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PROLOGUE

 

 

Jessica had been working at the public library on this side of the city for three years now, and her favorite room within the entire building had always been the academic section downstairs. She supposed it was the smell of the aged paper or just the books themselves—not nearly as touched or jostled as those upstairs—that made it seem private. Maybe even special. It was made all the more appealing at this time of the day, as the library was about to close. There was a solemn silence to the building that made the downstairs are seem almost sacred.

She loved the days that ended with her the academic section, filing books away—away from the chatter of kids and teens upstairs, and the last-minute people coming in to check out a book or ten with just three minutes to spare before closing.

She moved quietly and with a degree of respect as she placed each book back into its rightful place on the shelves. As she made her way to the end of one of the rows, her petite frame cast a flickering shadow on the ground as she passed beneath the glow of the overhead lights.

It was there that she stopped for a moment. She’d been reading up on all manner of strange stories of medicine and the evolution of medicinal approaches over the centuries. A few days ago when she’d been down here, she’d been specifically interested in an older book dealing with the bizarre and often gruesome remedies from the 1300s. She’d met a charming man while looking through it, so she’d not wanted to seem unprofessional and let the book stay on the self. She’d found later than someone else had checked it out—perhaps that very same man who’d also showed some interest in it.

But the book had come back into circulation earlier today and she now found herself pulling back out from the shelf. She wasn’t so sure why she found the topic so fascinating. Bloodletting, leeches, potions brewed from odd and deadly ingredients. She supposed it had something to do with mankind's desperate grasp at survival—how humans had always been willing to branch out and experiment for the sake of better health and longevity. Jessica couldn't help but marvel at the evolution of such practices, how far humanity had come from these dark and primitive origins.

It was an odd passion, she knew, for a woman of her gentle demeanor. Yet there was something about the rawness of early medical lore that captivated her. Sure, there were plenty of programs on television and streaming about it, but there was something about retaining the knowledge from a book that felt more authentic to her.

She turned for the stairs and made her way back up to the main floor. There was one last family at the check-out station, the mother patiently walking her young son through the self-checkout desk. Jessica walked to her station and checked out her book, anxious to get home and curl up with it—with a big glass of red wine. 

She logged out of her system just as the mother and her son made their exit. Jessica carried her new book by her side as she looked to the other station by hers. The other librarian on duty, a young man straight out of college named Tyler, was doing one last check on the day’s circulation.

"Goodnight, Tyler," she said, offering him a smile.

"Night, Jessica," he replied without looking up, his eyes not once leaving the computer screen in front of him.

She slipped past the check-in counters and passed through the library's grand entrance. Their branch wasn’t the most attractive in the city, but she had always adored the columns and arches of the space. 

The night air greeted her as she stepped outside. Summer was coming to an end, and the heat of the day was barely a ghost. Soon the chill of autumn would sweep through the city—her favorite time of year. Just a few steps took her around the edge of the library, where the librarians and other employees parked. The streetlamps at each corner cast shadows along the lot that seemed to grow out of the bricks of the building.

Her car was parked halfway across the lot. She was already thinking of what she might have for dinner when she got home. Or maybe she’d pick up something on the way. Meals had gotten much easier and carefree lately. She was forty-five and, just two years removed from losing her husband to a heart attack, she was only now getting accustomed to planning meals for just one.

She fumbled in her handbag for the keys, metal jangling softly as she found them. As she pulled them out, she felt the sensation of eyes on her, as well as the subtlest change in the air—a displacement, a sense that she was no longer alone.

Her heart stumbled over a beat, instinct prickling at the base of her neck. She paused, her key poised inches from the lock. Had she heard footsteps? Was it just the rustle of leaves in the slight wind? She turned to look back into the night but saw nothing. Of course she didn’t. She rolled her eyes at herself, slightly mocking. Yes, she loved the quiet and solitude of the library at night, but it apparently creeped her out from time to time, too.

However, just as she talked herself down from her fright, a sudden rush of movement shattered her thoughts. It came so fast and so suddenly that she had no time to respond. All she was able to do was spin around, her eyes wide and searching. To her, at first, it seemed that a shadow had simply detached itself from the side of the library and come to life. And just as soon as her panicked mind was able to put a definitive shape to that shadow, it was too late.

Pain exploded across her skull. Bright stars burst across her vision, the world tilting dangerously. Her knees buckled, the ground rushing up to meet her. She was faintly aware of dropping the book, barely hearing it thud to the ground.

The world seemed to have slowed all around her. All she was aware of was the impenetrable sheet of agony and then something else…something small. She could feel that roaming shadow hovering over her. Her attacker's movements were deliberate, unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world.

Through the haze of her semi-conscious state, she perceived a subtle weight being placed upon her. It was soft, gentle almost, as if her attacker was considering an apology for what they had done. The sensation brushed against her arms first, then traced a path up to her neck, and finally caressed her face. It made no sense and after a while, she stopped trying to understand it.

The sounds of her own ragged breathing filled her ears. She could feel her heartbeat everywhere, a bass drum in her head that she thought might spit her skull in half. But even that was fading into nothing. 

In the distance, the man's footsteps receded, swallowed by the shadows from which he came.

An eerie calm settled over Jessica as the world around her began to slip away. The retreating steps of the person who had taken her life from her were the last sounds she heard. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The morning sun glared from the windshield, casting a warm glow on Rachel as she drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. She was trying to keep rhythm with the up-tempo beat of the pop song blaring from the car speakers, but failing miserably. Beside her, Paige bounced in her seat, her high-pitched voice singing along to the chorus. Ahead of them, the school car rider line was a slow-moving snake of idling vehicles, but inside their little bubble, a party was going on…at least in Paige’s eyes anyway.

Rachel did her best to sing along, but she didn’t know the words. And honestly, she wasn’t a fan of the music. All pop sounded the same to her these days. But Paige had her favorite artists, and Rachel was trying her best to share in it with her.

"Mom, you're off-key!" Paige accused between fits of laughter, pointing an accusing finger playfully at Rachel.

"Am I?" Rachel feigned shock. “I don’t know how you can even hear me over the way you’re belting it out.”

Paige went on singing, and the car rider line continued to inch forward. Rachel caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. Her cheeks looked neatly rosy and her eyes were bright because she’d been sleeping great these last few weeks.. It had been almost a month since the experimental treatments in Seattle, and though the tumor was still very much lodged in her brain, she’d not felt any symptoms in a while—maybe as much as three weeks. More than that, she had more energy than she could recall ever since first being diagnosed. And that was important for car karaoke.

"Best part's coming up!" Paige squealed, anticipation bubbling over as the bridge of the song approached.

Together, they belted out the lyrics. Rachel found it only slightly embarrassing, but also understood how important memories like these would be for Paige. This simple joy, this unadulterated slice of normalcy…they’d both come to truly appreciate them in the future. So what if they caught some judgmental side-eye from others in the carpool line?

The car inched forward. Another few cars and they’d finally be at the drop-off zone. As they neared the school's entrance, the ringing of Rachel’s cell phone broke the magic of their little private concert. She reached for it to silence the call, noting that the caller display read ANDERSON. She knew if Director Anderson was calling her this early, there was probably a case he needed her to assist with.

But she ignored it for the time being. This was a small, special time she’d started forcing herself to carve out for her daughter. Given the medical situation she’d been dealing with for nearly a year now, it was something she’d made a point to be more aware of. And she knew Director Anderson understood that.

"Mom? Aren't you gonna get that?" Paige's eyebrows knitted in curiosity.

"It can wait," Rachel said firmly, smiling back at her daughter. 

The outro to the song ended in a looped drumbeat as they finally reached the drop-off zone. Paige unbuckled in the back and leaned up kiss Rachel on the cheek. “Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, sweetie. Have a good day at school!”

Paige nodded and opened the door. One of the teachers on drop-off duty greeted her with a fist-bump. Rachel watched for a moment, fully aware that the days of needing to drop Paige off were quickly fading. As she took one last glance, a blonde head bobbed up next to Paige, a bright grin splitting her friend's features as they linked arms. Rachel's heart swelled as he caught a glimpse of part of Paige’s life that she tended to remain secretive about.

Rachel pulled away from the curb, and her thoughts instantly went to the call she had ignored. She hated that she felt an instant pull toward it the moment Paige was out of the car, but she had to remind herself that this was a huge step. Over the past months, as she’d done her best to better balance work with family—especially in the wake of her medical situations—she’d had to face some hard truths. One of those truths was that she could often become overly-obsessed with her work—that she wrapped up far too much of her identity in how well she performed.

The morning bustle of the car-rider lane dwindled in Rachel's rearview mirror as she merged onto the main road. She waited until she was out of thick of it, making her way onto the highway, before she reached for her phone. Seeing the Missed Call message made her feel only slightly guilty.

She returned Anderson’s call and tapped the speakerphone icon. The car filled with the ringing tone, a completely different vibe than the pop song she and Paige had just been rocking.

"Gift," Anderson said after answering on the second ring. “Are you driving?”

“I am. I just dropped Paige off.”

“Good. Listen, don’t come directly to the office. Instead, there’s a case I want you and Rivers on, this morning." As usual, Anderson’s voice was all business, crisp and cutting through any pleasantries.

"Understood. What's the situation?" Rachel's fingers tightened on the steering wheel, the leather groaning softly under her grip.

"A librarian was murdered last night," Anderson said. "The state of the body was…well, it was rather strange."

"A librarian?" Rachel's brow furrowed. Killing was one thing, but this seemed misplaced, almost quaint for FBI involvement. "Why is this hitting the bureau radar?"

"There's a particular detail about the crime scene," Anderson replied, the line crackling with tension. "We think it might be linked to another murder from two days ago. The victim... she had leeches put on her."

"Leeches?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, I’d say that is strange.” The mere imagery of it in her mind already had her racing. "Did the other victim have leeches on her, too?" 

"No," came Anderson's curt reply. “Not according to the police reports. I'm sending the files to your phone now. Rivers is already on the way over to meet you there."

“Which library is it?”

Anderson gave her the location, by the time the call was ended, Rachel’s day had just taken a very drastic turn. From singing pop tunes with her daughter to driving toward a murder scene where leeches had been involved…there was never a dull moment.

Done with Anderson, she then pulled up Jake’s number when she came to a stoplight. She placed the call and he answered right away. The hiss and crackle in the background told her that he was indeed already on the way to the site.

"Hey, you miss me already?" he teased, his tone light but not quite masking the excitement of the odd case they’d just been handed.

"Can't help it," Rachel quipped back, a half-smile on her lips, "it's either that or I'm developed separation anxiety." Her hand absently found the engagement ring on her finger...which she still couldn’t quite get used to. Not only tis presence on her finger, but what it meant.

"Sounds serious. Should I be worried?" 

"Nah. I think if anything, you should be worried about this case. I take it Anderson already briefed you?”

“She did. Leeches. That's... different.”

“How far out are you?”

“Ten minutes. You?”

“Closer to fifteen. I’ll see you in a bit.”

With another tap, she hung up. And as she drove, she realized that the car now seemed far too quiet. Grinning, she put on the playlist she and Paige had been singing to. But she realized within just a few second that the moment had passed. The weight of her job was now pressing on her and with uncertain details waiting ahead of her at the library, it was all she could focus on.

“Leeches,” she said to herself as she continued driving. “That’s a strange one.”

And with that, she put the playlist on again. She decided it might do her some good to get in a few more minutes of joy before stepping into a case that already promised to be darker and stranger than usual. It was a moment that continued to blur this new line she’d set for herself while trying to have a better balance of work and family life, but it was a line she had to get better at managing.

But it took less than thirty seconds before her brain was already tracking with the case, trying to figure out how leeches could possible play into a murder scene. After a while, she’d started to ignore the music altogether.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Rachel walked toward the ribboned police tape that had been tied across the library’s employee parking lot. It was anchored to streetlights on either side of the parking lot, blocking off the employee entrance. The only cop she saw on the scene was parking in a patrol car two spaces away from the area cordoned off by crime scene tape.

She did see Jack, though. He was standing on the little strip of sidewalk that ran along the edge of the lot. He had his phone in his hand, but he was looking to the blacktop. He glanced in her direction and waved. So far, their engagement hadn’t affected their working relationship. Looking back over the course of their time together, she supposed they’d gotten over such awkwardness when they’d become lovers nearly two years ago.

Also, having him help her as she recovered from several treatments concerning her cancer had brought them closer together than she could have ever imagined. All the same, it was also very easy to make the switch to agent-mode rather than fiancé-mode.

“Find something?” she asked. 

“No, not really. There are still bloodstains on the pavement.”

Rachel joined him and saw that he was right. The casual passerby might mistake it for oil or some long-ago stain. But Rachel had been at this job for long enough to recognize the sight of blood on just about every surface imaginable.

“Did you get a chance to look over the case files yet?” Rachel asked.

“Not fully. I mean, I feel like we were literally just thrown at this one.”

“Same here.” Rachel dug out her phone and saw that, as promised, Director Anderson had emailed the case files; it consisted of a police report filed very early this morning regarding a librarian by the name of Jessica Lee, and a report from a murder two nights ago, this victim a young woman by the name of Emily Watson.

They viewed the files together, and it didn’t take very long at all. In the case of Jessica Lee, it appeared that she’d been struck on the head with something very heavy while coming out to her car after work, essentially crushing her skull. However, as if to add insult to injury, her attacker had then placed leeches on her—on her arms, on her neck, and face. There were photos of this in the file and even in the bright light of the morning sun, the images were eerie.

The case with Emily Watson was sort of similar, minus the leeches. She’d did as a result of blunt force trauma to the head; the coroner assumed it had been a large hammer or a mallet of some kind. Instead of leeches, several odd powders had been discovered on the scene—namely crushed clove, garlic, and camphor.

“Well, let’s start with Lee, while we’re here,” Jack said.

“Have you seen a single cop since you arrived, other than the one on watch over there in the patrol car?” Rachel asked.

“No, but I think there are a few inside, speaking to the other librarian who was on duty last night.”

“I think we should talk to the other librarian, too.”

Jack nodded and gestured for Rachel to take the lead.

Together, they walked into the library. The front doors led into a tall lobby of sorts, a set of columns giving the space a regal sort of feel. As she stepped deeper into the library, a brief memory of her childhood surfaced, lured out by the smell of books and the faint phantom of cleaning solution. She’d always loved the library and around the age of twelve or so could have lived her entire summers out in the aisles, reading about historical adventures and losing herself in classical adventures like Robinson Crusoe or the winding romances of Jane Austen.

She pushed thoughts of the past away, though, focusing on the here and now. She remained in the lead as she and Jack approached the front desk. There were two stations for actual human librarians and then, located to each side of the desk, stations where readers could opt for the self-check-out option.

A mousy and worried-looking middle-aged woman greeted them with what Rachel assumed was meant to be a smile. Apparently, she’d been rattled by the recent events in her library.

"Good morning," Rachel said. She subtly showed her badge, keeping it low and hidden. “We’re Agents Gift and Rivers with the FBI. Are there currently officers on the premises, perhaps speaking to someone who was here last night?”

“There are,” the woman said, nodding emphatically. “They’re currently back in the Cedar Room. Two police detectives, I think… questioning Tyler." The clerk gestured vaguely towards the network of hallways that meandered off to the right just beyond the Arts and Crafts section.

Rachel nodded her thanks and strode past the front desk. She and Jack made their way beyond the Arts and Crafts section and she spotted a sign pointing toward several different rooms, one of which was the Cedar Room. They came to the door and Rachel knocked. It was answered almost right away. The cop on the other side seemed irritated at first until both Rachel and Jack showed their badges and IDs.

“Agents Gift and Rivers,” Rachel said. “You mind if we join you?”

“Not at all,” the cop said. He opened the door wider and stepped aside to let them in. He was an older gentleman and when they stepped inside, he looked to his partner—a younger Hispanic man with Ramirez over his left breast.

“Actually,” the Hispanic cop said, “you two are welcome to run the show from here. We’re trying to get a lead on where those leeches might have come from.”

“Thanks,” Jack said. “And hey, would you mind filling us in if you get anywhere with that?”

“Not at all.”

Jack and the officer exchanged numbers quickly before both of the cops made their exit. That left Rachel and Jack in the small conference room with a young man who looked to be no older than twenty-five. He was sitting at an oak table and looked quite tired. Still, he did his best to offer a smile to Rachel and Jack as they sat down on the other side of the table.

“You’re Tyler?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah. Tyler Morris.”

“And you were working here last night when Jessica was killed?”

“Yeah. I was the only other person in the building.”

“When did you discover her body?” Jack asked.

“It was around 8:15. The branch closes at 8:00. I checked the restrooms, shut down all of the computers and set the coffee pot for auto brew for today before I left.”

“And you saw no one else out there in the parking lot?” Rachel asked.

“No one.”

"Did anything out of the ordinary occur last night, Tyler?" Jake asked. “Maybe something that might made you or Jessica uneasy?”

Tyler's hands were shoved deep in his pockets, his back hunched awkwardly against the chair. "Nope. It was just another Thursday," he began, the words stumbling awkwardly off his tongue. "We had fewer visitors than usual, and Jessica seemed her usual self."

"Her usual self?" Rachel echoed, probing for specifics. 

"Studious, quiet. Attentive to the patrons. Especially the kids. She always complained about how kids today seemed jittery and hyper-talkative, but she was always really sweet with them.”

"Before Jessica left the library," Rachel asked, "did she do anything out of the ordinary?"

“No. Not that I’m aware of.”

“What was the last thing she did? Any idea?”

“Yeah. She went downstairs to the academic section. There were some books that had come in that afternoon that had to go down there. She shelves those books, came back up and checked out a book for herself, and left.”

“Did she speak to anyone on her way out?”

“No. I wasn’t sure at first, but the cops went back and watched the security footage. After she checked out that book, she said bye to me and then left. She didn’t pass anyone else.”

“Are there security cameras outside?” Jack asked.

“One out front, but it doesn’t reach the employee lot.”

Rachel thought over everything they’d just learned in the past two minutes, trying to think of any obvious questions they were missing. She asked the first one that came to her mind.

"Do you happen to know which book she checked out?" Rachel asked, hoping that perhaps the nook might provide some sort of a clue, a motive, an insight into Jessica's last moments. It was a long shot, but one worth taking.

"I'm not sure," Tyler admitted with a shrug.

“Would you mind checking the logs for us?”

“Not at all.”

“First, a few more questions,” Rachel said. “The leeches…I know it’s a weird question, but had you ever noticed leeches around here before? In the library, maybe on the grounds?”

“Um…no. No, not at all.”

“I know, it’s a weird question” Rachel said again. “But I was wondering maybe they could have been part of a prank or something like that.”

“Oh. Well…still, no. I’d never seen them around here before.”

“What do you know about Jessica? Did she have any specific hobbies?” Rachel asked. “Was she married?”

"I hate to say that I don't know much about her. All I know is that she's a widow. Her husband died a few years ago from a heart attack. And I think she has a YouTube channel she uses for book reviews. But that’s about it.”

Rachel and Jack shared a look, Jack nodding. They both sense that this line of questioning was coming to its end.

“Okay,” Jack said. “Do you mind checking on that book now?”

Tyler got to his feet and led them back out of the Cedar Room. They made their way back to the front check-in desk where Tyler took up a position behind the currently unmanned window. Tyler logged onto the computer at the station, fingers tapping along quickly and with a sense of urgency. It didn’t take long at all for Tyler to find what they were looking for. Rachel assumed this was because the book had been checked out so recently.

"Here it is," Tyler announced. "The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages. It's from the archives—scholarly stuff."

Rachel leaned closer to the screen, her eyes locking onto the title. She was intrigued by this peculiar choice. A scholarly title—dense, archaic, and now linked to a librarian whose life had been snuffed out under curious circumstances. 

“Do you know if that’s something she was interested in?” Jack asked.

“I honestly have no idea.”

“Well, thank you for your time, Tyler.”

With that, Rachel and Jack stepped away from the front desk. Unsure of where to go from there, they walked back outside to the employee lot. As messed up as she knew it seemed, something about the yellow crime scene tape helped her to focus.

“Any ideas so far?” Jack asked her.

“Not really. You?”

“None. The inclusion of leeches makes this one really weird. But aside from both victims being hit hard on the back of the head…I don’t see how they’re connected.”

“I think I might,” Rachel said. “It’s a stretch, but…maybe.”

“Okay. So let’s hear it.”

"Think about Emily Watson’s crime scene. Traces of garlic, cloves, and camphor. Cloves and garlic could just be cooking ingredients. But the camphor is what makes it so interesting. When you put camphor with those other two ingredients, I don’t think of cooking. It makes me think of a medieval apothecary.”

“Okay…you have to fill me in a bit more. Sorry.”

She smiled at him but carried on. “The history geek in me knows that cloves, garlic, camphor and a few other herbs and ingredients were used by thieves in the Middle Ages as a sort of elixir…a way to try to ward of sicknesses as they looted the homes of those who had just passed away.”

Jack nodded, a smile of his own touching his lips now. “Ah…and leeches were used in a weird medicinal way back then, too, right?”

“Yeah. It was terrible medical practice, but leeches were used to remove blood thought to have gone bad—infected blood. And to cause clots to stop bleeding.”

“So…medieval medicines," Jack said. “That’s the connection.”

“Seems like it,” Rachel replied, her mind racing as she made the strange, logical leap across centuries. 

“I wonder if the book is somehow tied to it as well,” Jack said.

“Could be. But I keep getting hung up on the leeches. Even if we’re right about the strange medieval medicine connection…in this day and age, where would someone even buy them? Maybe the cops inside were right. Maybe if we can find a few suppliers of leeches, we could easily target our killer.”

“Pet stores? Maybe bait shops?” Jack suggested.

“Well, if this killer is focused on leeches as a medicinal tool…I’d lean more towards the medical field.”

“Leeches in medicine…is that even still a thing?

"Let's find out," she said, pulling out her phone. She wasn’t even exactly sure what she was looking for. But she did know that that lived in a city that had fairly well-respected medical program. That meant lots of labs, lots of research. 

It took her less than three minutes to get a hit…something that at least resembled what she’d been hoping to find. “Bingo. Got it.”

“Got what?”

“A doctor right here in the city, with offices at VCU, specializing in Colonial-era medicine. Marcus Grant.”

“That’s a weird specialty.”

“It is, and it’s also not medieval. But Colonial-era medicine still included the use of leeches. Maybe this doctor can give us more information and point us to where someone could buy leeches for such a strange reason.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. “Let’s go.”

They hurried to the car, with the vague outlines of a course ahead of them. Rachel didn’t think she would ever get tired of the initial spark of excitement, of feeling a case pulling them toward answers and resolution. But at the same time, it was also hard to imagine that less than an hour ago, she’d been bobbing her head and singing along with Paige in the car-rider line.

Life was nothing, if not unpredictable. And sometimes, she supposed it took tumors, medical specialists, and a murder case involving leeches to remind her of that.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Once the trips to Sweden had started to prove helpful and Rachel had started to show fewer symptoms, Jack had grown comfortable with her driving again. They’d never had an actual discussion about it; one day, on a minor case that had taken them less than a day to wrap, she’d simply found herself behind the wheel without any argument or concern for Jack. It had carried over following her treatments in Seattle as well, and had continued on.

It was nice to be back behind the wheel, carving her way through morning traffic while Jack sat next to her, scrolling through records and research on his phone.

"Colonial medicine," Jack mused, breaking the silence. "It's like stepping back in time. Did you ever do the whole Williamsburg thing?"

“No, I never made the trip, but I know what you’re talking about. Colonial Williamsburg. Actors churning butter and blacksmithing. It's quaint until you realize they also believed in bloodletting with leeches. And…you know. No rights for women."

“Yeah, there was that. And hey, speaking for equality for women, I do need you to go ahead and make a very important decision.”

A decision about wh—” she started. But she knew what he meant. And she had to hand it to him: he was the master of the blatant segue way. "The wedding?" 

“Bingo,” Jack said, flashing a smile. 

"We’ve been through this…and you weren’t a huge fan of my answer.”

“Your mind hasn’t changed at all?”

“I mean, I guess it could be changed. But I just think a courthouse would be quick, efficient. We don't need fanfare. Well, I don’t. Maybe you do."

“My ego is all I have, Rach,” he said playfully. “In all seriousness, though, I do believe that some traditions are worth holding onto.” He reached over to squeeze her hand. "We don't have to go full Victorian, but maybe something that feels like... us?"

Rachel glanced at him, the surreal sense of being engaged washing over her anew. Were they really talking about weddings? More than that….it felt normal. And given their careers and the health situations she’d been struggling with, normal was something she had come to appreciate and, at times, even try clinging on to.

"Us," she echoed. "I suppose we could manage something traditional."

"Exactly," Jack said with a grin, the kind that always managed to reach his eyes. "Something memorable, something real. Like us."

“No doves, Rivers. No doves or string quartets.”

“Oh, hell no. Death metal, all the way.”

They both laughed at this, something they’d become masters at—learning to find humor in the very day things while chasing down the darker sides of life.

The VCU School of Medicine sat just ahead—not just a single building but two blocks of the city. It was something of a secondary school within the primary one. But with an address in hand, Rachel found the building they needed easily enough. She found parking at the end of the end of the block and as she and Jack walked to the building where they would hopefully find Dr. Marcus Grant, Rachel realized she felt more at comfortable—more at ease—than she had in a while. And that was saying something, considering the details of the Jessica Lee case.

They pushed through the glass doors of the Medical Studies building and found themselves inside a small but quaint lobby. There were glass surfaces everywhere, the building giving off a modern look that immediately put visitors at ease. There was no front desk, just an open space that led to two different hallways.

They took the first hallway, and Rachel took note of an open office halfway down the corridor. She peeked inside and saw a young man stationed behind a desk cluttered with textbooks and papers.

Rachel knocked on the door and gave a polite frown. The young man looked up, his eyes slightly bleary. Maybe it was a good thing she'd torn him away from the books for a while.

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” she said. “I was wondering if you could point us in the direction of Dr. Marcus Grant?”

The young man smiled and nodded. “I can, actually. I’m one of his teaching assistants. Do you have an appointment?”

“No,” Rachel said. She then took out her badge and said, “We’re Agent’s Gift and Rivers, with the FBI. We need his insights into a case.”

"Ah, I see," the assistant said, his eyes now alight with this sudden added excitement to his day. "However, he's just wrapping up a lecture. Should be done any minute now." The assistant rose, adjusting his glasses with a nervous twitch. "Is there something I can assist with in the meantime?"

"Maybe,” Rachel said, stepping into the offices. "We're dealing with a case that involves leeches…and they’re being used in a distinctive manner. We're curious how easy it would be to purchase them."

“How are they being used?” the assistant asked.

Rachel considered it for a moment and said, “I’m sorry. We can’t give details on an active case.”

“I understand. Huh…leeches.” His eyebrows shot up for a moment, a ripple of discomfort passing over his features before he regained composure. "Well, our specimens are secured here for educational purposes. But if someone wanted to get leeches outside of a medical or research context…" He trailed off momentarily, pondering. "Online, maybe? Though it's hard to imagine them being shipped like common goods."

"What about bait shops, like for fishing," Jack asked. "Could they come from there?"

"Ribbon leeches, sure, if you're looking to fish. But those aren't—" He stopped abruptly, glancing at Rachel as if realizing he'd said too much.

"Those aren't what?" Rachel pressed, her tone even but insistent, her mind weaving through the possibilities.

"Uh, well, not the type used in medicine or... whatever your killer is doing." The assistant shifted, uneasy under scrutiny. "They're different species altogether."

Rachel glared at him for a moment. She was sure she’d said nothing about a killer. Perhaps the young man had just assumed. Given that two FBI agents had suddenly appeared and were asking about leeches and how to get them, she had to admit that it was a safe assumption.

"How many species are there," Rachel asked, her brain ticking away. 

"I don't know for sure, but at least a dozen or so. But the ones out in the Amazon and other parts of the world…Japan, maybe…you'd be hard pressed to find them here."

“How about the—” Jack began, but was interrupted when a tall, thin man stepped into the doorway of the office. He was likely on the north side of fifty, his balding head gleaming under the bright fluorescence of the office lighting.

“Oh, hey, Dr. Grant,” the assistant said. “These are FBI agents. Agents…uh…”

“Agents Rivers and Gift,” Jack said. 

“Oh, hello. Is there something I can help you with?”

The assistant answered, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. “Leeches. They were wanting to know about leeches.”

Grant nodded and settled his gaze on his assistant. “Travis, would you please make sure my presentation for the 2:00 class is ready to go?”

The assistant, Travis, nodded and instantly started toward the door. He looked disappointed to be leaving but moved with a sense of responsibility that he seemed to carry like a weight on his shoulders. When he was out of the room, Dr. Grant took the seat Travis had just freed up.

“Hopefully, Travis was of some help,” he said. “But I’d also be glad to help. What is it you need to know about leeches?”

As Rachel answered him, she noticed Jack scrolling through his phone, sorting through the police report and stopping at two photos that showed the leeches Jessica Lee’s skin.

“We’ve been assigned a murder case where leeches were utilized at the crime scene.”

“Oh. That’s…strange. Can I ask where?”

“At a library, in a parking lot. That’s really all we can say right now.”

“That’s fine. A library parking lot is not somewhere locally where you’re going to find leeches.”

“But there are some in the area?”

“Yes, but not many. And mostly harmless ones. Usually in marshy areas.”

Jack showed Grant his phone and asked: “Would this be the kind you’d find around here?”

Grant leaned closer, adjusting his glasses to have a better look at the picture. “That’s a macrobdella decora," he said almost immediately, tapping the picture with a practiced air. "Not particularly hard to come by but also not from the area." 

“Are these common?” Jake asked.

“Yes, rather common. We have some here in our labs as a matter of fact.”

“Do you think someone just off the street would be able to easily purchase them?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I know today, with the internet and niche sites, you can pretty much buy anything. So I wouldn’t say it’s impossible.”

“You said you have them here in your labs,” Rachel said. “What are these kinds of leeches typically used for?”

"Primarily for medicinal purposes,” Dr. Grant said, folding his hands on the desk before him. "Used in clinical trials and labs, mainly. They're pretty common in terms of labs and research…things like that."

Then it's curious they ended up on Jessica Lee, Rachel thought.

“So, tell me…why would leeches be in use today? It seems... archaic, given modern medicine's advancements."

"Ah," Dr. Grant began, a spark igniting in his eyes. "I was fully aware that it seems very out of date and maybe even a little morbid. But that's a common misconception." He stood, pacing slowly around the room, picking up a model of a human hand from his shelf. "Leeches have anticoagulant properties; their saliva contains enzymes that prevent blood from clotting."

As he spoke, he gestured with the model hand, simulating the attachment of an imaginary leech. "Especially in microsurgeries or when reattaching limbs, leeches can help maintain blood flow, reducing the risk of necrosis." He replaced the model, his movements deliberate, his voice carrying the enthusiasm of someone who truly believed in his work. "In fact, secretions from some leeches ensure that blood continues to circulate through reconnected veins and arteries until the patient’s own body can take over.”

“That’s actually sort of fascinating,” Jack said.

"Medicine may be advancing," Dr. Grant said, "but sometimes the old ways complement the new."

Rachel absorbed the information, her mind racing. This was a morbid twist to their killer's MO—a blend of ancient practice with a modern execution. The thought sent a shiver down her spine…the idea that their killer might be seeking an ominous connection between life-saving techniques and their perverse application in murder.

“How secure are your labs here, doctor?” Rachel asked.

“Very secure. And it is extremely rare that anything it taken from the labs. And when things are taken out, there’s an immense level of security involved.”

“And how often would you say leeches are used in your labs?” 

Dr. Grant shrugged. “Not too often. And in terms of quantity, I’d guess we don’t have any more than a dozen or so at any given time.”

“And where do they come from?”

“Oh, that depends on a variety of things…usually budget. But it’s always through a supplier of medical equipment. We never get anything from alternative sources.”

“So these leeches…the ones you just saw in the picture…are sometimes transported through an official means to and from the school?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Silence filled the office for a moment and Rachel and Jack did their best to think of other relevant questions. Grant must have sensed their hesitation and slight confusion, because he was the one to break the silence.

"I may not know the exact specifics of your case," he said, “but it appears you’re at a bit of a loss. Given that, I should tell you that there is a particular segment among our students that might offer more insight." 

“A particular segment?” Rachel asked. God, she hated it when academics spoke in flowery language.

"A club of sorts—enthusiasts of pre-Colonial medicine,” Dr. Grant clarified. “They delve deep into the practices from that era, beyond what we keep here for conventional study."

"Would they have access to these kinds of leeches?" Rachel probed.

"Potentially," he admitted with a shrug, turning to shuffle through a pile of folders. "They are quite... resourceful. Great students, but like anyone with a passion they tend to go a bit outside the box."

"Could you give us their information?" Jack asked.

"Of course," Dr. Grant said. He turned to a laptop that was half-hidden behind the books and papers on the desk. After clicking around a bit, he made a uh-huh noise and then a small printer in the corner of the room came to life. Like the laptop, it was also partially hidden—only the printer was located behind another model, this one of a small human head.

Grant grabbed the sheet that came sliding out into the tray. He handed it to Rachel, who took it with a nod, The card bore several names, members of the group. The first one at the top was Jeff Daley, labelled as Head Organizer - Pre-Colonial Medicine Club on parentheses.

"Thank you, Doctor," Rachel said, folding and pocketing the sheet. As they turned to leave, she could feel the weight of the room bearing down on them, an oppressive reminder that they were responsible for more than just researching leeches and where to find them. Somewhere, there was a murderer out there—and while she and Jack were going door to door, the killer could very well already be on the move to his next victim.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Before they’d even returned to their car, Rachel pulled out her phone and started dialing the number listed for Jeff Daley from the sheet Dr. Grant had given them. It rang twice as Rachel and Jack made their way back down the street to their car. The call connected with a sharp click and then a young man’s voice greeted her.

“Hello?”

“Hello, I’m looking for Jeff Daley.”

“Speaking.”

"Mr. Daley, this is Rachel Gift, with the FBI. My partner and I would like to meet with you to ask some questions about your pre-Colonial medicine student group." She kept her tone professional yet warm, conscious of not spooking their only lead.

There was just a moment of silence before Jeff laughed. It sounded both boisterous and annoyed. “Bullshit. Who is this, really? Did Greg put you up to this?”

“I understand the response,” Rachel said, “but I assure you, this is a legitimate phone call. If you like, I can give you my badge number and the contact information for my director.”

Silence again, and then Jeff’s voice came back. This time, it was much more serious. “Oh. Oh, ok…sorry about that.”

"No worries. Now, as I said, we need to speak with you about your group and what you do."

“Sure. Um…wait, are we in some sort of trouble?”

“No. Your name was given to us by Dr. Marcus Grant. We just have some questions he thinks you may be able to help us with. Are you available to meet right now?”

“Yeah. Actually, I’m out running errands. Do you need to meet me anywhere in particular?”

“No. Anywhere will do.”

“Okay. So…there’s a coffee shop on Easton Street, not too far away from Grant’s office…the Grind House. Can you meet me there in half an hour?”

"Perfect. Thank you, Mr. Daley. We’ll meet you there.”

They’d reached the car and because Rachel had been on the phone, Jack had already taken up position in the driver’s seat. Rachel slid into the passenger side and they pulled away from the curb.

“Grind House, on Easton,” Rachel said.

“Got it,” Jack said, weaving into the turn-lane ahead. As he waited for the light to change, Jack glanced at her, his usually soft demeanor softened by concern. "You okay? You seem... tense."

She almost denied this but the realized that the muscles around her neck was indeed tensed up. And as she realized that, she felt a small twinge of pain at the base of her skull. As she focused on it and tried to better understand where it was coming from, the ache grew rapidly, each throb that channeled upward and became a throbbing hammer against her temples. It was blinding, a white-hot poker driving through her brain. Rachel squeezed her eyes shut, her breath catching in her throat.

"Rach?" Jack's voice cut through the agony, tinged with alarm. His hand found hers, squeezing gently. "Talk to me."

"Headache," she managed to gasp out, the single word feeling like shards of glass tumbling from her lips. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the armrest. To anyone else, it would be just a mild inconvenience. Just pop some Ibuprofen, drink some water, and get on with the day. But for her, a headache could mean a variety of things and none of them were good.

"Bad one?" he asked, already scanning for the nearest exit or a place to pull over.

"I’ve had worse, but it’s…yeah, it’s a doozy…," she whispered, an admission that bore the weight of her deepest fears. It was the worse one she’d had in weeks, since returning from Seattle. 

“Do I need to take you home?”

She shook her head. She knew it would pass. But she also knew that if it didn’t fade soon, it could mean very bad news and yes, she would have to call it a day. She’d have to forge the case and go home. She’d have to all the specialists in Seattle.

“No, I think it’s going to be okay. Just get us to the coffee shop."

“And you’ll be honest with me about how bad it gets?”

She loved his concern for her, but sometimes it made her want to scream—like now. So she simply nodded and closed her eyes, willing the damned headache to fade away.

Jack nodded, but she could tell he was concerned. She drove on, tension etched on his face. Rachel focused on her breathing; she focused on the hum of the car all around her. And as she took one deep breath after another, the vice-like pressure around her skull receded as abruptly as it had arrived. There was no gradual fading, but a complete banishment, leaving behind only a faint echo of pain. She inhaled deeply one last time, the air tasting sweet with relief. 

"It's gone," she declared, her voice steadier than she felt.

"You’re sure?" Jack's gaze lingered on her, searching for signs of lingering distress. “That fast?”

"Positive." Rachel forced a smile as she turned to him, eager to push past the fears and worries. A bit of panic still clawed at the edges of her mind, but she tucked it away, locking it up tight. "Hey," she said, her tone deliberately light, "once all this is over—cat or dog?"

Jack raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "Seriously? That's what you're thinking about right now?"

“It’s better than obsessing over what the headache may or may not mean. So indulge me," she said, her eyes glinting with mischief. "I need to know if I'm marrying a cat man or a dog lover."

"Dog," he replied without hesitation. "Definitely dog. Cats are too... unpredictable. And then there’s the whole litter box thing. That’s gross."

"Unpredictable?" Rachel laughed, the sound bright and carefree. "You do realize we chase serial killers for a living, right?"

"Exactly," Jack countered, "which is why I need something loyal and straightforward at home. A dog, Rach. Man's best friend."

She shook her head, still chuckling. "A dog it is then," she conceded. “Man, that’s another check in the plus column as far as Paige is concerned.”

“Oh, Paige already loves me You know this.”

“Yes, I do.”

He reached out and took her hand as he turned the car onto Easton Street. After three more blocks, Grind House appeared on the right, a small and dimly lit building. Jack parked in a small lot on the side and as they stepped out together, the smell of dark rich brews hit Rachel right I the face.

“You want a coffee?” she asked.

“No, I think I’m good.”

“I’m going to grab one. You want to sit out here and wait for Daley?”

“Sounds good.”

They walked to the front of the building; Rachel walked inside to place her order while Jack took a seat at one of four outdoor tables along a small, canopied area by the front door. Inside, the place has the appeal of a trendy coffee shop, but the aromas were amazing. She had to wait behind two others but had her coffee within just a few minutes—a dark, Nicaraguan blend that was rich and dark, just the way she liked it.

When she stepped outside to join Jack, she saw that Jeff Daley was already there. He was taking one of the seats around the table as Rachel came out of the door. She guessed him to be twenty-one or so, though his young-looking face made it hard to judge for certain. The sun glinted off his wire-rimmed glasses, giving him an almost scholarly appearance. He was carrying a bookbag, which he stashed under the table.

“This is Jeff Daley,” Jack said as Rachel sat down. “And Jeff, this is my partner, Agent Gift.”

“Good to meet you both,” Jeff said.

“Likewise,” Rachel said. “We appreciate you taking the time to meet with us on such short notice.”

“Sure, no problem. What is it, exactly, that you’re looking to find out?”

“We’d like to know a bit about your group and what sort of things you look into. We’re working a case that looks to be rather closely linked to older medical practices. The use of leeches and herbs in particular.”

Jeff leaned forward, elbows on the table, his passion for the subject matter clear in the intensity of his gaze. "Oh, okay. Sure. Well…the whole reason I formed the group is because I’ve been obsessed with how primitive medicine used to be...and how some of it was actually very successful. Pre-Colonial medicine is more than history; it's a legacy of healing practices that were innovative for their time.”

“So what exactly does your group do?” Jack asked.

“It’s a little embarrassing,” Jeff said, though the smile on his face indicated that he didn’t find it embarrassing at all. “We do sort of like…cosplay, I guess. And we grow herbs and forage natural ingredients to try to recreate some of the elixirs they used in pre-Colonial times.”

“Do you ever have to special order any of your materials online?” Rachel asked after drinking deeply of her coffee.

“Every now and then, sure. We try not to use mail-order herbs, though. If you'll forgive my nerdiness for a moment, I can show you something…" He reached for his bookbag and unzipped it. He pulled out a small leather pouch and carefully laid its contents on the table: dried herbs, contained in small plastic bags, each tagged with its name and uses. "See, these are the medicinal herbs our ancestors believed could cure ailments, from fever to wounds," he explained, his eyes alight with a pride. "We use pill-rolling molds too—" Jeff reached into another bag, producing a pair of polished wooden tools, "—to show how pharmacists once prepared medications."

Rachel could appreciate his dedication. It was a meticulous re-creation of a world long gone—something it was refreshing to see someone as young as Jeff finding an interest in. She couldn’t help but wonder, perhaps a bit randomly, how her own condition would have been treated in such a simple time.

"Sounds fascinating," she said.

"I think so, too," Jeff nodded vigorously. "We want it to be fun, but we're serious about the educational aspect. Knowledge can be just as healing as the herbs themselves. Cheesy, I know. It’s sort of our tagline."

"Jeff," she began, setting her cup down, "how do you go about obtaining something more... exotic for your reenactments? Say, leeches?"

"Leeches?" Jeff echoed, his brow furrowing slightly before relaxing as he understood. "Ah, yes, well, those are a bit harder to get. But we do have them…though we’ve never used them on actual people. There are labs around here that breed them for medical purposes. We receive a few from the same shipments."

Jack leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table, mirroring Jeff's earlier posture. "Everything is above board, right? You have the necessary permits?"

"Well, for leeches, you don’t need permits," Jeff replied. “Not if their bred in-country. But other than that, yes…everything is documented, signed off for. We adhere strictly to regulations. It's vital for our credibility."

Rachel's gaze didn't waver from Jeff as he explained. She filed away every word, every gesture. Jeff appeared genuine, but in her line of work, she knew better than to trust solely in appearances.

“Well, as strange as it may seem,” Rachel said, “we’re potentially looking for someone with violent tendencies and might also have access to leeches—to macrobdella decora, to be specific.”

“Oh, okay. Yeah…that’s weird.”

“It is,” Jack said. “So, with your group…have there been any complications with the members? Maybe someone who raised red flags for you?”

Jeff shifted in his seat, the casual demeanor slipping for a moment. Rachel could literally see the moment when the full weight of what was being asked fell on him. "Oh. Actually…yes, maybe.”

“Yes, or maybe, Jeff?” Rachel asked.

Jeff shook his head and took a single step back. “I don’t…I’m not comfortable talking about this.”

“You’re in no trouble here, Jeff,” Jack insisted.

“Yeah but…” He trailed off, letting out a deep sigh. “Some of the materials we get, I sort of…well, I trust that they’re coming from reputable places. But I don’t know for sure. I don’t want to get anyone into trouble, you know?”

“And hopefully you won’t,” Rachel said. “But anything you could share with us may end up helping us to save us save lives. Do you understand that?”

“Yes." He leaned in closer to Rachel as if to share a secret. "There was this girl—strange one, really. She just stopped showing up out of the blue."

"Stopped coming altogether?” Rachel asked. “Did she say why?"

"Nope," Jeff shook his head, his fingers tracing the grain of the wooden table. "Just vanished. And after she left, we noticed things missing. Mortar and pestle sets, pill-rolling tools, and…yeah, even a jar of leeches."

"So you think she stole these things?” Jack asked, his tone grave.

"Can't prove it," Jeff sighed, "but I can't think of another explanation. The rest of us just always assumed it was her."

"Could we get her name? And address, perhaps?" Rachel's request came out smooth, yet there was an undercurrent of urgency.

"Elaine Mercer. Lives over on Hawthorne Avenue."

"What can you tell us about her?” Rachel prompted, her mind already racing through scenarios, each more ominous than the last.

"Quiet, shy. Kept to herself mostly," Jeff started, looking distant as he recalled. "Had this sullen, sad vibe around her. Thought she might be dealing with a drug problem or something. She had some serious Wednesday Addams vibes."

"Anything else?" Jack pressed, his brow furrowed.

"From what I could gather, she was really into her studies. Not just pre-Colonial medicine. Medieval stuff too. Potions, herbs, even the dark history of it all—the torture devices and things like that. Passionate, you know?"

Passionate, Rachel thought. Far too often she’d seen passion translated into murder. It happened more than she cared to admit, and she’d witnessed it play out far too often with killers. As Jeff elaborated on Elaine's peculiarities, Rachel felt the cold touch of intuition. 

Elaine Mercer may be more than just another potential lead—she may be the very person they were looking for.

 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

In the gloom of the basement, his hands trembled beneath the harsh glow of UV lights. His secret garden grew under the purple glow, and he often saw it as blooming rows on an alien planet. Rows upon rows of herbs stood proudly in their pots; sage, wormwood, and hyssop released their medicinal scents into the stagnant air. The earthy aroma mingled with a sharper note, one that hinted at is true purpose…at his true work.

He moved among the greenery slowly, his fingers brushing against the leaves with a loving touch. He plucked a sprig here, a leaf there, collecting the essentials for his next outing. 

Beyond he herbs he painstakingly cared for, an old bookshelf strained under the weight of numerous volumes—some of which had been incredibly hard to come by. Jars lined up like soldiers, each filled with various herbs and murky fluids—the distilled essence of bygone eras. Among them sat containers housing leeches, their bodies floating sluggishly in the faint light.

Each jar, each plant, each book was a testament to the knowledge he had amassed over years of meticulous study. The texts on medieval medicine that cluttered his workspace were well-thumbed, the pages marked and annotated with his feverish handwriting. He knew the recipes that monks and healers had concocted in desperation during the 1300s, as the Black Death devoured Europe. He knew the power of rose petals crushed with vinegar, the supposed virtues of treacle made with viper flesh.

His breaths came out shallow and quick as he prepared for what came next. With practiced movements, he ground the dried rose petals, releasing a fragrance that seemed almost too delicate for the work it was meant to do. He mixed it with vinegar, the acrid smell a sharp contrast to the floral notes that still lingered in the air. Each step was performed with a ritualistic precision that made him feel as if he were one of those monks or doctors from long ago.

Tonight's preparation was crucial—the careful calculations of a man who saw himself as a guardian, a protector. As he bottled the last of the rosewater mixture, the liquid's pale hue reminded him of his duties. The rosewater was the color of innocence—a trait many had once possessed but that he believed was marred by modern ignorance.

With meticulous care, he measured and poured, crafting the rosewater with an alchemist's precision. This liquid, pink like the blush of dawn, held more than just fragrance. It was the elixir of purification for his next patient, someone not yet aware of the true dangers of life. It almost a shame, really, that they would never know the amount of painstaking care that had gone into his preparations…getting the rosewater just right, specifically.

Satisfied with the concoction, he placed the lid tightly on the container as a surge of anticipation coursed through him. He inhaled deeply, the musty air of his subterranean garden mingling with the pungent scent of herbs. He walked back to his plants and caressed the delicate petals of a rose, vibrant against the artificial ultraviolet glow. 

The roses were for more than aesthetics; they were the key ingredient in his latest batch of rosewater, a remedy as old as the pestilence it once fought. Humanity, he felt, was merely a continuation of that medieval multitude, ignorant and ripe for cleansing. He often felt that he was the only one aware of the pressing dangers of disease, standing against time's tide to ensure the Black Death's shadow would not darken modern days.

His thoughts drifted to his first two patients, their lives extinguished by his hand. It had all gone flawlessly. Emily had accepted the tainted herbal concoction with the trust of a child, while Jessica's final moments were marked by the leeches' gentle kiss. In his heart, Matthew mourned them, but the greater good demanded sacrifice. 

As he sealed the last bottle of rosewater, Matthew allowed himself a moment of quiet reflection. It was not pride that swelled within him but a profound sense of purpose. The next appointment loomed close. 

Yet beneath the anticipation lay a thread of sorrow, knowing his quest would leave trails of grief in its wake.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

While Jeff Daly had not had the physical address for Elaine Mercer, a simple call to the field office had provided it within just a few minutes. Jack drove from the coffee shop to Elaine’s house and even though the headache Rachel had mentioned was not actually mentioned, she had a suspicion that Jack’s sudden desire to drive stemmed from it.

They made their way through mid-morning traffic and arrive at Elaine’s house just shy of noon. It was a modest little house with a strip of front and side yard. The paint was peeling and there was a tangle of thick greenery clinging to the left side—kudzu and ivy of some kind. As Jack pulled the car up alongside the curb, they both spotted a young woman standing on the porch. She was watering one of many small plants—plants that, Rachel saw as she stepped out of the car, were actually an assortment of herbs. There was such an assortment of herbs that the girl appeared to be part of the garden herself—an extra stem, wilting.

The girl took notice of them as they came walking up the thin, cracked sidewalk. Watering can still in hand, she greeted them at the top of the stairs. She peered down at them, her face drawn, etched with fatigue that seemed to drag at her cheeks. Yet, despite the weariness that clung to her lips curled into a welcoming—if somewhat brittle—smile upon seeing them.

“Hello,” she said curiously.

“Hi,” Rachel said. “Are you Elaine Mercer, by any chance?”

“Yeah, that’s me. Who’re you?”

“We’re with the FBI,” Jack said, showing her his badge and ID. “We were hoping to ask you some questions.”

“FBI?” She said it as if it were the punchline to a joke she didn’t understand and then shrugged. In that simple gesture, Rachel could see the Wednesday Addams vibes that Jeff Daly had mentioned. “Come on up.”

She aside to allow space on the stoop, her movements shadowed by the undulating leaves around her. As Rachel climbed the porch stairs, she studied the herbs. There were a few she recognized—mint, parsley, and basil to name a few. All of it together have off quite a pleasant smell.

"So, um…can I help you somehow?" Elaine asked, tucking a strand of raven-black hair behind her ear.

“Well, we got your name from the head of a student group that’s really into pre-Colonial medicine.”

“Oh…” A little pang of guilt showed on her face. “That…that warrants the attention of the FBI?”

“The theft…no,” Rachel said. “But there’s something else we’re a bit more concerned about.”

Elaine started to look nervous now. She leaned casually against the porch railing, near a vibrantly green sprout of basil. “Oh. Okay. What’s up?”

Before Rachel could answer, the sound of laughter came from inside the house. Rachel looked to the front door—it was opened, covered by a thin screen door.

“Are you entertaining company?” Jack asked.

“No. That’s one of my roommates. Sandra.”

“You rent the place, I take it?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, me and two roommates. It’s a decent house at a decent price per month. Anyway…um, can I get you guys some tea or something?" Elaine offered, as pride flickered in her eyes. "I’ve got this awesome tea made from a rare mushroom found only in certain parts of the Appalachians. It sharpens the mind, clears the fog."

Rachel felt a momentary temptation. She did like teas, and the odder the leaves, the better. "No, thank you," she declined, the words more clipped than she intended. “Let’s just get to the questions, if you don’t mind.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“So, Jeff Daly tells us that he’s quite certain you stole some supplies from the group. Is that correct?”

“Yeah. It was uh…well, it wasn’t my proudest moment.”

“Do you mind telling us why you left the group?”

Elaine winced and let out a sigh. “I know it sounds a bit judgmental, but they were way too into it all. Dressing up, taking on the dialect of the time. It was like a really sad and under-budget Colonial Williamsburg or something. It was just too geeky for me.”

"So, what about the leeches?” Jack asked smoothly. "Why’d you take a jar of leeches from Daly's group?”

Elaine's brow furrowed and her fingers tightened around the handle of her watering can.

"Because I was being a bitch. It's as simple as that. We argued about how leeches could still be widely used if people weren't so stuck up and germophobic. I was on the side that thought the entire practice of bloodletting was disgusting."

“So you took them because…?” Rachel ventured.

“Just to take something. To screw with them. Again…this was almost three months ago. I feel like shit about it. I can return the stuff if you want. Well…except the leeches. I sort of flushed those down the toilet.”

It sounded like a convenient excuse, but Rachel could see the embarrassment in Elaine’s face, her cheeks reddening a bit. She wasn’t guilty or scared; she was ashamed of what she had done.

“Elaine, can you tell us where you were last night?” Jack said. “Preferably between the hours of six and about nine.”

Elaine’s shoulders tensed, as though bracing against an invisible weight. When she spoke again, her voice trembled a bit. "Why are you asking about my whereabouts? What's this about?"

"We're investigating two murders," Rachel said, allowing the gravity of her words to sink into the charged air. "At one of the crime scenes, leeches were found. And at the other site, there were trace amounts of garlic, cloves, and camphor."

The woman’s eyes went wide for a moment, and then her brow furrowed as she digested the information she’d just been given. “My goodness…two murders?”

"That's right. And given the things found on the scene, we were wondering what might come to mind for you."

Elaine thought for a moment, a bit of shock still on her face from the news she’d just been given. After a while, though, she had an answer.

“Thieves…” she said.

“What?”

“Thieves. It’s an essential oil that people use in diffusers…supposed to be great for fighting sickness. The blend is made from clove and garlic and a bunch of other stuff. Back during the time of the Black Death, thieves used the mixture to keep from getting sick when they broke into place…even into tombs.”

Rachel's eyes narrowed as she dissected Elaine's response. The woman's knowledge of such an obscure concoction didn't absolve her; if anything, it tightened the web of suspicion. 

“So…” Jack said, unable to find a natural way to bring the conversation back on track. “Can you tell us where you were last night?”

Another sigh fluttered from Elaine’s lips. "Yesterday, I was... on a date. He picked me up at six and it went on until half past ten." Her cheeks flamed with embarrassment again.

"Can anyone confirm that?" Rachel pressed, the question sharp, necessary.

“I suppose he could. Though I'd really rather not talk to him again..."

“You understand why we need to confirm this, right?” Jack asked.

Elaine seemed to get mad for the first time as she looked directly at them, her eyes flitting back and forth between Jack and then Rachel.

"You want to make sure I'm not a murder…the girl who left a weird-ass group and stole some things—leeches and all. The girl with weird interest in medieval history. That about sum it up?"

“It does,” Rachel said, unflinching.

"Fine," Elaine conceded with a reluctant nod, reaching for her phone. Her fingers seemed to hesitate above the screen, as if they too dreaded the call. As she scrolled through her contacts, Rachel observed the subtle shift in her posture, the way her shoulders hunched, as if bracing against a cold wind.

"The date was a disaster,” Elaine said. “He's the last person I want to talk to."

"Your cooperation is crucial here, Elaine. Also…speaker, please." 

Elaine pressed the Call button as if she was squashing a bug. In what seemed like an oddly orchestrated moment, Rachel’s own phone began to buzz in her pocket while Elaine waited for her failed date to answer.

Rachel excused herself with a gesture and stepped back, drawing the buzzing cell from her pocket. She stepped to the other side of the porch, where a struggling strawberry plant sat in the corner. When she saw ANDERSON on the caller display, her heartbeat kicked up a bit.

“This is Gift,” she answered tersely. She looked over to where Elaine was speaking into the phone, leaving a message on voicemail from the sound of it.

"Gift, it's Anderson," came the response. "We’ve got another body...potentially linked to your case.”

“Potentially?”

“The victim was drowned in his bathtub." A pause, heavy enough to sink hearts. "Nothing as noticeable as leeches this time, but obvious traces of herbs and odd smells in the water."

“Address?”

Anderson recited it and Rachel committed it to memory. "Understood. We're on the way." Rachel ended the call and looked back over to Elaine and Jack.

"Elaine," she started, the words bitter on her tongue, "we need to go. But we still need to clear your alibi.” She handed Elaine a business card from her inner pocket, tucked away alongside her badge. “Send us his name and number and we’ll check it ourselves. In the meantime, please don’t leave the city. We may still need to ask you further questions.”

Elaine rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Okay, I get it.”

“Sorry,” Rachel said. “But hopefully you’re being truthful with us and it will all come to nothing.” And then, to Jack, she said: “We’ve got another one.

No further words were needed between them. Their strides were swift and synchronized as they moved toward the porch steps, leaving Elaine’s miniature world of green behind.

“Thank you for your time, Elaine,” Rachel said. “Sorry for the confusion.”

“Sure…don’t mention it.”

Rachel felt Elaine’s eyes on her as they made their way to the car, clearly curious about what was taking place. And as Rachel reached the car and placed her hand on the passenger side door, that wasn’t all she felt.

Without warning, her head pounded with the sudden onset of a headache, a pulsing reminder that her body had more or less become a time bomb. It was a lightning bolt of pain, sharp enough to momentarily blind her. She stumbled slightly, bracing herself against the car. Jack was ahead, already opening the driver's side door. Rachel considered it a small relief that he hadn't noticed her falter.

Gritting her teeth, she suppressed the agony, filing it away to be dealt with later. There was no time for weakness. Not now. They had two victims in less than two days—and three in total. People were losing their lives, so she could push her headaches to the side if it meant preventing more death.

The question was, of course, would they all pass quickly as nothing more than a pesky symptom, or had the treatments in Seattle failed after all?


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Rachel’s heart pounded with a familiar, morbid rhythm as she and Jack approached the well-manicured suburban home. Not only was there another murder to look into, but there was another of those damned headaches gnawing at her mind. It had passed rather quickly, lasting no more than fifteen seconds, but there were two persistent, nagging questions that shadowed her as she and Jack walked to the front door of the latest crime scene: When would the next one come, and how bad would it be?

This murder was so recent that neither she nor Jack had received any files or reports. They’d need to be updated by the officers on the scene. Before they could even reach the arched front door, a bone-chilling sound reached their ears. It was a sound Rachel knew all too well—the keening wail of a soul shredded by loss.

They were just a stride away from the front door when it opened in front of them. An officer in uniform emerged from the doorway, his attempt to greet them drowned out by the raw grief that poured from inside the house. The name above his left breast read DeWalt.

“FBI?” DeWalt asked.

Rachel showed her badge and made a quick round of introductions. "Lead the way," Rachel said, her voice firm despite the knot tightening in her stomach.

DeWalt nodded, his eyes giving off a hint of gratitude for her decisiveness. They stepped inside, where the air hung heavy with sorrow. A petite woman, her face a mask of anguish and disbelief, was flanked by two other officers who struggled to offer comfort. The woman’s cries pierced the sterile detachment Rachel had cultivated over years of facing such scenes. She was accustomed to hearing sorrow, but there were certain cries that were simply too guttural and pained to ignore. As they passed through the house, Rachel’s heart broke for the woman.

They made their way past the living room and down a hallway. In the center of the hall, a large picture of the grieving wife and her husband took up a large portion of space. It was a picture of the moment they’d come rushing out of the church where they’d been married, all smiles and hope for the future.

DeWalt guided Rachel and Jack to the end of the hallway and took a right, offering them a solemn nod as they moved towards the master bedroom. With each step, the undercurrent of urgency grew stronger. Rachel thought she could actually feel the presence of death up ahead.

“What do you know for sure about the victim?” Rachel asked. She’d waited as long as she could, wanting to be as far away from the wife as possible before discussing the details.

"Sam Perez, 42," the officer recited, flipping open his notepad as they entered the master bedroom. A door to the right stood open, revealing the master bathroom. "He was found by his wife in the bathtub. Preliminary guess is drowning." 

Drowning. The word sent a ripple through Rachel's mind, stirring up the murky depths of possibility and motive. Each case was a puzzle, and this piece didn't quite fit the emerging pattern. Herbs and spices, then leeches. How did drowning fit into the killer’s plans? She glanced at Jack, noting the lines of concentration etched on his brow.

"Any signs of forced entry or struggle?" Jack asked, his gaze sweeping the bedroom.

"Nothing so far," DeWalt replied, shaking his head. "It's like he just slipped under the water."

Rachel stepped over the threshold into the master bathroom, her senses immediately assaulted by the peculiar aroma that seemed to cling to the porcelain and tile like an invisible shroud. The acrid tang of vinegar stung her nostrils, mingling with something sweeter, more elusive. Her eyes fixed on the lifeless form of Sam Perez, submerged in the tub, his skin pallid against the white enamel.

Just like DeWalt had said, there seemed to be no signs of a struggle anywhere. And from just a cursory glance at the body, which was still submerged underwater, there weren't any obvious signs of violence to the body.

"Do either of you recognize that smell?" Rachel asked. “The stronger one is vinegar, I know that. But there’s something else, too.”

Jack shrugged, confusion creasing his brow. "No idea. It's weird, isn't it? Almost pleasant, but ruined by the vinegar."

Rachel nodded, her gaze never leaving the bathtub. The water, still as a grave, has a slightly oily sheen to it. Her mind raced, trying to connect this scent to something - anything that could serve as a clue. She thought to the reports of Emily Warson's murder, but this almost sweet smell was definitely not cloves or garlic. There were bits of other things floating around in the water. She thought they might be dried bits of small leaves—which made her think of Elaine's collection of herbs on her front porch.

Her attention snapped to the sink, where a small cup sat innocuously beside the faucet. Probably one to use in order to rinse your mouth out when brushing your teeth. She grabbed it from the sink and, without much hesitation at all, dipped it carefully into the tainted bathwater. Rachel brought it to her nose, inhaling deeply. She knew it seemed like a very morbid thing to do, but it paid off at once. In a smaller container, the smells were easier to place.

She learned that she’d been wrong. There were traces of clove, unmistakable in its sharpness, yet there was another layer. She thought it might be some sort of a floral note, but she couldn't quite place it.

"Smells like flowers," Jack observed, leaning in closer to catch a whiff of the water's bouquet. 

"Flowers..." Rachel echoed thoughtfully. The word triggered a memory, a connection forming in the depths of her analytical mind. Roses. The realization bloomed with startling clarity, the pieces slowly falling into place. This killer was pulling from older archaic medical practices. Cloves…flowers…but not just any flower. Something chimed in the back of her head, some long-forgotten tidbit she’d picked up somewhere along the line…something that may have seemed trivial at first but was now hugely important.

"Roses," she whispered, almost to herself. The sweet fragrance carried with it the weight of history, of ancient practices once believed to ward off death itself. 

Her gaze swept the bathroom again, the once lavish space now a tomb of sorts. The air was thick with the cloying scent that had been nagging at the edge of her perception. And now that she thought she knew what it was, it seemed so clear to her.

"Rosewater," she murmured with certainty in her voice.

She emptied the cup in the sink and set it back down with deliberate care. She then pulled out her phone, its screen casting an eerie glow in the dim light of the bathroom. She swiftly entered a query into the search bar.

“Rosewater?” Jack echoed. “Was that used in Colonial times?”

“And long before that, I think,” Rachel said as she scrolled through the results, a cascade of medieval texts and images unfurling before her eyes. It didn’t take her very long to find what she was looking for—confirmation that rosewater mixed with vinegar and clove was often used in ointments. When it could be afforded and found, people also added rosewater to baths and teas.

Rachel's heart thrummed with a blend of excitement and dread. They were dealing with someone who reveled in the arcane, who had a knowledge of both healing and death that stretched across centuries.

“What did you find?” Jack asked.

Rather than recite it all, she showed him the most recent page she'd pulled up. She handed him the phone and looked to the dead man in the tub. Three victims…all killed in a manner that either used or pointed to medical practices used in medieval times. For some reason, that seemed so much darker and barbaric than Colonial-era medicine. She supposed it was because she knew that back then, specifically around the 1300s, people were mortified of the Black Death—thinking that it lurked around every corner.

If this macabre pattern held true, she couldn’t help but wonder if the victims might be linked by more than just their final, fatal treatment. The killer seemed to be selecting them with a purpose.

"Sam Perez's medical records," she said aloud, turning to where Jack stood, his own face a mask of concentration as he looked at Rachel’s phone. "We need to see if there’s a connection."

Jack nodded, but as Rachel’s eyes found the doorway, she realized that she could still hear the wife, Natalie Perez, screaming her loss and denials. Getting any information from her would be impossible in her current state.

"Without her cooperation, we're going in blind," Jack commented, echoing Rachel's thoughts. “I’ll call the bureau, see if we can get an expedited request on his records.”

Rachel nodded as Jack handed her phone back to her. She hated to do such a thing without getting permission from the homeowner, but she walked to the sink and opened up the medicine cabinet. She saw the usual suspects: ibuprofen, vitamin supplements, topical creams and ointments, stool softeners, allergy meds. But nothing that would indicate that Sam Perez had any sort of serious illness.

With that, Rachel stepped out of the bathroom, leaving behind the ghostly scent of roses and vinegar. Jack spoke on his phone behind her, trying to get a rush request in for Sam Perez's medical records. She was also aware of Officer DeWalt making a call while she headed out into the bedroom.

Caught between the phone calls at her back and the screaming wife somewhere ahead of her, Rachel felt the case closing in around her. She’d faced some odd cases before—killers with motives that had baffled her even after they were caught and in prison—but this one had a very strange edge to it. This case had the feel of one that, if they didn’t make a serious connection very soon, might run away from them and remain unsolved and in the shadows forever.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Rachel crossed back into the hallway as Natalie Perez’s cries showed no signs of stopping soon; Rachel felt terrible for not only her, but the officers who had been tasked with trying to keep her stable. She made her way down the hallway, peeking into every other room. There was a small den that looked almost like a small library. The kitchen was large and spotless, the smells of a recent meal still clinging to it. Rachel's eyes flickered from room to room, searching for anomalies, for anything that might give her more knowledge about Sam Perez.

As she moved, her thoughts were a whirlwind of possibilities—the scent of rosewater, the tang of vinegar, the sharp bite of clove. The leeches, and the trace amounts of spices and herbs on and around the body of Emily Watson. It all seemed to follow her as she skipped the living room (where Natalie was still wailing) and made her way to the small upstairs area.

Upstairs, plush carpet greeted her and she made her way into a short hallway. The upstairs level wasn’t a full floor, but more of an alcove of sorts. There were two rooms, the first of which was a small guest bedroom. When she stepped inside and found the bed made and everything untouched, she also noticed a slightly stale smell—not an unpleasant one, but the scent of something that had been cleaned long ago and had not been touched in quite some time.

She exited the guest room and turned back to the hallway. Across from her, a door stood partially open. She nudged it fully open, revealing a small home office awash with the golden hue of late afternoon sunlight filtering through the blinds. It was a typical home office set-up. A sizable desk sat in the center of the room, and a single bookshelf—stacked to bursting—sat to the right.

The desk was a cluttered landscape of papers, pens, and books. A laptop sat in the center, the sun around which all the other things seemed to orbit. She stepped behind the desk and her attention snagged on a small leather-bound planner, its pages dog-eared and annotated with a meticulous hand. It was opened to the current week, allowing Rachel to read over the entries. She found at once that the planner—and, by default, she supposed, the office itself—was where Sam Perez worked. As she read about meetings, deadlines, and interviews, she got a glimpse of his life. It sprawled out before her in ink and ambition, giving her enough clues to determine that Sam had been a freelance researcher or journalist of some kind.

She turned her sharp gaze to the rest of the room, eager to find more. As she made her way over to the bookcase, softly approaching footsteps caught her attention. She turned to the door and saw Jack standing there, peering in.

"So, it’ll be a while before we get Sam Perez’s medical records,” he said. “But DeWalt was able to get reports for the other two. Emily Watson was the picture of health. Her last check-up was spotless. Jessica had some tendonitis, dealt with a kidney stone last year. That’s all."

“So both were pretty much perfectly healthy.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“So why would a man obsessed with medieval medicine think they needed to be cured of something?” she wondered out loud.

“Maybe he didn’t,” Jack said. “Maybe he’s just picking people at random. Maybe he’s an opportunist. He jumped Jessica as she left work. According to DeWalt, based on what they were able to get out of Mrs. Perez, Sam had been home by himself for the morning. So maybe the killer just broke in and—”

"DeWalt said there were no signs of a break-in."

“Yeah, he did, didn’t he?”

They remained standing together, quiet, letting it all sink in as they sought any piece to the puzzle that might fit. Rachel absorbed this new information, her mind spinning webs of possibilities. No medical link, then. A dead end. It gnawed at her, the frustration of grasping at straws while the killer roamed free. They couldn't afford to waste time on fruitless leads.

"Nothing else that ties them together?" she asked.

"Nothing," Jack confirmed. She could see he was just as bothered as she was, though also just as determined.

Standing amidst the organized chaos of Sam Perez's office, the case seemed to have taken on an entirely new face. As Rachel recounted the facts, her gaze drifted to the bookcase nestled in the corner. It was about six feet tall and its shelves were crammed so full that Perez had also started a little tow of book on the floor, wedged between the side of the case and the wall. He had the bookcase fairly well organized: one row was devoted to books on the art of writing and research, complete with style manuals. Fiction was with fiction (though there wasn’t much) and all of the non-fiction titles were all together. 

She focused on the non-fiction section, as she had always felt that the non-fiction preferences of people told the most about them. Everyone could read Stephen King or James Patterson; but it took a very specific mind to want to know the details of the French Revolution and Marie Antoinette—subjects that were prominent within Perez’s collection. 

But among these chronicles of guillotines and upheaval were outliers—two volumes whose bindings seemed to whisper to her, echoing the details of the case—books related to ancient remedies and bygone maladies.

A particular title caught her eye: The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages. Her breath hitched. It was the same book Jessica Lee had checked out from the library before she’d been killed. The coincidence was too stark to be ignored.

"Jack," she murmured, her fingers tracing the spine of the book. "Look at this."

She crossed the room in two strides as Rachel removed the book from the shelf. Together, they regarded the book as Rachel flipped it open. She turned the pages carefully, as if it was a bit of precious evidence itself. The book itself was a rather modern one. The copyright page indicated that this print run had been released just ten years ago.

She thumbed through the pages, stopping when she came to an illustration that seemed to practically jump right out at her.

"Leeches," she muttered, tapping a finger on an illustration nestled beside a paragraph detailing their use in medieval medicine. She then continued on, hunting through the pages. "Garlic... gloves..." Her voice trailed off as she peered closer at the drawing of a physician, dressed in garb that spoke of ancient practices, his hands encased in leather while handling a medical instrument that looked more like something that would do harm rather than heal.

“I’d bet you anything that our killer has a copy of this book,” Jack said.

“Jessica checked this book out, and Perez has a copy,” Rachel noted. “Maybe he’s going after people who own this book?”

"That would be difficult to prove," Jack said. "Not just us, but how would a killer know such a thing? I suppose he could have gotten Jessica's library records through illegal means somehow, but this oy…this one was purchased. I don't know how anyone would be able to track it to the buyer."

"Then maybe he’s going after people with an interest in the subject?”

“Could be.” Jack's brows knitted together as he processed the implications, his jaw setting in a hard line. "It’s like he's recreating scenes from history... or ritualizing the murders." The ominous tone of his words hung heavy in the air, making the book in Rachel’s hands feel deadly.

With a careful hand, Rachel turned to the back cover of the book. There, a small sticker in the bottom right corner caught her eye. It was a sticker for the price, but it actually held much more information. First of all, it was a used book—it had been purchased at a used bookstore. More than that, the name of the bookstore was also on the sticker.

"Relics and Pages," Rachel read aloud.

"Relics and Pages," Jack echoed, a spark of recognition igniting in his gaze. "I know that place. It's a quirky little spot downtown, sells all sorts of vintage goods and oddities." He chuckled and added: “The sort of place someone like Elaine Mercer might frequent.”

Rachel closed the book with a soft thud. "Then that's where we need to go next," she said, her voice steady despite the whirlwind of thoughts racing through her mind. Each new discovery, each strand of evidence, brought them a step closer to the killer. She had to keep that in mind even in the smallest bits of light, even with clues that seemed mostly insignificant.

They left Sam Perez’s office, Rachel carrying The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages with her. It felt oddly comforting all of a sudden—a tangible piece of evidence in a case that seemed to defy logic.

As they made their way back downstairs through the hallway, the muffled sobs of Natalie Perez filtered through from the living room. Her voice was growing hoarse, her grieving and weeping a reminder of the human cost of their hunt—a woman now widowed by the killer they were trying to find.

"Hey, Agent Rivers?" a voice called from the kitchen.

They turned in that direction and saw DeWalt. He was rushing over with his phone in his hand. "Got the prelim on Sam Perez," he said, looking to his screen where he’s typed down a few details. "Aside from a routine colonoscopy three months ago and a bout of the flu last month, he’s clean.”

Rachel felt a twinge of frustration. No medical link between the victims. Nothing at all. Each one seemingly chosen at random, their only connection being the bizarre circumstances of their deaths. And maybe the book she now held in her hands.

"Thanks," Jack replied. "Anything else?" 

"No, that's all so far," DeWalt responded as Natalie began wailing again in the other room. 

Rachel had never been good at dealing with those who had just lost loved ones and had a great deal of respect for the officers who handled it well. As such, she felt almost guilty for leaving the new widow as she and Jack made their way to the front door—having come in and out of the woman’s house without even introducing themselves. She made a mental note to return the book to her when the time came.

Outside, the sky wasn't quite as bright as it had been when they'd arrived at the Perez home. The sun was fighting a losing battle against encroaching storm clouds. The air was charged with the promise of rain, and as Rachel got into the passenger seat, she could hear the faint, distant rumble of thunder.

She closed the door quickly against the sound, doing her best not to see it as an indication of what waited ahead for them. And with the odd book, The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages, resting in her lap, she could sense their journey only getting stranger by the moment.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The storm clouds were settling in over the city when Jack pulled the government sedan into a parking spot across the street from Relics and Pages. Rachel glanced at the dashboard clock, the time reading 2:27. A sigh escaped her lips, laced with a mixture of duty and maternal concern. Paige would be home soon and Rachel wanted to make sure she was able to call to checking. It had become something of a ritual, one she had clung to since returning from Seattle. If he was actively on a case and couldn’t be home when Paige got there, she always tried to call within the first fifteen minutes or so after Grandma Tate and Paige arrived home from school.

To make matters worse, today was a Friday. Pizza day at school, Paige’s favorite. Grandma Tate would make some sort of extravagant dinner, and then there would be movie night. That had become a bit of a ritual, too. So much so that Paige had an ongoing list of movies to watch. While Rachel wasn’t too enthused that the next movie on the list was High School Musical 2, she still cherished that time with her daughter.

"Let's make this quick," Rachel said, her voice more clipped than intended.

"Everything okay?" Jack's eyes softened, the lines of worry etched around them. She could see that he was already assuming her hurry may have something to do with the headaches that had been bothering her today. 

"Paige," she replied simply, but it was enough. He understood their new routines as Rachel continued to attempt the delicate balance between work and family, all of it overshadowed by her tumor and the countless attempts to defeat it.

Jack nodded, and they both stepped out onto the sidewalk. As they approached the quaint bookstore, Rachel did her best to set aside thoughts of her daughter, trying to focus on the case. At the end of the day, she had a job to do. A job she loved and was exceptionally good at. 

Jack opened the door for her, and Rachel stepped inside Relics and Pages. The chime above the door announced their entry, and Rachel instantly started to survey the shop with a practiced eye.

It was like stepping into another world—one of whispered secrets and odd aesthetics. The air was dense with the scent of aged paper and exotic spices. Rare books lay nestled against the backdrop of dark wooden shelves, their spines promising tales of wonder and intrigue as well as arcane knowledge. Cases filled with tarot cards, incense sticks, and crystal balls lined the walls to the right. Containers labeled with ornate script boasted teas and salves with price tags that spoke of their purported rarity and potency.

Rachel's gaze drifted over each shelf, case, and display. She reached out, her fingers brushing against the leather-bound spine of huge book that looked like something right out of the Harry Potter movies.

"Feels like we stepped back in time, doesn't it?" Jack asked.

“It does. But there’s something almost charming about it, too.”

As if summoned by the compliment, a small, mousy voice called out from their left. A woman stood behind one of the counters Rachel had canvassed upon their entrance. The woman had not been there ten seconds ago; the small box in her hands suggested she may have been elsewhere within the shop at the time, stocking shelves. 

“Hello, there,” the woman said. She was perhaps thirty or so, her blonde hair done in a fanciful braid. "Welcome to Relics and Pages. Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?”

“We’re actually not quite sure yet,” Rachel said as she approached the counter with Jack at her heels. She showed the young woman her badge and said, “Agents Gift and Cooper, FBI." Rachel's introduction was succinct, her badge flashed with practiced ease. “Is the manager or owner here, by any chance?”

"Um, yes, she's here." The young woman's voice wavered the slightest bit, and her eyes remained locked on the agents in front of her. "She's in the back, in the supply room. Give me one second, would you, please?"

“Yes, thank you.”

The woman turned swiftly, walking toward the back of the store. As she disappeared behind an ivy-laced curtain, her brain bounced along her back.

Rachel watched her go, the intuition honed by years on the force sending a prickle down her spine. The woman hadn’t seemed afraid that they were being visited by FBI agents, but something has certainly shifted in her demeaner when Rachel had shown her badge. Skittishness could mean many things—fear, guilt, or something more benign—but it set off alarm bells in Rachel's head nonetheless.

Rachel quietly followed in the woman’s footsteps. As she came near the back of the store, she edged closer to the curtain. She didn’t part it to step beyond the curtain, but stood close enough to catch the murmurs of hushed conversation that seeped through the fabric. The words were indistinct, muffled whispers that danced just beyond comprehension, but the tone carried an urgency that didn't sit right with her.

Someone sounded angry, maybe worried. It was a second voice, a voice that did not belong to the small woman who had greeted them.

The, all of a sudden, the voices stopped. Rachel wondered if the women knew they had an audience just beyond the curtain. It was a silence that felt heavy, loaded with intent. In the quiet, Rachel could hear footsteps padding away, fading into the distance,. That sense of foreboding continued to claw at Rachel’s insides. She shared a glance with Jack from across the store, her eyes narrowing. He saw the concern in her eyes across the shelves and aisles, giving her a slight nod.

With one hand, she pointed to the curtain. With the other, she reached forward and parted it. When she did, the heavy fabric parted as she stepped into the dimly lit backroom of Relics and Pages. The air was thick with the scent of old paper and herbs, a sensory cloak that seemed to hide the store’s secrets. Her eyes adjusted quickly, catching sight of another woman's silhouette slipping through a back door—a sudden movement that sparked her instincts into overdrive.

"Jack!" she called out sharply. “Someone’s heading out the back!”

She didn't wait for a response. She barreled forward, weaving her way through the small aisle that separated a few stacks of boxes and old plastic containers. Along the way, Rachel raced by the blonde girl who had greeted them. She watched Rachel pass by, her eyes filled with shock and fear. But Rachel barely registered her presence; her focus was tunneled on the fleeing figure. She could no longer see them ahead, but Rachel's eyes were locked on the door they'd escaped through as it banged shut in its frame.

The back room whirled by in a blur of oddities and arcane treasures. Glass jars filled with weird mushrooms rattled on their shelves from the force of her pursuit. More teas, their leaves and flowers pressed against the sides of their containers, promised calm and healing. Rachel even took notice of several coolers strapped down with tape, safeguarding their mysterious contents from prying eyes. Seeing such strange storage solutions, Rachel began to understand that the woman who was running—presumably the manager or owners—might have a variety of different reasons to run.

She made mental notes even as she sprinted, cataloging details for later scrutiny if it came to that. She finally reached the back door and pushed it open. She froze for just a moment to take in her surroundings. The back door brought her to a thin alleyway. It was a surprisingly clean little stretch, occupied with nothing more than the waste bins of the neighborhood businesses. To Rachel’s left, a good distance ahead, was the fleeing woman. She was currently looking back to see how much of a lead she had.

Rachel instantly followed after her, feet pounding the pavement. It became clear almost right away that Rachel was much faster, each stride narrowing the gap considerably.

“FBI!” Rachel yelled. “Stop where you a—”

Her voice was robbed of her as an immense headache swept through her head. There was no gradual start, no little warning signs. No, this one came on like a bomb, taking the wind right out of her. A cry escaped Rachel's lips, raw and unbidden. She stumbled, her hand shooting out to brace against the rough bricks of the alley wall. Her vision blurred, colors smudging together as if the world itself was losing focus. Rachel closed her eyes, willing the pain to recede, even as the echo of fleeing footsteps taunted her.

There was a drum in her head, ponding madly behind her temples. But as she pushed her body to keep up with the escaping woman, the beat intensified, crescendoing into an agonizing pulse that seemed to claw into her brain. 

“Shit,” she hissed, angry to find that not only was she in pain, but also on the verge of tears—not from the pain itself, but from the frustrating situation.

No…no, not now, she thought.

She fought through the pain, determined not to let the woman escape—this woman could potentially be a lead to help them find a ruthless killer who had already claimed three lives.

Squinting to clear the black spots that danced mockingly before her eyes, Rachel took a staggering step forward, then another. The dizziness clung to her, a disorienting fog that made the ground seem to tilt beneath her feet. But she had always been tenacious, even stubborn, and she refused to yield. 

"Jack," she muttered under her breath, though her partner was nowhere within earshot. She needed backup, needed—

But the thought fragmented as she rounded the corner at the end of the alley. The alley was empty, save for the refuse of urban neglect and the ghostly echoes of a chase concluded. The woman was gone, vanished into the labyrinthine heart of the city.

"Damn," Rachel cursed again, a fierce whisper torn from deep within her chest. There might still be a chance, a clue left behind, a trail to pick up. She pressed on, forcing her legs to move as the wretched headache finally began to fade away.

But even as she pressed on, she could hear a deafening voice in her head, the voice of the echoing pain. Just stop, Rachel. This one was and…maybe the worst since before the treatments. The treatments have failed you, the medicines have failed you. You’re dying. And is this really how you want to spend your last days?

Despite these taunts, Rachel pressed on. She ran…and after another few steps, she wasn’t sure if she was running to hopefully catch up to the fleeing woman, or if she was trying to outrun those negative thoughts.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Rachel's breath came in ragged gasps as she finally came to the end of the alleyway and rounded the corner. The headache was gone, leaving only a slight tremor of pain in its wake. Rather ironically, she also noticed that there were ore rumbles of thunder from overhead the storm clouds pressing down over the city.

Coming around the corner, she saw that her fear of having lost the woman were unfounded. She’d been headed for a small employee parking lot nestled between two buildings. And though she had indeed made it to her car, Rachel saw that Jack had made it there to stop her. He stood as immobile as a brick wall, blocking the path to her car. Rachel's heart sank, but she didn't have time to process the disappointment. Jack's presence meant they hadn't lost their lead entirely—and that was a good thing.

"Jack," she called out, her voice steadier than she felt as she approached him.

He acknowledged her without taking his eyes off of the woman, his expression taut with concern. Even from roughly fifteen feet away, she recognized the flicker of fear in his eyes, fear for her. Rachel knew she had pushed herself too far today, her body screaming at her with pain that no one else could understand—the silent scream of her potentially terminal illness.

"Sorry,” she said as she hurried closet to him. "I thought I had her." She swallowed hard, trying to appear as if nothing was wrong. "I'm sorry, I just... reacted. And I thought I had her."

The woman stood frozen between them. Rachel guessed her to be near fifty or so. Her brown hair was wiry and shoring signs of grey. She was a bit on the plump side, but carried it well.

“What’s your name?” Jack asked.

The woman eyed Jack suspiciously and then looked to the open space just off to her left.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jack said. “Ma’am, we’re FBI agents, as we just need to ask you some questions. I don’t know why you ran, but I can tell you right now, every second you make us wait, you make things harder for yourself. So, please…what’s your name?”

“Helen,” she said, her voice soft and panicked. “Helen Cross.”

Rachel steadied her breath as she drew closer, tightening the space between the three of them. She saw that Helen was beginning to understand the severity of the situation; she looked cornered, the whites of her eyes showing like a frightened deer. Her chest rose and fell with the exertions of her escape attempt.

“Okay, Mrs. Cross,” Jack said. “We only told the woman up front that we needed to speak to the manager or owner. Why’d you run?”

“I don’t…I mean, I thought…”

Rachel could tell the woman was looking for a cover story, trying to figure out if she had some viable way out of this. 

"Please," Helen's voice wavered on the edge of despair, "you're going to arrest me anyway, aren't you?" Her attempt at composure was failing as tears began to form in the corners of her eyes.

“That depends on a lot of things,” Rachel said. “What I can tell you for sure is that we haven’t come to your shop today for a random shakedown. But I will also tell you that I really don’t like to run if it’s not absolutely necessary."

Jack, ever stern, held Helen's gaze unflinchingly. "But we do need to know about any unconventional inventory you might have stashed away. We’ve got a situation…a case we’re working on that led us here.”

“What led you?” Helen asked, curious but also still clearly frightened.

“A used book we found at a murder scene,” Jack said. “A book that had been found at a similar murder scene just yesterday. The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages. Are you familiar with it?”

Helen seemed to grow relieved when she heard the true reason for their visit—though they’d clearly have to cover why she’d run. “Yes, I know it,” she said gladly. “I always try to keep a copy or two in my inventory.”

“So it’s not a specialty item?” Jack asked. “Not something you really have to hunt for?”

"Well, it used to be quite rare," she said, her voice tinged with a hint of pride. "But after it was mentioned on a podcast, it's been easier to find. It became quite the collector's item."

"How many would you say you sell on a monthly basis?” Rachel asked.

“I’d have to look at my inventory and sales sheets to know for sure. But it’s not many. Maybe one or two. Not many people buy books lie that from me anymore. Again, once books get popular, you can just grab them on Amazon for far cheaper than what I sell them for it. It’s a sad reality, but I understand it.”

Rachel and Jack shared an uneasy glance, neither of them quite sure where to take the questioning. Rachel took a stab at it, still wanting to appear as normal as possible—wanting to give Jack no reason at all to think something was wrong with her.

“I need you to really think about this next question,” she said. "Have you come across any strange people lately?" Rachel asked, her gaze fixed on Helen, "Anyone who gave you bad vibes or seemed... off? Anyone you’d really rather never have back in your shop again?"

Helen chuckled nervously, a strange sound given that she was still fighting for her breath. "Relics and Pages is an antique bookstore that also dabbles in alternative medicines and parapsychology. I get my share of odd characters," she said, a forced lightness to her tone. "But truly strange? No one stands out. Just the usual eccentrics fascinated by the past."

Rachel watched her closely, noting the way Helen's fingers fiddled with the edge of her blouse—a sign of unease. Thunder rumbled overhead again, louder this time. Despite the nonchalance in Helen's voice, Rachel couldn't shake the feeling that there was more beneath the surface.

"Alright," Rachel said slowly. “Now, why don’t you tell us why you thought it was a good idea to run when you knew a pair of FBI agents were at the front of your shop?”

Helen bit her lip, hesitating. It made Rachel recall what she’d said just a few minutes ago—about how she was certain they were going to arrest her anyway. 

“Just tell us, Mrs. Cross,” Jack said.

Helen sighed deeply and, looking at the ground, answered. "I have some items that are—let's say, not entirely within the legal spectrum." Her fingers continued to twist nervously at the hem of her blouse.

"Such as?" Jack asked, his voice firm yet devoid of accusation.

She finally looked at them as if having fessed up had lightened the burden a bit. "Psychedelic powders, some mushrooms...and a few experimental teas that aren't exactly FDA approved." A sliver of pride seeped through her trepidation. "They help people, you know. Clients come to me when their prescribed meds only dull the edges of their pain. Arthritis, joint pains, backs all out of alignment, things like that. My teas give them relief when conventional medicines won't."

“And the psychedelics?” Jack asked in a mocking tone.

"Scoff all you want," Helen said. "But there are several psychedelics that are being tested by legitimate doctors and labs, showing that they have promising results in regard to schizophrenia patients."

Rachel observed Helen closely, noting the subtle shift in her demeanor. There was an earnestness there, a belief in the efficacy of her alternative remedies. It resonated with Rachel more than she cared to admit, considering her own battle with illness. This wasn't someone peddling snake oil; this was a woman who believed she was providing a service and had real-life data to back it up.

"Alright," Rachel said, her voice soft but steady. "We can overlook all of that. That's not what brought us here today." She exchanged a glance with Jack, ensuring they were united in their decision. He looked bewildered that Rachel had given in so easily, but said nothing. Surely, he understood that they had bigger fish to fry. In the grand scheme of things, an antiquarian with a side hustle in holistic medicine wasn't worth losing focus over.

"Thank you for being honest with us," Jack added gruffly, his disposition barely softening. 

“You’re free to go,” Rachel said. “Just make sure you keep things responsible, alright?"

Helen nodded, a smile of gratitude touching her lips. She looked at them both with suspicion, as if waiting for them to change their minds. When it was evident that they weren’t going to do any such thing, she made her way back to the alley. She did so with the gait of a dog with its tail between its legs. She even stopped to wave goodbye to them when she reached the mouth of the alleyway.

Letting Helen retreat back into the refuge of her shop, Rachel turned to find Jack's expression anything but understanding. As they walked back to the street and toward their car, a tense silence hummed between them.

“Go ahead,” Rachel said. “What is it?”

“Well, a few things. First…Rachel, you just let her walk.” The disappointment was clear in his tone. It wasn’t something she heard in his voice very often.

She met his gaze, doing her best to sound understanding. "Jack, we're hunting a killer," she said, her words clipped but not without warmth. "And right now, I think semi-legal teas and powders are the least of our worries. The last thing we need right now is an unwarranted distraction.”

She could feel Jack's frustration radiating off him, but she held her ground. Rachel knew the importance of rules and regulations, the black-and-white world Jack so firmly believed in. But she also knew the shades of gray that filled the spaces in between—the desperation to find something, anything, to ease the pain when all else failed. Good Lord, if anyone understood that now, it was certainly her.

Jack's jaw clenched, his silence telling her he wasn't entirely convinced. But she supposed there was a part of him that knew where she was coming from and why she had a bit of a soft spot for Helen Cross and her shop.

“The other thing,” he said. “You should have been able to outrun her. You should have stopped her before she even made it to the end of the alley.”

She knew what he was getting at and could essentially hear the unspoken question in it. Are you okay? Did you have another headache?

But she wasn’t about to go there…not now, when they were back to having no real leads or direction. So she did what she absolutely hated doing…she lied to Jack.

“That damned back room was a maze. Thin aisles and everything. I’m surprised I found my way out at all.”

She could tell by the still-rigid lines of his face that he didn’t believe it. But he said nothing as they reached the car. He got in behind the wheel just as the first few light patters of rain began to fall, without saying a word.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Alice walked slowly, her footsteps masked by the thunder rumbling in the sky overhead. Her eyes fixed on the modest two-story house in front of her. It was a perfect little house, just like the other perfect little houses in the neighborhood. It was the literal picture of domestic tranquility. The white picket fence, the roses in full bloom, the alien-like glow of the doorbell with a camera inside of it; they all screamed of a life she could never touch, could never taint. Not with her hands, anyway. 

There was another way—a way that churned in her gut like a living thing, waiting for release. And Alice had been thinking about that for a good, long time now. It had started to fester within her heart ever since she’d failed to properly dispose of Rachel Gift in Seattle—a mission Alice now realized had been foolish and fueled by nothing more than her intense hatred for the woman.

As if summoned by Alice's dark reverie, Grandma Tate's familiar car turned into the driveway. Alice had long ago memorized the make and model of the car, and the license plate as well. Given the time of day, Alice knew that Grandma Tate (this was how she thought of the old woman because she had yet to learn her actual name, just wat she’d heard Paige refer to the woman as) was on her way home from picking Paige up from school.

Paige—sweet, innocent Paige, with her sun-kissed curls and a smile that would melt the most callous of hearts. As Alice watched from across the street, doing her best to appear as nothing more than a typical neighborhood resident out for a walk as the drizzling rain waned, Paige hopped out of the car. Her bookbag was thrown over one shoulder and she was clutching a drawing in her hands. Grandma Tate followed Paige toward the front door, her movements slow but sure.

Paige looked quite excited. It was, after all, the end of the school day. More than that, it was the end of a Friday, which meant the weekend was right ahead of her.

Alice felt a surge of something wild and bitter rise in her throat. Her gaze clung to them with an intensity that might have burned holes through steel. She imagined Rachel's face, etched with pain and fear, and the fantasy coiled tighter around her heart. They were the keys to unraveling Rachel Gift, each one a thread in the tapestry of vengeance Alice had been weaving for months now…hell, years.

Ever since that bitch had arrested Alex Lynch and sent him to prison.

Alice watched as Paige and Grandma Tate made their way into the house. Seeing the front door open like that, it took everything within Alice not to simply go charging ahead, to slip inside that open door and bring Rachel Gift’s life crumbling down in just one quick and bloody moment.

But she knew now was not the time. She’d studied this family got long enough. If Rachel was currently on a case, she’d be home soon. Or if not physically at home, she'd be calling. Alice had caught fragments of those conversations while Paige and her great-grandmother lounged on the back patio, their voices wavering through the yard and onto the street. A casual passerby would likely not notice, but Alice had attuned her ears to their voices. She'd been studying obsessively, doing her best to study the Gift home while remaining hidden.

"Tomorrow," she whispered to herself, the word slicing through the calm air like a blade. 

She had to say it out loud. Everything had come down to tomorrow, and there was no going back. Alice knew that if she waited any longer, she’d ultimately fail. For the past week or so, she’d known the day and time. A Saturday, right around noon. Ever since Rachel had returned from Seattle, she’d headed into work to handle errands and issues she’d neglected in her need to be home as soon as possible on the weekdays. 

Tomorrow…noon. It was a promise, a sacred vow made to the ghost of Alex Lynch who haunted her dreams, his voice urging her onward. She wouldn't fail him again, not like she had in Seattle when Rachel's poise and skill and not only gotten the better of her, but nearly stopped her altogether.. The memory seared her mind—the confrontation, the chaos, the narrow escape. She had been a fool to think she could improvise, to believe passion alone would guide her hand.

Tomorrow required precision, the kind of cold, calculated move that would leave no room for error. A line would be crossed, and part of Alice resented it. But more than anything, she resented that Rachel had forced her hand. 

The sun barely peeked through the grey clouds, rain still spitting down softly. She turned away from the Gift residence, if for no other reason than to calm herself…to prevent herself from acting rashly and moving forward before the time was right. 

Her plan was set. Her will, unbreakable. And with every step that carried her away from the house, she felt a subtle tension building inside of her. She felt an electric tingle of anticipation, the precursor to the storm she would unleash. After tomorrow, the scales would tip irrevocably in her favor. All those months of stalking, all those nights spent crafting plans with meticulous detail—they would culminate in a singular, decisive strike against Rachel Gift.

And Alex, wherever he may be—Heaven, Hell, some nameless place humans had never dreamed—would have retribution. All at her hands.

She clenched her fists inside her pockets, nails digging crescents into her palms. An image of Alex flickered in her mind, his enigmatic smile haunting her still. For him, for the love twisted and tangled in tragedy, she would bring Rachel to her knees. She would make Rachel suffer before ending her. Of that, Alice was certain.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Rachel had come to grow uncomfortable in any silence between her and Jack that extended for more than twenty seconds…namely because she knew Jack hatred those silence, too, and would do anything to fill them. But the silence that currently hung between them had gone on for ten minutes, and it was beginning to unnerve her. She knew it was about more than just her almost lackadaisical dismissal of Helen Cross back at Relics and Pages. She was afraid he knew something was going on with her—that she'd had another headache—but was too afraid to broach the topic out of fear of irritating her.

So she took that step for him, finally ending the silence.

“You know, if you’re mad or concerned, you can just say so,” she said.

He glanced at her from behind the wheel, and it was hard to read his expression. She did notice that she didn’t see anger there—not really. But she did see something else that might be even worse.

"Alright," Jack said. "I want you to be honest with me. I need you to tell me what’s going on. It’s not like you to just turn a blind eye to any sort of infraction.”

“You mean with Helen?”

“I do, but really, it’s something else, too. I feel like you’re hiding something from me. And I know you used to be very good at keeping things from me. But in our time together, I’ve learned a thing or two.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” she said, trying to get a smile out of him but failing.

“So spit it out. What is it that you’re not telling me?”

Rachel's gaze remained fixed on the road ahead, the cityscape blurring into streaks of light rain along the glass. She could feel the weight of Jack's stare pressing down on her. His intuition had always been sharp. It had only gotten stronger ever since they’d become officially romantically involved…and maybe even stronger still since he’d placed a ring on her finger and pledged himself to her for the future. 

In other words, despite her best efforts, she knew there was no evading his scrutiny.

“I had another headache while I was chasing her down.”

“So you lied about the maze of crap in the back of her store?”

“Sort of. I mean, there was a maze of crap back there for sure, but…it was the headache that sidelined me.”

“How bad?”

Her cheeks flushed, and she found it hard to look at him. "Pretty bad. But brief."

"Why didn't you just tell me?" he asked, and she was surprised to find that he sounded hurt. "All of the shit we've been through together, all the ways I've been there to support you through this…and you're still afraid to tell me when things go astray?"

Her response came slowly, a measured release of breath that she'd been holding in far too long. "It's just a headache, Jack. It's nothing." She hoped to God this was the case but the very sad fact was that she had no way of knowing. Not until she had another follow-up. And she didn’t have another one schedule for another two weeks.

“It wasn’t the first one today, though,” he pointed out.

“No, it wasn’t.” He now knew of two. But he still didn’t know about the small one she’d experienced after leaving Elaine Mercer’s house.

Rachel couldn't meet his eye. Instead, her focus sharpened on the task at hand, seeking refuge in the familiar rhythm of the case. They needed to regroup, reassess, and rebuild their strategy from the ground up. The medieval medical practices link—it was tenuous, but it was all they had. And now that she knew that the book, The Medicines and Maladies of the Dark Ages, was much more common than she’d originally thought, she doubted the book itself was much of a lead anymore.

"Let's just get back to the office," she said, trying to make her voice sound confident. "We'll lay everything out and see what sticks. Maybe these old remedies are more than just a coincidence."

Jack nodded, but the concern didn't leave his face. If anything, he seemed annoyed that she was attempting to change the subject so quickly. "Alright, but we're talking about this later. No more dodging. Rachel…this could be serious, and I don't…"

He sighed and shook his head. Rachel could tell that he was wrestling with emotion, so she simply let the matter hang. She looked to the dashboard clock and uttered a curse. It was now 3:45, a bit later than she usually called Paige. In the turmoil with Helen Cross, she almost forgotten.

As she pulled up the number for the home iPad, she held out hope that maybe hearing from Paige would brighten Jack a bit. But she was also very aware that she was about to speak to her daughter and had absolutely no intention of letting her know that Mommy was showing symptoms that might point towards some very bad news indeed.

After just a single ring, Paige's bright face filled the screen. She was eating a snack of some kind, crackers with hazelnut spread, if the smears around the corners of her mouth were any indicator.

"Mommy! You won't believe what happened today!" Paige chirped, skipping directly past hello or other such formalities.

"Well then, tell me," Rachel said.

"Ms. Thompson said my art project was the best! She's going to put it up on the wall for Open House!"

"That's wonderful, sweetheart." Rachel's smile was genuine, a reflection of the pride that swelled in her chest. "Which project was that?"

“The flowers…the ones we made with that crinkly paper. Remember?”

“I do!” And she did. She recalled sitting at the kitchen table, painstakingly following the instructions from a YouTube video of how to turn tissue paper into roses. Paige, always adventurous and experimental, had added just a few dabs of glitter glue for a special touch.

“Ms. Thompson said if we have time on Monday, she wants me to show the whole class how I did it. How…we did it.”

“Hey, you did all the hard work.” This wasn’t necessarily true, but Rachel saw no reason not to make the moment more special.

"Are you coming home for dinner?" Paige's question was hopeful, her small features scrunched in anticipation.

"I don’t see why not. Do you know if Grandma Tate needs anything from the grocery store?”

“I dunno. Let me ask. Hold on…”

The next few seconds was filled with the chaotic confusion of a ten-year-old rushing through the house with an iPad. Rachel glanced over to Jack among the thumping and panting sounds and did see the beginnings of a smile on his face.

After about thirty seconds, the screen settled into a stationary position, and Paige's face filled it once again. "She said we don't need anything. She wanted me to tell you we're having that rosemary chicken again."

“Sounds good!” Honestly, though, the mention of rosemary had Rachel thinking of rosewater, and her mind was filled with the image of Sam Perez, dead in his bathtub.

“She also said I have to finish my homework…so I have to go.”

“Well, she’s right about that.”

“Is Jack with you?” Paige asked.

“He is! Want to say hi?”

Rachel turned the phone in Jack’s direction. The speed in which he put on a happy face for Paige was astounding. “Hey there, munchkin!”

“Hey, Jack! Are you coming to dinner, too?”

“You know it! I’ll see you there.”

“Okay! Bye, Mommy! Bye, Jack!”

“Bye, P—”

But Paige had already ended the call. Both Rachel and Jack were left smiling, the tension between them having dissolved a bit. They were about five minutes from the field office now, and Rachel hoped they’d be able to come up with some new theories and leads if they had all of the case files and police reports in front of the. A white board, the criminal database, and they would—

“Will you tell her?” Jack asked.

The question was like a punch to the gut. She knew what he meant. Will you tell her about the headaches? Will you tell her about what they might mean?

“Yeah, if I have to. If it comes to that.”

"Rachel," he said finally, his voice steady but strained, "we've got to talk about this."

“I know. I just—”

“But I don’t know that you do. You know…when you were having that rough spell when you started the Switzerland treatments, you asked me to make sure you never did this one thing ever again. Do you remember what that was?”

She did. And right now, she as not only ashamed that she’d momentarily forgotten, but also that she almost resented him for bringing it up. “Yes, I remember.”

“Tell me, then.”

She fought back tears—tears that wanted to spill out of about one hundred different emotions. “I asked you to always make sure I put my health first…to not ignore signs and symptoms and to make sure I took care of myself. For Paige…for you…”

He reached out and took her hand. “So here’s me reminding you of that.”

Rachel nodded as the entrance to the field office parking garage came into view.

"I'm sorry, Jack." The words were a whisper, strangled by the tightening grip of fear. "You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I'll call the specialist in Seattle. As soon as we get home."

"Rachel, look at me."

She turned, meeting his intense stare, and in them, she saw not just concern, but a plea for the honesty their relationship deserved.

"You have a moment now," he insisted gently. “Before we go inside…right now, while I park the car. Please, call now."

His words, soft yet insistent, cradled her frayed nerves. With a reluctant nod, Rachel pulled out her phone. Her thumb hovered over a contact she'd been hoping she'll never have to call again. Irritation at the situation and fear of what might come warred within her, but she pressed the call button.

The line rang three times in her ear and was then answered by a cheerful sounding woman. "Dr. Stevens' office, how can I help you?"  In just that voice alone, she could see the hallways and waiting areas of the offices. The treatments had not been invasive at all and had actually gone very smoothly. But to even think about the place in terms of treatments right now, weeks removed from it all…it felt like she was taking a massive step back.

"Hi, this is Rachel Gift. I need to leave a message for Dr. Stevens," Rachel's voice wavered slightly, betraying her anxiety.

"Of course, Ms. Gift. He’s not in his office right now, but I can forward you to is voicemail and I’m sure he’ll call you back as soon as possible.”

“That’s fine. Thank you.” 

There was a beep, then a click, and then the recorded voice of Dr. Stevens, one of the three doctors who had attended to her during her four days in Seattle. He told her that he was away from office, but to leave a message, so that’s what she did.

" Dr. Stevens, this is Rachel Gift. I know we’re coming up on almost a month since my treatments, but today—literally just today—I’ve had a few headaches…one of which was pretty intense. I’m calling to see if I need to be worried about this…if there’s anything I need to do, or someone I need to speak with. Please call me back at your earliest convenience."

She left her number and ended the call. As she did, she realized that Jack pulled into the parking garage. She hated that she felt so weak and vulnerable, having made the call and left the message. Still, she knew it had been the smart thing to do. The loving smile Jack gave her as he pulled the car into a parking spot was further confirmation.

She exhaled a shaky breath, trying to refocus on the immediate task at hand—the case that demanded her attention despite the personal storm brewing within.

Jack reached out, covering her hand with his own, grounding her. It was a simple gesture, but in it, she felt the strength of their partnership—at work as well as in life. It let her know that yes, they were quite good at tackling case together, but they were good at this part of things, too. 

"Thank you," Jack said, his voice soft yet firm. 

He leaned over and pressed his lips to hers. It wasn't just a kiss—it was an affirmation, a silent promise that no matter what lay ahead, they'd face it as one. The tension between them had dissipated and in its place a fragile understanding started to take root. And in that fleeting moment—in the middle of a case with a deranged killer on the loose and with her health condition still up in the air, she knew without a doubt that she wanted to spend every remaining second of her life with this man.

They stepped out of the car and when they walked to the garage elevators that would take them up into the building, Rachel felt as if the world was lighter now…that some great and massive burden had been removed from her shoulders. With it, her mind seemed clearer despite the looming threat of another headache.

As if to make sure her mind didn’t return to the fear and uncertainty that was the tumor in her brain, Rachel turned her thoughts to the grisly puzzle they were attempting to solve. Rosewater, leeches, cloves—they swirled in her thoughts, relics of a bygone era when death came with a swift certainty.

Suddenly, as the elevator doors opened before them, a small yet significant connection occurred to her. They were, understandably, focusing on the applications of the remedies—the leeches and herbs. But they’d so far figured out that the approaches went back further than colonial times, as they’d originally suspected. They were dealing with medieval medicines. But as she considered that time period, a certain image came to her mind.

She saw a figure wearing a dark robe and a strange mask with a hooked beak. It was an iconic figure, one most people night be familiar with but be unable to name.

“Jack…the things the killer is using. The tools, if you want to look at it that way...”

“Leeches, garlic, cloves, rosewater, camphor…yeah. What about them?”

“Let’s look past them. Let’s not get hung up on the materials. We know that these were things that were associated with trying to ward off the Black Death, right?”

“Right.”

“So, just like current times, it’s not the medicine itself that would be the focal point…but the doctor who prescribes them.” 

"You think our killer is playing Plague Doctor?"

"Maybe." Rachel's eyes narrowed as she considered the possibility. "It's not much, but it's a start. A profile can be built from less." Her mind raced with the implications. If the killer indeed saw themselves as a modern-day harbinger of the Black Death or even a Plague Doctor attempting to “cure” people he thought were sick, their motives would be steeped in delusion, their methods unpredictable. 

If they intended to stop a killer like that, they’d need to figure out how he was selecting those he seemed worthy of his so-called cures. But with the three victims offering up very little in the way of clues, they had little to go on.

With the image of a plague doctor still in her head, Rachel hurried to her office, ready to dig deep into the reports and files hoping to find something to shed some light on a killer who seemed to be stuck in a very dark period of history.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

He sat alone, his posture relaxed yet vigilant, as he sipped on a club soda with lime. The bubbles in his glass danced as if trying to convince him to get up and join the lively commotion that surrounded him within the bar. The bar wasn't exactly filled to capacity, but it was packed for sure. A current pop-rock song was playing from the bar speakers at a volume that was just obnoxious enough to make the bar patrons speak loudly over one another to be heard. 

Because he sat alone, he stuck to the back corner. On two occasions, people had come up to him, trying to break the ice. But he politely refused their company and kept to himself. He’d been at the table for a little over an hour…watching, waiting.

A few tables in front of him, a group of four appeared to be on a double date. One of the couples looked a bit miserable, but the other was having a great time; the man, in particular, was getting felt up by his date under the table. To his right, a group of men dressed in business attire appeared to be celebrating something—maybe a birthday or a business acquisition of some kind. He wasn’t sure. And he didn’t care.

For the entire time he’d been there, he’d been observing the bartender. Her name was Sarah Klein, and she moved with the practiced grace of a bartender who knew that her tips were going to come from men that appreciated certain curves and teases. Her red hair caught the artificial light each time she turned to serve another patron, causing it to ripple like fire. He was far too old for her, but he knew she was beautiful. IN fact, she was the sort that breezed past beautiful and went into painfully hot territory.

Her short shirt revealed a perfectly flat navel. Her red hair was shoulder length but pinned back slightly, revealing the small tattoo on her neck—right in the area where a man could perfectly fit his mouth. She was showing a bit if cleavage (she had a great dela if it to show) but not enough to be soldiered trashy.

The clock above the bar where she was at work ticked away, synchronizing with his own internal countdown. Ten minutes to midnight—the end of Sarah's shift and the beginning of something far more definitive. His gaze lingered on her, not out of admiration but calculation. 

She was his next patient, though she didn't know it yet.

Under the table, his hand brushed against the small satchel perched carefully by his feet. Inside, nestled among dark cloths, lay his tools—ancient medicines for a modern world. The contents were far more potent than anything he'd used before; this time, it wasn't just rosewater extracted from petals but something that could trace its lineage back to the bubonic age.

He scanned the room again, ensuring no detail escaped him. Every entrance, every exit, every patron absorbed in their own little worlds—all potential variables he needed to consider. But none of them mattered, not really. All that mattered was the timing and the delivery of his remedy.

As the minute hand edged closer to the hour, he took one last sip of his soda, the tartness of the lime lingering on his tongue. He would have preferred a scotch much more, but his mind needed to be clear, his senses highly tuned and sharp. 

Slowly, carefully, he reached down and drew up the satchel. He moved it from the floor to his lap. He reached inside, and his fingers traced the rim of the vial he'd hidden away. As he did, a memory unfurled in his mind, one that was as clear as the club soda he sipped. He'd come to this bar two weeks ago and seen Sarah. Though she had no idea who he was, he'd recognized her right away—Sarah, a face from her past. He didn't let her know he recognized her, though. He'd simply sat at the bar and drank his scotch on a quiet Tuesday night.

That night, he’d watched as she snuck a few drinks from the bar. The place had been dead; other than him, there’d only been two others at the bar, and one of them left quite early. In between shots of tequila, Sarah had flipped the script on him. It wasn’t the lonely, drinking patron who griped and complained about life to the bartender. No, she’d complained to him, Only, it had not been as simple as complaining.

She'd confided in him—the loneliness that had weighed on her since her mother's passing, the stress-induced rash that seemed to flare as if in perfect time with her sorrow. She had touched her forearm unconsciously, a self-soothing gesture that spoke volumes. In her, he saw more than just a weary soul. He saw someone who needed help. But perhaps more than that, he saw the way this dark and draining world had infected her.

He watched her now as she served another round of beers. She was smiling, laughing, deciding not to say anything when the drunken man’s hand “accidentally” grazed her backside. She then and wiped down the bar for the umpteenth time and he could see the sadness in her movements. It was a symptom, a manifestation of the pervasive ailment he knew he could cure. 

He allowed himself a moment of anticipation, to enjoy the knowledge of what would soon be taking place. Her every pour of beer, each swipe of the rag across the wooden surface, it all edged closer to the release he would provide. 

His eyes narrowed slightly, the blue irises darkening with purpose. Sarah still looked sad as she worked—of course, she did. Her body and spirit were riddled with the very weakness he sought to expunge—depression and loneliness, the very pressure that came with living in this sick, sick world.

When the clock above the bar finally told him it was time, he raised a hand, his fingers slender and pale in the dim light of the bar. He caught the waitress's eye, raising a single finger to let her know he was ready to settle his tab. She approached, her gait weary from hours on her feet, but her smile never faltered as she presented the check. He offered a polite smile of his own in return, paying in cash with a generous tip.

"Thank you," he murmured, the words hollow—a necessary social script.

He carefully slid his satchel over his shoulder, its contents meticulously organized inside.. The weight of it was familiar, comforting against his side. He could hear the syringe clinking against the bottle, like is own little symphony as he exited the building. Ignoring the main exit, buzzing with patrons departing for the night, he veered towards a less conspicuous door leading to the back alley.

The night air was cool, thanks to the drizzle of rain from earlier in the day. The alley led directly to a small but cluttered parking lot. It was for employee parking, the back end bordered with dumpsters, spaced far enough away from the bar so that they stink would filter in. The lot smelled of garbage and faint car exhaust. He moved with silent precision, his footsteps muffled by the gravel as he found his place among the shadows, huddled behind the large metal dumpsters.

Minutes dragged, each one feeling like an eternity. But then, a bit earlier than he expected, the back door creaked open and Sarah stepped out. His heart, usually a steady metronome, skipped and raced.

She was framed by the yellow glow spilling from the doorway. She carried a bag of trash in her hands and was headed his way. She smiled, willing his hands not to shake as he reached inside his satchel.

His fingers closed around what he was looking for,. When he stepped out of the shadows and she gasped at the sight of him, he thought he saw recognition in her eyes. Maybe she knew him from two weeks ago when she’d spilled her heart out to him. Or maybe, just maybe, she understood how she truly knew him…from all those years before.

And then, when she saw what he had in his hand, the recognition in her eyes turned to fear. She opened her mouth to scream, but by then, he'd already grabbed her.

By then, it was far too late.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Rachel's heartbeat was a muffled drumroll in her ears. Her breaths came in short, panicked gasps as she watched the violent thrashing of Sam Perez in his master bathroom, water spilling over the edges of the tub. The rose-scented steam filled the room and clouded her senses while also hiding the figure of the man holding Sam under the water. 

Rachel could not move, frozen in place and helpless to do anything other than watch the horror unfolded into a dreadful stillness. Sam's body thrashed until, at last, he gave one final spasm, his hand splashing at the water and then going still. His body then floated, lifeless, his face submerged in the fragrant water. 

Rachel reached out and gathered the tainted bathwater in her hands, lifting it to her lips as she stared into Sam Perez’s dead eyes.

Rachel’s eyes flew open.

The visceral grip of the nightmare loosened, but it took her mind a moment to understand that it had all just been. A dream—that she was safely back inside of her home roughly fourteen hours after standing in Sam Perez's bathroom with his screaming, heartbroken wife in another room.

 Disoriented, Rachel blinked her eyes rapidly and sat up in bed. As she looked to the bedside table and saw the soft-blue numbers of the clock, reading 2:12 AM, the events of the evening came floating forward, reminding her of reality: She and Jack had gone back to the field office and looked over the police reports and case files; they’d looked over the medical records again; they’d filled Director Anderson in on the case before leaving the office at 6:00; they’d come home and had dinner with Paige and Grandma Tate; they’d watched a movie and Paige had gone to bed.

Rachel and Jack had retired to bed not too longer after that and now here she was, panting and still half-scared from a demented nightmare. A bead of sweat trailed down her temple. As she wiped it away, another bit of information came to her. Dr. Stevens in Seattle had never called her back. And being that they were now inside the weekend, she doubted she’d hear anything until Monday.

"Rach?" Jack's voice, thick with sleep, cut through the silence. "You okay?"

"Fine," she whispered, her voice betraying the answer. "Just a nasty dream.”

She could feel Jack's concerned gaze on her even in the dark of the bedroom. She could sense him trying to decide if this warranted further conversation or if he was going to lay back down and go to sleep. So she made the decision for him.

“I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”

“Mmm hmm,” he said, reaching out and sleepily stroking her arm.

Rachel lay back down, her heart still racing. She was used to bad dreams. She supposed it was just a hazard of the job. Because she’d dealt with so many of them over the years, she’d learned to compartmentalize fairly well. She could shut the horror of a dream off almost like a light switch as soon as she was awake and realized the images and events were not real.

Still, her mind was whirling because she’d also allowed herself a peek into the real world directly after the dream had broken—worrying about a return call from Dr. Stevens and the other specialists in Seattle. As soon as she settled her head back onto her pillow, she knew that sleep was going to be very hard to reclaim. There were the mysteries of the case, the message she’d left for Dr. Stevens…it was just too much.

She waited another half an hour, essentially making sure Jack was fully asleep once again, and then got out of bed. Slipping from beneath the sheets, Rachel's feet found the cold floor welcoming—another anchor to the real world where she had absolutely not seen Sam Perez drown in his tub. She moved towards the dresser, her motions deliberate, shaking off the last remnants of the nightmare. She grasped for the laptop, unplugged it from the charger and brought it to her, and left the room as quietly as she could. If she was going to lose sleep, she may as well do something productive.

She left the bedroom and headed downstairs. The staircase creaked under her weight as she descended, one of the many familiar noises that made the house feel like a home. Every now and then, especially late at night, she could still feel Peter in the house. She missed him if she was being honest with herself. She had no doubt that she truly loved Jack and that he was going to make a great husband and that they belonged together. But Peter had been there first; he was Paige's father and the first man who had ever truly made Rachel feel like a desired woman.

For a while after he’d been killed by Alex Lynch, Rachel had felt certain this house would always feel different—never quite the same. And while Peter’s loss had indeed removed some essential part of it, the place still felt like home to her.

The faint glow of the little light under the microwave was just another of those things. She saw it up ahead and to her right as she came to the bottom of the stairs. She followed the light through the darkness and found it much brighter than usual as she came to the kitchen. She saw why when she stepped inside.

Grandma Tate sat at the kitchen table, a steaming mug cradled in her hands and an open book before her. She’d also cut on the small halogen light under the cabinets for an extra bit of light to read by. Her silver hair was gathered loosely at the nape of her neck, and the lines on her face seemed softer in the dim light. 

"Couldn't sleep either, huh?" Rachel murmured, leaning against the doorframe.

Grandma Tate looked up, eyes weary yet warm. "No, dear. It's that darn coffee—I keep telling myself to cut back." She set down her cup with a gentle clink. "This is tea, mind you, not coffee. But I believe I need to take a cup of coffee out of my daily intake.” She sighed with a smile and added: “And I suppose there's truth to what they say about old age and sleep."

A smile tugged at the corners of Rachel's mouth despite the weight of exhaustion. "You're not old, Grandma. Just... seasoned."

"Seasoned," Grandma Tate echoed, chuckling softly. "I like that."

The air was laced with the comforting scent of chamomile. It seemed to invite her into the kitchen, so she objected. She joined Grandma Tate at the table, opening the lid of the laptop.

“A difficult case?” Grandma Tate asked.

“Yeah, it’s a strange one.”

“Ah, but Jack told me you two were talking weddings earlier." There was curiosity and excitement in her voice. There were days when Rachel thought Grandma Tate was more excited about the coming wedding that she or Jack were. "What are you thinking for your big day?"

Rachel sighed, her gaze drifting over the familiar patterns on the kitchen tiles. "Jack has this idea of a traditional wedding—church, long gown, the works. But I'd be happy with something simpler. Less fuss, less attention. Quick and easy."

"Simple can be beautiful, too," Grandma Tate said, reaching across the table to squeeze Rachel's hand. "It's about the commitment, not the ceremony. I’ve always believed that. Your grandfather and I got hitched in a church, but there was no big party. I think maybe forty people attended and that was it. In the church and out less than an hour later. Off to the honeymoon."

"That sounds wonderful." And it really did. Her life was complicated enough without adding the stress of an elaborate wedding. But even as she spoke, her heart was tangled with the realization that simple might not satisfy Jack's vision—or his family's expectations.

Rachel twisted a loose thread at the bottom of her tee shirt—an old band tee short featuring the logo for Aerosmith. She’d had it since college. She found herself thinking of Paige…of how she’d take the wedding. Of what sort of wedding she was envisioning. Suddenly, it seemed very important to Rachel. After all, Jack was going to be a huge part of her life going forward, too.

"How do you think Paige will take it?" she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

Grandma Tate sipped from her tea, her brow creasing with thought. "Having Jack as her stepfather, you mean?"

"Officially, I guess." Rachel tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a nervous habit when her mind grappled with uneasy thoughts. "She's so accustomed to him already, and she thinks the world of him but..." Her words trailed off, leaving unspoken fears to fill the silence. “But once the wedding is over and it’s official, I just don’t want it to wear off on her, you know?”

"Paige is stronger than we give her credit for," Grandma Tate reassured her, though the lines etched around her eyes spoke of shared uncertainty. "But it's a transition, no doubt. She's been through so much, our little warrior."

Rachel nodded, the image of Paige's small, determined face surfacing in her mind. Her daughter had indeed processed her father's murder with an astonishing maturity. And then she's also had to deal with her mother's cancer scare—a scare that, honestly, was still ongoing. And she'd handled that with more grace than most adults Rachel knew. Yet, the notion of officially welcoming another father figure into their lives carried a weight Rachel couldn't dismiss.

"Yeah, she is a tough cookie," she agreed.

“If you ask me, she gets that from her mother.”

Before Rachel could reply, the chime of Rachel's phone rang out from upstairs, slicing through the stillness. Rachel could just barely hear it, the familiar jangling noise of her ringtone. Her heart hitched; calls at this hour rarely heralded good news.

"Excuse me," Rachel said abruptly, rising to her feet. Her movements were swift, the trained agility of an FBI agent melding with the protective instincts of a mother.

Ascending the stairs with haste, she felt like she already knew what this call was going to be about. Another body, another murder. While she and Jack had been sleeping comfortably in their beds, the killer had struck again. She could feel this with certainty, deep in her bones.

She reached the bedroom doorway and saw Jack sitting up in bed. He was leaning over on her side of the bed with Rachel's phone pressed to his ear. His back was to her, but the posture of his shoulders told her all that she needed to know. 

"Okay, thank you," Jack was saying as she entered the room. He ended the call but hadn't noticed Rachel yet, his gaze fixed on the darkness, and probably trying to yank himself fully awake at the same time.

"Jack?" Rachel probed gently, stepping toward the bed. “What is it?”

"It was Director Anderson..." he began, his voice dry and groggy.

“Another murder?”

“Yeah. At a bar downtown."

Rachel's heart stalled, then jolted into overdrive, a familiar torrent of adrenaline flooding her system. 

"Any obvious connection?" she asked. 

"Nothing overt," Jack replied, running a hand through his hair. "But Anderson thinks we should look into it. Given what's happened recently..."

“Yeah, it makes sense. How recent?”

“Very. Around midnight is the educated guess.”

She felt the ghost of her dream tug at her thoughts—the scent of rosewater, the echo of drowning gasps—but she shoved it away. There was no place for such horrors now, not when reality itself was grim enough.

“Do we have an address?” Rachel asked.

“She’s sending it in the next few minutes,” Jack said as he got out of bed and made his way to the adjoined bathroom. He cut the light on and instantly began to brush his teeth.

Rachel joined him and, just like that, their next workday had officially started. Their killer had gotten a very early start, and Rachel would be damned if he'd get that same chance again.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Rachel stared ahead into the night as the car's headlights cut swathes through the darkness. It was 3:40 in the morning, and even though it was that wild and often ethereal space between Friday night and Saturday morning, downtown Richmond was mostly asleep. So as they approached the address Anderson had given them, the glow of police bubbles and what appeared to be a small spotlight anchored to the scene was easy to see from an entire block away.

They came to the bar—a place called Sharky’s—and followed the chaos of lights to the side of the building. There were four patrol cars and an unmarked sedan parked in a formation that blocked off the alleyway that led behind the building. Directly attached to the alley, there was a small parking lot.

Jack turned the wheel, guiding the car into a narrow passage where cop cars and police tape formed a barricade against the curious and the concerned. There were no lookie-loos, though, no one wandering the streets at this hour. Anyone that was out at this hour would likely be making a point to stay as far away as possible from police cars.

Jack killed the engine, the sudden stillness of the car amplifying the tension of the moment. The moment they got out of the car, two officers came striding over toward them. Rachel and Jack flashed their badges to the uniformed officers with practiced precision. 

“Agents,” one of the officers said with a nod. “Come on in. Join the party.”

The back lot was a picture of controlled pandemonium. Officers moved in separate groups, attending to their own separate tasks, their shadows dancing grotesquely along the lot. The single spotlight on the ground over by the dumpsters stretched the shadows out like taffy, giving the entire place an eerie funhouse sort of feel. 

It was a sensation that came to an end when she saw the body on the ground. The PD had set the young woman’s body on a blanket. Currently, two people were looking the body over with meticulous detail, taking pictures and looking carefully for prints…folks from forensics, if Rachel had to make a guess.

As Rachel and Jack made their way across the lot, a police sergeant spotted them and approached. He was a bear of a man with years etched into the lines of his face. He stopped short of the blanket-covered body, his eyes darting from the corpse to the Rachel and Jack.

 “Feds?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jack said, showing his badge. “Agents Rivers and Gift.”

"Forensics is still processing," the sergeant said, his voice low and respectful. "It's a mess, all this garbage complicating things."

“What are the details we know so far?” Rachel asked.

"Sarah Klein," he began, his voice gruff yet subdued, as if speaking too loudly might disturb the peace of the departed. "Twenty-four years old, one of the bartenders here." His hand gestured loosely toward the bar's back door. "Came out around 11:45 or so to take out the trash. When she’d been gone for a while, the second bartender got worried."

Rachel's gaze followed his gesture, imagining Sarah's final steps, her routine errand turned deadly. The air hung heavy with questions, the silence punctuated by the occasional crackle of police radios.

"The way the manager tells the story, they looked for her for an hour. Her car was still here, so they were sure she didn’t just leave work.  But they finally found her just short of one in the morning. They found her...in there," he said, nodding toward the dumpster.

"Any witnesses?" Jack asked.

"None so far.”

Rachel stepped closer to the dumpster, eyes scanning the area for overlooked details, her mind racing through possible scenarios. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of garbage, though it was mostly alcohol, the last few remnants of countless bottles.

"Excuse me, agents?" 

Rachel turned and saw that a forensic analyst had called out to them, snapping Rachel's attention back to the body of Sarah Klein.

"We've done a preliminary check on the body,” the man explained. “No visible stab wounds, cuts, or clear signs of trauma. No bruising that stands out either. There’s a bit of discoloration around the bridge of her nose, but that’s it." His frowned, shook his head, and looked back to the body. "It's puzzling, for sure. We're hoping the coroner can shine some light on how she was killed."

"Thank you," Rachel said. “Do you mind if I have a look?”

“Not at all.”

The pair of forensics officers stepped to the side to allow Rachel and Jack some time with the corpse. Rachel hunkered down into a squat by the body and saw that the forensics guy had been right; there was nothing to see. Sarah Klein was dressed in shorts and a tight-fitting tee shirt with the Sharky’s logo over her the left breast. There was no sign of a beating, no stab wounds, no spilled blood. The discoloration he’d pointed out along the bridge of the nose was so slight that she was surprised he’d even mentioned it.

“You see anything?” she whispered to Jack.

“No. Nothing. And certainly no leeches.”

Rachel nodded and then looked to the dumpster, wondering if there was some hidden meaning there—something that pointed toward medieval medicine and treatments. But she doubted this would be the case, anyway. The killer had been quite direct with his other victims. There had been very little guesswork involved.

Rachel and Jack stood back up, and Rachel's eyes swept over the scene once more. The air held an acrid bite, a mix of spilled alcohol, sweat, and something metallic she couldn’t quite place. 

She flagged down the attention of the bear-like sergeant and walked over to him as he had a hushed conversation with a middle-aged man wearing a Sharky’ shirt. “Sergeant, which car is Sarah’s?”

"Over there," he pointed. "The little blue hatchback."

Rachel and Jack approached the vehicle, parked near the edge and just barely within the glow of a nearby streetlight. Rachel circled the car, her gaze meticulous. She observed the faint dusting of pollen on the hood, the lack of any visible dents or scratches. Jack leaned down slightly, peering through the windows into the clutter-free interior. There was nothing out of place, no signs of struggle. No answers waiting to be found.

The middle-aged man wearing the Sharky’s tee shirt approached slowly, as if not sure he was allowed to. “The cops already looked it over,” he said.

“Who are you?” Rachel asked.

“Daryl Colegrove. The night manager.”

Rachel turned away from the car, giving Daryl her full attention. “Did you know Sarah well?”

"I guess. We never really surpassed that boss-employee line, though. We were friendly to one another, but that was about it."

“So you wouldn’t know of anyone Sarah had in her life who might have been capable of this?”

Daryl shook his head apologetically. “Sorry…no.”

"Did anyone stand out to you during last night’s shift?” Jack asked. “Any patrons behave unusually?" 

Daryl nodded, swallowing hard. "Yeah, there were a couple making out like their lives depended on it by the restrooms. Had to ask them to cool it." His cheeks flushed with the memory, but his next words came slower, heavier. "And there was this guy...quiet, unnerving. Sat alone for about an hour, just drinking by himself. I talked to his waitress later on and she said he was only drinking club sodas with lime."

"Can you describe him?" 

"Mid-thirties, maybe. Kept to himself, didn’t talk much. He wore these thick, black-rimmed glasses. He didn’t seem all that weird until later on. The kind of guy you don’t realize was sort of weird until after the fact. Does that make sense?”

“It does,” Rachel said. "Did he interact with Sarah at all?"

"Not that I saw. The waitress who served him said she never saw anything like that, either."

“And would you happen to know if there had been any sort of shifts in mood in terms of Sarah’s personality over the last few days?”

“Again…sorry, but no.”

Rachel frowned, taking another look around the lot—her eyes lingering on the dumpster and the back wall—grimy and wet from yesterday’s rain.

"Are there security cameras out here?" she asked. She knew every detail could lead to a break in the case, especially with a killer who left no obvious marks on their victim.

Daryl shook his head, and when he did, Rachel could see that he was clearly shaken. He may not have known Sarah well, but he'd had an employee murdered on the grounds of his business. "We've got cameras inside and one out in customer parking. Nut none pointing to this back lot. This one is employees only."

“How is the system controlled?”

“A little set-up I have on a laptop in my office.”

“Can you show us?” Rachel asked. “I’d like to see everything you have between eleven and midnight.

"Of course," Daryl said, gesturing towards the building. "Right this way."

They followed Daryl across the parking lot and through the back door of the bar—the last door Sarah Klein had ever passed through. As they entered the bar, Rachel felt the shift from the open, chilly air to the confined space saturated with the musk of alcohol. Daryl led them past the main area, around the wiped-down bar and the several tables that occupied the floor.

“That was the tale the creepy guy was sitting at,” Daryl said, pointing to a small table in the back corner.

Rachel took only a quick glance at the table. It made sense. If the creepy fellow was indeed the killer, he’d want to sit somewhere where he’d go mostly unnoticed. A way to be part of the bar, to watch and study as best he could, without drawing attention to himself. 

At the back of this area, Daryl pushed open a door that read Employees Only. He then led them to another door at the end of a stunted hallway. This opened up onto a small but orderly office—a desk, a lamp in the corner, a tiny armchair pushed up against the wall, and an old filing cabinet. Daryl walked behind his desk and clicked around on his laptop a few times.

“You’re welcome to help yourself,” Daryl said, stepping away from the laptop. “Take as much time as you need. It’s a sort of outdated system, but it works. Here…I’ll show you how to cycle through the time slots.”

He gave them a quick tutorial and Rachel saw that he’d not been exaggerating; the system was at least ten years old but it did get the job done.

"Thank you," Rachel replied, already engrossed in the footage as Daryl made his way to the door. 

She settled into the musty office chair behind the desk, its faux leather cracked and peeling. She leaned forward, her intense gaze locked onto the screen. Jack stood behind her, his presence helping her to focus. They needed a clue, a shadow, a face—anything that would point them in the direction of Sarah's killer….and presumably the killer of three others, if Anderson’s hunch was right.

As the digital clock on the corner of the screen ticked away, Rachel's fingers danced across the keyboard, rewinding and fast-forwarding through the hour or so leading up to the murder. She dissected each frame, searching for even the slightest little breadcrumb.

With the grainy images flickering before her, Rachel's eyes narrowed as she scrutinized the security footage. Jack, ever vigilant, watched over her shoulder, occasionally reaching out to pause or rewind a frame at her silent gesture. 

"Okay, so this camera was just barely able to catch the creepy loner in the corner,” Jack said, pointing to one of the several windows on the screen. “See him?”

“Yeah. I see him.” It was little more than the man’s left shoulder. They couldn’t even see his head. However, at 11:37, he leaned to the right a bit. And though the angle made it impossible to tell for sure, it looked like he was reaching under the table for something.

It was infuriating, to say the least, almost as if the man knew where the cameras had been located. Rachel supposed that if the killer meticulously studied his victims before striking, this could very much be the case.

The minutes dragged on, each second stretching into eternity as they poured over the footage. Patrons came and went, blurs of movement and laughter that seemed almost grotesque in light of what was about to happen behind the building. 

"Did you see that?" Jack asked.

“See what?”

“Back it up about ten seconds.”

She did, and right away, she spotted a figure that lingered just a fraction too long in the corner of the frame. It was their guy—the loner from the back corner. There, in the periphery, he detached himself from the shadows, his movements deliberate. And it just happened to be 11:42 when he stepped away from the table.

When he did, he was carrying something. He moved in a way that made Rachel think of a woman slinging a purse over her shoulder. It wasn't much, but it was a lead—something to chase.

He was sitting in the corner, alone. He’d nervously reached for something at one point. And now, leaving his table just a few minutes before it was believed that Sarah took the trash out, he seemed to be carrying something with him.

“Shit,” she said. “Jack, this is our guy.”

“And we can’t see him clearly,” Jack added with disgust.

"Let's see where you go," Rachel said to the screen.

But ultimately, the man simply disappeared. They saw only the edge of his him, from the left and mostly in shadow, on the window they were currently observing. He appeared once again, heading in the direction of the restrooms. But one thing Rachel could determine without much trouble was that he never walked to the front doors to make his exit. Not once did he appear in the either angle of the security feed that showed the front doors.

The bastard had slipped out of the back and from that angle, the only saw him from behind. He was wearing a light windbreaker of some kind and jeans. And he was indeed carrying a small pack of some kind over his shoulder.

Not once did they see his face as he made his way out.

Frustrated, Rachel paused the footage and, in a tense moment in the quit office, she and Jack could only stare at the back of the man who had, so far, taken the lives of four people.  

“It’s like he’s teasing us and doesn’t even know it,” Jack said.

But Rachel wasn’t about to give up. They had the bastard right there. “I’m going back through it all again,” she said. “Maybe we missed something.”

“Rachel, you know we didn’t. It—”

“Just let me try.”

Jack sighed, but stepped away from the desk. “Go ahead. I’ll step back outside and see what’s going on. I imagine the coroner has taken the body by now. Hopefully he’ll have some answers for us sooner rather than later.”

“Hopefully.” But her full attention was already back on the screen, where she was rewinding the footage that showed her the man she was sure was their killer—so close but somehow even more out of reach than before.

 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

The flicker of the screen was starting to cause Rachel’s eyes to ache, each blurred frame an elusive ghost in the dimly lit office. Squinting, she leaned closer, her breath fogging a small circle on the cold glass that separated her from the grainy world within the monitor. There he was – a shadowy figure, barely more than a wisp of darkness. He moved across the screen with purpose with something slung over his shoulder. The image was maddeningly brief, a mere five seconds of footage.

"Damn it," she muttered under her breath. The ache behind her eyes pulsated, as if asking her: Are you sure you want to keep at it? Are you sure you want to kickstart another headache?

A soft knock sounded at the door. Hearing it, Rachel looked to the clock in the bottom corner of the screen. 5:10. Jesus…I’ve been at this for over an hour, she thought.

Jack stood at the door. His face was hard to read—somewhere between dulled enthusiasm and concern.

"Rachel? Come on…you know how this works. If you haven’t found anything yet, it means there’s nothing else there.”

"Fine," she snapped, sharper than intended. Her finger paused above the rewind button, hovering with indecision. With effort, she softened her tone, "It's just…he’s right there and…”

“I know. But look…the coroner took the body forty minutes ago. Maybe he’ll offer some answers. He was on the phone with an assistant while he was here, making sure they were ready to go with initial tests the moment he arrived.”

Rachel finally pushed herself away from the desk and stood up. She blinked her eyes rapidly a few times, letting them readjust to the real world, to real time. "Did he have any initial ideas?"

“He assumed some sort of poison. He suggested that the slight discoloration around the nose might have been from someone pressing a cloth of some kind over her face, making her inhale something.”

“If that something was a herb or elixir of some kind, that would certainly fit our killer’s M.O.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Jack said.

Rachel looked forlornly back at the laptop. “Okay. So let’s get out of here and get a fresh start.”

They made their way back through the length of the bar, coming out at the employee lot again. There was only a single police cruiser on the premises, and although the crime scene tape was still surrounding the area around the dumpster, the spotlight had been removed. Rachel made her way over to the dumpster and eyed it carefully, especially the area just beside it. She could easily envision the killer hunkered down there, waiting to strike as Sarah came through the door. The image was just as tantalizingly close as the footage from the security feeds.

“How are you feeling?” Jack asked.

“Good. No headaches. My eyes are a bit blurry from staring at that security footage, though.”

“Well, neither of us got much sleep last night, so please—”

“I’ll let you know if I start to feel off. You have my word.”

“Hey, Rachel….you have to stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Sort of shutting me down when I’m just trying to check in on you.”

They walked closely together as they returned to their car just as the first colors of dawn streaked across the sky, officially ushering in Saturday morning.

“I know,” she said. “But I just can’t…Jack, it’s very hard to balance the line between what’s too much…like, at what point is my body telling me to slow down and what point is it just the wear and tear of a case on my body?”

“I get that. I really do. But I—”

Just before they came to the car, Jack’s phone rang from inside his pocket.

They paused at the car as Jack took the call. Before answering it, he looked to Rachel and said: “Coroner’s office.”

Rachel pressed in closer as Jack answered the call and placed it on speaker mode. “This is Agent Rivers.”.

"Agent Rivers, listen…we’ve got preliminary results on Sarah Klein—nothing deep, just the basic bloodwork.” The man on the other end sounded almost apologetic about how little they’d gotten done, despite the fact they’d only had the body for about an hour. "But as it turns out, it looks like that’s all we’re going to need. Klein’s bloodwork is telling us she died of mercury poisoning."

"Mercury?" Rachel echoed.

"An ungodly amount," the coroner continued grimly. "Injected, ingested... hell, there are even trace amounts of it in her nostrils, backing up my theory that she had a rag of some sort placed over her mouth before she was murdered.”

“And you said injected and ingested?”

“Yes. We found three injection sites: two on the back side of her left arm and another right in the neck, just below the jaw. And the ingestion…well that’s easy enough tell by just a simple look at her throat…and the bloodwork, of course.”

"Wait, I thought mercury wasn’t an immediate killer,” Jack said. “Doesn’t it take a while to kill you?”

"This went directly into her blood streams at three different injection sites," the coroner said. "But the ingested mercury is what did it…what made it immediate. We'll have to take a further look, but we're assuming it was force-fed to her…and a hell of a lot of it. We're talking several cups. An autopsy should be able to prove all of this.”

“But right now, you’re confirming that it was mercury poisoning?”

“Yes.”

“Quick question for you,” Rachel said. “Would you happen to know if mercury was used during medieval times? Maybe around the time the Black Death was causing so much havoc?"

The pause on the other end of the line was palpable; Rachel could almost hear the coroner's mental gears turning. And maybe he was also thinking what a strange question this was.

"Yes, I’m pretty sure it was. For all sorts of ailments. It was used extensively. Mercury was thought to cure diseases, ward off spirits, even prolong life." But not like this—not in these quantities. This would have been a sure death sentence."

Rachel considered this as Jack wrapped the call, asking the coroner to please inform them when he had more information.

In the stillness that followed, Rachel and Jack locked eyes, the weight of this new information settling between them.

“We’re up to four now,” Rachel said. “And with an M.O. this weird and particular, it shouldn’t be this difficult. There should be something to point us where we need to go.”

“I wonder how hard it is to get mercury in those quantities,” Jack said.

“Probably as hard as it is to get those specific leeches.”

With this exchange, a small idea began to form in her mind. If the murderer was using these archaic methods, it stood to reason that he was also preparing them himself. Somewhere in the city, there had to be a place—a lair or hideaway where he was making all of his deadly elixirs and setting his plan into motion.

"He must have these...these ingredients at home," she posited. "Creating them, storing them. Who knows how many other concoctions he has lined up?"

“And if that’s the case,” Jack said, “he’d have to have at least some sort of knowledge on how to make them properly. I mean, just mercury…you’d have to have a certain know how on how to handle it, right?”

Rachel nodded as she continued to shape and mold this new theory. The murderer's archaic methodology nagged at her, a puzzle demanding to be solved. "What if," she ventured, her voice a low murmur as they continued to stand by the car, "our killer has a history with alternative medicines? Maybe even a criminal record linked to them?"

Jack, ever the pragmatist, furrowed his brow. His hesitation hung in the air, an unspoken but palpable cloud of doubt. "It's unconventional," he admitted, the words deliberate, "but nothing about this case is textbook. Let's pull up any priors that fit the bill."

The decision settled between them gently, providing their next lead. They were weary, both physically and mentally, yet this new theory gave them a bit of a boost. And as they got into the car to head to the field office, Rachel recalled the footage of the killer in the security footage. Now that they had more pieces to the puzzle, she felt fine in assuming that the mercury, syringes, and whatever other tools the man had used to kill Sarah had been resting inside the satchel he’d carried over his shoulder.

Sure, having seen it and unable to reach through the screen to grab him was maddening, but she couldn’t help but feel that having found him and seen his shape and form on the screen gave them something of an advantage.

I’ve seen you, Rachel thought as Jack started the car and pulled away from the curb. And the next time I lay my eyes on you, I swear it's going to be face-to-face.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

During the research phases of a case, Rachel often felt like she was simply being transferred from one screen to the next. In this case, it was leaving the security screens at Sharky’s bar only to plant herself in front of another laptop at the FBI field office. She and Jack sat in the small conference room, her eyes darting across the glow of the computer screen. The conference room door was open, the field office mostly silent beyond., Not only was it early, but it was also a Saturday. But she liked the quiet and the stillness; her gaze was fixed, intense as she and Jack combed through the criminal database with a singular purpose. They were hunting for a particular breed of suspect—one who should stick out like a sore thumb.

As she searched, she began to understand that the involvement of medicines—archaic as they may be—has her on some strange sort of wave. She found it hard to focus, to fully remove herself and her situation from it. As such, it was too easy to view herself in place of Sarah Klein or Jessica Lee. And seeing herself in such a way, her brain kept flashing a single word across her mind. 

Terminal—it was a word that echoed in her thoughts, never ceasing to chill her to the core. Her own medical case had never actually been terminal. She’d been very close, though, and had given herself over to multiple treatments to prevent that from being the case. As her mind stubbornly focused on this, she also came to understand that she desperately wanted to hear from Dr. Stevens.

Terminal. She’d come so close, felt the sensation of knowing she was almost free…that this final treatment had beaten the tumor. But here she was, having the massive headaches again, and feeling just as weak as ever.

Focus, Rachel, she told herself. Get it together…

She did her best. Her eyes were dry and bloodshot as they flickered across the database entries,. The list of suspects had narrowed, but each name that passed seemed more unlikely than the last. Witch doctors and crystal healers filled their search parameters, yet none fit the profile of a murderer who used mercury like a grim artist. The worst she’s seen so far was a woman who believed crystals cured cancer, arrested after storming into the hospital rooms of people she didn’t know in an effort to wipe away their cancers.

If only, she thought.

"Here," Jack said all of a sudden, snapping her to attention, He was pointing to a file that had just loaded on the screen. "This guy seems…different."

Rachel leaned in, her gaze sharpening. Oliver Sneed. A gardener with an inclination for historical herbology and a reputation for crossing the line into the illegal with his home remedies. There were no actual arrests on his record, but several filed complaints.  

"Never arrested, huh?" Rachel muttered, scrolling through the details of Sneed's past endeavors. Twice, he had hosted retreats that promised enlightenment through nature's untapped resources. But enlightenment came at a cost: toxic psychedelics, poisonous frog saliva, and a hybrid strain of Ayahuasca concocted from his own garden. All under the guise of healing.

His address was listed as Bottoms Bridge, just twenty minutes outside of the city.

"Could be our man," Jack agreed, his hand rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “And if not, he seems like he could at least be a promising lead to point us to the nefarious side of alternative healing.”

“Let’s see,” Rachel said, pulling up the name on her own laptop. As she delved deeper, Rachel found herself on a very poorly made website for Sneed’s so-called goods and retreats. Oliver Sneed's website was a bizarre collage of archaic practices and testimonies bordering on the fanatical. She scrolled through pages festooned with arcane symbols and promises of spiritual awakenings through hazardous means.

And as she clicked on the individual pages, another detail caught Rachel's attention—a practice so archaic it felt ripped from the pages of medieval texts. 

Blood-cleansing. Oliver Sneed advertised the use of live leeches to purge impurities from the body. She then went back to the criminal records, which were scant due to there never having been a formal arrest.

"Check this out," Rachel said, clicking on an incident report from three years prior. Her finger traced the lines of text as she read aloud. "A woman got sick after one of his sessions. Said the leeches did something to her... made her ill."

“Leeches,” Jack said. “Hot damn. And he wasn’t arrested for that?”

"Nope. I mean, think about it. If it was a retreat of some kind, Sneed probably had everyone sign a waiver. But she was hospitalized. High fever, uncontrollable vomiting..." Rachel's voice trailed off, the implications hanging heavily between them. A failed treatment could speak to incompetence—or to experimentation. To push boundaries without concern for the consequences.

"It might be a bit of a stretch, but I think it could fit the pattern,” Jack said.

“Definitely worth looking into,” Rachel said. “Feel like taking another ride?”

“Absolutely. But…let me get some more coffee first. It’s already feeling like this day is going to turn out to be a long one.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The sun hadn't quite shaken off the night's chill when Rachel and Jake arrived at Oliver Sneed's residence. As Jake drove up the driveway—a patchwork of old gravel and plain dust—Rachel studied the lay of the land. The house itself was isolated, situated by itself on a tract of land that may have once been desired farmland but now looked like a wasted field gone to pot.

"Well, it’s slightly creepy,” Jack said. “And that lines up perfectly with our killer.”

The house was one story and, aside from the slightly warped porch out front, had the shape and size of a simple white box. The yard was an expanse of brittle grass and neglected shrubs. Small sheds, crooked and peeling, dotted the landscape haphazardly to the sides, as if they'd sprouted from seeds of decay. Beyond, a wooded lot threw a shadow over the back of the property. The entire scene gave off an uneasy vibe, though Rachel figured it might very well feel homey to those who’d grown up and been raised in such a way.

Still, as they drew closer, she felt more and more that Jack’s description was fitting. Creepy. The place just felt creepy.

As Jack pulled the car in front of the house, Rachel spotted an old dog laying by the edge of the porch. It lifted its head for just a moment, decided it wasn’t interested in the visitors, and went back to snoozing.

They stepped out of the car and made their way across the yard. The morning was quiet, the lawn and surrounding forest the opposite of the bust neighborhoods and avenues they were used to. As they climbed the porch, the old dog made a low chuffing noise but nothing more. It wasn’t much of a guard dog.

 On the porch, Jack rapped sharply on the splintering wood of the front door. They waited, the silence punctuated by the creak of the porch swaying under their weight.

After thirty seconds or so, the door creaked open, revealing a man who looked like he was on intimate terms with chaos. His white hair pointed in every direction but down, and his clothes looked as if they’d been on the man’s body for several days. He held a mug that steamed faintly in the cool morning air. His bloodshot eyes squinted as though the daylight was a personal affront.

"Morning," he said, his voice gravelly. “Who’re you?”

“FBI,” Jack said, showing his badge. “Agents Rivers and Gift. Are you Oliver Sneed?”

"Yeah, I am." He didn't seem too bothered by their presence. He sipped at the hot beverage in the cup as he waited to see what these visiting agents might say.

Rachel stepped forward, keeping her tone neutral. "Mr. Sneed, we need to ask you some questions." 

The scent of marijuana wafted from inside the house, strong enough that Rachel didn't need to step inside to know what Sneed had been up to. It clung to him, a herbal shroud that was almost visible in the early light.

"Questions? Sure, sure," Sneed drawled, shifting his weight from one foot to another. "But if you're looking to come in, I'm afraid I can't accommodate. House is a bit of a mess, you see."

Jake's jaw clenched, a subtle tell of his impatience. "It won't take long. We just need to—"

"Really, I insist," Sneed cut in, his politeness edged with steel. "I don’t mind talking to the feds. I’ve spoken to bunches of cops in the past, so I know how this whole song-and-dance goes. I’ll talk to you all morning right here on the porch. But inside's off-limits."

Rachel studied him, noting the careful casualness of his demeanor. Was it genuine reluctance or something more calculated? Whatever the case, it didn’t matter…not yet. It would be better to speak with him on his terms rather than cause an argument that might cause him to clam up. If it came to that, they’d need a warrant, and that would take time—something they didn’t have much of.

"Alright, Mr. Sneed," Rachel said with a practiced smile, "we'll talk out here. But we will need your full cooperation." 

Sneed nodded, sipping his coffee as if they were discussing nothing more pressing than the weather. 

“We’d like to ask you about your use of leeches,” Jack said. “We understand that three years ago, there was a woman who attended one of your retreats. She was—”

“Yeah, I’m not talking about that,” Sneed said. He took a step back through the doorway and instantly started to close the door.

“Mr. Sneed, you just said we—”

“My house, my rules. Now, you have a good morning, agents.”

Rachel's pulse quickened as Jake pressed, his voice sharpening like the edge of a knife. "Mr. Sneed, we can do this here or in a federal interrogation room. Your choice."

Oliver Sneed's eyes, previously clouded by a smoky indifference, sparked with a sudden clarity. His lips stretched into a thin line, the politeness fading. "I think…" he began, but the words were swallowed by his abrupt slamming of the front door.

It shut with a resolute bang, the sound echoing in the still morning air. But Jake, propelled by a mix of instinct and urgency, shouldered against the wood before it could latch. In the two seconds or so that followed, Jack winced from the impact to his shoulder while Rachel edged forward, nudging the door open. 

Right away, she could hear Sneed’s retreating footsteps hurrying elsewhere into the house. The moment was far too similar to their visit to Relics and Pages the day before.

"This isn't wise, Mr. Sneed," she called out. She pulled her Glock and, rather than run through a house she wasn't familiar with, chose to stay calm and steady. She strafed from the doorway to the living room as Sneed's home revealed itself.

Books lay strewn across the floor like casualties of an intellectual battle; cardboard boxes, half-collapsed, spilled their contents without care. Rachel's gaze flicked over the litter of the living room—glass pipes, rolling papers, a kaleidoscope of pills—it was a backwoods pharmacopeia. 

She felt Jake fall in behind her and they pushed forward, navigating the debris as best they could. The stench of marijuana grew stronger, clinging to the stale air like a desperate spirit. Through a doorway, the screened-in back porch revealed itself as a greenhouse of sorts. But there was no parsley or basil out there—Rachel felt sure of this.

"Stop, Sneed!" Jake's command was lost amidst the thud of footsteps somewhere ahead of them.

Rachel's eyes darted over the greenery as they passed—marijuana plants, robust and leafy, stood sentinel among pots of mushrooms and herbs that twisted in unnatural forms. Bags of potting soil were pushed into the corner, along with small jars of differently colored water.

Her mind raced, cataloging details even as her body surged onward. As she did, she spotted Sneed. Jack saw him at about the same time. He’d already made his way down from the screened-in back porch, rushing his way across the back lawn. The yard was an unkempt expanse of wild grass and twisted shrubs, a mostly dead landscape that clawed at their ankles as they made their way down the stairs and started across the thick grass. In the distance, the wooded lot loomed like a dark promise of escape.

"Sneed, stop!" Jack demanded as they gave chase. “You’re only making this one hundred times worse for yourself!” 

The ground beneath Rachel’s shoes was uneven, treacherous even, and she saw Jake—a few paces ahead—narrow the gap between himself and Sneed. Sneed's disheveled figure cut a strange silhouette against the morning light. For a moment, he almost looked like a gleeful little boy, running through the grass in some sort of game only he knew the rules to.

As they neared the edge of the woods, where shadows entangled amongst the underbrush, Jake launched himself at Sneed. There was a heavy thud as bodies collided, then a scuffle of limbs, the crackle of snapping twigs underfoot. Rachel caught up, just a few strides behind, and was secretly relieved that she’d not encountered another headache during the case. Even now, the memory of the one behind Relics and Pages made her extremely nervous.

“Ah, shit, I didn’t do anything!” Sneed declared.

“You slammed the door in the face of a federal agent and then you made a run for it,” Jake said as he worked Sneed into a set of handcuffs. “Surely, you understand how that seems suspicious.”

Sneed let out a string of curses, his body bucking wildly in a futile attempt to Jack. For a moment longer, Sneed wrestled against the iron grip, but as the futility of his situation sank in, his resistance wilted. His body slackened under Jake's weight, and he muttered something indecipherable, his breath coming out in defeated puffs.

"Alright, alright," he conceded, the fight draining out of him as swiftly as it had surged.

With the cuffs around Sneed’s wrists, Jake hauled him up. Rachel could see the resignation on Sneed's face. He was caught, and that was that. Still, he didn’t look worried, just defeated.

"Let's walk," Jake ordered tersely, his grip firm on Sneed's cuffed wrists. The three of them moved back toward the house, Rachel keeping a vigilant eye on their surroundings. The neglected yard, with its sickly grass and chaotic sheds were a bit unnerving. Even the old, ragged dog had made its way around to the side yard to see what all the fuss was about.

As they passed the greenery on Sneed's back porch, Sneed seemed to find an odd sort of humor to the situation. He smirked at his plants as the trio made their way back inside.

"Never thought I'd be caught by daylight," Sneed remarked. "This is some bullshit. Why the hell are you here, anyway? I've done nothing wrong, Nothing at all."

“Then why run?”

“You see all that pot? Come on, man. I’m not stupid.”

Sneed shuffled ahead with his head bowed as Jack led the man back into his house. "I told you," Jack said. "It would be here or inside an interrogation room. So, guess where we're headed?"

But Sneed had nothing to say. And by the time they'd made it down the front porch steps, the humor was all gone from him. As he was loaded into the back seat, Rachel watched the poor old dog come back around, settling into its former place. He was still there, watching as Jack drove back down Oliver Sneed's driveway.

 

 

***

 

Oliver Sneed’s hair seemed even wilder and unkempt when Rachel and Jack escorted him through the back hall of the field office, toward the interrogation rooms. Rachel opened the door of the first rom they came to and Jack ushered Sneed in. It was the standard fare: a small white room with a table and two chairs. Sneed settled into the chair with an ease that belied his situation, the corner of his mouth twitching upward in a semblance of a grin.

"This is a hell of a lot of fuss just to have a talk,” Sneed said.

“You can drop the fake funny act right now,” Rachel said. “It’s about time we tell you why we came knocking. Maybe that will take some of that smile away.”

"You think this is the first time a badge has come along, trying to bust me on some made-up drug charge?"

"That's just the thing, Mr. Sneed," Jake grunted, sliding into the seat across from him. "We're not here to chat about your drug-laden garden parties."

Rachel kept her eyes on Sneed, searching for any flicker, any tell that might betray more than his words would. But so far, he seemed almost clueless.

"Mr. Sneed," she started, her voice steady, "this isn't about some slap on the wrist for peddling your backyard goods. We're currently looking into a series of murders, and you're currently a person of interest because of the sort of goods and services you provide."

Sneed's smile faltered, his brow creasing as if the gravity of the situation finally bore down on him.

"Murder?" he echoed, the word lingering between them like a bomb. "You're serious? You think I'm capable of killing someone?"

“We don’t know,” Rachel said. “That’s why we needed to ask you questions.”

Sneed sighed and shook his head. “Then…yeah, I see how running from you might have given you the wrong idea.”

"Let's talk about your treatments," Rachel pressed, not seeing the point in wasting any time. "The leeches. When did you last use them?"

Sneed leaned back, regarding them both with newfound intensity. Rachel was quite certain he was going to be more cooperative now they he understood why he was really here. "Not since I nearly found myself in court,” he answered. “That was three years ago. Haven't touched a leech since. Not worth the trouble.”

"And what about mercury?" Jake chimed in, his tone almost casual. "Have you ever dabbled with that while working on your cures and treatments?"

"Mercury?" Sneed's laugh was short, incredulous. "I push plants and fungus, man. Mercury? What the hell do you think I am, an alchemist? A sorcerer?”

Rachel's mind raced. His answers were too quick, too rehearsed. Yet there was a sincerity in his bafflement that she couldn't look past. She exchanged a look with Jake, already wondering if going after Sneed was just them jumping at every single shadow that presented itself.

“Do you know how to make rosewater?” Rachel asked.

Sneed thought about it for a second and slowly nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I’ve never actually made it, but read up on it not too long ago. Supposed to help with digestion issues and cramps, I think. Why? Hold on…you’re looking into murders and asking me about rosewater and leeches? What the hell is going on?”

“We are seeking out a killer who is getting creative with medicines from what we believe to be inspired by the time of the Black Plague.”

Sneed looked perplexed and a bit distraught. “That’s…well, damn…that’s messed up. but if you ask me, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“How’s that?” Jake asked.

“Everything I’ve ever done—legal or illegal, has been for health purposes. Trying to help people and expand their minds and lifespans. Someone using older medicines to kill…that’s not someone who actually respects old medicine. That’s a messed up individual.”

Rachel ignored the little rant and once again found herself wanting to skip the formalities and lead-ups. She decided to get right to the point. "Where were you each night for the past week?"

"Home," he replied, without hesitation. His voice was steady, but there was a flicker in his eyes, a spark of anxiety that Rachel caught. "Every night. Sitting in front of the TV or reading. I'm not much for nightlife these days."

"Anyone who can corroborate this?" Jake asked, his fingers drumming on the tabletop.

"Sure." Sneed's lips curled into that half-smile again, a touch of pride coloring his tone. "My girlfriend, Marla. She's over most nights."

"Most nights?" 

"Just about every night for the past few weeks. She’s sort of in between places right now. But she wasn’t with me two nights ago," Sneed admitted, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. "I hosted a small retreat at my place. Herbal enlightenment. All legal. Nothing sinister."

Two nights ago, Rachel thought. That would clear him on Jessica Lee…and essentially the other three as well.

"Could you provide the names and contact information for everyone who attended?" Rachel asked.

"Of course. There were only seven in all. Sort of a bust. The big draws are for the psychedelic stuff, and…well, I guess you don’t want to hear about that.”

“The names, please?” Jack asked. His phone was in his hands, fingers hovering and ready to type in the names. Sneed rattled off names as Jack typed them down—each name a potential alibi, a potential dead end.

“You’ll forgive me for not knowing the numbers, hopefully, Sneed said. “They’re all in my phone, and that’s back home. You didn’t exactly give me a chance to grab it on the way out.”

Sneed's confidence was unsettling, his willingness to provide details disarming. Rachel couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something crucial. She glanced at Jack, trying to determine if he felt the same.

"Your cooperation is noted, Mr. Sneed," Jake said finally. "But until we verify your story, you'll have to stay with here."

Worry crept into Sneed's expression, but it was quickly masked by a nod of understanding. "I get it. You're doing your job. But believe me, my alibis will check out."

Rachel wondered if some of his cooperation came from the fact that he was starting to understand that they really didn’t give a damn about the plants and fungi growing on is back porch. Maybe he thought that if he continued to be a good boy, it would stay that way.

“Mr. Sneed, excuse us a moment, please,” Rachel said.

She walked to the door and opened it, her and Jack stepping out into the hallway. “What do you think?” she asked.

"I think if these names check out and they were at a retreat with Sneed when Jessica Lee was killed, he's not our guy. Also…and forgive me if this seems insensitive, but I don't think Mr. Sneed is bright enough to handle and administer mercury."

Rachel nodded in agreement. She’d been thinking the same thing. Also, his big draws seemed to be mushrooms and marijuana…neither of which had a place in their case.

“It’s not him, is it?” she asked.

“I doubt it.”

Rachel felt herself go tense, felt her heart righten in her chest. If Oliver Sneed wasn’t their guy then they were no closer to catching the killer. She saw that flickering image from the security at Sharky’s in her mind—the killer waking away, his back to them. And now he seemed to be moving further and further away—perhaps so far ahead of them that they might never catch up.

Oddly enough, she found herself thinking of something Sneed had said. Someone using older medicines to kill…that’s not someone who actually respects old medicine. That’s a messed up individual…

Maybe he was right, in a way. And if their killer wasn’t using these old medicines and treatments out of reverence or respect, maybe there was some other darker side to him that they’d not yet considered. And if that was the case…then what was it?


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Amanda Hill's heels clicked musically against the polished hardwood floor as she stepped through the grand entrance of the colonial-style home. She was trying to keep the excitement at bay, the certainty that this house was going to sell before the weekend was out and she would take home the largest commission of her five-year real estate career.

The open house was scheduled to start in a matter of hours, and Amanda knew the place would be swarming with potential buyers. The house was absolutely gorgeous and all of the others with this same floor plan, built by the same builder in the same neighborhood, had sold within two or three days and usually for slightly over the already hefty asking price. 

She surveyed the sunlit foyer, mentally arranging the complimentary brochures and fresh flowers that would soon fill the space. Lemon-scented polish lingered in the air, evidence that the meticulous cleaning crew that had prepped the scene for today’s showcase. But beneath it, something else teased at her senses—a fetid odor that seemed wholly out of place in the immaculate setting.

The smell grew more pungent, clawing at her throat and curling her nostrils as she stepped deeper into the house. At first, Amanda's thoughts raced to mundane explanations—a burst sewer line perhaps. It wouldn't be the first time such an untimely inconvenience had nearly upstaged one of her events. 

Distracted, she fished her phone from her sleek handbag, ready to speed-dial city maintenance and demand immediate action.

As she drifted through the living room, though, doubts began to gnaw at her initial assessment. This wasn’t the municipal stench of broken pipes; it was organic and decayed, an aroma that spoke of neglect and hidden, rotting things. Honestly, it was unlike any stench she’d ever experienced before. Her stomach churned uneasily. 

The realization hit her like a cold splash of water: whatever the source of the wretched, rancid stink, it was somewhere inside the house. And if that was the case, she had to find it now.

“This is not part of my job description,” she grumbled as she made her way deeper into the home's luxurious interior. The elegant decor mocked her discomfort, offering no clues as to where the dreadful scent might be coming from. 

It was clear now—this was not a problem that could be fixed with a simple call. It was internal, a malignant stink from inside. She wondered if a raccoon or some other animal had managed to get into the attic, only to die and begin to rot without anyone knowing. It was a possibility, sure, but this smell…it somehow went beyond something so simple.

 With the clock ticking down to the open house, Amanda knew she had to locate the source of the stench and get rid of before the first visitors arrived. Suddenly, the day looked to not promise the biggest commission of her career, but the biggest failure.

Panic clawed at Amanda Hill's chest, her mind racing as fast as her pulse. With each step she took through the house, the stench grew stronger, more invasive. Christ, it was like walking through an invisible wall. That was how pungent it was. The smell was a living thing, a noxious beast snaking through the air, and it seemed to be leading her towards the basement door.

"God, what is that?" Amanda muttered under her breath. She hesitated at the top of the stairs, peering into the yawning darkness below. 

"Come on, Amanda," she urged herself, her voice a mere whisper now. "Just find it, clean it up, and get out." 

She reached for the light switch at the top of the stairs and flicked it on, casting an anemic glow down the wooden staircase. She started down, holding one hand over her nose and mouth in an attempt to ward off the stench. 

As she reached the concrete floor of the unfinished basement, the source remained hidden in shadows. But the odor was undeniable, oppressive, wrapping around her like a suffocating blanket. It was the stench of decay, thick and cloying, reminiscent of days-old roadkill baking under a relentless sun. Old, rotten potatoes had nothing on this smell.

"Jesus Christ," she gasped, covering her mouth with her sleeve in a futile attempt to filter the air. Her eyes watered, not just from the physical assault on her senses, but from the burgeoning realization that this was far beyond her capabilities. This wasn't a mess she could simply scrub away before the open house; this was something sinister.

Even if she called in someone from the city to help, this stink wasn’t going anywhere. It would be here for days, maybe even weeks. She was going to have to call off the open house.

She realized that she was still holding her phone…that in her shock, she’d not placed the call to city maintenance. That idea had faltered once she realized she wasn’t dealing with a simple sewage issue.. She thought of calling her boyfriend, for nothing more than the moral support, really—no one should deal with this alone. But even as her fingertips pulled his number up, the stench seemed to reach new heights. 

A wave of nausea hit her, and she doubled over, gagging. Whatever lay hidden in the basement's gloom had turned this house of dreams into a tomb, and time was slipping away faster than her hope of salvaging the day.

Amanda's trembling fingers found the next light switch, this one at the bottom of the stairs to illuminate the rest of the basement. She flicked it up with a silent prayer. Fluorescent lights buzzed to life overhead, casting an unforgiving glow on the scene before her. 

A mountain of…of debris was sprawled across the concrete floor—a grotesque still life of decay. Old food melded with dead rats and birds, their bodies in various stages of decomposition. Unidentifiable liquid pooled amidst sludge that crept towards her polished shoes. Plain and simple, it was an enormous pile of filth. Maybe a foot deep and taking up an area of roughly three feet square.

"God…," Amanda cried out, the sound strangled in her throat as the horror of it all registered. 

To hell with the open house. If she didn’t bolt out of here soon, her puke would be just another addition to this vileness. Adrenaline and disgust surged through her,  propelling her to turn and escape. She started up the stairs, sure she wasn’t going to make it before her stomach emptied itself.

But her escape was cut short by the sight of a man standing there, halfway up the staircase. His presence was as jarring as the stench—silent, unannounced, watching her. He was dressed in all black, and his smile, though seemingly genuine, chilled her to the bones. 

"Back in the day,” he said, “they'd call this miasma." His voice was disturbingly casual as he took a step down toward her. "People thought stenches and meses like this might be the cause for all sorts of diseases, even the Black Death."

His words slithered into Amanda's ears, even more menacing than the filth behind her. What was he doing here? Who was he? The questions pounded in her head with each slow, deliberate step the man took toward her. There was something predatory in his descent, a measured grace that told her she was doomed.

She was trapped. The madman in front of her, the ungodly stench at her back.

"Who... who are you?" Amanda's voice trembled, betraying her fear. This wasn’t some random squatter or a homeless person seeking refuge. There was intention behind his presence, a purpose she couldn't discern but felt like waning heat. The hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention as he continued to close the distance between them, his smile never faltering.

"Did you know," he continued, descending another step, his tone almost conversational, "that many believed miasma was invisible? Deadly air emanating from the earth itself. Fascinating, isn't it?"

The air seemed to grow thicker around her, laced with decay and danger, and it felt as if the walls themselves were closing in on her. Her mind raced with panic and revulsion, the grotesque pile of refuse behind her suddenly taking a grim backseat to the immediate threat. She had to get out. Now.

"Stay away from me," she managed, her voice a strangled whisper. But the man seemed unfazed by her command.

Instead, he quickened his pace and reached the bottom of the stairs. He was now less than ten feet away from her. Those eyes, cold and calculating, fixed on Amanda with an intensity that sent chills down her spine.

Instinctively, her hand reacted to the shape of the phone in her hand. Her boyfriend’s number was still up, after all. She could call him and—

He was on her before she knew it, moving with eerie speed. His movements were swift, nothing more than a blur of motion.

She opened her mouth to scream, to call for help, but only a choked gasp escaped before a cloth clamped over her nose and mouth. A pungent, chemical stench invaded her senses, acrid and suffocating. Her lungs screamed for air, but each breath drew in more of the toxic fumes. The world began to tilt, colors bleeding into one another, sounds growing distant.

The man's face hovered above hers, a distorted mask that swam in her fading vision. His breath was hot on her skin, his presence an oppressive weight. Desperation clawed at her, demanding that she fight…but her limbs were heavy, unresponsive.

With a final effort that drained the last of her strength, she tried to push him away, but it was no use. The room spun, and then there was nothing—only the man’s presence and the fading smell of the filth behind her—of the miasma.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Rachel sat in the passenger seat of the car, a place that was starting to feel far too familiar. Her phone was in her hand, having just spoken to one of the people who had attended Oliver Sneed’s little workshop or retreat or whatever the hell it was two nights ago. He’d been the third to confirm it, and Jack was currently standing outside the car, speaking to a fourth.

Oliver Sneed was not their guy. He'd been leading a small group of people through a weird herbology course while Jessica Lee had been killed and adorned with leeches. More than that, Rachel had also checked in with the woman Sneed had referred to as his girlfriend. The woman had insisted that she was absolutely not Sneed’s girlfriend but could confirm that she’d been staying with him—and that he had been at his house with her nearly every night for the past three weeks.

The sky on the other side of the windshield promised a beautiful Saturday, but the beauty of it was lost on Rachel.. Oliver Sneed, with his cacophony of alibis, had just dismantled their case brick by painstakingly laid brick. Jack was pacing beside the car, phone pressed to his ear, only half-listening to the voice on the other end.

Rachel turned her attention to the first victim—the only crime scene they'd not actively visited. The police reports had been incredibly thorough, and they had all they needed. But still, given that they were at a standstill, Rachel thought it was time they visited the Watson home, where Emily Watson had been killed.

Jack finished his call and slid into the driver’s seat with a heavy sigh. “Another confirmation. This one said the retreat went on until two in the morning.”

“Same with the ones I spoke with.”

“So what now?” Jack asked.

“I think we go back to the start," Rachel said. "Revisit the crime scenes…starting with Emily Watson.” It did feel like regression, like admitting to a misstep. But it was all they had left.

“Better than the idea I had,” Jack said.

“Which was…?”

“Not a damned thing. You got the address?”

“I do.”

She gave it to him and they pulled out of the parking garage, heading back to the start of this gruesome case. While Jack drove, Rachel took the moment to look back over the details of the case through the files saved to her phone.

Emily Watson, the thirty-three-year-old yoga instructor, found lifeless in her studio. Skull fractured, spices scattered over her like some twisted ritual.

"Blunt force trauma followed by... cloves, garlic, camphor..." Rachel' read out loud, wanting to make sure she included Jack in the review. 

"What the hell is camphor, anyway?” Jack asked.

“It’s a plant…maybe specifically a leaf. I think it’s grown mostly in Asia, though.”

“So again…something he’d likely have to order and cultivate on his own.”

Rachel nodded, noticing that Jack had turned onto the street Emily Watson had lived on. She and Jack remained in a respectful silence as Jack parked in front of the house. It was a two-story home with a wrap-around porch, complete with a porch swing. A decorative sign by the front door read THE WATSONS.

They walked up the sidewalk together and when they came to the front door, Rachel did the honors She knocked softly, keeping in mind the loss and sorrow that had recently been experienced on the other side..

Several seconds passed before the door creaked open. A man of about thirty-five or forty greeted them with a solemn face and haunted eyes. There were dark half-moons under his eyes, evidence of much weeping and sleepless nights.

“Hello?” he asked. “Can I help you?”

Rachel extended her badge, her voice softened by empathy. "Mr. Watson, I'm Agent Gift, and this is my partner, Agent Rivers. We were hoping to ask you a few questions about what’s recently happened, and maybe have a look around?”

“Yes, sure. And…it’s Mike, please. Just Mike.”

“Thank you, Mike,” Jack said.

Mike Watson led them through a tall foyer and into a clean living room. The house was eerily quiet, with the exception of a low, murmured conversation elsewhere in the house.

“Are we disrupting a visit?” Rachel asked.

"No," Mike said with a thin smile. "My sister and the pastor from the church Emily and I sort of attended are in the kitchen. To be honest, I'm glad to have a break from it."

“All the same, we’ll keep things as brief as possible. The police records…they detail that you have a daughter. Is she here?”

“That’s Anna…and no. For right now…we all thought it might be best that she be with me parents for a day or so. The funeral…it’s tomorrow and…it’s just been a lot.”

Mie took a moment to wrestle with his emotions before regarding them again. “So…what can I do for you?”

"Well, it’s not an easy thing to tell you,” Rachel said, “but we’re very afraid that the person who…the person who took your wife has also been attacking others. And we have what we think is a link…a strange way to maybe narrow our search.”

“More people? How many?”

“We’re not exactly allowed to say,” Jack said.

"Mike, did Emily have any unusual hobbies? Any interest in, say, medieval medicines, by any chance?" Jack asked, scanning the living room for anything amiss.

"Medieval?" Mike echoed, perplexed. "No, nothing like that. She taught yoga, believed in natural healing, but...nothing old or...esoteric."

“Would you happen to know if she’d had cross words with any clients recently?”

“Doubtful. And I she did, she never told me about it.”

“And the studio…it’s out of your basement, correct?”

“Yes. And it’s…God, that room is never going to be the same. It was a labor of love for her. But…anyway, make yourselves at home. Have a look around.”

With that said, he lowered his head and started walking away, in the direction of the quiet conversation near the back of the house.

Rachel and Jack remained side by side as they started looking through the Watson home. Rachel figured they’d start at the epicenter of it all; she walked down the stairs to the basement, where a large, open-spaced room had been converted into a gorgeous and simple yoga studio. Having recently looked at the case files, Rachel recognized the corner where Emily had fallen dead, her head bashed in by something heavy and, according to the coroner’s report, roughly the size of a large hammer.

But if there had ever been anything worth finding in the studio, it was gone. It had been cleaned in the five days since Emily’s death. It was now not so much a studio as it was a mausoleum of sorts.

They walked back upstairs and started with the Walton's master bedroom. Like the rest of the house, it was well tended to. Rachel had seen this sort of thing before, though; when someone lost a loved one suddenly, family tended to come around and tidy the house up. Looking at the queen-sized bed and the pictures of family all over the bedroom, Rachel couldn't help but feel a swell of sadness for Mike Watson and his daughter.

The bedroom revealed nothing new, just the imprint of a life violently interrupted. Next, the shared office space, where serenity and chaos collided: neat stacks of papers, invoices, alongside a haphazard pile of unopened bills and condolence cards.

Rachel was about to walk back into the bedroom to have a look in the walk-in closet when she heard Jack call out to her from behind. He’d stepped into the adjoined master bathroom, as if on a whim.

Rachel followed his voice into the bathroom and found finding him holding a prescription bottle. “Find something?” she asked.

“Not sure. But it just occurred to me…there were a few prescription bottles in the Perez bathroom, too.”

Rachel recalled this, but distantly. “Any chance it’s the same drug?”

“I don’t know what was at the Perez residence. But this one is alprazolam. Pretty common, harmless.”

Rachel entertained the idea for a while as she stood in the Watsons' bathroom, her gaze fixed on the tiled wall, a mosaic of muted blues and grays. At first, she wondered why this hadn’t come up earlier when they’d gotten preliminary medical results. But, as Jack had just said, alprazolam wasn’t a medication that pointed at anything serious. She did wonder, though, if maybe Sam Perez had also been on a similar medication—something he’d need a prescription for but a drug that wouldn’t throw up any red flags from a preliminary investigation.

 Maybe they could look at the prescriptions of the victims and see if there was a link there. After all, the killer was selecting his victims somehow. And he did seem to think he was “curing” them with his ancient remedies. Her mind whirred, fitting puzzle pieces together, elusive patterns beginning to emerge from the fog.

She reached for her phone and scrolled to the police report for Sam Perez’s murder. She found Natalie Perez’s number and, well aware that it was still going to be a very difficult time for her, placed the call. The phone rang twice before it was answered by an older man.

“Hello? This is Natalie Perez’s phone.”

“Hi. Who am I speaking to?” Rachel asked.

“This is Victor, Natalie’s father. I’m taking all of her calls while she deals with a very trying time.”

“Of course,” Rachel said. “Sir, this is Special Agent Rachel Gift with the FBI. My partner and I were there yesterday, looking into the case." Rachel's voice was steady, deliberate, "I'm sorry to bother you, but I wonder if you’ be able to field a question for me?”

“I can certainly try.”

“Would you happen to know what prescriptions Sam was taking?"

“Oh, I can’t say that I do. And I’d really rather not bother Natalie with. But…of you’ll hold on a second, I’ll go the medicine cabinet. Would that be enough?”

“Yes, sir. That’s perfect.”

There was a distorted silence on the other end of the line as Victor made his way through his daughter’s house. A short time later, his voice filled the line again.

“Okay, I’m in the bathroom…opening the medicine cabinet…and here we are. There are only a few prescription bottles. This one is Natalie’s…but here are two others with Sam’s name on them.”

“What are they for?” Rachel asked.

“It says Vyvanse. Both of them. That’s…that would be for an attention-based thing, right?”

“That’s right. And that’s the only prescription in there?”

“Yeah…that’s it.”

"Victor…I wonder if you would be willing to snap a picture of that bottle and text it to my number? Make sure you get the entire label in there."

“Certainly. Yes, I can try. And this…this will help with the case?”

“I hate to say that we just don’t know yet.”

“I see. Well…give me a second. I’ll send you that picture.

“Thank you,” Rachel said, ending the call. 

She pocketed her phone and turned to see Jack, his own phone pressed to his ear. His expression was a tapestry of concentration; eyes narrowed, jaw set.

"Who are you calling?" Rachel asked softly, approaching him.

"Officer Ramirez," Jack responded, covering the receiver briefly. "He was at the library, remember? I want to see if they have access to Jessica Lee's medical records."

Rachel nodded, her thoughts already darting ahead, trying to find the pattern, the connection, the thread that would tie this all together.

Jack returned to his call, his words barely more than a murmur, but Rachel caught snippets—tendonitis, kidney stones—pieces of a puzzle they were scrambling to assemble.

"Anything?" Rachel inquired when Jack finally lowered his phone.

"Jessica had a prescription for hydrocodone," he said, holding Rachel's gaze. “Kidney stones. He’s going to text me a picture of the label.”

Rachel felt excitement welling up but tried to keep it in check. So what if three of their victims had been prescribed medications? Just about everyone over the age of twenty-one was taking a prescribed medication of some kind or another.

Still…there was something there. She could feel it.

“I think we’re done here,” Rachel said.

“Same. But where to now?”

"I think for right now, let's see if there's anything to this prescription link. Let's see what the pictures have to say—"

It was at that. very moment that her phone dinged at her from inside of her pocket. She pulled it out and saw that Victor had sent her the picture of the label from Sam’s medication. Vyvanse, forty milligrams, filled two weeks ago at MSC Pharmacy.

“There’s one,” she said as they made their way out of the bathroom and then the bedroom. “This one was filled at MSC Pharmacy.”

Jack looked to Emily Watson’s prescription, still in his hand. “This one, too. MSC Pharmacy.”

Rachel could feel the link tightening, finally a burst of light in this dark and daunting case. Jake apparently felt it, too. He was already on his way out of the bathroom.

“You head on out to the car,” Jack said. “I’ll let Mr. Watson know we’re on our way out.”

Rachel nodded and made her way to the front door. When she was back outside, she wondered how someone might get the prescription histories of individuals. It was a very strange bit of personal information to seek out, but she knew there probably was a way to get it done. If a criminal was savvy enough these days, there wasn’t much they couldn’t get their hands on.

As she got into the car, she saw the front door to the Watson house open up. Jack stepped out, hurrying along while looking down at his phone. After seeing what was on the screen, his pace increased to the point that he was essentially jogging to the car.

“Ramirez wasn’t able to get a picture of the label, but the details were in his notes,” Jack said as he slid in behind the steering wheel. “Hydrocodone…filled at MSC pharmacy. The pharmacist who filed it was M. Bellamy.”

“Hold on,” Rachel said. She looked to the picture she’d taken of Emily’s prescription bottle, and ten to the one Victor had sent. When she looked them both over, her heart felt like it had plummeted right out of her chest.

“I’ll be damned,” she said.

“What?”

“M. Bellamy filled the prescriptions for Emily and Sam, too.”

“That’s three out of four,” Jack said. “That feels like a solid lead…like M. Bellamy is out guy.”

“I’d say so, too,” Rachel said as Jack started the engine. “We just need to find out if Sarah Klein had any prescriptions.”

“And where she was getting them filled,” Jack added. 

“And all of her belongings…the murder is so recent, they should still be in Evidence at the field office.”

That was all the push that Jake needed. He sped away from the curb so quickly that the tires squealed a bit. As the car lurched forward, Rachel could barely sit still in her seat. Finally, this case was going in the same direction as the car—forward.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Rachel rushed into the field office lobby with Jack right on her heels. It was a different feeling to know they wouldn’t simply be holed up in a conference room, doing more digging and research. With a lead at their fingertips, it was now a completely different feeling. She felt like they were now finally on the offense, an undeniable link just one more discovery away from being formed.

The evidence lockers were in the west wing of the building, located behind two layers of digital security. Rachel and Jack bypassed both with a quick wave of their badges at the guards stationed at each checkpoint. 

They entered into the final hallway, each wall filled with lockers—some transparent, while others were more of a traditional locked. Rachel scanned the labels and didn’t have to look very long. She came to one that read 'Klein, Sarah' almost right away.

"Here," she called out, beckoning Jack over as she pulled open the door.

There wasn’t much inside. A purse, a cell phone, a top for her to change into after the shift she never ended.

Rachel’s hands were steady as she sifted through Sarah's purse. There was nothing revelatory inside, just the things she’d expect to find in a young woman’s purse: loose change, lip balm, the mundane artifacts of daily existence. There was no hard evidence, though, no prescription slipped out among the receipts and gum wrappers. 

"Nothing," she murmured, frustration lacing her voice.

“Bingo,” Jack said, as if in argument. He carefully lifted a plastic bag from another section of the locker. Inside, a small pill-caddy lay innocuous against the clear material. He took the caddy out and opened up one of the days, the W for Wednesday faded. 

"Three pills per day," Jack said.

Rachel leaned in, her gaze narrowing as she assessed the trio of pills. One was round and small, the familiar pale hue of birth control.. Another, a larger yellow capsule, was almost certainly a vitamin supplement.

But the third, a small white tablet imprinted with a code, sat apart from its companions. Likely from a prescription.

"Any ideas?" Jack asked, his eyes searching hers for that spark of recognition he had grown to rely upon.

"Birth control and probably a vitamin," she confirmed, tapping the relevant pills with a nail before pointing at the unknown entity. "This one, though... we'll need a lab."

Rachel could feel the gears in her head turning, each click ratcheting up the tension. They were close, so close she could almost taste it. 

“To hell with a lab,” she said. “We’d get quick results from a drug store. And I know just the one to visit.”

“MSC Pharmacy,” Jack said.

He quickly replaced the pill caddy, and Rachel shut the locker door as they began their exit, leaving the evidence lockers just as quickly as they'd arrived.

 

***

 

MSC Pharmacy was easy enough to find. It was a very small chain in the area—one right in the middle of the heart of Richmond, with two others in the outlying areas of Brandermill and Chesterfield. Rachel had never dealt with them during the onslaught of prescriptions and medicines she’d taken during the past year in dealing with her tumor, but it was a respected, smaller establishment in a sea of larger chains.

They arrived just shy of ten in the morning after weaving their way through Saturday morning traffic. MSC was located on the far side of a strip mall and the parking lot was rather crowded as Saturday crowds swarmed like bees around a hive. The automatic doors slid open as they approached the building, releasing a blast of air scented with antiseptic cleanliness.

Ignoring the line that snaked back between the aisles of the drugstore end of the building, Rachel and Jack marched straight to the pharmacy counter. There was a line five people deep, but they skipped that as well. Rachel already had her badge in hand, glinting under the harsh fluorescent lights.

"Federal agents," she announced without preamble to the pharmacist closest to her. It was an older gentleman, currently in the process of entering someone’s information into a computer. His eyes widened when he saw Rachel’s badge. 

“Ah, okay…how can I help you?’

"We need to speak with your manager,” Jack said. “Now."

The pharmacist nodded, mute, and scurried away. The customer he’d been waiting on eyed Rachel as if this had been the biggest inconvenience imaginable. Moments later, a man in a navy-blue vest emerged, wiping his hands on a paper towel as though he'd been pulled from some mundane task in order to attend to a more pressing matter.

"FBI agent?" he asked, his tone suggesting he thought there was a chance this might be a prank of some kind.

“Yes,” Rachel said, again showing her badge and introducing her and Jack. “We have an incredibly pressing matter that we hope you can assist with.”

“Okay, I can t—”

"Can you identify a pill for us?" Jack asked, cutting straight to the chase.

"Maybe," the manager replied, motioning toward the consultation desk. "But I'm going to need at least—"

"Later," Rachel interjected. "First, we need to know if Mr. Bellamy is in today."

The question hung between them, charged with implications the manager couldn't possibly understand. He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, clearly sensing that the stakes of this conversation had escalated beyond his pay grade.

“M. Bellamy?” he said. “I suppose you mean Matthew Bellamy. And he hasn't been in for a while now. "He hasn't shown up for the past two weeks. We...we had to let him go."

“He just stopped coming in?” Rachel asked.

“Pretty much. He vanished without a word. Hasn't responded to any attempts at contact."

Rachel's mind was already racing ahead. Bellamy's disappearance coincided too neatly with the timeline of the killings. His absence screamed guilt, and her gut roared in agreement.

"What can you tell us about him?" Jack said, dispensing with subtleties. 

The manager hesitated, then sighed. "He was a good employee, diligent. But... he had his moments. Seemed depressed at times, especially when dealing with customers facing tough diagnoses. He'd get emotional, even tear up in front of them."

"Do you have his address on file?" Jack asked.

"Of course. I can get it for you if—” 

Would you mind identifying a pill for us first?” Rachel asked, very much aware that they were jumping all over the place.

“Yes, I’d just need to have a look at it.”

Rachel took the pill from Sarah’s caddy out of her pocket and placed it on the counter. The manager eyed it for a moment, nodding. He picked it up and said, “Hold on. I need to compare it to another one.”

He hurried away to the shelves and counters behind him, where the rest of the staff did their best to work diligently and ignore the drama playing out in their midst. He opened up a bottle, held the pill alongside it, and then came rushing back. The entire ordeal took him less than twenty seconds; Rachel appreciated his hustle.

"Valium," the manager said, rolling the pill between his thumb and forefinger before setting it back down on the counter. "Diazepam, to be precise."

“Thank you. Now…we know this pill came from a prescription made out to Sarah Klein. We need you to look in your records to see who filled it.”

The manager apparently saw the urgency in her eyes; he moved quickly, asking no questions as he moved to an unmanned station. He typed a few things into the keyboard, moved the cursor around with the mouse, and clicked a few more keys.

He looked away from the screen and then to the agents, giving them what was essentially a verdict of guilty.

“Yeah,” he said. “You guessed it. That prescription was filled by Matthew Bellamy.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

It hadn’t been the prescription that connected the victims…it had been the pharmacist. Rachel mulled this over as Jack sped toward Matthew Bellamy’s address with a nearly reckless abandon.

The cityscape whirred by in a blur as Jack gripped the steering wheel, knuckles whitened. Rachel rode shotgun, her gaze locked on the tablet displaying Bellamy's last known address. 

“I still can’t wrap my head around what this guy is doing,” Jack said. “Does he think he’s helping these people and then accidentally killing them? Or is he fully aware that he’s killing them and sees himself as…what? Freeing them?”

“No clue,” Rachel said. “Let’s make sure to ask him that when we catch the bastard.”

“And if we can—” Jack started, but was interrupted by the ringing of Rachel’s phone.

She checked the caller display. “It’s Anderson,” she said.

Answering the call, he made sure to send it to the car’s Bluetooth so she and Jack could both hear what Director Anderson had to say.

“This is Agent Gift,” she answered.

“It’s Anderson. Look…I know I keep throwing the weird ones at you, but I think we have another incident.”

Jesus, a fifth body, Rachel thought. This guy is an insatiable monster…

“What sort of an incident?” Rachel asked.

“A missing realtor. Looks like she was kidnapped, but there was a weird, putrid mess in the basement of the house she was prepping for an open house.

"That’s all?”

“Yes. I need you over there right away.”

“Well, we’re actually on our way to the residence of a highly potential suspect. Name of Matthew Bellamy.”

“Okay,” Anderson said. “Fill me in.”

Rachel did the honors, telling Anderson about the links with the prescriptions, and then how those prescriptions were further linked by having been filled by Matthew Bellamy. The icing on the cake, even further convincing Rachel as she spoke it all out loud in narrative form, was the mysterious fact that Bellamy had simply stopped coming in to work two weeks ago.

"That sounds promising," Anderson said. "Follow that trail first. But keep me posted, and if it falls through, you go for this realtor, okay?"

"Got it. What's the name of the realtor?"

“Amanda Hill.”

“Got it.”

Rachel ended the call, irritation threading through her exhaustion. Another anomaly, she thought, another pebble in the mountain of oddities they’d been scaling.

"Probably nothing," Jack muttered, echoing her thoughts. “I don’t see how that would be connected to our case.”

"Probably," she echoed, yet the itch at the back of her mind wouldn't subside. Instinctively, Rachel pulled out her phone and did some quick research—what Paige had started referring to as “Google-Fu.” She typed in search terms and thumbed through search results with deft precision. Medieval history surfaced on her screen—plagues, pestilence, and the like. But as she refined her search terms, she found what she was looking for…and a chill crept through her entire body.

"Jack, listen, to this. During the Black Death, people believed foul odors were the harbingers of illness. They had no explanations for disease, so they simply blamed it on the dire situation in the streets. Dead bodies, human waste…they assumed the foul stench was only contributing to the Black Death. They referred to it as miasma.”

"Superstitions," he replied skeptically.

"Sure," she conceded, "but think about it. Bellamy's fascination with archaic diseases. If this is his doing, that smell might not just be incidental."

“You think he planted it there to…to what?”

“No clue.”

"Then let's hope we find something more substantial at his place," Jack said, his eyes laser-focused on the streets ahead.

With the city falling away behind them, the suburban sprawl of Bellamy's neighborhood unfurled before them. As they drew closer, another thought occurred to Rachel. She once again pulled out her phone and this time searched for the number of MSC Pharmacy. She called it without hesitating.

The phone rang three times before it was answered.

"MSC Pharmacy, this is Greg speaking," came the voice on the other end, warm and unsuspecting.

"Greg, this is Agent Rachel Gift with the FBI. We were just in there with your manager, not even fifteen minutes ago.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“I need you to do something for me. Are you in a place where you can look into prescription history?”

“Yes, ma’am, I am.”

“Good. I need to check a prescription for Amanda Hill. I need to know if she had any active, current prescriptions and if so, if it was last filled by a Matthew Bellamy."

“Sure thing.” There was a brief pause that was punctuated by muffled keystrokes on the other end of the line. Each second stretching like taffy as she awaited the answer that might connect the dots of their case.

"Okay, Agent Gift, I see here that Amanda Hill does have a prescription filled for Microdantin, and yes, it was processed by Mr. Bellamy."

"Thank you, Greg," she responded curtly, her mind already racing ahead. “This is a massive help.”

She ended the call, now certain that they had an undeniable connection. Right now, it appeared that Bellamy was their killer. Now, it was just a matter of finding him.

As they pulled onto Bellamy’s street, Rachel found herself almost shocked by the normalcy that greeted them. Manicured lawns stretched out like a green sea, dotted with children chasing after balls and dogs straining at leashes, tails wagging with suburban glee. It was the very picture of tranquility—the perfect mask for the horrors Matthew Bellamy has been implementing.

"Here we are," Rachel said as the house came into view. Jack parked the car, casting a look toward Rachel, who could feel the weight of the situation pressing down on her.

They stepped out of the car, the suburban soundscape wrapping around them as if nothing was wrong, as if they were simply dropping by for a friendly visit. A dog barked in the distance, a lawn mower hummed a few yards over. 

Together they walked up to the front door. The house was no different than those around it—normal, unsuspecting. Jack knocked on the front door and stepped back, not sure what to expect. Rachel continued to feel the tension of the moment. They had no hard, definitive proof that Matthew Bellamy was their killer, but this latest lead had paved a very clear path toward his name…toward this house. 

A minute passed with no answer. Jack knocked again, rapping knuckled against the door louder this time. Again, no answer came. They exchanged an uneasy glance, knowing the few options that sat before them.

"Should we?" Jack asked.

"Probable cause is thin," Rachel admitted, her mind thrashing between duty and urgency. "But if Amanda Hill is his next victim and he’s not home…"

"Exactly," Jack cut in, knowing full well the stakes. Their silent communication had always been a strength, each understanding the other's thoughts with little more than a look.

Rachel sighed, tension knotting her shoulders. Time wasn't just slipping; it was sprinting away from her. "Yeah, I'll be right back," she said.

She hurried back to the car and retrieved the lock-pick set from the glove compartment. Most of the time, they'd just have Jack kick the door in, but given that there was no hard evidence against Bellamy, they had to be as careful as possible. Picking his lock was still an iffy offense, but it was much better than kicking his door down.

It took her all of ten seconds to successfully pick the lock. She heard the satisfying, dry click and then turned the knob. The door swung open, revealing a perfectly normal home. The house presented itself as a controlled space, the sort of house where nothing out of the ordinary ever happened. It was sparsely furnished, almost clinical in its orderliness. Rachel led the way, her senses sharpened by the magnified urgency of the situation.

Jack trailed behind her and one by one, they began checking rooms. The living room was empty of anything of interest. Even the sparse bookshelf contained no clues or indications that the man who lived here had a deadly obsession with medieval medicine. There was a slight mess in the kitchen sink, a pan left unwashed with dried eggs in it, but that was all.

One thing was clear: no one was home. The lack of an answer at the door was not a staged act.

They made their way down the central hallway. They checked the bedroom closely, but there was nothing of interest. The entire room was sinfully dull. No TV, no pictures, no decorations. Just the bed and a bedside table. Leaving the bedroom, they passed the bathroom and then came to the end of the hall. There, the one remaining door gave way to a small study. It was the only room in the house that contained clutter. Despite the rather organized mess, it had the feel of a scholar's den, the air thick with the musk of old paper and ink.

The twin bookcases in the study were the exact opposite of the one they’d seen in the living rom. Her eyes were drawn to the shelves lined with an array of books, their spines boasting the sort of titles she’d expected…books steeped in medieval history, treatises on ancient plagues, and methods of archaic healing. 

“We’ve it the freaking jackpot,” Jack said.

He was right. Nearly every single book on the shelves had something to do with medieval times, most concerning the Black Death, plagues, medicines, and burial customs. Even if she didn’t think they were standing in the study of a killer, the sight of so many books on the topic would have creeped her out.

And then her eyes took in the sights on the bottom shelf. “Jack…look…”

There were two jars nestled along half of the bottom s held, bookended between books and the side of the bookcase. Within the jars, leeches floated like deadly specimens.

As far as she was concerned, these were the final two nails in Bellamy’s coffin. In her mind, he was their guy—their killer.

There was a desk pushed against the far side of the room, but there was nothing at all on it. In fact, it had been wiped down and cleaned very recently. While the books were damning, they needed more…something that would solidly connect him to the murders.

The only thing remaining in the study was a door on the right side of the room. It was closed, but the door itself was a bit thinner than a standard door. Rachel assumed it was a closet. She wasted no time opening it and was instantly met with a musty scent that spoke of age and secrets. A string hung down from the ceiling, attached to an old light fixture. She pulled it, and the closet was illuminated by a harsh, white glow.

There was so much to see within the small space that Rachel had to take a moment to properly study it all. Jack fell in behind her and they both stared into the small space, lined with relics of a bygone era: mortar and pestles carved from stone, their surfaces worn smooth by centuries of grinding; archaic medical equipment that gleamed dully despite the age on them; bone saws with teeth that silently recounted tales of grim surgeries. They were all laid out on a pair of low-lying shelves that had been installed at the bottom of the closet. Over it all, a few clothes hung, as if it were just a normal closet, in a normal house.

“My God…” Jack said from behind her.

Rachel's eyes narrowed as they landed on an article of clothing that stuck out among the other hanging clothes. It was a bright blue vest but made of a material that looked almost like nylon. She reached out, her fingers grazing the coarse fabric. She pushed the rest of the clothes away on their hanger sot het a better look. There is embroidery on the left breast, taking up two lines. The smaller line was a name: Matthew. Over the name, there was a logo and the name of a company name of Best Care Pharmacy. The pharmacy's logo was stitched along the other breast, a typical smiley face layered over a cross.

"Best Care Pharmacy,” Jack said. “Never heard of it.”

"Neither have I," Rachel said.

With a sense of urgency bubbling within her, Rachel stepped back as Jack took his phone from his pocket. His thumbs danced across the screen as Rachel watched on. In times like this, she remained amazed at just how convenient a browser on a cell phone could be. Often, it was faster than calling in for a request at the bureau.

"Best Care Pharmacy... here we go," Jack announced roughly twenty seconds later. “Not a lot of hits, but enough. Best Care Pharmacy isa drug store and pharmacy located in Richmond and…oh, wait. It was located in Richmond. It burned down three years ago.”

“I guess Bellamy must have worked there?”

Jack continued reading and then looked up at Rachel with a look of slight sock on his face. “Owned and operated by Mr. Matthew Bellamy.”

"Arson?" Rachel asked, already thinking ahead to the implications.

"Doesn't say, but it doesn't need to." Jack locked eyes with her, showing her the article he’d been reading from. It featured a picture of the ruined building, mostly burned.

 "Yeah, I think that’s our next stop," Rachel said.

They left Bellamy’s study in a hurry, leaving the vest to sway gently on the rack above the gruesome tools of a much darker time.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

From her place on the street, Alice could see everything. She found herself again staring at Rachel Gift’s perfect little home. She stared at the flowerbeds, the wind chimes singing a soft melody at the edge of the back porch, and most importantly…the absence of Rachel Gift herself. Alice stood in front of her car taking it all in. Today there was no pretending to be a jogger or walker, or even a member of this generic little neighborhood.

Today, it was time to act. Today, everything she’d been working for would play out one way or the other. If she died, she died. But she was quite sure it wouldn’t come to that. In fact, she saw today going very well for her. She knew Rachel was not home, and she knew the insipid grandmother would be slow to act if it came down to it.

 She’d been standing there, looking at the house for almost half an hour. She’d been waiting for the right moment, for the best opportunity.

And here it was.

She watched as Grandma Tate shuffled onto the back porch. The old woman walked down the porch stairs and to the side of the porch. While she was out of Alice’s sight, Alice knew that she was tending to the roses. She’s been doing that at least once a day for the past week.

A smile, cold and calculated, crept over Alice's lips. Now was her chance.

She crossed the sidewalk with measured steps, each footfall a whisper against the concrete. As she entered the Gift’s driveway, Alice's demeanor softened, morphing into that of an amiable visitor. She rehearsed her innocent façade in her mind, a mask that she had worn many times before wile spying o the Gift family in grocery store and restaurants, as a hapless morning driver as she staked out Paige’s school drop-off line.

At the door, Alice wasted no time. The camera on the doorbell had already seen her, so there was no point in changing her mind. She was in it now…and there was no turning back. She pressed the doorbell, and it chimed softly inside the house.

Almost right away, she heard small yet deliberate footsteps approaching the front door. Alice felt her heart stutter in her chest at the excitement of it all. The next ten seconds would begin the unraveling of Rachel Gift. This was more than revenge; it was a sacred duty to the ghost of a man whose twisted legacy lived on within her. 

"Who's there?" Paige Gift called out from the other side of the door. Her The voice was precious, tinged with the wariness of a child taught not to trust strangers. Alice could imagine Paige standing on her tiptoes, peering through the peephole or maybe even looking at the camera feed on a smart pad.

"This is Special Agent Welch, sweetie," Alice cooed smoothly, injecting an air of official urgency into her lie. "I have a file for your mother. She asked me to drop it off here because she’s not at the office right now."

“Agent who?”

Smart girl, Alice thought, doing her best to stay in character. "Welch, honey. You're Paige, right? She told me it would be your or your great-grandmother to take it." Her words were honey-sweet, dripping with the feigned concern of a public servant performing her duty. It was a performance she had rehearsed countless times in her mind, each syllable calculated.

Alice could hear Paige unlatching the locks, the metallic clicks like music to her ears. Smart girl…but not that smart.

Paige opened the door slightly, peeking out with cautious curiosity. 

“Thank you so much, sweetie,” Alice said. She made a small motion as if she were handing Paige something—the files she’d lied about, presumably. But instead of delivering, Alice snatched.

In that sliver of vulnerability, Alice struck like a viper. Her hand shot out, gripping Paige's shoulder with predatory swiftness, yanking the girl into the open.

"Make a sound, and I'll kill you," Alice hissed, her voice a venomous whisper. The threat was raw and primal, a stark contrast to the sweetness that had lured Paige to the door. But the little girl, brave in her terror, screamed anyway—a piercing, defiant howl that sliced through the quiet neighborhood.

Paige writhed in Alice's grasp, a rabbit caught in a snare, her small frame surging with an unexpected strength. For a moment, the brat nearly slipped free, her movements fueled by sheer survival instinct. But Alice, driven by a dark compulsion deeper than mere revenge, clamped down harder, her fingers digging into soft flesh.

The struggle was brief, yet intense. Alice's heart pounded madly in her chest. She hadn’t expected the little girl to put up this much of a fight. And dammit, she kept screaming!

Alice's muscles tensed as she wrestled Paige towards the car, her mind calculating angles and leverage as if she’d done this sort of thing before. The child was small but fierce, every limb an instrument of resistance. Alice’s arms coiled around Paige, taking her in a restrain hold.. The car, a nondescript sedan with tinted windows, sat ready to swallow the girl, its back door already standing open.

The sound of frantic shouting pierced the tense air, slicing through Alice's focus. She looked toward the house and saw the old woman rushing around the side of the house. Grandma Tate. Her voice, heavy and haggard, bellowed Paige’s name. She emerged around the side of the house, hobbling as fast as her old legs would carry her, determination and terror on her face. In her hand, a gardening trowel glinted.

"Paige!" Grandma Tate's cry held a note of sheer panic that surely carried further into the neighborhood. If she didn’t wrap this up soon, nosy neighbors would get involved, and that would be very bad.

Alice's eyes narrowed as she evaluated the new threat. Time was slipping away, and with it, control of the situation. Her fingers brushed against the cool interior of the car, Paige inches from being secured inside. But then Grandma Tate was there, an unexpected obstacle, her hands reaching out to clutch at the child. While Paige was surpassingly strong for her age, Grandma Tate was apparently quire fast for her’s.

"Let her go!" Grandma Tate screamed, her voice breaking. She charged, the trowel raised like a knife ready to strike.

Instincts that were honed by obsession took over. Alice and Grandma Tate collided in a rough tug-of-war over Paige. The grandmother hooked her arm through Paige’s left arm and pulled, breaking the restraint Alice had held on the girl. 

"Help! Somebody help us!" Grandma Tate's plea was more like a roar, the growl of a lioness worried about the safety of her cub.

To hell with this, Alice thought. She’d be damned if she’d be outfoxed by a little girl and an old woman. With a swift movement, brutal and efficient, Alice struck. Her fist connected with Grandma Tate’s face, a crack echoing in the stillness. The woman’s jaw gave way like plaster. She let out a cry that dissolved into a low moan as she stumbled backward, her grip loosening. Her body hit the curb with an ominous thud, the gardening trowel clattering onto the pavement. 

Alice's focus was razor-sharp, homed in on the unresponsive heap of Grandma Tate sprawled across the sidewalk. Blood seeped into the concrete like spilled ink, bright red against the gray. The screams that pierced the air now sounded distant to Alice's ears, coming from Paige at the sight of her fallen great-grandmother. 

"Paige," she hissed, urgency wrapping around her words like a vice. "Get in the car."

But Paige wasn’t cowering as expected. She was moving again, her small frame animated by a bolt of defiance. A glint of metal caught Alice’s eye an instant too late—the gardening trowel—now in the girl’s grasp. Her innocent hands wielded it with surprising resolve, perhaps fired up by the sight of her great-grandmother being attacked.

Sharp pain erupted at Alice's knee before her brain could register the attack. It was a white-hot lance, drilling through muscle. The sound that escaped her lips was animal—a guttural cry ripped from her throat as she crumpled to the ground.

Time slowed, each second bloated and heavy with pain. The street spun, houses and trees melding into a watercolor blur. Alice's breath came in ragged gasps, her hands clawing at the asphalt as though trying to hold onto reality itself.

"Help me!" Paige's voice sliced through the chaos, shrill and panicked, cutting deeper than any trowel could. Her voice was high-pitched and desperate. “Someone please, help!”

And then, Alice saw them—two silhouettes racing toward her from down the street. Neighbors. Witnesses. Threats. Their faces were contorted with concern, mouths open in shock or shouting—it didn't matter which. They were coming for her.

Pain anchored Alice to the ground, but fear spurred her need to move. To escape. She tried to stand, but her knee betrayed her, buckling once more under her weight. She was trapped, ensnared by her own broken body and the child who refused to be taken. The realization was a cold slap—the plan was unraveling right there in front of Rachel Gift’s house.

Her mind raced, desperate for an exit, even as her body failed to obey. Her knee screamed in protest, but she knew she had to move. If she didn’t, it would all be over. Every fiber of her being pulsed with a feral need to survive, to carry on her mission, and to honor Alex and his legacy.

With a visceral effort that dredged up the last of her strength, Alice lunged for her car. Her knee screamed, and she cried out in pain. She hobbled around to the driver's side as the neighbors began to scream at her. She came to the driver’s side door, opened it, and flung herself inside. Her injured knee banged against the steering column, sending shards of fresh pain radiating through her.

She could hear the voices behind her, closing in—a chorus of alarm and outrage—as she started the car But. they were too late. The engine roared to life, a growl that mirrored the fury coiling tight in her chest. She slammed the car into drive, the vehicle lurching forward with reckless urgency.

The scenery blurred past as Alice accelerated, houses and trees merging into streaks of color. The pain blurred it all, and she knew there was a good chance the cops would find her if she didn't figure out a way to ditch the damned car pretty soon. She had to think…had to figure out a way out of this. Yet, there was no room for fear in her mind—only an incandescent rage that burned away everything else.

She had been outmaneuvered by a child, thwarted by feeble geriatric strength. It was inconceivable, intolerable. Memories of Alex, his fierce intelligence and meticulous planning, taunted her. He would have been disgusted by her failure.

Alice clenched her jaw, the muscles twitching with pent-up wrath. She'd lost the battle—again—but not the war. Rachel Gift and everyone she cherished were still within reach, still vulnerable. The taste of retribution was bitter now, but she promised herself that when it came again, it would be sweet.

As she disappeared around the corner, the sounds of chaos faded behind her. Ahead lay the open road, a pathway to regroup and reforge her plans. Alice’s grip on the steering wheel was vice-like, knuckles bone white as she drove. And in that moment, as the speedometer climbed higher, so did the scale of her vengeance. She would come back for Rachel and the next time, it would just eb the two of them…face-to-face, one on one. No more screwing around…just a fight to the death.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Rachel quickly deduced that Best Care Pharmacy hadn’t been the only building to have nearly burned to the ground three years ago. The fire had occurred in a part of the city that had been struggling for nearly a decade. When Best Car went down, the neighboring dry-cleaners also went out of business—and the way the story went, the fire had likely started in the dry-cleaner’s building, anyway.

The fire of the fire was in a small strip mall that could barely have been called a strip mall even when the businesses within it had been open and thriving. Now, the entire strip of land was barren. Among the disrepair, Best Care Pharmacy stood out as a charred skeleton, its blackened bones poking defiantly into the sky. The abandoned buildings around it wore graffiti like battle scars—the public’s form of opinion that this particular lot of old, decrepit buildings was unfit for rebuilding.

"Looks like the end of the world started here and just...gave up,” Rachel said.

“And there are far too many areas in this part of the city like this,” Jack said. “It’s kind of sad, actually. The record store where I bought my first CD is just about two blocks down, to the west.”

As they stepped out of the car, Rachel took notice of Jack as he placed his hand instinctively by his gun holster. They both knew that danger often lurked in such forsaken places—places where the desperate and the deranged sometimes found refuge and safety…or where they chose to carry out their criminal activities.

A gentle wind whispered through the empty storefronts, carrying with it the scent of mold and burnt things—of time and old ash. The sounds of the city were still present, but they felt like they were far removed from it all. A car horn blared somewhere nearby, and a motorcycle roared elsewhere. But Rachel and Jack may as well have been on another planet.

Rachel approached the pharmacy's husk and tried to imagine what it had looked like before the fire. She tried to imagine a man who would one day become a killer, standing behind a counter and handing out prescribed medicines. Looking into the blackened interior, it was a chilling thought.

The front door remained standing and had been boarded over, but it was all for naught. The entire eastern wall had caved in somewhere along the line, making it quite easy to enter. Together, they entered what remained of the pharmacy. The interior was a graveyard of medical history; shelves lay toppled, their contents long since looted or turned to ash. Portions of walls had caved in, and glass crunched underfoot. Other than the eastern wall, the others remained standing. A portion of ceiling had caved in near the back, boards and insulation from the attic spilling to the floor.

"Watch your step," Jack warned, as Rachel navigated around a pile of debris. Evidence of a counter and display cases shimmered in broken fragments, catching the meager light that managed to find its way inside.

"Makes you wonder why they didn't just level these buildings, right?" Rachel asked. "What an eyesore." 

“Hiring someone to come out here with the machinery to do that costs money,” Jack said. “And the city hasn’t spent much money to improve these parts of the city in a very long time.”

They continued deeper into the building, where the air grew heavier, tainted with soot and the acrid stench of melted plastic. The stench of mold was almost overwhelming. Filing cabinets that might have held patient records were now contorted metal carcasses. Graffiti tags curled around them, splashes of color on a monochrome canvas, boasting names of local gangs and troublemakers who'd claimed this ruin as part of their domain. Someone had depicted a very cartoonish sexual act on the back wall.

Rachel's eyes prowled the charred remains, searching for any hint of recent movement or activity. The gloom seemed to swallow up the scant light as she moved towards the back of the foundation. There was more debris and broken things, but that was all. Empty beer cans and snack wrappers from looter. Trash that had blown in from storms. Nothing more.

At the back of the building, just shy of where the piece of attic had fallen in, a lone door stood in the charred and buckled wall. It stood stubbornly ajar, unable to closer all the way in the frame dur to the warping of the wood. Rachel approached it and pulled open a bit wider. This revealed a stairway that forked into two separate paths--one leading upwards to where daylight timidly illuminated the skeletal remains of the second floor, and the other descending into darkness.

However, among the gathered darkness below, there was a faint, soft glow. It seemed almost pure somehow, a contradiction to the decay that surrounded them. Rachel's heart quickened; it was an aberration in this tomb of ash and memories. A light should not be there, not unless—

"Jack," she whispered. She waved him over, and there was no need for further words. He looked down into the darkness and saw the soft light, too.

As Jack peered down, Rachel became aware of her phone buzzing in her pocket. She jumped a bit at the unexpected vibration. But she ignored it. It was nothing more than white noise against the drumming of her pulse. With a quick nod to one another, the decision was made. Slowly, Rachel began to descend the steps. Jack followed, his hand still hovering over his Glock. They walked down into the darkness together, the air growing cooler with each step, the scent of damp earth gradually overpowering the smell of burned things.

The basement materialized around them like a fade-in movie effect. Shadows clung to the corners, but there, in a far corner, two battery-operated lanterns cast a steady, unflinching light. They approached cautiously, the silence between them heavy with shared dread. 

Rachel's breath hitched as her mind raced through possibilities. If Bellamy had been here, he was gone now—or so it appeared. But the light told another story, one of recent activity, of someone or something disturbing the stillness. In a way she couldn’t quite process in that moment the presence of the lights was somehow eerier than the burned-out darkness.

Still, she stepped forward with caution, her own finger snow dangling near her weapon as she waited to see what those lights had to show them.

 

***

 

The musty air of the basement clung to Matthew’s skin, thick with the stench of mildew and the iron tang of fear. The battery-powered lanterns behind him looked almost heavenly, as if the gods were in favor of the work he was doing. His striking blue eyes fixated on Amanda Hill, who lay immobilized on a table in front of him. The leather strap across her mouth stifled her whimpers, and the clamps that held her head in place made it almost impossible for her to turn her head to see him clearly. 

Around them, the shadows played tricks; they made the crumbling walls and debris-strewn floor of the basement look like the stage of some ancient ritual. Here in this forgotten corner of the world, he would be practicing medicine long forgotten by the rest of the world. He fancied himself a healer of a lost art, a believer in the trials by fire that had strengthened humanity in ages past and led them to the eventual medical breakthroughs that would revolutionize the world. 

He glanced over at Amanda, taking in her tall frame, her dark skin now pallid with terror. She had no idea just how special she was, how grateful she should be. He’d selected her for a very special treatment—one that he’d not performed before, but had studied intimately.

From a nearby desk, warped and cracked with time and the elements, he grabbed a black marker. He uncapped it and walked over to Amanda. There was no hurry to his steps. For what was about to happen, he'd need to take his time and be thorough. It was perhaps the most difficult thing he'd ever done—even more difficult than creating the miasma that had marked her in the house she'd been on the verge of selling.

Amanda Hill's eyes widened as he stepped into view and raised the marker. He began to place a very precise and rigid dot on the left side of her forehead, his gaze never wavering from the task at hand. The leather strap muffled her whimpers, and her wide, petrified eyes reflected the flickering light of the lanterns. He spoke softly to her, trying to keep her calm.

"It's okay," he whispered, his breath warm against her ear. "Many people in the past have survived lobotomies. I believe you’ll be just fine.”

With the guiding dot now drawn on her head, the placement exact and deliberate, he went back to the desk from where he’d taken the marker. This time, he reached for the drill. A bone saw sat next to it, and though he wanted badly to use it, he knew that would be overkill. Maybe when he was done with her treatment. The bone saw was one of his most cherished tools. He had two of them, but this one was the real deal. The saw itself was very old and when he'd purchased it, there had been lots of rust and grime on it. But he'd painstakingly cleaned it and filed down the teeth. He knew it had severely devalued the ancient tool, but he wasn't concerned about the monetary value. That had never been of interest to him.

The drill bit glinted ominously under the artificial glow. The drill was rather new, and there was nothing old or arcane about it. But that was fine; it was get the job done either way.

His fingers curled around the handle, the weight familiar and comforting. As the drill bit touched her skin, Amanda's body tensed, a silent scream trapped behind the confines of her gag. He could hear it, trapped and reverberating, the sound like some strange, panicked animal.

Then, with the precision of a man who had dreamed of this moment for a very long time, he pushed the trigger of the drill briefly, for just a second. The bit tore through skin, a crimson spiral welling up to replace the inked guideline he had drawn. Blood ran down the side of her head as the table shook with Amanda’s fruitless jerking.

He prepared to go again, to push the trigger and hold it down until he’d popped through the skull. He leveraged his weight to do just that, but that was when he heard a faint sound from somewhere else within the ruined building. The sound was soft—a creak, a shuffle of debris—but it was enough to cause alarm. Matthew froze, the bloodied saw still in hand, and listened. There it was again, a disturbance above. Intruders. 

Upset by the interruption, he carefully placed the drill down and moved away from Amanda. She was weeping now, nearly giving in to her fate, nearly accepting it. But as Matthew's fear mingled with frustration, Matthew stepped away from her. He slinked into the shadows, trying to decide if he should engage with the intruders or just wait until they left. He knew miscreants of all kinds often used these ruined buildings to gather together to do drugs or whatever else such people did. He supposed they’d be gone soon enough. He supposed he could wait.

His heart, which had been calm and measured throughout his preparations, now hammered against his ribcage. The air seemed to grow thinner, each breath a struggle as he waited. They could not be here, not when he was so close to completing his work. With every fiber of his being, Matthew willed them to turn back, to leave, to remain ignorant just a while longer.

The slow drip of blood from Amanda's wound onto the concrete floor grabbed his attention. Wat would happen, he wondered, if his intruders decide to peek down the steps, to see what forgotten treasures might wait in the darkness below?

In a moment that seemed to stretch out forever, he heard another sound—a very familiar one.

Overhead, the door to the stairway was opened. And then seconds, later, he heard footsteps. The creaking of stairs, drawing closer. His intruders were coming downstairs. 

Matthew closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. He gripped the bone saw and did the only thing he could do. He waited.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

Rachel and her Glock led the way into the darkness. The smell of mildew was strong now, so strong she could feel it like an itch in her throat. With Jack right behind her, they ventured closer to the fake glow ahead of them. 

The first thing Rachel saw were the electric lamps, sitting on the floor and pointing to the back wall. And then she saw what they were pointing at.

A woman lay prone on a large metal table. Her head was held stationary by a leather strap. A similar strap was covering her mouth. Three black cables wrapped around the table, holding her in place. She was writhing a bit, unable to move. As Rachel rushed closer to the macabre scene, she also noticed the perfect little line of blood on her horsehead.

“Amanda?” she asked as she came to the table.

The woman’s eyes were wide with horror but her face softened with relief as she realized someone was here to save her. Her dark skin was glistening with sweat, and she was weeping in an odd way, restrained by the straps. Rachel’s fingers instantly started working deftly at the bindings.

“Jesus,” Jack said from behind her “Is she—”

But before Jack could finish his question or even before Rachel could unravel the last strap, a guttural scream sliced through the stillness behind them. Twisting around, Rachel caught sight of a tall, slightly pale man emerging from the shadows. His mouth was pulled back in a sneer of fury and desperation. For a moment, he looked like a ghost, a literal specter of death. His face was a mask of rage, his eyes twin pools of madness. And he was wielding what looked like a very old saw of some kind. It resembled one they’d seen back in Matthew Bellamy’s house.

It's him, Rachel thought. It’s Matthew Bellamy.

Jack, with his focus split between Rachel and the approaching danger, barely had time to react. The bone saw, gripped in Bellamy's pale hand, arced through the air, glinting under the lantern light. The serrated edge caught Jack just above the elbow, tearing through fabric and flesh. A spray of blood painted the floor red as Jack let out a pained scream, staggering backward.

"Freeze!” Rachel screamed. She had to momentarily ignore Amanda behind her as she grew her Glock up. She didn’t want to fire, but she damn well would if it came to it.

Bellamy, emboldened by the strike on Jack, had turned his frenzied gaze upon Rachel. With the bone saw raised like a sword of ancient retribution, he charged at her. Rachel's muscle memory and training commanded her legs to move, her body to pivot—not to deal a lethal shot unless there was absolutely no other alternative.

She sidestepped, narrowly avoiding the swing that had been aimed for her throat. The chill of the blade passed so close she could feel its kiss against her skin. Jack, clutching his bleeding arm, tried to regain his balance, but he seemed to be thrown off by the sudden chaos.

With the saw off its mark, Rachel pivoted back into a proper stance. Standing straight again as Bellamy came out of his missed swing, she put all of her strength into a right-handed jab that caught Bellamy squarely in the face. The impact reverberated up her arm as his head snapped back, a spatter of blood marking the trajectory of her blow as his bottom lip was burst open. For a moment, he staggered, the wildness in his eyes flickering with the shock of pain.

Before she could capitalize, pain of a different sort lanced through Rachel's own head—a reminder of her mortality, an unwelcome guest that always seemed to choose the worst moments to arrive. A headache, sharp and demanding, stole her breath, dimmed her vision. She wavered, one hand coming up to her temple instinctively.

Hell no, she demanded, her own voice thundering through her head. Not now, damn it.

Bellamy recovered faster than she anticipated. He lunged forward, bone saw swinging in a vicious arc aimed to maim. With her senses dulled by the throbbing in her skull, Rachel's reaction came perilously late. She twisted, feeling the rush of air as the blade missed her face by mere inches.

She felt helpless, weak beyond measure, and she would not have this case slip through her fingers because of her own frailty. She dug deep, somewhere beyond the headache, beyond the tumor, beyond herself, and drew strength from an untapped reserve deep inside of her. With renewed determination, Rachel lunged forward to catch him low as he recovered from another missed strike.

Bellamy was ready this tie, though. He pivoted back, missing her punch. He then came darting forward, screaming in absolute rage now.

Just behind him, Rachel saw movement. And even though she knew what was about to happen, she still winced when the world was fractured with the sound of a gunshot.

Jack's aim was true, even through his injury. The bullet struck Bellamy's thigh. He screamed as he buckled and went to the ground. The bone saw clattered to the concrete floor, and Rachel kicked it away in disgust.

Rachel wasted no time. She pounced on Bellamy as he fell, her hands finding his wrists with practiced ease. Jack also rushed forward, his teeth gritted and his breath coming out in deep hisses. Together, they wrestled the flailing man into submission, the metallic click of handcuffs bringing his reign of terror to an end.

Bellamy writhed beneath them, spitting curses and venomous words. But it was over. They had won. As Jack sank to his knees, clutching his bleeding arm, Rachel wasted no more time with Bellamy. She instead turned her attention to Amanda, still strapped to the table.

"Jack, how bad is it?” she asked, looking to his arm.

“Not great. But I’ll live.”

“We need backup here…"

"On it," he grunted, using his good arm to dig into his pocket for his phone.

Rachel nodded, again working at the straps that had kept Amanda tied down to the table. She saw that the cut on her head, though long and precise, was not all that deep. The straps were tight, biting into Amanda's wrists and ankles, but they gave way under Rachel's persistent tugs. Amanda's shallow breaths were rapid with fear and when Rachel removed the one covering er mouth, the woman let out an anguished cry.

"Easy, Amanda. I've got you," Rachel said. “You’re safe.” 

The woman nodded, lips quivering as the last restraint fell away. She sat up and, in a move that shocked Rachel, reached out and embraced Rachel in a tight hug. She tried to say thank you, but it came out in a garbled cry.

Rachel helped Amanda sit up, hands steady despite the surge of energy and adrenaline that had just shot through her. Through it all, Rachel's phone buzzed against her thigh again. Once. Twice.

"Damn," she hissed, irritation flaring for the interruption. Her mind coursed through the options of who it could be. Maybe Anderson, wanting an update. Maybe it had to be the specialist from Seattle, finally returning her call. 

"Amanda, I should take this call," she said. "Sit here, okay?"

Amanda nodded as Rachel took a step away and pulled the phone from her pocket. She saw that it was Anderson. Good…at least they had some good news. They’d caught the bastard, finally.

"This is a Gift. We've got him, Director Anderson. Matthew Bel—"

"Rachel, there's been an incident at your house," Anderson interrupted.. Her words were like ice water in Rachel's veins, washing away the heat of battle. Surely, she’d misunderstood.

“A…a what?”

“An incident. Someone…someone tried to abduct Paige and—”

“What?” Her heart roared with rage and sorrow. Fury like she’d never known washed over her. “Is she okay?”

“Yes. Paige is safe... but your grandmother…she's hurt—bad. She's in an ambulance on the way to the hospital."

The basement spun around Rachel, her world tilting off its axis. Grandma Tate, hurt. Paige, nearly stolen away from her. What the hell was going on?

In that moment, Rachel forgot where she was. Amanda Hill wasn’t important, nor was the creep on the floor a handcuffed Matthew Bellamy. She eyed Jack with tears of both sorrow and anger in her eyes.

“Where is Paige right now?” Rachel asked.

“With me, at your house. I’ll stay with her until we can sort this all out.”

“Thank you. I’m going to the hospital no and I’ll…I’ll…”

“Be safe, Rachel.”

Rachel ended the call, wanting to punch something and weep uncontrollably at the same time.

"Jack,” she choked out, her voice barely above a whisper, "it's Grandma Tate. She's on the way to the hospital... and Paige….someone tried to take her…"

Jack's expression shifted instantly from relief at subduing Bellamy to concern for Rachel. His face, smeared with blood from his own wound, rolled through about ten emotions in the span of a second. He moved closer, his eyes searching hers.

“Paige is okay?” “Anderson says she is, but Jack…I need to go. I need…”

“Of course. Take the car and get to the hospital. I've got this under control."

"What about him?" Rachel gestured with a shaky hand towards Bellamy, who lay on the ground, subdued but still snarling like a cornered animal.

"I'll stay with him and Amanda until backup arrives. Don't worry about us." Jack's voice was calm, a rock in the chaos swirling around them.

Rachel hesitated, torn between duty and the visceral pull of family. The image of Paige, so small and vulnerable, flashed before her eyes, followed by the thought of her grandmother, badly injured. It was too much to bear.

"Okay," she relented, her voice brittle and threatening to break. She leaned in, pressing her lips to Jack's forehead in a weary kiss that carried the weight of gratitude, love, and fear. 

With one last look that conveyed more than words ever could, Rachel turned and fled the basement, her footsteps echoing hollowly against the concrete. The dim light receded as she ascended, giving way to a completely different sort of darkness.

Rachel hurried out of the building and to the car under the afternoon sunlight. And as she got into the car and cranked it to life, she reached back into her memories and pulled up the image of the woman in Seattle—the crazy woman who had come to her hotel room and tried to attack her.

“You…” she said, somehow certain that same woman had something to do with this. “You…”

She was absolutely seething as she drove away. And with that woman’s face lodged clearly in her mind, Rachel sneered while choking back a sob, peeling out of the parking lot with the weight of the entire world pressing down on her.

 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Rachel was running so fast as she entered the hospital that she had to turn to the side to pass through the sliding doors. She took a split second to take in the lobby, her eyes landing on a receptionist behind the visitor check-in desk.

"Isabella Tate," she said, her voice clipped with urgency. "I'm her granddaughter, Rachel Gift, and this is pressing. Where is she?"

“One moment, please,” the receptionist said, typing the name into her desktop computer. After a few seconds that felt like eons, the receptionist looked up almost apologetically and said: “It says here that she’s on the third floor, but she was sent immediately to surgery.”

“I need to speak to someone about her condition.”

“Ma’am, I don’t think—”

“Now!” Rachel shouted.

“All I can tell you for certain is that she’s on the third floor. If you head up that way, I’ll page ahead to the nurse’s station and let them know you’re coming.”

Rachel only nodded and sprinted to the stairway, not having the patience to deal with an elevator. She rushed up the stairs, still feeling the need to weep but not allowing it just yet. She was also wrestling with whether or not this was where she should be. Maybe she should be with Paige. What good would she do at a hospital when—

Those thoughts came to an end when she came to the second floor and saw the nurse’s station. As she hurried over to where three nurses watched her sprinting down the hallway, one of them stepped forward—likely the nurse who had received the call from the receptionist downstairs.

“Mrs. Gift?” the nurse asked.

“Yes, and I need to know everything there to know about Isabella Tate.”

The nurse's expression softened, revealing a trace of empathy that did little to soothe Rachel's frayed nerves. "She's in surgery," the nurse said gently. "Her condition is critical, and that is all I can tell you right now. But I assure you, I will let you know as soon as there's an update."

Rachel had enough of these moments play out as an agent, watching from an outsider’s view. All the arguing and pressing in the world would not change the nurse’s answer. Besides…she had an FBI director at her home, and that would probably be a better resource of information, anyway.

Critical. The word echoed in Rachel's head, a malicious whisper. Without another word, she turned away from the desk and found an empty corner of the waiting room where the fluorescent lights seemed to buzz just a bit softer. She slumped into a chair, her hands shaking as she dialed Director Anderson's number.

"Gift," Anderson said as she answered. "Are you at the hospital?"

“Yes. And all they’ll tell me is that she’s in surgery and in critical condition. Please…Anderson, tell me everything you know.”

"We’re going through the doorbell camera footage now," Anderson's voice was brisk, efficient. "We've got a clear shot of the woman who tried to take Paige. We're running it against the criminal database as we speak."

"Okay…what about details as to what happened?" She felt the agent in her rising up, trying to step in front of her role as a mother and great-granddaughter. It was a wrestling match she did he best to ignore as Anderson answered her.

"Paige is safe. But your grandmother..." Anderson hesitated, his voice losing its usual steely timbre. "She fought back when the kidnapper grabbed Paige. Saved her at the very last minute before Paige was pushed into a waiting car. But your grandmother was attacked in the process."

Rachel absorbed the information, her mind racing. Grandma Tate, resilient as ever, had stepped into danger without a second thought. For Paige. For her.

"Paige...she's okay?" Rachel's voice held a tremble she couldn't suppress.

"Shaken up, but fine. She's worried about her great-grandmother, though." There was a pause on the line. "Rachel, focus on your family right now. We've got the case handled."

“No…wait. What about Jack and Bellamy? And Amanda Hill?”

“Rachel, that’s all taken care of. I got a txt from Jack about five minutes ago, and he’s on the way over here to be with Paige. Everything is set here. We’re checking the database for the woman and there’s a massive APB out on the car. Two neighbors saw it; one of them snapped a picture of the license plate. So, you…you just be there. Be there for your grandmother.”

“Okay,” Rachel said. “Thank you.”

She ended the call and buried her head in her hands. Tears, unbidden, seared trails down Rachel's cheeks. Each breath was a shuddering gasp, her body convulsing with silent sobs. Paige was safe, but the tendrils of dread tightened around Rachel's heart for Grandma Tate. Surgery…critical. It took everything within her not to call Anderson back and ask for specifics. Why was her grandmother’s case so critical? What sort of injuries has she sustained?

But she knew those answers would not help. So she allowed herself a moment to be human…not an agent, but a woman with a. heart breaking for her family.

She was still lost in her turbulent thoughts when the sound of approaching footsteps drew her gaze upward. A doctor, clad in scrubs, approached her from out of the hallway. His face bore an expression that made Rachel's insides turn to ice. The world seemed to slow down as he neared, each step a thunderous beat in the otherwise muted cacophony of the hospital. Again, she thought back to so many cases where she’d seen this play out as an agent while the families of other endured trauma. Being on this side of it was absolute hell.

"Ms. Gift?" The doctor’s voice was gentle, yet it carried the weight of impending doom.

Rachel rose to her feet unsteadily, bracing herself against the back of the chair. This man bore news that would either bring great relief or take the life right out of her. Her eyes, red-rimmed and swollen, locked onto his, searching, pleading for a sliver of hope in the grim silence that followed.

"Please…” she whispered.

"Your grandmother... while he was involved in the fight, she fell and her head struck the curb. There was a blow to the side of the head from it, and her skull fractured. Internal and external bleeding." He paused, his eyes conveying a sorrow that his clinical detachment couldn't mask. "Given her age, it just... it was too much for her body to bear. “

“She…is she…”

“She passed away about five minutes ago. I’m so very sorry.”

The words cascaded over Rachel like an avalanche, each one crushing her with relentless force. The room spun, the white walls of the hospital corridor blurring into a whirlpool of despair. She felt herself crumpling, folding into the chair behind her as if her bones had turned to dust.

She did her best to not give in completely. This was not the time or place for her grief to unfurl in its full, monstrous form. She cried for only a moment, a brief indulgence in the face of overwhelming loss. 

“Can I…can I call someone for you?” the doctor asked.

“No. No, thank you,” she managed to whisper between short, jagged breaths. The doctor nodded, sorrow etched into every line of his face before he retreated, leaving Rachel alone with the remnants of her shattered world.

Shaking, jittery from shock and still recovering from the incident back in the burned-out pharmacy basement,, Rachel pushed herself up. Her legs wobbled, threatening to give out under the gravity of her reality. She navigated her way back to the staircase, a woman on autopilot. And then, when she realized that she was going to have to tell Paige that Grandma Tate had died, she began to cry all over again. When she made it down to the first floor, she located the women’s room and dashed into it. The restroom door swung open with a creak that seemed too loud in the hush that enveloped her. Rachel locked herself in the nearest stall and allowed the dam to break.

Her sobs echoed off the tiles, each one a keening wail for her grandmother and for Paige. First, her father, and now Grandma Tate. How much loss and pain could a little girl take? Grief clawed at her throat, a visceral entity that demanded release. 

In the privacy of the stall, Rachel's tears ran unchecked, carving rivers of pain across her cheeks. And little by little, the agent in her put the pieces into place. The woman who was responsible for all of this…they had her face on the doorbell camera feed. They had a license plate number.

After taking a few more deep breaths, Rachel exited the bathroom stall and made her way back out into the first-floor lobby. As she stepped back out into the daylight, she removed her phone. Making sure her voice was steady, she called Jack. He answered right away.

“Rachel…are you—”

“Are you at the house yet?” she interrupted.

“No. But less than a minute away. Why? Rachel…are you okay?”

“No. Grandma Tate is gone. She died about ten minutes ago.”

It was more painful than she could imagine to get the words out. The silence on the other end spoke volumes. When Jack did speak again, the wavering sadness in his voice made her love him even more. "Rachel, I'm so sorry."

“Anderson says they have the face of the woman who did this on the doorbell camera…the woman who tried to kidnap Paige, who is responsible for my grandmother’s death.”

“You can’t concern yourself with that right now. Paige is going to need you centered and focused.”

“I know. But…”

“No. Not right now, Rachel. Meet me at your house. I won’t say anything to Paige about your grandmother. I think that needs to be you.”

“Yeah…me, too. I’ll see you in a bit.”

“And you’re okay? To drive, I mean?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“I love you, Rach.”

“Love you, too.” 

Rachel returned to her car and brought to mind the face of the woman from Seattle. Her heart told her that they were one and the same—the woman who had attacked her then and the woman who had just taken Grandma Tate from her.

For the first time in a while, not a single part of Rachel thought about her tumor or her headaches…her treatments and chances of beating it all. No, her entire focus was on that woman, that stranger who, for some reason, seemed to have it out for her family.

As Rachel pulled away from the parking lot and headed home to tell Paige the sad news, Rachel thought of that woman.

You’d better pray this tumor is still growing and is going to slowly take me out, she thought. Because if it allows me to carry on living, that life is going to be spent making sure I find you. And when I do, I’m going to kill you. 

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Alice looked out of the hotel room window, staring at the flickering neon sign of the nondescript motel. She was getting tired of motels and she was also running out of aliases. She was making it a point to choose motels where the employees wouldn’t give a sit about a fake name. As long as they got cash and no problems out of her, they were fine. And she knew there were many places like that all along the roadways of America.

Currently, Alice was three hours from Richmond – three hours from Rachel Gift.

Inside her room, Alice threw the deadbolt and leaned back against the door, allowing a momentary silence to envelop her. It was a deliberate choice, letting that doorbell camera capture the contours of her face; she wanted Rachel to feel the bite of recognition, to sense the danger lurking just within reach. A calculated risk, but necessary. 

She needed Rachel to understand this was personal. Especially after today’s defeat.

In the dim light, she replayed the scene at Rachel's house. Paige – so close, yet ripped from her grasp by the unexpected valor of Grandma Tate. That old woman had thwarted her plans with a ferocity that belied her age. The woman had fallen as a result, and even though Alice had been checking news reports, she could not find anything stating whether or not she’d died from her fall. It had been nasty for sure, the crack of the woman’s skull on the sidewalk.

Alice sat on the edge of the bed, the coarse fabric of the bedspread prickling her skin. She imagined Rachel poring over case files, brow furrowed, eyes sharp with the same intensity that had once brought down Alice's beloved Alex Lynch. She allowed herself a thin smile, knowing that with each passing second, they spiraled closer toward an inevitable collision.

They had her face and a license plate number. The license plate was a dead end, though. She’d replaced them with fake dealer tags in a gas station parking lot ten minutes after managing to escape. Her knee was busted up and she was pretty sure it should probably get a doctor’s attention. But that would create a paper trail and she wasn’t about to take that risk.

Her mind raced as she lay on the bed, listening to the electric buzz of neon through the wall. She replayed the events that had led her to this moment. Rachel Gift had taken everything from her: the future she'd imagined, the love she'd cherished, and the vengeance she craved.

The plans she had crafted before, elaborate and theatrical, were now ashes in the wind. The time for fear tactics and warnings had passed. There was only one way this could end — with Rachel's life extinguished by Alice's own hands. A face-to-face confrontation, where the blood spilled, would mark the end. She knew the blood may be her own, and that was a risk she was willing to take.

She turned over, her eyes wide open in the dark. She'd ensure their last meeting was intimate, personal — a bloody conclusion worthy of the pain they'd both endured. 

At some point, she drifted off to sleep and when she came awake, it was quickly, as if yanked forward by the real world for reasons she was unaware of. She’d had a nightmare where she and Alex had been sitting in front of Rachel’s house. The house was on fire and slowly, with a loving touch, Alex pushed her toward the flames.

“Bur for me,” he’d told her.

Hat comment echoed as Alice looked around the room. Everything was dark. And even though a three-hour drive separated her and Rachel, Alice could swear she could feel the woman’s heartbeat within the walls of the motel room.

Burn for me.

Alice nestled back down into the bed. “I will,” she whispered into the room.

As sleep began to claim her again, Alice's lips curled upwards. It was a dark, knowing smile, a silent echo of the legacy Alex had left behind for her. In her dreams, she danced amidst shadows and screams, her hands wielding death with an artist's precision. And there, in the quiet brutality of sleep, Alice found a twisted solace. She danced with Alex in her dreams, the world burning down all around them.

“Burn for me,” he told her. I her dream, he handed her a knife and when she took it from him, she plunged it into her own heart.

In a nondescript motel room in the backwoods of Virginia, Alice smiled in her sleep.
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