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      Hold it back.

      He stood on the bridge and watched the whiskey-colored water pour over the dam churning into a dirty froth before it flattened out and roared beneath the bridge on its way out of town.

      The heavy rains had tested the old dam but it was holding strong.

      The man wasn’t doing as well.

      Hold it back, he thought again.

      His desires were darker than the iron-rich water and they moved with the same kind of relentless need.  Images flashed through his mind of the women he’d had before.  Of the things he’d done to them and the thoughts caused him to grind his teeth and press himself against the steel railing.

      He turned and began to walk back toward town.  He had parked several blocks away in a residential neighborhood in front of a vacant lot and now set out toward the row of shops and restaurants that drew visitors to the area.

      A woman’s laugh erupted from one of the nearby stores and he felt a pang of desire.

      Hold it back.

      But he couldn’t contain it much longer.  All of the usual tricks had been exhausted.  The half-measures.  The stopgaps.  They had all failed him once again and left him with no choice.

      Now only the real thing would do.
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      Lisa Young, her head full of wedding plans, swerved to avoid rear-ending the car in front of her.  Her palms were sweaty as she gripped the steering wheel and she forced herself to concentrate on the traffic ahead, which seemed to be slowing down and speeding up for no other reason than to annoy the hell out of her.

      Moving over into the fast lane she gunned the little four-cylinder engine of her Honda Civic and sped past the offending vehicles whose drivers were apparently content to be stuck behind a truck carrying aluminum siding.  Now free and clear of the bunched-up group Lisa let her mind slowly drift back to the plans at hand, namely that of how to orchestrate her wedding so that it would be everything she'd always dreamed it would be.

      Many of Lisa Young's older girlfriends, who had experienced the pain and the angst of love gone wrong in the form of torturous divorces, equated the institution of marriage to that of a death sentence.  And they had no problem sharing these thoughts with their younger, more optimistic friend.

      But Lisa was in love and refused to accept such a cynical view.

      She looked at herself in the rearview.  She had short blonde hair and bright blue eyes expressed the hope and optimism she felt.  Friends always described her as a “cutie.”

      The fact was, she and Brian would make super cute babies.  Lisa had fallen for Brian Pritchard the minute they’d met. The two had a certain chemistry right off the bat. Their conversations were always easy and fun.

      Now they were deeply in love, had picked out an engagement ring and would soon announce their intention to wed.

      The ring was beautiful.

      Almost two carats in weight, it was a solitaire with a platinum band.  Very simple yet quite expensive.  Although the engagement was official, they hadn’t told anyone.  The first to know would be her parents who were not going to be overly excited about their twenty-four-year-old daughter marrying a thirty-eight-year-old divorced father of one.

      Lisa could not stop looking at her ring.  It symbolized everything she had ever dreamed of.  A man she loved.  The chance one day to become a mother.  A big wedding.  She would quit her job and do the things she loved; gardening, shopping, cooking, and decorating their new house Brian was building.

      Every time she looked at the ring her heart swelled at the thought of her new future.  And that was why, tonight, she decided she had to go out, anywhere, and show off her ring.

      The Java House was a small, quaint coffee and espresso shop in Cedarburg, a historic tourist magnet of a village just north of Milwaukee.

      The small town had begun in the early 1800s as the center of a burgeoning woolen industry.  A mill and three cavernous buildings that once housed the factory workers and milling machines were now home to antique shops, craft stores and any schlocky merchandise that was quite frequently deigned as being "just darling" by Chicagoans who considered the two-and-a-half hour drive to be a highly enjoyable day trip.

      Lisa drove the little red Civic up I-43 to her exit and then took the ten-minute drive from the freeway into town.

      She entered the small, dimly lit coffee shop and the comforting smell of coffee beans wrapped itself around her like a warm sweater on a cold winter night.

      A group of ten tables and a long bar with a brass rail were the centerpieces of the Java House.

      Rich mahogany walls and a blazing fire in the fireplace made for a particularly warm and cozy atmosphere.  A jukebox at the far end of the room cast the sounds of soft jazz through the air. A chalkboard hung behind the bar, displaying the specials as well as the menu regulars in different colors of chalk along with their respective prices.  The prices were quite high, Lisa noted, but they were designed to gouge the Illinois tourists. It was a practice in which Wisconsinites took great pleasure.

      Only two of the tables were occupied. There was a couple with a small child at one. A man sipping a latte and reading the Ozaukee County Press, the local newspaper, sat at the other.

      Lisa stepped up to the bar and ordered a double latte. She wasn’t worried about the caffeine keeping her up all night as she’d spent the past few nights wide awake, her head full of wedding plans and to-do lists.

      When she paid the girl behind the counter she was sure to grasp the money with her left hand, palm down.  Lisa watched the girl take the ring in and she smiled inwardly to herself, enjoying the feeling that at least she was able to show someone the ring even if it was a complete stranger.

      She took a table near the fireplace. The cool night air had left remnants of chills on Lisa’s face but the warm latte and burning logs would take care of that.

      First off, she had to find a hall.  Her number one choice was Turner Hall, downtown across from the Bradley Center where the Milwaukee Bucks played.

      It was an ancient, cavernous hall with beautiful, dramatic ceilings and breathtaking stained glass windows.  It was going to be a big wedding, close to three hundred people and she’d need something the size of Turner to accommodate everyone.  The thought of her at the altar in a beautiful wedding dress - she had to start trying on dresses immediately - still took her breath away.

      Suddenly, Lisa realized she’d been staring into the fireplace for the last fifteen minutes and her latte had gotten lukewarm. She put on her coat, opened the door and walked outside. The cool air felt refreshing but she was definitely looking forward to the warm summer ahead and then, of course, the big event in the fall.

      Her mind busy composing tomorrow’s to-do list, Lisa walked to her car and placed the key in the lock.  She glanced up at the building across from the Java House. It was a beautiful old Victorian home that served as a realtor's office.  Lawyers and realtors always have the nicest homes in towns like Cedarburg, Lisa noted, taking in the exquisite detail work on the porch rails. Maybe some interesting Victorian details like that would look good on our new house, Lisa thought to herself.  She made a mental note to mention it to Brian.

      She unlocked the Civic and saw a shadow fall quickly across her car door.  She heard the faint sound of gravel scraping behind her, and then she was knocked unconscious.
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      "It's not who you know, it's who you blow," said the young man sitting next to Mike Sharpe.  They were in the lobby of United Creative Management, one of Hollywood's biggest and most famous talent agencies.  Mike turned and looked at the young man who was clearly new in town. Fresh off the boat, as they say. Mike made no comment. Instead, he offered just a smile and a nod to avoid being drawn into a conversation.

      The expression, which Mike had heard hundreds of times, epitomized for him the spirit of Hollywood.

      Mike had been in LA for almost two years playing the struggling actor part to the hilt.  He'd read parts hundreds of times, been in countless meetings with directors and producers, had gone to all the right parties, been through a couple of agents and had seen Hollywood at its worst.  He'd watched actors and actresses walk off with parts they'd won not based on how well they could act, but how enthusiastically they could move their rock hard bodies between the producer's Italian silk sheets.

      A magazine on the glass and chrome coffee table in front of him caught his eye.  On the cover was the latest action hero cocking a tough guy's cool charisma with his mouth pursed in a half-smirk.  According to the caption the star was going into production on another one of his trademark action pictures in which he endures all kinds of unimaginable abuse only to survive and kill every last one of the bad guys.

      Mike always thought he would be a good guy to cast in one of those films.  Of course, he'd have to work his way up to be able to carry a picture, but he had the strong body and rough hewn face that seemed to be the requirement for starring in a tough-guy flick. Maybe one day he'd get the chance.

      Mike had told his folks back home in Wisconsin, who were always clamoring for him to come back and get a real job, that he was getting closer to his big break. He didn't know if they believed him, but he knew he was slowly beginning to wonder if he even believed it himself anymore.

      "Mike," the receptionist said, startling him from his self-doubt.  "Beta will see you now."

      He stood and the young actor gave him a thumbs-up sign which Mike did not return.

      The plush carpet felt luxurious under his feet. Whoever coined the phrase "pounding the pavement" had never tried to become an actor in Hollywood.

      He made his way down the hallway, not even bothering to look at the framed pictures of celebrities on the walls that had enthralled him endlessly upon his arrival in La-La Land.  He figured at this point the only way he could get his picture on the walls of these offices would be to take a job as a janitor and be dubbed employee-of-the-week.

      His agent’s office was in the back corner of the U-shaped hallway and Mike walked in with a quick rap on the doorframe.

      Beta Giancarlo was a rail-thin brunette with luminous dark eyes and an ivory complexion. She looked to be about twenty-five years old but was probably closer to forty.  Beta didn't look up from her sleek black desktop computer as she greeted him.

      "Come in, Mike," she said and continued tapping on her keyboard.  Mike sank into the black leather and chrome chair, which was every bit as uncomfortable as it looked.  He looked absently around the office and sighed inwardly.  The space had about as much warmth as the Arctic tundra, dominated by a large desk made of sheet metal that featured corrugated rivets acting as a border and slim columns of jagged metal for legs.  The walls were completely empty save for one small etching hung on the far wall.

      With a final decisive click on her keyboard, probably a nasty e-mail Mike thought to himself, she turned and faced him.

      "Look Mike, we're close," she said, immediately sensing his frustration.  "You've been right here," she held her fingers up about a half-inch apart in a pinching motion, "on a couple feature films, but for whatever reason, you weren't chosen."

      He started to interrupt but she cut him off.

      "We're close.  Your name is making the rounds.  Your break is going to come.  In the meantime, you've got to get as much exposure as possible."

      Mike looked at the ceiling, afraid to ask yet at the same time knowing he had no choice.

      "What do you have for me, Beta?" he asked.

      "A toll booth attendant or a person suffering from hemorrhoids," she said.

      He almost started to laugh but then looked straight into her dark eyes.  Yes, he believed she was serious.

      "That's what I have to choose from?" he asked, his voice exasperated.  "What exactly is it about me," Mike continued, "that makes these people look at my picture and say, yep, here he is. Here's our hemorrhoid boy slash toll booth attendant?  What the hell, do I look some kind of loser?"

      "You should be flattered, they want the guy with hemorrhoids to be a handsome guy, and the toll booth attendant is an action spot, where he crashes through walls and chases down a car."

      Mike looked at her and said nothing.

      "Each has its own merits," continued Beta, unruffled by Mike's skepticism.

      "The hemorrhoid commercial would pay more, they have a bigger budget so we could bump your fee up."

      "Yeah, my ass isn't cheap," Mike offered.

      "The toll booth attendant is less money, but the commercial will run across the country, which means you'll get a lot more publicity, a national audience," Beta said.

      A national audience was what Mike wanted.  He had been playing for small audiences all his life, starting with family gatherings in his hometown of Bay View, Wisconsin, a suburb of Milwaukee.

      Mike looked at the smooth carpet under his feet.  Laying carpet was really an underrated skill, he thought to himself.  Maybe he should go back to Milwaukee and enroll in one of those colleges that offer majors like gun repair and lawn mower maintenance.  He could become a hell of a carpet guy, start a little business.  But that was hard work.  Long days on your knees.  Sort of like trying to be a struggling actor in Hollywood. He looked up at Beta.

      "Fine," said Mike.  "Let’s go for the toll booth attendant. Hell, I may end up being one if this actor thing doesn’t work out.”
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      The jogger was having chest pains.  His knees ached, his ankles hurt and his lower back throbbed.  Almost a hundred pounds overweight, he had been forced to see his doctor by his wife who was getting more and more concerned with her husband's growing weight problem and family history of heart disease.

      For years, he had struggled with his weight problem.  He'd done it all.  Crash diets.  Metabolic diets.  Fruit diets.  Exercising three or four times a day.  None of it had worked.  In fact, after every valiant effort at shedding the excess baggage he usually ended up about fifteen pounds heavier than when he started.

      And finally, he came to a decision.  Screw the diets and the goddamn exercise.  Who knew when they would die?  He could get hit by an ice cream truck tomorrow. So he started eating what he wanted and exercise had come to a complete halt.

      But then his wife had really started to get on his case and he finally acquiesced, just to stop the constant nagging.

      The jogger cursed the day he gave in and went to the doctor's. The exam went well enough. The doctor was obviously concerned about his patient’s weight but the blood pressure wasn't too bad and the heartbeat was strong and solid.

      Then he'd been forced to give a blood sample and that's where it all went to hell.

      His blood work came back revealing his cholesterol was almost 320, which fell into the category of "lethal and malignant."

      Immediately, his doctor put him on some cholesterol-lowering medication, his wife started cooking some green shit called leeks, and his life had been a giant pain in the ass ever since.

      Decked out in a brand-new pair of cross trainers, a flashy black, red and white Nike jogging suit, the jogger was giving all appearances of turning over a new leaf, making a fresh start, and getting his priorities straight.

      But the two Snickers candy bars bouncing reassuringly against his thigh told the real story.

      At least, on the bright side, he had these morning runs.  It was a time for him to reflect on the day ahead and spend some time overlooking the lovely Menomonee River.

      It was a gray morning with no hint of the sun and a very light mist was busily sleepwalking its way across the park.

      Even though his pace wasn't much faster than a quick walk, he was sweating profusely. Mercifully, he could now see his favorite park bench hidden behind a thick stand of elm trees along the banks of the river.

      The Menomonee River Parkway was a long, winding park that fringed the small suburb of Wauwatosa about ten minutes out of downtown Milwaukee.  It was a friendly middle-class suburb where people still kept an eye on each other's houses and everyone knew everyone else on a first-name basis.  The homes along the river were nicer than the majority of homes in town. There were lots of old bungalows and some grand Tudor Provincials built in the late twenties.

      The jogger waddled past the last of the homes before veering off into the woods of the park and seating himself on the painted bench just a few feet from the brown water of the Menomonee.  His knees and ankles welcomed the relief.

      He unwrapped the first of his Snickers and ate it hungrily, not savoring the flavor, merely wolfing it down for sustenance and to ease the severe grumbling in his stomach.  The second one he would savor.

      A flash of white caught his eye and he saw something he couldn't quite make out, hanging from the middle of a small walking bridge that spanned the narrow river. The river had been so swollen the last day or two, he realized that it had probably been high enough to reach the little bridge.  Something must have gotten trapped in there when the river was high, he thought.

      He squinted his eyes but the mist was falling a bit harder now and he couldn't tell what it was. It looked vaguely familiar and was intriguing enough to make the tired jogger stand up and walk around the small clump of bushes immediately to his left down to the small bridge.

      As he came closer he could see that it was a big object, much larger than he could make out from the bench. When he rounded a thick tree it came fully into view.

      It looked like a woman.  Her head was jammed between the wooden stiles of the bridge's safety railings and her body hung beneath it. Her legs and feet trailed in the water below.

      Pale, lifeless eyes stared up at him as the jogger looked at the first dead person he'd ever seen.  He'd never even been to a funeral.  He looked in disbelief at the woman whose eyes were bulging. Her face looked to be literally torn apart and her body was covered with bruises and scratches.  Her arms stuck out at improbable angles like a mangled bird still struggling to fly.

      The failed dieter felt the candy bar rise in his stomach and he vomited milk chocolate, peanuts and nougat all over his one hundred and fifteen dollar running shoes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone rang and Ray Mitchell's eyes snapped open.  The Milwaukee Police Department’s senior homicide detective threw the comforter off his body and reached for his cell phone.  His body struggled to adjust to the sudden motion as his muscles were still sluggish with sleep.

      Ray's urgency to get to the phone did not represent any kind of enthusiasm for who the caller might be. The reason for his fatigue was simply that Ray's nine-month-old daughter had awakened twice during the night and his wife got the worst shift, which lasted close to two hours before the child finally fell back asleep.  Ray wanted both his wife and his daughter to get some sleep and if the phone woke them up, there would be hell to pay. In the nine months since their daughter had been born, Ray and Michelle had made a simple observation:  If marital difficulty were a fire, then exhaustion was like gasoline thrown directly into the flames.

      Still struggling to clear his head and rubbing his dry, bloodshot eyes, Ray listened to the duty officer who got right down to business.

      Ray listened closely, mumbled something in the affirmative, then thumbed the disconnect button on the phone.  He walked back into the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine.

      He’d just closed a case involving a pimp who’d beaten one of his prostitutes to death. Ray had felt particularly satisfied as it had been a nightmare to get anyone to testify against the scumbag. Eventually, Ray had earned the trust of the pimp’s business partner and flipped him.

      The case had required patience and the dogged pursuit had left Ray fatigued. Now, he went to the bathroom, looked at himself in the mirror, and wasn't entirely displeased with what he saw.  A strong jaw and high cheekbones, dark eyes with not-too-noticeable circles under them peered back at him, his thick, jet-black hair looked neat and presentable even if he just ran his fingers through it.

      The coffee pot was full now and Ray heard the telltale percolating come to an end and he felt disappointed with himself.  He filled up his travel mug even though he would have preferred to sit down at the kitchen table and savor his first cup but there just wasn’t time.

      The body of a young woman had been found early this morning by a jogger.

      Ray gulped as much of the coffee as he could, went into the bathroom, started the shower and turned the fan on to try to soften the noise.  There was a good chance the sound of the water running through the pipes would wake up his daughter but he had no choice.

      Duty called.
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      Flat on her back in the bathtub with her legs raised and feet planted firmly on the wall above the fixtures, Nancy Bishop felt the surge of warm water from the tub's faucet pulsate against her when suddenly her cell phone rang.

      She turned off the water, got out of the tub and wrapped a towel around herself before reaching for the phone.

      Nancy Bishop had gotten to be the top investigative reporter in Milwaukee by always putting her job ahead of everything else.  It was a career choice that had her out working the mean streets at ungodly hours and when she finally did make it home, it was almost always alone and there was never anyone there waiting for her.  Of course, the fact that she had taken a married man as her lover didn’t help matters that much.  Unless he divorced his wife, which was something they had talked about, Nancy would be looking at a lot of lonely nights.

      Since her day started early and ended late there was usually just enough time to take a shower before hitting the sack for three or four hours.  It was a schedule to which her mind and body had eventually become accustomed.

      She pressed the connect button on her phone, listened to the voice on the other end of the line while simultaneously toweling her short brown hair, and walked through the narrow hallway into the dining room.

      She paused while listening and caught her reflection in the glass picture frame above the small dining room table.

      In her younger years she had worked to be pretty spending countless hours on makeup, lipstick, and clothing.  And for a brief time, she had attracted her fair share of men.  But the woman looking back at her looked haggard, even unpleasant; a woman who had no time to be concerned with appearances.

      Although her colleagues saw a tough, no-nonsense reporter who could belt down booze and curse like a sailor, Nancy Bishop had once been a romantic.  As her career took off, though, that part of her was sublimated.  Now she wore professional but nondescript clothing.  Her piercing gray eyes never saw eyeliner and although her smile rarely saw the light of day, when it did, it couldn't quite shake the spirit of its tired, somewhat hostile owner.

      Nancy wrapped a towel around her long, lean body.  At least that hadn't gone to hell, she thought.  She listened intently to one of the many sources she had spent years cultivating and who now had access to information no one else could get.

      While other reporters were home with their families or snuggled up in bed getting their solid eight hours, she was out drinking with cops, giving money to snitches, whatever she had to do.

      It had been fun at first, she'd even gone to bed with several of the cops, but the thrill had quickly worn off. Playing nursemaid to men who were either in the midst of divorce, depression or both wasn't exactly a barrel of fun.  Now it had become an elaborate act, nothing more than showing important clients a good time.

      It was this practice that also put her at odds with the station's management.

      When word got back that she had been drinking and carousing with cops, the old men in the corner offices had called her in and chastised her for being unprofessional.  They had argued it wasn't right for a female reporter to take cops, most of them men, out on the town and buy them drinks.

      But Nancy Bishop didn't back down for one reason; she didn't know how.  It seemed to her that when male reporters worked the cop bars they were seen as industrious, but when a woman tried the same thing, it was deemed "inappropriate behavior." And that's exactly what she told management.

      It was a stalemate.

      The old men disapproved of her methods, but she continued to wine and dine her sources and her stories were the most widely followed reports in the city.

      When a scandal involving the mayor erupted shortly after his election Nancy scooped everyone, including her colleagues, and it was a resounding victory for Channel 6.  Suddenly, the same stuffy bureaucrats who had chastised her before now began literally throwing expense checks and petty cash at her. They encouraged her to do whatever she had to do to cover the angles of the story that were rapidly radiating like the arms of an octopus.

      That scandal and Nancy Bishop's reporting boosted the station's image dramatically and made her the hottest reporter in town.  Soon the sentiment was that if you really wanted to know what was going on in the city, you looked for Nancy Bishop's stories.

      She bent her head, listening carefully and scribbling notes on the yellow legal pad that always sat on her kitchen table.  Her handwriting was a nasty scrawl, like graffiti no one but the author could understand.  She asked several short, pointed questions, hurriedly wrote down some notes and promised the caller a night on Milwaukee's skin tour, cop slang for making the rounds of the city's strip clubs, then hung up the phone.

      She quickly dressed by throwing on jeans and an old sweatshirt.

      She turned off the lights to the apartment and locked the door behind her. It was still very early in the morning and it would be chilly down by the Menomonee River Parkway where the body had been discovered.  She had jogged there before and knew it would be cold this time of day.

      On her way out she had grabbed her cell phone, micro recorder, notebook and paper, as well as a small camera.  She checked her watch.  It had been less than seven minutes since she'd gotten the call from her source.  That wasn't bad, but just a year or two ago it would've taken her five minutes or less.

      Nancy told herself she needed to start working out more often and to eat better, more balanced meals.  At the age of thirty-eight she felt her greatest fear may be coming true.

      She was slowing down.
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      He had no problem with Monday mornings like this.  He felt well-rested and calm.  The tickle at the base of his brain, the one that would graduate in coming days and weeks into a full-blown raging obsession, was barely noticeable.

      The need had been thoroughly satiated.

      And then some.

      He permitted himself a small smile which he noticed in the rearview mirror.

      The company parking lot was half-full when he pulled in, stuck his hands in his pockets and strolled into work.

      As usual no one paid much attention to him, as he was one of the drones. Faceless workers who simply did their jobs, didn’t talk much, and left as soon as they could.

      If anyone had noticed him, they would have seen him frequently with his right hand in his pocket, as if he was rolling change around between his fingers.

      He spent the day performing his mindless activities. Just another nobody stuck in the gears of corporate America.

      Toward the end of the day, the tickle that had been nudging at the center of his fantasies was now throbbing with the beginning of what could be considered urgency.

      It was the end of the day that he usually went to the bathroom before he left his place of work.

      Today was no exception.

      He went into the men’s room, went directly to a stall and reached into his pocket.  From it, he withdrew the items he had been playing with all day.

      Lisa Young’s teeth.
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      Ray Mitchell drove through the quiet, tree-lined neighborhood and saw the effects of the recent devastating rains were painfully obvious.  Along many curbs were telltale piles of boxes, mattresses, and old furniture. Obvious signs of flooded basements and backed-up sewer mains.

      The scavengers, people ranging from antique hunters to trash pickers, had cruised through all the surrounding neighborhoods hoping to find a treasure buried beneath the piles of water-damaged garbage.

      He passed a home where an old man stood with his garage door open. Several card tables had been set up and they were covered with photographs that were warped and curled.  Ray idly wondered how many memories would be lost forever, swallowed up by heavy rains and overflowing sewer water.

      He turned onto the Menomonee River Parkway and noted the river's usual quiet gurgle now had a faint roar.  He raised up in his seat to look down the sloping bank of the quiet park and was surprised to see the normally tranquil stream transformed into a raging river. Instead of its usual dark green, the winding column of water had now taken on the color of chocolate milk stirred to a frenzy.  The transformative powers of Mother Nature never ceased to amaze Ray.

      Ray saw the two Milwaukee squad cars parked ahead, their lights flashing, and pulled his sedan in behind them.  He locked the doors, then walked down to the small clearing where a small group of people stood.

      Flashing his badge, he addressed the nearest officer.

      "Mitchell, homicide.  What do you have?"

      The officer Ray addressed was a tall, stocky man with a short crewcut.  He looked more like a Marine than a cop.

      "Deceased female," the cop answered.  "Jogger found the body," he nodded his head toward an overweight man in a sweat suit being asked questions by another cop with a notepad.  “My partner's taking his statement."

      "Casey on his way?" Ray asked.  Casey was Paul Casey, the crime scene analyst for the Milwaukee County coroner's office.

      "Should be here any minute."

      Mitchell began walking toward the body and the cop followed.

      "Anything else?" Ray asked.  The sound of the rushing water forced him to raise his voice.

      "Watch where you step, the track star over there puked," the cop said.

      Ray approached the walking bridge and saw the body.  He instinctively scanned the surrounding park for anything that looked out of place. He checked for signs of disturbance along the bank but everything looked normal.  The body probably wasn't dumped here. Considering how high the river was it could have been disposed of miles back and been carried here by the strong current.  In fact, if it hadn't been for the bridge, the body might have made it all the way out to Lake Michigan.

      Images in conflict with the scene in front of him flashed through Ray's mind.  He had been to this very park several times before with his family.  He and Michelle had put Jennifer in the stroller and walked along the winding river with the lush green foliage surrounding it, enjoying the peace and tranquility which seemed oddly out of place just ten minutes from downtown.

      Jennifer, always fascinated by birds, had spent the afternoon pointing at any bird that took to the sky, and Michelle and Ray would tell her whether it was a cardinal, a crow, or in most cases, a sparrow.

      Ray shook his head and brought his mind back to the matter at hand.  He stepped closer and peered down at the body.

      The woman whose head was jammed between two railings reminded Ray of Christ on the cross, her shoulders slumped down and her feet trailed in the water, leaving small ripples and waves.

      The pale white sheen of her skin was in severe contrast with the brown, murky water, and it seemed to glow.

      Ray walked closer to the dead woman and squatted next to her head. His soft, black leather shoes sank slightly into the muck residue left by the raging water.  Below him a turtle poked its head out of the water, then just as quickly ducked back under.

      There were bruises near the dead girl's temples as well as on both sides of her face.  The woman's upper body was perfectly clear, and Ray noted she was somewhat muscular and had probably been an athlete.

      Her head was turned so that half of her face was hidden from his view, but the half Ray could see looked quite pretty, in spite of the torn lips and blood stains around her mouth.  Other police officers who had arrived on the scene now stood a respectful distance away.

      "Ray," a voice said behind him.

      Mitchell turned and saw the short, stocky figure of Paul Casey approaching him.  The crime scene technician held plastic gloves in one hand and an old-fashioned black plastic tackle box in the other.

      "Morning, Paul."

      Ray stepped away from the body and made the short walk down the bridge. His shoes made soft sucking sounds as he pulled himself from the river mud at the base of the path.

      "You got company, Ray," Casey said with a nod over his shoulder.

      Ray peered over the shorter man's shoulder and saw Nancy Bishop, the reporter and scourge of most detectives in Milwaukee's homicide division, approaching.

      "Shit," Ray said.

      With a nod toward the cop with the crewcut, Ray intercepted the reporter.

      "As of right now, you are trespassing on a crime scene and interfering with a murder investigation," Ray said.  He knew Bishop had seen the body so there was no secret Ray had a murder on his hands.  "Officer, please escort Ms. Bishop back to where your partner is taping off the scene.  If she takes one step over that line, arrest her."  Ray turned on his heel.

      "What's the matter, Mitchell, aren't you a morning person?" she shouted after the detective.

      "Piss off," Ray said over his shoulder.

      He could see the crime scene photographer busily snapping pictures.  Ray had a lot to do.  First he had to interview the jogger who found the body and go over the crime scene with a fine-tooth comb.  He had to interview the people who lived nearby to find out if they had seen anything.

      For the young girl in the river, he hoped someone had.
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      In Mike Sharpe's opinion, the idea behind the commercial was stupid.  It was for Ulti Wax, a company that made car wax.  The concept of the spot was that a woman, having applied a fresh coat of Ulti Wax to her car, pulls up at a toll booth and dumps her change into the bin.  The toll booth attendant, so transfixed by the beauty of the car's wax job, breaks down the door of the toll booth, vaults the bar and chases down the car to find out what brand of car wax the owner had used to get that incredible shine.

      Mike spent the morning breaking through a flimsy, paper maché version of a toll both wall. He spent the afternoon vaulting the restraining bar.  And now he was on his thirtieth take of asking the woman what brand of car wax she used.

      Finally, the director yelled "Cut!  That's a wrap," and the crew, who had been languishing around apparently completely devoid of energy, suddenly sprang to life and began tearing down the lights and props with renewed vengeance.

      Mike headed straight for the craft services table, dug his hand down through the bucket of ice and scooped up a cold can of beer. He popped the top and put it to his mouth in one fluid motion.

      He couldn't get over this director.  He thought he was Francis Ford Coppola, for Christ's sake.  Strutting around on the set, yelling at the lowest members of the crew, bitching at his assistant, it was embarrassing.

      Jesus, it's just a commercial, Mike thought, and a bad one at that.

      Then again, there were plenty of commercial directors who went on to do feature films, but this guy was clearly going nowhere.

      Looking at the craft table Mike quickly understood why Ulti Wax's advertising agency had gone with him. They apparently had no budget whatsoever.  Mike had seen better food at the YMCA.

      Well, tonight he was picking up his girlfriend Laurie and they were going to Campinale's on La Brea for a nice meal and a good bottle of wine.  Mike had been there once before where he'd tried a Con Vento that was the best wine he'd ever tasted.  And since he had actually landed a paying gig, the least he could do was take his girlfriend to a nice restaurant.  It had been far too long since he and Laurie had gone anywhere nice, and she was too special a woman to not be treated to a meal of veal chops, red peppers in anchovy sauce, and crème bruleé for dessert, followed by a lovely cappuccino.

      Mike's stomach rumbled at the thought of Campinale's menu.  He slammed the rest of his beer and scanned the set for the director, spotted him talking on a cell phone and walked over to him.  Mike debated waiting for him to finish the call but he knew the director would play the power game and delay his time on the phone to make Mike wait.  So Mike took the initiative and held out his hand, which the director shook.  Mike muttered a "Nice workin' with ya," and turned without waiting for an answer.  He knew he was breaking Hollywood wisdom, which was to kiss everybody's ass.  You never knew who would make it big, but it had been too long a day to put up with anymore of that bullshit.

      He walked out to his Toyota Camry and pulled onto the freeway.  In LA they say you are what you drive, but in Wisconsin the basic philosophy is that you drive what you can afford and since the Camry had been paid off six years ago, a car payment of zero fit his budget just fine.

      Mike had changed into a pressed white cotton shirt with collar, a suede leather sport coat, and khakis.  A pair of loafers completed the ensemble.  You didn't have to get dressed to the hilt for Campinale's, but you didn't want to look like a slob, either.  California had taken some getting used to for Mike. The first few months he was out here, he just couldn't put the sneaking suspicion out of his head that when he went to a restaurant, the waiters were snickering about the farm boy at table eleven.

      Truth be told, he had acted a bit like the hayseed come to the big city.  He'd never had a problem with his weight, nor with attracting members of the opposite sex, so for the first twenty-three years of his life he'd never really had to work out.  But it was different in LA. After several comments about his pale complexion and lack of tone, he joined a health club, hit the weights, lost seven pounds and gained some rock-hard abs.

      It wasn't really until he met Laurie at a party that he realized his wardrobe left something to be desired, too.  After they started dating she would occasionally buy him a new shirt or a new pair of pants, shoes, belts, ties, whatever she saw that caught her eye, and she proved to have excellent taste.  As his appearance was vital to his career, he soon began to consider clothes an investment.

      With Laurie at his side, he quickly revamped his entire wardrobe, although because of his limited budget, they had hit the clearance racks at Nordstrom more times than he cared to remember.

      He checked his watch and hoped traffic wouldn't hold him up.

      The orange light of dusk was slowly fading to black when Mike pulled into the restaurant's parking lot, noting with wry amusement the way the parking valets reluctantly decided who had to park the piece of crap pulling up the drive.

      There was a small, wooden bench to the left of the main entrance to the restaurant, and it was there that Laurie Bradford was seated.  She was a tall, lithe brunette with a quick smile and loads of physical grace. Upon seeing Mike pull in, she stood and smoothed the folds of her sundress, meeting him halfway down the brick sidewalk.  They embraced and he kissed her, giving her firm body an extra squeeze.

      "What's that for?" she asked, smiling.

      "That's for you and there's plenty more where that came from," Mike said. He took her hand and guided her into the restaurant where the maître d' steered them to a nice table, Mike noted with some satisfaction.

      Mike opened the wine list and selected an Astralis.

      "What's the occasion?" Laurie asked.

      He leaned forward in his chair, reached across the table, and took her hand into his.

      "The occasion is that I’m able to take the woman I love out to a nice dinner."

      Laurie smiled as the waiter brought the bottle of wine and popped the cork, then poured a small amount into Mike's glass.  He sipped it, the lush flavor spreading slowly across his tongue, and he nodded to the waiter.

      Mike raised his glass.

      "A toast to the most beautiful woman in Los Angeles, who is now going to tell me about her day."

      "Thank you, Michael. Salud," she said and took a sip of wine.  "Yum.  Okay, the model was late, the light sucked and now I’m hoping I can turn it into something decent in retouching."

      "Wow," he said.

      She laughed.  "Actually, it wasn't that bad. I was testing a new lens and I think I'm going to get some good stuff out of it eventually.”

      "How's Frank doing?" he asked.  Frank Marconnet was her rep, a flamboyantly gay man whose ostentatious manner disguised a relentless salesman.

      "Good, he's got a couple of projects he wants to talk about with me on Monday."

      The waiter came and they ordered. Their talk quickly turned to the upcoming weekend. After the grilled salmon with almonds and chicken and shrimp Creole had been cleared away, Laurie held her cappuccino cup in her hands and eyed Mike.

      "I can tell something’s bugging you,” she said.  “Talk to me."

      He set his cup down and looked her in the eye.

      "I just wish I could accomplish something I'm proud of."  He shook his head and looked up at the ceiling, running his eyes along the slim lamps suspended from taut stainless steel wired around the room.

      "I bust my ass on these stupid commercials that don't get any attention, and if they do, it's probably bad. I mean these things are horrendous!"

      He looked away from Laurie.

      "What?" she asked.

      "And you."

      "Me?"

      "I don't want to act like the insecure male, but Jesus, look at us," he raised his arms in an exasperated gesture.

      "You're a successful photographer spending your time with some goofball cheesehead who drives an old Toyota with a hundred and twenty thousand miles on it."  He pointed in the general direction of the parking lot for emphasis.

      Laurie leaned forward and took Mike's hands into hers.

      "Think before you answer the following questions," she said firmly.

      Mike nodded.

      "Is it really your dream to be an actor in feature films?"

      "Yes," he answered quickly.

      "Are you doing everything you possibly can to be successful at that endeavor?"

      He answered quickly again in the affirmative.

      Laurie paused and looked searchingly into his eyes.

      "Are you a good actor?"

      He let his eyes drop to the tablecloth and he noted the subtle etching on the side of his coffee cup.  He thought for a long time, then slowly nodded.

      "I can't hear you."

      Mike smiled in spite of himself.

      "Yes, I'm a good actor."

      Laurie smiled and sat back in her chair as the waiter brought the check.  Mike signed and Laurie took his arm as they headed out to the parking lot.  They didn't say anything until they reached the Toyota.

      "I'm sorry if I was being needy," he said to her.

      "Forget about it," she said.  "You just needed to be reminded that you're working toward your goal and there's nothing wrong with that."

      He kissed her and leaned closer to her ear.

      "I love you," he whispered.

      "Besides," she said, a twinkle in her eye, "I know in my heart, sure as everyone from Wisconsin smells like stale beer and old cheese, that you, my friend, are one day going to be a very famous man."

      They embraced, got in the car and pulled away. Their taillights merged among the gently swaying palm trees and bright lights of Hollywood.
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      The pathology lab was the last place in the world Ray wanted to be right now.  The room gleamed with stainless steel from the gurneys and tables to the knives, scalpels, syringes and beakers.  To the homicide detective it was all one shiny, sanitized symbol of death and decay.

      Herb Kellen had been Milwaukee's head pathologist for as long as Ray could remember. He was tall, well over six and a half feet in height, but rail thin and tipped the scales out at one hundred thirty pounds at the most.  He had a severe crewcut which only served to accentuate his gaunt appearance.  Small, beady eyes and a very large, hawkish nose took up the majority of his face.

      He had the physique of a long-distance runner, but Ray idly wondered if the reason Kellen was so thin had to do with his job.  After all, when Ray attended one of these, he was so nauseated that he could eat nothing but salads for about a week.

      "Late as usual, eh Ray?" Herb said, raising an eyebrow.

      It was a long-standing joke between the two. Both of them full well knowing that Ray always arranged to be late to the autopsy as he just couldn't stand the sound of a saw cutting through human bone and tissue. To him, it was far worse than a crime scene.

      "Looks like I missed all your handiwork," said Ray, feigning disappointment as he studied the remains of the woman they now knew to be Lisa Young.

      She was now reduced to a mass of incisions and retractions, a shell of parts extracted for examination, like a car stripped before being sent off to the junkyard for final demolition.

      "Funny how that always seems to happen," replied Herb, a slight smile on his face.

      "What'd you find?" Ray asked.

      "There was a deep bruise at the base of her skull that extended partially down her neck caused by a blunt object.  It certainly would've knocked her unconscious."

      Ray took out his notebook and began writing.

      "There were also a series of bruises around her face, forehead and jawline.  They are small, about the size of a man's fingertips."

      Herb Kellen paused and shook his head.

      "What?" Ray asked.

      The pathologist moved to the head of the table and lifted the dead girl's lips.

      All of her teeth had been removed.

      "What the hell..." said Ray.  At the crime scene, he hadn't seen the extent of damage that had been done to the girl's mouth.

      "Judging by the size of the holes left, and the jagged nature of the tearing," said Kellen, "I would guess they were ripped out with very little fanfare."

      His long bony index finger, protected safely inside clear plastic surgical gloves, pulled the dead girl's top lip higher, revealing more of the bruised gums, caked with blood.

      "You can see here," he said, pointing to a small row of rough incisions, "that some kind of tool was used to extract the teeth. Probably a small pair of pliers, perhaps needle nose."

      He removed his finger from the dead girl's mouth, and her lips plopped back into place.

      Kellen walked back to the middle of the table, directly across from Ray.

      "At first, it seemed very odd to me. But things became clearer when I put together the reason for the fingerprint bruises and what we got back from the stomach content analysis."

      “Don’t tell me, I already know," said Ray.

      He focused on the pathologist's tie clip.  It was silver, matching the room, and was a miniature golf club.

      "So how did she die?" he asked.

      "Asphyxiation," said Kellen.

      The pathologist picked up the clipboard again and flipped through some scribbled notes.

      "Her larynx and esophagus show clear damage."  The pathologist abruptly stopped as if he had just given Ray the necessary information.

      "Look, Ray," he said, “she was choked to death but it could have happened during the sexual assault. After her teeth had been removed."

      Ray began pacing back and forth before he flipped his notebook closed.

      "Call me when you find out more."

      Kellen nodded.

      Ray left the room and walked outside.  The pathology lab was in the basement of the coroner's office kitty corner from the Criminal Investigations Bureau and just blocks from Lake Michigan.  Ray turned his face toward the big body of water hoping to catch the lake breeze.  The cool, fresh air was a welcome relief from the stale, clinging stench of death that lingered in Herb Kellen's domain.
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      Hurtling along at 30,000 feet with a screaming baby in the seat behind her, Carrie DeMarinis reached a conclusion: neither condoms, the pill nor an IUD were as effective birth control methods as flying four hours on a cramped airplane.

      She was scrunched into seat 14B on flight 247 from Newark to Milwaukee and for the last hour and a half, she had been forced to listen to the baby behind her screeching like a lunatic in an insane asylum. The girl in front of her who kept peering over the seat, trying to engage her in a game of peek-a-boo.  But Carrie wasn't playing.

      The flight had been delayed an hour and then they’d been stranded on the runway for another forty-five minutes. Finally, after they'd gotten up into the air, the baby behind her nearly shattered Carrie's eardrum with a howl that would make a pack of timberwolves jealous.

      Jesus Christ, the thought of listening to that noise day in and day out was mind-boggling to Carrie.  How had her mother raised six kids pretty much by herself?  Incredible.  She took solace in the fact that there was a brand-new box of condoms in her purse. No way was she leaving anything to chance.

      Carrie was looking forward to hanging out for the weekend with Harriet, her roommate from college.  Harriet was an attorney in Milwaukee who’d just finished a big case and invited her best friend for a weekend of fun and possibly some debauchery.  So Carrie had decided to hop on a plane to Milwaukee.

      Now, she sat back and tried to close her eyes, but the rumbling in her stomach forced them open.  A bag of pretzels was just not doing the trick.

      A tormented scream caused Carrie to jump. This baby is going to be an opera singer, she thought to herself.
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      They choose themselves.

      He had very little say in the process.  Oh sure, he thought to himself with a smile, he wasn’t exactly an innocent bystander.  But ultimately the selection process began and ended with them.  Maybe they chose to display their bodies in a certain way, inviting judgment on their morality, or they showed up just when his gnawing hunger couldn’t take it anymore.

      That’s why some of them apologized to him.  A few of his girls had used the very last moments of their time on Earth, the few scant breaths they had left in their lungs, to apologize to him, to accept the responsibility for everything that had just happened, and what was destined to occur at the brutal end of their short lives.

      If they didn’t have a say in the matter, then why did they express remorse?

      Joe shrugged his shoulders, loosened his neck muscles.  He was hungry.  Lisa Young no longer did it for him. She was old news.

      Now, he arrived at a quaint little park, stopped the car and waited a moment, studying the houses on the other side of the park.  He saw a few lights but no one was out and about.

      The dome light was long gone. He’d removed it years ago so when he opened the door the car remained dark.

      He shut it quietly and didn’t bother locking it.  The car was so ordinary and unimpressive that no one would think of stealing it.  Plus, he didn’t plan on spending a whole lot of time here.  He’d get what he needed and be gone.

      Only one dog barked at him, a little toy dog from the sound of it. Not loud enough to attract any real attention.  He made his way to the house, to the address he had discovered quite easily.

      The key to everything he had learned was confidence.

      Act like you belong.

      And people will assume you belong.

      It was all about the walk.  Shoulders back, head up.  A bit of a swagger, even.

      He turned casually into the driveway and walked to the back of the house.  There was no motion light. He already knew that from previous reconnaissance trips.

      Joe slipped along the back wall and stood near the small patio that led to the back door.

      This was the only tricky part.

      His next girlfriend, as he liked to call them, was no stranger to crime.  It was quite possible she had an alarm system.  And he hadn’t been able to determine if that was the case.

      So now he slid along the wall and looked through the windows for any sign of a keypad.

      There was a small kitchen table, a hallway with a bench and an umbrella holder.  No lights.  No keypads.

      He slid his sleeve over his fist and punched out the lowest square near the back door, his body tense for the sound of an alarm.  Nothing happened.

      He reached through and undid the back lock. Joe stepped quickly through the door and shut it behind him.  He paused a moment to wait for any sign of an alarm or a neighbor’s light suddenly coming to life.

      After a few moments, he decided no one had seen him make his entrance.  He went back to the door, and cleaned out the broken pieces of glass.  Joe knew from his research that she typically entered the side door, ignoring the front and the back.  The house had no garage, so she parked, opened her car door, and went directly into the house via the door on the side.

      But he rarely took chances so he cleaned up the broken glass, relocked the door and moved inside the house.

      The smell of perfume, mixed with a slightly tangy scent of female habitation, aroused him.

      There were plenty of shadows in the house.

      She wouldn’t notice one more.
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      The law and plenty of cannabis made life worth living for Harriet Bednarski.

      Candles flickered in the dark living room of the lower flat on Milwaukee's East side.  Delicate swirls of incense smoke wafted across the room and along with the bouncing rhythm of the Grateful Dead.

      Harriet was somewhat fond of her neighborhood, but of course, she hadn’t come to Wisconsin by choice, that was for sure.  She had tried to pass the bar exam in four different states but failed miserably in each attempt.  Finally, Harriet succeeded in passing Wisconsin's, which had a reputation among struggling law students as being one of the easiest in the country.

      Harriet lit her bong and inhaled the bitter smoke from the weed in her pipe.

      She was looking forward to seeing her best friend Carrie who was flying in from New Jersey. Harriet knew she couldn’t get too high, as she had to be able to drive to the airport and pick her up.  But with a few minutes to spare, she sank into the cushion on her futon and crossed her legs. She felt the faint buzz of the high-quality pot surround her brain.

      She was tired from chasing clients all day.  She handed her card out on buses, at bars, parties, to neighbors, anyone she ran into her card was out and in their hands in a matter of seconds.  Her father, himself a successful lawyer, told his wayward daughter that any good company always has a solid business plan which would also include a good marketing plan.

      Harriet had come up with such a plan.

      It consisted of hanging out in seedy bars whose patrons most likely had or were likely to have brushes with the law, in which case they could turn to someone they knew, trusted, and got high with on a regular basis.  In many cases, Harriet was just the gal they were looking for.  Not some stiff, starched corporate boy in a dark suit and slicked back hair.  They wanted a lawyer who could tell them what to say to the judge and then go out in the courthouse parking lot and roll a big doobie.

      She unfolded her legs and slowly stood, the buzz now graduating to gently rolling waves.  If Harriet Bednarski had her way, the phrase would never have been "to get high," it would've been "to float one," because that's exactly what it felt like to her.

      She floated her way across the room and turned the stereo up slightly to compensate for the deeper buzz she was getting and then stepped into the kitchen.

      Her bloodshot eyes never saw it coming.

      A fist lashed out of the darkened doorway, smashed into her mouth, crushed her lips, and sent blood spurting out and down her chin.  A second blow connected on the point of her chin and she saw blackness and heard her head hit the floor.

      A face leered down at her, a face with one eye looking off slightly in the wrong direction.

      It was a face she recognized.

      A kick to the ribs forced Harriet Bednarski to close her eyes as she felt something give inside and she knew she was seriously hurt.

      She felt the intruder tie her legs together, and then she was pushed onto her stomach and her hands were tied behind her back.  Her heart raced inside her chest and she spat out a mouthful of blood.

      She felt anger rising inside her through the cloud of marijuana still fogging her brain as she kicked and struggled to get loose but the rope binding her arms and legs held tight.  Another kick to the ribs and she groaned inwardly, sensing what was to come.

      Harriet felt a hand on her head and then she was jerked upright by the hair as a fist slammed into her mouth again, sending blood gushing from her nose. Her head slumped forward and her chin sank onto her chest.

      The music was still bouncing along on the stereo and Harriet felt each beat of the bass drum reverberate painfully in her head.

      She lifted her head up and looked at the man now standing before her.

      "Joe..." she said.

      Harriet saw the man flinch at the sound of her voice.

      "Joe...why are you doing this, what do you want?" she asked.

      The man stepped forward and placed a hand on top of Harriet Bednarski's head, then caressed her hair and ran a hand down the side of the young lawyer's face.

      A finger trailed down and outlined Harriet’s lips, caressing them.

      From behind her assailant's body, Harriet saw a blue-handled needle nose pliers emerge, held tightly in the man's hand.  At the same time, she felt the hand on top of her head tighten in an ironlike grip as her head was pulled violently backward.  As she felt the metal grip of the tool clamp her lip against her front tooth, Harriet Bednarski prayed to a God she didn’t believe in that she would pass out.

      She did.

      Eventually.
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      Carrie DeMarinis stood outside the baggage claim with an expression that caused other travelers to give her a wide berth.

      Harriet Bednarski was her best friend, but she also loved to party.  Carrie knew that.  But she was surprised that her friend had apparently forgotten about her.

      She used her cell phone to call Harriet again, but there was still no answer.  Carrie blew out a long breath, trying to calm herself, and not think about the fact that it had been almost an hour since she'd gotten off the plane.

      Slowly, her anger began to turn to fear.  What if Harriet had overdosed?  What if she was lying face down in her own puke, some hashish on the table, her face pale and eyes staring blankly at the carpet?

      Carrie pushed the vile images aside.  The sign ahead had arrows directing passengers to ground transportation.  She followed them and walked down another long sidewalk to an escalator that deposited her in front of a long row of rental car booths.  She looked to her left, spotted a taxicab sign and walked through a set of automatic doors to a row of taxis waiting on the street.

      A slight breeze stirred Carrie's long black hair as she got into the nearest cab, gave the driver the address, then settled back into the seat, pulling out her pocketbook to make sure she actually had enough money for the fare.

      One time, she and a friend had gone into Manhattan and taken a cab across town only to be shocked by the thirty-three dollar fare.  They were left with six dollars between them and a long walk back to the bus station for the return trip to Newark.

      The taxi merged onto I-94 headed downtown.

      They passed over neighborhoods of small houses packed together, and they reminded Carrie of her own neighborhood back home.  They topped out on a bridge and Carrie got her first glimpse of Milwaukee. Not a bad skyline, she thought, as well as the beautiful blue of Lake Michigan to the right.

      A smell like sour bread wafted into the window and the driver told Carrie it was from a factory that made yeast for the breweries in town.  The smell made Carrie's stomach churn.

      They exited the freeway and made their way to a quiet street lined by duplexes with the occasional single family home nestled between their bigger neighbors.  The taxi pulled up outside the address Carrie had given him and she thought she saw a person moving around inside.

      The fear instantly vanished and anger took its place.  She couldn’t believe Harriet.  Too stoned to remember to pick her up.

      Carrie paid the man and got her small bag from the trunk.  She walked up the sidewalk leading to the house, set her bag down, and rang the doorbell.  There was no answer.

      She could hear the stereo going inside.

      "Harriet," she yelled, "open the goddamn door!"

      Nothing.

      "You are pissing me off!” she yelled.

      The door remained shut.

      She tried the doorknob and it turned all the way. The door cracked an inch and she pushed it open.

      The smell of pot attacked her senses and she stepped inside.

      "Harriet, what the hell–"

      Something shot out from behind the door but Carrie yanked her head back instinctively, and the blow merely grazed the point of her chin.

      She grabbed the arm and pulled it toward her and her right hand automatically bunched itself into a tight fist.  The man behind the door was pulled off-balance and Carrie threw everything she had into an overhand right that hit its target on the mark, the bridge of the man's nose, and he sank to his knees.

      Still holding his arm, she reared back and kicked him as hard as she could in his solar plexus, the sharp point of her pump sinking in hard, and she heard the whoosh of air being expelled from his lungs.

      And then she saw Harriet lying in a pool of blood, her face a mess of blood and torn flesh, and she ran.

      Her heels pounded down the pavement until one shoe flew off into the air and she kicked the other one off.  She didn't know if the man was chasing her but she imagined she could feel his hot breath on her neck.

      Halfway down the block she saw a house that had its light on, and she saw through the living room's picture window an old man and an old woman watching television.  She pounded on the door, then took a chance and tried the latch.

      It was unlocked.

      She sprang into the house just as the old man, in boxer shorts and a T-shirt, jumped out of his chair as his wife began struggling to get up from hers.

      Carrie slammed the door shut behind her, found the dead bolt and rammed it home.

      She pulled out her cell phone and dialed 911.
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      He thought about burning the place down.  Joe had read once that Mafia criminals did that when they killed someone.  Just torched the whole place.  But Joe hadn’t killed anyone at his apartment.  Well, technically he hadn’t, but he’d had a few trophies here from time to time, he thought.  Besides, if the cops showed up at his place looking for evidence, it was already over.

      Standing in the bathroom, he looked again at his face in the mirror.  The bridge of his nose was only slightly swollen from where that bitch had sneaked in a punch.  There was maybe a slight discoloration under one eye but he knew his nose hadn’t been broken.

      Just a bruise, same as the kick in the stomach he’d gotten.  Who would have guessed that a friend would drop by the lawyer’s house?  Joe had scouted the place and knew the woman kept strange hours and he’d never seen her once have people over to the apartment.

      More proof that his hobby was not a perfect science and that there would always be risk, no matter how much preparation was involved.

      In the end, he didn’t feel like burning down the apartment.  He would have to go get some gasoline, douse the whole place, and what if a cop just happened to be driving by when he touched it off?

      No, that wouldn’t work.

      But he would be sure to take the most damning items he had.

      Ferkovich gathered a few of the items in question, and brought them out to the vehicle he had borrowed from work.

      His car was no longer an option.

      Ferkovich dumped the boxes into the back of the truck with more force than he had intended.  He realized he was suddenly very angry.  Why were they doing this to him?  It wasn’t his fault, none of it was.

      The rage bubbled inside him and he flexed his hands as he walked back into his apartment.

      He would need to find another girl as soon as possible.  The satisfaction from the last one hadn’t lasted as long as the others.

      It was because of the pressure.

      Now he had to disappear.

      But look on the bright side, he said to himself with a smile.

      New territory meant new hunting grounds.
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      Ray Mitchell slammed the phone down and grabbed his sport coat, hitting his office door at a dead run.  It took him less than thirty seconds to get down the staircase to the main doors of the police station, and in another thirty he was speeding down Wisconsin Avenue in his unmarked squad car, the bright cherry red flasher bouncing light off the old buildings of the historic Third Ward.

      A woman had called 911 saying she'd just escaped from a man who had killed her friend and tried to kill her.  Officers had quickly been dispatched, and the woman, although badly frightened, had been able to provide a description that sounded remarkably similar to the description of the man last seen at the Java House shortly before Lisa Young's disappearance.

      Ray took a hard left and heard his tires squealing.

      If this man turned out to be the same one who killed Lisa Young, then Ray Mitchell knew he had a serial killer on his hands.

      Although Milwaukee was considered a small city, it was no stranger to serial murder.  In 1994 there was Jeffrey Dahmer, the serial murderer who killed, dismembered, and sometimes ate the flesh of his victims.  Those murders put Milwaukee on the map, and for a brief time, the case hung like a black cloud over the city.

      But Wisconsin's ties went even further back to the 1950s, when the infamous Ed Gein began killing his neighbors and hanging them in his barn, after he butchered them to look like dressed deer.  News of Gein's attempts to make lampshades from human skin and a necklace made of human nipples shook America at the time.  Psycho, the Hitchcock thriller, was based on Ed Gein.

      With the eyewitness description of the perpetrator, this could be the break that would provide Ray's escape route from the shitstorm his life had become following the discovery of Lisa Young's body.

      After Nancy Bishop had broadcast her story, Ray's office had been inundated with calls from civic groups, the mayor's office, and one especially angry message from his chief.  No one wanted a repeat of Dahmer, in which the Milwaukee Police Department's performance in the case had gotten poor marks from the public.  It didn't help matters that the chief's right-hand man, Lieutenant Soergel, was probably right now sticking a knife into Ray's back over his handling of the case.  Soergel played the political game to perfection, and certainly had something to do with the bug currently residing up Chief Trimble's butt.

      Political ambitions aside, everyone involved wanted this killer caught, right now.

      Mitchell raced through a red light and turned onto Lisbon Avenue.  All of the people putting pressure on him for fast results had apparently forgotten that catching a murderer usually required a substantial amount of legwork.  Ray knew the mayor and his chief were far too old to be a part of the younger generation's constant quest for instant gratification, but they sure as hell weren't acting like it.

      Their attitude was hey, screw the whole painstaking police procedure crap, just catch the guy, now. Period.

      Ray had filled in his superiors on the details of the case.  Lisa Young's car had been found at the Java House, and he had been able to track down who had been working the night of the girl's disappearance, and then was able to find the customers, regulars, who had also been there that night.

      He interviewed them and they reported seeing a man alone, drinking coffee and reading a newspaper, but were unable to give much of a description.

      The Java House employee who had served the man his coffee said he was about six feet tall, somewhat handsome in a rugged kind of way, with a medium build and dark hair.  Ray, however, was most interested in the possible observation another patron had offered.  There had been a couple at the Java House that night who also reported seeing the man alone, reading the newspaper, at the time Lisa Young entered, and he left shortly after Miss Young.

      But the woman who was there with her husband said that the man had taken off his tinted glasses briefly to clean the lenses and she said that something seemed to be wrong with his one eye, like it was crooked, but she said she couldn't be sure because the man put his glasses on so quickly.

      No one saw anything else after the two left the Java House.  The buildings surrounding the coffee shop were commercial, not residential. A real estate office across the street would have had the best view if the victim had been abducted from the parking lot, but the building had been vacant at the time.

      He saw the lights of the patrol cars ahead and pulled in behind them.  This was a decent neighborhood, mostly duplexes and a large tenant population, but these weren't absentee landlords. The lawns were kept up and there wasn't a lot of crime, the biggest problem being teenagers breaking into parked cars.

      Ray walked up the sidewalk, ducked under the crime scene tape and entered the apartment.  He detected the faint smell of marijuana, not surprising considering the way the apartment was decorated.

      A large, tie-dye flag of the Grateful Dead took up a good portion of the living room wall, and a bookcase was overrun with lava lamps and candles. Junk food took up most of the opposing wall, and a futon was spread out in the middle of the floor.  Ray guessed the futon served as sleeping quarters even though there appeared to be a bedroom off the kitchen.

      The young woman sprawled on the futon was a bloody mess. Her lips were torn apart revealing gaps that once held teeth, and her face was bruised and battered.

      Ray stepped carefully across the deep shag carpet and squatted next to the body.

      He didn't need Herb Kellen to tell him that this woman had been killed by the same murderer who ended Lisa Young's life.

      He left the apartment and walked outside, spotting two patrol officers who were flanking a young woman whose strikingly beautiful face was marked by long mascara streaks, giving her a ghoulish appearance under the circumstances.

      "Mitchell, homicide," he said, flashing his badge to the two patrol officers.

      "Hi Miss...?"

      "DeMarinis.  Carrie."  She clearly had been crying at one point, but now her voice was cold, flat, and emotionless.

      "Can I get you anything, Carrie?"

      "Yeah, you can get me out of here. I'm tired of everyone staring at me," she said, her lips trembling slightly, and she cast a glance at the neighbors who had come out to watch the action.

      "I was just thinking that myself, Carrie." Ray answered, taking her by the arm and leading her to his car.  She had her arms crossed and looked to be shivering, so he took off his jacket and she shrugged it on.

      "What do you say we give you a seat in my car, I’ll get you some hot coffee, and you can wait until I’m done?" he asked.

      "Fine," she said.  "It doesn't really matter what I want to do, does it?"

      Ray shrugged.  "I'll be back in a second," he said.

      He saw the Channel 6 news van and hurriedly sent an officer over to intercept the reporter, who Ray was sure would turn out to be Nancy Bishop.   He sent another officer to get coffee for the young woman.

      He went back inside the apartment, took a closer look at the scene inside, jotted some notes down and went back to his car.  He got in the back seat and looked at the young woman who was still trying to recover from what she’d seen.

      "Are you Sicilian?" she asked him.

      The detective smiled.

      "Nah, part Native American."

      "I never met a Native American cop," she said, a question in her voice.

      Ray wanted to tell her about some of the "Tonto" and "Geronimo" jokes he'd had to endure, how he'd had to be better than anyone else to make detective.  Instead, he just smiled.

      "Well, we make the best trackers," he said, half joking.

      Carrie DeMarinis, with her black eyes set inside a pale face, peered at him.

      "Are you going to catch this guy?" she asked.

      Ray didn't hesitate.

      "Yes," he said.

      She looked out the window, the streetlights momentarily illuminating her face before it sank back into the darkness.

      "OK, let's start at the beginning, Carrie,” Ray finally said.

      For the next forty-five minutes, Carrie DeMarinis, with brief interruptions from Ray, described Harriet's invitation to come out for a weekend.

      She filled Ray in on how she and Harriet had grown up together and the nature of the relationship.  She said how surprised she was when she got off the plane and she wasn't there, then told him that since she had her address she decided to just take a cab.

      After Carrie described the brief struggle with the strange man, and seeing Harriet's body, Ray asked her to be very specific in describing the man.

      "He was probably a little over six feet and short brown hair, kind of a square face."

      "Anything else?" Ray asked.

      "Yeah, he had a lazy eye, his left one.  I only got a quick look at him, when I punched him, and I noticed that his eye was rolled to one side. It looked weird, you know?"

      Ray nodded.

      She started crying.

      "Why did he have to kill her?" she said, sobbing between breaths.

      "Tell me more about Harriet," he said.

      "Everyone thought she partied too much, but she isn't...wasn't...she was just a nice girl who only really cared about having a good time, and there's nothing wrong with that."

      She used a Kleenex to wipe her nose.

      "She always hung out with weird people, you know?  She told me she had been scrounging around for clients, she was a lawyer, just passed the bar, and she said she'd been meeting some freaks.  Which means for Harriet to call them freaks they had to be pretty weird, you know?"

      Ray nodded, realized he didn’t have any other questions at the moment, and told Carrie to wait.

      He got out of the car and quickly returned with a female patrol officer.  He had Carrie get out of his car. “I'm going to have Officer Eves here take care of you. If I have questions I'll come and talk to you in the morning.  I may also want you to look at some mug shots. Okay?"

      Carrie nodded.

      "You were brave tonight,” Ray said.  “Your fast thinking and that mean right hook probably saved your life."

      She looked up and met Ray's eye.

      "Harriet didn't deserve that."

      Ray nodded.  Carrie DeMarinis stood and left, a bit shakily, with the female officer.

      It took him several hours to finish at the scene, interview the neighbors and have a brief chat with Kellen.  Ray then drove back to headquarters and logged into his computer to follow a hunch.  He punched in the name Harriet Bednarski and then court records.  Once the computer was logged onto the court system's database, he asked it to compile a list of all court cases where Harriet Bednarski was one of the lawyers, and then supply the list of people she had defended.

      With the word "processing..." on the computer screen, Ray left to get another cup of coffee.

      My stomach's going to look like the surface of Mars by the time I retire if I keep this up, he thought.

      He walked back to his computer where the screen told him his request was still processing.

      He checked his cell phone to see if there were any messages for him, but there weren’t any.  That was good.

      How, if at all, were Lisa Young and Harriet Bednarski related?  He'd gotten nowhere on the Young case, but he had definite hopes that the murder of Harriet Bednarski would help fill in the picture.  He wanted to catch this guy and catch him fast, before anyone else died.

      The computer beeped, telling Ray that it had his answer.

      A list of court cases came up with the names of the defendants highlighted in boldface.

      Ray's eye went to each name first and then to the crime.

      Speeding.

      Possession of a controlled substance.

      Driving under the influence.

      Clearly, Harriet Bednarski had been no F. Lee Bailey.

      Ray continued to scan the list of offenses until he got to the third to the last entry.

      Trespassing.  Ray eyes went to the name.

      Joseph P. Ferkovich.  The name meant nothing to Ray.  He scanned the court record which stated Mr. Ferkovich was seen in Cedarburg, lurking in someone's backyard.  Cedarburg, where Lisa Young had been abducted.  Was this guy a peeping Tom or something much worse?

      Ray highlighted the name and asked the computer to bring up his record.

      Ray got the processing signal again and leaned back, his heart beating quickly.  He tried not to get excited. Trespassing was a far cry from serial murder.

      The computer beeped and Ray sat forward.

      Joe Ferkovich.  A long rap sheet as a minor including petty burglary, drug use, and disturbing the peace, but it was the second to last entry that caught Ray's eye.  Attempted rape.  Ray clicked on that entry and the computer processed for several minutes, then beeped.

      Ray punched the keys and Ferkovich's mug shot slowly filled the screen.

      His left eye lolled crookedly to one side.
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      On the way to Chief Trimble's office, Ray's mind went back to his conversation with Carrie DeMarinis.

      Although fiercely proud of it, Ray rarely talked about his heritage, as it was something he had come to terms with a long time ago.  As a child in Portage, Wisconsin, he had learned to despise games with the other neighborhood kids.  In a game of cowboys and Indians, it was no surprise who was always being cast as the Indian.  Same for playing war, Ray was always picked to be the enemy.

      Because he was different.

      He didn't know for sure, but it could have been some of those childhood memories that pointed him in the direction of becoming one of the good guys.

      Now, on his way to the chief's office to ask permission to get a warrant, Ray looked down at the rap sheet in his hands.

      Joseph P. Ferkovich, present address 229 North Baxter Drive, Glendale.  A long list of offenses, both in Michigan and Wisconsin, followed.

      Chief Trimble and Lieutenant Soergel were waiting for him.

      Trimble was a barrel of a man with a thick head of gray hair, perfectly coiffed.  Soergel was tall and slim, with dark hair and a high Roman nose.

      "This better be good news, Ray," said Soergel.  Bernie Soergel didn't like Ray.  Then again, the man didn’t really care for anyone on the force other than himself.

      Ray ignored Soergel and focused on the chief.

      "Here's what we've got," he said.

      He outlined all the information he had, Ferkovich's history, the eyewitness accounts, and the evidence from Kellen and his team.

      "You're going to need backup," said Soergel, after Trimble told Ray to go to Judge Cho, a friend of the police force who nearly always granted warrants upon request.

      "That's taken care of,” Ray snapped.

      “Get the warrant, and then get this nutjob,” Trimble said.

      "Screw this one up, Mitchell, and we'll all get staked out on an anthill by the press,” Soergel said.

      Ray didn't stop, but he could feel his face redden with anger.  Soergel constantly made veiled Native American references to him that weren't quite obvious enough to be used as evidence of racial harassment in a lawsuit.

      The detective thought to himself, you've got bigger fish to fry.

      It was early evening and just beginning to get dark when Ray arrived at Judge Benjamin Cho's house in Whitefish Bay.  Judge Cho and Ray knew each other well. Ray had testified in many cases in the judge's court and quickly learned the judge was a fair man who, when in doubt, tended to favor law enforcement.  Because of that, he was also a favorite for cops who needed a warrant in a hurry.

      "Hello, Ray," the Judge said as he let the detective inside the impressive Victorian on Lake Drive. “What do you have for me?"

      Ray brought out all the necessary paperwork which the judge perused and then he signed the many forms.

      "Hope you catch him soon" Cho said.

      Just like when Carrie DeMarinis posed the same question, Ray did not hesitate.

      "We will."

      Ray left Judge Cho's house in Whitefish Bay with a warrant in his hand, two additional homicide detectives, and three squad cars filled with two cops each.

      His foot tromped the accelerator to the floor and the big sedan shot onto Silver Spring, up I-43, then onto Good Hope Road before turning again, this time onto Baxter Drive.

      Ray could feel the adrenaline start to flow.  There was a lot of pressure and attention building on this case, and he wanted a fast, clean solution.

      Minutes later, they were parked in front of 229 and Ray took over.

      "Let's go, Patrick," he said.

      Patrick Krahn was a muscular, no-nonsense homicide detective, who had been friends and on-again off-again partners with Ray for the last three years.  They tended to rely on each other during those rare instances when either of them needed help.

      With guns drawn, and a small army of police officers behind them, the detectives rapped on the door, but there was no answer.  It was a flimsy door with oak veneer over old particleboard and posed no problem for Pat Krahn, whose steel-toed size 13EE shoe easily smashed in the lock.

      The door swung open and Ray entered slowly, gun drawn.

      "Police!" he yelled.  “Joe, come out now!”

      There was no answer.

      Slowly, room by room, the officers made their way through the house.

      It was dark now and no lights were on inside, shadows danced across the walls.  The hum of the refrigerator echoed around the empty rooms as the cops searched the entire house.

      No one was there.

      A card table and steel folding chair sat in the middle of the living room. A phone, some paper, and a pile of magazines were on top of the table.

      Facing the table was a small television on top of a cardboard box.  A sunken love seat took up the opposite end of the room.

      Soon, however, the officers all ended up in the bedroom.

      There, plastered wall to wall, floor to ceiling, were photographs of men and women engaged in various sex acts.

      "Oh man," said Krahn.

      The twin bed sat in the middle of the room, and a stench of stale body odor lingered in the air.  The dresser beneath the window had been left with its drawers open, a sock hung over its front and the closet door was open, exposing empty hangers that hung silently from their perch.  Yellow drapes cast the room and its contents in an eerie glow.

      After the officers confirmed the place was vacant, Ray holstered his weapon.

      His adrenaline was down to normal levels and his mouth tasted metallic. He had prepared for a battle in which the enemy had already retreated.

      "Get Casey in here," he said.

      Paul Casey would dust the scene down and get prints, fibers, hairs, anything that could be used as physical evidence.

      "He ran right away, didn't he?" Krahn asked, looking at the photos on the wall.

      Ray nodded.

      "Well, he's consistent, you can say that about him," offered Krahn.  "I've heard of fixations before, but this takes the cake."

      Images of Joe Ferkovich's mug shot flashed across Ray's mind, Lisa Young's body in the river, Harriet Bednarski's mouth ripped to shreds.

      "We'll see what Casey finds, but there's no doubt now that this sick bastard is our guy."

      The crime scene tech entered the room wearing surgical gloves and carrying a small case.

      "Hello, boys," he said, taking in the pictures on the wall.  “I didn’t know our boy was an interior decorator.”

      Krahn snorted a short laugh.

      Ray left the room and walked outside, punched in a number on his cell. He felt like Ferkovich was somewhere watching, laughing at him, planning his next attack.

      He got through to the office and began sending people to find out everything they could about Joe Ferkovich.  Where he was from, where he grew up, relatives, living and dead, where he might go.  Ray also considered calling the FBI to see if they could put together a profile of Ferkovich.

      He was pulling out all the stops on this one.

      Ray decided he might even try to get Ferkovich's case on that television show that does re-creations of crimes and then asks the public to help look for fugitives.  What was the name of that show, again? Ray asked himself.  He thought for a minute and then snapped his fingers.  That's right.

      Nation’s Most Wanted.

      Hopefully, they'd take this case.  He'd look into that right away.  In the meantime, he had to find out all he could about Joe Ferkovich.
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      Joe Ferkovich's fingers tightened on the steering wheel as a state trooper, his siren blaring, flew down the freeway in the opposite direction.

      Joe looked in his rearview mirror and, feeling confident he was safe, worked to loosen his grip on the wheel.  He leaned his head back, then to the side, and finally shrugged his shoulders.  The drive so far had been a tense one, and he knew it was still far from over.

      The truck he was driving was stolen.  His former employer, the Capitol Cookie Company, would notice it was gone the next day.  For Joe, it had been an easy decision to steal the truck.  He had the keys to the building, and he knew they kept the inside door to the garage unlocked, so it was just a matter of going in and digging out the keys from the small desk in the corner of the garage.

      It had been a no-brainer to run.

      Joe knew once that bitch got away that she'd go right to the cops, and they'd find out he'd been a client of Harriet Bednarski's and that would be all she wrote.

      He cursed under his breath.

      He never should've gone after the hippie lawyer who had defended him when he got busted for peeping.

      He smiled in the darkness of the night, the flash of his teeth reflected back at him from the windshield.  He'd always liked the young lawyer and her very luscious mouth.

      It had been so easy.

      The lawyer was so stupid, Joe thought to himself.  And weak.

      The truck rolled on, pointed toward the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  He would pass Manitowoc, Green Bay, Marinette and Peshtigo, then turn onto Highway 141 toward Rodgers Bay.

      He would make a stop first, though, to see a friend who lived on the road north.  He would get rid of the truck, and hopefully borrow a vehicle, then he planned to see his sister Mary.  He checked his watch.  Traveling at night was the only way to go.  He would have to speed up a bit to make sure he could get everything done he needed to do by sunrise, when people would be looking for him.

      He rubbed his head.  The headache was coming back.

      And it felt like it was getting worse.
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      "Michael," Beta said over the phone.

      "How's my favorite peddler of flesh?" Mike Sharpe asked.

      "Peddlin' away, baby," she said.

      Mike was sitting at his little dining room table eating some leftover spinach pie Laurie had made.  It was delicious.  She had more ways to make shitty food taste good than anyone he had ever known.  Her lentil soup was out of this world.

      He pushed the plate away and leaned back in his chair.

      "Have you seen the spot?" he asked, knowing what the answer would be before he even uttered the question.

      "I thought it was great, you looked good."

      He laughed inwardly, well aware of the fact that she probably hadn't seen the commercial and would make little effort to do so.  Not because she was a bad person, but agents were busy.  It was more time efficient to lie than to cater to every client’s needs.

      "Anyway," she said, "on to bigger and better things."

      Mike took a drink from his bottle of mineral water and listened.

      "I got a call from the producers of the Nation’s Most Wanted, have you seen the show?"

      "Sure."  He and Laurie had watched the show from time to time, whenever they felt like they needed to be reminded of just how violent the world can be.

      Mike was of the impression that this was exactly what the programs called themselves:  reality programming.  What you saw on the screen had actually happened. This kind of stuff went on day and night in every city in America and if you weren't prepared to accept that, then you were in complete denial.

      "How'd you like to be on it?" Beta broke in, bringing Mike back to the topic at hand.

      "What makes you think I haven’t already?" he asked.

      His agent, always pressed for time, ignored the joke.  “Apparently, there's a serial killer in Milwaukee who is on the loose, and the Milwaukee Police Department want the killer to be profiled on the show."

      "How did this all get around to me?"

      "Apparently, you look exactly like the serial killer.  The show’s producers tracked me down and that's why I'm on the phone now," her voice took on a lightly sarcastic tone, "giving you the quality time you deserve."

      Mike was intrigued but tried not to show it.

      "So, Beta, is this a good thing?"

      He heard her hesitate just the slightest.

      "Of course it is,” she said.  “You actually get to play a bad guy, unlike all of your spokesman commercials. Plus the show is broadcast across the country, and it's work."

      Mike thought for a minute.

      "I assume there's a quick turnaround on this?" he guessed.

      "The producers are waiting for you to do a quick read this afternoon, and then they'll call me before end of day to let me know if it's a go."

      "All right," he sighed, "what's the address?"

      She gave it to him, along with a condensed version of her usual pep talk.

      "So I guess crime really does pay,” he said.

      "Let’s hope so,” she responded and then disconnected.

      Mike set his cell phone on the table, changed clothes, hopped in the Camry and headed over to the address in Studio City.

      The receptionist showed Mike to the appropriate office and a man dressed in jeans, a blue jean shirt and a baseball cap rose from a deep, black leather chair as Mike entered.  He was tall and lanky with tufts of gray hair sprouting out from underneath his baseball cap, and his gray beard was neatly trimmed.

      "Hi Mike, Dean Harwell, nice to meet you," he said, offering his hand.

      Mike shook it.

      Dean Harwell was a well-traveled director whose claim to fame had been a popular television show in the seventies called, Chicken Feed, a sitcom based around the antics of employees at a fried chicken restaurant.

      "Hey Mike.  Curtis Bentley, good to see you," said a short, balding man in an Armani suit with suspenders and a bright red tie.

      "Thanks Curtis, for giving me the chance to read for you."

      Bentley gave a wave of his hand as if to say, "ah, forget about it," and gestured Mike to a chair next to Harwell, across from his glass desk.

      The office was filled with Hollywood memorabilia, as well as pictures of young children who Mike assumed the show had helped ‘discover.’  Bentley was a well-known producer in town who often ventured back and forth between television projects and feature films, not a feat every producer in Hollywood could pull off.

      "There you are, Cynthia," said Bentley as a tall, casually dressed woman entered the office.  She had red hair piled high on her head and was carrying a large bottled water.

      "Mike, Cynthia Broggins, our casting director."

      Mike shook hands with the woman then they got down to business.

      "Did Beta tell you what we had in mind?" asked Harwell.

      Mike nodded.  "She said you were considering me for the part of a serial killer in one of the re-enactments?"

      Bentley answered.

      "Yeah, there's an amazing likeness," he said, nodding toward Cynthia, who then handed Mike a mug shot photo.

      The attached form gave the name of Joseph P. Ferkovich.

      Mike looked at the photo.

      "I guess I look a little bit like him," he said.  "His nose is thicker and I think my face is wider, but yeah, I can see the resemblance.  Except for that messed up eye."

      "We'll take care of that with a contact lens, no problem," said Cynthia.

      Mike looked again at the picture of the killer.

      "You're both from Wisconsin," said Harwell, a small smile on his face.

      "Small world," Mike said.

      "Let's go over the script, guys," Bentley interrupted, adopting a let's-get-down-to-business tone.

      For the next ten minutes they had Mike act out the action of the scene in which Joe Ferkovich breaks into Harriet Bednarski's apartment and kills her.

      When they were done the men thanked Mike, and Cynthia turned him over to a production assistant who took him to a small studio where she snapped pictures of him.

      Mike made the drive back to his apartment, stopping briefly to pick up some beer and a pizza for dinner with Laurie.  When he got home, the red light was blinking on his answering machine and it was Beta's voice, telling him he got the part and that he should be back at the studio the following afternoon.

      Mike crossed the kitchen and turned the oven to four hundred degrees, pulled the pizza out of its box, and popped it in.

      He set the table, lit a candle and placed it in the center of the table, then grabbed a bottle of beer and sat on the couch.

      Well, he thought, it couldn't be any worse than playing a toll booth attendant.  Mike wasn't nuts about contributing to society's paranoia, but it would be a good paycheck, good exposure, and give he and Laurie some spending money when they went on vacation next week.

      He heard Laurie pull her car into the driveway and he met her at the door.

      Before she could say anything, he adopted a menacing stare.

      "Stop me before I kill again," he said, and she came into his arms, both of them laughing as they stumbled toward the bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      "What have you got for me?" Ray asked.

      "Nothing you weren't expecting,” Kellen said.  “Same cause of death, asphyxiation, and similar evidence of assault as the previous victim."

      Ray scribbled on his notepad, thanked Kellen, and disconnected.

      Patrick Krahn stopped by Ray’s desk.  “Hey Ray, you might be interested in this."

      Ray had asked his team for details of any similar murders that could be found in the national violent offenders database.

      “I think I've got two matches,” Krahn said. “Two years ago, a woman was found in Detroit, Michigan.  She'd been strangled to death, and all her teeth were pulled and her body was dumped in the Detroit River."

      "You said two matches."

      "A year later, the body of an 8-year-old girl was found in Huntington Woods, a suburb of Detroit.  Same thing.  Teeth knocked out, asphyxiated."

      "And I'm guessing the cases remain unsolved," said Ray.

      "Yes.”

      "All right."

      Krahn left and Ray’s cell phone began to vibrate.

      "Mitchell."

      "Ray, how ya doin'?"  It was Paul Casey.

      "I'd be doing a lot better if I had some matches, my friend."

      "You got 'em."

      "Both scenes?" asked Ray.

      "We got a latent off the girl's face, and quite a few from the lawyer's house, all matches with Ferkovich's prints."

      "Thanks, Paul."

      "How's it going?"

      "Making some progress.  If I can find him, he'll be going away for a long time."

      "Let me know if there's anything else I can do."

      "Thanks, I will."

      Ray hung up the phone, picked up his notebook, and headed to the conference room down the hall.  He had set up a war room specifically to track down Joseph P. Ferkovich.  Several computers had been brought in, as well as a printer, fax, and the chalkboard at the head of the room featured some of Ray's chicken scratchings.

      He’d even been able to get additional detectives pulled from vice to do some of the legwork.

      More people began filing into the small room and Ray got everyone's attention.

      "All right, Tony, what'd you find out?"

      Tony Halaska had been working vice for the last two years.  He was a small, unkempt man with slate gray eyes.

      "I talked to Ferkovich’s boss at the Capitol Cookie Company.  He didn't like Ferkovich, said he was competent at best, but that lately he'd been coming to work late, sluffing off, said he would've fired him but he was so hard up for workers he couldn't afford to."

      The detective closed his notebook.

      "I talked to a couple other people who worked with him and they said pretty much the same thing.  One guy, who said he was probably the closest thing to a friend Ferkovich had, said he had a crude sense of humor and that the only thing they had in common was fishing. Apparently, this guy had a cabin up north and he used to talk to Ferkovich about fishing.  That's all I got."

      Ray nodded toward a detective seated at the far end of the table.

      "Adams."

      The detective spoke with a baritone voice, sounding like his vocal cords had seen too much whiskey and cigarettes.

      "All of the names were cleared but one," he said.  "A James Tomczak, of Iron Mountain, Michigan, which is right across from Wisconsin in the U.P."

      The detective looked up from his notes.

      "I talked to him and he said he knew Ferkovich when they were kids, and they used to fish together off and on but that he hadn't seen him in years."

      "Do you believe him?" Ray asked.

      "That's hard to tell over the phone, but yeah, he seemed like a straight shooter, no hesitation in his answers."

      Mitchell nodded, picking up his own notebook.

      "OK, here's what I found out.   Joseph Paul Ferkovich was born November 20, 1967, in Florence, Wisconsin, to Oneida and Ed Ferkovich.  He has an older sister named Mary.  Oneida worked as a waitress and Ed was mostly unemployed. He worked hard at drinking and not much else.  In 1971, when Joe was four, Ed stabbed Oneida, non-fatally, took the kids to an abandoned mine, beat them and raped them, then fled.  He was caught and sentenced to thirty years in prison, but before he could finish doing his time, he was murdered by another inmate."

      Ray paused and took a long drink of lukewarm coffee.

      "Mary had internal bleeding and Joe was diagnosed with severe head trauma and severe damage to his left eye.  They both survived, and what was left of the family moved to Detroit, Michigan, where the kids lived with their mother until her death ten years later.  She died of heart failure and complications brought on by prolonged alcohol abuse."

      He set down his notepad and picked up a computer printout. “It appears that Joe was on his own from then on out and, not coincidentally, that's when his rap sheet starts."

      Ray took a pencil and went down the list.

      "Breaking and entering, criminal trespassing, assault, disorderly conduct."

      Mitchell put down the rap sheet and went back to his notes.

      "He then spent time in Michigan's juvenile detention facilities for the next few years, then wound up back in minimum security prison.  He got out and came to Wisconsin where it looks like he kept his nose clean for a long time, but he may have just been a bit smarter at this point.  According to the prison psychologist he has a fairly high I.Q."

      He set down his notes and placed his hands on the back of the chair in front of him.

      "From there, he was relatively quiet until the indecent exposure charge, for which Harriet Bednarski defended him.  However, he may be responsible for two other unsolved murders in Michigan, but that's all confidential until we know more."

      Ray looked around the room.

      "His sister Mary is an elementary school teacher in Rodgers Bay, Michigan.  She said she hadn't heard from Joe in almost five years and seemed totally oblivious to what was going on.  However, I checked with the minimum security prison Ferkovich was sent to and according to their records, he did receive some letters from her over the course of the three years he was there."

      Everyone in the room seemed to step up their focus.

      "We checked his phone records for the last year and he didn't make any calls that we know of to her."

      Ray straightened up.

      "Comments?" he asked.

      A patrol cop in street clothes spoke up.

      "We've sent Ferkovich's picture to just about every police station in the state, but we've heard nothing so far."

      "Unless he's got a place to hole up here," Ray said, "and it doesn't sound like that's the case, he's got to get the hell out of Dodge.  His picture is in all the papers and on the news, and unless he wears sunglasses constantly, that lazy eye of his sticks out like a sore thumb, not to mix metaphors or body parts."

      The ad hoc committee let out a collective chuckle, but one that failed to mask the tension everyone was feeling.

      "He's got to ditch that cookie truck, it's a dead giveaway," said the cop in street clothes, referencing the tip they’d gotten from Ferkovich’s employer.

      "Do you think he'll run to Chicago?" someone asked.

      "He should," said Ray, "but he won't.  He knows northern Wisconsin and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan a whole lot better than Chicago, and it will be a helluva lot easier for him to hide up there than down in the big city."

      Ray paced at the front of the room.

      "Besides, some parts of the U.P. are so remote it'd take the National Guard to find him, especially if he knows his way around the woods.  And there are a few in the U.P. who hate anything to do with the cops and the government."

      Ray checked his watch.

      "Well, we know this, he'll kill again, and the time between his killings is getting shorter.  We've got to get him, and get him soon.”

      “He’ll be featured on Nation’s Most Wanted?” someone asked.

      "This week's episode," answered Ray.  "Hopefully, we'll have caught him by then but if not, it will certainly put the pressure on him. I’ve reached out to the cops up near his sister’s place and his old stomping grounds. Asked them to keep their eyes and ears open."

      He scooped up his papers and started for the door.

      "All right, I'm going to talk to the chief.”
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      Joe Ferkovich stood on the small dirt mound next to the dried-out ravine in which the stolen truck now sat.

      He dragged the last scrap of the tin siding material over the top of the truck, which was now completely covered from above, and would look like nothing more than a low-roofed metal storage shed to a helicopter flying overhead.

      Joe had driven from Milwaukee to the U.P. in less than three hours, thanks in no small part to the truck's dual fuel tanks and the fact that Joe hadn't stopped once, opting to piss on the truck's floor rather than risking a stop.

      Under the cover of night, he knew there'd be little chance anyone would spot him, but he knew that come daylight driving around in the cookie truck would be a dead giveaway.

      He'd remembered the way to Jimmy Tomczak's with remarkable clarity considering that it had been years since his last visit.

      Joe stepped off the mound and walked partially up the ravine's bank, taking one last look at the truck.

      If someone actually walked into the ravine, they would be able to see the truck, but the two men were confident no one would be coming here anytime soon.

      "It's Miller Time, baby," said Tomczak, standing at the top of the ravine's bank and wiping the sweat from his forehead with his shirt sleeve.

      The two friends trudged back up the hill, then down the narrow dirt road that ran between an abandoned tractor and a tiller before it swung by the back of the one-story house marked by peeling paint and overgrown weeds.

      Tomczak had purchased the house some fifteen years earlier for a song, even though it came with fifteen acres and was located at the foot of the Porcupine Mountains, about a half hour from Rodgers Bay and the shores of Lake Superior.

      It was the perfect place for Tomczak, who liked everything about hunting and fishing and absolutely nothing about people.  There were two decent trout streams within walking distance of the house, and a large spring-fed lake full of pike and walleye about two miles away.  Jimmy also killed plenty of deer, rabbit and squirrels, whenever the hell he wanted to, adding them to the pot and taking a load off his grocery bills.

      He worked part-time at Tucker's Plumbing Supply where he put together water pumps.  His quota was sixty a day, a feat that was easily attainable as he’s always been good with his hands.

      Occasionally, maybe once or twice a year when he was feeling horny, he would drive over to Osceola, the small town near the Army base, and find a hooker at one of the little bars that catered to the servicemen who had weekend passes and nowhere to go.  The Army bases in the U.P. were closing fast due to budget cuts and the towns, as well as the real estate prices, were suffering.

      Tomczak hoped the whores would stay, even if the jobs were leaving.

      "I appreciate you lettin' me dump the truck, Jimmy" said Joe Ferkovich, tipping back in the vinyl chair in the kitchen.  He thought he saw the tail of a rat as it scurried behind the refrigerator.

      "Don't worry, when we catch the bass that should be spawning right about now over at Mud Lake, you can do all the cleaning."

      Joe laughed.

      Tomczak studied the label on the side of his beer.  When Joe had arrived in the middle of the night, he hadn't asked any questions, and when Joe said they had to hide the truck, he still hadn't stuck his nose in his friend's business.  But now he was curious.

      "Am I going to get a visit from the cops anytime soon, Joe?"  Joe's smile faded.

      "Probably.  But I'll be out of here soon, so don't worry about it."

      There was an awkward silence, broken at last by Joe.

      "Why don't you give me the grand tour?" he asked.

      Tomczak grabbed another longneck from the fridge and said, "Sure, but don't blink or you'll miss it."

      He led Joe from the kitchen into the living room which featured thick orange carpeting and moldy wood paneling, a rotten couch and a radio propped along a window ledge.  A small bedroom was off to the left of the living room and Joe glimpsed a single, twin mattress pushed against the far wall.

      Tomczak walked over to the only piece of furniture in the living room, the gun cabinet.

      He opened the glass door and began pulling out shotguns, handing them one at a time to Joe, who commented favorably on each weapon before handing it back. It was quite a collection, Joe thought.  There were over-and-unders, side-by-sides, pumps, single shots, combination shotgun rifles, and he even had a black powder rifle.

      Tomczak leaned down and opened a drawer.  Inside were handguns, neatly arranged in rows by caliber.  He first handed Joe a .44 Colt Anaconda with a six-inch barrel, then a Ruger GP100 .357 Magnum, followed by a Ruger .41 Magnum.  Joe liked the heft of the Ruger.

      "Let's shoot something," Joe said.

      "I've got some empty bottles in the kitchen," his friend answered.

      As Tomczak rummaged around the kitchen gathering empty bottles, Joe reached into the drawer and found the .41 Magnum cartridges.  He popped the cylinder and fed six shells into their respective chambers, and then quietly snapped the cylinder shut.  Now the balance on the Ruger was perfect, it felt stronger in Joe's hand.  His head started to hurt as he approached the kitchen.

      Joe walked into the kitchen, put the muzzle of the gun against the back of Tomczak’s head and pulled the trigger. The sound was monstrously loud in the small room and brain matter splattered onto the front of the refrigerator.

      Tomczak sunk to the floor of the kitchen and Joe looked down at him. His friend's face was peaceful, his mouth slightly parted.

      The headache was going away.

      He lifted his dead friend over his shoulder and carried him to the basement stairwell where he unceremoniously dumped him down the stairs.

      Blood had dripped onto Joe's shirt, so he went into the bedroom and got a clean one from Tomczak’s closet.

      He dug up a baseball cap and put it on, then walked outside, around the house, to where Jimmy's truck was parked.  The keys were in the ignition.

      Joe went around to the small garage next to the house and quickly found fishing poles, tackle boxes and waders, which he carried back to the truck.  He opened the camper topper and set the fishing gear inside, then went back and got the plastic bait bucket as well as the metal minnow pail with the mesh screen.

      He went back into the house, found a pen and a pad of paper, and wrote a sign:  "Fishing - Back in a few days."  He taped the note to the inside of the front door, locked both the front and back doors, then climbed into the pickup truck and left.

      The sun would be up soon and he needed to get to Rodgers Bay as quickly as possible.
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      After everyone from the meeting dispersed, the door to an adjoining room opened and a man entered the room.  He went to the coffee machine and poured the last of the pot into his Styrofoam cup.

      He added cream and sugar, then stepped outside the room to make sure no one was hanging just outside the door, discussing the revelations learned in the meeting.

      He walked to the stairwell, went down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk, where he lit up a cigarette and took out his cell phone.

      "Give me Nancy Bishop," he said.

      There was a pause, and then he heard her voice.

      He looked around to make sure no one was nearby and then he smiled.

      "You are going to love this..."
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      Ralph Aaron, news director for Channel 6, looked up from his desk as his door burst open and Nancy Bishop stormed in, her face set as if ready for a battle.

      "Sure, come on in," he called out sarcastically, as she was already standing in front of his desk.

      His eyes drifted over her shoulder to the fly fishing calendar he had put on the far wall.  When a highly unpleasant task was facing him, it had become habit for Aaron to look longingly at the fisherman captured in brilliant four-color, casting a dry fly under a thick stand of mangroves in hopes of snagging a snook.

      Ralph Aaron was a year and a half away from retirement when he would at last make the move to Southwest Florida, to fish everyday in the fabled Ten Thousand Islands.  Soon, deciding which species of fish to pursue would be the weightiest thing on his mind, that and what kind of beer to start drinking on the way back to the boat landing after a hard day of fishing under the hot Florida sun.

      "I know where Ferkovich is," she said.

      Aaron waited.

      "Here's what the cops know.  Ferkovich killed Lisa Young, Harriet Bednarski and he tried to kill Bednarski's friend but she got away and was able to give a good physical description, enough for the cops to come up with his name."

      Aaron waited, and she went on.

      "In each of the murders, he pulled the victim's teeth before he strangled them."

      She sat down in one of the chair's facing Aaron's desk, and pulled it closer.

      "They suspect Ferkovich has killed before.  There was a girl and a woman, separate incidents, in or near Detroit.  Both of them also had their teeth pulled and were asphyxiated.  I've got Hopkins working on that."

      Hopkins was Susan Hopkins, a junior reporter who Aaron had assigned to assist Bishop in the Ferkovich story.

      "But here's the thing:  we know Ferkovich had a traumatic childhood, mainly at the hands of his father.  He went through it all with his sister Mary, who now lives in Rodgers Bay in the U.P."

      "So you think that just because they went through a hellish childhood together that he's going to run to her?"  Aaron asked.  He shook his head.  "Come on, Nancy, that's way too thin."

      "The cops also know that when Ferkovich was in prison in Michigan, he kept in close contact with only one person."

      Aaron forced himself to take his eyes off the calendar.

      "Let me guess, his sister," he said, shaking his head.  "It's not enough, so they were pen pals when he needed someone, anyone to help him deal with prison, so what?  What does she do for a living?"

      "She's a schoolteacher," Nancy replied.

      "An educator for Christ's sake, of course she's going to write her brother. She probably thought he was capable of rehabilitation, it's her job to think people can be changed.  Come on Nancy, this is bullshit.  Cancel your trip up north and stay here where the story is, Hopkins can't handle this end of the story alone."

      "With all due respect, sir, you're wrong," Bishop said, her voice matter-of-fact. "This guy is from Michigan and Wisconsin, he's gone up north fishing with one of his few, if not only, friends. His sister lives in the U.P.  He's got nowhere else to go."

      She was jabbing her finger in the general direction of her boss with each emphatic point.

      "The U.P. is a place you can get lost.  The Porcupine Mountains are almost completely uninhabited.  There are areas along the Lake Superior shoreline that are as rugged and brutal as Northern Canada, and quite a few folks who live there do so because they don't like people, especially authority, and they prefer to live with a beer in one hand and a rifle in the other."

      She sat back in her chair.

      "It's the perfect place for him to go, and I guarantee," she said quietly, "some hillbilly television station in the U.P. is going to cover the capture of Joseph P. Ferkovich while I'm stuck in Milwaukee interviewing some distant cousin of his who remembers Cousin Joe seemed like a nice boy."

      Nancy Bishop stood.

      "You can sit in here and look at your goddamn fishing calendar, but I'm walking out this door right now, and I'm grabbing the first cameraman and truck I see, and I'm going to Rodgers Bay, Michigan, to wait for a serial killer. I'll come back with the story that no one else in this city had the foresight to chase down."

      She headed for the door.

      "You can fire me when I get back," she said, and slammed the door behind her.

      Aaron looked at the back of his door, then slowly his eyes drifted up to the picture of the fisherman knee-deep in beautiful, twinkling blue water.

      He would reassign a more senior reporter to help Hopkins cover the smaller stories down here and hope with all his might that Bishop was right and that Ferkovich was heading up north, where he'd run smack dab into the cops and Nancy would be there to scoop every other reporter in the state, hell, the nation.

      He would do it not because he gave a shit about journalism or his standing at the station.

      No, he would do it because if she succeeded, their ratings would go up, the station would make more money, and he'd get a bigger chunk of profit sharing dumped into his retirement fund.

      Which meant that he could say good-bye to his job and Nasty Bitch Nancy Bishop all that much sooner.
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      Time was always the question.  How long before someone would find Tomczak?

      Time.  It was almost always working against him.

      He drove the pickup truck north on a country road that ran roughly parallel to the main highway.  He was far enough away from the house to avoid having the truck recognized by a local cop, and it was much safer than the main highway where state troopers might be on the lookout for him.

      Joe’s thoughts on the drive had mostly been devoted to how much time he had.

      Factored into those considerations, of course, was how long he could go before he needed to satisfy himself again.  He felt his heart lighten at the thought, a flood of adrenaline roused his libido.

      It was shocking how much more quickly he was becoming ready.

      Joe weighed his options.  What he really wanted to do was go to Canada.  He’d never been across the border, but he pictured Canada to be something like the United States only fifty years earlier.  In other words, more innocent, naïve and unsuspecting.

      Which was perfect for him.

      He’d find a medium-sized city or large town, get some menial job and then find a few women that needed his special services.

      Joe smiled at the thought.

      Yep, a few in one town, then move on.  It would take awhile for the Canadian cops to realize that Joe Ferkovich from the U.S. was now up in their country having his way with Canadian bitches. And by the time they did figure it out, he’d just keep moving west and north.  Canada was a huge country, after all.  He could get lost up there forever.

      But how to get there?

      That was the goddamn question, he thought.

      No doubt he would have to sneak in illegally.  He didn’t even own a passport.  So if he got caught going in, it would be all over.

      No, he would have to put off Canada for now.  Let some of the heat blow over until he could figure out a way to sneak in.

      He needed a safe spot where he could hide out for awhile, try to avoid his urges, even though he knew that was next to impossible.

      If he couldn’t resist he would just have to be smart about it.

      And the smartest thing he could do was to stash himself where no one would think to look for him.

      He had just the place in mind.
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      The town sat along two curving strips of land that served to encircle the small body of Lake Superior water known as Rodgers Bay.

      A burgeoning shipping industry had built the majority of the town at the turn of the century, but after the industry dropped off in the 1950s, tourism became the number one game in town.

      Although its charter fishing fleet was small and there was no forecast for a large increase, the harbor had undergone a comprehensive, eleven million dollar rehabilitation, designed to lure more boats from the bigger towns downstate, as well as bring in more tourists.

      It was an expense residents griped about, mainly because their taxes went way up, and no one seemed to think tourists would pour into town to see their new harbor.

      But their opinions were ignored and new, wider sidewalks had been completed, a huge play structure resembling a ship was installed, and the harbor's main complex was also home to the new Great Lakes Museum which featured memorabilia from the turn-of-the-century shipping yards located in Rodgers Bay.

      The harbor had slips for three hundred boats, although less than half of them were currently occupied.

      In Slip 31, a light flickered on in the cabin of the thirty-three foot Sea Ray as Sarah Ross put a pot of coffee on the stove.  Her husband, Rocco, was still snoring soundly and she'd let him get another fifteen minutes in before she woke him up.

      She enjoyed this part of the morning, before serious preparations would begin in anticipation of the clients, who would be arriving at approximately six a.m.

      Sarah savored her cup of coffee, listened to the waves lap against the boats, and watched dawn break out over the big lake.

      She and Rocco had worked all their lives to get to this point.  They had built a catering service from the ground up and put their hearts and souls into the business.  It was a success, and after twenty years of throwing parties for everyone else, they threw one for themselves and promptly turned the business over to their two daughters.

      They then bought the boat and launched, quite literally, their second dream, that of starting a charter fishing service to fish for the bountiful lake trout in the cold blue waters of Lake Superior.  They took clients out sporadically, never booking more than two or three outings a week.  They were, after all, supposed to be semi-retired.

      This morning, a thin blanket of fog had settled in and a few seagulls had already begun the day's work, soaring high over the boats, patiently waiting for the inevitable bait to be spilled before the fishermen set out for their fishing quests.

      Sarah sat on the edge of the pier, her feet dangling above the water, and she heard the gentle rattle of fishing poles as a man emerged from the fog at the other end of the harbor.

      Sarah thought it a bit early for fishermen to be arriving as she was always the first one up around here, but he seemed to know where he was going.

      She watched him slow down around the corner of the horseshoe and she realized he was looking at the names of the boats.  Finally, he stopped at one and very purposely climbed on board, stowed his gear and disappeared below deck.

      Sarah thought it odd the man would be invited to a fishing boat so early in the morning and then the person who had most likely invited him wasn't here yet.  But, the man seemed to have no problem making himself at home.

      He must be good friends with whoever owns that boat, she thought to herself.

      She squinted her eyes and could just make out the name of the boat.

      Teacher's Pet.

      Sarah downed the last of her coffee and her old joints creaked as she stood up.  Time to get the old man up and get ready for a day of fishing.

      He'd slept long enough.
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      In 1975 in the Rodgers Bay Elementary School, there was one classroom that had blue carpet.  It was the only room in the entire school system with carpet of this color.

      It was here, in this room, that the children labeled “developmentally disabled” were taught.

      There was one row of desks for the students, two bookcases, and a corner chest with toys designed to teach the children basic lessons as well as simple motor skills.

      Nothing in the room was breakable or presented a choking hazard.

      To the rest of the student body, the children assigned to this room were known as “blue roomers,” a name the other students would often chant in ridicule.

      It was to this room that a young boy named Hank Campbell was sent.  Just ten years old at the time, Hank was close to six feet tall and weighed nearly one hundred and sixty pounds, much of the weight coming from his deep chest and incredibly muscular arms and shoulders.

      Both of his parents had been killed in an auto accident. Later reports showed the father to be drunk while driving.

      At that time, the teacher assigned to the Blue Room was Anita Karpinsky, a cute, perky blonde with octagonal glasses who seemed to attract scores of admiring glances from the school's many male teachers.

      At first, she was intimidated by Hank Campbell.  Once, when the children were reading a lesson, Miss Karpinsky took the time to rearrange her filing cabinets.  When she tried to move one, she found it was much too heavy for her.  Without having been asked, Hank walked over and lifted the file cabinet, as well as the one stacked on top of it, and carried it across the room.  It was a feat she later described to the physical education teacher who tried to repeat the process, but only managed to lift the cabinets off the ground several inches before dropping them back onto the floor.

      Anita Karpinsky was petite, but also possessed an inner strength that few people glimpsed.  It was a trait that was put to the test the day Hank Campbell came to class at the ripe old age of eleven, reeking of alcohol.

      His foster parents kept a well-stocked bar in the basement rec room.  It had been off-limits to their five adopted children until Hank broke the lock off the cabinet and had his first drink of the tonic that he instantly realized he could never live without.

      That weekend, Hank took two bottles of whiskey and went out to the woods where he promptly drank one and passed out.  When he woke up the next morning, he sneaked back into his bedroom where his parents had not missed him.

      On Monday, Hank dressed for school as he normally did, but this time a slight bulge protruded from beneath his jacket.  On the way to school, he stopped inside the garage of a classmate and drank half of the remaining bottle.  It was enough.

      The first thing Anita Karpinsky noticed about her student was that Hank, unlike his usual plodding self, seemed to be far more energized and active than normal.  She began class by writing the day’s lessons on the chalkboard, but was interrupted by a squeal.  She turned in time to see Hank groping a female student.

      Stunned, Miss Karpinsky rushed in and yanked Hank’s hands away.  Without a second’s hesitation, Hank stood and punched her.

      The perky blonde fell backwards, her jaw cracked in three places.  She struggled to her feet and made it to the principal's office, where the secretaries called the police.

      It took five police offers to subdue Hank and his fists, and by the time he was safely locked inside a squad car, Miss Karpinsky was joined by a fellow teacher with broken ribs and a police officer with a hairline fracture of the skull.

      It had been Hank Campbell's first brush with the law, but it would not be the last.  Over the years, as Hank's body continued to grow, so did his transgressions.

      Of course, no one, not even Anita Karpinsky, could have predicted the infamy Hank Campbell, the King Blue Roomer of them all, would help bring to the good people of Rodgers Bay.
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      In a trailer on the outskirts of Rodgers Bay, Michigan, Hank Campbell stood in all of his glorious naked manhood, all six feet five inches and three hundred and ninety pounds of him.  Since his time in the blue room, he had come a long way physically, if not geographically.

      His chest was covered with thick, greasy hair, as were his stomach, back, arms, hands and feet.

      Buried under the hair and burned into the top of his thick fat were many tattoos, rendered completely unrecognizable by their environment. Thick jowls, deep-set eyes and a florid complexion were the hallmarks of his face.

      He hefted his eleventh beer of the night, and drained the entire can in three huge gulps.

      The inside of the trailer looked like the aftermath of a tornado; debris was scattered everywhere.  In the corner of the living room sat Hank’s chair, a bright, deer-hunting orange La-Z-Boy with oil stains on the head cushion where Hank’s skull rested for up to 8 hours a day.

      About the only thing worse than how the inside of the trailer looked, was how it smelled.  A nearly four hundred pound man who rarely bathed could create quite an aroma inside such cramped quarters.

      Of course, the current smell was nothing compared to the odors emanating from the trailer two years ago.

      In spring of that year, the Rodgers Bay Police Department received complaints of an offensive odor coming from Hank Campbell’s address.

      When they investigated, they discovered the body of Gretchen Campbell, Hank's mother, in the bathtub.  She had been dead for almost a year, and although the body was covered in lime, it had deteriorated significantly.

      Hank had not wanted his “beer money” to be cut short, so he had not reported his mother’s death in order to continue collecting her Social Security check.  He was forced to pay the money back, but he had gotten nearly twenty thousand dollars from the insurance company, which was enough to pay for the funeral and the money due the government, with a little left over.

      The whole affair had humiliated Hank Campbell, as much as he was able to perceive the impression he had made on the rest of the small town.

      He took to cleaning his guns more regularly, and he stayed inside his trailer more. The only other place he had in the whole world was Feit's Saloon in Rodgers Bay.

      There was a stool reserved for Hank at that bar; he had once stopped a bar fight by beating both of the participants to a bloody pulp, and in the process, he had become the unofficial bouncer of the place.  There weren't too many people, no matter how many beers and shots they'd downed, who had the nerve to go up against Hank Campbell.

      Hank scooped the keys off the kitchen counter and grabbed two more beers for the ride down to Feit's.

      It was a cool night, but Hank had all the windows of his Ford Bronco down.  When a person weighs almost four hundred pounds, it isn't easy to stay cool.

      He popped the top to one beer and then opened the glove compartment where he kept his .357 Magnum, and stashed the extra beer inside.

      The radio blared when Hank turned the ignition as he always forgot to turn the radio off and a Bob Seeger song blasted out at him.  He rocked his heavy head in rhythm to the song, and his thick, meaty fingers tapped out the bass line on the steering wheel.

      For Hank Campbell, driving in the Bronco was one of his few joys in life, next to fighting and shooting things.  There was only one problem with driving into Feit's tonight, a problem that Hank had absolute no trouble ignoring.

      His driver's license had been revoked six months ago.
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      Twenty miles away, Ronald Sharpe was putting the last of the logs on the fire in the outdoor pit, when his wife Rose came out of the cabin and joined him.

      "Here you go, dear," she said, handing him a martini.

      She plunked her ample bottom down into one of the chairs on the small, inlaid brick verandah that stood between the cabin and the edge of the quiet lake.

      In the middle of the bricks was a small square of concrete in which a heart had been crudely drawn.  Inside the heart was the inscription "R & R, 1981."

      Ron had insisted on the romantic gesture when they built the verandah the year after they purchased the cabin with its one hundred and seventy feet of shoreline on Lost Lake.  It was the second addition he had made to the place, the first being a rustic, hand-carved sign reading "Lost Lake Lodge" that now hung over the main door to the cabin.

      He and Rose had shopped around for a summer place on Lake Superior,  but had opted instead for the quieter, and cheaper land available on the small, inland lake.  Initially, it was to be their summer retreat, but when retirement came they decided to make it their full-time residence.

      It was about a half-hour drive to Rodgers Bay where they bought their groceries and dined on the occasional night out.

      Ron had been the president of an advertising agency in Milwaukee, and his pension plan had been a good one.  One day, when the money matured a bit more, they might sell the place and go to North Carolina, but for now, the cabin was nice and it held a lot of pleasant family memories for both of them.

      Besides, Mike, their son, would raise bloody hell if they tried to sell the cabin.  Their only child absolutely loved Lost Lake Lodge.

      Ron rose as the fire sparked and popped, then stood back and took a sip of the drink before sitting down in the chair next to his wife of thirty-three years.

      "Looks like it's going to rain," he said.

      Rose looked at the sky and noted the dark clouds making their appearance on the edge of the horizon.

      "I hope it doesn't delay Mike's flight," she said, her maternal instincts kicking into gear like a well-oiled machine.

      "He'll be fine," Ron said.

      The pontoon boat was tied securely to the dock and Ron had remembered to pull the tarp over the firewood pile.  It wouldn't take long to batten down the hatches if a storm was coming.

      Ron had spent part of his day getting the gear ready for Mike's arrival.  It had become a bit of a tradition for he and his son to go fishing their first day at Lost Lake Lodge.  The lake held plenty of good-sized bass and the occasional walleye.  But what made the fishing spectacular was the fact that the DNR planted trout in the lake every spring.

      Ron wasn't a big trout fisherman, but he loved fishing for northern pike, the toothy predator that could wreak havoc on fishermen and their equipment, and the pike in this lake were fat from the innocent and naive hatchery-raised trout.

      He had charged the trolling battery in the boat so they could approach the small bays of the lake in total silence.

      They would have a field day.

      "So is this Laurie the one?" Rose asked him, startling him out of his fishing reverie.

      She took a sip of her Brandy Manhattan and before he could answer, continued.

      "She'd better be, he's getting old."

      "I'll be sure and tell him you said that."

      Rose smiled at the thought of her son objecting to being labeled as "getting old," but she was right, and as a mother, it was her job to tell her son exactly what he didn't want to hear.

      "What does she do for a living?" Ron asked.

      "She's a photographer."

      Ron smiled

      Rose looked at her husband.

      "What's so funny?"

      "I always knew he'd marry someone artistic."

      "Marriage?" Rose asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Who said anything about marriage?"

      Ron sipped his martini.

      "I've got a feeling about this one," he said.

      "Oh, and when did you become so perceptive?"

      Ron stabbed the olive at the bottom of his martini and popped it into his mouth.

      "How many other girls has he brought here?" he asked, looking out of the corner of his eye at his wife.

      There was a pause as she considered the question.

      "None," she answered.

      He smiled broadly and leaned back in his chair.

      A loon called out to them from the middle of the lake.
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      The grip truck, emblazoned with the Nation’s Most Wanted logo on its side, was parked outside a small coffee shop near Venice Beach.  The name of the popular local hangout was Cafe! Cafe!, but today the sign read Java House.  Although it was still early in the morning, a small crowd of neighbors had gathered to watch the action.

      Cables snaked across the yard and into the shop, where grips and production assistants were scurrying back and forth, setting up lights and reflectors, taking light meter readings, and trying as unobtrusively as possible to raid the craft table for its ample supply of bagels, cream cheese and orange juice.

      Since the shop was essentially closed for business during the filming, which would last well into the afternoon, the crew would have to settle for bland coffee in Styrofoam cups.

      Seated on a chair near the playback monitor, Mike Sharpe was struggling to deal with one of the worst headaches of his life.  He shook three Tylenol capsules into his hand, popped them in his mouth, and chased them down with a swig of coffee loaded with sugar.

      It was this goddamned contact lens.

      The lens itself felt fine, but it partially obscured the vision of his left eye, since the cornea had to appear to be floating to the outside corner of Mike's eye, just like the real Joe Ferkovich.

      The effect was like wearing a pair of sunglasses where one of the lenses was knocked out. The difference in light created an imbalance, which in turn left the actor with a stab of pain originating in the area of the forehead over his left eye that ran all the way to the top of his head.

      He supposed it was appropriate, though.  In the time since he'd gotten the part, he visited the library and read up on serial killers, where he learned that psychoses can sometimes be associated with dizziness, hallucinations, and migraine headaches.

      This was method acting at his best, he told himself.

      "Let's go people!" called Dean Harwell, the director.

      "Why are you looking over there?" he asked Mike, referencing the crooked eye.  "I'm standing right in front of you."

      Mike laughed.

      "You wouldn't be laughing if your head hurt as much as mine does."

      "Hey, it's not like it'll kill you," the director said, continuing the black humor.  “Now come over here, Mike," he continued, guiding him over to his mark.  Harwell stepped back and looked in the camera.

      "Makeup!" he called out, and brought Mike back to his chair.

      Harwell had on cowboy boots and he placed one on the bottom rung of Mike's chair, peering closely at the actor's face.

      "Darken the sides here," he said to the makeup girl, gesturing at Mike's jawline, then above his cheekbones, "and here."

      Mike watched as she patted his face with a mascara pad.

      "I've had pancake on before, but this feels like a triple stack from IHOP," he said.

      "Yeah," she said, "look on the bright side, you'll be building up your neck muscles."

      Harwell called out to the rest of the crew.

      "Let's do it, people!"

      Mike walked over to his mark, a small table with a cappuccino cup and a newspaper sitting on top of it.  He was wearing casual, nondescript clothing, jeans and a tan oxford.

      He didn't feel like a killer.

      "Meredith, are you ready?" yelled the director.

      Meredith Burns was playing Lisa Young who, according to Mike's script, had been abducted from the coffee shop and murdered by Joe Ferkovich.

      "And Action!" ordered Harwell.

      Meredith Burns, aka Lisa Young, entered the shop and went to the counter.  Mike peered over the top of his newspaper and studied the girl, thinking to himself that if the real victim looked anything like the actress portraying her, she must have been a real looker.

      She took a seat across the room from Mike and Harwell shot different angles of Mike as he kept his eyes on her.  When she left, he followed her out, and it was a movement they had to do twelve times before Harwell decided he had what he wanted.

      "Cut!" the director yelled.

      "Camera move!" the cameraman bellowed, sending the crew into a frenzy.  When the location scouts came across Café Café, they had immediately decided it was the perfect place to film because the small parking lot could serve as the second location.  Shorter trips between locations made for more efficient productions.

      The crew began hauling lights and the camera base to the parking lot, where Harwell and his director of photography were already discussing how they would block out the shot.

      Mike knew it would be at least an hour before they were ready for him, so he dug out his cell and called Laurie.  She was in the darkroom today, developing shots for another magazine cover.

      She answered on the second ring.

      "Are you all packed?" he asked.

      "Just about."

      "Is Buttercup going to have to make an appearance?" he asked.  "Buttercup" was Mike's nickname for himself when he was forced, like an oxen, to lug any of Laurie's luggage around an airport.  He felt she had a slight tendency to overpack.

      "Don't worry, this will be a light load," she said.

      "So, you've cut it down to, like, ten suitcases?"

      "This coming from the guy who's going to have a box load of fishing lures," she countered.

      "The difference is I'll be using all of my stuff, you bring clothes that you call ‘options.’"

      She laughed.

      "How's the shoot going?" Laurie asked.

      Mike turned and looked at the activity in the parking lot.

      "Seems to be going fine. Harwell's a pro, keeps things moving, doesn't agonize over shots too long. We've got one more scene and then I'll be done."

      "Is this the first shoot that's ever actually proceeded according to schedule?" she asked.

      "The very first," he answered.

      He heard the clicks of a computer keyboard and knew she was looking at her latest images, maybe already loading them into Photoshop.

      "How are the pictures looking?" he asked.

      "Not bad," Laurie answered.  Mike knew that in Laurie's terms, "not bad" meant they looked absolutely great.

      "I just need to send them to the editor's office."

      "Then you'll be a free woman."

      Mike could picture her staring at the computer screen, brushing a strand of hair away from her eyes.  He loved watching her work.

      "I can't stop thinking about Lost Lake Lodge, I've been daydreaming about it all day," she said

      He’d had shown Laurie pictures of the rustic cabin with the beautiful lake in the background.

      "I can't wait, either," he said, his mind picturing the interior of the cabin, the flat, mirrored surface of the lake before it gets cut by the point of the canoe, and the smell of woodsmoke.

      "Let's go over the plan," he said, and for the next few minutes, they discussed the timetable.  When Mike was finished shooting, he would go to his apartment, grab his stuff, then head straight to Laurie's for a quick dinner before catching their plane.

      "That sounds good to me," Laurie said.  "I'm really excited about this. I haven't taken a vacation in over three years."

      Mike laughed.  He wasn't so sure how his favorite workaholic was going to handle a week in the northwoods of Michigan.

      "I'm excited about spending a week with you, baby."

      She sighed.

      "Oh Mike, you're such a romantic."

      He thought about the heart his father had drawn in the concrete at Lost Lake Lodge.

      "You think I am now, wait until you see how all that fresh air affects me."

      "Mmm," she said.  "I like the sound of that."

      Over his shoulder, Mike saw the crew scrambling again and he figured Harwell would want him on his mark to make some lighting adjustments.

      "I gotta go, I'll see you in a bit."

      He ended the call and walked over to the craft table, where the breakfast food had now been replaced with candy.  He scooped up a handful of M&Ms and realized how excited he was about the trip to Lost Lake Lodge.  He was also a little scared.  Because the truth was, he hadn't informed Laurie about all of the planning that had gone into the weekend, and had left out a rather significant event that would occur one night when the stars were just right and the moon was casting a gentle glow over Lost Lake.

      He was going to propose to Laurie.

      He'd spent months shopping around for just the right ring. He'd been squirreling away a little bit of money here and a little bit of money there until, along with a hefty line of credit from his bank, he'd had enough to buy her a decent rock.

      Mike walked over to the small trailer that served as headquarters for the director and the talent.  He went into the bathroom and pulled the jewelry box out of his pocket.  The diamond was a round solitaire, just over a carat, small by Hollywood standards but it was all he could afford and Laurie had slender hands, so it would look good in proportion, he rationalized to himself.

      The stone was set on a single gold band that featured a small curve in the middle.

      The way he looked at it, it wasn't fancy, it was elegant.

      He hoped to Christ she said yes.

      He snapped the box closed and left the trailer. Harwell was waving at him and he could see final adjustments being made to the lights and the reflectors.

      Mike's headache was going away, but his stomach was in knots.

      This could be the greatest vacation of his life, he thought to himself.

      Or it could be the worst.
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      State Trooper Ken Lafferty was hopelessly lost.  He braked hard at an intersection, waited for the cloud of dust to pass, then rolled down his windows.

      His GPS was out of whack.  This Tomczak place was impossible to find, these back roads seemed to change names constantly.  Pick a name and stick with it, Trooper Lafferty thought.  It would make my job a whole lot easier.

      Lafferty had spent the majority of the day finishing paperwork on an arrest he'd made two weeks ago, and then finally had the chance to get out of the office and look into the supposed friend of the Milwaukee serial killer. They’d been alerted to the possibility by the lead homicide detective, Ray Mitchell.

      If he is up here, Lafferty reasoned, he's probably driving around trying to find the place just like I am.

      He read the address again, put the car back into drive, and turned right onto another dirt road that rose over a hill.  After doubling back and spending close to twenty minutes following a road he didn't know the name of, he spotted a small house at the end of a winding two-track.

      Trooper Lafferty nosed the cruiser down the driveway, looking for signs of activity.

      He saw none.

      There were no street numbers on the outside of the house, but he spotted a small mailbox next to the front door.  He opened it and found a letter from a credit card company.  It was addressed to one James Tomczak.

      This was the place.

      Lafferty knocked on the front door and put his hand on the butt of his gun, which remained in its holster.

      He waited, then knocked again.

      Still no answer. He used his radio to let the dispatcher know what he was about to do.

      Lafferty pulled his flashlight from his belt and tried to peek through the living room windows, but the curtains were drawn and were too thick to give him a glimpse inside.

      He went back to the front of the house and opened the storm door.  A piece of paper slipped out and landed on his black shoes.

      Gone fishing.  Back in a few days.

      The state trooper taped the note back in place and closed the screen door, wondering how long ago the note had been posted.

      Lafferty went back to his squad car.  He was about to climb back in when he realized that he had no idea how to get back to the main road and would probably spend another hour lost in the sticks.

      And he really had to take a piss.

      He looked behind the house and saw a small path leading back into the woods.

      He walked to the rear of the house and peeked in the windows as he passed them.  The kitchen.  Chairs, a table, couple of bottles of beer.  The trooper continued around the house to the other side where a window, light curtains pulled across, gave him a fuzzy view of the living area of the house.

      He thought he could make out a couch or something like it, and what appeared to be a gun cabinet.  Its door was open.

      Lafferty went around behind the house and saw an abandoned tractor.  The woods were about fifty yards off and he headed in that direction.  As he walked, he noticed slight depressions in the long grass.

      He walked into the woods and looked back to the house.  Not good enough.  On the odd chance someone pulled in, they could see him, and he didn't want to be the state trooper caught with his Johnson out in public.

      Lafferty walked deeper in the woods and urinated against the base of a tree.  Mosquitoes buzzed around his ear.  When he finished, he shook himself, zipped up, and walked to his left where a small clearing overlooked a ravine.

      A flash of white caught his eye.

      He walked down a slight depression then back up a small hill.  At the top of the hill he stopped, looked down, and couldn't believe what he was seeing.

      Police in Milwaukee believed Joe Ferkovich, a serial killer, was driving a cookie truck.

      No doubt the same truck that was now sitting in a ravine less than two hundred yards from where he was standing.

      Lafferty radioed in to the dispatcher to report what he'd found.

      He concentrated on trying to sound calm.
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      "Mitchell."

      "Ray, Soergel."

      Ray immediately went on guard.  Benjamin Soergel rarely adopted the role of hands-on manager, he preferred to remain in the background waiting until he could decide whether to rush in and steal the success or sneak around and lay blame.

      "What can I do for you, sir?" he asked.

      "They found the truck in the U.P."

      "Where?"

      "A Jimmy Tomczak's near Rodgers Bay.  I'd say it's time to hit the warpath, buddy."

      Ray ignored the jab and did some swift calculations in his mind.  If he left in an hour, he would reach Rodgers Bay in four to five hours.

      "I’m on my way.  Who's in control of the crime scene?"

      "The local yokels."

      "I'll scramble Casey and tell him to get his ass up there."

      Ray scribbled down a note to himself.

      "I may join you, Ray," said Soergel.

      Ray rolled his eyes and sighed inwardly.  Politics as usual.

      "Keep me up to date on everything, Ray. I'll see if I can rearrange my workload in time to lend you a hand."

      What workload? Ray wanted to ask.

      He knew the real reason. Soergel wanted to take credit.

      While simultaneously blaming Ray.
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      Cameraman Joel Crumbaker popped the clutch on the Channel 6 news van and struggled in vain to shift the manual transmission into third gear.  The sound of gears clashing reverberated inside the van as the vehicle lurched backward and forward.

      “Jesus, find ‘em, don’t grind ‘em,” Nancy Bishop said.  She blew smoke out of the side of her mouth and looked out of the corner of her eye at the young cameraman in the driver’s seat.

      “When’s the last time you drove a manual on the column?” he countered.

      “Ten bucks says I can drive it a hell of a lot better than you.”

      “Deal.”

      They changed positions and the reporter smoothly engaged the clutch and shifted flawlessly into second, third and finally, fourth gear.  She maneuvered the big van onto the freeway, quickly headed for the passing lane and notched the speedometer at eighty.

      Nancy leaned back and made a slight seat adjustment as she passed three cars who moved over to get out of her way.

      She glanced over at Crumbaker and thought I hope he’s a better cameraman than driver.

      Her mind wandered and she thought how big this story could be. If she nailed this one, it might be the story of her already illustrious career.

      For a brief moment, she entertained thoughts of the wild success that would soon follow a story as big as this.  Maybe she’d work for some of the national stations, or CNN.

      A road sign caught her eye. They were approaching Green Bay.  Another couple of hours and they would be in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.  She checked her watch. There would be just enough time to get to Rodgers Bay and do a little checking around, find Ferkovich’s sister’s house and check into a hotel.

      A ringing interrupted her thoughts and she reached for the cell phone in her purse.

      “Bishop.”

      She listened intently, then said, “Text me the address.” She then thumbed the disconnect button on the phone, collapsed the mouthpiece and tucked the phone back into her bag.

      Her foot tromped on the accelerator and she shot up to the car in front of her in the passing line.  She turned the headlights on and off until the car moved over, allowing her to pass.

      “What’s the deal?” said Crumbaker, buckling his seat belt with a raised eyebrow.

      “They found the stolen truck and another body,” she said.  Without a word, Crumbaker unbuckled his seat belt, crawled into the back of the van and began unpacking his cameras.
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      A small Boston Whaler crept slowly into the harbor, sending gentle waves outward, messengers that rocked the silent occupants of the Rodgers Bay Marina.  The Whaler dutifully adhered to the 5 MPH no-wake zone signs and its captain guided it smoothly into its slip.

      Inside Teacher's Pet, Joe Ferkovich opened his eyes as he felt the boat move under him. He heard the water lap against the side of the hull, and he listened intently until he heard the other boat's engines shut off. Just a fisherman returning from the morning hunt, he thought to himself.

      Soon, he heard the sound of footsteps on the pier, and then the telltale clink of ice cubes as a cooler full of fish was set down near the cleaning tables.  The sound of men cleaning their morning catch and the scent of dead fish wafted its way back to the cabin in which Joe Ferkovich lay still.

      Teacher's Pet was a Bayliner 2, just a year old, and it was powered by a 225 h.p. inboard Merc.  On deck it featured all the latest in electronics and sonar gear, as well as captain's chairs sporting smooth white leather and a dashboard encircled by hand-rubbed teak trim.

      Below, it housed a small but comfortable cabin complete with living room, bedroom, a small galley and ample storage.  Plush carpet covered the floor and there were photos of a man and a woman placed sporadically around the living quarters.  A small black-and-white television was in one corner, sitting on top of an equally sized stereo.  The interior, normally impeccably clean, was now home to empty beer cans and discarded potato chip bags.

      Joe reached out and grabbed another Diet Coke from the twelve-pack sitting just outside the pantry door.  His sister and her husband kept the boat well-stocked for their weekend jaunts around Lake Superior.  Judging by the quality of the boat, Joe figured his brother-in-law's carpet business was doing more than all right.

      There was a small but comprehensive collection of fishing tackle including rods and reels, but Joe knew the boat was mostly used for day trips out to the big lake. His sister had always been a bit of a romantic, despite her upbringing.

      He was looking forward to seeing her.  It had been years, and now it would have to be a little bit longer. Joe figured the cops would be watching Mary's house.

      Stupid cops, he thought to himself.  He'd hole up here and wait it out, kept company only by his memories.

      His crotch stirred at the thought and he settled back, summoning the imagery of his victims, their mouths wrapped around him, their eyes looking at him.  He felt his heartbeat accelerate, his body tense, and then just as quickly as the feeling had overtaken him, it disappeared.  Evaporated into thin air.

      Goddamnit!  Anger welled up inside Joe as the feeling passed too quickly.  The fury made his heart beat faster and he could feel his muscles strengthen as the adrenaline pumped into his bloodstream.  He rode the wave, liking the power, but then fought it down.

      He walked over to the pantry and grabbed a can of beer. He popped the top and drained half of the contents at once.  His appetite was stronger. He needed a release.

      He walked across the small cabin and stood in front of a photograph of his sister. He studied the face looking back at him.  She had gained some weight since he'd last seen her but she still looked like the same old Mary.  Joe felt himself come back under control as his sister always had that effect on him.

      But it never lasted.

      There would be no waiting this thing out, he knew.  Joe resolved to be smarter, faster, and stay one step ahead of the cops.  He slammed the rest of his beer and went to the pantry to get another one.

      Choosing his destination was easy as his options were so limited.  He would need to stay close to the boat and he could only move at night.

      He retraced his steps after ditching Tomczak's truck.  It was tough to do because it had still been dark, with the exception of a faint glow from the oncoming sunrise.

      Joe's mind clicked over the scenes playing in his mind and he suddenly remembered seeing a swing.  He knew there was a playground near the marina. Being a fisherman, he'd been to lots of boat landings and marinas just like this one.  Inevitably, there was always a play structure with a sandbox that looked like a ship.

      He felt another stirring in his loins.

      Where there were children there would be young mothers.  He'd take either, or both.

      He smiled and looked at a flash of blue sky through one of the small portal windows.

      Yes, this would be a short wait.

      It had to be.
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      The sign blinked off and Mike Sharpe unbuckled his seat belt, stood, opened the overhead compartment and brought down pillows and blankets.

      Laurie was in the window seat and he put one of the pillows between her head and the window, then ducked back into his own seat, and brought the blanket over both of them.  Their hands immediately sought each other out as the plane rocketed its way toward Chicago.

      The flight would stop in the Windy City then continue on to Milwaukee.

      "How long a drive is it from Milwaukee to Lost Lake Lodge?" Laurie asked.

      "It depends on traffic, which can be shitty when you get up North," Mike answered, "especially when you get stuck behind Farmer Ned on his John Deere tractor doing twelve miles an hour."

      He looked toward the front of the cabin for a flight attendant.

      "If everything goes okay it should only take a few hours."

      "So we'll get there late tonight?"

      Mike nodded.

      He looked out the window and saw the dark brown hills of California passing underneath him.  They looked so dry and parched, not like the lush green of Wisconsin.  In his mind, he heard the call of the loon from Lost Lake and glanced at Laurie in the seat next to him. Her eyes were closed and light from the window reflected the shapes of the clouds across her face.

      His hand reached down and touched the small case in his pocket. He’d been too nervous to leave it in his luggage.

      Their itinerary was pretty straightforward.  Fly into Milwaukee, get a rental car, and then make the drive up north in one shot. They would get to Lake Lodge well into the night.

      Mike knew the old man would have left the fire going in the pit outside the cabin and a bottle of whiskey would be on the kitchen table.  Mike would unload the car, then he and Laurie would sit out by the fire and get pleasantly sloshed listening to the loon and watching the stars.

      He still hadn't decided when exactly he'd pop the question. He would have to wait for just the right time.

      "What are you smiling about?"  Mike snapped out of his reverie and saw Laurie looking at him intently with a half-smile on her face.

      "What I'm going to say to my parents when I take you for a ride on the pontoon boat."

      "Which is?"

      "Don't come knockin' if the pontoon's rockin'."

      She laughed and her hand released his, then dropped down between his legs.

      "I take it you've heard of the Mile High Club?"

      Now it was his turn to laugh.

      "What exactly do you have in mind, little Miss Horndoggy?"

      "Oh, I think you have a pretty good idea, mister."

      He laughed, then slid his hand to the top of her blue jeans.  Laurie's hand met his and she held the belt of her jeans still while he unsnapped the button.

      She shifted in her seat slightly and Mike slipped his hand between her legs.

      Laurie's hand was also busy, as she zipped down Mike's jeans and freed his excitement.

      "Is this a hint of what vacation's going to be like?" she asked, her head reclining in pleasure.

      "We're on vacation, honey."

      "You didn't answer my question."

      "I'd call that a big yes."

      Mike also laid his head back and closed his eyes, the rumble of jet engines matching the hum that was beginning to run through both his body and Laurie's.

      They were interrupted briefly by a flight attendant who brought around some pretzels and offered drinks, both of which the couple declined.  They sunk back beneath the blanket and looked into each other's eyes.

      "Now that's what I call the friendly skies," he said a few minutes later to Laurie and they both laughed. As covertly as possible they rebuttoned their jeans and got themselves adjusted.

      She leaned over and put her head on his shoulder.

      "Something tells me this is going to be the best vacation of my life," she said.

      He looked out the window idly before answering.

      "God, I hope so," he said softly.

      Laurie snuggled closer to his shoulder and Mike leaned his head back again, closing his eyes.

      Sleep came quickly to both of them.
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      Ray pulled into the driveway of the late James Tomczak and unleashed more expletives in one sentence than he had in the last year.

      The Channel 6 news van sat in the middle of the drive, surrounded by police cruisers and unmarked detective cars.

      As he approached, Nancy Bishop and her cameraman descended upon him.

      "Do you know where Ferkovich is?" she asked.

      Ray continued walking toward the house.

      "No comment."

      "Do you think he's headed for Rodgers Bay?" she persisted.

      He kept walking without responding.

      As the cameraman lowered his camera, she fired one last question at him with a smirk on her face.

      "What took you so long to get here, Mitchell?"

      He stopped and turned back to look at her.  She answered with a sweet smile.

      Ray felt the heat under his collar and with great restraint, ducked under the police tape and went inside the house.

      A local cop met him in the kitchen and showed him the way to the basement.

      The dead man lay as he had apparently fallen, his arms behind his back, his feet resting on the bottom step.

      The smell of death and decay was powerful and by the looks of the victim, soon to get much stronger.  Ray heard a scurry behind a stand of gray metal shelving and guessed the rats were disappointed in the home's most recent arrivals.

      Mitchell looked around the small basement.  There were boxes, a small but tidy workbench, rags, a couple of sawhorses and some scrap lumber.  Except for the corpse, the room reminded him of his own basement back in Milwaukee.

      A shadow fell on the steps leading down into the basement, and Ray looked up in time to see the crime scene technician walking gingerly down the rickety steps.

      Paul Casey nodded at Ray, who returned the gesture.

      "Find me as soon as you're done here," Ray said as he headed for the stairs.

      "You got it."

      Mitchell walked back through the kitchen and found Detective Krahn standing just outside the back door.  The two walked into the backyard out of earshot of the local cops.

      "Did anyone talk to her?" he asked with a nod toward Nancy Bishop.

      Krahn grunted.  "I think she got a few questions in but these local guys didn't know much.”

      Ray kicked some loose dirt with his shoe.

      "How did she get here so fast?  I'm tempted to arrest her."

      "On what charges?"

      Ray thought about that one.

      "Let's take a walk," he said, and headed for the abandoned truck in the woods.

      The smell of pine needles and thick grass wafted in the air, a testament to the area's increased foot traffic and the fact that pollen was flying at this time of the year.

      Ray felt a tickle in his nose and hoped that his allergies didn't kick up.  Sometimes ragweed caused his nose to run for days and gave him some nasty sinus issues.

      He and Krahn walked past the metal shed and the abandoned tractor behind the house.

      "He had a nice little place here," commented Krahn.

      "Yeah, nice and peaceful until now," Ray said.

      They reached the small knoll and the clearing, then found themselves looking down the ravine at the abandoned truck which was being photographed and dusted for fingerprints.

      "What do you make of all this, Ray?"

      Ray gestured toward the truck.

      "He needed a new ride, so he drives home, asks Tomczak to help him hide the truck. Then they go back, have a couple of beers, and Ferkovich eliminates the witness."

      Ray looked at the sky and felt a cool breeze blow off the top of the small bluff shading the ravine.

      "He takes the time to write a Gone Fishin’ sign and posts it on the door to buy himself a little time," said Mitchell.

      Krahn nodded and said nothing.

      "So where does he go about his merry way?  Does he go downstate?  There's no shortage of crazy rednecks that would hide him out."

      Ray stopped pacing before he spoke again.

      "He's gotta be smart enough to know we're watching his sister, so he can't go there..."

      "So he's driving another stolen vehicle, he's got no place to hide, everyone's looking for him, and he's going to have to kill again."

      The two detectives stood quietly for several moments.

      "Maybe he goes back to Milwaukee, now that he's got us all pulled up here. A little misdirection."

      Ray shook his head.

      "I don't see it.  Too risky, and although he clearly doesn't want to get caught, his urges are stronger than his desire for self-preservation."

      Krahn tried again.

      "OK, then maybe he heads for the nearest big city.  Minneapolis is what, four hours away?  Or maybe he goes over the Mackinaw bridge, then down to Detroit.  He's lived there, so he's somewhat familiar with it.  A great city to get lost in."

      "I don't think he wants to run anymore," said Ray.  "I think he wants to find another victim and take the easiest way out.  The question is, which way does he consider to be the easiest?"

      "What he considers the easy way, we might think is the hard way."

      Ray began walking back to the house.

      "Well, I can think of one place priests, saints, sinners and killers, people everywhere turn to when they need help."

      Krahn bit.

      "Where would that be?"

      "Family."
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      The Cape Cod's pleasant facade welcomed Ray as he pulled the sedan up in front of the house located at 628 Cherry Street in Rodgers Bay.  A neatly manicured lawn with a border of multi-colored blossoms surrounded the house and lined the old-fashioned brick path leading to the front door.

      Ray got out of the car and stretched his muscles, his lower back ached from too much time in the car.

      A window curtain was tugged gently aside then released, falling back into place with a whisper of movement that, although slight, did not escape the visitor’s eye.

      He rang the doorbell and waited, knowing full well the person was already standing behind the door waiting for the requisite time to appear casual in answering the caller.  The interior door swung open and Ray faced a man dressed in a sweatshirt, khakis and boat shoes.  The screen door remain closed.

      "What can I do for you?" the man asked.

      Ray held up his badge and the man squinted, making a bit of a show of checking the metal closely for inspection.

      "Mitchell, Milwaukee Homicide," Ray said.  "Is Mary Ferkovich home?"

      The man gave Ray a fatigued look, then stepped aside without answering.

      "Mary!" he called.  “More cops!”

      Ray stepped inside and let his eyes adjust to the darker light.  It was a quaint, neat home.  A small living room with a bay window opened up into an eat-in kitchen with a door at the back of the room.

      The furniture was simple yet elegant and the artwork on the walls was contemporary. The room was bordered by a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf.  And an entire row of the classics sat on the middle shelf, bound in rich leather.  It was a teacher's bookcase, Ray noted. No trashy paperbacks allowed in this home.

      Mary Ferkovich entered the room from the kitchen and Ray took her in.  She was somewhat tall, maybe five ten, and looked like an athlete.  A slim body was topped off by a slightly lean face devoid of any makeup.  She wore her hair short and her clear gaze bored into Ray's eyes.

      She looks a lot like her brother, Mitchell noted to himself.

      "Hi, I'm Mary," she said simply.

      "Ma'am, my name's Ray Mitchell and I'm a senior homicide detective with Milwaukee PD.”

      She nodded.

      "I'm here to ask you some questions about your brother."

      "Have a seat, Mr. Mitchell," she said, gesturing to the couch in front of the bay window.  "Would you like Hal to get you something to drink?  Coffee, tea perhaps?"

      "No thank you, ma'am."

      Mary turned and sat in an armchair. She nodded to her husband who sat on the other end of the couch, positioning himself between Ray and Mary.

      "When's the last time you spoke with your brother Joe?" Ray asked, launching right in.

      Hal was the first to speak.

      "We’ve already covered this with the local cops," he said.

      “I’m sure you have, I just want to go over everything myself.”

      He turned back to Mary Ferkovich.

      "Two years ago,” she said.

      "What was the occasion?"

      "It was Thanksgiving and I wanted to see if he would join Hal and me for a turkey dinner.  He wasn't interested."

      "And you haven't heard from him since?"

      She shook her head.

      Ray paused and let the silence hang, but the woman didn't bat an eye, although her husband shifted uncomfortably.

      "Is there anything you can tell us that would help us find out where your brother is?” Ray asked.

      Mary Ferkovich stood and paced the living room.

      "Mr. Mitchell, there are thirty sets of parents in this town who, five days a week, turn the care of their children to me."

      She stopped and looked intently at Ray.

      "For me to allow a suspected murderer to be within a thousand square miles of those children is inconceivable to me.  That's not how God made me.  If my brother calls me or comes here, I will do everything I can to get him to turn himself in.  And if he doesn't, I will pick up the phone and call you.  That's a promise."

      Ray ran the information through his head.  Krahn would be here soon to help keep the house under surveillance, and he was trying to get some strings pulled to check Mary Ferkovich's phone records at the school.

      Mitchell thought back to Joe Ferkovich's rap sheet.  He was a violent man but also cunning.  He had to know the police would find the van and be watching Mary's house.

      He stood and idly glanced at the pictures on the far wall, then handed Mary his card.  He was about to say something when her husband interrupted him.

      "Anything else we can do for you, Mr. Mitchell?" asked Hal, whose helpful tone was anything but.

      Ray looked at Mary.

      "I don't know if you are aware, but the victims, before they were brutally murdered, were also sexually assaulted and their bodies mutilated."

      Neither Mary nor her husband responded.

      "If your brother did kill those people, then I hope you both realize it can only mean one thing."

      "What?" asked Mary.

      "If he wasn't insane when you were with him, he's definitely insane now."

      With that, he opened the door and left.  Ray normally didn't resort to theatrics or pushing innocent people, but something wasn't right with those two.  Something nagged at his mind and he couldn't put his finger on it.

      Ray climbed back into the sedan and headed back into Rodgers Bay.  Even though he was far from home, he couldn't shake his old habits and old addictions.

      He needed to find a strong cup of coffee.
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      Large, rolling waves crashed against the harbor's giant, bleached white rocks.  Gulls cruised overhead, looking for a quick meal courtesy of the charter boat captain discarding the morning's bait.

      Activity along the pier was minimal except for the occasional fisherman leaving his boat, lugging fishing equipment or a local with a long cane pole and a pail of worms, ready to target the perch that occasionally schooled in and around the harbor's protected water.

      A large, heavyset man emerged from one of the boats and walked along the pier.  A baseball cap sat on top of his square head, and his belly, ensconced in a layer of blue flannel, hung over the belt holding up his blue jeans.

      The man strolled awkwardly down the pier with his shoulders hunched forward and his back bent by the heavy cargo wrapped around his midsection.

      If a person looked closely, they would have seen the layer of fat commonly known as the spare tire, was in fact, unnaturally rumpled.

      One would also have observed the man's awkward gait periodically changed.  Sometimes he walked more upright, and then became hunched farther forward as if he couldn't make up his mind exactly how much his belly weighed him down.

      On the back of the blue flannel shirt was a rather significant amount of hair clippings. Also, the hair tucked beneath his baseball cap was oddly colored, with light streaks beneath. Not your typical dye job by any means.

      The man strolled around the horseshoe-shaped pier and turned left when he reached the parking lot. He headed for the play structure and swings in the grassy park located between the boat ramp and the swimming area.

      A row of benches had been placed kitty corner from the play structure so the parents could sit and commiserate about the lack of time in their lives.

      The man sat on one of the benches and gazed out across the park to the clear blue waters of Lake Superior.  The water looked cold in the gray light.  Far out toward the horizon he could see a group of boats scattered haphazardly along a clearly defined line. It was probably a shelf that supplied the structure for suspended lake trout.

      Joe Ferkovich placed his hands behind his head and glanced down at the pillow and blanket stuffed inside his shirt.  The disguise was good, he thought from a distance at least.

      His eye caught movement to his left and he casually glanced that way.  A police cruiser was making its way slowly down the street.  Joe got to his feet to show off his new profile, not wanting the cop to get curious and move in closer.  He crossed back over toward the pier, giving the cop a quick glance like any normal person and then headed for the pier.  When the cruiser went by and was out of sight, Joe returned to the bench.

      It was a relatively nice day and he figured a mother with a young child should be along any time now.

      He could wait a little bit longer.
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      Lieutenant Benjamin Soergel plunked his lean, muscular frame into the chair facing Chief Trimble's desk.

      "Heard the latest?" he asked.

      Trimble looked up from a thick sheaf of papers in his hands.

      "No, but I think I'm about to."

      "Ferkovich killed his buddy, stole his truck and disappeared.  Mitchell went and talked to the sister who didn’t seem to know anything, but he thinks she might be hiding something.  What that might be exactly he has no idea."

      Soergel leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet, then idly glanced around the office.  I could get used to this, he thought to himself.  His eyes fell on the short, squat figure of Trimble.  First, I have to get rid of this jackass, though.  Well, the good thing is, he's got no clue I'm gunning for him.

      Trimble finished speaking.

      "Pardon me, Chief?" Soergel said.

      "I was just saying that I'm glad Ray's up there. He's the best we've got and he'll find this sick bastard."

      Soergel raised an eyebrow.

      "You really think Mitchell's the best we've got?"

      Trimble looked across the desk at his next-in-command.

      "You don't?"

      Soergel shrugged his shoulders.

      "I think he's done some good things, but there's something about him I just don't trust.  And all these leaks to the media.  Where are they coming from?  It just seems like he doesn't run a very tight ship, you know what I mean?"

      "Can you blame that on Ray, though?"

      "Well, it's his investigation, isn't it?"

      Trimble nodded.

      "All of the information is going through him, right?"

      Trimble leaned back in his chair, as if to say he knew where this was all going.

      "I rest my case."

      A pause filled the space while Soergel let that thought sink into his boss's mind.  A mind, Soergel thought to himself, that was getting more and more like Play-Doh every day.

      "You know what would really work out well for Ray?" Soergel said, adopting a spur-of-the-moment tone.

      "What's that?"

      "If he can bring in this killer, quickly and painlessly with no more people getting killed in the process, he'll make us all look good, especially himself."

      Trimble nodded.

      "I think he can do it."

      Soergel let the pause hang just long enough.  "Sure, I think he can, too."

      "But what if he can't?” Trimble asked.

      "Then he'll look bad,” Soergel pointed out.  “But so will we.”

      The chief rocked slightly in his chair, before locking his eyes onto Soergel.

      "How's your schedule look?" Trimble asked.

      "Busy as always,” Soergel said, trying not to smile.

      "I want you up there with Ray,” the chief said.

      Soergel started to protest.

      "I know, I know, you've got a lot to do and it's his investigation, but let's cover our asses a bit,” Trimble said.  “Just go up and make sure everything's hunky-dory, okay?"

      "Well, I don't know how much I can help, but I'll go if you want me to, Chief."

      "Just you being there will help. Call me when you join up with Ray."

      With that, Trimble delved back into the paperwork on his desk and Soergel quietly exited the chief's office.

      He walked down the hallway to his own office.  He’d gassed up the car the night before and had plotted his trip.

      He turned and looked back down the hall at Trimble's office.  How much longer it would be before his name went on that door he really didn't know.

      But that's what made it all so damn much fun.
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      Beta Giancarlo walked down the main hallway of Global Creative Management's Los Angeles office.

      To say that she was rarely called into Marcus Levenson's office would be a gross understatement.  In fact, to say anyone rarely saw him would still be not doing the big man's elusiveness justice.  Hell, Beta knew agents who had been at GCM five years and never been called to see him once.

      Marcus Levenson was director of the entire office, overseeing every one of the fifteen agents representing clients.  He was a rail thin man with a smile so false it seemed unworthy of the effort made to create it.  Because he rarely showed his face around the office, the agents had clandestinely nicknamed him "The Shadow."

      Levenson's reputation in Hollywood was storied, a classic example of the Tinsel Town triumvirate:  sex, money and power.  Although now approaching eighty years old, Marcus Levenson clung to the only aphrodisiac that hadn't lost its allure:  power.

      To be summoned to the Shadow's office meant one of two things.  You were being fired.  Or you were being promoted.  And if you were being promoted, it meant someone else was being fired.

      In her four years with GCM, Beta had only met with Marcus Levenson twice.  The first time, he had hired her.  The second time, he had promoted her.  Beta clung to the hope that good things came in threes.

      A secretary ushered her through the thick black doors into Levenson's office. It was similar to Beta's in that it featured plenty of chrome and black leather, but the rather dramatic difference was that it was three times the size and had glorious views through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      "Ah, Beta," said Levenson, "please sit down."  He gestured to the chair in front of his desk and she sank into it, noting humorously how much lower she was than GCM's mysterious director.  Sitting in a chair higher than your visitor was an old power trick.

      Levenson peered at her through his glasses.  She knew he'd had refractive eye surgery and the glasses were non-prescription, worn merely for aesthetics.

      "Please describe yourself for me," he said.

      She had no intention of being toyed with, and it was time to let him know that.

      "Formidable."

      He sat and waited, but Beta failed to continue, keeping her eyes locked onto his.

      Finally, he laughed and relented.

      "Very good, just what I want my newest Executive Vice President to be.  Formidable."

      "Thank you," she said, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      "As of today, you will immediately terminate relations with talent not bringing in half a million dollars a year or higher, and assume the talent consolidated by the departure of Ms. Voss and Mr. Birdsall."

      Beta showed no emotion.

      This was the business.  Molly Voss was her friend, but Beta had no pity. Molly should have a contingency plan and if she didn't it was her own fault.  Dick Birdsall was a complete waste of space. Good riddance.

      "Your attendance will be required at the partner's meetings every Monday morning at 9 a.m.  Thank you."

      Beta nodded and left.  There would be no champagne tonight, no wild party, no call home to the proud parents.  It was a business where you were here today and gone tomorrow and she had no illusions.

      First thing was to fire her only client not bringing in the required dollars.

      Mike Sharpe.

      She thought he’d said something about going on vacation.  It didn't matter. He would find out the bad news soon enough.  She dropped the matter from her mind as bigger, grander plans filtered into her highly focused vision.
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      Flight 235 from Los Angeles to Milwaukee via Chicago landed at Milwaukee's Mitchell International Airport only fifteen minutes past its scheduled arrival time.

      Mike Sharpe retrieved their luggage at baggage claim and then collected their rental car.

      Mike had rented a Ford Taurus for the trip.  It was more expensive than a compact but far more affordable than the top-of-the-line Caddy the salesman had tried to push off on him.

      With its V-8 and roomy interior, the Ford was more than enough car for their jaunt up north, and for their day trips around the U.P., something they were both looking forward to very much.

      "Do you remember where the hell you're going?" Laurie asked Mike, a smile on her face.

      "Absolutely not," he said, pulling onto 94 West and then catching I-43 North, the road that would take them all the way up through Green Bay before they switched to the local highways for the rest of the trip through the U.P.

      "Hey, that's not a bad skyline at all," Laurie said as they reached an overpass and the lights of Milwaukee's buildings in the early dusk twinkled back at them before stopping abruptly at the edge of Lake Michigan.

      They sped up I-43 and the scenery changed from suburban to rural, the large, North Shore homes changing to country farms. For the majority of the drive Lake Michigan ran parallel to the highway.

      "This is so weird," she said.  "In LA I'm used to the water being on my left when I'm going North. I feel like we're driving South."

      Mike hadn't heard that one before, but it made sense to him.

      "Are you looking forward to seeing your parents?" she asked.

      "Yeah, I haven't seen them in awhile," Mike answered.  "The last time I did, they seemed so much older.  The old man still has a spring in his step, but it doesn't quite bounce as high as it used to.  And Mom is still as sassy as ever, but now she falls asleep an hour or two before she used to."

      He set the car on cruise control and settled his foot down for a rest.

      "So in a way, I'm really happy to see them, but every time I do I feel sort of sad."

      "Like it's a reminder that you're getting older, too?"

      "Yeah, and that I'm not a kid anymore."

      "It's only natural, Mike."

      He didn't respond.  What was there to say?  His career was going nowhere. He was going to pop the question but there was a chance she would say no, and he had to face the fact that his parents wouldn't always be there for him.  He was facing a crossroads.  But he also knew that with Laurie by his side, the rest of his life would be a whole lot better.

      "Are you bummed you're not going to be able to watch the show?" Laurie asked him.

      The Nation’s Most Wanted episode would be airing tonight and Mike had originally hoped to be at Lost Lake Lodge in time to catch it but the flight had been delayed just long enough to make them miss it.  It didn't matter.  He was recording it at home on the DVR.

      "Not really, I pretty much know how it turns out," he said, laughing.

      They stopped in Sheboygan at the American Club, a five-star hotel that seemed supremely out of place in the blue collar town and had a quick dinner before hitting the road.

      Mike pushed the Taurus as hard as he could being careful to avoid a speeding ticket.

      North of Green Bay, a half hour from Marinette, Wisconsin, Laurie fell asleep.  Mike was happy to hear her snoring. He knew she'd had a tough photo shoot the day before and he wanted her rested for the beginning of the vacation.  The fresh northern air tended to make you more tired than usual.

      Mike was also grateful for the time to think.  He'd always been someone who enjoyed taking long drives, something he hadn't done regularly since college.

      He saw a flash of light to his left and he glanced in that direction.  Twin circles of light shone back at him and he briefly lifted his foot to cover the brake.  There were deer everywhere in this part of the state and he really didn't want to start the vacation with a three hundred pound buck flying through the windshield.

      The woods were thick on either side of the highway and Mike could feel the silence as the darkness crept closer to the road. The tall trees blocked his view of the stars.

      He always loved this part of the drive when you really started to feel like you were away from civilization and deep in the woods. You could actually hear yourself think.  So different from Hollywood.

      He'd often joked to Laurie about moving back to Wisconsin and starting a bait shop or something stupid like that. The cost of living was so much better here as were the schools, the employment opportunities, and of course, lower crime rates.

      Or was he just giving up?

      Was he acting like a quitter?  It wasn't in his nature to do things half-assed.  And a part of him wanted to go back to Hollywood and kick everyone's ass to show all of his friends both out there and back home that he hadn't been wasting his time.

      But how much longer should he give himself before deciding it was an investment that would never see a return?

      Another year?  Two years?  Five years?

      Mike abruptly checked his watch and noted with satisfaction that his episode of Nation’s Most Wanted was on television right now.  His face was being beamed across millions of homes in America and he felt a brief surge of pride.

      Before he could ponder that thought anymore, the Taurus' fuel light flickered on briefly and Mike noted that the gauge was closing in on E.  He knew that he was just outside of Rodgers Bay and that in another twenty minutes he'd be pulling up the wooded drive of Lost Lake Lodge.  Soon after that he'd be sitting with a glass of whiskey in his hand talking to his Dad with a roaring fire next to them.

      But first he'd have to stop for gas.

      He checked in the back seat where Laurie was still fast asleep.

      There was a service station right at the edge of town where he would stop.  He would have to make as little noise as possible because he wanted Laurie to wake up at Lost Lake Lodge and not under the self-service pump at a gas station.

      He came upon the outskirts of town and saw the small gas station next to a rundown bar.  His stomach was grumbling and he knew his mother would have some food ready for them.

      He steered the Taurus toward the gas station.

      He'd have to make this quick.
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      Hank Campbell's bar stool sagged under the weight of his enormous body.

      He picked up the empty beer pitcher in front of him and pushed it across the bar to the narrow ledge where empties were put as a sign that their users wished them to be refilled.  It was the fourth time Hank had filled his pitcher.

      The bartender picked up the remote control and turned it to Channel 6 for Nation’s Most Wanted.  It was a big favorite among the regulars. Hank was especially fond of the show and if anyone wanted to watch something else they had to deal with Hank.  Needless to say, Nation’s Most Wanted was never interrupted.

      The bartender refilled Hank's pitcher and placed it in front of the big man.

      Hank filled his glass and idly scanned the bar, which ran down the length of the establishment. The space opened up into a pool room where two tables were in regular use.

      A jukebox and a group of six tables and chairs occupied the rest of the bar.

      Hank briefly looked over the bar's occupants. He knew everyone and figured there wouldn't be any trouble tonight, which disappointed him. His job as bouncer here was unofficial. He really just did it for free beer and the enjoyment of cracking skulls from time to time.

      Not only was it fun and therapeutic, but the bartender usually came down and bailed him out of jail.  After all, eyewitnesses always testified that Hank acted in self-defense and if there were any court costs or fines levied against Hank, the bar picked up the tab.  Their investment was rewarded many times over as Hank had the ability to end a bar fight with one punch.

      As the cold beer slid down his throat, Hank returned his gaze to the television set where the show would soon start.

      The bartender walked back from the small sink where he was unenthusiastically cleaning glasses and stood near Hank.

      "Did you hear they found a body over by Matawba?  I guess there's going to be something on the show about it," he said to Hank.

      Hank shook his head.  As usual, he hadn't heard the latest news unless it had to do with deer hunting.

      For the last few years Nation’s Most Wanted had been Hank Campbell's favorite television show, yet it was also a source of frustration for the big man because these scumbags were always in Los Angeles or New York. None of these big time criminals ever came to Rodgers Bay.  This was just a little town where everyone knew each other and spent most of their time bitching about the weather.

      But now thanks to the bartender’s comment, the tiny motor that was Hank Campbell's mind spluttered to life.

      He had sudden visions of finding this asshole and kicking the ever-living shit out of him before turning what was left of the body over to the cops.  Maybe there'd even be a reward in it.  The damn 4x4 could use some new tires, too.

      But just think! He, Hank Campbell, could finally show these big city hoods a thing or two.  Those wussies wouldn't stand a chance.

      "Turn it up," he said.
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      "Honey, it's about to start!"

      Ron Sharpe steadied himself on the ladder.  He was determined to fix this damn flue and still not miss the opening credits for tonight's Nation’s Most Wanted.

      His son was going to be on tonight's show, after all.

      He hurriedly collapsed the ladder, raced to the garage and flung it haphazardly on top of the small Sunfish sailboat buried beneath a tarp.

      He locked the door to the garage, then raced to the cabin.

      "How much time do I have?" he asked Rose.

      She glanced at the clock.

      "A minute and a half."

      She took her seat and glanced at the clock.  Seven fifty-nine.

      Ron stood and walked over to the fireplace and jabbed at the logs burning slowly.  He debated about throwing another one on the fire but the forecast said it would be a cool night and not too cold so he left the fire alone.

      He turned, sat next to Rose, and picked up a cracker along with the drink she had made for him.  Their eyes met and they smiled, both excited at the prospect of seeing Mike on television.  They knew he was working very hard and was frustrated at his progress but to them, this show was a big deal.

      They were proud of their son.
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      Nancy Bishop collapsed on the bed next to her lover.

      "Oh, that was great," said Lieutenant Benjamin Soergel.

      "So was it worth getting Trimble to send you up here?" she asked.

      "You reporters ask such stupid questions.”

      She laughed and reached for the remote control which was permanently affixed to the night table.  Who the hell stole remote controls?  She shook her head.  What was the world coming to?

      The TV flickered on with an electric fuzziness as the picture slowly came to life.

      "Our boy's picture is about to be broadcast to millions."

      "It's just work, work, work, isn't it?"

      "We'll screw again right after the show, okay?"

      "You're so romantic, Nancy. Was Mitchell pissed when he saw you at the scene?" he asked.

      "He didn't show it, but I'm sure he was."

      Soergel smiled.

      "He's got a good poker face, I'll give him that."

      "It must piss him off royally, not knowing who's giving me this information."

      "Trimble isn't too happy about it, either."

      "Makes him look just as bad," she said, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye.

      "Exactly," he said and they both laughed.

      "Does Mitchell know you're up here?"

      "Not yet.  I'll hook up with him tomorrow."

      "I bet he'll be happy about that," she said.

      "Tough shit."

      "Does he need the help?"

      "I'm not up here to help.  I'm up here to blame him if he screws up, or steal the glory if he succeeds.  We both know that."

      "You're a piece of work, Benjamin Soergel," Nancy said.  She glanced back at the television.

      “Show’s on,” she said.
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      The first thing Ray Mitchell noticed about Rodgers Bay Police Chief Don Lenzen was his afro.

      It reminded him of Arlo Guthrie at Woodstock.

      Lenzen offered his hand which Ray took, then the short man led Mitchell on a quick tour of the Rodgers Bay police station which consisted of a few cubicles, a receptionist's desk, a switchboard, and several holding cells.  The short trip completed, they wound up back in Chief Lenzen's office. It smelled like stale beer, and several fish were mounted on the walls.

      "I take it you're a fisherman?" Ray asked.

      "We all are up here, it's the law," Lenzen replied with a laugh.

      Try as he might, Ray just couldn't visualize the man seated before him on a fishing boat or even in the woods.

      "Do you fish?" the chief asked.

      "I try to get out when I can," said Ray, "but now that I've got a daughter, I really have no time.”

      He let the ensuing silence hang for just a bit, and Lenzen took it up.

      "What can I do for you?"

      Ray sat back in his chair and drank from the Styrofoam cup in his hands.

      "Ferkovich may or may not be headed here.  I talked to his sister and she seemed to be unaware of his whereabouts."

      "Seemed?"

      Ray was surprised that Lenzen caught his hedge.

      "Couldn't put my finger on it but I felt like she was keeping something from me."

      Lenzen vigorously shook his head.

      "Probably just the protective instincts of an older sister. No matter if he is a killer, he's still her little brother." Lenzen shook some sugar into his cup of coffee and stirred it with a swizzle stick.  "But I know Mary and I can't believe she'd keep anything from us.  She's a good egg."

      Ray pretended to consider that before moving on.

      "I've been working with a profiler from the FBI and they've offered assistance but for the most part they've left the investigation up to me as I worked the first murders,” Ray said.

      "That's fine by me, we’re all here to help put this guy away."

      "Tonight, Nation’s Most Wanted  will air the Ferkovich story, and we'll wait to see if that springs any leads,” Ray said.  “In the meantime, we're doing all we can."

      "I've got all my deputies on alert,” Lenzen responded.  “We're ready to move if anything breaks."

      The Rodgers Bay police chief leaned back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling.

      "Why would he come here, though, if he knows everyone would be watching Mary?  It doesn't seem to make sense."

      “Ferkovich is a psychopath and he may not be thinking logically,” Ray said.  “He has an urge to kill against which he is completely powerless."

      Ray drank the rest of his coffee in a gulp.

      "Getting caught may not be his biggest concern right now."

      "Then what is?" Lenzen asked.

      "Finding his next victim."
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      Joe Ferkovich set the bowl of popcorn on his lap and turned on the television.

      A commercial was on so he stretched his arms and itched at adhesive the fake beard and mustache had left.

      His headache, which yesterday had grown to monumental proportions, was receding. Now, there was just a gently throbbing pressure along the middle of his forehead.  It would have been gone completely if his search at the park had been successful but no one came along that presented the right opportunity.

      Joe settled for pulling out a newspaper clipping with a picture of Lisa Young.

      Ferkovich popped the top on a warm beer and slumped further back into the cushions of the bench seat.

      His time behind bars was helping him deal with the claustrophobia on the boat.  The minute he had started to feel closed in he thought back to his little cell that had been his home for those years and he felt much better. This was like a well-furnished condo compared to that hellhole.

      He popped a handful of popcorn into his mouth, lifted his legs up and set them on top of the small table in front of him.

      He looked across at the picture of Lisa Young.

      "What do you say we just stay home tonight and watch the tube, honey?" he said.

      "If you want to do something else, speak now or forever hold your peace," he said, holding a hand to his ear.  "Okay, it's settled, we'll hang out here."

      Ferkovich took a long pull from the beer.

      "I say we watch Nation’s Most Wanted.  I suppose you want to watch a sitcom or something like that, don't you?"

      Joe was disappointed the photo didn’t respond.  He could almost imagine the young woman’s mouth moving.

      The commercial came to an end and the opening sequence of the true crime show began.

      Ferkovich clapped his hands together and looked at the photograph.

      "See, now that's the hallmark of a great relationship.  Compromise.  That's one of the reasons I love you so much."
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      "And now," boomed the voiceover, "it's time for Nation’s Most Wanted!"

      A shot of the show's host filled the camera frame and then he turned and looked directly into the camera.

      As workers scurried to and from the desks with papers in their hands, the gravelly voice of the narrator continued.

      "Tonight, a killer is loose in Wisconsin, and detectives would like your help to lock him up and throw away the key!"

      The show’s logo zoomed to full screen as the voiceover finished with a big flourish.

      "Nation’s Most Wanted - where America fights back!  And now, here's your host."

      The camera cut from the logo to the host, seated casually on the edge of one of the desks.

      "Tonight, Milwaukee Police are hot on the trail of a serial killer.  Watch the following story and keep your eye open for this guy.  He's dangerous and he's out there somewhere tonight looking for his next victim."

      The scene shifted to a re-enactment.  A coffee shop was having a slow night as a young, attractive blonde came into the shop to order a coffee.  The host's voiceover continued over the scene.

      "A week ago, Lisa Young was a woman with a bright future.  She was engaged, but hadn't told anyone yet.  Excited over the prospect of planning a wedding, she went to the Java House, a small coffee shop north of the city."

      On the screen, the blonde drank her coffee, and flipped through a magazine.  A slow dissolve showed the woman finishing her coffee, leaving a tip, and walking out the door.  A man followed her.

      "When she leaves, several witnesses see a man follow her out of the shop."

      The camera showed the parking lot and the attractive woman unlock her car. A shadow fell across her face.

      "Lisa Young was never seen alive again.

      "Hours later, authorities discovered the body of Lisa Young.  She had been assaulted then brutally murdered.  Police had no leads until a second murder occurred and this time there was an eyewitness.  We'll let a Milwaukee homicide detective take the story from here."

      Ray Mitchell's face appears on the screen.

      "Using the eyewitnesses description from the second murder and from the patrons at the coffee shop, as well as some additional evidence, we were able to ascertain the identity of the suspect."

      The host again spoke to the camera.

      "The man suspected of these two murders, as well as several others, is Joseph P. Ferkovich."

      A photo of Ferkovich filled the screen.

      "Please take careful note of the features,” the host said. “Especially the lazy eye.  This man is extremely dangerous.  He's killed several people already and he may be getting even more desperate. He was last seen in this pickup truck."  A still photo of Jimmy Tomczak's truck appeared on the screen.  "And he could still be in Wisconsin, Michigan or anywhere in the Upper Midwest."

      The host turned dramatically to look into the camera as he stabbed his finger directly at the lens before Ferkovich's mug shot flashed onto the screen once again.

      "Look closely, if you can tell us anything about where Joseph P. Ferkovich might be tonight, please call 1-800-CRIME-TV.  Let's put this guy away for good!"
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      Conversation in Feit's Saloon resumed as the final stories on the show finished up and credits for Nation’s Most Wanted rolled up onto the screen.

      "Jesus Christ," the bartender said.  "To think that fricking nut might be around here somewhere."

      Hank pushed against the bar and heaved his enormous bulk off the bar stool.  A pitcher of beer halfway down the bar slopped over its edge and its owner turned angrily toward the end of the bar, saw Hank, and quickly turned the other way.

      "I hope he's somewheres around here," Hank said and did his best to pull up his pants.

      "What would you do to him, Hank?"

      The big man smiled and held up a fist the size of a Christmas ham.

      "Ever clobber a sturgeon over the head and see its eyes fall out of their sockets as it flops around the bottom of the boat?"

      The bartender nodded.

      "Well, there you go," Hank said.  "Thanks for the beers, I'll see you a little later."

      He walked out of the dark tavern and behind him the noise inside the bar rose a notch as everyone breathed a bit more freely after seeing the monster at the end of the bar vacate the premises.

      Outside, Hank breathed in the cool crisp air.  The beers were doing their job by creating a nice layer of smooth velvet over his senses.

      Ordinarily, he would've sat on his bar stool until closing time or the first good fight came his way, but tonight he had promised to stop by and see his buddy who was moving to a new apartment. He wanted Hank to help him move the refrigerator. Well, actually, he wanted Hank to move the fridge.

      Hank unlocked his door and clambered into the big Ford Bronco.

      His mind thought back to what he'd seen on television and a slow anger rose inside him.

      The job as unofficial bouncer at Feit's hadn't really changed him. Although he would never qualify to be a cop, he now kind of thought of himself as a civilian cop.

      He liked the idea.

      The fact was, he didn't really know what self-esteem was, but he was beginning to feel better about who he was.  Sure, people knew about how he kept his dead mother in the bathtub, but shoot, no one talked about it much anymore.

      His work as the bouncer paid him enough for groceries and not much else.  But he could drink all the beer he wanted as long as no one got the better of him in a bar fight and managed to bust up the place.

      Hank had finally found something he was good at doing, that he enjoyed doing, and that he could make a living doing.  Drinking in a bar and fighting.  It was perfect.

      And he even had a girlfriend.  She was a slicer at the cheese factory and had lately taken a liking to Hank.

      By all accounts, Hank was doing just fine.  Except for one small thing.

      He was just about out of gas.

      The Bronco's wheel turned easily in his hands, and he pulled out of Feit's parking lot onto the main road desperately trying to remember where his buddy Darren lived and what would be the fastest way to get there.

      The lights of the gas station changed his mind.

      He pulled on the left side of the station's only pump.

      A Taurus was parked in the lane closest to the shop, and Hank saw a person stretched out in the back seat.

      He popped the lid on his gas tank and unscrewed the cap, then pulled the nozzle out of the pump and stuck it inside the tank.  He set the clip on the highest speed and listened to the sound of gas being propelled quickly into the Bronco.

      His eyes drifted over the Taurus.

      Hank casually took two small steps closer to the pump, which gave him a better view of the car's back seat.

      A woman, with brown hair and a pretty face was sprawled out on the back seat, her left arm trailing into the floor space.

      Her face was partially in the shadow cast by the pump's supports which held up the metal roof.

      Hank turned his attention back to his pump and saw the numbers were rapidly approaching the ten dollar mark.

      He reached over quickly and snapped the release on the trigger lever, and the numbers stopped.  His thick fingers slid into the handle and he pumped the trigger slowly, taking the numbers higher until they reached ten dollars and no cents.

      The bells on top of the shop's door jingled, and Hank looked up just in time to see a man walk past him toward the Taurus.

      Hank stopped.

      His synapses, clogged with alcohol, struggled to fire.  The man seemed familiar but Hank couldn't place him.  He turned and got one more quick look as the man ducked into the Taurus, started it up and drove off.  Hank felt his heartbeat increase.

      Something was happening here.  He walked briskly inside the shop and paid the attendant.  On the way out he stopped in his tracks as the realization hit him harder than any fist ever had.

      He lumbered toward the Bronco.
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      Mike rolled down Highway 2 going east.  He had passed by the turn-off that led into downtown Rodgers Bay as he would bring Laurie into town tomorrow to give her a little tour.

      He raised up in his seat and used the rearview mirror to check on his sleeping passenger.

      She had stirred a bit at the gas station but now he could hear her soft snores.  He always teased her about her snoring, exaggerating wildly on the volume she created, but he thought it was one of the sweetest sounds he'd ever heard.

      Mike absently touched the jewelry box still snuggled in his front pocket.

      Suddenly, the glare of headlights startled Mike and caused him to squint.

      Jesus, he thought to himself, where did this guy come from?

      He checked his speedometer.  He was doing sixty, five miles an hour over the speed limit and he was on a straight stretch of road.  If this nut was in such a hurry, he reasoned, why didn't he just pass?

      Mike considered speeding up but then did the opposite and took his foot completely off the accelerator.  He could see the bumper and the grille of the vehicle behind him with frightening clarity.  It looked like a truck.

      This guy was way too close.

      Suddenly, the Taurus lurched forward, bumped by the bigger vehicle from behind.

      Laurie stirred and began to sit up.

      "Jesus Christ!" Mike shouted.

      The truck behind him slammed into the Taurus again with horrific force.

      Laurie was thrown forward and her head whiplashed against the metal camera case lodged in the foot space behind the car's passenger seat.

      Mike risked a glance and saw she was slumped forward on the seat.

      And then he was thrown forward again. The steering wheel hit him directly in the stomach and chest briefly knocking the wind from him.

      Instinctively, he tromped the accelerator to the floor and the Taurus shot ahead.  Mike's mind struggled to make sense of the situation.  Everything had been going fine. The town was deserted, he filled up the-

      The gas station.

      The big guy and the truck.

      Oh no.

      The trees along the highway were now a blur.  Mike checked the speedometer and saw that he was creeping up toward a hundred.

      The guy behind him was catching up.

      It was all a mistake, Mike thought to himself.

      The redneck must have me confused with someone else.

      Mike gripped the steering wheel, fighting panic.  His knuckles were turning white and his stomach churned.
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      Hank Campbell felt the blood lust. This was like just before squeezing the trigger or letting an arrow fly toward a buck on the first day of deer season.

      What a stroke of luck!  Hank grinned crookedly in the darkness of the Bronco's cab.  He was going to be a hero!  Maybe they'd even put him on television!

      Hank's meaty paw snatched the mouthpiece from the small CB unit bolted to the underside of the Bronco's giant dashboard and turned the dial to the emergency channel.

      He clicked the small transmitting button with his thumb.

      "This is Hank Campbell, I'm in pur, pur..." his mind struggled for the right word, "...I'm chasing the guy on Nation’s Most Wanted!"

      Hank's voice was booming in its excitement.

      "He's trying to get away!  I'm gonna shoot his tires out!"

      He considered what else to say.

      "We're west of town, on Highway 2."

      No one answered so he asked a question more to himself than to anyone who might be listening.

      "Should I try to kill him?"
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      Mike pounded the steering wheel.

      The show. The re-enactment. The killer supposedly somewhere in the area!

      Shit!

      The thought had occurred to Mike. He'd even joked about it with Laurie. The possibility that someone would confuse him with the real killer, since the reason he got the part was because of his close physical resemblance to the actual killer, but it had seemed so ridiculous!

      Now it was really happening!

      He took out his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1.

      No service.

      “Shit!” he yelled at no one in particular.

      Mike put the brakes on the Taurus.  Why was he running away from this guy?  All he would have to do is tell this stupid bastard that he was the actor who portrayed the killer on the show, not the actual killer.

      He had to get Laurie to a doctor and fast.  As he slowed, he looked into the back seat and saw blood on her forehead. She was probably unconscious.

      Jesus, this was a nightmare.

      He pulled the car over and his fear began turning to anger.  This nutjob almost killed the both of them!  All because he was too goddamned stupid to realize the difference between television and reality.

      Gravel crunched under the Taurus' tires as Mike guided the car to a complete stop on the shoulder of the road.

      The Bronco mirrored the car's movements and stopped some twenty feet behind.

      Mike flung the car door open and sprang out.  He had to clear this up and clear it up fast so he could get Laurie to a hospital, or at least get back in a service area for his cell.

      He took a step toward the Bronco.
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      Hank Campbell opened his door, placed his big left foot on the ground and brought the rifle to his shoulder.  The barrel dropped slowly into the gap between the now open door and the frame of the Bronco's cab.

      Now, as he watched the killer come closer, Hank steadied himself and let out a small breath. He began to squeeze the trigger.  Just as he was about to send a round hurtling into the killer's chest, a small pebble shifted under the weight of the big man.  He fired but knew the slip had caused him to shoot high.

      Hank saw the killer dove back into the car.

      He swung the rifle and aimed it into the back window then stopped himself.

      There was a woman back there.  He didn't want to shoot her.

      The CB crackled on the dashboard.

      Without taking his eyes off the car in front of him, he reached for the handset.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 52

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike felt the blood trickle down his chest, and he thought fast.

      I’ve been shot.

      He resisted the urge to giggle at the ridiculousness of the situation.  Instead, he decided to yell at the top of his lungs.

      "You've got the wrong guy!" he shouted, instantly realizing it was the wrong thing to say.

      The sideview mirror exploded and sent a cloud of glass and chrome crashing to the pavement.

      "I'm an actor, you idiot!" he yelled again.  This time the back window crashed inward, showering Laurie in glass as the bullet made its way through the windshield.

      Clearly, this psycho wasn't listening. Nor was he concerned with shooting an innocent bystander.

      He had to get this guy away from Laurie.  The stupid bastard must have seen Laurie in the back seat at the gas station and thought she was the killer's next victim.

      If Mike could get away from the car the guy would follow and leave Laurie alone.

      Mike poked his head between the driver and passenger seat.  He saw the cut on Laurie's forehead covered with dark red blood.  It looked like she had stopped bleeding.

      He reached beneath him and the movement sent searing pain across the top of his shoulder. He grabbed a wad of napkins left over from a stop at a fast food restaurant and pressed them against Laurie’s forehead.

      He picked up the few napkins that were still left and he jammed them between his shirt and the wound on his shoulder.

      He would have to do this quickly and offer as little a target as possible to the idiot with the gun.

      Mike turned back to Laurie who still hadn't moved.  He wanted to tell her that he loved her, but there wasn't time and she wouldn't hear him anyway.

      His fingers clasped the door lever and he gathered his legs beneath him, wedging his foot against the small rise between the driver's and passenger's foot spaces.

      Adrenaline shot into his bloodstream as he prepared to make his move.
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      "Bullshit!  He's right here!" Hank boomed into the handset.

      The voice on the other end was Rodgers Bay Police Chief Don Lenzen.

      "Jesus Christ, Hank, wait until I get there. Don't shoot at him anymore. Don't do anything else!" the chief yelled back.

      "Look, I saw the damn show and I'm telling you, this is the guy."

      "But what if you're wrong, Hank?"

      "I'm not."

      "I'm rolling now, Hank. I'll be there in five minutes. Just wait for me to get there and don't do a thing."

      "I'll keep him pinned down for you, Chief."

      "Are you listening, Hank, don't do anyth-"

      Before the chief could finish that thought, Hank Campbell's thumb slipped off the mouthpiece's switch as he saw the passenger door fly open and a blur of feet and shoulders as Mike Sharpe vaulted out of the car. He hit the shoulder and rolled into the forest on the edge of the road.

      "Shit!  He's running!"  Hank yelled. He dropped the handset and jogged up to the car.

      The woman in the back seat had blood all over her face.

      "Don't worry, ma'am, the cops are on their way."

      He looked closely at the woman.  She was beautiful.  His anger rose inside him.

      "You're gonna be all right," he said, showing her the rifle.

      "This sicko ain't gonna kill again," Hank said and thundered off into the brush.
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      Mike lowered his good shoulder and crashed ahead, his thighs pumping furiously as he slipped and clawed his way through the thick forest.

      It was deathly quiet in here and he knew he was making too much noise. He was playing a dangerous game. He had to lure this nutjob away from Laurie, but he couldn't let him catch up or the next bullet might not miss.  He paused and heard something crashing through the brush toward him in answer.

      Good. He was following.

      Mike hoped all those hours in the gym would pay off.  But this was different and he was still losing blood.  The ground was uneven and rocky. If he wasn't careful, he could easily break an ankle.

      He knew he could take solace in the fact that the guy following him was huge.  The bastard had to weigh at least three hundred pounds.

      Mike took a deep breath and raced forward.  Now that he knew the man was following him the priority was to keep drawing him away. Sweat poured down his face, and his heart was pounding.  A bluff immediately rose before him and he scurried up it quickly. His breath steadied and he began covering ground fast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 55

          

        

      

    

    
      Hank Campbell paused. The blood lust he had felt before was now supplanted with the stronger instinct of self-preservation.

      He turned and headed back toward the Bronco.

      When he thundered out of the dense thicket near the highway the first thing he spotted was the woman.  Her face was still a bloody mess, and there were napkins stuck to her forehead.

      She was on her hands and knees vomiting onto the dirt and gravel next to the car.

      Hank had no time to stop and offer her help. His mind was busily planning the capture of the psychopath who Hank thought had pretty big balls to think he could escape in the woods.

      Hank knew these woods better than anyone in the county.  He had thoroughly hunted the Chequamegon Forest both in and out of season, taking trophy deer with no regard to what he considered to be the DNR's bullshit laws.

      In Hank's opinion, the man he was chasing couldn't have picked a surer way to die than to go mano y mano with Hank Campbell in the woods. Worse still, he couldn't have picked a nastier section of the forest in which to try to escape.

      This area was known as the Flambeau bluff because the Flambeau River supposedly originated here.

      Because of the high bluff and dense forest there was really only one way to run.  It was a narrow gulch that provided easy traversing and was a great place to look for deer who ambled along the path unsuspecting of the hunters lined up on one side of the trail.

      Hank Campbell had hunted this area many times.  And he had been successful on most of those outings.

      His primitive mind told him that the killer, in a blind run, would naturally follow the path through the woods and eventually spill out on the only road bisecting the giant plot of state forest.

      Millet Road was a long, winding dirt road full of rocks and washboard gravel.  Mostly used by the DNR, some hunters and trout fishermen had gotten to know the road on forays for game.

      Hank knew it well.

      He steered the Bronco around the car with the bloody girl next to it and raced down Highway 2.  In less than ten minutes he saw the turn off for Millet Road, and took it.

      Hank wiped the sweat from his brow.  His breathing had returned to normal but he could feel the metallic taste in his mouth from the exertion of running in the woods. His clothes were sopping wet with sweat.  He really wanted a beer.

      All Hank had to do was scout out where the gulch met the road, set up the gun, and his big-city, crazy-ass serial killer would deliver himself to Hank like a salmon to a grizzly bear.

      The Bronco barreled down the dirt road. Hank turned the lights off and cruised more slowly.  After several minutes a small gap in the forest caught his eye and he knew he was there.

      He parked the Bronco and got his rifle ready.

      Now it was only a matter of waiting.

      And then taking his shot.

      He would aim to make it a clean, final kill.

      A head shot.
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      Mike crouched next to a tree just off the trail he'd discovered and listened for the sounds of his pursuer. He wondered what to do next.

      This was totally unreal.  Mike's mind shifted from total fear and panic to blind fury every few seconds.

      Now he was beginning to wonder if he'd made the right decision. Maybe the guy was on his way back to the car right now to kill Laurie.

      Something else occurred to him.

      Mike remembered his gym teacher in high school who’d been an offensive lineman in the NFL for a few years before his knee blew out.  But the thing Mike remembered about him was that for a big man he moved with an incredibly deceptive grace.

      What if the man following him was the same way?  These guys that lived up here all hunted and could move through the woods silently.  Maybe he was a hundred yards away and Mike just couldn't hear him.

      Mike thought he could run back the way he'd just come and scope out the car. Or stay put, hide out, and hope that the cops would be on the scene soon.  Or he could keep moving away from his hunter, and hope the cops would arrive.

      In the end, he decided to keep moving and pray for a cell signal.

      He stood and jogged through the darkness of the forest, following a narrow gulch.

      He could keep up this pace for a good while.  His breathing had settled down.

      Mike knew that if he was in bad shape he'd be feeling dizzy and would faint if he lost too much blood.

      If he ended up on television again he didn't want it to be a report on an actor being hunted down and killed in the woods. A case of mistaken identity.

      As he raced down a small embankment he had to circle a small stand of trees before he found the path again.  He had stepped up the pace and the pain in his shoulder was lessening the harder he ran.

      He thought back to that day in Beta's office when he chose to go after the Nation’s Most Wanted role.

      It might turn out to be the last role he ever played.
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      Chief Lenzen plunked into the driver's seat of his squad car, his Afro pressed against the car's ceiling, and slammed the car into gear.  The rear tires smoked blue as he tore out of the police department's parking lot.

      With his lights and sirens on full blast he roared down the main street of Rodgers Bay.

      Lenzen reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the card Ray Mitchell had given him. He struggled to read the phone number scrawled on the back.

      He punched the numbers into his cell phone.

      Ray answered on the first ring.

      "Mitchell?  This is Chief Lenzen.  I got a call from a guy I know who said he's chasing your killer."

      Lenzen listened briefly.

      "On Highway 2, west of town.   Look for my cruiser."

      He raced past the stores and businesses downtown and the few cars on the road pulled over immediately to let the chief by.

      Lenzen had been the arresting officer on one of Hank Campbell's drunk driving charges so he knew what Hank's Bronco looked like.  Because he was keeping his eyes peeled specifically for Campbell's vehicle, he almost drove right past the Taurus at the side of the road. But when he saw the woman sitting on the gravel of the shoulder she lifted her hand half-heartedly to wave him down. He laid a thirty-yard patch of rubber as he brought the cruiser to a skidding stop.

      He told dispatch his location.

      Lenzen trotted over to the woman, his hand on his gun.

      As he approached, he could see that she was dazed with dried blood smeared on her face and she was crying. Her hair fell in disheveled ribbons across her forehead.

      "Thank God you're here, Officer," she said, struggling to get to her feet.  She reached out for Lenzen's arm and he supported her as she stood, swaying slightly.

      The chief looked closely at her cut, and her swollen lips, the laceration on the forehead.  He shined the flashlight on her shoulder, casting enough light on her face for him to get a look at her eyes.  The pupils were clearly dilated and he figured she had a concussion.

      Using the radio attached to his shoulder, he asked the dispatcher to send an ambulance.

      "Why don't you tell me what happened, ma'am?" he asked, forcing himself to be patient.

      Laurie looked around as if she was seeing her surroundings for the first time.

      "I don't know. I was asleep and I heard a crash, then I woke up, and then I remember seeing this huge guy standing over me, and then he was gone."

      Lenzen realized his worst case scenario looked like it was coming true.

      "Who was driving the car, ma'am?"

      "Mike Sharpe, my boyfriend."

      He could hear sirens coming down the road.

      Where the hell was Hank?

      "Can you describe what your boyfriend looks like?"

      Laurie started to describe Mike, then paused. Realization flooded her face, and she crumpled. Lenzen barely caught her in time and prevented her from crashing to the ground.

      "Oh my God, nooooooo!" she screamed.
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      Ray Mitchell fishtailed onto Highway 2 and saw flashing lights and heard the sirens ahead.  He raced forward and discovered that he was behind an ambulance and several other cop cars.

      The phone call from Lenzen had caught him off guard.  He was hoping for leads from the show to come in but he had not been expecting this to happen so fast.

      The questions raced through his mind.

      Was it Ferkovich?  Had one of the locals really spotted him and managed to engage him in a pursuit?

      Ray considered the prospects of a civilian finding Ferkovich and wasn't sure whether to jump for joy or pray to God it was the wrong guy.

      Mitchell knew that Nation’s Most Wanted had racked up some impressive figures in mobilizing the public to guide law enforcement officials to the location of suspects.  But he didn't know of any cases where civilians actually apprehended the perps.

      Ferkovich was dangerous and Ray didn't want any more innocent blood to be spilled by the psychopath.

      Ray pulled the car in behind the mass of lights and quickly tracked down Lenzen in the crowd.  The chief was surrounded by deputies and was walking next to the paramedics who were carrying a stretcher to the ambulance.

      On the stretcher, Ray saw a woman who looked like she'd gone a few rounds with someone's fists.

      Lenzen spotted Ray.

      "This is incredible, Detective,” the Police Chief said.  “According to that woman," he said, gesturing toward the ambulance that was now pulling a U-turn on the highway and heading for the hospital, "the driver of this vehicle was Mike Sharpe, the actor who portrayed Ferkovich on tonight's episode of Nation’s Most Wanted."

      Lenzen almost looked sheepish.

      "You don't mean..." Ray started to say.

      The chief nodded his head.

      "I'm afraid our boy Hank Campbell confused the actor with the real McCoy."

      "Jesus Christ."

      Lenzen caught Ray's eye.

      "Couple more things.  There's blood on the driver's side door, the driver's seat, and the front passenger seat."

      "The woman's?" Ray asked.

      "Nope.  She said she never left the back seat."

      "Oh, Christ."

      "Hank's a hunter and he probably had a gun in his truck.  So he must have shot the actor. But it looks like the guy got out of the car and made it into the woods."

      "So where's this Campbell?"

      "Well, according to one of my deputies there's a dirt road up ahead. Millet Road.  Apparently, it circles around this section of the forest.  He thinks that if the actor ran into the woods, Hank may have driven up ahead to cut him off."

      "If he's a hunter, why wouldn't he have followed him into the woods?"

      Lenzen again looked sheepish.

      "Hank's a big guy. 6'6", three hundred and fifty pounds.  There's no way he could win a footrace through these woods."

      Ray caught something in the chief's tone but bit his tongue.  Lenzen continued.

      "I'm going to send in two deputies to track the actor from behind.  If he's lost much blood, he may not make it all the way out to Millet Road.  If that's the case I don't want him bleeding to death out here."

      He gave the signal to the waiting deputies who retrieved shotguns from the squad cars and disappeared into the woods.
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      Joel Crumbaker, the Channel 6 cameraman, weaved his way unsteadily but consistently in the general direction of the news van.  He was more than a little drunk. The only reason he had stopped drinking was that the hotel bartender had cut him off.

      There was a half-pint of bourbon he kept for emergency purposes in the van and he went there, deluding himself into thinking that he should do a once-over on the equipment just in case anything broke from the Nation’s Most Wanted.

      He clambered into the van through the rear door and did a half-assed attempt at arranging the cameras the way he normally did.  He then scrunched through the front bucket seats and plopped into the passenger seat.  Crumbaker dug the pint bottle of Wild Turkey out of the glove compartment, buried beneath a pile of gas station receipts he'd never bothered to submit for an expense report.

      Boy, this was the pits, he thought to himself.

      He cracked the seal on the whiskey and took a stiff drink.  It burned his throat and he wished he had a chaser.

      Out of boredom he flicked on the police scanner and the van's cab was suddenly full of sound.

      The dispatcher was sending cars to Highway 2.  Crumbaker heard a code number and tried unsuccessfully to find the small handbook of police codes. Then one of the responding officers made it easy and said something about pursuit of a fugitive.

      That was all Joel Crumbaker needed to hear.

      He took one last swig of whiskey, capped it and jammed it into the glove compartment, threw the door open and ran unsteadily back into the hotel.  He raced through the lobby, up the stairs, and then pounded on Nancy Bishop's door.

      She opened it a crack.

      "What do you wa-"

      "Hurry up, they're chasing him! Meet me at the van!" he half-screamed, half-slurred.

      He thought he heard a man's voice through the door as he turned to race down the hallway.

      Crumbaker ran unsteadily back to the van. As he slid into the driver's seat the passenger door opened and a slightly disheveled, frumpy-looking Nancy Bishop jumped in and slammed the door.

      "Let's go!" she said.

      Crumbaker pounded the gear shift into drive and the big van lurched out of the parking lot.

      "What did you hear?" she said and turned up the scanner.

      "Sounds like half the cops in the state are in a pursuit west of town," he said.

      They roared down a side street then quickly found their way to Highway 2.

      "Gee, I hope we'll be able to find it," Nancy said, already seeing the distant glow of cop lights on the horizon.

      They arrived on the scene several minutes later and Nancy dove in using a deadly combination of sweet smiles with bulldozing questions. She rapidly learned that a man being pursued fit the description of suspected serial killer Joe Ferkovich.

      But she also overheard one cop tell another something about "mistaken identity" so Nancy had her doubt that this was the real thing.  The other thing that struck her odd was that neither the chief nor Ray Mitchell were on the scene.

      How could that be?

      If all these cops were here then surely the chief and Mitchell had been alerted.

      She walked to the far end of the section where the cop cars were parked and found one that had a window open.

      She listened intently.  Sure enough, Chief Lenzen's voice came across loud and clear.

      "We are now on Millet Road, due to arrive at the trail's intersection in a minute or two.  All units stand by."

      Shit.

      Nancy Bishop thought fast.  Every journalistic instinct told her that the real story was going to unfold wherever this Millet Road was.

      She made a snap decision and had Crumbaker set up on the scene before them.

      With thirty seconds of scratching on a notebook she had her story ready to go and they shot a segment on-the-spot that was broadcast to all the network affiliate stations, as well as Channel 6 back in Milwaukee where it was the lead story on the ten o'clock news.  Special programming in the Rodgers Bay area was interrupted with the late-breaking news story.
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      Rose Sharpe poured a pitcher full of water onto the few coals that still glowed red in the pit of the old stone hearth.  It was an old-fashioned outdoor grill that had been there as long as the cabin itself.

      Smoke clouds billowed quickly into the air. Small bits of charred wood swirled in their midst before disappearing into the darkness of yet another cool Michigan night.

      When the wood remaining in the pit was soaked thoroughly and held no chance to be reignited, she went back into the main room of the cabin, peeved that Ron had gone to bed but left on the television.

      She sighed heavily to the empty room and walked over to the set, but just as she was reaching for the on/off button a special bulletin broke across the screen.

      Rose turned the volume up slightly and took a step back to get a better view.

      A reporter stood on the side of the road with police scurrying about in the background.  They all seemed to be focusing their attention on the woods behind the reporter.

      Rose caught what the woman was saying in mid-sentence.

      "-whether or not the man being pursued at this moment is indeed suspected serial killer Joe Ferkovich, I cannot say.  Again, this is an unconfirmed report that a man suspected to be Ferkovich is right now being pursued through the Chequamegon National Forest approximately two miles west of Rodgers Bay, Michigan.  He is being hunted by law enforcement officials as well as at least one civilian."

      "Ron!  Get in here."

      There was the sound of bed springs and then the soft shuffle of slippers along the wooden plank flooring as Ron Sharpe joined his wife in the great room.

      "What's going-"

      "Sshhhh!"

      The reporter continued.

      "The case of suspected serial killer Joe Ferkovich was broadcast earlier tonight on Nation’s Most Wanted, a show that profiles suspected criminals

      and asks the public to help.  Again, this is all unconfirmed, but it is believed to be that a civilian who saw the show also saw a man he believed to be Ferkovich. The civilian then engaged that man in a chase. That is continuing as we speak."

      "Holy cow," said Ron. He ran a hand through this thinning hair, and rubbed his tired eyes.

      "As of right now law enforcement officials will not discuss the matter with us but we will continue to bring you updates as the story progresses.  This is Nancy Bishop reporting for Channel 6 news."

      A mechanical voice came over the sound waves.

      "We will now join our regularly scheduled program in progress." The screen jumped abruptly to a rerun of a sitcom that had been canceled some years ago.

      Rose turned the volume down and sat in the rocker, while Ron rummaged through the closet in the hallways just beyond the kitchen.  He returned to the great room carrying a double-barreled shotgun.

      He went over to a small trunk at the far end of the room and opened a box of shotgun shells.  He pulled out two shells, cracked the double barrels and slid a shell into each barrel, then snapped the barrel closed.

      He sat on the couch across from his wife.

      "Now don't start panicking," Ron said, ignoring the irony of making that statement after loading a gun.

      "If they're two miles west of Rodgers Bay they're a long way from us yet."

      "I'm not worried about us."

      Ron looked at her.

      "I'm worried about Mike and his girlfriend."

      "They'll be fine as long as they don't turn into the world's worst rubberneckers."

      "But they were supposed to get here right about now."

      "Look, Mike's smart enough to avoid that whole mess. He's not going to go running into the woods trying to catch this guy.  He knows we'd kill him if he did something that stupid."

      Rose couldn't see the humor in the situation.

      "She said there's a civilian running around out there?"

      "That's what she said."

      "You know how these guys up here get during deer season."

      "Buck fever."

      "Every year some poor slob takes a crap in the woods, goes to wipe with toilet paper and gets a 30.06 slug in the belly. It’s nuts."

      Ron looked at his wife with newfound respect.

      "That was very well put, dear."

      "Quit kidding around, Ron, our son's out there."

      "Look, I know he is, but he's a smart kid. He'll just drive right by that whole mess and make a beeline for the cabin. Worrying about it isn't going to get him here any faster."

      "So what do we do?"

      "Tell you what, let's try out that new espresso machine Mike sent us. We’ll break out the cards and play strip poker until he gets here."

      She rolled her eyes.

      "All right, gin rummy."

      Rose started to agree and then the color quickly drained from her face. She reached out for Ron's hand.

      "Honey, what's wrong?" he asked. His smile faded rapidly as he looked at his wife with concern in his eyes.

      "Oh my God," she said.

      "Rose, talk to me."

      "I just had a terrible thought."

      "What is it?"

      She stood and began pacing in the room.

      "Oh God, please don't let it be true."

      Now Ron stood, walked to his wife, and put his hands on her shoulders. He forced her to look him in the eye.

      "Rose.  Tell me.  What's wrong?"

      She slowly lifted her eyes.

      "What if the man they're hunting...what if the man...what if it's...?"

      Ron suddenly understood.

      "Mike..." he said.
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      Joe Ferkovich wiped the tears from his eyes and struggled to the padded bench along the far wall of the boat’s cabin and sat still.  His mouth began moving and he broke out into another laughing fit.

      "Did you see that news story, honey?" Joe cackled at the photo of Lisa Young.

      He lowered his head and fought back the laughter.  This was too much. He couldn't breathe.

      "Why aren't you laughing, dear?  Right at this moment, the cops are chasing me through the woods!"  This comment sent him into an even harder laughing spell.  It took him several more minutes to calm down.

      It was funny to him that some innocent nobody was out getting chased by the cops while he sat in a boat eating potato chips and drinking beer with a sweet little girl.

      But slowly it was starting to feel less humorous to Joe.

      He wasn't sure why but a part of him didn't like the idea of someone else sharing in his glory.

      It wasn't all about publicity, though.  It was more about control.  Joe felt that someone else was taking over the control he felt from keeping an entire state in fear.

      He guzzled warm beer from a can and looked absently at his bare feet.  It just wasn't fair.  He, Joe, was the one who'd done all the work. He was the one who'd outsmarted the cops this whole time.

      The more he thought about it the more pissed off he became.

      He stood and paced inside the cramped quarters of the boat's cabin.

      The picture in the newspaper of the dead bitch from the coffee shop wasn't doing anything for him anymore.

      He was now, like everyone else, a helpless spectator.

      Joe Ferkovich did not like to feel helpless.  It was the thing he hated most.

      A plan began to form in his mind.  Slowly, he saw a way to recapture his place in the public eye.

      Later tonight and certainly tomorrow, there would be more special reports.

      He would get the necessary facts and then he would get to work.

      He rubbed his hands together as his plan began to solidify.

      Joe Ferkovich could feel the power beginning to return.
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      The rifle was virtually invisible in the darkness. His eyes scanned the woods until he saw a stand of thick trees.  They were about thirty yards off the road and half that distance from the narrow trail that spilled out of the ravine.  It was a good spot, Hank reasoned.  If the killer came out to the right or to the left, Hank could move up or down the tree line, adjusting his location for a clean shot with almost no risk of giving away his position.

      There was a soft breeze and it was blowing against Hank, away from where his quarry would be. That didn't matter.  Man just didn't have the sense of smell that a deer or a young black bear had.

      All Hank felt he had to worry about was being seen or heard, two things the big man had no intention of doing.  He was going to stay put, keep his mouth shut, and wait it out. If he did that he'd be a hero.

      Suddenly, Hank felt very good.

      He'd shown a big city criminal how the real men in the northwoods operate and he'd wiped out the man's car and maybe saved an innocent victim. Plus, he had the so-called bad guy on the run.

      He didn't even have to kill him.  It's just that he wanted to.  He wanted to put a bullet into that no-good son of a btich.

      Who knew, there might be a reward in it, too.  The Bronco could use a new set of tires and some new super heavy-duty shocks.  Shit, if he could collect some reward money he might even get out of the trailer.  He'd buy another one but it'd be newer, cleaner.  The one he was in now still sort of smelled like his mother.  At least the bathroom did, anyway.

      Another thought occurred to him.

      If he succeeded in bringing this guy down, maybe the cops or even the FBI would take him on and make him part of the force.  He always figured with his size and his love of beer he'd never make it past the academy training.  But if he had one serial murder case solved to his credit they'd almost have to take him on.

      Even if they didn't maybe they'd give him a badge or something. Or a medal presentation at the White House.

      And the women.  He knew if he could bring this guy in, dead or alive, every woman in the county would want to meet him and a lot of them would probably want to do even more.

      Suddenly, a twig snapped.

      Hank forced himself to stay still.

      Ever so slowly, Hank swiveled his head toward the part of the woods from which the sound had come.

      At first, Hank couldn't make anything out but shadows, tree trunks, and tall strands of grass.

      But then he saw a shape that moved unnaturally in the dark shadows.

      The killer was on the other side of the narrow trail, the far side of the ravine that burrowed down to the road.  The man was moving slowly, looking ahead.  He could probably see the road and was wondering if someone had gotten ahead of him for an ambush.

      Luckily, Hank had parked the Bronco farther down the road past the ravine just in case something like this happened.  He hadn't wanted the guy to see the Bronco and turn tail back into the woods ruining Hank's only chance to get him.

      From where he sat he could slowly bring the rifle to his shoulder. The tree he was sitting against would afford him plenty of support and since the rifle was good to go it would just be a matter of lift, aim and shoot.

      Hank brought the rifle to his shoulder, the end of the barrel slowly rising.

      In a flash, the killer was behind a tree.

      Silently, Hank cursed.

      He wasn't sure if the man had heard him or just happened to choose that moment to take cover behind a tree.

      Hank debated.  If he shifted his weight slightly he could twist his torso giving him a better angle to fire.  But he was on a bed of grass and a few leaves which meant that the movement could make noise and give his position away.

      He made his decision.

      With a quick turn of his massive shoulders, his upper body pivoted into the right position.

      A dry leaf cracked and in the still of the woods, it was perfectly clear.

      Hank's heart leapt into his mouth and then something happened the big man never would have predicted.

      The big city killer, upon hearing the noise, stepped out from behind the tree and peered into the darkness trying to see what was rustling around in the underbrush.

      Hank let out a small, involuntary breath. He put the crosshairs on the middle of the man's forehead. And pulled the trigger.
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      Just before he saw the blinding light of the muzzle flash, Mike Sharpe realized he had just made the biggest and perhaps most costly mistake of his life.

      He felt a wallop and then everything went to black.  His body folded and he crashed to the ground.

      When his head hit the ground, however, it cleared his vision and he saw the shadows of trees against a night sky.

      There was the sensation of cold metal pressed against his lips, and the face of a man appeared over him.

      "Well, look what the cat dragged in," the man said.  He reared back and kicked Mike in the ribs.  The blow took his breath away and turned him over.  Mike felt the big man's hands on his body, searching for a weapon.

      He moved his mouth, struggling to find his voice.  He needed to tell this maniac that it was all a big mistake.  A case of mistaken identity.  That he was just an actor, not the actual killer.  But when he opened his mouth to deliver that message nothing came out. The wind had been knocked out of him and he lay like a fish out of water gasping for air.

      "Funny, you don't look so dangerous now, Mr. Big City Killer," the man said.

      He jerked Mike to his feet.

      Mike watched helplessly as a fist, quite possibly the biggest fist he'd ever seen in his life, filled his vision and struck him in the middle of the face.

      His knees buckled but he remained standing, held upright by the man's other obscenely sized hand.

      Mike felt blood pour out of his nose into his mouth and he struggled to spit out the red liquid.

      He vomited on the man's pants.

      "Shit!" the man yelled and punched Mike in the stomach.  This time the big man let go and Mike fell into a sitting position.  The big man shifted his considerable weight to his back foot, swung and threw a devastating right hook at Mike's head that caught him flush on the jaw.

      The blow sounded like a second rifle shot in the still of the forest and blackness came again to Mike, this time to stay.
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      This was proving to be the best day of Hank Campbell's life.  He was a hero.

      The pile of shit he had slung over his shoulder proved it.  All the victims' families could rest in peace as the man who killed their loved ones was now in custody.

      He walked around to the front of the Bronco and with an effortless heave, dropped the killer onto the hood of the blazer.

      Hank walked around to the back of the Bronco and opened the rear door.  He reached inside and retrieved several sections of rope and rubber tie-downs. Back at the front of the Bronco, Hank bound his prize’s legs together with one piece of rope and used another to secure his arms over his head.

      He then ran another section of rope through the hooks beneath the truck's grill.  He joined all of them together and made it fast to each of the oversized side mirrors.

      The guys at Feit's were going to love this.  Sure, he could drive to the police station or just wait for the cops to arrive, but if he showed up at the bar with the big serial killer strapped across his hood like a ten-point buck he would be a legend.

      Hank stepped back to admire his handiwork.

      The killer looked like a beaten animal, which he was.  Blood still flowed freely from the head wound although now it was darkening and would stop soon.  The wound from Hank's first bullet looked to have re-opened with fresh blood covering the older stains on the man's shirt.

      It was a gory picture of which Hank was immensely proud.

      Years ago he had gotten his picture in the local newspaper once for an eighteen point buck, the biggest of the year, and it was framed in a section of Feit's saloon.

      But this was a whole new ball game.

      People said Hank Campbell was good for nothing but drinking and fighting.  All those lawyers and bankers and doctors, all those goody two-shoes who made Hank feel like he was a lowlife.  He'd show them.

      No one would snicker behind Hank Campbell's back again.

      He walked to the rear of the Bronco, threw the rubber tie-downs in the back and went to the driver's door.

      He opened it and was about to climb in when he heard the sirens and saw lights appear over the top of the hill.

      Hank began to feel his plan slipping away. Oh well, I’ll still be famous, he thought.

      It just wouldn't happen quite the way he'd planned.
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      Chief Lenzen braked hard, and skidded to a stop.

      Inside the cruiser, Lenzen cursed, while Ray Mitchell struggled to believe what he saw before him.

      An enormous man climbed out of the cab of the Ford Bronco. The big vehicle rocking from the sudden lightening of the load. It would take a huge man to shake the vehicle that way, and Ray could see proof standing before him.

      "Let me take a wild guess," he said to Lenzen.  "That's Hank Campbell."

      Lenzen was already out of the car, his hand on his revolver.

      "Hank, show me your hands.  Show me your hands right now!"

      The big man's face broke out into a huge smile but he raised his hands nonetheless.

      "I got him Chief. I got him!" he said, advancing toward the police cruiser.

      "I see that, Hank," Lenzen responded.  "But why don't you put your hands on the Bronco anyway?"

      This time, Campbell didn't do as he was told.

      "But why?  I got this guy myself, he's the-"

      "He's an actor, you dumb shit!  You got the wrong guy. Now put your hands on the Bronco!  Do it!"

      Shaking his head as if Lenzen hadn't understood what he said, Hank slowly did as he was told.

      As Hank moved toward the Bronco, Lenzen spoke into his radio.

      "This is Chief Lenzen, send the ambulance up to Millet Road about two miles off of Highway 2."

      He looked at Mike Sharpe still strapped across the Bronco's hood.

      "And hurry."

      As Lenzen put the cuffs on Hank, Mitchell raced to the cruiser's trunk, pulled out a first aid kit and ran to Mike Sharpe's side.  He hurriedly untied the rope, dug out a bandage and pressed it against the middle of the bloody patch on the side of Mike's head.

      Ray looked at the actor's face.

      "Jesus Christ," he said.

      The poor bastard had been shot at least twice and beaten to a bloody pulp.  Considering the size of the monster now climbing into Lenzen's cruiser, Ray was surprised the actor didn't look any worse.

      Ray put his finger on the man's throat.  There was a pulse.  It was faint, but consistent.

      Another innocent person hurt, thanks to the maniac Ferkovich, Ray thought. He knew he should be equally angry with Hank Campbell but this kind of thing had happened before.  Shows like Nation’s Most Wanted had helped solve a lot of cases but there was always the risk of misguided vigilantism.

      The sound of a vehicle approaching made its way to Mitchell and he turned toward the road.

      The Channel 6 news van pulled to a stop behind Lenzen's cruiser.  Nancy Bishop and a cameraman jumped out and headed straight for him.

      "Stop right there!" Ray shouted.

      "Did you get Ferkovich?"  Bishop shouted at him.

      "It's him!  I got him!" Hank shouted to the reporter.

      "Bullshit, Hank, you got the actor who played him on the show.  Now shut up, you've done enough damage for one night," said Lenzen.  "The only person you should talk to now is a lawyer."

      "Is that right, Mitchell?  Is it the wrong guy?" Bishop yelled.

      "No comment."

      "Is it the actor who played Ferkovich on Nation’s Most Wanted?  What a great story!" Bishop continued.

      "If your van blocks that ambulance, I'm locking both of you up, with him," Ray said, gesturing toward Hank Campbell.

      The ambulance arrived, and paramedics quickly attended to Mike Sharpe.

      Mitchell listened as they questioned him but the man was virtually incoherent.

      A voice boomed out behind him.

      "Mitchell!  What in the hell is going on here?"  demanded Lieutenant Benjamin Soergel.

      "Mistaken identity,” Ray said.

      “That’s just great,” Soergel responded.

      Ray ignored him and walked to his car.  "You know, I'd be happy to stand around with you politicizing but I've still got a serial killer to catch," he said.
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      Sarah Ross was having trouble sleeping.

      She and Rocco had spent the entire day fishing, just the two of them.  They had made up a picnic basket with wine and sandwiches, then leisurely scouted a new shelf they accidentally discovered two days before.

      Normally, a full day of fresh air out on the water made for a great night of sleeping. Tonight, however, she was tossing and turning.

      She knew what was bothering her.  It was that damn show.  Nation’s Most Wanted.   And the special news bulletin that followed.

      The strange thing was, she and Rocco had watched the show many times before and it hadn't affected her this way.  It wasn't the violence depicted in the show's re-enactments or fear on her part that there was a serial killer quite possibly in the area.

      Rocco kept a handgun in the drawer next to his bunk.  She wasn’t worried about their safety.

      No, it was more like she was forgetting something important, something nagging at her subconscious.

      She kicked the blankets off the bed, walked to the rear of the cabin and sat down at the small dining table anchored solidly to the floor.  There was a small pot of tea with a cup’s worth still left inside, so she poured the contents into a small paper cup and sipped while staring out the small windows at the stars perched overhead.

      Her mind went back to the show and the re-enactments.  That killer was a bad man and she certainly hoped he had no intention of coming around here.

      Those poor people that he killed were all so young. It almost made her feel guilty that she had outlived them.

      Was that it?  Was it just her maternal instinct kicking in?

      Sarah drained the rest of the tea and set her cup down but accidentally caught the lip of the sugar jar and it toppled over onto its side, sending a mound of sugar onto the top of the table.

      She went to get a roll of paper towels, then suddenly stopped. A memory hit her like a splash of cold water.

      The man she had seen a morning or two ago - the early morning fisherman who carried his rods and walked onto the boat while she was having her morning coffee - Why had she suddenly remembered him?  He hadn’t really looked like the killer from the show.  So why had she thought of him?

      It had just seemed odd.

      She sat back down at the dining table.

      What to do?  She debated about waking Rocco but he wouldn't be much help.  Besides, she was pretty sure her imagination was just kicking into overdrive.

      What would she say to the police?  That she saw a man who made her feel suspicious?

      Maybe it would help if she could remember the name of his boat. The cops could just find out who owned the boat and call the person.

      What was the name of it?  It was a dog's name or something like that.

      She frowned as she concentrated.  No, it wasn't a dog.  It was something about a pet.

      She drummed her fingers on the table and then slammed down her hand.

      Teacher's Pet.

      That was it.

      She grabbed the phone book and found the Rodgers Bay police station's non-emergency number.

      She picked up her cell phone and began punching in the numbers.
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      Soergel stood next to Ray Mitchell’s vehicle when he heard the phone ring.  He glanced into the car and saw Ray’s cell phone vibrating with the call.

      Soergel glanced over at Mitchell, who was standing about fifty yards away at the front doors of Rodgers Bay's only hospital, St. Mary's.  The detective was in deep conversation with Chief Lenzen.  Soergel had stayed by the car feigning the need to smoke a cigarette and hoping to get a quick look through Mitchell's case notes.

      Now, he took the opportunity and picked up the detective’s cell phone.

      "Yeah?"

      "Detective Mitchell?"

      Soergel smiled.

      "Yeah, this is Mitchell, go ahead."

      "This is Paula at dispatch.  I already put this out, but Chief Lenzen wanted me to call you directly with any important information on the Ferkovich case."

      Soergel waited.

      "I just got a call from Sarah Ross down at the marina. She said she thinks she saw a suspicious man on one of the boats."

      Soergel felt his heart start thumping.

      "She said the name of the boat was the Teacher's Pet.  Before I called you, I got on the computer and tracked down the owner of the boat.  It's Mary Ferkovich.  She's Joe's sister."

      Soergel’s mind raced while the woman continued.

      Ferkovich's sister must have been lying to Ray and he was too stupid to realize it.  Cops were staking out her house but they were looking in the wrong place.

      She had a fricking boat!

      "Well, Chief Lenzen said I was supposed to call you if anything came up on Ferkovich," the woman said, obviously expecting more of a response.

      Soergel picked up on it.  He responded with enthusiasm.

      "Good work, Paula."  Thank God he was good with names.  "Tell you what I'm going to do. I'm here with Chief Lenzen and the two of us will check it out real quiet like, okay?"

      "10-4," the woman said, confident now that the information was in the right hands.

      Soergel hit the disconnect button on the phone.

      He leaned back in the seat and casually glanced at Mitchell and Lenzen still deep in discussion.

      Soergel shifted his gaze and spied the Channel 6 news van parked at the other end of the hospital's door.  He'd seen Nancy come back out after trying to get an interview with the actor.

      He called her from his own cell phone.

      "Hey."

      "I've got some news."

      Soergel waited, savoring the moment.

      "I know where Ferkovich is."
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      The pain cut like a razor blade through Mike Sharpe's forehead and threatened to crack his skull in two.

      He slowly opened his eyes. As the room came into focus the pain intensified.

      "Michael?" a voice said gently to his left.

      Mike began to turn his head but the pain made the room spin so he stopped.  Laurie's face came into view and the pain lessened enough for him to smile.  But just barely.

      "You're okay?" he said, his voice a whisper.

      "I'm fine. How do you feel?" she answered. Her eyes, above the dark circles, were watering with tears.  She reached across the bed and took his hand in hers.

      He groaned in response.

      "Shh.  Don't try to talk."

      "Tell me what happened to you," Mike said slowly.

      Laurie took a deep breath and wiped away the tears from here eyes.

      "When I came to, that...that man was looking at me..." she shivered. "Then he ran off into the woods. I was sick, didn't know where you were, and he came back out and drove off.  I thought he might have killed you."

      Mike looked away from her and stared at the ceiling.

      "But then the cops arrived and the detective from Milwaukee drove off when the ambulance came."

      She absentmindedly touched the bandage on her forehead.

      "They looked me over and then we waited.  Finally, the call came that they'd found you."

      A single tear escaped from her eye and trickled down her cheek.

      “They said the man who did this to you thought that you were the killer, that Ferkovich."

      "What about before that?" Mike asked.

      "You mean when he ran us off the road?"

      Mike closed his eyes and opened them again, indicating a nod in the affirmative.

      "I just remember waking up briefly and you looking back at me from the front seat and then it was lights out."

      Mike paused, gathering strength.

      "At first, I tried to outrun him-"

      She cut him off.

      "You don't have to tell me now-"

      "No, I need to explain." His eyes implored her and she became quiet.  He licked his lips, trying to moisten them.

      "At first, I tried to outrun him, but then I thought that was a stupid idea. But when I got out of the car, he shot me. So I led him into the woods, away from you.”

      She gripped his hand more tightly.

      "And you know the rest."

      Laurie put her other hand along Mike's forehead and stroked his hair.

      "Who would have thought?" he said.  "Three years in LA without so much as a scratch and then I get shot twice here."

      Their eyes met, and they both laughed, Mike grimaced immediately afterward.  But he felt better.

      And then, his stomach went cold.

      Where was the ring?

      He looked around the room but didn't see his clothes anywhere.

      "What do you need, Mike?" Laurie asked, seeing his searching eyes.

      "Do you know where my clothes are?"

      "I think they threw your shirt away but the nurse said she put the rest of your stuff in those drawers over there."

      He looked at her closely but it didn't seem like she knew about the ring.  Mike felt his heart start beating faster.  This wasn't the most romantic place he could think of to propose, but considering what had happened he couldn't think of a better time.

      Mike was just about to ask Laurie to bring him his pants when they both heard voices outside the door.

      "Now what?" Laurie asked.
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      As Chief Lenzen walked toward the front doors of the hospital, Ray looked back toward his car expecting to see Soergel arrogantly leaning against the door smoking a cigarette and plotting his next move.

      But to Ray's surprise Soergel was gone.

      Mitchell scanned the parking lot. He didn't see the lieutenant and he saw the Channel 6 news van was gone, too.

      He shrugged off the coincidence and watched Chief Lenzen disappear inside the hospital's doors.

      Ray walked over to his car, opened the passenger door and reached for his briefcase. His hand stopped in midair.

      His cell phone was resting in the right pocket of his briefcase where he always put it but it was turned the wrong way.  Ray always put the phone in with the screen facing him.

      Was he imagining things or had Soergel used his cell phone? He looked at his call history but it had been cleared.

      Ray looked off into the distance wondering what Soergel was up to.

      Whatever it was, Ray knew he wouldn't like it.
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      There was a knock at the door and Mike looked up to see Chief Lenzen standing in his doorway.

      “How you doing?” the cop asked.

      "I'm fine considering I got beaten up by Sasquatch," Mike Sharpe said.

      "What took you guys so long?" Laurie asked, not bothering to hide the venom she felt.

      "We got there as fast as we could, ma'am," said Lenzen.

      "Where's the beast now?" Mike asked.

      "He's in jail."

      The ensuing silence forced Lenzen to continue.

      "Look, you guys are tired so I'm just going to let you try to get some sleep and we'll talk in the morning.”

      Just then the doctor came in.

      He had a folder with some notes attached.

      "And how's our famous patient doing?" he asked.

      "You tell me, doctor," Mike said.

      "Well, the good news is the two gunshot wounds were superficial and they did no serious damage.  Your jaw, however, has sustained a hairline fracture, and your nose was broken.  At this point we're going to let time work its magic.  Your ribs were badly bruised but not broken."

      The doctor flipped through his notes.

      "I'll give you some medicine for the pain, and we'll keep you here for the night but in the morning if everything still looks good, we'll let you go."

      "Well, that's good news," Lenzen offered, a comment met by cold stares from the patients.

      The doctor put his hand on Lenzen's shoulder.

      "Let's leave these two be until morning, Chief."

      They left and Mike Sharpe promptly drifted off to sleep.
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      It was the same dream he’d had many times over.

      He was a kid again, down at the mill pond trying to catch a frog.  It was a secret spot for him. Somewhere he could slip out of the house and escape the violent chaos that always arrived when his Dad came home from work.  Joe would ride his bike a few blocks on back streets, cut through an abandoned lot and lean his bike against an abandoned shed at the south end of the mill pond.

      When the pond froze over in the winter it was used as a hockey rink.  But during the summer, it was pretty much useless.  There were too many weeds and the water was murky and dirty.

      So there was really no reason to come here.

      Unless you just wanted to get…away.

      The water was always dead calm even when there was a breeze.  A fish jumped close by and it startled Joe because he didn’t think there were any in the pond.  And then another one, a big one, jumped right in front of him.

      Joe leapt to his feet.

      And then he heard laughter behind him.

      “What a wimp!” one of the boys shouted out and the older teenagers appeared behind Joe. There were three of them and although it was a relatively small town, Joe hadn’t seen any of them before.  One of them was much bigger than the other two.  In his hand was a rock, which he threw over Joe’s head and laughed when it splashed in the water

      “More like dumb ass,” one of the others said.

      Joe looked over at his bike.

      He might be able to get to it if he ran–

      As if reading his mind, the boy on Joe’s left fanned out and blocked his path toward the bike.

      The others walked right up to Joe and the big one poked him in the chest.

      “What’s your name, loser?” he said.

      “Joe.”

      “What the hell are you doing down here,  Joe?” the big one said.  “No one comes down here by themselves except queers.  You a queer?”

      Joe shook his head.

      The other two came closer to Joe and he stood frozen.

      “What’s that?” the big one said.  He turned to his buddies.  “He nodded!  Hell, he’s a queer!”

      The other two started laughing and Joe made his break.  He lunged between the big guy and the one on his left, toward his bike, but someone tackled him and the next thing he knew the big one was sitting on his chest.

      “Hold him down, boys,” he said.

      Joe watched with horror as the boy sitting on his chest unzipped his pants.

      “Now listen, Joe.  I’m going to put something in your mouth, and if you bite down I’m going to beat you and throw you in the pond where no one will ever find you. Got that?”

      Joe was shaking and couldn’t answer.

      He jerked awake in his sleep. Sweat poured down his face and his hands shook.

      Joe rolled off the bed and stood, listening closely.  He heard something. Maybe a car door.

      His fear was gone. In its place was cold rage. He prayed that someone was coming to the boat.
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      Ray's cell phone rang.

      "Mitchell."

      There was a pause on the other end of the line.

      "This is Detective Mitchell, is anyone there?" he asked into the silence.

      "I, I, your voice sounds different,” a woman responded.

      "Who is this?"

      "Paula, at dispatch, Rodgers Bay Police Department."

      "Paula, have we spoken before?"

      "Well, I thought we did just a few minutes ago,” she said, her voice tentative.

      Ray felt his blood start to boil.

      Soergel.

      "Yeah, I'm sorry about that. Sometimes in our department detectives have to share the same phone because of budget cutbacks.”

      "Oh," said Paula, not sounding entirely convinced.

      "Why don't you repeat the conversation you had with the other detective."

      She relayed the information to Ray and he nearly exploded.

      "And the reason I called again was to say that I forgot to tell you the name of Sarah Ross' boat.  It's called Fish Food."

      "What's the fastest way to the marina from here, Paula?" he said, trying to keep his voice calm as he got into his car.
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      Benjamin Soergel had always been an intellectual snob.  He scoffed at the trivial pursuits common men rejoiced in and preferred a book by Francis Bacon or the striking beauty of a Mozart score.  Although he kept his body rock hard through weight training and karate, he had never been one for the outdoors.

      Because of this he had never been on a boat smaller than a yacht, and he had no idea just how hard it was to sneak on board without rocking the vessel.

      With his gun drawn, he stepped from the pier onto the boat's rear deck and it moved.  Not a great deal but it moved nonetheless.  Suddenly, Soergel wondered just how important nabbing Ferkovich by himself really was.

      He knew Nancy would be arriving shortly and to be photographed with the suspect in hand was just the kind of publicity that came about once in a lifetime.  In terms of high-profile cases, this one would be the granddaddy of them all.

      Slowly, he made his way forward.  There was a large, rectangular lid covered in vinyl that he attempted to lift.  It came loose and he found himself looking down into the engine compartment as the smell of gasoline rose quickly to his nostrils.

      He replaced the lid and moved toward the cabin below deck.

      His eyes looked over the captain's chair, with its gleaming chrome throttle and teak-covered instrumental panel.  Not bad, he thought to himself, not bad at all.

      He now stood looking at a plastic door held together by snaps running down the middle.  There was just no way to open this without making even more noise and Soergel turned to look at the street that ran next to the marina, secretly hoping Nancy would arrive in case things went badly.  Not that she would be of much help but it would be comforting to know that someone was so close.

      Soergel felt a trickle of sweat slowly working its way down his forehead.

      He brushed it aside with his hand.  His palms were clammy and his mouth tasted metallic.

      With a sense of complete detachment, he watched as his left hand reached up and unsnapped the top button.  He winced at how loud the sound was but there was still no movement inside the cabin.

      His hand slid down and popped the next snap.

      Now he could get a glimpse inside.  Soergel squinted his eyes and could just make out the shape of a bench running along the right-hand side of the room and a small table perched in front of it.

      From what he could see it looked immaculate as if no one had been there in quite some time.

      He cursed the fact that he didn't have a flashlight.  It had been some years since he worked the streets but his overinflated ego would never let him admit that he was a little out of practice.

      The third and fourth buttons came off without a hitch and he quickly pushed his way through the plastic.

      He never saw it coming.

      Standing just inside the door, Joe Ferkovich brought the short wooden club used to smack salmon down on Soergel's head.  The bone-crunching sound filled the small room. The cop staggered, tried to turn around, but Ferkovich unleashed a vicious blow to Soergel's temple, dropping him to the floor.  The Glock fell from his hand and bounced harmlessly on the marine carpet.
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      Mike awoke with a taste in his mouth that nearly made him gag.  He reached for the Dixie cup of water on the table next to his hospital bed and winced in pain as various parts of his body screamed out in protest.

      But he got the water and drank it, feeling a little better for the effort.

      He still couldn’t believe what had happened.  The chase, the fight, getting shot, and now being confined to a hospital bed.

      Mike had been in and out of consciousness so many times that he wasn’t sure what had been dreams and what had been reality. He knew that he was out of any immediate danger.  Still, that didn’t bring him much comfort.

      It was just too much to believe.

      A low IQ northwoods hick who couldn’t distinguish between an actor on a television show and a real honest-to-goodness killer?  Mike wanted to laugh but he knew it would hurt too much.

      He idly wondered if the real killer would ever hear about this case of mistaken identity and get a kick out of it.

      Mike ground his jaw.

      He wasn’t sure who he wanted to punch more; Hank Campbell or the actual killer.

      Well, he thought, maybe one day he’d be lucky enough to run into either one of them.

      If he ever did, he would gladly deliver payback.

      And then some.
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      The Channel 6 news van rolled to a stop a block from the Rodgers Bay Marina.

      Nancy Bishop sat in silence, and looked for any sign of activity along the pier.

      She was met with silence.

      Bishop was uncertain as to how to proceed.  She knew Soergel would get to the marina before she did, so he had to be here she reasoned.

      What if something went wrong?

      Ben was a tough man, she told herself.  He could handle himself in any situation.

      At the same time, she was hesitant to rush onto the boat before the other cops arrived.  She had made a career out of pushing the limits of how close her reporting came to interfering with the cops performing their duties. This would go beyond anything she'd done before.

      But it was just too good to pass up.  She would be the only reporter to cover the capture of Ferkovich and it would be the crowning achievement in an already impressive career.  But where was Soergel?

      There was only one way to find out.

      "Let's go," she said.

      The cameraman went around to the back of the van and retrieved his camera.

      They crossed the street and tentatively stepped onto the east end of the horseshoe-shaped pier.

      "We’re looking for Teacher's Pet," Bishop said.  She had grabbed the flashlight from the van's glove compartment and was now checking the names of the boats.

      They made their way down the first dock and then circled the horseshoe before they found it.

      Her flashlight shone on the stern of the boat where the words Teacher's Pet were clear in the arc of light.

      "Do you really think this is a good idea, Nancy?" Crumbaker asked, looking around the deserted marina.

      She didn't respond and slowly brought the flashlight up over the stern, onto the rear deck.  Transfixed, the two watched as the light revealed carpeting, vinyl upholstery and the small captain's chair.  Next to the main console, a plastic door with snaps hung askew.  As Nancy lowered her flashlight, she froze.

      Protruding through the bottom of the plastic were the soles of a man's shoes.

      "Shit," whispered Crumbaker from behind her and then he turned his camera on. The bright lights illuminated the entire interior of the boat.

      Nancy Bishop leaped aboard the Teacher's Pet and she tore the plastic apart not caring whether or not the killer was still aboard.

      "Ben!" she cried, dropping her flashlight and kneeling next to the dead man.

      The cameraman stood behind her capturing the scene.

      A distant siren reached their ears and they turned as Ray Mitchell pulled up to the pier.

      Nancy Bishop watched as Mitchell got out of his car and she idly wondered how much trouble she’d gotten herself into this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 76

          

        

      

    

    
      As the morning sun rose steadily in the sky, the four occupants of the dark blue Chevy Suburban fell silent as they passed the area of Highway 2 that had been the site of so much activity the night before.

      In the back seat, Mike Sharpe saw his father look at him in the rearview mirror.  Mike idly ran his fingers over his bandages.  His head was still heavily wrapped and his nose was fortified by a strip of clear plastic that served to hold the mangled cartilage in place while it healed. There were dark circles under his eyes.  Beneath his shirt, he wore a thick wrap designed to protect his ribs.

      Mike Sharpe caught his father's look.

      "Dad, keep your eyes on the road,” he said.  Then, after a second, he added, “there isn’t a big Bronco behind us, is there?”

      "Oh Michael, that's not funny," his mother said.

      "Laughter's the best medicine, Mom."

      "That's right," his Dad said.  "Lighten up, Rosie."

      "Laurie, what are we going to do with these two?" Rose asked, turning in the seat to look at her son's girlfriend.

      "I don't think there's a whole lot we can do at this point, Mrs. Sharpe," Laurie answered.

      "Yeah, don't mess with perfection," Ron said, and received a punch on the arm from his wife in response.

      In stark contrast to the light mood in the Suburban, it had been a different reception when Ron and Rose Sharpe arrived at the hospital the night before. When they arrived there, Rose was in tears and Ron was in shock that his son had been shot.

      But after talking to the doctor as well as Chief Lenzen, they felt better.  And knowing that as long as Mike stayed off his feet for a few days, things should be back to normal in no time.

      So first thing in the morning Mike had been released by the doctor, and after a quick stop at the hospital's pharmacy to pick up Mike's medications, the Sharpe clan with Laurie in tow all piled into the Suburban and set course for Lost Lake Lodge.

      The big truck ate up the miles and fifteen minutes later they drove down a narrow dirt road, passed several driveways, and then Mike saw the familiar wooden post railing fence marking the gate to Lost Lake Lodge.

      Beyond the cabin he saw the sun reflecting off the lake, and the forest of green surrounding the water instantly calmed him.

      Despite the circumstances, he thought, it was good to be back.

      Laurie helped him out of the Suburban while Ron and Rose unloaded the luggage from the truck. Mike took Laurie's arm and gave her a tour of the cabin and the property on which it sat.

      Mike took her through the cabin, pointing out the original section of the structure, along with the hand-hewn logs and natural stone fireplace.

      He purposely finished the tour on the verandah where he pointed out the "R & R, 1981" stone his father had placed there. An example of the kind of romanticism the beauty of the place brought out in its visitors.

      Seeing the stone proclaiming his parents' love for each other, he recalled the hasty search through his room at the hospital for the diamond ring.  It had still been in the pocket of his pants.

      Now, on the verandah, he hoped that she was feeling the effects of Lost Lake Lodge.

      She turned to face him, and put her arms around his waist, careful not to brush his ribs.

      "It's beautiful, Mike.  It's a beautiful place."

      "Do you really like it?"

      "I love it."

      "I do, too."

      Just then, Rose came through the patio door carrying a large tray with bagels, fresh fruit, and a pot of coffee.

      "Sit, you two."

      She poured a cup of coffee for Laurie and a small one for Mike, per his doctor's orders.

      "Okay, now, tell me how you two met.  Spare no detail."
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      It had been a long night for Ray.  He'd been on the phone until four in the morning with Chief Trimble, who was shocked by news of Soergel's death and betrayal.

      Worst of all, though, no one had any idea where Ferkovich was.

      Ray still couldn't believe Soergel was dead.  For all the bullshit Soergel had caused him, Ray was angered by his death.  He was a cop, damn it.

      That Bishop woman had been a nut case, too.  The paramedics had given her drugs to calm her down, then after one ambulance had taken Soergel away they called another one for her.

      Soergel had been the department leak.  In retrospect, it made perfect sense.  By leaking vital information to the press, Soergel had been able to manipulate the political climate of every big police investigation in which he was involved.  Even better, he knew what was going to happen before it happened. That made it easy for him to put himself in the best position possible.  Politically it was a great little scam.

      Ray pulled out his notebook.  He was determined to catch Ferkovich sooner than later.

      He had been given use of a police chopper that was fueled and would begin flying over the area as soon as possible.

      The strategy was simple:  find Soergel's car, which Ferkovich had most likely stolen for his getaway. Roadblocks had been set up all over the county, calculated by how far Ferkovich could get from the time of the murder to the time Ray arrived on the scene.

      Ray's cell phone rang.

      "Mitchell."

      The voice on the other end of the line was Detective Krahn.  Ray had put him in charge of coordinating with Chief Lenzen the teams that were actively pursuing Ferkovich sightings in the area, as well as helping to organize the blanket coverage Ray had set up.

      He listened as Krahn filled him in on the lack of developments.

      Ray snapped his phone shut and walked out to the car.  He placed the coffee in the cup holder and headed for the marina.

      It was the kind of beautiful fall day featured on calendars displaying photos from the Great Lakes.  The leaves were in full color and along the lakeshore the effect was striking.

      The marina had calmed down considerably compared to the confusion of the early morning hours.  Now several cop cars were stationed outside the small marina office and there was crime scene tape around the Teacher's Pet.

      Ray ducked under the police tape and climbed on board.  The boat was a mess. Fingerprint dust covered everything and there were tagged baggies on the floor everywhere Ray stepped.

      He quickly tracked down Paul Casey.

      "What do we have, Paul?"

      "Well, this guy's just a considerate little psycho, isn't he?"

      Ray eyed the bags of garbage that were neatly stowed in a row along the far wall of the cabin.

      "Beer cans and potato chip bags. He cleaned it all up and set them there," Casey said, "presumably for garbage pick up."

      "I guess he didn't want to piss off his big sister."

      "Yeah, I guess he thought maybe she wouldn't mind him leaving a dead body as long as it wasn't surrounded by candy bar wrappers."

      "Other than that," Ray said, "anything else catch your eye?"

      "A couple things.”  Casey retrieved a baggie with a newspaper clipping and held it up for Ray to see.

      Ray peered closely and could see the grainy, smudged picture of Lisa Young.

      He wasn't surprised.  Lots of serial killers returned, both physically and mentally, to scenes of previous crimes.

      "You said a couple things, Paul."

      "Apparently, he's interested in his image, too."

      "Why do you say that?"

      Casey gestured for Mitchell to follow and the crime scene technician walked across the cabin to a small, recessed shelving unit installed next to the dining table.

      The bottom rack held a thick collection of magazines.  Everything from People to Sports Afield.

      "His prints were all over here," Casey said, gesturing to the shelf, "but not on any of the magazines."

      Casey, wearing plastic gloves, slowly pulled a newspaper out from behind the magazines.

      "All of the magazines are dated no later than July.  But see the date on the newspaper?"

      Ray looked.

      "Yesterday. The afternoon edition."

      Casey nodded.

      "Do you know what page it was open to? Take a wild guess."

      Casey handed Ray a pair of plastic gloves and then the paper.  Mitchell's eye was immediately drawn to the headline detailing the chase involving Hank Campbell and Mike Sharpe.

      "It seems what he's doing isn't exciting enough for him so he's got to read about himself, too," the technician said.

      Ray studied the newspaper article and a wild thought occurred to him that he quickly dismissed.  But it came back again.

      "No way," he said.  “No way he’s crazy enough to do that.”
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      Joe Ferkovich looked through the window at the branches outside. The sounds of birds in the trees and rustling of leaves in the soft breeze greeted his ears. He stretched as the muscles in his shoulders and arms still stiff from the night's work.

      Working from a vague memory of the area as well as the address listed in the newspaper, it had taken him longer than he would have liked to find it.  And then it was a quick search of a nearby property for sale tucked back deeply into the woods.

      There was a large woodpile with rows and rows of logs separated by a thick tarp.  He pushed the wood off and used the large tarp to cover the stolen cop car.  He then methodically reassembled the woodpile around the car.

      Ferkovich had then broken into the small one-room shack and fallen dead asleep on an Army cot that had been tucked away in the closet off the kitchen.

      Now, as morning made its presence felt, Ferkovich swung his legs off the cot and stood.

      A quick search of the kitchen cabinets revealed empty shelves containing nothing but a thick layer of dust disturbed by tracks of mice.

      The stillness was disturbing to him.  At least on the boat he had felt the gentle rocking of the waves beneath him and the sound of water lapping against the side of the boat.  The noises had helped drown out the sound of the voices, easing the magnitude of the headaches.

      Thankfully, he wouldn't be here long.

      Ferkovich reached his hand down to his pants and caressed the butt of the pistol he'd taken from the cop.  He snatched it out from beneath his waistband and the gun's heaviness felt good to him, like a wicked punch waiting to be thrown.

      He thought about his plan for the day.

      The cop car was way too hot so he couldn't use it anymore.  But that didn't matter because he would soon have access to another car. He paced, thinking through his plan.

      When he had seen the Nation’s Most Wanted show, his initial reaction had been pure delight.  He thought it was extremely funny that some guy was mistakenly being hunted down.  It would've been hilarious if the guy had actually been killed.

      But after a while it started to piss him off.

      And soon he'd come up with a way to steal back the spotlight he deserved. He would have some more fun in the process and get another car. It was from there he'd make his way down I-75 to Detroit where he could resume his activities.

      He clapped his hands together and rubbed his palms briskly.

      Ferkovich stepped out of the back door of the small shack.  He walked into the woods to the left of the shack and headed directly north.

      In several minutes he would come out on Lost Lake Road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 79

          

        

      

    

    
      The spoonful of yogurt froze in the air where it stopped tantalizingly close to the waiting red lips of Beta Giancarlo.

      With her recent promotion Beta was not just the most powerful agent at her firm, she was now in the upper echelon of agents in all of Hollywood.  Her name was regularly being mentioned at power lunches in trendy restaurants across the valley.

      But this morning the normally unflappable Beta Giancarlo was shocked.

      Before her, in today's newspaper, was the story of struggling actor Mike Sharpe, her Mike Sharpe, and his near death at the hands of a well-intentioned but apparently idiotic man in the mountains of Michigan's Upper Peninsula.

      Beta scanned the story and shook her head in disbelief.

      Mike had talked to her before leaving for vacation and now it sounded like he almost died.

      Beta thought fast.

      "Susan," she said through the speakerphone to her secretary, "could you please come in here?"

      The svelte woman who appeared quickly in Beta's doorway looked less like a secretary than the sexy actress she desired to be.

      "Did you call Mike Sharpe?"

      Susan thought for a brief moment.

      "Yes, I tried him several times but always got his voicemail, so I left a message for him to call."

      That was good news to Beta.

      "Did you tell him why I wanted to talk to him?"

      "No."

      "Good.  If he does call, put him right through to me, please."

      The secretary left Beta's office and she swiveled in her chair. The sight outside her windows was an impressive one.  Her new office was double the size of her last one and these window views were breathtaking.

      She picked up the paper again and glanced through the story, making sure she hadn't missed anything.

      This was too good to be true.

      She almost laughed in spite of herself, thinking of Mike pounding the pavement out here only to have his big break come in Michigan at the hands of a stupid redneck.

      Well, opportunities come from strange places sometimes, she thought.

      Since her promotion she'd been trying to put together a couple of big deals but they had both stalled out.  This town was all about publicity and right now, Beta knew she needed something to cement her new position of power and the reputation that came along with it.

      This would be it.

      She would broker Mike Sharpe's story for film or possibly a made-for-television special.  She would even consider having him star in it.  She would point him to a good literary agent as there would definitely be a book deal.

      She polished off the yogurt and took a long drink of mineral water.  Beta could taste the beginnings of a victory and was exhilarated by the prospect of making a killing.

      Yes, she thought, opportunities do come from strange places.

      She smiled.

      Thank God Mike Sharpe had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
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      Mike and Laurie had just finished a big lunch with his parents.  Pasta and garlic bread sprinkled with mozzarella cheese.  The overload of carbs hadn’t helped with Mike’s drowsiness.

      "My poor baby," Laurie said from his side, stroking his hair and looking him in the eye.

      "If you're going to play nurse, I think you need to be in one of those cute little white uniforms."

      The phone rang and Rose went inside the cabin to answer it.  Ron looked closely at his son.

      "How ya feelin', Mike?"

      "Tired," was all he could manage.

      "Did you take your noon pills?" asked Laurie.  She had been his unofficial nurse since his release from the hospital.

      "I don't think so, but I'm too damned drugged up to remember," Mike said.

      "I'll go get them," Laurie said and took Mike's empty plate and glass with her.

      Ron watched Laurie disappear inside the cabin.  He then scooted over to the chair directly next to Mike's.

      "What's up, Dad?" Mike asked, noticing his father's sly grin.

      "I like that Laurie."

      "So do I."

      "Do you think she's the one, Mikey?"

      Mike rolled his eyes.

      "Now hold on," Ron said, nipping his son's complaint in the bud.  "Your mother and I have been very patient waiting for you to get out there and make us a grandchild.  You can't get all mad at us for checking up on your progress."

      Mike shook his head.

      "You two are incorrigible."

      "That hardly answers the question."

      Mike thought of the ring in his pocket.

      "We’ll see,” Mike said.

      His father nodded and stood.  “I need to get your mother off the phone.  I never should have put one in the cabin.  Our phone bills are like the mosquitoes, they get bigger up north."

      Mike was left alone, looking out over the lake.

      It was time.

      He was going to take Laurie out on the pontoon boat right now and propose.

      He stood up and his head swam slightly.  Mike opened the sliding glass door and stepped inside the cool, darker interior, waiting for his eyes to adjust from the bright sunshine outside.

      They never got the chance.

      As he started to make out the dim images of Laurie, his mother and his father all bound and gagged on the floor of the cabin in front of the fireplace, he sensed movement behind him.

      There was a brief stab of pain at the base of his skull followed by nothing at all.
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      Ray mashed the pedal to the floor and watched out of the corner of his eye as the trees turned into a giant blur of green.  The road was smooth but twisty and he was forced to alternate between the brake and the accelerator. The cruiser's thick tires gripped the road admirably, squealing in protest on every steep curve.

      He glanced at the newspaper on the seat next to him.  As he drove he second-guessed himself with every passing mile.  One moment he was sure that Ferkovich would target the actor and the next he was convinced that he was crazy for driving off like this.  But he knew there was only one way to find out.

      He tried to put a call through to Krahn but the dispatcher said he was out chasing down leads generated from the Nation’s Most Wanted episode and not answering his cell.

      Ray approached a dirt road off the main highway and slowed as he went by. He just managed to make out the words "Lost Lake Road."

      "Shit," he muttered and slammed on the brakes.

      He slammed the car into reverse, flung his arm over the passenger seat's headrest and backed up to the entrance of the road.   Ray turned down the dirt and gravel road and gunned the big engine. The steering wheel began violently vibrating in his hands and he was forced to slow down on the bumpy road.

      He picked up the radio handset and tried Krahn again.  This time, he got through.

      "Hey, it’s Ray."

      "Yeah."

      "I don't have time to explain, but I think Ferkovich may be going after the actor who played him on Nation’s Most Wanted.  I found a newspaper article in the boat where Ferkovich was hiding.  The article listed the actor's parents' address.  Ferkovich's prints were all over it."

      "It's a long shot, Ray."

      "I know but I have to check it out.  I've got a feeling.  Anything else?"

      "Lots of false sightings.  From Cincinnati to San Diego.  The bastard's everywhere and nowhere at the same time."

      "I'll let you know what I find."

      "I'll send backup."

      "Just wait for my call.  I'm almost there now."

      "10-4."

      Ray hung up the handset and checked his watch.

      Through the trees to the left of the road, he could now see sunlight reflecting off a lake. The choppy waves created a moving mirror of water and light.

      He passed a cabin and spotted the address.  He was close. Just a few more houses, probably.

      The cruiser nosed down the road, its mounted light looking oddly out of place among the pine trees and log cabins.

      He stopped abruptly at the wooden gate with the sign above it reading "Lost Lake Lodge."

      Ray paused and studied the layout of the buildings.  A main cabin with a garage off to the right.  A big blue Suburban sat in the driveway.  Ray punched in the license plate number and it came up registered to a Ronald Sharpe.  Presumably the actor's father.

      Mitchell pulled the cruiser into the drive and rolled slowly past the cabin. He parked behind the Suburban.  A thin trail of smoke curled up from the chimney.  A pontoon boat gently drifted at its mooring, pushed one way by the wind, then jerked back by the chain holding it to the dock.

      Ray stepped out of the cruiser and shut the door.

      He could see the edge of the porch and noted some dishes on the small table.  Leftovers from breakfast, he presumed.  Now he knew he’d made a mistake.  There was no killer here.  He would have to call Krahn back and admit his imagination had gotten the better of him.

      There was a mud room on this end of the cabin and it was to this door that Ray went, knocking softly on the old wood.  He looked at the pile of firewood next to the door and tried to remember the last time he'd sat in front of a roaring fire.  It had been a long time.

      There was no answer, so he knocked again.

      This time someone called out from inside.

      "Come on in, we're just about to have some coffee!" a woman's voice said.

      He opened the door and stepped inside.

      The smell of a woodfire along with the scent of coffee, eggs and bacon.

      Well, his foolish idea wasn’t all bad.  Maybe he’d get a good meal out of the deal.

      It was going to be a long day now that he knew he'd guessed wrong.  Ferkovich was still out there somewhere.  But he sure as hell wasn’t here.

      Ray stepped through the mud room and got a glimpse of the great room ahead with its vaulted ceiling and natural fireplace.

      Ray stepped forward into the adjoining hallway.

      "Hi folks, hope I'm not interrupt-..."

      He managed to register the feel of cold metal against the back of his head just before he was knocked unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 82

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like a victim buffet.

      Joe didn’t know where to begin.

      The bodies were sprawled out in front of him and he hesitated.  He wanted the younger woman who was clearly beautiful, voluptuous, and had a fantastic mouth.  He could barely control himself looking at her.

      But should he wait?  Start with maybe the old lady first?  Sort of like an appetizer before moving onto the main course?

      Joe didn’t think he had time.

      Red tinted the edges of his vision and he knew he couldn’t hold out much longer.  His control was so weak now and his desire so strong that he wanted to wreak havoc immediately and thoroughly. He wanted to leave the walls covered with blood and the screams of women in pain ringing in his ears.

      But he took a brief second to savor the moment.  When would he ever be in this position again?  He almost laughed.  He had the actor who had played him in the television show!  This was the kind of stuff of which legends were made.  Ted Bundy had never pulled off anything nearly as bold and audacious.

      Joe Ferkovich was going to go down in history as one of the most famous killers of all time.

      But not right now.

      No.

      He would kill everyone here, take the cop’s guns and car and make a beeline for Canada.

      Joe had no idea how he would get over the border but he would think of something.

      He couldn’t stop staring at the young woman.

      It was time.
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      When Mike saw the killer drag the detective into the middle of the living room, all of his hopes for a quick rescue vanished.

      He still couldn't get over how much the killer and he looked alike.  That crazy eye brought him back to reality, though.  Mike watched the killer, Ferkovich, kick the detective in the ribs.

      "Now this is my kind of party," Ferkovich said, scanning the room. He noted the wide, terrified eyes of his captives. Mute with fear, their mouths were duct-taped shut.

      "What, did you think you could steal my thunder?" he yelled, raising his arms for emphasis.

      "I'm the star of this show!"

      Mike struggled against the duct tape binding his wrists together. He worked at it ferociously behind his back. The edges cut into his skin, tearing it, and blood dripped from underneath the tape.

      His only hope was that the cop had called someone or that more cops were on the way.  After all, why had this detective come here?  They'd last seen him at the hospital and assumed they wouldn't meet up with him again.  Had the detective figured something out?  And if so, wouldn't he have called for backup?

      Suddenly, Ferkovich's voice boomed out.

      "Well, who wants to go first?"

      Mike stopped struggling to get his hands free.  He would have to think of something else.

      Mike knew that the killer’s other victims had been sexually assaulted and his blood ran cold at the thought.  He looked at his father, but with blood seeping down from his hairline, Mike knew he was in no shape to help.

      He looked across the room at his mother. Her eyes were closed and she was praying.  Laurie's face was a pale mask behind the gray strips of duct tape across her mouth and cheeks.

      He had to buy time for the other cops to arrive. He pulled his lips apart as best he could then sucked in a sharp breath of air, catching a narrow strip of duct tape between his teeth.

      And then he started chewing.

      Ferkovich walked across the room and stopped in front of Laurie.  He ran a hand along her cheek and then stroked her hair.

      "I think you’ll do, honey.  At least, you'll have the honor of doing it first.”

      Mike Sharpe felt the stringy duct tape began to tear under the grinding pressure of his teeth.  He opened a small hole in the broad swath covering his mouth and he curled his lips, pulling the hole bigger.  Mike looked at his father and saw him struggling against the tape until he toppled over onto his side.  Mike caught his father’s eye, and lifted his feet in a kicking gesture.  His Dad nodded, understanding the message.

      Mike didn't plan to waste time explaining.  The only course of action left was to show his father what he intended and he hoped the old man had enough of his faculties left to do his part.

      Through the hole in the tape, he spoke.

      "Hey Ferkovich," he said, his voice a bit muffled but clearly understandable.

      Ferkovich jumped at the unexpected voice behind him.  He whirled and looked at Mike.

      "What kind of nutjob are you?" said Mike.  Disgust and hatred seeping through the duct tape.  "You’re a coward, tying us up.  I'd kick your ass in a fair fight, you piece of dog shit."

      A smile slowly spread across Joe Ferkovich's face.

      "Is that right?"

      He walked over to Mike and stood before him.

      He pulled a revolver from his waistband and swung it at Mike, who ducked, but still caught some of the blow on his head.  He quickly felt blood on his face.

      "I think they're going to have to find someone else to play me in the sequel," Ferkovich said and placed the barrel of the gun against Mike’s forehead.

      Mike suddenly lunged forward. His forehead struck Joe Ferkovich directly in the solar plexus.  At the same time he swung his feet sideways catching Ferkovich behind the heels and toppling him over backwards.  The gun flew out of the killer’s hand and skittered toward the opposite end of the room.

      As soon as the killer landed on his back, Ron Sharpe rolled forward, brought his feet up, and crashed them down on Ferkovich's nose, squashing it and sending blood pouring out of his nostrils.

      Ron brought his legs up again but Ferkovich rolled to the right and avoided the kick.   Mike lunged forward but Ferkovich kicked out and caught him on the side of the temple.  Mike saw stars and then watched as Ray Mitchell shot forward in a desperate tackle.

      His head butted Ferkovich just below the rib cage, banging against the bigger man's kidney.  Both landed in a heap and Ray struggled to get to his feet.

      Ferkovich, dazed and bloodied, rolled again, jumped to his feet several yards from Mitchell and the Sharpe men.  He crookedly ran to where Laurie was reaching for the gun. He stepped on her hand and the sound of breaking bones filled the air.  He grasped the gun with his left hand and yanked her to her feet with his other.

      "Is this what you wanted?" he said and held the gun to her temple.  Her eyes widened in horror and Ferkovich threw her across the room.  She crashed to the floor next to Mike.

      Ferkovich stood straight and gasped for breath. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe the blood from his mouth.

      "That's it, you're dead, you're all dead!" he screamed. He stood over Ron Sharpe and pointed the muzzle directly at the top of the older man's head.

      "Age before beauty, asshole," he said.

      A shot rang out and Ferkovich's head bobbed forward as the side of his head exploded and a gaping wound appeared in the middle of his forehead.  He swayed on his feet and then dropped to his knees as blood poured out the hole in his forehead.  He fell forward and landed on what was left of his face.  A pool of blood slowly encircled him.

      Ron Sharpe rolled onto his back and struggled to sit up.

      Ray Mitchell sat up, dazed, and crawled over next to Ferkovich.  He sat back and kicked the gun out of his hands then struggled to pick it up. His hands were still taped.

      A figure burst through the mud room door.

      A huge figure.  One that Mike Sharpe believed to be a hallucination.  It was the same one he had been seeing in his nightmares.

      Hank Campbell looked down at the dead man in the middle of the great room floor.

      "Please tell me I got the right one this time,” he said.
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      Nancy Bishop stood in front of the small picturesque cabin by the lake.  Hastily erected rope was strung from tree trunk to tree trunk, the northwoods version of a cordoned off crime scene.

      She looked at Crumbaker as the telltale red light clicked on and Nancy Bishop began her report.

      "I'm standing in front of Lost Lake Lodge, the home of Ron and Rose Sharpe, near Rodgers Bay, Michigan.  According to police it was at this cabin earlier this morning that the fugitive and suspected serial killer Joe Ferkovich took the people residing here hostage.  Authorities say they found the car of murdered police officer Benjamin Soergel about a half mile east of the cabin."

      She paused as a breeze blew a strand of hair across her face.  Inside, she was struggling to stay calm.  Saying Ben's name to the camera had been difficult but she was holding it together now.

      "One of the captives is believed to have been Mike Sharpe, the actor who portrayed Ferkovich on the show Nation’s Most Wanted.  The police believe Ferkovich watched the broadcast of the show and the chase which ensued when a civilian, Hank Campbell, mistook Mike Sharpe for Joe Ferkovich."

      She stepped to her left and Crumbaker followed her as more of the cabin came into view.

      “Campbell was released this morning on bail and apparently came here, to Lost Lake Lodge, to apologize to Mike Sharpe face-to-face.  Authorities say that when he arrived he saw what was occurring inside the cabin and shot Ferkovich, killing him instantly."

      Several patrolmen walked behind Nancy.  The ambulance had already departed but the cops were still working to record the crime scene.

      "The other victims were Ron Sharpe, Rose Sharpe, Laurie Bradford, and Mike Sharpe.  They were all taken for medical treatment although none are believed to be in serious condition.

      "Again, suspected serial killer Joe Ferkovich is dead.  We'll be back this evening with more coverage of this breaking story.  Nancy Bishop. Channel 6 news."

      After several seconds the light blinked off of Joel Crumbaker’s camera. He lowered it from his shoulder, scooped up the sandbags next to his lighting tripod and carried it all back to the van.  When he returned, Nancy was standing in front of the crime scene tape looking longingly at the lake.

      "It's pretty, isn't it?" she asked.

      "Very."

      She turned and looked at him. A faint smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      "So do you want to start calling me 'boss' now or when we get back to Milwaukee?"

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Aaron retired.  He felt a pain in his left arm, went to the hospital, and turned out he was having a heart attack."

      "Holy shit."

      "Yeah, he decided he better get to Florida and make a few casts for tarpon while he still can."

      "I just can't picture you part of management."

      "You better, Buster, or you're screwed."
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      The phone rang and Mike heard Beta's voice on the other end.

      "My God, Michael, I just heard. Are you all right?" she asked.

      Mike thought he heard some actual sincerity in the question.

      "Hanging in there. What's up?" he said.

      "Look, I don't want to bother you right now with business. I suspect your family needs you."

      "You figured right."

      "All I'll say is that there are some very interested parties in your story both in terms of rights and possible projects.  So when you get back out here you're going to be a very busy boy."

      Mike couldn't help but take the bait.

      "What parties?"

      "Two producers, their studios, as well as Tom Cruise's production company and several literary agents.  The book deal alone will get you into the mid-six figures."

      Mike successfully bit his tongue.

      "And, of course, you'll have the option of playing yourself in the film."

      The number she'd thrown out was staggering, but he quickly pulled himself together.

      "I appreciate the call, Beta. I should be back in LA in a week or two. We'll talk then?"

      "Count on it, Mike.  I'll make my schedule work around yours."

      He almost laughed out loud at the idea.

      Mike hung up and looked at the motley group assembled on the verandah.  The entire cabin interior was a crime scene.

      He moved to the deck and stood next to Laurie and Detective Mitchell.

      Mitchell handed a business card to Mike.

      "Call me if you need anything. I'll be in town for a couple of more days before heading back to Milwaukee."

      They nodded a good-bye and Mike took Laurie by the hand.  Together they walked down the small stone pathway to the lake.  He led her down the pier and they stepped onto the pontoon boat still moored to the end of the dock.  It bobbed and swayed gently as it took on its new cargo.

      Mike sat on one of the upholstered seats at the rear of the boat and looked out over the lake.  He put his arms around Laurie's waist and pulled her onto his lap.

      "Well, I sure know how to show a girl a good time, don't I?"

      "I was just thinking how right you were about what a peaceful vacation it would be."

      He laughed and pulled the jewelry box out of his pocket.

      "Well, I don't think the excitement's over just yet."

      She looked down at his hand and her eyes rose to meet his.

      "Laurie, I've been beat up, shot, and almost killed this vacation but I figure if you say no, I'll feel worse than all of it combined."

      Laurie looked down at the ring as Mike continued.

      "I got off the phone with Beta and I don’t know what the next step will be for me but I do know that I love you more than anything in the world. I want to spend the rest of my life with you."

      Mike let out a deep breath.

      "Laurie, will you marry me?"

      She looked at him as a teardrop trickled from her eye.

      "Yes."

      They embraced and she took his face into her hands.

      "And if you want to come back here, leave LA, that's fine with me,” she said.  “After making anorexic models with heroin habits look beautiful through the lens, just think what I can do with a bald eagle perched on a tree with one of these beautiful sunsets behind him."

      He shook his head.

      "I can't imagine.  You'll have to show me."

      They hugged again and made their way to the cabin.  The loon called from the lake as they stepped off the pier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 86

          

        

      

    

    
      Ray Mitchell leaned against the side of his car. The faint breeze blew off of Lake Superior, a chilly premonition of the brutal weather on its way.  Ray had once lived for two years in northern Wisconsin and he had never forgotten the winters.  Not only were they unbelievably cold with severe snow accumulation from the lake effect, they realistically lasted nine months.  Spring, summer, and fall had approximately one month each.

      He turned up the collar of his jacket and looked back at the cemetery.  Joe Ferkovich's funeral had just finished.  There was a small contingent of reporters, Mary Ferkovich, and a few people whose reason for being there he could only guess.

      Ray had spent the last two days wrapping up loose ends before preparing to return to the city.  Krahn had left the day before.  Early this morning Ray had gotten a call from Chief Trimble; the old man wanted him back in a hurry saying that someone needed to step in and take over Soergel's responsibilities.

      The suggestion had momentarily floored Ray.  He would be a Lieutenant.

      The prospect of more money was immediately offset by the fact that he would do less detective work and that idea did not please him.  But he knew Michelle would urge him to take it. Lord knew they needed more money. Especially considering how much work needed to be done on the house.

      Ray wasn't sure how he would feel about taking over Soergel's job.  There had been no love lost between the two but the idea of being an opportunist after a cop had been killed didn't sit well with Ray.

      He opened the driver's door and got behind the wheel.

      Ray took one last look out over the big body of water to his left.  The blue sky was startlingly beautiful and completely free of clouds.  He took out his notepad and placed it inside the bulky folder with all of the paperwork on the Ferkovich case.  He closed the flap and stretched the elastic band around the body of the folder.
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      The white leather couch in the green room of the Tonight Show sagged uncomfortably under the incredible weight of Hank Campbell.  He hefted his tenth bottle of Budweiser to his lips and drank half of its contents with one big slurp.

      He had to give these people credit, he thought to himself, they sure knew how to take care of people.

      "Hi honey," he said to a tall brunette who walked into the green room followed by several men in suits.

      "Hello," said the actress. Hank didn’t know her name but he’d seen her in a movie once. She was smoking hot.

      Hank watched as the little men in suits ushered the tall, good-looking gal to the other end of the room.  She couldn't possibly be seeing either one of them, he thought.  She needs a big man.

      "Hey," he said.  Everyone turned to look at him.  "Ya want a beer?"

      "No thank you," she said.

      Hank shrugged his massive shoulders.

      One of the suits went to talk to the show's producer and the other one answered a call on his cell phone.  Hank took the opportunity to walk over to where the woman was sitting.

      "What are you on the show for?" he asked.

      "I'm promoting my new movie."

      She ran her eyes over the new suit the show had bought him.

      "And you?"

      He smiled.

      "Oh, I blew some guy's head off."

      "Really."

      "Yeah.  I shot someone else, too, but that was the wrong guy.  I got it right the second time, though."

      "Well good for you."

      A page appeared at the doorway to the studio.

      "Hank Campbell.  You're on after the commercial break."

      The big man drained the rest of his beer and set it on the table next to the famous actress.

      "You wanna get some pizza after the show?" he asked.

      She smiled as politely as possible.

      "Mr. Campbell," the page said, as sternly as she could muster.  "We need you here, now."

      "Gotta go, babe."

      "Good luck," she said.

      Hank heard the host mention his name, as well as Ferkovich's and then he felt hands pushing him onto the stage.

      He walked slowly.

      The bright lights made him feel warm, as did the sound of thunderous applause.
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