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      For my Family

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Chair 

      

        

      
        What once grew green leaves

        is now planed to size.

        Once alive and breathing

        animal skins drape over my

        wrists and ankles. Forged metal

        matte like old Buffalo nickels

        straps me down.

        The sack and skins cover my head

        like a hollow melon.

        All at one time breathed life.

        I breathe, I live, I am

        For just a few moments more…

        I think, therefore I am

        For just a few moments more…

        Until like the tree and the cow,

        I will be dissected and reformed.
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            Chapter 1- Let the Pain in

          

          

      

    

    






Day 8

        

      

    

    
      Eight days after John Varnum’s arrest.

      

      The yellowing light bulbs pulsed like a heartbeat, as shackled chains connecting John Varnum’s ankles scraped across the concrete floor with each of the dead man’s steps. He shuffled his feet as his hands were cuffed to a belly chain wrapped snugly around his waist. The chains were stained from the years of use, and Varnum could only imagine who wore them before him.

      John Varnum could see his destiny at the end of the room. It was made of a rich southern oak wood, metal casing from the steel city of Pittsburg, and the leather restraints were hand crafted from the hide of a mature Texas Longhorn. 

      He could smell the death. It lingered in the air, like the odor of urine at an asylum—and, just like John, would never leave that chamber. 

      John’s eyes caught the indentations where he would soon sit. He wondered if they were intentional or created over time from the demise of every man who walked that walk before him.

      A nondescript figure stood next to the chair, wearing all black, to include his gloves and velvet hood obscuring the entirety of his being. John could see his executioner and the means by which he would die but knew in the end he would get what he wanted. 
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        * * *

      

      Dripping water echoed in the dismal and dank death chamber. The door was left open at the end of the corridor John Varnum had walked. The paint was worn away, and a groove was evident in the center of the floor from the countless last walks. 

      His feet were bare, head freshly shaved, and his jumpsuit was a stained orange that had faded to an almost opaque tan coloring. It was a far cry from his thousand-dollar suits of the past.

      Doctor John Varnum paused in front of the chair and peered over top of it at the mirrored glass wall. He knew the man who was about to kill him stood behind it and was probably itching to pull the lever. “I bet your dick’s hard,” he said, staring intently at the mirror. It was a rhetorical statement. He knew the man wanted to kill him. After all, he had killed a cop, and what cop wouldn’t love to justifiably kill a cop killer?

      He was escorted on his last walk by four men, men who did not work for the jail but were assigned specifically to escort him to insure not only that the execution took place without a hitch, but also to eliminate the possibility of John Varnum harming anyone else and to deter another escape attempt. These men wore unmarked military fatigues and had an air of confidence he had never seen in them before.
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        * * *

      

      He peered at the chair, and it stared back at Varnum like a scorned wife holding a bloody knife as she stood over her husband’s body. He knew the chair meant nothing but pain and hatred toward him. He knew that the chair would have the final say…that the chair’s sole purpose was to stop his heart and eat his sins through flesh-burning electricity.

      The man to Varnum’s left was large, burly chested—wearing armor, a ballistic helmet, and drop holster and holding a large black cattle prod. A fucking cattle prod, he thought. “Are you going to electrocute me just to get me into that fucking chair? Seems a little much, don’t you think?” Varnum said as his eyes shifted to the man. 

      “Sit down when you’re told to sit down, just like you were instructed before you walked in here,” the man replied as he shook his head.

      “Do as you’re told, and it will be over quick,” the man to his right said. 

      Varnum turned his head and laughed at the man. “Easier? Quicker?” He laughed again. “For who, you? I’ll be dead in twenty minutes. You’ll be back sucking your boyfriend’s dick—” 

      The man shoved the tip of the cattle prod into Varnum’s gut, knocking the wind from his lungs, the electricity cutting through him like fire. His muscles instantly seized, and his bladder let a stream of urine loose. It eased down his right leg, pooling between his toes.

      The electric shock stopped, and Varnum fell to his knees. The metal chains binding his ankle, belly chain, and metal handcuffs all burned his flesh as the electricity passed through. 

      “THAT’S ENOUGH!” a voice yelled from behind the men. “Strap him in and don’t touch him again!”

      The man stood out of view, but John Varnum smiled, knowing the voice all too well. The governor wouldn’t be calling to stay this execution. Oh no, there would be no need, as he was the man speaking, and apparently Varnum knew precisely what he wanted, and he knew he had one last card to play.
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        * * *

      

      Varnum begrudgingly sat in the chair. His back rested against the old hard oak and a light shined in his face, obscuring his vision. He was calm as his escorts held his bloody, flesh-torn wrists down while a third man secured the leather straps tightly. John Varnum didn’t fight; he just waited for his turn to move as the chest strap tightened across his torso. 

      His feet were strapped to the metal bands tacked into each leg of the chair, while a wet sponge was placed under a special metal plate and attached to his left ankle to better conduct the electricity. 

      “Hood?” a man behind the chair asked Varnum. 

      “No, I want you all to look into my eyes as I go,” he replied with a smirk. 

      The man handed off the black hood to another soldier, and he walked off, behind the mirrored wall. Varnum shifted his head from side to side, cracking his neck, and the sound reverberated in the roof as if a shotgun accidentally discharged. 

      Another sponge was pulled from the bucket, dripping wet, and placed on top of Varnum’s head. Water rolled down his face like a water fountain. He moved his head just enough to guide the flow around his eyes as a metal plate was placed on top of the sponge—a leather strap pulled tight under his jaw and securely fastened.  

      The light continued to blind Varnum, and in that moment, it reminded him of an operating room. One of thousands he had worked. He snickered as his mind thought of the patients he had operated on and of every ounce of pain they endured. 

      “Hook him up,” the governor said. 

      The man behind the chair took out a large, heavy, gauged black wire with a long, thick shard of copper protruding out from the end. He slid it into an eyelet on top of the metal plate adorning Varnum’s head. The man then turned a thumb screw clockwise until the bare copper was secured to the metal strapped on top of Varnum’s head.

      “This is your last chance, John,” Governor Wilson said sternly as he stared.

      Varnum smiled as the heat of light burned the retinas in his eyes. He didn’t answer but rather let his lack of a voice speak volumes inside of that room of death. 

      The man from behind Varnum brought another thick wire around the chair and repeated the process, but this time attaching it to Varnum’s swollen left ankle as water pooled below his feet. 
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        * * *

      

      The light turned off, and Varnum squinted, adjusting his vision. In front of him was a covered window, and in the moment his eyes normalized, the curtains were swiftly drawn open and multiple fluorescent lights came to life, buzzing like flies circling the dead. 

      The Governor of Colorado stood in front of him. “Mr. Wilson,” John Varnum said, acknowledging his presence. 

      “You know what I want, John,” Governor Wilson said with a soft voice. “All you have to do is give it to me and all of this stops. It all can go away, John.” 

      John held his tongue and thought about the vacant room he was staring into. It reminded him of “the end.” The curtains had been drawn open for a reason. That window would have typically acted as the barrier between the inmate and the families of the victims, who would witness the execution. But it was empty. White cushioned folding chairs were placed in uniformed lines, and every one of them were vacant as water was in the desert. 

      He watched as a flickering white light came to life within the viewing room, reinforcing that it was as empty as his soul.

      Eight days ago, John Varnum was arrested for the murder of over thirty known victims. Most of them, females, some children, and more are missing. He had used large rain catchment tanks made of polyethylene and killed most of his victims by drowning them in acid. Their bodies were left to “digest” inside of the tanks like food digested inside of your stomach. 

      John Varnum kept his victims at his warehouse, inside of the tanks and each tank lined in rows for as far as the eye could see. He kidnapped men, women, and children, but mostly female prostitutes, which he had a particular fetish for, and his wife knew all too well of his sadistic habits—before she died during the raid on the warehouse.
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        * * *

      

      “Governor, I know what you want, but I’m not sure I’ll give it to you,” John Varnum said snidely. “Is this because I killed that cop, or—maybe because I killed your favorite call girl? Hmmmm?” John said, drool leaking between his lips as he spoke. “I killed that cop exactly eight days ago, and look at me now. The law works fast around this town. No trial, no jury of my peers, no—nothing.” He lifted his head slightly, motioning toward the empty viewing room. 

      “It’s empty, just like you, John,” the governor replied.

      “It is. But that’s of no matter. What matters is how far are you willing to go? I mean, you have me here, in this chair, without a death warrant. Without a judgment, trial, appeal, or anything close to being legal. No lawyer, no—” 

      “John, it’s really very simple. I want my daughter back. If you don’t tell me where she is…” He paused and motioned his hand to the executioner behind the mirror. The light began to flicker, and a noticeable buzz could be heard in the air. “The electricity is primed, and do you know what sort of pain two thousand volts at five amps will feel like, John? If you don’t tell me where you took my daughter, if you don’t tell me where she is, I’m simply going to walk behind that wall, hit the switch, and you will find out how painful death can be.”

    

  







            Chapter 2- Death is in the Air

          

          

      

    

    






Day 1

        

      

    

    
      The copper-toned tips of the hay brushed against John Varnum’s ripped pants leg as he was carried out of the field. His shirt was soaked in sweat and blood from the dog. He had been bitten by a dog before, but never a police dog, and that past bite was nothing compared to the violent nature this time around. His flesh had been ripped like the dog was feasting for the first time in weeks. 

      Varnum was face up as the officers carried him, and he could see a low-flying helicopter slowly pass over head. His ears shut out the mechanical noise, as well as the screams—both his and the officers arresting him. He also wasn’t sure if the screams were from him or the girl he had in the trunk of his car or possibly by any of the police officers he had shot. Varnum was handy with a pistol, but under stress, he wasn’t sure if he had hit any of his intended targets. 

      Then the lack of noise broke. All at once the sounds came flooding in when he heard that K-9 bark his blood-curdling howl—snapping him back to reality. “Fuck you,” Varnum muddled as blood dripped from his lips. His fight was over, but his hatred raged. 
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte stood holding her dog at bay, but close enough her four-legged partner could smell the fear oozing off Doctor John Varnum. Bran was one of the best Belgian Malinois around and had proven his mettle on more than just this particular day.  

      She stared at the man as they carried him to the awaiting ambulance. She knew Bran had hurt the man, but in her mind, it wasn’t enough. 

      “I’ll see you again,” Varnum said as he was strapped to the yellow-legged medical gurney. His hands were handcuffed to a rail, one on either side of him. His fight was over, and he exhaled his tension as his body melted into the bed and leaked a slow drip of crimson over the sheet. 

      Charlotte shook her head and walked Bran back to her patrol car. She placed him inside of his kennel, and with the rear door still open, he turned around and licked her face with joy and gratitude. “You’re my good man,” she said, rubbing his neck. “You did good, Bran. You did good, buddy!” She shut the door, closed her eyes, breathing in deeply as her heart slowed. The day had been costly, but the death was over for now, and she knew her dog had saved lives. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ambulance was buttoned up tight as it turned around, red lights flashing, without a stitch of sirens. The driver wanted to get away from the chaos of the scene before making more of a commotion with the noise. He looked out at the helicopter lifting off and the sea of blue lights. The paramedic knew the day was neither won nor lost, as he noticed police officers crying and holding each other. Over his radio, he listened to the attempt to save the life of the officer his patient had run over during the vehicle pursuit. 

      “Keep it as smooth as you can. We don’t need to speed,” Russ said. “Mr. Varnum, you have had quite a day. I don’t care to hear about it, honestly.” He swallowed his pride and pushed the hatred for this man deep inside of himself. “I’m just going to patch you up the best I can until a doctor can take over.”

      “Little Russell Dieker. Queer boy, little Russell Dieker. I remember you and your mother. How’s she doing?” Varnum asked. He knew the answer, but given the circumstances, this was the only power he held now. So he asked anyways.

      The ambulance moved with the speed of traffic, but the paramedic tending to John froze. His ears began to burn as the words “Little Russel Dieker” dripped into his soul. He hadn’t been called that in at least ten years. He held a needle in his hand but looked up and noticed he was back in the boy’s bathroom of Arnold Elementary School—his school!

      Russ could hear kids singing in the hallway. The song was so real, so jovial in nature, but so real. They were getting closer. The one voice was familiar, and it raised the hair on the nape of Russ’s neck. He knew that voice anywhere. It belonged to Sam Dermody, and that kid hated him fiercely.

      The door squeaked open and then slammed against the rubber stopper attached to the tiled wall. Russ closed the bathroom stall door slowly and softly, trying not to make a sound. The lock echoed a metallic click, and he hung his head, knowing it gave him away. Russ moved back and stepped up onto the toilet seat. He hoped to hide his feet and maybe Sam and his lackeys would go away. 

      “Who’s in here?” a boy yelled out. “Sam, I swear I heard someone.”

      The boys one at a time pushed open each stall with a loud slam of metal against the walls. With each door open, the boys drew closer to Russ. 

      Russ held his breath, and tears rolled down his ten-year-old face. He shook in fear as the boys on the other side of the door grew nearer. 

      Finally, they came to his door and pushed it. The lock held, and Russ held his breath. The door flew open as Sam stood with his foot in the air, and sunlight illuminated his back like an archangel. 

      Russ’s eyes bulged and a small dribble of dark urine soaked his blue-and-red Superman underwear. 

      “Get that queer,” a kid screamed from behind Sam. The scuffling quickly stopped as Sam put his hand up, momentarily pausing the onslaught. Sam was an older boy, large for his age, and repeating the fifth grade for the second time. He was the lead dog and hated any kid that was “strange” in his eyes.

      “Well, well, well, if it ain’t little Russell Dieker,” Sam said with fire in his eyes.

      “Leave me alone, Sam. Just leave me alone,” Russ said as his voice cracked with fear.

      Sam stepped inside of the stall a few inches at a time, smiling with pride knowing how much fear was flowing through his victim’s veins. “How’s your mother?” He laughed. 

      “Please, don’t—” 

      Sam picked up his pace and grabbed Russ off the toilet, placing him in a head lock, drool dripping into his hair. The boy’s face was beat red as he fought for air. “Your mom’s a whore. My dad paid for it last week.”

      “Leave me alone,” Russ struggled to say.

      “Dike-er!” Sam said, laughing, as the other boys cheered him on. 

      Russ was having a hard time breathing when Sam let go of his neck but immediately picked him up by his waist. Sam held Russ upside down and stepped forward, hovering the boy’s head over the toilet. 

      “No one likes you, little Russell Dieker,” he yelled and then lowered his head into the dirty brown toilet water. 

      Russ fought and pushed his head out of the water with hands gripping the edge of the toilet bowl. “Leave me alone, Sam, please, God, please just—” 

      His voice was cut off when two other boys moved into the stall, kicking his arms off the toilet. The three boys held little Russell Dieker’s head under the water as they laughed like they were at a carnival watching a clown show. They loved it. Until Russ stopped moving. That’s when they dropped him on the floor and ran. 
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        * * *

      

      “How is Little Russell Dieker today?” John Varnum asked. 

      Russ shook his head and looked around. He was still holding a needle; his mind was again in the back of the ambulance. He stared at John Varnum, and a single tear rolled from his left eye. He now remembered Doctor Varnum. His face was the same as the day he saved his life ten or twelve years ago. 

      Varnum saw the look in the paramedic’s eye and knew the man was no longer a boy. He knew the man now recalled the day he gave the boy CPR. The day Varnum saved little Russell Dieker’s young life. 

      “It was you?” Russ asked with a quiver in his voice. He felt as if he were a ten-year-old boy again. 

      “Sam wasn’t a very nice boy, was he? It’s a rhetorical question, stop drooling and blabbering over yourself.”

      Russ used his sleeve to wipe his face, soaking up the drool and tears that had pooled on his shirt. 

      Varnum smiled and said, “How about you stitch me up, and when we come to a stop, you look the other way?”

      Russ looked down at the man’s hands as they were cuffed to the railings. He then looked out the back window at the police car following them and finally peered over Varnum’s shoulder toward the medic that was driving the bus. 

      “Just throw a handful of stitches in me and take a nap. I’ll do the rest,” Varnum explained. 

      “I—I can’t—” He paused, thought about Sam and that awful day. His parents never showed to the hospital, not till late that night. But Doctor Varnum was there. He had saved him that day. He was the only one that had cared about him. The doctor had saved his life…

      Russ felt the keys in his pants pocket, knowing he carried a small silver handcuff key next to his house key. He looked at Varnum. “Excuse me,” he said as he leaned over, grabbing a small white box sealed in plastic. 

      “This is going to hurt. Your arm is torn severely,” Russ explained as he ripped the plastic sealed around the box. The box held a trauma kit, including sutures. Russ retrieved the cuff key and un-cuffed Varnum’s right arm. 

      “Thank you,” Varnum said softly. 

      “Lay your arm out across your lap and try not to move,” Russ replied with guilt seeping into his heart. 

      Russ worked diligently and without a drop of anesthetic. Varnum sat still, begrudgingly consuming the pain like a below-average Sunday dinner. He didn’t flinch. He just took every second of the needle and thread lacing his arm back together again.

      “Three minutes out,” the driver yelled to Russ in the back. 

      Russ cut the last bit of stitching and used fresh gauze to bandage Varnum’s arm. 

      Varnum smiled. “Thank you for taking care of me, Little Russell Dieker.”

      Russ stared at him and noticed the cold darkness behind John’s eyes. “Don’t ever call me that—”

      Varnum reached forward and grabbed the medic by his windpipe. He worked his fingers deep into his throat, squeezing, and said, “Little Russell Dieker, kindly and quietly un-cuff my other wrist!”

      Russ couldn’t breathe, much like the day Sam and the other kids held his head under that dirty toilet water until he died. His eyes widened as he fumbled for his keys. He pulled them out and did as the doctor asked. 

      The cuff unhinged easily, and Varnum sat up toward Russ as he continued to hold pressure on his throat. 

      “The question is, Little Russell Dieker, do I crush your windpipe, or do I save your life for a second time?”
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        * * *

      

      The ambulance’s flashing red lights turned off as the bus pulled into the Mecklenburg Hospital’s Emergency Room entrance. The driver placed the ambulance in park and jumped from his seat. He moved around to the back of the vehicle as the afternoon sun warmed his neck. When he opened the rear double doors, exhaust flew from the pipe and the rear tires squealed as the ambulance sped off. 

      The driver stood bemused as Paramedic Russ Dieker tumbled from the back of the ambulance, knocking him to the ground like a bowling pin, leaving them both in a plume of black exhaust. 

      Russ’s lay on the ground, motionless. His mind was an empty cave with the sounds of Varnum’s voice echoing “Little Russell Dieker” as if the words had been spoken directly from Sam Dermody’s filthy mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Officer Nelson looked up over his steering wheel at the medics rolling on the ground. His eyes shifted to the ambulance speeding away, and his mind connected the dots—Doctor John Varnum was escaping!

      He reached for his radio, fumbled the microphone, and stuttered, until his training officer slapped him. 

      “Get a grip, damnit, and put it in gear boy,” Officer King yelled at his trainee. Mike King was a seasoned officer, a veteran, a training officer, and had made a name for himself when he saved an ungrateful woman from a house fire—later it was learned she had started the fire during an apparent murder/suicide attempt.

      A burn across the left side of his face was a lifelong reminder of how quickly his job could turn deadly. He unconsciously touched the scar, which looked like melted cheese.

      The rookie officer dropped the old Crown Vic’s transmission and stomped the gas. The blue lights illuminated, and the siren screamed to life as the officers fought to catch up to John Varnum and his now stolen ambulance. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum’s ankle was swollen and shot pain into his knee as he pushed on the gas pedal. His heart raced and sweat dripped down his spine as his stomach growled. 

      The ambulance was as strong as an ox, but as slow as one, too. He turned quickly outside the hospital’s entrance, checking his side mirrors for the blue lights in the distance. He took another turn, and another. He stomped on the gas and flicked toggle switches until the red flashing lights and siren came on. 

      He looked again into the side mirror. Nothing. No more blue lights. He kept driving but began to think about reducing his speed. Maybe he had gotten away, and slowing down would garner less attention?
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t lose him,” Officer King said in a controlled voice as he picked up the radio mic. “Headquarters close the channel!” he radioed to dispatch.

      “Channel’s closed, unless 10-33,” dispatch responded, adding the officer-down distress code in case an injured officer needed the radio in the next few moments that the channel was closed off to traffic.

      “We are attempting to catch up to a stolen ambulance. Bus number thirty-three, out of Mecklenburg Hospital’s ER. The prisoner we were escorting just took it and is speeding off near Route 3.” 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum turned on a side street into a neighborhood and cut the siren and lights. He slowed the ambulance to a safe but brisk speed. The road was quiet, black and red flags flying from the front doors of houses and some doors left wide open for anyone to enter. 

      His mind was softening as he became more comfortable the longer he went without seeing or hearing signs of law enforcement. He was on the other side of town from his warehouse, which he knew the local police were crawling all over. But he wanted to find his wife if she hadn’t been caught yet. He knew that if ever they had been discovered that they would meet up at an old cabin deep in the national forest, near Harbor House, and that’s exactly what he would do. 
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        * * *

      

      “He went right, you fucking idiot,” King yelled as his rookie turned the patrol car the wrong way onto a side street near the western parking decks. 

      Officer Nelson jammed the brakes, bringing the patrol car to a screeching halt, threw it in reverse, and hit the gas. 

      The tires spun and the car picked up speed. “Son of a bitch, don’t—” 

      The rookie whipped the steering wheel, and the Crown Vic slung around one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. Now facing back the correct way, the rookie pressed the gas. “Fucking navigate, and I won’t make a wrong turn,” he yelled back at King. 

      King’s face soured. “Go straight!” He looked around quickly. “Left, turn left, and then the next right,” King yelled.

      The rookie did as he was instructed, and both officers began scanning the area for the ambulance. 

      “About time you grew some fucking balls,” King said. He knew that his rookie had been unsure of himself, and on the street, that could get an officer killed. He hoped that this would be a turning point mentally for the kid and help him grow as an officer. 
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        * * *

      

      The ambulance turned onto another side street, east, heading toward Hayden Lake, when Varnum noticed a plain-Jane black Ford Ranger idling in a driveway—with no one inside or around. 

      “A bird in hand,” Varnum said as he steered the ambulance to the right side of the road. He parked in front of a house with a black towel flapping from the oak tree towering in the front yard. He sat in the ambulance and looked all around. No one was out. Not a soul. Now was the time. He had to make his move.

      Smiling, Varnum cut the ignition, took the keys with him, and exited the ambulance. He shut the door, ensured it was locked as he nonchalantly walked off in the direction of the running Ford. 

      He walked down the sidewalk and turned up the driveway containing his eyed prize. He reached for the door handle when he heard, “Can I help you, brother? Do you need something?”

      A man was now standing on the front porch of the house where the truck was parked—gray smoke drifting skyward from the exhaust pipe. He was an older man with a white beard and a skinny build. The man’s age didn’t fit the white of his facial hair, as if it were intentionally dyed. The yard was overgrown, and house had a deathly stale odor oozing into the wind from the open door.

      “I do, sir,” Varnum said as he turned and walked toward the man. 
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        * * *

      

      “Headquarters, we lost it,” Officer King transmitted over the radio, gripping the mic to the point his knuckles became a bloodless shade of white. He was pissed, even if his rookie was beginning to find himself. The fact that they had lost John Varnum would not bode well for either of them or their careers. 

      King rolled down his window and strained to listen for a siren in the distance. Nothing. The ambulance was gone, and so too would be his stripes. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum approached the man, sizing him up. He wondered if the man would be easily manipulated or if force would be necessary. The man stood on the elevated concrete porch and was eye level with Varnum as he watched the strange man reach out to shake his hand.

      A slight breeze pushed the man’s beard enough to catch Varnum’s attention, revealing a scar that crossed his throat at the windpipes and then became lost behind the facial hair. 

      John Varnum’s hand was still extended out to greet the man but momentarily lost his train of thought—with what caused the man’s thick scar tissue. The man moved to the side quickly, and the last thing Varnum saw was the intent in the man’s eyes as he fell into the black void of unconsciousness.

      The man stood over John’s limp body lying on the steps leading to the porch as he held an old, weighted leather blackjack. “You fucking try to steal my truck, you fuck!” the man said and kicked Varnum in the ribs. 

      John Varnum was out cold. Karma had finally found him and sat on his chest like an elephant.
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        * * *

      

      “Which way now?” Officer Nelson asked. He was young but genuinely had the aptitude to be a good cop. If he tried. 

      “Left, then circle up to south side near the pond,” Officer King replied. “We better find that damn—”

      “Ambulance at one o’clock,” Nelson yelled. He pointed as a smile cracked his face.

      They were driving right toward a Mecklenburg Ambulance parked on the side of the road, and their gut instincts told them Varnum wasn’t far off. 
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        * * *

      

      The man stood over top of Varnum with his leg reared back to give him another kick, but this time the man’s shifted his aim. He wound up to try and kick a field goal with his head—when he heard an approaching car. He stopped and turned his attention in that direction. It was a marked Mecklenburg police car. He hadn’t seen a cop in weeks. 

      He left the car thief lying like a dead fish and walked out into the street as the officers pulled up in front of an ambulance parked two doors down. 
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        * * *

      

      “Headquarters start us some units, 1400 East Sherman, we found the ambulance,” Officer King radioed. For a brief moment, he was elated, taking in a deep breath and letting out a sigh of relief.

      Officer Nelson slowed the patrol car and positioned it at an angle to the front of the bus. He jumped from the car and pointed his pistol at the windshield—which was reflecting the sun directly into his face. 

      “Keep it covered,” King yelled as he moved up and around to the back of the ambulance. The car had been positioned where Officer King was unable to gain cover, so his best course of action was to move as fast as he could toward the back of the ambulance. At least there he wasn’t left hung out in the open and he could start clearing it.

      King’s pistol was drawn, and the dull black metal of his Glock 19 led the way around to the back doors. He pulled the pistol in close to his chest while keeping the muzzle pointed at the doors. He pulled on the handle…locked!

      “Officer, can I get your help—”

      “Sir, get back across the street!” King yelled without looking at the man. But wanted to tell the guy to piss off. He was salty and tired of every Tom, Dick, and Harry interrupting what he was doing, just for a damn explanation of what was going on. The entitlement was mind boggling.

      “Hey, officer—” the bearded man started to say.

      “Get the fuck back!” King yelled as he used his baton to break the window. 

      The man stepped back and finally shut his mouth. He simply stood motionless and watched. 

      Sirens could be heard in the distance as Officer King reached through the broken window and unlocked the door.

      “Moving,” King yelled to Nelson, letting him know his intentions on entering the bus. Officer King was used to working with seasoned officers who knew how to react during critical situations, but Nelson was like a high school quarterback being thrown into an NFL game. The speed of the game was too great for his mind to process. He stood mouth open, pointing his pistol at the windshield as the sun began shifting its ghastly reflection off the glass.

      King opened the rear door, pistol up pointing inside as he traversed left and right, clearing the rear of the ambulance. Nothing. John Varnum was not in the back. All he saw was a blood-streaked floor and used medical supplies. 

      He stepped inside with one last intention: to clear the front seats. His pistol in hand, King moved forward to the opening that connected the front driver’s compartment with the rear workspace. 

      King slid to his right visually clearing the driver’s seat, and as he got closer, King moved to his left, allowing him a clear path on the passenger seat area. The cab was clear. John Varnum was gone. 

      “Coming out,” King radioed to the rookie as the sirens in the distance were nearly on top of them. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3- Doctor John Varnum

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, dick,” the man with the white beard yelled from across the street as Officer King stepped from the back of the ambulance. 

      King’s attention averted to the insistent man. That’s when he noticed him pointed toward a house. 

      “What the fuck do you think I want?” the man yelled. “He’s in my front yard, dipshit.” 

      Officer Nelson joined King at the rear of the ambulance as the man yelled. King looked at Nelson briefly, then to the front of the man’s house. He noticed a dark mass lying on the ground near the front porch. Fucking John Varnum, his mind thought as the mass began to move. 

      “Nelson, let’s go,” King said as he unholstered his Glock, pulling it into his chest, barrel down, as he maneuvered toward the man’s house. His feet moved quickly and efficiently. Pushing the pistol out toward his target, King came to a halt a few feet from their escapee. 

      “Hands, John. Let me see your hands,” King said. His tone was firm but controlled. He eyed John as his hands moved away from his body. John’s hands were dirty, with strands of grass between his fingers, but empty of any weapons.

      Nelson pulled his hinged handcuffs out and with the motions of a seasoned veteran mounted John Varnum and secured his hands behind his back. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum’s eyes rolled forward from the darkness and slivers of light seeped into his mind, letting the reality of the world poison his thoughts. He moved his head around, noticing the man with the white beard standing in the road pointing at him. Hands snatched him up by his arms, and he stood unbalanced on his weak legs. 

      “Give me a minute, for Christ’s sake,” Varnum muttered as he noticed a string of drool hanging from his chin. He wiped the drool on his shirt and then noticed a sea of blue lights lining the road. 

      Fuck, his mind echoed. 

      “John, just keep walking and make this easy on us all,” an unseen voice said. 

      He could feel the cold steel of the handcuffs and the contrast of warm blood oozing from a handful of popped stitches. 

      He was placed in the back of a patrol car outfitted with a cage and bars lining the windows. “I want to talk to the governor,” Varnum said calmly as sweat ran down his jawline.

      The group of officers standing around the patrol car laughed and shut the door as Varnum shook his head, knowing that, in the end, he would be the one laughing.

       Officer King and especially his rookie dodged a career-ending bullet by capturing their own escaped prisoner. The white-bearded man turned out to be a former Marine who wasn’t too happy with Varnum’s attempt to steal his Ford. 
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        * * *

      

      Arrest processing doors spanned two stories high and were controlled electronically by an unseen operator hidden within the massive building. Officer Nelson pulled his patrol car to the doors, pressed the call button, and waited. A few moments later, a gush of air was noticeably audible as the doors cracked open. 

      Officer King, turning around and peering through the metal and reinforced plexiglass separator, said, “John, welcome home.”

      Varnum’s face remained stoic while his mind grew annoyed with every man in blue that opened his mouth. 

      The door shut behind the blue-and-white patrol car as it located a parking space. 
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        * * *

      

      With both officers’ weapons safely secured in a lock box, Officer Nelson opened the rear door, giving Varnum freedom from his transportation cage of nothingness. Without hesitation, Varnum shimmied his feet out and onto the concrete floor. His hands were useless as they were still cuffed behind his back. He heaved his upper body toward the open door, and as Officer Nelson grabbed his arm, he stood up outside of the car, illuminated by a massive incandescent light above him.

      “I don’t garner you’ve ever ridden in there?” Varnum said with a sly grin, speaking to King. “It’s not made for us rather tall people.” Varnum paused and shifted his eyes over to Officer Nelson. “It’s made for little shits like him.”

      Officer King laughed and took up Varnum’s right arm. “Just move to the door, and try not to give the deputies a hard time when you get in there.”

      “Oh, more cops. That’s just superb,” Varnum replied and spit yellow phlegm on the floor as they walked. 

      Another unseen operator opened another metal door with a loud, metallic bang, but this time, it led to a small hallway with seats lining each wall and another door at the end. No one was inside. So they were again buzzed in, and the door at the end of the hall opened to the intake center. 

      The men all started to walk again. “Just step up the counter, do what the deputies ask of you, and I will take the cuffs off,” Officer King said.

      Varnum smirked as he continued to shuffle his feet, dripping blood onto the dirty concrete floor with every step. 
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        * * *

      

      “Guys, he’s bleeding. Take him to the hospital. Get him a medical clearance,” the intake deputy said. Before they could say a word, Varnum chirped.

      “Yeah, guys, I need medical attention, like I said. How about it, fellas?” Varnum said, smiling from ear to ear. 

      Officer King waved his hand in the air as if to shut the deputy up. “I know the procedures. Don’t be a dick, man. We can see he’s bleeding, but he escaped once while in route to the hospital, so get your jail nurse up here and we can chat about the protocol for escapees. You know the ones, where it reads, ‘If they’re injured and an escape risk, then they are to be treated by Mecklenburg intake center’s infirmary.’” King paused briefly, staring at the deputy. “So let’s stop playing games and call Frank up front.”

      The deputy shook his head, knowing Frank the jail nurse would back up what Officer King had so eloquently stated. He turned his attention to Varnum and began the in-processing checklist as Officer Nelson released Varnum’s wrists from the handcuffs.

      “Place your hands on the desk. Do you have anything in your pockets that’s going to poke, stick, cut, or hurt any deputy searching you?” 

      Varnum looked at the deputy’s name tag. “Randy? You don’t look like a Randy.”

      “I’ll ask you again, sir, do you have—” 

      “No,” Varnum interrupted. “Look, Randy, maybe you don’t seem to understand what’s transpiring here.”

      “Can you verify your name is John Varnum?” Deputy Randy asked, ignoring anything Varnum said that wasn’t pertaining to the questionnaire.

      “No, my name is Doctor John Varnum,” he said as he took his hands off the counter and backed away from the deputy. “AND TODAY EVERYONE WILL KNOW MY NAME!” he screamed.

      A noticeable pop echoed across the intake center as the deputy behind Varnum pulled the trigger on his X26 Taser. The metal probes shot through the thin shirt Varnum was wearing, embedding into his back and transmitting a five-second jolt of electricity. The barbs jetting out from the probes hooked the skin and stayed tight as Varnum’s muscles locked up. Moments later, Varnum stopped convulsing on the concrete floor.  

      “Get the chair,” a voice yelled out. 

      Varnum lay on the floor, feeling numb with a fuzzy haze moving over his body. He moved his arms as he noticed blue uniformed officers staring at him while deputies in brown uniforms swarmed over top of him. 

      Two men picked him up. One grabbed his legs, while the other lifted him up from his armpits. They dropped Varnum into a metal chair with a thin burgundy cushion welded to a platform with wheels. The effects of the Taser had worn off, but the probes were still attached inside of his flesh. 

      “Move again and I’ll give you another ride,” the deputy holding the Taser said. Varnum peered at this man with disgust, as he was grossly obese. 

      His arms were slid under straps attached to metal armrests jutting out from the chair. One deputy cinched them down over his writs to the point his hands were pale from lack of blood circulation. 

      “You ever hear of pushing away from the table, fatty? Maybe avoid three-hour lunch runs at the all-you-can-eat buffet?” Varnum snapped at the deputy with the Taser. “When they say ‘all you can eat,’ they don’t really mean all you can eat. You know that, right?”

      The deputy’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Perspiration stained his armpits and stomach from the soak through, ruining his uniform. He looked down at his Taser and then back at Varnum.

      “What you gonna do, fat boy?” Varnum said as his feet were now strapped to the chair. 

      The deputy pulled the trigger, and Varnum, as well as the deputy placing a strap across the inmate’s chest, began to lock up as electricity flowed through both. 

      Varnum immediately regretted poking the fat man. He didn’t think he had the balls, but he did. Five seconds later, the electricity ceased and Varnum’s lungs slowly began to breathe again. 

      The deputy with the Taser looked around like a kid caught with his hand in a candy jar. He knew he had overstepped his authority, but in the heat of the moment, he couldn’t help himself. 
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        * * *

      

      “I’d like to speak with the governor, please,” Varnum said as Frank the jail nurse assessed his injuries.

      Frank looked up at the deputies. “I already know the answer, but how about you let him out of the chair so I can check his wounds?”

      “Fuck off, Frank.”

      “Just give me his arm that’s mangled, then,” Frank said, annoyed, and turned back to Varnum. “Look, you’ll get your lawyer soon. I just need to look at your arm and get you admitted to the medical wing.”

      “Governor—he’s going to want to speak to me,” Varnum insisted. 

      The deputies withdrew Varnum’s arm from the restraints, and Frank slid his glasses on to take a closer look at the wounds. “Sure thing, Mr. Varnum. I’ll do just that, once I have you in a room.” 

      Frank took out a package of fresh gauze and began to wrap the new inmate’s arm. A slow spread of crimson soaked the first few layers as he wrapped it but stopped rather quickly with pressure. Varnum could smell his body odor turning, and a pasty taste in the back of his throat reminded him of the taste of blood. 

      Frank placed his arm in the man’s lap and walked to his paper-piled desk. He pushed notes and file folders aside as he looked for his telephone. The gray receiver was found, and he picked it up, dialing the medical wing.

      After a short chat, Frank had secured a room, and the deputies took Varnum away.

      Frank stood staring at the deputies as they pushed the man in his confinement chair. He knew the chair had a purpose, but he also knew the deputies were young and overzealous. Frank never liked those chairs but also hated most people. Some days it was hard for Frank to be pleasant, other days it was hard for him to get out of bed, but in the end, Frank was simply counting the days to retirement.

    

  







            Chapter 4- Grace Young

          

          

      

    

    






Day 2

        

      

    

    
      Flashbulbs cracked and flashed as crime scene technicians worked the scene diligently. The round-stadium-can-fluorescent lighting high in the rafters illuminated the tanks inside the warehouse, like a flashlight shining through the dirty water of a fishbowl full of decaying fish.

      The tanks were made of polyethylene and stood nearly two stories tall. On the commercial market, the tanks would be used to catch and store rainwater. But Doctor John Varnum took advantage of their unique ability to hold sulfuric acid without the acid eating through the tank itself. He had rows upon rows of these tanks, alternating between a translucent white and green coloring. Some tanks were empty, but most of them were full.

      Sulfuric acid churned within each tank, where Varnum stored his victims. He simply used the system to eat his victims alive—inside of the bubbling liquid. 
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        * * *

      

      “Will you look at that?” crime scene technician Grace Young said with a hollow tone, her mask muffling her voice. She was wearing a Tyvek body suit and a PAPR respirator system attached to her MSA gas mask as she cracked the lid on top of a tank. 

      Grace stood on top of a metal set of stairs, with an attached two-foot platform. She overlooked the inside of a white translucent catchment tank, peering down at the bubbling liquid as it naturally consumed what first appeared to look like a meaty hide but quickly revealed itself to be a ribcage and torso. 

      Grace steadied herself on the railing attached to the stairs. Her palms were shaking as sweat poured down her arms, pooling inside of her latex gloves. She pondered how her team would recover the victims—the acid posed the greatest problem for her team’s safety—and to preserve the integrity of the evidence. 

      She climbed down the stairs, stripped her mask off, and gasped for air as she bent over at the waist. Her head throbbed with the thought of how many victims had been eaten alive, how each one of them must have intimately felt the acid burning them alive, and how it would have taken so long for the chemical to eat through to the nerves… 

      A female’s voice screamed inside of her head. The echoing pain felt in the tone of the screeching voice wouldn’t stop. She stood looking at the tanks, and all she could hear were people yelling for help, for their lives, for all their pain to stop. 

      Then it all silenced with the flip of a switch, and the voices were cut off. She could have heard a pin drop, as if time stood still. In that very moment, a white balloon floated from between a row of tanks, catching her eye as it rose to the ceiling. 

      Her heart ached as she looked over the uniformed rows of green-and-white tanks. It was as if she were staring over a graveyard with open graves and no caskets, no coffins, no headstones, just bodies thrown haphazardly into open, dirty holes. The evil of man was beyond her comprehension. 
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        * * *

      

      Grace stepped away from the tanks and ambled outside to the fresh air. The door was still laying on the floor, folded in half like a taco from the explosive entry the SWAT team had made, and that was the first time she noticed painted on the door a black bird, with wings expanded in flight. Dusty footprints led in and out of the doorway and to the light of escape outside. 

      She took a deep breath as a breeze pushed tree limbs and branches in the woods. The audible sound of leaves fluttering soothed her thoughts as she walked down the steps and approached the decontamination area. She entered a tent and shed her protective equipment. 

      “You done for the day?” another technician asked. 

      At first, Grace didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t rightly sure. She oversaw the team; she was ultimately responsible for managing the collection of every piece of evidence. She had a team working the upstairs crime scene of the officer-involved shooting, another team working the living quarters that Doctor John Varnum shared with his wife, and an additional team working the scene where Varnum ran over the young officer. 

      “I’m not real sure,” she said, wide eyed, as she walked back out into the light of day.

      She reached into her pants pocket, searching for her afternoon pill. It was gone. She searched again, checking all her pockets and thinking about where her bottle was at that moment. Sweat crept to the surface of her palms, and she began to panic. 

      Grace looked over both shoulders as a palpable heat rose through her chest. Her car was parked out front, about a block down, near the other crime scene. Her heart raced as she thought about having to search her car for pills. 

      Grace stood in the parking lot among a handful of people as they walked around as if she didn’t exist. Her eardrums throbbed with the female’s voice screaming again. She had to stop the voices, or she’d lose her mind, again.

      She stepped off at a brisk pace, scuffing her left foot as she tended to do on occasion. Grace Young had been a crime scene technician for twenty years and had worked some of the most macabre crime scenes in town.  She had nightmares when she slept, lost her husband to a war on faraway shores, and never birthed a child. She had a list of regrets a mile long, but the pills she took abled function through her life riddled with trauma. 
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        * * *

      

      The body of Officer C.K. Mendoza lay in a heap of broken bones on the asphalt in front of Doctor John Varnum’s warehouse of horror for nearly thirty-six hours before homicide detectives gave the body remover permission to perform his job. 

      Jeremy Gunn unrolled the black body bag next to what was left of the young officer. An American flag swaddled his body as Jeremy unzipped and positioned the nylon bag near his body. The wind pushed the smell of death into Jeremy’s face as he lifted the young man’s legs. He held his breath as he laid them into the bag, using his hands to re-shape the broken bones. He slowly and carefully spilled the rest of Officer Mendoza’s mutilated body inside. Jeremy positioned the man’s head naturally and used the palm of his hand to cover his crimson eyes. 

      He paused with his hand on the man’s face, closed his eyes briefly, and looked to be saying a prayer over the dead man. Jeremy glanced up and noticed a familiar face walking just on the other side of the crime scene tape. It was Grace Young. She was easy on his eyes, and he had known her for decades. 

      “Grace,” Jeremy said and waved his hand at her. “Can you give me a quick hand?” He always needed help lifting the body bags, and in the past, she had always willingly lent one when needed. 

      She ignored him. Her eyes never shifted his way. She just kept walking, as if she had never heard his voice before. 

      “Grace, can you—” Jeremy paused. It was obvious to him that she was in a hurry and more than likely never heard him call out. He turned to another patrol officer and asked him to assist. 
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        * * *

      

      Grace’s hands shook as she opened the bottle. The white cap spun off, slipping between her fingers and coming to rest in the tall green-and-yellow grass. She tapped two green-and-white capsules into her shaking palm. The crease in her hand felt warm to the touch of the pills as she realized the coloring of the capsules were identical to the coloring of the catchment tanks Doctor John Varnum stored the bodies in. She could smell the acid. The decomposing bodies. Her nostrils stained with dread. 

      She closed her eyes and tossed the medicine back into her throat, swallowing both pills dry. After picking up the cap, she put her prescription bottle back in her center console. Her nerves were calming within a few minutes of the medicine reaching her stomach. 

      Grace Young had experienced more pain, regret, and loss of love in life than anyone she had ever met. Her passion for anything and everything died the day the U.S. Army informed her of her husband’s death. Since that day, she had been on a steady diet of anxiety meds and rode the “I don’t give a fuck anymore” train. With one exception: the death of an officer. In those rare cases, she was able to find the fire deep inside of her to shine one last time. 

      Grace knew the carnage and devastation left in the wake of John Varnum was forever reaching and spread like the Red Death across Mecklenburg, Colorado.  

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5- The Warehouse

          

        

      

    

    
      A thin cloud of brown dirt entered the opening to the warehouse as Grace stepped back inside. It was getting long in the day, her eyes were shot, but she was able to drink a fresh cup of coffee before donning her protective gear again. 

      She could hear the movement of business and legitimate hard work from across the warehouse. She was wearing her Tyvek suit yet hadn’t donned her mask. She walked past each row of color-coded tanks and turned the corner toward the stairwell. An acidic taste was in the air. One step at a time, her feet ascended the stairs and passed where Varnum’s wife had been killed, her body long since removed, and Grace wondered why she was taken away before Officer Mendoza’s body had been. That was her fault, and she knew it. After all, she was the one in charge of all the crime scenes. 

      Grace Young’s spirit dropped for a moment, knowing she had left that officer out in the sun to rot, when he should have been her priority. She clinched her jaw and shook the thought from her mind. She knew she had made a mistake, but there was still work to be done. 
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        * * *

      

      “Hawkins,” a voice called out down the hall. Detective Ray Hawkins had been chatting with a crime scene tech about gunpowder residue and processing Varnum’s wife’s hands at the morgue.

      “Give me a sec,” he replied. 

      The crime scene tech used her radio briefly, then turned back to Hawkins. “No one else is available city wide, but her hands were bagged, so I’ll head over to the morgue now and knock it out,” she said with a flirtatious smile. 

      “You’re the best,” Hawkins replied as he walked off toward the voice beckoning him. 

      She watched him walk for a moment or two, longer than she should have, before finally leaving the scene.  
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        * * *

      

      “Ray, look, man, the room has been processed for prints, DNA, and other trace evidence, so we started digging in. You’d think with this guy’s high level of education, maybe he was the type who would hide things digitally?” Detective Dollar started, paused, and took a drink of his water. “Ah, but look what I found.” He walked into the closet and used a small magnet, waving it over the corner of the wall. 

      A metallic click resonated in the air, and the edge of the wall moved. Hawkins’ eyes widened as his partner of the last five years pushed the wall open. Hawkins dug his flashlight from his back pocket and clicked it on. He ducked down and walked through the small entrance of the hidden door. 

      The detectives entered a room that had been hidden in plain view behind a dresser and locked by a magnetically controlled actuator. The room was a small storage area that could have been used as a clubhouse by young children, if not for being owned by a doctor with a particular fetish for murder. 

      The walls were painted black with the same carpet adorning the wood floors as in the closet outside of the hidden room. Sitting on the floor were a handful of stacked cardboard boxes that were labeled Chiquita bananas.

      “The top box.” Dollar pointed. “Open it.”

      Hawkins didn’t hesitate. He kneeled, and as his partner held a flashlight, he removed the lid. 

      “Are those what I think they are?” Hawkins asked as he fished out a handful of identification cards. They slid through his hands like a kid fingering his candy at Halloween. “There’s got to be at least fifty or so. This ones from Maine,” he said, sorting through the stack. 

      “I see Florida, Virginia, and numerous Colorado IDs,” Dollar replied. A chill rolled down his spine, and goose bumps prickled his arm.

      Detective Hawkins dropped them back into the box and pulled out a small hand-crafted wooden box. It reminded him of an artistically carved jewelry box. He tried to lift the lid, but it was not equipped with hinges; rather, the top slid open.  

      When Hawkins pushed the lid, the content revealed itself to be a clear bag containing ashes. Immediately, he knew the cardboard boxes lining the wall and the one he had opened more than likely contained the cremated remains of countless people. 

      A coldness crept into the enclosed room as the detectives continued to look through the presumed human treasures John Varnum kept. Each ID had a story and each story more than likely ended with a painful death.

      Hawkins’ eyes widened as he realized the demise of so many fathers, sons, sisters, and mothers encapsulated the hidden room. Gawking at the vast amount of identifications again, he realized they not only represented victims, but also the end of family trees, and the elimination of any future those families had yet to see. 
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        * * *

      

      Detective Hawkins collected all the identifications, dropping them into a clear evidence bag. They reminded him of a case he worked as a rookie detective where the suspect collected watches from his victims. The unique part of that case was that each watch was broken, and the time on each of watch face matched up with the victim’s time of death—give or take an hour. 

      Both Dollar and Hawkins crawled out from the room, and Hawkins poured the IDs out onto the waist-high dresser adjacent to the room’s entrance. Hawkins began to sort the plastic cards by state. His heart raced knowing each one he touched bore the picture of the dead. The pictures looked to be of normal people—fathers, mothers, daughters, and even sons. They were people with history yet absent of a future. 

      His heart ached.

      As the cards were laid out like rows of old baseball cards, Hawkins began to rattle off their names. Some rolled off his tongue easier than others, but all of them caused the hair on the nape of his neck to stand.

      “Wilson?” a voice said in the room. “Wait, say that one again.”

      Hawkins looked back through and picked up the ID of a college-aged blond-haired girl with a Colorado address. “Julie Wilson…Julie Marie Wilson,” he said.

      A young, uniformed officer approached and took the ID from Hawkins. He stared at it briefly, muscles twitching—confirming his fear. “Google her address. You’ll find that it’s the governor’s mansion. I went to college with her at CU. Took her to a couple of movies. She loved horror,” the officer said as tears welled in his eyes.

      “Jesus,” Dollar replied. “Call the chief.”

      Hawkins and the young officer looked at each other, both internally praying that the governor’s daughter wasn’t lying dead in a vat of acid downstairs, but knew her chances of being found were slim and being found alive worse.
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        * * *

      

      Grace Young stood listening to the conversation, and time slowed like that of a leaking faucet, one drop of water, slowly every so often. She turned and left the room, walking down the hallway and out to the open platform overlooking the warehouse. Officer Strayer had been killed a few feet from where she stood, and his blood had dripped through the grated metal platform, staining the concrete below. 

      Her heart sank as she thought about the victims held in each catchment tank. But she wanted to vomit as she thought of the possibility of the governor’s daughter meeting her end inside a plastic coffin. 

      Grace looked out over the warehouse, the officers, the catchment tanks, and finally the missing piece to how to drain the tanks and collect the remains dawned on her. She needed to neutralize the acid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6- Varnum

          

        

      

    

    
      “How about that phone call?” Varnum asked. He had been arrested, in-processed, tased, passed out, sent to the med ward, ran his mouth, hit with a night stick, and finally housed in a cell with a cellmate who never shut his filthy mouth. 

      “You’re up next,” the guard replied. “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll come get you.”

      “What about mines call?” the cellmate mumbled as he sat on the toilet red faced and pushing. 

      Varnum looked over with internal hated for the man. He had been in the cell with him for at least twelve hours and already hated him.

      “Look, man, I’m just saying I ain’t got mines, that’s all.”

      The guard walked away, and John Varnum stood. He walked the couple of feet to the cell bars, placed each hand around a dirty yellow bar, and squeezed until the blood stopped flowing into his fingers, each one falling numb. 

      Varnum rotated toward his cellmate and hit him with every pound of body weight he could put behind his fist. He connected with the man’s jaw and a couple of teeth exploded from his dirty mouth as his body slumped to the floor like a wet towel. 

      Varnum smiled and turned back to the cell door. 

      A few moments later, the guard walked back. “John Varnum, your phone call is ready—” the heavy-set, corn-fed deputy said, slowly pausing as he noticed Varnum’s cellmate laying on the floor. “What the fuck happened to him?” 

      Varnum looked over his shoulder, bloody white teeth next to man on the floor, white jail pants pushed down to his ankles. “He said he had enough and jumped off his bunk headfirst into the toilet. Crazy fuck tried to kill himself, I guess.”

      “Why are his pants down?” the deputy asked. Internally, he knew what was happening, but the deputy could care less.

      “Mental problems. He was jerking off, too,” Varnum replied as he pushed his wrists through the metal slot and awaited handcuffing. 

      The deputy shook his head, placed cuffs on Varnum, and asked him to step back as the door opened wide. He took Varnum from the urine-stained cell and walked him to another room, where he was buzzed in. He took the cuffs off and told him to have a seat next to the phone. 

      The door shut behind the deputy, leaving John Varnum alone in an isolated room with only an old rotary phone hanging on the wall. The room was nearly soundproof, eerily quiet, but for the hint of the overhead vent.

      “Inmate, the phone is live, and you will have ten minutes to make your phone call,” a recorded voice echoed from a ceiling-mounted speaker. He looked up instinctively at where the voice came from and noticed a small camera watching him from the corner of the wall. He snidely picked up the phone and dialed. 
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        * * *

      

      Governor Daniel Wilson was deep into his third term governing the great state of Colorado. He was a well-respected man, with high poll numbers amongst all parties. He was two days removed from leading the state to a successful downturn in numbers—pertaining to a current outbreak variant of the plague known as the Red Death—and was sipping a glass of cold Jamison Irish Whiskey. He turned his head, watching the handset shake in its cradle as his house phone rang out. 

      The governor ignored the phone, allowing his hired help to tend to the unwanted interruption. He sipped his whiskey as the ice cubes touched his lip, and the phone suddenly stopped. He grabbed the bottle and poured another two fingers.

      “Hello, how may I direct your call?” 

      The caller hung up. 

      The phone danced on the desk for a second time as the governor continued to sip his whiskey. In the other room, he could hear his butler answer again. 

      The phone range for a third time. It danced on his maple desktop, no more than three feet in front of the governor. He slid his glass onto the desk. His butler could be seen in the hallway about to answer the annoyance yet again.

      “I’ll get it,” Governor Wilson said as he grabbed the rocking handset and put it to his ear. “Hello,” he said as he could hear a low breathing on the other end of the line.

      “Oh my, you can answer your own phone,” the voice said.

      “I sure can, and I can hang it up, too.”

      “Julie wouldn’t want you to do that, Governor. Trust me on that,” the voice said with a deviant laugh.

      Governor Wilson looked down at the caller ID—Mecklenburg Jail—and hung up. He was not amused, should have peeked at the caller ID before answering, and had more important things to do other than entertaining crazy inmates. 

      The phone rang again. 

      The governor picked it up and started yelling, “I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

      He was interrupted by the Mecklenburg chief of police. “Governor, I’m sorry to bother you,” he said. The governor quickly calmed his voice and now noticed the caller ID read Mecklenburg Police Department.

      “I’m sorry, I thought you were someone else.” He tried to implore to the chief. “How can I help you?”

      “Sir, I would like to come talk to you in person. My apologies for doing this over the phone, but time is of the essence.”

      The words arrived dark and haunting in his thoughts. Had the virus begun to spread again? Did the vaccine not work after all? His mind was racing. What could be wrong?

      “Chief,” he started but was quickly cut off.

      “Governor, do you know where your daughter Julie is right now?”

      His worst fears just crawled from the depths of Hell to the surface of his being. He dropped to his knees and looked to the ceiling. Please, God, don’t do this, he thought. He remained silent, unable to speak. He didn’t want to know what he was about to learn.

      “Sir, are you there?” Chief Paulson asked. 

      “Regrettably, I am. I don’t want to hear what you’re about to say, but I know I have to.”

      “I’ll take that as you don’t know where Julie is?” Chief Paulson asked. 

      “I don’t,” he said with stress oozing from his voice. 

      “Sir, my guys found her identification. Well, there’s no easy way to say this, but understand perspective. We found her ID, not her. Okay?”

      “I’m following you,” the governor replied.

      “We found her ID at the warehouse I briefed you about two days ago. At Doctor Varnum’s warehouse, in a box full of other identifications,” the chief explained.

      “Is she in”—his heart sank, mouth became pasty—“in one of those tanks?” He quivered as if his words trickled from his mouth, draining into a sewer of endless darkness. 

      “We don’t know, sir.”

      Governor Wilson’s hopes, dreams, and life had been shattered with one phone call and a handful of words. 

      He hung up and sat back in his leather desk chair. A lump in his throat choked him. His face was pale, and his heart ached. He looked at the family picture framed on his old oak desk. The pain was tangibly evil as he thought about his daughter chemically burning to death in a rainwater catchment tank. His eyes shed tears like a river as he noticed his gun cabinet against the wall. 

      The governor looked back at the family picture on his desk. His wife was long dead, and his only daughter Julie was all he had left. He loved her in a way that was unexplainable in words. Julie had been there for him when his wife died, when both of his parents died and during the hard days on the campaign trail. She was so young, he thought. Why, take her from me?

      He laid his head between his folded arms on his desk and cried. 

      The phone rang again. He ignored it, continuing to weep.

      The phone danced again on his desk.

      He looked over at the caller ID. It read Mecklenburg Jail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Varnum held the receiver to his ear and sat in his seat as his phone time was quickly evaporating. He smiled contently, knowing he was the cause of torment, that the moment he had spoken to the governor had planted a seed of curiosity in the man’s mind. He could hear himself breathing as his shirt collected his sweat. 

      The line picked up. Varnum could hear someone on the other side. “Julie, I said,” Varnum stated as the phone lines connected, “wouldn’t want you to hang the phone up again.”

      Governor Wilson unconsciously began to shake as his ears opened wide. He didn’t want to hear the words, but they filled his head like embalming fluid filled the dead. 

      “Tick tock, the clock will chime. Tick tock, does she have enough time?” Varnum said, tormenting the governor’s soul. 

      “Where is she?” he replied with a cracked voice. 

      “Time is a high commodity for your daughter, and she doesn’t have a lot of it left. Tick tock, tick tock, Governor.” He stopped talking long enough to let the man’s pain permeate for a second, then continued. “What do you have in trade?” 

      The governor was at a moral fork in the road of life. A minute ago, he believed his only daughter to be dead, snuffed out by a serial killer during a pandemic. But now, a chance has arisen. “How do I know she’s alive?” he responded to Varnum’s question with a question. 

      “Tick tock, Governor. We can banter back and forth all you’d like, but her time is dripping through the cracks of torment and can never be returned. Do you believe me, sir? That time, once gone, can never be recovered? Do you believe, in your very soul, that she’s alive? The answer lies with you, sir, not me.”

      Governor Wilson wasn’t new to being blackmailed, not at all. He could smell it coming from a mile away. He’d been in politics for what seemed like a lifetime. But what he did know was, in order to be blackmailed, each party had to have something the other one wanted. So, his mind boded well that his only daughter, Julie, was still alive. But, more so, the man on the other end of the line knew not of the lengths the governor was prepared to go to bring his daughter home alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7- The Sewer

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace Young could smell the panel van’s brakes from as far away as the warehouse’s rollup doors, which were now open, exposing some of the tanks to the sunlight. She motioned for the driver to back up to where she was standing.

      A beep signaled the truck’s rear motion as it came to a stop against the loading dock. The driver jumped out and from the ground unlatched his rear door, sending it skyward.

      “Thank you for the quick response,” Grace said to the man. He was sweating, wearing his hat backward, and holding a manifest in his hand.

      “No problem. Not sure why in hell you needed all the piping, but it’s here. I mean, fuck my life, right? Boss says jump, and that’s just what I do—jump,” the man said as he stepped up onto the loading dock and noticed the rain catchment tanks. “What the fuck is this place?” he said, peering inside.

      “It’s an active crime scene, and unless you’d like to spend your free time testifying in court to whatever it is you have seen, I’d suggest sitting back in your truck and minding your own business,” Grace said without hesitation. She had decades of experience handling all levels of looky-loos.

      The man’s eyes widened as his mouth closed. He hopped down, and as he walked back to the cab of the truck, Grace said, “I’ll let you know when we’re done unloading and then you can get back home to your family.”

      He said nothing as he climbed back in the cab and shut the door. 

      Grace gathered two other crime scene techs and a couple of uniformed officers, who were assisting with the crime scene search. They unloaded the truck quickly, and she gave the driver an all-clear to leave. He waved as he drove off, thinking to himself that Grace was a real bitch.
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        * * *

      

      Grace picked up a roll of polyethylene piping and began to unroll it. She straightened the black flexible piping out from the first white catchment tank to the four-inch floor drain in the center of the row the tanks were lined upon. 

      “Guys, in order to recover any remains, we have to drain each barrel. We know that the tanks hold sulfuric acid and that the acid was used to kill the victims. The only thing that particular acid can’t eat through is polyethylene plastic. So that’s why I have this special hose pipe and the black gloves. Why? Because they’re made of the same shit the tank’s made of. So…to keep us all safe, use the gloves. The pipe should attach cleanly to the drain nozzle protruding at the bottom of each tank,” Grace explained. “Everyone following so far?”

      The group all echoed, nodding their heads, “We gotcha.”

      “Good. Let’s see how well we can make it work. Once the acid is out, we can use the baking soda to neutralize any residual acid that will be attached to the remains,” she said. Her mind trickled with doubt, but she had no other means of collecting the dead. Her priority was to keep her people safe, but after that, it was to preserve the crime scene the best she could, to identify the victims, and to collect the evidence to convict the perpetrators.
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        * * *

      

      With help from another officer, Grace collected one end of the flexible piping to the first tank in a line of many. She had another officer dawn protective gear, remove the copper-plated grate covering the drain hole leading to the sewer, and insert the opposite end of the pipe. 

      “Pull your mask on and give me a thumbs-up when you’re ready,” she yelled to the officer holding the other end of the piping. 

      He dawned his mask, securing the pull tabs tightly, and pressure checked the seal. All was good, so he gave the thumbs-up. Everyone else stood back, and a medic was on standby outside near the command post. 

      Grace turned the drain nozzle open, and she could feel the rush of slushy liquids flooding the new pipe. She looked up as the level of black fluid lowered, giving way to the translucent white of the tank’s coarse outer skin. It also gave way to a large mass of hair clinging to the inside of the tank like an octopus. 

      “It’s flowing like spoiled milk,” the officer said as he held the pipe, fumes pushing back noticeably against his gas mask.  

      Grace looked back toward the officer, thinking this may actually work. That’s when the ghastly screams began. 

      A gut-wrenching scream traveled from the depths of the sewer, up the drainpipe, and split the eardrums of the officers working the scene. Even the officers on the second floor could hear the vile shrieks of a man in the throes of death. 
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        * * *

      

      Grace dropped to a knee and turned the handle, shutting off the valve. The flow of acid stopped as she stepped away from the tank, ripping off her mask. She opened her ears, and the screams pounded her senses with a hammer. 

      “Where’s that coming from?” an officer yelled across the warehouse. 

      Grace traced the piping to the open drain hole, twenty feet from the rollup doors. Every person inside the building froze as silence consumed the atmosphere. The officer holding the end of the pipe stood up. Acid dripped from the end, searing the concrete floor. 

      “Am I crazy, or is someone screaming from the sewer?” a voice said, breaking the momentary silence. 

      A moan drifted up from the drain and then another scream that felt like nails slowly scraping across a chalkboard.

      Detective Hawkins came running down the metal staircase, his footsteps echoing through the building like an aluminum bat hitting baseballs. He slowed his pace as he closed in on the now-gathered officers listening as a man screamed from within the drainpipe. 

      “IT’S BURNING ME ALIVE!!!” the voice screamed. “God please, help me!” he said as his words began to weaken. 

      Detective Hawkins grabbed three uniformed officers. “We have to get to him. Follow me,” he explained as he made his way outside to command. 

      Grace stepped up and began to speak into the drain. “We hear you,” she said, gagging. The odor of the man’s flesh eating away from his body drifted straight into her nostrils as she spoke. She nearly passed out.

       Grace started to speak again but stepped back and donned her gas mask instead. She took deep breaths to clear the smell of the man from her senses, then stepped back to the drain. “We have medics with us, and we are going to help you.”

      “Only death can save me now,” the man said.  

      The screaming continued, becoming less intelligible, echoing thoughts of pain and dread into the soul of anyone who heard them.
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, I need three gas masks,” Hawkins said.

      “I got mine, sir.”

      “Make it two,” Hawkins said as he slipped off his necktie. 

      He grabbed the masks, kept one for himself, and handed one to a young redheaded officer. He dropped the tie on the ground as he moved, the red nylon skipping off the ground like a dry leaf in the wind. “You guys heard the same things I did. Let’s go help this guy,” Hawkins said as he thought about how to get into the sewer system. He knew the drain was toward the rear of the warehouse, so the closest access would be out back. 

      “Hey, Captain, you seen any manhole covers?” he yelled across the parking lot. 

      The captain looked puzzled. “Did you say—” He paused and out of the corner of his eye noticed a cast iron gutter set into the curbing. “Over there.” He pointed. “There’s a gutter drain.”

      Hawkins lifted his head in thanks and ran over. There was a cast iron grate three feet by two feet lying on top of an access pipe leading to the sewer. He bent down and tried to lift the grating, but the massive weight shut him down. 

      “Shhh, listen,” the redheaded officer said. 

      Hawkins diverted his eyes to the officer and read the kid’s silver-plated name tag: Veith. Great name for a ginger, he thought. His brow raised as his ears began to hear the faint moan of a man. “We’re on the right track. Let’s get this grate up.”

      A patrol car backed up toward them, hooked a chain to the grate, and then used the car to pull the heavy iron free from its bindings. 

      The sun was low in the sky and within a half hour would rest for the night. Hawkins clicked on his flashlight and investigated the now-accessible drain hole. He could see the drop was about three to five feet to the bottom, with a small three- to four-foot diameter pipe leading back toward the warehouse. 

      “There’s got to be a better way inside,” the second officer said, sweat rolling down his chin.

      “Put your mask on, grab your light, and follow me. Give me about a two-second start before you guys come. If you look at the parking lot and layout of the road—in relations to that drain we dumped acid into—and where I think the screams were coming from, I’m going to bet it’s just a short crawl through the pipe,” he pointed down in the open drain pit, “until it opens up into a larger culvert drain.” He smiled. “I’m sure, as a child, ole red here played in a lot of sewers like this.” 

      The officers laughed. A little levity before confronting fear of the unknown never hurt anyone.

      Hawkins finally got a look at the other officer’s name tag just before he crawled into the darkness. Kiefer, what a weird name. He had never seen either officer before, but with the department’s turnover rate, he stopped asking names long ago.
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins lowered himself into the sewer and turned to illuminate the pipe. He took a breath and noticed he could smell the caustic stench of sulfur and rotten meat. He pulled the gas mask from its carrier, spit the taste from his mouth, and affixed the rubber mask against his face. Checking the seals, he could no longer smell the repugnant odor, so he pulled himself into the tight concrete tube and began to crawl, slowly moving forward, toward the unknown.

      Officer Veith watched as Hawkins disappeared into the darkness and then sat on the edge of the pit. He began to think wildly and play the what-if games all cops tended to do, when they foresaw a deadly situation. What if the suspect runs? What if shots are fired? What if someone is shot? What if, what if, what if! But in this situation, Veith’s claustrophobia had him thinking, What if the pipe collapsed on him? What if he’s stuck and dies down there as the man screams in pain? What if the man who’s screaming is really a demon or a shape-shifting fucking clown that lives in the sewer? 

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Kiefer said, patting Veith on the shoulder.  

      With his gas mask on, Veith slumped down into the pit, flashlight in hand, and began to inch his way into what his mind perceived to be a concrete coffin. Within a few seconds, Veith disappeared, and Kiefer jumped down into the drain pit. 
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        * * *

      

      Grace kneeled by the drain inside the warehouse. She could hear a gurgling travel up the pipe as the sounds of rapid breathing followed. “My friends are coming to help you. Just hold on,” she said with a muffled plastic voice. Her gas mask was tight to her face, but she paid it no worry. She looked back at the piping that led to the tank. She had drained the acid into the hole, and a thought flashed across her mind. She may have killed the man in the sewer, just like Doctor Varnum killed everyone floating in the warehouse tanks.

      She shuddered at the thought and began to hyperventilate. Her hand shook as she walked away and pushed her mask high on her head. She stared at the green-and-white tanks, and the room began to tilt, as if she were inside of a circus fun house. Her heart raced and her breathing followed.

      Her stomach spasmed and retched bile all over the floor. She reached into her pants pocket, as her hand continued to shake, and pulled out a pill. She slipped it into her mouth, moving it to her cheek with her tongue, and when she felt the capsule’s casing, she thought of the green-and-white tanks of decomposing bodies. She bit down, grinding her molars on the pill, sucking down the powder inside as she finally passed out.  
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins was not your average detective. He kept himself physically fit and morally strong. He worked out daily and was a voracious reader, but he never turned down a dessert, and his body, while strong, was slow to move through the ever-tightening concrete tube.

      A few feet in and the coarse concrete had eaten away at his knees. A little trail of blood was beginning to form as he crawled. With every few inches he moved; his knees would stamp the pipe with smears of crimson gore. 

      Hawkins could hear water dripping ahead of him, giving hope that the pipe would finally open into a culvert. But he also heard the men crawling behind him and a painful moan echoing throughout confined walls of the pipe. His flashlight was the only thing occupying the madness that bounded inside of his head.

      Hawkins pushed forward.
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        * * *

      

      Veith’s hands uncontrollably shook, bouncing the beam of his flashlight off Hawkins’ dress shoes. He was a few feet behind the detective, but his mind told him he was slowing down. What if the concrete pipe collapsed? His mind raced. He closed his eyes and began to take in deep, calming breaths. 
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins pulled himself forward, pointing his flashlight into what looked like a concrete room. Reaching out, he grabbed the end of the pipe, curled his fingers under the lip, and pulled his head into the opening. 

      He lifted his flashlight to the ceiling, allowing the ambient light of the beam to flood the chamber. His eyes widened behind the rubber gas mask as he noticed a bubbling trail of liquid and an unconscious man lying underneath him. The man was dirty, pale, and the majority of his blood appeared to be pooling within the trail of acid. 

      “Hey, man, can you hear me?” Hawkins called out. He pulled himself further into the open but quickly realized the man was not only below him, but how he was positioned made him look like an island all alone in the center of an acid river.

      The man moaned yet remained still as a statue, as if he were frozen in time.   

      Hawkins stopped his forward movement and balanced his weight on his hands. He knew the man needed his help, but he was unable to turnaround and exit the pipe feet first. He had to come out headfirst, and the longer it took him, the more the acid was eating away at the man. 

      Detective Hawkins swiftly rolled to his back and again began to inch out into the opening. But this time he faced up toward the ceiling of the chamber, spotting a piece of rebar protruding from the concrete wall just above the lip of the pipe. He moved slowly until his waistline and his feet—while still inside of the concrete pipe—held his weight as he used his core muscles to sit up; reaching out, he grabbed the rebar and in one cat-like motion, pulled his body into the chamber, and jumped down, away from the liquids. 
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        * * *

      

      Officer Veith felt a rush of air fill the concrete pipe, and the body he knew to be in front of him as Detective Hawkins disappeared. He ripped his mask off as his heart raced, and he began to hyperventilate. His mind was distorting what his eyes could not see. He panicked. 

      “They took him,” he screamed as his sweat-soaked hair brushed the curved, coarse wall. 

      “Just breathe,” a voice said behind him.

      His eyes momentarily bulged with fear, until he remembered his partner Kiefer was in the pipe, near his feat.

      “Breathe, and count to five,” Kiefer said.

      Veith closed his eyes and breathed, gritting his teeth as his head was buried in his arms.

      “Out loud, count to five. Do it, and when you get to five, I want you to start over. And keep counting repeatedly, until I tell you to stop.”

      “One, two, three, four, five,” he counted and then started again.

      “Good, now lock your knees,” Kiefer added.

      This time as he counted, Veith locked his knees. At the count of five, Kiefer pushed Veith forward by his feet. 

      Each time the number five was uttered, Kiefer inched both men forward. He pushed with one hand as he clawed at the walls with his other hand. His hands began to bleed, and Kiefer’s boots were leaving deep gouges in the floor of the pipe as he moved the men forward. 
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins stood inside the chamber, flashlight in hand, illuminating what his eyes never thought possible. He was looking at not only a severely injured man, but a man who obviously lived underground in that large open chamber of the sewer.

      The man was homeless, surrounded by broken furniture, old clothing, dead beer cans, and a hammock that had been damaged, when the acid fell from the interior drainpipe on top of—what must have been—the sleeping man.

       Hawkins took his shirt off and wrapped it around his right hand. He slowly stepped around the dirt- and sand-covered concrete floor and took hold of the man. He pulled him away from the pool of red bubbling liquid and then used old clothing to wipe the man’s exposed skin. 

      Hawkins moved the man, and he screamed in pain as flesh peeled from his arms like a carrot. 

      “No! Just kill me,” the man begged. 

      Hawkins dropped the man’s arm and stood up, moving with nervous energy, not knowing exactly what to do for him. He heard the scratching and scraping of a body nearing the end of the pipe, shining his flashlight in the direction, and noticed a bushy pile of red hair poking out. He twisted his head in amusement before it registered in his mind that it was simply Officer Veith. 

      Hawkins placed the flashlight in his mouth as he stepped around the pool of acid and reached into the pipe, grabbing Veith by his hand. At first, the transfixed officer slapped it away screaming but quickly realized it wasn’t an alien, just the detective lending him a hand.

      “Watch the pool of acid—underneath the pipe,” Hawkins said, his voice muffled since he was still wearing his gas mask. 

      Veith nodded. Lifting his mask, he threw up in his mouth as the acidic fumes burned his eyes. He spit the nauseous goo across the ground, clearing his mouth completely. “One, two, three, four, fucking five!” he said as he put his gas mask back on. 
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins helped Veith and Kiefer from the pipe, making sure to avoid the liquid trail of sulfuric acid and decomposition. His eyes ached with the vision of gore, while his stomach turned at the feeling of the man’s flesh peeling.

      The three of them stood around the homeless man, their movements echoing off the chamber walls as if deep inside a cave. Hawkins grabbed the man’s sleeping bag and laid it next to him. With the help of Officer Kiefer, they slid the man’s body into the bag as he moaned before finally blacking out.

      “If this guy was living down here, there’s got to be an easier way in and out,” Kiefer said. 

      “No shit,” Hawkins replied. “And we’re going to find it. No way we can go back the way we came.”

      “My phone has no service down here. Neither does my radio,” Veith added. 

      A soft voice could be heard floating above them. The men looked up, and Hawkins stepped back toward the homeless man’s sleeping area. Above the destroyed hammock, he could see a hole in the corner of the ceiling. It was a pipe, a small pipe that crime scene technician Grace Young’s voice was emitting from. 

      Hawkins lifted his gas mask as he faced the drain hole and yelled up, “Grace, can you hear me? We found him!”

      A moment later, an answer returned, and Hawkins could plainly hear Grace responding through the drainpipe. 

      “I hear you; I hear you loud and clear,” Grace replied. She nodded at the officers around her and cracked a smile. 

      Hawkins pulled his mask back over his face and gagged briefly. He stepped back, staring at the chamber’s ceiling. There were other larger pipes that ended in that same room, but only two at ground level, one on the opposite ends of the room, neither one with any source of light that would lead them to the outside. 

      Kiefer pointed to the ground-level pipe, where the acid was flowing toward. “The flow goes that way. If it were a creek, I’d follow it to sunlight,” he said. 

      Hawkins listened as he imagined exactly where the warehouse was over top of them and the relationship to the wood line he had seen before crawling into the chamber. His senses were in tuned and had never failed him before. “Help me get this guy up and let’s get the hell out of here,” Hawkins said, grabbing the piece of rope he had fastened around the man’s ankles. “Kiefer’s right. Let’s follow the flow of the damn acid. Just don’t step in it, for Christ’s sake.” 

      Between the three of them, they hoisted the unknown homeless man up and were able to spread his body weight over their shoulders as they steadfastly but cautiously took a chance and walked into another unknown pipe. But this time, the pipe was large enough they could stand up as they walked the curved concrete, just above the slow trickling acid-gray water and crimson goo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8- Let’s Talk

          

        

      

    

    
      An unseen guard from an unknown location pressed a button, buzzing open the holding cell door. John Varnum sat on a stainless-steel bench, head down with a content grin spread across his face. He knew why he had been moved from his cell to this one. He knew what was about to take place, and it was all by design. Whether it was by his desire or the governor’s, he knew the game was about to begin. 

      “Step forward,” the guard said. This one was actually in shape and looked the part with his pants legs tucked into his highly shined black boots. “Hands together, and push them outward toward me,” he said. Like a magician, the guard moved quickly—John blinked, and the metal clicked into place, binding his wrists. 

      The guard said nothing else but rather stepped aside, and when John walked forward, he knew what the man wanted. He turned, and the belly chain wrapped around his waist and the guard secured it to the cuffs, locking it behind John’s back with a small lock. 

      The addition of the belly chain had become a mundane necessity. 

      The guard pointed forward, and John began to walk the cream-colored cinderblock hallway. It was aged and had nothing on the walls. Nothing, other than dirt and on one small section smeared feces. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum walked down the corridor as fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. He strained his neck to look up at the flickering tubes, creating an ache deep within his soul as the sound reminded him of grinding bone into powder.

      “Keep walking, end of the hallway, stop at the door,” the guard said. 

      Varnum thought about what he would say when he saw him. Will he make a deal with me? he thought. Or will his political nature be too much for him to overcome?

      The guard lightly held his arm as he stopped Varnum in front of the metal-and-soundproof-glass door. He nodded up at the camera watching from the corner of the ceiling. A moment later, again an unseen guard pressed a button and the door slid open with a metal crunch while a buzzer rang out. 

      “A little dramatic, don’t you think?” Varnum asked rhetorically. 

      The guard ignored him and simply held his arm while gently nudging Varnum through the security door. 

      A moment later, Varnum heard the booming echo of the metal security door slamming behind him. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Varnum sat in a new room, one he had never seen. It was painted the same dirty color as in the hallway corridors, minus the random hand smears of feces. His throat was wet as he salivated for the interview he knew was forthcoming. He loved to match wits with people of different backgrounds, but going toe to toe with a homicide detective would border on sexually satisfying.

      He sat patiently at the wooden table, hands still bound and secured to the belly chain digging into his hip bones. He was used to the stainless-steel furniture of his cell, much like the toilet and bunk his roommate “attempted suicide from.”

      Varnum sat with his back to the wall and facing a windowless metal yellow door. The floor’s shine was dull and reminded him of the stubble growing on top of his head. For years, his morning routine was to shave his head in the shower, but not here. To the system, he was simply a number in a line of numbers. At the end of the day, he was a figure on a stat sheet and had become insignificant to everyone—everyone except for Colorado Governor Daniel Wilson.  
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        * * *

      

      A shadow interrupted the steady light from under the holding room’s door that Varnum had been staring at. At first the shadow moved from his right to left, but now the shadow appeared stationary in front of the door. He smiled, knowing it was time to talk. 

      The door cracked open, and light poured in, followed by a man in an oxford suit with a blue necktie and black loafers. Varnum smiled, until the man’s face came into focus. 

      “You may not know me, sir, but you’re about to,” the man said as he pulled a chair in the room behind him. The legs of the chair dragging across the dull floor, grinding a sound that could only be akin to a set of pitchfork teeth scraping across concrete. 

      Varnum had always judged a book by its cover, and as he assessed the man, he was reconsidering what was to come out of his mouth inside that room. Varnum’s mind was set to chat with the governor, making a deal for his freedom, but now with the presence of this man—that he could only assume to be a federal agent—he realized the game he was playing was not going to be as quick and easy as he first perceived. 

      The man turned the chair toward the table, sat down in it, and crossed his legs. The door shut with a thundering boom as the man retrieved a hard pack of Marlboro Reds. 

      Varnum said nothing. Neither did the man. They both simply stared at the box of cigarettes as the man tore off the cellophane wrapper and began to pack the box against the palm of his free hand. 

      It had been a few days since John Varnum had even held a cigarette, let alone smoked one. His mouth watered as his forehead began to sweat. He could feel the cuffs tightening against his wrists as his breathing deepened, and all his mind could think of was one last smoke.

      The man retrieved a Zippo and slapped it down on the metal table, echoing the dreaded sound throughout the room. 

      Varnum took a breath, composing his thoughts. “Do you think I’m impressed?” he asked. 

      The man smiled, knowing he had been biding his time and simply waiting for Varnum to speak first. The game had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9- Worm

          

        

      

    

    
      Hawkins’ flashlight began to fade as the three men walked in the sewer. The draining water had subsided; the concrete pipe was now dry, and all they could hear was the guttural screams of the man whom they carried.

      “Take my light,” Kiefer said as he handed it to Hawkins. 

      A coarse hand that felt like aged leather reached back and took the light. With a click of the switch, a beam of light bounced around the pipe, and the men could see a T-intersection up ahead. 

      “I need a break for a couple, guys,” Officer Veith said and fell to a knee, unbalancing the homeless man, dropping him to the concrete with a sloppy thud. 

      “Mother fucker,” Hawkins yelled, “we’re trying to save the man, not kill him.”

      The man was motionless inside of the sleeping bag. Kiefer turned and unpacked the man’s face. He leaned toward him and could feel a gaunt breath against his cheek. “He’s alive, just knocked out.”

      Veith dropped his head in pain and sorrow as he pulled his mask off. He took deep breaths and cried. They were far enough away from the chamber that they all removed their masks and took a moment to gather themselves. The sulfur smell was all but totally gone, and the officers were exhausted. 

      “Ya’ll take a breather. I’m going to peek around the corner of the intersection,” Hawkins explained and stepped off, flashlight in hand. 

      Veith and Kiefer sat with their backs against the curvature of the pipe as darkness set in. Veith’s heart rate rose as he fumbled to retrieve his flashlight from his back pocket. He twisted the light around in his hand and dropped it to the concrete. Kiefer snatched it up and with his other hand grabbed his friend’s hand. “We’re almost done. Just breathe,” he said softly, trying to calm Veith.

      His hand was clammy, and Kiefer could feel Veith’s rapid pulse at his wrist, but he stopped shaking as Kiefer spoke again. “We’re almost—” 

      A beam of light pointed at the men from the intersection of concrete piping Hawkins had walked to. “I have daylight, you bastards,” Hawkins yelled back with glee as he shuffled back to the men. “Pick him up, make a left down there, and we are a short pass away from a touchdown. Let’s go, boys!”

      Hawkins took lead again, hoisting his share of the homeless man’s body weight onto his shoulder, and the others followed suit. 

      They moved quickly, turning left, and within a minute of walking, one at a time, they felt the warm rays of sunshine against their skin.

      The pipe emptied out into a patch of woods no more than a hundred yards from the rear parking lot of the warehouse. 

      With a clear radio signal, Kiefer transmitted, “Headquarters, we have a burn victim. Get us medics to the far side of the warehouse parking lot, near the tree line.” 

      The men slowly climbed out of the gully the culvert drained into and while on flatter ground laid the homeless man down as Kiefer continued to instruct dispatch how to find them. 
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        * * *

      

      The man was breathing on his own, but his vitals were low and his heart rate thready as the ambulance rushed him to the Mecklenburg Trauma Center. Red lights flashed as the siren bounced off the buildings that lined Route 3 and the paramedics working the unknown man raced time to save him.
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        * * *

      

      Officer Kiefer pulled up to the hospital, right behind the ambulance. He stepped from his patrol car, wiping the mustard from the side of his mouth as he had scarfed down a sandwich during the trip. 

      He paused in front of his car, allowing another ambulance to pass by, and then hurried to the opening emergency room doors the homeless man was being wheeled through. A rush of air beat down on him as he entered the hospital; nodding to a security guard by the door, he continued to his right, following the paramedics into a trauma room.

      A team of medical personnel covered in gowns, face masks, and clear lens glasses immediately began to treat the man as transfer of patient care was established. 

      Officer Kiefer stood silently in the background, listening intently for anything that would be useful. And then he heard the only thing he could use. 

      A nurse had leaned over the man’s mouth as he whispered into her ear. His lips moved slowly, but Kiefer could almost make out the words. The nurse raised up and said, “His name is Worm.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10- The First Interview

          

        

      

    

    
      The room was silent, felt like a coffin large enough for a small family, and dripped with a painfully thin air. 

      “If you want my story,” Varnum began but chose his words cautiously, “you’re going to have to ask nicely.”

      The man said nothing. He just listened.

      Varnum sat back, staring at the man, wondering how long it would be until the governor came.

      The man opened the top of the box, ripping out the thin protective layer of aluminum foil, and pulled out two cigarettes. He laid one on the table in front of himself while placing the other one between his lips. With an over-exaggerated movement, the man picked up his Zippo and torched his cigarette, inhaling smoke deep into his lungs. 

      Varnum grit his teeth and smiled. He knew he was being made to suffer, or at least the man thought he was making Varnum suffer. 

      “It’s simple, John,” the man said as he exhaled smoke across the table, engulfing Varnum’s face. “Start from the beginning.”

      The door opened, again blinding Varnum with light. A guard walked in and within a few seconds took the belly chain and handcuffs off of the doctor. He left on the leg irons that were also attached to an anchor point in the cement below the table. 

      Varnum smiled, rubbing his wrists where the cuffs had been, and the door slammed shut, leaving Varnum and the man alone. 

      The man took another drag from his cigarette and then offered it over to Varnum. With little hesitation, Varnum took the smoking cigarette, and as he positioned it between his fingers, he lifted it to his mouth while also flicking the used ashes into the air. 

      The man retrieved the stationary cigarette from the table and lit it. They both inhaled their Marlboros, and the man pushed the box over to Varnum and said, “I’m all ears.”

      Varnum inhales the nicotine, exhaling the smoke into the air above him, pausing to make a couple of smoke rings.

      Varnum knew what the man wanted, why he was there. He had yet to be read his rights or even taken to see a magistrate to be officially charged. His phone call had derailed his path, as he intended it to. But where was the governor? Why send this man in his stead? There was only one way to find out, so Varnum flicked his dead, used cigarette into the corner of the room and picked up the box of Marlboros. 

      “So you say,” Varnum said as he retrieved another smoke, placing it in his mouth and motioning the man to hand him the Zippo. 

      Without a momentary thought, the man slid the lighter across the table, as if the two men were in a basement poker game. 

      Varnum caught the brass Zippo as it slid off the metal table, clanking a metallic sound. He rolled the striker, igniting a beautifully orange flame that danced as he lit his tobacco addiction. He slapped the lid closed and slid the Zippo back over to the man, as if doing so suggested that the man could trust him and what he was about to say. 
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        * * *

      

      The man took a small envelope from his inside jacket pocket and laid it on the table in front of him. Varnum’s eyes raised noticeably with curiosity, and his hands started to slide toward it. But the man shook his head. So Varnum pulled his hands back across the cold of the smooth wooden table and waited. He took a drag of his Marlboro and glared at the stranger. 

      “Again, I’m all ears,” the man said without emotion, his eyes staring through Varnum. 

      “The first time I killed. Is that what you want to hear? You want to know about that little boy? I hope the cameras are rolling, so you can learn a lesson or two. I mean, it’s been over thirty years, and you couldn’t catch me. No one could. You guys couldn’t even find the little shit so his parents could put him in a proper grave. Now, could you?”
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        * * *

      

      Halloween 1979

      

      “John, don’t go off too far, and stay off the trails,” his mother said. John Varnum hated his mom. She never amounted to anything, drank too much, and when she really tied one on, she would touch him in a way he never spoke about. 

      It was Halloween, and John Varnum had meticulously mapped out the houses that gave out the most and best candies. He especially planned to hit up Mr. Stiltner’s house multiple times, as he gave out full-size Snickers bars and homemade candy apples. 

      John ran off, alone as usual. He was wearing a red plastic Superman costume, with a matching mask, that affixed over his head with a small elastic band. He carried a child-sized pillowcase, one he pulled off his own stained pillow and used it to collect his night’s bounty. 

      A smokey wood fire drifted in the air as he began his night-filled journey. One house at a time, John knocked on the door and gathered well-earned candy. He had plotted and planned this night, all year long. He had dreamed of it. Alone, going door to door, trick or treating. He would gather enough candy to last him most of the year and then some. Varnum knew Halloween was his night, the night he looked forward to 365 days out of the year. 

      Kids were running up and down the sidewalks as the dull yellow hue of the streetlights sporadically illuminated the concrete. John ran past a group of kids, and in the intermittent lighting, he ran full speed into the back of a kid dressed as a ghost. 

      John skidded to a stop, rolling on the ground, coming to a final rest flat on his back. He looked up to a mask of a Raggedy Ann. Blinking his eyes, as his mind swirled with a dizzy feeling, little ten-year-old John Varnum rolled over to his knees. 

      He took slow, labored breaths as he tried to regain his senses. That’s when Gregory kicked him in the face, breaking his plastic mask—forcing the broken pieces into his skin, like a knife cutting a soft peach. 

      “That’s for being a flippin’ weirdo,” Gregory said. He was two years older and had hated John all his life. Gregory was a sort of pack leader of the kids that lived in the neighborhood, and what he said went without question. 

      John lay on his back again, gawking up at the sky when the mask of a clown peered down at him. He was bleeding from his mouth. His mask was embedded in his face, and John was becoming angry. 

      Gregory held up John’s pillowcase full of candy, the candy he had fought for all night long, the candy he had looked forward to collecting all year, and said, “This is mine now. Go back home to your drunk mom—I’m sure she’s looking for ya.” Then he walked away, leaving John to bleed on the sidewalk. 

      The kids scampered off as John rolled to his side and watched. He gathered his breath as his anger and hatred consumed him. He spit a tooth out as he gawked at the back of Gregory’s brightly colored clown costume.

      John pushed himself up on all fours, his neck straining to see where Gregory went. The night was getting old and most houses at this point had turned their porch lights off. He knew Gregory would be headed home and wondered if he’d take his usual short cut through the north-side trails?

      John stood up, staggering left and right as the swimming inside of his head subsided. He started to walk in the same direction Gregory had been going when, up ahead, he caught sight of the bright blue, red, and orange clown suit. 

      Gregory had passed the entrance to the trail but had stopped at a house a few doors down. 

      John stopped on the sidewalk and decided. He turned left on the trail and began to creep into the darkness of the woods. 

      Gregory took the last bit of candy from the house, and the owners turned off their porch light as he left. He looked around, noticing his friends had left him, knowing he was well past his curfew. Gregory hoisted Varnum’s pillowcase full of candy over his shoulder and turned toward the trails. 

      He unwrapped a twin pack of Mallow cups, throwing the trash on the dirt entrance to the trail. Satisfied with his night’s antics, Gregory walked the dark trail without a care in the world. The trail cut through the woods behind Mecklenburg High School, and this time of year, the cool night breeze pushed tree branches together like eerie wind chimes. 

      Gregory retrieved a Snickers bar, tossing the wrapper on the ground as he walked. That’s when he noticed, up ahead on the crest of the hill, in the only opening the treetops allowed the moon light to shine through, was the outline of a person. Just standing on the trail. 

      He kept moving forward, not giving the dark figure a second thought. But as he came closer, he realized the figure was of a child about his height. With his plastic clown mask pushed up on top of his head, Gregory kept walking.

      The figure moved, and Gregory felt the impact of a rock hitting his chest. “What the hell?” he said as the pain of the impact shot through to his arm. “You little faggot breath—” 

      John Varnum shut Gregory’s mouth with a well-placed rock. Blood poured from the boy’s face as he fell to his knees in pain, dropping the pillowcase of candy in the dirt. 

      John bent down and picked up an old, discarded brick—remnants of a decade’s dead farmhouse that hadn’t stood on that land for generations. He slowly walked over to Gregory as the boy screamed in pain. 

      Blood gushed between Gregory’s fingers as John stood above the kneeling boy. “I’m going to tell my dad,” Gregory cried out.

      John could see a white tooth laying on the ground in front of the boy, glistening in the moonlight. The boy’s eyes widened as he noticed the brick in John’s hand. “You’ll never know the taste of tomorrow,” John said calmly as he gripped the brick tightly and smacked Gregory in the face with it. 

      The boy slumped over, half conscious, trying to scream as he gurgled, his throat full of blood. His vision narrowed as John dropped to his knees on top of Gregory. 

      John peered into the boy’s frightened eyes and drove the brick into his face. He hit Gregory with the goo-soaked rough brick until the boy stopped moving. John stood. He peered over top of what he had done and then witnessed a vapor leave the boy’s body. It looked like a small white cloud, like a man’s breath rising in the air of a cold morning. That was the first time John Varnum experienced the soul leaving his victim’s body, and it intrigued him. 

      John bent over the boy, picked up the clown mask from next to him, brushed off the dirt, and gently placed the thin elastic strap over what was left of Gregory’s head. He simply slid the plastic clown mask over the hole that had been the boy’s face and left.
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        * * *

      

      Present Day

      

      The man’s face never changed. He intently listened to Varnum’s recount of killing Gregory Matthews and simply tapped the white envelope that laid on the table in front of him.

      “I bet you’d like to know where that boy is? I mean, I was ten years old. How did I get away with it? The problem is, sir, I’m fucking smart, but you’re sitting there judging me and wondering where I went wrong. Why did I start killing? You have a lot of questions, but the only question I have is simple. Where’s the governor?” Varnum said, leaning back in his chair, arms folded across his chest. 

      The man ignored Varnum’s questions. “How about you start with telling me where the boy’s body can be found?” the man asked.

      John said nothing. He was still feeling the man out and wasn’t sure which chess piece to move. He wondered if telling the man would help his cause? Would it give him credit for when he played the governor card? Would good faith buy him freedom?

      He stared at the white envelope. It was larger than a standard letter, but not large by any means, maybe 5x7? He noticed no writing on the outside but began wondering why it sat there, and what was hidden within it.

      Varnum thought about asking for a phone call but knew legally, if he began to talk about an attorney, or ask for one, the man would simply end the interview and leave. That wouldn’t do, Varnum thought. He had to play his card with the governor; he had planted the seed with the phone call and now he just needed to buy his time until the man running the great state of Colorado was sitting in front of him. 

      “The boy’s family put flyers out, and I remember my mom bringing home a carton of milk with the little shit’s face plastered on the back of it,” Varnum began. “See, you’re going to place a label on me—‘He’s crazy, must be insane to do what he did.’ But the truth is, sir, we all have evil inside of us. I just chose to wake mine up and let it come out to play.”

      The man said nothing, just sat and listened, his face stoic. 

      Varnum naturally assumed the man wanted to know where the governor’s daughter was, but he wasn’t going to give it to him. Not until he played his card. “Did you know I grew up near Hayden Lake?” Varnum asked directly, in a tactical move to force the man to speak. 

      “I did,” the man said but added nothing more. He just sat and listened. 

      John did not like the fact the man was short with him, avoiding interacting how he wanted him to. He paused and decided that giving the man little Gregory Matthews would be a token of good faith, allowing him to play the game until the governor arrived. 
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        * * *

      

      “Hawkins, we got a line on a body,” Captain Sanders said. 

      Hawkins pulled his cellphone away from his face and stared at the caller ID, “Hey, Captain, I’m sure you know this, but I’m deep inside the warehouse with crime scene—”

      “I do, but listen to me for just a moment. John Varnum is talking…and I need you and your asshole partner to turn the warehouse over to the other detective. They can finish that scene,” Captain Sanders explained. “I need you guys to head out to Hayden Lake.” 

      Hawkins knew it must be important for him to be pulled off the warehouse. “What’s out at the lake?” 

      “Varnum’s first victim,” Sanders said, choking back emotion. “The missing flyer over on my desk, I know you’ve seen it.”

      “Every time Dollar gets us hauled into your office, I see it. It’s the faded one, with the little boy on it. Don’t fucking tell me—” Hawkins said, closing his eyes.

      With tears welling up, Sanders replied, “Gregory Matthews, he was Varnum’s first victim.” A brief and haunting silence fell over the phone. “I’ll meet you guys out there, near Clark’s Point and East Haden Lake Drive. We will link up with a team from the fugitive task force and K-9. We are going to go find what’s left of Gregory.”
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        * * *

      

      Dollar backed his patrol car up, making a multi-point turn around, as he maneuvered away from the patrol cars engulfing every inch of parking near the warehouse. “Fucking cops park like shit,” he said. 

      Hawkins rolled his eyes. “Tipton Dollar, can you get on par here and back the saltiness down? Just bring it on back and stop being so damn negative.” 

      “Don’t call me that. For fuck’s sake, you know I don’t like that name,” Dollar replied. He shook his head and pulled away from Industrial Avenue, headed northeast toward Hayden Lake. 

      “Man, I told you what the captain said. Can’t you at least get excited that we may actually go find this kid’s body and give his family some final peace of mind?” Hawkins said as he navigated from the passenger seat. “You’re saltier than McKinney! You got to fix that shit.”

      Dollar fell quiet. He knew his partner was right, but he was burned out, his wife hated him, and his kids no longer spoke to him. His life was in the job, but he hated the job. Too many years and too many bodies. His mind was broken; some days he hid it well and played the game, but most days he didn’t even try.

      “Look, I know you want a crack at interviewing Varnum, and we will get that chance. But right now, we have a golden opportunity to recover a kid that’s been missing since Halloween night, 1979,” Hawkins said.

      “I know I’m salty. Shit. I mean, you would be too if you were in my shoes,” Dollar explained as he reflected on the way command treated him over his last shooting. “I’m sorry, I’ve been a dick.” 

      Hawkins was used to Dollar, and frankly he was the only other detective working homicide that could stand him. “It isn’t every day you can find a kid missing for over three decades, now, is it?” he asked.

      “It’s not, man. I’ll play nice,” Dollar said as if a weight had been lifted off his chest. “Just stop calling me Tipton.”
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        * * *

      

      Turning onto East Haden Lake Drive, Captain Sanders viewed house after house, outside of his passenger window, but the massive lake was the captivating view from the driver’s side. The road followed the natural shoreline most of the way around the lake. 

      He rolled his window down, smelling the crisp wind pushing across the water. It was soothing on a day that was turning out to be heartbreakingly bittersweet. 

      His car radio was silent as his mind focused on the task at hand. He slowed the car around the last bend, knowing his turn was up ahead. The sun glared off the hood of his unmarked patrol car, and when it passed, Captain Sanders could see the task force he assembled waiting on him. 
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins stepped forward to the makeshift command center. The officers were using the hood of a patrol car as a table to read a map of the area. 

      Captain Sanders threw a quick nod at Detectives Hawkins and Dollar as he stepped up to the map. He was overall in charge, but grid searching wasn’t his specialty, so he deferred the tactics to Detective Carbonaro with the fugitive task force. The detective was an expert in tracking wanted fugitives, and Sanders hoped his skillset would come in handy locating Gregory Matthews.

      “Guys, the information we have is pretty exact, but understand a couple factors. One, the killing did not occur near this lake. This is just where the body is located. And two, we have no idea the story of how the body got here after the killing. The suspect won’t give up those details,” Carbonaro said. 

      “We copy,” the group said softly, some simply nodding.

      “What he has told us is that the boy was dropped into a well on this side of the lake, somewhere within a quarter mile of Clark’s Point.” Carbonaro pointed on the map, circling an area. “Here and here I noticed wells, but keep in mind this kid was killed in 1979, so the topography will have changed.”

      “Carb, if you don’t mind, the wind is pushing off the water and a little to the northeast. Let’s start up north, here,” Officer Leggett said, pointing to an area on the map. He was an expert in utilizing his cadaver dog to locate the dead. “I’ll work my dog into the wind and that will help with the odor. Plus, it rained last night, so that ground water is going to push the smell of death, or any remains, through the soil to where my dog can source the odor. The odor of the dead will float on the ground water, all the way to the surface.”
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        * * *

      

      The officers moved out, north of Clark’s Point. They positioned themselves with the wind, in a large open field—where a well had been plotted on their map. Detectives Carbonaro, Hawkins, Dollar, Captain Sanders, and a handful of other officers from the fugitive task force spread out along a large line, spanning through the grass field, into the woods. 

      Officer Leggett took a knee in front of the line, facing his dog. He rubbed the dog’s head and said, “It’s time, boy. Do your job. Go seek the boy.” The command was given and the cadaver dog, Morty, took off with his nose into the wind. The hunt was on.

      “Let him work, boys. I’ll keep an eye on him. Let us get about fifty yards out front, then you guys can methodically move forward,” Leggett explained as he watched his dog work. His partner was one of the best cadaver-locating dogs in the state with a track record of finding death wherever he deployed.  

      Captain Sanders positioned himself in the center of the column and took command of the small element. He could feel the breeze in his face, pushing off the water. He kept his radio attached to his belt yet quickly accessible. He peered at the men, who were about to start walking their search grid. They were all there by his order, and with their hard work, he hoped to finally close the missing child case of Gregory Matthews.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had moved positions, blinding the men as they walked. 

      “Push it left, guys,” Leggett said as he noticed his dog working a low depression along an open and overgrown field. They had been searching for a hour, and Morty was huffing and aggressively moving back and forth along a three- to six-foot area in the field. He knew his dog’s behavior illustrated that he was in an odor associated with death. He watched Morty, as the dog was attempting to source where it was coming from. 

      Captain Sanders slid his finders down his belt, unclipping his radio. He depressed the transmit button and began to speak. “Headquarters, go ahead and raise chopper one for us,” he said as he closed the gap between himself and Officer Leggett. He smiled as Leggett looked up toward him, but the sun was strong, causing him to squint and obscuring his ability to see Leggett completely.

      Morty’s head snapped back toward Captain Sanders, and he quickly moved toward him, nose down, inhaling deeply. 

      Sanders took another step, and as he planted his foot, he could hear the distinct sound of wood cracking underweight. His back was in the air, with all his weight on his front foot, when the unseen wooden plank he stepped on gave way. 

      One second Leggett was staring into the captain’s eyes, and a moment later, the man vanished into the earth. 

      The crashing wood echoed in the air but was quickly overshadowed by a wet thud emitting from the hole Sander fell into. It was reminiscent of a wet towel smacking concrete and echoed into the woods.

      Morty was head up and made his way to the open hole. He put his nose inside and then sat—looking for his reward. Leggett knew this alert behavior to be an indication that the dog had located human remains.

      Leggett walked toward his dog, laughing, knowing that the captain had found the well they had been searching for. He stopped at the opening and handed his dog a rubber softball—the reward he always worked for. He pulled his flashlight out, and as he shined a light into the darkness of the hole, he saw a scene he wasn’t prepared for. 

      He choked down a lump sitting in the back of his throat as his eyes attempted to process what they saw. His stomach acid crept up, burning his esophagus while he swallowed the bile back down. His face turned pale as he gawked at Captain Sanders’s head. It was impaled on a large, jagged bone, through his mouth and out the back of his head. The momentum and force of the fall, combined with the steady positioning of the bone, had decapitated the man. His head was ripped from his body and looked as if it were positioned face first onto a stake, and his body lay underneath. 

      In the hole, crumpled like a rag doll, Captain Sanders lay dead on top of a massive pile of old bones. The old well held the secrets of the dead, and Sanders now lay at the bottom, with the unknown souls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11- The Hospital

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Dollar drove as Hawkins spoke to command on his cellphone. The tension in the air was palpable as the tires of their Impala kicked up gravel. Dollar turned onto the blacktop as he steered south toward Mecklenburg Hospital. 

      “Did that just—” Dollar started to say but stopped. His mind clouded. He was used to seeing death, but not up in his face and not the death of a superior. 

      Hawkins ended his call and looked at his partner. “I mean, the guy was an asshole, but damn. Even McKinney would say he didn’t deserve that. Did you see his head?”

      “Right? I know, man, Lord of the Flies like, that’s the craziest shit I’ve seen in my career. Well. Yeah, it’s probably the craziest shit. Damn it, man, I can’t fucking wait to retire. I’ve put my time in and had enough. How much more can command ride this horse?” Dollar said.

      “It’s always got to come back to you. Why’s that? I mean, really, your fucking captain just got killed! His head was ripped from his body!”

      Dollar’s teeth were grinding as his heart rate elevated. His knuckles turned white from gripping the steering wheel. He started to rebut but stopped himself. Taking in deep breaths as his therapist taught him, he thought about his future, counting in his head as he slowly and deeply breathed.

      “Look, I can’t wait for you to retire, too, but just throw me a bone. Stop the self-hate. I know the department benched you over your last shooting. I get you’re pissed off. But stop being such an asshole all the damn time.” Hawkins pulled a Red Bull from his lunch box, popped the top, and offered it to Dollar. 

      He could smell the sweet taste of the energy drink, and his heart eased up. He loosened his grip on the wheel and grabbed the cold can. “You’re an asshole,” Dollar said with a smile, swigging the energy drink. 

      Hawkins knew he had calmed the beast, but the animal would never be tamed. It would be a matter of time before the anger returned, but at least he knew how to manage his partner when it did. 
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        * * *

      

      The sun set on the horizon as the detective’s black Impala cruised down Route 3, turning into the medical plaza of the Mecklenburg Hospital. 

      The parking lot was packed, but they never used a common space when on duty. Detective Dollar pulled up to the emergency room ambulance entrance and parked up on the sidewalk, making sure not to block any ambulances. 

      Both detectives stepped from the car and walked quickly across the pavement to the sliding glass entrance. A whoosh of air pelted the men as the doors parted way and they walked inside. 

      “Trauma—room three, trauma to room three,” echoed over the loudspeakers as doctors and nurses were noticeably hustling from rooms and headed toward others. 

      Hawkins stepped up to the nurses’ station, a countertop separating him from a nurse sitting in a chair, typing on her keyboard, and speaking on the phone. He waited, quietly and patiently. 

      The nurse held up her finger as she spoke, then hung up the phone. She looked at Hawkins. “Well, if it’s not ‘work all day and enjoy the nights’ Detective Hawkins,” she paused, looking around Hawkins specifically for Dollar, “and ‘I hate the world’ Detective Dollar. How can I help you this time?” She was used to working nights and more so used to officers asking for the world but knew if she ever saws Hawkins or Dollar something bad had happened. 

      “Nurse Nancy, how the hell are you?” Dollar said before Hawkins could answer. He swung around his partner and leaned on the counter. “Well, look at that. Your lazy eye, it’s gone.”

      “The glasses, you prick,” Nancy quipped. She’d developed a stigmatism after breaking her jaw on a psych patient’s fist last year, and Dollar knew it. Hawkins had been the one to knock the guy out after the fact. 

      “Detective Tipton Dollar,” Hawkins said. He stared at him with conviction and coldness. 

      “Tipton? Using first names in public, that’s my cue to shut up,” he said, whispering at Nurse Nancy. 

      She raised her eyebrows and nodded as if saying, “Go fuck yourself,” then turned her attention back to Hawkins. “As I was saying. How can I help you?”

      Hawkins was done apologizing for his partner and put the incident aside. “Can you look up a patient for me, please? I need a room.”

      “You know I never mind helping you out, and frankly, I don’t mind helping,” she pointed at Dollar, “your dick-headed partner, when he’s nice, but can you at least not let him talk in front of people?” She motioned to the nurses staring from behind her. 

      “I told myself I’m not apologizing for him anymore, but I’ll make you that promise. He’s on word probation the rest of the night,” Hawkins said jovially.

      Dollar shook his head and stepped away.

      “Code blue to the ER, Code blue, ER,” the loudspeaker echoed.

      “Who are you looking for, Detective?” Nurse Nancy asked. 

      “A burn victim, and the only name I have is ‘Worm.’ He was brought in yesterday on bus thirty-three with chemical burns—acid. A real nasty mess. We found him in a sewer. It’s really a long story.”

      Nancy typed as Hawkins finished speaking. “I have three with burns. Two DOA and one in ICU room 1342. None are under the name you gave me. Worm, was it? What kind of name is that, anyway?”

      “A street name. He’s homeless, but we will check out the three. Thank you,” Hawkins said. His thank-you was genuine, and Nurse Nancy had earned it.
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        * * *

      

      “Look,” Dollar said and then thought better. He knew his mouth was unstoppable and would lead him to an early retirement. His head burned and sweat rose from his skin.

      “Just let me talk in public. You good with that? Your sense of morality and bullshit needs to stop. Just take a step back and simply shut the fuck up,” Hawkins said as the elevator doors slid open. 

      “Sounds good, Ray,” Dollar said with a deep breath and then stepped into the elevator. He pushed the basement button as Hawkins joined him. A bell chimed, and the doors slid shut. 

      The hospital morgue was situated in the basement, a short walk from a private loading dock. Its location made transporting the dead as discreet and humane as possible. 

      The bell chimed again, and the door slid open, this time with a noticeable metal squeal that made the hair on Hawkins neck stand on end. They stepped out, turned, and walked briskly toward the morgue. 

      The red light outside the door, brightly lit, indicated bodies were inside. Dollar looked at it and thought it had been lit every time he had visited. Was it because he was always looking for death, or was death always there awaiting him? Dollar wasn’t sure but knew the secrets of the dead were held inside, and it was his job to speak for them. 
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        * * *

      

      The door opened, and Doctor Fullen greeted the men as they moved inside. He was wearing a white lab coat, with noticeable crimson flecks on the lapel. Underneath his green scrubs were faded, much like his attitude over time. He had been a doctor for nearly thirty years and had worked the hospitals morgue for the last ten. 

       “Gentlemen, coffee is on. Would you like a quick cup?” the doctor asked. He was being polite, even though he knew the detectives wouldn’t stay long.

      “Allen, good to see you. I’d love one,” Hawkins replied. 

      Dollar looked over at the pot.

      “Get him one, too, if you don’t mind.” Hawkins smiled at his partner. Dollar was taking his last talk to heart and not saying a word. 

      Doctor Fullen poured the men and himself a fresh cup. Detectives never hung around his office, especially Hawkins and Dollar. Usually, they looked at a body and left. They typically needed more information but wouldn’t get a full autopsy until the dead arrived at the county morgue. Yet the doctor could be useful in some cases, despite the lack of an autopsy. Unless extenuating circumstances presented themselves. At that point, Doctor Fullen would perform an emergency autopsy. 

      Dollar sipped the blackness and shuffled over to a wall cooler. He looked at the stainless-steel doors adorning the wall. Each door had a handle that when pulled down cracked open the door that separated him from the dead. He pulled the handle. An audible metallic click hinged the handle, and a cloud of cool moisture escaped as the door swung wide. He could see the silver table, which moved on a set of rollers. It was empty. He pulled the table out. It was cool to the touch, smelled of chemicals, and he wondered when it would be his turn to lay upon the frozen slab.

      Hawkins had spoken with the doctor as Dollar was occupied. “The next one to your left,” Hawkins said. “That one and the one below that one hold the two burn victims.” 

      Dollar stepped back and shifted his eyes to the doors Hawkins spoke of. 

      “That’s right, number five and nine below it,” the doctor said.

      Dollar pushed his empty table back into the cold wall, shut the door, and moved to cooler door five. He cracked the handle, and again a cold white mist seeped from the opening. The vapor floated up, giving way to the blackness of a body bag lying on the cold table. The chemical smell was replaced with burned flesh and a hint of urine.

      Hawkins gave a nod, and Dollar pulled the table into the warmth of the room. The casters and ball bearings rolled the table on tracks as they squealed and creaked under the weight. The stiff black bag noticeably held a body. The form was thick outlining the bag, presumably of an obese person. 

      Hawkins and Doctor Fullen moved over to the table, Dollar on the opposite side. 

      “Liniment?” the doctor offered. “I can’t stand the smell of burned flesh. I can feel it deep in my bones, and it makes me cringe every time. It’s my bugaboo.” He unscrewed the cap, and each men took a dab, smearing it under their nose to mask the odor of death.

      The doctor latched onto the zipper, pulling it from across the table, around the form’s head and midway down the table. He unfolded the thick black vinyl from what used to be a face. 

      Hawkins leaned in and looked at Dollar. They both shook their heads. “Not him,” Hawkins explained. 

      The doctor nodded and re-sealed the body bag. The zipper echoed in the room like a rock skipping across a pond. After pushing the table back into the wall, Dollar opened door nine. The table slid out easily, again with a squeaky wheel and a full body bag lying on top. 

      Doctor Fullen again unzipped the bag from around the form. Again, both Hawkins and Dollar viewed the corpse and shook their heads. The doctor sealed the deceased and pushed her body back into the wall cooler. 

      “Well, at least your guy’s not dead, not right now anyways,” Doctor Fullen said. “But it was good to see you both.” 

      Hawkins smiled, tossing his head toward Dollar.

       “Yeah, even him. Tipton, glad you stopped by,” the doctor said as he walked the men to the door.

       Hawkins laughed, shaking his head as Dollar’s brow frayed. The men took the rest of their coffee to go and stepped outside. 
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        * * *

      

      The elevator chimed and the doors opened. Detective Dollar stood aside, against the back wall, as service workers stepped out onto their floor. He smiled at one female in particular, who caught his eye. She returned the sentiment, and he nearly walked into the side of the elevator cab wall. He started to step out onto the floor to follow the woman when Hawkins grabbed his shoulder. “Stop the bullshit,” he said, laughing and pulling Dollar back.

      “You really hate me, don’t you?” Dollar asked as the doors shut in his face. He leaned against the rear wall, and the elevator moved skyward. 

      “Lucky thirteenth floor, here we come.” Hawkins laughed. 

      “You could have given me a minute to get her number,” Dollar said.

      “Maybe later. Let’s get this over with. It’s been a long fucking day and I’m still waiting on internal affairs to call us in.”

      The familiar chime echoed as the elevator leveled off. The doors opened, and before them a wall baring a sign pointing to rooms 1340-1350. The men turned right, following the sign, walking the freshly shined floors, until they stood in front of room 1342. 

      Dollar knew Hawkins would do the talking. After all, he played the biggest role in saving the man’s life, and he had been told to keep his mouth shut. 

      The door handle didn’t budge. Hawkins stepped back with wonder. He didn’t think hospital doors locked. Then he heard a guttural scream slamming against the other side of the door. The detective’s eyes met, and neither man knew what to say. 

      The screams continued and atrociously escalated. They were now constant, vile, and stomach turning. Even through the door, the detectives could hear the man’s agonizing pain as if he were right in front of them. 

      Hawkins put his hand on the handle again and could feel a vibration as the screams seemed nonstop. He pushed the handle down, and nothing happened. Then he pulled it up, and the door cracked open. 

      The detectives walked in thinking the man was being killed and quickly came to see a group of nurses scrubbing his face with a white-and-pink sterile scrub brush.

      The bristles were white, with blood mixing within the medical solution, causing a crimson foam to bubble over. 

      It was Worm. Even through the screams and high-pitched voice begging to die, Hawkins could tell he was the man they were looking for. 

      “Our timing hasn’t been the best today,” Hawkins said as medical personnel, dressed in surgical scrubs, masks, and face shields, turned to stare at him. He realized the staff was concerned about their presence. So he pulled his badge and held it out in plain view. “My partner and I are investigating what happened to this man and don’t mean to intrude.” 

      “We are almost done, guys,” a doctor said. 

      “It’s you!” Worm yelled. “You should have let me die!” He lifted off the bed but fell back quickly. “I just want to die—it hurts so bad, my face—just let me die.”

      Hawkins didn’t know what to say or think. He had saved the man’s life, but was he right? Should he have let him die in that sewer?

      A nurse stepped away from the bed, illuminating the fact Worm was missing his right arm. Hawkins’ heart leaped into his throat as he realized the arm he’d pulled the man’s skin from had been amputated. His hands felt dirty. He had tried to move the man in the sewer, and in that moment, he could still feel the texture of the man’s skin as it slid from his muscles. 

      “Outside, guys,” the nurse said, pointing the way. Hawkins wasn’t surprised at this but rather relieved to leave the torture room. He nodded at Dollar, and both left the room. 
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        * * *

      

      The hallway was bustling with people as they stepped out the room. The door shut behind them with a metallic clack that reminded Dollar of the morgue’s wall-cooler door sealing as it closed. 

      “I’m sorry to barge in like that,” Hawkins tried to explain. 

      “That’s why the door handles are reversed in the burn ward. But that’s beside the point. How can I help you, Detective?” the nurse said as she removed her face shield and mask. She was a pretty girl, smiled, but her eyes said she was in a hurry and all business.

      “We are investigating—well, it’s—” Hawkins stumbled over his words.

      “Look, I’m a straight shooter,” Dollar said, stepping in, rescuing Hawkins from himself. “We are investigating a serial killer, and somehow your patient was gravely injured in the process. Not by us, but indirectly by the suspect. We need to talk with him when he’s able.”

      “Guys, you heard him in there begging to die, did you not?”

      “Yeah—”

      “It was a rhetorical question,” she said, closing her eyes as she shook her head. “He has survived multiple surgeries, including an arm amputation. We were on a time crunch to scrub his face again. I know what you saw appeared barbaric, but let me assure you, if we don’t make sure every piece of foreign debris and every microorganism is cleaned from his wounds, then he will surely die of infection by next week.”

      Hawkins looked around the hallway and nursing station nearby. No one was listening. He looked at the nurse. “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Blake.”

      “Nurse Blake—”

      “No. Just Blake. Blake Briar. I was named after my dad. Don’t ask. It’s a long story,” she said. 

      “Look, we have an absolute lunatic in custody who was preying on women. He would take them to his warehouse and, while they were still alive, insert them inside of one of these.” He pulled out his phone and showed the nurse a picture containing a row of catchment tanks. “Those two-story tanks were full of sulfuric acid. He would put his victims inside and sadistically watch the acid eat them alive.”

      Blake was at a loss for words. Her eyes teared and her face flushed as her stomach turned. She had seen the news reports but never believed the inflated stories. A drop of sweat tickled her spine as she moved her head. “I’ll help you,” she said softly. “Give me your number. I’ll call you when he’s able to chat.”

      Hawkins handed her a card. “Cell is at the bottom. Call anytime.” 

      A deep, bellowing scream slipped from under the room door. Everyone paused, cringing at the sound.

      “Has he said anything to you, anything about a bald man or evil man?” Hawkins asked.

      “No, not really. Just a lot of screaming like what you hear—” She hesitated, then pointed toward the room as additional gagging screams lingered. “He mostly speaks of death or wishing for it. Here and there he will say other incoherent things, but nothing I can quite recall.”

      “Anything could be helpful,” Dollar added.

      “Really, guys, I want to help, but all he’s done is scream and beg to die. I think he’s been hallucinating about a bird, but that’s very common with the drugs we are giving him.”

      “If you remember anything else, or he says anything, even the smallest trivial comment could help, just give me a call.”

      She smiled, put his card in her back pocket, and donned her face mask and shield. She opened the door and walked back into the room of pain.

    

  







            Chapter 12- The Second Interview

          

          

      

    

    






Day 3

        

      

    

    
      The man walked back into the interview; the hydraulic-controlled metal door noticeably slammed behind him. He sat down at the steel table, again retrieving a white envelope from his inside jacket pocket, and placing it on the table in front of him. 

      Varnum eyed the unknown white envelope and smiled. He knew that was his gift, the reward, or the payoff. However he wanted to perceive it, that envelope was his payment for the governor’s daughter. Or so he thought.

      “They found the boy,” the man said. He stared at Varnum, looking for a reaction.

      “Oh, well, how the hell did you manage that?” Varnum asked rhetorically. 

      “Care to explain the other bodies in the well?” the man asked. He was being vague so he could probe Varnum’s involvement. He continued to watch his facial expressions to see if he would tell on himself. 

      “Oh, please, that fucking plague has been running rampant through this town, like a wildfire, burning everyone, it touched. Don’t tell me you guys didn’t use proper precautions? You may want to grab that new vaccine. Get all dosed up, good and proper.” Varnum simply said what he said and sat smiling at the man. 

      “You really believe you’re smarter than everyone here, don’t you?” the man asked. “How about you’ll be charged with the murder of the officer who died while looking for the well you sent them to?”

      “Oh, I didn’t do that,” Varnum said as he laughed almost uncontrollably. “Let me get this straight. I tell you where oh little Gregory Matthews’ skeleton could be found, and I get the bonus of killing another cop? Well, God does have a sense of humor, now, doesn’t he?”

      The man’s blood was boiling, but his face remained stoic. It was imperative that the man never give any sign Varnum was getting under his skin. He took out a glossy five-by-seven picture from the same pocket the white envelope had been inside. He held it facing away from Varnum and said, “There comes a time in every man’s life, whether he walks with God or is the devil himself, to do the necessary thing. Not the right thing, the necessary thing. And the definition of necessary lies within the beholder.” The man slid the picture to Varnum, face down on the table. 

      John Varnum’s brow raised, and a small bead of sweat glistened on his forehead, giving the man evidence that Varnum was emotionally vested. He picked up the picture and stared at it without saying a word. His ankle chains clanked as he viewed the picture, readjusting himself.

      The man sat in silence, tapping the white envelope still lying in front of him. 

      “Since you want to bring up my wife,” Varnum said as he held the photo tightly, “how about you tell me where she’s at?”

      “No,” the man said. “That’s not the deal. The deal is simple.” He paused to gauge Varnum’s attention. The man knew Varnum’s wife had been shot and killed during the warehouse raid, but Varnum just confirmed he had no idea his wife was dead. The man was about to use this to his advantage. “You know what I want, and I know what you want. The only way this will work is if you give in order to receive.”

      Varnum laughed. “It’s simply not time for that, my friend.”

      The man shook his head. “It’s time,” he replied. 

      “I’ll tell you what. Have you seen my arm? I mean, that fucking dog used me as a damn chew toy. What’s that worth to you?” Varnum said.

      “Give me the governor’s daughter,” the man said.

      “I gave you that shit bird Gregory Matthews,” Varnum says as he leaned back in his chair. “Let me talk to the governor.”

      “Did you confuse me with someone who was looking for a handout? I’m not holding a sign on the corner begging for money. The game you’re playing can’t be won,” the man explained. 

      “In that case, I want to see my wife,” Varnum retorted.

      “No,” the man replied as he stood up, retrieving his envelope off the table, and knocked on the door. 
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        * * *

      

      The hydraulics forced the door open, and the man left the isolation room without another word. He walked down the hallway, turning into a small room where Governor Wilson awaited, having watched the interview on camera. 

      “Put me in that room with him,” Governor Wilson said. His pupils were wide and black as night yet overshadowed by the bright red veins running like rivers of blood through the whites of his eyes.

      “Sir, I have one job, one job alone. That’s to safely bring your daughter, Julie, home. I can’t do that if you go in there. He will have the upper hand. There’s only one way to play this, and if that doesn’t work, then we can go your route,” the man said. His tone was calm, as if he knew they were going to win.

      The governor gawked at the man. “I’m paying you a lot of money—” 

      “Yes, you are, and if you go in that room before I think it’s time, then you might as well have thrown that money into a fire.” He stepped up to the governor. “Look at me and know I will find your daughter. I’ve never failed at recovering a kid before. I won’t start now.”

      “When are you giving him the envelope?”

      “When the time is right,” the man said. “And not until that very moment.”

      The conversation was interrupted as John Varnum’s voice oozed from the closed-circuit monitors. Both men averted their attention to the flickering screens mounted on the far wall and intently listened. 
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        * * *

      

      John looked at the picture in his hand. It was of his wife. She was beautiful, and he remembered the day the photo was taken. He had been involved with women before his wife but loved none of them. John never knew what love truly entailed until he met Jill. Thoughts of her flooded John’s mind as he contemplated his next move. “I’ve killed a lot of people,” he said, shifting his attention to the camera on the wall emitting a red light. “I know you’re watching me. You want to know things, I understand. You have a deep desire to figure me out.”

      He glanced around the vacant room. Unlike the walls of the hospital, nothing adorned the walls, other than faded yellowing paint. Movement caught his eye from the corner of the room. A roach had slid under the door and ascended the stained wall. 

      “When I was a boy—teenager, more like it—I remember the story of an old yellow oak tree, growing in a secluded farm near Hayden Lake. I didn’t have a lot of friends back then, but the ones I did have were unique and highly intelligent. Truth be told, of the lot of us, I was the smartest, yet I chose to live my life in Mecklenburg while the others ‘escaped.’ Ironic? I probably never should have returned after med school, but something pulled me back. I don’t know what it was, but something inside of me wanted to go home. And I think that something was that yellow oak tree,” he said into the camera. He was talking as if the people on the other side of the camera were present in the room.

      He paused and stared at the picture with genuine love. “The story was simple enough. That old yellow oak tree had magical powers. The first time I heard the story, I laughed it off. It couldn’t be true. I simply thought the story to be old local folklore. But the story continued for weeks and weeks, never changing. You would hear it from one kid, then hear it within whispers while at lunch or walking the hallways, but it never changed. It was constant, and I had to know if it was true.

      “The tale was if you planted—yes, I’m using the term planted—the dead in the soil surrounding that yellow tree, the thing you planted would not just come back to life, but it would re-grow. Like cloning an animal, the dead would slowly grow back into a duplicate of the dead’s former self. Kind of like a corn stalk. The body would grow right out of the ground until it was time to ‘harvest.’

      “I brushed it the story off, pushing it to the back of my mind—until I killed that man. He was older, I’m sure had lived his life, and frankly, he just happened to be walking on the road near the farm where the rumor said the tree was growing. In that moment, before I killed him, the story flooded my brain. So I simply jerked the steering wheel right, and well, I could feel his bones breaking as his body rolled under my truck. He bounced off the undercarriage with a shallow scream as my rear tires ran over his neck. His head was nearly severed.

      “If you want to hear the rest of the story, come on back in, and stay a while,” Varnum ended, crossing his arms. 

      The roach now crawled on the ceiling slowly toward the light above Varnum. He watched as its legs gave way and it tumbled to the table. Varnum slapped the table, squirting the vile creature’s guts across the wood. 

      A moment passed, and the metallic lock disengaged, sliding the door opened, and the man walked back in.

      “Ah, so you do want to know more,” Varnum teased as he wiped his hand across his pants. He thought the man had been watching, but now he knew it, and if the man had watched, who else and how many others were had watched from the camera room?

      The man slid a bottle of water across the table. “Go ahead with the ghost story.”

      “Ghost story?” Varnum chuckled. “You’re not from around here, are you? Mecklenburg’s a town with rich history. A uniquely dark history. You’ll see for yourself, soon enough.”

      “My ears are open,” the man replied.

      Varnum cracked the top and downed the water in one breath. “I’d love a cup of coffee, when you can,” he said, placing the empty bottle on the table. 

      The man peered at him, like a statue sitting across the table.

      “His body thumped under my dad’s pickup like the man was a speed bump, but softer. No one was around, so I picked the guy up like a sack of potatoes and pushed him deep in the bed of the truck. See, I had seen the yellow oak tree the previous week, so I knew at least that that part of the myth was true. The tree was real, but did the soil actually produce the ability to regenerate the dead? I had to find out.  

      “That day was a soft sunshiny day, where the odor of fresh cornfields flooded the air. My arm was hanging out the window and the moment I saw the man in the distance, a voice whispered in my ear.”

      “A voice?” the man asked sharply. “Who’s voice?”

      “Let’s clarify your tone, sir. You asked, ‘Who’s voice?’ as if you expect me to say God? Please, sir, you want to label me as crazy, as a psychopath, as mentally unstable. Come now. I graduated Duke University with a BS in biochemistry and liked it so much I stayed there for my MD. So, if you ever find yourself in Durham, North Carolina, stop by the school—more specifically, stop by the historic Davidson building—and walk the hallway all the way to the dean’s office. Outside of his door, you’ll find a nice reminder hanging on the wall of why you’ll never outsmart me.”

      “Doctor, you wanted to tell me a story, didn’t you? That’s what you said into the camera. Told me to come back in, stay a while, didn’t you? Well, here I am,” the man said, redirecting and forcing Varnum to shift gears.

      “What you really want to know is if I buried that man under the yellow oak tree.”

      “Yes, that’s why I came back in the room, Doc,” the man explained.

      Varnum smiled, disbelieving the man. Deep down, he knew the man was there to get the governor’s daughter back, but it wasn’t time to play that card. “You’re damn right I buried that old man under that yellow oak tree!”
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        * * *

      

      The man leaned forward, placing the white envelope on the table, tapping it twice with his forefinger, before leaning back in his chair. 

      “What’s in the envelope, my good man?” Varnum finally asked. 

      With that question, the man knew he would win the war of will. “It’s for you. When you deliver the governor’s daughter. It’s that easy. Nothing more, nothing less.” 

      Varnum shook his head. “How do you know I want what’s inside?” 

      “Because you’ve already asked for it,” the man replied. 

      Varnum looked at the envelope. While legal letter sized, he noticed a girth to it. Every time the man laid it on the table, it had weight to it. Could it be clemency papers? They’d never let him go, but what about his wife Jill?

      “Give me an address. Tell me where his daughter is.” 

      Thoughts raced through his head. Violent thoughts. Rage filled his heart, then the doctor glanced at the envelope again. “No, it’s not time,” Varnum said sternly. 
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        * * *

      

      “You mother fucker!” Governor Wilson screamed. His heart raced as he watched the interview. He wanted to reach through the monitor and rip Varnum’s heart out. Pacing back and forth, Governor Wilson thought about what his next move could be as sweat soaked his shirt. 

      The man stepped back into the camera room, noticing the governor was irate. “Sir, this is all a part of it, I need you to trust me.”

      “It’s time for me to go in there.”

      “No, sir, it’s time to turn the screws on him.” The man then pushed a red button next to the door. 

      A few moments later, a guard walked into the camera room. 

      “We are through with him for the day,” the man said as the governor tried to calm himself.

      “I’ll take him back to holding,” the guard replied. 

      “No!” the governor said.

      The man raised his hand to interrupt. “Transfer him to Harbor House Asylum, by executive order of the Governor of Colorado.”

      Governor Wilson’s shoulders dropped, the stress melting away. The man was on the same page as him. 

      The guard looked over at the governor. “I’ll have to call—”

      Governor Wilson picked up the desk phone and dialed Doctor Nunez, the chief physician in charge of Harbor House, directly. The guard paused with confusion and waited as he spoke. 

      The conversation was short and to the point. Then Governor Wilson handed the receiver to him. “He wants to speak with you.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m Deputy Hancock, how can I—” His brows furrowed as he listened. “Yes, sir. Yes, sir, I see. I’ll get it handled. Thank you for doing that. Goodbye.” The deputy hung the phone up. “Doctor Nunez is faxing the paperwork now; I’ll have the prisoner on the first available transport tonight.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the man said.

      He nodded. The guard had worked at the jail for a decade and never seen such efficiency? He wasn’t sure about the happenings, just now, but knew the governor could hire and fire on the spot, so he was going to do whatever the man asked of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13- The Transfer

          

        

      

    

    
      The belly chain chafed Varnum’s stomach, but his leg irons cut into his left ankle, the one he tweaked when the police dog caught him. Fucking dog.

      He shuffled his feet, kicking up dirt inside the transfer fence as he left the Mecklenburg Prison yard. He stopped near the first set of gates at the guard tower. A deputy stood atop the old stone keep, with a rifle, staring at him through the scope. He knew now wasn’t the time to act a fool. 

      A large gray van, unmarked and unremarkable aside from its tall roof, stopped outside the gate. Varnum viewed it as it backed up and a buzzer rang out, while red lights flashed and rotated above the now-moving gate. 

      The sun disappeared in the distance, and Varnum knew the tide had changed. A spotlight turned on, and he could feel the warmth of the lighting. It followed him as he shuffled to the van. With both doors open, Varnum noticed a chair—much like the one they strapped him to during his journey through jail in-processing. But this one was missing the padded seat. 

      “Step up,” the guard said. 

      Varnum wasted no time. Shuffling his feet to the drop-down steps, he entered the van. 
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        * * *

      

      The van pulled off, dust flying as the tires kicked gravel off the road. His hands still bound to his belly chain and leather straps securing him to the metal chair, he sat patiently, enjoying the ride. Varnum looked out the rear set of windows from his interior cage, satisfied with the passing trees and the black sky seemingly flying along with the van. Yet he knew the only place they could take him was Harbor House. 

      He smiled as the dark of night gave way to lightning and rolling thunder, and it started to rain.
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        * * *

      

      The gates and guard towers were remarkably like the prison’s, with the only exception John Varnum could see being the high stone walls surrounding Harbor House Asylum. 

      The van noticeably slipped on the slick muddy road boarding the east gate entrance as it pulled up. A man stood on the other side of the gate, awaiting their arrival. He flashed a light to the tower, and the first gate opened, allowing the van to drive into a small area to be validated. 

       The van driver rolled his window down as the rain seeped inside, soaking the paperwork he was attempting to show the guard. 

      “Look’s good, mate,” he said as he shined his light through the cab. The guard flashed his light at the tower again, stepped back, and waved them through as the interior gate opened. The van turned right and pulled into a secure unloading dock. 
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        * * *

      

      Lightning danced in the darkness of the clouds as Varnum stepped from the van, his leg irons sparking off the metal fold-out steps. He could hear the rain falling on the roof, and it reminded him of his warehouse. He paused, closing his eyed, and inhaled deeply as he imagined he was standing, peering at the dead inside one of his tanks. He could taste the sulfur that constantly lingered in his warehouse.

      “Keep moving,” the transport guard interrupted. 

      Thunder rolled as Varnum began to shuffle toward the now opening door. He looked up to see a man standing with a smile, obviously awaiting his arrival. 

      The man was wearing a black suit, with a light blue button-down shirt and no tie. He smiled as he also noticed the man wore small round glasses that fit the man’s face nicely. He shuffled his feet and climbed the couple of stairs to the open door. 

      “Welcome to Harbor House, Doctor Varnum,” the man said. “Please follow the yellow line.”

      Varnum looked down, noticing a bright yellow line, much like a highway line. He shuffled his feet, following the man until they came to another door. A buzzer rang out. The door lock popped, and the man held the door.

      “I’m Charles Nunez, physician and chief. I run Harbor House,” he said as thunder boomed outside. “Please stand on the footprints.” He pointed to a red pair stenciled on the floor. 

      Varnum complied.

      Nunez gave a nod to the transporting guards, and they began to unchain the man. They started with the feet, then the wrists, and finished by removing the belly chain. Varnum moved his head side to side, glancing at the men. He knew in order to be this free, a sharpshooter already had crosshairs on him. 

      “You are now a patient here. Do you know what that means, Doctor?” Nunez said and stepped away, pointing for Varnum to look forward. 

      “Not a clue,” he replied. 

      The distinctive sound of air rushing through a pipe filled the room. A brief moment later, high-pressured water burst from a firehose, hitting Varnum in the chest.

      “It means you will be taken care of. We will feed you, bathe you, and give you any dire medical attention needed!” Nunez yelled. He paced back and forth as water pushed Varnum off his feet and across the concrete. 

      The guard manning the hose continuously soaked Varnum as he laid in the fetal position. Water worked up and down his body, until Doctor Nunez gestured the guard to stop. He turned the nozzle until the water slowly receded. 

      Doctor Nunez walked to Varnum, his dress shoes clacking off the concrete with a dark, hollowed echo. He squatted down and listened to Varnum cough, heave, and vomit water as he desperately searched for air. “You are here, and you are nowhere,” he said, pausing. “I have an asylum that looks like the Lord’s cross. The fifth floor, east wing, is where we house the criminally insane, and the west wing is where the sexual predators live. Where should you go? I mean, where should we keep you?”  

      Varnum looked up, raising his chin. He laughed as water ran across his face, hair soaked like a rag. 

      Doctor Nunez nodded his head. “I understand.” He stood up, walked away, his dress shoes clacking across the floor and motioned for the water. The sound of his shoes became mute as Varnum screamed unintelligibly while the guard brutalized him, again, with the firehose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14- Harbor House Asylum

          

        

      

    

    
      A guard breezed by Varnum as he laid on a cold patch of water-soaked concrete. Varnum peered at the man as his body shook with a deathly chill. The water had beaten him as if it were a thousand baseball bats.

      “How about a call?” Varnum muttered. He pushed himself onto all fours, like a dog. 

      “Sir, let me be perfectly clear,” the guard said as he tossed Varnum a jumpsuit and flip flops. “Everyone in this facility has a number and a name—except you. You do not exist. You are but a figment of someone’s misguided imagination. You will be here a day, or a lifetime. That’s entirely up to you.”

      John Varnum was an anesthesiologist who practiced medicine for over a decade at Mecklenburg Hospital. He was highly intelligent, with a lost sense of morals and a total lack of conscience, but his mind dwelled on the words “you do not exist…you will be here a day or a lifetime.”

      In that moment, his demonic and jovial spirit was dying. He kept his mouth shut and thought better than to reply. Instead, he gathered up the clothing and stood. A guard waved his hand in the air, and a loud metal boom that sounded like a brick smacking the ground could be heard as a door in the distance opened to a brilliant yellow light. It entered the room, illuminating the yellow line all the way to the entrance. 

      “Follow the yellow line, do as we say, and maybe your stay will be as fleeting as a demented moment in your childhood.” 

      Varnum listened intently, moving his feet forward with a wet, fleshy smack. He shifted his weight left and right until he walked through the entrance, and the door slammed shut behind him. 

      He found himself in another small holding hallway with yellowing fluorescent lighting that inconsistently blinked a subdued black. He could smell a rancid stench of body odor, sweat, and bile, oozing from under the door in front of him. 

      “Roll on,” a guard’s voice said, and the door Varnum faced opened wide with a flood of screams.
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        * * *

      

      The guard shoved Varnum forward as he escorted him into the open forum. The yellow line forked left and right, and the guard nudged Varnum right. But it was the sounds that condemned John Varnum’s senses. It was the screaming that made the words “you do not exist” resonate their harsh truth. 

      As he walked the yellow line, he noticed a patient within the small viewing window at the center of the door. He twisted his head as the man screamed at him, punching the unbreakable glass. His words were unintelligible, but to Varnum, the mental instability of the man made him realize he was going to be forgotten in that asylum, that whether he stayed a day or a year, it would feel life a lifetime. 

      Patients were pounding on each door as he walked past, screaming and crying. One after the other, Varnum counted twenty rooms before he thought of giving up. Then the guard stopped him in front of a dirty cream door with paint flakes peeling from the air intake bolted into the wall. 

      “Open B-23!” the guard yelled.

      The door slid open swiftly as the guard pushed Varnum inside. 

      “Close B-23.” And, with a booming thud, Varnum was sealed off from the world. 
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        * * *

      

      John Varnum had been a respected doctor on the outside, until his secret slipped out. Now he was looking at an eight-by-eight room with soft rubber walls, a built-up mattress, and a linoleum floor containing a dirty brass drain.  

      He licked his teeth as he laid back on the mattress. There were no covers for warmth, or even a sheet. Varnum simply licked his teeth, as he tended to do, when the stress of the world was upon him. He closed his eyes and breathed in the stench of urine and feces. He was in an isolation room, and his nose could tell the drain led straight to the asylum’s sewer system.
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        * * *

      

      Thunder rolled, with lightning striking the east gate at Harbor House. The electrical locks of the gate shorted out. Like a doorway, the gate sprung open, allowing access to the outside through the chain-link. 

      Sparks shot from a gray transformer as it exploded—killing all power to the facility. A siren could be heard in the distance, as if warning of an impending invasion. It wailed loudly as a man jumped from the now-burning guard tower. 

      He hit the ground with the sound of a wet towel and simply lay motionless as other guards ran through the yard. 
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        * * *

      

      John Varnum’s eyes shot open to the sound of what he thought was an explosion. He could feel the vibration through the floor and heard a hollow air whisking from the drain. He stood, and like a magic trick, his access to the world opened. 

      The dim white light of the moon shined through the skylight as Varnum stepped out into the screaming chaos. He looked around; all the doors were open. Every room was empty, and patients were running through the corridor. Smoke oozed into the hallway as the patients looked to be rioting.

      Varnum’s head snapped right, his ears pounding from a horrible screech accompanied by heavy footsteps as a naked man charged him. He stepped back just as the man swung a fire extinguisher like an ax, missing his head by inches. 

      The man’s momentum caused him to lose footing and fall face first onto the cupped end of the extinguisher. His front teeth shattered, spirting a crimson goo across the yellow-lined floor. Varnum lifted his foot to stomp the man’s head but realized the man was motionless. Varnum lowered his foot and pushed the man’s body, gauging what his eyes were seeing. He felt like a wet noodle. 

      Varnum squinted his eyes as he heard a popping sound above him and sparks fell from a fluorescent. He knew this was his chance. A few hours prior, he was nearly drowned by a guard with a firehose and sadistic intentions. But now, it was a free for all, and he was about to set himself loose. 

      A patient ran past him, her head down and following the yellow line, as if it were the yellow brick road. Varnum moved, using her to part the way. He could hear the air-raid siren’s stuttering wail as it echoed through Harbor House. 

      A second crash of thunder and flash of lightning silenced all noise. 

      Varnum’s ears rang as he yawned, trying to clear the deafness. A few minutes later, he was standing shoulder to shoulder with patients as they looked out into the rain flooding the yard leading to the eastern gate. 

      The patients were screaming like wild monkeys. One was scratching at his arms incestuously, one had a dark yellow stream of urine puddling at his feet, while others ran out into the unknown. 

      Varnum stood at the door; he saw the muzzle flash before his ears caught the report of the rifle. It was ground level, and the patient who was shot was replaced by a dozen more. They ran toward the guard, swamping him as he fired on them. 

      Varnum watched with an appeased grin.  Death was in the air.

      The guard fell as he backed away, his last shot flying into the stormy sky. The patients overwhelmed him like a horde of zombies, but instead of eating him, they violently beat the man to death.  
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        * * *

      

      Doctor John Varnum stepped outside, smiling as each raindrop pelted his body. They felt like small needles pinching and reminding him that freedom was at hand. He moved toward the open gate as fire burned the guard tower. A black funnel of smoke swirled into the night, like a demon taking flight.

      He was forty yards from freedom and a short run into the forest when the back-up generators kicked on. The courtyard lighting followed. Varnum paused briefly, checking his surroundings, then he heard an electric motor whine, and his gate to freedom slammed shut. 

      The electricity was back just as quick as it had left. 

      Spotlights flooded the yard, and the air raid siren blared its god-awful wail. The courtyard seemingly collapsed in on the people causing the madness. 

      A couple of guards lay dead as patients ran, and then a wave of guards decked out in riot gear swiftly moved through the crazies like a raging wildfire. They detained the few compliant ones and either shot, whipped, or tased the others. 
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        * * *

      

      Sweat and rain dripped from Varnum’s face. It rolled down his back, like a snowball of hope rolling off the newly dead. He knew his exit had closed; his chance faded into the black of the night. 

      A flashlight blinded him as he raised his hands in submission. The previous smile was erased for the time being. 

      “Get on the ground,” a voice yelled from the direction of the blinding light. He knew the pain was coming. Regardless of his actions, he was about to ride the lightning, so he stood motionless as a small, audible pop could be heard over the maddening screams closer to the gate. 

      The Taser probes struck Varnum in his chest and stomach. His jaw and every muscle in his body clenched as electricity passed through him. Varnum stiffened like a board and fell into a thin, muddy puddle. 

      His escape was short lived, and now it was time for John Varnum to play his cards. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Varnum’s eyes sprung open. He gasped for air and shot up from his bed. What a fucked-up dream.

      His eyes blinked as he rubbed the sleep away, and then he noticed the filthy white rubber walls. The same nasty padded walls he had been forced to see before the— Varnum stood. He found himself in the isolation room again. The one with the smell of death oozing up from the drain. He felt a pain in his chest. Unzipping his jumpsuit, he saw the discolored bruising on his chest and stomach from the Taser probes. He knew it hadn’t been a dream but wondered how long he had been out.

      He shuffled to the door and pushed against it. Locked. Figured. He began pacing the small room—which he thought felt more like a mausoleum. His mind was beginning to turn on him. He had been a mere stone’s throw from freedom one minute, and the next, he woke up back in the dirty padded room—which felt like a place of death. Strangely enough, Varnum’s warehouse of acidic graves was home and felt like home to him, but the isolation room, it felt like a waiting room for death. His death.
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        * * *

      

      Varnum laid on his mattress, his mind wandering and with no way of telling time. There was no window for him to see the setting sun, nor had the door opened to show him a glimpse of the moving world. Varnum’s stomach pains, though, told him he had been back in that room at least a day.

      He licked his teeth and swallowed the collected saliva. He was thirsty and felt his body starting to eat itself. The walls seemed to be flexing in his vision. So he laid back down and forced himself to sleep. 

      He woke up again. And again, he had no idea how much time had passed. How long had he been in that isolation room? He glanced at the single fluorescent light high in the ceiling. It was just enough to spread a dim white-ish light in the room, but the ends were black, and he knew the single tube would give out at any moment. Then he’d be in the dark, until someone opened the door. 

      He laid back on his bed, forcing himself again to sleep. 

      Varnum’s eyes shot open to a voice. But he ignored it for a moment. His eyelids were fluttering, but no light was entering. He stood, hands out, and like a blind man felt for the wall in the blackness. The light gave out. The fucking tube burned out while I was fucking asleep!

      “Psst,” a voice whispered. 

      Varnum could feel his ears opening as the whispering voice tickled his eardrums. With his hand against the wall, he moved around the room, expecting to run into the voice. He circled the room, stepping on and off his mattress, and eventually realized he was still alone.

      “Are you hungry?” the voice whispered. 

      Varnum rubbed his eyes and shifted his head around, peering into the darkness for the voice. His stomach rumbled. Is that me? Am I talking to myself?

      “I have food!” the voice said. 

      His bare foot stepped on the coolness of the brass drain. He could feel a slight tickling sensation rub across his skin. It was the vibration creeping up from the drain—the voice from the unseen man. Varnum bent down, first on all four, then lowering his ear to the drain. He intently listened as the voice spoke.

      “I can give you what you want, what your body craves,” the hollow voice said. “It’s down here with me. You just have to figure out how to get it.”

      Am I going crazy? 

      The air felt motionless as Varnum’s thoughts ran wild with explanations, what-ifs, and dread. At first, he thought God was torturing him with a voice from the past. The tone of the voice was deep and reminded him of a fat man he left inside of the trunk of a Buick as it sank into the Black River. He knew the man had drowned. Was that how he got into the drain, Varnum thought, from the river?
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        * * *

      

      Light crept into the dark void of Varnum’s isolation room as a boom echoed as his door opened. Varnum was on his knees with the brass drain between them. His hands were holding nothing but hovering over the drain. As the light entered, he threw them up to block the blinding light. 

      “Get up,” a voice barked. 

      Varnum was confused. He looked away from the light and back to the drain as his eyes adjusted. His fingers spread apart as his hands shook over top of the drain. He bent down, placing his mouth on the cold brass grating. “I’ll see you again, fat man,” he whispered.

      Varnum stood, back toward the light and placing his hands behind his back, awaiting the customary handcuffs. 

      “Turn around and follow me,” the voice said. 

      His eyes shut with distrust, as if bracing himself for pain.

      “I said let’s go, Doc,” the voice said.

      Varnum spun toward the man and slowly walked out. His eyes narrowed with the abundance of light and then the screaming began again. 

      “Follow the yellow line, Doc,” the guard said as he placed his hand on Varnum’s shoulder. 

      Varnum dropped his head and stared at the yellow line as he shuffled his feet forward. The screams echoed off the dirty white cinderblock walls as he passed door after door. Each room contained a patient and each patient held tightly the secret for why they were locked away. The smell of death, feces, and vomit was overwhelming his senses, to the point Varnum was forced to breathe through his mouth as he followed the dirtied yellow line. 
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        * * *

      

      The elevator doors opened as the deafening clank of its bell attempted to ring out. Varnum smiled. “After you,” he said but was politely pushed into the elevator. Multiple men in green scrubs entered with him, and he wondered if they were nurses or what exactly their roles consisted of at the asylum. 

      The doors shut, and Varnum noted that the fifth floor was highlighted. He leaned against the wood wall. “Otis Elevator,” he read aloud, being ignored by his escorts. He wondered what day it was and how long he had spent in isolation.

      The elevator came to a stop, and the deafening clack of the bell rang out again, but weaker. The doors opened, and he noticed the yellow line was gone but replaced with a narrower hallway. He stepped forward and was quickly surrounded by the men in green scrubs as the stainless-steel doors shut behind them. 

      Varnum could see the hallway was more of a cinder block corridor, no paintings, no signs, no doors—except for the white metal barred security door at the end. It was brilliantly white, and for a moment, his mind flashed back to a time he had been a respected doctor.

      Both Amy and Varnum stepped from the elevator, turning to the left, and walked the brilliantly white hallway. Paintings of a large variety of skill levels adorned the walls for as far as they could see. Amy took notice and realized all the artwork had been created by children of different ages. 

      Varnum took note of Amy’s curiosity and said, “Every painting you see on this hall was created by a former patient.” 

      That’s really nice, she thought. 

      But that thought was fleeting as Varnum added the statement, “Before they died.”

      “When patients are terminal, we use painting as a form of therapy for them to mentally accept or deal with what’s happening to their lives. This is the hallway for children; we call it the Hall of Rainbows,” Varnum said. 

      He shook the memory from his mind but smiled as he walked to the security door, spotting a camera following him from a black bubble mounted in the ceiling. The report of a metallic crunch accompanied the opening of the door, and Varnum was escorted through.

      He was in another corridor staring at a second security door, which was thick aluminum, with a small, metal-lined glass window. Varnum watched as one of the men placed a large brass skeleton key into the door, turned it, and manually slid it open. 

      Situated in front of Varnum was what his hospital would have called a nurses’ station. He looked left and noticed more rooms, just like downstairs, hidden behind thick aluminum doors, and a security room behind the nurses’ station. 

      “Put him in 532,” a nurse called out. 

      “No, he’s going to 530.”

      “You can’t put him in there with—”

      “Look, I’m just doing what I was told,” the escorting guard said.

      “Who—”

      “Doctor Nunez, that’s all you need to know. Now do me a favor and open 530 so I can go the fuck home.” 

      The nurse smirked and nodded for security to come out. 

      “Well, now, aren’t you a pillar of the law?” Varnum said as the officer walked out. He was a slob of a man, overweight and breathing heavy. “Your heart rate must live in an unhealthy zone.” 

      The man looked at Varnum quizzically and pointed toward a set of doors just over his shoulder. Varnum instinctively turned his head, and the guard jammed his night stick in his side, pushing him toward those doors. 
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        * * *

      

      A brass skeleton key slid in the door, and the door gilded open. Varnum walked into room 530 and the door slammed home. There was a small window deep in the room, not large enough to fit through, but big enough to lend a view of the national forest and dirt road outside of the gate. 

      He noticed a stainless-steel toilet and faux mirror bolted to the wall above a small stainless sink. Against the wall was a mattress laid upon a bunk bolted to the wall. He sat on the bunk and breathed deeply as he cleared his head. 

      He laid back, closed his eyes, and crossed his legs, letting the day’s stress slip away. Until a drop of sweat fell on his face.

      A warm liquid dropped in the corner of his mouth. He wiped it away and opened his eyes to a man suspended in the ceiling above him. He stared at the man as sweat continued to drip on him. 

      The man was holding onto a portion of the ceiling with his hand, and his feet were braced against the side walls. He looked down on Varnum and let go. 

      The air shot from Varnum’s lungs as the full weight of the man crippled him. He tried to roll off the bed, but the sheer size of the man-made movement next to impossible. Varnum wheezed as he struggled to breathe. His eyes widened and face flushed as the man began to scream. 

      An eye for an eye. Varnum latched onto the man’s throat and squeezed with one hand as his other hand grabbed the man’s crotch. He could smell the aroma of decayed flesh oozing from the man’s mouth as his blackened teeth, gaped open, and drool stretched down to Varnum’s face. 

      Varnum held tight as his vision narrowed. His lungs slowly drank the surrounding air. The man began to panic, swinging his fists wildly, flailing about like a child about to drown in dark waters. Varnum squeezed the man’s throat until he heard his windpipe snap, blood flowing between his fingers. That’s when the man clutched his own throat as he fought for air and rolled off Varnum—hitting the floor with a loud crash. His head busted open, pooling a crimson ooze under the man’s face. 

      Varnum stood up, gathering himself, lungs inhaling deeply as his heart rate slowed. The man laid motionless on the floor as blood continued to seep from his head. He looked all around the room, noticing no one else, and then peered out the door’s small window. 

      He noticed nothing unusual. No one running toward his room. No alarms sounding, no codes transmitting over the intercom, nothing. Varnum smiled, stepped back to the man, and rotated his head to peer into his eyes. 

      Varnum felt the man’s pulse dribble to nothing.  He gazed into his eyes as death seized him. Then at that moment, Varnum inhaled deeply as the man’s soul left his body. He held his breath inwardly as the man’s head hit the floor with the splattered sound of a broken pumpkin. 

    

  







            Chapter 15- The Third Interview

          

          

      

    

    






Day 6

        

      

    

    
      The door shuttered as the sound of the brass skeleton key slid into the lock. Within a breath, the door slid open and Varnum was sleeping like a baby.

      “Son of a bitch!” the nurse screamed, immediately slamming the door shut. 

      The busyness of the nurses’ station ground to a halt as the door slammed. Security walked out, peering over at the pale-faced nurse standing in front of room 530. 

      “You good, boss?” security asked. The man’s deep voice traveled easily across the room. 

      The nurse stood in front of the window, secreted inside the door. His hand shook as he pushed the brass key back into the lock. Then he saw him. 

      John Varnum stood smiling within a few inches of the door’s window. 

      The nurse turned the key, locking the door, and moved back as his hand continued to shake. “He killed Henry. Who the fuck put him in with Henry? Why—” 

      A nurse sitting at the station lifted the safety catch on top of the red button and pressed it. The sounds of sirens began to wail as a red strobe light flashed. The words “emergency, fifth floor, east wing” echoed over the speakers. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum stood in the door as his feet stuck to the floor. Bloody footprints spread across the room, as he had also been walking back and forth with no regrets. 

      “Move back from the door,” a voice yelled from outside. Varnum could not see the source but knew if they were about to enter the room, they would do so with force. His stomach gurgled, so he dropped his jumpsuit and sat on the stainless toilet, naked, and relieved himself. 

      The door opened to a pale-faced man, lying unnaturally in a pool of coagulate crimson goo, and John Varnum occupying the room’s toilet for his morning constitution. 

      A group of security officers clad in armor, carrying shields, and shouting unintelligible commands entered the room. They ignored the pile of lifeless bones and hit Varnum with the ballistic shield. Within moments, Varnum lay on the edge of the tacky blood, hands cuffed behind his back and smiling at the look on the dead man’s face. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum found himself again in a room of isolation. But this one was different. It was more akin to an interview room than a padded room. He again sat in front of a small wooden table, back to the wall, his ankles chained to an eye bolt in the floor.

      The door cracked open, and he walked in. The man in the oxford suit, blue tie, and black loafers sat down and viewed John Varnum as if he were thumbing through a catalog. He said nothing. Just simply looked at him. 

      Him again? Varnum didn’t smile this time around. He knew he was in hell and the man before him held the key to survival. 

      It was time to play his cards. 

      “Let’s not fuck around,” Varnum initiated. 

      The man scooted closer to the desk and leaned forward in anticipation of the next words spoken. 

      “I’ll take you to her. That is what you’ve wanted this whole time, isn’t it?” Varnum asked. “I’ll take you to his daughter.”

      “Is she alive?” 

      “What day is it?” Varnum asked. 

      “Tuesday.” 

      “I think I came here on a Tuesday; I can’t remember now.” Varnum thought as he looked past the man. “I’ll give you his daughter if you give my wife immunity. She had nothing to do with the warehouse, and she should not be held accountable for my evil. That’s my deal. One for one. It’s really that simple.”

      The man reached into his suit pocket, retrieved a white envelope, and again placed it on the table in front of him. 

      Varnum eyed the thickness of the envelope. 

      “You know the man you killed, Henry—I forget his name—was a lot like you. He was crazy. That’s why he was here at Harbor House. But he was in room 530—east wing—because of what he did to children.”

      Varnum inhaled, while staring at blood lodged underneath his nails. “Henry? Yeah, that guy seemed a little off. Thought he was Spiderman, that’s for sure.” Varnum chuckled. “Until I ate his soul.” He hesitated as he gathered his thoughts. “This place doesn’t serve me, and I’m not going to tell you again, sir. Immunity for my wife. Tick tock, tick tock…” 

      “One for one, as you said. You give us the governor’s daughter and what you desire can be found inside this envelope. A tit for tat, quid pro quo, however you want to phrase it, but the bottom line is simple. The governor’s daughter comes home tonight,” the man explained. He stood, sliding the envelope back into his pocket, and knocked on the door, leaving his seat against the wall. The door opened, and he turned back. “Doctor Varnum, you will take us to where she is, and if she’s not alive, you will spend the rest of your short life full of regret. I promise you that!”
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        * * *

      

      A motor whined as the aluminum roll-up doors traveled into the overhead track system. Daylight swept into the transfer room like an ocean breeze. Varnum smiled as he could see freedom in the distance. 

      An audible beep could be heard as a silver-and-black armored truck backed up to the opening, obstructing Varnum’s view. His smile evaporated as the rear doors opened with help from hydraulic arms. 

      Varnum stood shackled as tactical officers exited the truck and surrounded him. The men wore helmets and plate carriers that covered well-defined men. He noticed a black patch Velcroed to the men’s uniforms that read “Mecklenburg Police-SWAT.” He smiled, knowing the game was about to be as real as it could get.

      A hydraulic and pneumatic sound caught Varnum’s attention. That’s when he noticed a silver polished chair attached to a mechanical lift creeping out from the rear of the truck. Within a few moments, the platform containing the chair was now sitting on the floor. 

      An officer gave a nod, and another one spoke. “Step forward, turn, and sit in the chair.”

      Varnum noticed the name tag attached to the man’s armor. Aldridge, what a short name. He stepped forward and complied with the officer’s wish. His back was shivering and felt as if his bare skin was against the metal of the chair. 

      “Doctor Varnum, we understand that you wanted to take a little field trip. Let me apologize up front for the lack of creature comforts, but rules are rules,” Sergeant Harris began. His men strapped Varnum into the chair as he spoke. “The straps will keep you safe, and obviously us, too. But candidly, the straps are meant to keep the public safe. Now, aren’t they?”

      Varnum clicked his teeth together in response, as if he were a dog threatening to bite the man. 

      Varnum was secured with several straps when Sergeant Harris gave a second nod to a man just outside of Varnum’s sight. A man dressed in a black oxford suit with a blue tie stepped from the shadows with a mask in his hand. 

      Varnum gawked at the man. “Don’t forget my wife gets immunity.”

      “It’s all in the envelope, and I never break a deal, Doctor,” he said as he brought into view a black velvet bag. He used both hands to quickly slide it over Varnum’s face, adjusting it to pair the pre-cut holes with his eyes. “That’s to not only hide your identity, but more so to keep you from biting.” He pulled a drawstring, which secured the bag around his neck, and smirked at the results.

      The man stepped away as the pneumatic sounds of hydraulics echoed in the corridor. The armored car withdrew the seat, nestling it securely inside the rear cargo area. The doors were shut and electronically locked. 

      The men retreated to their respective vehicles and prepared the convoy to depart.
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        * * *

      

      “Is all of this really necessary?” Varnum asked. 

      “Was it necessary for you to collect women in vats of acid like goldfish inside fishbowls at a county fair?” the officer retorted. 

      “Yes, it was.”

      Varnum sat and closed his eyes, trying to grab moments of mental solitude. He knew the drive to the farm would take about an hour, and he wanted to mentally prepare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16- Blake Briar’s Phone Call

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital room stopped spinning. Worm opened his eyes, blinking tears down the burned craters that used to be smooth cheeks. His skin graph was above and around his eyes, airing out from the last cleaning. Bone protruded from his chin and was covered with gauze. And his neck looked akin to melted plastic.   

      His mouth felt starchy, dry as a fall leaf. He could feel a needle sensation as he whimpered an incoherent voice while Nurse Briar walked in. 

      “Oh, dear, you’re starting to wake,” she said as she observed him. She wondered if he had slept enough to begin a conscious recovery or if she should be forced to sedate him. “Can you hear me?”

      “Bird—” he managed to say but then closed his eyes and disappeared into unconsciousness. His snoring was nearly instantaneous as his head tilted to the side. Nurse Briar took his vitals. He was stable with an elevated heart rate. She looked him over, feeling sorry for what used to be a handsome young man. 

      Nurse Briar fingered Detective Hawkins’s business card inside of her pants pocket. She retrieved it and stepped outside, dialing the number. The phone toned in her ear as she thought about what the detective had last said: “Anything could help.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hello,” Hawkins said, picking up on the first ring. 

      “Detective, it’s Blake, from—”

      “Well, now. I’m glad you called. Is Worm doing okay? Or…?” he asked, hoping the call wasn’t to inform him of the man’s death. 

      “I think it’s time you boys come and have a chat. He woke up for a short period, uttering non-sense about the bird, or a bird. Something about a bird,” she explained, “but he woke up on his own, which means his body is getting used to the medication we have him on and he’s becoming aware again, so now could be about a good a time as any for you guys to talk.”

      Hawkins’ eyes shifted to Dollar as he listened to the nurse. Dollar was typing away and, for a change, not complaining. He wondered if he should take Dollar with him. Would his mouth be worth the stress?

      “Thank you, Blake,” he said and noticed Dollar’s attention shift at the sound of her name. “We will be over shortly.”

      “Was that who I think it was?” Dollar asked with a grin. 

      “If you’re going to be an asshole and run your suck, you can keep your ass parked at your desk.” Hawkins made himself clear as he picked up his Glock from his desk drawer and slid the holstered pistol into his pants. “I’m not going to put up with it today, you hear me?”

      “Fuck you,” Dollar said with a smirk. “Okay, okay, I’ll be a good boy. Can we grab some food after? I’m starving!”

      “Get in the car, and unless your actions can be productive to the case, you’re just along for the ride. When we get there, open your ears, and shut your mouth. I’ll buy dinner if you don’t fuck this up,” Hawkins explained as he began to walk.

      Dollar closed his mouth. Clenching his jaw, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and followed. 
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        * * *

      

      The hospital was bustling as Dollar held the elevator doors for Hawkins. “After you, my liege,” he said sarcastically.

      Hawkins shook his head and fought the urge to respond. Instead, he smiled and stepped inside. 

      The elevator chimed, and the doors shut the men off from the world. 

      “Not one word?” Dollar asked. He smirked, knowing the simple question would crawl all over Hawkins like a cockroach in the dark. “Not one?”

      Hawkins again ignored him. The elevator chimed, the doors parted way, and they walked off, into the burn center. Almost immediately, they spied Nurse Briar from across the nurses’ station. Hawkins gave her a wave, and she shifted her head, smiling as their eyes met. 

      She moved toward them, speaking with other nurses briefly along her route. “Good to see you fellas again,” she said. “I’ve been doing rounds, and it’s time to check on your guy, so follow me.” She never gave either of the detectives a chance to speak. Nurse Briar simply had a lot of work ahead of her, and it was obvious she was going out of her way to do them a favor. 

      Dollar noticed the room number, 1342, and his nose curled at the smell of burned flesh. It was as if his senses were triggered by that room. Strange, he thought, and the door swung open to a new odor for him to hate. The smell of rotting flesh. 
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        * * *

      

      Worm was lying on his back, left arm strapped to a thick pad at a ninety-degree angle from the bed. He looked like painstakingly pounded meat, strapped to a cross, and his right arm had vanished—amputated days ago. The man’s face was open to the air, with obvious scabbing around his eyes from the skin graphs, and the rest of his visible skin was beet red. 

      Dollar stared at his face uncomfortably.

      His eyes were open, and as Hawkins came into view, Worm’s pupils widened. 

      “Sir, do you remember these gentlemen? This one”—she patted Hawkins on his back—“helped pull you from that nasty sewer.”

      “My home,” Worm whimpered. “That’s where I live, where I sleep, it’s my home. Not here. I need to go back. The birds will come.” He fought to sit up, but his arm was keeping him in place. Nurse Briar, realizing her patient’s need, used the remote to raise the bed, lifting his back so he could better see the detectives. 

      “Sir, I know you told us your name is Worm. Is that what you go by?” Hawkins asked.

      “Worm… It’s who I am and what I do. I live underground. Where it’s safe, or at least it used to be. No one knew I was there. No one. I was invisible, but present. I was there, but never seen. Like an earthworm, you see.” He looked at the men. 

      “Can you tell us about that, about your house, where you live underground?” 

      “I was alone, where it was safe. I had an old couch and chair, some clothes, and typically water would flow down that pipe. I used it as a shower when I had to and use the water to hydrate when I ran out of bottles. But that day, oh the water hurt me—it hurt me so bad! What was in that pipe? What was it!!!”

      “It was acid, and that’s how you were burned. That’s why you lost your arm.”

      Worm’s eyes welled up, and he gasped for air, fighting back the pain. He focused his attention on Nurse Briar. “Shot, can I have my shot now, please?” His voice was weak and cracking.

      She nodded and left the room.

      “What about the birds?” Dollar interjected. He knew better but opened his mouth regardless. Hawkins jaw clenched, but before he could say anything, Worm answered.

       “The black ones. I’ve heard them talking. With the voice of the devil.” 

      Hawkins lowered his head, knowing in his bones that Worm had to either be crazy or, like Nurse Briar mentioned before, was hallucinating from the painkillers. 

      “They talked through the pipes. I heard them sometimes. And then the screams would follow.” Worm shut his eyes and puffed his cheeks out. Hawkins noticed he was expanding his face to crack the scabs, pus oozing out. He was doing anything to relieve the pain. 

      As soon as the man said “through the pipes” Hawkins’ attention perked up. He knew he was referring to the pipe that carried the acid. The same drainpipe that originated inside of John Varnum’s warehouse of death. He knew he heard voices through that pipe; they belonged to the sadistic doctor, his victims, and anyone else associated. Hawkins began wondering if anyone else could be involved. 
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        * * *

      

      Nurse Briar opened the door, making a direct path to the IV line attached to Worm’s only arm. “You’ll fall asleep in a few,” she said as she thumbed the cap off the syringe, slowly pushing the plunger to expel any excess air. 

      Hawkins slid over and placed a hand on Blake’s shoulder. “Can you wait just a couple before you do that?” 

      She stopped and twisted her attention between Worm and Hawkins. Then Detective Dollar started talking.

       “Sir, please, we are trying to save a girl. She’s been kidnapped, and we fear her time is limited,” Dollar said, stepping closer to the bed. 

      Worm’s eyes shifted. “Wait,” he said to the nurse. “I can wait.”

      Detective Hawkins beamed and dropped a hand on the bed rail. “What can you recall about the voices?”

      Dollar stepped back, taking out a small notepad, and began scribbling. 

      “When I first moved in, I thought nothing of the voices. I could tell they were coming from women and men, but I thought they were ghosts.” He shifted his eyes between the three of them. “I lived in the sewer. That concrete room was big enough for me. It kept me safe and out of sight; it was my home.  It was always dark down there, and when the voices came at first, I was scared. Until I got a light. Then the shadows danced in the wind. That took some getting used to. 

      “After a while, I realized the voices were sliding down that pipe from the ceiling, where water would fall from occasionally. Even though I didn’t want to be seen, I got lonely sometimes, and later, when the voices came, they no longer scared me. It was like being back home a little, with my family. I’d close my eyes and imagine the voices were my parents before they died.” 

      Worm stopped and puffed his cheeks again. They expanded and the scabs made a ripping sound as they cracked. His eyes watered as he said, “Then I started noticing the birds painted on the wall. They were always there, I feel, but I never paid attention, until the voices started to scream. That was jarring, eye opening. 

      “Then I noticed some of the voices were the same. They were men. And the female voices changed often. Those voices were almost never the same, the female ones.”

      “When you heard the voices, what were they saying? Can you remember anything specific?” Dollar asked. 

      Hawkins was no longer concerned with his partner speaking up; he was transfixed on the voices. He knew they had come from within the warehouse and were more than just Varnum and his wife speaking.

      “That’s how I noticed the birds. I heard them say it at first. But never caught on, not till later, but when I did, the black birds were noticeable. They looked textured and had a wingspan just wider than their length. A black as night raven.” He hesitated and nodded to the nurse, indicating it was time for his pain to go away. “The voices spoke of a cabin and a lake, or near a lake? Maybe in the lake? I can’t recall, but they mentioned—black bird. I don’t know what they meant, but the men always had a serious tone of voice when those words were spoken.”

      Nurse Briar attached the syringe into the man’s IV port and fed his bloodstream the cloudy medication. “You’ll sleep well in just a couple minutes.”

      “Worm, we will chat again, but do you mind telling me your given name?” Hawkins asked.

      “My name?” the man questioned; his eyes fluttered as he fought to stay awake. He hadn’t told anyone his name in forever. He gawked at the detective, seeing the shape of his face contort, then seem to melt, dripping his yellow skin over the floor. “Logan Hunter,” he said, mush mouthed, as his vision faded into the dark unknown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17- The Body

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace Young sat in her unmarked crime scene van. She was exhausted and awaited the arrival of the devil himself. Her hands shook as she fumbled her prescription bottle. The pills rattled inside as if an earthquake was trembling beneath her. 

      She took deep, calming breaths, slowed her heart rate, opened the bottle, and scooped out the green-and-white calming capsules. Grace threw a pair into her mouth and gulped water when her phone began to ring. 

      She wiped the excess from her lips and answered. “Hello.” 

      “Grace, Lieutenant Baxter, how are you? The warehouse scene has progressed nicely, I know you’ve been pulling some long hours, and I appreciate it. It’s hard work, but I wanted to check on you.”

      She listened but knew the “ask” was coming. Grace had been around long enough to know that if command was being nice and acting concerned about your actual wellbeing, they genuinely wanted something. 

      She drank more water as she thought about her response. If she told them she was having a breakdown, they’d send her off to see the shrinks at Harbor House, like they did poor old Joe Hodges—and he killed himself over it. “Living the dream, sir,” was the best thing Grace could muster.

      “Well, we appreciate the hard work, but I need your help.”

      There it was, the “ask.” She shut her eyes, placed the phone on speaker, and dropped it on her dash. She leaned her head back in gasping disgust. “How’s that, Lieutenant?”

      “A contingent of SWAT officers are escorting Doctor John Varnum out to Pikes Lake. And a couple of FBI agents will also be there, but they’ve requested our support with processing any crime scene they may encounter.”

      “Don’t tell me they found more bodies?” Grace asked. Her face flushed with disgust, eyes veiny and red from lack of sleep. “Wait, did you say escort?”

      “I did. Look, it’s no secret. The word’s getting out; Varnum took the governor’s daughter sometime during the lockdown. The plan is for him to take officers to where she is. We don’t know if she’s alive or not. The bastard won’t say. But we have been asked to provide crime scene support if any are located.”

      She tossed her now-empty water bottle into the floorboard and opened an old bottle of Dr. Pepper. Her eyes clinched tight as she processed what her boss was asking.

      “Grace, are you there?” her lieutenant asked. 

      She didn’t want to answer. She didn’t hate the man and knew he was really just the messenger, but she was starting to loath him. “I’m here. Where’s the meet spot?” She twisted the cap and gulped the warm soda. Fizz tickled the back of her throat. The sugar rush lifted her spirits.

      “Jacob’s Loop, at Hog’s Head Cove on Pikes Lake.” 

      She hung the phone up and capped her warm soda. She was a short drive from Walker’s Bridge, which would lead her across the river and eventually to Jacob’s Loop. She picked her phone back up and played her music. A few moments later, “Zombie” by the Cranberries was streaming through her van’s speakers as she began to drive. 
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        * * *

      

      Gravel crunched under her tires as Grace pulled up to the entrance of Jacob’s Loop. She knew this road well and as a teenager attended bonfires at the top of the loop, which was where the bluffs overlooked the lake. 

      She parked and stepped from her van. She was the first one to arrive, minus chopper one—which she could hear overhead. 

      Grace stood under a large oak tree, overlooking the water, thinking, Pikes Lake is so beautiful, but I’m sure this asshole is about to ruin my memories and good times had on the water. Just like with Hayden Lake. Those fucking gators. 

      Grace’s mind trickled back in time, to a scene she processed. Where a local family had, over time, introduced alligators into the natural habit of Hayden Lake. Ultimately, multiple children and at least one adult were killed by them—near the cabins at Camp Hayden. 

      Grace could hear the approaching vehicles. She turned from the lake and noticed blacked-out SUVs and marked patrol cars, and in the center of the escort was what looked like an armored car. 

      Dust plumed in the air as the convoy drove past her. She could still hear the chopper hovering overhead, but now she could see the helicopters doors were open and a man with a rifle appeared to be intently watching the transport. 

      Grace realized the convoy was taking the loop up to the top of the bluffs, so she got back into her van and followed at a safe distance. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum was strapped to his chair as the vehicles wound their way up Jacob’s Loop. He could hear the police radio transmitting from the driver’s seat. “Chopper one to headquarters, we have what appears to be a body floating at the bottom of the bluffs.”

      Varnum’s eyes widened, and he smiled. “I didn’t do that, guys. Looks like you arrested the wrong man.” He laughed uncontrollably. “That’s not the governor’s daughter, I promise.” He continued to laugh.

      “I’ll notify fire and have their boat recover it,” chopper one said.

      “Look, fellas, you can’t put that body on me—” Varnum paused and thought about the last car he launched off the bluffs. Maybe they can put that body on me?

      The convoy continued to the top of the loop and parked far from the bluffs. 

      “Hawkeye Alpha, I have the eye,” a sniper riding back seat inside of chopper one transmitted. The helicopter hovered high enough and far enough from the convoy to give the sniper clear coverage and a possible shot on Doctor John Varnum if he tried to escape. “The bluff is clear; you can get him out.”
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        * * *

      

      Like a concert of dominoes, doors opened wide and SWAT officers with their rifles at the ready exited, setting up a perimeter around the parking area and, more so, around the armored car containing Doctor John Varnum. A strong wind pushed a tube of dirt into the air, circling Varnum’s car.

      The chopper still hovered as the hydraulics came to life, opening the heavy rear doors of the armored car. Varnum sat strapped to the mechanical chair with a black hood covering his face like a military prisoner headed to Guantanamo Bay. He looked like the boogieman’s nightmare. 

      The chair pitched up and out of the van slowly via a mechanical arm. The platform containing the chair came to rest on the gravel, and Varnum continued to laugh. SWAT officers closed in on Varnum. 

      “It’s time. You can hear the chopper above, and I’m sure you can hear the dog in the distance. You cannot escape. Your only salvation is giving us the governor’s daughter. Do you understand?” the officer said. 

      The top of Varnum’s hood pushed with the wind. He could smell the rot, the death, and knew he was the only one with the stomach for what was about to be seen. “Salvation? Well now, that’s a hell of a word to use, isn’t it? I mean, are you trying to save my soul or find the girl?” he said. The eye slits of the hood partially obscured the officer. He stared, knowing now wasn’t the time to mess around. “Let me out and let’s take a walk.”

      The plan had been rehearsed and the officers were seasoned veterans, knowing that no plan ever withstood the first few moments. 

      Varnum was unstrapped. He stood, arching his stiff back. “And these,” he said, referring to the handcuffs binding his wrists through the belly chain around his waist. 

      The man dressed in the black oxford suit and blue tie walked between the officers and smiled. He swiftly removed Varnum’s hood. “It’s a give-and-take kind of relationship, Doctor. I allowed you out of the vehicle, and now I’ve taken off the hood. The cuffs stay put, and now it’s your turn to give.”

      Varnum looked around at the SWAT officer’s kit, noticing a blood typing and name plate that read Holmes. “What do you think, Holmes? Should I be nice and start giving?”

      The officer eyed Varnum. “I really don’t give a fuck what you do. You can jump off the bluff for all I care.” 

      The rotor blades cracked the air above as Varnum realized Holmes really was a salty bastard. He made a mental note not to toy with him but also wondered if his soul—the soul of truly someone who was unafraid—tasted different than all the others.

      “Show us this cave,” the man said. 

      “First things first. That bloated sack of meat floating below the bluffs, it’s not the only one down there. That’s the deepest part of the lake, and the walleye like to be fed. You ever ask yourselves why the walleye get so big at the bottom?” Varnum stopped and turned toward Holmes. “You look like a history major. You know why this area of the lake is known as Hog’s Head Cove?”

      “This bluff is where, back in the day, the old slaughterhouse was located,” Holmes replied. 

      “Bingo. You must be a native Mecklenburgian. They would slaughter cows, and mainly hogs, then simply discard the waste product over the cliff. The heads would sink to the bottom and the walleye would feast like kings.” He smirked. “They’ve been shut down a long time, but your divers will find the skulls down there. Funny thing is the fish are still giant and the bluff continues to be a hot spot for record setting walleye. You’re welcome for that. Your divers will find out why.”
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        * * *

      

      “The cave?” asked the man. 

      “Ah yes, the cave. Well, I can’t simply tell you where it is, now can I? I mean, if it were just that simple, you guys would have found it years ago, wouldn’t you? I feel I have to show you,” Varnum explained, throwing his head toward the bluff. 

      Please, if you’re going to jump, just do it, so I can home. Officer Holmes bit the inside of his cheek as his mind wished the man dead. 

      Varnum began to shuffle his feet, leg irons kicking up dust. He moved close to the edge of the bluff, but only enough to see the body float. 

      “Officer Holmes, will you be ever so kind as to pick up that large rock and throw it over the edge?”

      “No.”

      “I see, well, let’s go on back to Harbor House.” Varnum turned back to the vehicles. 

      The man in the oxford suit gave the officer a nod, as if to say, “Cooperate or else.” 

      “All right, fine,” Holmes said. He rotated his rifle to his side, away from Varnum, and picked up the rock. It was gray and took both hands for him to hold. 

      Varnum turned back toward the bluff and shuffled closer to the edge. “Throw it over, and everyone pay attention to where it goes.” He smirked. “Try and avoid hitting the bloated meat bobber down there.”

      Officer Holmes hoisted the rock, shoulder height, and much like with a shot put, pushed it out into the open air. The group of officers watched as gravity took over. The rock fell fast, impacted the water, a few feet from the corpse. The ripples bouncing off the rock wall, with one exception. 

      “Did you see it?” Varnum asked. 

      “Exactly what should we have seen?” a voice asked. 

      “The opening to the cave.”
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        * * *

      

      A red-and-white Mecklenburg Fire Department boat pulled close to the bluff. It was a shear limestone wall that towered above the lake. The boat captain maneuvered the boat as a firemen tossed bumpers over the side to keep the bluff from damaging the boat. The stains adorning the bluff illustrated the water level to be several feet below normal.

      Firefighters used an aluminum poll to help recover the bloated corpse of a female floater. 

      “Sergeant Harris, you copy?” the boat captain radioed as he steered away from the rock wall. 

      “Go ahead, sir.” He listened as he looked down from the bluffs. A breeze pushed past his ear, causing him to step back from the edge. A chill ran down his spine as he listened.

      “The floater is a female. We have her bagged and will transfer her to body removal, but there’s more.” He paused, allowing the radio to reset. “Three feet below the water line, I have the cave you’re looking for.”

      Varnum smiled at the news. His eyes squinted at the sun. “Yeah, the water level is historically low,” Varnum said. “Ten years ago, you’d never have found it.”
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        * * *

      

      Officer Holmes stood behind Varnum, rotated his rifle onto his back, and pulled the sling taut. Without hesitation and with every ounce of his being, he shoved Varnum over the bluffs edge. 

      He watched as Varnum disappeared into the vast space and smiled at the report of his body impacting the water. It sounded exactly like a melon hitting concrete. Varnum’s clothing and the added weight of the chains dragged his body to the pit of the bluffs, finally resting him next to a hog’s skull. Fish instantly fed on him.

      Holmes’ eyes fluttered, and he shook his head. He gasped for air as if he had been holding his breath. Holmes looked around at the other SWAT officers surrounding Doctor John Varnum that were walking back toward the vehicles.

      “Holmes, wake the fuck up. Let’s go,” Sergeant Harris shouted. 

       The palm of his hands soaked his gloves as he realized he had merely fantasized about killing the man. Day dreaming. He knew Varnum needed to die, that he was pure evil and had ruined so many lives, but personally, his mental health had declined rapidly, ever since his last shooting, and more so after Strayer was killed.
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        * * *

      

      Bubbles rolled off Ethan’s mask. He had been a fireman for the last ten years and a diver for half of that. His weights and tank slowly sank him toward the cave’s entrance. The water was clear, and that particular section of the lake was cold year-round, thanks to the natural spring feeding into it.

      As Ethan descended along the bluff wall, Fireman—and diver—Dante Ferguson pushed off from the boat, splashing fins-first into the lake. He had been Ethan’s diving partner for the past five years. When work called on their skillset, they were right beside each other, on every dive. 

      The two divers met up underwater, using hand signals to communicate. They both agreed they were okay and good to continue. 

      The cave was quickly located, and the men entered. 

      Ethan was the lead diver and in turn used a fluorescent line attached to a reel on his hip. It unwound naturally as the divers swam into the cave, their dive lights leading the way into the dark void. The cave entrance was large enough that if the lake level dropped another ten feet or so, the fireboat could maneuver its way inside.

      The men swam slowly and confidently as a pinging echo bounced off the surrounding walls. Ethan still led as Dante was clearly visible a few feet away. Both men continued to communicate with hand signals and agreed that everything was looking good. 

      Then they found her. 

      Maybe fifty yards in, just before the cave opened to a large cavern with rock formations hanging from the area’s ceiling like hundreds of vampire teeth. Dante signaled he would stay with the girl, and Ethan acknowledged. 

      Dante noticed the girl was college age and the cold spring water had preserved her body to a near-pristine condition. The fish amazingly had left her alone, and her face resembled a porcelain doll, and her lips were bright red, as if she wore lipstick. Her dress had been white but in the clear water was now translucent, eerily floating as if gravity didn’t exist.

      Ethan swam past the girl as Dante held her still. He swam out into the cavern, became vertical, and peered at the massive stalactites. He ascended, knowing that if stalactites were present, so were air pockets. 

      Ethan surfaced, took his mask and regulator off, then breathed the stale air. He smiled at the wonder of the earth. Only God could create this beauty. 
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        * * *

      

      Dante took his time pushing and pulling the girl into the body bag. He focused on his breathing, so he could preserve as much oxygen as possible. She appeared to be small in stature and in the water weighed next to nothing. 

      The body bag they were utilizing was specifically designed for water recoveries. It would contain everything it needed to while allowing the water weight to escape as the bag was hoisted to the surface. 

      Ethan swam back into the neck of the cave’s entrance, gave Dante a thumbs-up and the “time to surface” signal. Dante zipped the body bag closed and returned a thumbs-up. The two men swam with skill while pushing the body in front of them. When they reached the cave’s entry point, Dante reached out to an awaiting cable sent down by their boat. Dante weaved it through the handles of the bag and readied the body to hoist.

      Both men gave the “surface” signal and began to slowly ascend. 

      Dante emerged first, taking his mask off. “We found one,” he yelled to the boat captain. 

      His eyes were glassy, and his facial features never changed as he held the transmit button solid and spoke. “We found one. Bringing up the body now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18- Back to the Sewer

          

        

      

    

    
      The ignition key slid in, and with a quarter turn, Hawkins fired up his unmarked black Impala. He sat motionless as he thought about what Worm had said. He knew they had some work to do, but his mind was hazy with the route to take. Typically, it was always so crisp and clear to him. How, when, and where to solve each case, but not this one. He was conflicted on many levels. But knew he had to go back to the sewer, see what he had missed. 

      “Ray,” Dollar said, snapping his fingers. 

      Hawkins eyes blinked and he turned to his partner. 

      “I’m not sure where this is going to lead, but let’s go to the sewer under the warehouse,” Dollar said. 

      Hawkins gawked at him. He knew that was the most logical starting point. “If only the feds would give us a crack at interviewing Varnum, or at least share their wealth of information, maybe we’d have found the girl by now.” He put the car in gear, pulling out onto Route 3. “Let’s go take another look at that sewer.”
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        * * *

      

      Rain started to fall. The Impala’s wipers squeaked across the windshield with every move, and the asphalt oils seeped to the road’s surface as they drove. 

      Dollar sat staring out his passenger window as they passed the small businesses in the heart of town. The water rolled from the windshield, streaming across his window like a clear river. He watched as the water’s path, created by the wind, pushed down the length of the car, and he thought of the sewer. He thought of the path the water drained and of the pipes leading to it. Then it hit him. His eyes widened, and he looked at Hawkins. “How many pipes did you see in that sewer?”

      “I don’t know, several, why?” Hawkins replied.

      “It doesn’t matter, but Worm said he heard the voices through the pipes, not the pipe. I bet that chamber he called home was a central collection point for every drain in the warehouse.”

      “So?” Hawkins asked. He knew Dollar was intelligent and had a point. He just couldn’t see it.

      “So? It’s the warehouse district. If the pipes from Varnum’s warehouse drained into that chamber, maybe, just maybe, pipes from other warehouses did, too. If you look at the map, the district is a circle, with a road bisecting the loop. And Varnum’s warehouse is right smack in the middle.”

      “Are you saying—?”

      “Yes, I am. Maybe there’s more than one warehouse involved. Maybe the voices he heard weren’t just from the warehouse they raided. I mean, could a well-respected, well-known anesthesiologist kill all those people without help? Maybe, but not likely.”

      “Well, it was obvious his wife was involved,” Hawkins added.

      “You have a point, but when I first noticed the rows of tanks, the sheer amount of them, my first instincts were he had help, and his wife, while complicit, couldn’t be the only one.”

      “I’d ask her, but—” Hawkins laughed, “—she’s not talking much these days.”

      Dollar shook his head, laughing darkly as they turned onto South Industrial Avenue. “Let’s take a quick loop around the block and see what warehouses are the closest to Varnum’s.”

      Hawkins nodded. “The other thing that’s baffling is, if he had help, how the hell did they do it? I mean, it would have taken several people, right? And how would no one have leaked, been caught, or even all become of like minds to do such horrible crimes for so long?”
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        * * *

      

      The rain echoed off the roof of the Impala with sounds of an old metal-roofed barn as they pulled onto North Industrial Way. Varnum’s warehouse was around the corner, on their right. 

      They passed building after building, some with fenced yards, most without. The warehouses were like twins. They all looked alike and stacked close together. The rain was slowing but still heavy. Hawkins turned the wiper speed down and began scanning the area. 

      “Did records show any other properties owned by Varnum?” Hawkins asked as he slowly drove.

      “Personal properties up on Hayden Lake, but nothing commercial and nothing in this area, other than his affiliation with the original warehouse. And he was living in it, so would you think he’d have an actual residential home somewhere in town? The hospital had an address but turned out not to exist.”

      “The hospital’s background on this guy was so off. Hell, the entire town was off on that twisted fuck,” Hawkins replied.

      They drove the loop a couple of times, noticing nothing unusual, and finally came to a stop behind Varnum’s warehouse, near the sewer entrance. 
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        * * *

      

      Detective Dollar zipped his jacket snug, flipping his hoody on, and stepped from the car. The rain beat down on him as he fished his flashlight from his pocket. A metallic click echoed as the detectives both turned their lights on, Hawkins in the lead, as they stepped into the concrete tube entrance to the sewer. 

      The pipe was large enough they could stand inside as they walked the curved concrete, just above the fast-flowing gray water. Each beam of light bounced off the concrete with each step. The blackness seemingly disappeared as they reach it. 

      “How far in did you guys go?” Dollar asked as he shuffled his feet, dancing around thick pools of water. 

      “Maybe thirty more yards, then at the intersection, turn right, and go another fifty yards,” Hawkins explained, hoping he was correct.

      The men moved and made their next right-hand turn, then Dollar saw it first. A black bird, wings spread wide, as if viewed from above while in flight was painted on the concrete. 

      Both men noticed the painting and in unison said, “The black bird.”

      They continued to move through the pipe until their flashlights fell on the concrete chamber Worm called home. Both detectives stepped into the open area, noticing the high concrete ceiling and numerous pipes directing drainage water into the room. 

      The room was collecting rain run-off from the street and gray water from sewage, and the walls were lined at the base with years of compounded dirt and sand. An old recliner laid crippled in the corner of the room, next to half a couch. Clothing was strewn about and sprinkled in with empty beer cans and plastic trash. This was Worm’s home. 

      “There.” Dollar pointed toward the pipes protruding from the ceiling. “The ones without water flowing from them.”

      “I’m tracking,” Hawkins replied. “The ones on the left are from Varnum’s warehouse, without a doubt. The center one is over the area Worm got hurt. Where the acid fell on him.”

      “I bet those other three—” Dollar pointed at the pipes, opposite side of the chamber room, from the ones draining from Varnum’s warehouse. The ones without water draining from them. “Based on where I think we are, they go to the warehouse next door, far end of the parking lot.”

      “I agree, and since I’m a betting man, I think, over time, Worm heard voices flow from all of those pipes. There’s another warehouse. The question is are more bodies inside or will we find the governor’s daughter there?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19- The Second Warehouse

          

        

      

    

    
      Detectives Hawkins and Dollar stepped from the sewer, back into the light of day, and the rain had now slowed to a cold drizzle. Their feet were soaked with gray water and their hearts raced as they knew they were about to open Pandora’s box. 

      Dollar moved up the grassy incline in the direction of the parking lot. Thunder rolled in the distance of the black clouds, moving away from them. He took a deep breath and walked the parking lot, tracing their underground sewer route as he went. He turned right and moved further across the wet pavement. “There.” He pointed to the warehouse through a short patch of woods, the same woods the SWAT team had used as their approach before the warehouse raid. 

      “I see it,” Hawkins said. It was a mirror image of Varnum’s warehouse, minus the brick base. “I’ll call it in.”

      “Don’t. Just hold off on that for a few.”

      “We—”

      “Not yet, Ray. We don’t have enough to pull the big red handle, but let’s walk over and get more. Call dispatch and check us out there, but don’t call the calvary just yet. Let’s just go take a look,” Dollar explained.

      Hawkins knew his partner was right and pulled his phone out, dialing dispatch. 
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        * * *

      

      The detectives walked into the wet trees as rain-soaked leaves brushed against their bodies. They could see the building in the distance, through the leaning pines and soaring oaks. It was tall and long, vacant of windows, but a metal door with concrete stairs leading to it and multiple roll-up garage doors adorned the back side. It looked like a carbon copy of all the other warehouses in the district. 

      Dollar led the way, pushing branches aside, walking with a purpose, but stepped lightly and intently listened to his surroundings. 

      The men came to the edge of the wood line and turned around to view Varnum’s warehouse. It was maybe seventy-five yards away. Just enough distance to be out of sight—out of mind. 

      With their attention back on the new warehouse, the men noticed no movement, no vehicles, no nothing. So, they stepped freely from the wood line that had obscured their presence and briskly moved toward the rear door. 

      The rain continued to fall but turned to a fine mist as the detectives took to the stairs. At the rear door, Dollar again looked around—nothing, the coast was clear. He checked the handle. Locked. 

      Detective Hawkins stepped back, allowing Dollar room to work. That’s when his eyes noticed the faded black bird on the metal door. Its wings were spread in flight but faded to a point of blending within the metal. 

      Dollar pulled his kit out. 

      “Did you see the bird?” Hawkins asked softly.

      “Where?” Dollar asked as he fingered his picking tools into the lock. 

      “In front of you.”

      Dollar focused his eyes on the door as his fingers used the metal tools to lift the lock’s internal tumblers. It was right in front of his face. The bird. It was the same bird as the one they found in the sewer and matched the one on Varnum’s warehouse door. He shook his head as the handle moved and the door cracked open.

      With the lock now free, Detective Dollar opened the door and Hawkins followed him inside. 

      High hanging florescent lights shined the open area of the warehouse. The detectives could see deep into the warehouse and could hear a rat scurrying across the floor. It echoed throughout the warehouse and into their souls.

      Dollar drew his Glock, and Hawkins followed suit. Both men wore copper-toned Mecklenburg Police Detective badges clipped to their belts, just above their right quads. 

      The men moved to a pillar for cover and listened for movement while scanning the massive openness of the warehouse. They noticed no one nor heard anything other than the rat. So they continued deeper into the unknown. 

      Detective Hawkins took lead. He softly but briskly stepped out from cover, directly to the next pillar. The men did this in a leapfrog fashion, as to cover ground and visually clear as they moved while also providing cover for one another.

      Then they saw the four cages and the water tank. 

      Dollar motioned Hawkins to break away from his position and take one side of the cages as he took the other. The men could see the cages were much like the single cage located inside of Varnum’s warehouse. They were all tall and human size, made of steel bars, with shackles and could be seen through. They resembled a hamster cage but used for humans. 

      As they noticed all four cages were empty, they gawked at the glass tank with metal edging. It was holding a murky crimson water that stood twice the height of a normal man. They couldn’t tell if anyone was inside of it, but for that moment, they left it to finish clearing the structure. 

      Not far from the tank, the men came upon an interior wooden door. It was white with a dried dark stain smeared across it. With pistols still drawn, the detectives stepped to the door. Hawkins nodded, and Dollar pulled the door open, pinning it against the wall with his foot and aiming his pistol down the new hallway. 
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        * * *

      

      William Allred heard the men enter the warehouse. He stood in the shadows as they moved inside. He was a brute of a man, and hard to miss, but the black void of the corner behind the door hid him in plain sight. 

      His breathing slowed as sweat dripped down his spine, collecting in his briefs. He watched two men with pistols moving tactically through the warehouse away from him, toward the cages. The door stood ajar, and he diligently eyed the men until they were far enough away, that he then slowly stepped out of the dark and without notice walked outside. 

      William ran down the wet concrete steps and vanished into the wood line. Like a magician on stage, as soon as he stepped past the first tree, he was nothing but a memory.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Dollar moved into the hallway behind Hawkins. Pistol in one hand and flashlight in the other, the men moved, clearing as they went.

      At the first door, Hawkins opened it and followed his partner inside. The room was empty. They moved back to their entry point and made their way across the hall and into the next room. It was empty, too. 

      Dollar peered back into the hall and down it. He could see two more doors, one open and one closed. He motioned for Hawkins, and together, they quickly moved to the open door, entering that room. 

      Inside the room, they found no one but noticed a long wooden table spanning the length of the room with knight-like chairs pushed in and surrounding the table. Adorning the center of the table was a carved bird, painted black. Just like with the bird in the sewer and faded on the door of the warehouse, the bird was in flight with wings spread wide. 

      A chill ran over Hawkins, and he shook it off as he stared at the table. The warehouse was empty, as far they could tell. But the bird had now been spotted on the door at Varnum’s warehouse, on the door of this warehouse adjacent to Varnum’s, and in the sewer where the drain of both warehouses led to. 
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        * * *

      

      Dollar and Hawkins walked back out into the warehouse directly to the two-story glass tank of nasty water. 

      “You ever see David Blaine escape from a sphere full of water?” Dollar asked, pistol still in hand.

      “What are you saying?”

      “David Blaine, he’s a magician—”

      “Oh, that guy, he nearly killed himself a few times doing stunts,” Hawkins said.

      Dollar looked at the tank and the grayish-crimson water. “Yeah, he nearly drowned himself alive.” He aimed his Glock at the glass, eyes fixed over top of the pistol sights, then noticed a latch attached to the metal edging. Without a moment of thought, Dollar holstered his pistol and grabbed the latch. 

      “No!!” Hawkins screamed, but it was too late. Dollar pulled the latch, and the crimson water rushed out, flooding the floor, soaking their pants in the process.

      Hawkins felt the coolness of the water and immediately knew it wasn’t acid, unlike the tanks held at Varnum’s warehouse of death. “How’d you know?” he asked his partner.

      “Know what?”

      “The tank held water and not acid, like the others?” Hawkins said.

      “I didn’t, really, but the liquid looked different from Varnum’s.”

      Hawkins shook his head, grateful the liquid was just water, but his eyes quickly latched onto the body chained to the floor of the tank. In one breath, he had been relieved, and in the next, he felt defiled by the liquid. “I hope to God that’s not the governor’s daughter.”

      The body was of a young college-aged girl. She had been under the water for some time; her wrists were cut to the bone, obviously from the shackles as she tried to free herself. Dollar looked at the girl and knew the box was a manmade drowning chamber. The door hinged open, a victim would be chained to the bottom; the door would be shut—latched watertight—and the overhead pipe would fill the tank.

    

  







            Chapter 20- The Fourth Interview

          

          

      

    

    






Day 7

        

      

    

    
      The wind whipped the stars and stripes in front of Governor Wilson’s home, crashing like a shotgun blast, as the tip of the flap snapped back and forth. Governor Wilson’s eyes danced around with the dark bourbon as he swirled his glass. He took a sip and then another.  

      The glass clanked against the .357’s chrome cylinder laying on his desk. The revolver was empty, much like his glass, until he picked it up. 

      The governor slipped a bullet into the cylinder, spun it fast, and slammed it back in the frame. He pulled the hammer back until it locked in place. He laid the gun back on his desk and spun it like a bottle. The barrel stopped facing him, so he again picked up the revolver and this time placed it in his mouth. His teeth rested against the cold barrel.

      The door to his office opened, and a man stood motionless, staring at the governor, as he held the pistol in his mouth. 

      Governor Wilson, with tears dripping from his jawline, pulled the trigger. 

      Click.

      Nothing happened. 

      The man’s heart leapt at the sound of the hammer striking the empty chamber. “It wasn’t Julie!” David screamed. “The girl from the cave wasn’t your daughter. It was a local girl, been missing a few weeks. PLEASE STOP!”

      Governor Wilson withdrew the pistol from his mouth, teeth clanking against the front sight post. He looked at the cold chrome barrel and threw the pistol across the room. The news was good news, yet perplexing and haunting. His heart ached. His mind was a river of thoughts. “What would you do for your family? For your daughter?” he asked David. 

       “For me, that’s a simple answer, because my wife and I have talked about this very scenario.”

      “And?” 

      “I have two daughters. If someone hurt one of them, but the other one survived, I would be tied to do nothing. My hands would be bound, you see. ’Cause I still have one daughter to raise. Look after. But if they both were hurt, were—God forbid—killed, then my wife and I decided that I’m free to ‘fix the issue,’” he explained. 

      “Fix the issue?”

      “I’d kill the man who hurt my girls, and I’d enjoy doing so.”

      The governor knew deep in his soul he, too, would “fix the issue.” He stood, pacing back and forth, aimlessly walking around his office, only pausing to stare out the window at the flag violently flapping in the wind. “I want him dead! I can taste it. This town has suffered enough. I want him to die an agonizing death and suffer like all his victims.”

      The governor’s mind was slipping. He couldn’t see past his pain, his anger and rage. 

      “She’s still out there, sir. You have to play the game.” David paused as the governor’s face flushed. 

      “Game? This isn’t a game—”

      “My apologies, sir. All I meant was there is still hope, and my team will find her.”

      The governor turned, sliding over to within inches of David. “And when you find her, when I know if Julie is alive or not, I will be the one to kill the doctor!”

      “You have my word on it, sir. My team will save him—for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Varnum awoke to the sound of a firehose opening wide. The sharp force of water cut his scalp as it drove him off his filthy mattress. He hit the concrete like a brick thrown against a cinderblock wall. He gasped for air and his vision blurred as the water pounded him relentlessly. 

      “Stop,” he uttered as the water moved to his face. 

      “Got to get you cleaned up for your interview,” the voice said behind the hose. 

      A few minutes later, the water stopped, and the door slammed shut as Varnum lay sprawled out like a broken doll. His head stung as blood dripped from his scalp. His eyes were swollen and couldn’t adjust to his normal sight. That’s when he began to think about her.
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        * * *

      

      Varnum was taking photos of beautifully illustrated graffiti art painted on one of the Walkers Bridge concrete pillars. He was using his very first digital camera, and the pixels were creating a beautiful image. He pushed back off the trail, just enough for an angle of sunlight to contrast the blackness under the bridge. He snapped the photo, and that’s when he saw her for the first time.

      Her name was Amber, and she was sopping wet from her run. She passed him and waved. Varnum stared like a schoolboy would at a young teacher wearing a red mini-skirt without panties. He was intrigued and had to know who she was. 

      The next day he sat out to take more photos, with his real purpose to meet the incredibly fit female runner. She didn’t show that day, but three days later, she did. Varnum began to follow the greenway under the bridge and established that the girl ran three days a week, the same route, and almost never deviated. She was his first runner but wouldn’t be the last. 

      Amber.

      She was not an easy one to take, so he strangled her next to the path and dragged her body as far as the woods would allow him. She was found a few weeks later as the heat ruined her sweet smell. 
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        * * *

      

      His room door opened again, and Varnum awoke as the hallway light crept inside. His heart raced as he anticipated the fire hose. But nothing came.
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        * * *

      

      His legs were heavy and wet as he slumbered out of his room. His escort simply pointed down the hall and followed suit. Step after step, Varnum’s body ached and his mind reeled. He didn’t know the end game now and that was outside of his scope of being. For decades he was the one in charge, the one with power. He had called the shots of who lived and who died. Now? He was the one at the mercy of unforeseen figures.

      He viewed the flickering florescent tubes as he passed under and noticed the darkness of the floor as he passed under the burned-out lights. His hands were free of his bindings, but his mind was shackled in a hell known as Harbor House. 

      Varnum wondered where he was headed. Would it be back to another interview room, or maybe back to jail? Would they finally kill him? Put him out of his misery or make him suffer more? He had never spoken to an attorney, been formally charged with a crime, nor offered bail by a judge. He was trapped—much like his victims trapped within the tanks of his warehouse. 

      A red door. 

      “Stop, turn to your left,” an escort said. 

      He stood facing a unique red door. It was not like any of the other doors seen at Harbor House. They were all a dirty opaque cream color and metal. But this one? It was a red wooden door with paint that looked weathered and flaked off as he touched it. 

      Doctor John Varnum reached out and stroked the coarse wood. The rolled flakes of paint stung his hand like a bee. He looked at it morosely, and the red paint crumbled to the floor and vanished. His eyes widened as it simply disappeared by his feet. He looked back at the door it was now an old opaque-colored metal door, like the rest of them lining the hallway. Am I going insane? he thought. 

      Then the door slid open and the man in the black oxford suit and blue tie stood inside, smiling. 
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        * * *

      

      The door slammed shut behind Varnum as he stood under a yellow, almost spotlight type of light. As if he were standing for a witness line-up. His head hurt. He felt dizzy, and the man in the oxford suit—his face was contorting as he spoke. 

      Varnum tried to choke back the vomit but spewed across the floor as he fell to his knees. His eyes itched as his vision narrowed. Then he noticed it, a partially dissolved red pill, laying on the floor within his puke. Were they poisoning me? he thought. 

      “It’s not time to pass out. Not yet,” the man said as he leaned over. 

      Varnum felt a pinch as the needle entered his arm. He was naked, laying in a floor of vomit, as the shot of adrenaline kicked in. His eyes widened, nearly popping from his skull. 

      He sat up and laser focused on the man holding a needle in his hand. The man in the oxford suit took out a white envelope and slapped it down on the table as he also took a seat. 

      “Get up, and come join me,” the man calmly said. His blue tie was starched, and his white shirt cuffs were sharply creased. 

      Varnum wiped the drool and puke from his face, pushed it off his legs and body, as he took a seat. Still naked. His head swam with emotions and his body shook from the drugs. 

      “We have a problem, John. You didn’t deliver—listening to me?” He laughed. “You didn’t hold up your end of the bargain, John. I told you what to do and you failed.”

      “What the fuck did you give me?” he asked as his speech slurred like a common drunk.

      “Doctor Varnum…John. All you had to do was give me Julie—the governor’s daughter, that was it. But no. You had to go and give us a girl we care nothing about. Why, John?”

      His head felt like a blender and his face was flush, hot as a fire. His vision was clearing up, almost back to normal, but his body itched insatiably. “Water.” His lips were noticeably gray, and the man in the oxford suit slid a bottle toward him. 

      Varnum’s hand shook to the point, the man twisted the cap off for him. He grabbed the bottle and drank. Varnum gulped the cool liquid, taking a few breaths in between until the bottle was drained.  

      “Why, John? Why did you not follow the rules?”

      Water dripped from his jawline. “Rules? Look around you, sir. There are no rules. I don’t even know your fucking name. Rules? You just doped me up inside of an insane asylum. Rules? Fuck you and your rules.”

      “That’s a shame, John,” the man said as he tapped the white envelope with his fingers. “I thought we had a deal. I thought you wanted immunity for your wife, Jill.”

      He stared at the envelope and emotions for his wife came flooding back. He desperately wanted to see her again, but more so wanted her free. 

      Varnum gawked at the man. “You didn’t go far enough.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Julie. She’s alive. You just didn’t go far enough,” Varnum said, coughing. His breathing labored.

      “We had divers—”

      “Stop. You want to talk about me living up to my end of the bargain. How about you? Is it my fault your guys are worthless? That you placed the case in the hands of fucking ignorant rookies? I gave you the cave that isn’t on any of the historical maps or even a whisper within an urban legend. For Christ’s sake, what do you want from me?” 

      “We want Julie Wilson, back home, alive!”

      “You didn’t go far enough. Do you think a cave has one entry and exit? Are you dense? I saw your divers, and I’m here to tell you I didn’t kill that girl. The one they brought up. Never seen her before.”

      “Well, Doctor, how far should they have gone?” 

      “Further than they went, obviously. She’s not in the cave, but the cave is the fastest way to the farm. You must go to the farm to find Julie,” Varnum said. His jaw hurt, and he was being more forthcoming than he liked. But at this point, he had no choice.  

      “Well, in your own words, a cave has more than one entrance and exit. How about you show us the other entrance and take me to the farm?” the man asked as he tapped the white envelope. 

      Varnum didn’t answer. He just sat there, staring at the man. 

      “Did you hear me?”

      Varnum thought briefly and couldn’t fight the urge to tell the man what he wanted to know. He wondered what had been in that shot or maybe that red pill. He was feeling sick again but held the vomit in the back of his throat. 

      John Varnum swallowed.

      “I’ll take you to the farm. But when I do, you show me that my wife is free.”

      The man scooped up the white envelope and plodded toward the door. He knocked, and as the door opened, he looked back at Varnum. “I’ll get you some clothes and a meal. I’m sure you’re hungry. Then we leave for the farm!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21- Julie

          

        

      

    

    
      The florescent lights flickered intermittently as water could be heard dripping in the distance. The air was stale, and the green concrete floors echoed with each foot fall. Julie Wilson was scared. She was tired and alone inside of a doomsday bunker with no recollection of how she had gotten there. 

      She walked the short hallway, which circled around a stairwell that was the center focal point. The bunker was multiple stories with an ironclad exit door, and from time to time she noticed a black bird had been painted on a wall. 

      She knew the basement floor was used for storage and the second floor was used as sleeping quarters and had a locker room with showers and a sauna. The middle floor housed the kitchen and dining area but also had room for aquaponics and a sophisticated hydroponics system. There was a floor for entertainment and the top floor resembled a parking garage—and that’s where the exit door was. An inoperable, red, two-ton, hydraulically controlled exit door. 

      The bunker was state of the art. Outfitted with updated appliances, computers—even though she couldn’t figure out how to turn them on—and wall-mounted flatscreens, and from time to time, a variety of modern-day music would play through speakers hidden within the ceiling.

      Julie shuffled her feet across the slick kitchen floor as she grabbed a bag of chips. Barbecue. She ate as she moved, one at a time, until she noticed movement inside of the aquaponic tanks. Each tank contained a clear viewing window, and with each step closer, she noticed the red-eyed fish swimming by. Her mouth watered as she realized the fish were saltwater tilapia.

      Julie grabbed the back of a chair, dragging the metal feet over to the tank, echoing the ghastly sound of scraping concrete through the kitchen. She stepped up on the chair and threw her empty chip bag to the floor. The tank lid opened on a hinge, wide, and she used a net to catch a fish. 

      Julie smiled, holding the fish as it wiggled and fought for air. Her eyes widened and mouth continued to water as she stepped down. The chair creaked as her weight shifted to the floor, and like a victorious warrior, she paraded her way to the stove. 

      Within minutes, Julie prepared the fish and slid it into the oven. She had been captive, alone, isolated from the world, and she had no idea for how long, nor did she know for how much longer. 

      For what seemed like days, or even weeks, Julie moved past the fish, not caring, not wanting, without a second thought—until today. She had eaten enough processed and canned foods that her body finally yearned for something a little fresher. 

      Fish.

      The oven dinged, and Julie drooled as she pulled out the steaming tilapia. She inhaled the sweet odor and dug in. She left the fish on the baking pan and started shoveling the glorious meat down her throat like a wild bear consuming fresh salmon. 
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        * * *

      

      Her mouth dripped with meat and butter as the phone rang. She looked up from her plate, eyeing the black wall-mounted phone. It rang again, and she noticeably jumped. 

      She ignored it. 

      It rang again. She continued to eat as she stared until the phone fell silent. 

      What if it’s Dad? 

      The phone rang again. Julie jumped from her seat and picked it up, “Daddy? H—Hello?” She listened, but no one answered. She simply heard static, then what she felt was the distinctive sound of a large bird cawing on the other end. Then the line disconnected. This was not the first time this occurred, nor would it be the last. 

      Julie hung up the receiver, staring at it, as she stepped back until she touched the cold concrete wall. The bunker had been unsettling from the time she woke up inside. She had moments of terror as she felt as if someone were watching her. Like Michael Myers staring at the kids from a hedge row on Halloween. She felt the eerie sensation of eyes on her and at times, her internal self-defense mechanism was in overdrive.
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        * * *

      

      Julie’s appetite was satisfied, but the phone call had rattled her senses. After the first few days of roaming the bunker, finding no possibility of escape, she began to slowly get used to the fact that she was trapped, and no one was coming to rescue her.

      She moved from the phone and hoofed it to the media room. Julie slid a DVD in and laid back on the couch, eventually falling asleep as Indian Jones dove from the cave, just before the rolling boulder sealed it off from the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22- The Transfer

          

        

      

    

    
      The armored transport pulled through the airport checkpoint gates. A guard waved them over and pointed in the direction they needed to go. The driver gave a wave and maneuvered the vehicle around a set of concrete barriers. The convoy followed, passing burned asphalt and remnants from the plane crash weeks ago. 

      They were headed to a private hanger to transfer custody of Doctor Varnum.

      “Are we there yet?” Varnum asked in a schoolboy’s voice. 

      The escort officers ignored him. 

      “Really, fellas?” His attention was fast, and he was ready to get out of his confinement chair.

      “You’re no longer our problem,” SWAT officer Holmes explained. I wish he’d hung himself last night, he thought. Holmes was salty from years on the job, but more so, for having to babysit the man who killed his fellow SWAT officer and friend during the warehouse raid. 

      Varnum’s face queered in response. 

      The vehicle came to a slow stop, and the air brakes could be heard bleeding on. Varnum’s eyes turned toward the movement of officers as they stepped from the armored car. He smiled, knowing he was about to get out from the ghastly claustrophobic cage and chair he had been strapped in. 
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        * * *

      

      Varnum now stood on a concrete pad within a football field of metal buildings. They were situated behind him and on his sides, in a U shape, with a couple hundred yards of concrete helipads in the center. He looked at the buildings, wondering what his freedom would look like on the other side of them.

      He was wearing his black velvet hood with eye slits, cuffs, belly chain, and ankles shackled together. His orange jumpsuit flapped in the air from the rotor wash as a trio of Blackhawk helicopters landed not far ahead of him. 

      The choppers remained hot and running as armed soldiers dressed in green and black emerged from each of them. The confidence in their abilities was evident when not one of the soldiers lowered their heads—in fear of a low-swinging rotor blade—as they legged it over to the awaiting SWAT element.

      “By order of the governor, we are taking charge of your prisoner,” a soldier explained to Sgt. Harris. 

      “Good for you guys. Just sign here,” Sgt. Harris said, laughing and handing the man his clipboard. He was tired of babysitting the man, but more so, he was beginning to think he and his guys would have eventually killed Varnum if given half the chance. He was still shocked Holmes didn’t throw the man off the bluff.
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        * * *

      

      The soldiers collected the doctor and moved him to the middle chopper. They left him handcuffed, chain still wrapped around his waist and ankles still shackled. He shuffled to the edge of the Blackhawk, turned back toward the hangars, and a pair of soldiers pulled him inside, securing him to the center seat.

      All soldiers now aboard their respective Blackhawks, the trio of birds pitched into the wind, lifting off the tarmac, heading to an unknown location. 
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        * * *

      

      The flight noise was soothing to the men aboard the Blackhawks, everyone except for John Varnum. He was nervous as the eye slits in his hood became skewed with the wind. His heart rate elevated as he could feel a strong hand on his shoulder. Varnum tried to move his arms, checking the cuffs, as they were still secured tight to his body. 

      The chopper’s doors were open, and he could make out armor-clad men all around him. His first thought was to end it all, try and release the belt strapping him to the seat, and jump from the bird, hopefully taking one of the soldiers with him. That’s when his hood was yanked off. 

      The chopper’s right door was into the sun, and as the hood was removed, his eyes were blinded as they tried to adjust. He squinted a few times as he noticed a soldier within a few feet from his face. The man’s lips were moving, and he was pointing at his ears as he reached forward, placing a headset on top of Varnum’s ears. 

      The man’s lips moved again, and Varnum could hear him now. “Doctor, have you ever been in a Blackhawk before?”

      Varnum wasn’t sure how to answer him. He was nauseous from the near-suffocating jet-fuel aroma, which the soldier appeared immune to. 

      The man pointed to the mic in front of his face as he adjusted Varnum’s microphone to his lips. “Just talk. That’s all you have to do.” 

      “Not one as janky as this one,” Varnum explained. He looked around at the men, one on either side of him, one in front of him talking, and more sitting on the floor by each open doors with their legs dangling below, into the breeze. 

      “Real nice. The fly boys upfront will enjoy that,” the soldier said. 

      The chopper was flying high above the terrain to the point vehicles resembled Matchbox cars. 

      “I was in a chopper a few times during my medical internship with Saint Mary’s. We evac’d critical patients here and there, but honestly, I sucked at trauma. I was better at making people go to sleep, and the pay was better, so…”

      The man reached in and unlocked the belly chain. Varnum’s arms were now free, yet his wrists remained bound together by handcuffs. He moved his wrists up and down slowly, stretching out his sore muscles. “Thank you?” he questioned, not fully trusting the soldier’s motive. 

      The soldier nodded his head and clipped a metal hood on the small chain connected the handcuffs attached to Varnum’s wrists. He gave a nod, and the soldier sitting on either side of Varnum reached in and with a rhythmic motion of they’ve done this many times before released the seat belt holding Varnum, then pushed him to the edge of the open door. 

      His eyes were nearly blinded as his face was pushed in the wind. They slammed shut as his body felt an additional hand push him free from the interior of the chopper. 

      Varnum fell outside toward the Matchbox cars moving on the road, and for a moment his worries evaporated, knowing his end had finally come. Then in the next breath a fear rushed over him like never before as he realized his end had finally come. And then the rope stopped his fall. 

      His headset was still attached, covering his ears, a wire running back into the chopper next to a green rope that was hooked to the chain of his handcuffs. His wrists were burning with pain. It felt like someone was trying to rip his arms out of socket, and even worse, his hands felt as if they were being torn from his body. 

      “Can you hear me, Doc?” a familiar voice said over coms. It was the soldier that had been in front of him on the chopper. He was obviously in charge now. 

      The soldier could hear the wind bleeding through Varnum’s microphone, but he also heard him screaming, “My fucking arms!”

      “Now that we have your attention,” the soldier said as all the Blackhawks slowed to a high hover. Varnum dangled from below the chopper as he felt like his body was ripping apart. He puked a ghastly bile and finally looked up at a soldier leaning out. The man was peering at him, and then his eyes would shift down at the tiny houses. 

      Varnum had wanted to die for a long time, but as death was imminent, he was having second thoughts and urine ran down his leg, soaking his jumpsuit. He had cracked. 

      “Take us to the farm, and do it now,” the soldier said.

      Varnum looked up. “Okay! Okay! Just—”

      Before Varnum could finish talking, the pain in his writs intensified as his body was hoisted back inside the chopper. This time they shut the doors and shoved him back in his previous seat. 

      His hands hurt as blood slipped from his wrists. The handcuffs had embedded themselves within his skin, close to the bone, cutting through everything. 

      “Jacob’s Loop, near the bluffs. Fly there and I’ll show you where the farm is,” Varnum said. His heart raced and head throbbed as if he had been hit with a bat. His vision blurred as the helicopters moved again, and his eyes saw a female’s face—smiling at him. He smiled back as her face began to bubble and drip a fleshly acid like hot wax from a candle—down her chin. He passed out as he could no longer tolerate the pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23- The Old Lady

          

        

      

    

    
      “Worm mentioned a cabin near Hayden Lake. Let’s go take a drive,” Hawkins said, standing from his desk. The office was busy with typical case work, but the brass had been swarming around like pissed-off yellow jackets. Captain Sanders had been dead a few days, coordination’s were being made with family, and funeral arrangements were being finalized. This was in fact the totality of why the brass was there, but they weren’t angry about Sanders’ death. No. They were annoyed by his death because it was just another thing to pile on their command plates. 

      The city had buried two cops last week, and now another high-profile funeral would bleed valuable resources as the hunt for the governor’s daughter intensified. 

      “Let’s go. I’ve had enough of this shit today,” Detective Dollar explained. He scooped up his laptop, slid it into his backpack, and followed his partner. 

      This was short lived as they heard, “Hawkins, Dollar, in my office!” 

      Detective Hawkins cringed at the voice. Deputy Chief Wilbanks should have retired months ago, but without a life outside of work, he allowed work to define him as person and would never truly leave the uniform. 

      “Sure thing, Chief,” Hawkins replied, abruptly turned, and jogged down the hall to his office. Dollar stood motionless in the hallway, head hung and eyes shut as his jaw muscles distended from the stress.

      “You, too, Detective,” the chief said. Everyone in the office stood still, as they knew Dollar was in the hot seat.

       He opened his eyes and walked with zero care of time, straight down the hall, into the chief’s office as he sat red-eyed behind his desk. 

      Before the chief said a word, Dollar shut the door and took a seat opposite side of the chief’s desk. Hawkins followed suit. 
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        * * *

      

      Beads of sweat were noticeable on the chief’s forehead. The man’s eyes were bloodshot and his shirt disheveled, tie pulled down, and collar unbuttoned. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing his massive forearms, veins distended, and dark black hair emerged from under his sleeves. 

      “Gentlemen, do you understand what I do?” he asked sternly. 

      Dollar rolled his eyes. Here comes the “I’m more important that you” speech. 

      Hawkins started to talk but quickly realized the question was not only rhetorical, but the chief had caught Dollar rolling his eyes and hell was about to follow. 

      Deputy Chief Wilbanks snapped tall as his chair flew back into the wall, cracking the plaster. “You little fucking shit. Roll your eyes at me? Let me tell you one thing, Detective. I don’t give a fuck how close you are to retirement. I’ll wad your career up like a used tampon and flush it down the toilet. You get me? You may not like it, but I have people to report to, just like you do. And right now, I have the governor of this great state breathing down my neck. He wants his damn daughter back, and I can’t blame him—”

      “Sir, if you—” Hawkins tried to add. 

      “You don’t speak for him. You shut the fuck up, right now.”

      Hawkins’ eyes widened. He never knew Chief Wilbanks to be so on edge but knew now was not the time to protect his partner. 

      “Understand the governor wants his daughter back, and I would, too. Shit, guys, if it were my kid, I’d take a knife to ole Doctor Varnum until he gave her up. I pray that the governor’s kid is still alive, but we both know the likelihood of that is fading by the minute. So I’ll make this short. What do you guys have on this case? I want to call the governor with something good.”

      “Sir, the feds have not been forthcoming with intel, we haven’t been able to get a crack at Varnum, but we have been working the warehouse evidence while the feds are preoccupied with him,” Hawkins explained. 

      Dollar started to open his mouth, but the chief cut his eyes toward him, as if he should think twice before speaking. “We are headed out to Hayden Lake now, to follow up on a lead,” Dollar said after a brief hesitation. 

      “Where at? Near that fucking well. How the fuck did Sanders fall in that well to begin with?” The chief’s face flushed. 

      Dollar gawked at Hawkins. 

      “Pull it out,” Hawkins told his partner. 

      Dollar withdrew his laptop, turning it on as he slid it onto the desk. The chief’s jawline was tense as Dollar spoke. “The map on the screen is Hayden Lake. We have been sifting through digital records for John Varnum, the history of his family—involving the town—and all the victim’s identifications. The forensics are back from the warehouse, and we identified numerous prints and DNA samples collected. We have John Varnum’s prints and DNA, hair samples, etcetera…as well as his wife’s. They were found all over the warehouse, on the tanks, on the cages, and so forth.”

      “What’s that got to do with this map of the lake?” the chief interrupted. 

      “Sir, bear with us,” Hawkins added. 

      “We found other prints and DNA samples. The DNA has been put into CODIS and has yet to return a match. The issue is the victims were liquified, and we are taking a shot in the dark, using the stacks of identification cards to compare with the found prints. We are trying to not only find victims, but also eliminate their prints from the scene. If we can eliminate their prints—which were located throughout the warehouse—we can identify anyone else involved,” Dollar explained.

      “Are you saying he had help?”

      “We know his wife was involved, but beyond her, we have yet to identify anyone else. My gut tells me there’s no way he had help. It’s too large to keep a secret. But I also think the crimes were so involved that there had to be others involved.” Dollar leaned back in his chair and shifted his eyes to his partner. 

      “Chief, we also found that his family has a house on Hayden Lake, not surprisingly. It’s a nice lake and his family had money. But Dollar found an old newspaper clipping in the library archive mentioning a family cabin on the same lake. Yet there are no real-estate records of this cabin. Coincidentally, the homeless man that was rescued from the sewer associated with Varnum’s warehouse mentioned men talking about a cabin in the woods,” Hawkins said.

      “So you’re headed back out to Hayden Lake?” Chief asked.

      “That’s correct,” Dollar replied.

      Chief Wilbanks looked at the map, moving it around with the mouse. The tension from his face evaporated as he leaned back in his chair. “I don’t care what you have to do. Just do it. We must find his daughter and pray to God she’ll be alive. There’s been too much death, and this town can’t take much more. We need a win, and finding that girl alive would be akin to winning the Super Bowl!”
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        * * *

      

      The wind pushed dirt across the wooden planked porch as Jodi sat rocking in a chair. Her gray hair and weathered face gave way to a life long lived—that and the fact she had lived long enough that it was commonplace to have a family cemetery on her land. 

      A jet-black shepherd lay next her, attentive to her actions, and was the only loved one she had left.

      She rocked back and forth, porch boards squeaking with each movement, until she suddenly stopped. Her eyes squinted through her glasses at the dark sedan pulling up near her mailbox. Jodi Newman had land off North Sandy Cove Road, and her house had been built there generations ago. It was located across from Hayden Lake but secluded as if it were at the end of the world. 

      The strangers stepped from the car, wearing dark suits and dress shirts. She couldn’t quite make out their faces; her eyes were damn near a century old. She forced herself to focus as her dog’s ears perked. The men turned and walked toward her as the gravel driveway crunched underfoot. 

      She grabbed her cane and propped herself up, stepping to the porch stairs. “That’s far enough! What can I do you for?” Jodi asked sharply, as if cracking a whip. 

      The men stopped, the gravel silenced, and Dollar spoke. “Not many folks come down this way, do they, ma’am?”

      She stepped from the porch as her dog began to growl. Turning back, she gave the dog a look, and he stopped. She lifted her hand at him, and he sat strong, ears tall and focused on the strangers.

      She peered at the men a little closer, and her vision was sharp enough to understand they were cops.  

      “Ma’am, I’m Detective Hawkins, and this is my partner Detective Dollar. Do you mind if we chat for a few moments? We are looking for a little cabin, and I think you might be able to help.”

      Jodi’s sight was aged, but her hearing was far from it. She stared at the men, wondering if they were there for what she had done or if they truly were simply looking for a cabin. She rotated her head back to her dog and said, “Go to your place.” The dog got up and nosed the screen door open, entering the house. 

      She turned from the detectives as she spoke. “Come on up, have a seat, gentlemen.” She used her cane to move back to her chair and slowly sat back in the aged oak rocker. 

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Hawkins said as he and his partner started walking. The gray crushed gravel cracked under their weight once again. 

      Hawkins leaned out to shake Jodi’s hand, and she ignored the pleasantry but instead picked up her coffee and sipped it. 

      She swallowed the warm brew and spoke. “How can I help?”

      Detective Hawkins sat a few feet away, the rocking chair naturally moving. “I’m not sure how much news you get out here—”

      “No TV, no paper. I’m not a fan of the outside world,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Detective, look out at that lake. I used to sit here as a child on this very porch and dream of swimming it. There were none of those motorboats back then. Nice and peaceful. Now, I sit here, and the only time it’s nice and peaceful is—” She stared at Hawkins as if he knew the answer. 

      “Right now?” he questioned.

      “Exactly, son. Right now. This is my time of day to escape the waste of society, and you are ruining that. I’m old, and my time is limited. So I ask you bluntly, how can I help you?”

      “We are investigating the disappearance of a young girl. We believe she may be in the area, but more so, we are looking for an old cabin built in this area back in the day. Honestly, we don’t know much more than that, but she may be using it. This cabin is so old, it can’t be found on any deeds or real estate registries. 

      “I know your name is Jodi Newman and you’re the oldest living resident of Mecklenburg. You happen to live in the area where we believe the cabin could be, so I come to you and ask if you can recall of any in the area?” Hawkins explained. 

      Jodi closed her eyes, smiling as her chin lifted. She could feel the warm sun and breeze skipping off the water. She took a moment, knowing of more than one cabin, but wasn’t about to give up all her secrets. She would never tell them about “her cabin.”

      “Detectives, are you? Investigate things, do you?” she asked rhetorically as she grinned.

      Hawkins heard her tone and thought it was rather “smart” for such an elderly woman.

      “Come with me. I’ll show you where to go,” she said as she used her cane to right herself from the rocker. The porch moaned as she shuffled inside. A hollow tap from the cane clacked with each step. Detective Dollar held the door and followed his partner. 
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        * * *

      

      The floorboards were made of old pine and creaked with a hollow sound of dread. The room was open with a set of couches that bowed in the center, another oak rocker, and a ratty bearskin rug lying on the floor. The house was absent of a TV or any sign of modern electronics in view. It was like stepping back in time, apart from a modern-day dishwasher and side-by-side refrigerator.

      The detectives didn’t say a word, but rather blindly followed the old lady and listened as she spoke. 

      “Here,” she said, pointing to a large frame hanging in her hallway. “This is an old map of the land. My great-grandfather made it. I’ve had it since before I can remember.”

      Dollar stood on one side and Hawkins on the other. They looked at it intently as she continued. 

      “This is where we are. My house, on my land,” she explained as she pointed over the map. “See that draw and finger outcropping?”

      “I do,” Hawkins said.

      “It’s just east of where you parked. There’s a creek that runs below that draw, feeds into the lake. I used to catch trout there, back in the day. When you find that stream, walk up it till you reach the trail near that draw. The trail will take you to the top of the hill. Up there, you’ll find lots of things. Get a good view of the area. If you don’t see what you’re looking for, then neither of you are very good detectives,” she said, opening her pantry. 

      Dollar became uneasy when the hair circling the nape of his neck stood on end. 

      “Here!” Jodi yelled out toward the hallway. The black shepherd trotted in, heeling by the old woman’s side. She withdrew from the pantry, tossed a small treat in the air. The shepherd snatched it and returned to heel. She also held two small brown paper bags and handed one to each of the detectives.

      Dollar’s hand noticeably shook as he took the bag, more from his overindulgence of caffeine than from fear. “Thank you,” he said, wondering if he should look inside. 

      Hawkins took his bag, too. 

      “It’s not going to kill you. I make soap, from an old family recipe. Handmade. Enjoy,” she said, staring at them, her face emotionless.

      Hawkins knew that look quite well, the “it’s time to leave” look. He was always keen on these subtle nuances in life. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Newman.”

      “When your car’s gone, I’ll know you’ve left. No need to stop back by. I hope you find what you’re looking for. Good day, gentlemen.” Jodi turned her attention to the door as both men moved to it. 

      Hawkins dropped his business card on the armrest of the aged couch as he passed. “Thank you for the hospitality and the soap. If you have anything you can add later, or need a hand with, ma’am, just give me a call.”

      Jodi smiled as the detectives left. She followed them out, staying her dog in the entryway. She caned her way back to her favorite rocker and eased herself down. The chair creaked under her weight, and the porch followed suit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24- The Cemetery

          

        

      

    

    
      The old lady sat rocking slowly back and forth as Hawkins opened the passenger door. He unrolled the paper bag she had given him, noticing a black bar of soap. He thought it queer, as he had never seen a black bar of soap before, and had no future plans to use it—until the brilliance of the aroma struck him. 

      “Ah, did you smell your soap yet?” he asked with the glee of a small child inhaling cotton candy at a local fair.

      “It’s as black as her fucking dog!” Dollar retorted, then opened his bag, but the smell was captivating. He would never admit it to his partner, but secretly, he couldn’t wait to use it. 

      The men tossed their bags into the car, and each grabbed a bottle of water. The day wasn’t that warm, but they were going for a walk. The door shut, and the men walked the road, east, parallel with Hayden Lake. 
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        * * *

      

      A creek slowly trickled below a noticeable draw, and the hill the old lady described was evident. The maintained road had stopped a half mile back and the creek fed through a corrugated drainage pipe under the gravel road. 

      Blindly, the men stepped from the road, following the creek upstream into the draw as the terrain began to rise. The trees were tall, mostly blue spruce; a few cottonwoods lined the trail; and maples could be seen near the top of the hill. 

      Detective Hawkins followed Dollar’s lead as the trail climbed, and the trees gave way to the overgrowth consuming the headstones on the hilltop. 

      Hawkins noted the gravestones were cracked and out of line, and most were in disrepair. He leaned over and tore ivy vines from a black marker, noticing the mold obscured all but the last name, Newman. His first thought was that Jodi was close to joining her family on that hill, but it quickly faded as he noticed the name Varnum on an adjacent grave. He dropped the vines and stepped over the grave. 

      “Well, will you look at that shit?” Dollar said, pointing to the gravestone marked Tobias Varnum.

      Hawkins stood in front of the grave, palms sweating as he uncapped his water bottle. He gulped the water and stepped forward. He thought about all that had happened, all that he had seen, and every little piece of evidence that had led them to that graveyard. 

      There wasn’t a cabin on the hill. Just an old family cemetery with a handful of gravestones and overgrowth. The family names were Varnum, Newman, and Blee. The dates on most of the head stones were unreadable, but some dated back two hundred years. 

      Hawkins continued to walk around, thinking, looking, and came across another trail bisecting a pair of thick maples. 

      “Why would a Varnum be buried on that old lady’s land?” Hawkins asked Dollar. 

      “There’s like thirty graves up here, but it’s hard to tell. They’re all broken and dilapidated. Hell, man, they must be related—’cause I’d never bury a stranger in my family’s dirt. That’s for sure,” Dollar said bewildered. “Now that old bird really gives me the creeps.”

      “Now? Not when we went into her archaic house, or how she spoke, or even giving us the soap with zero emotions whatsoever during our contact? Not when her jet-black dog stared at us, drool dripping to the floor, as if it hadn’t eaten in a week? Now, she gives you the creeps?” Hawkins asked rhetorically. 

      “Fuck off,” Dollar replied. “Let’s see where the rest of the trail goes.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun poked through the treetops giving way to a noticeable trail, yet the overgrowth again proved it to be lightly traveled. It was akin to a deer trail, cutting deeper into the woods, away from the cemetery. 

      Dollar shuffled his feet, overturning the dead leaves from last fall. The rotting stench of decomposing maple left a sour taste in the back of his throat. Twigs snapped as the men walked the trail as the treetops slowly enclosed the men with each step they took. That’s when they heard her: a girl’s voice. She was screaming, off in the distance. 

      Both men looked at each other and picked up the pace—running with soft steps, as to avoid rolling an ankle on unforgiving terrain. 

      She screamed again.

      “That can’t be Julie,” Dollar said as he picked up the pace. 

      The female voice echoed painfully in the treetops. The voice bouncing around them.

      “Wait, just stop a second,” Hawkins said, trying to catch his breath. “Tipton, stop!” he yelled. 

      Detective Dollar slowed to a halt and orientated his attention to Hawkins. “What’s the problem?” Catching his breath, he gawked at his partner. The girl screamed louder, but from a different direction. 

      “The trees, they’re pitching her voice,” Hawkins said. “Her voice is bouncing off the trees and making it sound like she’s in a cave. Like she’s here and there. Everywhere.”

      The men froze as if the earth stood still. She screamed again. This time it sounded as if the screaming was behind them. Then, again, in front of them.  

      A hawk screeched above them, landing high up in a red maple.  

      “Follow the trail—but just walk it,” Hawkins said, looking around, eyes wide. “If it doesn’t come out soon, we are going back!”

      Dollar nodded and started to walk. With each passing tree, the light faded from the sky. The detectives walked, crushing leaves and fresh deadfall as they went. 

      Around the bend, the trail opened to a cabin. 
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        * * *

      

      A female’s voice gasped in the distance, seemingly from the direction of the old cabin. The front door was painted red, yet the paint curled and flaked with age, mold growing noticeable under the paint. The windows were sealed and fogged over like a set of eyes with cataracts.

      The trees bent over the roof of the cabin, as if shielding it from the evil of the world. The crimson-colored maple leaves drifted from the rooftop encircling the cabin like an old English moat and a large crimson-and-black bird was perched on the peak of the roof.

      Hawkins drew his service pistol, a Glock 19, pushing it out in front of him as he approached the door. No words were needed for Dollar to follow his lead, using his pistol to cover the windows as the men made their approach. 

      Hawkins pulled his pistol in toward his body—muzzle away—just enough as he reached out with his other hand and opened the cabin’s door.

      The door cracked, and Hawkins pushed it wide with his foot as he also stepped inside. His flashlight shined as he scanned the interior of the cabin. 

      “Move right,” Dollar whispered as he stepped past his partner, clearing behind the door. 

      The cabin was stale and smelled of old age. The floors were covered in a fine dust that moved with each footstep, as if the floorboards were pure dirt. 

      An old rocking chair sat facing the men, in the center of the room, with an old stone fireplace in the background. 

      Hawkins’ flashlight scanned the room and picked up on a small hallway. The men moved to it, passing the rocker in the process. They slowly cleared the hall, coming to three closed doors. 

      One door at a time, the men entered and found nothing. Two empty rooms and an old bathroom with a hole in the floor where a toilet should have been. 

      The cabin was empty.

      Detectives Hawkins and Dollar holstered their pistols and stepped out onto the porch. They looked around, mesmerized by the beauty of the maples, and the two-toned bird took flight just moments before a thundering sound of military Blackhawks buzzed the treetops. 

      The rotor wash blew leaves in the air like a crimson-and-orange blizzard. The detectives stood wide-eyed, wondering where the choppers were going, who was on them, and where the female they’d heard screaming was. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25- The Farm

          

        

      

    

    
      Doctor John Varnum’s wrists bled as his vision came to. He could feel wind on his face, and his eyes noticed trees passing under the chopper like a raging river. His cheek lay in a puddle of drool on the seat next to him as he took in deep, controlling breaths. 

      “Wakey, wakey,” a voice echoed in his ears. He was still wearing the green headset, and voices were starting to trickle into his senses.

      A set of gloved hands helped him sit up.

      “We’re near Jacob’s Loop. Show us the spot, and all of this will be over real quick,” the soldier said. 

      Varnum stared at the soldier and nodded in agreement. He desperately searched the man’s uniform for a name or badge of any type, but none could be found. Even the soldier’s face was covered. 

      “That cave, they should have gone further in. They would have found the exit. Circle the bluff where the wall leads to the water,” Varnum instructed. 

      The Blackhawk slowed, banking in a left-hand circle around the top of the bluff of Jacob’s Loop. 

      The soldier clipped a roped carabiner around Varnum’s waist and pushed him toward the exit, this time with the goal of giving him an unobstructed view while denying him the ability to kill himself. 

      “Follow the bluff till it turns back east, then hover over the treetops,” Varnum said as he pointed in the direction. “The dry entrance is hidden, beneath the trees.”

      “Is she in the cave?” the soldier asked. 

      Varnum thought about not answering, but before he could, the soldier pulled out a picture of Varnum’s wife and handed it to him. 

      “I’ll only ask you one more time, is Julie in that cave?” 

      Varnum’s eyes teared up. “Only if my wife goes free!” he yelled. 

      The chopper continued to circle the bluffs, and lightning flashed in the distance. The soldier pulled the Velcro holding his sleeve pocket apart and retrieved a thick, worn white envelope. Varnum’s eyes lit up as he had seen that same envelope several times during multiple interview sessions. 

      “The governor of this great state has given me the power to do whatever it takes to bring his daughter home. Everything you want for your wife is in this envelope—” he said as Varnum reached for it. “Not yet, Doc. You’ll get this when we get Julie! And I won’t ask again,” the soldier said. 

      Varnum pointed to the bluffs. “You’ll never find the farm unless you go in the cave. The girl was taken there, but the farm isn’t what you think it is. Go in the cave. I’ll take you to it. She’s there. But she doesn’t have much time left.”
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        * * *

      

      The Blackhawk banked left around the bluff a final time and lined itself up with the treetops. The pilot slowly moved the chopper forward as the soldier and John Varnum peered into the forest. 

      “There.” Varnum pointed. “We have to go in there.” He pointed to a clump of trees.

      The soldier nodded and spoke quickly over comms. Varnum couldn’t hear his words, but the other soldiers moved to their respective open doors. Like a rehearsed dance, the soldiers attached thick ropes onto a metal boom, and the boom was hydraulically extended from the chopper while the ropes were kicked into the air, allowing gravity to settle them on the forest floor. 

      The soldier in front of Varnum attached a metal handle to the rope and said, “Hold on until you hit the ground.”

      Varnum, while still handcuffed and bleeding, grabbed the oversize handle with both hands, placed his feet on the rope, and was pushed out of the chopper for a second time. He slid down the rope nearly twenty-five feet, like a fireman sliding down a firehouse poll.  He hit the ground and rolling naturally away. Before he could stand up, most of the soldiers had landed on their feet, rifles ready, and circled around him. 

      His eyes widened as he was lifted to his feet. “Show us,” the soldier said.

      The forest was silent as the choppers flew off. Varnum gawked at the men around him. The sun was low, coming through the trees, but it was weak, and the trees cast shadows over the men in armor and woodland fatigues. 

      Varnum lifted his handcuffs to the soldier. “We both have a lot to lose. Take ’em off.” 

      The soldier took his glove off and grabbed Varnum’s wrist, bringing it to the side of his neck. “Do you feel that?” he asked as he rubbed the palm of the doctor’s hand across a noticeable raised portion of skin. 

      Varnum felt the lump and immediately knew what it was. His face sank as the soldier smiled. “Yeah, you know. It’s a tracking device. About the size of a Tic-Tac. That’s your tether now. We added that as you slept.” He retrieved a key and took the cuffs off, one at a time, peeling them from the skin and muscle filleted around his wrist. 

      The soldier slid the bloody cuffs into his pocket and nudged his head in the direction Varnum had pointed earlier. “Let’s go,” he said.

      Doctor John Varnum had been a well-respected member of the community before his capture. He always had an out and always had a plan. His resolve never waned, and his victims always paid the price, but now things had shifted for him. He was a dog on a leash and no longer had control. Truly his only card left to play was to deliver Julie to the soldiers if she was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      Leaves danced in the wind as John Varnum opened the entrance to the cave. It was discreetly obscured by overgrowth and a giant hollowed-out maple tree. Varnum moved vines left and right, walked into the hollowed tree, and slid open a wooden door painted to blend into the surroundings.

      “The farm is down there,” Varnum said, stepping back from the dark entrance. 

      The soldier looked at him and transitioned his attention to the other soldiers. 

      John Varnum stepped back, allowing the men to work, but the soldier who had been attached to his hip from the time he was in the chopper placed his hand on his shoulder, stopping him cold.  

      A light stick snapped and was tossed into the entrance, falling to floor of  the cave. Three soldiers quickly descended into the blackness and disappeared. 

      “You’re next,” the soldier told Varnum, pushing him toward the entrance. 

      He stepped inside and down. The soldier lowered his night-vision goggles and followed him. 

      Varnum reached the bottom. With little ambient light, he could see, but not clearly. He felt the wall, knowing the way—he had been to the farm many times before—he guided the men step by step. 

      The soldier leaned in to Varnum’s ear and whispered, “Take us to the entrance and stop. If you make a sound, you’ll be dead before you hit the ground.”

      The doctor nodded and continued to walk. Step after step, he led the men through the damp cavern rock walls. He moved up and over boulders and came to a large rock-like wall with light emitting on the other side of it. He paused and leaned back toward his soldier escort. “The entrance to the farm is behind that wall, down a man-made hallway,” Varnum whispered.

      The soldier nodded and stuck a needle in Varnum’s neck. Within a breath, his body fell limp, and the soldier laid him gently on the ground, pushing him against the wall. He held his hand out, fingers extended, and with each counted down from five as he thought, Prepare for contact.

      On the count of one, the soldier opened an obvious door, and light rushed out from the false wall. The soldiers entered an empty hallway lit by two single overhead lightbulbs, rifles up, covering each other as they moved to the door at the end of the hall. 

      A black bird, in flight, painted on the door, moved away from the men as the door swung inward. A man stepped into the hallway; eyes wide as he fell dead. The only sounds of the gunshots were from the brass casings ejecting from the silenced AR and bouncing off the wall. The man’s pistol was still in his holster as the first soldier stepped over him and through the door. 

      The four-man team entered, quickly realizing a set of steep metal stairs were the only direction they could go. Down.

      One at a time, the soldiers placed the handrails under their armpits and slid down. They were met with a red light illuminating smooth concrete walls that seemed to wrap in a circle. Each soldier, lifting their rifles and moving, cleared the areas they passed while looking for Julie. 

      A gunshot rang out from behind the group. It wasn’t silenced, and they knew the source was not friendly yet was easily eliminated when the trail solider spun and engaged the man with two rounds. 

      “Alpha team to command,” a soldier attempted to transmit. But his team was deep inside of a bunker, and communications were static.

      “Boss, no comms. We’re on our own.”

      “Copy, move, find the girl!” the lead soldier replied. 

      The team cleared the first floor and moved down to the next floor, dropping a flash-bang at the bottom of the stairs before they descended. 

      They moved quickly through this floor, again the concrete walls circling back around to the stairs. Nothing. No one on the floor, so the team again pushed down the stairs, using flash-bangs as they descended. 

      No contact. 

      The team repeated the process, clearing a total of three floors the bunker had, each one circling around to the center stairs. 

      No girl. No Julie. Just two dead guys. 

      The team were on the bottom floor and cleared their way back to the top, only stopping to check for intel on the men they killed.

      Nothing. Each man wore a black blazer with a green sweater vest over a white button-up, and a Sig Sauer P226, either holstered or on the ground next to the body. 

      “Who the fuck—” a soldier began to ask but stopped as he noticed the Sig. He knew that particular pistol was rare and typically only carried by highly trained men. 

      “I thought the same thing. But I tell you this, the good doctor up top has got some explaining to do.”
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        * * *

      

      The team emerged from the bunker, stepping over their first kill, quickly moving down the hallway and back into the cave. 

      John Varnum laid motionless, breathing but alive, on the cold, damp rock floor. 

      “Get a litter, bag the bastard if you have to, just get him ready to move,” the soldier said. 

      The team followed orders, and within a minute, Varnum was ready to move. The soldiers dragged him as quick as they could, preparing to exfil their way back to the cave entrance. 

      “Alpha 1 to Razor 1,” the soldier transmitted. Static cracked in his headset, but he could hear the familiar voice of Razor 1’s pilot. “We have contact. The hole is dry, I repeat—it’s a dry hole, and we are moving to exfil.”

      Static broke up the pilot’s voice. “Copy, we are on station, moving to extraction point.”

      The team grabbed John Varnum and painstakingly moved.

    

  







            Chapter 26- The Chair

          

          

      

    

    






Day 8

        

      

    

    
      “Thirty seconds out,” the pilot radioed.

      The four soldiers escorting John Varnum gave a nod and took their headsets off. The right door slid open as the chopper hovered and rotated into the wind, slipping sideways to align the Blackhawk for landing. 

      The wheels touched down, and the soldiers stepped from the chopper. A guard tower held a marksman, covering the chopper’s landing. 

      Varnum’s escort soldier walked to the door at the far end of the building and handed the white envelope John Varnum so desperately wanted to a man dressed in a black oxford suit with a blue tie. It was the same man who had interviewed John Varnum and the same man who had given the soldier the envelope before he left. 

      The man in the black suit held the envelope as he watched the other soldiers unload a body bag. They dragged it across the rooftop, and the man stopped them at the door. “Tell me he’s still alive.”

      “Very much so,” the soldier said. “We have orders to put him in the ready room and start prepping him.”

      “I’ll wake him up there,” the man said with a smirk. “See you downstairs.” 

      The man held the door as the soldiers dragged John Varnum into the building. He let the door shut and looked over at the Blackhawks as they flew into the distance, leaving behind the unforgettable aroma of JP8 fuel. 
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        * * *

      

      The small room consisted of concrete walls, and John Varnum lay on a thin mattress atop a stainless-steel platform. A soldier lathered his head and a fresh razor shaved him bald. The soldier worked quickly but diligently as John Varnum was chemically sleeping. 

      Doctor John Varnum was dressed in an old jumpsuit. When new, the suit was a bright orange, but aged, his suit had faded to an opaque tan coloring. 

      His eyes could be seen rolling back and forth under his eyelids as the man in the black oxford suit entered the room. “I appreciate you prepping him,” the man said as he took a knee, withdrawing a syringe and sliding it almost rhythmically into a pulsing vein on Varnum’s forearm. “Time to rise and shine!” 

      Varnum’s eyes stopped moving and opened wide. Sweat began to bead and roll from his forehead as he sat up, his body nervously shook. He tried to talk but couldn’t find his voice. 

      The soldiers quickly cuffed John’s wrists and then attached the handcuffs to a belly chain wrapped around his waist. A set of leg irons were fastened at the ankles, and the soldiers then stood back, allowing the man in the oxford suit to continue talking.

      “It’s time John,” the man said as he pounded on the metal door. It slid open before the echoes of the man’s fist fell silent. 

      John Varnum was unsteady on his feet as he stepped forward, eyes adjusting to the light of the hallway. 

      The yellowing light bulbs pulsed like a heartbeat as the shackled chains connecting John Varnum’s ankles scraped across the concrete floor with each of the dead man’s steps. He shuffled his feet as his hands were cuffed to a belly chain wrapped snugly around his waist. The chains were stained from the years of use, and Varnum could only imagine who wore them before.

      John Varnum could see his destiny at the end of the room. It was made of a rich southern oak wood, metal casing from the steel city of Pittsburg, and leather restraints handcrafted from the hide of a mature Texas Longhorn. 

      He could smell the death. It lingered in the air, like the odor of urine at an asylum—and just like John would never leave that chamber. 

      John’s eyes caught the indentations where he would soon sit. He wondered if they were intentional or created over time from the demise of every man who walked that walk before him.

      A nondescript figure stood next to the chair, wearing all black, including his gloves and velvet hood, obscuring the entirety of his being. John could see his executioner and the means by which he would die but knew in the end he would get what he wanted. 
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        * * *

      

      Dripping water echoed in the dismal and dank death chamber. The door was left open at the end of the corridor John Varnum had walked. The paint was worn away, and a groove was evident through the center of the floor from the countless evil that walked that last walk before. 

      His feet were bare, head freshly shaved, and his jumpsuit was a stained orange that had faded to an almost opaque tan coloring. It was a far cry from his thousand-dollar suits of the past.

      Doctor John Varnum paused in front of the chair and peered over top of it at the mirrored glass wall. He knew the man who was about to kill him stood behind it and was probably itching to pull the lever. “I bet your dick’s hard,” he said, staring intently at the mirror. It was a rhetorical statement. He knew the man wanted to kill him. After all, he had killed a cop, and what cop wouldn’t love to justifiably kill a cop killer?

      He was escorted on his last walk by four men. Men who did not work for the jail but were assigned specifically to escort him, to ensure not only that the execution took place without a hitch, but also to eliminate the possibility of John Varnum harming anyone else and to deter another escape attempt. These men wore unmarked military fatigues and had an air of confidence he had never seen before.
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        * * *

      

      He peered at the chair, and it stared back at Varnum like a scorned wife, holding a bloody knife as she stood over her husband’s body. He knew the chair meant nothing but pain and hatred toward him. He knew that the chair would have the final say…that the chair’s sole purpose was to stop his heart and eat his sins through flesh-burning electricity.

      The man to Varnum’s left was large, burly-chested, wearing armor, a ballistic helmet, and drop holster and holding a large black cattle prod. A fucking cattle prod, he thought. “Are you going to electrocute me just to get me into that fucking chair? Seems a little much, don’t you think?” Varnum said as his eyes shifted to the man. 

      “Sit down when you’re told to sit down, just like you were instructed before you walked in here,” the man replied as he shook his head.

      “Do as you’re told, and it will be over quick,” the man to his right said. 

      Varnum turned his head and laughed at the man. “Easier? Quicker?” He laughed again. “For who, you? I’ll be dead in twenty minutes; you’ll be back sucking your boyfriend’s dick—” 

      The man shoved the tip of the cattle prod into Varnum’s gut, knocking the wind from his lungs, the electricity cutting through him like fire. His muscles instantly seized, and his bladder let a stream of urine loose. It eased down his right leg, pooling between his toes.

      The electric shock stopped, and Varnum fell to his knees. The metal chains binding his ankle, belly chain, and metal handcuffs all burned his flesh as the electricity passed through. 

      “THAT’S ENOUGH!” a voice yelled from behind the men. “Strap him in and don’t touch him again!”

      The man stood out of view, but John Varnum smiled, knowing the voice all too well. The governor wouldn’t be calling to stay this execution. Oh no, there would be no need, as he was the man speaking, and apparently Varnum knew precisely what he wanted, and he knew he had one last card to play.
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        * * *

      

      Varnum begrudgingly sat in the chair. His back rested against the old hard oak, and a light shined in his face, obscuring his vision. He was calm as his escorts held his bloody, flesh-torn wrists down while a third man secured the leather straps tightly. John Varnum didn’t fight; he just waited for his turn to move as the chest strap tightened across his torso. 

      His feet were strapped to the metal bands tacked into each leg of the chair, while a wet sponge was placed under a special metal plate and attached to his left ankle to better conduct the electricity. 

      “Hood?” a man behind the chair asked Varnum. 

      “No, I want you all to look into my eyes as I go,” he replied with a smirk. 

      The man handed off the black hood to another soldier, and he walked off behind the mirrored wall. Varnum shifted his head from side to side, cracking his neck, and the sound reverberated through the room as if a shotgun discharged. 

      Another sponge was pulled from the bucket, dripping wet, and placed on top of Varnum’s head. Water rolled down his face like a water fountain. He moved his head just enough to guide the flow around his eyes as the metal plate was placed on top of the sponge, a leather strap pulled tight under his jaw and securely fastened.  

      The light continued to blind Varnum, and in that moment, it reminded him of an operating room, one of thousands he had worked. He snickered as his mind thought of the patients he had operated on and of every ounce of pain he had forced upon them. 

      “Hook him up,” the governor said. 

      The man behind the chair took out a large, heavy-gauged black wire with a long, thick shard of copper protruding from the end. He slid it into an eyelet on top of the metal plate adorning Varnum’s head. The man then turned a thumbscrew clockwise until the bare copper was secured to the metal strapped on top of Varnum’s head.

      “This is your last chance, John,” Governor Wilson said sternly as he stared.

      Varnum smiled as the heat of light burned the retinas in his eyes. He didn’t answer but rather let his lack of a voice speak volumes inside of that death chamber. 

      The man from behind Varnum brought another thick wire around the chair and repeated the process but this time attaching it to Varnum’s swollen left ankle as water pooled below his feet. 
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        * * *

      

      The light turned off, and Varnum squinted, adjusting his vision. In front of him was a covered window, and in the moment his eyes normalized, the curtains were swiftly drawn open and multiple fluorescent lights came to life, buzzing like flies circling the dead. 

      The Governor of Colorado stood in front of him. “Mr. Wilson,” John Varnum said, acknowledging his presence. 

      “You know what I want, John,” Governor Wilson said with a soft voice. “All you have to do it give it to me and all of this stops. It all can go away, John.” 

      John held his tongue and thought about the vacant room he was staring into. It reminded him of “the end.” The curtains had been drawn open for a reason. That window would have typically acted as the barrier between the inmate and the families of the victims, who would witness the execution. But it was empty. White cushioned folding chairs were placed in uniform lines, and every one of them were vacant as water in the desert. 

      He watched as a flickering white light came to life within the viewing room, reinforcing that it was as empty as his soul.

      Eight days ago, John Varnum was arrested for the murder of over thirty known victims. Most of them females, some children, and more missing. He had used large rain catchment tanks made of polyethylene and killed most of his victims by drowning them in acid. Their bodies were left to “digest” inside of the tanks like food digested inside of your stomach. 

      John Varnum kept his victims at his warehouse inside of the tanks, and each tank was lined in rows for as far as the eye could see. He kidnapped men, women, and children, but mostly female prostitutes, which he had a particular fetish for, and his wife knew all too well of his sadistic habits—before she was shot to death during the raid on the warehouse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Governor, I know what you want, but I’m not sure I’ll give it to you,” John Varnum said snidely. “Is this because I killed that cop, or maybe because I killed your favorite call girl? Hmmmm?” John said, drool leaking between his lips as he spoke. “I killed that cop exactly eight days ago and look at me now. The law works fast around this town. No trial, no jury of my peers, no nothing.” He lifted his head slightly, motioning toward the empty viewing room. 

      “It’s empty, just like you, John,” the governor replied.

      “It is. But that’s of no matter. What matters is how far are you willing to go? I mean, you have me here, in this chair, without a death warrant. Without a judgment, trial, appeal, or anything close to legal. No lawyer, no—” 

      “John, it’s really very simple. I want my daughter back. If you don’t tell me where she is…” He paused and motioned his hand to the executioner behind the mirror. The light began to flicker, and a noticeable buzz could be heard in the air. “The electricity is primed, and do you know what sort of pain two thousand volts at five amps will feel like, John? If you don’t tell me where you took my daughter, if you don’t tell me where she is, I’m simply going to walk behind that wall, hit the switch, and you will find out truly how painful death can be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27- Black Bird

          

        

      

    

    
      Detectives Hawkins and Dollar scoured the cabin and surrounding woods attempting to source the screams. For hours, they checked the area, but to no avail. Independently, they had heard a female’s voice screaming, but with the treetops pitching the voice like a cavern’s echo, they just couldn’t locate her. 

      The sun had long set as the detectives started to walk back on the trail. With flashlights in hand, they moved in single file, cautiously stepping over rocks and dead fall until the trees opened back up to the entrance of the cemetery.

      “This place gives me the creeps,” Hawkins said as he shined his light among the headstones. 

      “This place does?” Dollar asked as he walked. “But the fucking sewer didn’t? That sewer was just normal, was it? Like, just another day at the office. But this place makes your hair stand on end?”

      “Eat it,” Hawkins replied.

      “Fuck off,” Dollar said as his light bounced off an object from the overgrowth, just inside the wood line next to a grave marker. The reflection was near blinding. Dollar pushed the light from the object and walked in its direction. The earth crunched under his feet as Dollar walked closer to the woods. 
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        * * *

      

      An owl screeched as its dark and massive wingspan cut thought the moonlight. Its talons reached out, snatching a rabbit, which Dollar flushed from the overgrowth. The detective’s heart raced as the air from the owl’s wings pushed against his brow. He watched while the creature scooped its prey; a scream of distress seeped from the rabbit’s lungs as they both disappeared into the night. 

      His eyes averted back to the overgrowth and the shining object his flashlight had found. Dollar pulled old foliage and ivy-intwined vines away from the dirty, dark thing. He pushed the branches aside, finally revealing a black bird painted on a flat surface. “Ray,” he uttered, pulling away more ivy. “Ray—” 

      Dollar was interrupted by the sound of the female screaming again. This time the sound was right on top of them. Ray Hawkins ran to his partner and began tearing and ripping vines. He pushed and pulled and used all his might to reveal an old dirt-covered mausoleum.

      “Someone intentionally hid this thing, Ray. Look at the handprints smeared in the dirt covering it.” 

      The men stood staring, then the scream came again. Dollar looked around and disappeared behind the thickets. The sound of rushing air filled the wood line as clouds revealed a full moon lighting the cemetery, shadows dancing in the distance.

      Shots rang out from the other side of the mausoleum. Detective Hawkins, shining his flashlight while also drawing his pistol, couldn’t see his partner. He brought his Glock 19 up, pointing it where his flashlight shined. “Dollar!” he screamed, moving through the thickets. He had to find his partner!

      In succession, two more shots rang out. This time, Hawkins was blinded by muzzle flash. He swung his pistol toward the flash, and his finger moved to the trigger and began applying pressure. Within that moment, his eyes focused on the dark figure as his flashlight illuminated the area. It was Dollar! He took the pressure off the trigger as his heart sank. 

      “I nearly shot you!” Hawkins screamed before noticing the paleness of his partner’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Blood soaked the ground, and a man holding a Sig Sauer pistol laid motionless at Detective Dollar’s feet. Hawkins’ eyes bugged as he realized Dollar had killed the man. He transitioned his attention back to Dollar and again noticed his partner’s face was pale. It was to be expected; he had just killed a man. But Dollar had another look on his face. Hawkins knew that look to be more consistent with death than that of stress. A moment later, Hawkins noticed the blood flowing from his partner’s neck. 

      Hawkins stepped forward quickly, grabbing Dollar as he collapsed. The men fell to the ground, Hawkins holding Tipton Dollar in his arms. 

      Dollar gasped for air as bloody spittle flew in the air. Hawkins’ eyes welled and anger began to fill his heart. Dollar lifted his arm, pointing at the open door of the mausoleum as the sound of a female screaming resonated from a small pipe ascending from the earth. The ventilation pipe was next to the tree Hawkins sat against. 

      Dollar convulsed, blood flowing from his mouth now, as he whispered, “Bunker, she’s in—” Then Dollar was no more. Hawkins held his partner as the life slipped from his body. He looked into his eyes, seeing the life had vanished. 

      Bunker, he thought. He shined his flashlight on the pipe sticking out of the ground and over to the open door. Then back to the dead man and his partner. 

      Bunker.

      He reached for his radio. It was gone. He double checked his waist; his radio was gone. His mind raced, and an animalistic rage fired inside of him. 

      The man on the ground moved. 

      Hawkins picked up Dollar’s pistol, leaned over, and with the barrel nestled behind the man’s ear pulled the trigger. The report of the gunshot echoed through the trees, concealing the sound of his skull imploding as a flock of birds took flight from the treetops above them.
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        * * *

      

      Blood-soaked Detective Hawkins’ shirt through to his skin. It was his partner’s blood, and he could feel the warmth of it on his chest as he entered the mausoleum. His pistol in hand and Dollar’s pistol slid into his back pocket, Hawkins stepped inside the burial tomb.

      His flashlight was on, pointing skyward from his rear pocket. This bounced the beam off the mausoleum’s ceiling, casting light down on everything. He noticed two marble sarcophagi, one on each side of the small chamber—which was absent of anyone else. Pulling his pistol inward, while the muzzle covered the first tomb, he used his free hand to lift the lid. Nothing. It didn’t budge. 

      Detective Hawkins turn to the other sarcophagus and repeated the same process. This time the seal cracked, and air rushed out as the lid hydraulically opened. A white light emitted from inside. He pointed his pistol into the hole at the metal stairs descending into the ground. Dollar was right, there was a bunker underneath the mausoleum, and Hawkins stepped inside, descending alone into the unknown.
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins could hear water dripping in the distance as his heart pulsed like a drum. He moved softly and quietly down a green concrete-walled circular floor. At the end, he came to a large metal door, a red button illuminated next to it. He leaned forward and pressed the green button next to the red one. The red light went out, lighting the green button, and the door swung open slowly as air rushed from the cracks. 

      Hawkins smiled as he knew that door was the true entrance to the bunker. He stood by as the door opened fully. Looking around, he noticed a thick metal pipe propped up in a corner. It was an industrial pipe he recognized, used to contain gas and hydraulic oils. He knew the pipe was stout, so he wedged it into the seam of the door, at the hinge, as means to keep the door from sealing him inside. 

      Hawkins walked through the door, Glock 19 at the ready, clearing corners and moving quietly. Finding Julie was the only thing on his mind. 

      He moved past and through the kitchen. Nothing. No one. 

      Hawkins came to a set of stairs in the center of the bunker. He slowly descended to another level, coming to a door. Footsteps. Pushing himself into a corner by the door, he froze. The door opened, and he held his pistol at his hip, muzzle toward the door. A figure came through the door, and Hawkins pressed his pistol against the man’s head. 

      “Take me to the girl or die,” he whispered. The man stood motionless with a pistol holstered on his right hip. “Do it now,” he said, pushing the cold metal barrel deeper into the man’s skull. 

      The man spun quickly and violently, knocking the pistol from Hawkins’ grip. It fell to the floor with a metallic echo as Hawkins drew for his partner’s pistol concealed in his rear pocket. The unknown man also drew his sidearm.

      An orange-and-red flash of fire burned the man’s eyes and the report of the shot echoed in the concrete, ripping the sanity from Hawkins’ hearing. The man fell to the floor, dead, as if God, all at once, ripped every bone from the man’s body. 
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        * * *

      

      Hawkins’ ears rang, blocking out all other sound. He stumbled through the door, pistol in hand, overhead lights shining the circular green hallway, and he noticed a black bird—wings splayed in flight—adorned the wall.

      His ears rang!

      Julie was all he could think of. 

      His chest rose and fell rapidly. The unknown man’s blood and bone fragments rolled down his cheek as he moved with a purpose down the hall. He checked every door and room along the way. 

      Just off the media room was a door, and when he walked through, he saw dark hair, then bare feet, and finally realized it was a girl laying on the bathroom floor. 

      His ears rang, and even though he could barely hear himself, Hawkins called out, “Julie?”

      The girl’s head raised, and she rolled to her side, staring at him. She then sat up, crying. “I’m Julie,” she replied with a weak voice. She could see the badge attached to the detective’s belt as he approached. “Please help me!”

      Hawkins puffed air in and out of his ears, trying to clear the constant ringing. He smiled, heart thumping. “Julie?” he asked one more time as he took a knee, holstering his pistol. 

      She shook her head and cried, “Yes—I’m Julie Wilson. Please help me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28- Death Comes For us All

          

        

      

    

    
      Doctor John Varnum peered out at the governor and beyond. He investigated the glass partition, viewing the empty room and folding chairs lined up. He could feel the electricity in the air and hear the hum of the generators behind the wall. The wooden electric chair containing him was firm with zero give. His arms strapped down, his ankles pinned to the chair legs, and wires attached to metal fastened to his head and ankle. 

      The man in the oxford suit walked in view, smiling.

      “The governor isn’t kidding, John. This is your final chance,” the man said. He stepped back and eyed the governor, giving him a nod. “He’s not going to tell us, sir.”

      Governor Wilson stepped out of view, behind the wall, and the humming of the generators could be heard like a race car revving its engine before the green light. He waved the man in the mask away from the switch. The governor lifted his hand, placing it on the lever. One pull and Varnum would be no more. Sweat rolled from his brow, and he removed his hand to wipe it away. Then the phone rang. The red phone next to the lever. The one only the governor would call in order to stay the execution. It shook on the wall, ringing loudly.

      Governor Wilson yanked his hand from the lever, stepping back in fright. He picked up the phone. “Hello?” he asked quizzically. 

      “Papa, oh God, Papa. I’m okay.”

      He fell to his knees, gripping the phone, his knuckles white as paper. “Baby, is that you? Julie?”

      “It’s me, Papa. I’m okay!”

      “Where are you?”

      The man in the oxford suit could see the governor and knew instantly his daughter, Julie, had been found and that she was alive. He stepped closer to the governor and noticed him smiling. The governor then gave him a nod. 

      The man then stepped back in front John Varnum, retrieving the white envelope from his inside jacket pocket. Varnum’s eyes widened. 

      “My name is Uboat,” the man in the oxford suit explained. He ripped open the envelope, retrieved a stack of photos, and turned them toward Varnum. “I want you to know the name of the man that’s going to kill you,” he said as he laid the pictures one at a time in Varnum’s lap. 

      Varnum’s eyes expanded, noticeably bugging out of his sockets. He screamed! And Uboat walked back around the wall—where Governor Wilson sat crying on the phone with his daughter… 

      Uboat reached up and, with a smirk, pulled the lever. 

      In the next breath, two thousand volts of electricity surged through Doctor John Varnum, and the photos fell to the floor. Varnum’s body jerked and muscles seized as the last images his eyes would ever see were of the photos the man in the oxford suit placed in his lap. The crime scene photos of his wife, dead. The envelope never held clemency or any form of a deal. It always contained proof that his wife had been shot and killed during the raid on John Varnum’s warehouse. Nothing more, nothing less. Simple photos of the damage the bullets caused her body, illustrating the pain she must have felt, as death took her away. 
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        * * *

      

      The chair creaked and Varnum’s head snapped back, eyes to the ceiling, as electricity surged through his body. The room appeared to vanish, leaving him inside of a dark gray wind that could only be described as a tornado. He was no longer bound to the chair. He was standing in the middle of the violence the tornado produced, looking up at the ceiling of the execution chamber. 

      His face sank as he noticed the shape of the ceiling shift. It was starting to drip and shape into the form of a person. A girl. He could see the figure of a women cocooned in what used to be the dirty ceiling. Then she broke through and grabbed him by his throat. 

      The female lifted John Varnum into the air, yanking him into what used to be the ceiling. The room flipped, and he came crashing through the other side of that dirty execution chamber room, landing in a polyethylene catchment tank with a splash, as if he dove into a swimming pool of acid.  

      The acid burned his body like a candle. Like it did his victims. The skin on his arms melted first, then his torso, and finally the skin and muscle incapsulated within his face burned off, leaking a drop at a time, into the acid pool. 

      Before his eyes lost vision, he noticed a female laughing at him from the stairs leading to the top of the tank. 
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        * * *

      

      The governor hung up the phone as lights flickered with the power surge. He peered at Uboat as he stood gawking at Varnum with glee while his lifeless body sponged the town’s electricity.
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        * * *

      

      Varnum found himself back in the chair. The room was empty, and the tornado was replaced by circling flames. A faceless nurse walked from the fire, injecting him with a needle. The syringe was full of Varnum’s magical green liquid. The same liquid he paralyzed his victims with—which caused them to feel every ounce of pain they encountered.

      John Varnum’s jaw slouched, and his eyes widened as the nurse walked off. He had only killed one nurse in his time and knew in his heart that was her.

      Electricity shot through his body, jolting him upright. It stopped, and out of the flames emerged two beasts he had never seen before, one on each side of him. They were twins, both half men, half creature. Yet each of them were made up of the other’s opposite half. They grabbed him by his arms and with one quick movement ripped him in half vertically, dragging his remains into the flames. 

      The chair was now vacant, smoking, and slowly crumbled onto the floor like a pile of rotting garbage.
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        * * *

      

       Uboat nodded to the governor. 

      Governor Wilson, electricity still tangible in the air—generators humming—pushed the lever up, killing the electricity traveling to the chair and Doctor John Varnum. 

      Uboat stared at John’s body as smoke drifted from his eyes and mouth. He stepped forward, using his forefinger and middle finger to feel for a pulse. Nothing. 

      “He’s dead,” Uboat said. 

      John Varnum was the most prolific serial killer ever to walk the earth, and he was finally dead. Still strapped in the chair, his head lolled to the side, his life, long evaporated and soul descending to the deepest depths of Hell. Doctor John Varnum had paid for his sins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29- The Yellow Oak Tree

          

        

      

    

    
      An old, dirty white van backed up to the loading docks of the Mecklenburg Prison. An average man in his mid-forties with a small beard exited the van, then retrieved a gurney from the rear doors. 

      He pushed the gurney to the door and waited to be buzzed inside. A metallic click echoed as the door unlocked, and the man walked in, pushing the gurney ahead of himself. 

      He looked at the guard to his right, behind the glass, and showed a picture ID. “Jeremy Gunn. I’m the body remover.”

      A buzzer rang out, and the man’s escort opened a second door. “This way, sir. I’ll take you there.”

      The two walked as Jeremy pushed the gurney down the hallway, lights flickered, and he could smell the putrid odor of burned flesh. His stomach turned at the smell, and his eyes watered. He knew he was close, so he slipped on his gloves. 

      They came to a door at the end of the green hallway. Jeremy had noticed how worn the center of the floors were as the guard held the door open. Jeremy pushed his gurney into the execution chamber and mentally prepared himself. 
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        * * *

      

      Smoke still rolled from Varnum’s body as Jeremy unstrapped him from the chair. He didn’t say a word, but rather did his job, as he knew no execution had been scheduled. He knew John Varnum was evil but also knew he had paid for his sins. So he cared for his body as he would any other body he was charged to remove. 

      A black body bag was stretched out on the floor as Jeremy gently laid John’s body inside. One hot smoking limb at a time, he placed him in, feet first, then gently laid his head within the bag. 

      The metallic sound of the zipper closing around Varnum’s body gave finality to the governor and to the town. 

      Governor Wilson smiled, knowing his daughter was safe and so was every mother, father, daughter, and son of the town. 
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        * * *

      

      Not a word was spoken, as Jeremy pushed the gurney away. The caster wheels now squeaked with the added weight as Jeremy did his job, taking John Varnum away and to his final resting spot. The smell lingered in the air as he walked the corridor of death, back the way he came. Typically, he would have orders to take the dead to the medical examiner’s office, but not today.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy loaded Varnum into his van and shut the double metal doors. He closed the evil off to the world and jumped into the driver’s seat. His mind was clear as he fired the ignition. He turned on some Motley Crue—“Shout at the Devil”—and thought, How fitting. He pulled forward, waved at the guard, and the prison’s garage door rolled up, allowing him to exit. 

      A few minutes into his drive, almost as soon at the music finished, a man’s voice began talking.

      “Breaking news: The governor has just announced the infamous Doctor John Varnum was killed last night during an attempted prison escape.”

       Jeremy smiled. Shaking his head, he turned the station and finally decided to press play on the CD already loaded—Paradise City by Guns n’ Roses began to play, soothing his soul. 

      He drove as officers stood guard over work release prisoners picking up trash along Route 3. 

      Down Route 3, he drove toward town, turning onto Hanley Avenue. Jeremy peered out his passenger window as he noticed children playing cops and robbers, running around a ranch-style home with a white picket fence. 

      He smiled as he drove. No cares in the world, just simply doing the job he was paid to do. The job he was called upon to do so many times before. 

      Turning onto 4th Street, he noticed a female running on the side of the road, and she waved. He returned the greeting and then turned onto Hayden Lake Road. His window was down, and he could smell the lake was near.

      Jeremy drove the winding road, parallel with the lake, and turned finally onto a dirt road leading to the farm. 
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy pulled into the field, cutting across the grass, finally circling a giant yellow oak tree. He backed his van up to the base of it and looked to the sky. He knew what he was about to do was just and that Varnum had paid for his sins. 

      He stepped from his van, stretched, and drank a shot from his flask. Jeremy chased it with a full bottle of water as he faced into the warmth of the sun. The van doors opened, and he retrieved a shovel. The blade was dull and caked with dry dirt but would do the job at hand. He paced off the outline of a grave underneath that old yellow oak tree. He had done this many times before. Many times, under that very oak tree. 

      Jeremy dug the grave without stopping and just deep enough to do the job. He unloaded Varnum, systematically laying the body bag on the ground next to the hole. Lengthwise.

      The zipper echoed in the open field as he unsheathed John Varnum from the body bag. His body was still smoking. The smell of cooked flesh appalled him, as he looked at John and placed his hand on the dead man’s cheek. That’s when he saw it all. Jeremy connected with John on a spiritual level, and he saw every evil deed Varnum had ever committed. He saw the men he killed. The women he drowned in acid. The kids he kidnapped. The vile, sadistic murder. He also saw the yellow oak tree. The one John Varnum had told Uboat—the man in the oxford suit—about during one of his interviews. The yellow oak tree that supposedly brought the people back from the world of the dead. The same yellow oak tree John Varnum had buried the running man under.

      In his vision, Jeremy could see the field they were in and the exact yellow oak tree that he was now underneath. He knew this was the spot. This was the tree John Varnum had told Uboat about. The tree John buried the runner underneath. 

      Jeremy removed his hand from John’s cheek—severing the connection between himself and the dead doctor. He stood up and used his foot to roll his body into the hole. 

      The man had been pure evil, and Jeremy knew it. But he also knew violence begets violence, and sometimes violence was the answer to the problem.

      Almost as soon as John’s body touched the ground beneath that old yellow oak tree, clouds rolled in and lightning flashed in the distance. A heavy rain began to fall, and Jeremy Gunn buried John Varnum at the farm, under that old yellow oak tree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Hawkins sat idle as his driver’s seat heated, soothing his back. He was tired and missed his partner. The lake was smooth as glass, like a mirror. He could see the reflection of a bird in flight, which was easy on his tearing eyes. He smelled fresh flowers lingering through his cracked window as he decided to finish what others had started. 

      He exited his car, sliding his cellphone and a bottle of water into his pockets, as he tightly held a manilla folder. 

      The gravel again crunched under his weight as Detective Hawkins walked toward the old lady sitting on her front porch. She eyed him, as did her jet-black shepherd. 

      He stopped at the base of the stairs, his hair naturally parted, much like his jacket—giving way to his service pistol. 

      “Did you find what you were looking for, Detective?” the old lady asked. She leaned forward, her wrinkled hands balancing her with the cane.

      “Ms. Newman, may I call you Jodi?” 

      “You’re going to anyways, so get on with it.”

      “Jodi—what can you tell me about the Black Birds?” he asked. His eyes shifted between the old lady and her dog.

      Her interior door stood wide open; screen door shut. Jodi Newman sat back in her chair and began to rock. Back and forth she moved as the porch boards squeaked hauntingly. She begun to laugh, shaking her head. The laughter was dark and stung the detective’s ears.

      Hawkins opened the folder and began to read: “Greg Newman, he was killed in a bunker owned by a group that goes by the name Black Bird—”

      She shifted her weight forward again. She was now noticeably uncomfortable, and her dog sensed it, as he began to growl. 

      “Jason Sparks, married to a Linda Newman, shot by my partner, and ultimately died by my hands. Dead on your land—outside of the second bunker,” Hawkins explained. 

      The old lady no longer laughed.

      “And Stuart Newman, whom I shot in the face, inside of the bunker, on your land. His brain and bone smeared on a wall and smelled of sewage.”

      The old lady stomped her cane into the wooden porch, and her dog’s hair raised down its back as he started to bark at the detective. 

      “You’re not ready!” she said and then put her hand up, commanding her dog to be silent. The dog complied, laying on the porch, his scared nose shining in the sunlight. 

      “I’ll ask you again, what can you tell me about the Black Birds?”

      The old lady stood, her cane bearing most of her weight, as old age had ravaged her body. She no longer could stand fully erect, but more at an obtuse angle while using her hand-carved cane. 

      Sweat glistened from her brow as she spoke. “You know, Detective, we all serve a purpose in this world. In God’s world. We all have a small piece of the pie, to put it bluntly.” She looked at her dog. “Take that beautiful animal there. His job is that of a protector and companion. He would rather die than see a hair on my head harmed.” She gazed back at Hawkins. “But he has limitations. He is bound by what I tell him he can and can’t do.”

      Hawkins listened intently, hand on his hip, above his pistol.

      “A Black Bird has no limitations. They have one job and one job alone.”

      Hawkins’ heart pulsed as the old lady began to walk from her chair. 

      “You see, Detective, for the Black Birds, the end justifies the means absolutely. And for them the end is in the eyes of God. The end is defined to them as the end of all. The end of mankind. The end of existence. So, they do as they must, cleansing this town, to save the rest, for the end of time.”

      Hawkins stood listening while sipping his water. “And the doctor?”

      The shepherd stood on all fours, ears perked and eyes averting to the old lady as he started to whimper. 

      The old lady’s cane tipped over, echoing off the wooden porch as she collapsed. Her age finally caught up to her. Her heart was weak, slowly faltering as she fell. Her head smacked the porch, blood pooled under her chin, and her hands shook violently as she spoke her final words. “They will come for you…the Birds will come!”
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      It's what he does with your secret; that is the story!

      Jeremy Gunn was a young child when he first used his gift. He touched his father's cheek as he peered into his casket and cried. That's when he saw it, his father's darkest secret.

      Tormented, he seeks to act on the secrets of the dead. He rights the wrongs of people passed. To find the missing and to avenge the fallen.

      Jeremy comes for you when you die, but that's not his gift. His gift is stealing your secret, the one you died with, the one you never told a soul.

      But the daring story isn't about him taking your secret, not at all.

      It's what he does with your secret; that is the epic story!
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