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PROLOGUE

 

 

Deep in troubled thought, Barry Croydon trudged along the pathway that ran between the grassy field on one side and the lazy, winding river on the other. In early summer, this riverside Wisconsin town was bathed in sunshine and greenery, but he barely noticed the view.

Frowning as his heavy boots tramped across a squelchy spot, he was worrying about the bitter argument he’d had with his wife, Sandi, last night.

Things weren’t going well between them. They were strained. It was like everything he said to her got taken the wrong way.

Okay, some of the things had been wrong. He shouldn’t have said them at all. They’d had too many fights in the past while. How had he become so vindictive? What were all these personal insults about? What he’d said to her last night – that had been taunting and bitter and hurtful. It had been like listening to a dark caricature of himself, but one that he’d somehow become.

“Barry, you need to take yourself back a few years,” he told himself. “You had a good partnership back then. That’s what it was. A partnership.”

Thinking back to those better times, he raised his head and scanned the surrounding area. The woods were quiet and peaceful on this early morning. He knew that it would still be chilly under their canopy, but that was a mile or more away, and for the time being, his route took him alongside the river.

His gaze snagged on a large, oval object – a rock in the river, he guessed, washed by water and glistening in the morning sun, interrupting the blue flow of the river.

It was a strange optical illusion, but it looked as if the rock was slowly moving. That was weird.

Looking away from the puzzling slight, Barry remembered how he and Sandi had enjoyed walks by the river, years ago, and then life had gotten in the way. She’d become focused on the twin boys who were now ten, and who, though little superstars in their own right, seemed to take all her time and a massive amount of his and Sandi’s energy.

And, of course, his work had been so busy that the previously regular walks down here had become only occasional. Back then, when he'd walked regularly, he'd been a good few years younger and a good few pounds lighter. It wasn’t just the big, expensive hiking boots that were weighing his feet down, it was the additional weight he was carrying.

Time had flowed on, just like the river, and he wasn’t happy with the results it had left him with. He might have progressed in his career, but he was heavier in body and in mind.

“How to turn it around?” he wondered. Could it be changed? Or was it too late for him to do anything except continue what seemed to be an inevitable downturn that would lead to a stagnant, loveless marriage or else, divorce?

He glanced again at the rock, water tumbling over it and around it.

Was it moving?

Looking for a point of reference that he knew wasn’t moving, he stared at a lone tree in the field beyond. Dotted with yellow flowers, it looked quiet and peaceful.

The rock was just behind the tree.

No, it wasn’t. It was level with the tree now.

Finally jerked from his reverie, he walked a few steps closer to the water, and really looked at it. His curiosity was now taking precedence over the relationship worries, and his brain was now telling him that this object in the water was no rock.

It looked like some strange sort of container – oval in shape and large in size – about five feet in length, he guessed, as he strode closer toward the river, his boots sinking deeper into the mud. It was a pale, silvery gray in color. The top and bottom were slightly flattened, and on one of the long sides, he saw two sturdy-looking steel clasps.

A container? Had it dropped from a ship or a boat? He felt intensely curious as he watched it bob and turn in the water. Where was it from? What did it contain? Well, he’d never know, because the river would take it past him in a few more moments and it would be gone.

But as he watched, a stray eddy of water bumped the container sideways, spinning it out of the fast flowing stream, and into a small natural dam on his side of the river.

It might not stay trapped there for long – but it was there for now, and this gave him the chance to investigate it. 

At least this would provide him with a distraction from his marriage problems, he thought, surprisingly himself with a touch of wry humor. Knowing that his boots would end up sodden and his pants ruined, he waded into the water.

Being oval in shape, the strange object, that seemed made from some sort of tough plastic, was a devil to grab. It took him several tries and a good few oaths uttered under his breath. As soon as he had it in his grasp, it slipped free, and one time it almost shot right out of the natural dam to rejoin the river.

Eventually, after some breathless trial and error, he discovered that the best way of maneuvering it into shore was to get on the opposite side, and push it in, rather than trying to pull it. Shoving and shunting, he finally managed to wedge the surprisingly heavy object on the muddy shore.

What was it? 

Wading ashore once more himself, he took a look. Something about the weighty feel of it, and the bumping, off kilter motion it had made while being pushed to shore, made him think that there was something inside. 

The sturdy steel clasps, which fastened from the outside, were firmly closed.

Should he open it?

Perhaps it was then that the first shivers prickled their way down his back, but he ignored them. He had better open it – after all, he couldn’t exactly stand here, holding it in the dam, forever. It might contain drugs or contraband or something that needed reporting to the cops.

Plus, if he was honest with himself, he was simply curious.

The latches were slippery from the water, and the metal felt very cold to the touch. Even though it was early summer, the river’s temperature hadn’t yet caught up. As he wrestled it open, he noted that it felt stiff, the way that something new, which hadn’t often been used before, might feel.

Just when he wasn’t expecting it, the first latch sprang open so suddenly that it pinched a fold of his finger’s skin. He jumped away, swearing, shaking the sting out of his right hand. That had been nasty. As if it had bitten him, he thought, trying for a humorous angle in case it helped with the pain.

Then, the oval object almost bobbed away again, a stray wavelet scooping it up and sending it veering to the right, so that he had to forget about the pain and collect it up again, keeping it in place this time with his legs as well as his arms.

At last, with some difficulty, he undid the second latch, and then got his fingers under the rim, and raised the lid slowly.

For a moment, he stared at what was inside, as adrenaline surged in him, and his heart began a panicked tattoo in his chest, and the world seemed to stand still.

“No!” he cried aloud, in a voice so thin and wavering it didn’t seem to belong to him at all.

There was a dead man in there. A dead man, sprawled at the bottom of the container, wearing a well-fitting black T-shirt and blue jeans, his arms outstretched and his legs slightly bent, and his eyes wide and sightless.

It was not the expression of horror on his face that made Barry start to scream.

It was the forest of scratch marks on the underside of the lid and the man's broken, bloody fingernails.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Grace Ford climbed out of the rental car and looked around her carefully. 

If anyone saw her here, she was in bad trouble. She was defying a direct instruction from her boss by being here at all, and if this was discovered by the powers that were, her FBI career could be jeopardized.

She paused, taking a moment to survey the scenery in the valley below her, while she twisted up her long, brown hair and stuffed it out of sight under a dark baseball cap. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but with her blue cotton jacket, her old jeans, and her dusty brown boots, she hoped she looked just like an average hiker taking one of the many trails in this area of Arkansas.

Except this wasn’t just a trail. It led down to a murder scene.

She stood for a moment at the top of the hill, staring down at the idyllic scene of chalets and walking trails, dotted around the green, forested field below. 

This was the most unlikely spot for a brutal, bloody murder. But two days ago, that was exactly what had occurred there. The crime scene tape fluttering on stakes around the furthermost chalet, was still in place, its black and yellow looking incongruous in this peaceful scene of greens and blues.

“It’s the latest in the serial, and I warned them,” she muttered, opening the wooden gate in the fence, stepping through, and closing it behind her before setting off down the hill. 

Incongruous it might be, but more than a decade ago, her own mother had been murdered in a similar setting – in a peaceful chalet in the woods. A killer had known she was there, had stalked her, had murdered her, and had left an expensive men’s watch at the scene, with the word ‘Time’ engraved on the back.

From the research that Grace had done yesterday, frantic and horrified, she'd found that the same watch had been left at this scene, too. It was another murder in the serial case spanning many years, involving a killer who operated on a long interval in several southern states that she knew of so far, including Arkansas.

Peaceful, beautiful rural settings were his hunting ground, and when the urge took him, he stalked and killed women on their own, leaving the signature watch behind him.

Thanks to the research that Grace, and her investigation partner Dylan Reed, had done, they had identified this pattern, and Grace had warned her bosses that he would strike again, soon – that it was time.

She felt grateful to Dylan, who had done so much research to help her. Thinking of his dedication to this unpleasant cause, and remembering the growing closeness between them, her heart felt briefly warm.

But what good was all the research in the world, if the FBI was moving too slowly on it, and refusing to use available resources such as herself? That got her feeling frustrated all over again.

They’d promised to investigate it, but had not allowed Grace to be part of the task force, even though she’d asked. In fact, pleaded. She’d repeated the request twice more, but the answer had been a firm no from her boss’s boss, and her immediate superior had agreed with him.

The reason given was that Grace was needed on the Mississippi river task force, and because of the urgency of the cases that could arise at any time – especially now it was summer – they couldn’t spare her. 

That was the official reason, anyway. Grace was sure the unofficial one was that her boss’s boss simply didn’t want anyone with a personal connection to the case, to be on board. That was faulty thinking in her book. She had a strong reason to want the case solved, and how could a personal link to one of the older victims be anything but helpful? 

She hadn’t gotten her way.

And now – as she could have predicted, to the week in fact, another murder had occurred.

Yet, she was getting no feedback, no updates on what was happening. The orders from on high had clearly decreed that she was to be shut out of the investigation completely.

She couldn't help wondering if things would have been any different if she was a male agent. Would a male have been granted more respect? Would a male have been considered tougher and more able to handle things? Would a man have been invited to help out, at least part-time, on this case?

She had an uneasy feeling the answer to these questions might be yes.

And so – here she was. She’d looked up the case details. It was her prerogative as an FBI agent to be able to scrutinize current cases in other states. And even though she was not doing it for work reasons, and strictly speaking shouldn’t have misused her FBI credentials, she’d done so all the same.

She'd had to do it this way because her boss had specifically told her not to access the files. For sure, they wanted her out of it.

She’d fumed over it for a few hours. Then, with a gap in her work schedule occurring the next day, she’d thought: why the hell not?

Now, she picked her way along the path, making sure to keep fully alert as she walked.

Two days later – nearly forty-eight hours after this crime had occurred – would there be something they’d missed?

There didn’t seem to be any sound or movement coming from the chalets or from the office that she could see up on the hill. She guessed that after such a thing occurring, they’d closed down for a few weeks.

This was the kind of destruction that a killer like this could cause. Not only had he taken a woman's life brutally, but his actions had now affected an innocent business owner, who might end up losing the business entirely after it was tainted by this terrible crime. It made Grace feel ineffectually furious. 

All for one man and his twisted need to kill.

Well, let the FBI team do their work – whoever they were. But she was going to work on her own, and she was going to pick up what they missed. Because there was no way she was going to allow this to happen again.

And, as Grace strode along the pathway, which was now slightly overgrown, as if it had been well trimmed, but then nobody had cared for it since the murder, she acknowledged that she was as mad as hell that she hadn’t been kept in the loop. It felt like they were doing this deliberately, and so, she didn’t see the harm in arriving at the scene to find out for herself.

After all, who could prove she was here to take a look? She could just be out on a hike and wandering through.

With her excuses top of mind if she needed them, Grace headed toward the crime scene tape, shivering briefly in the strangely still environment of a vacation spot that should be abuzz with activity at this time of the year.

What could she find? She had the advantage – minimal though it might be – of having seen a previous site in person, though one from long ago. That was when she’d gone to view the place where her mother had been murdered. She didn’t know if the FBI team currently on the case would have done that. With the crimes spaced years apart and miles away, they might not visit any of the other sites immediately, if at all.

Grace remembered the awkwardness and nervousness she’d felt on her recent trip to the farm where her mother had gone for her annual family visit to her cousins. After her murder there, her father had cut off contact completely with that side of the family. Grace could not even remember who’d been at the funeral – for which her mother had been flown back up to Minnesota.

After the initial hesitancy, it had felt good to embrace and connect and forgive. It was as if a wall had been broken down.

Grace had taken a look at the chalet in the woods where her mother had been staying, and the first thing that she'd noticed was how peaceful it had been. It was the same with this site. Was he deliberately hunting out places that were calm and beautiful in order to defile them with his evil acts?

Something to consider as she began the journey to try to get into his mind.

She didn’t want to be inside there, but she would go there if that was what was needed.

What other similarities could she find?

Both the murder sites were somewhat isolated. The chalet where her mother had been murdered had been in a lovely private wooded location on the farm. This one was probably the most remote out of all the chalets in this field. It would have been easy for the killer to have watched and waited, biding his time, seeing who was occupying the chalet without being seen in turn.

Reaching it, she ducked under the tape and approached the window. She peered inside, cupping her hands around her eyes to keep out the light.

There was still some furniture in there, although the nightstand where the watch would have been was now clean and bare, and the bed had been stripped. But her eyes could make out the splashes and streaks on the wall, dark against the wooden wall, which she knew to be blood.

She was going in, she decided. Although she wasn’t allowed to be here at all, surely nobody would arrive in the next few minutes, seeing the place looked totally deserted.

Maybe there would be something more to be found, some similarity between the two scenes that she could pick up.

Pushing the door open, taking one last look around to make sure she was alone, Grace stepped inside.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Even as an experienced agent who was accustomed to crime scenes, the smell of blood still made Grace shiver, imagining what had played out to cause those splashes and streaks. Now, standing inside this small chalet, the musty, unpleasant odor filled the warm air.

Why here, why this chalet, why this place?

She’d agonized for hours over this killer’s decisions and his patterns, once she and Dylan had identified enough of his crimes to understand the interval. Grace had spent long hours poring over maps and calendars and timelines, trying to make sense of his movements.

Why was he picking the locations that he chose? If only there was some logic to it, then they could predict where he'd strike again. Sadly, though, although the timing was consistent to within a couple of weeks every two years, the locations seemed to vary according to what was available. 

What he needed was clearly an isolated area, and a woman on her own, and in summer in the southern states, that wasn’t at all difficult to find. Some of the kills had been in private residences or farms, others had been in campsites or vacation venues. Most had been at night, but one during the day. Most had been in buildings or chalets, but at least one had been in the open air.

Preferences were clear and they existed, but patterns? They were elusive. In fact nonexistent. It was maddening. How could he have operated for decades and not created a pattern?

How old was he now, she wondered, moving quietly across the room to examine the bed, with its stripped-down frame and empty nightstand. If he’d started in his mid twenties, then he’d be in his mid forties by now. Uneasily, she realized that left a lot of killing time still to go. He could easily keep going for another twenty years or longer.

And what did he do when he was not killing? Did his job allow him to travel and to scope out these locations so that it was easier for him to choose? Did he hike as a hobby, giving him the chance to investigate fertile hunting grounds for his next crime?

What did he do when he walked inside? Probably he headed straight for the bed, so that his victim would not have a chance to scream too loudly. But there was a struggle, hence all the blood. Did he say something? What was the ritual he craved?

And what about that watch?

Was the watch going to be a way of finding him?

An expensive watch at every scene, engraved with the word ‘Time’ on the back? Surely there was a way of tracking him through that? As Grace stood in the chalet, the thought gained momentum in her mind. This might be the lead they needed. Something to do with time. Could it have significance?

Her mind was bursting with questions, racing with theories.

As she stood there, thinking of the last photo of her mother, taken a few days before she’d left on that fateful trip, her dark hair waving over her shoulders – Grace had another breakthrough.

The photos of all the victims now came into her mind. She’d researched them all – everyone. The photo of this last woman was particularly poignant and vivid.

A common factor! She’d found one at last, even though she had no idea why he was picking his victims based on this characteristic.

She was so preoccupied with thinking this through that she only heard the footsteps outside as the chalet door swung wide.

The doorway darkened. Grace spun around.

A tall man stood there, staring at her in shock.

Grace felt her heart thump in her throat. For a spooky moment, her imagination had run away with her. Embroiled in her scenario, she’d visualized this as the killer. A moment later, though, her common sense had come to the fore.  

With his sharp, dark haircut, his businesslike manner, and the official blue jacket and black pants he wore, she identified him as FBI. This must be the agent in charge of the case, although she’d never seen him before and had no idea which office he worked from.

Not that this was what she needed, either. Finding her in this chalet was going to backfire on her, badly. Already, his shock was turning to incredulity as he moved swiftly forward.

“Ma’am, what are you doing here? Are you aware this is a crime scene? Did you not see the yellow tape outside?” He moved forward, the gaze from his hazel eyes pinning her.

This was her moment for decision-making, and now she had to choose. Was she going to stammer out an apology, pretend to be an ignorant hiker who’d wandered in out of curiosity, and go on her way?

Too late for that. Just being caught in here might be reason enough for him to demand her ID.

And even if he didn’t, he might decide to connect with her in her official capacity at a later stage to discuss the case and talk about her mother’s murder. If he was a thorough agent, he might decide to do that. If he did, then he would recognize her from today and there would be trouble. 

Besides, damn it all, she wanted to help! She wanted to be honest with him about why she was here, and not creep away like a trespasser who’d been caught out.

Knowing that this could backfire on her horribly, Grace stepped toward him and produced her own FBI badge from inside her jeans pocket.

“Agent Grace Ford,” she said. “You are?”

“I’m Agent Kevin Steiner.” He stared down at her badge. “Grace Ford? You’re the daughter of an earlier victim?” He frowned in a way that made Grace suspect he was joining the dots at last, and that the dots didn’t just stop with her connection to this killer’s prey.

She had the feeling that Kevin Steiner had heard her name recently. Perhaps it had been mentioned in connection with the case, and perhaps he’d been briefed that she’d wanted to help and not been allowed to by the powers that were.

Either way, she now needed to get everything on the table, and fast.

"I came here to see the scene," she said. "I saw the chalet where my mother died a few weeks ago. I wanted to view this site and see whether there were any similarities I could pick up.”

His eyes narrowed.

“I appreciate that sentiment, but you’re not on the case. Are you in the habit of breaking into sealed crime scenes that are being managed by other agents?” 

Annoyance rang in his voice. This was not a good start. If she’d hoped to get off with Agent Steiner on a cordial footing, she could kiss that hope goodbye.

“I would like to help,” she said.

“There’s a protocol for that, and it doesn’t involve me finding you inside the chalet where the latest in a murder series has occurred.” He let out a long breath. “Excuse my directness here. But this is unacceptable, and I'm angry about it."

Grace kept her demeanor impassive, but inside, her stomach was twisting hard. An angry agent who was – rightly – getting territorial about his case was just what she didn't need. Never mind a case of 'could' backfire. Grace had to accept this had backfired. Now, it was just a matter of how far he took it, but this had the potential to seriously damage her career.

The bosses in Haverton would hear about this for sure, she could see it in every line of his frowning brow, and his intent jaw, and the way he was tightening his fingers around his own FBI badge.

“Look,” she tried, “I came here to try to help. I know I’ve been asked not to participate in the case, and I’m not going to do so actively. This is probably the only chance I’ll ever have to visit another of his murder scenes. But as I was standing here, I was thinking of a few things, some angles, that might be helpful.”

He was staring at her, still in silence, and she had no idea whether he was going to take this in the right spirit, or whether it was just making him madder. Of all the agents who could have been in charge, did she have to end up confronting one with the solid, type-A, driver, by-the-book personality? Who was going to be the least flexible and the least likely to accept something untoward happening – like finding a rogue agent in a crime scene?

“Please, let me help,” she said. “I’d like to share a common factor I just realized the victims share, that I identified as I was standing here. And I have a thought about an angle for investigation. It involves the –”

He shook his head and spoke sharply, cutting off her words.

“Agent Ford, you have no jurisdiction at this scene. Your interference is going to compromise the case. Leave, now. I don’t wish to engage with you further. And if you make a habit of doing this – it’ll cause serious trouble for you.”

His tone made it very clear that it already had.

“You’re from the Haverton office, aren’t you?” he said thoughtfully, cementing her fears as she nodded reluctantly in response. Although her work took her all along the Mississippi, he was right. She was based in Haverton, Minnesota.

“I’ll be in contact with them,” he muttered.

Then, he stood aside, and Grace walked out.

In the circumstances, her only option was to remain silent, but inwardly she was cursing as she headed back up the hill to her car, parked out of sight.

What were the chances of such bad luck occurring in the form of that untimely coincidence? Why on earth had Agent Steiner chosen that moment to relook at the scene?

This could land her in serious trouble. She could face a disciplinary hearing because of defying direct orders from a superior.

It all depended on what Agent Steiner was going to do about it and who he was going to tell.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

“You see, Dad, until now, I wasn’t convinced Lizzie was really drowned in that boating accident.”

FBI agent Dylan Reed was sitting on the porch of his father’s house, enjoying a morning coffee with his dad, on his Louisiana homestead. 

Their view from the porch was over rolling, summer green fields, a swathe of woods – and far beyond, a winding line that marked the overgrown banks of the river where Lizzie had gone missing, further downstream, so many years ago.

“I’ve never been sure about that either, though I’ve forced myself to believe so for my own peace of mind,” his father agreed. Though now in his sixties, Mr. Reed senior shared the same height, and athletic, broad shouldered build as his son. In fact, Dylan reckoned his old man was probably stronger at a lot of things. Like tossing a hay bale over the highest bar, which he managed to do with expertise every year at the local county fair.

And maybe he was also stronger when it came to accepting that his daughter was gone. It was Dylan who’d agonized for years and refused to believe it.

Recently, Dylan had embarked on his own search – a search into the past, looking at all the cold cases, all the unidentified bodies, in the wider area. He’d been driven by the fact that the year when Lizzie had disappeared had been marked by unseasonal floods, and these had caused drowned bodies to end up in unusual places.

The highly decayed remains that had been found near a river bank a few miles downstream might just be hers. Dylan thought they were and that this showed them, without a doubt, that Lizzie had drowned.

“I was thinking we should do something for her? Not a funeral, but perhaps a memorial service?” he suggested.

"Now, that's a good idea." Mr. Reed senior rubbed his gray-bearded chin as he considered the words. "I always felt there were words to say that I'd like to pay my respects to her life. Without ever knowing what happened, we could never do that."

“You’re right. It has almost become normal to live in this limbo."

Dylan reflected, as he stared down to where the river ran, that it had been his partner, agent Grace Ford, who’d set him on the path to discover the truth.

Grace’s search for answers in her mother’s murder case, which he’d helped her with and had uncovered some facts, had inspired him to do the same for his sister. Living with unanswered questions was tough, and draining, and there was no need to do it when putting in the research could get answers.

“We could have a ceremony down at the river, bless her memory, invite the neighbors for a high tea.” His dad’s eyes lit up enthusiastically. In his later years, as a single older man, Dylan saw that his dad drew a lot of support and comfort from the social network in his tight-knit farming community.

"It's a grand idea. On the calendar, then." It would be a happy occasion to break the sadness that always descended when they thought or spoke about Lizzie.

“Are you going to invite your lady friend?” his dad asked slyly.

The question took Dylan by surprise. He swung round to stare at him, spilling a splash of coffee onto his arm. Quickly, he wiped it away and set his cup down.

“My lady friend?” he repeated.

“Well, I’m guessing that’s what she is, even though you refer to her as your investigation partner. But it seems like you two are close?”

Warmth flared in Dylan as he remembered the brief kiss that he and Grace had exchanged at the end of the last case. It had felt right at the time, as if it had meant a new dimension in the relationship for both of them, but Dylan did not want to hurry things. 

He had one sour relationship and traumatic divorce in his past, and if he messed things up again, he had a sense that life wouldn’t allow him a third chance at happiness. He needed to be sure, and committed, before going forward. There was too much at stake otherwise, especially with the two of them working together.

“We are close, but we’re taking things slow,” he said. “I don’t want a repeat of what happened with Valerie.”

“Nobody wants that, but you’ve heard of analysis paralysis, right?” His dad surprised him with the phrase, and Dylan chuckled. His dad had no experience of the corporate world where the phrase originated, but he was a wide reader and must have stumbled across it.

And maybe it was true, and he should take it to heart. He didn’t want to rush into things, but nor did he want to overthink them.

“I’ll invite her to the funeral,” he said. “I don’t know if she’ll come or not, though. She might think she’s intruding and that it’s a family affair.”

Even as he said the words, he found himself hoping she might attend.

“If she doesn’t want to be there, when am I going to meet her?” his dad asked.

“Well, the fact that I live in Louisiana and she lives in Minnesota does make it logistically difficult,” Dylan protested. “We’ve got a plan in place to have a weekend break in New Orleans, but we haven’t confirmed a date for it yet. When we do, then we could include a visit here.”

“As long as I don’t rain on your parade by taking up that weekend time,” his dad quipped.

Gathering up his courage, Dylan said, “Well, I’ll call her now and ask her. Then I’ll get answers on the funeral, and on the weekend.”

As he dialed Grace’s number, he acknowledged that there was still sadness and regret in his heart for Lizzie. It did still feel like a tender subject, but he knew that Grace would understand this. Although she was the more logical one of the partnership and he tended to be the more creative thinker, he had always been impressed by her sensitivity and perception.

But as he listened to the phone ring and ring, he realized that she wasn’t picking up.

It was a Saturday morning. Where could she be? She hadn’t told him there was any weekend work up in Haverton. Maybe she was at the shops, or out for a run. At any rate, she wasn’t picking up, and now he’d have to wait to get answers.

“Seems like she’s busy this morning,” he explained to the old man. “You see? Distance? I don’t even know what she’s doing today.”

At that moment, the trilling sound of his phone surprised him and he turned back to it, grabbing it up as his heart leaped. She’d obviously just missed picking up and was now calling back.

But as he glanced at the screen, already thinking of a cheerful greeting, he hesitated, because it wasn’t her calling at all.

It was the Haverton office.

“I think this is work,” he quickly told his dad, before striding a few steps away to take the call.

“Dylan?” It was agent Zach Casteel, his boss, on the line. “You available this morning?”

“Yes. I’m at my dad’s place. It’s a fair drive to the nearest airport, but I’m ready to go,” he said, already aware that his family time today was going to be cut short.

“Can you get on a plane as soon as possible? There’s a new case just landed, in Wisconsin. I’ll send you the coordinates.”

Zach sounded disturbed. That, Dylan picked up immediately.

“Is it a serial?” he asked, in a low voice, not wanting to discuss such dark matters within earshot of his dad.

“Not yet,” Casteel said. “But it’s inexplicable, brutal, and involves a high-profile victim. We need you on board, and we need this solved, fast – or it has all the potential to explode.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Grace was at the airport when her phone rang, and the call she’d been dreading arrived.

“Grace Ford?” she answered, sounding professional – too little, too late, though, as it was the Haverton office on the line and her boss, Zach Casteel, whose voice resounded in her ear.

“Grace? Something serious has come up,” he said.

She felt a sense of doom. Agent Steiner sure hadn’t wasted any time. She’d gotten to the airport fast after leaving the murder site – but he’d been faster.

“What is it?” she asked, not yet ready to admit to anything until she knew what he’d said and exactly how serious it was.

“Where are you?” he countered, leaving her feeling even more unsure about the depth of trouble she was in.

“I’m at the airport, and I’m about to take a flight to Haverton,” she said. Did he know she was still in Arkansas? He must do.

But then, the conversation took an unexpected direction.

“Oh, so you’re out of town today? Can you reroute your return trip and go straight to Minnesota?” he said. “Take the earliest flight you can. I’ll send you the coordinates.”

This was no reprimand. That sword had yet to fall. This was something equally serious and even more urgent – another case.

“I will do,” she said smoothly, hoping he hadn’t noticed any hesitancy in her tone. “Can you fill me in on the details?”

“It’s a murder case, and an unusual one.” His voice was serious. “I’ll send you the information now. Dylan is already on his way to the town of Corby, Wisconsin, where it occurred.”

He’d called her earlier, and Grace hadn’t had a chance to pick up. She’d been returning her rental car, and wheeling her bag to the terminal, and hadn’t caught the call in time. Maybe he’d been calling her about the case – although it seemed like there wouldn’t have been time for him to have heard about it if Zach had only just called him, too.

At any rate, she’d be able to catch up with him in person soon enough, and she felt a flash of pleasure about that. But it was laced with uncertainty, and she knew this was because they were headed into new territory, thanks to that kiss they'd had at the end of the last case.

Grace had no idea how that would affect their working relationship. She hoped it wouldn’t complicate things. She knew, from both their sides, that they were intent on avoiding previous mistakes. After all, she already had one narcissistic ex who was refusing to leave her life. Tyler was refusing to leave her alone. Not a week went by without a missed call, or a delivery of flowers, or some other reminder that he was still in Haverton, and still wanted to be part of her life. Grace was beginning to find the constant communication stressful and wearing.

Whenever she could, she’d simply ignored his calls and his emails, and when she couldn’t do that, she’d asked him politely, a few times now, if they could please break off contact. She didn’t know how else to handle it. Yes, she could get mad at him, but knowing Tyler as well as she did, he’d just take that as an excuse to intensify the dialog with her, and sort out ‘the fight’.

With Tyler never quite as far out of the picture as she’d like him to be, Grace knew she could not afford another mistake. She wanted to be able to trust, and understand, and get along with her next partner, whether it ended up being for months or years or a lifetime.

“I should be able to catch a flight in an hour,” she said, checking the board. “I’ll connect with Dylan, and keep you in the loop.”

Or he might be contacting her first to ask what the hell she’d been doing down there in Arkansas. As Grace rushed to the desk to book her flight, she knew that the Arkansas incident with Agent Steiner was going to be a worry for the whole of this case, and even beyond.

But given the seriousness of Zach's tone, she had the feeling she wouldn't have much time to worry about it once she got going. This sounded like it was a problematic case, and as soon as she'd gotten her booking and opened her emails, she would hopefully find out why.

 

*

 

The landscape ahead of her was gloriously green, and it was a bright and beautiful summer afternoon. Approaching the river’s edge, where the coordinates had led her, Grace felt a chill that something so violent and so completely inexplicable had taken place here, in this summery setting, peaceful and calm.

The crime scene tape ahead of her fluttered in the breeze, and there were three cars parked nearby, by the river’s edge. One of them she guessed would belong to Dylan. He’d rented a car, so Grace had taken a cab here.

Yes, there was Dylan. He was standing by the water’s edge, at the side of what looked like a small natural dam, and he was deep in conversation with the two policemen who were pointing something out to him.

As soon as he saw Grace, he turned away from them and hurried over to her.

“You want to put that in the car?” He opened the trunk of the nearest car, a white Ford sedan, and she stowed her bag inside.

There were no hugs between them, and it wasn’t just the presence of the policemen that was preventing that, Grace thought.

Things did feel a touch awkward now that they were together, after what had happened the time before. She wasn't sure whether to refer to that kiss or not, or whether to hug him or not, so for the purposes of not messing anything up, she didn’t mention it and also didn’t hug him.

“Good flight?” she asked.

He made a wry face. “Always feels an hour too long when I fly this far up north,” he admitted.

Deciding to save the fact that she’d also been down south for later, Grace nodded her sympathy, aware that the time for a warmer greeting was now firmly in the past.

Great move, Grace, she chastised herself as she followed him down to the water's edge. Now, it felt as if their meeting had been an anticlimax and as if she'd disappointed herself by not showing the affection for him that she felt.

But there was no time to worry further because there was a serious crime to solve.

“Agent Ford," she said, introducing herself to the officer in charge, a wiry, competent-looking man with gumboots on, who was standing next to the container.

“Detective Blundell. I head up the investigation team here in Corby,” he replied. “Just to update you, Agent, a hiker found the container. He was pointing to a place in the overgrowth surrounding the bank that looked crushed and dented. “It was floating downstream, and he wondered what it was. He guided it to shore over there, and opened it. We removed the body when we arrived and got the container out of the water.”

“Poor guy was pretty shocked when he called us,” the second cop agreed. “Must have been a nightmare scenario, seeing that appear.”

Remembering her case notes, Grace felt chilled. A body, found in this sealed container, and the initial findings were that the man had died of suffocation, while trying desperately to escape his airless prison.

It was all so bizarre, and she had so many questions. Firstly, what were these containers and who made them? Secondly, how had this victim ended up in one of them, and why him? And thirdly, was the murder of a high profile victim intentional, or accidental.

“He’s Daniel Lewis,” the first cop said, a name that was now familiar to her from the case notes. “His father is one of Corby’s leading businessmen, and he’s also the mayor’s brother, so of course, everyone is wondering if this is politically motivated.”

So was Grace. A political motive was the first idea that had come to her mind. But first things first, she warned herself, looking out at the river. 

“Where’s the container been taken?” she asked.

“It’s in storage at the police station.”

“And is there any indication where it went into the water?”

The policemen both shook their heads.

“No indication at all,” Blundell said.

Dylan frowned, as if trying to figure out all eventualities. “I guess it doesn’t have to have been in the water for the entire time. That victim could have been locked inside while it was on land, and then it could have been set afloat later.”

Grace nodded. That was a possibility, from her creative minded partner, that showed them how flexible this timeline actually was. Unless they got lucky and found more evidence, or somebody had seen something, then that was going to be impossible to figure out at this stage.

The scene, calm and secluded, told her only that they’d been lucky someone had seen this container at all. The river was wide at this point, and it could easily have floated for many more miles if it hadn’t washed up in the dam for a while and been spotted.

"I'm interested to see what this container is like and how it worked," she said. "Can we go and take a look at it?"

Especially if it had been homemade, or else somehow customized, then this strange oval object that had looked so innocuous from the photos, might hold a clue to who the killer was.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

“It’s this way. Over here.”

Following Blundell, who’d escorted them on the eight-mile journey from the river bank to the local town’s police station, Grace stepped into the store room. It had a musty smell, and the early afternoon sun blazing in through a window made it stiflingly warm.

Wooden shelves were stacked with various items relating to cases, all neatly laid out and numbered, but the oval container was too big to fit on a shelf, and was resting on the floor at the back of the room.

Hoping that it might provide a tangible lead, Grace headed toward it, with Dylan close behind.

“It’s been dusted, fingerprinted, tested for DNA,” the detective told them. “There are no visible prints on it apart from the victim’s, on the inside, and the man’s who found it, on the outside. DNA samples have been taken, just in case, and we’ll have a result on those tomorrow.”

If the killer had left no fingerprints, he’d clearly been careful, and Grace wasn’t pinning her hopes on any DNA samples coming through for them.

But the container itself? She’d never seen anything like this before.

It was a dull off-white in color, and its oval shape was smooth, with carefully rounded edges, a slightly flattened top and bottom, and a lid that looked to fit very snugly in place, with sturdy hinges on one side, and two latches holding it closed on the other. She guessed from the inside it would have been perfectly smooth.

“Must have been difficult to get this out of the water,” Dylan observed, running a hand over its smooth shell. The oval container rocked in response to his touch.

“Yes. The witness who found the body said so,” the police officer agreed. “He said if it hadn’t bobbed into that natural dam, he didn’t think he would have been able to open it at all.”

Carefully, Grace reached out and unclipped the latches. The lid opened easily, but Grace couldn’t suppress a shiver as she stared inside, thinking of the man who’d been trapped here, and looking at the scratch marks on the inside, the dull streaks of dried blood, that spoke of his battle to escape.

What a terrible way to die. And what a sadistic intent on the killer's part to float this into the river.

“Have you seen any of these containers in this area at all?” she asked the cop. She’d never seen anything like it herself.

He shook his head. "No. It's completely unfamiliar, and I have no idea what it could be used for."

Apart from its intended purpose of killing a man through suffocation, Grace also had no idea.

“Maybe there’s a clue – a label, some sort of identifying mark?” Dylan suggested. “Even a place where a label had been filed off might help us.”

Grace moved forward with him and began checking the oval container carefully. Looking over every inch of it, she searched for any information or any hidden clues to its manufacture.

“Must be made out of some kind of molded plastic,” Dylan muttered, as he ran his hands carefully over the solid shell, feeling for any places where something could have been removed, or filed away.

As intensively as they searched, there seemed to be nothing to be found. The oval container was featureless and anonymous. 

“If it’s homemade, or custom made, it’s a good job,” Dylan said, as they stood back. “Whoever did this was careful and thorough. No gaps in it, no way for anything to get in or out until that lid is raised.”

Discouraged, Grace stood back. Identifying the manufacturer would have given them a strong early lead, but now, they were as much in the dark about it as they had been.

“You want us to put the word out, do a public appeal for anyone with information on molded plastic containers to come forward? Perhaps somebody knows something, or was asked to do a custom job,” Blundell suggested.

“That’s a good idea. Please go ahead with it,” Grace said, after a glance at Dylan to confirm this was the right decision.

“Let’s get a list of any companies in the area who make these items, if that’s possible,” he added.

For now, though, there was no more to be learned from this creepy and untraceable container. Grace hoped that their next stop would provide them with more answers.

“Has the autopsy been done?” she asked the cop, not knowing what the timeframe might be for such activities in this small town.

Blundell nodded. "Oh, yes, that was done as a priority because of the victim's father. It was done at our local pathology lab, which is in the neighboring town. It’s about a fifteen-mile drive.”

“We’ll get going now,” Grace said. 

It was clear that the family had a big influence in the town and beyond – hence the FBI’s involvement at this early stage, even though it was not strictly speaking a kidnapping or serial case. And knowing how important the interview with the family was going to be, Grace wanted to be as prepared as possible before she approached them.

The afternoon was wearing on, and they urgently needed some answers – if not the killer’s identity – by the time night fell.

This was the first time she’d been alone with Dylan for any length of time. One of the cops had ridden with them on the journey to the police station. Now, this drive of approximately half an hour between the towns was a chance for them to talk.

In theory, that was. As Dylan headed along the road that led out of town, following directions to Rose Hill, where the pathology lab was located, Grace found herself at a surprising loss for words.

Yup, things were definitely a little awkward between them now, she realized, having decided on, but then discarded, three different things that might get the conversational ball rolling. None of them seemed quite right for the circumstances, and so here she was, staring out of the window, watching the admittedly beautiful scenery flit by.

Then Dylan spoke, abruptly, as if he’d also been thinking of what to say and had decided, randomly, to fill the silence with something.

“I was with my dad when the call for the case came in,” he said.

Grace’s head whipped round, from admiring the view, to watching Dylan, as he glanced at her.

“How’s your dad?” she asked. She’d never met Mr. Reed senior, but had seen photographs of the genial looking man with a tousled head of gray hair, whose features bore a marked resemblance to his son’s.

“He’s well. We were – we were discussing Lizzie. You know, those remains that were found?”

“Yes, you told me about those,” Grace said gently. “The ones near the river bank. Has there been any positive ID on them?”

"No, and there probably won't be," Dylan said. "They asked my dad if he'd like to give a DNA sample and he refused. I guess he's nervous that it might not be her and that we'd then be back to square one again. He said he believes it is her, there's no other explanation that fits the facts, and that we – well, I suggested it and he went along with it. That we should have a funeral for her. Or rather, a memorial service.”

“I think that’s a very good way of getting closure,” Grace agreed.

“So, when this is done and I’m back home, I’ll organize it. I don’t know if –” Dylan glanced at her. “If you’d like to come along?”

Frowning, Grace stared at him in puzzlement. “You want me there? It’s a private family occasion.”

She felt touched that Dylan had offered. But wouldn’t it be the wrong time and place to meet his family? Shouldn’t she give them privacy and space for this very personal ritual?

Now, she felt plunged into the throes of internal conflict and unsure about what to do.

"I guess it is," Dylan said. "It's just that you've been a part of this whole process because you were the one who actually encouraged me to go looking for answers on it."

Seeing that he really did want her there, Grace knew there was only one response to give.

“In that case I will gladly be there, if you are sure you want me along,” she said.

“Good,” Dylan agreed. “I do.”

And then, he was winding his way into Rose Hill, and their focus returned to the problematic case they were embroiled in.

“Here’s the lab,” Dylan said, glancing at the map. “Should be three blocks down, along here.”

The town was quiet in the mid afternoon, seeming sleepy in the sunshine, and this area of small factories and office parks was well treed and surprisingly scenic. But Grace kept her eyes peeled for any sign of a factory that might specialize in plastic molding as they drove down the main road.

The pathology lab was a low brick building with a discreet sign outside, in between a factory making bolts, and a row of self storage units.

They parked outside, and Grace headed into the lab with Dylan. As soon as the door closed behind her, she was back in the world that was all too familiar to her. The astringent reek of disinfectant made her nostrils twitch, and the cold air was a chilly shock after the balmy warmth of the outside.

Within the stark and clinical building, there was a lobby with a reception desk, and then a short passage with a few doors beyond. A receptionist was busy sorting through a pile of folders with an expression that told Grace she was looking for something she hadn’t found yet.

“FBI,” Grace said, showing her badge. “We’re here to find out about the Daniel Lewis autopsy. I believe the police notified you we’d be here?”

“Oh, yes,” the receptionist said, putting her folders aside with a harassed expression. “That was done an hour ago. Doctor Lecroix said that if you arrived, I should show you straight through, so I’m going to call him away from his meeting. Apparently there was something strange about it, and he wants to discuss it with you.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

With her mask and head cover in place, Grace moved forward to meet Dr. Lecroix, who arrived just five minutes later. Something strange about the autopsy? This doctor could have information on the MO, or even have found some trace evidence. She couldn’t wait to find out more.

The doc was already pulling on his own protective gear as he rushed in, but gave Grace and Dylan a quick handshake before putting on his gloves. He was a brisk looking man, with a freckled face and a capable attitude, in his mid thirties. From the breadth of his shoulders and the quick stride as he led the way down the corridor, Grace was guessing that he was a gym or fitness enthusiast, or else had a very active outdoor hobby.

“We did this as a priority, it being for the Lewis family. They’re very influential in the county,” he explained, as the door swung shut and they were in the cool quietness of the autopsy room.

“Apart from the father being the brother of Corby’s mayor, what else do they do?” Grace asked, as they moved to the steel table. Perhaps the family’s activities or involvements had led to this murder?

“They have a few different business interests. They own a big manufacturing company that makes agricultural equipment, and they also own a lot of real estate in these local towns. So yes, they’re definitely the First Family of this area,” he said.

“Any other children?” Dylan asked, a question Grace appreciated, because there hadn’t been a lot of information in the case file.

“They have a younger son and a younger daughter. Daniel was the oldest,” the doctor explained.

Inheritance immediately came to mind as a potential motive, even though the MO was so strange. That could have been done to mislead the police, Grace reasoned.

Dr. Lecroix drew back the sheet and Grace stared down, taking her first look at the victim.

He was a tall, good-looking man in his late twenties. Dark hair, well cut. A few piercings in his left ear. She took in, with compassion, the bruises on his forehead and his arms, and the bloody, torn fingertips that provided evidence of his fight for life and air.

Wondering what the results were that the doctor had wanted to share with them, Grace waited to ask, letting him speak first as he provided his postmortem findings.

“The victim had been deceased for a few hours before the body was found. Probably six to eight hours. And I estimated that the air in that capsule would probably last two to four hours. He struggled, which would have used the air up a little faster, but the end result was never going to be different. He wasn’t found anywhere near in time.”

Grace nodded somberly.

“So that means he was placed in the capsule yesterday evening sometime?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s correct. There are bruises and scrapes which are consistent with him struggling, but what I noticed was this bruise, here.”

His gloved hand drew back a lock of the man’s dark hair and he indicated the site of a swollen bruised area.

“Now, this bruise has developed more than the others, making me think that it occurred about twelve hours earlier. No splinters in it. Either hard, solid wood or metal was used, I think.”

Grace nodded, looking closely at it.

“So that’s how the killer might have taken this man?”

"Yes," the doc said. "I'm thinking that he was abducted last night and that he was rendered unconscious by a blow to the head."

“Any other signs of being restrained?” Dylan asked.

“No, nothing at all. No marks on his wrists, no marks on his ankles, only the one visible injury to his head.”

“Any needle marks, any bruising around his neck?” Grace knew it was important to rule out any other way by which Daniel Lewis might have been restrained.

“No. Nothing at all. Just the injury to the head.”

“So if that was the case, then he would have had to have been knocked out, and placed immediately – or soon, before he woke up – in that container?” Grace asked.

“Yes. I doubt he was kept anywhere in the interim because he wasn’t restrained, and there was no additional head injury, or injuries.”

Any man who was Daniel’s height, young and strong, would have resisted being placed in that container if he’d been able to. So this meant this crime had been very well timed. Somebody had prepared the container, knocked Daniel out, and got him into it soon after, before he’d regained consciousness. Then, at some stage, it had been placed into the river.

Now, they knew more about how this killer had worked.

Time to piece together the logistics, and visit Daniel’s family. Now that they knew the speed and planning that had gone into this crime, Grace hoped that Daniel’s movements, and his connections, could provide more pieces of the puzzle – and point the way to the killer.

 

*

 

The Lewis family were powerful, wealthy, and they didn’t hide their wealth, but showcased it. That was Grace’s first impression as she and Dylan crested the hill, and the Lewis estate came into view.

The mansion dominated the view ahead, a white painted, palatial residence with walls and turrets, and the American flag fluttering in the breeze from the highest point of the building. It was surrounded by green trees and a patchwork of fields, and a series of sweeping hills provided a dramatic backdrop.

Dylan turned the car down the long, paved driveway, with clay pots set at intervals that were bursting with summer blooms in red and orange. Grace saw two gardeners at work along the way, one mowing the lawn with a ride-on mower, and one tending to the profusion of blossoms in one of the flower beds near the house.

The driveway ended in a circle by the front door, but there was a parking lot to the right, behind a concealing wall, where Grace saw a few vehicles parked. She guessed that the Lewises must have a host of visitors to comfort them. As she pulled into the parking lot, she saw a florist’s van departing.

She and Dylan walked up to the front door, and Grace knocked.

A moment later, it was opened by a housemaid, with her dark hair pulled tightly back in a ponytail, and wearing a gray smock over a black dress, a uniform which Grace thought to be very old school.

“Good afternoon,” she said politely.

“FBI,” Grace said, showing her ID, and the maid’s eyebrows rose.

“The family are expecting you,” she said. “Please, come this way. I’ll call Mr. and Mrs. Lewis immediately.”

She led them through the hallway, over a thick blue carpet and under an opulent crystal chandelier, past an enormous living room – the door was closed, but voices came from inside – and all the way along the study to a smaller room. Grace guessed it was a study, of sorts, with bookshelves along two walls, a large desk, and several armchairs. 

“Please, wait here,” she said.

She turned and hurried off to call the parents.

“I wonder how many people live in this house?” Dylan murmured to Grace when the maid had gone.

“Yes, it seems large for the parents alone," Grace said, wondering if it was home to extended family as well. This would be important to know. The relationships between them, the friction between them, and, of course, Daniel's habits and movements.

And now they could ask their questions, because footsteps were approaching.

The housemaid stood aside as Mr. and Mrs. Lewis entered the room. 

He was a tall man with a craggy face and an air of authority about him, that was evident the whole way from his neatly groomed gray hair, down to his shiny designer shoes. 

She was dressed in a black gown that looked to be more evening wear than a mourning outfit. With her tousled blond hair and her extremely youthful looking face, her immaculate manicure and her gym toned figure, she looked much younger than her husband. But both of them looked shattered by the crime. Mr. Lewis’s face was haggard, and his wife’s eyes were swollen and red with tears.

Collapsing into one of the leather chairs, she stared at the FBI, swiping a hand across her brimming eyes as Grace quickly introduced herself and Dylan.

“We need to ask you some questions,” she began, but she was interrupted by the bereaved wife.

“This is a personal blow against us,” Mrs. Lewis declared in ragged tones. “Our family has been singled out because of who we are, I’m sure of it. Please, find out who has deliberately targeted our son.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“Deliberately targeted?” Grace echoed. Mrs. Lewis seemed very sure about this. Tearful and intent, she stared at Grace.

"I'm sure of it! I'm devastated and furious. I feel like we’ve done so much for this community and that now, someone’s done this because they resent who we are and what we are!” she declared.

“We can’t be sure of that,” the husband argued, but she swung around, ignoring the FBI agents as she confronted him.

“We’re a prime family in this neighborhood. People know us, and some of them resent us,” she explained. “I’m sure this has to do with those recent business dealings?”

“But the business dealings were all with previous associates!” her husband protested. “We’ve had a relationship with them for years!”

“I am telling you, something happened to sour it,” she insisted.

Grace was staring back and forth between them as the couple debated. As soon as there was a moment for her to intervene, she took it.

“Please,” she said quietly, but the tone in her voice caused both of them to stop their tearful debating, and turn to face her. “Please, I know this is an extremely hard time for you and that it’s very difficult to think clearly about it. But first of all, I’d like to know if you have ever been targeted before, in any way? Any threats, any action taken against you, any harm or injury done?”

If this was targeting from somebody in the community, Grace was certain that the seeds would have been sown prior to now. Nobody with such a grudge just murdered. If they had a big issue against a family, they'd work up to it and would most likely have done something else first.

Now, Mr. and Mrs. Lewis regarded each other again, but more doubtfully.

“Well, you know, there is some resentment,” she muttered.

“But there has never been anything concrete. Just grumbles,” he reasoned with her. “Some people are jealous of us, of course. That happens in any community.”

“I’m sure it’s your business dealings,” she said again, which prompted Grace’s next question.

“What business dealings are these?”

“It’s a new venture, a tractor sales franchise,” he said. “It’s been going very well. We’ve done business with people in three neighboring states so far. Because it’s a few months old, I think my wife suspects it could be related. But I can tell you there are no problems.”

“How about Daniel himself?” Grace asked. She could see that the Lewises had numerous business dealings and that drilling down into all of them, thought it might be necessary, would also distract them from what else they needed to ask first. “Tell me, does Daniel live here?” This had been his home address, so she wanted to make sure.

“Yes. He lives in our east wing,” the father said.

“Alone?”

“He has a girlfriend who stays over sometimes,” he said. “But she is away with her family this weekend, and he went out with his friends last night, I think.”

"He was out with them in the afternoon," Daniel's mother corrected her husband. "Then he was planning to meet them again at a club later. But he couldn't have gone to the club because his car was here.”

It was clear that Daniel had a lot of privacy and that he'd had social engagements last night that had seen him come and go from the house alone. That was what Grace was picking up from this rather confused account. 

Nobody had been with him at the time, and it would have been easy for anyone to have followed him and grabbed him from the house.

“Would he have driven his car to the club?” she asked, thinking that he might also have arranged to ride with a friend, or even in a cab.

“Yes. He parks it outside his garage when he’s going to be going out again soon, and that was where we saw it this morning,” Mrs. Lewis explained.

So that meant Daniel had been followed home and taken – perhaps when he was going into or coming out of his private parking garage in the secluded wing of this large home.

"Do you have any cameras outside your home or anywhere nearby?" she asked. She hadn't seen any, but perhaps they were hidden.

Weirdly, Mr. Lewis seemed offended by the question.

“We are a respected family in a well-run and peaceful town! There’s no reason on earth for us to have cameras installed,” he said, with a self-righteous tone cutting through the edge of grief in his voice. 

“Did Daniel have any fallouts with any of his friends recently?” Dylan asked. 

“Not that we’re aware of?” his mother replied, with a glance at her husband. “But we didn’t get closely involved in his life, you know. He was his own person, he lived his own life.”

"Especially since he lived at home," his father added – even though Grace observed that with this huge house, 'at home' was the equivalent of living down the road from somebody in a normal suburb. "We wanted to give him his privacy. He'd come for dinner on Monday night, and that was it. The rest of the time, we'd greet him in passing, and of course, we'd connect in the course of work." He pressed his lips together, clearly remembering those lighthearted greetings and that there would be no more of them.

“And where did he work?” Grace asked.

“He headed up one of our manufacturing plants, the one south of here. He worked very hard in it, and he ran a tight ship.”

“Were there problems at the plant recently?” Dylan asked.

Mr. Lewis wrung his hands, squeezing his fingers tightly together.

“Look, there are always problems in those situations,” he admitted. “Staff come and go, a few people are fired, there are disciplinary actions taken. But that goes for any factory.”

“Any big, recent problems?” Grace wanted to clear this matter up.

"No, nothing that he reported in his weekly write-up. And if he had a big problem, then he'd always pick up the phone and call me," Mr. Lewis said.

“What about his siblings?” Grace asked. “Do they also live at home?”

“Janet, his younger sister, does,” Mrs. Lewis replied quickly. “She’s twenty years old and still studying. You can speak to her if you want, but she’s still too upset to talk much. She’s in her wing with a couple of her friends. She asked not to be disturbed until tomorrow.”

“And the other child?” Grace asked gently.

“Wayne, who’s our middle child, doesn’t live at home.”

Mr. Lewis spoke the words, but then shut his mouth firmly at the mention of Wayne. Staring from one to the other of them, Grace was now wondering if there was some trouble involving this brother. 

She knew from experience that family tensions could run high, especially in such a wealthy family where the eldest son was involved with the business and might stand to get the lion’s share of the inheritance.

“Where does Wayne live?” she asked.

“He has a small home, a few miles from here,” Mrs. Lewis said vaguely, causing Grace to home in even further on this relationship.

“How do they get along?”

Another glance between the husband and wife.

“They have their arguments, like all siblings do,” she said defensively.

“Bad arguments? Arguments that might have led to something more?” Dylan asked.

Now, the two agents were both on alert as they watched the communication – in the form of glances and body language – that was taking place between the husband and wife. Grace could see that Dylan was as focused on it as she was. Something was definitely wrong here.

In a situation where there was no shortage of suspects and already many different directions to turn, this seemed like it could be one of the strongest.

“Anything happened between them that you’d like to tell us about?” Grace asked again.

She waited. There was a silence. Mrs. Lewis began sobbing again, the sound very loud in the sudden quietness.

Mr. Lewis sighed. “You’re not to go after our boy,” he said, but his voice wavered, as if he knew he could not give the police orders, but was making a token attempt to do so anyway because that was his style. She thought it was more a case of being entitled, and used to doing it, than it was of being a deliberate bully – though it didn’t make her like it, or him, any better as a result.

Grace didn’t drop her gaze, and after a few more long moments, he capitulated with a sigh.

“Daniel stood to inherit the most. And yes, he and Wayne never got along, and they did have a massive fight two weeks ago, outside the factory. It was very disturbing, and it did show me how much rivalry and bitterness there was between the two.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Wayne Lewis – a brother with a grudge, who had a recent fight with the victim to prove it.

Now, Grace was driving along the road to where he lived, with Dylan in the passenger seat this time. After all, she needed to take a turn behind the wheel. It was only fair. And what better opportunity for it than when on the way to a strong suspect?

“Seems like out of everything going on with that family and all the possibilities, the brother is the biggest problem,” she said, checking the GPS as she headed onto the main road.

“Yes, it sounds like there’s been a historic build up of tension between them. And, of course, that inheritance. That, right there, is a rock-solid reason for wanting to kill somebody. Financial gain trumps a lot of other factors."

Before they left, Grace had ascertained that Wayne did not work at the factory, and in fact didn’t work for the Lewises at all. 

Just to check all the boxes, and so that they could get to this strong suspect without wasting too much time, she’d also asked the parents if they could make a comprehensive list of their main business connections, as well as Daniel’s friends. She knew that was likely to be a long list and would probably take them a while to compile. 

They would work their way through every name on it if they had to – but Grace hoped this name might bring them to the killer without the need for that.

It was early evening now, and in this medium-sized town, there was an exodus out of the center and into the suburbs. Red taillights flashed ahead, and Grace slowed her speed, checking the time.

She hoped Wayne Lewis would be at home.

It had been strange that he hadn't been at his parents' home at such a time. Perhaps that told them something. Was it guilt that had kept him away after committing the crime?

At any rate, after a murder, it was highly irregular for a brother not to be rallying round and supporting the family.

“We turn right here, I think,” she said, consulting the GPS, feeling relieved to be peeling off this traffic-clogged road, and heading down into a suburb that was smaller and humbler looking than she’d expected. She was battling to see how one brother could occupy the entire wing of a lavish mansion, while the other lived here, among tiny homes and ramshackle apartment blocks, in what must surely be the poorest part of town.

“I’m wondering what’s played out between these brothers, and between Wayne and the parents,” Dylan observed, clearly picking up exactly the same signs as Grace was doing.

“I’m definitely thinking there was a family feud, or something that the parents didn’t tell us about, for him to have moved here.”

Living in such a poor area, when there was so much family wealth at your disposal, felt like you had either been severely ostracized, or else were striking a blow against the establishment, Grace sensed. She wondered if either of those possibilities was the reason – or if there were other reasons.

“Here we are.”

It was time to find out, because this unlikely looking home was where Wayne Lewis lived.

It was a single story house, with burglar bars on the front window that were in need of a paint – and the window itself needed to be cleaned. The front door had seen better days, and its paint was chipping. Although a light at the side of the house was working, and Grace could see lights inside, the porch light was broken.

Under a carport to the left of the house, surrounded by straggling and uncared for grass, was an ordinary looking midrange, middle aged Toyota. Not the vehicle she’d expected to see. But then, none of this was anything like Grace had expected.

“This is feeling like we’re visiting a poor relation,” she murmured to Dylan, taking it all in, in surprise, as she climbed out. “Not the middle child of one of the most influential families in town.”

“The most influential family, as they made sure to tell us,” he agreed.

Grace walked up to the house and knocked. She was seeing a motive oozing from every stained brick, every mossy tile in the garden. She was seeing that somehow, this middle son had ended up being treated completely differently than the eldest son. It wasn’t surprising that neither of the Lewis parents had been eager to tell the FBI where Wayne lived.

It looked like they could find out more from Wayne himself, though, because footsteps were approaching.

A shambling tread that sounded unusual and already, before she’d even met Wayne, those steps had her pricking up her ears and thinking something wasn’t right.

There was a fumbling at the door.

A slurred voice, “Who’s there?”

“FBI,” Grace called back, staying ready for anything.

A curse came from inside the house, and then a volley of incoherent mumbling as the person on the other side – whom she presumed to be Wayne – fumbled with the door. From the mumbling, Grace picked up that the police were not Wayne’s favorite person. And nor, at this stage, were rusty door latches his favorite thing.

Finally, with a clatter and a crunch, he got the latch open and the door swung wide.

There he was – without a doubt, he was Daniel's brother. The resemblance in their features was clear. Wayne had opted for a longer, shaggier hairstyle, though, and he had a straggling goatee. He was wearing a tired-looking blue T-shirt and an ancient pair of jeans.

Taking all this in, the next thing Grace noticed was that he had definitely been crying.

His face was tear-stained, his eyes swollen. 

And then, what she’d suspected before he even opened the door, was confirmed in the reek of alcohol she smelled on his breath as he asked, “What’re you doing here?”

Wayne was very, very drunk.

“We’ve come to question you about Daniel,” Grace said.

He stared at them, his lower lip jutting. “Now’s not a good time,” he said. “It hasn’t been a good day.”

He made it as if to slam the door, but Dylan was too quick. Not that being faster than Wayne in this inebriated state was a difficult job. In any case, Dylan gently grasped the edge of the door in one hand, and then took Wayne's shoulder in the other as he swayed and hiccupped.

“I think you need to sit down,” he said firmly.

That was a good opener to head inside, with Wayne clearly not in a state to resist. Dylan kept his hold on his shoulder as he steered him across a scuffed carpet and into a tiny living room, where he lowered him down onto a worn leather armchair. 

The only other item of furniture in the stuffy room was a two-seater couch, on which Grace and Dylan squashed together.

“You’re here? Why?” Again, Wayne regarded them blearily as if trying to figure out exactly how they’d gotten in and were all sitting down.

“Our condolences about your brother,” Grace said, keeping her tone gentle. “We’re here to ask you some questions.”

“Why?” he protested, trying to lurch to his feet, but getting his toe caught in the carpet and sliding back down onto the armchair. “Why me? Did my parents tell you about me? They probably said you must come and question me! I bet they did!” His frown was enraged.

“They said very little about you,” Grace consoled him. “That’s why we’re here now. To find out more.”

“I can tell you now, that whole family can go to hell! Straight to hell! They’re a bunch of losers!”

He was ranting again, and the alcohol was strong on his breath. Taking a look at the empty whiskey bottle on the coffee table – made from wooden crates – and the numbers of beer cans that were lined up on the ground nearby, Grace was starting to realize the full extent of the bender this man had been on.

And it wasn’t finished yet. Now, glowering at the police, he was becoming more and more aggressive.

“You must get out!” he raged at them. “I’m not answering your questions or telling you a damned thing!”

“Calm down, Mr. Lewis,” Dylan said in commanding tones, but Wayne was not in a state to listen. 

“Coming here to harass me? You’re all the same, you police! You just want to interfere and cause trouble and accuse people of things they didn’t do! You’re not getting me that way! You’re not!”

Picking up the empty whisky bottle that Grace had noticed earlier, Wayne scrambled to his feet again, this time finding his balance more easily and managing to stand squarely as he faced her.

“You’re all monsters!” he announced, and with that, he flung the bottle at her in a surprisingly hard, overarm throw.

It was so fast and so surprising, given his drunken state, that she didn’t anticipate it.

It took her a shocked moment to realize her predicament.

The bottle was on a collision course with her face, its glass flashing in the dim light. And, with a furious shout, Wayne was lurching for the closest escape route – the back door.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Grace’s reflexes kicked in, before her shocked mind had processed what was happening. She twisted aside, sprawling on the couch’s threadbare cushion as the bottle slammed into the back of it, spun away, and then shattered on the floor in an explosion of glass.

That had been so close to injuring her badly. It had been a surprise and sneaky move that she’d never anticipated from a man so drunk.

“You okay?” Dylan asked, leaping to his feet, his face taut with concern.

“I’m okay!” she said. “Go get him! He can’t get away now!”

What else had he been able to do that they weren't giving him enough credit for? That thought flashed through her mind, but already, she was up, following Dylan out of the back door as they sped in pursuit of the drunken man.

Inebriated he might be, but he’d found a surprising turn of speed for a moment – perhaps adrenaline had kicked in at the wrong time for them, Grace guessed. Now, he was racing through the tiny backyard, and his drunkenness was not hampering his efforts at escape as much as Grace would have liked. It made Grace think that the throwing of the bottle, though done with force, had been skillful as well as lucky.

Now he was running with speed, but without fine coordination, ricocheting off the courtyard wall, and then plunging down the hill as he made for the property’s back fence.

And that, Grace saw immediately, was a recipe for disaster. The fence was made of sharply pointed steel bars, and Wayne had intent in every fiber of his body as he headed toward them at a lumbering, though resolute, run.

If he tried to jump that fence, Grace was absolutely sure he’d be spending the night in the emergency room. No way was he going to clear it in this state – but he was drunk enough to be giving it a try.

“Stop, Mr. Lewis,” she yelled, knowing that her words would most likely fall on deaf ears – and watching as he actually began to speed up in response to them.

This was going to be a nightmare. She wasn’t going to get there in time to stop him impaling himself. Now, Dylan’s intervention was their only hope.

And Dylan was ahead of her, and gaining. He’d clearly also seen the danger ahead and was giving this chase everything he had.

As Wayne reached the fence at a lumbering run, Dylan reached him.

Smoothly, with skill and speed, he tackled the man, his arms around his waist, his body spinning around, so that Wayne was wrenched away from the fence, and off his feet.

With a cry, he staggered, arms flailing – but then, Grace had reached him too.

She grabbed one of those windmilling arms, and then the other.

“No more running! And no more trying to attack us!” she said firmly. 

He was struggling, trying to pull away, but the impetus had gone out of him. He’d tried the last possible move he could, she saw. Now he was staring around him in confused surprise as if trying to work out exactly how he’d gotten from the couch to here.

And then, his excesses, combined with the sudden burst of movement, did what Grace had been expecting.

His face paled, and sweat suddenly sprang out on his forehead, as Dylan turned him back toward the house.

“Wait, man! Wait a minute.”

He hiccupped, then doubled over, and then threw up copiously onto the soft, straggling grass.

Grace watched, staying close, within grabbing distance, and feeling her own stomach churn. She was surprisingly bad at watching other people vomit without wanting to do it herself, too. Give her a dangerous takedown any day – just not one where the suspect hurled his guts out afterward.

Luckily, Dylan seemed to have a stronger stomach for this. As soon as Wayne had finished spitting and retching and groaning, he helped him to his feet.

“Come on,” he said, without much sympathy. “Let’s get you inside, get a clean shirt on you, and then we’re taking you in.”

Grace agreed that a police cell was the best and safest place for Wayne to sober up now. He was clearly still too drunk to make any sense, but at least he’d thrown up some of the alcohol sloshing around in his system. Maybe in a few hours, after a nap, he’d be ready to talk.

She grabbed his other arm, and they hustled him back to the house. There, Dylan got him into a fresh shirt, and then with the expertise of long experience, helped him wash his face and hands, before marching him to the car.

Meanwhile, Grace – with some reluctance – swept up the pieces of broken glass from the bottle he’d thrown at her, placing them safely in the trash, just in time to join Dylan at the car.

“I did my first few weeks in the police, doing this sort of thing nonstop,” he said to Grace with a grin, as he headed round to the passenger side after making sure Wayne was firmly belted into place behind him. “I reckon we dodged a bullet there, because if he hadn’t thrown up in his backyard, he’d have done it in the car for sure.”

“Hopefully we make it to the police station before he does it again.” Grace’s stomach twisted at the thought, but Wayne seemed to be past that point now, and was snoring drunkenly.

They reached the police station after a short but uneventful drive through the darkened town, and then, they did the process in reverse – opening the door, undoing his seatbelt, and then manhandling him out of the car again.

“Right,” Dylan said. “Time to check him into a cell for the night.”

They headed inside the police station, where a quick conversation with the officer at the desk updated him on their suspect’s predicament.

“That’s Wayne Lewis, isn’t it?” the cop asked, with a surprised look, as Dylan was processing him in the small office next door.

“You familiar with him?” Grace asked in a low voice, as Dylan led their suspect down to the cells, with another officer going ahead to unlock.

“Let’s just say he’s had a few run-ins with the law in the past,” the officer said, in the restrained tones that Grace thought one might expect to hear, when the black sheep son of an influential family was brought in and locked up for the night.

“He doesn’t seem to have much love for his family?” Grace asked.

“No love lost at all. He’s turned his back on them, I guess. Works a blue collar job and I believe, doesn’t take a penny of their money and has said he never will.”

Glad as she was to get this local gossip, Grace couldn’t help but find it troubling.

She’d thought that Wayne would have done this with financial gain at the top of his mind. Now it was looking like that wasn’t the case – unless he’d changed his mind, or bitterness at being the black sheep had led him to commit this crime regardless.

At any rate, what had seemed like a clear-cut motive was now looking less certain, and worst of all, they could do nothing more until Wayne was in a fit state to be questioned.

Dylan trudged up from the cells, Grace thanked the cops, and they climbed into the car. She saw to her surprise that it was after eight p.m. already. That had been a long, and distinctly unrewarding, afternoon from start to finish.

“I’m a little worried,” she said to Dylan. “The cop at the desk was saying he’s estranged from the family and won’t take a penny from them, which rules the financial motive out completely."

"That is worrying," Dylan agreed. “When I got him down on the bed in the cell, he was also slurring to me that he has his pride and all he did when he confronted Daniel was shout at him. He said he would never lift a finger against the family, no matter how much he hates them all.”

Grace sighed. It still might be that this was their killer, but she wasn’t optimistic now.

“The Lewises haven’t sent the list yet?” she asked.

“No. Mrs. Lewis messaged me. They haven’t been able to start it at all. She said she’ll send it tomorrow morning. I can guess what it’s like there, with a stream of visitors, and their own grief to handle,” Dylan said.

“In that case, I guess we can get some rest, because I don’t see any other angles we can pursue tonight,” Grace said. There were no other suspects that they could contact and question at this late hour – only routine research to be done tomorrow. No footage to explore, either. She was convinced that there had to be something more to this. That they were missing something.

But, as she glanced at her phone, which had been on silent, she saw that this morning’s trouble might not have bypassed her after all.

An hour ago, Zach had called her from the Haverton office.

Listening to the message, her stomach twisted.

“No matter how late it is, please call me back,” he said. “It’s urgent.”

This was trouble, landing on her head, for sure.

She knew that Agent Steiner must have dropped the bombshell. Now, to see what the fallout was going to be.
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“I need to make a call,” Grace said. She didn’t want Dylan to overhear her speaking, because this was going to be bad. Now, she was feeling ashamed of her impulsive actions down in Arkansas earlier. Seeing his surprised glance made her feel even worse, but she wasn’t ready to explain what had happened just yet.

She climbed out of the car and strode away, heading down the darkened street to take the call. 

“Grace.” Even though it was late, she noted that Zach Casteel picked up on the very first ring.

“Zach,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “What’s up?”

“I need you to tell me that.” Her normally even-tempered boss was clearly sounding stressed. “What’s the progress on this case?”

She breathed out, feeling as if she’d had a stay of execution once more.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you yet. We’ve only just wrapped up with a suspect. He’s drunk, and we’ve put him in the cells for a few hours to sober up.”

“That’s the sum total of suspects so far?” He let out an annoyed breath. “Damn it. This is not good. This family seems to have a lot of political clout. I've had the mayor contact me three times today so far, and then he handed that job over to his good friend, the state governor. And he's been in touch with me and also been demanding answers from my bosses.”

Damn was a conservative word in the circumstances. Grace could have thought of a few stronger ones.

“I’m sorry. It’s not a case of too few suspects, but a case of too many fairly weak ones, with a possible motive,” she explained. “I’ve asked the family to make a list of the main business connections and contacts they have in town, because their business involvements are complex and they know the situation better than anyone. Getting that information from our side will take days,” she explained.

“Okay, I see that. And the suspect?”

“Close to home. The victim’s younger brother. Apparently there’s big family conflict there.”

“That sounds strong,” Zach said, mollified now.

“I’m hoping it gets us somewhere,” Grace agreed. She decided not to share her misgivings about Wayne that she’d learned from the policeman in the lobby and from what Dylan had told her he’d said down in the cell. Zach already sounded stressed. She didn’t want him more worried than he was already. And by tomorrow, who knew, they might have gotten a confession from Wayne after all.

“There was something else,” Zach then said, sounding distracted and causing Grace to tense once again. Was this moment with Agent Steiner going to land on her head after all?

But then, she heard a voice calling Zach, who was clearly still in the office, and he said, “I’ll talk to you about it later. Just got to sort something out this side. Keep me in the loop, okay?”

“I will,” Grace promised, and he hung up.

She returned to the car feeling even more worried than she had when she’d first picked up the call. The bombshell with Agent Steiner might still land at any time, and this case was attracting a worrying amount of pressure from the powers that were.

“Everything okay?” Dylan asked.

Grace sighed. "Not really. But why don't we find a place to sleep and get some food, and while we eat, I'll update you on it all."

She hoped that Dylan would understand the steps she’d taken to find out more about her mother. But with the way things were going, Grace knew she’d have to be prepared to take criticism on that front, too.

She drove down the town’s main street, and within a mile, they’d identified a motel that looked clean and convenient, as well as a diner next door to it that advertised triple decker burgers, triple stacked maple syrup waffles, and triple thick milkshakes.

“Head in there for a light meal?” Dylan quipped.

“I think I’ll stay away from all advertised specials,” Grace agreed with a grin, glad to have some relief from the pressure at the end of this unrewarding day.

They headed inside and took a table in the corner. The place was brightly lit and bustling, doing a great trade in its giant-sized special offers.

The waitress who came over to take their order looked a little disappointed when Grace ordered a chicken fried steak with a salad on the side, and Dylan went for the normal burger.

“You don’t want it upsized?” she asked hopefully.

“The normal one is fine,” he said.

When she’d gone, Grace finally had the chance to talk about her day.

“That was Zach on the phone. He says there’s a lot of pressure to solve this case,” she said. “Normally, I’d have taken that call with you there, but I thought it might be trouble on a different front.”

“What was that?” Dylan asked with a frown.

Their drinks arrived – diet Coke for her, Pepsi for him.

“I’ve been pleading to be allowed to investigate this serial case. You know – the one involving my mother?"

Dylan nodded. “And are they giving you pushback on that?”

“Yes, they are, and I can’t see why. It’s not like I’m overly emotionally involved. I’m just very invested in solving it,” she said. “Anyway, I went down to Arkansas to look at the latest crime scene. I was there this morning, in fact.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows. “And did it help?”

“Yes and no. Yes, because I thought of a few angles while I was standing there that I thought would be important, and which made sense to me, and a common similarity between the victims. No, because while I was there, the agent in charge of the case arrived.”

“Oh, no!” She could see Dylan knew the extent of this debacle immediately.

“Oh, yes. I thought for a moment I should just pretend to be a member of the public, but in the end I couldn’t do it. I told him who I was. I asked if I could help.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t take that well?”

“Correct. Now I’m worried this will be damaging. I’m expecting him to tell Zach at any time. He knew which office I was from.”

“If he hasn’t up until now, maybe he won’t?” Dylan said hopefully.

Grace shrugged. “I don’t want to take that as a given. He could just have been busy today, or he might be waiting for Monday. Who knows?”

Now, Dylan was frowning, and unease clenched his stomach that he was mad at her, too.

“Look, Grace,” he said, with a tone in his voice that told her he was mad, “I also think you could have thought this through better.”

“You do?” She looked at him warily.

He placed his hands on the table, palm up. “Why not tell me? I’d have come and met you there. Two agents are harder to get into trouble than one. Next time, tell me, okay? I want to help you with this and to be there to do it!"

Shocked because she really had not expected him to say that, Grace nodded.

“I appreciate that. I didn’t want to get you in trouble.”

“At least give me the choice to decide next time,” he said. “And so you know, my choice this time would have been to come to that scene along with you. It’s ridiculous that they didn’t ask you to come on board. I feel it’s a serious misjudgment. They should be in trouble for that, not you.”

That was astonishing. Dylan’s unexpected level of support for Grace cheered her immensely.

“I really appreciate that,” she said.

He grinned. And she thought he might have been about to reach his hand across the table and give hers a squeeze, but at that moment, their food arrived. 

Over the meal, they talked about lighter topics, Grace not wanting to broach the subject of the case, but to give it some time to settle in her mind, and Dylan clearly feeling likewise. The food was good, and even the normal-sized plate was very generous. Grace was feeling satisfied, and tired, by the time she pushed her plate away.

"Let's go and get some rest," she said. "Tomorrow, even if we don't get that list, we can look up some of the companies and start knocking on doors."

“I think we need to pressure them for that list if they don’t give it to us,” Dylan said. “Otherwise, they might delay it another day, and perhaps they're trying to protect their business interests."

“True,” Grace said thoughtfully.

“They can’t have it both ways,” Dylan emphasized. “Either they cooperate with us fully and fast, or else they stop getting all their connections to harass the FBI management. There’s no point in applying the pressure, when they haven’t given us all the facts. And who knows?” His voice was dark. “Perhaps they’re hiding something they don’t want us to know about.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The sides of the container were so perfectly smooth. Looking at them, running his hands over them – gloved, of course, the creator felt a thrill of satisfaction.

It was a receptacle that had been designed with care and with love. He’d put a great deal of planning and thought into the prototype – and there was a good reason for that.

It had a job to do – a very important job. It was the carrier of his hopes and his dreams. He knew that this had pleased the gods - the gods who watched each moment of his life now, and each action he performed.

“Are you happy?” he asked, glancing upward. Perhaps one of them would show themselves to him soon, as they had started doing in his dreams. He was sure that if he pleased them well enough, they would bestow that upon him as a reward.

He remembered, as he stared at the container with pride, how long it had taken to conceptualize and then to fashion this item. Working carefully and with great stealth, he’d researched the best materials for its manufacture. Creating the original mold had been the hardest part, because if perfection was not present there, then the end result would not do its job. He’d experimented with several shapes and designs, and then once that was perfect, he’d researched the clasps he wanted to use.

Even then, he had known that he needed to cover his tracks. The police, after all, were bound to come looking at some stage, and he knew it never paid to underestimate anybody. Even though he didn't have the greatest opinion of the police, considering them slow and stupid and narrow minded, he appreciated that they had a level of dogged cunning that occasionally meant they succeeded in solving crimes.

What he had placed in this container didn’t feel like a crime. It felt much more important than that. In the confines of his garage, still sweltering in the early evening even though the sun had gone down, he knew that he had created something truly special to please the gods who now controlled his life.

It was unique, and it was more than just a receptacle. It was an entire resurgence of history and lore and beliefs – the start of a new legend that generations would remember with awe. With so much significance wrapped up in it, no wonder they would be happy at last.

He’d done it, he’d conceptualized it. And there was more besides. He hadn’t just become the creator of this masterpiece of design.

He’d also created an entirely new body for himself.

Turning away, still with his gloves on, he grasped the steel bar that carried two heavy weights. He’d always had a big, strong frame, but he’d never been much of a one for deadlifting – until he had realized that was exactly what he’d need to do. His own strength was going to prove pivotal to his plans. He could not afford to be the weak point that would see the plans go to ruin.

So, much as he hated the boring, mindless drudgery of weightlifting, he’d forced himself to do it daily. The gods had told him it was necessary, and he lived to serve them all.

Now, he bent his knees, and then raised the bar, feeling his shoulders screaming, the muscles in his arms pulling, the newly developed, tough and bulky quads in his legs taking some of the strain.

He pulled it up and placed it down, pulled it up and placed it down, riding the pain, watching droplets of his perspiration spatter down onto the well swept garage floor.

Up and down, up and down. Now, the next step.

He raised the bar to his chest and then, with a sharp exhalation and a cry, he shifted his grip and shunted it above his head. He held it skyward – or rather, ceilingward, the bright light flashing down into his eyes, his arms and legs quivering.

Hold it, hold it… He needed to make himself a statue of iron, someone who could withstand the strain and the punishment that bearing this weight would inflict on him.

After all, there was no achievement without blood – or sweat – being spilled.

“Three, four, five, six…” he counted. The seconds seemed endless. In the past, he’d been close to collapsing before he reached the count of ten. Now, he could get to twenty. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to stay still, restraining the quivering of his tortured muscles. In the pursuit of creating a legend, suffering was inevitable. That, he knew.

“Nineteen, twenty.”

And even when he’d reached his target, he didn’t drop the bar. He made himself lower it down, treating the massive weight with respect, so that it touched the garage floor lightly, with only a muted clink and a thud.

Gasping, he forced himself to stand a moment longer before allowing himself to move, shifting and stretching, shaking out the pain and tension.

He was proud of his own readiness, his own condition.

The struggle with the limp and unconscious man had been a battle, despite his strength, but he’d won it and had managed to lift and place the man in the container perfectly, shutting it tight with a calm, steady grip, and then pushing it out into the water. It had floated well, bobbing and spinning, and he’d felt a sense of deep satisfaction as he had watched it disappear into the night.

“A job well done,” he whispered now, feeling that same thrill again. Those moments would be etched in his memory forever. Proud moments, of a worthy conclusion to a mission that had a noble goal.

But the ultimate goal itself?

That had, disappointingly, not been achieved.

It was inevitable. The gods had told him he would need to try and fail before the conclusion that they craved could happen.

“But what comes after try and fail?” the creator whispered to himself.

He grinned, standing alone in his garage, his temples and armpits wet with sweat, staring at the cruel, pale faces of the gods he thought he could now glimpse in his presence.

“What comes after try and fail? Try again, of course.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Was the Lewis family hiding something? Was there more to this murder, and to their situation, than they’d been willing to say so far?

That thought weighed on Grace’s mind as she and Dylan left the diner and headed next door to the motel. There, they were able to get a suite with two bedrooms and an interconnecting door. That suited Grace perfectly, because if there were any developments during the night, they’d be in quick contact with each other and be able to move fast.

She showered, dressed in the nightshirt she always kept in her travel bag, and climbed into bed. Grace had thought that sleep would be elusive, with so much on her mind, but the amount of travel she’d done today had clearly tipped the balance on the side of tiredness. 

Instead of tossing and turning, she drifted off almost instantly.

And there she was, in the chalet she’d visited this morning.

Only the place was dark and deserted, and twisted trees had grown high around the wooden building, which now had warped and weathered boards.

It was dark, and a shrill wind howled through the trees as Grace approached, her breath coming fast, knowing that she needed to get to this chalet because there were people chasing her, they were coming through the woods, and she’d only be safe if she hid inside.

She struggled with the door. It was stiff and swollen from damp, and seemed not to have been opened for a long while. Terror, formless but intense, built inside her as she wrestled with the latch and eventually shoved and banged her way inside.

There. She was in. It was totally dark, apart from a sliver of moonlight that pierced through the window. In its silvery beam, she saw an item.

Inexorably, she moved forward, as if it was drawing her there.

It was a watch, old and rusted, its strap flecked with dark spots and with reddish stains. The glass was cracked and dusty, and the hands had long stopped working. But a coldness seemed to emanate from it that filled the room – and filled her, too.

She stepped forward, shivering, and leaned toward it. Her hand stretched out and she touched it, picked it up, feeling the links of the strap move, creakily, letting out a grinding sound as they were wrenched from the position they’d been set into.

On the rusty, dirty back of the watch face, she saw there was a word engraved long ago and now worn and weathered and almost impossible to decipher. But she knew that if she could see it, if she could figure out what it was, it would lead her to the killer.

She bent forward, peering closely, and at that moment, the shaft of moonlight from the window was blotted out by a large, dark shadow.

And a hand, with nails as sharp as steel claws, grabbed her from behind.

Grace shrieked aloud, struggling to free herself from its grip, but this was a trap, she’d walked into it, and the hand was cold – so cold…

But it wasn’t. It was warm, and it was holding her tightly, and an urgent voice was whispering in her ear.

“Grace! Grace, you’re having a bad dream. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

Breathing fast, she surfaced from sleep, struggling into a sitting position, realizing she was shivering, as much from cold as from terror. And Dylan was there, holding her shoulders in his hands, his face close to hers.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Bad dream,” she muttered. It had seemed so real. That terror, in particular, had been next-level. It was strange how she always felt more scared in dreams than in real life, where she felt she could take action in a situation.

“Must have been a bad one. And this room is freezing.”

“I tried to adjust the aircon before I went to sleep. It didn’t seem to be working,” she admitted.

“I’ll turn it off.”

Scrambling out of bed, Dylan wielded the remote, and in a moment, the unit’s light blinked off. “That might be too warm in an hour or two, but better than too cold, I think.”

She’d expected him to leave, but he came back, sat on the bed.

He was wearing a T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. Decent attire. He was far from naked, but maybe it was Grace’s own vulnerability after the dream that was making her feel self-conscious about their closeness.

And given that, she had no idea how to respond when he asked, “You want me to stay a while?”

She hesitated, thrown by the question, and he hastily added, “Just for a bit of warmth, I mean, nothing more. Just to help us both sleep. That’s it.”

Letting out a sigh, she agreed. “That’d be great.” 

She was freezing, and still shivering, but Dylan climbed into bed and, as he had promised, did nothing more than lie next to her, his leg touching hers, their shoulders creating a pool of warmth that was comforting.

Now that they actually were close and touching, it seemed that some of the earlier awkwardness of the day had dissipated.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m sorry to have woken you.”

“My sleep was far from easy,” he admitted with a chuckle. “Never manage to sleep well when I’m on a case. Even at home.”

“Me, either,” she said. “But on vacation? I sleep like a baby.”

"Me too. Different dynamic. Funny how it all works and what the mind ends up focusing on."

“We still have to plan that New Orleans weekend,” she reminded him.

“It’s been in my thoughts. A lot. As soon as this funeral service is done, I think we need to plan it.”

That was a happy thought, something positive to think about that cut the darkness. There was a quiet sense of tenderness between them now. 

Soon, her eyes were closing again and this time, Grace hoped, his presence would keep the bad dreams, and the icy cold, at bay.

She slipped into a deep sleep, and this time, it was restful and without any nightmares. 

It felt like only a moment later that she opened her eyes, but the window was light, and Dylan was now in the bathroom, where she heard the sound of the shower, and her phone was telling her that it was now six-thirty a.m.

A new day, and it would mean renewed pressure to solve the case.

As Grace sat up, it felt as if the weight of the world was descending on her shoulders again. There was going to be a lot to do today.

Firstly, they needed to go to the police station and interview their prime suspect, who was hopefully now sober. With that in mind, Grace jumped out of bed and dressed as quickly as she could. By the time Dylan was out of the shower, she had her boots on. 

“Police station first?” he asked. She nodded.

“It’s a five-minute drive from where we are, and if he’s not sober by now, he never will be.”

They wrapped things up in the hotel room, packed up their meager belongings – both of them traveled very light on cases – and were ready to go in ten minutes.

Grace hurried down to the car, seeing that the morning was cool and that there was a layer of heavy cloud that signaled rain. 

During the drive to the police station, she went through a list of questions in her mind that she thought might work to open up Wayne Lewis, who would no doubt have a blinding hangover and probably need some warming up.

She parked outside, and she and Dylan headed quickly in, greeting the sergeant in the lobby and getting the key for the holding cell.

Dylan detoured to the coffee station and poured three mugs of coffee, which Grace thought was a good plan. Coffee might be just the restorative that their suspect needed to wake him up enough to talk.

With mugs in hand, they headed down.

Grace felt optimistic now, with the start of a new day and their suspect having sobered up. With the right angle of questioning, the right amount of pressure, the brother who hated the family might be exposed as the killer. 

Her gaze homed in on him as soon as she reached the lower level of the building and made her way along the corridor to the locked door at the end.

Wayne was lying on his cot, his hands laced behind his head, his eyes closed. When he heard their footsteps, his eyes flickered open.

He groaned softly. 

“My head. I need ibu – what’s it called? Ibuprofen. I’m in pain. And what the hell am I doing here?”

“You tried to get away yesterday. You acted out of line, so we brought you in to sober up. I’m afraid ibuprofen is not within our powers to offer you,” Grace said.

“But here’s coffee,” Dylan said.

Wayne climbed up off the bed, wincing, and took the cup with a shaking hand.

Slurping down a few gulps seemed to bring some color back into his face. Clearly still feeling unwell, he folded right down again on the bed and sat there, hunched over, his fingers wrapped around his cup.

“You remember what we discussed yesterday?” Grace first wanted to establish exactly how far back his memories went. Being so drunk might have obliterated them.

“I remember – oh, hell. My brother died. I didn’t imagine that. No way. That was a disaster, and I don't know what I ended up doing afterward, when I got home. They told me that yesterday morning. The cops called me. Daniel died." His brow furrowed.

“Where were you at the time you heard?”

"I was on my way to work. I'm on the factory floor at a place down the road. I worked a few hours and then I was making mistakes, my mind wasn't on the job, they told me to go home." Staring at the two of them, he frowned. "Why do you ask?"

Without enlightening him, Grace continued. “What about the night before?”

“Why do you ask?” With his coffee finished, his mood was worsening – or maybe the hangover was. “You’re harassing me!”

“They’re important questions,” Grace insisted. “And once we’ve gotten through them, then you might be released, or at the very least, you can be issued a painkiller and some breakfast.”

That seemed to be a big motivator for this man in this condition. Shrugging, he finally answered her.

"The night before, I did nothing. I was home, alone, watching television and drinking beer."

So he wasn’t out stalking his brother and placing him in a floating sealed shell. According to him, anyway.

“Why are you on such bad terms with your family?” Grace asked.

He grimaced. "Want a list? They're snobbish, controlling people who are out of touch with reality and have unrealistic expectations. I refused to stand up to that bullying. Daniel was always their favorite, and he was the one who milked it for all he was worth. Eventually, I turned my back on it completely."

There was still a motive there.

“The factory you work for, what does it manufacture?” Dylan asked.

“Clothing,” he said. “Work boots, helmets, overalls, PPE.

So, no plastic containers. 

And no real idea whether he was the killer or not. He could have obtained the container from somewhere and got his brother into the car quick. Although the pathologist had said there was only one head injury, they weren’t far from the river here. A five-minute drive could take them all the way to the closest access point. Five minutes could have been enough time.

They were going to need to keep him here a few more hours and question him again.

In the meantime they were going to have to urgently obtain the list of names from the Lewis parents, and then take the pressure of trying to speak to as many of the Lewis’s connections as possible. There were too many to go through in a day, and she knew that finding the right one – if the killer was even among them – might be a lottery. And there was a limit to the time they could keep Wayne down here.

She wasn’t liking their options. This was looking bleak in terms of their leads and time management.

But then, something unexpected happened.

Grace’s phone began buzzing in her pocket, and she moved away from the cell to answer it.

It was an unfamiliar cellphone, and when she picked up, she found herself speaking to Detective Blundell, who’d been at the murder scene with them the day before.

“Agent Ford?” His voice was intense. “Are you anywhere near the northern banks of the river, just outside town? We’ve just been called out for a suspected murder, and it’s another of those containers. There’s a new victim inside, and the coroner says he’s been dead a few hours. It looks like this is a serial.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

In one shocking instant, all Grace’s preconceptions and beliefs about this case were turned upside down.

A second victim – and one who was placed in a similar container last night?

This cleared their current suspect. Although there had been doubt hanging over Wayne Lewis due to his lack of an alibi and his hatred of his family, he was now cleared, by virtue of having been locked in a holding cell while the second crime was committed.

And this opened the field much wider. It could well be, now, that this wasn’t related to the Lewis family at all, and that Daniel Lewis had just been grabbed because he was a convenient target.

With her mind racing, Grace rushed back to the cell door and beckoned Dylan over. As soon as they had hustled out of earshot, in a quiet voice, she told him what they knew.

“What? Another body?” Just as she’d done, she watched Dylan go through the stages of utter shock, then the realization of what this meant.

“Well,” he said after a short pause. “I guess we can tell them upstairs that they can process Wayne’s release and take him back home. And then, we’d better head to the river and find out what’s really going on.”

She and Dylan rushed up to the lobby and there, Grace quickly briefed the officer on duty.

“We’re heading to the scene right now,” she said. “You can take Mr. Lewis home. He’s cleared of the murder charges, and we’re not pursuing any other charges. Not now.” A glass bottle on a trajectory for her face was a minor issue compared to the extreme seriousness of the case they now faced.

They scrambled into the car and, with Grace at the wheel, they headed out, through the still quietness of the gray early morning, following the coordinates to the latest murder scene.

 

*

 

There were three police cars and the coroner’s van, all parked in a small knot near a pier on the river bank. A fishing boat, Grace saw, was moored near the pier, and the boat must have been used to guide the container to shore and then trap it against the edge of the pier.

The burly man in a gray waterproof jacket that echoed the color of the cloudy sky, sitting on the pier looking shocked, must be the fisherman himself.

Grace climbed out and rushed down, her feet slipping over wet grass and squelching through mud as she approached the scene.

One of the policemen she recognized from yesterday, wearing gloves and foot covers that were deeply muddied, turned away and came to meet them.

“This witness, Mr. Eastleigh, was out fishing early this morning when he saw the container. You want to speak to him while the coroner wraps things up?”

Grace nodded. She moved forward to stand on the edge of the pier, facing the visibly shocked man.

He stared up at the FBI officers, his face looking pale with shock.

“Mr. Eastleigh, agents Ford and Reed.” Grace introduced them quickly, speaking in a sympathetic tone to this man. “Can you tell me what happened this morning?”

“I – well, I was out fishing. My Sunday morning activity,” he said in a hollow voice, clasping his gnarled finger together on his lap. “I’d been out about an hour when I – I saw this – this container floating along in the river and I immediately recalled the news report I’d watched last night. It looked like the same sort of container, I thought.”

Breathing deeply, he paused. Grace got the feeling he was having to wrench his mind away from the horrific sight and memory of the body inside.

“Anyway,” he continued, “I reckoned I could guide it to shore, and trap it up against the pier, if I nudged it with my boat, so I did that. Then I anchored and climbed out and thought – well, I thought I’d open it just in case it was empty.”

Grace didn’t know if that was the real reason, and suspected that morbid curiosity might have driven him to open the lid of this particular Pandora’s box. It was very clearly a decision he regretted. He swallowed hard, staring down at his hands. A light rain started to fall, spattering down on his shoulders, but Grace thought he was unaware of it.

“Don’t think I’ll ever forget the sight of that man, looking up at me, the expression on his face, those marks on his fingers from – from trying to get out.”

“I’m sorry you had to see such a thing,” Grace said. “So you called the police immediately?”

“Yes,” he said. “Called the police immediately, didn’t touch a thing.”

“You did well to get the container to shore,” Grace said. “Your actions have given us a lead in the case, and I appreciate what you did.”

“Thank you,” he said, his voice still hollow, but now drawing a crumb of comfort from the words.

“You can get going now,” Dylan told him kindly. “This has been a shock. You got someone at home with you this morning?”

“Yes,” he said. “My wife. I already called her. She’s waiting for me by the pier. She’ll be there.”

He stood up, breathing deeply, and turned back to his boat, giving the knot of police officers and the coroner a very wide berth.

Now, it was time for Grace and Dylan to view the corpse.

Grace stepped forward, putting on a head cover and gloves, and then approaching the scene. The container, she saw, looked identical to the other one. Same off-white shade, same shape, and it looked like exactly the same size, too. So, these items must be made from a mold. She guessed that was how they had been constructed.

The police had pushed it all the way off the shallow bank and onto the muddy grass. Here, kneeling over it with the body still inside, the coroner was doing his work. The container’s open lid rested on the grass. Before she even saw the corpse, Grace could see the bloody marks on the lid.

“He’s been dead approximately eight hours,” the coroner said. “Cause of death, asphyxiation. But my initial findings are that he had a blow to the head prior to being shut up in here, and that he didn’t wake up afterward.”

“He didn’t?” Grace echoed.

“The blow to the head created some bleeding. It’s those marks that you can see here on the lid and sides of this container. I’m guessing that he, and it, were launched into the water and rolled around some. There are no marks on his fingers whatsoever, no bruises, no lacerations. No indication that he woke up, while in here, at all.”

That was a small mercy, Grace guessed. At least he’d been spared the suffering and terror he would otherwise have endured. She wondered if this meant the killer’s methods were becoming more violent. Or just that he hadn’t wanted to take any chances when transferring this victim into the container.

Once in the container, he would have suffocated within a few hours, given the available amount of air and the estimates that the coroner had made with the previous victim. That meant they were looking at an approximate time of around six to eight p.m., Grace guessed, for having been shut inside.

“Do we have an ID for him?”

“We’ve got an alert out at all the police stations. We’ve circulated his description. Now we’re just waiting for a missing person report to tie into it,” the cop said.

Grace looked down at the victim. He was also a young man – probably in his mid-twenties, she guessed. He was stockier and shorter than Daniel Lewis had been, with blond hair that was stained with blood. The mark on his skull where the killer had hit him was clearly visible. His clothing, Grace noted, was expensive. That was a designer shirt he was wearing, and a trendy brand name pair of jeans. On his index finger, she saw a thick gold ring.

And then, the radio on the belt of the other cop, who was busy with the crime scene tape, crackled and a burst of information came through. Although Grace couldn’t hear the words at this distance, she could pick up the urgency in the tone, loud and clear.

Quickly, the cop wrapped the loose end of tape around a tree, tugged at the knot, and then jogged down to the river bank.

“I think we got an ID on this victim,” he said. “And this is bad news for us. Bad news. We’ve got trouble coming our way now, for sure.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

“He’s Marlon Breese,” the cop said, and instantly, Grace saw his uniformed partner swing around.

“Marlon Breese? Son of Denver Breese?” he asked, and the cop nodded. 

“The family has called a report in this morning. He didn’t come home last night, and they said they’ve just found out he didn’t even arrive at the party he was going to.”

Grace moved forward quickly, eager to know the significance of this name and family.

“Who is he?” she asked. 

“The Breeses are another of the major movers and shakers in this town,” the cop said worriedly. “They own a massive amount of real estate. Probably a quarter of the town itself, and a few thousand acres of farmland also.”

“Mrs. Breese runs the social club in town and they’re active in the church also,” the cop said.

Grace exchanged a glance with Dylan.

This was interesting.

A son from another key family had been taken? Distressing as this was for the cops to take in, she could see as an outsider that there were potential connections between the two families. Both owned numerous properties in town. The Lewises manufactured farming machinery and the Breeses owned massive amounts of farmland. There were crossovers here. Tragic as this death was, it might just point the way to the common factor between the two.

Two things were now critical to this case.

Firstly, they needed that list of connections that the Lewises had promised to provide, more urgently than ever.

And secondly, they needed to sit down with the shocked and bereaved Breese family, and analyze what they had in common with the others.

“Okay,” Grace said. “So, while we wait for the list, let’s go and break the news to the Breeses.”

Of all the tough jobs, this was one she hated. Breaking the actual news of a death wasn’t something she often did. Usually, the parents, family or friends had found out from the police before the FBI was involved. This was going to be a shock, and the only mitigating factor was that she guessed the parents might already be expecting the worst.

“What’s the address?” she asked. “We’ll take a drive around there and tell them the news.”

The cops quickly looked up the address, which was a few miles upriver from where they were now, in an exclusive area of the town that Grace saw bordered a golf course and country club.

While she drove, Dylan got on the phone to the Lewises.

“Good morning,” he said. Grace listened to his side of the conversation as she sped onto the main road. “Agent Reed here. I’m calling to ask if you’ve had a chance to complete that list yet.” He paused, listening to the reply. “Yes, it is urgent. We’ve just left the scene of a second murder.”

The clacking of the voice on the other end of the line rose as the person who was taking the call – Mr. Lewis, Grace thought – took in this bombshell.

"No, I'm not able to give any more details at this stage. But this seems like a serial case, and it's now extremely urgent to look for any common connections." Dylan paused again. "Half an hour? Thank you, Mr. Lewis."

He hung up, just as Grace turned off the main road, sped past the country club, and then turned into the scenic, winding roads of this hilly suburb that overlooked the rest of the town, and the river itself.

“Here we are,” she said, stopping outside the ornate gate of one of the biggest properties, set well back from the road, in a treed garden.

Climbing out, she opened the gate and walked up the driveway, with light rain misting her face. Grace knew that the arrival of two officers of the law, after a missing person case had been reported, would not bode well and that the sight of them alone would give the Breeses a heads-up that tragedy had occurred.

Sure enough, the front door opened when they were still a few yards away.

A man stood there – and immediately, Grace could pick up the similarities to the victim in the features and build of what must be his father. His fair hair was cut very short and balding on top, and he was dressed in a white dress shirt and a gray suit – perhaps his church outfit, Grace guessed, remembering that the family was involved in the church.

Already unsmiling, his broad face drew into grim lines as they approached.

“Mr. Breese?” Grace asked. “FBI agents Ford and Reed.”

“I’m guessing this is not good news,” he said softly.

“I’m afraid not. Can we sit down and talk to you?”

“Yes. My wife – she’s up in the bedroom. When she saw the car outside, she asked me to handle this. So, let’s go and do that.”

Drawing his lips into a tight line, he turned and strode through the spacious hallway into a living room that was all steel and chrome and pale blue and silver. Grace and Dylan sat down side by side on one of the two angular couches. Mr. Breese perched on a director’s chair opposite.

“I’m afraid your son was found this morning, murdered in similar circumstances to Mr. Daniel Lewis,” Grace said, getting the worst news out of the way as quickly as she could, sensing that this was the way this father would want it.

“Oh, no! No!” His eyes filled with horror. “I heard about that! Not my son! How can I ever accept that he suffered so badly? In a death trap container? Suffocating?”

“The coroner found that he was knocked out with a blow to the head prior to being placed in the container. He never regained consciousness,” Grace said, knowing that this might offer the traumatized father some crumb of comfort in this horrific time.

“That’s – that’s better than suffering, I accept, but my son!”

Burying his face in his hands, the father sobbed quietly, while Grace waited, her stomach churning. Memories of the arrival of the police who’d broken the news about her mother’s murder were resurfacing, snippets of a time she thought she’d forgotten, but had not.

Eventually, the father raised his head, wiping at his eyes. Grace handed him a pack of tissues from her purse.

“He was a good boy,” he said. “Always a wild child, though. We always worried about him. Compared to his younger brother – he was always the one I thought something might happen to – a car wreck, a fight. But never this!” He rubbed his face hard.

“Where did he live?” Grace asked. “His address is here. Is that correct?”

"He has a cottage – well, more than a cottage. A two-bedroom house with its own garage and private entrance. It's on the other side of the swimming pool," the father explained. "He kept his own hours, came and went as he needed to, and he has done for years. I only realized something was wrong when the cleaner went there earlier and told me he was nowhere in sight, but his car was there. I started to worry, called his friends, and then realized he – he must have disappeared right from here."

"We're looking for common connections, Mr. Breese," she said. "We need to find this killer because he may otherwise be planning on doing this again."

“I wouldn’t want any other parent to go through what I am going through,” he muttered.

“Was Marlon involved in any trouble?” Grace said.

She could see he was still not thinking clearly. He was doing well to be able to speak to them at all. 

“He was – well, he was a difficult young man sometimes. He hadn’t found his niche in life,” the father explained. “We were trying to find it for him, trying to place him in the right spot within the family businesses. He'd been in the estate management, but he did have a few conflicts with some of our tenants – he had a quick temper, you know, and people complain about the rental when it goes up."

“Anything else?”

“He had issues with one of our farm managers, so we took him out of the farming section of the business,” Mr. Breese mumbled, clearly unhappy that he had to speak badly of his murdered son. “And you know, he had a few enemies in town. It’s a relatively small place. Some people just didn’t like the fact that he, and we, were successful.”

“Could you write down the names of the key people who might have had a reason to want to harm your son?”

Grace turned her notepad to a fresh page and placed it on the table with a pen.

“Yes. Yes, I can do that, I guess.”

He groped for his phone, then spent a minute frozen in place and just staring at the screen blankly, before shaking himself. He was trying hard to cooperate, but Grace knew that with the immediacy of the shock, it was very possible that he might omit important information. They might need to come back and speak to him again. And that would cause a delay, which would put massive pressure on their FBI bosses.

She willed Mr. Breese to be thinking clearly as he scribbled down the names.

“There.” He shoved the notepad toward them. “That’s all I can do now. Please, get out of here. I can’t talk to you anymore.” The man’s control was finally breaking. In place of shock, a quick, hot fury was erupting.

“Leave, now! And find him – find him – or I’ll start raising hell with the entire FBI! Find him, or you’ll be sorry you dragged your feet on this!”

Quickly, to the accompaniment of shouts and threats, Grace and Dylan left. She felt intensely troubled by how that had ended, and the display of pure fury from the father.

But, as she got into her car, her phone beeped.

“It’s the list from the Lewises,” she said, glancing at the email.

“Just in time,” Dylan said. “Let’s get to the police station, pronto. If there’s a common factor, we need to hunt it down – because this situation is escalating fast."




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Pressure was bearing down on Grace as she and Dylan rushed into the police station, heading for the back office where the sergeant had said there was a spare desk in the far corner they could use.

Sitting down at the small, bare desk, Grace pulled out her laptop and Dylan got the notepad, with the scrawled jottings from Mr. Breese.

Now, they were going to need to work fast to find out if there were factors in common between these two lists.

“Business associates, connections, customers,” Grace muttered, as she readied her laptop, opening up a master document that they could use. “And above all, we need something in common – a motive.”

What motive would there be? Would they be able to dig down, past the good reputation and the veneer of success and wealth, to find that one person who had a reason to want the sons of two prominent families, to be murdered?

“Okay,” Grace said. “Here’s the list of business associates. Here’s the list of properties and property management. And here’s the list of customers. Now, let’s populate them and let’s highlight the ones that these two families obviously have in common.”

Working quickly, she and Dylan went through the lists. The Lewises one was a lot longer and more comprehensive. Mr. Breese had scrawled his in haste and at a very bad time when his thoughts were elsewhere.

So, to help her as they worked, Grace also used the internet, checking up on the common factors, and also looking for any tidbits of news that could help them.

Neither of these families were going to openly admit to a scandal or a terrible problem – why would they do that? Nobody wanted to throw their good name away, or unnecessarily show skeletons in cupboards to the police.

But the media, and the local websites, would have reported on anything significant, and so each time she made a note of a name, Grace checked online for anything relating to it. It was slow and arduous work, but she knew that it was better to do it once, without making a mistake, than it was to have to do it again and again.

As she worked, she narrowed down the list to three main connections.

There were the Oldhams, who did business with the Lewis and the Breese family – they seemed to be a supplier of steel. There were the Knightleys, who were tenants of both families. And there were the Grangers. 

So far, there has not been a whiff of scandal or conflict in these relationships.

“Nothing on the Knightleys?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Dylan said. He’d been shouldering some of the time-consuming research. “I see here they joined with the Lewises to make a big charitable donation to a local animal shelter recently, so I don’t think there’s any current conflict at all.”

Grace sighed. Nothing was more frustrating than legwork at such a pressured time. She’d rather have been out, knocking on doors – but without doing this, she accepted that they wouldn’t know which doors to knock on.

“I’ll check the Grangers,” she said, as Dylan turned back to the other time consuming task of identifying any other connections.

Going online, Grace searched through the local news archives, using the keywords of all the family names.

At first, there was nothing – more of the discouraging same.

But then, as she scrolled back a little further, just in case, she found something surprising.

“Dylan,” she said. “Look here!”

“What is it?” he asked, craning over. Maybe it had been the tone of her voice that clued him in. Even she had heard the note of excitement.

“Take a look at this,” she said.

Reading aloud, Grace emphasized the salient point that the article, now a few months old, was making.

“The Granger family has always had a good relationship with the Lewis family,” a spokesperson for the family said. “However, in light of the actions that our son, Michael, has taken, we have agreed to step back from these activities and to sell our shares in these joint partnerships in the real estate businesses we shared.”

“Wait a minute, what?” Dylan sounded incredulous. “So what did Michael do?”

“I’m taking a look now. I’m searching for his name, and now I see there is a connection with the Breese family, too. Okay, here’s what the previous article says.”

She read it, her mind already racing as she began to see the connection, and the motive, that was apparent here.

“It seems that Michael Granger had a blog, on which he used to publish all the ‘low-down’, as he called it, about his day to day work. He thought it was anonymous. A bit of fun, and a peek into what the working world is all about, written by your correspondent on the frontlines whose name will never be known. That was the tagline.”

“Thinking you’re going to stay anonymous is never a clever thought to have,” Dylan agreed.

“And he didn’t refer to anyone by name, but over time, of course, everyone got to know it was him writing it, and they worked out who he was referring to in the blog. He used to talk about random, personal things. There was apparently a blog post about Daniel Lewis swearing blue murder in his office after being disciplined by his father. Some other one where Daniel talked disparagingly about one of his customers and laughed at a personal trait they had. Here’s something that was quoted from this blog on the Breeses. Michael didn’t seem to like them much, as he was talking about having to do business with the ‘new rich and their entitled attitude.”

“Sounds like this guy has big issues,” Dylan said.

“Yes. Big issues, and in the end of course, they backfired on him. Because the blog got exposed, and the Lewises and Breeses were furious. They were spitting mad at having content which was borderline defamatory, being published in those circumstances. They felt betrayed by someone who was from a family in partnership with them.”

“Understandably so. I’m guessing Michael Granger thought that all of this was overblown?”

Grade nodded. “You would think right, of course. Michael Granger, in turn, was mad about their reaction to his blog, which he described as ‘harmless fun, but people were way too sensitive.’ I’m reading between the lines here, because the article didn’t say he was mad, but you can see it. And that’s basically what happened.”

“Did it have any other repercussions?”

“Yes. I see here that although they are still customers, the Grangers are no longer partners. I think they gave up their portion of the real estate business that they were involved in. That must have resulted in a big financial loss, because real estate in this town has apparently been exploding in the last few months.”

“And maybe it made Michael Granger want payback?”

Grace stared at him, frowning, as she reviewed what they had just learned about these family dynamics.

“If there’s one person who would have a motive for wanting to hurt Marlon Breese and Daniel Lewis, it would be Granger.”

Michael Granger was clearly a man with little self control, and who found it easy to make enemies. From the blog he had written, Grace knew that was already apparent. 

He had what they’d been searching for – a motive for both the murders. 




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

As they sped to his house, with Dylan taking a turn behind the wheel this time, Grace looked up his ID photo to get a picture of the man they were now on the hunt for.

Michael Granger looked like a bodybuilder, she thought, with a compact but very muscular physique, a strong, tough jaw, and an aggressive angle to his unsmiling mouth.

“Does he live with his family?” Dylan asked.

They’d only got a registered address for Michael himself, but quickly, Grace checked that fact.

“No. I see here that the Granger family lives all the way on the other side of town. Maybe Michael moved here. It doesn’t seem like the best area, does it?”

Though not as ramshackle as the place where Wayne Lewis had lived, this was definitely one of the more affordable areas of town, especially when compared to the opulent estates where the wealthy families had lived.

This was a suburb of small houses and narrow streets, homes that were tiny and shabby but comfortable, yards that were well tended despite being the size of postage stamps. This was an area where people might not be wealthy, but they had a sense of pride in their houses. Probably, Grace thought, it was a friendly and pleasant suburb to live in.

As she got to the road where Michael lived, her phone beeped.

Grace took a look at the message. It was from Detective Blundell at the police station, where the fiberglass containers were stored.

“They’ve had someone take a look at the container and he’s analyzed the material. It’s a type of molded polymer. Very strong and durable. He said it could have been done at home, but that there are also a few specialized places statewide that manufacture items made from it, and he’s getting the details of the closest one. So that’s another possibility for us to explore. He said it will take a few minutes, most likely.”

But first, it was time to get face-to-face with their suspect. 

Michael Granger lived in a house on the corner, and when they parked outside, Grace saw a woman, pushing a pram, turn to stare at them in surprise as they approached his front door.

She knocked, waited, looking at the drawn-down blinds, listening to the silence that emanated from inside the house. It didn’t look like Michael Granger was home.

Grace knocked again, just to make sure, but she had the feeling the house was empty.

Where, then, was he?

“At work?” Dylan checked his watch. “Must surely be. This is a working neighborhood.”

“How can we find out where he works?” she asked. There hadn’t been any easily available details. But an idea occurred to her. “Let’s go back to the car. I want to go and see if his social media holds any clues.”

“If we don’t find any answers there, we can always call his family and ask,” Dylan suggested, but in a tone that told Grace he wasn’t in love with that idea. It would be showing their hand. Grace knew that he, like her, would prefer to simply arrive unannounced.

So, social media was their best bet.

Maybe Michael Granger was one of those people who were outspoken about their life in general. His blog might have been shut down, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t found other ways to tell the world what he was doing. And maybe he’d also talked about his work – especially if he’d been forced to take up a new job after the cushy job he’d had in partnership with two wealthy families had ended. 

He might be trying to justify himself now, and prove to the world that he was still making a success of his life, Grace reasoned, opening up three different windows and doing a social media search for his name in all of them.

At first, she wasn’t sure she was going to get anywhere. None of the Michael Grangers that she could find looked like the same person.

Then she tried searching for Mike Granger – and she struck gold.

“I’ve got him!” she said. “Surprisingly, he’s very outspoken about his work. A leopard doesn’t change his spots, it seems.”

“And where does he work?”

Grace closed the computer with a satisfied click, and then checked her phone, because a message had just come through. “Mike Granger, Motor Mechanic, works for a company called Southside Car Repairs. As you can guess, it’s in the south of town. That’s where he’ll be.” She looked at the map. “Best of all, it’s a few shops down from the closest supplier of plastic moldings. That could be significant.”

Those oval containers were top of her mind as Dylan started the car, and they headed across town, to their suspect’s workplace.

 

*

 

Southside Car Repairs was a humble place, Grace saw, as they pulled up outside. Definitely closer to ‘hole in the wall’ than to ‘repair emporium’. It was located across the road from a convenience store, and a short walk away from the mold and castings factory which was much bigger. From inside, hammering and banging resounded as she and Dylan approached the door.

There were two men at work on the chassis of a car, all the way at the back of the shop, which was narrow and long in shape, and fairly dark toward the rear. An overhead bulb had been strung up to provide some light, but even so, on this rainy day with no sun to penetrate through the doorway or the window, Grace noticed the gloominess immediately as she walked in.

One of the men looked up inquiringly as she approached – a tall, lean man holding a wrench. Not the man she wanted. The one fitting Mike Granger’s description, the sturdy bodybuilder with the aggressive jaw, kept his head bowed and kept on hammering away.

“FBI here,” Grace said loudly, when she was within a few yards of the duo. Given her recent experiences in this town, she was keeping a wary eye on both men. She didn’t want a wrench thrown at her, or a heavy steel hammer.

Now, the hammering stopped, and Michael looked up. He didn’t say anything. He was standing right at the back of the workshop, gripping that hammer in a muscular right hand.

“FBI?” the lanky man asked, surprised. “Is something wrong here?”

“We need to speak to your colleague,” Grace said, now looking directly at Michael Granger.

He didn’t step forward or show any signs of wanting to cooperate. He held the hammer in front of him, his posture defensive.

“What’s this about?” he asked. His voice was deep and gravelly.

“I have some questions to ask you regarding your relationships with two people who’ve been victims of crime,” Grace said. She didn’t want to say more with his colleague there. This was a matter for his ears alone.

He didn’t look very ready to cooperate though.

“That doesn’t make any sense to me. I still don’t know why you want to speak to me,” he protested. “We’re on a tight timeline here, we have a repair to finish up. Can’t this wait?”

Grace was sure he knew very well that law enforcement questions of this nature could not wait. Therefore, this protesting could be nothing more than a deliberate delaying tactic.

“Perhaps we can step outside?” Dylan said, moving forward, so that he was even closer to Michael than Grace was. Clearly, her partner also had the recent incident in mind, and was looking to grab hold of that hammer if the need arose. “Why don’t you put that down now and come with us?”

Michael glared from one to the other of them.

Then he turned to his workplace partner.

“I know what this is about. These guys are just bullies. It’s bullying tactics, nothing more. I’ll be back – in a minute.”

He put down the hammer and strode to the workshop door with Grace and Dylan hot on his heels.

Outside, the rain had worsened, turning from drizzle into a gusting shower, but it was clear that Michael didn’t care. In fact, as he folded his arms, standing with his back to the wall under the narrow overhang that represented the sum total of available shelter, Grace thought he was taking a perverse pleasure in the uncomfortable conditions. 

He hated law enforcement, and he wanted them on the back foot. Bad attitude radiated from him.

“This is in connection with the recent murders of Daniel Lewis and Marlon Breese,” she said, pulling her jacket as high on her neck as she could so that the only part of her getting really wet was her hair.

“Yeah? So they’ve been killed? I heard about Lewis. Not about Breese, though. Guy was always in trouble. And he was a snitch,” he said, anger rising in his voice. Not a trace of love lost between them, Grace observed.

“When was the last time you saw them?” she asked.

“I’ve been keeping away from both of them,” he said.

A pattering sound from behind her made her turn her head quickly. To her relief, she saw that Dylan had detoured to the car and unearthed an umbrella, whose presence Grace hadn’t even known about, from the trunk. He moved to stand next to her, and with the rain sluicing down on its canopy, instead of onto her bare head, this questioning was now a whole lot more comfortable.

“Did you have any recent interaction with them? Any calls, any conversations?” Dylan insisted.

“Like I said, cop, I’ve been keeping my distance,” Michael replied with a distinctly disrespectful note in his voice.

"What about that factory nearby?” Grace pointed to the brightly lit signage of the factory that manufactured the polymer moldings, but she watched Michael’s face carefully.

It was blank – he wasn’t reacting to that question at all, but by now Grace had ascertained that he was very good at hiding his thoughts and his feelings behind a hard, defiant front.

“What about it? I don’t work there. I work here.”

"Have you had any dealings? Bought or borrowed anything from there?"

Now, his eyes narrowed suddenly, and Grace thought that he'd put two and two together at last. A little late, but she was interested to see what his reaction would now be.

“Wait a minute. They do plastic moldings like – like that container that was used in the murders." For the first time, he was jolted out of his sullen defiance. "You think they had something to do with it?"

He looked from Grace to Dylan and back again.

“Hang on a minute. This goes further! You think I had something to do with it?”

His voice was incredulous. 

“We need to check your whereabouts at the time of the crime, yes,” Grace said sternly. “You have a motive for the crime, given your history.”

Now, Michael was spluttering, and not just because of the rain gusting in his face – the umbrella wasn’t big enough for all three of them, and he’d chosen to stand under the narrow overhang. Grace couldn’t feel sorry for him, reaping the consequences.

“You think I’m a killer? I actually don’t believe what I'm hearing. You seriously think I'm the type of guy who could murder those guys?" His eyes were wide now, and his face appalled. "I hated their guts. I wasn't going to say anything about them to you because, to me, their name is trash. But I did not kill them! I'm not a murderer!"

The words seemed sincere. Grace knew to take them with a large pinch of salt, though. Saying you were innocent wasn’t good enough, even though his change of demeanor when he’d realized he was a suspected killer, and his outrage at the fact, were more convincing than his early, surly silence had been.

“I need to know your movements yesterday evening.” Their only timeline was that Marlon had been dead twelve hours. He could have been taken an hour or two earlier, and perhaps that was why the blow to his head had been so severe. Perhaps the killer – who might or might not be the man facing them now – had needed more time to get Marlon into that airtight container.

“Yesterday evening I was out clubbing, with friends,” he said.

“From what time?”

“From eight, until after midnight.”

“Can you account for your time before that?” Grace asked, because a cold blooded killer could have committed the crime and then headed straight out on the town.

“No! I live alone, I was home alone,” he protested.

“And how about the night before that?” Dylan asked.

Now, Michael folded his arms, with that pugnacious look back in his eyes.

“Do you want my whole history here? I didn’t commit this damned crime, but you're making me feel like a criminal now. I had no reason to kill those guys. I didn't even like my job at that factory. I'm making my own way in the world now, and I'm proud of it!"

“I understand that and I admire your tenacity,” Dylan said kindly, causing Michael’s demeanor to soften just a touch. “But we need to do our job thoroughly here. So – your movements Friday night?"

Michael sighed. "I was working here. Until late. We had a job that ran on. I got out of here about seven-thirty, and then I went to the bar down the road. That one there. You can see it in the distance." He pointed. "It's called Bar None, and I was there a couple of hours before heading home. The barman knows me!"

In terms of the timeline, that cleared him, Grace saw. Daniel Lewis had been taken before nine-thirty, if what Michael was saying was true.

Taking out his phone, he showed her a couple of credit card transactions that showed he had purchased food and drinks there during that time. 

But all the same, Grace wanted to check up on his movements with the bar, just to make sure. That was going to be her next destination, she decided.

And then, she wasn’t going to go far.

The factory next door to Michael’s workshop manufactured moldings, as well as items made from durable plastic. And even if Michael himself hadn’t made use of them – the real killer might have done.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

In contrast to the car workshop, the plastic polymer manufacturing factory – Custom Moldings – was light and bright, and there was a buzz of activity inside. Grace headed inside eagerly. The rain was worsening, the barman down the road had confirmed Michael’s alibi, and this now represented their best chance.

Custom Moldings, according to the slogan on the wall above the reception desk, offered, “the customized manufacture of high quality plastic, polymer, resin and fiberglass items of all shapes and sizes.”

That sounded exactly what they wanted. But as they approached the desk, she knew they would have to be careful with their questioning. Being outed as the company that had manufactured murder weapons – which these had basically been used as – for the killer, would backfire on them reputationally. Given that, she knew, they might come up against a defensive wall when the good people at Custom Moldings realized why she and Dylan were here.

They were only just in time. It seemed that workplace shifts were shorter than usual on a Sunday, and the receptionist was already busy closing things up when they arrived – putting folders away, and straightening out the cushions on the small couch opposite the desk.

She turned, with a helpful smile, when she saw them walk in. 

A woman in her forties, with a halo of short, curly hair and dark eyes, she looked open and curious, and Grace hoped that demeanor wouldn’t change as the conversation progressed.

“What can I do for you?” she asked. “We only have one consultant here today, it being a Sunday?"

"FBI," Grace said, showing her badge. Yup, that was doing it. Already, the woman’s smile was gone.

“FBI? What’s happening? Who do you need to speak to?” she asked, glancing at the door that Grace guessed led into the factory itself. Clearly, she was hoping that somebody else could take over this difficult conversation.

“Your manager, if he’s available,” Grace said.

With a look of combined relief and trepidation, she got on the phone.

“Stanley?” she said. “Can you come through? There are – er – two officers here asking questions.”

A moment later, the side door swung open and a dark haired man, wearing a stained white work jacket, bustled through, pulling off his gloves as he approached them. He had the pallor of someone whose job kept them strictly indoors, Grace saw, and it made the tattoos on his forearms even more noticeable when the elbow-length gloves were removed.

“I’m Stanley,” he said, sounding worried. “What’s the issue here?” 

"Agents Ford and Reed, FBI," Grace said. "We need to ask you some questions about items used in a serial murder that may have been manufactured here."

As she’d expected, Stanley looked horrified and began shaking his head immediately.

“Manufactured here? No way. That’s impossible, and you can’t be correct there. Do you have any proof of it?” Then, as if a light bulb had gone on in his head, he added, “Wait! That’s got something to do with the – the incident that happened out on the river, isn’t it? You’re here about that?”

“Correct,” Grace said.

Stanley cast a longing glance over his shoulder, clearly wishing he was back in the comfort zone of the factory, instead of here in the lobby facing down two officers of the law.

“I can unequivocally say that we had nothing to do with that,” he said. “In fact, your mere presence here is making me think I should call our lawyers. You know, our reputation is important to us, and we don't want to be associated with anything like this. But no, we don't make those particular containers – and so perhaps there’s no need to call our lawyers after all?”

He dusted his hands together in a gesture of finality.

“I know you think you don’t have anything to do with it,” Grace said. “But this factory specializes in custom builds, doesn’t it?”

“Well, yes,” he admitted. “But not that. Not at all. And if that’s all you’re here for, can I please leave? Because I do have an urgent job to wrap up today.”

“No,” Dylan said, and the sharpness of his tone got Stanley’s head swinging around in surprise. “Police business comes first, please, sir. Do you want to explain to the media that another murder was committed because you stalled us?”

Stanley thought about that for a minute. His shoulders sagged.

“I guess that would be hard to explain,” he admitted.

“Okay. Glad you’re seeing things our way now,” Dylan said. 

“First question,” Grace quickly pushed the questioning forward. “Are there any other companies, apart from yours, that manufacture these items in this town?”

She guessed that in different circumstances, that question might have been a point of pride for Stanley, but now, he looked grimly resigned to have to give the information.

“We’re the only company,” he admitted.

“Okay. Any others in the past, who closed down? Any small private companies that provide competition?”

He shook his head. “There was a smaller firm, two towns over, but we bought them out a couple of years ago. So yes, we’re the only firm and we’re specialists. We serve customers throughout the entire state and even ship some orders out of state."

“And you do all types of moldings – fiberglass, resin, plastic and polyethylene?”

“All types, yes,” he agreed.

“So tell me,” Grace said, “if you do custom jobs, then you would have had the opportunity to do something like this, wouldn’t you?”

He folded his arms, leaning back against the reception desk. The receptionist scooted her chair to the side, staying out of the picture, but watching and listening with an interested and worried expression.

“We keep a very careful stock count of all our materials, and our workers keep a record of all their jobs,” he said.

“Any discrepancies in the stock, recently?” Dylan asked.

At exactly the same moment that Stanley said, “No,” the receptionist nodded, glancing at her computer screen.

“Ma’am?” Grace moved quickly around, as Stanley blinked in a horrified way. “You seem to recall something, perhaps? Can you tell us about it?”

The receptionist was backtracking fast, shaking her head, now clearly regretting her careless moment, but Grace was going to push for it. It was clear that Stanley wanted to avoid trouble at all costs and that the truth was buried deeper.

She thought Stanley probably needed the consequences explained to him better.

“Okay,” she said, turning to him. “We have a situation here. It’s clear that there has been some discrepancy. It could be innocent, it could just be some kind of stocktaking error, but whatever it is, this is a murder investigation and you cannot pretend it never happened, or try to deny it. That will land you in trouble – you personally.”

Stanley was now pursing his lips, staring down at the desk, thinking furiously – but Grace wasn’t going to give him a chance to worm his way out of this situation.

“The charges for withholding information are more serious than you think, and if this delays our investigation, and we find out you did it, we will prosecute you all the way,” she said.

Both Stanley and the receptionist were now looking very worried.

“Mr. Stanley, we really do need to tell them everything,” the receptionist said. “If we say we helped the police catch a killer, it won’t reflect badly on us. But if we don’t say anything, of course it will.”

“Exactly,” Grace said, grateful for her swift understanding of the situation. The receptionist was clearly aware of something – and she was now becoming more and more sure that whatever that something was, it could point them in the direction of the killer.

Stanley sighed.

“This is not going to get us into trouble? Because I only realized it at month end, and we’re still looking into it three days later,” he said.

“It won’t get you personally into trouble if you cooperate,” Grace said. “If somebody else at your company has been involved, then they might get into trouble. I can’t help that.”

Stanley shifted from foot to foot, pursing his lips again, visibly stressed by the need to spill this information out to the FBI. Grace waited quietly, giving him time to realize that he had no other available options.

Eventually he said, “Well, when I was doing the stocktake, I did notice a discrepancy in the amounts of materials that were used on jobs, and the amounts of materials that we’re short by.”

“What materials are short?” Grace asked.

“It is the raw materials that would be used for polypropylene containers,” the manager admitted, glancing at the computer, where the receptionist had helpfully called up the stock list to jog his memory.

Grace nodded. Things were starting to come together now.

“We’re going to assume that this theft of materials is related to the crime,” she said. “Now we need to look at when it could have happened, and also how.”

Suddenly, with the manager at least partially on their side, and the receptionist clearly eager to help, this felt more like a council of war, where all of them were fighting a common enemy.

“Can these items be manufactured off site?” Dylan asked. “Could somebody have stolen the materials and taken them away to make these containers elsewhere?”

“No.” Stanley shook his head very firmly. “That could definitely not have happened. The materials would have had to be used here because we have all the infrastructure to create these items."

“And would they have needed to provide a mold, or a blueprint, something like that?” Grace asked.

“Well, we do work from custom molds,” the receptionist said. “We often get people bringing something in, and then we simply replicate it, either in fiberglass, plastic, resin, or whatever material they need.”

“Okay,” Grace said. Her mind was now racing as she considered the possible scenarios that would have allowed this killer to work. “So how long would this have taken?”

Stanley now looked at the wall, narrowing his eyes in a way that made Grace think he was doing mental arithmetic.

“It would have taken a few hours, with a mold, and the right materials,” he said. “But the manufacturing floor is monitored continually during the working day!”

“What about after hours?” Grace said. “After hours, it could have happened, couldn’t it? Someone could have done somebody a favor, or even created them for himself?”

Stanley swallowed. “I guess so. I guess that’s the only way this could have occurred.”

“Who’s worked late, on their own or unsupervised, since your last stocktake?”

Now, he was biting his lip. “I – I need to check the schedule.”

Clearly, he was very unhappy about this next step, but the receptionist was ahead of him. Pressing the computer keys, she called it up, together with a list of overtime hours.

Stanley stared down at it, shaking his head.

“No,” he said in a low voice. “That simply can’t be right. It can’t.”

“Have you identified somebody?” Resisting the urge to peer at the screen herself, Grace waited for the troubled manager to spill out what he’d learned.

“Well, the only person who’s worked late recently is one of our most trusted employees, and I can’t believe he would have done such a thing.”

“His name?” Grace pressured. She wasn’t going to take his word for anything when the evidence was pointing that way.

“He’s Jack Eldridge, that’s his name. Jack Eldridge. Floor manager here for fifteen years, and he lives a couple of miles from here!”

Stanley sounded utterly shocked at the prospect, but the receptionist was clearly less convinced.

Her triumphant words followed Grace out as she and Dylan headed for the car.

“I never trusted him! I always thought there was something shifty about that man!”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

It was time, the creator knew. Time to take the next one, the man who would allow him to please the gods all over again. The firstborn, once again, would be taken, and he would be sent on his way.

Even now, the creator was crouched low in his car, watching him. This was going to be the most exciting of his attempts yet because he was going to be working in broad daylight. No skulking away at night – not anymore. No snatching and grabbing under the cover of darkness. 

No. In order for the cycle to be complete, he had now realized the missteps he'd made in his first two scenarios. Night was the problem, because by the time morning came and the firstborn men were found, their air had run out. Night had been easier for him personally, but he was not doing this because it was easy.

His fists clenched as he reminded himself all over again that the real reason for his mission was to please the gods, and to do what they wished. 

He needed to listen better to those strange voices that constantly resounded in his mind, with their messages that were sometimes garbled and sometimes clearer, and other times, left him in no doubt at all what to do.

It was pleasing when that happened, when he could make enough sense of those silvery voices that they sharpened like a blade in his mind.

And to have those victims suffocate in the capsules was not what he'd intended. The gods had told him very clearly what they wanted him to do and how the new legend must play out.

And so this time, he was not going to be the coward who acted under cover of dark.

He was going to act boldly and with daring. The gods would surely be pleased by that?

“Go on, Creator, show us your talent. Take the men, take the firstborns,” a voice hissed in his ear, its tones strangely blurred, so that he shook his head, wondering if that would make it clearer.

“This time the legend must have a beginning and an end,” another voice entreated him. “The firstborns must not just be sacrificed, but saved – and then – then, the conclusion of the tale will be reached. Then you can complete the circle.”

“I’ll try,” he muttered.

It was odd to be having a conversation with gods while crouched in his car and poised for action, but he had become used to the need to appease the gods at any time. After all, the creator was their chosen one.

And here, here was the man at last. His breath came faster as he saw him. No more than eighteen or nineteen years old, his youngest one yet. He was dawdling along the street, head down and shoulders bowed, a common mortal who had not been told to walk tall, by the gods themselves. He was not a chosen one like the creator.

He did not have those silvery voices, whispering and wailing in his head, and explaining to him how to create a new legend.

“I’m ready,” he said.

The man was approaching.

The creator was used to acting with speed, but here, in broad daylight, the pressure felt even more intense. There was so much of a chance somebody might see! How was he going to avoid that happening? Panic flared inside him, but as if reminding him of his worth, a whole chorus of voices began offering advice.

“Use your speed, use your strength.”

“It should take no more than a few moments.”

“Be fast and be brave. You are not a soft coward. Not any longer, so don’t dare go back to the way you used to be.”

That last voice was the one he always listened to the most carefully, because it sounded a lot like his father’s voice had done. There was the same hissed element of threat in it, the same simmering tinge of violence.

He was no longer a weakling, the boy who’d allowed his father to bully and strike and hurt him, who’d suffered taunts and abuse. No, the voices had helped him to become strong, and now he was ready to leave his own mark on the world.

Timing was everything.

Check his surroundings. Sit up in the car. Pop the trunk open. Nobody in sight. One, two…

And then, in a rush of action, he was out, storming toward the surprised man with his arm raised and the iron bar he used, at the ready.

He brought it down firmly, but not too hard, on the man’s temple, and he was ready to catch him as he fell. Lifting him, he took his weight and turned, all in one smooth movement, and then he hefted him to the car and dumped him in the trunk, tossing the iron bar in after him.

Slamming the trunk closed, he breathed out a sigh of relief before remembering the one loose end he had this time – or rather, a silvery voice breathed it in his ear.

“Do not forget the phone.”

It had dropped from his victim's hands, and now he needed to grab it and turn it off. He raced back to the sidewalk, bent, picked the phone up, and as fast as possible, powered it off. It would be thrown into the river later to stay there forever, untraceable and undiscovered.

He was breathing hard. That had been exciting and strangely rewarding. Now that it was done, he felt as if he was on a high. His fear had dissolved, and elation had replaced the dark dread that he'd been struggling with. 

“Done it! In daylight. I’ve done it!” he hissed out the words, still breathless from that fast, hard action.

How amazing it was, he mused as he started up the car, that these actions of his could have such long-reaching effects. The voices had been so right when they had guided him on this journey. He was becoming a different person, one with stories to tell the world that would allow for legends to be born.

Smiling, the expression strangely cold even though his heart felt warm, the creator drove carefully down the sandy trail that led to the hidden point in the river where his next container was waiting.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

For the first time since they’d started their investigation, Grace felt there was light at the end of the tunnel, and a chance that there could be progress ahead.

While Dylan drove to Jack Eldridge’s registered address, Grace quickly got on the phone and updated Zach Casteel on the news. It was nice to be able to be calling him with something positive, after the bombshells that the morning had delivered so far. 

“We have a breakthrough,” she said, and heard his audible sigh of relief.

Quickly, Grace summarized their progress so far, the debacle of the next victim and how it had changed their thinking, and the false starts, and the discoveries. 

“We finally had an analysis on the materials used in the container, and they led us to this factory – the only one in the area. They have materials missing that correlate to the containers, and there’s only one employee who had the chance to do it.”

“That’s sounding positive,” Zach confirmed.

“We’re on our way there now. This has to go somewhere. Confusing as this case is, this is a certainty. It has to take it forward.”

Even though she knew that there were no actual certainties, and that things could still go wrong, she thought that there was enough progress, now, to be able to say that at least. There wasn’t any other way for the facts to go.

Hanging up after finishing her briefing, she acknowledged that there were still things that could go wrong.

The facts were on their side.

But the suspect? They didn’t have him yet.

A minute later, they arrived at Jack Eldridge's home. On a rainy Sunday, at lunchtime, it was quiet here. There was nobody out walking, only a couple of cars on the street.

Grace hoped they’d gotten here in time. A guy who had manufactured these containers illegally – whether or not he’d used them himself or done it as a favor for a friend – was going to be keeping a lookout for the police. 

“I think I’m going to go around the back,” Dylan said, clearly in tune with her suspicions.

“That’s a good idea – just in case,” she said.

Waiting a few moments for him to get into place, she raised her hand and knocked on the door.

Swiftly, decisively.

This was a corrupt employee and a suspected killer, and now it was time for answers.

She waited, ears straining.

And then, tensed. From around the side of the house, she heard a commotion.

Grace rushed to the source of the noise, just as Dylan’s voice rang out. “Grace! Here! Quick!”

Bursting around the corner, she stopped in astonishment.

Their suspect hadn’t gone out the kitchen door. But he had been expecting the police.

A side window stood wide open. Trodden prints in the muddy grass showed which way he’d fled. And she caught a glimpse of him, no more than a flailing leg, as he leaped the neighbor’s fence and was gone.

“Get after him!”

She was shouting the words more for herself than Dylan, and in any case, both of them were already in motion. Dylan was racing to the fence, ready to vault over it in pursuit. 

Deciding to cut off the route she thought he was aiming for, Grace rushed for the front gate, burst out, and began sprinting down the street. 

He’d gone over the neighbor’s wall. There were only other houses behind that one. Only more walls to climb. But maybe he had a sneaky route out from there to the road?

Or maybe not. Grace raced along, looking carefully, expecting at any moment to see him erupt from the driveway, or maybe duck out of the backyard.

Where was he? Had he planned this ahead of time?

She was beginning to think she’d judged it totally wrong. Where was Dylan? Was he searching behind the house? Did Jack Eldridge have an accomplice next door?

How had she gotten this so wrong?

Just as she was about to retrace her steps and head back to his house, in case he’d managed to double back along the way to avoid them, she heard a small sound coming from behind the wooden fence on her right.

It was no more than the softest of thuds, but it told her what she needed to know.

Jack hadn't stopped at the neighbor's house. He'd raced on, gone a couple of houses further, and must have had a getaway route in mind. Now he was running down the crossroad, and he had a sizeable lead.

“Crossroad!” Grace yelled, in case Dylan was anywhere within earshot. She had no idea if he was, and knew he could be much further back than she was. But with their long-legged suspect hurtling down the road, having executed one successful getaway plan already, Grace knew she had to do whatever it took to stop him from increasing his lead.

“Stop! Police!” Grace yelled out the words as she raced in pursuit, knowing that there was no way Jack Eldridge intended to stop. He was utterly committed to his getaway. Ducking and dodging around roadside trees, navigating the bumpy areas without even glancing at them, she felt sure he’d planned ahead for exactly this eventuality.

Jack had rehearsed for this getaway  and as she chased after him along the sidewalk, watching how he was foot-perfect over the uneven, bumpy areas, how he nipped through an empty lot following a pathway that she couldn’t even see – she knew for sure he was on very familiar ground.

Worse still, his trick maneuver at the beginning of this chase meant he’d lost Dylan.

Now, as her feet pounded along the sidewalk and her breath burned in her lungs, she was the only one in pursuit. She’d been lucky to spot him at all, and if she hadn’t, he would have gotten away entirely.

With a lead she was rapidly losing despite her efforts, and a neighborhood which the fleeing suspect knew every inch of, Grace was beginning to regret her confident phone call to Zach Casteel just a few minutes ago. If only she’d known then what she knew now – that their suspect had been on high alert and was now making a hurried getaway.

All she could do was keep up with the chase as best she could. She might not have his raw speed, but she had fitness on her side, probably more so than he. If she could keep him in sight until his rush of adrenaline ebbed, then she might start to eat up some of the distance.

Keeping him in sight was not easy, though.

This neighborhood was made up of tiny blocks of housing, with pathways and alleys and small parks and wooded areas interspersing the housing. Every twist and turn brought an opportunity for him to get one additional turn ahead – and then she would have lost him.

It was only his thudding footsteps that clued her he’d gone left, as she burst onto the narrow road where he’d fled, lined with parked cars.

Following the sound, her boots skidding on a slick portion of the wet sidewalk, she veered left after him, and was only just in time to see a glimpse of his foot, as he ducked down a narrow pathway that ran between two wooden fences.

The pathway was muddy, wet from overhanging trees, and with the fences rising on either side, visibility at the end was nonexistent. Grace rushed along the alleyway. Speed was her friend here. She just needed to be in time to see what was at the other end and which way he’d gone.

This zigzagging chase through the neighborhood had left her disoriented. With all her attention focused on the fleeing man, she wasn't even sure where she was now, although the noise of traffic from the main road was fading. He wasn't going in that direction. His route must be taking him into a stretch of forest or a remote hideaway, where he was hoping to lose them completely.

Bursting out of the alleyway, she glanced left and right, her legs tensed to move, her senses on high alert.

But there was nothing to be seen at all. No movement, no trace of the running man she’d barely kept in sight until now.

Jack Eldridge had vanished from sight completely. He was gone.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

With her shoulders heaving, her legs burning, Grace stared around her wildly. This was impossible. He couldn’t have disappeared. The alleyway down which he’d fled opened up into a crossroad. Ahead was more alleyway, stretching for another hundred yards or so. To her right, was a small park, dotted with trees, and right at the end of it, near the road, was a hot dog kiosk where a group of schoolchildren were gathered.

To the left was a stretch of forest.

Think, Grace exhorted herself. Think. Which direction would he have picked?

If he’d gone straight ahead, she'd have seen him. He could not have run an additional hundred yards without her keeping him in sight. If he'd gone to the right, then surely he would be visible as he raced through the park.

That left only two options. Either he’d gone left through the woods, or else he’d vaulted over the alleyway fence at some stage.

The muddy ground was pitted with footsteps, and it held no clues. But Grace decided that the wooden fences, tall and slick with rain, would have been too much of a challenge to vault over. He'd gone for speed, and picking the stretch of forest was aligning with his strategy so far, which was to get away from populated areas and not run toward them.

So, hoping her logic was correct, she veered left.

Now, she was getting a sense of where she was. She'd noticed this stretch of forest on the way into the suburb. It led to a bigger woodland further on. If he had turned this way, then this was where he was headed, and he had plans to hide out.

Now she had to second-guess where he’d be, because the pathway she was following branched into two ahead.

Any sign of footsteps?

No, not under these trees, with a carpet of pine needles providing an impenetrable layer. If only she had Dylan with her, then they could each have taken a path. On her own, she was going to have to pick the right path and second-guess his movements.

“He just went left. Left again might take him too close to the road,” Grace gasped to herself as she hesitated, gulping in air. “So that means right.”

At that moment, thumping footfalls from her left got her twisting around in surprise. Who was running into these woods?

A second later, Dylan burst from out of the trees, and Grace felt relief surge inside her.

He’d found her again, and better still, this meant that Jack could not possibly have gone left, or he’d have bumped straight into her partner. Her initial hunch had been correct, and this fugitive had fled right.

"That way!" she shouted.

They both raced in pursuit, with Dylan now leading the way and running ahead on legs that were clearly fresher than hers. Grace felt a massive morale boost at the fact her partner had caught up. In this adrenaline-fueled chase, there was no chance to ask how he’d done it, but if he’d appeared from that side, she guessed he’d run back and got the car and driven here, looking out for her and for him.

And there he was! Jack Eldridge hadn’t been able to keep up the pace, although his twisting and turning route had given him the best chance of losing them.

Now, stumbling up a winding path between the trees, he looked exhausted, as if he was forcing his legs to keep going, but his pace was flagging regardless.

Well, Grace was also pretty much spent after that crazy, twisting sprint.

But Dylan pounded ahead, gaining ground with every stride.

“Jack Eldridge! Stop! We need to question you!” he shouted.

Glancing around, Jack’s face looked flushed with effort, slick with sweat, and drawn with tension. He put one last, massive effort into speeding up, but he hit a muddy patch. His legs slid in the mud, he tried to right himself with an effort but stumbled down onto one knee – and then Dylan was there, churning through the mud, leaping forward to grab Jack’s arm before he had a chance to scramble to his feet.

Grace jogged up to join the two men as Dylan manhandled Jack off the pathway and stood him with his back to a tall pine tree.

He was gasping so violently that speech was out of the question for the moment. To be honest, Grace wasn't certain she'd have been able to get a word out either. However, what she did do was to move forward and firmly grab Jack's other arm, holding onto it tightly with her sweaty palm. If he got a second wind from somewhere, she wasn't going to give him the slightest chance of twisting away and leading them on another chase like that.

One was quite enough.

For a minute they all stood, catching their breath.

Then, just as Grace was feeling her own heart rate slowing back down to a manageable speed, Dylan cleared his throat.

“Jack Eldridge, you made a serious effort to get away from us here. Given that, we’re not going to question you while standing under this tree. We’re bringing you in – and now, we want answers. You’ve shown us clearly that you have something to hide. Now, you’d better tell us exactly what it is.” Unclipping the handcuffs from his belt, he fastened them over the suspect’s wrists.

 

*

 

As Grace had guessed, Dylan had, in fact, driven the car to a strategic point near the woods. He’d been thinking ahead, trying to predict their suspect’s movements, just as Grace had done. It meant it wasn’t too far to walk. Just a couple of hundred yards, and they were at the car and climbing inside.

The police station was only a ten-minute drive away, and everyone in the car spent it in silence. Grace was putting together her strategy for when they were in the interrogation room. She knew this was going to be tough. Just because they’d caught Jack after such a difficult chase, did not mean he was going to give up the fight. While she rested her legs after that muscle-burning chase, her mind was still going full speed ahead.

Behind her, handcuffed and belted into place, Jack was quiet, and his breathing gradually slowed. Grace was sure he was spending the time thinking of ways to get out of his predicament.

By the time Dylan pulled up outside the police station, Grace was ready. She felt calm, and had her strategy in mind, and she was deeply grateful that she was getting a chance to execute it, instead of casting around vainly in that warren-like suburbia, trying to find a guilty man who’d disappeared.

Finally, now that they were leading him into the police station and taking him into a side room to process him, Grace had the chance to properly look at their suspect.

He had a furtive expression, she decided, which was emphasized by a narrow face and a weak chin. Though tall and rangy, he did not look particularly powerful – definitely more stringy than sturdy. Thirty years old, six-one in height, and he wouldn’t meet either of their gazes as they took him through the steps required for bringing him in.

While Dylan was completing the paperwork, Grace did a quick background check on his name and ID. It would be interesting to know if he had any kind of a record. Employers did not always check those things.

But she couldn’t find anything on him. 

So, whatever he’d done, it was a first offense – and now it was time to find out exactly what that was.

They led Jack Eldridge through to the interview room and sat him down.

“Mr. Eldridge, you have a lot of answers to give us, and there’s a significant amount of evidence against you.” Grace opened the interview with a stern accusation. She wanted to jolt him, and from the way his face twitched and his handcuffs rattled, she’d succeeded.

Out there, as he ran, he’d reminded her of a fleeing hare. Now the simile that came to mind was a deer in the headlights, as he stared at her with wide, pale blue eyes.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You – you scared me. That’s why I ran. How was I to know you were police?” he questioned.

“The fact we identified ourselves as police?” Grace suggested. 

He shrugged. “Can’t trust nobody these days.”

"We were at your workplace earlier," Grace continued. "And after some research, it seems that there were quantities of materials that came up short in the stock count. Materials which containers that have been used in two murders so far have been made from."

His mouth was a taut, closed line as he stared defiantly at them, but his cheeks were flushing red, a physical giveaway despite his efforts at control.

“I know nothing about that,” he said.

“Strange, because after the time that those materials came up short on the stock list, you were the only one working late, and on your own. We were at your company premises just now, checking facts and schedules,” she said.

Dylan nodded. “You’ve been with the company a long time. Long enough to be a trusted employee, and also to know how to make customized items pretty fast.”

His gaze flitted between herself and Dylan. She stared him down.

His cheeks were flushing more deeply, and his hands were clenched. It was obvious that he was guilty – but now, Grace was wondering exactly how guilty he was.

She did not think that he was the killer, and the reason for this was that he didn’t appear to have the raw physical strength it would have taken to lift two large, solid, unconscious men and transport them, and place them in a container. 

It wasn’t completely impossible – Grace knew it was dangerous to think in such finite terms, but it was very unlikely. What was far more likely, she decided, was that he had done this job for somebody else. 

And in that case, what he might need now was an escape route. 

“Look, it may well be that you just did a favor for somebody,” Grace said, now in a more gentle tone. “Perhaps you were approached and encouraged to help out. Maybe you even got forced into doing it. If you have an alibi for the time of these murders – for instance, yesterday night – and you can prove to us you are not the killer, then what we need to know is who the killer is. Who asked you to do this?"

He took a deep breath. It seemed that Grace’s strategy was working. She could see he was starting to make up his mind to talk.

“I – I – I do have an alibi for last night,” he said in a husky voice. “Saturday nights, I always join a poker game with friends. I was playing from about six p.m. onward, over in the next town, about a half-hour from here.”

Marlon Breese had been shut in that container between six and eight p.m., according to the coroner’s findings and Grace’s own calculations.

So, as she had expected, this cleared Jack Eldridge, and he was not their killer.

But he had worked for the killer, and now, they needed him to spill the information he had. Luckily, now that he’d begun talking to clear himself, Grace knew it would be easier to get the information they needed – especially now that he saw a way to avoid some of the trouble that he feared he would land in.

“We’ll go easy on you. You’re not the person we want,” Dylan emphasized. “You’re going to be in trouble with your work and that, we can’t help, but that would have happened regardless. We won't pursue any charges against you if you tell us what you know.”

Now, Jack was looking worried.

“I’ve been scared,” he admitted. “I knew it was wrong to do what I did. That’s why I had a plan in place for if the police came along. But the problem is that I don’t know much. I don’t know if I can help you.”

“The offer stands regardless,” Grace said. “Cooperate, and we will not pursue any further charges. But you need to tell us exactly what you know – and to be honest about it.”

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything I know – but I’m warning you now, this man, whoever he is, seems to be very sneaky. He’s planned everything in so much detail, he’s created, like, a perfect cut-off. I’m worried that you’re never going to find him - and worst of all,” he added miserably, “he asked me to make twelve of those containers.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Christine Dewet laid out her yoga mat on the flat piece of grass near the river’s edge. She did love these long summer days, when it was possible to exercise in the fresh air, rather than doing yoga inside her rather cramped house. And with the rain just having stopped, she was taking advantage of the gray but bright noonday light, and doing her exercises on the wet grass.

Even though, thanks to the recent murders, she’d become uneasier about her riverside ritual. Although not usually a fearful person, she had to admit that she was questioning the wisdom of being out here, all alone, by the river’s edge, at such a time. 

Still, you couldn’t go through life being scared, she told herself. Fear hadn’t gotten her anywhere. Being too scared of speaking up with ideas had meant she’d missed out on the promotion she should have gotten at work.

Being too scared of saying enough was enough, had meant she’d spent far too long in a borderline abusive marriage, where she’d been a doormat to her bossy, blustering husband. No, she knew it was time for her to be her own person now. She was fifty-five years old, and she looked good for her age, and right now, in life, it was time for her to do her own thing, and pursue what she wanted to do.

And right now, riverside yoga on this beautiful day seemed worth the risk.

She began her ritual with some stretches, limbering up, before standing on her mat and assuming the first of the poses – the Tree. It was one of the ones she always found the most difficult. Balance, especially on grass, was challenging on one leg. 

Was that a rustle nearby?

She turned to look, her heart speeding up just a little, almost losing her balance and her pose as a result. Angrily, wobbling now, she chastised herself. If she was going to end up being jumpy for nothing, then she might as well go back inside and move all the furniture around in her tiny, stuffy living room.

There was nobody nearby. Nobody. This, she reminded herself, was a deserted section of river.

Regaining her composure, she stared out over the river as she held the pose. It was soothing to look at the fast-flowing water, to watch the birds swooping and wheeling overhead, the trees that were rustling in the wind.

And a strange object floating down the river. Was it a boat of some kind? She guessed it was. It was swirling and eddying in the lazy water, bobbing slowly downstream. Funny, she thought, it didn’t seem like an actual boat, more like a flotation device of some kind. A buoy, perhaps, although it seemed too large, but maybe perspective was playing tricks on her.

Weirdly, it was almost as if she’d seen it before. How strange was that?

It was only a minute later that the puzzle pieces slotted together in her mind, and she breathed in a horrified gasp.

This was no flotation device! This was another of those containers that she’d heard about on the television! The ones that had been used to kill people.

Dropping down from her pose, with her weight squarely on both feet now, she stared at the river in consternation. There was somebody trapped inside that pod. Somebody who was busy suffocating and dying. She'd need to call the cops immediately!

But her phone was in her car. She’d left it there because she hadn’t wanted to have any valuables on her while she did her yoga – and maybe that had been a reflexive gesture to avoid being targeted by a criminal while she was out here.

No phone, and her car was a five minute walk away. By the time she got there, this sphere would be gone.

There was only one solution.

“I’m going to have to go in and get it myself!” She could hear the horror in her own words. What a responsibility this was! It could be very dangerous. The river didn’t look fast flowing – but what if there was a current?

Conflicted, but determined to try to do the right thing, Christine rushed to the shore, staring at the device, staring around, now wishing that the river wasn’t so deserted and that there was somebody around who could help her.

But there was nobody. She was the only person who could save the occupant of this container – if he or she could even still be saved.

“Stop worrying! Just jump in!” she chastised herself.

Taking a deep breath, she launched herself into the surprisingly cold water, which took her breath away in an inadvertent gasp.

Then, she was striking out for the container, swimming toward it with all the speed she could muster. She’d been a good swimmer in her twenties. At least some of that rhythm and coordination remained.

Reaching the sphere, she trod water, gasping for air, nudging it sideways with her arm. She had a chance – she hadn’t thought she would, but right here, the river was very slow flowing. There was barely a forward tug in these meandering waters, which was why she guessed the container had been making such leisurely progress. 

She tried again, scissoring her legs for speed while she guided the slippery container with her hands. To her surprise, it was possible to nudge it across the river and back to the shore she’d come from. Not easy, but possible. Even though her legs were threatening to cramp on her, and the sphere’s progress was slow and erratic, she was doing it. She was doing it!

And now that she was closer to shore, she had hit a sandbank, which allowed her to stand. Relieved, puffing for air, spluttering stray drops of the cold water out of her mouth, she placed her legs on solid ground. 

Now, she would need to do the toughest thing of all.

This was going to be hard and scary, and she had no doubt that it would haunt her nightmares for months or years to come.

But every second counted if there was somebody inside suffocating, and she had to do what was needed. She had to get this catch open so that air could get inside. Whoever was in here might die at any moment. No way could she allow that to happen!

Pushing the container up against the grassy bank, with her legs thigh-high in the water, she wrestled with the first catch, which was wet and slippery. But after a struggle, she managed to get a purchase, and it snapped abruptly open. Now the next one – quickly! As fast as she could.

Fumbling with it, she messed up the first time and nearly pushed the container away from her completely. Getting it wedged back again as best she could, she tried again, and she was given encouragement by the fact that she thought she felt a small movement from inside.

Could she be in time?

There! She got the first catch off, then the second, and now needed to wrestle with the lid, which was smooth and without any grip, and extremely difficult to grasp. Somehow, eventually, she got a finger in the gap and was able to force her hand in.

She thought she heard a little sighing sound as the airlock broke, and an inadvertent cry of tension escaped her own mouth, because this was scary, it was venturing all the way into the unknown.

Then the lid was swinging up, toppling back – and she was staring down at the man inside.

A young man. Sheet white face, wide, staring eyes.

But alive.

He gasped in a huge breath of air and sat up, breathing harshly, his face just inches from her own.

“I’ve saved you! I’ve saved you!” In utter relief, she began to babble out the words. “You’re alright, you’re going to be just fine. And now, we need to get you out of this thing!”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Whatever secrets Jack Eldridge held, Grace needed to know them. Especially since he might not be aware what they were. But the more he could tell them, the more likely they were to be able to track this killer down.

“Okay,” Grace said. “From the start, please, Mr. Eldridge. Tell us exactly how this person got into contact with you, and exactly how the process of making these containers was done.”

There was still some resistance in him, she could see that. He was not happy to be telling her this. She knew that was because this was a proof positive that he’d acted in an unethical and even criminal way, stealing materials and using them for his own gain.

“Well, it was a private message. An email from some random nonsensical address,” he said.

Grace nodded, watching the lanky, narrow-faced man as he fidgeted with his handcuffed hands. A random email address was not going to be easily traceable, but by now, she knew that nothing about tracking this killer was going to be easy. He’d done his research and had carefully planned how to get hold of these items.

If they caught him, it might be because he had made a mistake. And maybe, Grace hoped, he had.

“Tell us about the message,” she encouraged him. “What did it say?”

“It said that this person – he never gave his name – wanted twelve containers made out of polyethylene from a mold that he had designed. And he then gave the address where the mold was located. This person, whoever he was, said that the containers must be dropped off in the same place, within two weeks."

That was interesting, Grace thought, knowing that Dylan would also be noting this fact. The killer had designed these lethal containers himself. That must have taken time and expertise. Only when he had the right design, had he asked somebody else to create the final products.

“And did you reply to the mail?”

“No!” Jack sounded outraged. “I thought this man was clearly mad. I had no intention of replying, or even doing anything about it. But then…” He grimaced, lifting his cuffed hands to rub at his chin.

“Then what?” Dylan asked.

"Then I happened to be down there, near that address, the next day, and I thought – well, I thought it couldn't hurt to take a look there, right? Just to see, for my own curiosity, if there was anything there at all, or if this had been a total prank.”

“So you went to this location?” Grace said.

Jack nodded. “Yes. I went there. It was at the end of a row of old warehouses – it’s a block that’s waiting to be condemned, on Fort Street. And I looked in the one he’d pointed out and – well, there was this mold. It seemed quite well made. Didn’t look like it would be hard work to make a few replicas, but even then I was still saying no to myself.”

In this surprisingly vivid description – it was amazing how the promise of no consequences made some people talk – Grace could clearly follow his thought processes. And she suspected that the killer’s maneuverings, his intelligent manipulation, were also obvious here. They were not dealing with a stupid killer.

“Anyway, I took a closer look," Jack said, looking shamefaced, "and I opened up the mold. And, well, what was inside – it would have made anyone do what I did."

He shook his head, raising his eyes and gazing at the wall as if he was reliving the very moment when the lid of that prototype mold had swung wide.

“What was inside?” 

“Money. Cash. And lots of it.” He exhaled deeply, swinging his gaze briefly to Grace again. “I – well, I know I should have said no to it. But it didn’t seem like a possibility for me to do it. It was – it was like, this money was mine now. It had been left here for me. What was I going to do, walk away from it? I took it – of course, and then, it felt like I’d already agreed to do the job.”

Breathing fast now, speaking in a rush, he continued. “I got the materials, I worked at night, I completed the products in a couple of nights. I used one of the vans from work to take them down to that warehouse and I put them there, and I – I never thought about it again. Until the murders started.” His face shut down again into grim, regretful lines.

What a classic bait that had proved to be, Grace thought. The killer had known exactly how to manipulate this man, making the arrangement into a fait accompli by leaving the cash on site.

“What happened to the mold?” she asked.

“I destroyed it when I was done with using it, and tossed the fragments into a dumpster a mile from here,” he admitted.

“How long ago was this?” Dylan asked.

“About three, four weeks ago.” Jack was looking uncomfortable now. He must have been living with the uneasy guilt of knowing he’d be caught out, that the materials would be counted.

"I meant to buy more materials!” he protested suddenly, confirming her thoughts. “I meant to buy more, but I couldn’t get hold of the supplier last week. If I’d replaced those materials, nobody would ever have known! Why did I do what I did? Why did I do such a thing?” His voice rose in an agonized shout.

A rendezvous in an abandoned warehouse got them precisely nowhere. A block of buildings that had been condemned would be deserted, with no traffic, no cameras, no watching eyes. It was the perfect drop off point and it had been well chosen, because with the cash, and the anonymous email, and the location, it all added up to a perfect cutoff.

They had the story now and knew what had occurred, but they had no way forward at all. It was with a sense of creeping horror that Grace acknowledged this.

“Thank you for your version,” she said. “Please, let us have the email address, and that original email. Our IT department might be able to get some information from it.”

Once Jack had been given his phone, and had scrolled back to find the email and attached it for them, Grace immediately forwarded it on to the IT department in Haverton. If they were lucky, there might be some information that could be gained from it – either account details or the location where the email had been sent. But she knew that would take time - a day at least – and given how careful the killer had been, she wasn’t resting her hopes on it.

There was only one thing to do now, which was to go down to those warehouses, and see if by some miracle, anyone had seen anything.

While Dylan processed Jack’s release, Grace looked up the Fort Street address. It wasn’t that far away. Maybe a fifteen-minute drive. And since they now had no new leads, and nowhere else to go, they might as well head there now.

Perhaps, Grace hoped, the killer had left some small clue behind.

As she and Dylan headed out, with Grace at the wheel, she saw that at least the rain had stopped, although the roads were still wet. School kids were walking home, their feet trailing, looking like teens did all over the world, but Grace felt a flash of anxiety for them. There was a killer in their town, and who knew who he was targeting, and why?

As she thought that, she had a quick flash of insight. After all, they did have some common factors in the victims taken so far. They had both been men, both with families in town, and both with some degree of wealth and influence in this society.

But that didn’t seem like enough. There were some common factors, but these parameters were still frustratingly broad. Grace didn’t even want to think about the fact that it might take another murder to narrow them down.

“So, what do we have here?” As she stopped the car, bumping over the uneven and broken blacktop, she looked ahead of her at the row of warehouses, and then glanced dubiously at Dylan.

They were in a derelict state, and the entire area looked to be abandoned.

Broken power lines, cut off at the top pole, told her that this area was completely disused by everyone, and that not even electricity remained prior to the demolition.

The row of five warehouses had broken glass in the windows, a couple of panels missing on the roof, and looked weathered and ancient.

“I think I remember reading, when I was on the airplane, that there was a big grain processing plant nearby here,” Dylan said, as they walked down the row. “I wonder if these were used for some storage or manufacturing of those goods.”

“What happened to the plant?” Grace hadn’t read up on the history. Now she wished she hadn’t been so embroiled in the potential disaster playing out between herself and Agent Steiner, in that Arkansas chalet.

“They moved it,” Dylan said. “It had something to do with flooding, I think. Development in the town caused more flooding to occur more often on this side of it, so they relocated it about twenty miles north of here, in a higher location. And that must be why these fell into disuse.”

“Making them the ideal spot for a killer to use,” Grace said.

“They’re out of the way and not really known to anyone,” Dylan observed, as they picked their way over broken paving. “A visitor to town wouldn’t know about them. They weren’t even mentioned in that history I read, and it’s only now that I’m here, that I’m inferring what might have happened.”

“So maybe that gives us a clue then?” Grace asked. “About the killer?”

“Every small clue helps, right?” Dylan agreed. “But it’s my feeling that he does know this town, and most probably he lives here.”

It was a medium-sized town. Perhaps ten thousand inhabitants? And somewhere within these numbers, he was hiding.

“I’ve been wondering about his victims,” Grace said, as they approached the final warehouse, which looked to be in slightly better condition than the others. It had a splintered window pane, but otherwise, the structure looked solid. "How's he picking them?"

“He must have done research,” Dylan said. “I think that also points toward living here. He’s not picking people randomly from the streets. He’s been choosing them, and stalking them, and waiting for the right moment to grab them.”

“And why?” The unanswerable question, Grace knew, as they approached the door. If they only knew why, it might tell them a lot about him.

The door wasn’t even closed. It was warped so badly that it was hanging off one of its broken hinges, and all they needed to do was to step through the gap.

Inside, the floor was stained with damp, and there was some ancient trash in the corners. The warehouse was about thirty by fifty feet in size, and a piece of rusting machinery right at the back was the only evidence that it had once been in use.

There was no sign of where the mold had been placed or where the containers had been placed. It was three weeks ago, and since the door was letting in both wind and rain, the elements had done a good job of erasing any footprints there might have been.

"I wonder if he uses this place for other purposes," Grace said thoughtfully. It was a long shot, but perhaps if they staked it out, he might come back.

“We could do that, or else we could take another look at the list of common connections these two families have?” Dylan suggested doubtfully. “I know that Michael Granger seemed like the only troublemaker, but maybe if we go through it really carefully, and research everything again, something might turn up?”

“That’s a good idea,” Grace said, trying to sound upbeat, and not to sound the way she felt, which was that they were facing a dead end, and that neither of these avenues was promising. “Maybe I stay here and do the stakeout, and you go and relook at the research?”

But, as she saw Dylan try to nod in agreement with the same fake positivity she was showing herself, Grace’s phone rang.

It was the local police station calling, and thinking that there might have been a breakthrough, she grabbed it up.

“Agent Ford?” Detective Blundell sounded excited. “We’ve just had a call about another of those containers. It was in the river, a woman got it to shore – and the man inside it is alive.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Grace scrambled into the car with Dylan, accelerating away from the crime scene, speeding out of town to the river bank where the cops were waiting.

A third victim, found alive? This changed everything. He might have important information to give them. This might bring everything together and lead them to the killer. The miles could not pass fast enough for her as she joined the main road, and followed the coordinates onto a rutted dirt road, and then down to a scenic and unspoiled section of river frontage.

The tiny gravel parking lot was crammed with cars – two police cars, another vehicle that Grace guessed might belong to the witness, and two ambulances were all occupying the small off-road area, so Grace parked further back, on the dirt road itself. She and Dylan jumped out, and they hustled to the scene.

One of the cops came hurrying over to meet them, his face excited.

“The victim was about to pass out from lack of air. The lady who found him got to him just in time. He’s also had a blow to the head, and is bruised, so he’s getting a checkup from the medics, and some oxygen. While they work, do you want to speak to Ms. Dewet in the meantime?”

“Yes, that’ll be great,” Grace said. It was a change to have such an air of positivity and excitement at a scene that could so easily have been a third tragedy. There was a distinct sense in the air that they’d gotten the better of this killer – this time anyway.

The woman who had found the body was sitting in the other ambulance, wrapped in a towel that one of the police must have brought along, with a fleece jacket over her shoulders.

“Dang, but that river was cold,” Ms. Dewet quipped, cradling a cup of coffee in her hands as she sat on the narrow bed. “I’m just glad I got to the guy in time.”

“FBI agents Ford and Reed,” Grace introduced herself and Dylan. “Well done for such a brave action.”

“Oh, it was nothing. The river wasn’t flowing fast. I’m just glad to have been there at the right time, and not been afraid to help,” she said, pushing back a lock of her sodden blond hair, and moving the towel to look at the condition of her pink yoga pants.

"Do you always come down here at lunchtime?" Grace asked.

She nodded. “In summer, yes, I do. The rain nearly kept me away today, I must admit.”

“And while you were here,” Grace asked, “did you sense anyone else nearby? Did you hear or see anything unusual?”

It was instinct, more than anything else, that prompted her to ask the question, and she felt a strange chill when the woman said, “Yes. Now you mention it, I did feel uneasy, and as if there was somebody nearby. I didn’t see or hear anything, though. It was just – just a sense I had.”

"You think he could have dumped the man into the river nearby here and still been around?" Dylan muttered to Grace.

She shrugged. “Perhaps,” she said, but the uneasy feeling in her stomach was refusing to budge.

At that moment, a policeman called out, “Mr. Leo Jennings is ready, if you are.”

Thanking the woman for her bravery, Grace stood up and left the ambulance’s warm confines, heading over to the other one, where the victim was being checked out.

He was sitting up now, and the medic had removed the oxygen mask. He was younger than the other two, Grace saw, probably still in his teens. He was a good looking young man, with a lock of dark hair falling over his broad forehead, and a shocked expression on his strong jawed face. She could see a swollen area on his temple where the blow that knocked him out had landed.

"Mr. Jennings, FBI here," Grace said, as they crowded into the ambulance. She breathed in the scent of disinfectant that had been used to clean Jennings' wound.

"FBI?" He stared at them with a perplexed look. "I wish I knew more about what had happened. I don't know what to tell you."

“Do you remember being attacked at all?” Grace asked.

“Last I remember, I was – um, I was leaving a math class. I'm doing final exams soon, and I was getting some extra tutoring.”

“And how do you get home after your math classes?”

“Well, I walk. It’s an easy walk, takes about twenty minutes. Quiet.”

He tried to nod, then winced, as if his head was reminding him why that was a bad idea right now.

“So, no other memories?”

“Nothing at all. I can’t recall a thing right now.”

Grace had the impression that after the bang to the head and the shocking aftermath, his thoughts were fragmented at this time.

“Have you had any fights, any problems or disagreements recently?” Dylan asked.

"No, no, not at all. I mean, I've been stressed for my final exams, of course, but there's been nothing wrong apart from that."

“No issues with friends?” Dylan added.

“Nothing at all,” he said.

“Do you work at all?” Grace tried that angle.

"I work part-time at the pizza place in town," he said, looking confused.

“And your parents? What do they do?” she asked, wondering if there was a common factor here and if he was also from a wealthy family.

“My folks both work,” he said. “My mom’s a nurse at the hospital and my dad’s a manager in the local grocery store.”

That surprised Grace. That was not what she’d expected at all. These were not the wealthy folk, the top echelon of this small-town society. These were ordinary, hard-working people who held down everyday jobs.

“Do you have brothers or sisters?” she asked, looking to check for any other possible links or similarities.

“A brother who’s a year younger than me,” he said.

He was starting to look pale again, and Grace knew that their window for questioning was going to be over soon. This young man probably needed to be checked out at the hospital after that sharp blow to the head. They’d been lucky to get any information in that short session, but what they had found out didn’t seem to be leading them anywhere.

“Thank you,” she said.

She and Dylan left, and a minute later, the ambulance pulled carefully out of the parking lot, veered around Grace’s car, and headed back up the road with its patient.

Grace stood, staring at the empty container which still rested by the river’s edge. The police were on their radios, waiting for forensics to arrive to check it out, but she knew it was likely that it would be the same as the others. No evidence to be found inside.

A lead that had seemed so incredibly promising at the start had fizzled out into a disappointing dead end. Worse still, one common factor – the victims being from wealthy, high-profile families – had now been ruled out.

“In case he was lurking nearby, should we take a walk upstream and see if we can find any place he might have used to launch this container?” Grace suggested.

Dylan, clearly glad of the chance to get moving and to do something constructive, nodded, and they set off.

For a while, they both walked in silence. Grace was feeling preoccupied and worried, and she was sure that Dylan was in exactly the same mindframe. They covered a few hundred yards, with a couple of detours to the river bank, which didn't provide any evidence.

“I’m hoping we do find something up here, because that interview with Jennings didn’t go as well as I expected it to,” Dylan said as they turned away from the second possible site, his voice calm, but with an edge of frustration that Grace could clearly pick up.

“It didn’t go well, and now I feel like we’re all the way back to trying to figure out why he’s choosing these victims. They’ve all been male, they all live in town, they are all youngish, but why those three?”

Dylan sighed. “It’s beginning to feel like this might be random. I mean, the guy’s clearly a psycho – what if he’s picking them based on the fact they just looked at him strangely in passing, or cut him off in traffic?”

Grace nodded ruefully. “It might be as random as that. But they are all men, they are all young, there has to be a common factor somewhere, a reason he’s picking them.”

“Do they all attend the same gym? The same barber shop?” Dylan hazarded.

“It could end up being something like that. It looks as if we’re going to have to delve so deeply into the details that we uncover every angle of their lives," Grace said. 

With newly bereaved, shocked parents that was going to be a difficult and delicate job. The parents, right now, would not want to cooperate with that. It would only cause them stress and pain. But this killer was working with frightening speed. Three people taken in two days? They didn’t have time to wait, and let the parents come to terms with this, and feel ready to go into the details of their sons’ lives. Not when more parents might end up in the same situation at any time.

“Could it be here?” she asked, seeing a flattened piece of grass.

Yet again, they headed to the river bank to look for evidence.

“One thing I’m wondering,” she said, “is why he floated this container in the daytime. I mean, Jennings was taken earlier today. He could easily have kept the container somewhere out of sight, and then floated it down the river at night, the same way he did with the others?”

“Yes,” Dylan said. “Surely he must have known there was a chance that it would be found? Especially with this having been on the news and everyone aware of it?"

“I think it’s important. I don’t know why, but I do think it’s important. He’s changing his MO, and there must be a reason.”

Grace stared down at the grass. It didn’t look like anything had been launched from this section of the river. The pathway was too narrow. Most likely an animal had made that track, passing through, or someone’s dog had detoured to sniff a scent. 

“Impatience? Maybe he has a self-imposed time limit to use up all those twelve containers?” Dylan asked, and Grace shivered, remembering the numbers, and the amount of devastation that it would wreak in this small town if any more young men were murdered – even one, never mind twelve.

"Whatever it is, it’s giving us a window of opportunity,” she observed, the puzzle pieces now fitting together in her mind as she saw an opportunity for a countermove.

“If he’s floating containers during the day, it vastly increases the risk to himself, and the likelihood of being spotted. Since they’ve all been found within a few miles of each other along the river, it means that we could hunt for him, this afternoon and tonight. If we can plan fast enough, we might be able to get ahead. Our killer is getting reckless – and it might allow us to bring him down.”




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Stretching a net of police around the river and its surrounds was going to be their best chance at catching him, Grace decided. For reasons that they didn’t yet understand, this killer’s interval was accelerating. He was on a spree that was faster and more potentially lethal than anything she’d yet encountered.

By unspoken consent, now having gone out of earshot of where the witness had been doing her yoga and heard something, they turned back again, retracing their steps toward the parking lot.

“Yes,” Dylan said. “That is our best chance now, and we need to focus all our energies on setting it up.” As they strode along, he checked off the points on his fingers. “We get as many police involved as we can. We patrol the roads, search all the SUVs and cars that are carrying trailers. Search all the harbors and the areas where you can launch a boat. And patrol the river itself, too.”

“That covers all eventualities. And even if we don’t find him – at the very least, we might save another victim,” Grace said, wondering why she felt a shiver of unease as she spoke these words. It felt as if they were somehow leading her to the killer’s thinking, but in a way she didn’t yet understand.

She needed to focus on this – but now, the main priority was on protecting others and patrolling the river.

As soon as they got back to the scene where Jennings had been found, Grace headed down to speak to the cop in charge.

“We’re going to need all your available personnel,” she said. “These containers have been found within a few miles of each other. And all the victims have been taken within town – the last one in broad daylight. Based on that, there’s an area of a few miles where he can operate from, and that needs to be covered. We might find him – or we might save someone else.”

“Got you,” the officer said. “That’s a good plan. It’ll take some speed to organize, and manpower is always an issue in this town - but I know that our neighboring precincts could also send anybody they have spare. I hope we can save a life tonight.”

“I hope so, too,” Grace said. “We need to meet now, in the precinct, and set this up in as much detail as we can. We need to try to cover every square yard of this river, and also, to put the word out in town that young men might be at risk.”

“We have a helicopter we can use, and there’s also a drone that should be available,” the cop said. “Let’s see where they can be best deployed.”

With the prospect of action ahead, Grace could see that an air of excitement and purpose was already starting to build.

Heading for the car, she said to Dylan, “This is the best way that we can use the available resources to hunt for him. We don’t know exactly who he’s taking, or exactly why – but if there’s one chance of finding him and stopping him, it’s going to be out there, tonight.”

 

*

 

It was getting late, and a chilly coolness had settled in the air as Grace trudged along her section of the river bank yet again, shining her flashlight whenever she heard a noise or sensed a movement.

Everything was urgent – tracking down this killer through mutual connections, and getting into his mind was a priority. But being out here, and adding to the search party was even more urgent and that was what Grace had decided she and Dylan needed to do.

Her radio was on her belt, although she was keeping the volume muted and using an earpiece to stay in touch. She didn’t want to alert him by the distinctive crackle of a police radio resounding in the quietness of the night.

Treading along in the darkness, looking and listening, hearing the comments of the others as they explored the paths and inlets, she had almost all of her attention focused on her surroundings.

Almost all.

A portion of her mind was focused on this killer’s mindset. Even out here in the dark, on this physical hunt, she couldn’t stop herself from tuning into his mind and trying to work out why he was doing what he did.

There was something that she wasn’t seeing. She felt sure of it, with a dark certainty. It wasn’t the full picture so far. And she was very worried that what they were missing might be a fatal omission.

“How’s it going there?” Dylan’s voice came into her earpiece, a low murmur.

“It’s quiet,” she said. “No sign of anything.”

“Quiet here in town, too,” another voice said. “We have roadblocks up, but there’s no suspicious activity at all. Everyone with an SUV or a trailer so far has checked out.”

“I hope this isn’t going to be a waste of effort,” someone else said. “Because we can’t keep this up indefinitely.”

“He might be waiting until we’re gone. With so many officers on duty we’ll have a lot standing down tomorrow,” someone else said in worried tones.

Grace swallowed hard. That was the risk inherent in this, and she was now concerned that she'd misjudged. But she'd felt so, so strongly that his spree was rapidly escalating and that, based on the current schedule of his kills, he would take another victim tonight.

What if she’d been wrong, and wasted manpower tonight that they now would not have available tomorrow, leaving the way clear for him?

And then, another voice came through, this one shocked and intense.

“We’ve got a problem here! Big problem. Personnel urgently needed. South bank just before the Fort Evans turnoff.”

A problem?

He’d done it again. Adrenaline was a white-hot flood inside Grace as she turned and sprinted back to the car she and Dylan were sharing, her feet thudding over the muddy ground. He reached the car at exactly the same time, and they leaped inside. She started up and swung the car around, mud spraying from under the wheels as she hit the gas in the direction of Fort Evans Road.

“What’s happened?” she asked. “What’s happened?”

But there were only shouted voices and running feet in the background.

Scenarios were flashing through Grace’s mind as she drove. None of them good. This could not possibly be good.

She got to the scene, the coordinates were saying they’d arrived, and she leaped out of the car and rushed down. Headlights were veering their way. Other cops were arriving. Her hands felt clenched into fists as she raced down to the river bank, where flashlights were wheeling around and voices were shouting.

He'd done it again, and it was bad, and they'd missed him. They had tried so hard, but they had missed him.

And then, as Grace headed closer, the officer in front of her moved aside and she stared down in utter shock.

There was no container here, no shell, opened up, as she’d been expecting. Just a drenched corpse, pale and waterlogged from time spent in the river, the bloody gash in its throat showing the cause of death.

And she knew the corpse.

She had seen her before.

This was the brave Ms. Dewet, the woman who’d found Jennings, and rescued him, earlier.

Now, here she was in the river, murdered herself.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Dylan turned away from the scene, exhaling long and deeply. This sight was disturbing and shocking and, most of all, impossible. 

It had to be the work of the killer, but never before had he heard of a serial killer who would abruptly change his MO that way, and after going to such lengths to make sure he had a stockpile of the containers he needed?

The river bank was filled with hubbub. Flashing headlights signaled the coroner’s arrival. Dylan stepped aside, giving space for those who needed it, to work. 

He saw Grace striding away from the scene, too, her jaw set, and he followed her. He could see how devastated she was by this, she wasn't hiding her despair, and he felt a moment of sheer rage at the killer for having done this. He'd ripped away the life of a courageous woman who had put herself at risk to save one of his earlier victims.

What was the point of his sick little game?

“I blame myself,” Grace muttered. Dylan didn’t think she had intended for him to hear that, but he picked it up anyway. “I blame myself. We should have anticipated this.”

Her voice sounded as ragged as he'd ever heard it, and quickly, Dylan sped up his pace, walking alongside her, putting a hand on her arm. On a case and pressured, they might be, but right now, he thought both of them needed a comforting touch.

The feel of her skin on his made him remember, suddenly and vividly, what it had been like holding her last night – to be so close to her, to listen to the change in her breathing as she’d slipped from wakefulness to sleep.

It had made him believe that there was a future for them together, as romantic partners and not just as closely working colleagues. That tenderness he had felt for her couldn’t be denied. And the desire he felt when watching her, that flared more and more often in his mind – that was getting stronger, too.

Yet, with the baggage both of them carried from their previous, disastrous relationships, and the complications of working together within the FBI, he knew it would not be a smooth road ahead, and that there were likely to be a lot of stumbling blocks still to come. If they wanted this to work, they were going to have to strive for it – hard.

For now, though, there was no more time to think about that. He needed to get Grace, and the investigation, back on track.

“Grace,” he said. “Grace, listen. Nobody could have anticipated this. Nobody. He didn’t even use the same MO.”

She shook her head. “I should have realized. When she was talking about feeling uneasy, when she said she thought she was being watched – it was him, and he was nearby, but he was there for her. All along. He must have kept track of her and followed her home.”

“You can’t feel guilty about it, so please, don’t beat yourself up,” Dylan pleaded. “Nobody could have known this would happen. It’s not something that has ever happened before in any of the serial crimes that you or I have handled. You cannot predict something like this.”

Aware he was gripping her arm firmly, he loosened his hold, but didn’t let go. He needed to get her back from this mindset. He knew how destructive the cycle of self-blame could be. He felt it, too, but he knew he felt it less than her. She had more experience in serial crimes and so was blaming herself much harder for having failed to see this.

"Let's take a walk and see if there's any sign of him," he said. "I know he would have done this a couple of hours ago, from the look of her body – but if he waited around once, he could wait around again. Maybe he gets a kick out of watching."

And it would be easier for him to do so now.

There might have been a strong police presence along the river banks earlier, but now, everyone was racing to the scene and leaving the banks unguarded. If this killer had wanted to watch from a distance, he could be doing so with little chance of being caught – and upriver would be where he’d sent this corpse out on the water.

“I’m worried this is a distraction,” Grace said, showing Dylan that she was thinking along exactly the same lines as him. "What if he's doing this to draw police away so that he can suffocate one, or more, of his other intended victims?”

“It seems to me,” Dylan said as they strode, “that the key point here is to try to understand why he’s doing this. If we can follow his thinking, then we can follow him?”

Surely they could do this together?

Dylan was sometimes – not always – the more creative thinker of the two, but Grace’s sharp perceptiveness could often smash through seemingly unsolvable problems. Plus, her wide experience with serial crimes must surely give her the edge.

This walk might uncover the killer lurking nearby, but Dylan’s hopes were pinned more on uncovering his thinking.

That, they could surely do, as they checked the surrounding area for this brutal, elusive man.

“I think we need to look at why,” he said, hoping he could distract her and get her back onto a better course of thinking. “Why the difference in the MO?”

Grace shook her head. Another arriving car’s headlights flashed in the dark, sending a beam of light across her face and briefly illuminating her perfectly heart shaped jaw line. 

“Maybe he didn’t want to risk the containers again,” she said, but Dylan sensed she was just throwing the explanation out there, without truly considering it.

“They’re his ritual, his whole reason for committing these crimes. It seems strange he would stop using them when he’s been so obsessive about getting them,” he said. He paused, then threw an idea of his own into the mix. “Could he be mad at her for having rescued his victim? Is that why she might have died?”

“I’m wondering that too. But there were so many ways he could have ensured that the victim died in that container. For a start, he could have sent it out at night,” Grace said.

“Okay. So we're thinking along his lines now. More than we were, anyway."

He thought she was coming back now from a low point that had seen her facing a moment of hopelessness. He hoped he could help to talk her up from it – not that she needed him to do that, because she was one of the strongest people he’d ever known.

But this case? It was unlike anything he’d had to handle before, and he could see exactly why she felt the way she did.

How was it possible that he could change his MO so abruptly?

Why had he set one of the containers to float in broad daylight and then taken revenge on the woman who’d freed his intended victim?

He glanced down at the activity on the river bank. The coroner was busy assessing the woman, but from the glance that Dylan had had at her body, he guessed she’d been in the water for an hour or two already. That was enough time to make the likelihood of obtaining trace evidence very slim.

Letting out a deep breath, Dylan shone his flashlight around, keeping a watch over the area, wondering if the killer’s need to be near the scene and to watch the devastation he caused, might be the key to finding him.

But the flashlight shone over peaceful grass and shrubs, highlighting a cluster of pink flowers sheltering under a branch, with the rush of the river beyond. 

"I guess when traditional thinking isn't working, we try turning the situation on its head," he suggested. "What if this is not making sense because we're seeing it from the wrong angle?"

He didn’t even know exactly what new angle might be uncovered by these words, and he’d only spoken them aloud to try to encourage Grace, and himself, to think differently. But they seemed to have struck a chord with her.

After a few steps walking in silence, she said, “You know, Dylan, I think you’ve managed to make a breakthrough there. I’ve been looking at this from another angle now. And I think I see a reason for why he’s done what he did.”

He could hear the thread of excitement in her words. She was onto something!

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I’ve made the connection. I think.” She was silent a while longer. Even in the semi dark he could see that her demeanor had changed. Her steps were faster, her shoulders were squared, and the positivity was audible in her voice.

“So, what is it?” he asked, eager to understand the killer’s thought processes.

“It’s -” she began.

And then, she stopped. There was another, thoughtful pause. He glanced at her, surprised. She’d seemed so ready to tell him. Was she rethinking her theory?

“Well?” he encouraged.

Then, in a more thoughtful voice, she said, “Let’s head back. I doubt he’s out here now.”

Frowning, Dylan turned. Questions were surging in his mind as they began the surprisingly silent walk home.

Why was Grace suddenly so sure the killer was not out here?

What was the theory she'd come up with after he'd said they should look at things another way?

And, most worryingly of all, why wasn’t she telling him about it?




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Thanks to Dylan’s words, Grace hoped she’d gotten it. Her perceptive partner had given her the insight she needed to work out how this killer was thinking.

But she didn’t want to tell him. Not yet, not until she'd thought of how she could handle this.

As she headed back toward the crime scene, aware of Dylan’s curious looks at her and the expectant silence that hung in the air, Grace considered the theory.

They had started out with the idea that this killer intended to suffocate the men in the containers to death.

But when Grace had started questioning that, it all made sense.

What this killer wanted, was for the men to be found, alive. And then, he wanted to complete the circle by murdering the people who had saved them. That was his aim.

It had vaguely biblical connotations – Grace thought back over her limited knowledge of the scriptures. She remembered the killing of firstborn sons, she remembered the story of the plagues, and she remembered something about – was it Moses – who’d been set to float in a basket on the river Nile, in an attempt by his mother to save his life.

She thought that this killer, in his warped and wicked mind, had combined stories that he’d learned, and had created a delusional scenario for himself. 

In it, he was taking firstborn sons – which all the victims in the containers had been – and he was waiting for them to be saved. He was keeping track of where they went and whether they were found. Perhaps he was tuning into police frequencies with a home radio setup. In this rural area, that would be possible. If they were found alive, he was ready to race to the scene and follow the person who had found them.

That kill was his ultimate goal. The ultimate sacrifice.

The men in the containers were merely part of the process.

It was utterly chilling to think this way, but Grace believed she was right. This was the only explanation that made sense.

"If you're not ready to share this theory, is there more research you need to do?" Dylan asked as they approached the knot of police officers at the scene. Under the harsh glare of the floodlights that had been set up, she saw that the coroner had finished his work and the woman's body was now being removed.

“Yes,” she said. “There’s more research I need to do, and I want to go and do it straight away.”

“We still need to help with the patrols, though,” Dylan said. “We’re going to have to get back to work along the river, especially if this was just a distraction.”

Grace nodded. That would work perfectly, because until she’d thought through her strategy on how to handle this, she was reluctant to share anything with her partner. Already, she could see that there might only be one possible solution – and she knew for sure that he wouldn’t like it.

"I'll head back and make a start on the research," she said. "The teams will probably need to work through the night and into tomorrow morning. I'll come back and help out as soon as I’ve done what I need to do.”

She turned to go, but his voice called her back, “Grace!”

He was standing, with the lights behind him and his face in shadow, but she heard the worry in his voice. “Why are you not telling me what you think?”

She shook her head. “I want to clear it up in my own mind first,” she said.

That wasn’t the reason. And she knew that he knew it. But it was all she was prepared to say.

Turning, she headed to the car, climbed in, and set off for the police station.

Grace had a purpose in mind and an objective that she really hoped would work out for her. 

It was a vague theory and she didn’t know if it was enough – but if this killer had a warped vision of biblical tales that had lodged in his mind, maybe he’d done something similar before?

That was going to be her first idea – and the least dangerous one.

She spent the short journey to the local police station strategizing how she could conduct this research, and by the time she reached it, she had a solid plan in place. Walking in, she saw that the station had the barest of skeleton staff on duty – only one tired-looking officer behind the desk. His skin looked dull in the harsh overhead lights, and his eyes looked shadowed. Grace guessed he was doing a double shift, with everyone else who was available out on the hunt.

“Evening,” she greeted him, even though it was already after midnight and technically early morning. The night was passing fast – but if her theory was correct, then the daylight hours were going to be the critical time to act.

“I’ve come to look up some information, and I’ll probably be a couple of hours,” she said, gesturing in the direction of the back office.

“You’re not needed out there?” He looked and sounded surprised to see her here, and there was a note in his voice that implied she was letting the team down by coming back here. But Grace wasn’t ready to explain to him either.

“It’s urgent, and it’s as a result of a theory we just had,” she said. “I would love to be in two places at once, but this is more important.”

Turning away, she headed through.

“I’ll bring you some coffee,” he called, sounding sorry for his accusatory tone earlier, and glad of the chance to do something helpful on this long, lonely and tiring night.

“Thank you!” she called. “I’ll appreciate it.”

Grace opened up her laptop, and logged into the local police’s records of incidents, arrests, convictions and cases.

She didn't know what she was looking for, but she hoped she would find something. And thanks to the policeman bringing a cup of coffee, which now steamed at her elbow, at least she had caffeine to help.

Grace looked up all crimes that were connected with the local churches. That was easy. In this peaceful town, there were virtually no crimes that had taken place in, or involving, any of the four churches within the town’s jurisdiction. 

How about crimes involving a bible? Any of those?

She felt hopeful there, but again she drew a blank.

Looking up  the pastors who were on duty at the churches, she checked all of them, too, but found nothing. And finally, with the faint sound of birdsong now audible at the window, and her third cup of coffee empty by her side, she checked local news reports.

Was there any trouble that had happened, involving a church or a pastor, or with any biblical references?

But she drew a blank on all her research.

The link was not that direct, and even though she’d been very hopeful, it had been impossible to find the killer this way.

At least she'd tried – and the remainder of the night had been quiet. She'd listened to the radioactivity out by the river, which had grown more and more sporadic as the hours had passed. One team had stood down at two a.m., to come back on duty again at eight a.m. Now, half the officers were still out patrolling, including Dylan, who she guessed must be exhausted, and worried, too.

If only plan A had worked.

But it hadn’t, and that meant she would have to move onto plan B.

It was going to be far riskier and much more dangerous. But if it worked, it would lead her to the killer.

Should she tell Dylan?

Once again, Grace agonized over it. It felt wrong not to tell him – but the plan would only succeed if the killer was sure she was working alone throughout. He was too alert, too sneaky, and too observant to risk it otherwise. She knew that she was making a decision in an exhausted frame of mind and that she wasn't thinking through the consequences as clearly as she would otherwise have done. She hoped this decision didn't end up backfiring on her horribly, but for now, she needed to push on with it.

Striding out of the police station, seeing the faint light of dawn on the horizon, Grace got on the radio and began speaking privately to Detective Blundell.

He was the one who needed to enable the next step of her plan.

“I have a favor to ask you,” she said, and began to explain exactly what she needed.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

The creator had done it at last. Finally, the circle was completed and he had achieved the final step of the process. Triumph filled him as he sat in his car – nowhere near the river, of course. He was in a parking lot somewhere in town, near a late night bar, where patrons were still coming and going and a man in his car would not be noticed.

Especially since all the police were at the river. He’d seen quite a few drunk drivers, deciding that they were probably safe from consequences tonight, reeling out of the bar and then weaving off down the road.

The road was very quiet tonight, apart from the handful of hardened drinkers. Quieter than usual, and he knew this was because the town was in the grip of terror, thanks to him. He was the reason why people were staying indoors. He was the cause of the fear.

And now, he’d completed his circle.

Leaning back, letting out a satisfied breath, he waited for what he craved – the praise of the gods themselves.

But he frowned as their silvery voices trickled into his mind again.

“You could have done that better.”

“Why did you wait so long before taking the woman? Retribution is supposed to be swift. You could easily have failed completely.”

That was the harshest voice, the one he associated with his father, and now, he cringed away from the note of disapproval in it.

His father had always been a harsh taskmaster. He’d been rigid in his views. His punishments had always been accompanied by passages from the scriptures – even though, as a young boy, the creator had not found those passages to be relevant. They hadn’t made any sense to him, but the intention was clear. 

His father was unhappy because he had not followed his own interpretation of the teachings in the book.

Gradually, his scarred mind had blurred and blended the stories together, until he had no idea what was fact and what was fantasy. It was years since he’d read any religious texts, and he had no idea how many of his memories were accurate. All he knew was that the stories that bloomed in his mind seemed very real to him.

And then, the voices had started, and they told him that he needed to create his own stories, that he had to make new legends, that the town, and the county were waiting. The voices had encouraged him, and then they had threatened him, and he knew the only solution was to obey.

“What must I do?” he muttered. Anger had no place in his conversation with the gods, but he couldn’t help feeling it. “I did what you said! I did it all. Why are you not satisfied?”

“Because you need to be faster!” This was the most silvery and bell-like voice of them all, and though he’d never met this god, he imagined it as a woman, with long platinum hair and shimmering skin, and trailing robes studded with crystals. “Slow equals stupid! Don’t you remember this?”

He remembered it now. It had been shouted to him, once upon a time, to the accompaniment of lashes from the buckle end of a belt, and being locked away in the tiny cellar.

That harsh voice through the door, making him breathe fast and feel lightheaded, combined with the airlessness of the cellar, had caused a stifling fear to bloom inside him. He’d been sure he would suffocate and run out of oxygen.

“Why’s it such a worry to you? You have twelve containers! Twelve! Hidden away. You’ve used only three. One quarter. You have chances left to do better.”

He couldn’t argue with that. The voice was correct. He did have chances left. There were enough containers for more tries, and he knew he was strong enough to carry more bodies.

Long ago – weeks back, before even working on the containers, he’d begun making a careful list of all the firstborns in town. Sons, because that was what the legend insisted on. 

The new legend – the one he would create, that would be spoken of with fear and respect for decades, centuries to come.

So he had his pool of people. It would not be hard to find another. Though he hadn’t completed the task in full, he had made some notes about their habits and movements. He could find one quickly – in fact, there were a couple who went out jogging early.

Excitement filled him as he realized that the attention surrounding the river could work in his favor. There would be more people on the lookout, waiting to see one of his containers, and that meant more chances of another circle completed.

One more. He was sure the voices, and the gods who owned them, would be happy then. One more circle, closed quickly. A quick death.

It was starting to get light as he straightened up, stretching in the cramped confines of his car, and headed out onto the deserted street.

There, he turned in the direction of the big park. 

The one with the jogging trail.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

“Please,” Grace said to Detective Blundell.

 After getting hold of him on the radio, she was face to face with him again, at the crime scene where he was still managing things after a long and exhausting night. He was clearly a hands-on man.

That might not work in her favor now, though, because he might refuse her request.

“You want to be called? As soon as we see one of those objects in the river?”

“It’s vitally important. If you can,” she said. “I know that the life of the person inside that container comes first, but I think the killer will only take that person this morning.”

“Why do you want to do this?”

“It’s necessary for the case,” she said.

He sighed. “Agent Ford, you’re not being very clear with me here,” he said. “I assume you know exactly why you want to do this, but you’re not telling me, and ‘just because’ is not a convincing argument. So if you want me to consider agreeing to this, then you have to set things out more clearly."

Grace hesitated. She really didn’t want to have to set things out clearly. If she did, then there was a chance he wouldn’t agree either. 

“I have a hunch,” she said. “If I’m correct, and we do this, I believe the killer will show himself."

"Because he’s waiting nearby?” That wasn’t the reason, but at least he’d come up with an explanation for why she needed him to cooperate, so she nodded. 

“I believe he’ll be close by,” she said.

“Well, the safety and the life of the person inside that container comes first,” he said. “That, I’m not willing to compromise. But if the worst happens, and we do see another one of these containers floating on the river, then I’ll notify you immediately. If you can get there in time, then you can be involved, and we’ll set up a hunt for him.”

It wasn’t much of a promise, but Grace knew it was all she was going to get. Thanking him, she turned away and went back to her car. It was time to resume her patrols with Dylan – while keeping her plans a secret from him.

 

*

 

Dylan was on patrol a couple of miles upriver, and after checking in with him, Grace headed straight there, meeting him on the river bank. 

He looked red-eyed but resolute. Sometime during the night, she was glad to see, he’d gotten a flask of coffee, and was drinking from it as he arrived.

Caffeine or no caffeine, she could see he was committed to the successful outcome of this case. He hadn’t stood down for the early morning shift, and she knew he wasn’t going to. 

Most likely, after last night’s debacle, he would refuse to sleep until the killer was caught. His stubborn streak was well hidden, but she’d bumped up against it a few times now, and oddly enough, it made her respect him all the more.

“How did your research go?” were his first words to her.

“Unfortunately, I didn’t uncover what I needed to,” she said. “I was hoping to find something that would link this killer up with a theory I had, relating to scriptural texts.”

“Ah, I see what you mean,” he said. “The firstborn son?”

He’d jumped straight to the conclusion of the first part of her theory, but luckily not the second. 

“Yes. I was looking for any evidence of that, any related crimes, anything involving the churches, any news. But there was nothing. I think he’s obsessed with fulfilling a scenario that exists in his head, but he hasn’t caused trouble before now.”

Dylan gave her a wry look.

“And you couldn’t tell me that last night?” His tone clearly conveyed that he didn’t think she’d told him everything. Even with no sleep, her partner was too sharp to accept what he knew was a partial explanation.

“I had a few other ideas, but they didn’t work out. I’m going to see if they do, later.”

It was getting light. Grace felt alert and tense as she walked. If she was right, then this was prime time for their killer. He might already have taken his next victim from among the early risers in town. Maybe he’d even escalated his methods and broken in somewhere.

This was a fragile theory, and there were miles of river frontage where he might work. With all the officers who were available on river patrol, it meant a lack of policing in the town itself. He might be able to transport his victim unseen. Perhaps he already had those containers waiting, hidden at strategic points along the river, pushed into clusters of thick bushes or else squirreled away in a disused boathouse.

And it was as she had that thought that the radio crackled.

“Agent Ford! Agent Ford! We’ve spotted one of those containers. A police patrol has just identified it upriver!” He paused. “We’ve called an ambulance already. And as soon as that container’s level with where they are, I’ve instructed my officers to go in and fetch it.”

Her heart jumped into her mouth. 

He’d given her the chance she needed, but if she didn’t get there fast, she’d lose it.

Hastily she checked her phone, looking at the coordinates, seeing that this container was only a mile away, a mile upstream.

“Let’s go!” They could be there in a couple of minutes. She raced for the car, with Dylan running alongside. Handing him the keys to drive, she got on the radio.

“Two minutes. We’re going to get there. Two minutes.”

Now that she’d pleaded for time, she felt a chill of fear, because what if this delay did mean the difference between life and death? What if Detective Blundell was delaying the operation ever so slightly while waiting for her, and this meant a man died?

There were so many doubts racing through her mind as Dylan screeched along the rutted track, going at such a speed that the car was airborne over one of the bigger bumps.

And then he was skidding to a stop and she was out, racing down to the river bank, seeing the bobbing container which was now drawing level with the bank. The sharp-eyed officer must have spotted it when it was still in the distance. 

“Wait here! I’ll go – you wait!” 

Quick shouted words to her partner as she rushed past the pair of police officers standing on the river bank. Then, without hesitating, Grace leaped off the bank and plunged into the deep, cold water below.

It was an icy shock, and being immersed in it gave her renewed respect for what the other woman had done, as well as a firmer resolve that she should not have died in vain. 

She struck out across the river, reaching the container, guiding it with her hands, shoving and shunting it sideways across the river’s flow as she kicked for shore. 

The container felt heavy, it was wallowing in the water, reminding her that there was a person inside who was about to run out of air. 

The thought gave her an extra spurt of energy, and she pushed even harder, worked even faster. A lapping wave splashed into her face, and she choked water away as she neared the shore. 

Pushing with all her might, she hoped the killer was somewhere hidden, watching, and that this small delay would not cost them a man’s life.

Now the other police were in and crowding around, helping her, guiding the container to a shallow spot in the water. And Grace was clambering out of the water, her limbs trembling with exhaustion and cold.

Let this have worked, she prayed, as she wrestled with the catches on the lid, her fingers numb.

She managed to get one open, then turned to the next. It slipped under her touch, and she tried again, pushing with all her strength.

The clip flew open and she raised the lid, fumbling with haste, feeling the suction as it pulled apart, and hearing a sighing noise as air rushed in.

And then, Grace stared down in consternation.

The man inside was pale and still.

Leached of color, his face looked like that of a dead man.

And he didn’t seem to be breathing at all.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

"No!" Grace couldn't hold back that one agonized word.

Then, her training reasserted itself. There was no such thing as giving up in a situation like this. And she knew what she had to do.

Listening to the faraway sirens as the ambulance sped along the road, Grace leaned forward. Her CPR training was so well practiced that it was engraved in her mind and practically reflexive to execute. She wedged the container in the muddy river bank to stabilize it, and leaned over, and began her work on the man inside, dimly aware that other cops were crowding close, holding it still, so that she could do her best in the difficult circumstances.

Chest compressions. Quick and fast. Then breaths, in through his mouth. Chest compressions. Breaths. Give back the oxygen he'd lost. Start up the heart that she thought must have stopped just a minute ago. She hoped so anyway. Compressions. Breaths. She wasn't aware of anything except the man she was working on, and even then, all she was aware of was that he had limp brown hair, some stubble on his face, and was wearing a running vest, red in color, that made his skin look very pale. 

Her focus had narrowed all the way down to this crisis. It was him and her, life and death.

And then, just as the siren blared louder in her ears, she saw his chest begin to move.

“He’s breathing!”

There were murmurs of congratulations and even a cheer from the surrounding police, who'd gathered around the container, as Grace stepped quickly aside to allow the paramedics to rush down. She felt freezing cold and lightheaded from those rapid breaths and swift actions of the CPR.

With oxygen at the ready, the paramedics rushed in, lifting the young man – who looked in his early twenties – out of the container and placing him on a stretcher by the river’s edge.

“Well, that was very good work, Agent Ford.” 

A congratulatory voice sounded from behind her, and she turned to see Detective Blundell had arrived on the scene. 

“It seems it was the right thing to do, to ask the officers to wait for you,” he said.

“Thank you for doing that,” she replied.

As Blundell headed down to observe the scene, Dylan moved over to Grace and spoke in a low voice.

“There are things you’re not telling me. Don’t you think I need to know them?”

She shook her head.

“I wanted to be on the scene so I could help with the CPR, that’s all.”

Grace knew exactly how frustrating that non-reply would be, and she knew how unfair it was to treat him that way. But right now, she needed to push him to the point where, she hoped, he’d do exactly what she predicted.

And he did. With a frustrated frown, he said, “Well, whenever you’re ready. But remember, we’re supposed to be partners. Whatever’s going on, it doesn’t feel like we are right now.”

He turned and walked away, heading to the river bank, speaking to one of the other officers there.

Fed up with her uncharacteristically secretive behavior, he’d walked away and was helping out at the scene, and that worked perfectly.

It meant Grace was alone, and alone was what she needed to be now.

She turned and walked along the river bank, heading in an upstream direction, away from the activity on the river bank.

She knew she was walking into danger, but her only chance at becoming his bait would be to walk alone.

 

*

 

It was amazing how quickly silence fell. The thick bushes and shrubs alongside the river seemed to swallow sound, leaving her feeling as if she was walking in a tunnel of quiet. They also blocked visibility. Could he see her? He had released the container from this direction, and if he’d listened out to the police radios, he would have known that she would have made the rescue.

Glancing up, she thought she might even have spotted his lookout point. There was a rocky ridge a few hundred yards ahead, and she thought that ridge was where he had waited. It gave a panoramic view of the river for quite a long way ahead.

If he was on that ridge, watching the police, then he would have identified her, and he would have seen her peel away from the group.

It might be too early for him to act – but he was narrowing his interval and there was an urgency to his rhythm now that made Grace think he wouldn’t delay a second longer than he had to.

Now to see if he followed her.

When she was far enough away from the bank, she turned, following a trail that led away from the river and through a wooded area. There was a small parking lot there. He might even have chosen to park there, and perhaps he would think she was going to check that possibility out.

She needed to make it plausible and for him not to suspect that she was offering herself as bait.

When she reached the parking lot, Grace continued to act in character, examining all the cars there, and making a note of each number plate on her notepad. She knew that if he intended to strike, he would be watching her.

Hopefully what he would see was simply an FBI officer who was alone, going about her business, trying to track him down. She didn’t think that any of these cars were his, because the three that were in the lot all had very small trunks. 

But at least it had provided a reason for her detour.

Even so, as she completed her task, Grace felt disappointed. There had been no sign of him so far. Surely he would be taking the earliest chance he could?

If she was wrong, she’d alienated her partner and risked a man’s life on a gamble that hadn’t worked. Shame filled her at the thought.

But she tried to remain strong, remembering how sneaky and careful this killer was, and that he could just be biding his time and making sure she was alone.

Was that a rustle in the trees? 

Grace made sure not to look up as she noted down the last of the number plates, even though she tried to keep aware of her surroundings, noting what was happening in her peripheral vision. 

But all she saw was a squirrel emerging from the undergrowth to shoot quickly up a tree. 

It hadn’t been the killer at all, so she turned to go back. 

She’d given him every chance, and he hadn’t appeared, but she still felt resolutely committed to her theory.

If he didn’t take the bait now, she would just have to give him another chance to do so. Maybe later this afternoon she could find a reason to be somewhere alone, or else in the early evening. She didn’t know how much patience he would have.

Turning, she headed back, knowing that every step she took now reduced her chances of her plans working out. He wouldn’t go too close to where the police were clustered. 

Or would he?

Even as she had that thought, Grace heard another rustle – this one coming from right above her head, where the greenery closed over to make a natural archway with high, leafy branches.

And then, like a falling missile, he was on her.

From the last place she'd expected and at the last possible moment. All she saw was a dark figure launching from above and the flash of a long, wicked blade. She tried to turn away, tried to draw her gun, but he was too fast, lethally strong, and suddenly, she was all out of time.

Dropping down, his weight knocked her right off her feet, and she sprawled on her side on the muddy track, the breath rushing out of her from the impact. She’d thought she was ready for anything – but this had taken her by surprise.

For one critical moment she’d been unprepared, and now, she was fighting off a knifeman who was a head taller than her, forty pounds heavier, and who moved with impossible speed.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

The knife blade was flashing inches from Grace’s face. Lashing out with her left hand, twisting away from him, she grabbed it and held it. But immediately, she could feel his brute strength pressing against her. He was ferociously powerful.

Writhing around, she managed to free her right arm, which had been trapped underneath her when he landed. She wrenched it up and held onto his wrist with all her strength.

It was taking two of her arms to hold back one of his. She was keeping the knife at bay, but now this man was bludgeoning her with his free hand.

A punch landed on her thigh – he’d aimed for her stomach, but she managed to twist away and put her leg out to save herself. It was like a hammer blow. If that had landed in her gut, it would have put her out of this fight. She'd be breathless, throwing up.

He was like a heavy wall of muscle but his voice was high and breathy, and weirdly, as they wrestled, he was having a whispered conversation – with whom, she wasn’t sure. Maybe himself?

“You see, I’m doing it as fast as I can. I’m completing the circle. I’m doing it for you.”

The knife blade quivered as Grace fought to hold it. Another blow lashed down, this one aimed for her face. Jerking her head aside, it did no more than graze her skull, but she couldn’t keep being so lucky. She’d made a misjudgment in coming out here alone. She hadn’t wanted to tell Dylan because she’d worried it would be an unacceptable risk in his books.

Now she was paying the price – and it might end up being with her life. 

As another blow crashed into her side, bruising its way into her ribs and causing a flare of pain – she knew she’d better come up with a plan fast.

Too far away to shout for help. And he’d gotten her down on the wrong side. Her gun was under her, and even if she could let go his knife hand – which she couldn’t – she’d still be unable to draw it from the holster.

Now, he surged up, standing so that he was poised above her, and she could see the intent gleaming in his eyes as he raised his booted foot. Finding her too tough to bludgeon into submission with his hands alone, he was going to start using his feet. And she knew that in this position – struggling to get away but having to hang onto his knife hand – she wouldn’t be able to withstand those kicks. They would break her bones, smash her ribs, even though she’d do her level best to ride them out. And then, when he had her partially subdued, all he would have to do was move around and get in the right position to kick her in the head.

It would be lights out for her, and he would have won.

With her muscles quivering from the strain of holding back that knife hand, Grace’s mind ran frantically through her options. She wasn’t ready to give up. Strength alone wouldn’t do it – but maybe there was something she’d forgotten to try.

He was delusional. With a surge of resolve, Grace remembered that fact. This man was not normal, and he was seeing and hearing things that were not real.

Could she use that to her advantage?

He was muttering again, even as he shifted his feet, preparing to crush her bones.

“I’m doing my best with her. I’ll send her down the river. I’ll make the circle whole.”

Grace took a deep breath, resolving to keep her voice as steady as she could.

“You won’t make the circle whole,” she told him, even though despite all her efforts, her voice sounded tight and high, cracking with the strain.

She hadn’t known what the response to that would be, and knew she’d have to react on the fly to what he said. But to her surprise, he tensed, and let out an angry cry. “I will! This is my best chance! I’m going to do it!”

“You’re not. You’re going to fail.” Deciding to try this as her line of attack, Grace did her level best to inject a taunting note into her voice. “You’re a failure. That’s what you are. You always have been, and you always will be. You're hopeless and useless."

“How dare you say so after all I’ve done for you!” His voice boomed out. His eyes were darting around. This deluded man genuinely did think that it was somebody else – not her – having this conversation with him.

Grace’s fear was that it wouldn’t last. The delusion was clearly a fragile veneer that affected some of his perceptions but not all. Any minute, he might jerk out of it and realize it was her speaking to him – or else, he would check himself, and carry on with the business of killing her. This was creating a delay, but she needed something else.

Or maybe, someone else.

A movement caught Grace’s attention. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw somebody walking down the trail. 

Was it an innocent hiker?

Or could it possibly be help, arriving when she needed it most? Was it one of the cops doing a patrol?

Hope flared inside her, but she suppressed it immediately.

She couldn’t count on it being help, from that one fleeting glimpse she’d had. That made it even more urgent, now, for her to do what she needed to. She had to get the better of this man, now, within the next minute.

Only one way to do it, and that was to carry on talking, keep his attention, and then get that knife away from him.

It might not work though, because already, he was blinking, as if coming out of a dream, and staring at her with renewed fury in his eyes.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

“When did it start?” Grace asked, speaking fast, keeping her arms strong, holding him at bay. “I guess it goes far back. Right into your youth. Where did it start? What happened to you? Is that why you can’t stop hearing me now?”

His gaze had turned glassy, and she thought his grip might have weakened just a little. 

“It’s been torturing you all your life, hasn’t it?”

Now he’d turned, his massive chest and arm in her way, and she couldn’t see the approaching figure at all. But if that person was heading this way, then help was arriving. 

Let it be help, because she sure needed it now. 

She was desperate to keep this man’s attention focused on her, just in case – to give this person the chance to get closer.

“Those voices, they tell you what to do the whole time. But you never say no. You never question them.”

“Why should I?” His voice lashed out and now, she tautened her arms, feeling them quiver, as he bore down on her with a renewed ferocity. “Why should I question them? They are all knowing, they are the gods who tell me to create the legends. That’s what I’m doing, and that’s what I will do.”

His gaze narrowed on her now, all the killing rage on view.

“And I’ll start with you! You think you can trick me? You’re not the only one who knows how to do that!”

Quickly, he moved his other arm over and ripped the knife handle out of his right hand, to brandish it in his left. The knife gleamed in the air, and then Grace almost felt the air slice apart as it whipped down. With a desperate twist, she writhed away, enough for it to pin the collar of her jacket, holding her down. She couldn't get to the knife, she couldn't get to his arm, and the next time he brought it down, he'd rip her throat open.

He raised the knife.

And then, an arm grabbed his from behind, and a foot lashed out, brutally, into the back of the big man’s knee, so that he staggered and twisted, letting out a furious shout.

It was enough for Grace to twist away and scramble up onto one leg, letting the other lash out into the man’s chin, so that his head snapped back.

And the man behind brought up his hand, and karate chopped him, brutally and effectively, in the neck.

Only then did Grace see his face, as her attacker collapsed to the ground, writhing and choking.

It was Dylan, now bending over him and handcuffing him, and getting on the radio to call for backup.

“Thank you…” She was so breathless from the struggle of fighting this giant off, that she could barely choke out the surprised words. “Thank you for being here.”

Dylan looked stressed to the nines.

“What are you doing, Grace? Why didn’t you tell me?”

"Catching the killer. I figured out his methods," she said. "They relied on me rescuing one of the men in the containers and then being on my own so he could grab me. That was his aim. To kill the rescuer."

“And you didn’t share that theory with me?” The main emotion she heard now was raw hurt. Her partner felt betrayed.

Grace looked down, not ready to look at him while she spoke. 

“I know I should have. But I made a bad decision in an exhausted frame of mind. I was worried it would only create additional danger that you might not feel was acceptable, or that your being nearby would prevent him from showing himself. It seemed like I was doing the only thing I could.”

Now, already, the cops were converging. Grace heard the crackle of radios and approaching voices. 

“It wasn’t the only thing!” With his hand still firmly on the killer’s back, restraining him from moving, Dylan whispered the words in a voice resonating with anger. “There was plenty I could have done. And where would you be now if I hadn’t come along?”

"You saved the day," Grace admitted. "Thank you." It felt difficult to say it after what it had taken to go it alone, but maybe she was ready to. "I'm sorry, Dylan. I know it was idiotic of me, and I should have told you. All I can say is that I was sleepless and stressed, and it seemed like the only way forward at the time. I didn’t want this killer to pick up that we were working as a pair, in case he held back. If I’d thought more clearly, then I would have acted differently and we could have planned together. I see now that I was wrong.”

At that moment, the cops rushed up, with two officers grabbing the killer, and two more close behind.

Reinforcements were here, and the reign of terror in this town was over. The families could have closure, and the pressure would be off their FBI bosses.

But Grace didn’t know, yet, if Dylan had forgiven her.

Her actions might have jeopardized their relationship – and their friendship. It was only now that she realized how much Dylan meant to her.

And Grace resolved that if she could solve a tough case, and survive a killer’s crazed attack – then she could do what it took to make things right between her, and the man who was far more to her than just a partner.

It could be a step back – or it could be a step forward, that made their relationship stronger. It was all up to her.




 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

Dylan moved away from the family gathering, the muted voices, the occasional laugh that rang out, because this funeral tea at the farmhouse, following a small memorial service at the local church, was a time for celebrating Lizzie’s life, not mourning her death. He and his dad had made that clear to the family and friends that had attended. It was an occasion for closing the chapter in a joyful way.

His dad, especially, was enjoying the socializing, the support from his neighbors, and the chance to connect with a few of Lizzie’s old school friends. Even his mother and her new husband had come along, and he was surprised and pleased by how cordial the atmosphere was and how gracious his mother's new husband was being – the tall, gray-haired man who worked as a financial adviser was a true gentleman, and Dylan had never had the chance to get to know him until now.

“More champagne?” A neighbor hurried over with a bottle, and Dylan offered his glass with a smile of thanks. He wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but this occasion felt like it merited a third glass – and he was staying overnight at the farmhouse with his dad, so driving wasn’t an issue.

“Appreciate it,” he said politely.

“They’re bringing out more eats from the kitchen. There’s enough for an army – but you know these folk,” the neighbor, with her broad, kind face, warned him with a grin. “I’d get in there fairly soon if you want a plate!”

“I will. Just having a moment here,” he said, and with a sympathetic nod, she hurried away.

With a mouthful of the dry, foamy bubbles, he stared out over the fields, remembering Lizzie and the good times they'd shared. How pretty she'd been, with her blond hair and her wicked smile and her immense energy.

Then, his thoughts turned to Grace.

He’d been unsure about what to say to her after the killer’s arrest. In his anxiety and his upset over seeing her there, on that path, with the killer looming over her, Dylan had overreacted, he’d spoken angrily, and he knew he could have done more from his side to make things right between them. He should have respected the choice she’d made to go in alone, even though it had nearly cost Grace her life.

An apology was in order, and he knew that it had to be heartfelt and genuine and strike the right note, because there hadn’t been time, in the hours that followed, to discuss it properly.

Wrapping up the case had been done together with all the local cops. Blundell had told him that the killer was a local man who had been fired from a butchery a few months ago, a victim of earlier parental abuse, whose father had lived in a cottage next door to the local church.

On hearing that, he’d exchanged a glance with Grace that had spoken volumes. He’d known how interested Grace would be, to discuss the background that had shaped this killer.

But then, things had moved so fast that they hadn't managed to get a moment together before he'd left to catch his flight.

He could understand why she was not at the funeral. Things weren't resolved between them, and because of that, he was sure she didn't want her presence at this family event to feel awkward. But that morning, Dylan had done what he could.

He’d sent a luxurious arrangement of flowers to her address via courier, with a card that told her he was sorry for his words, and that he hoped things between them could get back to where they had been.

“I am truly sorry to have spoken to you that way and for my actions afterward,” he’d ended it. “Please, call me when you’re ready, and I'll fly up to see you in person. Love, Dylan.”

She should have got it by now – he’d paid extra for same-day delivery.

But he knew she might need some time to be prepared to contact him again, and that he’d need to wait for that to happen.

He would be ready.

When she was, he was. And he wouldn’t make this mistake again.

Somberly, he turned away from the brightening red-gold sunset, and went to rejoin the group inside.




 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Grace stared at the arrangement of flowers on the dining room table. It was beautiful, a combination of white daisies and pink roses, with a card that contained a heartfelt message.

The message filled her with relief. Ever since that moment by the riverside, she’d felt ashamed of her actions. 

She knew she’d been trying to protect other victims, and also protect Dylan himself, but things had worked out so badly, and had gone so wrong, that the killer’s arrest had felt like it had come at an enormous cost. 

But that was not why she had been silent until then and not reached out.

Grace had fully intended to call Dylan on the day of the funeral and offer her condolences. But in the ensuing week between the case being solved and the funeral, she'd spent her spare time doing some furious research.

Research into Lizzie’s death.

She might not be able to be at the funeral, but she could try to find out every last piece of information that might have remained uncovered.

So, Grace had set about doing just that. She’d gone through every single report, every single news article, everything that she could possibly find that might relate to that long-ago tragedy.

And in the process, she’d discovered something so horrifying that she hadn’t known how to proceed with it.

How could she tell Dylan this? It weighed on her like a lead weight, feeling immovable and impossible.

“There was a report I found, of an old watch, that somebody discovered on the river bank, not far from that body,” she muttered to herself, chills coursing down her spine as she glanced at her laptop where the information was stored.

“It was old and corroded, but it was expensive. It was listed as an old lost item that somebody might have missed. It went into the lost property section of a nearby campsite that closed down a decade later.” Grace drew a shuddering breath. “And if that watch was near the scene – then that woman, whose remains they think are Lizzie, could have been one of the serial killer’s victims. But from what I’ve learned, there’s no way it could have been here.”

He’d only taken dark haired victims! That was what she’d realized, suddenly, as she’d stood inside that cabin, just before the FBI agent had made his surprise appearance. 

Every one of his victims had been dark-haired, like her mother. Not one of them had been blonde, or a redhead.

And Lizzie had been gloriously blonde.

Was it her remains?

Grace no longer thought so. She believed now that the remains belonged to somebody else, who had been taken by the same psychopath who'd killed her mother.

Lizzie’s fate was still unknown, and that was why Grace had felt too conflicted to attend the funeral. She still didn’t know what she would say to Dylan about this. 

But the flower arrangement she’d received that morning had been beautiful. She’d sent him a thank you message, and said she’d call him later.

There was a lot she needed to do, over and above thanking him for the flowers. Grace needed to tell Dylan how much she valued him – as a partner, a friend, and more. She needed to be brave enough, and confident enough in their relationship, to tell him that things could, and should, go further. They should set a date for that weekend in New Orleans for a start.

Now, the terrible revelation about his sister was the only thing delaying her.

As she puzzled over how exactly to break that news, there was a sharp knock at her door.

The noise, so loud and sudden, made her jump. She put down her phone and rushed to the door.

Opening it, she stared in shock.

Standing on the doormat, with an expectant expression on his face, was the man she’d last seen in that crime scene in Arkansas. Agent Kevin Steiner.

Dressed in his work jacket, and with a laptop bag slung over his shoulder, she realized bemusedly that he must be up here in Haverton on some business relating to her mother’s case.

“Agent Steiner?” she asked in surprise.

“Agent Ford,” he replied. “Can I come in and speak to you for a minute?”

Well, she wasn’t going to say no. After surprise, her main emotion was one of relief that he was coming to her directly, and clearly had not reported her to Zach Casteel for being at the crime scene. That was a small mercy.

“Sure,” she said. She stepped aside and then closed the door behind him as he walked into the small, neat apartment.

Heading into the living room, they sat down – she on the couch, he on a chair opposite.

“I wanted to discuss something with you,” he said.

“Go ahead?” she asked, curiosity surging.

“I know you’ve been – you’ve been very involved with this serial case. The Time killer, as we’re calling him.”

“That’s right,” Grace said, thinking of the new information that she was now sure she possessed. Her ferocious research had reaped results in a case she wasn’t supposed to be part of.

“I’ve been realizing, as I’ve started out, how huge and how complex this is. It’s going to be a massive undertaking,” he explained. 

She nodded, her interest piqued by the tone of his voice. It was – well, it was as if he was preparing himself to ask a favor. That was what it felt like, as this dark-haired agent leaned forward, his hands on his knees.

“I know you’re not supposed to be involved, and I’ve been thinking about that. I reckon it’s the wrong decision, because you, more than anyone, are motivated to solve it. So.” He cleared his throat, now shifting his feet. “I can’t bring you on board. Not when I’ve received direct orders otherwise. But I was wondering – would you be prepared to work with me in a non-official capacity? To share information and to go through what I’ve learned and to try to help figure this nightmare out?”

Grace blinked.

No way had she expected this offer. It was an absolute shock. And weirdly, her main emotion was a sense of relief – that she’d be able to contribute to the case, and that what she knew and what she researched would not be wasted.

It wasn’t an ideal offer, but in the circumstances, it was more than she’d ever hoped for, and she liked that Agent Steiner had put himself on the line, and come here to ask her this.

“So we’re going to be – shall we say – secret partners?”

“Unofficial, was the word I had in mind.” A rueful smile crossed his face. "But yes, secret's a more apt description."

Grace didn’t take long to think about that at all – she didn’t need to.

She stood and walked over to him and held out her hand. He took it immediately.

"I'm willing to shake on this right now," she said. "To a secret partnership to help catch this killer. And while you're here, let me update you on the latest facts I've discovered. I think they’re going to be important.
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