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PROLOGUE

 

 

Greta pushed her cart out of the store—she had picked up everything she needed for the coming week. It brought serenity to her life when she could get everything in one trip and be set up for the week to come instead of having to go out multiple times. And not only that, but she had timed her exit to perfection. The sun was rising on the horizon, sending streaks of pink and gold into the sky. Life didn’t often work out as it should, but there were brief moments in the chaos when everything felt okay.

Greta hummed softly to herself as she walked back to her vehicle. She looked at the bags in her cart, and the young man who had packed them for her had done a good job. Some of the younger lads would throw everything into the bags without thinking about what might be crushed. Her bags were neat and organized, and she would unpack them on the other end without frustration. It was turning out to be a fine day and a good start to the week.

Although, it will only go downhill from here.

She tried not to think about it, but her mind didn’t always cooperate. She hummed a little louder to block out her intrusive thoughts. The other good thing about being out so early was having no one else around. She didn't mind people sometimes, but they always looked at her strangely when she hummed in public. Besides, people did much worse than that in public, so they could judge her all they wanted.

"Excuse me."

Greta jumped. The voice was so quiet that it should not have made her jump, but it had been unexpected in the empty parking lot. Greta took a deep breath and counted to three, ready to turn and face them.

Let’s get this over with. What is it this time? Some homeless guy or drunk wanting money or something else? Someone wanting to tell me to stop humming in public?

Greta whirled around to see who was behind her. As soon as she had spun to face the man, he raised one hand as if in surrender.

"I am terribly sorry for startling you," he said softly. His voice had a sing-song quality to it—very melodic.

"You didn’t startle me," Greta challenged.

He sounded harmless, but he didn’t look it. The man was not overly tall or big, and he didn’t have a commanding presence. It was his clothing that posed him as a threat. He wore dark pants, a dark jacket, and a low-brimmed hat almost pulled down to his nose. Her eyes flickered to his hands, scanning for a knife or other weapon. He was holding something, ready to beat her and take what little money she had.

"Apologies again. I know I should not have snuck up behind you, but you dropped this." The man held up what he was holding: a butternut squash.

He held it in front of him like someone might weird an ax, and it was completely ridiculous.

Greta let out an unintentional laugh.

"Sorry," she said immediately. "I just… with the sun rising, and you holding that, and usually this place is deserted. I don't know why I’m laughing, but I’m not laughing at you, I promise."

"Don’t worry about it," he said.

Greta still couldn’t make out his features, but if he had come to rob her, he was putting in far too much effort for the reward. He could have grabbed her when she returned to her car, and no one would have noticed. The man held out the butternut squash.

Still, there was a moment of hesitation, and Greta checked her cart to ensure it was not some trick. She didn’t have time to check all of her bags, but she did see one bag partially upturned, and the metal grid under the handles was pushed in a little. It was the spot where another cart would have been pushed into it, and the butternut squash must have gone through the gap when she came down the curb after coming out of the store.

Greta made the decision to trust that it was her squash and that she would not end up with double the number of squashes in some weird ruse.

"Thank you," she said nervously, taking the squash and placing it back in the bag. "sorry, but you can't be too careful nowadays."

The man held up both hands this time. "I completely understand. It’s why I remained a little behind you before I disturbed you. I know what you must think with a strange man approaching you, but I couldn’t let you go home without your squash. Then you would not have been able to make your…?"

Greta stared at him for a moment before her brain caught up. "Sorry, sorry! My curried butternut squash soup."

"Ah, that sounds great. Don't worry; I’m not inviting myself over for any. That sounds weird, doesn’t it? To clarify, I am not looking for someone; I’m only on guard against missing soup ingredients."

Greta laughed again. She started walking again to her car, and the man accompanied her. She wouldn’t usually walk with strange men she had just met, but she liked him.

"Are you from around here?" she asked. He may have thought he was not looking for a relationship with anyone, but that was how many romance stories started. He was kind, which had been missing from Greta’s life for a long time.

"Born and bred," the man said. "I don't think I will ever leave this place."

"You really like it here?" Greta asked.

"It’s home."

"Yeah, I suppose it is," Greta said. "I’ve lived here my entire life, too."

"Do you think you will die here?"

The question startled Greta, but not for long. When she looked around at the man again, she could finally see his eyes in the light, and they were wide and full of shock.

"I apologize for the third, or is it the fourth time? What sort of question was that?" He held up his hands again.

"You are not doing yourself any favors, are you?"

"I’m not," the man said. "I get nervous and tongue-tied sometimes. Ignore any questions about your death. Please."

Greta laughed again. She unlocked her car with the key fob and popped the trunk. She didn’t need to ask for help; the man started loading bags into her trunk. She placed the last one and closed the trunk.

"I don't want to overstep the mark, but…."

Greta felt her body tighten as she waited for the question.

"I can take your cart back for you," the man finished. "I was heading into the store when I saw you drop the squash, so I’m heading back that way anyway."

Greta felt her body relax again. She was not sure if she had wanted him to ask for her number or not.

"Yes, thank you," she blurted. "Yeah, that would be really nice."

"Good," he said softly. "Well, I hope to see you again early in the morning in a deserted parking lot."

Greta laughed. "Oh, I didn’t get your name."

"Mortimer," the man said. "And your name is?"

"Greta," Greta replied.

"It was a pleasure to meet you this morning, Greta. I am glad we had this interaction this morning, and I hope I run into you again."

"Yeah, me too," Greta replied.

She turned and reached out for the driver’s door. There was a rush of air as he grabbed her from behind. One hand wrapped around and covered her mouth and nose, a wet cloth in his grasp. She gasped, and the odor burnt her nostrils.

"I don't want to hurt you. This will all be over soon," Mortimer soothed. "I wish I could have gotten to know you better, Greta."

His voice was soft and pleasant in her ear, and she thought at that moment that it was better to be killed by kindness than violence. As she slipped into the darkness, all her troubles slipped away, too.




 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Special Agent Kelsey Hawk sat at her desk, poring over the case files. It wasn’t actually her desk or her case. She had gone to the field office in Bismarck to use their system for a few days (or weeks, depending on how the research went) and was looking into her family’s murder from twenty years ago.

Everything was out of place in her situation, and she was on edge with what she might find, but she stared her grotesque past in the face. The more she investigated, the more she uncovered, and with each new piece of the puzzle, she was a moment closer to discovering who had killed her mother, father, and sister.

"Special Agent Hawk," Lucas Garcia said when he popped his head into her office doorway.

Kelsey beckoned for the young FBI agent to enter.

"What can I do for you?" Kelsey asked.

Her work in Winchburgh, the surrounding areas, and across most of North Dakota was well known. She had tackled the toughest cases since being assigned to the small town and had been victorious in all of them so far. She could never bring back the people who had died at the hands of merciless killers, but she had prevented many more from meeting the same fate.

"I wanted to speak to you off the record," Lucas said.

"You don't need to specify that if you are just going in for a chat," Kelsey said. "Whatever you tell me is always in complete confidence; you know that."

"No, I know, and I trust you; I just want to make sure that what I’m about to tell you doesn’t come back to haunt me."

"Now, you’re starting to worry me," Kelsey said.

Lucas closed the door so no one would overhear them and sat at the desk opposite Kelsey.

"Well?" Kelsey raised her eyebrows—she didn’t have time for idle chit-chat.

"I received a call yesterday, and I’ve been thinking about it ever since. I didn’t sleep at all last night," Lucas said.

"A call? What call?" Kelsey was worried the young FBI agent was sick. She had only been in the office for a week but respected the men and women who worked there.

"Special Agent in Charge Paul Granger called me from Valleyview yesterday afternoon. He was your boss before you were transferred, wasn’t he?"

"Yeah, he was," Kelsey replied.

She wanted to say a lot more than that. She wanted to complain that he was the worst person she had ever worked for, and while he got acceptable results, he did so at the expense of pushing the envelope and getting better results. He wanted everything done by the book, even if it meant losing a suspect or, worse, a life. He and Kelsey had butted heads from the beginning.

She also wanted to tell him that SAC Granger intended to ruin her career, life, or both. He had warned her a few times that he was coming after her, and it was a good bet he had called because of her if the Special Agent was coming to her now.

"I wanted to come to you as a courtesy, but you must understand my situation. SAC Granger holds a lot of sway in the FBI, even as far out as here, and I have a family to care for," Lucas said.

"Tell me what he said," Kelsey said.

"He knows you are here looking at an old case, and he asked me to keep an eye on you. He wants to know about everything you are doing and if you have gone outside the law since you’ve been here. He wants regular updates of anything that might get you fired."

"Yeah, that sounds about right," Kelsey said. "It’s no secret that he’s been after me from day one. I’m guessing he came to you because you are new, and he could make your life hell if you don’t comply."

"I had the same thought," Lucas admitted. "I wanted you to know because I respect you. You’ve not been in North Dakota for long, but you have already made a name for yourself, and I know I can learn a lot from you, and to be honest, I like how you get things done. But I can't go up against SAC Granger. If I do, I will come off second-best. So, even though I don't want to report anything back to him, know that I will."

"Yeah, I get it," Kelsey said. "I appreciate you coming to me."

"If you plan on doing anything that could get you fired, please try and do it far away from me. Or anyone else, for that matter. I don't know SAC Granger, but I get the impression he will not only be relying on me."

Kelsey nodded. "Yeah, you know how it is. I won’t promise to do everything by the book, but I will try. And I understand if you have to relay any information to Granger—he will make your life hell if you defy him in any way, and you don't want to end up like me."

"From the big city to a small town. I might be biased growing up in a small town, but it doesn’t sound all that bad," Lucas said.

Kelsey tapped the desk as she spoke with Lucas. "I thought it was a punishment when I was sent here, but it is turning out to be somewhat of a blessing. It was a difficult adjustment, but it’s growing on me. And crime is crime. I get to bring bad guys to justice, and I can't complain about that."

"And no one else is except for SAC Granger, it seems," Lucas commented. "Please don't go messing anything up. People are already talking about your arrests—we need you in North Dakota."

"I’m here to stay," Kelsey admitted before Lucas left the office.

Kelsey was unsure if that was because she was forced to be or wanted to be in North Dakota. Still less than a year in North Dakota, but it already felt more like home than Valleyview. She had grown up in another small town, Mikkisula, Missouri, and never thought she would return to this life, but maybe she just needed to be away from it all for a time to appreciate it truly.

Kelsey returned to the files on her desk and the documents overlapping on her laptop screen.

Her mother, father, and sister had all been killed in a home invasion twenty years ago, and the killer was never caught. The more Kelsey looked into it, the more she suspected it was not a home invasion gone wrong. It had been suspicious at the time: three people were killed, one left alive, and nothing was taken from the home. The more she looked into her father’s past, the clearer it became just how many people might have wanted him dead.

Her father had been involved in off-the-books undercover police work, only known to some.

Someone must have known about the undercover work.

It didn’t make sense that no one had brought up the undercover work when he was killed. There had been a couple of suspects for the home invasion based on similar home invasions in the area the previous year, but that had come to nothing. Her father’s arrest record had been looked at, and criminals who had been released from jail shortly before the murders were spoken to, but that came to nothing, too.

Yet, there were no investigations into anyone her father had brought to justice while he was undercover. That was damning. It meant that someone, or some people, were keeping quiet. There were many reasons for doing that, but Kelsey could only focus on one: they were covering something up.

Kelsey returned to the file she had looked at a dozen times. While her father had been undercover, he had been brought in by multiple detectives—most or all of whom would not have known he was undercover. One of those detectives was Paul Granger. He had been a detective before he had moved up the ranks, eventually becoming a Special Agent in Charge.

They worked in the same area, so it was a likely coincidence, but Kelsey was troubled by it. The man who wanted to ruin her had also dealt with her father in the past, and that felt like more than a coincidence. He must have known he had dealt with her father unless he forgot. He took such an interest in her life that it didn’t make sense he would not have known. He was the type of person who would have looked into her life in its entirety. Would he have missed that?

She didn’t think so. And that meant he hadn’t mentioned it for some reason. Discovering that reason was keeping her going for now. That and a few other loose ends she wanted to chase up.

Kelsey flicked to her email and went through the responses one by one. She must have sent a hundred emails over the past week asking for information from various departments. She had not wanted to tip anyone off, whether that was Paul Granger or not, so she had contacted local police departments nationwide and used her credentials and name to request information. If she went down the legal route and obtained subpoenas, whoever had covered this up would know she was on their trail.

Whether her old SAC was behind it or not, there must be others. This was not the type of thing that was covered up by one person. If she found one person responsible, they would become the next thread to pull at and unravel it all.

Most of the emails were the same: we don't have any information for you. That might mean they genuinely had nothing, or they didn’t want to share. But, there was one email that caught her attention—one that promised to give something. It had a file attached, and the little symbol in the message header set it apart from all the others. Kelsey opened it and downloaded the file.

Her eyes went wide. 

It was from inside the Valleyview jurisdiction. A detective she didn’t know had filed a report alluding to her father’s undercover work. Kelsey couldn’t tell for sure because the file had been so redacted. That was not uncommon when it came to undercover work. Still, it was interesting. It looked like it was asking for resources to investigate her father’s murder specifically, and while the reason had been redacted, Kelsey knew it was connected to the undercover work. This was the file she had been looking for. 

She quickly read over the word that had not been blacked out. Her cell phone rang, and Deputy John Gallant’s name appeared on the screen. She ignored it and scanned the document. It didn’t give her much except for a feeling. This document would prove her hunch if she could read the redacted words. It was unlikely she ever would.

At the bottom were two signatures: a director and his assistant. She didn’t recognize either of them. She knew SAC Granger’s by heart because he was the one who had begrudgingly signed off on her work when he had been her boss. Still, something niggled at her.

Kelsey looked through the other files, trying to match the name.

If it is not Granger’s, then whose is it?

Kelsey knew she had seen it before but couldn’t place where. Then it hit her. She pulled out the file from when Granger had pulled in her father. There it was: the matching signature. He had changed his signature sometime after that into a more illegible scrawl, but there was no mistaking that the less illegible scrawls matched.

John called again, but she didn’t have time for him.

Someone wanted to open an investigation, but it was shut down by whoever was the director at the time. And Granger was his assistant. Another link between SAC Granger and my father.

When John called for a third time, Kelsey picked up.

"What is it?" she asked, not meaning to be so short.

"We need you back here," John said. "Not here, but in Fargo. I know Sheriff Anderson said you could have some time, but with the cutbacks, we are hanging on by the skin of our teeth here. And, well… this is more your thing."

"Another murder," Kelsey stated.

"They don't like it," John replied.

"Gruesome?"

"The opposite." John took a beat. "From what they’ve told me, it’s pleasant."

"Pleasant?" Kelsey asked.

"Yeah, and it’s freaking people out. Gruesome, they understand. Pleasant brings a whole new slice of psychopath to the table."

"I’m on my way," Kelsey said.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Kelsey was not sure what she was more nervous about: investigating another murder or seeing John again. She wouldn’t be sure it was murder until she had taken a look at the body, but the answer would be there. Either the person had been murdered, or they had not. There was no answer to her and John.

She felt she had bared herself to him back in Minot, and he had made it clear he wanted nothing, that he was intent on making things work with his wife. Now, Kelsey looked like an idiot for even thinking there could be something between them.

She drove through Fargo and into Dilworth on the other side of the state border. The town was small, and while she had not been given detailed instructions on where to go, the large rail hub was easy to find. The town had a rural feel even though Fargo practically annexed it.

Kelsey parked by the other cars—some patrol and some not.

When she stepped out, John walked toward her, and her emotions were stirred up again. They had driven back from Minot together over a week ago, and it had been awkward. She had not spoken to him since except to get updates on how the town was doing. Most updates were the same: nothing was happening. Kelsey was glad for that. The town still needed to heal after being rocked by deaths over the past year.

"Hey, how are you doing?" John asked when he got to her. He moved awkwardly, and Kelsey worried for a moment he would move in and kiss her on the cheek. 

Thankfully, he did not and only extended his hand.

Kelsey shook it, and it was hard to shake but also to let go. It wasn’t as if she was in love with him, but there had been something between them before he had made the announcement about his wife. She couldn’t grudge him that—John and his wife had a daughter. That wasn’t always the best reason to stay together, but they had to give it a shot.

"I’m doing okay," Kelsey replied. "What are we looking at?"

"A woman, maybe in her thirties. She was found in one of the train cabs this morning, sitting as if she had gone in there to drive the train out of the depot. No signs of a struggle, nothing to suggest she was killed, but it’s too similar to a body found two weeks ago at a bus stop in Casselton. Similar circumstances: a woman was found sitting in the bus shelter, and it looked like she had sat down and died while waiting for a bus. When they did the autopsy, they found she had been killed by cyanide poisoning. They didn’t find marks on the body, so it was put down as suicide until now. We won’t know until the autopsy comes back, but if it comes back as cyanide poisoning or any type of poisoning for that matter, then they become linked."

They walked together to the train where the body had been found, and Kelsey was glad for the work distraction so they wouldn’t have to dwell on anything else.

"Cyanide poisoning," Kelsey thought out loud. "You said this body was posed. The one in the bus shelter, too?"

"That’s the impression I got. I’ve only just got here, too, so I’m piecing it together."

"Doesn’t make sense for it to be suicide. I’ve seen the effects of suicide poisoning, and it’s not pretty. If someone took cyanide, they would have been found on the ground with some expression. That should rule out suicide immediately. Even if it were administered by someone else, it would be hard to pose them after. Possible, but difficult."

"You’ve been here all of two minutes, and already you know more about the case than I do," John said.

The easy way he joked makes Kelsey think everything could be fine between them.

"Did Sheriff Anderson come down with you?" Kelsey asked. She had missed him too in her time away in Bismarck.

"No, he and Liv took Felicity on an impromptu vacation to Mexico. They needed some time away after what happened," John said.

"That’s good," Kelsey said. "They need to heal together as a family."

Felicity, Sheriff Anderson’s daughter, had been kidnapped and almost killed because of a clerical error. A mix-up with names at an orphanage had led a killer to believe Olive Anderson, the sheriff’s wife, needed to be punished because she had a happy life, and he did not. Kelsey had stopped him, and Felicity was shaken but alive. Kelsey hoped they were doing well. 

"He wanted me to say hello when I saw you, so hello," John said.

Kelsey laughed. "If you see him before I do, tell him hi from me."

John smiled. "You got it."

Snow covered most of the state, but it thinned out on the roads once Kelsey had gotten to Fargo. There was more snow in Dilworth, but it was clear around the train tracks. Multiple tracks merged, and the heat from the trains passing through and stopping had melted it. The ground was uncovered but frozen. They stepped over the tracks until they reached the train surrounded by a dozen or so people.

They moved out of the way when Kelsey and John arrived, and Kelsey put on her latex gloves before climbing up into the train's cab. The scene was serene. A woman sat in the driver’s seat, head leaning against the headrest and her hand on a lever on the panel in front.

Kelsey took a closer look. The fingers were around the lever, but they were not tight, and the hand was more leaning against the panel than gripping the lever specifically. The woman’s eyes were open, looking straight ahead through the window. If the woman had begun speaking, Kelsey would not have been startled. She looked calm and alive, thought a closer inspection of the glassy stare confirmed she was dead.

Her clothes were nothing special: a regular pair of pants and a jacket covering some other layers. She did not have a hat or gloves. Her skin was pale, but she had not been dead for overly long. She wore no expression of any kind. She was not happy or sad, and she did not look in agony. Kelsey would be surprised if the woman had been killed by ingesting cyanide but less so after hearing about the previous death. She would need to speak to the coroner to confirm the method of death.

"What do you think?" Kelsey asked John, who had stepped in behind her.

"Looks much the same as the first time I saw her. She doesn’t look dead, does she?"

"No, she doesn’t. She is, and she looks like she died peacefully. Are you sure the previous death was cyanide?" Kelsey asked.

"I don't know anything for sure, but that was what I was told. Forensics are coming in after we leave to check for any fingerprints and DNA."

"Feels like they won’t find anything. It’s pretty clear the body was placed here, but it’s neat. Whoever did this didn’t do it spur of the moment. They planned where they would put the body, and it makes me think they planned on everything else. It feels clean. I hope they find something, but I’m not holding my breath."

"There’s a security guard outside who thinks he saw someone last night," John said.

"Okay, let’s talk to him."

Kelsey and John disembarked from the train cab, and they went over to the one guy amongst everyone who looked like a security guard and not a police officer or rail employee.

"Arthur Miller, can you tell Special Agent Hawk what you told us?" John asked.

Arthur looked a little sheepish, but he had the demeanor of an honest man. "It was late last night, and I heard something, and there’s always kids messing around in the train yard because there is nothing else to be doing in town in the middle of the night. They should be in bed, but that's another thing entirely. Anyway, no one really minds them hopping the fence, but no one wants them to get hurt. It’s fine in the day when no one can get hurt, but at night—"

"I don’t want to interrupt you, sir, but who did you see last night?" Kelsey asked.

"That’s the thing—I don't know. I thought it was some kids, and I swung my flashlight around a bit. It’s not too bright out here at night with the snow gone. I followed them to the fence, and they had cut through the wire, which had been done before, but they were gone, and there was no point in me chasing them. It wasn’t until this morning that they found that poor woman on the train. There was no reason for me to check in there. If I had been quicker, I could have stopped it."

"No," Kelsey said. "You did your job, and I know you did it well. He would have known you were around, and if you had meddled, he might have killed you too. There is nothing you could have done."

That brightened the security guard a little. "Do you want me to show you where they came through?"

"Please," Kelsey said.

She and John followed the security guard to the edge of the train yard. Kelsey stopped on the way to pick up a small metal canister. The metal wire fence was not thick, more a deterrent to keep animals out than to safeguard the train yard, but it would still have needed some medium-duty tools to cut through it. The metal wire that had been cut out lay beside the fence.

"We check tool stores," Kelsey thought out loud again. "He could have bought equipment any time during this past week, or maybe he had them at home. I also want to know where someone can get cyanide in and around Fargo. What do you make of this?"

Kelsey held up the canister she had picked up. It was around six inches long and two inches in diameter.

"Some sort of pressurized gas canister?" John asked.

"Yeah, that’s what I thought. I found it not far from the tracks."

"I’m sure they use them a bunch around here. Air braking systems, pneumatics, repairs, specialized equipment," John said.

"They will, but not a canister this small," Kelsey said.

"Yeah, she’s right about that," the security guard said. "Never seen a gas canister that small in the rail yard."

"If the killer dropped it, we might get prints. From the look of the body, I don't think we find anything there. If the gas canister was dropped in haste, we might get some DNA to nail the killer. And I want to speak to the coroner as soon as possible. I want to know how she was killed so peacefully—murder is anything but peaceful. Find that, and we get some insight into how twisted this killer really is."




 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Kelsey sat across from John in the waiting room, giving the corner time to complete the autopsy before they spoke to him about the two deaths on the outskirts of Fargo. She and John had spoken about the case, but they had both found it hard to talk about anything else or make any small talk.

She looked over at John every so often to see if he was looking back, but he looked down at his phone most of the time. She could deal with murder and death or a boss who was out to get her, even with investigating the deaths of her parents and sister, but she could not deal with the barrier between her and John.

Stop it! You only just got to know him. This is only some rebound thing after the engagement was called off.

Kelsey tried to fool herself, but she could not. If anything, her fiancé cheating on her and then breaking off the engagement made her trust people less. She trusted John with her life.

She looked up at him again, and he was looking at her. Her immediate instinct was to look away, but she didn’t, or she might have looked guilty of something.

"The police report from the first death came back if you want to take a look," John said.

"Yeah."

John got up and joined Kelsey on the other side of the waiting room. They sat shoulder to shoulder, and it became uncomfortable again. Nothing had happened between them, but something had shifted.

Deputy Gallant brought up the files, and they went through them together. The tox report confirmed what John had been told; the cause of death was cyanide poisoning—just like the victim they had viewed in the train cab, the deceased from two weeks ago had no visible signs of a struggle and no visible injuries.

The photos from the crime scene were the most surreal. If they were not attached to a murder report, it would have looked like a photographer had snapped a few shots of a woman sitting at a bus stop waiting for a bus. The simple nature of her position in the photographs told Kelsey that the two cases were connected. Whoever had killed the first woman had posed her to sit as if she were waiting for the bus.

Maybe he doesn’t want them discovered quickly.

That made sense for the woman at the bus shelter but not the one on the train. The one at the bus stop might be mistaken for someone waiting for a bus to an extent, but not the second victim.

There was one major difference between the two women. The lady on the train was relatively young, but the woman at the bus stop must have been in her seventies. Perhaps older. That threw Kelsey off. The killer didn’t have a type.

No, that’s not true. He has a type; I just have to find out what connects them or how the killer believes they are connected.

"What are you thinking?" John asked. "I get some stuff from reports like this, but you get far more, so bring me up to speed."

"Well, I immediately think it is a man, but with the use of poison and the way they are peacefully posed, I can't rule out a woman. The older woman throws a wrench in the works, too. A lot of male killers are fueled in some way by anger, and they tend to target younger women. I might factor that in if it was only the woman on the train, but an older woman doesn’t fit that type of anger. Still, I know a connection exists—we need to find it. I don't like it, though. Cyanide is a violent poison, but these were not violent deaths. Either something went wrong, which I don't think happened with two victims, or the killer does not want to kill them violently. There’s a puzzle piece missing."

Before John could say what he thought about the case, Kelsey’s phone rang.

"Special Agent Hawk," she said.

"Special Agent Hawk, this is Officer Griffin. You asked for someone to follow up on the gas canister found in the train yard—it contained nitrogen."

"Nitrogen?" Kelsey asked.

"That’s what they told me. It’s used all over—manufacturing, packaging, oil and gas, electronics, you name it. It might be almost impossible to find out where that specific canister came from, but I will follow it up if you think it will help."

"Please do," Kelsey said. "Thank you, officer, and keep me updated."

"Nitrogen?" John asked when Kelsey was off the phone.

"Sounds like it is extremely common, and it still might have been used in the rail yard, but they are following it up just in case. It doesn’t feel connected with the case, but it was out of place at the crime scene, so we treat it as a clue. I want to see the pictures from the case files again. There was an x-ray."

John went through the files again.

"There," Kelsey said. "Looks like some sort of metal plate in the knee. That obviously wasn’t done by the killer, but what about that?" She indicated the hip joint on a separate x-ray. She couldn’t be sure, but it looked off, and the x-ray had been included for a reason.

"Yeah, I don't know," John replied. "Doesn’t look dislocated, but something is off."

"The coroner will see you now," the assistant announced.

"Thank you," Kelsey replied.

She and John were shown through to an office in the back where the coroner was waiting for them. He must have been nearing retirement. The plaque on the desk said Francis Adara. He had round horn-rimmed spectacles and a keen look—the older gentleman was slim and wiry but had a roughness etched in his face.

He stood up when Kelsey and John entered. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Special Agent Hawk. Your reputation precedes you. You too, Deputy Gallant." He shook both of their hands before inviting them to sit down.

"What can you tell us about the deceased?" Kelsey asked.

"The cause of death was cyanide poisoning. We found a tiny puncture wound in the chest—the toxin was administered directly to the heart. We might not have found the injection sight if there had not been significant bruising around the injection sight—perhaps a reaction to something. I have already gone back to pictures of the victim found at the bus stop, and while we don't have a body to examine anymore, I did look at the photos taken, and there is a small red dot where the same might have been done."

"How about other wounds? There were none on the first body, were there?" Kelsey asked.

"No, none that were notable on either body. No signs of struggle, no injuries administered by whoever killed them, nothing. The only thing I picked up on was a slight rash around the mouth. There is a little redness, and it might indicate a covering placed over the mouth."

"Okay, so if the killer takes them somewhere and subdues them, maybe? Something in a cloth to knock them out," Kelsey said.

"It’s possible, but I can't give you any other evidence except for the redness around the lips."

"Can you tell me more about cyanide poisoning, Mr. Adara? From what I know of it, it would have been a painful death."

"Yes, almost certainly. If injected directly into the heart, it would have caused an almost immediate cardiac arrest."

"That’s the part I am having trouble with. They didn’t look in pain, and they were posed peacefully. The method of death and the conditions surrounding it do make sense. The killer wants to show them off to us, but cyanide feels too violent."

"He would have been able to pose them after the heart attack."

Kelsey drummed his fingers on her lap. "How about the x-rays from the first victim? She had a metal plate in her knee?"

"Yes. From what we could tell, she had an operation on her knee five years ago because the knee cap was wearing down," Francis said.

"How about the hip?" Kelsey probed. "What was wrong with it?"

"Arthritis," the coroner replied. "I took a look at her medical records, and she had arthritis in both legs and her hands, but the left hip was the worst. The joint space had narrowed, so the bones were rubbing against each other."

"Would that have been painful?" Kelsey asked.

"It would have ranged from between discomfort and pain daily. She was taking pain medication to control the condition. I would assume she walked with a limp, too."

"What can you tell me about Nitrogen, Mr. Adara? What would happen if someone inhaled a lot of it?" Kelsey asked.

John glanced at her.

"If they inhaled a lot, they would experience dizziness and confusion, a loss of consciousness. In some cases, it would lead to death," the coroner said.

"Is it possible that nitrogen was administered before the cyanide to knock the victim out before they were killed?" Kelsey asked.

Francis Adara thought about it for a moment. "Yes, it is possible. There were signs of hypoxia, but that would have been due to the cardiac arrest."

"It might have been," Kelsey stated, "but what if it came first? What if nitrogen was administered to send the victim off and make the cyanide painless? Would that fit with what you found in the autopsy?"

"It wouldn't be my immediate conclusion, but it would fit."

Kelsey turned to John. "He wants this to be peaceful, so it doesn’t make sense that he would kill them violently only for him to pose them in serenity. He wants us to see the bodies—maybe the world. He has a statement to make, but we don't know what it is yet. He’s killing them, but he doesn’t want them to feel the pain."

"Unless the nitrogen canister was a coincidence," John stated.

"It could be, but it’s our best working theory." She turned back to the coroner. "Was there anything else from the autopsies?"

"No, nothing of note," Francis said.

"Okay, thank you for your time," Kelsey said.

She and John found their way out.

"We follow up with the cyanide, see if we can get a list of places they might have gotten it from, and we do the same with the nitrogen. We might be searching for a needle in a haystack, but that’s all we have right now. I want to speak to the families of both victims, but the most recent victim first. If someone wanted them to die peacefully, there’s a chance they were known to the killer.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Mortimer climbed the stone steps to the college building. All around him, young men and women looked so full of hope. To them, the world was a place filled with opportunities and wonder. Not so much for Mortimer.

Yes, there are opportunities, but there is no wonder. It is merely a fabrication by those who want to control us. They dangle an imaginary hope in front of our faces and expect us to be buoyed by the fact we don't know what comes next.

He stopped and held the door open for a young lady, and she hurried her step so he wouldn't have to wait by the door for too long.

"Thank you," she said with a large smile as she entered through the doorway.

Mortimer formed his lips into what passed for a smile before he let the door close and fall shut. He didn’t strike up a conversation with the young woman, and even if he wanted to, he was older than the students in the college, and while it should not be weird for him to talk to a beautiful young woman, it would be seen as so. He watched her walk down the long hallway and turn the corner.

Once she was gone, Mortimer went in search of the reception area. It was signposted and easy to find. Standing behind it was an older woman with a happy smile.

"Good morning," Mortimer said. "I am attending to audit Professor Williamson’s class. I have filled out the registration and paid the fee, but I don't know where I am supposed to go."

"Well, you have come to the right place, so you are off to a great start," the receptionist said. "Do you see the door at the end of the hall?" She pointed in the same direction the young woman had gone. "Take a right there, and you are looking for lecture hall 215."

"Lecture hall 215," Mortimer repeated. "Thank you, you have been very helpful. Might I also add that I love the bow you wear in your hair? It adds a wonderful touch of color."

"Oh, my. Thank you," the receptionist said. "You just made my morning. Most of the students are too distracted by their phones to notice anything going on around them."

"I am sure they will learn better manners in time. We were all young and naive once, and I am sure we acted no better."

"You are probably right," the receptionist said. "Now, you had better get along to class. I wouldn’t want you to be late on your first day here."

"Thank you again," Mortimer said.

He pulled his lips up into a passable smile and walked in the direction the receptionist had indicated. He took a right at the end of the hallway and walked until he found the number he was looking for. Mortimer walked in and looked among the rows, spotting a familiar face—the young woman he had held the door open for. She smiled at him again, and he made the decision that it would not be too weird to go and sit next to her.

"I’m auditing the class," Mortimer said as he sat down.

"It’s part of my philosophy major," she replied.

"I might be the only old guy in here," Mortimer said.

"You’re not old," she replied. "What are you? Thirty-four? Thirty-five?"

Mortimer smiled and shook his head. "Thirty-five. Spot on." He scanned the room and found no one else close to him in age. "Still, I could be anyone’s dad."

The young woman laughed. "You must have had a wild childhood then."

Mortimer smiled, too. "Thank you for treating me like a person and not a burden. You are a good person…?"

"Lizzy," the young woman said, extending her hand.

"Mortimer." He shook the hand.

Lizzy giggled. "Sorry, I couldn’t help it. You’re not that much older than anyone else here, but your name sure is. I don't think I know anyone called Mortimer."

"Well, I have my parents to thank for that," he replied. She didn’t know it, but his real name was not Mortimer. He didn’t want people to know his real name, just in case. His calling in life was a dangerous one, and he didn’t need people meddling in what he needed to do, especially when he was close to another.

He tried not to look Lizzy up and down as she smiled at him. For the umpteenth time that day, he formed his lips into a smile even though there was no actual joy behind it. You could get away with much more in life if you pretended to be happy.

When Professor Williamson entered, the students came to a hush. He started the class and delved into discussions of free will. That immediately captured Mortimer’s attention. When the professor asked a question, many put their hands up. Mortimer did know enough to give an answer.

"Yes," the professor said, pointing to a young man with a green sweater.

"I don't know if there is such a thing as true free will," the student in the green sweater answered. "Even without getting into religious free will, I think free will at the basic level is not even truly free will at birth. We are all influenced by everything around us: parents, family, friends, life experiences, natural biases, culture, race, everything. I think we can believe we are making a free choice, but everything we have lived through has an influence on our free will, so are we truly making a free decision, or is it based on our previous choices and experiences?"

"I suspect you are asking a question," Professor Williamson said with a smile. "I don't have an answer for you. If I did, I wouldn’t be here. I am here, so therefore we discuss."

That garnered a few laughs from the students.

Mortimer agreed with the student. He made free choices, but his life influenced them. He wished for things to be different, but they were not, and they had led him down a path he might not have gone down if things had been different. There were also the choices of others that stripped away free will. Mortimer would have liked to discuss his thoughts with the professor and other students, but he knew they would not understand him. No one understood his plight. And worse, they might laugh at him.

He remained quiet and listened in the class. It was interesting, but he was not there to learn anything about philosophy, only to get close to his next target. There were many he could go after, but this one was special.

"You’re not taking any notes," Lizzy commented halfway through the lecture.

"I forgot my pencil and paper this morning."

"I can have a copy of mine if you would like them," she suggested.

"You are a lifesaver," Mortimer replied. "You are very generous, so thank you. I will admit that I was a little nervous coming here today, but you have made me feel welcome. You have an energy surrounding you that draws people in. Don't ever lose that."

Lizzy smiled. "I shall try not to." She lifted her eyebrows to suggest they talked too much in class and might get into trouble.

When the lecture ended, Mortimer took his time before leaving. He didn’t want to leave with Lizzy and make things awkward between them. He let half of the class filter out before he left, too. When he entered the main hallway, he saw Lizzy speaking with the young man in the green sweater. He remained behind a few of the other students, pretending to look at his phone while keeping an eye on them.

He was patient. It wouldn’t happen here, but he needed to make the first contact leading to the second. He could not let anyone see them together, or it might be reported after the death, and he would be a suspect—he did not want his description to be circulated.

Finally, the pair split and both went semi-separate ways. Then, he went after his target. He followed down the hallway at a distance and out into the exterior of the building. Mortimer checked behind him the entire time until they were far from anyone else. He rushed forward when the young man in the green sweater approached a door.

"Do you need a hand," Mortimer asked. "You have your hands full there with books."

"Oh, thanks," the young man said.

"I promise I’m not following you, but we both just came from the same class," Mortimer said.

"Well, now I think you are following me," the young man said with a smile.

"Yes, it does look like that," Mortimer admitted, chuckling. "I’m auditing the class, and it already feels overwhelming. I really enjoyed hearing you speak about free will. I don't mean this to sound the wrong way, but you have life experience beyond your years, don't you?"

The young man didn’t answer.

"Sorry, I’m not explaining myself very well. You have a maturity surrounding you that is lacking in some people your age. That sounds like a slight against the young, but it is not. I only mean that you have developed a greater sense of self at a young age, which comes through when you speak."

"Thank you… I think," the young man said.

"Sorry, I can come across as a little forward in some situations, but that is only because I believe we should say what we mean and mean what we say. I understand if you want to walk away, but could I buy you a coffee sometime and just pick your brain about this class. I am lost already, and I don't want to fall behind. No strings attached—I will buy you a coffee and ask you a few questions, maybe get some tips on taking notes. I’m usually so much more organized, but I forgot my pen and paper this morning. Look, to sweeten the deal, I’ll even add in a muffin. You won’t get a better deal anywhere else."

The young man chuckled. "I will admit that you don't feel like a complete psychopath, so what the heck. I know life can be difficult sometimes, and we should help each other out. People have become so closed off with everything that is happening in the world."

"I hear you. Life would be a lot better if people reached out or helped each other. Maybe the world will heal in time."

"Let me give you my number, and we can arrange to meet sometime," the young man said.

"Thank you again," Mortimer said. "You are a lifesaver."

Once the details had been arranged, Mortimer pretended to tie his shoe while the young man walked away. He would put him out of his misery. Soon, he would be in a more peaceful place. That thought almost brought tears to Mortimer’s eyes.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

"The first victim was Maggie Bothwick," Kelsey said, reading the file. "She was seventy-four, kept to herself, didn’t have any family in town, and it was unknown if she had any friends. She had arthritis and was taking pain medication for it, but had become a bit of a recluse in the past few years. She had a nurse who visited her once a week, so we will need to talk to her. Nothing else on her yet, but more will come in. What do you have on the second victim?"

"Greta Flynn, thirty-two, grew up in Fargo and moved out to Casselton in her early twenties. Since then, she has been going back and forth between Casselton, various apartments in Fargo, and living with her parents. She hasn’t lived at her parents’ house for some time." John looked at the house they were parked outside—the house where Greta’s parents lived.

"So far, no obvious connection between the two women, but until we are sure, we look for a connection," Kelsey stated. "Did they cross paths? Did they go to the same store every week? Did they visit the same areas, and is that where the killer saw them? Or do they have something in common?"

Kelsey sighed.

"What are you thinking?" John asked.

Kelsey was thinking a lot of things, but she didn’t want to discuss them all. "I’m worried there is no obvious connection or no connection at all. One young woman and one old woman. The killer doesn’t have an obvious physical type. One was a recluse, so there was limited interaction. This is the thing that scares me the most: a killer with no reason to kill. What if the killer is choosing people at random?"

"Do you think that?" John asked.

"I don't know. I don't think he is posing them randomly. He wants them to look peaceful, and he wants them to be found. He has a mission or a goal, and he will continue on that mission until we catch him, but we might lose others if we don't discover the mission or a connection."

"Let’s go and talk to the parents and see what they have to say," John suggested.

They exited John’s truck and went to the door. Greta’s mother opened it before they got there. She had a stern look, and she glared at Kelsey. Kelsey held the gaze for a second but thought it better to look away first—she didn’t want to antagonize the woman.

"Thank you for seeing us," John said, sensing he should take the lead.

Greta’s mother was a large woman, portly but not obese. She was close to six feet tall and looked like the kind of woman who wore a large striped apron in the kitchen and could be found kneading large chunks of dough to be baked into bread.

They met Greta's father when they were shown into the living room. He silently shook both of their hands, his eyes lingering on Kelsey a lot longer than on John. He sported a suit and a neat brown mustache. He was either a businessman or about to go to an interview.

"Coffee." It was a statement from Greta’s mother more than a question.

"No, thank you," John replied. "We’d like to get down to business so we can help your daughter."

"Not much chance of that," Greta’s mother said. "She’s dead, isn’t she? Why are you here?" She looked at Kelsey as she asked the question.

"We need to ask some follow-up questions so we can start an investigation into your daughter's death," John said.

"No, why is she here?" Greta’s mother asked. "We told the police everything we know, and now the FBI are here? What big city did you roll in from?"

"I live in Winchburgh," Kelsey said.

"Please," the mother said. "You live there but are not from there, are you? Where did you really come from?"

"I don't see why that matters," Kelsey said.

Greta’s mother and father were on the same page, and the father followed up. "It matters to us. Do you see what it is like out there?"

Kelsey didn’t think it was a question meant to be answered, but she was forced to when the father paused for a long time. "No."

"No, you don’t. You don't have a clue what it is like for us here. Everything has changed since I was a kid. No more family businesses—everything was ruined by the big guys coming in and taking over. They want money in their pockets; that’s all they care about."

"I’m not here because of money, sir," Kelsey said.

"It’s all the same. You come in here because you think you can do a better job," Greta’s father said.

"You think you know better, but you don’t. You didn’t even know our names until you got to town, right?" Greta’s mother added. "All I see is someone who wants to come in and steal jobs from someone else. Do you not trust the police department? Just your being here tells me you don't think they are doing their jobs."

There was a lot Kelsey wanted to say. She wanted to tell them she was the best person to help their daughter, but she knew it would not make a difference. She wanted them to know she was starting to understand what being part of a small-town community was like, but they only saw an FBI agent from the big city. She wanted to tell them she had caught more serial killers than anyone else in North Dakota and the neighboring states, but that wouldn’t convince them either.

Kelsey wanted to fight for her position in this case, but she could see the pain and distrust the mother and father had.

"I need to use your bathroom," Kelsey said. "I will leave you in the capable hands of Deputy Gallant. He was born and bred in Winchburgh and has lived there his entire life. He might not know people here, but he is the center of the community back in our town. You are right about me—I won’t understand everything, but John will. He is a good man who will help you."

The words stunned everyone into silence, John most of all. Kelsey pointed out of the door and toward where she had seen the hallway leading when she had entered. The mother could only nod in reply. Kelsey took her leave and went to the bathroom even though she didn’t need to.

She almost reached the bathroom when she spotted an open door to a bedroom, and she couldn’t help stepping inside. She could hear the chatter from the living room and would be fine for five or ten minutes without someone coming to look for her. The room looked a little childish with some modern updates, and it was a good guess that it belonged to Greta both as an adult and a child. The deceased was an only child.

Kelsey took a cursory look around, being careful not to disturb anything. She pulled out her latex gloves and put them on just in case. A team would come and search the room, and she didn’t want to contaminate any evidence.

The wardrobe was sparse—a few dresses and blouses hanging inside. Linens were stacked on the shelf above the hangers. There were no boxes to go through. Kelsey ran a hand under the mattress, but nothing was stuffed. She checked the drawers beside the bed and found a stack of old diaries. They were thirteen or more years old by the dates on the first pages. 

Kelsey didn’t have time to review them properly, but she scanned the pages. They were the typical ramblings of an eighteen-year-old, and Kelsey might have written similar things when she was the same age. They didn’t help with the current case, but they did give some insight into Greta as a person. Kelsey was not a psychologist, but she understood that Greta was not a happy person growing up. There was no mention of abuse from her parents, only a sense that she struggled a little to get through the day.

It was nothing really, but Kelsey filed it away. If Greta had struggled later in life, that might be something to follow up on. She went through the rest of the room as quickly as possible but didn’t come up with anything else. When she was done, she went to the bathroom and flushed the toilet. Then she returned to the living room.

John stood up when she got there.

"Thank you, Deputy," Greta’s father said.

"Please find out who did this," her mother said.

"We will do our best," John replied.

Kelsey only received glares, but they were not as venomous as when she had entered. Kelsey remained quiet as they left the house, not wanting to break what felt like a more pleasant atmosphere. John was again thanked at the door, and Kelsey still did not speak until they returned to the truck.

"Are you going to share your secrets?" Kelsey asked.

"What can I say? I guess I am just more personable than you are. People tend to like me."

"And they don't like me?" Kelsey asked, immediately thinking about SAC Granger. "Do you know what, don't answer that?"

"It was just a case of them being from a small town and me being from a small town. I don't think there is anything you could have said or done for them to be okay with you being there. They are in pain, and you will help catch their daughter’s killer, and that will help them, whether they like you or not. So, did you find anything when you searched her room?"

Kelsey smiled as they pulled away. "Not a whole lot. She’d been back and forth to that room, but there was nothing in there that was current except for a few pieces of clothing. She might have suffered from some depression as a child, and I’d like to follow up on that with or without the family, but I suspect you have something better."

"Possibly. She’s been dating a guy on and off for about ten years. More off than on, according to the mother. They didn’t want to come out and stay it, but I could see the anger on her father’s face. When I asked about it, they opened up a little. The guy she was seeing was abusive, according to the father. Didn’t say how he abused her, but he knew something was going on by the things Greta would say. She would turn up in tears sometimes, and while there were never any physical bruises, he suspects he did hit her. Maybe bruises in places that could be covered up easily. They don't think they were together recently, and there are no injuries on the body, but they were pretty eager for us to start there."

"If he has a history of abusing her, there’s likely worse that no one knows about," Kelsey said.

"Maybe it got a little heated, and he didn't hold back this time."

Kelsey nodded. "Let’s pay him a visit. We treat him as our prime suspect if he’s not where he’s supposed to be. Although, if this killer is as cold and collected as I believe he is, I don't think he’s the type to run. He’s the type who thinks he can get away with this."




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Kelsey hung up as they pulled into the parking lot of the bowling alley.

"That was local police," she said. "They will continue to update us as the information comes in. They have finished their search of Greta Flynn’s house, and there is nothing to suggest forced entry or that anyone else was in there in the days leading up to her murder. Nothing out of place and nothing to suggest she was living anything other than a regular life. Her car was parked on the street by her house, so we can assume the killer has their own vehicle and must have transported her to the train yard in that. They are speaking to neighbors and friends, also those she worked with at the local school, and will get back to us if they find anything."

She had gotten some insight into Greta from her childhood bedroom during their visit to Greta’s parents’ house, but Kelsey still wanted to see Greta’s place in person.

"So, either he came to her door and she answered it, or he took her somewhere else," John said.

"Looks like it," Kelsey agreed as they parked. "Same thing with Maggie Bosworth. They have gone back and taken another look at her house—it’s lain empty since she died, but nothing has been touched. They are still trying to get in touch with the next of kin. Nothing looked out of place; there was no sign of any struggle, and she didn’t have a vehicle. So, if this is the same killer, and we are sure it is, they did the same with Maggie. Local law enforcement has released some details asking if anyone has seen anything suspicious, but I don't think they will get anything from that. The killer is careful, and if they have gone to the trouble of posing them in death, they will have carefully planned how they took them."

John gripped the steering wheel as he thought. "Why do I get the feeling that this is not our guy? From what you are saying, it was all planned out. This wasn’t a spur of the moment thing, right? And if the killer has killed two people, it can't have been a crime of passion, right?"

Kelsey thought about it. It didn’t feel like this was the guy, but she wouldn’t know until she had spoken to him. "We don't know yet. Perhaps he is the killer, and he claimed one victim. Maybe he planned to kill Greta, or maybe it was a crime of passion, and he used his method of murder. If it were a spur of the moment to kill her, he would have still reverted to posing her if he was planning on killing others."

"Okay, let’s do this," John said. "And don't be annoyed if he likes me better than you."

Kelsey shook her head before getting out of the vehicle. She looked up at the large neon sign; it was not as bright in the daylight but would be visible from afar at night.

Bowlaramma!

John looked up at it, too, and then they both went inside. It was mid-afternoon, so there were not many people inside. A few middle-aged men bowled individually or in pairs in lanes, none bowling side by side. There was a smell that brought back memories for Kelsey. It was not a good or bad smell, or necessarily a smell of a bowling alley, but it was a smell she remembered from multiple places she had visited as a youngster in Mikkisula. It brought with it multiple emotions and a deep sadness. The smell was from a time before she lost her family.

They went up to the counter to the guy standing behind it spraying aerosol into pairs of shoes.

"We’re looking for Gavin Hardin," Kelsey said, flashing her FBI badge.

"FBI?" the man asked after looking at the badge.

"And you are?" Kelsey replied.

"Sorry, Gavin’s down at the snack bar," the man said. "He just took his break, so he’ll be in there with some food."

"Thank you," Kelsey said.

She walked off with John and whispered to him. "I’m going to go back and talk to him. Something is off. You go and check out the snack bar."

John nodded.

When Kelsey turned around, the man from the shoe desk had left it and was heading in the opposite direction. Kelsey started after him, hoping he wouldn’t turn around and see her because she felt he would run if he did. He did look around. And as soon as he spotted Kelsey following him, he started to run. He didn’t head for the door but took off toward the other end of the building.

The man, who Kelsey was certain was Gavin Hardin, got to the end of the lanes and ran down a walkway at the end of them. Kelsey quickened her pace and followed him down the side of the last lane. There was only one way to go at the end: left.

Machines whirled as pins were collected, scooped up, and arranged the right way up in a triangle formation, ready to be placed back down at the end of the lane. Every few seconds, there was a rumble like thunder as a bowling ball was rolled down a lane and then a splintering noise as pins were struck. Amongst them are the soft whirr and creak of gears and mechanical arms.

It was too noisy to shout after Gavin, so Kelsey followed as quickly as possible. She ran after him behind the machines, not yet pulling her gun. She didn’t get the feeling that Gavin was the killer, but he had a reason to run.

The walkway behind the mechanicals ended, and the passageway turned to the right. That led to an open storeroom area where extra pins and bowling balls were stored. Boxes lined some shelves, and food items lined the opposite wall.

Gavin ran straight to the door, but he fumbled with the handle.

"Stop, Gavin!" Kelsey shouted.

He spun around and grabbed a broom by the door, intending to use it as a weapon.

Kelsey pulled her jacket aside to show she was carrying a gun, but she didn’t draw it yet. Gavin hesitated for a moment, deciding what to do. He looked from the gun to her eyes and then dropped the broom, raising his hands.

"I didn’t do anything," he stated. 

"Yeah, I’ll be the judge of that," Kelsey replied.

She motioned for Gavin to turn around and put his hands behind his back. She didn’t feel comfortable with him yet and didn’t want him to run again. He didn't resist and did as he was asked.

"You are not under arrest," Kelsey said. "Not yet, but you did run from an FBI agent, and I want to know why."

"Yeah, and I want to talk to my lawyer," Gavin said.

"Is that the route you want to go down?" Kelsey asked.

"You asked a question, and I answered it."

Kelsey turned him around and shepherded him over to a chair in what looked like a rudimentary employee break area. Past that was a set of double doors that led to a corridor, and if Kelsey had her bearings right, the corridor led back to the main part of the bowling alley. She was about to ask more questions when a young employee entered the double doors. He saw the scene in front of him and stopped dead.

Kelsey took out her badge and showed her credentials. "I need the room, but will you please show Deputy Gallant back here? He will be the one who is searching for someone out in the main area."

The young employee nodded and turned on his heels. Kelsey turned back to Gavin.

"Okay, so we have established that you are Gavin Hardin, but you are unwilling to cooperate."

"No, no, I am willing to cooperate. A cop was already here to take my statement this morning, and I told him everything. Went to school with him—small world, eh?"

"Someone was here already? That was quick," Kelsey said. "Was he here with someone else? Who was it?"

"Yeah, no, he’s legit. Officer Carlos. He bowls here on Friday nights, and he and his partner will pop in on the weekends to ensure no trouble. He knew Greta, too, and wanted to talk to me about her. I told him everything I knew. I’m willing to cooperate fully."

Kelsey couldn’t get a read on him. "What is it then? You cooperate with local law enforcement but not with me? I’m getting sick of this."

"I’ll cooperate with you, but you asked me why I ran, and I want to talk to a lawyer if you want the answer to that."

"What is going on?" Kelsey asked herself. "So, you will answer my questions about Greta Flynn?"

"Yes, I’ll tell you exactly what I told the police."

Kelsey sighed and shook her head. "Okay, can you tell me where you were last night?"

"I was working here until 3 am, and then I went home."

"And can someone back that up?" Kelsey asked.

"Multiple people," Gavin replied. "There were a few regulars in, and the manager was here too. I’m probably on some of the CCTV cameras at various points throughout the night."

"Can someone vouch for you leaving at three?" Kelsey asked.

"Yeah, the manager. I left with him."

The doors swung open, and John entered, his phone to his ear. He raised his eyebrows as he glanced at the seated handcuffed man.

"Gavin Hardin," Kelsey said.

"Okay, we will pay her a visit," John said into the phone. He gestured toward Gavin. "What do you have?"

Kelsey pursed her lips. What did she have? Nothing so far. She turned back to Gavin, her nostrils flaring. "What time did the security guard hear someone poking around in the train yard last night?"

"A little before three," John replied.

"Okay, it doesn’t mean he wasn’t there after that, but if we can confirm Gavin left here at three, then it’s unlikely he was the one who broke into the train yard last night."

"So, I’m off the hook?" Gavin asked.

"No, not yet, and for many reasons," Kelsey said.

John joined her so they could form a united front against Gavin.

"Yeah, I think we are far from done if you lied to us about who you were and then tried to run. Nothing tells me a man is guiltier than that," John said.

"I already told your partner that I’m not talking about that until I see my lawyer," Gavin said.

"Why don't you save us all some time and talk now," John suggested.

"I have an alibi for the murder, so I don't need to tell you anything about anything else," Gavin maintained.

"When was the last time you saw Greta Flynn?" Kelsey asked.

Gavin was silent.

"Do you want a lawyer for that, too?" Kelsey asked. "I will gladly take you down to the station, but I will become annoyed with you if I have to do that. Two people are dead, Gavin. If you obstruct us in any way, I will hold you personally responsible."

"You can't do that," he said.

"I’m not supposed to, but I have an easy time breaking the rules," Kelsey said.

Gavin looked at John.

"I will leave the room if you don't want to answer. I’m not the one you need to worry about," John said.

The room descended into silence. Kelsey and John waited Gavin out as he tried to work out what his best move was.

"Yeah, so I saw her a couple of weeks ago," Gavin relented.

"Now we are getting somewhere," Kelsey said. "What was the nature of your meeting?"

"I don't know. We just went for a drink," Gavin said.

"Did you have to force her?" John asked. "Did you threaten her?"

"What? No! Did she say that?"

"She’s dead, Gavin," John reminded.

"I meant before that," Gavin said angrily. "She was always running her mouth about me."

"So you slap her around a bit to keep her in line, right?" John asked.

"Is that what you want to hear? You want me to confess to beating her? Well, I didn’t. Yeah, I had to push her off me sometimes or restrain her when she was flipping out, but I never started anything."

"That’s going to sound real good in court," John said. "I had to restrain her, Your Honor. It was for her own good."

"You don't know what you are talking about. She was messed up, and I was good for her."

"Doesn’t sound that way," Kelsey stated.

"Yes, well, you don't know anything either," Gavin said. "I knew her better than anyone, and she was the most messed up person I knew. If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t be in as good a place."

"You mean dead?" Kelsey asked.

"Will you stop twisting my words," Gavin warned. "I don't mean dead. She couldn’t talk to anyone else, and when she had enough of everything and everyone, she would talk to me. Yeah, we weren’t good together sometimes, but I was good for her, and she knew it. I was the only one she was real with."

"Was that before or after you were abusing her?" John asked.

"I never abused her. I never wanted to hurt her."

"People never do," John replied.

Gavin leaped up from the chair, but John pushed him back down before he could do anything.

"I didn’t abuse her. I didn’t harass her. I didn’t hurt her. I don't care what people say. They didn’t know her like I did. I’m done with this crap. Either arrest me or let me go, but I’m no longer answering your questions."

John looked at Kelsey. "What do you want to do with him?"

"Arrest him," Kelsey ordered. "I’m tired of this, and we don't have time to sit around. Get him a lawyer if he wants one, but I want to know what he knows."

Gavin looked down at the floor, remaining silent.

John grabbed him by the arm and lifted him to his feet. "Last chance," John hissed.

There was only a grunt in response.

"I wish I could help him talk, but we have bigger fish to fry," John said as he led Gavin toward the door. "That was the station before. Maggie’s nurse called in wanting to speak to us."

"The first victim," Kelsey said. "Her nurse has information for us?"

"She wants to talk about something."

"Okay, we drop Gavin at the station and head straight over there—attack this case from two angles."




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

"Special Agent Hawk," Kelsey said, showing her badge.

"Deputy Gallant," John said. "You wanted to speak with us?"

"Yes, please come in," the nurse said.

She had a tight smile and a Caribbean accent. She wore scrubs, and it felt to Kelsey like they were entering a hospital and not someone’s home. The house didn’t look like a hospital, but the scrubs gave that feel. The only thing they knew about the nurse was her name: Jemima Kobeck.

"Please, take a seat," Jemima said when they were in the living room. "Can I get either of you anything?"

"No, we’re fine," Kelsey said. "Did you just return from a patient, or were you about to head out?"

"Both," Jemima said. "I have an appointment in an hour, but it is not far from here."

"You called the station and asked to speak to us," John said.

"Yes. When I heard the news about Maggie, I was shaken. It was a horrible, horrible thing, but when they said it was suicide, it made a lot of sense to me. And now they are saying it is murder. Who would do a thing like that?"

"Why did suicide make a lot of sense to you?" Kelsey asked.

"She spoke about it all the time. Almost every week, she told me that she wanted her life to end. She didn’t want to live anymore, and I thought she had ended her life, but I couldn’t say that to anyone. But murder. Do they really think someone killed her?"

"Yes, we think so," Kelsey said.

Jemima bit her nails as she considered her next statement. "It might be nothing, but I know she was in contact with someone or any organization to talk about assisted suicide. I don't think it went any farther than talking to them once, but Maggie did seem very guarded about it. She knew I wouldn’t approve."

"Was it an individual or a corporation?" Kelsey asked.

"I don't know, but I know she called them, and they called her back at least once. That slipped out one time."

"And when was this?" Kelsey asked.

"It must have been four or five months ago." Jemima clasped her hands together. "You don't think they actually did this. Did someone do this for her and leave her in that bus shelter?"

Kelsey didn’t know the answer to that, but she could sense Jemima’s genuine concern. She was a woman who had dedicated her life to helping others, and while it might be something she was good at, it was also a calling. Kelsey had the impression the nurse was concerned for all of her patients.

"Did she ever go to that bus shelter?" Kelsey asked. "Is there some significance there?"

"No," Jemima said. "None at all. She never went there or ever took the bus. She hadn’t left the house for more than an hour at a time for four or five years except for medical appointments. I could understand if she had been found in her house, but why there?"

Kelsey was thinking the very same thing.

"How was her life?" Kelsey asked. "She mentioned wanting to end her life. Was that because of the pain?"

"Yes, I believe so. She was in so much pain, and there was only so much anyone could do. I think she started feeling that way more a couple of years ago. I started with her a year before that, and she finally reached her medication limit. She couldn’t take more pain medication without it posing a risk, and that meant she was in constant pain with her arthritis. She must have had a dozen other health complications, too, but the first is what stopped her from living her life. She tried other forms of pain management, but nothing seemed to work. She was not a happy woman when I first came to this house, but she became downright miserable by the end."

"And how about family?" Kelsey asked. "We haven’t found any family in town. Do you know if she had any family close?"

"Close?" No," Jemima repined. "She did have some family. Two sons I think, but they had a falling out years ago. I have no idea what about. They never visited. They barely called. I think a phone call on her birthday and at Christmas, but I don't think they cared all that much. She would mention them and their families from time to time, but not fondly."

"And how about at the end? In the weeks leading up to her death, did she change in any way? Was her behavior different?" Kelsey asked.

"No, no changes. She hated her life, and I don't think she could have hated it more."

"Okay, thank you for talking to us," Kelsey said. "If we have any follow-up questions, we will give you a call."

Jemima got up to show them out. "I don't like to say this, but if she was killed, she was done a favor. She would have wanted this in a heartbeat."

Kelsey nodded. She didn’t know what she would want if she were in so much pain.

 

***

 

Kelsey took a mouthful of the coffee—her first of the day. They were back in the local police station for a short break—twenty minutes to recuperate from running around before they went back out and talked to more people. Of course, that break consisted of searching through new information as it came in.

"I’m about to overload you with information," John said.

"Hit me with it," Kelsey replied. 

"Basically, it is a load of information about how easy it is to get tools and nitrogen. I’ve had officers calling around about the wire cutters, and there have been over fifty pairs sold in the Fargo area in the last three months. That’s not to mention how many pairs are on job sites, and who knows who has them at home already. Either we get lucky, or the killer is thorough and had them already or picked them up from somewhere we couldn't trace."

Kelsey took another mouthful of coffee. "What else?"

"Similar with the canister of nitrogen. Not as common as a pair of wire cutters, but it's in ready supply. There are a couple of suppliers in the immediate area, many across the state, and that is even before we get to online retailers. The size and brand of canister is pretty common, so that doesn’t help. And, again, there are so many businesses in the area that use compressed nitrogen that it could have been lifted from a job site or a warehouse. We might be looking at someone who worked at one of the businesses, stole it, or got it elsewhere. Still, we will gather a list of names and cross-reference them to see if anything hits."

Kelsey feared that would be the case. "And what about the cyanide?"

"That’s where we run into the opposite problem. Cyanide is heavily regulated and for a good reason. It’s not uncommon, and we can put together a narrow list of people with access and compare it to our other lists. I’m just worried that if the killer has obtained cyanide, they will have done so through illegal channels. If that is the case, then we won’t be able to trace it unless someone comes forward."

"Okay." Kelsey sighed. "Okay, so what else do we have? Has the ex-boyfriend said anything yet?"

"No, not yet. He’s in a room with his lawyer now, but if he does speak, it’s not going to help with the case, is it?" John asked.

"I don't think so. I want to know why he ran, but I don't think he is our current focus. How about this?" Kelsey tapped on the keyboard and brought up medical files. "Gavin got me thinking. He mentioned something about Greta being in a better place and how she was messed up. He made it sound like she was crazy, and he had to talk her down or restrain her. That fits with what I saw in the diaries. Could this have something to do with weakness? The killer is preying on the weak, maybe because they want to be certain they can abduct and kill them or for some perverse reason like they don't think they deserve to live."

"Maybe," John agreed. "I know some people get annoyed with others being on benefits or getting access to healthcare for free, stuff like that. What are those reports?"

"Greta was receiving counseling, and she was taking medication for depression. So, we have one person who was in pain physically and another who was struggling mentally and emotionally. It’s not the strongest connection, but it is a connection. Gavin spoke about it being for the best. When he is speaking again, I want to know if Greta ever mentioned suicide to him. The nurse made it clear that Maggie wanted to end her life, and she spoke to someone about that."

"I’m going to get on that now," John said. "I’ll get access to the phone records and find out who she called. She might have arranged this with someone, and Greta did the same."

"Yes, good," Kelsey said. "Can you have someone check in with the two sons too? I want to know where they were when their mother died and if they have even bothered to visit town since then. I don't think the nurse has anything to do with this, but double-check her alibi, too."

"On it," John said.

Kelsey went back to the medical reports. The reports for Greta went way back to when she was eighteen, but there was nothing before that. It suggested to Kelsey that Great had only sought help when she had become an adult, and either her parents didn’t know about her troubles, or they had not gotten any help for her.

She went through every single file she had on Greta, trying to find something that would point to a killer. She did the same with Maggie, looking for some commonality. They had both suffered, and Kelsey could not help but feel that was significant. The killer could be targeting women who were suffering or weak.

Does that point to a woman killer?

Traditionally, poison was used more by women. And if a woman were out there killing people, she would want to be able to abduct them without fighting back. It still didn’t make complete sense. Whoever had abducted Greta had likely put a cloth over her mouth and nose, and the cloth had some chemicals on it. There would still have been a struggle. Maggie would have been easy to overpower, but Greta, not so much.

Kelsey returned to the beginning of Greta’s treatment and moved forward again—numerous counselors and doctors in Fargo and various groups in the Fargo area. Maggie was much the same. She had been treated for arthritis and other health complaints for the past fifteen years. Both women lived in small towns on the outskirts of Fargo but had traveled into the city for treatment.

Did your paths ever cross?

"There!" Kelsey shouted. "I think I have something."

John rushed over to see what she had found.

Kelsey pointed to the screen. "Both women came to Fargo over the years for treatment but rarely crossed paths, except for here. They both went to the same clinic for outpatient rehab. They would not have been treated for the same things, but someone there might have seen both of them. Maggie was there six months ago, and Great was there five months ago. It could be a doctor, a receptionist, or even another patient. I don't know, but it connects them—a place where they both were. Maybe they bumped into each other at some point. This is the connection we have been looking for. Someone there knows something, and we will discover what that is before the killer kills again."




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Mortimer entered the coffee shop and walked straight over to the table. He held out his hand, and James Marner shook it.

"I’m not late, am I?" Mortimer asked.

"No, not at all. I got here early so I could look over my notes for class tomorrow. It was such a beautiful day for a walk, and I didn’t want to stay cooped up in the house all day."

"You have a wonderful attitude," Mortimer admitted. "I don't know, but there’s something about you, James. Again, I don't mean to sound creepy, but you have a good energy. I want to normalize men giving other men compliments, so do with that what you will."

"I get that," James said, gesturing for Mortimer to sit down. "I have some friends who look at me funny when I tell them I like them or compliment them on something. I don't mind, really. Sometimes, you must be brave and do what needs to be done. Life is not always easy, but you have to push through."

"What a wonderful attitude," Mortimer said. "Let me grab you that muffin and coffee."

"No need. I got my own already. You don't need to pay me to get my advice on the class. This can be a study club, and we can help each other out."

"Help each other? I don't know if I can do much to help you out." Mortimer knew there was a lot he would do to help out the young man, and that would come soon. He had purposely picked a place with no CCTV, and he was sure no one knew they were there together. It was a necessary risk to take.

"You can help me out just fine. I'm not too fond of the big study groups, and it always takes up a lot of time with the social aspect. I’m not saying that I’m not going to make small talk with you, but we can get down to the studying part a lot quicker."

Mortimer smiled. "I know exactly what you mean. I was in a large study group back when I was in high school. This was a long, long time ago."

James laughed.

"And we never got anything done," Mortimer continued. "Maybe that was because we were teenagers, but it could have also been because we would ask about each other’s weekends, and that would take up half the time, and then someone would need to go to the bathroom, and we would hardly get anything done, and… now I realize I’m taking up far too much time by talking about something I don't need to."

"Don't worry about it," James said with a smile.

"We should get to work," Mortimer noted.

They sat down together, and James went through the first lecture with Mortimer. Mortimer had attended the lecture as a way of getting closer to James, to discover the type of person he was, but he found that he enjoyed the content too. They needed to understand he was a good person, too—Mortimer was doing this because it was the right thing to do and not because he wanted them to die. He could see himself being friends with James, and maybe they would meet again in the next life, in a world much better than this one.

 

***

 

"Okay, I should get back to my dorm," James said when they had spent an hour studying together. He got up from the chair and was favoring his right leg."

"Are you okay? What happened?" Mortimer asked.

"I made the mistake of trying to play some soccer with the folks in my dorm building, and I only made it through half the game."

"Are you walking back? Let me give you a ride," Mortimer said. 

"You don't have to."

"No, I insist. It’s on my way anyway. It’s the least I can do after all the kindness you have shown me. I remember playing as a kid and twisting my ankle, and I hobbled around for a couple of weeks. Come on, my car is right outside."

Mortimer wanted to spend more time with James, but it was always better to get it over with quicker—that way when the police came calling, there would be fewer people who saw them together. Mortimer had been waiting for the perfect opportunity, and it had presented itself. Fate was on his side once more.

Mortimer paid for his coffee and then left the coffee shop with James. He led the young man to his car, and they both got in.

"I don't know exactly where the dorms are, but they are close to the college, right?" Mortimer asked.

"Yeah, head toward the college, and I’ll direct you from there."

They drove silently for a while, a little more awkward than in the coffee shop. Mortimer did mind the serenity. He needed to control his breathing and emotions before it happened.

When he turned off the main street and headed toward the industrial area, he apologized to James. "Sorry, I know it takes a little longer going this way, but I find it much more relaxing."

James looked out the window at the concrete buildings.

Mortimer laughed. "I know that sounds stupid, but there’s something about these buildings and the lack of people, and I just love the train track that runs through. I don't know why; maybe it’s a flow of energy. Ignore my rambling."

"Hey, we each have our thing. And I really don't mind as long as I get to my destination."

Yes, I will take you to your destination.

"I knew you would understand after our chats back at the coffee shop. What is that noise?" Mortimer asked.

"I don't hear anything."

Mortimer pulled off onto the side of the road, a gravel patch beside a deserted building. Mortimer immediately got out and went to the trunk. James murmured something, but Mortimer was not in the vehicle long enough to hear what was said. He opened the trunk and took the gloves first. He put them on and then took up the bottle, opening it extremely carefully. He took the clean cloth from beside the bottle and carefully saturated the middle. Mortimer made sure to keep the cloth far from his nose, and he took three deep breaths of the fresh air before he went to work.

You will not understand until later. I am deeply sorry for the pain this will cause you in the short term, but I hope you do not struggle. Go quietly into the dark.

Mortimer felt the familiar mix of sorrow and excitement. He would not accept it until much later, which was the only thing that kept him going. This was always the hardest part—the storm before the calm. Free will was dictated by choice and experiences, and life constantly screamed that we should live when dying was often better.

Maggie would not have made that choice, and neither would Greta. Mortimer had to make the choice for them. It was a difficult choice for him, but he had made it freely. If James were given the option, he would choose the wrong path, so Mortimer had to make the choice for him. He wanted no glory or plaudits for himself. The reward of taking them to a better place was a reward in itself.

Mortimer steeled himself one final time. There would come a moment when James would struggle too much, and he would second-guess what he was doing, and he would have to be ready to push through the internal struggle—life telling him to make the wrong choice. He had been strong two times, and he hoped he would be strong a third time.

He closed the trunk, keeping the cloth by his side on the opposite side of his body to the car. He went back to the driver’s door and got back in.

"What were you doing?" James asked. For the first time since they had met, James seemed genuinely irritated.

"Don't worry, this will all be over soon," Mortimer said.

"What are you talking about?" James said.

"It is for the best," Mortimer said, the tears coming to his eyes. He resisted the urge to wipe them in case he got any of the chemicals in his eye.

"Are you taking me back to the dorm, or should I walk from here?" James asked. "Are… are you okay? You look like you’ve been crying. Is everything all  right, man?"

"Everything will be fine," Mortimer replied.

He pounced, turning to the side and clamping the cloth over James’s mouth and nose. There was a moment when nothing happened, and then James bucked in his seat. Mortimer was glad James had not unbuckled his seatbelt when they had stopped, and the restraint helped Mortimer control his victim. Still, arms flailed, and James grabbed for the cloth over his mouth.

Mortimer used his free hand to bat each of James’s hands away. The confines of the car made it easy to subdue James, and Mortimer pinned him to his seat with his body weight—pressing his knee onto James’s thigh to keep him in his seat.

James made muffled sounds below the fabric, and his body bucked more than before. It was almost the point of no return and the moment when Mortimer second-guessed himself. He could feel the life being drained from James’s body, and in that instant, Mortimer did not want to end his life. The body and mind were struggling for life, and by stopping, Mortimer could grant that—he could save him.

Don't stop now. We are close. We are so close.

Mortimer pressed down more with his knee and pushed the cloth into his face, squashing his head against the backrest.

"The pain will go soon," Mortimer whispered. "It will all be over soon, and then you will be free."

More muffled sounds came from below the fabric, arguments against what was happening, but Mortimer was deaf to them.

And then the lethargy came as the body slipped into unconsciousness. James’s eyes slowly closed as he was shepherded into sleep. Mortimer let out a breath of relief, and more tears welled in his eyes. He held the cloth over his mouth and nose briefly before releasing James from the waking world.

Mortimer took the plastic bag from the back seat and dropped the cloth into it. He surgically pulled off the gloves, turning them inside out and dropping them into the bag too. He sealed the bag and placed it back on the back seat. Only then did he fish his handkerchief from his pocket and wipe his eyes.

"Sleep for now," he whispered.

Mortimer placed James’s hands in his lap and slightly straightened his head. It would likely flop back over when he drove, but he looked peaceful and sleeping for now. James started the car again and drove off.

The hard part was done—the easy part would follow.




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Kelsey felt the weight of the silence on her shoulders as they drove to the outpatient clinic. It was getting dark, a little past supper time, and she hoped it would still be open. She felt she was past the small talk phase with John—they had spoken about real things, and she had been by his side on his journey with his wife, but it was awkward now.

She had not wanted to ask about his wife because it might seem weird, but she was also his friend, and she should be asking about that. She decided to breach the defenses.

"How is it going with Samantha?" Kelsey asked.

That made them both a little more uncomfortable, but Kelsey knew it was the right way to approach the situation.

"Um, yeah, it’s fine," John replied.

Kelsey didn’t have a follow-up question, so she let the silence do the work.

After an agonizing ten seconds, John added some context. "We are attending counseling together, and I think it will make our relationship stronger."

"That’s good," Kelsey managed. "If you need anyone to talk to about it, you know I am always here."

"Yeah, no, it’s not a bad thing or anything. We are in an okay place, which will help us get to a better place. We don't always see eye-to-eye, but what a couple does. I just need… we just need to get back to the place we were in."

Kelsey could hear the uncertainty in his voice and knew he was holding back from telling her what he really wanted to say, but it was not her place to probe. She had thought once there could be something between them, but not anymore. If he were unattached, it might be different, but she didn’t want to deal with a married man, especially one in counseling with his wife.

"If you need anything, yeah?" Kelsey asked.

"Yeah," John responded.

They didn’t have to sit in silence for much longer after that and pulled up at the outpatient clinic in the center of Fargo a few minutes later. Kelsey was happy to see lights in most of the windows and someone was entering the building. They found a spot and entered the building together.

Kelsey liked having John with her, and they made a good team. She didn’t want that to be ruined by a misunderstanding. It wasn’t even a misunderstanding—nothing had happened between them, but it felt like something had.

When they entered the building, they went straight to the reception desk.

Kelsey showed her badge. "I’m hoping you can help me with some details about two of your patients who attended the clinic in the past six months."

The woman behind the desk studied the badge. She was in her forties and had a resigned look that told the world she wouldn’t tolerate any crap and that she could give as good as she got. She looked back at Kelsey with a look that suggested she wouldn’t be helpful in any way.

"I can't just give out medical information."

Kelsey was not sure the woman was qualified to make that decision, but she was the gatekeeper for now.

"We are not asking for any sensitive information," Kelsey said. "I only need to know where in the building the two women were when they came to the outpatient clinic and who treated them. I don't even mind if you look at the files and tell me the information. I don't need to look at the files myself."

"Mmm-hmm," the woman replied. "And do you have a warrant?"

"No, I don't have a warrant, but I can get one in twenty-four hours if you need one. However, this investigation is time-sensitive, and if you let me access the records, I will be out of your hair in ten minutes."

"It’s company policy not to release any personal information to members of the public," the receptionist said.

"We understand that completely," John said, stepping in. "All we are asking is for you to help us out here."

"I already help enough people out," the woman replied. "I wish I could help you. I really do, but I’d be putting my job on the line if I did."

Kelsey was not sure the woman wanted to help them at all, but she did sense she didn’t want to risk her job. Kelsey had risked her job multiple times to do the right thing, and she would risk it again. Kelsey sized her up and knew that they were wasting their time by trying to talk her into giving them access to the files. A better option was to do a little fishing.

"We are not asking to go down into your basement and rummage through the files. You look like you are good at what you do, and you could be down there and back up in no time. You probably already know where to look for them in the file room."

"Don't try and sweet-talk me, honey," the woman replied. She tried to look annoyed, but Kelsey saw the glimmer of pride. The receptionist could likely do exactly as Kelsey had suggested.

"I’m not," Kelsey claimed.

She was not, but she had made some assumptions and garnered information based on that. The clinic was small and looked old, and it was a good bet that the records were physical and stored on-site. They might be stored digitally, too, but there would be no server in another building. 

Based on that, Kelsey had guessed where the file room was: the basement. The receptionist had all but confirmed that they were somewhere in the basement, and she had access to them. That meant it was unlikely there would be employees in the record room. The short conversation told Kelsey where the records were; she just had to figure out how to get to them.

"Okay, we have to respect the clinic's privacy," Kelsey said. "We will be back tomorrow with a warrant."

"Sounds good," the receptionist said. "I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help."

"Come on," Kelsey said to John.

John looked annoyed, but he walked with her.

"Is that it?" he asked. "What’s your plan?"

Kelsey chuckled. "I’m going down to the basement, but I need your help." They exited out the door they had come in. "I saw a side entrance as we were parking. There were at least two security guards in the building, and one of them was walking the hallways. If we time it right, he should be close to the side entrance. Are you ready for this?"

"For what?" John asked, confused.

"Chase me and arrest me. That’s it," Kesey said.

"That’s it? Do you want to give me any more information than that?"

"Isn’t it better if you don't know? Plausible deniability and all that?"

"Yeah, sure," John said, smiling.

It felt like old times again.

"That’s if you can catch me," Kelsey said with a smirk. She quickly pulled her jacket off one arm, took out the band holding her braid, and pulled a pair of sunglasses from her pocket. As soon as the door opened and someone exited, she ran in.

She felt John pursue her, and her heart raced with excitement. Her prediction had been spot on, and she ran toward the security guard as he walked in the same direction away from her.

"Stop her!" John shouted, cluing in to the plan.

The security guard turned around, and Kelsey ran straight into him. He was too stunned to stop her, and she bounced off him and into the wall. The security guard didn’t have to do anything. John was there in a flash, and he grabbed her and flipped her around to face the wall. He pulled out his badge and showed it to the security guard before he cuffed Kelsey.

"Nice work," John said.

"I… yeah," the guard replied.

"Almost got away from me," John said into Kelsey’s ear.

"There’s still time," Kelsey spat back.

John pulled her from the wall and took her arm to lead her out of the clinic. Less than two minutes after telling John the plan, they were back outside again.

"Okay, take me toward that tree, and you can uncuff me," Kelsey said.

"So, what did you do? Did you swipe his key pass?"

"I have it in my pants pocket," Kelsey said proudly.

John released her from the handcuffs, and she fished it out to show him. "Now, go back in there and thank the security guard or something, but keep him talking so there is one fewer set of eyes on watch in there. I will meet you back at your truck when I am done."

"Not much plausible deniability when I know the exact plan now," John said.

"Yeah, I pretty much dragged you into this one."

Kelsey quickly put her jacket back on and zipped it up, took off the sunglasses, and tied her hair back up in a ponytail. She strode toward the main entrance of the clinic and entered again. She went straight to the reception desk with a large smile.

"Don't worry; I’m not here to sweet talk you again. It’s, um, the time of the month, and I need to use your bathroom."

"Oh, sure, honey. Just down there." The receptionist pointed.

Kelsey pointed, too. "Down there? Thank you." Kelsey always found that the more attention you drew to something, the less people thought you were up to something suspicious. She walked in the direction she had been shown but didn’t go to the bathroom. She waited until she was out of view and then searched for a door down to the basement. It didn’t take long to find one leading to a stairwell.

She took the pass from her pocket, scanned around to make sure no one important was watching and then unlocked the door. Kelsey walked straight in and down the stairs. She found a hallway at the bottom of the stairs with a nurse walking toward her. Kelsey held her head high and walked straight for the nurse.

"Hey, how’s it going?" Kelsey greeted her when she was near.

"I’m fine. And you?" the nurse replied.

"Oh, you know," Kelsey said as she walked past.

Kelsey quickened her pace just in case the nurse doubled back. There were no signs posted directing her toward the records office, but the clinic was not large. It only took a couple of minutes to find the right room, and there was no lock on the door. The keycard entry on the ground floor was secure enough.

Let’s hope the files are alphabetical.

The files were grouped by the patient's birth year and then alphabetically. That gave Kelsey a little more work to do, but it wasn’t to estimate a birth year range for both women. Finding the two files she needed took less than three minutes of searching. She took both to the desk in the center of the room and laid them out. The files were not extensive, but there was enough to go through to worry Kelsey that she might not have time and would be caught. She compared each therapy, name, and location. When she was done, there was a single match.

Both Maggie and Greta had been treated by Dr. Lincoln Penner.

Kelsey stood with a finger on both instances of the name.

"They say that all roads lead to Rome," Kelsey muttered. "In this case, they lead to you, Dr. Penner."




 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Kelsey smiled when she got back to the truck. John stood leaning against it, smiling too but shaking his head.

"So, you got something?" John asked.

"I think so," Kelsey replied. "They were both treated by Dr. Penner. I didn’t want to go back to the reception desk and ask about him, but I will call them now and see if he is in the building."

John unlocked the truck, and they both got in. Kelsey found the number for the outpatient clinic, and she called it. She didn’t know if she needed to put on an accent or if the woman at the front desk would recognize her, but she put one on anyway. When the call was answered, Kelsey couldn’t tell if it was the same woman or if someone else had picked up.

"Pinnacle Clinic," the woman said.

"Oh, yes, hello. I am supposed to have an appointment with Dr. Penner this evening, but I, well… I have a family emergency, and I know you have a cancellation policy, but he has been so nice to me when he has treated me that I wonder if you could let him know that I won’t make it. I would hate if he were put out."

"Dr. Penner?" the woman asked.

"Yes, I was supposed to see him. Oh, maybe it wasn’t tonight. Maybe it was yesterday or tomorrow night."

"Are you sure it was Dr. Penner?" the woman asked.

"I’m mixed up again, aren’t I?"

The woman on the other end of the line had infinite patience, and Kelsey was sure it wasn’t the same woman she had dealt with in the clinic. "You might be. All of Dr. Penner’s patients have been transferred temporarily to other doctors at the clinic."

"Oh, yes, that’s right," Kelsey said. "How is he doing? Do you know when he will be back?"

"I’m not allowed to give out that sort of information," the woman said. "Do you know which doctor you were transferred to?"

"I don't know," Kelsey admitted. "Let me take a look and… can I call you back when I have found that? I know I have it written down somewhere."

"If you give me your name, I can search for your appointment."

"Yes, I will call you back as soon as I find it," Kelsey said before hanging up.

She immediately went onto the clinic website and looked for the page where the doctors and nurses were listed. She found the entry for Dr. Penner.

"Dr. Lincoln Penner," she read. "It has a small bio here, but obviously no address. Let me make another call."

Dr. Penner was in his thirties and looked full of life in his picture. He was not full of life in real life, and it sounded like he was on a leave of absence. That immediately aroused suspicion in Kelsey, and she didn’t want to wait to get his address. She wanted to leave the clinic and go straight to the doctor’s house. She pulled up the number for the field office in Bismarck and called it.

"Federal Bureau of Investigation, Bismarck, how may I help you?"

"Agent Garcia," she replied, hoping the young agent was still in the office.

"Transferring you now."

"Hello?" Lucas said a moment later.

"Agent Garcia, I know he might be monitoring me, but I don't care. I need help, and I know you didn’t want to know if I was going outside the law, but you can decide what to do after this."

The seconds ticked by in silence.

"What do you need?" he asked eventually.

"I’m looking for someone’s address in Fargo or the surrounding area. Dr. Lincoln Penner. I know you will be able to get me the information far quicker than anyone else."

"And you wanted to check in with the gossip around here," Lucas said.

"Has there been any more talk?"

"I don't know, but something is going down. SAC Granger has been meeting with people I haven’t seen before. I shouldn’t even be telling you this," Lucas admitted.

"Then don't. But please give me a heads up if you hear anything else."

"Okay, stay on the line, and I’ll run the search for you," Lucas said.

She could feel him shaking his head. "I meant what I said," Kelsey reminded. "I don’t want to make any trouble for you, and I can take care of myself."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Lucas replied.

Kelsey smiled and waited for Lucas to search for the name. She looked at John, who was staring back at her with concern. She had mentioned her old boss back in Valleyview, but this might be the first indication for him about how serious it was.

"Alright, I have an address for you," Lucas said. "315 Fratton Road. Do you need anything else?"

"That’s all for now," Kelsey said. "You are a star, Agent Garcia."

"Can you start staying out of trouble now?" he pleaded.

"You know I won’t," she replied.

"Yeah, I know. I hope you get whoever you are chasing out there. It’ll be nice to have you back in the office again."

Kelsey was about to say it would be nice to be back, but that meant she would be back on her family's case, and that was anything but nice. She said goodbye and hung up.

"315 Fratton Road," she relayed to John.

He punched the address into his phone and placed the phone in the holder on the dash for the GPS to direct them there. They left the hospital behind and drove toward the man who might be their killer.

"Medical experience. It makes sense with the way he is killing them," Kelsey noted.

"Is your boss really out to get you, get you?" John asked. "I got the impression he didn’t like you and would write you up if you were out of line, but hearing you talk about him makes me think you made an enemy of him."

"I think I did, but I think it’s complicated too." She would have told John about what she had found about her father and SAC Granger’s involvement, but things were too complicated between them already, and she wanted to focus on the current case without any distractions. John was already a distraction, and she didn’t want to dwell on her father too much. She had put it out of her mind since leaving for Fargo, but the intricacies of the case came flooding back.

"You know I’m here to talk if you need it," John said.

"Yeah, and I’m here to talk too," Kelsey threw back, a little frustrated at him.

That descended them back into silence again as they drove to Dr. Penner’s house. It wasn’t John or Kelsey who broke the silence this time but a phone call. Kelsey looked at the screen: unidentified number. It could have been anyone, but she had the sinking feeling that it was SAC Granger.

"Hello?" she answered.

"Agent Hawk." The voice sent a chill down her spine even though she had been expecting it. 

"Mr. Granger," Kelsey replied.

She knew she shouldn't antagonize him, and it would have been better to address him as SAC Granger, but she couldn’t help it. Besides, he didn’t deserve her respect. She didn’t know what he deserved until she found out how he was involved in the case with her family.

There was a sigh on the other end of the line. "Do you know why I am calling you?"

Kelsey suspected it was because she had just asked an agent to search an address for her without following protocol.

"No, I don't know," Kelsey said, not incriminating herself more than she needed to.

"I’ve been keeping an eye on you, Hawk," Granger said.

Kelsey instinctively looked around. She had no feeling that anyone had been following her both in Winchburgh or Fargo, but Granger was no fool, and if he did have someone following her, they would be the best. John tried his best to focus on the road ahead despite his obvious concern. 

"I can give you full reports on the three serial killers I have caught since coming to North Dakota," Kelsey replied. "You don't need to have anyone follow me. I’m more than happy to tell you exactly how I caught them."

She knew that would antagonize him, too, but she didn’t care. It was the one thing keeping anyone off her back. He could come after her all she wanted, but if she was doing a good job where she was, she was untouchable. Unless she threatened him fully. If he was clued into the fact, she was starting to investigate him.

"I heard you met with ex-Detective Harvey Waters," Granger said. "I know him well and have worked with him on a few occasions. He tells me you are looking into the murder of your parents and sister. It is a darn shame no one was ever caught for that. If you need any help at all investigating the case by the book, I am always here to help. We might have had our differences in the past, but I want the law to be upheld."

Either he is having me followed, or Harvey went to him after meeting with me.

"Thank you," Kelsey said, trying to sound believable.

The way he switched to being helpful scared Kelsey more than when he was being vindictive. The only reason he would want to help her now was to throw her off his scent, and that only convinced her that he had something to do with a cover-up of the case. If he was involved, then he had a reason not to want her to look into it.

"I will be frank with you, Agent Hawk. I understand that you have caught three killers, but we both know you have put yourself and others in danger by doing so. You understand what I am talking about, don't you?"

Kelsey knew she had not done things by the book to get her results, and while she was happy with the way she had gone about things, Granger would not be. That was if he knew what she had done. She couldn’t help but feel that he was fishing for her to incriminate herself. He might be able to discover instances of her going against protocol, but she would not give that to him—he could do the work.

"No, I don't know what you are talking about," Kelsey replied.

"Come on, Hawk. Make this easy on all of us."

"I am making it easy, sir. I’m putting killers behind bars, and that makes our great country a safer place. If that is not good enough, then you can take it up with my direct superior, but I won’t apologize for doing my job."

"Fine, we’ll do it your way, Hawk. I will send you the information about the upcoming call. It will take place on Friday of next week. You, me, and the Deputy Director will have a conference call to discuss your behavior and how best to move forward from here. Is there anything you want to tell me before then, Hawk?"

Oh, there are a dozen things I want to say to you!

"Nothing comes to mind, Mr. Granger," Kelsey replied.

"Very well. On your head be it," he replied before hanging up.

Kelsey put the phone back in her pocket and tried not to look at John as he glanced back and forth from her to the road.

"Don't worry, it will be fine," she said, unsure if she was saying it to John or herself.

Kelsey knew it would be anything but fine. Granger wanted her out of the FBI, and she had worked with him long enough to know he didn't pursue anything unless he were confident he would succeed. If he had arranged the meeting, he was sure of himself. He was confident he could kick her out.




 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

"You don’t need to keep looking at me," Kelsey said.

"I’m worried about you," John said.

"You don't need to be worried about me either. I can take care of myself."

"Yeah, and that’s why I am worried about you. I know you can take care of yourself, but only in some situations. Not everyone can do everything by themselves," John reminded.

"And I’m not doing that." Kelsey was getting frustrated. "I have let you into my life, Sheriff Anderson, too. I’m not trying to do everything by myself, but some things I have to. And it’s nothing. He has scheduled a meeting with the Deputy Director, that’s all."

"If I were invited to a meeting with the Deputy Director, I would fear the worst," John commented.

"Wow, you really know how to make someone feel better, right?"

John cracked a smile, and some of the tension slipped away.

"I’m just saying that you are not alone," John reminded. "You’ve been through a lot since you got here—we all have. I toured Iraq, and it didn’t prepare me for what we’ve gone up against, and I know it is not something I could have done by myself. I am glad that you are here."

"Yeah, I’m glad I went through it with you, John. I don't like working with other people, but you are tolerable."

John smiled and laughed through his nose.

"Maybe that’s not true anymore. I always thought I worked better alone, but maybe I just didn’t want to put other people in danger. SAC Granger is right about that, and it scares me."

"What?" John asked.

"I will admit that I sometimes put myself in danger to get what I need. That often results in catching the bad guy. The more people I let in, and the more I work with others, the greater the risk of putting them in danger, too."

"I can handle it," John said. "If you are going to put yourself in danger, I want to be there with you."

"Yeah, you say that, but that’s a selfish choice. You have a family to return to; I have no one."

John gripped the wheel tighter as he drove. "Don't say that," he said softly. "I don't want anything to happen to you. It would kill Sheriff Anderson, too. And after what you have done for everyone in Winchburgh and half the state, there would be a lot of people sad to see you go."

That got to Kelsey. In the big city, she could receive plaudits for her work but still be anonymous most of the time. In a small town, once you were known, you were known. And she would have to get used to being liked by some of the community. It was a weird and unsettling feeling, likely because she had never felt it before, and it scared her.

Her family had been taken when she was ten, and even when she was with her fiancé, she had never really been with him. She had committed to him until he had cheated on her, but perhaps not in the way she should have. There was no one back in Valleyview, which made it easy to put herself in danger. Having people around her in Winchburgh made her worry she would hurt them, and she hated that it held her back more. She had to decide what would hurt the community more constantly. How much of a risk was it to put her life on the line to save the life of another?

"I know you have been looking into the case from twenty years ago, and I want to help you if I can," John said.

"I think I need to do this alone," Kelsey replied. She was sure that Granger was making more contact now because he was afraid of what she might find. It was a lot easier for a SAC in the FBI to get rid of a deputy sheriff than it was to get rid of a special agent who had caught three serial killers.

Soon to be four, I hope.

"Okay," John replied.

He pulled up at the curb of Dr. Penner’s house. They both looked at the house. A light was on upstairs and downstairs, suggesting the doctor was in.

"How do you want to do this?" John asked.

"I don't know yet," Kelsey admitted. "We go to the door and see if he will let us in. We don't know why he is not working at the clinic right now, and if he is on a leave of absence, it could be for anything. It’s coincidental timing with two deaths in the last two weeks."

"So, we go up there and knock," John stated.

"We go up there and knock," Kelsey replied.

That was exactly what they did. They went straight to the front door and knocked. They waited thirty seconds and knocked again. There was still no answer. Kelsey pressed her ear to the door but couldn’t hear anything. The ground-floor window was close to the door, and Kelsey hadn’t seen anyone in there when they had walked up the path. She got to it now and looked through it.

The living room looked lived in, and a coffee cup was on the table by the armchair. The house was neat, and as she scanned the walls, she got the impression he lived by himself. There were no pictures of children, and it was decorated as if only a man lived there. She didn’t want to lean into stereotypes, but there was no feminine touch. The house was far too neat for there to be kids or pets, either.

Kelsey knocked on the window. "Dr. Penner!"

No one stirred inside. A canvas with lettering on the wall caught her attention.

Mortui vivos docent

"The dead teach the living," she murmured in translation.

"What’s that?" John asked.

"I think that is the translation—I took some Latin in school and kept it up after. The canvas on the wall—it’s the sort of thing a doctor might have in his home."

"Or a killer," John commented. He knocked on the window this time, but harder. "I can go around the back—"

Before he could finish, a figure came into view. He looked haggard and sported a stubbly beard, but there was no mistaking his picture from the website for the clinic.

John gestured for the doctor to come to the door. He shook his head as if he didn’t understand what was happening. He held a bottle of something in his hand—either rum or whisky-and he took a long drink from it.

Kelsey knocked on the window again and gestured toward the door. The doctor waved his hand in the air as if to wave them off, but he walked through the living room and the subsequent doorway toward the front door. Kelsey and John went back to the door to be let in. They stood there for a few seconds before they realized he wasn’t letting them in.

"Dr. Penner!" Kelsey called through the door. "Dr. Penner, can you let us in?"

"No, leave me alone," he slurred.

"Dr. Penner, I am Special Agent Hawk, and I am here with Deputy Gallant. We want to ask you a few questions."

"I don't know who you are, and I don't have to answer any of your questions. Just leave me alone or come back tomorrow."

A nervous energy came from the doctor, even through the door.

"We haven’t come here to cause any trouble," Kelsey soothed. "All we want to do is talk to you. This has nothing to do with your time off or your drinking. We only need to ask some questions about a former patient."

"They made me take the time off," the doctor spat. "They forced me. This is on them, not me."

"Are you alone in there, Dr. Penner?" John shouted.

"Go away!" he shouted back. "I don't want to do it, but they won’t give me my job back now, not after what I have done. They forced me to do it."

"Forced you to do what?" Kelsey shouted, becoming worried at the doctor’s agitated state.

"I can't stop it now," he replied. "I have to finish it. I have to end it all."

"Let us in," John demanded, pounding on the door.

"You need to break it down," Kelsey said.

"Stand back," John instructed. He shouted inside to the doctor. "Stand back from the door, Dr. Penner. I’m coming in."

John took a few steps back and ran toward the door, slamming his shoulder against it. The door shook but didn’t budge. He took a few more steps back and slammed his shoulder into it again. On the third hit, the door rocked, and there was a splintering sound. It gave way on the fourth hit, part of the door jam breaking. Something flew through the air—the empty bottle smashed against the wall just inside the doorway. The glass shattered and rained over John.

He took a step back out of the doorway to size up the situation and watch out for any other flying objects. Dr. Penner stood at the other end of the hallway, his hair and shirt caked in sweat.

"Stop!" John shouted. "Don't throw anything else, okay? We are here to help you."

"No one can help me now," he said, breathing heavily.

"Wait, what’s the smell?" Kelsey asked. She stepped forward to stand beside John.

It wasn’t sweat that covered the doctor’s hair and shirt, but gasoline. A small flicker appeared in the doctor’s hand as he flicked the lighter.

"Just be calm," John instructed. "We will all walk out of here and talk, okay? We didn't come here to hurt you or arrest you. We only want to talk, Dr. Penner."

"The talking is done," he replied. "I’m sick of talking. I’m sick of everything. I hurt them. I didn’t mean to hurt them, but I did. No one will ever forgive me for what I have done."

"There’s still time—" Before John could finish what he had started, there was a loud whoosh.

John covered his eyes with one hand and stuck out his free arm to protect Kelsey from the flames. The doctor caught fire, and the surrounding hallway caught too. The flames raged bright and hot.

After all the talk and thought about putting herself in danger, Kelsey made the split-second decision to do it again. She pushed John’s hand out of the way, pulled her jacket up over her head, and ran into the flames. 

"No!" John cried, but it was too late.

There was enough space between the walls to not run through some of the flames, but there had been gasoline on the floor, too, and Kelsey felt the flames lick at her legs. She didn't need to be in there for long; she only needed to get the doctor outside. She couldn’t let him die—she needed answers.

The heat and light blinded her, but her ears guided her as the doctor screamed. It only took five steps to get to him, and she grabbed what she could, wrapping one arm around his burning body. She pulled him backward, escaping hell. It felt like an eternity, but the fresh air of the night hit like an ice bath after being surrounded by fire. She tossed the flaming doctor onto the lawn and immediately removed her jacket.

Her body ached, but there had not been enough time or fuel for her to catch fire. John was there and down on his knees, one arm in front of his face to fight the flames on the doctor. Kelsey got down, too, covering the doctor’s legs with her jacket to put out the flames. The pain shot through her hands with instant heat, but it left as quickly as it had come.

He had only been alight for ten seconds, but there would be extensive damage. The three were still on the ground. John acted first, pulling out his phone and calling for an ambulance. The flames had brought some of the surrounding residents from their houses.

Smoke and steam rose from under the jackets, and there was the smell of burning flesh. Kelsey quickly removed the jackets to check the flames were out and to ensure no extra material was fused to his skin.

When she heard the moan, she knew he was still alive. She hoped the ambulance got there quick enough to keep him alive.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

"I just got off the phone with one of the other doctors from the clinic," Kelsey told John. "This is all off the record until we can take an official statement. Apparently, Dr. Penner has been drinking for a long time, but it has only come to light recently."

"Okay," John said.

They were both sitting in the hospital waiting area, counting the minutes until they could talk to Dr. Penner again. If they got the chance to talk with him. He hadn’t been alight for long, but the flames were hot enough to do extensive damage, and he was in surgery.

Kelsey knew they had extended his life; she only hoped they had saved his life, too. It would be a kick in the teeth to run into the building after him and for it to be pointless.

"So, the official reason for his time off is that he had an affair with a patient. A young woman who was receiving counseling for the abuse she suffered."

"Not Greta Flynn?" John asked. 

"No, not Greta. I didn’t get a name, but the doctor I spoke to assured me it was not her when I mentioned her name. The relationship was ongoing for a while and was an abuse of power. That and the drinking came to light at the same time, and he was put on extended leave while they decided how to deal with it. That’s the official reason, but not the real reason for his absence from the clinic. It’s much worse than that."

"How much worse can it get?"

"Again, this is off the record—" Kelsey groaned in pain and looked down at her hands.

John moved to take her hand to try and soothe her but thought better of it when he remembered she had suffered burns, too. Her hands had not been bandaged, but there was some numbing and soothing cream applied, and she wore cotton gloves over top. There would be no scarring, but they would remain red for a time, and there would be some blistering.

"Are you okay?" John asked.

"I’m fine."

"Do you want me to remind you how stupid you were for running into the building to save his life?" John asked.

"Yeah, please do," Kelsey replied. "You always have the best motivational speeches, and I’m not feeling bad enough about how this has gone. And before you say anything, know that my ex-SAC will bring this up at the meeting with the Deputy Director."

"I won’t say a word. You’ve suffered enough, and you are going to suffer more. So, why was Dr. Penner put on leave?" John asked.

"He made some mistakes with numerous patients while he was under the influence. Again, this all came to light when the affair was discovered. He had been investigated already for the mistakes, and it was put down to human error. A certain percentage of mistakes can be cataloged as human error, which is fine within the medical community. But with the drinking, the investigations were reopened, and families now want to sue. This is being kept hushed, and with lawyers involved, the families can't go public either. One mistake led to the death of a patient, and the other led to permanent disability. The doctor I spoke to couldn’t be sure that the drinking was the culprit, but when it goes to court, it will look that way."

"So, that could have been what he was shouting about when I got through the door. It sounded pretty obvious that he was talking about Maggie and Greta at the time, but if he had this going on, he might have been talking about that instead."

"It seems like it," Kelsey admitted. "It doesn’t mean he is not the killer. His life is a wreck, and he might have killed a patient because of his drinking and disabled another. Who’s to say he didn't get a taste for killing after that?"

"What’s your read on him?" John asked.

"I think he is an awful person and an even worse doctor, but he is too pitiful to be the killer. We can't rule him out until we have an alibi for both killings, but I don't think it is him. The killer has some form of twisted compassion, and I didn't get that from the doctor. He didn't feel sorry for anyone except himself."

"He’s not going anywhere for now, and I’m not sure how long it will be until we get to speak to him," John said. "Are you sure you are feeling okay? You keep looking down at your hands."

"It’ll be fine. The skin is sore, but the doctor said it would take some time for the numbing cream to work, and I have some painkillers to take, too."

"If you want to go to the hotel for now, I can call you when he is ready to talk," John suggested.

"No, I want to be here when he wakes. I don't think I will be able to sleep anyway with the pain. Don't look at me like that—it’s painful enough to keep me awake but not to stop me from doing my job. What did you get from the station? Any word from Gavin Hardin?"

"Yeah, it’s not him. The detective I spoke to went through the CCTV footage, and he’s on there through the night but also leaving the building with the manager at three. The officer spoke to the manager, another employee, and a regular who bowls there, and Gavin couldn’t have snuck off to kill anyone and dump them. His brother is staying with him right now, and the brother vouches for him to come straight home from work. He’s a gamer and is up late playing Call of Duty."

"Did someone talk to him after he spoke to his lawyer? Did he say why he ran?" Kelsey asked.

"He did," John replied. "He has a warrant out for his arrest in another state, and he thought you were here to pick him up for that."

"What was the warrant for?"

"GBH," John said. "He assaulted a guy in a bar fight and fled after. I don't know what is happening with that, but there is some talk of him facing the consequences. Long story short, he’s not our killer, but he’s not a good guy, and he’s facing the consequences of his actions."

"That’s good news. Or as good as it gets—we can rule one person out of the case. And, when Dr. Penner wakes, we hopefully find out if he only treated Maggie and Greta or if he killed them."

"Oh, while you were in with the doctor, I did get a voicemail from one of Maggie’s sons and a missed call from the other. The one who left the voicemail said to call him back anytime, so I did, even though it was late. He lives in Florida now, so with the time difference, it was even later, but he did not seem to mind. He talks often with his brother, who lives in Seattle, and as far as Greg Bothwick knows, neither of them have seen their mother in at least three years."

"Not even for the funeral?" Kelsey asked.

"No, they won’t come back for it. There was a big falling out because they wouldn’t come back to take care of her, and she un-invited them to her funeral three years ago and made them swear they would never come back to town. With no other family here, that was easy for them to do. They both have families now and don't travel for business or anything, so I can't see them having anything to do with this."

"No, I don't think it was a family member of either woman. How about the phone records? Did you find the person Maggie spoke to about suicide?" Kelsey asked.

"Not yet, but they were still chasing up a few numbers. They cross-referenced the phone records from Maggie and Greta’s phones, and there isn’t any overlap except for the outpatient clinic, but that was to be expected."

"Okay, so the outpatient clinic is our only solid lead. We know they both went there, and we know they were both treated by Dr. Penner. The doctor I spoke to from the clinic was helpful, and I think I can call him again and have him check up on the two patients some more—maybe find out if any other staff interacted with both regularly or other patients, but we will have a warrant for the place soon so that we can use both routes in. It still doesn’t feel like the doctor, but I want to speak to him as soon as possible."

"It might be a long night," John replied.

"Yeah, it might be. Oh, did Gavin mention anything about Greta and suicide? About her speaking to a company about it?"

"No one mentioned it," John said, "but I can call and ask."

"No, I want to ask him myself. It’s too late now, but if Dr. Penner is not awake by the morning, I will go speak with Gavin. There are a few things I want to ask him, and I want to look him in the eye while I do."

Kelsey’s phone rang. An unidentified number. She felt her heart skip a beat but answered it immediately, not afraid to face him again.

"Hello?"

"Special Agent Hawk. It’s Dr. Wilson. You said to call me anytime if I thought of anything else that might help."

It was the doctor who had given her the information about Dr. Penner.

"Yes, of course. What do you have for me?"

As she was speaking, John’s phone rang, and he moved away so they could both talk in privacy.

"I know I shouldn’t meddle in anything, but I couldn’t sit still. I know you didn't come out and say it, but you think Dr. Penner murdered those two women. I don't know where he was when the second woman was murdered, but I think he has an alibi for the first murder. Dr. Penner wasn’t a friend of mine, but he wasn’t not a friend either, if that makes sense."

"Just give me what you know," Kelsey said.

"The day before Maggie Bosworth was found, Dr. Penner checked himself into a rehab clinic. I called and spoke to them; he was there for three days. That would cover the time of death so that he couldn’t have killed the first woman. And both were killed by the same person, right? So, he’s not the killer. I know he looks guilty, but he wouldn’t do that. I don't think he would do it."

"Can you give me the number for the rehab center?" Kelsey asked. It did make sense that he would not be the killer if he had an alibi for one of the murders, but Kelsey had to check it out for herself first. 

John looked across at Kelsey while she was on the call, and she could tell something was wrong.

Dr. Wilson relayed the number to Kelsey, and she jotted it down in her notebook.

"Thank you for calling, Dr. Wilson. This information helps with the case. Again, please don't hesitate to call if you think of anything else." She ended the call with the doctor and walked straight over to John, who was still on the phone.

"Yeah, okay, we will be right there," John said. He looked at Kelsey and shook his head.

Kelsey saw the look in his eyes and feared the worst.

"Another?" she asked when he hung up.

"Dead in a hotel room as if he passed in his sleep," John said. "But he didn't pass in his sleep. He was murdered like the others."




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

James Marner breathed rapidly, but he was not in pain. He sat in a comfortable armchair close to the window. Mortimer looked out over the city of Fargo, taking in the sights from the sixth floor of the building. Getting him up to the room had been a risk, but it was worth it now.

"How are you doing?" Mortimer asked.

James looked out the window for a couple of seconds before his head swiveled, and he stared blankly at Mortimer. James opened his mouth, but no words came out—he shook his head, trying to figure out what was happening. His head dropped forward for a moment before he mustered enough strength to lift it back up.

"You will be fine," Mortimer said. "The hard part is done—the pain is gone. Take a moment to look out the window before the end comes."

James blinked slowly several times, trying to work out where he was and what he was doing in the room with Mortimer. He was so lost in confusion he might have forgotten his own name.

"The window, James," Mortimer reminded.

James’s head swiveled again, and he gazed out the window. Mortimer didn't want the young man’s last memory to be of the small, dingy room or himself. The outside world contained all the possibilities of humankind but all of the pain, suffering, and misery, too.

Mortimer went to his bag and unzipped it. He took out the small case and placed it on the table. Inside was a cloth, a syringe, and a small vial of clear liquid. Inside the bag was a second canister of nitrogen, just in case. He unfolded the cloth and placed it on the table, placing the syringe and vial on top.

Before making the final preparations, he returned to James and placed a hand on his shoulder.

"Everything inside me is fighting against this, but I must do it for you, James. You have to die; we both know it. You have wanted this for so long but have been afraid to say it out loud. You don't know it anymore—you don't know anything now, but if you had looked in your heart yesterday or a week ago or a year previous, you would have known it. Don't thank me for this, James; I am only the shepherd guiding you into an eternal dream. You have been caged, but I have the key to your freedom."

James murmured something but had long lost the ability to form coherent words. Mortimer leaned down anyway, just in case. All that emerged from James was a muffled gurgle. Mortimer patted him on the arm.

"Don't try to speak," Mortimer said. "Nothing needs to be said. Relax and let it come to you."

Mortimer bent down beside the armchair and took James’s hand. They looked out of the window together; only Mortimer really looked. He did not know if his young friend could see anything or if it was all a blur. Mortimer would have liked to get to know James more after enjoying their chats, but it would be selfish to defer or deprive him of his death. He didn’t want to let go of James’s hand, but he did—he had to. He patted the top of his hand a couple of times before he went back to his equipment.

Mortimer didn't rush, but he didn't purposely take his time either.

He took the syringe and removed the plastic cap, placing it on the white cloth. The vial was picked up and shaken, even though it didn’t make any difference. He turned the vial upside down and stuck the needle through the thin lid, pulling out the plunger to extract the cyanide mixture. Then, he pushed the plunger in a little until a couple of drops emerged to push out the remaining oxygen. It would be unlikely there would be any additional pain if oxygen entered James’s heart, but Mortimer wanted to be sure there was as little pain as possible. He laid the syringe back on the cloth for now.

Mortimer picked up the oxygen mask and canister of nitrogen from the table and took them back over to James. He placed the mask over his mouth and nose and opened the small valve. James breathed in the nitrogen dutifully, his eyes glassing over a little more. When Mortimer took the mask away, James’s head lolled forward. Mortimer carefully lifted it, resting it against the back of the armchair so James could look out the window again.

He returned to the table, placing the mask and canister down and lifting the syringe. He returned to James and watched him—the young man didn't look up at Mortimer; he might not have known he was even there. It was the silence that Mortimer liked, the liminal space between life and death. If everyone could live like that, the world would be a much better place, but it was not possible. Being numb to the world was seen as a disorder, not a benefit.

Mortimer placed a hand on James’s shoulder, not to hold James down but to steady himself. He raised the needle in his free hand and looked James in the eye—the gaze was not returned. He pressed the tip of the needle to James’s chest, pushing it gently against the thin fabric sweater. The needle was held there for a moment—another liminal space—before it cut through fabric and skin, piercing between ribs before delving into the young man’s heart.

There was not a flinch. James did not feel any pain; his nerves were calmed. Mortimer held the syringe with two fingers and used his thumb to push in the plunger. Cyanide flooded James’s heart, slowly invading and stopping it. Mortimer pulled out the syringe but did not remove his hand from James’s shoulder. It was one thing to want to kill someone, but another entirely to do it.

Some killers enjoyed it, and some did not. Yet, people didn't know the truth of death. No matter how much someone wanted to kill, the killing part was hard. When the time came to take a life, the universe pushed back against it, no matter how right it was. Mortimer watched as the life was drained from James’s eyes—it was the part that made it all worthwhile. James was in a better place now. He might never be able to thank Mortimer, but Mortimer needed no thanks.

 

Mortimer’s hand remained on the young man’s shoulder, and he looked out the window, too—there was no need to reposition the young man; his head remained in place, and his gaze looked over the city. Mortimer tried to hold back the tears, but they snuck up on him again. He promised himself he would be stronger this time but couldn’t hold them back. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, the view from the window becoming blurred.

He took a long, slow, shaky breath and stood up fully. He looked down on James, another of his masterpieces. He stood and cried over him for a full minute, wiping tear after tear.

When he was done celebrating and mourning James’s life and death, Mortimer composed himself and took the needle back to the table. He placed the plastic cap back over the tip and then laid the syringe on the cloth. He wrapped it and the empty vial and placed them back in the bag. The canister and oxygen mask were returned to the bag, too. Even though he wore gloves, he still wiped down everything he might have touched with a fresh cloth and a spray of cleaning fluid. Everything else went back into the bag.

Mortimer took one final look at the lifeless body of James Marner.

Then he left him to rest in peace.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

A police officer stood at the door, and a group of hotel guests milled around in the parking lot when Kelsey and John arrived. The entire hotel was on lockdown until the body could be removed from the room. Kelsey looked up toward the sixth floor where the body currently resided.

"I don't understand how he got the body in and then up there," John said.

"Could have taken him in through one of the other entrances, and I expect the victim was still alive when he entered the building. Maybe someone saw them enter," Kelsey replied.

John held the door open for Kelsey and then entered behind her. Detective Watari was waiting for them. John had spoken to the detective on the phone but hadn’t gotten any more details other than the body had been found in a hotel room by the maid.

"Special Agent Hawk?" Detective Watari said, walking toward them with his hand outstretched.

"What can you tell us?" Kelsey asked, getting straight down to business.

Detective Watari shook John’s hand. "We don't know much yet. The maid found him in the room. She thought he was sleeping at first, but when she went to apologize for entering the room and found him just sitting there with his eyes wide open, she screamed. The hotel manager said they heard her from all the way down here."

"He was found on the sixth floor?" Kelsey asked.

"Correct," Detective Watari replied. "They thought it was natural causes at first, but when I heard that a body had been found seated and staring out of the window, I thought about the other two bodies that were found recently. I have no idea if this one is connected, but I didn't want to take any chances."

"You did the right thing. CCTV?" Kelsey asked.

"None," the detective replied. "The hotel manager said they never needed it so far out from the town center, and the cost of having it installed would be far greater than what goes missing year on year."

"Not even at the front desk?" Kelsey asked.

"Nowhere in the hotel," Detective Watari confirmed.

"How about the other guests?" John asked. "Any of them see anything?"

"We’re going through them one by one right now, but we spoke to them as a group, and no one saw two people enter the building together."

"When you speak to them again, ask them if anyone saw anyone acting drunk or sick," Kelsey said.

"You got it," the detective replied. "Do you want to go up?"

"Lead the way," Kelsey replied.

They went straight to the small elevator, and Detective Watari hit the button for the sixth floor. It was cramped inside, big enough for four people even though the sign said it could fit eight. Dark wooden panels lining the walls desperately needed to be updated.

"Do you have a name?" Kelsey asked.

"The booking was made under James Marner, the name of the deceased," Detective Watari replied. "He had his wallet in his pants pocket."

"Wait, did James Marner check in himself?" Kelsey asked.

"We don't think so, which makes me think James Marner and the killer look alike in some way, but that’s hard to confirm from the receptionist’s account. She checked him in under James’s name, but is was new and was trying to get the computer to work. She gave a generic description of him, but it’s nothing to go on. The killer might be a similar height, and that’s all, or they could be twins. We don't know anything from what she gave us. All she really said was he had a creepy vibe, but she barely looked up from the computer."

The elevator shuddered to a halt, and the doors opened. The corridor was quiet—a couple of officers stood by the door to the room.

"Forensics are in there right now," Detective Watari noted.

Kelsey nodded and donned her latex gloves. Detective Watari showed them to the door and then gestured for them to go in.

The room was much as Kelsey had expected from the decor in the elevator and hallway. The walls were painted beige, and framed paintings of hills and meadows hung on three of the four walls. The carpet was brown—it was impossible to tell if it was dirty or not—and the furniture was from the seventies.

In the midst of it all was a young man sitting in an armchair and staring out of the window. He looked peaceful.

Kelsey walked over to him, the forensic team still working on the body.

"Any visible injuries?" she asked.

"Doesn’t look like it," the woman in the white coveralls replied. "We found a small red mark on the chest; that was all."

"Looks like our killer," Kelsey said to John. "We’ll need to wait for the autopsy to confirm, but he has the same pose and peaceful look. For now, we don't waste time waiting—we treat this as our killer, and if we rule it out later, then we don't lose much. Better to investigate it and get ahead."

"I was thinking the same," John replied.

"He’s looking out on the city. What does it mean?" Kelsey asked.

"Something connected to travel?" John replied. "The killer works in travel in some way and is disgruntled?"

"Maybe," Kelsey replied.

She went to the window and looked out—following the young man’s gaze. Almost three-quarters of the city was laid out before them. The view was beautiful, but for the killer, it was about a lot more than finding beauty. All three victims, as long as this was the third victim, were posed purposefully. The old lady waiting for the bus, a woman driving a train, and now, a young man looking over the city.

Kelsey scanned it all—the other hotels that rose slightly higher than most buildings—most were concentrated in the downtown core, but some dotted the outskirts of the city where the road ran through. A plane took off from the single runway; cars could be seen driving through the city, some of them going somewhere else; the rail yard was visible, but only if you knew that was what it was—it was too far to make out in any detail.

"The killer wanted him to see this," Kelsey commented. "He chose this hotel, but was it because of the hotel or the view? Maybe the angle of the town? There are no hills around here—he needed the elevation. The killer wanted James Marner to look out on all of this as he took his last breath. But why?"

"If you don't know, then I certainly don't know," John admitted.

"The killer wants them to see something and us to see them. Do we know where James Marner is from yet?" Kelsey asked.

Detective Watari was standing by the door, and he answered the question. "He lived in Fargo and went to NDSU, North Dakota State University."

"Any other information on him?" Kelsey asked.

"Nothing yet, but I have someone on the way to talk with his family. He didn't live at home but in the dorms on campus. His family lives on the edge of the city."

"I want someone to talk to the students from the classes he took. I want to know if anything feels off or if something has changed with James Marner recently. Deputy Gallant, get on to the outpatient clinic and find out if James was ever treated there. I don't think the doctor is involved, but it’s the only link we have between Maggie and Greta. I want to check out his dorm before anyone else does. Detective Watari, do you have an address?"

"Yeah, let me get you it," he responded.

Kelsey went back to the body, looking it over. If it were not for the deadness in James Marner’s eyes, no one would be able to tell he was dead. The only mercy in his death was that it had been painless—or it looked like it had been painless. If he were killed like the other two, it would have been. Dazed and confused by nitrogen and then killed with cyanide.

"Keep us updated if the forensic team finds anything else. I don't think we are going to be any help here, so we’ll head over to the dorm and see if there is anything."

 

***

 

"I just got off the phone with one of the officers who spoke to the family, and they are in pieces over this whole thing," Detective Watari said over the phone. "From what I was told, James was a good kid and was doing well at university; he had lots of friends and actively participated in social events and clubs; he would come home every Sunday night for supper. The family said he was always in good spirits, considering his condition, and nothing had changed recently. Nothing out of the ordinary as far as they are concerned."

"What was his condition?" Kelsey asked as they parked in the campus parking lot. She got out of the truck and continued to speak on the phone as they walked toward the dorm building.

"He had Chronic Fatigue Syndrome," Detective Watari said. "I don't know the ins and outs of it, but chronic pain, fatigue, headache, trouble concentrating, insomnia, and a bunch of other symptoms. From what the family told my guy, James often hid his symptoms and was the type of person who would always help others before he helped himself. For someone who was in so much pain all of the time, he had a positive outlook on life. He was planning on going into research after completing his degree, and from his test scores, he would have graduated near the top of his class."

"Alright, thank you," Kelsey said. "If you discover anything else, please give me a call."

"I will," the detective said before hanging up.

"Hey, you called the outpatient clinic, and they said James Marner never went there, right?" Kelsey asked John as they walked.

"That’s right. Why?" John asked.

"Maybe he went somewhere else, and the two women did too. Nothing else came up when we were looking into them, did it? No other treatment facilities?"

"For the two women? No, just the outpatient clinic," John replied.

"It could be multiple places. When we are done here, can you take a look or have someone take a look into the medical history of all three victims? Maybe we missed something. If they attended multiple clinics, it might be someone who works at multiple clinics or volunteers there or is a patient at one of them. All three suffered in life: Greta with mental health issues and Maggie and James with physical issues. Maybe there is some overlap."

"Maybe he is targeting the weak," John suggested.

"I think he is. Three victims with a variety of issues. That’s a connection even if they were not connected by a physical location."

"Hello," John said when they got to the reception desk. "Special Agent Hawk and Deputy Gallant. We called ahead."

"Yes, of course," the receptionist said. "Follow me. I can show you to his room."

"Did he share the room with anyone else?" Kelsey asked.

"No, all our dorm rooms are for one person. Just a bed and a desk. There are shared bathrooms on all floors and a cafeteria and kitchen on the ground level." The receptionist reached the door and unlocked it. Before opening it, she added, "I’m not sure if I should be telling you this or if it is confidential, but James specifically asked for a room on the ground floor because he had health problems. When he told the university, it seemed pretty clear that he didn't want anyone to know."

"Thanks for letting us know," Kelsey said.

The door was opened, and Kelsey went into the small room first. It was exactly as the receptionist had described: a single bed and a desk were almost all the furniture in there. The desk sat under the window, and everything was arranged neatly atop it. The bed was immaculately made, too. There was not a lot to see.

Kelsey checked under the bed first before opening the two drawers in the desk. She pulled out the notebooks and textbooks, flicking through them before putting them back where they were found. She opened the day planner on the desk and looked through the week's entries. One caught her eye—it was from earlier that day.

10 am: Meet with M

"M," she whispered. "Are you our killer?"




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Kelsey stared at her phone.

I won’t forget to mention to the Deputy Director that you ran into a burning building, putting yourself in danger and the deputy sheriff with you. Or the interesting conversation I had with a former suspect turned witness of yours that you almost drove off a cliff to get information. Looking forward to it, Hawk.

The message was from SAC Granger; he didn't need to fabricate anything—those were both things Kelsey had done to get what she needed, and he likely had plenty more like that. Still, if she could go back in time and change what she had done, she wouldn’t. It had been the right thing to do, and in both instances, it had furthered her cases.

The intent mattered to Kelsey but not necessarily to her superiors. She and John were back to some form of normality but were still not as close as they had been. Kelsey couldn’t push that when he was working to salvage his marriage. With that hanging over her, her former SAC after her, and the killer still out there, it was weighing her down with nowhere to turn.

Maybe that’s not strictly true.

Kelsey closed the message and opened the phone app. She started typing in his name and then pressed the name and number when it popped up after two letters. She hit the phone icon to call him.

"Hawk," Sheriff Anderson answered after the fourth ring. "I wondered when you would call me to ask for my help."

Kelsey smiled. Just hearing his voice calmed and grounded her.

"I’m not calling to get your help," she lied. "I wanted to see how you were doing down in Mexico and maybe hear a little about the warm weather you’re having. It  is hot there, isn’t it?"

"Scorching," the sheriff replied. "You would hate it, Hawk. It’s all bright sunshine, beaches, sand, sea, and cocktails. I could go on, but I don't want to bore you with the details."

"Yeah," it sounds awful." Kelsey chuckled. "How are Liv and Felicity doing?"

Kelsey hadn’t seen Felicity, the sheriff’s daughter, much since she had saved her life. She knew it couldn't have been easy on the young woman.

"It’s been nice to get away," Sheriff Anderson replied. "Felicity acts like everything is fine, but it’s not. She's seeing a counselor about the whole ordeal, which is helping, but it will take time. I know this trip won’t fix everything, but it helps her to rest. When we are home, I can see her mind racing as she thinks about what happened, and she tries to process it all, which is taxing. Here, she can forget all about it for a week and just enjoy life. I know we will return to real life in a few days, but the time together is great."

"I’m glad," Kelsey replied. "It’s not only Felicity who needs this time, but you and Liv too. Make sure you are also getting some rest, Sheriff."

"Oh, I’ll try," he replied. "Did I mention the sun, sea, and sand?"

"Hmm, you might have said something about how wonderful everything is there," Kelsey replied.

"How’s, uh, John doing?" the sheriff asked.

"Yeah, I think he’s doing fine," Kelsey replied.

"Keep an eye on him for me, will you? I know he likes to get through things alone, which reminds me of someone else I know, but he needs support, too. I know he’s going through a tough time, and the job keeps his mind off it, but that means he throws himself into it more. He’s the one who needs the break."

"He told me a little about it," Kelsey replied. "I know he and his wife are in counseling together and working to get to a better place."

"I thought he was the most closed-off person I knew until I met you, Hawk. I will admit you are improving, but I don't know if I can say the same for John. For every step he takes forward, he takes another two backward. Listen to what he tells you, but delve a little deeper, Hawk. He’s not having an easy time, and I think he might need you when this is all done."

"What do you mean?" Kelsey was starting to worry. "You’re much better at this sort of thing than I am, and I don't think my presence is helping anything."

"The trouble with me helping him is that I’m an optimist, and you are not. That’s not a bad thing; it’s just how it is. I don't know how he will be at the end of all this, but me telling him everything will be fine is not going to do him any good. He needs something more real."

"And depressing?" Kelsey asked with a wry smile.

"Not depressing," Sheriff Anderson clarified. "You and John have a similar level of emotional depth. It surpasses what I have. I might be able to give advice and guidance at the superficial level, but not beyond that. He will need you at some point, Hawk."

"What I would have given to have you as my boss back in Valleyview," Kelsey noted.

"Then you might not have come here," the sheriff replied.

"Yeah, that’s true," Kelsey said. "I might not be here for much longer with how things are going."

"What do you mean?"

"My ex-SAC is coming after me. I have a meeting with him and the deputy director next week, and I don't know how it will go," Kelsey said.

"You’ve done more for this state than anyone else in law enforcement, Hawk. Three killers brought to justice and countless lives saved. You’re untouchable after the arrests you’ve made."

"Yeah, you would think so, but not when it comes to SAC Granger. He’s had it out for me for years, and he will push for me to be relieved of my duties when we meet with the deputy director. And I think he has enough to push me out. I operate outside the law at times, and I know I shouldn’t, but I must to get the job done. Now, it’s coming back to bite me."

"Is there anything I can do?" Sheriff Anderson asked.

"I don't think there is," Kelsey admitted. "I have to face the music, and if I’m being honest, I’m worried about what will happen. This is the only line of work I have ever known, and my father was a cop, too, and I don't know what I will do if I lose my job. I think he might have gone after my father, too."

"Your father?" 

"I don't know yet, but the investigation into the murder of my family is leading me toward Granger, and I don't know what that means. I’m worried he wants me out of the FBI, not because I break the rules but because of what I might discover."

"You need to be careful, Hawk," Sheriff Anderson reminded. "I don't believe you are in the wrong at all, but from what you have said of your ex-SAC, he has a lot of power. You don't think he…?"

"No," Kelsey replied. "He might hate me, and maybe he hated my father too, but he’s not a killer. I worked with him for too long, and unless he’s the greatest liar I have ever met. I don't buy it. I can read people, and sometimes things slip past me, but he didn't murder my family."

Kelsey couldn’t believe she was saying that out loud. She was sure he didn't kill her family and was not trying to cover it up, but she hoped it too.

"Okay, so you catch this next killer and get more ammunition to take to that meeting. It doesn’t matter what your ex-boss throws at you as long as you throw back win after win. You have a lot of wins already, but you are only as good as your last case. If you don't get this guy before your meeting, he will use that against you, won’t he?"

"Yeah, he will," Kelsey replied.

"I don't want to put pressure on you because I believe you will catch the killer sooner or later, but time is ticking now. If your ex-boss is as ruthless as you say, then he will use anything he can. So, where are you and John with this one, Hawk?"

"We are progressing, but as always, it feels far too slow. Two weeks between the first two, and only a few days between the next two. The killer will strike again soon; I can feel it."

"You don't think it’s a man this time?" the sheriff asked.

"I don't know yet. The method of killing suggests it could be a woman. The killer is tender. They are a killer, but they are killing with care. Nitrogen to either knock them out or put them in a daze and then a cyanide injection. The coroner was sure there would be no pain. The killer wants to kill them but doesn’t want them to feel any pain. It’s almost as if he thinks he is doing them a service. He’s picking on the weak, and that’s either because the killer feels they shouldn’t be in the world anymore or because they are in pain."

"What does your gut tell you?" Sheriff Anderson asked.

"I think the killer is taking lives because they believe these people are suffering. One had a mental illness, and the other two were physically in pain. One of the victims wanted to commit suicide and had contacted someone about that. It’s a lead we are still chasing up. With the way they were killed and then posed peacefully after, it feels to me the killer believes they are helping the victims. That narrows down the victims in the area, but not enough. How do they decide who is suffering, and what if they move further afield? We can’t stop people from going out, nor can we protect everyone. We need to get to the killer before they select the next victim."

"Do you have any other connections?" the sheriff asked.

"We know the illnesses are the connection, but we don't know yet if the killer is connected to them. Two of them went to the same outpatient clinic, but the third didn't. We are looking into more connections now. We don't need all three of them to be in the same place, only for there to be some overlap. Still, it could be anywhere, and there might not be records. I know there is something out there. If I could get away from everything here, all the pressure, I might be able to think straight."

"You’ll figure it out, Hawk."

"Maybe that’s it," Kelsey said, something tugging at her. "The third victim. I don't think it was the city the killer wanted James Marner to see, but the airport. It was one of the few places in town where he would be able to see the planes come and go. Bus for the first victim, train for the second, and planes for the third."

"Is this something about traveling to the next life?" Sheriff Anderson asked.

"No, I don't think so. If the killer is killing them humanely, they will see themselves as the vessel or shepherd to the next life. They want the victims to be in a peaceful spot, but they could have chosen much more peaceful places. Instead, they chose transport and not metaphorical transport. I don't think it’s about the victims but the killer."

"They want to see the transport?" Sheriff Anderson asked.

"Maybe," Kelsey mused. "They are stuck and can't get out. Maybe they have pain, too, but can't bring themselves to commit suicide. They live out their fantasy by giving the victims what they can't give themselves: a way out. The killer wants to leave the town for sure, but maybe their mortal coil, too. They will be from a small town. If they were from the city, they would have more opportunities, but something holds them back. Maybe they are physically or mentally impaired in some way. By doing this, the killer feels more at peace in their life."

"That scares me more than any of the other killers," the sheriff said. "If this person is killing because they think they are helping, they might never stop."

"I will stop them," Kelsey said. "I should go. You need to enjoy your time away, and I have work to do. This has helped, so thank you."

"Any time, Hawk," the sheriff replied.

Kelsey placed her phone on the desk after they said their goodbyes. This time, it was a double race against time. She had a killer to catch, and if she didn't catch him soon, he would kill again.

If she didn't watch him soon, SAC Granger would use it against her when they met with the deputy director.

And if she was forced out, she might never find out what happened to her family.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Kelsey strode out of the office and into the main area where everyone was hard at work. She stood before everyone and made an announcement to the room.

"I want to thank you all for your hard work on this case, and I don't want you to stop what you are doing, but there are some things I would like everyone to focus on. I believe we are looking for someone in the area but not from the city of Fargo. When you are looking into potential suspects, I want you to focus on the small towns surrounding Fargo. I also believe this is a younger suspect, someone who is physically fit enough to subdue someone if needed, but we can't rule out any mental health issues. They are someone who wants to leave the town but can't. That might be because of health issues or for any other reason. They are not picking on the weak but believe they are helping the weak. If anyone is reported missing, especially anyone with health problems, I want to know. When looking at clinics, rehabilitation facilities, and any other medical facilities in the area, I want to expand the search to anyone in the medical field. Look at family doctors, pharmacists, insurance companies, volunteers, counselors, and anyone who could have come into contact with all three victims. The killer is out there, and they are close. We will catch them, and when we do, you will all deserve a pat on the back for the role you played in this."

There was a general murmur of satisfaction throughout the room, and everyone went back to work. Kelsey had no complaints so far. No one dragged their feet, and the grunt work was being done. Hundreds of people needed to be called and spoken to, and she couldn’t do it all by herself.

"Hey," John said, walking up to her.

"Hey." When Kelsey looked him in the eye, she saw a new pain—Sheriff Anderson had unlocked a new understanding in her.

"I just got off the phone with Gavin Hardin’s lawyer, and according to him, Greta never spoke to Gavin about suicide. Greta’s phone records confirm that she didn't call anyone about assisted suicide, but that didn't mean she didn't speak to anyone. However, I am certain she didn’t speak to the same company as Maggie Borthwick."

"You spoke to them?" Kelsey asked.

"I did. They are based out of Colorado. Assisted Suicide is illegal here, but not in Colorado. One of their employees spoke to Maggie about the process and the costs, but it didn't go any further than that. She would have had to travel to Colorado to have it done, but as far as the rep was aware, there were no plans in place for that to happen."

"Does everyone who works for the company based in Colorado work remotely?" Kelsey asked.

"They are all in Colorado. They do work remotely, but no one lives or works close to North Dakota, let alone Fargo. I checked the phone records for James Marner, too, and he didn't make any calls to that company or any others. From the statement his parents gave, I get the impression he wasn't considering suicide, though they always say it’s the people you least expect."

"Had she signed any sort of contract with them?" Kelsey asked.

"No."

"Good. I know this is a local case, and I don't want us to be distracted by something from farther away. How about other companies? Did Maggie speak with anyone else? Or Greta or James? Anything connected to suicide or wanting to die?"

"Nothing that I have found yet."

"Okay, good. It’s addition by subtraction. Can you take the lead on the team members looking into medical professionals and facilities—that connection? I don't know why, but I have a feeling this is not random. Everything is precise about this, and the killer needs to be sure they are in pain. Maybe they find people by themselves, but I think there has to be some way for them to choose. He needs to know they are in pain, and he doesn’t get that through talking with them. If the killer was the one meeting with James on the day he died, he wouldn’t have known James was in any pain without looking from the outside in. If James’s parents are to be believed, James didn't show he was in pain, and if he asked the university not to reveal he had chronic fatigue syndrome, then he probably presented as a healthy young man. The killer found out from someone else or from somewhere else. I think that’s the best shot we have of finding our connection. Have everyone you can call any facility or person, and I want names of people and places where at least two of them are connected."

"I’m on it," James said.

"Where are we with the students from James’s class?" Kelsey asked.

"Detective Watari is heading that up, and he’s taken the office next to Deputy Chief Magnusson."

"Okay, I’ll go and speak to him now and see what he has. Keep me updated if you find anything."

"I will," John replied.

"Oh, and John," Kelsey said.

John turned back around and stared at Kelsey. She looked into his eyes, trying to figure out what was really going on inside and to discover what she wanted to say to him.

"Do you know what? It can wait. I’ll talk to you later, okay?" she said.

"Okay," John replied.

She watched him go before quickly heading to Detective Watari’s office.

"Special Agent Hawk. Come in," he said.

"How is your investigation going?" Kelsey asked.

Detective Watari beckoned to the chair on the other side of his desk. "Interesting. I don't know if it means anything yet, but we might be onto something. I don't want to be negative, but you look like you could do with some coffee."

"That was my next stop after talking to you," Kelsey said. "What did you find that is interesting."

"We spoke to almost every student in his class, along with anyone he might have known, to narrow down who ‘M’ might be. We’ve gone through a lot, and there is still a lot to go through. He has one friend, Maddison, who we have not been able to contact yet, and he was also seeing a physical therapist, Mark, but we’ve spoken to him, and he has an alibi for the day James met ‘M.’ There were three people in his class with the initial M, and he was friendly with two of them. We have spoken to all three, and none were the person he met that day."

"What’s the interesting part?" Kelsey asked.

"One of my officers spoke to Elizabeth Martinez, and she reported that in the first class of the semester, she sat beside an older man named Mortimer. He seemed friendly enough, and she never saw him interact with James, but she never saw him again after the first class. We spoke to some other people about Mortimer, but no one else remembers him. He was auditing the class, but didn't ever show up again after the first one. We checked the records and a Mortimer Mortensen signed up to audit the class. We ran the name, and there is no one in the area with that name that we can find, but we are widening the search."

"Don't bother," Kelsey said. "It’s a fake name. Mortimer Mortensen, the name of death. It will be a fake name, but we have a sighting of him; that’s important."

"The name of death?" Detective Watari asked.

"Mortimer is Latin, and Mortenson is Scandinavian. Both mean death. He chose the name because he sees himself as the shepherd, taking them to a better place. This is great work, Detective Watari. Do you have a description of him yet?"

Detective Watari looked relieved and pleased. It didn't matter how seasoned someone was; hearing they were doing a good job was always welcome, and knowing they might have a hand in catching a killer brought a lot of pride.

"I have a sketch artist coming in to draw him, but I got the basics from my officer." Detective Watari tapped on the keyboard to bring up the information. "Elizabeth Martinez describes him as in his mid-thirties, with short brown hair, Caucasian, green eyes, medium build, and medium height. He wore black pants and a short-sleeved plaid button-down shirt. He didn't speak with an accent. When I get the sketch, I’ll get it straight to you."

"Thank you, Detective. Again, great work. We are closer to him than we have ever been."

Detective Watari nodded, trying to hide his glee.

Kelsey went straight back to the main area to relay the information. "Okay, listen up! We have a description of the man who is now our number one suspect. He is a male in his mid-thirties. He has short brown hair, is Caucasian, has green eyes, a medium build, and medium height. He was last seen wearing black pants and a short-sleeved plaid button-down shirt, but he could be wearing anything. The information I received confirms him to be local. This narrows down our search more. If you come across anyone who matches that description, you bring it to me immediately, okay?"

There was more murmuring of agreement around the room.

Kelsey let out a sigh of relief and frustration. This was the part she hated. She was great at chasing down suspects on foot and diving into freezing-cold rivers or driving off cliffs to get what she wanted. She could interrogate a suspect and get something from them every time. She was savvy enough to work for a man like Paul Granger and not get fired from the FBI. It was the grunt work and waiting she could not do.

She was no better at calling to get information than anyone else. And she could not wait. Once she had the needed information and evidence, she could use it to catch the killer, but waiting for it was agonizing. She went to the small break room to make a coffee to get a small boost and to keep herself busy while she processed everything. As soon as they had the sketch, she would put out an APB with his description.

Is that the right thing to do?

He wanted to help them to the next life, and if she put out his likeness, he might try to help as many people as he could before he was caught. It would speed up his capture but could also speed up the next death. She didn't want anyone else to die, but she needed to catch him before her meeting with the deputy director.

She poured some thick black coffee from the pot and swallowed a large mouthful. She wished for Sheriff Anderson to be around, if only to help still her a little, but she also wanted nothing more than for him to have the time with his family. She wanted John to be happy with his wife, but she also wanted to have him. She wouldn’t show it when around him, but he had a presence in her life, too. He made her feel that life was not meant to be lived alone.

She wanted many things, and most of them were contradictions. 

"Hey," John said, waking Kelsey from her daydream.

She took one look at his face and knew he had found something. "What is it?"

"We got a hit on a pharmacist. He filled prescriptions for both James and Greta. We are not sure about Maggie yet. I called his number, and there was no answer. Tried the pharmacy, too, and he’s not in yet. He was supposed to be in fifteen minutes ago, and they told me he is never late. Where do you want to go?"

"The pharmacy," Kelsey said. "Maybe he got held up, and the delay is not related to the investigation. If we take him without a struggle, it’s better for everyone. I want someone sent to his home. No, not someone; you, John. If you hear someone inside who might be in danger, go in. He might have taken his next victim already."

"So, do what you would do?" John asked.

"Do whatever you believe is right to catch this guy," Kelsey said. "If you don't want to go in, keep an eye on the building. I don't want him getting away from us."

"He won’t get away," John said. 

Something in the way he looked there told Kelsey that he would get into the apartment whether it was occupied or not.

The two of them rushed out of the building, both headed in opposite directions, but both after the same killer.

John rushed toward the pharmacist’s home while Kelsey headed for the pharmacy. Kelsey hoped they were on the track of the killer this time, and it was not another dead end. Even if it was, they were closing in. More and more connections bound the deceased together, and Kelsey felt the knot being pulled tight.

She wanted him to be at work. She wanted to be the one to nail him.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Kelsey entered the pharmacy and was immediately on the lookout for a man matching the description Detective Watari had given her. She walked straight to the counter and flashed her badge, talking slowly and softly.

"Special Agent Hawk. I’m looking for Peter Claxton." She looked around, waiting for a flash of something as he tried to run now that they were onto him.

"Dr. Claxton is not in yet. It’s weird; he was supposed to start at four but hasn’t shown up."

"And that is not like him?" Kelsey asked.

"No, he’s never late. He might be the most professional person I have worked with. Always on time like clockwork."

An older man stepped through from the back. "Annie, why don't you deal with the next customer? I can deal with this. Dr. Henn," the older man said. He was far too old to be the man described by Elizabeth Martinez. "Special Agent Hawk, would you like to come through? I can help you with anything you need."

Dr. Henn was worried about how it would look to his customers. Kelsey followed him through to the back room.

"I spoke to one of your colleagues, and he wanted to know if there was a connection between the three people who were killed. Do you really believe Dr. Claxton did this? I can't believe it. He was one of the nicest men."

"We don't know yet," Kelsey replied. "Do you have a picture of him? An ID?"

"Yes, his lanyard is hanging right here." Dr. Henn picked the lanyard from the hook, a white ID card dangling from it.

Kelsey took it and studied the face. It was impossible to tell height and build, but it did match the description Detective Watari had relayed.

"Did you find documentation connected to Maggie Bothwick?" Kelsey asked.

"No, not yet. I don't think we will. Our system is great; unless she was entered wrong, she’s not in here." Dr. Henn picked up a piece of paper from the desk. "Greta Flynn and James Marner both had prescriptions filled by Dr. Claxton, but not Maggie Borthwick."

"How about outside of work?" Kelsey asked. "Could he have interacted with Maggie outside of the pharmacy?"

"It’s possible. He did a lot of charity work through his church. He cared deeply for everyone and knew all of our customers. He wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt them."

"So, he got to know them when serving them?" Kelsey asked.

"Yes, he knew everything about everyone. That’s the sort of person he is."

"Would he have gone into someone’s home?" Kelsey asked. "Maggie Bothwick might not have ever left her house."

"He did talk a lot about Meals on Wheels. I don't know what houses he went into, but he worked with them a lot, delivering meals to people in need."

"That’s the connection," Kelsey said.

He knows who is in pain because he gets to know them. I don't doubt he wants to help them, but I must stop him before he helps anyone else.

"I need your help," Kelsey stated. "You know your system, and you know the drugs. I want you to go through the records and get me the names of anyone who is in pain, ongoing pain, and had a prescription filled by Dr. Claxton. Can you do that for me?"

Dr. Henn looked worried, but he nodded. "Sure. I’ll do that right now."

That would be the list of potential next victims. It didn't tell them who would be taken next, but it would narrow it down enough that they might be able to stop it. Kelsey left the office and got back on the phone, calling John.

"Hey, we just got in," he said on answering.

"Is he there?" Kelsey asked.

"No, no sign of him. I, um, thought I heard screaming coming from inside, so I busted down the door."

"You are a good man," Kelsey stated. "Don't disturb anything until I get there. I will have an officer stationed at the pharmacy in case he turns up, but I don't think he will. I get the impression he truly is a good man, but I’m also sure he’s the connection between the three victims. I’ll be there as soon as I can."

 

***

 

Kelsey strode down the long hallway. An officer was stationed at the door, and two patrol cars were downstairs, watching the building in case he turned up. An APB had been put out for Dr. Claxton, but nothing had come in yet. The entire city of Fargo was searching for him.

She entered the apartment and found John waiting for her. He got straight down to business.

"I checked the place over, but nothing from my search. The entire place is clean and neat. He strikes me as a guy who is organized and methodical," John said.

Kelsey looked back at the door that was handing off its hinges. "Maybe not as neat as you think. I mean, just look at the state of the door."

"I was positive I heard someone captive inside," John said with a smile.

"He’s caring, too. He fits the bill in every way."

"Do you think he knew we were getting closer, and it spooked him?" John asked.

"It's too much of a coincidence for him to have gone missing right as we come looking for him. I really hope it is a coincidence and he turns up at work or home, but I've got a bad feeling about this. Let's search it again together."

John nodded. They went through the apartment, checking in cupboards and drawers, under the bed, and anywhere else where he might store condensed gas and poison.

"He didn't get the supplies through his work, or it would have been flagged, but he must have had contacts," Kelsey thought out loud. "It wouldn’t have been hard for him to know where to obtain the nitrogen and cyanide without being flagged, and he could have picked up the other equipment from his work without anyone noticing. He fits the description, too."

"There’s nothing here, is there?" John asked.

"I don't think so. He’s too neat and methodical to have stored the stuff here. Did you notice the hooks by the door? His car keys are gone. I’m sure we can find out what he drove, but I saw an office for the building manager downstairs. He might save us some time."

John nodded again. He instructed the officer on the door not to let anyone in and to arrest Dr. Claxton on sight should he reappear. He and Kelsey headed downstairs to talk with the building manager.

The office was small, with a large window looking in. John knocked on the glass when they got down there, and the building manager—a short, thin man—turned to regard them. The apartment block was a nice one, and the demeanor of the building manager reflected that. He smiled pleasantly and beckoned them in.

"Special Agent Hawk," Kelsey said, flashing her badge. "And Deputy Gallant. We want to talk to you about Dr. Claxton from 207."

"Nice guy," the building manager said. "Always tipped very well at Christmas, and he was polite. I don't know what else to say about him. Never any trouble, but there was never any trouble from anyone in the building. I got the impression that if there were any trouble, it would not have come from him."

"He didn't show up to work today," Kelsey said. "And he’s not home. Any idea where he might have gone?"

"I don't know," the building manager replied. "Though it does strike me as weird. I would see him come and go at the same times every week, and I could almost set my watch by him. Not that I was watching him or anything, but he’s lived here for so long that when I did see him come or go, I knew what time it was without looking at the clock. It’s Wednesday, so he should be at work today."

"Do you know what car he drives?" Kelsey asked.

"A Lexus," the building manager replied. "Don't know what model."

"Did you see him leave the building today?" Kelsey asked.

"I didn’t, but I’ve been out doing jobs around the place, so he could have left at any time. I can check the security footage for you. We have CCTV in the underground parking lot for the residents’ safety. There will be a shot of his car leaving through the west exit."

"Pull it up," Kelsey said. "John, do you want to call that in? Let them know to be on the lookout for a Lexus."

John pulled out his phone and stepped out of the office to make the call.

The building manager ran through the footage, commenting on the cars entering and leaving. "Mrs. Smith from 113… Mr. Atticus from 341… The Wilsons from 558."

Kelsey watched the screen as he forwarded through the footage until he was back at the live feed.

"That’s weird," the building manager said. "He must not have come home last night. What's going on with Dr. Claxton?"

"We just need to find him," Kelsey said.

"Let me check yesterday’s footage and see when he left," the building manager said.

"Keep looking until you have a shot of the vehicle coming or going," Kelsey said. "And I want images of all other cars from non-residents coming and going from the parking lot in the last twenty-four hours."

She left the office and grabbed John by the arm as he hung up.

"I don't think he left the parking lot," Kelsey said as she rushed toward the stairs. "I have a feeling his car is still here. We are looking for a Lexus."

The two of them descended into the underground parking lot and began running past the cars, looking for a Lexus. They scoured the first level without finding anything, rounded the corner, and ran down the ramp to the lower level.

"I have one," Kelsey shouted.

John rushed over. They tried the doors, peering into them.

"Might not be his," Kelsey said. "Keep looking, and we can come back to the one."

Kelsey ran faster as if the car might drive off if they were not quick enough. She searched for the logo on the front of the car and spotted another. She rushed over and was about to call John over when the breath was taken from her. The person was not visible until you got closer.

Dr. Claxton was in the driver’s seat, but his torso slumped onto the passenger seat. Kelsey tried the door to find it unlocked. The sound of her opening it attracted John, and he rushed over to join her.

A canister and oxygen mask lay in the middle console, and a used syringe lay on the floor on the passenger side. A small empty vial was next to it. Dr. Claxton’s head was lying on top of a small sheet of paper with a handwritten note.

Kelsey stared at the red mark on the exposed side of his neck.

She didn't care about contaminating the body—if he was still alive, there might be a chance to save him. She pressed her fingers to his neck to check for a pulse. She knew immediately from the coldness of his skin that there was no hope for him.

John could see it written all over her face.

"We’re too late," he stated. "The son of a bitch took the easy way out."




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

"It’s done," John said. He sighed and rubbed his forehead with his palms, turning around to look the other way. "I know it would have been better to take him alive, but this is a win. No one else will be hurt."

Kelsey didn't respond. She stared at the dead body, lopped over in the driver’s seat, and scanned the rest of the car. It was much like his apartment—neat and tidy—except for the tools that had killed him. She put on her gloves and lifted his head enough to slide out the suicide note. She didn't want to disturb anything in case there was evidence to be collected, but she didn't believe there would be. Dr. Claxton died in the same way as the others.

Kelsey took a step back from the body to read the note.

You know why I did it, why I had to do it. There is too much pain in the world, but it has been lessened. It will not make a difference to the masses, but please tell them what I did. They must understand. I feel no guilt.

She handed the note to John. Kelsey went back to the car as he read it.

"What does he think this does?" John asked. "He’s not a hero helping people. He chose to kill them, and Maggie Bothwick might have wanted that, but James Marner didn't. It didn't matter to him who wanted to die and who didn't. He saw their pain, and the only way he could think to make it better was to take their lives. I hope he rots in hell."

"It feels wrong," Kelsey noted. "Look at this." She pointed into the car.

"What do you mean? He was going to kill someone, knew we were coming after him, and didn’t want to be punished for what he thought was doing good. He used his own equipment to kill himself. A dose of his own medicine."

"That part, I can buy. Even the nitrogen. He could have taken enough to feel a little dizzy, but not so much that he couldn’t physically go through with it. It’s just the location. Maybe he did know we were after him, but he’s been stuck in the area his whole life and has dreamed of escaping. I don't get why he would place the others in specific locations but not himself. He could have driven somewhere else and done the same thing. Looked out on the airport or driven to the border, or anywhere a little nicer than this parking lot."

"He knew he didn't have time," John commented.

"Why come down to his car? If he was worried about time, he could have done this in his apartment," Kelsey noted.

"He must have kept the equipment down here. He wrote the note and brought it down to his vehicle—that fits with the whole travel thing."

"It’s a lot of maybes and mights. Maybe he did get tipped off when someone called the pharmacy before or even today. We were looking for connections, not specifically for him. Even if he got spooked, he would have known he still had time."

Kelsey rubbed the sides of her nose with both hands. It all felt wrong, no matter how much John justified it. She turned back to the car, leaning inside. She checked the pharmacist’s pockets, taking out his wallet. She opened the glove compartment and found nothing but the car manual. She looked on the floor on the passenger side, not disturbing the vial and syringe. She lifted the body from the seat to check under it for anything else and then ran her fingers down the side of the console. Finally, she went around to the driver’s side and opened the unlocked door, checking the floor beneath his feet.

She dusted off her hands and went back around to John. "No phone anywhere. We searched the apartment, and we didn't find a phone."

"Maybe he doesn’t have one," John suggested.

"No phone? You said you called his personal number. Was it a cell phone?"

"Yeah, I think it was," John sighed.

"There’s one way to confirm this," Kelsey confirmed. She got her phone out of her pocket and dialed Detective Watari’s number.

"Detective Watari."

"I need the number for Elizabeth Martinez," Kelsey said.

"Hold on a second," Detective Watari replied.

"And I need you to get digital forensics on Dr. Peter Claxton. I want to know everything about him, especially where his cell phone is, if it is still turned on. If you can talk to the carrier and get his messages and phone log, that is even better. Bank statements, too. Other properties, anything else you can find."

"No problem. Is he our suspect?" Detective Watari asked.

"No, I don't think so, but I need to confirm it first. If he is not the killer, I think he was feeding information to the killer."

"I’m sending you her contact information now. Give me a call if you need anything else."

Kelsey hung up and went into her messages, tapping on the number Detective Watari had sent her. She listened as the phone rang out. "Come on, come on." She dialed the number again. This time, it was picked up after the fourth ring.

"Hello?"

"Elizabeth Martinez?" Kelsey asked.

"Yes."

"My name is Special Agent Kelsey Hawk. I am with the FBI. I believe you spoke to an officer about a man you sat next to in a lecture."

"Yes, I did. What is… is he the—"

"I need your help, Elizabeth. We are running out of time, and I don't want to do this to you, but I need something from you."

"I will help if I can."

"You can say no to this, Elizabeth. You can tell me to go to hell. I shouldn’t be asking this of you, but I have to," Kelsey said.

"Okay," Elizabeth replied hesitantly.

"I will not sugarcoat this. I am standing next to a dead body, and I need to know if it was the man you saw at the lecture. Can you do that for me?"

There was silence on the other end, and Kelsey held her breath.

"Okay," Elizabeth replied.

"Thank you," Kelsey said. "Give me a second, and I will call you back on a video call." Kelsey immediately hung up and went back into Elizabeth’s details. She hit the icon for a video call and waited.

The screen changed, and Elizabeth Martinez appeared.

"Okay, I’m ready," she said.

"Here we go," Kelsey said.

John looked uneasy about the entire thing, but it was too late to back out now. Kelsey took the phone to Dr. Claxton and held it before his face.

"Can you move back a little?" Elizabeth asked.

Kelsey moved the phone back a little.

"It looks a little like him, but that’s not the man I sat beside," Elizabeth confirmed.

Kelsey immediately took the screen away from the dead body.

"Are you sure?" Kelsey asked.

"Yeah, I’m sure," Elizabeth replied. The only saving grace about the whole thing was that to Elizabeth, it probably didn't look like a dead body on the screen.

"You have helped, Elizabeth. Because of you, we have a chance of saving lives. Now, I need your help again, and this time, it will be much easier. What are you doing right now?"

"I am supposed to be in class in forty-five minutes."

"You will need to miss it, but I will talk to your professor and the dean, so you don't need to worry about it. I will only need you for a few hours at most. You will have any extensions you need. Can you help me again, Elizabeth?"

Everyone liked to be helpful, and Elizabeth was no exception. "Yes, I can help you."

"Perfect, Elizabeth. I want you to meet me at a pharmacy as soon as possible. I will send you the address as soon as I get off the phone. Can you meet me there?"

"Yes, I can do that," Elizabeth replied, bolstered by the help she had already given.

Kelsey hung up and texted the address over.

"Can you deal with this?" Kelsey asked John. "I don't think there will be any evidence on the body, just like the other bodies, but he might have been in a rush with this one, so you never know."

"I’ll take care of it. So, he was feeding the killer information?" John asked.

"I believe he was. I don't know why, but he died because of it. My gut tells me Dr. Claxton didn't agree with what the killer was doing. Maybe he confronted him over text, and the killer made sure he didn't tell anyone. This doesn’t mean the killer will be in more of a rush, but we have to act as if he is. Until we get a hit on the phone or find out who the killer is, I want to check the CCTV again from the pharmacy. There’s something with the whole pain angle. If the killer was in pain, he might have interacted with Dr. Claxton at the pharmacy. That could be their connection. I don't know why, but something tells me there is more to be found at the pharmacy."

"You’re heading back there?" John asked.

"Can you take care of this?"

"I’m on it," John said. "Go."

Kelsey fled from the dead body. Always heading toward them or away from them. She hoped this would be the last.




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Mortimer sat in the small coffee shop, looking down at the list of names. They were all handwritten by his hand, and all of them had come from Peter. Peter had helped him more than he would ever know, and it tore him apart that it had to end the way it had.

He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. The scene came rushing back to him as it had every time he closed his eyes for too long. He watched Peter walking to his car, a small smile on his face as he readied himself for his day. He could smell the parking lot—warmth mixed with oil and cement. He could feel Peter’s struggle when he clamped the cloth over his mouth and then the added struggle when Peter worked out what was happening and who was doing it.

Why did you make me do it, Peter? Why did you make me do it?

Mortimer knew this one was wrong, but it was a means to an end. He had to kill Peter, or he would not be allowed to continue his duty. Peter would have told them, and others would not have been saved. It was a small price to pay for more time.

More time to take time away—to take the pain away.

Mortimer drank his coffee and mourned the passing of his friend.

"You are just as guilty as I am," Mortimer whispered. "When the first one was killed, you must have known what I was doing. Then the second, and you didn't bat an eyelid. Three dead bodies? Is that what it takes for the guilt to creep in? Not for me, old friend. I have guilt for what I had to do to you, but I don't have guilt for any of the others. They are in a better place now."

Peter had panicked because of the FBI agent. He had been following the case in the media and tried to give Mortimer a file on Special Agent Hawk’s previous cases in the state. 

It’s only a matter of time until she catches us—before she catches you! She’s the one leading the investigation!

That’s what he had hissed over the counter to Mortimer.

Mortimer closed his eyes again and could smell the chemicals from the cloth. He could feel Peter’s body become still as he lost consciousness. He had used the nitrogen gas just in case he could feel it—Peter deserved to die for different reasons than the others, but that did not mean he deserved to be in pain. He could still feel the pressure of the plunger on his thumb. He wished he could have taken Peter somewhere better, but there was no time, and there was the chance of someone seeing him in the parking lot, so he had left as quickly as he could. 

When he had ducked down in the back seat to avoid being seen by a car leaving, he felt like he was dead, too. Peter was slumped over in the front seat, and he was in the same position in the back. He was in the liminal space, feeling pain for Peter dying and excitement at the prospect of being caught killing someone he had never dreamed of killing.

The moment passed, and he returned to real life again. He opened his eyes and looked down at the list—over twenty names on it, but the source of the names was gone. He would find a way when he got through them all, but it was still an inconvenience. He rubbed his eyes to remove the tears—unsure if he were crying for Peter or finding joy in the pain he would soon remove from the world.

When the server approached him, he quickly folded up the list and stuffed it in his pocket.

"I wanted to see if you needed a refill," the server said, gesturing toward the half-empty cup.

"Oh, yeah, maybe," Mortimer said, lost in his own mind.

"Give me a sec, and I’ll grab the pot to freshen that up for you."

Mortimer placed his head in his hands. He had told Peter he planned to ease the pain of those who were now dead, and he had hinted he would get them drugs off the black market to ease the pain, but it was a cover for what really needed to happen.

You knew from the start, Peter. You knew what you were getting into, that the truth was a lie to make you feel better, but you knew. You joined me willingly on my path, and that meant there was no backing out—no way out except death.

It hurt Mortimer more than he expected it would. Everything he was doing was for the greater good, but nothing that came before affected him like this death. He mourned his friend but would never be able to mourn him fully. He would not go to the funeral or memorial or whatever was held for Peter Claxton.

"Here you go," the server said. She was in her twenties, and her name badge said Clarissa, but Mortimer knew that before he arrived at the coffee shop.

He needed the coffee, but he needed to speak to her more. He did not need to put on an act to attract her to him.

Clarissa placed a single donut on a plate down on the table. "On the house. I hope it makes you feel better."

"Thanks," Mortimer said. "It does, and it doesn’t."

"I’m sorry to hear that. If there is anything I can do to help, and if it includes coffee or pastries, then you know where to find me."

"Thank you," Mortimer said. "I’m just worried about my mother."

"Is she sick?" Clarissa asked, stopping in her tracks.

He had her on his hook now and only needed to reel her in. "Yeah, for a long time. She is confined to her bed, and I try my best to take care of her, but it’s hard to do alone. I wish I could switch places with her, but I can't. I wish she were not in pain anymore, but I don't know if I can live without her, either. Sorry, I’m rambling now. She does have some good days, and that makes the pain easier to manage."

"No, it’s fine," Clarissa said, sitting down opposite Mortimer. "I understand what you are going through. My older sister was in the military but was discharged when she wasn’t up to it anymore. She has PTSD, and while the military gives her full coverage for any treatment, nothing seems to work. She looks, for the most part, like a functioning person, but she doesn’t sleep, and she walks around like a ghost most of the time. She’ll have these vivid nightmares if she ever does get to sleep, and even during the day, she’ll suffer flashbacks. She’s hurt herself a few times, and I’m worried she’ll—and there I go rambling too."

 Clarissa let out a nervous laugh.

"Don't worry about it. A lot of people don't understand and try to help, but you just need someone to listen to you sometimes," Mortimer commented.

"Yeah, tell me about it," Clarissa said. "Penny goes to counseling, and I know it is helping, but I wish they offered that to the careers, too. I could really do with talking to someone about what I’m going through."

"So, you are the principal carer?" Mortimer asked.

"Yeah, I am. How about you?"

"The same," Mortimer said. "It can be hard. Do you have anyone come in to help?"

"No. Penny is functioning most of the time, but there’s nothing anyone could help her with on a regular basis. No one knows when she might flip out, and I only have to hope she doesn’t have an episode while I am at work, or if she does, it’s a mild one."

"That’s tough on you," Mortimer said. "You have to be here all day, and there’s no one at home for your sister. How about family in the area or neighbors?"

"Everyone has their own lives to live. We don't have any family close by, and I don't want to trouble the neighbors. With the neighborhood we live in, most of them are old, and I don't think they could do anything if Penny needed help."

"How about you? Do you have anyone to help you?" Clarissa asked.

"No, no one," Mortimer conformed.

He knew it was risky to speak with the sister for too long, but he needed the connection, too. He didn't have anyone else in his life now that Peter was gone. He could see the pain etched in her features, and he would take the pain not only from her sister but from her, too. It was a calculated risk, but Mortimer was aware he was taking more and more risks as he became bolder. He knew Clarissa would understand, too. When her sister was taken, she would be free—they had a connection, and he trusted she would not report he was there.

"I’m having a tough time at work, too," Mortimer admitted. "Sorry, I shouldn’t lay all of this on you, but I feel safe talking to you, Clarissa."

"You can talk to me," she replied.

"I think my boss wants to fire me, and I’ve done lots of things that have helped the business, but my boss doesn’t see it that way. She thinks I’m in the wrong because I haven’t done things the way she wants them done."

"Can you speak with her?" Clarissa asked.

"No, I don't think I can. It’s past that point now."

"You could quit and get another job."

"This was the job I was born to do," Mortimer said. "I don't think I will ever be able to quit. Maybe my boss will fire me, but I’m not going down without a fight."

"That’s the spirit," Clarissa said.

Mortimer was speaking about Special Agent Hawk, not his boss. She was the one who was coming after him, and he knew there would be a showdown at some point. If only there were a way to make her understand what he was doing, but she was just like everyone else.

"I should get going," Mortimer said. "I need to get back to work, and I don't want there to be any more problems."

"Let me wrap up your donut for you," Clarissa said, taking the plate.

"I will come back here," Mortimer said. "If you are working again, it might be nice to talk."

"Yeah, that would be nice," Clarissa admitted as they walked over to the counter together.

"I don't get to wear a name badge, so I’ll introduce myself. Mortimer."

Clarissa smiled. "It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mortimer." She quickly bagged up the donut. "Here you go. And I really do hope things work out for you at work. You deserve some happiness, Mortimer."

"We both do," Mortimer replied. "I have a good feeling about today. I think things will work out for the best."

"There you go. That’s the right attitude," Clarissa said.

Mortimer left with his bagged donut and felt a little lighter after speaking with Clarissa. It was a rare opportunity to ease the pain of two people with one death. Clarissa was working, and that meant Penny was home all alone. He would deal with her swiftly, and then he would deal with his boss.

There was a real threat that she would stop him before he could take away the pain of the deserving, and that was not far to anyone. It might have been the death of Peter that emboldened him. By killing Peter, he had prolonged his journey. To prolong it again, he would have to kill Special Agent Kelsey Hawk.

Penny first, then Kelsey.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Kelsey sat with Elizabeth in the pharmacy as they went through footage from the pharmacy counter. Dr. Henn provided all the footage, playing it for Elizabeth whenever Dr. Claxton was on camera. Kelsey waited with bated breath, both for Elizabeth to spot Peter Claxton and to receive a phone call from someone at the station with any information they had gathered.

After a burst of excitement, she was back in the place she hated: waiting. She had thought through the case over and over so much that her mind didn't focus on it now. Instead, she thought about SAC Granger and her upcoming meeting with the deputy director. Granger had spoken to a previous witness, the one who was in the passenger seat when she had driven toward a sheer drop to get information from him. If he had found that witness, he might have time to speak to Elizabeth Martinez too and discover that she showed her a dead body over the phone to get an ID.

Again, it wasn’t something she would change, but it could hurt her career. She couldn’t even think about investigating her family’s murder until she had dealt with the meeting—if she were fired, she would have fewer resources at her disposal, and that would hinder her from getting to the truth.

The vibrating phone in her pocket brought her back to the present moment. She pulled it out and answered the call from Detective Watari.

"What do you have?" Kelsey asked.

"We have a ping on Peter Claxton’s phone from earlier today, but it's not operational anymore. The location is not far from his house."

"The killer took it and destroyed it after he killed Peter. Send someone to the last known location just in case, but I don't think they will find anything."

"Got it. We last had some luck with the phone carrier and have messages and call logs. Looks like you were right. There’s a number we are tracing as we speak, but it sounds like exactly what your hunch was. Here, let me read the messages. There are not many. They called my work. They are looking for you, and I lied. I will lose my job. There’s no reply to that one or the next one. I can't do this anymore. If I had known what you were going to do, I wouldn’t have helped. We need to speak. That’s all there is to that number. Two messages out, and no replies. No calls to or from that number."

"Good. This is really good. I need the name and an address as soon as you have the number." Kelsey’s spirits brightened further when she saw Elizabeth Martinez point at the screen. "Listen, I need to go. We might have something here. Call me as soon as you get a name and an address."

"You got it."

Kelsey hung up and went over to the monitor.

"Do you see him?" Kelsey asked.

"That’s him," Elizabeth said. 

The footage was a little grainy.

"Are you sure?" Kelsey asked.

"I’m sure."

"Okay, play it for me," Kelsey instructed Dr. Henn.

The footage was rewound to the start of the interaction and played. When in motion, the footage was not as blurred as the still image. The man, who had so far only been identified as Mortimer, walked up to the counter and spoke with Dr. Claxton for around a minute and a half. The interaction looked pleasant, and both men smiled and exchanged pleasantries. Along with the vocal interaction was a transaction. A prescription had been filled.

"Okay," Kesley said. "Dr. Henn, I need you to cross-reference any prescriptions filled around the time of the footage, and I need a list of names."

"It only groups the prescriptions by the date," Dr. Henn said.

"That will have to do. Get me all the names of filled prescriptions from that day, but I want you to focus on any medication that would be used to treat long-term pain. Compile that for me, but I still want a list of every name from that day."

"I can do that," Dr. Henn replied.

"Elizabeth, I need you to keep going. Dr. Henn, when you have that, come back and go through the footage with Elizabeth again until there is another sighting of the same man. Take all the names from that day and cross-reference them with the names you compiled for the first day. I want that list after you get the first two lists to me. Does that make sense?"

"Yes," Dr. Henn replied.

Elizabeth nodded, too. They were engrossed in the case now—Kelsey’s personal data team. 

Kelsey called John next for an update on the body.

"Hey," John answered.

"Anything from the body or the car?" Kelsey asked.

"You were right: nothing. Well, just confirmation of what we already knew. The forensic team is confident the apparatus is exactly the same as the first three killings, but we won’t know for sure if it was cyanide until we do the autopsy. How about things from your side?"

"We are making progress, and I have him on camera. Detective Watari is hopefully calling me soon with a name and address. I’m coming to you now. When he calls me back, I want to be ready to go, and I don't want to go into this without you, John. I’ll be as quick as I can."

"I can meet you halfway," John said. "Save some time and then get straight on the chase if his name comes through on your way."

"Okay, the water tower on fourth and main. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can."

 

***

 

Kelsey skidded to a halt and jumped out of the car, her ear pressed to the phone. She nodded and held up a finger to John to inform him she had something.

John didn't waste time. He gestured for her to get into the vehicle, and he would drive.

"We still have information coming through, but his name is Owen Platt. The address on file for him is 324 8th Ave," Detective Watari said.

"324 8th Ave," Kelsey relayed.

John nodded and typed it into the GPS. He took off as quickly as Kelsey had screeched to a halt. Kelsey couldn’t remember if she had locked her hire car, but it didn't matter. She would gladly pay any fees or even replace the entire thing if it meant catching this guy.

"I have a ton of information coming in now that we have his name and social security number. We are tracking his phone, but he has it turned off. If he switches it back on, we'll get a ping," Detective Watari said.

"Anything else you can tell me that might help?" Kelsey asked.

"He’s lived in the same apartment for the past ten years. He owns a red Ford Escape, and we have an APB out for the vehicle. If he is on the road, we will run into him sooner or later."

"Okay, let me call you back when we get to the apartment. I have another call coming through."

Detective Watari hung up so Kelsey could take the next call.

"Hello?" Kelsey said. 

"This is Dr. Henn. I have the two lists that you wanted. Do you want me to email them to the email address on the card you left?"

"Yes, please do," Kelsey said. "Have you located any further footage of Owen Platt?"

"Not yet, but we are working on it," he replied.

"Good. Thank you. Call me again if you get anything else."

Kelsey hung up the phone and went into her email, refreshing it until the email from Dr. Henn came through. She opened the first list, the shorter of the two. There were eight names on the list of patients who had prescriptions filled for heavy pain medication. Owen Platt’s name was not on the list. There was one other male name that matched in age. Kelsey quickly went back to her phone app and called Detective Watari.

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

"I want you to follow up on a second name. Mason Rooney. It could be an alias of Owen Platt. Give me a call if you get anything from it," Kelsey replied.

"Mason Rooney. Got it," the detective said.

Kelsey hung up again and was finally able to take a breath before checking the longer list. Owen Platt was not on that one, either.

"How long until we get there?" Kelsey asked.

"Two minutes," John replied. 

Kelsey kept watch out of the window in case a red Ford Escape passed them, going in the opposite direction. When they pulled up at the small townhouse, Kelsey checked up and down the street, looking for the same vehicle, but there wasn’t one.

"Do we knock?" John asked.

"I want him now," Kelsey said. "I don't want to give him the chance to escape, and chances are he saw us pull up if he is still in the house. Do what you need to."

John didn't waste a second. He walked up a couple of steps and then ran at the door, slamming his shoulder against it. Kelsey drew her gun and ran up the steps after him. She covered him as he entered the building. John pointed his gun into the hallway and then up the stairs. Kelsey swung to the right, searching the living room while John hurried upstairs.

She moved through to another hallway, a kitchen, and a bathroom. She knew from the living room that the place was empty.

John came back down a few seconds later. "There’s no one here."

"And there hasn’t been for a long time," Kelsey replied. "Look at this place. It’s not lived in at all. There’s furniture but no belongings. This might be Owen Platt’s house, but he hasn’t lived here for a long time."

Kelsey’s phone rang, and her only hope was that Detective Watari was calling her with a second address.

"Give me some good news," Kelsey said.

"We got a hit on the APB," Detective Watari said. "A red Ford Escape was seen leaving the city two minutes ago by a traffic cop posted on the side of the road. I can send someone after it, but you might be closer."

"No, we’ll go," Kelsey said. "Where does the road lead?"

"Toward the state border," the detective said. "If it’s him, he’s making his escape."




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Kesley watched the world rush by faster and faster now that John was on the highway. She kept watch out the front for the red Ford Escape as Detective Watari relayed more information to her over the phone.

"From what we can piece together, Owen Platt grew up in Harwood, just north of Fargo. He hasn’t worked in a while, and everything points to him having never left the state. His mother passed away thirty years ago; he was two at the time, and his father passed away when he was sixteen. No record of any other family in the area. He went to school with Peter Claxton. One of my officers just got off the phone with a teacher from that school when they were both there. They were best friends, but she talks about Owen as a troubled kid. Didn't grow up in a happy household; didn't have many friends; didn't get into trouble, but was likely bullied."

"Keep looking into the family," Kelsey said. "And any connections still in Harwood. Did you get anything from the other name I gave you?"

"Mason Rooney? There’s a chance he is out of state right now and has been for the past week, but I have someone checking into it," Detective Watari said.

"Okay. We just crossed the border, and there is no sign of him yet. We’re pushing Deputy Gallant’s truck pretty fast, so we should catch up to him soon."

"Give me a call if you find him, and we will send backup straight away."

Kelsey hung up. They had passed over into Minnesota, perhaps the further Owen Platt had ever been from home—if he was the person they were chasing.

"It has to be him," John said. "He knows we have him now, and he’s making a run for it."

"I don't know what he is doing," Kelsey replied. "I don't think he knows how to leave, and if that’s the case, he might panic. I don't like it when people panic. He gave the others a way out, but something was holding him back. I don't think he has a chronic condition. It could be a mental health issue, but I don’t think it’s that either. Both of his parents are dead. He has no other family here. Yet, he’s stuck. If I just—wait! There!"

John looked to where Kelsey was pointing. Highway 10 continued through Minnesota, and Highway 75 turned north off Highway 10. A red vehicle was on the road heading along the road, running parallel to the border.

"We have to take the chance," Kelsey said. "This might be the first time he has crossed the border, and if he is in the mental state I think he is, he will want to stay close. This gives him an opportunity to put distance between us while not straying far from home."

"I trust you more than I trust myself," John said.

When the turnoff approached, he took the rightmost lane and looped over Highway 10 and onto Highway 75. As soon as they were heading north, they closed the gap on the red vehicle quickly. Mainly because it had stopped. John screeched the truck to a halt, almost alongside it. He jumped out and ran straight to the back window, pounding on it.

Kelsey ran past him. There was a woman in the back seat staring blankly at John as he pounded on the window and tried to instruct her to move back a little. It was obvious she had inhaled some nitrogen in preparation for what came next.

She recognized the man in the driver’s seat: Owen Platt. He didn't look at her. Owen stared straight ahead, but his entire body was shaking. Sweat glistened on his forehead, and his shoulders jerked up and down as he hyperventilated. Kelsey slammed her hand on the window, but he didn't look at her. She scanned the area around him and didn't see any weapons. She pulled her gun and pointed it at the window—she could end this now.

The shattering of glass startled Kelsey. John had broken through the window in the rear. It shocked Owen enough that he regained some composure. He turned and stared at Kelsey with wild eyes, and then he became shocked when he realized what was happening. The engine revved, and before Kelsey could take a shot, the car flew forward.

"Come on!" John shouted.

He and Kelsey ran back to the truck and were immediately in hot pursuit of the red vehicle. Owen didn't drive cautiously or slowly, and it became a very real threat that he would wipe out and kill his passenger before they could save her.

Owen was two hundred yards in front of them when the car jerked to the left and crossed the median, shooting straight over the lanes, running in the opposite direction, and onto a dirt road between the trees.

John checked in the rearview mirror and then checked the opposite lanes. When he reached the same spot, he turned the wheel, and the whole truck lurched to the side. They crossed the median and then the empty lanes on the opposite side. John took the same road Owen had taken, but there was no sign of the red car. Snow still covered the ground, so no dust was kicked up to give them a direction to head in. They followed the road, but they would not know which way he had gone if they came to a turn-off.

"I need your phone," John demanded.

Kelsey didn't ask why. She took it out and handed it to him immediately, understanding that time was of the essence. He dove with one hand on the wheel, manipulating the phone with the other. He glanced down for a split second and then back to the road over and over. It was enough for the truck to veer to the right twice, but he was able to correct it immediately.

He didn't see the bend further up and had to wrench on the wheel when Kelsey screamed. The side of the truck scraped against a tree, but they kept moving forward. John straightened up the truck but quickly skidded to a stop when they came to a t-junction. 

"Come on, come on, come on," he said, staring down at the screen.

"What are you doing?" Kelsey asked.

"Back at his car, when I smashed the window, I wanted to get her out of there, but the car took off too quickly. So, I did the only thing I could think of—I tossed my phone in. I just need to log into the find-your-phone app, and I can track it. It won’t give us an exact location, but we will be able to follow him until we have a line of sight again."

"You’re amazing," Kelsey stated.

"Yeah, that’s what they tell me," John said, raising his eyebrows. "Got it," he exclaimed. He kicked the truck into gear and took off straight ahead, handing the phone back to Kelsey. "Keep an eye on where he is going and direct me."

"Got it." She zoomed in a little and had to wait a second for the screen to refresh so it wasn’t so blurry. "Looks like there is a turn and then a sharp bend to the right. Take your next left and then follow the road around to the right after that."

The turn came up quicker than John was expecting, and he had to slam on the brakes, skidding zig-zagged through the snow until they were going slow enough for him to take his foot off the brakes and take the turn.

"Keep following this road," Kelsey instructed.

"What was that back there?" John asked. "When he stopped the car?"

"He was having a panic attack," Kelsey replied. "He hasn’t left the state, probably not the immediate area, and he was the farthest from home he had ever been. His body was shutting down, not letting him go further. It probably hit him when he was on the main highway and caused him to turn off and head north. He probably meant to take these back roads whether we were following him or not. He needs the comfort."

"What comfort?" John asked

"I think he’s going back home. Back to his childhood home, wherever that is." Kelsey studied the map again. "If he remains on this heading and then takes the highway or another road north, he’s going to be headed toward Harwood."

"Okay, but if he does go back there, how do we know where his childhood home is?"

"I don't know, but Detective Watari might." Kelsey studied the map one more time, trying to memorize where Owen Platt might make a turn to try and throw them off. "If the moving dots are anything to go by, we have forty-five seconds until he might turn again."

Kelsey switched to her phone app, hoping she could get back to the other app.

"Do you have him?" Detective Watari asked when he answered.

"Give me a second; I have to switch you to speaker phone." Kelsey tapped the button and returned to the find-your-phone app to track Owen. The screen was blurry but slowly resolved into the previous map. Both dots were headed in the same direction, but that didn't mean they were on the same route.

"It’s definitely him," Kelsey said to Detective Watari. "Deputy Gallant got his phone into Owen’s vehicle, so we can track him to an extent, but I need to know if there are any other addresses for Owen Platt or either of his parents, especially in the Harwood area."

"Let me check again," Detective Watari said. "We didn't get any other results on properties for Owen Platt…"

While the detective spoke, Kelsey zoomed in on the map again to ensure they hadn’t missed a turn.

"…and the house his parents owned was sold off twenty years ago. His father didn't own any other properties after that, so he might have rented, but we don't have any other addresses for him.

"John, take the next left and head west for now. Looks like he’s heading back toward the main road, and then we’ll find out if he will head north toward Harwood again," Kelsey said.

"I see it," John said, looking ahead.

The car they were chasing showed no signs of slowing, and they had made no ground. John could handle the truck on almost any road and in any conditions, but Owen Platt had lived in this area his entire life and would know the roads like the back of his hand.

"Anything else you can tell me about Owen Platt?" Kelsey asked the detective.

"We’re combing through everything, but I’m not sure what we will get. Do you want me to send backup to Harwood?" Detective Watari asked.

"Yes, send them," Kelsey said. "If Owen changes direction, we can reroute them on the way. Hold on, something’s happening."

"What is it?" John and Detective Watari said at the same time.

"He’s stopped just short of the main road," Kelsey replied.

"Another panic attack?" John asked.

"I hope that’s all it is," Kelsey said. 

The other reason for him to stop would be to kill his next victim before he was arrested or killed. It would only take him a minute, and he could continue on after with the body in the back seat or dump the body by the side of the road. After killing his friend Peter Claxton, he would be different. Kelsey knew that hadn’t been planned until he got the text, and he might follow suit with how he presented the next victims—leaving them anywhere he wished.

Kesley hoped it was a panic attack and nothing more.

"Okay, just keep going straight. Maybe a hundred yards up ahead," Kelsey said.

She and John started straight ahead, looking for a glimpse of red amongst the thick snow-covered trees.

"What do you see?" Detective Watari asked.

"Nothing yet," Kelsey said. "He’s still not moving. We should be coming up on him now."

"I don't see anything," John said.

"Stop, stop, stop," Kelsey said.

John slammed on the brakes, and the truck snaked from side to side before it came to a halt. There was no sign of the red car. John jumped out of the truck first, drawing his gun, and Kelsey followed suit.

They took a side of the snow-clad road each, pointing their guns into the trees and looking for tire marks where he had escaped off-road.

"Where did he go!" Kelsey shouted.

"No, no, no!" John screamed.

Kesley ran around the truck to where John was, pointing his gun at the ground.

"What is it?" Detective Watari asked down the phone. "Do you have him?"

Kelsey watched as John bent down and picked it up. Owen had found the phone and tossed it from the window.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

"We don't stop," Kelsey said. "Back in the truck."

"We don't know where he’s taking her," John replied.

"Where am I sending the units?" Detective Watari asked over the phone.

"Head toward Harwood for now, and let me think," Kelsey said to John. "Detective Watari, send them toward Harwood. I’m sure he’s there somewhere. Until we have a better plan, we scour the town looking for a red Ford Escape."

Detective Watari started to say something, but the crunching of the snow under their boots, the running engine, and the opening and closing of the doors drowned him out.

"…any other connections," Detective Watari finished.

"Okay," Kelsey said as John put the truck in gear. She understood the gist of what he was saying. "Stay on the line with me and feed me any information if and when you have it."

"Harwood is not all that big," Detective Watari said. "Still, it will take time to search, and we have no guarantee he is there. What if he takes off north or doubles back into Fargo and is lost in the traffic? He might have a garage and stow the car in there. Are we going door to door with this?"

"Let me deal with that," Kelsey said. "Just send everyone you have to Harwood, and if it’s the wrong decision, then I’ll shoulder the blame."

And I’ll really be out of a job.

John turned off the bumpy road and onto the secondary highway heading west. Once they hit the highway heading north, they would quickly make it to Harwood. Kelsey hoped Owen Platt was headed there, and something inside told her he was. He had panicked when he had tried to leave. He didn't live in his apartment in Fargo, and she was confident he had a place in Harwood. It had been his childhood home, and he was going back to his roots.

Or maybe he never left.

Kelsey went back to the original list of eight names and checked the dates of birth.

"His mother died when he was an infant, but his father not for another fourteen years after that. He has no other family in the area," Kelsey said.

"Where are you going with this?" Detective Watari asked over the phone.

"I’m thinking out loud—connecting the dots. He was in the pharmacy to collect a prescription, but not for himself. He might have undiagnosed mental health problems, but he’s physically fine. He knows someone with physical problems. He’s caring for them. That’s where he lives right now. A parent figure in his life. That’s what is keeping him in Harwood. Detective Watari, run the names Delores Schmidt and Jessica Arnoldson. I think one of them lives in Harwood."

"I’m passing on the names to my team now," Detective Watari said.

"What are you thinking?" John asked. "The father remarried?"

"No, I don't think he remarried, but I do think he found someone. That’s why it hasn't shown up in the searches so far. The mother dies, the father enters a relationship with someone else, and Owen Platt has a mother in his life. When the father passes away, the stepmother is all he has. He sees her in pain and needs to care for her, and that binds him to this place. He can't leave because he loves her, and he can't take away her pain because he needs her. So, he lives out his fantasies by killing others, fooling himself into thinking he is doing good in the world. He takes away the pain that he can't take from his stepmother, and he lets them leave when he can't. Years of being unable to live the life he wants has flipped the switch."

"If you are right, and I’m with you the entire way, how does this end?" John asked.

"I don't think he wants to die," Kelsey said.

John turned off the westbound highway and headed north toward Harwood.

"He knows we are closing in now," Kelsey continued. "And if he has gone back home and we find him there, he will be cornered. I don't believe he will choose violence against us, but we must be prepared for it. But his hostage is another matter completely. He will not go out without a fight, and that fight is removing the pain of another. The worst case scenario is he kills her before we can stop him."

"And the best case scenario?" John asked.

"He uses her as a hostage to negotiate his way out."

"I don't like the sound of either scenario." John motioned with his head to indicate the small group of buildings up ahead.

"Detective Watari?" Kelsey asked. "Where are we at with the names?"

"We’re checking them now; just waiting for a hit. I heard your scenarios, Special Agent Hawk. The worst case is he’s not connected to Harwood at all, and we are on a wild goose chase."

"Detective Watari," John said, "the more you get to know Special Agent Hawk, the more you understand how annoyingly right she is all the time."

"I hope you are right," Detective Watari said. "Backup is on the way, but they are fifteen minutes out."

"Good," Kelsey said. It didn't matter when backup got there; she was going in as soon as they had an address.

John slowed the truck as they entered the town or drove on the part of the highway that passed through the buildings. The junction up ahead gave the option of going left or right. They could continue straight ahead, too, but that would take them out of the town and north toward the Canadian border.

"I have it," Detective Watari said. "Jessica Arnoldson, 13 Vanburgh Street."

John typed it into his GPS with one hand as he crept almost to a stop before they reached the junction. As soon as the dot appeared on the screen, he spun the steering wheel to the left and crossed two lanes of traffic. Someone blasted their horn at him and passed on the right. John took the turnoff and hit the gas to take them across the other lanes before the blue truck struck them. He was met with another blast of a horn.

Kelsey felt the rush of panic at almost being hit twice, but it was trumped by the relief that John was pushing them as quickly as possible toward the target. Still, there was a fine line between aggressively pursuing a killer and becoming reckless.

John trusted her, and she trusted him in return. He had become a little more reckless since they had started working together, but it had been for the better—so far.

John spun the wheel in the opposite direction to turn down another street, and there was no need to be on the lookout for other vehicles. The town was empty—not quite a ghost town, but no people walked the streets, and almost no cars were parked on the side of the road—most were housed from the cold and snow in large garages.

The truck slowed instead of screeching to a halt.

"The house is up ahead," John said. "We might buy ourselves some time if we don't pull up out front. It might not help, but this could come down to a matter of seconds."

Kesley nodded. "Detective Watari, I’m hanging up now. I will call you as soon as we have him."

"Kick his ass," the detective replied.

Kelsey and John exited the vehicle, both drawing their guns. The lack of vehicles on the street made it easier to spot Owen’s vehicle—the only problem was there was no vehicle to spot.

John gestured to a house up ahead. The addition of a garage on the side gave Kelsey hope. If Owen Platt were smart, he would have hidden the car in there. If he could, he would have made a run for it, continuing north. If he was still driving, everything they were doing was a waste of time, and they might never catch him.

The two stuck to the low wall that lined the fronts of the houses leading up to the house where Jessica Arnoldson lived. It didn't hide them from view, but it provided some cover. Kelsey only had eyes for the house but could almost feel the eyes of the small town on her. People might be at windows, hidden inside by the contrasting light, watching her and John make their way down the street with guns drawn. It could be the most exciting or terrifying sight the town had seen.

They approached the house, and John crouched low to make his way through the front yard. Kelsey scanned the house but couldn’t see through the windows. John kept low as he approached the front door. He tried the handle when he got there, but the door was locked. He looked back at Kelsey, and a silent communication passed through them.

John would break the door down if needed, but there were other options to try first. Owen Platt might have seen them coming already, but entering carefully and silently was the best way to go. Burst through the door, and it might give him no option but to attack them or kill his hostage.

Kelsey covered John again as he moved to the large garage door. He tried to turn the handle on the front, but that door was locked, too. He covered Kelsey this time as she rounded the corner of the garage.

Third time is a charm.

Kelsey tried the small door on the side of the garage, and it opened a crack. She waited for John to catch up to her and opened the door slowly when he was positioned with his gun pointing inside. Kelsey pulled it fully open, and they were met with a bright flash of red: the Ford Escape.

The car was there, and that meant Owen Platt was inside.

The killer was inside, and wherever he was waiting for them or not, they were about to have the final showdown.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Kelsey went one way, and John went the other—circling the red car toward the door on the other end of the garage. Kelsey looked through the car windows to get a sense of what had happened. The hostage was not in the back seat, and there were no signs of a struggle, no blood. Either he had killed her and dumped her on the side of the road, or she was inside with Owen. Kelsey would bet on the second option.

When they were both at the second door, they didn't need to communicate. With her gun pointed toward the door, Kelsey took up a position, and John opened it slowly. There was silence in the garage, but the quiet was eclipsed by the silence that came from inside the house. Most houses were never silent, an ambient noise in constant flow, but the sound had been sucked from the residence.

Kelsey looked into the kitchen, and the house was definitely lived in—visible even through the small sliver between the door and doorframe; a slice of life. Plates and cups were used and laid by the sink. As the door opened more, Kelsey waited for a flash of movement, but none came—only more insight into the life within the house. There was a lived-in quality, but not too lived-in. It was neat and clean, but not so much in that it was cleaned regularly; more, there was not enough life around to make a mess.

When the door was fully opened, John exited the garage first, Kelsey following him. They moved as one, each pointing their gun in an opposite direction to provide maximum coverage. Kelsey knew they made a good team, but she had not noticed how in sync they were until that moment. She knew exactly what John would do and which way he would move before he acted. From how he moved through the house, she knew he was the same with her.

John made motions with his hands—orders from his days in the military. Kelsey didn't know the signs, but they were obvious enough to know what they meant. They split up to search the main level of the house. Kelsey explored the kitchen further, and John went the opposite way to what was presumably the living room.

Kesley moved slower than she had moved through a house before. The silence rang in her ears, so she didn't want to make a sound. She would hear a pin drop, and if she made any noise, she was sure Owen would hear her. John was completely silent, too, as he explored the house.

The kitchen had been updated since the house had been built, but it couldn’t be considered modern. The stove was either immaculate or rarely used. The cupboard doors and drawers were all closed, and Kelsey resisted opening them. She could do that later. The only doors she would open were ones where Owen and his hostage might have gone.

She moved through the main floor, one step at a time—softly placing her heel and then lowering her foot. Her ears were pricked, but no sounds were forthcoming. Her body was tensed, ready to move at speed at the slightest sound. The kitchen led to a hallway with a bathroom off it—thankfully, the shower curtain was pulled aside, so she did not need to venture in and look behind. The hallway continued on, doubling back toward the front of the house.

A shadow came from up ahead, but it felt familiar. She kept her gun raised but knew it was John in the living room. She moved in slowly, not to startle him, and found him circling on the spot, listening for a clue to where they were hiding. The living room was large, with a dining table and four chairs by the window. Three large bookshelves covered the wall at right angles to the window, and pictures were hung on the wall opposite the window.

John looked at Kelsey and raised his eyebrows, and Kelsey nodded in reply: I didn’t find anything. John gestured toward the photograph wall. There were no current pictures of Owen Platt, but the likeness in the small child was obvious. Pictures with his father, but none with his mother. Photos with his stepmother and four framed photographs of his father and stepmother together.

When the shuffling sound came from upstairs, Kelsey had enough control of herself not to make a noise, but John couldn’t help himself. He spun on the spot, creating some noise, but it didn't matter now. Owen had revealed himself first. The groan came next, and Kelsey ran for the stairs. The victim was aware enough to know she was in trouble. Kelsey would not let her die. She took the stairs two at a time, her finger off the trigger, but as soon as she was on the upper level, her finger touched the trigger lightly again.

John was by her side an instant later, and they stalked the corridor together, taking one side of the hallway each. The first room on each side was empty, but not the second room on Kelsey’s side. The hostage was under the blankets on the bed, likely bound and supposed to be silent. Kelsey quickly scanned the room before gesturing for John to check the rest of the upstairs.

Kelsey went to the large wardrobe, braced herself for Owen to leap out as soon as she opened the doors, and yanked on the handle. She took a quick step back and pointed the gun as the shadow moved, but she didn't fire. Coats swung innocently in the wardrobe, but there was no one in there. John would find him; she was sure of it. Kelsey ran to the bed, still with her gun in case this was some sort of trick, and pulled off the blankest to reveal the woman.

She froze in surprise at the eyes looking up at her in confusion. This was not the same woman she had seen in the back of Owen’s vehicle; it was a much older woman. It clicked immediately. The woman was Jessica Arnoldson. Jessica rubbed her hands together as if trying to soothe them and tried to sit up in the bed but had trouble doing that. Kelsey didn't want to point the gun at a woman who was in obvious pain and had been for a long time, but she was certain it was the only thing stopping Jessica from calling out.

Kelsey pressed a finger to her lips to inform the woman not to speak and then helped her to sit up. When John returned to the room empty-handed, she did the same to him. She listened to the sound of Owen trying to escape, but there was only complete silence in the house. She hoped he was still inside, and if he were, he would know they were too. They would hear the car if he tried to take off in it, and backup was close enough that he would not get away. He could try running, but Kelsey was confident they could run him down. The worst option, the one he had likely taken, was to remain hidden in the house with his hostage. That turned him into a trapped animal. He had been somewhat predictable until now, but that would make him unpredictable.

Kelsey lowered her gun and crouched close to the bed. Jessica looked tired or drugged up. She didn't look in a state to make much noise, but they had made their presence known to Owen anyway, so it didn't matter.

"He’s still in the house, isn’t he?" Kelsey asked.

Jessica stared at her blankly, and it was impossible to tell if the old woman was covering for her stepson or if she didn’t know what was happening. She would not know her son as a killer, only a carer. Owen had killed people, but he had done so with grace, not that it made it any better. With what Kelsey knew of Owen Platt, she was fairly certain he would have treated his stepmother with care. She might not even understand what Kelsey was asking her.

Kelsey took out her badge, hoping there was some recognition in that.

"Special Agent Hawk," Kelsey said. 

Jessica stared at the badge and nodded slightly. There was a will in the woman to do and say more, but her body would not comply with her mind. Still, Kelsey saw the understanding.

"I’m here to help," Kelsey said. "A bad man is in your house, Miss Arnoldson. We are here to protect you. We have searched the house and haven’t found him. Where might he be hiding? Where could he hide, Jessica?"

Jessica stared glassily at Kelsey, blinking and trying to understand.

"Where would the bad man hide, Jessica?" Kelsey repeated.

The old woman opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. She tried again, and there was a faint croak. Kelsey leaned in as the woman tried to vocalize her thoughts.

Jessica’s voice was scratchy and faint. "The books. The boo—" Jessica started to cough and fell back onto her pillow.

Kelsey nodded and got up from the bed. She left the room, John following her. She went back downstairs, not bothering to remain silent; he knew they were there now and would know they were coming. She entered the living room and checked the three bookcases along the wall. She scanned the books, checked the bookcases from floor to ceiling, and then went to the one on the right. She braced her hands in the interior and pulled the bookcase toward her—it swung open like a large, thick door and revealed a dense blackness. 

A short corridor led behind the bookcases. Kelsey held her gun out in front and poked her head around. A faint glow came from the floor and illuminated enough of the interior of the secret passage to show there were stairs leading down to a basement. Kesley took a quick look at John to indicate she was moving in and then entered the passageway and made straight for the stairs.

She feared a gunshot, a bullet hitting her in the leg as she descended, but it didn’t stop her. When she was far enough down, she crouched down into the light to scan for Owen and the hostage. She didn't have to look very far—the two of them were standing at the wall opposite the stairs. 

Owen had his back pressed to the wall; he held the woman in front of him as a shield. He had one arm wrapped around her waist, and his free hand held the familiar syringe—the needle pressed to the woman’s neck. The hostage looked frightened but still out of it enough that she wasn’t screaming out or pleading—she was still in a daze.

When Kelsey saw no presence of a gun, she held hers pointed upwards and descended some more.

"Don't come any closer," Owen warned.

"We just want to talk," Kelsey said.

"No, you want to stop me from doing what is right. One more step, and I will kill her right in front of you," Owen shouted.

All the signs were there. The tension in his body, the timber of his voice, the look in his eye. Kelsey could sense that if she made one wrong move, he would kill his hostage.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

"I’m putting away my gun," Kelsey said as she got to the bottom of the stairs.

She holstered her gun—if she gave the illusion he was in control, she could control the situation. She thrust her other hand toward the stairs to stop John from coming down after her. If it were two against one, Owen would feel even more trapped.

"Not a step closer," Owen said.

Kelsey stopped on the spot. She knew Owen did not want to kill his hostage, but Kelsey didn't want to force his hand. If his goal were to kill her and end her pain, he would have done so by now. No, he wanted a way out, and that meant keeping his hostage alive. Kelsey could work with that.

"I do want to talk to you, Owen," Kelsey said.

"I’m done talking," Owen replied.

"Tell me about her," Kelsey said. "She’s in pain, isn’t she?"

"I want you to leave the house, and then I will get back in my car and drive away. If you come any closer or try to do anything to stop me, I will kill her."

"Stop it," Kelsey said. "I want to talk about what you really want to do. You didn't take her to use her as a hostage, did you? You wanted to end her pain."

"You shouldn’t have followed me," Owen said. "You did this."

Kelsey tried to assess and analyze as quickly as she could. Owen had been forced into a corner, but it was a deviation from his overall goal. She needed to appear sympathetic to his cause if she was to get closer to him. She had to get closer to disable the threat. It didn't work to let him leave. He was using the hostage to make his escape, but the grand plan was to kill her either way. The best way to stop him was to do so there in the basement.

"No, you did this," Kelsey rebuked.

A flash of anger crossed Owen’s face, and his head trembled.

"You brought her here, and I understand why you did. But you messed up by coming here. You brought me here, Owen. I read the letter you wrote to me."

"The letter?" he asked, confused.

"Maybe it was not to me specifically. It was to the world, wasn’t it? Your intent and reasons masked as a suicide note," Kelsey said.

"I didn't want to kill him, but he would have stopped me, and people would be left in pain."

"I want to stop you, Owen. Does that mean you will kill me too?" Kelsey asked.

"If I have to."

"That’s not who you are, Owen. I get why you do this, but killing innocent people so you can end the pain of others is not who you are. Look inside, Owen. You feel guilt for that one, don't you."

Owen pursed his lips and tilted his head from side to side, wrestling with his emotions. The needle remained dangerously close to the woman’s neck.

"You are right," Owen said with no emotion. "I do feel guilt for killing him, but it is for the greater good."

"Maggie Bothwick wanted to die; did you know that?" Kelsey asked.

"They all do, deep down," Owen replied.

"She called a company about assisted suicide. We spoke to her nurse, and she told us of the great pain Maggie was in. She wanted nothing more than to die, and you gifted that to her."

"Yes," Owen replied, still confused and unsure.

"Greta Flynn tried to commit suicide three times before you found her. Three times, and each time, the medics revived her," Kelsey lied. "She wanted to end her life even if she didn't come out and say it. I can't imagine the pain of three failed attempts, physically and mentally."

"I didn't know that. I only knew her pain," Owen replied.

"You met with James Marner, didn't you?" Kelsey asked.

"I went for coffee with him."

"He was happy on the outside, wasn’t he?"

"I think so," Owen replied.

They could have been in a coffee shop discussing this together. Kelsey was on edge the entire time, but Owen was becoming more at ease. So much so that he hadn’t commented about John making his way down the stairs and into the basement. He would see him, but he didn't yet see John as a threat.

"Only his parents knew the truth." Kelsey lied again. "He was dying, Owen. He would have died a long, painful, drawn-out death. He wanted to prolong it for as long as possible because he felt guilt. Can you imagine that? Being in constant pain every day and not being able to end it all because of how your parents would react? Can you imagine the pain he was in every day and his parents seeing that but wanting him to live?"

"I… I can," Owen said.

For the first time since they entered the basement, the needle tip was not pressed directly onto the woman’s neck.

"I have looked after my stepmother for over fifteen years," Owen continued. "I only want to take away her pain, but I don't want to lose her."

Kelsey knew that was hypocritical of him, but she was gaining his trust.

"That’s tough," Kelsey said in as soothing a voice as possible. "You shouldn’t have had to do that, but I understand what it is like to live in a small town. People look after each other. You wanted to leave, but you couldn’t, right? That’s why you panicked when you crossed the border. You didn't want to leave her alone."

"I couldn’t," Owen said.

"That’s honorable," Kelsey said. "Tell me about her." She gestured toward the woman he was holding hostage.

"She went to war for our country and came home with PTSD. I spoke with her sister, and she can't function in life anymore. Her sister Clarissa basically told me that I should do this. I only want to end her pain."

"Just like the others."

Owen nodded.

"Here’s where I am at, Owen," Kelsey said. "If you kill her, my partner will shoot you, and you will die. You take away her pain, but you don't get to help anyone else. Or, you walk out of here with me and take your chances. I can help you, but not if you hurt her."

"And what? Go to jail?" Owen asked.

"Yes, you will go to jail, but you will be a martyr. People will talk about you, and they will know you have helped. They will interview you, and someone will write a book about your story. Maybe a whole movement will pop up concerning care for patients in chronic pain."

"How do I know you will help me?" Open asked.

"You don’t," Kelsey admitted. "I know you don't want this, but it gives you a chance to do things right. You don't want to kill her here, do you? You want her to be free like the others, not killed in your basement. And I know you want to be there for your stepmother. She is in enough pain, but to lose her child too? She does see you as a child, doesn’t she?"

"I won’t be able to take care of her," Owen said.

"You won’t, no matter the outcome. What are you thinking, Owen? I know you want to run, but you won’t be able to care for her if you do. We both know you can't. You tried to run already, but you were unable to. You will go to jail, but you will have a chance of getting out before she passes. You will get to see her and care for her again in that scenario."

"I will be a stranger to her by then. She won’t remember me," Owen claimed.

"That doesn’t matter. Not really," Kelsey countered. "It’s not about whether she remembers you but the feeling she gets from your care. We both know you don't deserve the consequences, but you must face them. This is the world we live in."

Kelsey could see him waver at her lies. He did not deserve any sympathy and only deserved punishment and consequences. Maggie Bothwick might have wanted to die, but she should still have had the choice of where and when. She held his gaze as he tried to work out his best option. She only hoped he believed her offer of help.

"Look me in the eye and tell me you will help me," Owen said.

"I will help you," Kelsey replied without hesitation. It was not a lie. She would help him by locking him up so he would not be a danger to anyone else and would get professional help from someone who understood more than she did.

Still, the look he returned told her she had convinced him.

"I need to say goodbye to her before we leave," Owen stated.

"Okay, we can do that," Kelsey said, thankful there was some cooperation. "How do you want this to play out?"

"I still don't trust you fully, and I don't trust him at all." Owen glanced at John. "I can see in his eyes he wants to shoot me. I need you to take his gun."

"Okay, I can do that," Kelsey said. "But I need a show of faith from you. If your hand slips, the needle might go in, and we can't risk that."

"I’m not giving—"

"I’m not asking for the syringe. I only want you to move it farther away from her neck. I’m backing off, so you will have time to do whatever you need to do if I come at you."

Kelsey walked backward, facing Owen the entire time. She held out her hand, and John begrudgingly gave her his gun. She clicked on the safety and put it in her pocket, holding up her hands again.

Owen nodded, and he moved the syringe a little farther away.

"We will do this together," Kelsey said. She was ready to take him down the first chance she got. "Deputy Gallant and I will walk backward up the stairs, and you will follow us. I need to have you in sight the entire time. Are you good with this?"

"Yes," Owen replied, nodding.

They moved as one organism, John going first, a little before Kelsey, and Owen following with his hostage as if attached by an invisible rope. Kelsey didn't let him out of her sight the entire time. They moved up into the darkness and then toward the light again as they exited the secret passage. Kelsey took a calculated risk, moving into the living room and losing sight of Owen momentarily, but he emerged a second later.

John led them, exiting the living room and going up the stairs to the second floor. The house was more open out of the basement, and Kelsey could watch Owen the entire time. They backed up until they were at the bedroom. Kelsey glanced in to see the figure under the blanket—silent this time—watching Owen reach the landing out of the corner of her eye. She and John moved back some more to allow him some space. Owen moved until he was in the doorway.

"I have done exactly as you asked, and I hope you repeat my wish to say goodbye. Two minutes, and I will leave with you and do whatever you want me to," Owen said.

"You have trusted me, and I trust you," Kelsey said.

Owen nodded, still unsure. He took a breath and then raised the syringe away from the woman’s neck. He reached behind him and dropped it to the carpeted floor. He left the woman standing alone and entered the room.

Kelsey took a quick breath and ran. She pushed her way past the woman, ran into the room, and leaped at Owen as he approached the bed. She slammed into him with a thud, knocking the breath from her lungs. Owen was knocked over before he got to the bed, and they rolled across the floor together until Kelsey came to a stop on her back with Owen atop her.

He raised the second syringe, the one he had concealed on his person, the one he would use to take away his stepmother’s pain before he went to jail, and brought it down toward Kelsey.

Kelsey raised both arms, forming an ‘X’ with her wrists and meeting Owen’s wrist. His fist stuttered to a halt, the needle directly above Kelsey’s eye. She wasn’t worried about him forcing it down, but she could see a drop of cyanide at the end of the point, almost ready to drip down onto her. Even a small amount on her skin would do damage, but some in her eye might blind her.

She got her knees up quickly between them and managed to push him to the side, just in time for the drip to pass her head and fall to the carpet below. Owen quickly turned the needle toward himself, but Kelsey was quicker. She grabbed his wrist with both hands and held the needle away from him as he struggled to plunge it into his own skin instead of facing the consequences.

He inched the syringe toward himself, but not fast enough. John’s hands clamped around his wrist, too, stopping the needle dead. Kelsey wriggled out from the bodies and got her knee on Owen’s chest to stop him from moving around too much, and John moved Owen’s arm to the side, twisted his wrist, and managed to open his fingers enough for the syringe to fall to the floor.

John flipped Owen onto his stomach and cuffed him.

A woman sat up in her bed, and another looked in from the doorway, and neither quite knew what was happening. Neither knew how close to death they had come.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Kelsey sat with John on the small brick wall surrounding two sides of the property. The house had been quiet, but it was not anymore. Forensic teams were inside scouring the house, and officers were searching the property for any evidence of any other victims of Owen Platt.

The street was ten times as busy and noisy. Patrol cars blocked each end of the road, their lights flashing. Between them were multiple cars, vans, trucks, and an ambulance. Penny would be fine, but she was being taken to the hospital in Fargo to be checked out, and her sister had been called. Clarissa was on her way to the hospital to meet Penny.

Kelsey hoped they got the help they needed. Penny had PTSD and found it hard to function in regular life, and her sister was her carer but worked a full-time job. They were already getting a lot of help, but sometimes that was not enough. Kelsey wanted to help, but she and John would leave soon. There were competent people to help the victims of the case.

"I think I feel most badly for Jessica Arnoldson," Kelsey said, breaking the long silence. "You saw her in the room; she doesn’t really know what is happening. She’s had Owen care for her for over a decade, and now he will be taken from her."

"That’s his fault," John said.

"I know, but she shouldn’t be punished for it. Now, she has to leave her home and go somewhere else, and then she will get to come back home again, but they’ll send someone in to care for her. That, on top of all the pain, must be stressful for her. I don't know if I could cope with something like that."

"You are probably the toughest person I know," John said. "If anyone can cope with anything, it’s you, Kelsey."

"Well, right back at you," Kelsey said.

They sat in silence again, watching the scene before them unfold. Their part was done, and Detective Watari had taken full control, coordinating the multiple teams. They could have remained in the city to interview Owen Platt before he was formally charged, but there was no need to get anything out of him. He was guilty of multiple murders, and it would be simple to prove that in court. Kelsey would not be surprised if he pled guilty and there was no trial. Owen had not done what he did for the fame.

Kelsey took a deep breath. "I’m nervous about going back to Winchburgh," she admitted.

"What? Why?" John asked.

"Right before we left to come here, I was investigating a lead on the death of my family twenty years ago—specifically, the undercover work my father did. It was kept really quiet. He was brought in a few times by cops who had no idea he was one of them. He worked with a lot of dangerous people, and I'm beginning to feel that he was involved with someone who might have wanted him dead, but worse than that is what was covered up. My old boss's signature is on a redacted report looking into the murder of my family, and I don't know if he intentionally covered it up or if there was another reason. Maybe to keep the report from falling into the wrong hands. I don't know. I don't think he wanted to protect my father—he wouldn’t hate on me as much if he had done that. He hates me for going against the book, but that’s exactly what he did with the report."

"Do you think he is involved in the murders?" John asked.

"Not directly, no," Kelsey said. "Yet, the more I investigate, the worse a feeling I get in the pit of my stomach. I have a meeting scheduled with my ex-SAC and the deputy director of the FBI. He wants to drive me out of the FBI, and if he does, then I lose a lot of my resources. I know he hates me for how I operate, but I can only assume he also wants to drive me out to stop me from investigating. You know I will do all I can to get justice, but this is more complicated and dangerous than any case I’ve had before. Usually, I put myself in danger to get what I need, but Paul Granger will silence me before there is any danger to put myself in if he is connected to this."

"I… don't know what to say to that," John said. "That’s really messed up. We are supposed to enforce the law, but corruption always creeps in. I don't understand how people can be like that. I’m way out of my depth with stuff like that, but you know I have your back in any way you need. I don’t want to put myself in danger, but I will for you, Kelsey."

That warmed Kelsey’s heart. She knew he would, and she hated that he would be put in danger because of her. And it wouldn’t stop there. If he interfered, and the wrong people got involved—whether that was Paul Granger or someone else—then it wouldn’t just be John in danger, but his family too. Kelsey knew she couldn’t do it by herself, but he couldn’t risk other lives either. It was a choice between solving her family’s murders or possibly putting other innocent people in the firing line.

"I’m nervous too," John admitted. "I’ve not been as honest with you as I should have been."

"You don't have to tell me everything," Kelsey said.

"I know, but it helps to talk to someone who might understand. Not that you have gone through the same thing, but I know that you get these things."

Kelsey didn't say anything, giving John some space to formulate what he wanted to convey.

"I’ve been going to counseling by myself, as well as with Samantha. I don't think there is a way to fix what’s between us. I don't even know if there is a problem to be fixed anymore; it’s like we just naturally grew apart, and there’s nothing to be done. We both thought there was a solution, and we did couples counseling, and when we discovered we didn't have the same feelings as when we were first married, I worried I was the problem, and I went to counseling by myself."

"Did that help?" Kelsey asked.

"Yeah, but not in the way I wanted it to. It helped me to accept what I have known all along, and that makes me angrier than anything. I’m still fighting against it, and I know I will continue to fight against it. Maybe for the rest of my life—I don't know. I know it’s over, and that makes me want to fight more."

"I get that," Kelsey admitted. "The slimmer the odds, the more I am driven to succeed."

"It’s a curse on both of us," John said with a wry smile. "My marriage is over, and I can't let it go."

"That’s way out of my depth, but I have your back," Kelsey said.

John chuckled. "Yeah, I know you do. What a pair we make, hey? How long until we both get into some real trouble?"

"Oh, I have a feeling it is coming sooner rather than later," Kelsey replied.

"Well, we did well here," John enthused. "I’m still impressed you knew what he would do when he got to the room."

"And it almost blinded me. It continues my lucky streak of putting myself in danger and not being killed."

"Long may it continue," John said.

John pushed himself off the wall and stretched. Kelsey did the same. She was looking forward to a long soak, a good meal, and a proper night’s sleep—though, with what was coming next, she feared her sleep would be plagued with nightmares.

"Well, Special Agent Hawk, a night to recuperate, and then we head back to certain death and destruction."

"There’s no one I’d rather face it with," Kelsey said.




 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Kelsey stood in the bathroom and washed her hands. She ran the tap cold and held her hands under the flow before pressing them to her face. She did it a second time. It was cooling and wasted a few seconds until the woman was out of the cubicle.

It was her first time back in Valleyview since her ex-SAC Paul Granger had relocated her to Winchburgh, North Dakota. He had high hopes she would hate it and quit, but she was thriving—or thriving as much as she could when constantly putting herself in danger. He didn't have enough cause to fire her back then, but he had been slowly accumulating it over the past months, and he had enough that her job was on the line.

She was meeting with him and the deputy director of the FBI soon. It was supposed to be a video call, but she wanted to do it in person. She needed to face him and look him in the eye when he tried to destroy her. She could gauge people better and respond more appropriately when she was in their presence.

There were still a lot of dots to connect. Her father’s undercover work had been hidden from much of the force. Kelsey was unsure if her mother even knew about it. She must have known something, as his work had taken him away for chunks of time. She wanted the meeting to be in person to look SAC Granger in the eye while he tried to end her career and see if she had missed anything.

When she had worked for him, she had been focused on avoiding his wrath for swerving outside the lines in how she operated and managing his anger toward her, but she had never looked beyond that to see if there was more. Tomorrow, she would have a chance.

The toilet flushed behind Kelsey, and she readied herself.

The woman walked out of the cubicle and walked over to the sink to wash her hands. She glanced in the mirror at Kelsey and gave a polite smile before going back to washing her hands. A second later, the recognition kicked in.

"Kelsey," she said, turning to face her former colleague. "Sorry, I didn't recognize you there for a second. I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you were in North Dakota." She picked up a couple of paper towels and dried her hands.

"I still am. I’m just back here for a few days. How are you doing, Amanda?" Kelsey asked.

Special Agent Amanda Briggins was possibly the closest Kelsey had to a friend in the FBI, so what she was about to do bothered her. Just not enough to stop her—it would be worth it to discover what Granger had planned and if he was involved in any way with her family’s murder. He was trying to silence her, and she still couldn’t be sure if it were because he disliked her or because he feared her. Kelsey needed something: a thread to pull at, a name to check out, or just to gauge how and why Granger was attacking her.

"It’s good. I mean, it’s probably much the same as when you still worked there. I’ve been hearing a lot about what you are doing out there. Is it true? Four big arrests?"

"It was a team effort."

"A team effort?" Amanda smiled. "You really have changed, Kelsey."

"Maybe," Kelsey said with a smile.

"So what brings you back to Valleyview? Have they finally seen sense and are giving you your job back?"

"No," Kelsey said sadly. She didn't know if she would accept her old job back—not with Paul Granger still in charge. "In fact, I might be on the way out completely."

"What? Why? How?" Amanda stammered. "Everyone knows you were the best agent we had. You did what you needed to, but it was for the greater good."

"Some people don't appreciate the greater good. And it’s because I went beyond to get the job done. I have a meeting with Paul Granger and the deputy director coming up, and Granger will push for me to be relieved of my duties."

"That’s awful," Amanda said. "If there is anything I can do to help you, you only need to ask, Kelsey."

"I was hoping you would say that, but this might put you in the firing line too."

"Try me," Amanda said.

Kelsey looked toward the door. It would look suspicious if they were caught in the bathroom discussing things, but the convention center was relatively empty, so the risk was low. Kelsey reached into her bag and placed two small listening devices on the table, along with what looked like a credit card reader with a SIM card embedded and a cable to insert into another phone.

"What is this?" Amanda asked.

"All I need you to do is bug Granger’s office and car and clone his cell phone for me."

Amanda Briggins took a step back and shook her head. "Have you gone insane? You know I can't do that, Kelsey. Even if I wanted to, I would be putting myself at risk of losing my job."

"Amanda, I’m not asking you for this favor; I’m begging you," Kelsey said.

Amanda shook her head. "You know I would help you if I could, but I can’t, Kelsey."

"Do you remember who helped you out when you were going to be kicked out of the academy?"

"Do you have to throw that in my face?" Amanda asked.

Kelsey held her hands up, palms facing Amanda. "I’m not throwing it in your face. I helped you get a job at the FBI, and I’m only asking you to help save mine."

Amanda sighed. Kelsey had her on the hook and just needed to reel her in.

"If I’m right about Granger, this goes far beyond a personal vendetta. If I’m wrong, I get kicked out of the FBI for being too tenacious, and you never have to hear from me again."

"Not even for a beer between old friends," Amanda sulked.

Kelsey smiled. "I need to know if Granger is up to something. If he is, it puts the entire FBI in jeopardy."

"We both know how careful he is. If he’s up to something, he won’t do it on public lines of communication," Amanda stated.

"I’m not expecting any confessions from him. I only want to know what pieces he has in play and get a general picture of his mood. You can leave the rest to me. So, are you in?"

"I do owe you," Amanda said. "I’ll see if I can find out his schedule."

"I know exactly when he will be out of the office dealing with me. I’m sure I can stretch the meeting out as long as possible."

Amanda shook her head and smiled, picking up the devices.

Kelsey placed a hand on Amanda’s shoulder. "I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn't think it was necessary."

"If I do this, you owe me again."

"If I get through this, I will be indebted to you for life, Amanda. All I want is to hunt down the bad guys."

"Yeah, you and me both," Amanda said.

Kelsey nodded in agreement.

Hunt down the bad guys, find out if Granger is one of the bad guys, find out what really happened to my family, and find some closure after twenty years. Then, maybe I can live a normal life.
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