circled the picture and made note of the names. From left to right there was Janet Hughes, Cooper Erickson, and Elizabeth Butler in the front and Victoria Harmon, Gordon McDonnel, and Betsy Wade in the back. All of them looked to be about twenty years younger—many of them with long wavy hair and bright and dated clothing.
If this was the group together, where is the missing link?
Who had ripped the original page from Betsy Wade’s yearbook and why?
He scrolled through the photos of the Gordon McDonnel crime scene, still fresh in his mind. The brutality of the murder, specifically Gordon’s gouged-out eyes, startled Dobson. Perhaps even more than Betsy Wade’s severed head. Victoria Owens/Harmon had been scalped. Elizabeth Hayes/Butler was found with her ears cut off.
It was a strange and random assortment of kill trophies, and Dobson was unable to find a clear pattern beyond the simple fact that the killer didn’t collect anything below the neck. That was, until he received an urgent call from his office phone moments later. He recognized the number immediately as the medical examiner.
“Dobson here,” he said, phone receiver against his ear.
“Hey there, Mike. It’s Galligan. Your boys just dropped a corpse in my room.”
“That’s correct, Doctor. It’s the Chain Letter Killer’s latest victim, Cooper Erickson.”
There was a brief pause on the phone as Galligan sighed. “I know. I knew the man. Was a pretty good guy.” He then cleared his throat and spoke with an inhibited tone Dobson had yet to ever hear from him. “I don’t know how to say this, but I’ll just get it out. I noticed a large blood stain on the victims’ clothing mainly around the groin area. After we removed his clothes, we confirmed it. Mr. Erickson has been castrated.”
Dobson gripped the phone, unsure of what to say.
“You still there, Mike?” Galligan asked.
Dobson’s hand unknowingly drifted to his crouch, covering his own area in a subconscious daze. “Yeah. Oh my God. That’s terrible.”
“It’s pretty damn sick. I’d say that we’re dealing with a true psychopath, but we already knew that from the moment we wheeled in Betsy Wade.”
“Thanks for letting me know,” Dobson said as a sickness grew in his gut. He hung up and scribbled some additional notes down. When he had found Cooper Erickson’s body the murder had looked hasty, sloppy even. There were no immediate signs of any further mutilation beyond stab wounds.
The killer, however, had taken another trophy; a piece to add to his growing collection. As he resumed his Internet browsing, Dobson believed that their killer was far from done. His background search into the plastics factory yielded several results. Before becoming a near-smoldering pile of rubble, Priceless Plastics had operated in the greater area for fifteen years.
An electrical fire had destroyed the building and the business promptly closed after the death of four employees and injury of others. Dobson had known of the abandoned factory’s background and the urban legends that had since transpired. What he had found most curious of the Internet articles listed were the dates. He had forgotten that it had been so long ago, decades even. The eye-grabbing headlines said it all:
“Factory Blaze Kills Four”
“Inferno Engulfs Factory, Killing Four”
“Three Dead in Freak Electrical Fire”
Dobson scanned the articles, making note of the victims’ names: Ralph Vargas, 44, Bruce Roland, 56, and Andre Sterling, 35, all deceased, and Landon Kearney, 17, injured. Mr. Vargas was an electrician working on the factory’s faulty machines. The rest were all late-shift employees who had been killed or injured in the fire.
Dobson flipped open the investigation file and began reading. The date of the report immediately caught his eye: Monday, February 11, 1991.
Everything was there, Dobson just needed to figure out the last few connecting pieces. Then he read the first couple paragraphs of the report and caught something he knew he should have noticed at the beginning.
“Mark Kearney Sr. is the owner of Priceless Plastics. He has been cleared of negligence and wrong doing but is facing several wrongful death lawsuits by the families of the victims. The arson investigation deemed unexpected electrical malfunction as the cause of the fire.
“Mr. Kearney’s own son, Landon Kearney, seventeen, was badly injured trying to save the other victims. Mr. Kearney’s wife, Melissa, told investigators that her son sometimes worked late at the factory before school as he was saving money to buy his own car.”
Dobson turned away from the report and immediately scrolled through one of the open articles on his Internet browser, written three years after the incident. The third paragraph talked about the Kearney family and subsequent loss of their factory, their home, and their finances due to lawsuits.
Their own son, the article stated, had been admitted to a treatment and recovery center for burn victims. He had been in a coma for years. At first, many of the physicians didn’t think he would make it. Their son’s mention was brief as the article went back to talking about the once wealthy and influential Kearney family who had soon lost everything as a result of the fire.
Dobson swung around and pulled the yearbook close, flipping to the senior class photos. He went directly to the K’s, half expecting to see a picture of Landon, but there wasn’t any. “Of course,” he said out loud. The date of the fire, February 11, must have been long before class photos, or so Dobson believed.
He flipped a few pages forward to the words, written like fine print, which accompanied the closing page of the senior years. There were several students listed as “not pictured,” and among them was the Kearney boy, Landon, absent on the day the students took their photos.
“*Not Pictured: Landon Kearney.”




MIND GAMES





Sterling woke up in the darkness of the strange, unfurnished bedroom that had become her holding cell. Even with all light extinguished, windows boarded up, and the door closed and locked, she could sense the emptiness of her surroundings. She saw the shape of a single chair a few feet in front of her next to a plastic bucket. She looked around for a light source and found none. He hadn’t left her any food or water either; a startling reminder of her helpless situation.
She felt a slight stream of air from a small vent above in the otherwise stuffy room. She swallowed the dryness in her scratchy throat just as footsteps sounded from outside the room, moving back and forth. He sounded busy. She recalled him explaining how important it was for law enforcement to “stay out of his way.”
The mattress plastic crinkled as she carefully turned over and sat up, aching arms still tied behind her back. For the moment, it appeared that he had forgotten about her. It felt like hours since he had last entered her room. The increasing discomfort in her back, arms, and legs was on the verge of unbearable. Despite her increasing panic, Sterling considered herself fortunate to be alive and curious of her captor’s reasons for doing so.
She listened for movement outside the room as his footsteps echoed from the hardwood floors. He sounded preoccupied as he failed to so much as slow near her door. Sterling’s headache worsened by the minute. She couldn’t remember how she had fallen asleep in the first place. Perhaps he had drugged her again. Or maybe, she thought, the effects of the chloroform used to abduct her were still lingering.
“Real smart, Angie,” she scoffed under her breath. “What are you going to do now?”
It was her third day as a rookie and she was already facing a life-or-death situation. It felt like a bad dream she couldn’t wake up from. She froze as he passed her room with a cheery whistle. He was up to something, and in his momentary distraction, Sterling saw an opportunity. She pulled at the rope binding her wrists to no avail.
After a frustrated sigh, she backed against the wall and pushed herself up. She stepped off the mattress with her legs wobbly from not standing up for so long. Her sneakers touched the hardwood floor just as a power drill sounded in the distance. The drilling stopped and resumed with her careful steps toward the bedroom door.
She could see slivers of light at the edges of the door frame. She slowly turned the knob and wasn’t surprised to find it locked. The drilling stopped as Sterling pressed her ear against the door and listened. A loud hammering followed. The abrupt clang against metal sent Sterling a few steps back. He was constructing something and had been doing so for hours.
More than ever, she knew that she had to get out of the room and find out what it was. She moved away from the door as his whistling resumed with leisurely steps in her direction. She looked within the darkness of the room for something to defend herself with, though she couldn’t move her hands.
She tapped the plastic bucket with the tip of her shoe. It was empty. She pushed against the flimsy folding chair in her path. It could be worth a shot, she felt, if she ever got free. She’d club her captors head in given the chance, but for the moment, she was at his mercy.
She could see the tacky flower pattern on peeling wallpaper, covering all four bare walls around her. It reminded her of a vacant motel room. Wherever she was, it was no normal house. It had the markings of someplace transient, no doubt deep in the woods and away from everybody and everyone.
She moved along the wall to her side and came across a large piece of plywood nailed in the center. Ahead, she could see another. It looked as though her captor had boarded up the windows. In that case, the only clear way out was through the door.
She paced the room, hands tied behind her back, and tried to conjure a plan. She was still wearing her jeans and T-shirt from before she got taken. Her pistol, cell phone, and pocketbook had been taken, which was of no surprise to her. Her thin leather belt remained around her waist. Perhaps she had another potential weapon at her disposal.
“Think, Angie. Think,” she said under her breath as she moved across the floor, back and forth.
There had to be a way out. If she could convince him to free her hands, that’d be a start. She paused and listened as a quietness followed from the house. A chill ran down her spine when she suddenly had the uncanny feeling that he was right outside the door, listening against it. He had told her that his name was Landon.
Whether it was his real name or not, she didn’t know. All that was clear was that his vengeance was far from done. Could she say anything to him to have him reconsider? Could she say anything to him at all?
She inched toward the mattress as a knock came at the door, startling her.
“Ms. Sterling?” the killer’s voice said. “Are you awake?”
Sterling cleared her throat and spoke. “Yes.”
“You’ve been in there for a while,” he continued. “Would you like some food or water perhaps?”
Sterling recalled her readings on captive situations, where the captor uses sustenance as a simple way to assert his dominance and control. She knew that, in turn, she had to go along with it for the time being, despite the risk such food or liquids being drugged.
“That would be great,” she answered back. “Thank you.”
“I don’t have much right now, but I’ll pick up some stuff on my way back into town,” his muffled voice replied.
“Sure,” she answered. His comment suggested that they were in a rural, distant location, just as she had suspected. Now she just needed to find out where. She thought of Summerville camp grounds and its ten miles of open forest. Rental cabins were a big business out there. She had a hunch but little else. She knew that the prospects of her being found were unlikely. She was on her own with no idea what he planned to do with her in the end.
He leaned closer to the door and spoke through the crack of the frame. “I can get you a bottle of water and a snack right now if you’d like,” he said. Every word from his mouth had a slight slur to it as though his facial injuries, whatever they may be, impeded his vocal clarity.
“Yes, please,” she said, backing against the wall at the head of the mattress.
He unlocked the deadbolt and turned the doorknob. The door creaked as it opened. Sterling took a deep breath and braced herself as ray of light entered the room from the hallway. He paused with the door halfway and hesitated.
“I’m going to say this once. You try anything on me, I’ll kill you, plain and simple. Got it?”
Sterling nodded and faintly confirmed.
“I can’t hear you!” he said louder.
“Yes,” she repeated louder. “I wouldn’t even think about it.”
“As long as you know where we stand,” he said, opening the door further.
Sterling squinted as light entered the room. He slowly approached her as one big silhouette, just under six feet and walking with a noticeable limp. His black boots clanked along the hardwood floor with each step toward her. He wore baggy clothes, long sleeves that covered his arms, gloves and a hat. He had on round glasses that reflected a glare of light as he glanced behind him. He had a bottle of water in one hand and a bag of chips in the other.
Sterling felt hopeful that the itchy rope would soon be cut, but as he held the water bottle out, it seemed like he had other ideas. “Come over here and take a sip.”
Sterling looked up at him, confused. “Couldn’t you… I really think that it would be easier if you untied me.”
He shook his head in response as though it wasn’t an option. “Why on earth would I trust you enough to cut you loose?”
“I won’t do anything,” Sterling said with a slightly defensive tone.
“Of course you would,” he said. He then rose, knees cracking, and stood over her. “I’m a homicidal killer, right? And you’re a rookie detective. We couldn’t be more distrustful of each other now. Don’t ya’ think?”
“I’m nothing more than your captive right now,” Sterling said. “Obviously I’d like to escape, but not at the risk of dying.” She then turned and displayed her bound hands. “This is awfully uncomfortable. Please… just cut the rope.”
Silence followed as he stared down at her in contemplation. He sighed and scratched his head just as the water bottle dropped onto the floor and rolled past her. “Sure, Detective Sterling. I’ll free your hands.”
The bag of chips dropped to the floor next. She turned her head slightly to see him pull a knife from a sheath attached to his belt. The brief glimpse of its glistening blade made her heart skip. She quickly turned her head and closed her eyes, praying to herself.
“You’ll need to lie down first,” he said in a frank tone
Sterling hesitated and remained still. “I’m sorry?”
“On your stomach!” he snapped. “What are you waiting for?”
Sterling took another deep breath and slowly squatted down near the mattress. She looked ahead and saw the shadow of his leg reel back. She flinched in a panic just as a swift and intense kick pummeled her back from his boot.
The force hit her like a block of cement, sending her flat onto the mattress in shock and agony. She screamed in pain and felt momentarily paralyzed as he charged toward her and squatted over her backside, pushing her deeper into the mattress. “Please don’t!”
He pressed down against her back upper back, pinning her down with overbearing force. She knew that the knife wasn’t far from entering her skin and braced herself for the worse. A split second later, he brought his knife under the rope and cut it in half with swift precision. Her hands fell to her sides as a chunk of the rope dropped onto the mattress inches from her face.
With his hand still pressing against her back, the killer spoke with a snarl. “There. All better now, eh?”
“Yes…” she said faintly, fighting back tears.
He pushed himself up against her back, adding extra force for good measure, and then paced near the bed as she gasped for air. Her back throbbed, just above her kidneys, but nothing felt broken. A few inches to the center of her spine, and she knew that would have been a different story.
“Frankly, Detective,” he began, “I don’t have all night to toy with you. I’m a busy man.”
He turned toward the door as she lay motionless on her stomach. She still couldn’t quite make out his face and hoped more than anything that he would leave.
“I brought you a surprise,” he continued. “In addition to the food and water.” He dug into his jacket pocket and tossed a handful of photos onto the bed followed by a miniature flashlight onto the bed. “I won’t leave you sitting here in the darkness anymore. Just don’t use up all the batteries in one sitting.”
She had yet to look at him or the photos. Instead, Sterling turned onto her side and went into a ball, trying to contain the pain shooting through her body.
“You’re welcome…” he added with a pivot and turn toward the door. He headed outside and then stopped with his hand on the frame. “Just in case you think I’m someone to toy with, let those pictures be a reminder of what I’m capable of.”
He said nothing else as he closed and locked the door behind him. Sterling winced as his footsteps trailed off. For a moment, she lay still, afraid to move. She took the small red plastic flashlight in one hand and pushed herself forward near the floor. She then slowly sat up, holding her side, at the edge of the mattress where scattered photos lay about. The light didn’t shine very far, but she flashed it around the room anyway, revealing what she already knew from being confined in the darkness. The two windows of the room were boarded up.
The room looked emptier in the glimmer of light; no furniture or anything around the room beside a bucket, chair, and thin mattress wrapped in plastic. She took another careful breath and then aimed the flashlight down onto the pictures.
For a moment, none of them seemed real. One of a woman’s headless body propped onto the bed recalled the same sight Sterling had seen in Betsy Wade’s bedroom. Seven photos in all, each one capturing the gruesome aftermath of a brutal murder. She saw Gordon McDonnell, sitting upright in his car, eyes gouged out and throat slit.
And then there were the murders she wasn’t familiar with. One woman stabbed to death. Another woman lying on the concrete, scalped. Cooper Erickson lay in the bushes, covered in blood, and in another picture Sterling saw his wife, stabbed like the rest, and lying on a table stripped naked and covered in blood.
Her heart sank at the sight. Landon, if that was his real name, undoubtedly took pleasure in killing people. If he was looking to frighten her, he’d done so. Sterling knew that if she didn’t escape, her time would come soon. She’d be another mutilated body in a picture. She swore that it would never happen. He wasn’t going to win. Not this time.

Dobson called Detective Harris to his office immediately. They had a suspect’s name, he believed, and that was a good start. The next step was to find out everything they could about Landon Kearney. An Internet search and brief examination of the records database produced little results. After the fire, it was as though he didn’t exist. The furthest Dobson could get for a known address was the Cedar Creek Burn Recovery Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where he had received treatment over a decade ago. No other information for Landon Kearney existed.
There was no address, employment history, financial accounts or any trace of him beyond that. He had managed to remain invisible for nearly twenty years. It wasn’t an impossible feat, Dobson knew, but to make oneself vanish in such a way did pose challenges. Landon Kearney wanted to disappear. Dobson believed him to be using an alias through the years, accompanied with his various disguises.
He was living somehow, getting money and traveling from one location to the next, spreading mayhem in his path. How long had he been planning the chain letter murders? Why the twenty-five-year high school reunion? Why not sooner? Just what had Landon been waiting on all this time?
Frustrated, Dobson rubbed his forehead at the realization that he had been unable to prevent a single murder in the case so far. Sterling was gone, captured by a deranged psychopath whose next move remained a mystery. Even if Landon was caught, what justice could he possibly receive? Such thoughts ran through Dobson’s mind as he circled his pencil around a diagram of the hotel floor of conference rooms where the reunion was taking place. He believed it would only be a matter of time until Landon struck again.
“What’s it going to be, you sick bastard?” Dobson said under his breath as he drew Xs over the entrances and exits of each conference room.
“You going to bomb the place? What if no one shows?”
A thought suddenly occurred to him. The reunion was the next day. Nothing had been canceled yet. The organizers were given notice and several declining guests had been since replaced with undercover officers.
These moves had been made quickly and in secret as to not blow their cover. They needed Landon to proceed with his plans. They needed him to feel safe. Then it began to make sense to Dobson. If he was planning to attack the reunion, he would do it as a guest. Landon Kearney’s hideout before the attack could very well be a room in the very hotel hosting the event.
“That’s it,” Dobson said with an excited tone. He quickly jotted his theory down just as a knock came from the door.
“Come in!” he said, raising his head.
Harris opened the door and entered, looking busy and distracted.
“Hey there, Jack,” Dobson said.
Harris paused and looked around the cluttered office of photos, files, and boxes strewn across the floor and desk. “What’s going on, Mike?”
Dobson pointed to the chair in front of the desk. “Just move that box and have a seat. We don’t have much time. Things are moving pretty damn fast.”
Harris removed the box and set it on the floor. He sat and stared ahead as Dobson returned to his computer, typing wildly. “We’re on red alert, and you’re cooped up in this office digging through files.”
“I’m aware of what’s going on,” Dobson said. “We need to talk about this.”
Harris turned his head and looked at the standing bulletin board with its many pictures and notes tacked to the surface. He then faced Dobson with a chuckle. “Don’t think I’ve seen you this motivated in some time.”
Dobson turned from his computer and looked Harris square in the eye. “I know who he is.”
Harris stared back with slight skepticism. “You do?”
“It wasn’t that hard,” Dobson continued. “In fact, I think he wanted us to figure it out.”
Harris looked around and then leaned forward, fingers interlaced. “So, what are you waiting for? Tell the captain and let’s get Sterling.”
Dobson shook his head. “This guy has been in hiding for at least ten years as far as records go. He’s counting on us to step up our search. That’s why he took Sterling.”
Harris scoffed and held his hands out. “You’re being more cryptic than this damn serial killer. Just tell me what you want me to do.”
Dobson pushed aside a file and folded his hands together. “I need your help, Jack. We’ll need to go off the radar for a bit. Operate in the shadows.”
Harris shook rocked back in his chair with a sigh. “What’s his name? Can you tell me that?”
“Name’s Landon Kearney, Summerville High, class of 1991.” Dobson grabbed the nearby yearbook reprint and flipped it open. “I don’t believe he graduated.”
“Why him?” Harris asked, interest piqued.
Dobson scanned the last few pages of the yearbook and then looked up at Harris. “It makes sense. I’ve just been trying my best to piece everything together.” Sleeves rolled up and tie hanging from his collar, he massaged his temples with both hands, gathering his thoughts together. He lowered his hands and then pointed past Harris toward the door. “I don’t like sitting here with Sterling missing. It’s eating me up. But we should do our research. He wanted us to find Gordon McDonnel murdered there at the plastics factory. Now, we have to ask why he took Sterling.”
Harris thought to himself, finger to his chin. “You mean, why he didn’t kill her?”
“A diversion,” Dobson said. “That’s what he’s going for.”
Harris nodded along understandably and then cleared his throat. “Maybe so, but he’s just a killer, Mike. Not some criminal mastermind. He… He’s just gotten lucky so far.”
Dobson grabbed his legal pad of notes and flipped to the middle. “I’m sure you’re familiar the background of that plastics factory. The fire that killed four people twenty-five years ago.”
Harris nodded again, hands out. “Yeah. Sure.”
“Landon Kearney was there. He was seventeen years old. Worked for his parents. It was a family business.” Dobson paused and took a breath as though he was recounting an urban legend.
“Landon was the only survivor that evening. Suffered from third degree burns that rendered him paralyzed and in a coma for years. Liability insurance wasn’t enough to cover the lawsuits that followed from the victim’s families. The Kearneys had several investments throughout town, including a bakery. Between the lawsuits and financial costs of Landon’s recovery, they lost it all. Simply put, the fire ruined them.”
Harris looked at a loss of words. “Did you talk to them? Maybe they can tell us where their psycho son is at.”
Dobson shook his head. “Would love to, but they’re deceased.”
Harris balked. “You’re not saying that he—”
“No,” Dobson said. “He didn’t kill his parents. Melissa passed away nearly ten years ago from ovarian cancer. Mark committed suicide soon after. I don’t know if they had any real contact with their son or not after he was released from the burn center.”
“That’s pretty damn sad,” Harris said loudly. “Only child?”
“Yep,” Dobson said with a nod.
“So, both parents are dead. What’s next?”
“An investigation deemed the fire as accidental. A faulty circuit breaker in one of the machines. They later discovered a lack of safety precautions at the factory. Malfunctioning sprinkler system. Outdated fire extinguishers. Things like that.”
“Well, he certainly blames someone for all of this,” Harris said.
Dobson tapped a finger on the yearbook and then opened it to the middle. He then held it up, displaying a page of a high school clique—all of whom were dead. “We need to talk to every person we can from this senior class and find out what happened back then between Landon and his victims.”
“Starting with who?” Harris asked. “The remaining twenty guests who just canceled their high school reunion plans because?”
“I don’t know,” Dobson said. “Let’s start with anyone local.”
Harris turned and glanced at the wall clock above. “You do know that the captain wants a meeting in five, right?”
Dobson ignored the question and jotted into his notebook just as his office line range. He glanced at the ID screen and saw that it was Rachel calling. “Pardon me for a moment,” he said, taking the receiver.
“Hey. What’s up?” he said in a tone meant to rush her off the phone.
“Are you coming home soon?” she asked.
He turned from Harris and spoke quietly with the wind already leaving his sails. “We’re in the middle of something right now.”
“It’s Penny. I think we need to take her to see Dr. Layish right away.”
“What’s wrong?” he asked as Harris scrolled through his cell phone.
“It’s her breathing. It’s worse than ever.”
Dobson ran a hand down his face. “Okay. Just calm down and call an ambulance if necessary.”
“I really think you should be here,” she said back.
“I told you. I’m in the middle of something,” he snapped. Silence then followed as he attempted to regain his composure. “You still there?” he asked. “I’m sorry. It’s just, Sterling—”
“There’s more, Mike. I don’t know if it means anything, but it’s what made Penny so upset in the first place.”
Dobson leaned forward, gripping the phone. “What? What is it?”
“A chain letter. The same one that they’re talking about on the news. It came in the mail today.” Rachel suddenly paused with a stifled sob. “Penny opened it and could barely breathe. I put her on the couch, but I’m worried.”
Dobson shot out of his chair in disbelief. “What do you mean, a chain letter? Who was it addressed to?”
“Me, of course,” Rachel said. “That’s my high school graduation tomorrow. Not that I planned on going. But what does this letter mean?”
“Stay right there,” Dobson said. “Lock all the windows and doors. I’m coming right over.” He hung up the phone and rushed to the door with his coat in hand.
“What happened?” Harris said, standing up. “What did she say?”
“Come on,” Dobson said, swinging the door open. His hear raced as he gripped the door, feeling dizzy. “I can’t believe I never asked her.”
Harris placed a hand on Dobson’s shoulder, looking him in the eye. “Talk to me, buddy. You okay? What’d you forget?”
“Rachel. She graduated from Summerville. Same class,” Dobson said, grabbing his coat. “She went to school with all of them.”
Harris said no more as they left the office together. Dobson paused and glanced at his desk office before shutting the door. The cluttered files and boxes would have to wait as he struggled with the unthinkable. He recalled his initial unease about the Betsy Wade murder occurring so close to his home. Now, Rachel had a letter from a sender whose identity was no longer in question.




AWAKE





Sterling lay in silence for hours, unsure if she was alone. She sensed an opportunity, but her throbbing bruised back was a reminder of what could go wrong. She rose to her feet and limped to the door with the flashlight in hand. Ear against the door, she listened and heard nothing outside the room. She recalled Landon mention going into town. Perhaps he really was gone.
Her heart beat wildly as she glanced down and watched the exposed light under the door for movement. Electricity was a good sign. If she managed to escape, there were bound to be other homes around. She remained against the door where the smell of sawdust and gun powder seeped into her room. Landon had been hard at work.
Several ideas of what he was building crossed her mind. Explosives or a bomb was at the top of the list. There seemed to be no limits to his malice. He had earlier tried to run down two children in a minivan that belonged to their mother. No one was safe, apparently, and nothing was off limits. He had to be stopped.
Sterling turned the doorknob, unsurprised to find it locked. Escape wasn’t going to be so easy, especially with a reverse deadbolt. The thick wooden door seemed impenetrable. She turned around and shined the mini-light around the empty room. Photos still lay on the floor of his victims. As a detective in-training, Sterling had learned the importance of detachment toward evil. But Landon was like no one she had ever studied. Pure vengeance didn’t explain the brutality of his crimes alone. His cause was his own. Sterling turned back to the door and pounded against its surface.
“Hey! Are you out there, Landon?” she shouted.
No response followed. She balled her fist and bang on the door again. “You hear me, you piece of shit?”
She waited again as silence followed. He was either gone or asleep or simply testing her. Either way, she had to think of something. Sterling moved away from the door and began pacing the room. The thick plywood was nailed shut against the window. She couldn’t even budge them if she tried.
She shined the flashlight around, finding nothing beyond the bare walls that confined her. The mattress was of no use nor was the bucket he had left her. She then stopped at the lone rusty metal chair in the middle of the room.
“Find a way out,” she said to herself. “Think, damn it.”
An idea came to her out of sheer desperation. She lifted the chair, folding it together as she approached the door with steely resolve. Her vision aligned with the door knob. Further hesitation was not an option. She raised the chair and swung it like a bat, clanging against metal with each solid hit.
Tremors rushed up her arms. She paused to catch her breath, examining the door knob, only to see it still intact. The chair fell from her hands as she backed away from the door and brushed back her hair. Landon’s absence seemed like a real possibility as she struggled to take advantage of the situation. If he was gone, she knew that it wasn’t going to be forever. She pushed against the door and felt its weight. No clear means of escape came to mind, but she wasn’t ready to give up.
She thought of Dobson and the other detectives. They had to know that she was missing by now. Feelings of shame followed the thought of them looking for her. Only a few days on the job and she was already a liability. Her only hope was that she could stop Landon before it was too late.
Sterling picked the chair up and set it against the wall. There was a fresh dent in its side. She backed away from the door and took a deep breath, readying herself. With one decisive step forward, she cried out and kicked the door right in its center as hard as she could. The impact sent her stumbling back. She regained balance, marched forward, and kicked it again. A hammer-like thud followed, but the stubborn door wouldn’t move. Sterling leaned against the wall and gripped her ankle, stifling the pain.
Her kicks had so far left scuff marks against the door but little else. She shouted out and kicked it once, closer to the frame. She paused to catch her breath and examined the split between the door frame near the deadbolt. She ran her hand down it and could feel air. If only she had a crowbar. The door opened from her end, which made it harder to break out. But there had to be away. She looked from the door knob to the dented chair against the wall. It could make a handy weapon if needed.
She couldn’t say the same about the plastic bucket and mattress. She grabbed the chair and paced around, worried that her escape window was closing. From the opposite end, she turned toward the door and flung the chair across the room. It slammed against the door with a starling clang. She felt pumped and ready. For what, she didn’t know. She then grabbed the mattress and pulled it across the room, laying it at the bottom of the door. A plan was forming.
She recalled her earlier days as a rookie police officer when she regularly practiced kick boxing and martial arts. It used to be a regular part of her workout routine. She stretched her arms and legs while conducting a series of breathing exercises, just like in the good old days.
She was younger and at the peak of her physical fitness. Now thirty-three, she hadn’t been to the gym in weeks. She had been busy with the move, among other things. The thought of performing a high kick after so many years later both frightened and amused her. She took a charging stance while maintaining her distance from the door.
She hoped to hit it dead center where pressure would apply against the deadbolt. The challenge in busting the door wide open was clear enough but worth a shot. There weren’t many other alternatives. “Come on,” she said to herself, arms out and at her side. “What are you waiting for?”
She took a deep breath, charged forward, and jumped at the door at top speed. Her feet smacked dead center of the door just as she closed her eyes. She plunged onto the mattress below, lying on her back, briefly startled and breathing heavily. She had heard the sound of wood cracking when she hit it, but she wasn’t sure how much damage had been done. She sat up and saw that while the door was still intact, a crack had formed above the deadbolt. Success!
It was a good start, but it was going to take more than a single air kick to make any difference. She leaned against the wall and pushed herself up, ready for another go around. Her left ankle felt slightly twisted and she couldn’t help but to limp back to the starting line. She spun around and prepared to rush forward in another stance. The door seemed to stare back at her in a mocking fashion. “It won’t be long,” she said. “I’ll be out of here soon.”
She sprinted forward with a shout and charged at the door as her hair flew behind her shoulders. She leapt over the mattress and into the door with both feet, crashing against the door. The collision tossed her onto the mattress in a split second. She heard another crack but didn’t know if it was the door or her legs. Lying on her side, she massaged her left ankle through her pant leg. She had definitely twisted something this time.
She glanced up and saw that the door was still closed. A disappointed sigh followed. She rose to her feet and placed both hands onto the door’s seemingly impenetrable surface. The crack above the deadbolt had grown. Satisfied, she stepped away, but could barely put any pressure on her ankle. She used the wall to guide her to the nearby chair she had thrown moments before.
She used the chair for balance and approached the door, examining it along the frame. A fear suddenly gripped her that Landon had returned. She froze and listened but didn’t hear anyone. To get caught was certain death. He wasn’t going to be gone forever. She held the folded chair up with both hands and swung it against the door frame nearest the deadbolt. To her immediate surprise, a small chunk of wood flew off and hit her in the face.
She held the chair up as her arms trembled from the impact. She swung it hard against the same spot as a clang echoed throughout the room. She swung the chair again and again, gripping it by the legs as hard as she could. Each hit continued to chip away at the door frame, which motivated her more. A sizable chunk of frame flew off after her last hit. Sterling paused and observed the damage, pleasantly surprised to see a wider gap between the door and its frame. But she wasn’t done yet.
She raised the chair in the manner of a baseball bat, took another deep breath, and swung it against the door as hard as she could. The chair rattled as it flew from her hands and sent her stumbling back. She caught herself against a nearby wall and eyed the obstruction with anger, prepared to deliver the kill shot.
She stepped forward, swung her right leg back, and kicked the door with deft precision. The deadbolt busted out from the frame as small shards of wood flew past her. For a moment, she stood in awe as the door creaked open, revealing a dim hallway. She cautiously pushed the door further open, half-expecting Landon to jump out at any moment. But he was nowhere to be seen or heard. She dug into her pocket for the mini-flashlight and turned it on.
The hallway beyond the door was damp and stuffy. Sterling stuck her head out and listened, hearing only the distant sounds of crickets chirping outside. The remote location of the home seemed evident. She stepped out of the room and waved the mini-light down both sides of the darkened hallway. A light beamed from the end of the hall to the left where she saw a counter and kitchen cabinets. To her right were three rooms, one across and two beside her, all with their doors closed.
The option was clear. She needed to get out of there with whatever time she had left. She moved quickly toward the kitchen with a limp, leaving the room of her confinement behind. The quaint kitchen was surprisingly tidy with a sink in the middle of two counters and a single light above. Past the kitchen, she saw a darkened living room, minimally furnished, and a fireplace.
The walls around her were of a wood-stained oak variant. She glanced at a nearby portable stove where an envelope with her name on it rested on one of the two burners. Sterling paused and looked around in panic.
Had he been waiting for her to emerge this whole time?
She cautiously approached the letter and grabbed it. She then fled the kitchen across the creaky hardwood floor without hesitation. Her flashlight shined in all directions. The thought of Landon was never far from her mind. She was ready to scream and fight to stay alive.
Strangely enough, there didn’t look to be a window that wasn’t boarded with plywood. That explained the stuffiness of what she realized was a cabin after all. A few more steps, and she was at the door, scanning it with her flashlight. There were two deadbolts and a chain lock up top.
She turned around, mindful of being watched from the shadows, but it was now or never. She unlocked the door and removed the chain. Her hand hesitated at the doorknob. The letter stuck out from her the side pocket of her jeans. She slowly turned the knob and opened the door as a cool breeze rushed inside. A black forest awaited from beyond the wooden deck. Trees loomed ahead, shrouded in darkness under a crescent moon.
Sterling hurried outside and closed the door behind her. The air of freedom reinvigorated her as she rushed down the three steps leading to a dirt path. She refrained from the using the flashlight and instead hurried to find a cover amid the strange animal noises of the night. Under normal circumstances, she’d be frightened, but the alternative was much worse. Her mind raced with images in the darkness.
As she hobbled off the path, she thought she could see someone standing near the nearest tree. Her heart seized and she halted, prepared to run in the opposite direction. But no movement followed other than the light sway of branches.
She looked around for a vehicle but didn’t see anything. From behind her, the cabin was small and well hidden. The boarded windows gave it an uninviting feeling, which she supposed was the idea. Above its arched roof looked to be a camouflaged tarp, concealing it. She turned back to the forest with no idea where to go.
She maneuvered down the nearest hill and into the woods, past thorny bushes and vines, where she found a large oak tree to sit behind and listen. Landon was yet to be seen or heard. Curious, she pulled the envelope from her pocket and opened it, pulling a folded letter out. She cupped the flashlight and turned it on, partially lighting the page. The handwritten message had addressed her as “Detective Sterling,” and she was eager to read on.
If you’re reading this, it means that you’ve escaped. Congratulations! I knew you could do it. I’ve left and will not be returning. This secluded cabin has been my home for many years. And in that time, I’ve been developing a wonderful surprise for the residents of Summerville.
As a detective, I’m sure you’d love to know. There are all sorts of clues in my cabin if you’re interested. Who knows? Maybe you can stop me. You’re ten miles from the nearest town. What will you do? P.S. Sorry about kicking you. Best - Landon
She read the letter over a few times, concerned of falling into a trap. If he had already left with no intention of returning, she feared that it might already be too late. Sterling struggled with her options, wondering what Dobson would say. She rose from the tree and walked back toward the cabin, pushing lower branches aside. Sap clung to her hands as she walked up a hill and reached the path.
Ahead, she only saw death. Escape appeared to be of no consequence to Landon, which frightened her the most. The only possible answers were in a place she did not wish to return. With little options left, she stuffed the letter into her pocket and walked back. Questions flooded her mind. Landon’s whereabouts and what he was up to was her main concern. It was the middle of the night. The high school reunion, if she hadn’t already missed it, was the following evening. There was still time.
She walked up the steps and reluctantly opened the door. Stepping inside, she flicked the nearest light switch, and an old lamp flickered on in the corner. She saw a coffee table sat on a bear skin rug that she hadn’t notice before. The black eyes of an eight-point buck deer head mounted to the wall seemed to watch her from above.
Sterling continued into the kitchen as she resisted the urge to simply leave. She opened the cabinets and saw only a few stacked plates and cups stored inside. She turned to a nearby pantry and opened the door. Canned goods lined the shelves but little else. She then approached the hall, following the scent of burnt wiring in the air. Mini-light in hand, she shined it ahead and walked past her room to the other three at the end.
The slow sound of water dripping could be heard from the one room on her left. She turned the loose, rusty knob and opened the door with a quick thrust. Her light immediately went up as she scanned the inside where there was a sink and a leaky faucet. She stepped inside and observed the grimy mirror ahead. There was also a toilet and shower tightly compacted in the small bathroom. Sterling flipped a light switch and saw three bulbs of varying power flicker on above the mirror.
She glanced at her gaunt reflection. Her T-shirt was sweaty and her jeans dirty and torn at one knee. Her frazzled blonde hair hung around her shoulders, a mess of split ends. There were circles under her eyes and a bruise on her face. She barely recognized what she saw.
She noticed a toothbrush on the counter with worn bristles next to a nearly empty bottle of toothpaste. Eager to find anything of value, she opened the cabinet below the sink and shined her light inside. It was packed with endless cans of creams, saline solution, and various ointments. She’d never seen anything quite like it. The bathroom was interesting, but she knew there was more to be seen elsewhere.
Emerging into the hall, she approached the first door across from the bathroom. A turn of the knob and push of the door revealed a normal-looking bedroom in the darkness. She flipped the light switch and stepped inside to see a twin bed, dresser, bookshelf, and desk set about. A glance into the nearby closet revealed dress shirts, pants, and a line of black shoes below. A hat rack hung from the closet door, displaying several fedoras and ball caps.
She turned from the closet and explored the rest of the room, finding a similar pattern. There were two deer heads mounted to the wall on opposite sides of the room, facing each other. The windows on both sides of the centered bed were boarded up. Farther past the bed, Sterling saw her strangest sight yet in the form of a vanity mirror in the corner, complete with table and chair.
Large bulbs aligned the mirror on all sides. Along one table were five faceless mannequin heads. The first three wore short male wigs while the other two wore bald latex masks that resembled authentic human faces. The opposite table was filled with rows of facial creams, foundations, and mixtures like some kind of demented beauty shop.
Sterling glanced above the mirror and saw pictures posted upon the wall. Some were sketched drawings of facial dimensions and general human anatomy, others were generic pictures of men’s heads and faces cut from old magazines. She found a switch near the mirror and turned it on. The bulbs lit up in unison, surprising her in their brightness.
She leaned forward against the desk and examined the chiseled faces of magazine cutouts adorning the wall. Dobson had earlier leveled a theory about their suspect being adept in disguises. The vanity mirror, stock piles of makeup, and drums of latex below were definitive proof of that.
She turned from the vanity mirror and approached a dresser against the wall. Not a single item rested atop its surface. Pulling each drawer open, she saw nothing more than clothes stuffed inside. It seemed as though he had left most of his belongings behind, while his letter had stated a promise not to return. The possibilities were endless. He may have decided to disappear. Sterling knew that they’d be so lucky. With Landon, she had to expect the worst, which had her worried that he was on a suicide mission. And she didn’t even have a picture of him.
Sterling approached a small bookcase next to the dresser and ran a finger across the books displayed on the highest shelf; classic literature from Treasure Island and Gulliver’s Travels to The Dante’s Inferno and The Catcher and the Rye. The shelf below was filled with medical books, and on the end, she saw a familiar yearbook from the Class of 1991.
She pulled it from the shelf without hesitation, turned around and opened it halfway. She was immediately met with writing across the page, Landon’s own penmanship, filling most of every space. Flipping through the pages, she noticed a similar pattern of writing with the phrase, kill them all dominating all blank space, followed by, end the struggle. There was no doubt in her mind that they were dealing with a crazy person.
She flipped to another page and read the beginning of what sounded like a journal entry.
Algebra II. Didn’t have time to study for the test. Ms. Robbins said I was cheating. I wasn’t cheating. I was just looking at notes. Shouldn’t have gone out. Are they using me for my car? Is that it? Wish I could have told them no. And on it went.
Sterling took the yearbook with her and left the room, eager to see what was behind door number three. Back in the hall and outside the door, she turned the knob and pushed it open, ready for anything. She stepped inside and dropped the yearbook, stunned and horrified. Along the wall in the darkened room sat glass jars of body parts propped on stands. At first, she couldn’t tell what she was looking at.
The track lighting above further illuminated clear liquid that filled each of the ten jars, preserving the organs or body part floating within. She approached the sickening display, walking directly past an operating table in the center, and a large workbench on the opposite side of the room. The first glass jar contained a severed human head, largely intact, with its head shaved and eyelids shut. Upon closer inspection, Sterling could see that it was a female’s head. A small nameplate was posted to the stand that read, Betsy. Sterling backed away, covering her mouth.
Betsy Wade, she thought. Oh my God.
She moved on to the next display with a sickness in her gut that only intensified upon the sight of two eyeballs floating with stringy veins attached at the end. The nameplate said Gordon. Sterling moved on to the next display, a severed hand, floating in what appeared to be formaldehyde with no name attached. The jar beside it contained the scalp of long floating hair with the name “Victoria” displayed below it. Strangely enough, the last few remaining jars were empty.
Sterling turned away from the morbid trophy display and approached a flat, stainless steel table. For the most part, it was clean, though she saw shades of red that had seeped onto the surface. Below the table were air tight plastic storage bins filled with bones. She opened the first bin on top and saw that it was filled with a mixture of human and animal bones.
A sense of death permeated the very air of the room. She closed the bin and turned to a large wooden table, where the windows were naturally boarded. Its surface was covered in saw dust. A large power saw lay across among all bits of wood. A shiny red tool storage cabinet stood nearby. She pulled on each drawer, but they were all locked. Her attention shifted to the many fertilizer bags stacked under the table.
The mini-light guided her through the room as she moved away from the table and glanced around for a light switch. The only source, it seemed, was from the track lighting above Landon’s trophies. Past the wood and saw dust were a sizable mess of black, red, and green wires cut and burnt at the edges. So, it was Landon the bomb maker. She had suspected as much earlier when hearing him work. The only thing left to do was to try and stop him.
The room Sterling found herself in was indeed Landon’s refuge. She wondered why he would leave it all behind. Away from the workbench, on the other side of the room, sat a large desk made completely from construction lumber. A desk lamp affixed to its side lit up the surface. Sterling approached and noticed stacks of notebooks next to a closed laptop.
She grabbed the first one on top, a red college-ruled, and opened it. The pages were filled from to top to bottom with black ink. She began at a random paragraph in the middle of the third page, where the handwriting matched the letter he had left her.
Thursday: I’m truly invisible, but I know that I’m not alone. Maybe this is what death feels like. I’ve quite taken to bird watching. Been reading a book called, Birds of South Carolina. Good find. I’ve also set up cages all around the cabin. Capturing, cutting, and skinning is necessary to hone my skills. Plus, I need to eat. My finances are dwindling, but that’s not going to matter soon. My favorite bird is probably the black-billed Cuckoo. My father was a coward to shoot himself.
Sterling paused and flipped through the rest of the notebook and saw that writing filled every page. She set the notebook down and took the next one. Its pages were filled as well. Landon had promised clues, though she considered it very unlikely. Each notebook, she began to see, had a number written in marker on the cover. There was twenty-two, five, seven, nine, and fifteen.
She spread the notebooks out and opened number twelve. It contained not endless writings, but page after page of gruesome pencil sketches—decapitated corpses, dead bodies, and human organs. She tossed number twelve aside and opened the dusty black laptop next to her. The welcome screen lit up. She pressed the Enter key and was then met with a log-in screen, requesting a password.
“Son of a…” she began, only to see a small text in the lower screen which read, “Password Hint: Notebook One.”
“Notebook one?” she asked herself, glancing at the different numbers displayed on covers. She typed the same response as the hint and received an “incorrect password” notification. She searched through the notebooks in a frantic haste, pushing aside seven, four, and twenty-three. The highest number she found was twenty-five.
Then, under the notebook marked eleven, she saw a large “one” written across the front of a green spiral college-ruled, its edges worn and faded. She opened it to find an index card on the first page, covering a portion of the endless scroll that awaited. Upon closer inspection, she could see that it was addressed to her.
Hello again, Detective. All my exciting plans are on the laptop. I’ve narrowed down your password hints to a fun game. To find it, you must read on. Or you could go get your detective buddies to figure this thing out. You don’t have much time though. Good luck. - Landon.
She set the notebook one down and sat under the desk lamp with a sigh. Even if she left the cabin with the laptop, she’d never make it to the station in time to stop anything. Landon obviously enjoyed his games, and all there was left for her to do was to read.




BACK THEN





From the Journal of Landon Kearney:
It was around September of 1990. I was seventeen years old and had just began my senior year of high school. For so long, I had wanted nothing more than to be done with it all. I knew what I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to go to a good college, earn a degree in business administration, and run the family business beyond my parents’ wildest dreams. My father owned a factory and had a few investments throughout town. I knew that we could do more. The Kearney name was growing, and I was going to help us expand even more.
Each school year, I studied hard, focused on my grades, and prepared the best I could for the SAT. By eleventh grade, I had dozens of college applications sent out to several top-rated universities. I had worked at my father’s factory since I was ten years old. Most kids I knew at the time had no concept of work beyond household chores, but my parents instilled a work ethic in me that I’d grow to appreciate as time passed.
When they first purchased the factory on Old Industrial Way, Summerville’s main manufacturing sector, it had been a tile outlet for homes and business. But my father had other ideas. He wanted to distribute plastics. By our third year, Priceless Plastics was seeing a profit, and the Kearney name was gaining traction. But it was to be only the beginning.

On the night of my thirteenth birthday, my parents took me out for pizza to celebrate. I thought we were doing great, but their constant fighting had taken its toll. And it always involved money. My mother feared that the factory was going to bankrupt us. My father thought otherwise. And their argument continued throughout dinner as I ate my plate of spaghetti and meatballs.
Both my parents had grown up on farms in the same rural neighborhood in Yellow Springs, Ohio. They were high school sweethearts, where Mark, my father, was captain of the football team and Mary, my mother, was leader of the cheerleading squad. After high school, they married and moved to Akron, where my father worked as a steel press operator and my mother a book-keeper for the same factory.
Their separate vocations would benefit their future endeavors. My father had worked in warehouses his entire adult life, from entry-level positions to shop foreman to supervisor. After two years of marriage, I was born. My father was twenty-one years old. My mother was nineteen.
It was during our pizza dinner that my father told me that I would never have any biological siblings. Unless they adopted, I would be an only child. They had recently discovered that my mother couldn’t have any more children. That evening, I’ll never forget his words or his stern gray eyes.
“Son. You’re very important to this family. Many years from now, everything will be up to you.”
That evening, he wore his blue and white striped flannel, blue jeans, and work boots. He was a tall, stocky man, twice my size, who I had always thought of as a giant. His dark, busy beard was reminiscent of a lumber jack. My mother sat quietly and listened as he explained my potential.
“We’re going to try to send you to the best college we can, and give you the opportunities we could only dream about at your age.” Ha paused and then pointed at me with his thick oil-stained finger. “You have to apply yourself though. Nothing will be given to you. I’ll only expect your best at all times. Deal?”
He held his hand out to shake. I glanced at my mother with her pinned-back brown her, thin face, and librarian glasses. She seemed to echo his sentiments. I shook his hand. His grip was as strong and assuring as ever. They made me feel like someone who mattered. There was undeniable pressure on me to succeed, and I began to worry that I wasn’t as good or smart as they thought I was. But I didn’t want to let them down.
“It’s time to grow up,” he told me in closing.
I tore a big chunk of pizza off my last slice as MC Hammer played overhead. We ate in silence for a moment when a question came out of me I hadn’t planned on even getting into. “Why’d you marry Mom?”
My father looked up, surprised as I was, wiped his face with a napkin and then nodded with a slight smile. “We were good for each other. I just knew it. You know, when you look at a girl and just see it there, clear as day?”
“Are you both happy now?”
He answered after this weird pause. “Of course we are. I mean, we have our differences like any married couple, but you shouldn’t worry about that now.”
I shrugged and bit at my crust. “I just don’t see the point in being with someone if you’re not happy.”
My father laughed. “You’ll see someday. Are there any girls you’re talking to now?”
The question hit me out of nowhere. I looked down, embarrassed, and said no.
“That’s okay,” he said. “Just concentrate on your schooling and the rest will take care of itself.” We wiped our hands and faces with napkins as my father paid the check. On our way out, he wished me a happy birthday again with a slap on the back. I felt embarrassed about all the attention. My parents were already dating at seventeen. That was only four years older than me at the time. I hadn’t even dated a girl yet. I could barely talk to one, and I didn’t know at the time that it would be years later before that would change.

By junior year, I was sixteen and not much had changed. I wasn’t socially active. Most of my time was spent working at the factory or studying. My best friend was a boy named Nick Talbot. We had been friends since middle school and were equally unpopular for years to come.
We hung out at each other’s houses during the weekends and daily at school. Every day after school, I rode my bike to the factory where I operated machines, inventoried, swept the floors, and other busy work. Priceless Plastics had over fifteen full-time and part-time employees. We primarily manufactured bottles, cups, plates, and utensils along with whatever my father believed to be profitable.
I worked five to six hours each day until closing time, bored to tears most nights. But it gave me time to think of ideas. I wanted to create something that would change the world. Back then, cell phones were getting popular. The Internet was gaining steam. It was a time of innovation, and I wanted a piece.
Some nights, I didn’t just think of ideas. There were times I felt alone and sad, like any teenager. Other times I felt angry and full of disturbing thoughts that I kept only to myself. I imagined ways I could hurt or even kill some of much older factory employees. I knew every inch of the place and could make it look like an accident. There was an overweight loud mouth named Bruce who would always boss me around. He had something to prove, and didn’t like the idea of a person my age doing the same job as him.
“You ain’t shit,” he’d say to me. “And I don’t care who your dad is.”
I didn’t so much mind his endless taunts as I did his slovenly appearance. Deep down, I wanted to hurt him. One evening, I poured cleaning solution across the concrete floor near the break room. I hid around the corner and waited until Bruce came down the hall. He slipped and fell hard on his back like a bag of rocks. I covered my mouth and tried to hold my laughter as he writhed in pain.
It took him a few minutes to get up. He cursed up a storm, got up, and limped away. I stayed hidden near a stack of pallets, my face reddened and wet with tears. The sight of Bruce flopping around remained a constant source of amusement for me for years to come.
A few months later, my parents got me a car after I got my leaner’s permit; an old Ford Escort with over seventy-thousand miles on it. It ran fine for the most part and I had never been happier. What it lacked in inside carpeting, air conditioning, or radio, it had in character. And it was all mine.
I received the license plate and registration in the mail. I had paid for a tune-up, fixed the radiator, and even installed a stereo. Soon, I was ready to drive it to school on the first day of my senior year. That morning, smoke fumed from under the hood as I pulled into the school parking lot. The radiator was still acting up. I walked toward the school and saw Nick standing there, eyes widened, near the bike rack.
“Runs like a dream!” he said, laughing.
I told him that I was working on it. We walked to class together, both nervous of what the day would bring. He then looked at me and noticed my collared shirt and new jeans.
“You’re all dressed up,” he said.
“Yeah, it’s the first day,” I said back.
“You still trying to impress Rachel?” he asked me.
Rachel was a girl I kind of liked in junior year, but couldn’t make a move on. We hadn’t talked the entire summer. My first block that morning was art class. Nick had PE, which he wasn’t too happy about. We parted ways and went to class just as the tardy bell rang. I walked quickly inside the classroom with my head down and went to the back table.
The art teacher, Mrs. Ambrose, leaned against her desk. She faced the class and introduced herself. There were about fifteen other students in the classroom, sitting among three rows of tables. I took my notebook out and opened it to the first blank page. She explained that, in her class, we would be learning about art in addition to practicing it. I was no artist, but I did like to draw from time to time.
For our first exercise, she asked that we sketch a self-portrait. Our stunned faces said it all. “It’ll be okay,” she assured us in the class’s uncomfortable silence. “Just give it a shot. Have fun with it.” I figured it was an easy enough assignment for the first day, and fished out some pencils from my backpack.
As I began to get started, two girls seated one stool over from me quietly laughed. I knew the first girl from the year before. Her name was Betsy Wade. She was a popular girl, pretty with straight blonde hair, a thin face, and large blue-green eyes. She always wore the same pink headband with the latest in school fashion.
She had on a long-sleeved collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up, jeans, and Converse sneakers. I found everything about her irresistibly attractive. But that didn’t matter. I didn’t even think she remembered who I was.
“Excuse me, Mrs. Ambrose,” a kid said with his hand raised. “How can we draw a self-portrait without a mirror?”
Mrs. Ambrose smiled and sat behind her desk. “Just draw whatever comes to mind. You might be surprised.”
I stared with an oval of bushy hair, long stringy arms, and gawky stance. I glanced in Betsy’s direction and accidentally made eye contact with the girl seated next to her, Sarah Jenkins, who looked away. I buried my eyes into my rough drawing just as Mrs. Ambrose announced the bright idea of “sharing” our portraits with a classmate or two. I just hoped that no one would notice me.
“Hey there,” a girl’s voice said to me. I looked up and saw Betsy looking over.
I shielded my drawing and tried to stay calm. “Oh. Hi.”
“Wanna see mine?” she asked. She pushed her drawing toward me. It was a nice likeness of her face with several clouds drawn around it. “That’s where my heads at right now. What do you think?”
“It’s good,” I said.
She then asked to see my drawing, and I reluctantly handed it to her.
“That’s good,” she told me. “Better than mine.”
“Don’t lie,” I said. But she insisted so.
She then examined me closer. “Landon? Oh, wow. Your hair is different.”
“That’s me,” I said and brushed it back.
She leaned closer and touched my shoulder. “I thought it was you. You helped me pass statistics last year. Thank you so much.”
We had sat near each other. I’d help her out from time to time. I didn’t think she remembered.
I waved her off. “That’s okay. Don’t mention it.”
“How was your summer?” she asked.
I tried to cover up my nervousness. “Good. Just worked a lot. I got a car.”
Her eyes lit up as her voice went louder. “Really! That’s awesome.” Sarah Jenkins turned and gave me a disapproving look.
“Yeah, I drove it today, actually.” I said.
Betsy smiled. “I’d like to see it sometime.”
A smile from Betsy Wade could make your entire day. Our conversation was short-lived, however, as Sarah pulled her back. I returned to drawing lines and shapes on my paper as quiet chatter resumed throughout the classroom. The teacher talked to us some more until the bell rang, and my first class of the day had come to an end. Betsy waved goodbye and I met up with Nick to walk to our next class. All the while, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. The rest of the day was uneventful. I had Spanish class next, followed by lunch, Humanities, and Algebra II. And that’s how things went for some time.
After school, I drove to the factory to work my five to six hours, running the machines and fixing any inevitable clogs that happened. I read between breaks, studying for the SATs. Betsy kept returning to my mind. I wasn’t sure how I felt about her, but I certainly didn’t care for the distraction. As I got ready for school the next morning, I put even more attention into my appearance with my hair brushed my hair back and a nicer shirt.
“You look spiffy,” my mother told me when I entered the kitchen.
I thanked her as my father rushed into the kitchen with a coffee mug in hand, barely noticing me. “This coffee’s cold,” he said as he poured it out into the sink. He looked at my mother with near contempt. “What were you thinking?”
I tried to slip out of the kitchen without him noticing, but he turned right in my direction. “Hey. Did you forget to clean up last night?”
I shrugged. “Yeah. I mean. I think I did.”
“The shop floor wasn’t swept, machines weren’t oiled, and the place looked like shit,” he said, angered. “Phil just called and told me.”
I apologized and left the kitchen as his scolding echoed down the hall. I then hurried off and drove to school with my radiator as smoky as ever. I walked into art class before the tardy bell and moved quickly to the back with my head down. I sat down and glanced to the side. Betsy’s stool was empty, though Sarah was there. I turned away and dug through my backpack as Mrs. Ambrose welcomed us back and went on about our next assignment.
I stared ahead and anticipated Betsy entering the classroom at any moment. Five minutes went by, and she still hadn’t come in. I looked around and thought maybe she had changed chairs, but she wasn’t anywhere. I had hoped she hadn’t dropped the class. I couldn’t help myself. I had to know.
I leaned over and quietly asked Sarah, “Where’s Betsy?”
Her eyes shifted toward me as her mouth dropped. “What do you care?”
“Just curious,” I said.
Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.”
I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed. I doodled for the rest of the class with little interest in what was going on up front. I saw Nick later and we talked about seeing a movie called “Darkman” at the theater that weekend. On our way through the courtyard, a girl called my name out. I looked over and saw Betsy waving near a long cement bench.
“Hey, Landon. Over here!”
I couldn’t believe it. I looked for Nick, but he had walked off. I nervously approached and said hello as the group seated next to her checked me out.
“Missed you in class,” I said, trying to sound lighthearted and not judgmental.
Betsy laughed and said that she had showed up late. “Overslept, but it’s just art class, right?
I nodded as she introduced me to her friends. There were two girls and two boys I vaguely recognized.
“Landon, I’d like you to meet my good friends Liz, Victoria, Gordon and Cooper.”
I held up my hand and said hello as they waved back.
“Landon just got a car,” Betsy boasted.
I looked away embarrassed. “Well, it’s an old car. Paid a couple of hundred dollars for it off the lot.”
Cooper leaned forward with his short dirty-blond hair and school varsity jacket. “Nothing wrong with that.”
“Was that you in that Escort?” Gordon asked.
“Yep. The one with the smoking engine? That’s me.”
The group laughed, to my surprise, as I motioned to leave. Betsy grabbed my arm and stopped me. “We should all go out sometime. What do you say?”
I looked around, oblivious to the question.
“What do you say, Landon?” she repeated. Stunned, I simply nodded.
“We should go to the mall,” Victoria said. “That’d be a lot of fun.”
Betsy patted my shoulder as I said goodbye, walking away in a confused daze. The strange encounter made little sense to me, and I tried to go on with the rest of my day as though everything was normal. Nick wasn’t in any of my classes and I had no one to talk to about the incident. Were Betsy and her friends playing a prank on me? I had to know.
The first week of school went by fast, and by Monday of the second week things only got stranger. Our first assignment in art class was to pair up with a classmate and draw them. I was the odd student out, but Betsy turned to me, ready to go.
“Okay, I’m going to sit real still. Make me look good.” She sat upright and stared forward with her palms flat on her thighs I started with her eyes. Then I shaped her head and face around it. The rest of her body followed. Everything was a bit out of proportion. I was no artist, but with her sitting there, I felt confident.
“We should get each other’s phone number,” she said out of the blue.
I froze and tried to play it cool. “Yeah, sure.” She said her number, and I quickly wrote it down.
After school, I drove home and went straight to my room. My mother asked me what was wrong from the kitchen. I told her that I wasn’t feeling well and that I needed to lie down.
“What about work?” she asked.
I ignored her and closed the door. I went to my bed and lay down on my back, staring at the ceiling. My heart pounded in my chest as I pulled from my pocket the tiny piece of paper with her number on it. Betsy Wade’s number was nothing to stall with. I decided to make the call. After a few rings, her mother answered the phone and then put me on the line with Betsy.
“Hey, Landon!” she said, excited.
Is this really happening? I remember thinking.
I asked her if she wanted to do something that weekend. I suggested a movie or someplace fun. I’d never been out on a date, and my list of suggestions were slim.
“That would be fun,” she said. “We’re looking for something to do.”
The word struck me as odd. It wasn’t just going to be us. She wanted to bring her friends.
“Yeah. Liz, Victoria, and Gordon. You know them, right?”
What she didn’t seem to realize is that we had all been going to the same high school for years. Or course I knew them but never as friends.
“Yeah,” I said.
“Great. Let’s talk about some more tomorrow. I think we’ll have a great time.”
I then suggested mini golf and got an excited response.
“I love mini golf! Ever been to TJ’s?”
She hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend, and I was nowhere close to the level of asking about her personal life. I knew that her friends were all popular and good-looking, and it only made sense if they were dating each other. I kept it light though. We talked for nearly an hour before she said she had to go for dinner. We had discussed school, music, movies, and even our plans after college. Betsy had said that she wanted to go into nursing. I heard my father enter our house and told Betsy goodbye.
“Nice talking to you, Landon,” she said before hanging up. “See you tomorrow.”
I hung up and heard my father’s footsteps down the hall. He stopped at my door and pounded against it. The door then opened, and he stuck his head inside, livid.
“You want to tell me what this crap is about you being sick?”
I brought my hand across my forehead. “I’ve had a headache all day.”
He sighed in return. “You better not move from that bed for the rest of the night. Wouldn’t want your headache to get worse.” I pretended to go to sleep as he left the room and slammed my door, mumbling to himself.

Friday arrived, and with it, sheer panic. I was so nervous about my plans with Betsy that I completely forgot similar plans with Nick. This became apparent as him and I walked to class and he asked me what time we were going to the movie.
“Oh, man. I’m so sorry,” I said. “I have plans tonight.”
Nick laughed like he thought I was joking, but then dropped his smile when he saw otherwise.
“Plan? Since when do you have plans?”
We stopped near a vending machine. “You know Betsy Wade, right?”
Skepticism flashed across his face. “What about her?”
I hesitated, almost in my own state of disbelief. “Well, we’re supposed to go out tonight.”
“On a date?” he said loud enough for people walking by to hear.
I wanted to end any such thought. “Her and some of her friends.”
“Just you and her friends, eh?” he continued. “All girls?”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “No. It’s not like that. There’s that guy Cooper and his friend, Gordon.”
“Cooper Erickson?” Nick said in shock. “That guy’s a major asshole.”
“No, he’s not,” I said back, oddly defensive.
The class bell rang as students dispersed. Nick said, “Have fun,” and walked off.
On my way to Humanities class, Betsy came out of nowhere, startling me.
“We still good for tonight?”
I thought the question peculiar given that we had already established the plans that morning in art class. She then glanced down like something was on her mind. I asked what was wrong, and she perked up again. “You don’t mind if we all went in your car, would you?”
I was a little taken aback but agreed to it anyway.
“Great,” she said with a touch on my shoulder. “I’ll call after school.” She ran off and waved as I stood frozen for a moment, unable to remember what class I was going to.
I drove to Betsy’s house that evening with my engine making a funny rattling noise.
She lived in a nice house with her parents only a few miles away. I pulled into the driveway and could see her standing in the garage with the others, talking and laughing. There were two cars in the driveway, a Buick station wagon and a pick-up truck that belonged to her parents. Betsy came down the driveway to greet me while her friends followed.
She turned back to look inside my car, inspecting the space. “Yeah, we should all fit. Thanks for doing this.”
I turned to see the group approach as the sky grew darker. They were all dressed nicely for the evening, though I had little idea of our actual plans. Betsy had her hair tied back and lots of makeup on. She looked absolutely stunning in a flower-patterned knee-high dress and boots. I only had so many nice shirts and wore a white collared shirt I knew she had seen before.
The passenger door opened and Cooper stuck his head in.
“You can fit two up here and three in the back,” I explained to him.
Cooper moved the seat forward and stood aside as Victoria, Liz, and Gordon shuffled into the backseat. He pushed the seat back and Betsy slid into the middle seat next to me. Last in, Cooper shut the door as the group all said their hellos and thanked me for driving. I tried to remain calm, despite all the attention, and backed out of the driveway. Betsy smelled beyond good. Her hair was perfectly straight and down to her shoulder. Our shoulders touched as I drove off. I asked what the plan was, when Cooper suddenly cut in.
“We’re going to Matt’s house. He’s having a party.”
I turned to Betsy in disbelief. “I’m sorry. A what?”
She squeezed my leg and looked at me with sincere, apologetic eyes. “You don’t mind, do you?”
I stared forward, feeling helpless. “Not a problem.”
“You’ll have fun. I promise,” Cooper said. “Might even meet some chicks there.”
Gordon laughed in response. The comment was the first odd one of many. I wondered exactly what was going on.
“Oh, stop,” Betsy said with a playful slap onto Cooper’s shoulder.
We continued to the party in the middle of nowhere as I felt more perturbed with each distant mile onto the outskirts of town. I asked how much farther and Betsy was quick to reassure me.
“We’re close. Take a right up here,” she said, pointing to a dirt road.
The car rocked along the bumpy dirt road. We finally reached the house with its single front porch light and long driveway full of cars and forest all around us. I soon wished that I was at the movie theater with Nick. I parked at the end of the driveway and shut off the engine. The single-story house ahead had a flat roof and low-hanging power line that reached into the forest.
I saw silhouettes in the window and heard the bass thumping from inside. Cooper swung open the door and stepped out, stretching. My hands gripped the wheel as I stared ahead, nervous. I didn’t want to go inside, and Betsy seemed to have noticed.
“Is everything okay?” she asked. “Sorry about the change of plans.”
I turned to her, eager to appear cool with everything. “Of course. Yeah. This looks like fun.”
I smiled and opened my door as everyone else got out. We walked up the driveway. Dogs barked in the distance. Then the name came to me: Matt Edwin. He was not exactly a model student. Last I had heard, he had been expelled for selling drugs at school. I stayed close to Betsy as they opened the door and went inside the smoky living room.
There were some older kids I didn’t recognize and others I did standing around or sitting on couches under dim lights. Hip-hop music blasted from a nearby stereo. Laughter and rowdiness was everywhere. In the back, past the dining room, I saw an open sliding glass door with a keg of beer protruding from a garbage can. I didn’t really care for beer or drinking in general.
Cooper shook hands and gave out high fives as we made our way through the room. I kept my distance as the group were welcomed with raucous cheers. As Betsy introduced me around, I had a nagging feeling like I didn’t belong. Matt Edwin surprisingly recognized me. His hair was a curly, sweaty mess. He had a thin beard and wild eyes in addition to a sweaty white T-shirt.
“Holy shit! Landon Kearney? What’s new, brother?” He slapped my hand hard and told us to start drinking. He then pulled Betsy a little too close in a wild embrace.
I backed away and waited until he finally released her. I asked Matt if he was going back to school and received a stone-faced glare in response. Betsy suddenly led me away to the back yard as Matt resumed conversation with some older guys. Many years later, I had heard that he had died from a drug overdose. He was twenty-six.
Betsy poured me a drink from the keg and handed me the cup. I only wanted to talk to her, but she was always preoccupied. Every minute, she was throwing her arms around another person, greeting them. I avoided the marijuana joints being passed around and stayed relegated to the shadows in the backyard, observing the party in all its drunken haze. Waiting for Betsy, I had lost track of the others. She finally came over to check on me after I finally finished my first beer.
“Quit sulking around and talk to people!”
I nodded and smiled as she looked at my empty cup.
“Need another beer?”
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll get one in a minute.” I wanted to ask her if we could go for a walk, but the words wouldn’t come out. A hard slap suddenly came to my back and I found Cooper standing there with Matt, grinning like fools.
“You know what time it is?” Cooper asked.
I looked at my watch and told him that it was ten past nine. They both howled with laughter until their eyes watered.
“No! It’s keg stand time,” he added.
They corralled me toward the keg as twenty or so gathered around, their faces all a blur. I looked down at the keg with Cooper and Matt standing at both sides of me.
“You ready?” Matt asked with wild excitement. I told them that I was still working on my beer, but Cooper took the cup out of my hand before I could finish. I looked for Betsy in the crowd, but couldn’t find her anywhere. Cooper must have noticed my deer in the headlights stance as he took a moment from his brash caterwauling to calmly explain what I needed to do.
“We’re gonna pick you up. You take the end of that hose, stick it in your mouth and drink.”
Cheers followed from the surrounding circle of onlookers. I felt in a daze, unable to make a decision. Before I knew it, Matt and Cooper counted off and then picked me up, hoisting me by the legs and upside down as the cheers continued. I grabbed for the hose, stuck it in my mouth, and tried my best to swallow the beer that gushed out.
A blaring countdown followed as the blood rushed to my head. Beer exploded from my mouth as I gagged. The crowd cheered and they lowered me down. My shirt and pants were covered in beer. I wiped my mouth and gasped for breath, nearly falling over from the dizziness.
“Not bad,” Cooper said. “Need to work on it though.”
Betsy approached me, shocked at my appearance. “What have you been doing?”
I pointed to the keg and belched. “A keg stand.”
She looked around and saw Cooper laughing to the side with Matt. “What’s wrong with you? He has to drive, you know?”
They both responded with clear amusement. “He’ll be fine. Won’t you, Landon?” Cooper said.
I nodded and then entered the house, headed for the front door. I left the house and sat in my car for reasons I can’t fully explain. I felt like a joke, and I didn’t want to be in the spotlight anymore. As I stared at the ongoing party inside, a blurry figure left the house and quickly approach the car. The passenger side swung open, and I saw Betsy.
“Are you okay?”
“Sure. Never better,” I said.
She got inside, unconvinced and closed the door. “I’m sorry. I know they can get a little rowdy, but they mean well. Everyone likes you.”
I nodded along, tight-lipped and unable to respond.
“You know, Cooper’s family has money. He’s so freaking spoiled.” She paused, stared ahead and then turned back to me. “That’s why his dad took his car away. He’s trying to teach Cooper a lesson.”
I knew his family. The Ericksons were the largest developers in town. My father had mentioned their constant “black-balling” before. “They don’t want anyone else to expand out here,” he had said. “Insufferable pricks. The whole damn family.”
I certainly didn’t blame Cooper for the actions of his family, but we were natural adversaries however you cut it. Betsy and I sat quietly for a moment. She then asked me to come back in.
“I’m fine here, thanks,”
“Oh, come on, Landon.”
I turned and faced her with an anger I had hoped to conceal. “What do you want from me?”
She stared back, curious, as I winced upon the thought of blowing it all.
“I’m only trying to be your friend, Landon,” she said in a calm tone.
“Why?” I asked. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Because I think you’re a nice guy and I want you to do more things and get out there. It’s our senior year!”
I took a moment to register what she had said. It almost sounded like pity, and there was nothing I resented more. Part of me wanted to call her names and hurt her for dragging me out to some house in the middle of nowhere. Another part wanted to impress her. And of course, I wanted her to like me.
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Several weeks later, an auspicious routine developed between me and the group. We’d make plans every Friday and go out together. I dutifully played my role as the chauffeur for the night and drove wherever needed. There was an exhilarating fun to it, like nothing I had experienced before.
I was a part of a clique not of outcasts and weirdoes, but people who were known and respected. I always expected that Betsy would just stop calling me one day, but it was quite the opposite. She and her friends seemed to accept me, and I was eager for a glimpse into a different world.
We went bowling. We played pool. We went to the movies, parties, and sometimes just hung out at Betsy’s house. I saw less of Nick over time. My own naive goal was to date Betsy. But the school year wasn’t going to last forever. I shyly asked Betsy one evening if she was single as we stood outside a McDonald’s with milkshakes in hand.
“Who wants to know?” she asked with a suspicious tone.
I said, “no one,” and dropped it from there.
The rest of the group emerged from inside and we were off to play pool at Billiards. The more time I spent with the group, the more I began to see things. Betsy was a flirt with not only me, but with Cooper and Gordon as well.
I had planned to ask her out on a date the next week or so, just the two of us. I had it all planned. I would jokingly bring up the senior prom and ask if she had a date. If she didn’t, I’d suggest us going together. The rest would be up to chance. My mind drifted into these realm of nonsensical ideas as we approached the pool hall on the right.
Cooper then posed a question about my father’s factory.
“Is your family making any real money on that place?” he asked outright.
“Well… I don’t know,” I told him. “I’m still working there five days a week.”
Cooper nodded and thought to himself, but I knew the conversation was far from over.
“Who’s up for a pitcher once we get there?” Gordon belted out from the back seat. He looked older than his age and always seemed able to purchase alcohol with no problem
Cooper ignored the question and continued. “I’m betting that the land your dad’s factory is on is worth more than anything you could make in plastics.”
“I wouldn’t know,” I said with a shrug.
Cooper continued. “You know, my dad has been trying to buy that property for some time now. He’s got big plans for the area.”
I kept my eyes on the road as we neared the electric neon sign for Billiards.
Cooper leaned closer, halfway onto Betsy, who seemed bored with the conversation. “Let me level with you here. You and I are both in the family business, right?”
“Sure,” I said.
“That factory is a money pit. You’d be better off selling the land.”
Betsy pushed him away, annoyed. “For what, Cooper? A shopping mall?”
Gordon laughed along with Victoria and Liz.
“God. You’re boring us back here!” Gordon announced.
I kept my thoughts to myself as we pulled into the dirt lot and parked. The group piled out of the car and headed inside as Cooper waited. We walked together at his slow pace. He said that he considered us friends, and that he knew I was good guy.
“We’re much alike, Landon,” he said. “Our parents pester us to become like them. To run the family business. What a joke.”
I couldn’t think of any response, so I just listened.
“That’s why we’ve got to stick together. Help each other out. Who knows? A few years from now, we might be sitting across each other in the board room.” He laughed as we neared the door.
I stopped and turned to him. “What are you proposing?”
“I want to see your factory. I’d love to see the condition it’s in and assess its real value. Maybe I can convince my dad to invest.”
I shook my head immediately. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
Cooper gripped my shoulder hard, undeterred. “Come on. It’ll be fun. We’ll grab some beers and have some fun.”
“I can’t. My dad would kill me,” I said in a resistant tone.
“Just think about it,” he said. He then leaned closer with a devilish smile. “Betsy would think that it’s super cool.”
A silence passed between us as I turned around and glanced inside. Betsy stood at the window next to Liz drawing pool sticks.
“Hey, man,” Cooper started. “I know this is all a little weird, but I think I should let you know something…”
He paused and waited for my full attention as I turned back.
“I know you like Betsy. We all do.” He paused with a laugh. “Hell, the only one who probably doesn’t know it is Betsy.”
I looked at him with my face awash in confusion and then looked down, embarrassed. No one was to know. It was supposed to be a secret. He took a deep sigh. “My honest advice, man. Betsy’s a nice girl, but I wouldn’t waste your time. She doesn’t know what she wants.”
I looked up after counting pebbles on the ground. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“We need to look out for each other,” he said with conviction. “You see. Betsy and I… We have this on and off again thing. It’s weird.”
I looked at him with feigned understanding, but his words made little sense. I could feel myself being slowly drained with a sickness tightening in my stomach.
Cooper swiped his hands across the air. “Just to be clear. We’re not dating. I’m telling you this so you don’t get your hopes up. She’s slept with a lot of guys. Prefers older ones. College students. There’s even rumors that she had a thing Mr. Brown, the math teacher.”
I knew Mr. Brown. He was at least forty damn years old. The thought was impossible. Sensing my distress and clammed up demeanor, Cooper squeezed my shoulder. “I just don’t think she looks at you like that.”
I shrugged like it was no big deal. “It’s okay. I don’t think of her that way either.” Though I didn’t mean any word of it.
“Good then,” he said with a big smile. “Let’s go inside.” We walked together as he pointed to my chest. “Remember, I’m looking out for you.”
“Sure, sure,” I said as we approached the door.
We walked inside to the sound of rock music playing from the jukebox. There were two rows of pool tables with different groups of people around, smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. Each table was illuminated by a hanging lampshade of various colors. Cooper led me over to our table as Gordon approached, proudly displaying a pitcher of beer in hand with two glasses. I couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact with Betsy. I felt cold and distant, betrayed even. Though I had no case.
Betsy didn’t owe me anything. I had just misjudged her intent. That’s what I tried to tell myself. Inside, I couldn’t shake the shattering disappointment I felt. I had been diminished. I felt foolish and used. It was too much to contain. Betsy approached me with a pool cue in hand. Her smile faded upon seeing my blank stare into nothingness. I wondered what any of our phone conversations had meant in the first place.
“You okay?” she asked.
Cooper left my side immediately and grabbed a cold mug from Gordon who promptly filled it up. I let out a faint, “Yeah.”
I couldn’t let her know that I knew. What business of it was mine, anyway? I had to drop her before I got hurt again. No more pointless evening excursions with people who weren’t really my friends. I missed Nick and the way things were before. Betsy asked if I wanted to be on her team, and I muttered a brief, “sure.” She moved cautiously around the table as Victoria racked the billiard set. I knew that Betsy could sense that something was wrong. I had planned to never talk to her again, but that would be easier said than done.




BETWEEN THE LINES





Sterling held the notebook closer and glanced down the white space below the last paragraph.
“That’s it?” she asked aloud, astonished.
She refused to believe that the Summerville murder spree was based on an unrequited high school crush. There had to be more to the story. Landon wanted his reasons to be known. Why else would he have insisted that she read about his past? The remaining pages in the notebook had been torn out.
She glanced around the table for additional clues. Her own notes were nothing but a collection of names and places she had jotted down on a piece of paper. There was Mark, Melissa, Nick, Betsy, Cooper, Veronica, Liz, Gordon, and Matt. She had also written down Priceless Plastics, Summerville High, MC Hammer, Darkman, and Landon’s known birthday, August 6, 1974.
Sterling pressed the space bar on his laptop and was met with the log-in screen where the notification hint remained as “Notebook One.” She tried his parents’ names and was denied. She tried his best friend’s name, Landon’s birthday, and a series of other clues. Nothing worked. Frustrated, she slammed onto the table with her fist and backed away.
Perhaps Landon had only meant to stall her with the promise of clues to come. She grabbed notebook number two and flipped through it. Its first few pages were of scientific formulas written from top to bottom. Next followed a series of rough pencil sketches, page after page of mutilated corpses. Disgusted, Sterling set the notebook aside and began to place the others in order.
“I don’t have time for this,” she muttered, grabbing notebook number three again.
As she opened it, an index card fell out. She paused and then took the card, holding it under the desk lamp. Its tiny bold ink lettering was addressed to her.
Hello again, Not-Quite-Detective-Yet Sterling. You probably found my superficial high school story a waste of time. Here’s where I get to the point. Make sure that you read to the end. Best - Landon.
She set the index card down and picked back up notebook number three.
“Get to the point, asshole.”
The first entry was dated December 1990. There had been a considerable leap in time from the last entry, but she knew that the date of the factory explosion was near. She hoped for some insight but also didn’t know if a single word could be trusted. His writings so far had been revealing and self-absorbed. She wondered how and when he would attempt to justify his actions. That part was certain to come, and Sterling couldn’t help being curious to find out.
From the Journal of Landon Kearney:
December 1990
By the next school semester, calls from Betsy lessened and it became clear to me that I had been used. Cooper got his car back and the invites ended. It was a startling coincidence. Of course, Betsy’s intentions were pure, you see. She had only been trying to improve my social life. Somewhere, somehow, she had figured out that I liked her and I think she got spooked. At school, I had kept things amicable between. I never asked her about plans or why we stopped hanging out, or why she stopped calling, even when she would mention how we needed to get together again.
“We should all go to Myrtle Beach next spring!” she had said one day in passing.
“Sure,” I had said. “That would be great.” And so it went.
It was around January that I was ready to move on, after a particularly melancholy Christmas break. My parents were fighting a lot, the factory was losing money, and several of our investments hadn’t turned up a profit.
On the brighter side, Nick and I were talking again after our two-month hiatus. We buried the hatchet in late November and became friends again. He told me that he didn’t blame me for having “my head up my ass.” That was understandable. “Who could resist Betsy Wade?”
We hung out a lot over the Christmas break. I even got some time off from the factory. Everything felt back to normal. A different semester awaited our return in the New Year, and this time Nick and I actually shared classes together. The two months with Betsy and her friends was an exhilarating experience that didn’t seem to add up, but I swore off any bitterness about it. Everything was for the best.
I wanted to stop thinking about her, but she was never far from my mind. I admitted such to Nick one evening over magazines and comic books.
“It’s strange how I can’t control it,” I said.
Nick glanced up at his TV and grabbed a slice of pizza from a nearly empty box. It was Friday night and X-Files was on—one of our favorite shows. “Control what? All that masturbating?”
He laughed as I tossed a comic book at him. “No, you jerk. I’m talking about Betsy. I know she doesn’t like me, so why is she still in my head?”
Nick sighed with an eye roll. “Landon, it’s been months.”
“I know, but I have these insane thoughts that drive me crazy.”
“Like what?” he asked.
“Like, how she’s going to come to her senses and go out with me in the end.”
“That’s idiotic,” he said. We went on like that for a bit as he assured me that there was still time for both of us to find dates to the prom.
“Have you?” I asked him.
“That’s not the point,” he said. “That girl’s nothing but trouble. Not worth your time.”
I nodded along, agreeable on the outset, but deeply conflicted inside. Despite my resistance, I couldn’t shake the ridiculous notion that there was a chance between us. She was the only girl I wanted to go to the prom with. That had to mean something.
January 1991
Christmas break was over before I knew it. Back at school, I stood in front of my open locker on a Monday morning with my new class schedule. The hallways were busy with students of all ages, clamoring to find their new classrooms. I closed my locker and turned around with my backpack on my shoulders. Astronomy was my first class of the morning. Room 116 B. I walked down the hall and felt a tug on the arm of my jacket. I turned, startled to see Betsy, pretty as ever, with her hair longer and tied back in a ponytail.
“Hey, you!” she said, excited. Every ounce of resistance I had managed to build vanished in an instant.
I emitted a weak “Hey” in return as she gave me a quick hug and asked about my Christmas break.
“I had fun. How about you?” I said.
“I visited family up north,” she said. I didn’t want our conversation to end, even though it was just pointless small talk. As she paused, I tried my best to keep it going.
“So… what classes are you taking this semester?”
She glanced at her schedule and sighed. “I’ve got dance first thing in the morning, and I just had breakfast. Then there’s America history, Civics, and ending the day with Math. Oh joy.”
I felt a mixture of relief and disappointment that we didn’t share the same classes.
“Well,” I said. “I’ve got to get to class.”
She agreed and left with a passing comment on how we should hang out sometime. I took those words with a grain of salt and hurried off to class. I felt winded and anxious as I took a seat in the back. “Damn it all to hell,” I muttered, pulling a notebook out from my backpack. I leaned back in my chair when I noticed someone in my peripheral looking in my direction. I turned and saw Cooper Erickson sitting there right next to me. Of all the luck.
“Hey, buddy. Long time no see,” he said with heightened enthusiasm.
Mr. Delaney, our old, bald astronomy teacher, closed the door and told the class to quiet down. I nodded at Cooper and glanced back down into my notebook. I couldn’t quite bring myself to look at him. Knowing that he could have Betsy was infuriating. I had hoped to see neither one of them again.
“Let’s talk after class,” he said quietly.
The sad realization that the new semester would involve Cooper Erickson was dispiriting, to say the least. After a drab lecture from Mr. Delaney, class ended and I hurried out the door. But Cooper was like glue. I turned my head and saw him walking next to me with this big smile on his face.
“What do you want?” I asked outright.
“Ah, come on, man. You’re not still sore at us, are you?”
“About what?” I asked. My curiousness wasn’t entirely disingenuous. I really wanted to hear what he had to say. An awkward moment followed as we crossed paths with Nick who had just walked out of the nearby restrooms, surprised to see who I was walking with. I gave him a quick knowing glance as Cooper rambled on endlessly.
“We hadn’t heard from you. Betsy said you stopped calling her. I was just wondering what happened. Then I thought maybe it had to do with what I told you about me and Betsy, but let me tell you, it’s over between us. You can count your cards on that.” He finally stopped to take a breath as I turned down the next hall, trying to lose him.
“Hey, listen,” he continued, with a nudge to my arm. “Let’s start off with a clean slate, okay? There’s only four months left until we graduate. Water under the bridge.”
I increased my speed but couldn’t lose him. “The prom’s in a couple of months, right? You might actually have a shot with Betsy. I can talk to her.”
My shoes squeaked against the tile as I halted. “Why are you telling me this?” I asked. I could feel my flushed face, the tinge of anger growing.
Cooper held up his hands in a defensive posture. “It’s cool, man. Don’t get upset. Remember what I told you? We gotta look out for each other.”
I shook my head. “Whatever that’s supposed to mean.”
He placed both hands on my shoulders and squeezed for no other reason than to remind me that he was physically dominate. “This is what’s going to happen. We’re going out to play pool this weekend and you’re coming with us. Got it?” He paused and waited for a response, but I could barely say a word with my anger rising. “You don’t even have to drive. What do you say?”
“I think I should talk to Betsy first,” I said.
Satisfied, Cooper released his grip with a smile. “Sure, man. Sounds good. I’ll talk to you later, alright?” He hurried off in the opposite direction as I stood in the middle of the hall, trying to understand what had just happened.
February 1991
What I thought was going to be a quiet rest of the school year took a different turn as Betsy and her friends pulled me back in. She started calling me again. Gordon, Victoria, Liz, and Cooper all said hi to me in the hallway and asked what I was up to. There seemed to be no end to it. By the second week of the new semester, I finally gave in and agreed to hang out.
Wednesday morning during Astronomy class, Cooper threw out his first idea. “Let’s get together this Friday and do some stargazing.” Oddly enough, Betsy made the same suggestion on the phone the night before.
“The weather is supposed to be beautiful this Friday,” she had said. “We should all lie underneath the stars and take it all in.” I saw no reason to object as I wasn’t being asked to drive anymore. “I’ve been thinking about you lately,” she added on the phone. “Do you know that?”
“Well,” I had said back. “I think a lot about Laffy Taffy, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to put it in our vending machines.” I wasn’t even sure what I meant, but she had burst out laughing at my sarcasm more than I had expected. It seemed like the less I showed that I cared, the more interested she became in me.
That Friday, Nick admonished me for giving them another chance. “After they ditched like that? Are you crazy?” He paused to catch his breath as students shuffled around us in the hall. “If they burn you again, you’ll only have yourself to blame. Remember that.”
I nodded as he walked away and couldn’t help but to feel a little ashamed. I suspected a little jealousy on his part but later wished I had taken heed of his warning, no matter how petty I had perceived it to be.

It was Friday evening. A cool breeze consumed the air. We wore sweaters and jackets as we lay in an open soccer field at Hyde Park. There was plenty of beer to accompany our stargazing. The night sky was aflutter of millions of clear tiny bulbs. I was next to Betsy and Liz. Cooper, Victoria, and Gordon were nearby, each with beers in hand and their heads propped on travel pillows. It seemed just like old times again. How quickly I had forgotten everything before.
Betsy asked me to identify the constellations. I attempted to show off, but only made it to the fifth one before forgetting the rest.
She laughed, and I could see her white teeth shine in the moonlight. “I am sorry that we didn’t hang out more after art class,” she said to me, taking my hand.
I waved her off immediately. “Nah. That-that’s okay. Stuff happens.”
“A lot was going on I haven’t told you. But I am glad we’re hanging out again.”
“Me too,” I said back. She squeezed my hand as I contemplated kissing her. Whatever Cooper or anyone had said about Betsy and her past, none of it mattered at the moment. Suddenly, I heard a thud on the ground and looked over to see Cooper and Gordon wrestling.
The girls were on their knees laughing. I sat back and watched as the two boys grunted and rolled around. Cooper eventually pinned Gordon down and jolted up with his arms in the air and a victory shout to follow. Things calmed down for a bit as Cooper walked over to me with a fresh beer. He handed it to me and I thanked him.
“All right, Buddy. I’ve got a cool idea if you’re up for it.”
I looked around, confused, and then back to Cooper, nudging him to go on.
“Remember what we talked about a while back?” He waited and then continued when it was clear that I didn’t. “The factory, remember? Your factory. Let’s go there.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Sure. But I don’t work until Monday.”
Cooper laughed. “I’m not talking about some workplace visit. I’m saying we all hang out there tonight. Check the place out.”
“A factory after hours?” Liz added, excited. “That’s creepy.”
I shook my head. “Maybe another time. Sorry.”
Cooper stepped forward, not wanting to drop the idea. “Come one, man. What are you afraid of?”
“I don’t know who you think you are, but—” I stopped suddenly as Betsy took my arm.
“Cooper, let it go,” she said in a calm tone. “If Landon isn’t comfortable with the idea, that’s that.”
Cooper eyed me in amusement. I felt the collective stares of the group join in. Everyone was watching me and waiting for an answer. “It’s just not a good idea. My dad watches that place like a hawk, especially when it’s closed.”
“You’re going to be running it someday, right?” Cooper said, defiant. “Forget your dad.”
“No!” I said a bit too loud.
Everyone was looking at me. I had enough and was ready to walk home. I glanced at Betsy and could see disappointment in her eyes. I could see it in all their eyes. I stammered and shifted as silence filled the soccer field. Cooper crossed his arms, waiting, and I looked at Betsy first with my concession.
“Fine. You guys want to go there so bad, we’ll swing by. But if anyone’s there, we keep going. Got it?”
Cooper’s smile reached from ear to ear. He shook my hand with a firm grip. “That’s what I’m talking about, Landon. Be a man.”
A sense of dread followed the cheers of the group. We could get away with a little time of sneaking into the factory after hours. But we wouldn’t be staying long. I told myself that I’d put my foot down if things got out of hand. Betsy took my hand as we all walked back to the car. Cooper drove a sleek red Pontiac Firebird.
It was a two-door, like my car, and equally cramped. I sat in the back with Betsy on my lap and everything started to make sense again. Cooper backed out and burnt rubber through the parking lot. Inside, the muffled roaring engine vibrated the floor and seats. I’d never felt so alive.
We drove under the night sky, illuminated by the full moon. My anxious silence during the drive increased the closer we got to the factory. Cooper glanced in the rear-view mirror and seemed to take notice.
“You okay there, buddy?”
I was quick to respond. “Yeah. Of course.”
“Well, I think this is going to be fun,” Betsy said. “I’ve never been in a factory before.”
“Don’t get your hopes up,” I said. “It’s not much to look at.”
“For a hundred-year-old building, I’m sure it’ll be interesting,” Cooper added.
I didn’t know if it was that old, but I never forgot Cooper’s earlier interest in the land. He was up to something. They all were in on it, but the only thing that matter was Betsy and the prom. That was the even exchange. We turned onto Old Industrial Way, and I could see the long chain-link fence of the factory come into view. My heart raced the closer we got. I had seen my father angry with me before, but taking a group of kids into his business after closing hours was a line I had never crossed before.
We pulled up to the locked gate. Cooper parked, opened his door, and got out. He moved the seat up for me. Betsy got off my lap, and I stepped out next. I approached the gate with headlight beams shining onto the chained padlock in the middle. Beyond the loud engine, there was a desolate quiet in the air. I unlocked the gate, pushed it open, and stepped aside as Cooper drove in. There was no turning back at that point.
I led the car to a parking space near the entrance of the monolithic two-story building. A single light hung above the door I had keys to. The group piled out of the car, Gordon grabbed the beer from the trunk, and everyone followed me to the door in silence. I figured a little humor would break the ice, so I frantically patted my pockets with panic on my face.
“Damn. I forgot the key.”
Cooper stepped forward, unamused. “What do you mean?”
“Relax,” I said, holding it up as Betsy and the others laughed.
“Very funny,” Cooper said.
Betsy lifted her head back and examined the building in awe. “Your family owns this place?”
“They sure do,” I said and unlocked the door.
My father hadn’t installed an alarm system yet, which made it all the easier for us to sneak in. I pushed the creaking door open and invited them inside where it was dark.
“Welcome to Priceless Plastics,” I said and flipped the light switch. Rows of fluorescent bulbs went on over the bay floor, revealing a line of machines amid long stretches of conveyor belts, pallets, and a line of stacked boxes.
They walked around the shop floor as Gordon set the pack of beer onto a shop table. Cooper went off on his own with his hands in his pockets, gazing around.
“Don’t wander too far,” I said.
Betsy suddenly took my arm and looked at me. “Can I get a grand tour?”
I obliged as she pulled me farther ahead, leaving the group behind. We went down the long hallway toward the back. I showed her the break room, my father’s office, the shipping and receiving area. Betsy talked about her plans after high school, her excitement of becoming a nurse and moving out of Summerville for good. I was saddened to think that we’d part ways after the senior year.
“Why now?” I asked as we reached the shipping and receiving bay.
She glanced at me, confused. “What do you mean?”
I tried to backtrack. “Never mind. Just thinking out loud.”
“About what?” she asked.
For a moment, I couldn’t think and had forgotten that there were other people with us. “I just wonder why it took so long to finally get to know you. High school’s almost over.”
She smiled in response without running away, much to my relief. “I don’t know. It’s complicated. I do want this to continue though.”
“Come here,” I said, walking ahead. She followed me outside to the loading dock. From there we had a majestic view of the lake. The large white moon reflected onto the calm ripples. The chirping of unseen crickets consumed the surrounding wilderness. Betsy stared out into the lake, tugging at the ends of her jean jacket.
“It’s beautiful,” she said.
I took a breath and put my arm around her shoulder. She casually lowered her head into my chest not saying a word. We stared at the lake for a while as I couldn’t think of any better time to pose the question.
“You know, Betsy. Prom’s coming up in a few months.”
She groaned in response. “Don’t remind me.”
“So, I was sort of wondering if you’d like to, uh… If you’d like to go with me?” I winced as silence followed and felt four inches tall. Betsy moved away from me. I opened my eyes to see her looking at me.
“You know. I was wondering when you were going to ask me.”
My mouth dropped. “Are you serious?”
“Yeah. I am.” She paused and then bit her bottom lip, thinking. “Put me down for a maybe.”
I looked away, embarrassed as she laughed. “You’re so touchy! Yes, I’ll go to the prom with you, Landon.”
I still couldn’t tell if she was being serious or not. “You mean it this time.”
She laughed again and we hugged under the stars. I said no more as we went back inside. Like any moment with Betsy, I never wanted it to end.
“Thanks for showing me that,” she said as we reemerged on the factory floor.
I could already hear Cooper and Gordon raising a ruckus down the hall. A loud welcome awaited our return.
“It’s about time you two got back,” Cooper said, hoisting up two beers. “Have yourselves a drink before they get warm.”
“You got a stereo in here?” Gordon asked.
I pointed to a boom box by one of the machines and he rushed over to turn it on. He found a rock station and we stood around, laughing and drinking as the night went on. Cooper asked me a dozen questions about the factory, but his prying didn’t faze me. Not with Betsy at my side.
I felt light as air over the weekend. My father didn’t say a thing. I was in the clear, my homework was all caught up, and I had a date to the prom. I’d never felt so alive. Sitting in my room with a book in my lap, I jumped every time the phone rang. Each time, the call wasn’t for me, and I was getting worried. I didn’t hear from Betsy on Saturday or Sunday.
I figured she was busy. Or maybe she was waiting for me to call. I told myself to give her some space, to not seem desperate, and to not look like I was thinking about her all the time. Which I was.
By Monday morning, I was mildly concerned but managed to run into her and Cooper in the hall outside of class before. They both seemed surprised to see me, though I couldn’t understand why. Cooper sped past Betsy and gave me a head nod. “Thanks again for letting us hang at your factory. Had a great time.”
I noticed that Betsy was having trouble making eye contact with me.
“Yeah, no problem,” I said. “Are you headed to Astronomy?”
Cooper looked around the crowded hall. “Actually no. I’ve got a—something to work on.” He turned to Betsy and me, said, “See ya,” and walked off.
“What’s his deal?” I said. Betsy stared ahead with her pink three-ring binder close to her chest. “Are you okay?”
She snapped out of her daze and smiled at me. “No. I’m sorry. I’m just feeling so swamped right now. After this, it’s my first day at Hooisers’.”
Hooisers’ was a new local sports bar where Betsy had just gotten a serving job.
I tried to keep things light and wished her good luck. Then came my need to know. “I didn’t hear from you this weekend. Could I maybe call you later after school?”
“Sure,” she said, her attention elsewhere. “My shift starts at six, so call before then.”
“Mine too,” I said. “Of course. I could always drive you home too.”
“I’ll be fine, thanks. Bye, Landon.” She took off before I could say another word. I didn’t want to think anything was unusual about her behavior. I wanted to believe that she really was swamped and it had nothing to do with me or us.
I watched her move quickly down the hall as Nick came out of nowhere, already getting on my case.
“Don’t tell me that you’re upset with her again,” he said.
I felt scared and hurt but couldn’t explain it. It seemed like Betsy was back to giving me the cold shoulder again. I wasn’t going to tell Nick anything, lest I get an “I told you so” in return.
“We’re cool,” I told him, referring to Betsy. “I’ve got to get to class now.”
He asked me what happened over the weekend with Betsy, and I lied. “Nothing. I, uh… had to visit my grandparents. Very last minute.”
“Ah. Well, probably for the better,” he said, sipping from his Coke.
We walked together across the green-tiled floor and split off as he went up the stairs. I entered the classroom with my mind was on autopilot and brewing with fear and confusion. Something had happened. Betsy and Cooper were acting strange, and I needed to find out why. I wouldn’t get the answers that day. As promised, Cooper was absent from class, and I didn’t see Betsy, Victoria, Liz, or Gordon for the rest of the day.
Betsy didn’t answer the phone after school either. I held the receiver to my ear, dumbfounded, as the line rang again and again. I hung up the phone with a sickness in my stomach as I wondered what the hell was going on.
My mother suddenly knocked on my door with an urgent tone. “Your father wants you to get to the factory immediately.”
Fresh panic swept over me. “What? Did he say why?”
The door opened as she stuck her head inside, her face stricken with worry. “Something about vandalism and the machines not working.”
“He just discovered this?” I asked, astonished.
“No. They’ve been acting up all day.
I thanked her as she closed the door. I hadn’t even changed out of my school clothes yet. Increasingly frustrated, I tossed a text book across the room and got up to find my work clothes in the closet. I grabbed a clean but oil-stained blue short-sleeved button up work shirt and a pair of jeans and placed them on the bed. My shift didn’t start for another hour, but my father already wanted me there. Maybe he found out about Friday night and needed to coax me there. My heart started beating a little faster as nervousness took hold.
“There’s no proof,” I told myself. “No proof of anything.”
It took me fifteen minutes to arrive at the factory. I stuck to the back roads to avoid after-school traffic, including buses and crosswalks. I remained calm as I exited my car, fastening the top button on my shirt. There were five other vehicles in the parking lot, including my father’s pick-up truck. I also took note of an electrician’s van parked nearby.
The sun was beating down without a cloud in the sky. It was warm that day and spring was right around the corner. I suddenly realized that Valentine’s Day was coming up. It was on Thursday, only a few days away, and had completely slipped my mind. I paused at the entrance, shocked at the oversight. Maybe that’s what Betsy was upset about. I hadn’t asked her out for Valentine’s Day.
“You idiot!” I said under my breath with my fist balled. That explained everything. Only, I didn’t know for sure. I walked inside, feeling a rush of air from the overhead vent, and removed my sunglasses. Oddly enough, the bay floor was quiet. All the lights were on, but none of the machines were running. I saw my father and a bunch of people gathered around a press with flashlights in hand. I could slip in undetected for a moment. I shuddered at the sight of Bruce standing nearby with his hands on his hips and his large gut protruding from his shirt.
“Hey guys. What’s going on?” I asked.
There was an electrician on his back, under the engine compartment of the machine. “I’m not sure what it is,” he said, face hidden. “Something ain’t right.”
“With all of them?” my father said in angered disbelief. His face was flushed and exhausted. He took one look at me and the anger only grew.
“Come here,” he said and grabbed me by the shoulder. “I want to speak to you.”
He led me off and away from the machines as everyone watched. We walked toward his office in the back as an intense nervousness took hold. What did he know? Once we were out of earshot from everyone, he turned to a trash can and pulled out two empty Bud Light bottles.
“You know what this is about?” he said all suspicious-like.
I glanced at the bottles and shook my head. “No. Why?”
He dropped them back into the trash can with a clang. “Couple guys found them by the molding machine. I can tell you that no one in this factory drinks Bud Light.”
I kept my cool with a shrug. “Never seen them before.”
His unconvinced eyes narrowed. “Really? That’s strange. Somebody screwed with the machines. We’ve lost a day’s production so far over this shit.” He paused and took a deep breath. “And you don’t know anything about it?”
I shook my head. “I have no clue. What’s wrong with the machines?”
“Parts missing,” he said. “Little electronic resisters, plugs and stuff, just gone. Ralph is making a list of it as we speak.”
I was surprised at the news, even more to learn that they’d spent all day trying to figure it out. He breathed heavy through his nostrils as he examined me without a word. I kept the best innocent face I could muster. Whatever had happened, I didn’t see any connection between the secret Friday evening rendezvous and faulty machines.
“Your mother says that you were out late on Friday,” he began. “You and these new friends of yours. One of them is that Erickson kid. Just what were you doing?”
“Nothing,” I said. “We, uh… we went out and played some pool.”
“Hmm,” he muttered. “If I find out that you’re lying, we’re going to have some words.” He shook his head, deep in thought, and then pointed at me. “Whether the machines are working or not, you’re going to be here. I want this place swept and cleaned. Bathrooms too.”
“No problem,” I said. He walked away without another word.
I went to the janitor closet and grabbed a broom. If that was the worst of my father’s wrath I was okay with it. The brown bristles of the push broom pushed against the concrete floor with my slow movement down the hall.
A realization swept over me that perhaps Cooper and the others did have a hand in the factory’s sabotage. It seemed a strange coincidence. But why would they do such a thing?
I didn’t see anything. Then I remember the ten or twenty minutes Betsy and I were away from everyone. It still didn’t strike me as a real possibility. The mere thought was absurd. I stayed as far away as I could from the ongoing issue on the floor. I heard the electrician stating the pieces missing from the machines as my father made a list. I pushed a mop bucket by just everyone was leaving.
“You stay here,” my father said, pointing at me. “We’ll be back in a little bit.”
I nodded along as I soaked the mop. My father, his four employees on shift, and the electrician, all walked out together like it was some big mission. I waited for the door to close and then approached the machines with their back panels removed and guts of wiring sticking out. It was hard to believe that Cooper or anyone else would have been digging around in there. What did any of them know about electronics?
I returned to my mop bucket and pushed it off toward the bathroom where I suddenly caught a faint whiff of this weird sulfur smell. It wasn’t enough to stop me in my tracks. I appreciated the quietness of the empty factory during their absence. It gave me time to think. I pushed open the bathroom door and wheeled the mop inside.
About an hour later, Ralph the electrician returned with Bruce the fatso and Andre, one of the night shift workers. They said that my father was busy with other matters and would return later. The floors had been swept and mopped where needed, and there wasn’t much else for me to do but to watch. Ralph set a plastic bag of purchased parts next to his thick leather electrician belt. Bruce and Andre stood next to the work bench and watched as Ralph laid out caps, connectors, wires, and plugs, still in their plastic.
“All of that was taken?” I asked.
Ralph nodded and then scratched his shaggy red hair. He had large glasses, a mustache, and wore a blue jumpsuit. I didn’t know him, but it was fair to say I took a liking to him. His demeanor was that of a laid back 1970s relic. “Looks like the nabbed some copper wire too,” he added.
Bruce glanced at me with growing suspicion. “Your pop’s at the police station right now, filing a report.”
I said nothing as my eyes shifted down.
“But you wouldn’t know anything about anything, would ya’?” he continued.
I gave Bruce a sarcastic smirk and said, “You’re the genius. You tell me.”
His face reddened as he stepped forward. “What’d you say, you little—”
Andre grabbed Bruce’s arm and held him back. “Easy there, compadre. Leave him be.”
Sensing the tension, Ralph interjected. “Landon, is it?”
“Yes sir,” I said.
He handed me a flashlight and asked me if I could check the circuit breaker for him. “Need you to make sure it’s still off. And once I get these wires connected, I’ll tell you to turn it on. Got it?”
It sounded easy enough. I preferred anything standing around. I walked off toward the hallway and went inside the electrical room the size of a broom closet. The door of the large gray box on the wall was already opened, and all the switches were off.
“Everything’s off!” I shouted.
I heard Bruce say something about me being just a kid and if they were going to take my word for it and had to laugh. I walked outside the room and leaned against the door frame, watching as Ralph went to work on the first machine. Bruce and Andre handed him parts and tools, and all the while the sulfur smell became stronger.
Weird smells in the factory were nothing new. It was an everyday thing. But this was a new one. It began to smell more like gas. Ten or so minutes passed when Ralph told me to go ahead and try breaker A3. I went to the box and shined my flashlight on all the switches. A3 was on the top left.
“Ready?” I shouted with my finger on the switch.
“Go for it!” Bruce shouted back.
I flipped the switch and expected to hear the press machine come to life. Instead, a deafening explosion shook the walls and sent me to the ground like a crash of lightening. I could feel the heat of fire followed by anguished screams. I stood up, disoriented, with a high-pitched ringing in my ear.
I instinctively grabbed a fire extinguisher from near the door and rushed outside. I froze in shock to find the bay floor ahead engulfed in an inferno of flames quickly spreading. Andre crawled on the floor horribly burnt and unrecognizable. There were bright orange flames on his back. Nothing looked or seemed real. His face was half melted on one side. He looked up and let out this awful scream that sounded like death himself. I stayed lowed and hustled toward the blast sight as flames spread up the wall and ceiling all around me. Halfway to Andre, I tripped and stumbled forward. Turning around, I saw Bruce’s lifeless charred body still covered in flames.
The unbearable heat pressed down upon me. The fire was spreading too fast. I aimed the fire extinguisher hose on Andre and sprayed him, dousing him in white powder phosphate. He stopped screaming but didn’t move. I heard another loud crash and saw that part of the roof above had just fallen in. There were flames everywhere in all directions, building in size and unstoppable.
I shouted for Ralph. A groan sounded from the press machine and I saw him lying flat on his stomach badly burnt without any hair left. But he was alive. I stepped over a mess of boxes and tools as the heat intensified. Amazingly, as I looked at the mold machine and saw wires sticking out from the bottom, time seemed to stop. The exposed copper under the red and green wire sparked. A split second later, a second explosion tore through the factory floor, decimating everything around it. I was thrown a hundred yards into a brick wall where I heard and saw nothing else. Only darkness.




RECKONING





Detective Dobson sped into his driveway and slammed on the brakes. His tires screeched as the Chevy Impala halted at an angle, inches from Rachel’s car. Harris sat gripping his arm rest and opened his eyes. They had driven over a hundred to get there. Dobson swung open the door and stepped outside with the keys still in the ignition. Rachel was standing behind the living room window, much to his relief. Harris opened his door halfway to avoid striking her car.
“You’re a real maniac. You know that?” he said, stepping out.
Dobson slipped back in, grabbed his keys, and slammed the door shut. “I’m not into taking chances anymore.”
Harris ventured around the car, pulling at the ends of his coat. “You mean driving like that isn’t taking a chance?”
The afternoon sun was out in full force with thin transparent clouds spread throughout the bright blue sky. An unseen dog barked in the distance in the otherwise quiet neighborhood. Dobson stopped before entering the front door and looked around to see if they were being watched. The killer was everywhere and nowhere at the same time. For Dobson, nothing was impossible anymore. He bypassed the door and walked alongside the front of the house, starting out into the road. Harris watched him from the driveway, curious as Dobson cupped his mouth and shouted out, “You out there, Landon! Show your face or what’s left of it!”
Rachel watched him from the window with concern as Harris rushed across the freshly cut grass to block him from the street. “What are you doing?”
Dobson stared past him in a fervent glare. Harris placed both hands on Dobson’s arms and tried to get his attention once more. “If he is watching, what good is this going to do?”
A car suddenly drove by. Its female driver glanced at the two detectives and kept going. Dobson stepped forward, inches from Harris’s face, and spoke through clenched teeth. “This son of bitch is threatening my family? I don’t think so. I’ll kill him right now!”
Harris simply nodded his head toward the house. Dobson paused and turned around to see both Rachel and Penny standing at the window with intense worry across their faces. A relative calm followed as Dobson took as step back and ran both hands down his face. Harris adjusted his tie and held his arm out for his old partner to enter. The door opened halfway with Rachel standing behind it.
“What are you two doing out there?” she asked. “Come inside already.”
Dobson took another glance of the neighborhood and reluctantly went inside with Harris following. He closed and locked the door behind him, with Dobson and Rachel all awkwardly cramped in the foyer.
“Where’s the letter?” Dobson asked straight out.
“Keep your voice down,” Rachel said in a hushed tone. “I don’t want to upset Penny.”
She led them inside the adjacent living room. The television was on, playing day time soap operas with the sound muted. Upon their entrance, Penny turned away from the window and hurried to Dobson, giving him a hug. Dobson stroked her thin blonde hair as she coughed into his chest.
“How are you doing, honey? Good?”
She looked up, revealing tear-soaked eyes. “Fine. Glad to see you.”
“She needs to go to the hospital,” Rachel said, arms crossed.
“I’m better now!” Penny protested, followed by a harsh cough.
Dobson raised one hand for calm. “Everyone calm down. One thing at a time.” He pointed to the couch where Penny’s vest and machine sat. She’d sit for hours at a time with what looked like a life preserver on as it vibrated the mucus buildup from her lungs. Dobson released Penny and guided her back to the couch. “Everything’s going to be fine,” he said, kissing her on the forehead.
“I opened the letter,” she said. “The same one they’re talking about on the news.”
“It’s just a dumb hoax. Nothing more.”
Penny looked at her mother and then back at Dobson with skepticism. “Then why’d you tell Mom to lock all the doors and windows?” She immediately raised a fist to her mouth and coughed as Dobson patted her back. Her coughing fit soon subsided as she leaned back in the couch, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“Need some water?” Dobson asked.
Penny signaled to a full glass on the nightstand next to her and spoke faintly. “I’m good. Thanks.”
“We’ll be in the kitchen just having a little talk,” Dobson said in the calmest tone he could muster, given the circumstance. Penny nodded as her eyes shifted to the TV. Dobson moved away from the couch and toward the window, shutting the blinds. He examined the rest of the room. Harris stood aside as Rachel brushed back Penny’s hair. The motherly concern in her eyes was unbreakable. Dobson walked toward the kitchen, almost unnoticed. Harris glanced up from his cell phone screen and followed as Rachel offered Penny assurances and soon left.
Dobson entered the kitchen, rolling up his sleeves. He looked out the window above the kitchen sink and saw nothing of concern. The neighborhood was as quiet as expected on an early weekday afternoon. He turned to see a chain letter on the kitchen table, unfolded.
Harris walked in and took immediate notice. “Looks familiar, don’t you think?”
Rachel followed with urgency. “Keep your voices down. She’s finally calm now.” She paused and pointed at the letter. “That’s why I don’t want her watching the news.”
Dobson scratched his chin and pulled out a chair for Rachel to sit. “Let’s take a step back and start at the beginning.”
Rachel grabbed a glass of water from the counter and sat. Harris joined them at the table, distracted by his phone. Dobson sat with the letter below him. It was a mirror image of the others before it. The open envelope lay nearby. Their home address was typed across with “Rachel Dobson” as the recipient. The return address was none other than Priceless Plastics on Old Industrial Way. He pulled a copy of the same letter and compared them side by side. In both cases, the message was identical.
Dear lucky student from Summerville High, Class of 1991
Our twenty-fifth-year high school reunion is right around the corner. Congratulations! You have been selected to receive this letter of goodwill and fortune. It is imperative that you choose a classmate of choice to next send this message to, for if you fail to do so, you will find irreversible consequences for breaking the chain. Thank you, and best of luck!
Dobson looked up to see Rachel wiping her eyes. Harris was still invested in his phone as though the entire world was on there.
“Am I supposed to send it to someone?” she asked. “Is that how this works?”
Dobson leaned forward and took her hand, sincere concern in his eyes. “You’re not doing anything with it. I need to know a few things first. How did Penny get this? Was it delivered with the regular mail?”
Rachel nodded. “Yes. She just came in with a stack of junk and took this letter out.”
“Why did she open it?” Dobson asked.
“I usually let her open the mail just to give her something to do. I didn’t think this would happen. Not to us.” Rachel pulled her hand away and lowered her head. “I should have called an ambulance. We need to get out of here.”
Harris lowered his cell phone and took notice of her anxious state. Dobson leaned closer to her, undeterred from the issue at hand. “Listen. Penny will be fine. I want you to take a deep breath and clear your head.”
“We’ll get a car here to watch the house if you want,” Harris added.
Dobson shook his head. “In time. Let’s stay on track.” He then looked back at Rachel. “I need you to think back to high school and tell me everything you know about Landon Kearney.”
Rachel lowered her hand from her face with a blank expression. Silence followed as the TV sounded from the living room.
“Landon… Kearney,” she said slowly. “I remember that name.” She then brushed back her hair with a sigh. “Yeah. I knew him in high school.”
“What grade?”
Rachel closed her eyes and thought to herself. Harris leaned closer as Dobson pulled a notepad and pen from his pocket.
“I think it was tenth or eleventh grade. My God. It’s been so long.” Her face suddenly shifted to panic. “Is he the one sending these letters?”
Dobson grimaced. “I’m pretty damn sure of it. I know all about the factory fire and the deaths that followed. Both of his parents are dead now. He spent seven years in a burn center recovering.”
Rachel took a sip of her water and set the glass down. “Just terrible. I never saw him during senior year, but I remember when it happened. It was a few days before Valentine’s Day.”
“The victims so far have all been students, classmates of his,” Dobson continued. “Why do you think he’s going after them?”
Rachel gave considerable pause. “He was always a shy kid. Never had many friends. He wasn’t someone you would take for a serial killer, though.”
Harris chuckled. “Well, Mrs. Dobson. That was a long time ago. And it looks like he’s going after anyone who wronged him.”
Rachel looked at Dobson, confused. “If you know who he is, why haven’t you caught him yet?”
Dobson stopped himself from laughing and tried to give the best answer her could. “He’s been in relative hiding for the past decade. No record of him exist from then.”
Rachel suddenly rose from the kitchen table as though she were in a trance. Dobson and Harris exchanged glances and then watched as she walked to the sink and looked out the kitchen window. Her back was turned to them and her behavior increasingly neurotic. Dobson rose from the table, took the latest letter, and folded it in his pocket. He signaled “one minute” to Harris and approached Rachel, carefully placing his hands on her shoulder.
“I want you and Penny somewhere safe out of this maniac’s sight.”
“I’m not leaving,” she said defiantly.
“Honey. You must. It’s for the best.”
She moved away from his hold and spun around, livid. “Catch the bastard, and let me and Penny be! Can’t you see that she’s been through enough?”
Dobson tried to subdue his anger but still found it coming out in spurts. “Maybe I would if you’d remember a damn thing about high school! You knew this crazy fuck!” His words echoed throughout the house. Penny had most definitely heard them. Rachel’s eyes narrowed in the quiet that followed. “Don’t speak to me like that,” she hissed.
Dobson took a step back and rubbed his temples. “I’m sorry. We’re all under a lot of pressure here. Just… if there’s anything you can tell us that might be useful.”
“I sat next to him in Geometry,” she said angrily. “Anything else?”
Dobson felt his patience come to an end. He took a deep breath, prepared to snap, when Penny suddenly screamed from the living room. Rachel rushed out of the kitchen before he could say a word. Dobson nearly tripped over a kitchen chair as he ran out after her. Penny was recoiled on the couch with her head turned toward the blinds. Rachel came immediately to her aid, asking what had happened.
“I saw someone at the window! It’s him. I know it’s him,” she cried.
Dobson drew his gun and vaulted toward the curtains, yanking them open. Daylight poured into the room. Outside was their green lawn, an empty street, and no one else. “What did you see?” he asked, turning to her.
“A shadow. Someone peeking in,” she said. Rachel sat on the couch and pulled Penny close to her in a protective embrace. Dobson looked on all sides of the house outside but didn’t see anyone. “Pack your things!” he said. “We’re getting you somewhere safe.”
Rachel turned her head, concerned. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“Please. Just listen to me,” he said.
He removed the door chain and unlocked the deadbolt. Eye pressed against the peephole, he looked out and saw no one there. He flung the door open and stepped outside. A couple drove by in a station wagon, staring as he walked toward the driveway with his pistol held up.
He moved alongside the house, nearing the driveway, and he called out to Landon. No one responded, though he could see a shadow move across the concrete ahead. Dobson stopped at the corner of the garage and listened. An air of quiet passed. He turned the corner with his pistol aimed, ready to fire. But there was no Landon. Three neighborhood boys, no older than ten, scattered down the driveway in panic. Dobson gasped, mere seconds from pulling the trigger. His heart seized as he stumbled back and shouted, “Son of a bitch!”
The three boys raced down the road, laughing along the way. Dobson called out to them, clutching his chest. “I’m going to call your parents!”
Harris suddenly rushed around the corner. “You okay? What happened?”
Dobson fell back against the garage door and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Nothing. Neighborhood kids messing around.”
Harris examined Dobson with concern. “Damn. You look white as a ghost.”
Dobson looked up with a nervous smile, still holding his chest “Gave me quite a scare.”
“You want me to call an ambulance?” Harris asked.
Dobson waved him off immediately, shaking his head. He holstered his pistol and stood up straight with his nerves returning.
Harris glanced at his cell phone and then back at Dobson, speaking carefully. “So, Mike. Listen. We have a change of plans.”
“What are you talking about?” Dobson said with an exhausted sigh.
“The reunion. It’s been canceled.”
Dobson turned to face Harris directly, still visibly rattled. “What-what do you mean?”
“I mean that it’s not happening. “Got a text from the station.”
Dobson smacked his hands together. “Just like that? The day before?”
Harris stared at his phone for an update. “It’s been canceled. That’s all I know.” He moved the phone closer upon receiving another message. “Hold on.” He paused, taking a moment to read. “So, according to this message, they’re doing a candlelight vigil instead.”
Dobson stepped back and patted his pockets for his cell phone. He then looked to the house upon remembering that he left it inside. “Who’s telling you this?”
“Gabby. She said that security has been moved away from the hotel and relocated to the vigil.”
Rachel stepped around the corner with caution and fear in her eyes. “What’s going on? Did you see him?”
Dobson lowered his head, shaking it. “It was nothing.” He looked at Harris as Rachel stood by in confusion. “Where is this vigil going to be?”
“Hyde Park. Tomorrow night,” Harris said.
Dobson turned around, hands on his hips, and rocked his head back, looking into the sky. “The main question is when Landon will find out about this, if he hasn’t already.”
Harris nodded and glanced at Rachel as she bit her nails. “Either way, we should get back to the station and work this out.”
Pressure weighed on Dobson like nothing no case before. Sterling was missing and her status unknown. He and his family were a target now. The reunion had been canceled and with it a change of plans in capturing Landon. Could they keep news of the vigil from the local news media? Could they create a mock reunion as well? Was there enough time for any of it?
“You can’t stay here,” he said to Rachel, turning to face her. Moving Penny and Rachel for an unknown period was not something he wanted to do.
She stared back at him with anger in her tired eyes. “I know that, but you can’t expect Penny to just go on the lam—”
“No one is saying that. We can have you both safely escorted somewhere with all her medications, her vest, and whatever else she needs.”
Rachel turned from him. “That’s easy for you to say. Wherever we go, you won’t be there.”
Hand on his forehead, Dobson resisted the urge to argue as Harris backed toward the car, wanting nothing to do with it. “This letter is no joke,” Dobson said, pulling it from his pocket. “Everyone who has received it has been murdered. Do you understand that?”
“We’ll go,” Rachel said with a vacant stare. “What choice do we have?”
Dobson approached and put his arms around her. “I’m so sorry about this.” She buried her face into his chest, sniffling as he rubbed her back. “I’ll get some guys out here. They’ll take you to a hotel close to the hospital. Take only the essentials.”
He hated even making such plans. To accept that they weren’t safe in their own home was to admit defeat. Dobson knew that, and he believed Rachel did as well. She reached into her pocket and pulled out his cell phone, relinquishing it. “You left this in the kitchen. Do what you have to do.”
He released Rachel and took the phone as she wiped tears from her eyes. With so much going on, he knew that requesting a security detail for his wife and daughter was a tall order. But the department owed him. Twenty-five years on the force, and he had never asked for much.
“Can I speak to Captain Nelson, please?” he said into the phone. A woman had answered the captain’s phone instead. He waited and could hear a busy, crowded office. Nelson came on the line and spoke with urgency.
“This is Nelson.”
“It’s Dobson. I’m with Harris outside of my home.”
A stunned pause followed. “What? Why’d you leave the station? We have a killer out there—”
“I know that, sir,” Dobson said with force in his tone. “My wife received a letter. The chain letter in the mail. I’m not going anywhere until we can evacuate her and my daughter to somewhere safe.”
A longer pause followed as he assumed Nelson to be gathering his thoughts. Too much was going on, but it was one issue Dobson was prepared not to budge on.
“Look. Just…” Nelson began. “Give me a minute. We’ve got half the police force searching for Sterling. The FBI is here. The media is setting up camp outside. It’s a cluster fu—”
“I understand. But this is my priority,” Dobson said, glancing at Rachel as she fidgeted with her hands. He was ashamed to see it come to this—hiding his family from a maniac. Of course, it could always have been another diversion. For Dobson, the key was in understanding what Landon wanted beyond revenge. Was it fame and infamy? They were going to catch him soon. That much he was sure of. But how many more victims were going to die before then? Dobson waited as the captain put him on hold for another call. He assured Harris that they’d go back to the station soon enough. Rachel, however, was lost in her own world. Her unblinking eyes stared away as she passed him and walked down the driveway. She stopped at the road and just stood there.
“Honey, stay close. Okay?” Dobson said, phone to his ear.
Harris leaned against the hood of Dobson’s car, typing onto his phone. Dobson paced the driveway with a growing impatience. He yearned for an answer to it all. Everything seemed unreal with no clear answers to a situation that was spiraling out of control.

Sterling set the notebook down. There was more, but she wasn’t ready just yet to proceed. She had lost track of time, which wasn’t hard given how the cabin had been so meticulously boarded up. She didn’t know what of Landon’s story to believe. It was true that a fire had destroyed the factory and killed everyone but him in it. Did he really believe that Cooper Erickson was responsible for it?
It would explain the connection between the murders. Landon blamed them all. But was it the only reason? There were a few pages left to read, and she was nowhere closer to discovering the laptop password than before. She pressed the space bar, and the log-in screen appeared. She had tried his parents’ and friends’ names. She’d tried his birthday and town names to no avail. Sterling understood percentages and knew very well that the odds were stacked against her. Then she surmised the odds of surviving captivity in a serial killer’s hideout and realized that they had been in her favor.
A noise from outside the room startled her. She rose from the stool at the workbench and grabbed a blunt hammer lying on the table amid other tools. She held it up and watched the door but no one came. The realization that Landon could still be there chilled her bones. She wouldn’t put such trickery past him. The noise returned in the form of a rattling against the windows.
Sterling looked around the room, realizing that her fears were nothing more than the outside wind. She placed the hammer on the table and returned to the notebook. A few more pages and she’d either have the answers or be left with nothing. Landon’s journal, in fact, read more like a murder manifesto of justification. Perhaps he was telling the truth. The only thing that mattered, however, was stopping him.
From the Journal of Landon Kearney:
February 1991
I could remember brief moments after the explosion. The sound of the ambulances and fire trucks are still vivid in my mind. I recall being strapped down and airlifted to the hospital without a feeling in my body. You see, most of my skin had been burnt off. At least the nerves that could feel. The beauty of third degree burns is that you don’t feel the aftermath of being burnt alive, arguably the most painful physical experience imaginable. I lost most of my face and hair along with the burns all over my body, including my genitalia.
Only seventeen, and I would never have sex or any semblance of a normal life again. My life had unexpectedly changed in an instant. I was told by the doctors that I was lucky to have survived. I supposed they were right. Ralph, the electrician, Andre, and Bruce had all perished. I was the sole survivor of a freak accident that destroyed my parents’ factory along with all their prospects and dreams.
It took years of rehabilitation and physical therapy to even walk again, plus the reconstructive surgery involved in all areas of my body. My left arm had even been replaced with a prosthetic arm. Fortunately, I was right handed, but even that didn’t matter. All movement and all speech patterns had to be relearned through my years of recovery. This recovery, mind you, was very expensive.
My time at the Cedar Creek Burn Recovery Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania had cost my parent everything they had. A second mortgage against their home barely kept up with the expenses. I was in a coma for many years, before the sheer notion of recovery could even be discussed. Feeding tubes and oxygen pumps sustained me over the time as the world gradually passed me by. During my long recovery, I often have moments where I left my coma a gradually gained consciousness. This was normally a terrifying experience as I had no idea where I was and why I couldn’t move. It felt like a nightmare.
Sometimes, I’d see a blurry image of my parents, holding one another and talking to me. Their muffled voices provided adequate comfort, but I could never filly engage with them. My body was a wrapped in bandages from head to toe. Every so often, a nursing staff would remove the bandages and casts to clean me and apply soothing solution to my ravaged flesh. My arms and legs were always propped up with a pulley or two. My head was always propped on a pillow. During brief spurts of consciousness in the beginning of my five-year coma, I began to understand things more.
Number one: I wasn’t dead. Number two: machines seemed to be keeping me alive. Number three: I had no control of movement. Number four: The line between dream and reality was blurred. And number five: I was gaining awareness. I couldn’t wake up no matter how hard I tried. It felt like being continually sucked back into a dream as I screamed for help. I’ve heard about bouts of sleep paralysis, but my experience was absolutely terrifying.
It had to be only a few months after the fire when I received a special visitor. Her familiar voice rose me from my deep slumber, but I couldn’t open my eyes or respond in anyway, even has her hand took the fingers sticking out from my arm cast. Her scented cherry blossom body lotion flowed inside what was left of my nostrils.
My hearing was badly damaged, but I could hear crying. I tried to wake up but couldn’t move. I screamed out as loud as I could without making a sound. When that failed, I simply relented to the darkness of my current state and listened as she spoke. And it was during that moment when she told me everything.
“I’m so sorry, Landon,” she said. “You didn’t deserve this. I really had no idea. I-I don’t know what to say.”
She repeatedly apologized as her tears dripped onto my bed sheets. I didn’t know what she was talking about. Anytime I was awake still felt like a dream. But I listened anyway.
“You’re a really sweet guy. I hope you come out of this soon. Then someday, I can tell you the truth. I did want to be your friend. That wasn’t a joke. It’s just… Cooper he had this idea and he forced us all to go along. I never thought this would happen. None of us knew what he was planning, and now we’re all at fault. I can’t tell anyone else about it.”
She paused and sat next to the bed, still clutching my fingers. Machines hummed and beeped in the distance. I tried to ask her what happened, but again no words came out. The rhythmic beep of the heart monitor increased with my breathing. She hadn’t told me everything yet, but I could already feel anger building inside.
“I do blame myself, though. You must understand. I should have never listened to him.” She paused to wipe her face with a Kleenex and then continued. “He has this way. You just can’t say no to him. But I don’t talk to him anymore. Not since graduation. Someday I’ll tell you the truth when you get better. You and your family deserve to know. It’s just, I’m not strong enough to go against them. I can’t do it alone.”
She released my fingers and adjusted her seat. She was stalling. For what it was worth, her guilt did sound sincere. She probably would have been better off leaving, but she finally admitted to a betrayal I should have sensed from the beginning.
“At the beginning of the school year, I really did like hanging out with you. But Cooper, he had other ideas. He made me stop seeing you. He was jealous and didn’t like having you around. I was a fool to listen to him, but you see, I thought that we were in love. So, when you started hanging out with us again, he wanted to get into your parents’ factory. He had this plan that he said was going to make us rich. He’d rigged the electrical fire to burn the place down, and he’d make it look like an accident. I didn’t think he’d actually pull it off. But no one was supposed to be there. That’s why he disable the machines. He cut the gas lines when you gave me a tour, and—I don’t know the rest, but I know it was his doing.”
She paused and lowered her head into her hands, crying. “It was our fault—Gordon, Liz, Victoria, and me. We didn’t stop him, and now it’s too late. We helped kill three people and turned you into this. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since the accident. The guilt is eating me alive.” She suddenly gripped my hand. The desperation in her voice hit this unrecognizable tone. “Cooper cut the gas hoses near one of the transformers. That’s what he told me. The gas made it explode. You must forgive me, Landon. Please, wake up! I’ll tell you everything if you just wake up.”
There was nothing I could but lie there, unable to speak or move. She cried into my bed and then slowly released my hand. I heard her stand up and wipe her face, sniffling. I couldn’t be sure if her visit was even real or if I was dreaming. It all made sense down to the T.
“Goodbye, Landon. I’ll see you when you wake up.” She kissed her fingers and then touched me upon my chest. I couldn’t believe that she had visited. She soon left the room as I drifted back into the throes of unconsciousness.
There would be no high school graduation for me. No college either. I’d have to pick up where I left off sixteen years later. I was thirty-three years old and nearing the end of my recovery at the burn center. The year was 2007. I’d made an astounding leap in time. Life, as I was soon to learn, would be full of many changes. I had missed presidential elections, the war in Iraq and Afghanistan, technological advancements, and so many other things.
So many years stolen, I didn’t know where to begin. My deformed face took some getting used to. After so much reconstructive surgery, my face still looked like molded plastic, which I found amusing in a twisted way, considering where I had worked. I had a hazy recollection of the years before the factory fire, and the doctors had explained that such memory loss was normal.
My body had undergone a complete reset during its coma. Memories would come back, they assured me, along with my speech and motor skills. It would take therapy though.
My father came to visit me one day. His pale-unshaven face, disheveled hair, and thin, gawky frame made him appear ghost-like in appearance.
“Your mother is sick,” he told me. “Ovarian cancer.”
He explained that between my treatment and my mother’s medical bills, we had little left. But they also had sizable life insurance policies they had taken out when I was only a child. I could tell that it took him a while to get used to my appearance.
I was a stranger to him, and the opposite of the son he once had such high hopes for. I could see it in his eyes. I was a burden. My mother passed away before I could get well enough to leave the treatment center. I never saw her, but I did attend the funeral with my father. He committed suicide soon after.
Part of me believes that he did it so that I’d receive both the four hundred thousand from him and my mother’s deaths. He drove his pick-up truck off a cliff and into a ravine. The insurance company, however, cast suspicion on the circumstances of his death and awarded me half.
My parents both passed away deeply in debt, but they had managed to leave me something. I had later learned that Nick, my best friend in high school, had died in combat overseas. He was a Marine, which had surprised me, given his short wimpy physique back then. Upon being released from the burn center, I attempted to settle back into the world. I wanted nothing more than to find my place and pick up from where I left off. I first purchased this cabin on the outskirts in town. I was going to be a nature writer. I still used a cane, but at least I could walk some.
For the time being, I could do what I wanted with the six hundred thousand awarded to me. I truly did want to forget about the past and move on. Then it all came back to me, just like the doctor said it would. High school, Betsy, Cooper, my Ford Escort, the factory, and even the night of the explosion all returned to my consciousness. And with it came Betsy’s bedside confession. I collapsed onto the floor of my empty cabin room and stared at the ceiling with paralysis taking hold. I didn’t know if I was having a seizure, but I soon passed out. When I came to, I crawled to my bed in the corner and hoisted myself up.
I sat on the edge of the bed with only my thoughts and a tube of cream I carried to moisten the dryness in what was left of my lips. With the return of my memories came an overwhelming rage, screaming to get out. Soon I began to think of Betsy and her friends each day. Their betrayal consumed my mind. Even if her bedside confessional was some delirious dream, it still made complete and utter sense to me. I would embark on a journey of vengeance unlike anything anyone had ever seen. They would pay for what they did to me.
It would take many years of planning and research, but all I had left was time. I remembered the movie “Darkman.” Nick and I saw it in the theater. The plot involved a scientist played by Liam Neeson who nearly perishes in a lab explosion after being left for dead by the mob. He emerges, hideously deformed, and gets even with those who wronged him. I had always liked that story. And after my accident, I could relate. I opened a high school reunion chat room with the user name Darkman74 to find out all sorts of information on my former high school peers. My hope was that they’d face the wrath of a soul long forgotten. The past was not so easily forgotten.




DISENCHANTMENT





Sterling tossed the notebook aside and quickly typed “Darkman74” onto the laptop log-in screen. She pressed enter and was met with a spinning wheel icon. Stunned, she stepped back in disbelief that it had worked. An hour or so had passed since she had escaped, and she didn’t know how much time she had to stop anything. The equipment lying around the room showed evidence of bomb making. The wiring and explosive materials left behind were a stark indication of things to come. But she wanted to know more. She had to know exactly what he had planned if there was any chance of stopping it.
It seemed that Landon had meticulously planned each murder to coincide with the twenty-fifth high school reunion. Betsy, Gordon, Cooper, Liz, and Victoria had each been singled out. In some ways, they never had a chance. She could think of a dozen scenarios of what was to come and the likelihood of pulling it off. For the time being, all she could do was speculate.
The desktop screen took a few minutes to load. Sterling pulled her stool closer to the screen where there were dozens of folders spread out. There were some labeled under different months of the year and other with the names of Greek gods. She moved the cursor around with the keyboard touch pad and navigated the cursor toward the folders marked, Athena, Hades, Poseidon, Zeus, and Ares among others named after random Greek deities.
The time on the bottom right-hand corner of the laptop said that it was 4:36 a.m. It was also Friday—the day of the reunion. Landon had said that the answers would be on his laptop. There was no reason to believe him, but his messages had gotten her this far. He wanted her to read his story, she believed, to better understand him. It was clear in his writings that he considered himself a victim. But Sterling didn’t see it that way. He was a killer without remorse who justified his actions through a martyr complex. She believed that he took pleasure in destroying lives. His goal was to inflict suffering onto others. And he showed no signs of slowing down.
She opened a folder labeled Zeus. Hundreds of documents were inside named with different dates. She randomly opened January 10, 2010 and saw what appeared to be another journal entry.
I hiked around the forest today. It’s a beautiful place, and I can’t help but feel that we are a mistake. Human beings, I mean. I’m a mistake. Every action of every day is a mistake as long as we’re still here. Someone needs to end it all.
She moved on to the next folders. There was Poseidon, the god of the sea, Hades, the god of the underworld, and Ares, the god of war. She took a gamble and opened Ares first. If Landon connected with anyone, it was him.
She opened the folder and saw several picture icons labeled under different names: Cooper, Betsy, Victoria, and so on. It was clear to her what was probably contained on those images. She opened the Cooper picture and was met with an image of his stabbed body lying on the dirt. Closing the picture immediately, she scanned a list of Word files, stopping at one labeled, “Sterling.” Startled, she paused and turned her head to look around the room, wondering if the entire thing had been a setup.
Curious, she opened the file and waited for it to open. The message, it seemed, was addressed directly to her. The amount of steps Landon had taken to ensure that she’d find the message baffled her. There was a chance that she would have never escaped the room or gone back inside after leaving. Yet, there she was, prepared to read the latest message of many he had left her in some sick, twisted game. He seemed to acknowledge as much in the message’s opening lines.

Detective Sterling,
If you’re reading this message, it means that you not only figured out the password to my laptop, but you’ve found the right folder as well. I must commend you. Then again, I may just be talking to myself here. I supposed you want to know what I have planned for tonight’s festivities. I’m prepared to tell you everything. Just read on and you’ll find the answers laid out clearly.
I am a man of my word, and when I say that I’m going to kill as many people as possible during Summerville’s twenty-five-year high school reunion, I mean it. Part of me had died in that fire. That’s what I believe. Now I have been reborn.
Cooper Erickson wanted my father to sell our factory to his father, and when that didn’t happen, he planned to destroy it. I know this to be the truth now. It’s insane to me that after twenty-five years, he got away with it. The past is not the past. All is not forgiven.
I’ve spent many years studying bomb-making in addition to crafting my revenge. Cooper’s sabotage of my factory was sloppy work. My send-off won’t be near as hasty. I’ve read much about the insurgent tactics in the Middle East. Roadside bombs or IEDs are their primary method of attack. They are hard to detect and can be ignited remotely by the simple press of a button on a cell phone. I’ve borrowed heavily from their tactics as you will see.
I’ve planted four thirty-gallon drums under the fair grounds of Hyde Park. The plastic drums are packed with enough explosives to blow up a building. They’re mixed with fertilizer, gunpowder, hydrogen peroxide, and ammonium nitrate to ensure maximum casualties. I’ve also included enough nails and ball bearings to maim or injure anyone within one hundred feet of the bombs. The drums will be detonated remotely via cell phone at approximately 6:00 or 7:00 p.m., whenever the crowd size is at its largest.
To remain inconspicuous, I will be stand in the center of the crowd and die with them as an act of defiance. I will not be captured and paraded through your courtrooms as a spectacle. Most pleasing of all, no one will never know who was responsible. Detective Dobson will have his suspicions, of course. But he won’t be able to prove anything.
I can see that your mind is racing with ideas of how to stop me. I do admire your tenacity. I have devised and planned this retribution for many years, creating fake social media accounts in addition to my high school reunion chat room. One of my profiles, Jenny, helped plan the reunion. She also had a big part in canceling it.
The event has been moved to Hyde Park where a candlelight vigil will be taking place. It is there where I’ve buried the four thirty-gallon drums of explosives. Nothing can stop this, Detective Sterling, not even you. You see, I’ve set up explosives throughout my cabin. You activated them the moment you logged onto my laptop. Remember the old Mission Impossible show? The last line in those secret messages was always, “This message will self-destruct.” That’s true here as well. Thanks for reading. - Landon.

Sterling backed away from the laptop in panic. Her legs froze as she looked around the room for any signs of explosives. She braved forward and examined the back of the laptop where several cables were connected. Kneeling, she followed the cables down and saw the shape of a large plastic drum under the table with several other wires running throughout the room. She soon realized that there were other drums in the room, either under tables or hidden in the corner. She stood up and backed away slowly toward the door with no idea how soon they would explode, if at all. The laptop screen then flickered and went black. Sterling turned around and left the room in a hurry with no time to second guess anything.
She ran down the hall, desperate to escape, and rushed inside the kitchen. Her hip smacked against the edge of the countertop and caused her to stumble forward in pain. The cabin could be annihilated in a matter of seconds and her with it. All she could do was try to get out.
She pressed on with a frantic dash toward the front door. Her heart pounded as she swung open the door and stormed outside with a scream, just as a deafening blast ripped through the cabin and launched her outside the door. The explosion tore through the cabin, decimating it into an instantaneous, fiery ball.
The impact threw Sterling into the air, heat against her back, as pieces of wood blazed past her. She collided against the jagged ground, tumbling down a hill into the forest. A split second later, she lay in a bush on her stomach, unable to move or hear anything beyond a high-pitched ring. The fire crackled in the distance with thick black smoke billowing from where the cabin used to be.
Sterling didn’t know if she had survived. The blast had pummeled her with one blinding flash. Each gasp of air indicated that she could breathe. Fumes spread down the hill and into the forest. A bright orange blaze flickered from above. Debris fell all around her. She shifted onto her side just as a burning metal pipe landed inches from her head.
She gaged at the smell of her own burnt air while feeling the tattered remains of her jean jacket. Nothing felt real. Her surroundings were ominous and unknown. All Sterling knew was that she had to move.
Sterling stretched one arm in front of the other and began to drag herself across the ground as scattered bits of wood and glass lay all around her. With gritted teeth, she pulled herself toward the forest and away from the blazing heat.
Smoke clouded her vision and filled her lungs. Adrenaline propelled her forward, despite the taste of fresh blood in her mouth and the stinging burns on her back and legs. She rolled next to the base of a tree and lay on her side. Her ribs hurt with every breath. Her jeans were torn and burnt. She bled from a cut on her forehead as tears trickled down dirty cheeks. She escaped the raging fire and closed her eyes with her steady breathing.
She pressed against the ground and slowly pushed herself up, shouting in pain. Through the trees she could see the bright glow of a raging fire. Thick black smoke spewed into the sky. On her feet, Sterling trembled as she balanced against the tree. She tried to step forward, but her leg nearly gave out. She caught herself and stood still for a moment. Head pounding, she tried to recall what had just happened.
“Dobson…” she called out in a faint, scratchy voice.
She stepped forward again with one hand carefully against the tree. She let go and continued walking, using other trees for support along the way. The smoky haze clouded her vision and made it hard to breath. She coughed into her balled fist and moved through the woods, squinting. She reached the hill she had been thrown down and trudged over debris. She reached the top, short of breath, and saw a path leading away from the fire.
She marched one while holding her forehead. Dizziness increased with each step followed by sharp and sudden chest pains. She swatted at the charred ends of her hair, which had been burnt half a length shorter. Her eyes followed the dirt path as it winded around with darkened forest on both sides.
The air began to clear, along with her vision. But it was still dark. She pushed herself to move faster and then tripped over a rock. Startled, she hit the ground and lay silent for a moment to catch her breath. She groaned as a helicopter a sounded in the distance. The aerial whooping in the air grew closer. She rolled onto her back and stared up as a large spot light shined across the starry sky. A helicopter soon hovered overhead, offering a glimpse of hope in Sterling’s disoriented state. She opened her mouth to scream out to it but could barely speak. She knew that she had survived something terrible, but couldn’t place exactly what it was.

Hyde Park
Friday 6:00 p.m.
Detective Dobson stood among a team of police officers and detectives near the Hyde Park fair grounds where the candlelight vigil was scheduled. The local news was also on location, prepared to cover the event, which had been billed as an important step toward “community healing.”
Leesburg mayor, Norman Brown III, was scheduled to speak, along with others, to the estimated crowd of one thousand. Memorial services for the victims were to follow throughout the weekend. The manhunt was still underway, and residents were urged to report all suspicious activity to the authorities. A ten o’clock curfew had been implemented for later that evening. After the abrupt cancellation of the high school reunion, Dobson decided to change strategies.
His sting operation would change from the hotel to Hyde Park, where he anticipated Landon’s presence. Though he wasn’t sure what the killer would do. All Dobson knew was that he had to find and stop him. He had passed on Landon’s information through the channels to Captain Nelson, the Chief of Police, and the FBI. They all knew about him now, though there was no definitive proof of Landon’s involvement in any of the murders and no recent information on him. The only one certain was Dobson.
Detective Harris leaned against the hood of his squad car with Detective Jones standing nearby. They watched as police set up security barriers around the fair grounds. Many of the attendees had arrived and were making their way to the field. Dobson kept a close eye on the crows as they moved between the roped paths directing them. He and the other detectives had positioned themselves near a closed information booth away from the festivities. If Landon had arrived, they hoped to keep their presence unknown.
No official directive from higher up had been issued. Dobson had learned just that morning that the FBI were in the process of taking charge of the case. Sterling’s disappearance had expedited their involvement, and with every passed hour, Dobson felt further from finding her. Rachel and Penny had been relocated to Radisson Hotel under twenty-four-hour watch. Dobson had done much convincing to ensure their safety. It was the best deal he could work out. The captain had initially argued against the idea and said that if Dobson was sure that the killer was coming after his wife and daughter, why not set up the sting at his home? But Dobson refused. He wasn’t going to use of family or house in that manner. At the least, he then suggested, they put an unmarked car on his street to watch the house. Nelson surprisingly agreed.
As of that evening, the local news had not been told anything about Landon Kearney. Officially, they were pursuing a “suspect,” without any further details provided. There was picture to accompany the manhunt. No know photograph of Landon existed after the summer of 1991. There was no record of employment, no income history, or past residencies in the national database. No one could believe it. He was a close to a ghost as anything they’re ever dealt with. The candlelight vigil could be a significant break in the case or an utter failure. There were differing opinions among the force of both sides. Detective Jones was among those who didn’t like the idea, which she was quick to make clear.
She paced around near the squad car, head down and hands on her hips. Leaning on the hood, Harris took notice and asked her what was wrong. Jones stopped and glanced up at him, crossing her arms with her blue blazer top on.
“I want to know what we’re really doing here. It’s foolish.”
Dobson was too distracted watching people shuffle onto the field to pay her objections much mind.
“It’s probably our best bet of catching this guy,” Harris told her as he tore open a small bag of peanuts.
Jones held her hands out, confounded. “That poor girl has been missing for over twenty-fours. We should be out there banging down doors and looking for her.”
Harris stretched his head back toward the sky and tossed a peanut from his snack-sized bag into his mouth. “Can’t do that. Captain wants to keep this thing quiet.”
Jones spun around livid. “Oh, forget him! Why are we downplaying this thing? Why isn’t this Landon Kearney scumbag all over TV right now? He’s killed four people that we know of. Maybe more!”
Harris fumbled for an answer as Dobson placed a hand on her shoulder. “We’re going to catch him, Gabby. We’ve just got to be patient. Believe me, it’s driving me crazy. But this is what we have to do.”
She stared at him unconvinced and then pointed to the field where several people were gathering near a stage. “What do you expect him to do? Just walk up to us and announce that he’s here?”
Dobson shook his head. “Not at all. If there’s one place he wants to be, it’s here.”
Jones stepped away and turned around, dismissively. “What about all these people? Shouldn’t they know too?”
Harris suddenly stood up from the car and stepped forward. “You need to trust Mike on this. This might be our one chance to catch this guy before he kills again.”
Jones looked away with a sigh. “I understand that, but what if we’re wrong? What if this is just one big waste of time?”
“It’s not,” Dobson assured her as his cell phone buzzed.
He reached for it in his pocket and examined the screen. Rachel had just sent him a text message. She was safe with Penny and they were doing fine.
I don’t like being cooped up though. It’s not good for Penny, the message said. But I understand your concerns. I just want this all to end.
He told her that they were monitoring the vigil fiend and that he hoped to be home soon. The last thing he wanted was for his family to be held in a hotel room for endless hours with some maniac out there. There was hope just yet that it would change. Dobson just needed to be vigilant. And above all, they had to get Sterling back, which meant Landon had to be taken alive. If everything went as planned.
In addition to uniformed officers offering security, undercover police were all over the park, watching for suspicious activity. Dobson had given a description of their suspect as a white male, approximately five feet, nine inches, and most likely wearing a mask, wig, or disguise among several articles of clothing. He had no picture to go on. All he had was his memory.
He recalled Landon’s appearance many months prior when he inadvertently ran into him in the records department at the station, thinking him nothing more than a stranger. The man asked for help finding the records department.
At the time, he was dressed in all black, from his pants and jacket, to his T-shirt He had also worn a dark blue hat that shielded his face. There was something strange about his face, even then. It had a synthetic quality to it. His eyes were concealed behind thick sunglasses.
At first, Dobson thought that he might have been blind. The more he thought of Landon’s face, the more certain he became that Landon would arrive in disguise. He turned to Jones and Harris, eager to pass his theory on.
“I want you guys to be on the lookout for anyone wearing sunglasses, hats, or a mask.”
“What do you mean? Like a ski mask?” Jones asked.
Dobson put his hands to his face and pulled at his cheeks, hammering the point home. “No! A latex mask. Something that’s not their real face.” They both looked at him with understanding as Jones held her hands out.
“Then what?” she said. “We put Sterling’s lift at risk in addition to all these people here?”
Dobson hadn’t seen her so opposed to an idea in some time. He did know, however, that she was very protective of people, especially rookies on the force. Dobson tried to think of an answer that would put her at ease when his cell phone buzzed again. This time it was a call. He didn’t recognize the number and the 555 area code had him immediately suspicious.
He briefly excused himself and walked toward an unoccupied gazebo. He was concerned that it was Rachel, calling from the hotel. He hoped that there hadn’t been any issues, but with Penny’s condition, he never knew. He said “Hello” and waited as static crackled over the weak connection. “Who is this?”
“Greetings, Detective Dobson. Word on the streets is that you’re looking for me.” The gleeful voice was intentionally distorted. Dobson felt a clear realization of whom it was.
“Landon? Is that you?”
“Whoa,” he said. “You are good. Your partner spilled the beans, and told me everything I needed to know. You were setting a trap for me at the reunion, and with that canceled, you’re waiting for me to come to the vigil. Is that correct? Do I have all of that straight?”
Dobson clutched his phone and looked around the park of vendor stands, bleachers, and people ushering onto through the field under the watchful eyes of dozens of plain-clothed officers. “I want to speak to her now. You hear me?”
A calm chuckle followed over the line. “Afraid that’s not going to happen. Have you even tried to find her?”
“We’re closer than you think,” he said, keeping his calm. Harris glanced in his direction as Dobson waved him over.
“Don’t be foolish, Detective. You’re not as good as you used to be. Or maybe you were never that good in the first place.”
Harris hurried over with concern. Dobson held a hand up and then pointed to the phone, covering the receiver end. “It’s him,” he whispered.
Harris stared back in disbelief. “What do we do?” he whispered back.
Dobson held up a finger for them to wait and then spoke into the phone. “You’re right, Landon. I’ve gotten a little rusty with retirement on the horizon. But I do know what happened to you, and I’d like to end this where no one else gets hurt.”
“What do you know?” Landon hissed. “Nothing!”
“I know that you greatly suffered after that factory fire. I know that you’ve been living in hiding since then. Just release Sterling and let’s talk about this.”
A long pause followed. Dobson feared that he may have hung up. “Your partner tried to play the good cop too. I corrected that quick. She saw what I was capable of.”
Anger rose in Dobson, but he held back. “I’m not playing with you, Landon. I don’t want to anyone else hurt.”
Landon laughed and continued. “Don’t worry. I’m far away now, and you’ll never hear from me again. As far as your partner goes, if you haven’t heard from her by now, all I can say is that she’s probably dead.”
“What are you talking about?” Dobson asked, his eyes stern and livid.
“She had a chance to escape, but her pursuit of knowledge surpassed all reason. Nice talking to you, Detective. Do enjoy the candlelight vigil.”
The call ended, leaving Dobson with a slew of questions and a fearing the worst.
“Hello?” he said, pacing back. “Talk to me, you son of a bitch!”
A horn sounded on stage in the distance, signifying the ceremony’s beginning. The crowd so far looked just under eight hundred, all gathered at the front of the stage with candles in their hands. Families, men, women, and children of all ages were there. The quiet, somber mood in the air remained undisturbed. The blue sky had faded to gray, and the hour was near. Dobson wasn’t buying the Landon’s story. Nothing, however, could cover up the fact that he was truly frightened. All the answers in the world couldn’t help him. At that moment, he had never felt so alone.




END ZONE





Charleston, South Carolina
Regional Hospital
Friday 9:00 a.m.
Doctor Calleson, a forty-eight-year-old physician, was about to leave for the morning, when he got an urgent call to the emergency room. A young woman had been airlifted to the hospital, rescued from a cabin fire. He had never seen a case quite like it. Police suspected a gas leak, among other theories. The woman had no identification on her. She looked to be in her thirties, and suffered from second degree burns, severe dehydration, fractured collar bone, and a mild concussion on first diagnosis. Most of her hair had been burned off, and she was brought to the hospital unconscious.
From her injuries, Calleson surmised that she was simply lucky to be alive. The local fire department had dropped one thousand gallons of water onto the fire to put it out. Some hours later, there was nothing left. The woman, identified as Jane Doe, had arrived with multiple injuries, a high temperature, and an erratic heart rate. Calleson was summoned to the ER where the woman had been taken for treatment. They administered high doses of saline to stave off dehydration, removed her clothing, and tended to her first-degree burns. She was eventually stabilized and transferred to a room in intensive care.
An hour after, the woman lay in her room, sleeping. Calleson was off the clock, but didn’t want to leave until he spoke to her. He wanted to find out what had happened, and he wasn’t the only one. Two police officers were waiting outside the door for answers. Calleson told them that it might be a while, as he entered the room to check on her.
The woman lay under the covers in a hospital gown with a fresh IV bag running through her veins. An oxygen tube ran up her nostrils and several wires ran from her monitor to her chest and arms. Despite her improved status, she had yet to wake up. Calleson stood over her bed and ran a hand down his unshaven face, tired from his long shift. He didn’t understand why she was still unconscious and considered administering her for a CAT Scan.
He pulled up a chair next to her bed and sat as his white doctor’s robe touched the floor. Here head had been shaved and she had bandages on her face. A blood pressure finger monitor was clipped to her right index finger. Her mouth was remained a straight line. She looked peaceful lying there. Calleson tried to leave but couldn’t.
“Miss,” he said, leaning closer. “Can you hear me?”
The woman didn’t respond, which was of no surprise.
“I don’t know who you are, but we’re all talking about you. To survive what you did is nothing short of miraculous. Your injuries were minimal given the pictures I saw of this fire.” He paused and cleared his throat. “What happened? They found you about one hundred yards from the fire. The paramedics thought that you were dead at first.”
He leaned back in his chair and lifted his left foot to his right knee, studying her. “I was just about to leave when you came in. Now, I don’t think I can go. ‘Fraid I’ll have to sit here for however long it takes.”
He’d never done so for a patient before, and couldn’t quite understand why. His arms dropped to his side as a sudden realization hit him. He covered his mouth with a gasp. He then pulled his chair closer, scraping against the tile ground. He studied her face. Even with her bandaged cuts, the resemblance was uncanny. It looked like the daughter he had lost many years before.
Leesburg, South Carolina
Hyde Park
Friday 6:30 p.m.
Detective Dobson held his cell phone out, staring ahead. Harris approached closer with greater worry. “What happened? What’d he say?”
Dobson called the number right back without response. It rang endlessly, and no one picked up. He held the screen up, displaying the 555 number. “We need to get a trace on this immediately.”
Harris examined it as his face sank in disappointment. “Probably a burner phone. But we can still try.”
Dobson brought a hand to his forehead, short of breath. “We’ve got to find Sterling. I don’t want to believe him, but he said that she was probably dead.”
“Probably dead?” Harris asked, astonished. “What the hell does that mean?”
“It means that he’s still messing with us,” Dobson said, grabbing at a banister near the gazebo. “I don’t know what he’s planning. I don’t know how he got my number… I just don’t know.” He fell back and sat on the wooden steps with his stomach in knots. Harris looked equally stunned. Jones took notice and walked over, a confused look on her already perturbed face.
“What’s going on with you two?” she asked. More of the crowd began filing into the park from behind her. The mayor arrived with his entourage of suits, flanked by two police officers. The ceremony was well underway.
Dobson felt off as doubts entered his mind. Nothing or no one seemed safe, no matter what he did.
“I failed her,” he said under his breath.
“What are you talking about?” Jones asked with an arched brow.
“Sterling. He said that she was dead.” Dobson slammed his fist onto the step and hung his head.
Jones shifted her focus to Harris for a clear answer.
“Landon Kearney just called his cell phone,” Harris said. “At least, we think it was Kearney. Probably used a burner.”
“I can’t do this,” Dobson said in a vacant tone. “This case. It’s beyond me.”
Undeterred, Jones stepped forward and crouched at the steps below Dobson, taking his hand. “Stop that nonsense. I need to know everything he said to you.” She squeezed as he looked away. “Listen to me! Don’t let this scumbag get the best of you.”
Dobson shifted his gaze in her direction. “He told me that he’s leaving town and not to look for him. Said that Sterling was dead and that he knew we were setting up a sting operation here.” His head went back down as Jones thought to herself.
“I should call the captain,” Harris said, pulling out his cell phone.
Jones raised her arm up. “Wait. Let’s all get on the same page here.” She paused and leaned in closer to Dobson. “Mike. This guy isn’t going away. Kidnapping Sterling, sending that chain letter to your wife—it’s all been one big distraction. Our role here is to protect these people. Don’t get swept up in all this other stuff.”
Dobson looked up, tears welling in his eyes. “What if she’s dead?” His loud voice cracked as Jones again gripped both his hands.
“Don’t believe that. You hear me? I can feel it in my heart that she’s still alive.” She then rose to her feet, guiding him along. “Now let’s do what we came here to do and find this bastard.”
Harris looked at her in disbelief. “I don’t get you, Gabby. Just a minute ago, you said this whole plan was stupid.”
“I never said that,” she said as Dobson rose. “It seemed counterproductive, but now I know that he doesn’t want us looking for him, which leads me to believe that he’s here.”
“Good point,” Dobson said, walking down the gazebo steps. “Let’s find him.”
They walked off together and approached the forming crowd in the field. Two large floodlights were on next to a makeshift stage where a large crowd had assembled, most of them with unlit candles in hand. Flowers adorned the stage with framed pictures of the victims displayed on stands.
Victoria Owens, Elizabeth Hayes, Betsy Wade, Gordon McDonnel, and Cooper and Janet Erickson were all visible with healthy smiles from better times, a somber reminder that they had been taken too soon. A microphone attached to the stand had been set up in the center of the stage with a Summerville High banner hanging in the back. A middle-aged woman with curly orangish-red hair soon took the stage and introduced herself as the senior class president of 1991. The audience cheered as she continued.
“Today, we’re here to not only honor the spirit of our wonderful high school, but to show love and solidarity in the face of hate. Our fellow classmates and friends were taken much too soon, and we want them and their families to know how much they were loved.”
Dobson walked the side of the field with Harris and Jones at his side. The crowd was growing larger by the minute, and most of their faces were a blur. He stopped next to a cone on the ground and grabbed a hand-held radio from his belt holster. “We’re looking for one individual, white male, five feet nine, and in his early forties. He suffers from third degree burns all over his body and will most likely be in disguise or wearing several articles of clothing.” He lowered the radio and pulled a pair of mini-binoculars from his coat pocket.
“Keep them at bay,” Harris advised. “We don’t want anyone to move in just yet and spook him.”
“If he’s even here yet,” Jones said.
Dobson signaled among the crowd. “Let’s split up and cover all sides here. Just don’t make it known that we’re detectives. A nonchalant stroll through the park, if you will.”
Harris and Jones agreed and walked off toward the crowd, separating from each other. Dobson looked around for the other undercover officers. Several were mulling around the stage. Others were near the bleachers. Some were watching the crowd. If Landon was there to create havoc, Dobson felt that there was no way they couldn’t weed him out.
He kept his distance from the gathering and scanned the crowd with his binoculars. Normal families held onto their candles, staring at the stage with resolve as the speaker introduced Mayor Norman Brown of Leesburg. He approached the microphone in a suit and tie, slick back hair, and a calm southern drawl that seemed to further put the crowd at ease. After welcoming the crowd, he delivered emphasizing resilience and vigilance.
“The last thing we will allow ourselves to do is to live in fear. The perpetrator or perpetrators will be brought to justice, I can assure you. As I look into the crowd, I see people from all over who have come to celebrate our wonderful town and school that has meant so much for this community.”
As the mayor’s voice echoed through the PA system, Dobson moved to the far end of the field to better see the faces of the crowd. The sky was getting darker, and with it the chances of seeing one person in a large crowd. He held the binoculars firmly against his eyes and tried to focus on any face that looked the least bit concealed or suspicious. His cell phone buzzed again, and he reached for it immediately. The number this time he recognized as a Charleston area code. He briefly watched the crowd for anyone on their cell phone and then answered.
“This is Detective Dobson.”
“Hello, Detective. This is Dr. Calleson at Charleston Regional,” the man said in a voice much different from Landon’s distorted tone.
“Yes, Doctor. How can I help you?”
“I have a woman here. She’s a bit banged up, but she’s doing fine. I don’t know all the details but she was flown in to our hospital this morning. Her name is Angela Sterling.”
Dobson’s heart skipped a beat as he dropped his binoculars and turned from the crowd. “What-what happened? Is she okay?”
“Yes. As I said, she’s doing better. She suffered some burns and a minor concussion, but we’re getting her back to health.”
“Where did you find her?” Dobson demanded.
“There was a cabin fire. I don’t know what she was doing there. All I know is that she insists on only talking with you.”
Suddenly, nothing else going on at the park mattered. All he wanted to hear was her voice. “Put her on, damn it!” He paused and changed his tone. “I’m sorry. Please.”
“Of course. One minute.”
He heard the doctor shuffle around and then he was back on the line. “She’s still recovering, but she says that she’s ready to talk to you.”
“Okay. Fine. Thanks.”
He listened as the doctor handed the phone over and Sterling’s faint voice came over the line. “Detective Dobson. Is it really you?”
“Sterling! Oh my God. What happened? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I’m so glad I got a hold of you. My memory’s a mess, but I do remember your cell phone number. Is that weird?” Her speech was slightly slurred, but Dobson knew that she was trying. “I told them that I’m a rookie detective. But I’ve got no ID or anything. I knew that I had to talk to only you.”
“I’m here, Sterling. Just tell me what’s going on,” Dobson said as patient as he could be.
“Landon. He’s there at the field. You’re there too, right?”
“Yes,” Dobson said. “What’s he going to do?”
“I read his plans. He blew up the cabin. I-I almost died.”
“I’m listening,” Dobson said in between her lengthy pauses.
“He’s got explosives buried all around there underground. He buried them weeks ago like IEDs. There’s something like three or four thirty-gallon drums of explosives. He’s going to detonate them remotely. It’s… a suicide mission. He blames the entire school for what happened to him.”
Dobson’s eyes darted around the crowd as he moved down the field.
“He said he’d be standing in the center of the crowd. You’ve got to stop him.”
“Okay,” Dobson said calmly. “I will. Is there anything else you can tell me?” He waited but received no response. “Sterling?”
“I’m here,” she said with her tone drifting. “Just stop him…”
“Thank you, Sterling,” he said. “I’ll visit you once this is all over. That’s a promise.”
He paused and listened for a response. “You still there?”
“Yeah…” she said. “Sorry. I’m just tired.”
“You’ve done great. Believe me.”
“I did?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said, smiling. “I’ll talk to you soon.”
“Get him, Mike. Don’t let him do it.”
“I will. Gotta go. Bye.”
Silence came over the line again as he hung up. He went for his hand-held radio and announced the latest update.
“All officers, stand down. Do not move in until I say so. Suspect may have explosives on him.”
Pursuing Landon was a large gamble, and he hadn’t any idea of how much time they had. Closer to the crowd, he slowed his pace to appear more casual. His hand went to the pistol on his belt, under his coat. He saw Harris from the across the crowd on the other side and signaled him to move in on the center. The mayor introduced a chaplain who then led the crowd in prayer. There, twenty feet head, Dobson watched all the heads bow except for one in the middle.
A man of average height with a thick head of brown hair. Dobson paused as he brought his binoculars up. He knew a wig when he saw one. He lightly pushed his way through the crowd as Harris and Jones moved toward them at opposite directions. The chaplain’s words rang through the speakers. Dobson kept his hand close to his pistol. The man with the hair then slightly turned. Dobson could see that he was wearing aviator sunglasses. They seemed to make brief eye contact, before the man turned around and suddenly bowed his head. It was a suspicious enough move that had Dobson increasing his speed. As he nudged his way between families, the man in the wig suddenly spun around, grabbed a woman in a headlock and held up a cell phone.
“Don’t fucking no one move!”
The stunned crowd raised their heads. Dobson drew his gun. A rising of panic soon followed. Harris and Jones did their best to keep the people calm. The man tore off his wig, revealing a bald head, as he dragged the panicked woman closer to the stage and past stunned people, turning her at all sides to cover himself.
“Everyone stay calm!” Dobson said, moving through the crowd. “It’s going to be okay.”
Landon laughed as he reached the front of the stage. The mayor and everyone else was staring down at him, and no one was sure what to do.
“It’s over, Landon,” Dobson said. Harris, Jones, and a dozen undercover officers surrounded him from all sides, closing in. A hushed silence came over the frightened crowd. Increasingly paranoid, Landon shouted for the authorities to stay back. “You think I’m messing around here! I’ll snap her neck like a twig!”
Dobson calmly approached him with both hands in the air. “Just let the woman go. This has nothing to do with her.” He noticed several of the officers pull their guns out with local TV cameras on site. “Do not shoot him!” he shouted. “No one fires. Got it?”
The officers kept their distance. Dobson signaled Harris and Jones to do the same. “Come on, Landon. Sterling just called me. She told me everything you planned to do.”
Landon paused and then displayed the cell phone right next to the woman’s head. “I’m pleasantly surprised. Now let me tell you what’s going to happen now. I’m going to press this button and blow this entire field to kingdom come. Everyone’s coming with me!”
Frightened murmurs passed through the crowd, as Landon signaled everyone to slowly walk move away from the stage. There was too much happening for Landon to keep up with. His attention shifted frantically in all direction. “One more person moves, and it’s KABOOM!”
“You won’t,” Dobson said, standing across from Landon like a Wild West showdown. He had one moment and one moment only. And he knew it.
Landon’s latex face contorted in utter anger and confusion as he kept a tight grip around the woman’s neck. “What do you mean, I won’t? Are you testing me, Detective? You came all this way just to fucking die, you fool! How’s that for retirement. How’s that for—”
Dobson drew his pistol, took a quick stance, and blasted a shot clear through Landon’s hand, blowing the phone into pieces. The crowd screamed and dispersed in a myriad of directions. Landon fell back in shock, hand pouring with blood, as the woman ran from him. He regained his footing still unable to process what just happened.
Dobson moved toward him, pistol drawn, as Landon pulled a knife out from under his tweed coat. Dobson pummeled into him with the force of a fifty-something linebacker. They collapsed against the stage as the undercover officers surrounded them. Dobson turned Landon around and handcuffed him, knee against his back. Landon screamed out in pain, tears in his eyes.
“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you.”
He moved off Landon and pulled him up, pushing him to the officers as part of his latex mask tore off, revealing dead blackened skin underneath. Harris and Jones looked at both Dobson and Landon, shocked, with their pistols still drawn. Dobson looked at them, satisfied, and then back at Landon. “You’re not going to die that easily. Not in this town.” And then they took him away.

Dobson approached the ambulance where Landon was being held. Hyde Park had been cleared out. Ordinance teams had been dispatched along with engineers and excavation teams to locate the bombs he had planted in the ground. Over a dozen groups ascended onto the field to dig the perimeter however long it took. If what Sterling told Dobson were true, no one at the vigil had any idea how close they had come to certain death. Dobson hoped they wouldn’t have to know. The nightmare, it seemed, was over.
He stood outside the ambulance door as its lights flashed wildly on top. Two police officers walked around to meet him, both shaking his hand.
“How’s our boy?” Dobson asked.
“They’ve got him stabilized,” Sergeant Cruz answered. “He lost a lot of blood. Paramedics had to give him a pint.”
“Should have let the son of a bitch die,” Sergeant Peterson said, spitting on the ground.
Dobson shook his head with a flippant smile. “That’s exactly what he wanted. It’s better off this way, trust me.”
Sergeant Cruz studied Dobson as sirens wailed in the distance. “How did you know, Mike? About the bomb thing, anyway.”
Dobson patted Cruz on the shoulder. “Detective Sterling. She found out everything.”
“Well, thank God for that,” Peterson added.
Dobson nodded with his hand on the back of the ambulance door. “Can I speak to him now?”
Both officers looked at each other and shrugged. “Yeah,” Cruz said. “He’s just lying there, handcuffed to the railing. Paramedics wrapped his hand up good.”
“Thanks,” Dobson said, opening the door. “This won’t take long.” He peeked inside and saw Landon lying on a gurney, handcuffed to the railing, hand bandaged, and staring up at the ceiling. Cables ran from his chest to beeping machines as cold air rushed from overhead vents. The ambulance engine hummed as the two paramedics sat up front, taking little notice of Dobson’s entrance.
He climbed inside and shut the door behind him. Crouched low, he moved to a small bench near Landon’s gurney and took a seat. Landon’s vacant eyes stared upward, unblinking and without emotion. Half of his latex mask was missing with charred pink flesh exposed.
“Have they read you your rights yet?” Dobson asked.
Landon said nothing as his eyes remained on the ceiling. Dobson cleared his throat, leaned forward, and continued. “If they haven’t, here we go. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to consult an attorney before speaking to police and to have an attorney present during questioning. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. If you decide to answer questions now without an attorney present, you will still have the right to stop answering at any time until you talk to an attorney.” Dobson paused and took a breath. “Knowing your rights as I have explained them to you, are you willing to answer my questions without an attorney present?”
Dobson stared down at Landon and waited, expecting a response. “What happened to Detective Sterling?” he asked abruptly. “What did you do to her?”
A smile came across Landon’s face, exposing pearly white dentures. Though he wouldn’t so much as glance at Dobson. “I gave her a choice, like I told you.” His quiet-raspy voice made Dobson’s skin crawl.
“Well, she called me from the hospital,” Dobson said, recording the conversation on his cell phone. “She’s going to be okay. I don’t know what happened between you too, but she told me about your improvised explosives.”
Landon’s smile dropped as he turned away and stared at the wall.
“Nothing to say?” Dobson asked. “Cat’s got your tongue.”
Landon sighed and continued to look away. “She’s good. I’ll give her that.” He then rocked his head in Dobson’s direction and stared at him through bloodshot eyes. “I’ll take comfort in knowing that I got most of my work done. No one can take that away from me, Detective. Not even you.”
Dobson leaned closer and spoke softly as the paramedics chatted back and forth. “You accomplished nothing. I’ll see you in court.” He then stood up, crouching, and walked to the back doors. He then grabbed the handle, paused, and turned his head. “Who knows. You might get the death penalty.” He opened the doors and began to step out as Landon back to him.
“Oh, Detective!”
Dobson stopped, one leg out the door, and turned around. “What is it?”
Landon slowly sat up, taking his time. He grabbed at the remainder of latex on his head and yanked it off, revealing bald, hairless skin, deeply scarred and melded. “I dropped by your house earlier. Pity that Rachel wasn’t there. I left a surprise for you inside, though. Right on the kitchen table.”
Dobson thought to himself, anger rising, and stepped back into the ambulance, slamming the doors. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Landon smiled and rested his head back to stare at the ceiling. Dobson rushed toward the gurney and shook the railing, livid. “Talk to me, you piece of shit!”
The driver suddenly turned around with deep concern. “Hey! That’s enough, Detective. We’ve got to get him to the hospital now.”
Dobson stared down at Landon, tie dangling in his face. “I’ll kill you right here, you son of a bitch.”
The back doors swung open with Sergeant Cruz and Peterson peering inside. “Come on, Mike. Time to wrap it up.”
Dobson’s focus remained on Landon, who simply looked away with an underlying grin of amusement. Dobson took a deep breath and stormed out of the ambulance, frustrated. He nearly fell to the ground as Cruz caught him.
“Easy there. What happened?” he asked.
Dobson pushed past him and Peterson and ran past the ambulance and toward the parking lot where his car awaited among the entire Summerville police department. He jumped into the driver’s seat and peeled out, speeding out of the parking lot without looking back.

Dobson held the cell phone to his ear as he raced through traffic, trying to get home. The number rang and rang until a woman answered.
“Charleston Regional, this is Mary. How may I direct your call?”
“This is Detective Dobson with the Summerville Homicide Department. I’d like to speak to a patient you have there, Angela Sterling?”
A pause followed as the woman responded. “Just one moment please.”
Dobson waited and slammed on his brakes at a traffic light turning red. Sterling’s welcomed voice soon came over the line, causing a wave of relief.
“Detective Dobson? Is that you?”
Dobson smiled. “You can call me, Mike. How’s everything going?”
“Just fine,” she said in a tired voice. “How’d it go? Did you stop him?”
The light turned green and Dobson raced through the intersection. “We did, thanks to you.”
“That’s great. I’m so happy to hear that.”
“It was close, but we caught him. I don’t want you to worry about it anymore. It’s over.”
“I knew you could do it,” she said.
Dobson passed a slow-moving station wagon on the two-lane road and then switched over, tires screeching. “They’re digging up the bombs now. Landon was arrested, and everyone’s okay. I’ve got to go, but I wanted to see how you were doing.”
Sterling laughed. “They shaved my head. I’ve never had a shaved head before. It’s so weird.”
“You get better now, and I’ll come visit you tomorrow. Okay?”
“Sure, Mike. See you soon,” she said.
Dobson said goodbye and turned down his quiet neighborhood street. A full moon was out, illuminating the starry sky. Under any normal circumstance, he’d be able to enjoy the view. He swerved into the driveway and jammed the car into park, hopping out immediately. He examined the street with lights on in the windows of other houses and cars parked in the street. The police detail that was supposed to be watching his house was nowhere to be seen.
He walked toward the house with his pistol out. Even with Landon captured, he didn’t feel safe. The front door was locked. He pulled his keys out and unlocked it. Door creaking open, he walked inside, directly toward the kitchen where he flicked on the light switch. The house was eerily quiet. He felt a cool draft through a broken window in the back but ignored it.
On the table sat an old shoebox. He opened the box and saw a stack of Polaroid photos and letters. Each photo appeared to be a young Rachel in high school with a boy who resembled Landon. The closer he looked at the photos, the more he could see it. His wife and Landon. Together. He grabbed the first letter and read it aloud.
I think you’re a great guy, Landon. We had a lot of fun this year. Maybe we can hang out some more over the summer. You’re smart and fun to be around, and I hope we can take that trip to D.C. like we talked about. Don’t let the pressures of the senior year get to you. Whatever happened between us, just know that I do still like you and want to be your friend. Over time, maybe something more. Don’t forget about me, and I’ll do the same. Talk to you soon – Rachel.
Dobson lowered the letter and stared ahead. There were several others where that had come from. He set his cell phone onto the table nearby, took a seat, and dug through the rest of the box, grabbing a handful of letters. He couldn’t help but to read them.
THE END
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