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PROLOGUE


 


 


Maggie stopped for a moment,
closed her eyes, and breathed. Just breathed. At a distance from the bustling
traffic of London’s heart, that small winding path along the Thames River was
as solitary as she was. There was a connection between them. It was her
sanctuary.  


Sometimes, it was her only escape.


The morning sunshine beamed
through several overhanging trees above, threatening a harsh, hot summer day in
the great old city. Maggie disliked the heat. She preferred where it was cool
in the shade. It reminded her of childhood vacations with her family up north.
She liked the rain on her 


skin and the wind in her brown
hair. It made her feel alive. Running along the riverside was the closest she
could get to that cool breeze for now, the closest she could touch the safety
of a childhood long since abandoned. 


Maggie had more than the weather on
her mind. She was weighing thoughts of life and death, of purpose. Had it
really come to this?


“Why?” she said, whispering to the
breeze dappling off the water, wondering if she was speaking to herself or to an
imaginary version of the one who had harmed her. The one who had threatened
her.


She had been asking that same
question over and over for weeks, and each time she asked, she felt the
vitality of her youthful twenty-eight-year-old body somehow slipping away. She
was barely eating. The worry, the fear, the looking over her shoulder, it was
slowly grinding her down. Danger and stress were a powerful concoction, even a
poison to some—this she knew all too well. She had to find a way to vent the
pressure. A solution had to be found.


Maggie shook away the oppressive
feelings swirling inside of her. She planted her feet onto the crumbling trail
beneath the overhanging branches and pushed off. 


The run would clear her mind. And
a clear mind was the only hope she had to navigate the dangers ahead.


There must be a way out of this,
she thought as she ran into the solitude of the English countryside.


The trail arched to the left,
taking itself and Maggie away from the flowing waters of the wide river. It was
a trail she had run many times before. 


Her breathing deepened as she felt
the blood engorging her legs, making her feel alive. Birds sang nearby, and as
she moved through a patch of woodland, she began to persuade herself that the
world was not crashing down on top of her; that she would be all right, even if
there was a wisp of denial lingering in her subconscious.


Then the road came.


It was the one part of that jog
she was wary of; the lack of a sidewalk and its narrow width made the road feel
treacherous. She knew she would have to be careful.


Maggie moved onto it, undeterred.
She hoped she could clear that section around the corner of the lonely road
quickly. Then she could rejoin the woodland path that would take her further
away from the threat of the city.


As she moved along the road, she
kept looking over her shoulder for traffic. It was rare to see any vehicles,
but ever since she had read about one of her favorite writers being struck by a
car on just such a road, she had been hesitant of it. 


The worn tarmac arched upward,
steadily climbing. Soon, far below, the Thames River could be seen again,
moving, lumbering through the estuary and into the heart of London in the
distance behind. 


Maggie breathed deeply again. A
breeze came, and with it so too did the thoughts of danger. Two threats at once
brewed in her mind—the hazard of the road, of the blind turn up ahead, and the
danger of the one person she knew could ruin her life. The one person who might
as well have held a knife to her throat.


The police? she thought, mentally
scrambling for a solution to her problems as she ran. No. That wasn’t an
option. 


There were too many reeds to
untangle. If it went public, it would hurt her, it would hurt the family. No
matter which way she sliced the dilemma, a dark underbelly of future pain and shame
would be revealed. 


The road now curved ahead. This
was the section Maggie disliked most. It bent around a blind corner, and to the
left of her, a wall of sheer brown rock rose up. There was nowhere to step to,
should a car appear.


She did what she always did,
running as close to the rock face as possible so that if a car moved around the
corner toward her, she’d at least have some room to breathe and hopefully not
be struck by a careless driver.


In her mind, Maggie made space for
the entrance to the woodland trail. She knew it was just out of sight. Soon she
would be on it and able to disappear for an hour into the deep green. To
disappear from her problems was all she wanted. It was all anyone wanted, at
least in Maggie’s mind. Relief and happiness were one and the same to
her.


Then a sound came. 


At first, she thought it was the
river far down below, a constant low swishing sound like a gentle wave never
ending. But as she moved toward the peak of the blind corner, she realized that
the sound was not coming from the river. It was coming from the road.


Damn, she thought. A
car.


The vehicle was very quiet. Maggie
assumed it had an electric engine. As she reached the near-apex of the turn, she
found herself stopping for a moment. A cold sweat broke out over her body as
she listened.


Which way? She couldn’t
tell where the car was coming from, whether ahead or from behind further down
the hill. Downhill, the weaving road was partly obscured by sporadic pockets of
low-hanging trees, their branches like curled fingers, and the road up ahead
could not be seen yet for the shroud of the turn.


I better move.


Maggie kept herself close to the
rock face and rushed forward faster, picking up the pace. The sooner she was
off the road, the better.


The swishing sound of the electric
engine and tires on the road increased, approaching ever closer, and yet the
source of it was still hidden, an unseen menace stuck in Maggie’s mind like a
glass splinter.


Faster, Maggie. Come on!


Maggie broke into a full run as
she finally passed the corner, bringing the now plateauing road ahead into
view. But if relief and happiness were indeed the same to Maggie, neither were
now apparent.


The road was bare and empty, but for
one feature: A tree had fallen and was partly blocking the way. Its long
still-leafed branches jutted out several feet onto the road on the left-hand
side. Just beyond that, Maggie’s apprehensive gaze fell upon the green wooden
sign she had been searching for. It pointed into the narrow woodland path.


But getting to it was going to be
a problem. The fallen tree was in her way, and although the rock face to her
left would give way to the woodland up ahead, in her current position, it was
still there alongside her, an imposing companion stopping her from escaping to
the side of the road.


The sound of the car was now definitely
coming from behind, and with this knowledge she continued on, worried that the
driver wouldn’t see her as she ran just past the turn. 


Looking over her shoulder to the
blind corner, obscuring all that she had already traversed, she could see no
car yet. But Maggie knew that the fallen tree would momentarily put her in
danger.


She reached it and looked over her
shoulder again.


Still no car, though the strange,
low hum was still increasing in volume.


She waited for a moment to see if
the car would appear. It did not. 


Maggie sighed impatiently and
decided to take a chance. She moved around the branches, putting her
momentarily on the wrong side of the road. 


Now, finally, a red car emerged
from behind the turn, and it was moving at a far too aggressive speed for a
road that precarious and that high up.


Maggie knew that the car would
have to go around the tree, too, and she wasn’t certain that at that speed, the
driver would see it in time. Apprehension moved through her as she worried that
an accident was only seconds away. She had to get to safety.


She moved as fast as she could,
the car now bearing down toward her. Panicked, she rushed carelessly, her white
top catching on a thick broken branch. It scratched the side of her skin
beneath the cloth, drawing blood.


Maggie let out a gasp as she
pulled at the branch, trying to free herself. With several forceful yanks, she
managed to wrestle herself from the grips of the tree’s finger-like branches,
but the jolt thrust her backwards.


She fell onto the ground and
looked up. 


The car screeched up ahead like a
mechanical beast crying out. Maggie tried to scramble up onto her feet, but it
was too late. The brakes thudded, the smell of burning rubber invading the air,
and the car headed straight toward Maggie. She didn’t have time to scream.


Somewhere a bird sang, and Maggie’s
broken body lay motionless on the quiet road.











CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Finn Wright sat in the London
coffee shop, listening in frustration to the man in a gray suit sitting before
him. The suit was Philip C. Reid, a meticulous lawyer in his early sixties with
an obvious hair transplant, thick glasses, and expensive leather shoes. 


The coffee place was busy, even in
the hot, sunny weather, and the hum of conversation and the occasional clinking
of cups were more appealing to Finn than what was being said. Sometimes, he
just didn’t want to hear the truth, even if it came wrapped up in an American
accent that made Finn pine for home. 


Weeks earlier, before he decided
to vacation in the UK, Finn was being investigated for the daring rescue of a
hostage during a manhunt. The hostage was saved, but Finn had disobeyed a
direct order going in, and even with the positive outcome, there had been
substantial damage during the firefight. After the investigation, he was now
being prosecuted for that damage, and it remained uncertain as to whether he
would ever be able to refer to himself as a special agent with the FBI ever
again. He knew he might even end up financially destitute if he were held
culpable for the damages.


He sat there for a moment, his
mind wandering to the sweet smell of cinnamon pastries baking behind the
counter nearby.


“Finn,” Philip said, “I didn’t spend
ten hours flying to London for you to ignore me.”


Finn looked down at the large
brown leather couch he was sitting on. It dipped underneath as though the
springs had given up the ghost from a million customers parking their
posteriors on it over the years. 


He bounced up and down on it
gently.


“Honestly,” he said, “I think this
thing could give at any moment. Then Philip, my man, we’d have a real
court case on our hands. Tell me. How much would a fella get for injury by
couch? I could spill my coffee on me if that would grease the wheels.”


Philip shook his head. “Seward
said you’d be difficult, but I didn’t realize how much.”


Director Seward, Finn’s boss, was
supposed to be staying out of the investigation, but, in an unofficial
capacity, he was trying to make sure Finn stayed in a job.


Finn looked across at his lawyer
and felt bad. “I’m sorry, Philip. I am taking this seriously, but I can’t just
uproot back home. Not yet.”


The case wasn’t his only concern.
Finn had spent a couple of weeks mulling over going home and speaking with his
ex-fiancée, Demi, another loose end in his life that was threatening to wrap
around his neck and squeeze the life from him. She wanted to patch things up,
but while Finn missed her, he worried that he would be all too forgiving of her
infidelity as soon as he saw her. She had that effect on him. 


Staying away gave him distance in
more ways than one. He knew it would protect him from making a bad
mistake.


“That’s another thing,” Philip
said, gripping his coffee and then leaning over, his gray tie almost dipping in
the cup. “This consultancy role with the UK police force. Seward is unhappy
about that. He wants you to drop it. I have to say, I agree with him. It’s
going to blow up in your face.”


That got Finn’s back up. Whenever
someone told him he needed to ignore an opportunity because of politics, it made
him want to move against that opposition.


“I haven’t even said yes to the
offer yet,” Finn grumbled. “It’s only an offer. And it’s been approved
by the Home Office here. I would think that the US government would be happy a
US agent on vacation solved the murder of a British aristocrat, and was being
asked to assist in other cases. You can’t buy that sort of international press.”


Philip sat back in his seat. “Finn,
no one is doubting that solving the Lord Van Reece murder was a good thing,
both for you and your country. But when it was leaked to the press that you’d
been offered an extended consultancy position for other future cases, if you
wanted it? Well… that’s made the FBI jumpy, especially since you have a court
case coming up. I don’t believe the British press have caught onto that just
yet, but it’s only a matter of time, and they’ll use it against you to cause a
scandal. The FBI wants you to keep a low profile in case… in case you make a
mistake out here.”


“The FBI doesn’t trust me?” Finn asked,
raising an eyebrow. “That’s shocking.” He grinned. “They seem intent on canning
me, Phil. So what if I have another gig lined up? A man needs to put bread on
his table.”


Finn hadn’t decided whether to
take the offer from the UK, but the more he was being pressed to lay low and go
home, the more appetizing the offer seemed. 


“Director Seward is fighting every
corner he can find for you, Finn,” Philip explained. “Why, I don’t know, but he
is doing it, putting his neck on the line. Hell, he even pulled strings to get
me to represent you. Don’t you think you should put this consultancy thing to
bed, get back home, and stay silent until the case is over? Don’t you owe him
that?”


Finn was troubled by the lawyer’s
words. Director Seward was a mentor and friend. The last thing Finn wanted to
do was cause him trouble. 


Sitting up on the couch, now it
was Finn leaning in. He looked at Reid square in the eyes.


“I owe Director Seward more than
you’ll ever know,” Finn said.


“Then surely you—” The lawyer wasn’t
allowed to finish that no doubt persuasive sentence.


“But I’ve come through a lot in my
life,” Finn continued. “And while loyalty means a great deal to me, it isn’t
Seward who is facing being fired from the FBI. It isn’t Seward who is facing
financial ruin through paying damages. It’s me. Just like it was me who decided
to rush into that building and take down the kidnapper. I did that. It was the
right call. That girl wouldn’t be alive if I hadn’t gone there on my own.”


“Hubris, Finn.” The lawyer shook
his head. 


“Experience, Philip,” Finn
argued. “I grew up with nothing. I followed my gut and it led me to a life of
service. A life of trying to make a small dent in this goddamned world. It’s got
me into scrapes, sure, but out of scrapes, too. I’m still standing. Now my gut
is telling me to—”


Finn’s words were now the ones
being cut short, but not by Philip C. Reid.


Finn looked down at his phone and
saw who was calling.


Philip sighed. “It’s normally good
practice to ignore calls during a meeting.”


“A meeting?” Finn looked up and
smiled. “I thought we were two pals having coffee.”


Answering the phone, Finn said: “Hey,
Rob, what’s up?”


It was his good friend Rob, the
youngest chief constable in the country, and the person who had pulled Finn
into the Van Reece murder case to help out.


“Finn,” Rob said, his voice grave,
“I’ve just been given an order from my superiors.”


“An order?” Finn said. “That sounds
ominous. I hope it’s not to start up a singing career. Your performance at the
karaoke bar last night was unheard of. Do they have crimes against music in
England? Are they arresting you?”


“Quit mucking about,” Rob said. “This
is serious.”


Finn enjoyed joking—it had been
the only way he could traverse the tragedies in his life—but he knew when to rein
it in. “What’s happened?”


“I’ve been asked to bring you and
Inspector Winters to a crime scene along the Thames River just outside of
London.”


“I don’t know…” Finn said. 


“It’s now or never to take up the
Home Office’s offer, Finn,” Rob said. “They want the same team who solved the
Van Reece case. I’m not going to lie—they were very specific about it. You’d
help me out, big time.”


Finn nodded. For a moment, he
thought about Director Seward back home. Would he do as he asked and pack up
his bags? 


No, he thought to himself.


Rob needed him. There was pressure
on Rob to pull another rabbit out of the hat and get the case solved. Finn knew
that as highly as Rob was respected by the public, if there were any gaffes or
mistakes, the Home Office would come down on him like a ton of bricks. There
was still the lurking suspicion that Rob had been given a position of authority
at too young an age. Some resented him for it.


And that was all without the implications
for Finn himself. If he were to make an error, then it would become an
issue between the FBI and the UK police force. Finn’s career would be
pulverized in the middle, even more so than it already was. He’d end up
blacklisted on both sides of the Atlantic.


But life is full of risks,
Finn thought. When they work out, that’s what makes life exciting.


Finn looked across at the lawyer
as he held the phone to his ear. Philip C. Reid looked fit to burst with
disapproval. 


“Well?” Rob asked.


“I’m in,” Finn replied. “Just tell
me where.”











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The gear stick stuck in Finn’s
hand as he wrestled with the clutch of the car.


“Come on, you piece of—” Suddenly
the gear cranked into its desired position. Finn wondered if the thing was
taunting him just because he was American. He hated driving a stick.


He’d rented the diminutive dark
blue car from a dealership back in Garden City in Hertfordshire. The car felt
fine when he had first sat in it, but now as it chugged along and continued its
climb up the lonely winding road that rose high above the Thames River below,
he was starting to think he had been conned into a vehicle they could normally
never get rid of.


It didn’t help that the driver’s
seat was stuck in a position too close to the wheel for his long, muscular legs
to feel comfortable. His knees were nearly touching the bottom of the
dashboard.


The mid-morning sun was rising
with them, higher into the sky above, casting its glow through a canopy of
trees that sporadically parted to the blue sky. Below to the right, the great
river flowed, glistening in the sun, moving steadily toward the congestion of
London in the distance.


If he hadn’t been struggling so
much with the car, Finn would have thought the place scenic. To his left, a high
rock face accompanied the road, and Finn started to feel that with any wrong
move he and his ailing automobile might end up down in the river themselves.


He reached a hideous bend with a
sharp blind corner at its apex, and the other side soon revealed several police
cars parked on the road, and two very familiar figures standing waiting.


Finn stopped his car and got out
with a gasping struggle to free himself from the wheel. 


“Ah, good to see you!” he said to the
two figures further along the road. “I—”


Suddenly Finn was aware of the car
still moving on the road behind him.


“In the name of all that’s…” He
struggled to the side of the car, opened the door, and this time made certain
that the parking brake was fully on.


When he got out of the car and
wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, he saw both familiar figures smiling,
covering their mouths as if trying to hide their enjoyment at Finn’s woes. It
was Inspector Amelia Winters and Chief Constable Robert Collins, the two people
with whom he had solved the Van Reece murder case.


“Right,” Finn said, shaking his
head. “Can’t you guys build a decent car?” He waved at the little vehicle in
frustration.


“It’s not British, it’s French,”
Amelia said, her red hair and milky skin glowing in the sun and her full red lips
unable to stop smiling.


“Geography was never Finn’s strong
point,” Rob said, dressed in a black police uniform and all six feet of him
looking imposing in his flat-top police hat. “I did warn you about that car
dealership.”


“We poor special agents aren’t on
the salary of a chief constable of Hertfordshire, Rob,” Finn said. “It was a
good deal.”


Amelia stepped forward and shook
Finn’s hand. “It’s good to see you, Finn.”


If Finn were honest with himself,
he was very happy to see Amelia too. It had been a few weeks since they had
seen each other, toasting the conclusion of the Van Reece murder case, together
with Rob, in the rustic kitchen of the cottage where Finn was vacationing in the
village of Great Amwell.


“I can tell you missed me,
Winters,” Finn said with a big grin to Amelia. “I’ll try not to leave it so
long next time, I wouldn’t want you to go into withdrawal.” 


Amelia rolled her eyes. “Shall we
get started?”


“Yeah,” Finn said. “So, what’s
happened here?”


Finn pointed to a large tree that
lay across the road, blocking much of the way. To the side of it, he could see
some forensic workers dressed in white sterile protective clothing, crouched
down around the body of a young woman.


“Finn,” Rob said, “I’m sorry to
have pulled you away like this. I know you’ve got your own problems to sort out.
But after the splash you made solving the Van Reece case, as soon as another
member of the DeGrey family died, I received a call from the Home Office
directing me to procure your services as a detective. This isn’t even my jurisdiction,
but they wanted me in on it as well. Winters, too. Thank you for saying yes.”


Finn patted Rob on the shoulder.
He looked tired, as though he had been working late nights. Rob had been a
great friend to him, so Finn was happy to help.


“I’ve got you covered, buddy,” he
said quietly.


Finn squinted in the sun and
pulled out a pair of sunglasses. “That’s better.”


“Finn,” Amelia said, pointing over
to the body, “I am happy you’re here, but I have to say I’m not sure of the assessment
here.”


“What assessment?” asked Finn,
curious.


Rob sighed. “The young woman here.
She was killed this morning, hit by a car traveling way too fast. Her body landed
by the side of the road. It looks like she died from the impact, if not immediately
then soon after. We’re not sure yet how long she was lying there before she
passed on.”


“A hit-and-run?” Finn observed,
watching the forensic team finish up. They started moving toward them.


“Perhaps something more sinister
even than that,” Rob said, gravely.


“We don’t know that, Chief,”
Amelia offered. She was always skeptical, and although Finn sometimes disagreed
with her, he admired her keen attention to detail.


“Do you think this was deliberate?”
Finn asked, but Rob didn’t have a chance to answer.


“Chief, that’s us done the
preliminary, we’ll leave the rest to pathology,” one of the forensic
investigators said, stopping for a moment. 


“Good job,” the chief said. “Leave
things as they are for now so that we can take a look ourselves.”


The men nodded and continued
beyond them, getting into a large van and driving back around the blind corner.


Finn started to walk toward the
body as Rob and Amelia accompanied him. 


“I went through the police checkpoint
at the bottom of the hill,” Finn said, pointing to the blind turn behind them. “But
I didn’t see any reporters. I take it I’ve been requested because the victim is
someone important?”


“It’s only a matter of time before
it hits the press,” Amelia explained. “But for now, we don’t have that issue.”


Finn stood over the body of the
young woman. She must have been in her twenties, and Finn could see that she
was athletic and dressed in gray running clothes. Her hair was cast over her
face, and her brown eyes looked up into nothingness.


He’d seen many dead bodies in his
time as a special agent, but no matter how much humor he tried to use to get
through the job, each time he saw a body, he felt a piece of his own faith in
humanity break off, discarded by the senselessness of it all.


“Poor woman,” he said, softly.


Finn stood up and saw a look in
Amelia’s eyes, as though she was somewhat surprised by his delicacy. 


Winters, what you don’t know
about me could fill a phone book, he thought.


“Her name is Maggie DeGrey,” Rob
finally said. “She’s a member of—”


“I’ve read about the DeGreys,”
Finn said. “Isn’t DeGrey Castle near here?”


“Yes,” Amelia answered. “Several
of the family still live there throughout the year, others come and go
visiting. Maggie must have been out on her morning run when the car came around
the corner and hit her. The driver wouldn’t have had a chance to react.”


“And why is this suspicious?” Finn
asked.


Amelia seemed adamant. “It isn’t.”


“Maggie is the second member of the
DeGrey family to have died suddenly in as many weeks,” Rob said. “The first was
Quentin DeGrey, who, I believe, owned most of the DeGrey estate as the head of
the family. The initial autopsy attributed his death to natural causes, but we’re
waiting on a second autopsy report as there was an anomaly in the deceased’s
blood sample. We’re having that checked, could be something.”


“It could also be a
coincidence,” said Amelia.


“You not buying this, Winters?” Finn
asked.


“No,” she said. “Not yet. I’m here
learning about this as you are, but everything I see here tells me this was an
accident. Murder by car is pretty elaborate. There are simpler ways to do it.”


Finn mused for a second as a
breeze rushed up the side of the steep incline below, rustling through the
leaves of the sporadic trees and bushes all around.


Then Finn noticed something. He
peered beyond the fallen tree to a green sign.


“That’s a forest path up there,
looks like it’s paved,” he said, rubbing the blond stubble on his chin.


Rob turned to where Finn was
looking. “Do you think that’s where Maggie was heading?”


Finn nodded. “It makes sense.” He
pointed further along the road. “Except for that trail, it doesn’t look like
there’s anywhere else to go but the road, and I can’t see someone running
alongside this cliff for any given period of time. It’s too narrow. Too
dangerous. And I do think I saw the entrance to another trail on the opposite
side of the road at the foot of the hill.”


Finn moved away from the body,
turned, and then approached the tree. It was huge, its broken trunk and
countless branches too massive to climb over, even when on its side. Finn
imagined the victim trying to get past it, desperately scrambling for her life.


“Okay, so let’s say Maggie was
running,” Finn said, thinking out loud. “She joins this road and plans to move
up the hill, around the blind corner, and then quickly to the other forest
path. But she comes around the corner and sees this tree. It’s blocking her way…”


Something else caught Finn’s eye.
He stepped closer to the fallen tree.


“What is it?” Rob asked. 


Finn pointed to a branch on the
tree. It was jutting out, but broken at the end. The top broken piece of the
branch was dangling by a small amount of bark. Leaning in, Finn pointed to it
as it moved subtly in the breeze.


There was something on the tip of
the broken piece.


“That looks like blood to me,”
Finn theorized.


Amelia stepped over and took a
look. “I think you’re right. Maggie must have scraped herself on it before she
died.”


“Yes,” Finn said, deep in thought
for a moment. He then went over to the body. “Do you have gloves, Rob?”


Rob pulled out a pair of blue
forensic gloves from his pocket. Finn put them on and then lifted up the gray
running top Maggie was wearing. Her body was battered and bruised, but sure
enough, there was a large scrape along her side.


“Okay, so she scraped her side,”
Amelia agreed. “But that doesn’t mean this was murder. She was jogging, she
probably caught herself on it as she was passing.”


“Yes,” Finn said. “But look at the
branch, look at the direction of the break. And then here.” Finn pointed to a
small hole in Maggie’s gray top. “Maggie’s top got caught on the branch, she
pulled and tugged at it, then it broke. Maybe she fell, but she ended up over
on this side of the road.”


“Right,” Amelia said, looking
around. “But all that tells us is that she moved over here, which we knew
anyway from where she was hit.”


“But why would she… Listen…” Finn
stood for a moment. “What do you hear?”


“Just the forensic van back down
the hill,” Amelia answered. 


“Wait,” Rob added. “If we can hear
the van, then Maggie would have heard the car coming up the road from behind.”


“Exactly,” Finn said, moving back
toward the turn and pointing at it. “Maggie heard the car. She isn’t wearing
buds or headphones. She must have heard it. And yet, she ran past here, got
caught on the branch, and instead of moving back toward the rock face to get
out of the way of the car, she still moved on.”


“It sounds like…” Rob said.


“Someone on the run.” Amelia
finished the point.


“Or someone who was afraid,” Finn
pondered. “Someone who thought they were in danger and who treated the sound of
a car on a lonely road as a threat.”


“This is speculative,” Amelia said.
“It’s possible, but we’re jumping the gun here, don’t you both think?”


Finn didn’t say anything as he
stood there in thought. He was replaying the drive up the hillside in his head.


“Is he broken?” Amelia asked.


“No, he does this sometimes.” Rod
sighed. “Do you have something else, Finn?”


“Maybe,” he finally said. “Care
for a walk, you two?”


Amelia and Rob walked alongside
Finn, moving past the blind turn and then down the hill. At the bottom far
below, Finn could see the police checkpoint stopping any traffic. But it was
something closer that had his attention.


Finn looked off into the distance and
could see, surrounded by a small offshoot of the Thames, which had formed a
moat, a huge sprawling castle with four massive turrets. “You couldn’t see it
from the other direction,” Finn said. “I take it that’s DeGrey Castle?”


“Bravo,” Amelia said, cheekily.


“Give me a break, Winters,” Finn
said. “You could throw a stone around here and hit a castle. I just wanted to
make certain it was the right one.”


“There’s not that many
castles in the UK,” Amelia said. “I mean, if there were, I’d be living in one.”


“Fancy yourself a princess?” Finn
asked.


“A queen, actually,” she replied,
putting on a regal accent. “And one who takes a dim view of those beneath her.”


“Remind me never to get on your
bad side again,” Finn said. “The point is, even from here, I can see all of
that estate around the moat. Is that part of the DeGreys’ land?”


“I think so,” Rob now answered.


“Then why wouldn’t she jog down
there where it was safe?” Finn questioned. “Why run out here?”


“A change of scene,” Amelia
stated, continuing her walk downhill. “Even the rich need that from time to
time.”


“More money, more problems,” Rob said.


“Exactly,” Finn agreed. “Maybe
Maggie was trying to get away from the place, even just for a while. Or perhaps
from someone in it…”


“Conjecture again,” Amelia
reminded them.


“Yes, that may well be conjecture,
but this isn’t,” Finn said, stopping by the side of the road where it widened
momentarily, enough for a car to sit on the muddy ground. “I saw this passing
place on the way up the hill. It’s covered in mud and it’s kept the tracks. Look
here.”


Amelia turned from the castle and looked
at the mud. Finn was pointing at four deep indentations sitting in the middle
of a set of tire tracks. 


“Hmm,” she said, biting her lip in
thought. “Now you might be onto something.”


“Can someone please care to
explain?” Rob asked. “I see car tracks here, but they could have been from any
car having to pull in from oncoming traffic.”


“Look how deep the tire indentations
are,” Finn explained. “They are a lot deeper than the tire tracks.”


“And that means?” Rob asked, still
seemingly bemused.


“It means,” Finn said, standing
up, “that a car sat here for some time. It waited and sank into the mud more
than a car just stopping for a moment would.”


Finn turned around and looked
further up the hill. His eyes fell upon a trail to the right that headed down
toward the river.


“If Maggie ran out of that trail
onto the road,” Finn said, “and if this was a route she took often, then
someone could have been waiting for her in a car. Then they timed it right to
run her over after the blind turn so it looked like an accidental hit-and-run,
rather than a premeditated murder.”


“What do you think, Winters?” Rob
asked.


“I don’t know, Chief,” she said
with a sigh. “It’s possible, but it still seems like a leap. We need to find
out more.”


“Yes, we do,” Finn said, turning
and looking toward the huge castle in the distance. “And I think I know where
we should start looking for answers.”











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Why is it never simple?
Amelia thought to herself as two security personnel in black fatigues held out
their hands in front of her car. 


She slowed down, stopping inches
from them, and could almost see the reflection of her car in their blackened
sunglasses. Behind her, two other cars stopped abruptly, one driven by Finn and
the other by Chief Collins.


Amelia rolled down her window and
stuck her head out into the increasing sunshine. Behind the two security
guards, the vast imposing outline of DeGrey Castle etched itself starkly
against the blue sky.


“Good morning,” the taller of the
two guards, a blond man, said, approaching. “Can I help you?”


“I’m an inspector with
Hertfordshire constabulary,” Amelia replied. “I’m here to talk with the DeGrey
family about a sudden death this morning.”


“Hertfordshire?” the man said,
surprise in his voice. “Aren’t you a little far from your jurisdiction? We
weren’t made aware of this.”


Amelia didn’t blame them for their
wariness. It was strange herself to be outside of her own jurisdiction. But
ever since she had helped Finn solve the Lord Van Reece murder, she knew that
it was only a matter of time before the Home Office requested their presence
again. The only shock to her was that it had been so quick.


“We’re part of a team that has
been assembled on request of the Home Office,” she tried to explain.


“I’m afraid we’re going to have to
verify this,” the man said, touching an earpiece in his left ear as if
receiving instructions from someone.


Amelia looked past him and saw
that the huge metal drawbridge of DeGrey Castle had been pulled up tight.
Between her and whoever was inside was a several-meter-wide moat of dark water.
 A few steps before that drop into the shadowy water, there was a small stone
building that had once been a medieval gatehouse. 


Amelia saw a security camera on
the mossy stone exterior. It was pointed straight at her. She knew implicitly
that whoever was watching the security feed was instructing the two guards on
how to proceed.


Stepping out of her car, Amelia
shifted her attention back to the fresh-faced guard.


“I’m sure you’re aware of what
happened this morning?” she said.


The guard nodded, but there was
hesitation.


“I am assuming that security has been
tightened for that very reason?” she then asked.


“It’s been tightened for weeks,”
the man replied.


“Walt!” the other guard, an older
man in sunglasses, said, stepping forward. “We have instructions not to talk to
anyone. The press, remember?”


“I’ve seen the lady’s ID.”


Amelia thought it sweet that she
was being referred to as a lady. So much so that she hadn’t heard Finn and
Chief Constable Collins exit their cars and step up behind her.


“Lady?” Finn said, adjusting his
sunglasses and looking over them. “Gentlemen, let’s not say anything we can’t
take back.”


“Would you try and act
professional for once in your life?” Collins whispered under his breath
alongside him. But if it was loud enough for Amelia to have heard, it certainly
was loud enough for the two guards.


The older guard took off his
glasses and gave Collins a puzzled look. “Are you sure you’re part of the investigation?”


Collins sighed. Now it was time
for him to show his standing. Amelia knew he hated waving his chief constable
ID around. He had told her under the strictest of confidence that he was still
uncomfortable having been promoted to chief constable at such a young age. It
was a PR move to have him climb the ranks so quickly, and Rob clearly felt the
strain of the expectation.


Amelia always reminded him that
age was not a prerequisite for talent. 


“I am Chief Constable Robert
Collins,” he said in a commanding voice. “We would like to speak with Maggie
DeGrey’s next of kin as part of our investigation. It’s only a preliminary
chat, and I hope we can stay away from making it any more than that.”


If Finn had been brought in due to
his experience handling the rich and powerful during a murder investigation,
those skills seemed to be rubbing off on the chief inspector.


Finn nudged Amelia in the side
gently and winked at her over the rim of his sunglasses.


The guard started to say, “I’m
sorry, I still can’t—”


But whoever had been watching on
the security camera had also been listening. The guard stopped talking, put his
finger to his earpiece, and then, after a moment, said. “Right you are, sir.”


“Everything okay?” Finn asked with
a wry grin.


“You are to go in,” the guard
said. “But please… tread carefully. The family have been through a lot as it
is.”


“Kid gloves, I swear,” Finn said,
unconvincingly, holding up his hands.


“Get in the car, Finn,” the chief inspector
said with a sigh.


Amelia got in hers and waited.
Soon enough, the two guards turned and stood by the small stone gatehouse. It
was then that Amelia heard the crunching metallic sound of chains and gears, rumbling
from across the moat. Slowly, the large metal bridge lowered, its chains taut,
moving through an unseen pulley system.


For a moment, Amelia thought it
sounded like an animal growling, and as the bridge shuddered to a standstill,
exposing the open maw of the castle across the way, she felt apprehension
building inside of her.


The guards nodded and then waved
them on. Amelia drove first, the bridge clanking and groaning beneath the
weight of the three cars. Glancing down to the side, she saw the waters of the
moat below. The water moved slowly, cast in shadow as its surface was a good
several meters below the landline. 


I wonder how deep it goes,
she thought. But the water remained silently obscure, bleak and carrying with
it a deep sense of history, of battles long since finished, of struggles long
since completed, and yet a mystery wrapping around the foot of the massive
castle like a coiled snake, squeezing until the last breath of life was gone
from the place.


This place feels like death,
she thought.


Gladly, she finally crossed the
bridge. But the relief was momentary. She now found herself driving through a
massive stone archway into a cobbled courtyard. Walls surrounded her, and the
sheer scale of the place was overwhelming. 


Glancing back over her shoulder, Amelia
checked to make sure that her two companions were close behind in their cars.
They were there all right, but as she turned to face the open courtyard again,
she now saw the wide-shouldered figure of a man before her, his skin almost as
ashen as the dead.


Amelia gasped and thrust her foot
onto the brake. The car slid forward on the mossy cobblestone, and the man
glared at her with disdain, unflinching and unmoved.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


Finn pulled up alongside Amelia’s
car in the courtyard. He didn’t have time to be taken aback by the tall
brooding walls and gray stone cobbles of the courtyard, or the wide double-arched
doorway with stone steps leading up to them in front; instead, he was more
concerned about Amelia. 


He had just watched her slam on
her brakes, and it was only when he exited the car that Finn realized why.
There was a strange-looking man standing only inches from the front of her car.


“You okay?” Finn asked as Amelia stepped
out of her car.


“Yes,” she said in a frustrated
tone. “Sorry about that. I didn’t see you,” she said, turning to the man in
front of the car.


The man nodded slightly. Finn
thought he looked sickly. His skin had almost a subtle green pallor to it, and
the large wrinkled flaps of skin beneath his eyes made him look like something
out of an old horror film. It was the face of someone who had seen the grim
realities of the world and absorbed them into his own demeanor.


Looking around at the courtyard, he
saw the man wasn’t out of place, that was for sure. If the exterior of DeGrey Castle
had been brilliantly imposing in the stark British sun, its first small
courtyard was almost suffocating. The walls around felt as if they would push
in on anyone standing there long enough.


“I’m Chief Constable Collins,” Rob
said, reaching the man and offering his hand.


The man looked disgruntled. He
nodded again, almost never blinking, and then slowly extended his hand.


“My name is Thaddeus Lincoln, I am
the keeper of the castle grounds,” he said in a thick English accent. 


Finn listened to it intently, certain
that the man was speaking in an official tone, careful to project himself in a
certain way. Finn was convinced the voice he was using was not one he would use
when speaking outside of the castle walls. If anything, there was an
undercurrent of the countryside in his voice, a subtle rural twang that he was
carefully controlling.


In his short time in England
dealing with aristocratic families and High Society, Finn couldn’t quite
understand the need for such presentation. As far as he was concerned, people
should talk the way they did naturally and embrace where they came from. The
idea of hiding his own Florida accent was an alien concept to him.


“This is Finn Wright, a consultant
detective with the Home Office, and this is Inspector Winters, who will be
heading up inquiries,” Rob continued. 


There was a silence between them,
and Thaddeus stood there like he was waiting for something else to be said.


Finn was growing impatient. He
took off his sunglasses and put them in his pocket, letting his eyes adapt to
the lower light of the shadowy courtyard.


“Mr. Lincoln,” he said in a firm
voice, “are you aware of what happened this morning?”


“Quite aware,” the man said. “And
the DeGrey family wish to be left alone to grieve.”


Finn glanced up at the towering
walls around him and saw countless darkened windows looking down at them. He
felt as though they were being watched.


“They may wish to be left alone,”
Finn said, “but I would think the desire to know what happened to Maggie and
who was responsible would be more important?”


Thaddeus looked momentarily
annoyed. “When you find the culprit of the hit-and-run, the family will be keen
to hear of it. But until then, the family has asked me to protect their privacy
as they process this terrible accident.”


Process, Finn thought. They
sound like robots.


“Accident?” Finn asked
rhetorically. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”


“Please, sir!” Thaddeus now said,
more animated than before. His words echoed around the grim courtyard. “We do
not wish to wallow in the idle speculation of the tabloids. Leave that to the
gutter press.”


“It is speculation,” Finn
responded firmly. “But there’s good reason for that speculation. We believe
that Maggie may have been running from someone when she was killed.”


Now it was Finn’s words that echoed
upward, and as though those words stirred something within the castle’s
innards, Finn noticed an open window three rows up. A red curtain obscured the
interior, but Finn caught a ruffle of it that was not caused by any draft.


Between the curtain’s draped
split, a white hand emerged, pulling the gap wide, and then dashing back inside
as soon as Finn laid eyes upon it.


He leaned to the side and
whispered in Inspector Winters’s ear. “Someone is watching us, three rows up,
five windows along.”


Winters nodded and then looked up
to the same spot. Then, returning her gaze to Thaddeus, she spoke loudly as if
for other ears.


“If Maggie was involved in something
before she died, the gutter press, as you put it, will find out.” Winters looked
upward again to the window. “If the DeGreys are worried about their reputation
in all of this, it would be wise to assist us. Only then can we get out in
front of this and stop rumors and gossip from piling misery on top of grief.”


“I have my instructions,” Thaddeus
said, resolutely. “I wanted to deliver them to you in person. Believe me when I
say, the DeGreys have been part of this country’s institutions for eight
hundred years. They have served it well and helped it prosper. The decent thing
would be to leave them alone to grieve, rather than dragging up old wounds.” 


“Old wounds?” Winters asked. “Nobody
said anything about old wounds. What would they be?”


For the first time, Thaddeus
looked flustered. But he didn’t have time to explain what he meant. 


Finn’s eyes were drawn to the
double-arched doorway behind Thaddeus. A young woman with glasses and blond
hair, dressed in a black suit, emerged.


“Mr. Lincoln,” she said politely.


“Yes, Gwen?” he said, turning to
her.


“Stewart DeGrey says he will meet with
the officers,” she said. “They are to be seated in the lower drawing room.”


Thaddeus shook his head. Finn could
tell he wanted to say no, but there was no doubting that whoever Stewart DeGrey
was, he was clearly an authority figure.


“It appears my instructions have
changed,” Thaddeus said. “Follow me, but I implore you to be quick about your
business.”


Thaddeus turned and walked with
the young woman through the large double archway. 


“Something is wrong here,” Finn
whispered to Rob and Winters.


“Don’t let your imagination run
wild again,” Winters said. But Finn could tell she was unsettled by something,
too.


“Let’s do everything by the book,”
Rob said. “I’ll need to liaise with our communications team shortly to decide
how to handle Maggie’s death in the press. You’ll be on your own for a while
after this.”


If only Rob knew how much was
hanging on Finn doing everything by the book. Anything less would give
the courts, his bosses, and the press adequate ammunition to shoot down his
career and any future prospects.


The problem was, by the book
wasn’t how Finn was used to getting things done.


They walked up to the double
archway and stepped off of the cold stone onto a rich red carpet.


“Don’t worry, Rob,” Finn said. “Winters
will hold my hand if I get scared.”


“Hold your own hand,” Winters
replied, shaking her head but with a smile on her face.


He liked that smile. Truth be
told, he liked to be around her. He just wished that murder wasn’t the reason
for their meeting.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


As he and his two partners were
led through its long hallways, Finn was struck by how different the interior of
DeGrey Castle was. He remembered their previous case at Ferguson House, and how
the mansion had been sprawling and filled with opulence. But DeGrey Castle had a
different side to it.


The place was truly ancient, and
despite the wall hangings, paintings, wood paneling, and rich carpeted floors,
there was no covering up the sense of history that hung in the air. Beneath the
plaster and wood, there was cold stone. Stone that had been quarried and cut to
build a stronghold. A place that would have seen siege and battle alike. A
place that was no stranger to death.


Finn found himself wondering if
Maggie DeGrey was simply one more corpse added to the heap of the castle’s
history. He shuddered at the thought.


Finn walked alongside Rob and
Winters, treading on the soft carpet and lush rugs. The lighting overhead came
from a mix of chandeliers and glass shades, electric light bulbs designed to exude
the yellow atmosphere of a lit candle.


In front of him, Thaddeus Lincoln,
the keeper of the castle grounds, walked solemnly, and with him the young
woman, Gwen, who had informed him of their change of plans.


Finn wondered who had been up at
that window listening. He was impressed by how Winters had made them change
their mind.


Thaddeus walked with a slight
stoop, and Finn felt each of the man’s steps as though the castle itself were
creaking under the weight of it all. Glancing upward, he saw the arched
ceilings of the hallways somehow held it together and had for untold centuries.


Finally, Thaddeus stopped before
an ancient-looking oak door. He turned the dark metal ringed handle halfway
down the wood and then said, “This is the drawing room. Please make yourselves
comfortable. Mr. DeGrey shall be with you at his own discretion.”


With that, Thaddeus turned and
left, and not a moment too soon. Finn was unnerved by the man, and it took a
lot to make him feel that way.


Gwen waited behind. She showed the
three of them to rich upholstered seats around a cream rug with a cross pattern
on it. Rob sat down, but Winters and Finn remained standing.


 “Can I get you some tea or anything
else?” she asked.


“No thank you,” Winters said.


“None for me,” Rob answered.


“Do you have coffee?” Finn asked.


“Of course.” Gwen smiled. “I am
one of the business administrators for the estate and I’m not used to serving
drinks to our guests, but I’ll make an exception for you, Mr. Wright.”


Finn was taken aback. “You know
me?”


Gwen’s eyes sparkled beneath the
glow of an overhead light, the closed curtain making the room feel like night.


“Many of us followed your case in
the press,” she said. “They wrote a lot about you after Lord Van Reece’s
murder.”


“All good, I hope?” Finn smiled.


“Some of it,” she said with a
dazzling smile. “I’ll be right back.”


Finn watched her as she left the
room. She must have been no more than twenty-three or twenty-four, but she
carried with her an air of someone who liked to get things done.


Gwen left and Winters turned to Finn.
“Close your mouth, Finn, you’ll end up drooling on the rug.”


“I was not drooling,” Finn
said.


“Oh no?” Winters asked, raising an
eyebrow and putting her hands on her hips.


“No… I was merely admiring the
wonderful… surroundings,” Finn said.


Rob was deep in thought, looking
at his phone. 


“What are you thinking, Chief?” Winters
asked, sitting back down beside him.


“I’m thinking my life was much simpler
before the Home Office got interested in using us to clean up murder amongst
the elites of British society.” He handed the phone to Winters.


She looked at it and sighed. “It’s
still not conclusive.”


“What is it?” Finn asked.


“The pathologist carrying out a
reassessment of the first DeGrey death from two weeks ago,” Rob said. “He’s not
finished his tests, but his preliminary finding is that it may not have been
natural. The deceased’s blood samples are off. He’ll be in touch later, he’s
waiting on one more result.”


“Someone is going to come into an
awful lot of money with Quentin DeGrey being dead,” Finn said, looking around. “Do
we know if the victim owned all of this?”


“We don’t know that he was a victim,”
Winters said. “We need to proceed cautiously. If we go around throwing
accusations about and we’re wrong, a family as powerful as the DeGreys could
make our careers very difficult for us.”


Finn laughed, but it was a bitter
feeling that swirled around inside of him. “I’m not sure they could hurt my
career any more. You can’t kill something that’s already dead.”


Finn felt the weight of his own
words as they left his mouth. Was his career truly dead? He didn’t know for
sure, but he hoped deep down that he could return to being a special agent. It
had given him structure in his life; without it he felt like he might sink. He wondered
if he’d have to be more careful around the DeGreys if they could pull strings
against him reaching all the way back to Quantico.


Winters turned with a sympathetic
look on her face. Her head tilted slightly and she asked: “Is it that bad? I know
you mentioned proceedings, but…”


Finn sighed. “My lawyer wants me
to head back to the US and prepare for court hearings.”


“Finn, I’m sorry,” Rob said. “You
know, maybe you should take their advice and—”


“You trying to get rid of me?” Finn
asked.


“Not at all, old chap,” Rob said. “I’d
rather have you here, but not if it’s at the cost of—”


Suddenly, the door to the drawing
room opened, and in stepped a tall man in his forties. He was wearing a white
shirt and pristine gray suit trousers. A gray tie was around the man’s collar,
but Finn noticed that the collar to one side wasn’t fully set, as though the
man had been in a hurry when putting the tie on.


His hair was brown and combed to
the side, but it was slightly ruffled, sticking up subtly as though the man had
been lying down.


Gwen appeared alongside him. She
now looked more flustered than she had before. There was no sign of the coffee
she had gone to get, and it was clear from the way she walked alongside the man
that she was giving him physical support.


The man held onto her arm for a
moment as he stepped in, gave a frail smile, and then sat down in one of the
chairs.


“Thank you, Gwen,” the man said. “That
will be all.”


She nodded and then turned to
Finn. “I’m afraid I haven’t gotten that coffee for you yet, I’ll—”


“It’s okay,” Finn said, feeling
like she had enough on her plate. “Another time perhaps.”


She smiled, but this time her eyes
didn’t sparkle beneath the solitary light. They were tinged with worry. If
anything, Finn would have said they were filled with sadness.


Gwen left, closing the door behind
her, and then the man spoke from his chair.


His voice was soft, as though he
had been through a terrible shock. “I’m Stewart DeGrey,” he said. 


It was then that Finn caught a
slight whiff of something. He couldn’t be certain, but it appeared that the man
had been drinking.


“I’m Chief Constable Robert
Collins,” Rob said. “I’m sorry we are meeting like this. Are you Maggie DeGrey’s…”


“Husband,” he said, his voice
quivering.


“We’re sorry for your loss,” Winters
said. “I’m Inspector Winters and this is Finn Wright, a consultant detective working
with the investigation.”


“Consultant?” the man said
quietly. “I must ask that everything here be dealt with in the strictest
confidence. I thought I would be dealing directly with the constabulary.”


“You are,” Finn assured him. “I’m
a special agent with the FBI…” He hesitated for a moment, not sure if that was even
true any longer. But he continued, nonetheless. “I have experience with cases
like this, and so the Home Office has asked me to assist. Please rest assured
that I am governed by the same confidentiality as any other officer here. In
fact, if I were to divulge anything to the press, my country would make certain
that I paid dearly for that. You have my word that everything here will be
handled as discreetly as possible.”


Stewart DeGrey looked at Finn for
a moment and then nodded, sinking further into his seat. He placed his head in
his hands. “I’m not sure what I can do. Have you found the driver yet?”


“No,” Winters answered. “But we’re
continuing inquiries.”


“I don’t know how much more our
family can take.” His voice almost broke into a sob.


Finn was taken by surprise. The
man was being far more forthcoming than he would have expected, and far more
emotional, too. He thought he’d be dealing with that famous British stiff upper
lip. Finn wondered there and then if it was all an act to gain sympathy, but he
couldn’t be sure.


“Mr. DeGrey,” Finn said, “we have
to share with you that we think it’s at least possible that Maggie was killed
on purpose.”


“Murdered?” Stewart DeGrey said
with shock.


“Yes,” Finn said.


“But it’s only a possibility,”
Winters added. “We haven’t confirmed that yet. But there is some evidence to
support the idea.”


“You’ll forgive me for asking,”
Finn said, “but I understand this is the second death in your family in as many
weeks, Mr. DeGrey?”


Stewart nodded mournfully. “My
dear Uncle Quentin passed away. We haven’t even been able to put him to rest
yet as they have refused to release the body.”


There was silence for a moment.
Rob gave Finn a look as if to say don’t say anything until we’re sure,
but Stewart DeGrey caught it, despite his disheveled state.


“You don’t think my uncle was
murdered too, do you?” he said, shaking his head as if disbelieving his own
words.


“We don’t know,” Winters said. “We
are waiting on some more test results. But given that Maggie and your uncle
died so close together, we can’t rule it out.”


“My God,” Stewart said. “He was
old and had a weak heart. We just assumed…”


“Mr. DeGrey,” Finn asked. “Where
were you this morning?”


“Oh, and now I’m a suspect!?”


“No,” Rob said, stepping forward
and giving Finn a side glance. “We are just trying to ascertain everyone’s
movements so we can piece together what Maggie was doing before her death. It
could help us.”


“I was here,” Stewart DeGrey said.
“I took a walk around the grounds. The groundskeeper, Mr. Lincoln, can verify
that.”


“And when did you last see Maggie?”
Finn pressed. He had seen too many cases where family members had murdered each
other. He couldn’t discount the possibility. Indeed, that was more often than
not the outcome of an investigation.


The man sighed and sat back in his
chair. He held his chin as if trying to steady his words. “I saw her early this
morning. Maybe around 6 a.m. She was getting ready for her run.”


“Did she say anything to you?”
Winters asked, jotting down some thoughts into a little notebook she kept with
her during cases.


“No,” he replied abruptly.


“Was there any argument between
you both?” Winters continued.


“We hadn’t been seeing eye to eye
lately.” He shook his head. “If I am honest, we had not seen eye to eye for a
couple of years. Our marriage had its fair share of ups and downs, but… I loved
her, you have to believe me. I can’t bear the thought that someone took her
life.”


“What sort of disagreements had
you been having?” Rob asked.


Then, as though a flicker of
stability surged through Stewart DeGrey’s body, he stopped himself from going
further. “Private matters. Nothing that could pertain to a murder.”


“Perhaps you should let us decide
whether something is important or not?” Winters said. Finn knew she was trying
to get a reaction.


But the man stayed firm. “No. Just
one more failing marriage in a sea of divorces.”


Now Finn’s ears pricked up. “So
you were thinking of divorcing?”


“We had both mentioned it,”
Stewart explained. “But neither of us had the guts to go through with it. We’d
argue and then make up, limping on to the next argument. We were just different
people in the end. We’d grown apart. She was a lot younger than me. I fooled
myself that it didn’t matter. But when two people run out of things to say to
each other, what else is left?”


He looked at Finn with tears in
his eyes, and for a moment Finn thought about Demi back home. Was that what had
happened to them? Had they run out of things to say to each other, and Demi
eventually fell into another man’s arms?


He shook away the thought. 


“Is there anyone you know who would
have wanted to harm Maggie?” Finn asked.


“Oh no,” Stewart replied quickly. “We
may have been in a stagnant marriage, but she was a lovely person. Everyone who
knew her thought so, at least, as far as I know. No one would have reason to
harm her.”


Harm her, Finn thought. She
might not have been the target.


“But what if it was to harm you,
Mr. DeGrey?” Finn asked.


Stewart DeGrey’s face drained of
color. “No… No, I can’t think I was responsible. Don’t do that to me! I couldn’t
live with it!” He started to sob into his hands.


Winters nodded at Finn to let her
take the lead for a moment. She walked over to the man and knelt down, looking
at him face to face. 


“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re not
leaving blame at your door. If someone hurt her to get to you, that’s not your
fault, that’s their fault. Now, think, is there anyone right now or in
the past who would be out to get you in some way?”


Stewart leaned back in his chair
and wiped the tears from his eyes. Winters stood up but stayed close to him.
She still had concern on her face. Winters was capable of being tough when she
needed to, but Finn was continually surprised by the way she could empathize.


“As part of this family,” replied
Stewart, “I have dealings with people. Like anyone in business, enemies are
made.”


“They are,” Finn agreed. “But if
this is the case, it’s for two reasons: revenge for past deeds or to put
pressure on you now to change something that’s happening. Tell me, Mr.
DeGrey, is there any ongoing dispute that you’re facing? Something that could
possibly get nasty?”


He nodded. “Yes. Devon Langdon. He
was a business partner with one of my family’s firms for sixteen years. We
built a successful retail business investing in small clothes manufacturers and
getting them into the high street.”


Finn felt they were finally getting
somewhere. “And what went wrong?”


“Like most businesses, they have a
lifespan,” Stewart explained. “Our market was shrinking. We were being outbid
by other suppliers, and several of our deals with smaller distributors hadn’t
provided the cash flow the business needed. I told him it was time to walk away
and sell the business’s assets. He didn’t like that.”


“What did he do?” Rob asked.


“He took me to court is what he
did!” Stewart said. “You see, we had each owned forty-five percent of the
business.”


“And who owned the last ten
percent?” Finn pressed.


“Funnily enough, my Uncle Quentin.”


“My God,” Finn said, shaking his
head. “So you and your uncle got together and had the majority to sell the
company?”


“In theory,” Stewart said. “But
they are putting up a damned good fight in court stalling the sale. Although my
solicitor assures me that it’s only a matter of time before we win.”


“Could you provide us with Devon
Langdon’s address?” Rob asked.


Stewart stood up, swaying slightly
before steadying himself. He walked over to a polished writing desk with a
slanted front and took out a silver pen and some paper. After scribbling down
some details, he handed them to Rob.


“I can’t believe he killed my wife
and uncle,” he said. “I couldn’t ever have seen that coming. If I’d known, I
would have given him the damned company for all it matters!”


“It’s only a theory for now,” Rob
said. “We’ll be in touch, Mr. DeGrey. And please ensure that no mention of this
makes its way to Devon Langdon before we get there.”


Stewart DeGrey nodded and slumped
back down into a chair. Finn had the feeling he would start drinking again the
moment they left. But he knew the answers to grief could never be found at the
bottom of a bottle; Finn had found that out the hard way when he was younger.


They left the room and stepped
back out into the hallway. Finn half expected to see Thaddeus Lincoln standing
there stooped over ready to throw them off the premises himself, but the hall was
empty.


As they tried to remember the way
to the small courtyard where their cars were parked, Rob turned to Finn and
Winters. “I have to go and brief our communications team for the press release
this afternoon. Do you think you two can handle Devon Langdon on your own?”


Finn grinned as they reached the
courtyard, still bathed in shadow despite the high sun. “Of course, Chief. With
Winters’s know-how and my good looks, what could possibly go wrong?”











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


The killer looked behind to see if
anyone was watching, but all that could be seen was the thick marshland off in the
distance. Pockets of trees remained on the more solid ground, their thick trunks
wet from the creeping fingers of the marsh.


An attack of nerves wasn’t
something the killer wanted to admit to. The plan was coming together and it
had been carried out to perfection so far. Only through self-persuasion that
confidence was king could the killer continue to bring the one goal closer into
view. There was no room for nerves, but deep beneath the skin and sinew of the
killer, anxiety still bubbled away.


Getting caught was not an option.
Things, secrets, had to remain hidden, sometimes destroyed.


Turning back to the narrow path in
front, the killer walked beside a red car and peered inside. Driving it out to
the edge of that narrow pathway through the marshland had not been easy. But
the valley was so narrow and forgotten, it was as good a place as any to
dispose of it.


No one saw me, the killer
thought. No one knows this place…


Except that wasn’t true. The
killed knew that place. A personal connection to it from long ago, one mired in
the fog of formative years. In some ways returning there was painful. 


Nostalgia, thought the
killer. Useless to me. Keep moving.


Returning to the back of the car,
the killer opened the trunk and pulled out a large gas can. The killer had
filled it up at a station miles away, and now it would be used to hide, to burn
away the truth. If truths could be incinerated, then the killer would put a new
truth in its place. One that fit the plan. One that would make it all
worthwhile.


Turning the top of the canister,
the killer poured some of the foul liquid into the trunk and then opened the
rear door. The gas was splashed again, then in the driver’s seat. Finally, the
last remnants of the thick, caustic liquid were drizzled over the top of the
car and the canister thrown in through the open window to the passenger seat.


Returning to the rear of the car,
the killer braced both feet against the ground. Despite the more solid land of
the track, there was still a softness to it and as the killer pushed both hands
onto the back of the car, it squelched underneath.


One foot after the other,
the killer thought, breathing heavily and pushing hard as the car, one judder
at a time, began to roll forward. At the tip of the trail was an incline, a
termination of land into something worse than marsh, something deeper.


Thousands of years ago, Stone Age
people had disposed of bodies in that part of the country. They were thrown
into the foul-smelling mix of stagnant water, mud, and rotting plants and
animals. And they would sink, eyes open, staring out into the cold darkness of
the bleak sludge, trapped forever. 


The killer wondered how many were
still down there. People forgotten through the meandering path of time. 


Secrets can be forgotten,
the killer thought, pushing off with one last effort. 


The car began to slowly roll down
toward the blackened bog. Keeping up with it, the killer pulled out a small
book of matches and struck one, throwing it into the trunk.


A wild roar rushed forward, the
killer’s hands flying up instinctively to keep the searing heat at bay. A blue
then yellow flame clambered all over the trunk of the car and up over the roof.
Then the interior went up in a loud growl, and two windows smashed in return.


Standing there, the killer watched
as everything within the car was scorched by the flames. Then, moments later,
the car reached the black bog and began to sink.


The sound of air escaping and bubbling
up through the surface of the thick sludge came, and the heat of the fire and
coolness of the bog struggled against each other for ascendancy until finally,
the flames were extinguished.


The killer stayed there, watching
as the car sank lower and lower, filling up with the fluid sludge of the bog
until all that could be seen was the red roof.


Then, deep within, the nerves that
the killer had ignored came to the fore. The car had stopped sinking.


“No,” the killer said out loud. 


Panic began to course through the
killer’s veins. If the car could be seen, it would be found. It had to be submerged
completely.


The killer watched. Still no movement.



Looking around, the killer grabbed
a large broken branch from the side of the path and leaned out, pressing it
against the roof. But the car did not give in. It held on for dear life, still
poking out of the sludge.


Rushing back along the path, the
killer then found a large stone. It was slightly larger than a human skull but
very dense and extremely heavy. It took a moment to bring the stone up into a
firm grasp and then to rest it between hand and shoulder.


I can’t hold onto this for long,
the killer thought.


Picking up the pace and running
toward the end of the path, with one huge shove, the killer launched the stone
up slightly and then watched as it fell down onto the roof of the car below.


For a moment, it sat there looking
like a solitary fisherman stranded on an island of red. But then movement came.
A bubble broke the surface with a loud wet sound, and the car continued to submerge.


Down and down it went until, with
one last gulp, the black bog swallowed up the car completely, taking it down
beneath to the forgotten places where bog bodies and other secret histories had
remained hidden for eons.


The killer breathed deeply and
felt a surge of accomplishment.


I did it, the killer
thought, turning attention to the next step in the plan. They’ll never see
me coming.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


“Dammit,” Finn groaned to himself
as he tried to stick the car into fourth gear. The gear box spat out a grinding
noise before finally relenting. “Piece of junk.”


The road in front wound through a
large set of low-lying hills, green and lush with summer serenity. But serenity
was not currently in Finn’s mind. He was anxious to get to the small town of St.
Albans as quickly as possible.


That was where Devon Langdon,
their only suspect, lived.


The sun gleamed through the
windscreen, but Finn’s sunglasses shielded him from the glare. Up ahead, he could
see Winters’s car moving with purpose through the English countryside. 


Finn’s mind was racing, too, and
the coffee he’d had in the morning with his lawyer was still coursing through his
veins. As he passed yet another sign for St. Albans, Finn’s mind was playing
the floor is lava with several islands of worry.


Demi’s offer for reconciliation.
He’d hop onto that for a moment, thinking about her. For a brief second, the
thought of her felt like a warm blanket, and he sat in the memory of a stolen
kiss with her on a vacation several years back beneath an old bridge on a rainy
day. Then the ugly specter of her betrayal rose up. 


Did I chase her into the arms
of another man? he wondered. He didn’t know whether to love or loathe her.
A little of both was his guess.


He hated being conflicted, but
Finn had always had conflict bubbling deep down beneath his calm exterior. He’d
had it when he was a poor kid in Florida trying to get out of a town that
stigmatized him for being from the wrong side of the tracks. But that town was
still home, and he often thought of it with a smile, too.


“You’re full of contradictions, pal,”
he said out loud to himself. “And talking to yourself, as well. That’s one step
away from a straitjacket. Buckle up, I guess.”


He leaned over and turned the
radio on. A pop song that melted into all the other generic music he’d heard
recently played. He had no idea who the artist was, but she sounded like
countless others. He was almost thankful when the reception cut out and the
radio struggled to find the station again.


Nothing worked in the rental as it
should have, and had he not been on a case, he’d have driven back to the
dealership and asked for his money back. He was trying to keep up and felt the
car struggling.


Amelia Winters was driving ahead,
and she had just taken a turn off the current road.


Finn followed the car closely and
then watched as the rolling hills, only an hour’s drive from London, parted, revealing
a startling sight. St. Albans looked like something out of a Charles Dickens
novel. The streets were old and even cobbled in places. They wound around the
small basin where the town sat, coiling like a snake. On either side, the
streets were flanked by cozy white cottages with red slated gambrel roofs. 


Finn half expected to see the
residents moving around town on horseback, but the old English facade of the
place was joined by the occasional twenty-first-century apartment building and
cars grumbling through the strange timelessness of it all.


Pulling up in a small parking lot
beside an old, white-walled pub, Finn got out and saw Winters already standing there
waiting for him. She had put her hair up into a bun while waiting. 


He continually tried to ignore her
beauty. It wasn’t conducive to a good working relationship and he knew that. He
also knew that he was in a fragile place, more fragile than he liked to admit,
even to himself. His career in the FBI and his love life both hung by a thread.
Falling for his partner would have been all too easy, and so he had to give
himself a shake to make certain it wouldn’t happen.


“Did someone cut your hair from
the backseat?” Finn joked.


“No,” Winters sighed. “I haven’t
had a chance to get my hair trimmed recently and it gets in my eyes sometimes.
So I put it up.”


“Happens to me, too, so don’t
worry about it,” Finn said.


“Your hair gets in your eyes?”
Winters asked with a puzzled expression.


“No,” he said. “But I get in women’s
eyes all the time. I have to keep telling them. Stop looking. I’m a human
being, not a piece of meat. Hands off, ladies.”


Winters rolled her eyes. “You
really think a lot of yourself, don’t you, Finn?”


“Someone has to,” he said, the
words just slipping out. “So where are we heading now?”


Winters looked down at her phone. “Devon
Langdon’s business address is this pub, bizarrely.”


Finn turned his attention to it.
The warped white-painted walls spoke of centuries of use, and above a small
open door, a swinging wooden sign squeaked slightly in the summer breeze. On
the sign was an old painted black dog baring its teeth on a hill and the words “The
Grim Dog” in antiquated black writing.


“Do all old English pubs have such
welcoming names?” Finn asked.


“Yes,” Winters said, walking past
him with a smile toward the open doorway. “It’s good to put off undesirables.”


“I’m not undesirable.”


Winters laughed. “Keep telling
yourself that, Finn. Come on.”


Finn liked the back and forth with
Winters, but it was time to put his game face on. Devon Langdon had motive and
connections to both victims, and Finn was hopeful for a quick resolution to the
case. Then he could turn his attention to deciding whether to return to the US
or not.


Stepping through the doorway
behind Winters, Finn felt like he had been transported further back in time.
The pub interior was almost entirely made of wood. Floorboards groaned, and the
beams overhead had warped to such a degree that Finn didn’t quite trust them to
hold up the ceiling above. A couple of the drinkers in the place were sitting
alone. A few sat together at a table discussing something amongst themselves.


The air was thick with the smell
of stale beer, no doubt spilled somewhere, congealing in the afternoon heat.


“I’ll keep an eye on the exit,”
Finn said quietly, wondering if Devon Langdon was among the handful of patrons
in the dimly lit old pub.


Winters nodded. She approached the
bar and smiled. “Hello,” she said to the short, stout red-faced barman behind
the counter. 


Finn thought the man looked like
he regularly consumed more beer than he sold.


“How can I help you, young lady?”
the man said in a thick accent that Finn instinctively felt was more at home in
the north of England than where they currently were near London.


“I’m Inspector Amelia Winters with
the Hertfordshire constabulary,” she said, showing her badge. “It’s come to our
attention that Mr. Devon Langdon has his place of business registered to this
address.”


The barman looked suddenly ill at
ease, his face turning redder still. But he didn’t say anything.


“Do you know Devon Langdon?”
Winters followed up.


A low hush fell across the pub,
the patrons dotted around the place no longer staring into their pints of beer,
but at the unusual conversation being had over the bar top.


Finn watched closely as the barman’s
eyes darted around, looking anywhere but directly at Winters. 


He knows something, Finn thought.


“Withholding information from the
police is a serious matter, Mr.…” Winters said.


“Beatson,” the barman finally said
now in less jovial tones. “Kenneth Beatson.”


“Then, Mr. Beatson,” Winters
continued, “now that we are more acquainted, can you tell me if you know of
Devon Langdon’s whereabouts?”


“I… I wouldn’t know,” he said.


“Does he own this pub?”


“Oh Lord, no!” the man said,
wiping sweat from his brow. “No, he does not. You can be assured of that. This
is my establishment. The Grim Dog has been in my family for three generations,
and standing here for a few hundred more than that.”


Finn started to notice something
odd. The man was moving to the side of the bar slowly but surely. For no good
reason. He was simply moving to the left side of the bar, but not in a way to
escape.


Finn’s thoughts turned to his
training back in Quantico. He remembered reading a paper by Dr. Will Cooper
about body language and evasion. 


He’s avoiding something,
Finn thought. But what?


“Then why is his business
registered to this address?” Winters pressed.


“I… I don’t know why,” the barman
replied.


Watching the man’s body language, Finn
noticed he had now reached the end of the bar and was shiftily turning his
attention to a photograph that hung on the back wall, pretending to straighten
it.


Finn felt that if the man had been
any further out from behind the bar, he’d have been a customer. 


What are you trying to escape
from? Finn thought. He moved his eye line to the opposite end of the bar,
the place the barman was psychologically trying to distance himself from.


And there it was.


“Bingo,” Finn said under his
breath. 


Along the bar were several beer
taps, mostly for various ales and lagers, many of them popular brands. But
there was one tap that was suspicious. There was no label on it, no way for the
customers to identify what type of drink came out of it.


Looking above the bar, Finn then
saw the chalkboard. Clear as day it said “Special St. Albans Brew,” and the
price was significantly below that of the others. 


“I am parched,” Finn suddenly said
loudly, stepping forward. He walked up to the bar and placed his hands on the
old, darkened wood.


“What are you doing?” Winters
asked quietly.


“I don’t know about you, Winters,”
Finn said, “but I am parched.”


The barman was now looking at him
wide-eyed and nervous.


“Looks like you have a good
selection of ales here,” Finn said, casting his eye across the beer taps. “But
I’m looking for something a little local. Something that I can’t get anywhere
else.”


Finn touched the shiny beer taps
one by one, slowly walking the length of the bar until his finger rested on the
final tap. The tap with no identifying label.


“Oooh, no name,” Finn said in a
cheeky voice. “I like a good mystery. I’ll have a pint of this, please.”


“You can’t drink, Finn,” Winters
sighed. “You’re on duty.”


“Consultant, not a police officer
as you so often like to remind me.” Finn grinned. “Give me a nice cold pint of
this, please, barkeep.”


“You’re driving,” Winters then
said.


“I hate the car,” he retorted. “You
can drive me back.”


“Finn… what are you…”


“Now that’s very interesting,”
Finn said to the barman. “You seem to be hesitating. I take it from your chalkboard
up there that this beer tap is for the Special St. Albans Brew?”


Finn’s voice was booming, and as
he asked this question loudly, he heard something above his head. Someone was
moving around on the floor above, the aged beams and floorboards groaning along
with the movement.


“Come on… Beatson, isn’t it?” Finn
asked. “Why not give me a pint of your special brew?”


“It’s off,” the man said, his face
beaming red. “Would you like something else?”


Finn leaned over and pushed the
tap forward. A stream of frothing beer momentarily poured out from it,
splashing onto a plastic drip tray underneath. Finn then turned it off.


“Looks like there’s plenty to go
around, Beatson,” Finn said. “Or is it just that you don’t want us to know that
you’re selling illegal booze here for a quick profit? I’ve seen plenty of
bootlegging operations in my time back home in Florida, but never one so brazen
as to be sold out of a bar so openly. This wouldn’t be a little business
arrangement between you and Devon now, would it?”


Beatson stared red-faced and
silent. Fear and anger exuded from the man.


Footsteps now sounded worriedly
from above, and then the sound of something scratching or scrambling just above
the entrance doorway.


“Excuse me, Winters,” Finn said
with a knowing smile. 


He walked quickly to the entrance
and stuck his head out into the sunshine. Looking up, he saw a man in a shirt
and tie, precariously trying to climb down an old drain pipe to the street
below. When he was only a few feet away from the sidewalk, Finn shouted: 


“Boo!”


The man let out a surprised gasp,
lost his footing, and fell toward the ground. Finn stretched out his muscular
arms and half caught the man, making sure he didn’t slam into the concrete.


“Hello there,” Finn said. “Devon
Langdon, I presume?”











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Winters walked with purpose along
the fluorescent-lit hallway. She hadn’t been convinced by the murder hypothesis,
but the more she had looked into Devon Langdon’s background, the more she
believed he was quite capable of it. In her hand was the suspect’s case file,
faxed through thirty minutes before. This had given her some time to study it,
and it made for some interesting reading.


Carnwell police station was the
nearest place to St. Albans with an interview room, and while she was thankful
that the staff there had been able to furnish her and Finn with a place to
question Devon Langdon so quickly, the place felt like a throwback to the
1970s. Even the local constable seemed surprised that a woman was heading up a murder
inquiry. 


But Winters knew the drill, and as
long as she could help put a murderer behind bars, she could tolerate
out-of-date notions. As long as those notions didn’t get in her way.


As she turned a corner, the beige
door to the interview room came into view. Leaning with his back against the
wall next to it was the tall, muscular figure of Finn Wright, arms folded,
still wearing his sunglasses indoors.


“Finally,” Finn said. “I thought I’d
have to take all of the glory for myself.”


“We’re not even certain both
victims were murdered,” Amelia said. “Let’s not get carried away that we’ve
found a murderer so quickly.”


“Oh, come on!” Finn replied. “This
guy is shady, and he’s got a motive and a rap sheet as long as your arm.
All we need now is a confession.”


“I’ll reserve my judgment,” Amelia
said. “Let’s talk to him first. We have him detained for selling illegal
alcohol, that could be the end of it.”


Finn sighed, running his fingers
through his Nordic blond hair.


“What’s up with the grumpy special
agent?” Amelia asked, putting on a babyish voice. “Is it because I didn’t let
you try some of St. Albans’ Special Brew?”


“Just a sip would have sufficed,” Finn
replied. “Would it have killed you? I wanted to know if it was any good.”


“We’ll have a pint together as
soon as we’re done with this case,” Amelia said. “Would that make you feel
better?”


“Are you
buying?” Finn grinned.


“Sure.”


“Deal.” Finn nodded toward the
interview room. “He’s lawyered up in there.”


Amelia sighed. She knew legal
representation was necessary to protect the innocent, but that didn’t make her
enjoy the process any more.


“I’m telling you, he’s guilty as
sin,” Finn said, pushing himself off of the wall and straightening up.


Amelia was still taken aback at
times by Finn’s physical presence. She was glad he was on her side.


“You got his file then?” Finn
said, pointing to the folder under Amelia’s arm.


She nodded and then said, “I’ll
take the lead, but chime in if you think of something in that big old brain of
yours.”


Finn nodded. “Thank you. It is
massive.”


“Such a burden for you to carry,”
Amelia said with a smirk, then took a serious tone. “Shall we?”


“Ladies first,” Finn said.


Amelia opened the door to the
interview room. It was a tight room with a small bland white table and four metal
folding chairs situated around it. Devon Langdon was seated in one of them, his
lawyer in another beside him. 


Devon was a man in his late thirties,
his black hair and beard trimmed so perfectly that Amelia knew that putting on
an appearance was important to him. To her, though, he exuded the demeanor of a
con man.


His lawyer was around the same
age, with thick glasses, thinning fair hair, and a shirt collar that was too tight
for his neck. He looked to be under more stress than his client. Amelia hoped
it was because the solicitor knew they had Devon hook, line, and sinker. 


Finn took a seat next to Amelia
and she smiled across the table at Devon and his representative, hoping to put
them at ease before turning the screw.


Leaning over, she pressed Record
on an old tape recorder that was the only way the station had to record
interviews.


“Cassettes?” Devon Langdon said in
a disapproving voice. “Next thing you’ll be doing is filming me on VHS. What
sort of operation is this?”


“A serious one,” Amelia said in a
strong, cold tone.


There was a silence for a moment.


“This is the police interview on
August twelfth at Carnwell police station of Mr. Devon Langdon. Mr. Langdon’s
solicitor, Graham Weathers, is present, as is Finn Wright, an FBI agent working
as a consulting detective with Hertfordshire Constabulary, at the bequest of
the Home Office. Inspector Amelia Winters leading the interview. The time is currently
four thirty-two p.m.


“Mr. Langdon,” Amelia began, “you
were arrested this afternoon trying to escape questioning by us, why was that?”


“I’ve met dodgy coppers before,”
he said in a thick cockney accent. “I was worried you were trying to stitch me
up.”


“That doesn’t seem reasonable,”
Amelia answered back. “Why were you really running?”


“My client,” Weathers said,
clearing his throat, “has recently been the victim of police persecution.
Several members of the local constabulary have been putting unfair pressure on
him simply because, as a younger man, he served a sentence at Her Majesty’s
pleasure.”


Amelia looked down at the case file
before her. She opened it, knowing full well that she could use it as a way to
put pressure on the suspect. “Yes, I see you have a pretty colorful career as a
criminal.”


“That’s all behind me, love,” the
man said.


Amelia winced at being called “love.”
It was a term that could be used endearingly at times for a woman, but often it
was used to dismiss something that a woman was saying.


She tried her best to ignore it.


“You spent three years in prison
for causing grievous bodily harm,” Amelia continued.


“My client served his time many
years ago. He is fully reformed and has paid back society in full,” the solicitor
said, like a well-rehearsed soundbite from a politician.


“But still a criminal?” Finn sat
forward. “How’s the illegal booze industry going for you?”


“I don’t know what you mean,”
Devon answered, pointedly.


“Your place of business is
registered at the Grim Dog pub,” Amelia said. “And other officers are
questioning the bar owner, Mr. Beatson, about selling St. Albans Special Brew
without a license. Who is the mastermind behind that little scheme?”


“You don’t need to answer that,”
Graham Weathers interjected. 


Devon Langdon looked at his watch,
a gold Rolex. “Can we wind this up quickly? I have some important business to
take care of.”


Amelia was about to throw a wrench
in the works. She had riled the suspect up enough, talking about what was a
low-level charge. Devon Langdon would have been advised by his solicitor that
he would be out on bail in no time. 


But not before Amelia dropped a
bombshell in his smarmy lap.


“Tell me,” Amelia said, sitting
back in her chair in a relaxed fashion, “what do you know of the DeGrey family?”


And there it was: The man’s
confidence was stopped dead in its tracks. His mocking grin melted away, replaced
by a flicker of worry, the blood draining from his face.


His solicitor turned and looked at
Langdon with a puzzled expression and then turned back to Amelia.


“What does this have to do with
anything?” he asked.


“Two people are dead, Mr. Weathers,”
Amelia said. “Both of them members of the DeGrey family. And both of them had a
business arrangement with your client. A business arrangement that they were
trying to dissolve in courts.”


“I wasn’t aware of this,” Graham
Weathers whispered to his client.


Langdon shook his head. “I’m using
a different solicitor’s firm for that one. The damned DeGreys are trying to swindle
me out of a business we put together. All that hard work! And they want to
dismantle it and sell off the assets.”


“And that made you angry, didn’t
it, Mr. Langdon?” Finn asked.


“Well… of course. But I’m doing
everything by the book through the courts,” he replied nervously before turning
to his solicitor. “I told you! These coppers are trying to stitch me up! I didn’t
have nothing to do with anybody’s death.”


“But you are aware that Quentin
DeGrey died two weeks ago?” Finn continued.


Up above, one of the fluorescent
lights clicked off for a moment, casting shadows from the four figures seated
around the sterile table. Then, without warning, the light went bright again. 


This place is falling apart,
Amelia thought.


“I know Quentin died,” Langdon
said. “But he was old and sick.”


“There is some evidence it may
have been foul play,” Amelia said, matter-of-factly.


Langdon shook his head and ran his
fingers through his gelled hair. “No. No way. You can’t put that on me.”


“Do you know Maggie DeGrey?”
Amelia then asked, turning the screw. “She was found dead this morning. Killed in
a hit-and-run.”


Weathers looked at Devon Langdon. “Perhaps
we should have a conversation about this in private before you answer that?”


“The name doesn’t ring a bell,”
Langdon said, seemingly pulling himself together.


“Perhaps you know her better as Mrs.
Stewart DeGrey? Stewart DeGrey, Quentin DeGrey’s nephew and business partner?
Both of whom were trying to dissolve your company in the courts.”


Langdon slammed his fist on the
table. As if in answer to his anger, the light above flickered again. “No! You’ve
got this wrong. I haven’t killed anyone. I was handling it in the courts!”


“Where were you this morning
between the hours of six a.m. and eight a.m., Mr. Langdon?” Amelia asked,
leaning forward.


“I was still at the Grim Dog. I
was there! You can ask—”


“Mr. Beatson?” Amelia asked. “You
mean the man who is selling illegal alcohol for a quick profit with you? A man
with a vested interest in keeping you out of prison?”


Langdon’s shoulders sunk slightly,
and he slumped down in his chair. No longer the super-confident con man, Amelia
thought, he looked more like a little boy who had been told off by his
headmaster.


“Is there anyone else who can
confirm your whereabouts?” Finn followed up.


“I’m not sure.” Langdon seemed
dejected.


“Did you go into a shop in the
morning or anything?” his solicitor now asked.


“Wait!” Langdon said, standing up.
“Yes, I went and took money out at a cash machine in St. Albans High Street.”


Amelia felt her heart sink. “And
what time was that?”


“About seven fifteen, I think,” he
replied with enthusiasm.


“Where was Maggie DeGrey killed?”
the solicitor asked.


“Not far from DeGrey Castle,” Finn
answered, clearly not wanting to divulge exact details.


The solicitor grinned from ear to
ear like a Cheshire cat. “And you say the time of death was between six and eight
this morning?”


Amelia nodded. “Yes.” She knew
full well what that meant.


“Then my client couldn’t possibly
have traveled that distance in time,” he said. “You have the wrong man.”


There was silence for a moment.
Then Finn spoke. “Sure, if there’s security footage of you at that ATM, Devon,
then you couldn’t have been behind the wheel of that car. But given your
relationship to both victims and your clear money problems—”


“Money problems?!” the man said
sharply, taking offense. The light above flickered again, casting a shadow on
his face and making him seem more sinister than before. “I have plenty of cash,
pal. I have more money than you’re likely to see in your life.”


“Oh really?” Finn grinned. “Someone
with a lot of money doesn’t get involved in an amateur beer brewing operation
to make a quick buck. He also doesn’t wear what’s clearly a fake Rolex.” Finn
pointed to the shiny gold watch on the man’s wrist.


Devon Langdon reacted sheepishly
and covered it up with his sleeve.


“You’ve got money problems, Devon,”
Finn said. “And the two people who were trying to take whatever you had left,
Quentin and Stewart DeGrey, have most likely been murdered in Quentin’s case,
and made a widower in Stewart’s case. You might not have been behind the wheel,
but you sure as all hell could have gotten someone else to kill Maggie DeGrey.”


“You have no evidence connecting
my client with either of those two deaths,” Weathers said in a cold tone. “Do
you?”


Amelia stood up. “We have further
inquiries to make. One of our colleagues here at Carnwell Station will be
taking over the investigation into the selling of illegal alcohol at the Grim Dog.
They will be in shortly to question you.”


Devon Langdon’s confidence had now
returned. He sat back in his chair and put his arms behind his head as if relaxing.


“Don’t get too comfortable, buddy,”
Finn said to Langdon as Amelia concluded the interview and switched off the
tape recorder.


“Or what!” Langdon said, standing
up, his fists clenched by his sides.


Now Finn stood up out of his
chair, towering over the man. Langdon suddenly looked nervous again.


“I’ll be keeping an eye on you,”
Finn said. “And the next time you fall from a height, I won’t be there to catch
you.” Finn patted him on the shoulder, just enough to make the man sway a
little.


Amelia left the room with Finn
closely behind. They walked along the old police station hallway in silence for
a moment.


“Go on, say it,” Finn said.


“Say what?” Amelia asked.


“You were right,” Finn said. “I
don’t think he’s the killer. But he could have an accomplice.”


“If there even is a killer,”
Amelia said, still holding onto a wisp of hope that both DeGrey deaths were
unrelated.


Reaching the lobby of the police
station, Amelia turned to the on-duty constable, who looked several years beyond
retirement age and was sitting at a desk looking bored.


“Thank you for letting us use your
interview room,” Amelia said.


“No problem, Inspector,” he
replied. “Any luck?”


“Not yet,” she said. “But could
you wrap up the interview with Devon Langdon regarding the issues at the Grim
Dog/”


“Of course,” he said, standing up.
“Oh, me back.”


“Stiff?” Finn asked.


“When you’re sat behind a desk all
day and get to my age, you’re thankful you can still stand up,” he said,
walking to the back of the room.


“You should try driving my rental,”
Finn retorted. 


The constable looked puzzled and
then nodded, disappearing toward the interview room,


Finn and Amelia walked out into
the afternoon sunshine.


Carnwell village looked like a
sleepy, idyllic slice of English summer under the blue skies. Amelia thought it
pretty, but she always saw herself ending up somewhere a little more rugged.
Perhaps a coastal cottage on a Scottish island, surrounded by the raging sea.
If she could end her days anywhere, it would be somewhere like that.


“The only line of inquiry left,”
Finn said, “is interviewing more of the DeGreys. Maybe we’ll get lucky with
something.”


“Maybe,” Amelia answered,
distantly, still thinking of the ocean and the sea mist. Her mind then turned
back to Langdon. She could feel in her gut that the guy’s alibi was going to
check out. He was guilty as sin for other things, no doubt, but murder? Not these;
at least, not directly.


She took out her phone to check
her messages and was surprised by what she saw.


“What is it?” Finn asked, clearly
seeing the look on her face.


“I have four missed calls from
Chief Collins,” she said. “I set my phone to silent for the interview.”


“One call is checking in,” Finn
said gravely. “Four means something big has happened.”


Amelia nodded and pressed recall
on her phone. It only took two rings before Chief Collins answered.


“Where’ve you been?” The chief sounded
a little annoyed,


“Sorry, Chief,” Amelia said. “We
were interviewing a suspect. But I think it’s a dead end.”


“I’m afraid you’re not done for
the day yet, Winters,” Collins said.


“Why? What’s happened?”


“The blood tests have finally come
back from the pathologist,” Rob said in a stone-cold voice. “Quentin DeGrey was
murdered. We have one, maybe two murders on our hands.”











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


The sun was golden in the sky as
it pushed on through the evening, and Finn should have been at ease in its glow
while on the road. 


He was not.


The drive to London’s Wellfield
Hospital had been longer than he had wanted, and the rental car had caused more
than its fair share of discomfort for him. Now the seat mechanism had jammed,
so he was even closer to the dashboard than before, his knees pressed against it.


Then there was the London traffic.
After an hour of scenic views, the green landscape had given way to the
sprawling network of London’s packed streets. People, cars, bikes, and about
everything else Finn thought God had packed into this once clean planet had
been crammed into those streets.


Then he lost Winters. Her car
turned at an intersection and he got caught at a set of lights. 


“Why can’t you just turn at a red
light here?!” Finn said with exasperation. 


The road rules of Britain bemused
him at times.


As he sat there, the car engine
chugging, waiting for the light to turn green, Finn wondered what was waiting
for them at Wellfield Hospital. In their morgue.


Just as the light pinged green,
his phone rang. He glanced at it on his dashboard.


“Dammit,” he grumbled. It was a
call he had been dreading all day.


Quickly, he answered it and put it
on speaker. A row of cars behind beeped their horns in frustration as he did
so.


“All right, all right!” he said
loudly as though the drivers in the other cars could hear him. He gripped the
steering wheel with both hands.


“Are you talking to me?” a calm,
wise voice said on the speaker.


“Director Seward,” Finn said. “Sorry,
I’m driving a French car on British streets.”


“Sounds delightful,” the director
said earnestly.


“You’d think,” Finn said. “England
is beautiful, but the roads don’t make sense to me, and I’d be better walking
than driving this car.”


“How are things otherwise?” Seward
asked.


“Fine,” Finn lied, thinking of Demi
and also of his upcoming court case. Then there was the current DeGrey fiasco.


“I hear the UK Home Office has asked
for your services again?” Seward said, his voice commanding even over the phone’s
speaker and thousands of miles away.


There was a moment of silence. “Did
my lawyer tell you that?”


“Philip mentioned you getting a
call in a coffee shop to join a case this morning. Is that correct?”


Finn sighed. He was hoping he
wouldn’t have to explain himself to his boss and mentor at the FBI. He knew
there was trouble brewing between them. 


“Yeah, that’s right.” There was no
point in pretending otherwise. The second the British press found out the two
DeGrey deaths were murders, it would be all over the place.


“Finn,” Seward said in a fatherly
tone, “you’ve got to stop this. Come home and prepare for your case.”


“Why should I?” Finn replied, aggravated.
“The FBI is hanging me out to dry for what happened during the Nancy Milligan
hostage situation. I saved that girl’s life.”


“You disobeyed a direct order by
going in and not waiting for hostage negotiators,” Director Seward said. “I don’t
want to go over this again.”


“And now I’m being held
accountable for damage to public property, and my badge as a special agent is
in jeopardy? All for doing the right thing? At least here I feel appreciated by
my new partners.”


Another silence. “Spending your
time moonlighting with the British constabulary is not going down well with my
superiors. One false move and you could cause an international incident. I’ve
done everything I can for you on my end, Finn. It’s time for you to meet me
halfway.”


Finn took a deep breath as he
continued through the traffic. “I appreciate that. I appreciate you and
everything you’ve done for me. I’m not turning my back on that, but… I… I’ve
got to work through all this stuff that’s running through my head, and I’d
rather do that here for a few more days than head back to the US and run
through questions with my lawyer, when, to be honest, the outcome seems decided
already.”


“You can’t know that.” Seward
sighed. “Look, take a few more days. But if you don’t come back by the end of
the week, there’s going to be no time to prepare.”


“What do you mean?” Finn asked,
surprised. “The hearing isn’t for another three weeks.”


“No, Finn. We just got word, it’s
been moved to next week.”


A cold dread washed over Finn. He
tried to take that in. It felt like a stay of execution had suddenly been
canceled. If the case went the wrong way, this time next week, he would no
longer be Finn Wright, Special Agent with the FBI. He’d just be plain old Finn
Wright, the kid who grew up through poverty, pain, and loss, all to reach some
island of accomplishment in life, only for all that to then be taken away. Finn
wasn’t sure if he’d be the same person after that.


Cut adrift, he was scared he would
sink back into old habits and ways he had long since buried within himself.


“I can’t leave Amelia and Rob
here, not until I’ve solved this case,” Finn said. But deep down, he wondered
whether it was loyalty to his newfound team or fear of what he would have to
face in his professional and personal life that was stopping him from returning
home.


“You do what you want, Finn,”
Director Seward said. “I’m trying to give you the best chance possible to keep
your job. It’s up to you whether you take that chance. I have to attend to
something. Be safe. And… good luck, son.”


The call ended. That last word cut
Finn like a knife. Director Seward was the closest thing he had to a father figure
in his life. The director using that word made Finn feel like even more of a
disappointment, like he was turning his back not just on a mentor, but on
family.


Up ahead, the traffic calmed for a
moment, and Finn tried to think through it all, but his attention was then
taken by the sight of Winters’s car heading down a small winding lane. Finn
followed as closely as he could until there it was, the old Victorian building
of Wellfield Hospital. 


It stood there, gray bricks
darkened further by over a century of London rain and fumes. Countless windows
never blinking, even in the presence of death. A constant staring match that
could only ever go one way.


Deep in the basement, the morgue
was waiting. Cold metal, sterile surgical knives, and body bags. 


Two of which contained answers for
Finn and Winters. Two of which contained the remains of the DeGreys.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


Standing in the corridor, looking
at the dull metal in front of him, Finn could hardly see his own reflection,
and instead could just about make out the blurred outline of Winters next to
him.


“After you,” Finn said as the
metal elevator doors opened with a dull ping, which in turn was deadened by the
dim fluorescent hallway.


“Age before beauty,” Winters
replied.


“What age are you?” Finn said,
still waiting in the quiet hospital corridor.


“Twenty-nine,” Winters answered. 


“Same as me. Which month?” Finn
asked. The doors tried to close and Finn stopped them with his arms. They then
opened up again, rattling to a stop out of sight. The elevator stayed vacant
like an open grave.


“October,” Winters said.


“Ha!” Finn exclaimed. “I was born
in November, that makes you one month older!”


“In that case,” Winters said
calmly, moving past him, “I guess it’s age and beauty first, then.” She
grinned and stepped into the elevator.


Finn followed and the doors closed
with a shudder. 


Despite the momentarily warm
conversation, Finn had been struck by how quiet Winters had been since arriving
at Wellfield Hospital.


He pressed the button for the
basement, and the elevator stuttered and began to descend into the depths of
the old hospital.


“This thing could use some work. I
wonder if this elevator goes to hell,” Finn whispered. “It feels like it.”


Winters didn’t reply. She seemed
distant again.


Finn tried to lighten the mood. “If
we get stuck in here, I have saved up some great stories for just such an
occasion. For example, one time on duty, I had to wear a gorilla costume while
arresting someone dressed as a giraffe. I bet you a hundred bucks you won’t guess
why we were dressed like that.”


Winters didn’t say anything. To
Finn, it looked as though she was gazing into the warped blur of the metal
doors and losing herself.


“Winters?” Finn said. But she didn’t
reply. “Amelia…” Finn touched her gently on the shoulder.


“Oh, sorry,” Winters said, shaking
her head. “I was in a wee dwam.”


“Wee dwam?” Finn asked.


“My Aunt Jessie lived in Scotland
when I was a girl,” she explained. “I used to stay with her sometimes. It’s an
old Scottish way of saying daydream.”


“I’d love to visit Scotland one
day,” Finn said.


“Yeah, it was a big part of my
childhood,” Winters said as the elevator, with another metallic shudder, ground
to a halt.


“I thought you grew up in England,”
Finn said, the doors now opening to reveal a quiet, sterile, white and gray
corridor that went on for some distance.


“I did,” Winters replied. They
stepped out together into the quiet basement area. “But I moved around a lot.”


“That’s why I can’t quite place
your accent sometimes,” Finn said. “It’s clearly English, but there’s a little
twang to it that’s unusual.”


“I’m not sure whether to take that
as a compliment or not,” Winters observed.


Finn took a few steps forward and
then noticed that Winters wasn’t following. Instead, she was standing looking
past him to the end of the corridor where a large metal door stood. Above it,
the word “Morgue” was lit by a wall light.


“Are you coming?” Finn asked.


Winters cleared her throat. Finn
noticed that her body language was off. It was a little colder down there than
the rest of the hospital, but that didn’t explain the way Winters’s arms were
folded across her chest, and how her hands were sitting in what was almost a
still self-embrace.


Finn knew that was a clear sign of
trying to comfort an anxiety.


“What’s going on, Amelia?” Finn
asked in a soft voice.


Winters didn’t take her eyes off
of the morgue at the end of the corridor.


“I’m sorry. I thought I could come
here and it wouldn’t matter.”


“You’ve been here before?” Finn
asked, already knowing the answer.


Winters nodded. “Yes.”


“It wasn’t for work, was it?”


Winters shook her head. “No.” She
then looked down at the floor as if trying to compose herself.


“Do you want to talk about it?”


Winters shook her head again.


“I can go in by myself…” Finn
suggested.


Finally, Winters looked up and
then walked up to Finn. She patted him on the arm, gently. “It’s okay, Finn.
Just a memory. A bad memory. But I’m okay now.”


She then took the lead and started
marching purposefully for the door to the morgue.


Finn watched her steam ahead for a
moment and wondered. A memory came to him, a conversation weeks ago during
their first case together. Winters had mentioned that she was engaged once but
the man died.


Finn now wondered if that was who
she was thinking of; had her fiancé once lay on a cold metal slab in that morgue
up ahead?


Winters reached the door and Finn
quickly caught up. Winters knocked, and the door opened, revealing a man with
balding black hair, glasses, and a white lab coat.


“Ah, you must be Inspector Winters
and Mr. Wright?” the man said.


“Some do indeed say that I am Mr.
Right,” Finn said with a grin, stepping into the morgue, trying to protect
himself from the solemn atmosphere as best he could.


“I see,” the man said, looking along
his nose up at Finn. 


“I am Inspector Winters. Please
ignore my colleague’s jokes, he’s actually quite capable… when chaperoned.” 


“My name is Wilfred Amblin,” the
man said, shaking both of their hands. “I am the senior pathologist here. I was
given word by Chief Constable Collins that you were on your way.”


“Thank you for giving us your
time,” Winters said, looking around.


Three metal tables sat in front of
a row of shiny doors. Finn knew very well what was behind those doors.


“Rob… Chief Constable Collins,”
Finn started, correcting himself. “He informed us that you’ve come to the
conclusion that Quentin DeGrey was murdered?”


“Yes,” the man said with some
excitement. “I don’t want to talk ill of other pathologists, but the initial
autopsy was not as thorough as it should have been. But I had to be sure.”


Wilfred moved to the row of shiny
doors, clunked open the handle of the middle one, and then rolled out a
cadaver, hidden by a sheet, which was slid via a metal tray onto one of the
surgical tables.


Finn noticed Winters jump slightly
from the clatter as the body and tray came to rest.


“You okay?” Finn asked.


Winters didn’t say anything. She
just looked at the outline of the body covered by a clinical white sheet.


Wilfred unceremoniously pulled
back the sheet, revealing the cold, dead body of Quentin DeGrey. He was elderly,
his white beard covering a sea of wrinkles, each one telling of life’s
relentless march, like the rings inside a dead tree.


The pathologist walked over to a
small box, pulled out some blue gloves, and put them on. Moving over to the
body, he pointed to the left hand. 


“Here, look,” Wilfred said,
holding up the ring finger of the victim. 


Finn leaned in. Just underneath
the tip of the fingernail, there was an almost unnoticeable pinhole.


“Took me two days to find that,”
the pathologist said with pride. “I suspected he had been poisoned with
something exotic, but I couldn’t for the life of me see how. There was no evidence
in the stomach, throat, or mouth. His intestines were clear, and even the blood
didn’t show poison per se.”


“Then how did you know?” Winters asked,
blinking a few times as if moving herself out of another daydream.


“The first clue was the heart,”
the pathologist said enthusiastically, as if few ever spent much time talking
to him down there in the depths of the hospital.


“What about it?” asked Finn, still
examining the hand of the deceased.


“One ventricle was damaged by
something,” the pathologist said. “The nature of the damage at first glance
looked like a bog-standard cardiac event, but then on closer inspection it was
almost as if the material had been worn away by something, to a degree.”


Finn turned to him and said, “Fascinating.
You know, we dealt with a poison on our last case, Dead Man’s Noose. From a
flower that’s native in my home state. It causes marks around the neck that can
be mistaken for strangulation. But this poison…” Finn trailed off into thought,
a memory surfacing.


“I can’t identify it,” the
pathologist said. “It’s a slow-acting poison, you see. The deceased was
injected in the finger with the slightest pin prick. Then it moved around Mr.
DeGrey’s body, causing damage to the heart, possibly even some other internal
organs, though I haven’t discovered that yet. Then the poison was metabolized
by the body and excreted.”


“Clever,” Winters said. “So the
murderer poisons Quentin DeGrey, then the poison weakens his heart until he has
a cardiac arrest. By that time the body has removed the poison from his system
and there’s no sign of it. Is that what you are telling us, Dr. Amblin?”


“Yes, exactly,” the pathologist
replied, looking down at the body. “But the only evidence is the strange
erosion in the heart and that pin prick.”


“How long between being poisoned
and death?” Finn asked.


“Going by the healing on the
injection site,” Wilfred said, thoughtfully, “two days, perhaps? Without
knowing what the poison is, I can’t be certain of how long it took to work. But
it’s certainly an effective murder tool. Most pathologists would have missed
it.”


Finn patted Wilfred on the
shoulder. “Good for you, Wilfred, my man.”


“Quite,” Wilfred said, half
smiling, half shocked at Finn’s brazenness. He rubbed his shoulder as if Finn
was a little too rough. “I’m afraid, then, this is most certainly a murder.
Unless Quentin DeGrey injected himself.”


Finn looked down at the hand
again. He rubbed the blond stubble on his face, deep in thought. “I do remember
reading about metabolizing poisons when I was back in basic training. But they
are very uncommon. I wonder, could you, with a little research, come up with
some possibilities for us, Wilfred?”


“A list of poisons that could have
been used, you mean?”


“Yes.”


“Of course,” Wilfred answered. “It
might take a while, though. I should be able to come up with some candidates in
the next day or two?”


“Great,” Winters said. She turned
to Finn. “Well, looks like you were right all along, Finn. Two murders. Two
dead family members. The question is, who’s next?”











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Finn was trying his best to follow
Winters’s car along the country road.


The rain had come, and with it
Finn watched the last dying embers of the day’s sun begin to extinguish
somewhere beyond the horizon. In the distance, he could see only two blurry
things as prominent as any moon or star: the London skyline glowing as a faraway
point of light in the darkness, and then the tall looming shadow of DeGrey
Castle miles to the side of it, closer yet stark against the darkening sky.


The weather was worsening.


“Where’s the wipers on this thing?”
Finn said in frustration, the view now being obscured by a downpour covering
the glass in front of him.


He touched one of the controls,
thinking it was the wiper settings, but instead a spray of windshield washer
fluid joined the rain on the window.


“Ugh.”


He flicked something else, and
that was more worrying. Nothing happened in response. Finn imagined that he had
put on some new setting for something in the car, and that he would find out
about it at the worst possible moment.


“I hope that wasn’t an ejector
seat,” he joked to himself, turning for a moment to the empty passenger seat
next to him.


Finally, in the darkness of the
interior, lit only by a few glowing dials on the dashboard and the occasional
street light outside in the rain, Finn found the right control. The wipers
sprung to life, but then every few swipes, one of them would stick for a
moment, making a horrible squeaking noise against the glass.


He shook his head. “The rental
company should be paying me for taking this car.”


Finn started to think how amusing
it would be if it were all some sort of elaborate psychology experiment. If
they wanted to see how far the car could push him before he broke, he felt he
wasn’t far off it.


The taillights of Winters’s car
soon came into view ahead through the rain. She was slowing down, letting Finn
follow more closely so as not to lose his way. Her indicator switched on for a
left turn-off. Finn breathed a sigh of relief, happy at the thought of getting
out of the rain and off the shadowy road as Winters took the turn-off and
headed toward a coffee place. A lone beacon in the stormy night, the world
around a dark blanket of unseen countryside.


Pulling up in the almost empty
parking lot, Finn struggled to put the parking gear on. He gave a gasp of exasperation,
and it finally clicked into place. He pulled himself out of the driver’s seat
and straightened up in the rain as if trying to maintain some exterior of
charisma.


Winters was already out of her car,
standing beneath a dim overhead light, her face cast in the shadow of the
umbrella she was holding above her head. Even in the shadows, Finn could see
her smiling at him. 


“I’m glad my struggles amuse,” he
said.


“You have your moments, Finn,” she
replied playfully.


“I’d roll the car off a cliff and
into the sea, but I don’t think something that evil can be killed by conventional
means.”


Winters let out a loud laugh. One
of those uncontrollable giggles that reminded Finn of being back in school and
making a girl with red hair laugh at his antics. It felt good to hear that
laugh from Amelia Winters. Her laugh felt like a tonic to the weary world.


“Is this place okay?” Winters
asked above the sound of the pattering rain all around them.


“If it’s got coffee, it’s the
right place,” Finn answered, walking toward the run-down building with the word
“Cafe” burning bright in neon lights above the dingy entrance.


They stepped inside and shook the
rain off their clothes, Finn taking longer to do it. The cafe was as close to
an old American diner as Finn had seen so far during his time in England. Red
booths with scarred leather cushions sat around the periphery of the room, the
dull metal counter in the middle. There were three or four other patrons dotted
around, sitting silently staring into their coffees. Finn reckoned they were
all there just passing time, waiting to get back on the road again to some
unknown destinations. Either toward new troubles or running from them.


Walking up to the counter, he
smiled at the woman behind it, her badge showing the name “Heather.” All Finn
got in return was a tired glance.


“How is the coffee in here?” he
asked.


“American?” the woman asked, her
tiredness abating slightly.


“Yes ma’am,” Finn answered.


“That’s nice,” Heather said in a
broad accent. “We don’t get many around here. The coffee is fine, it’ll do its
job if you’re wanting to stay awake for the road.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Finn said. “One
coffee and…”


“One tea, please,” Winters added.


“I’ll bring them over,” the tired
woman said with an equally weary smile.


Finn walked over to an empty booth
and sat down. Winters sat across from him, They both looked out through the
glass to the rain beating on the window. It was bleak darkness outside and Finn
was surprised by how quickly the weather had turned.


“You wouldn’t know it’s summer out
there,” Finn said in a low voice, feeling as though he was somehow catching the
tiredness of the place. Like it was contagious.


“You still don’t get the British
weather, do you?” Winters said, turning to him.


Her eyes were tired too, but more
than that, there was a disappointment within them. Finn knew it was about the
case.


“It changes so fast,” Finn
observed. 


“That’s the way of it,” Winters
replied.


Heather brought over their hot
drinks and set them down in front of them. 


“You don’t happen to sell a hair
dryer or a towel by any chance?” Finn asked.


Heather looked puzzled, as though
not getting the humor. “Oh yeah,” she then said. “You’re wet… Very funny.”


She then turned and busied herself
with one of the other patrons.


“She doesn’t like my jokes,” Finn
said.


“You think?” Winters replied. 


“Actually, I have been
thinking,” Finn said, sipping his coffee. “We’re really far behind the game.”


“What do you mean?” asked Winters,
holding her tea cup in both hands and blowing on it to cool it down.


“It’s not our fault,” Finn
continued. “I mean, we’ve only been on the case for a day. But Quentin was
killed two weeks ago and we only now know it was murder. The killer has taken
his second victim in Maggie DeGrey, and I wonder if that’s where it’ll stop. If
there are more DeGreys to die, then the killer is following a plan, and it’s
one he’s been meticulous about. That means he’s more than a step ahead of us. By
the time we get done with all of our basic inquiries, that castle up there
could be more like a grave than anything else.”


Finn nodded to the darkness
outside. Somewhere nearby the castle loomed, but the rain and the dark had now
obscured it in the distance.


“I agree the killer is meticulous,”
Winters said. “Waiting for Maggie going on her run, to kill her with a car,
that takes planning and knowledge.”


“Yeah.” Finn nodded and took
another sip from his cup. “I think now that we’ve established two murders, we
need to look at the bigger picture.”


Winters rubbed the sides of her
temples and closed her eyes for a moment.


“Either you have a headache,” Finn
said, “or you are trying to psychically destroy me.”


Winters opened her eyes. “The
first one. I just need to drink this.”


“What you need is rest,” Finn
said.


“So what is the bigger picture?”
Winters asked.


“The DeGreys are powerful, rich,
influential,” Finn explained. “At least, on the surface.”


“Do you think things are worse for
them than they’re letting on?”


“I don’t know,” Finn said. “But
one thing I do know is that Stewart DeGrey and Devon Langdon both
confirmed that they are in a dispute over money and ownership of a business. It
could be the normal slice and dice of business, but it could also be that there
are money problems and that’s why Stewart and Quentin DeGrey were both trying
to dissolve the company and sell its assets.”


“Money certainly pushes people to
kill,” Winters said, sipping her tea. “I agree it’s a good line to investigate,
but we know Quentin was the patriarch of the family. With his death, could it
have been about inheritance?”


Finn took out his phone and
started scrolling through it.


“It’s not the time to look through
social media, Finn.”


Finn looked up from the blue hue
of the phone screen. “I want to see if the tabloids have caught wind of
something we haven’t. Something from the last few weeks.”


“Tomorrow, we can take a look at
the inheritance and money trouble angles,” Winters said, yawning. “This tea isn’t
doing it. I think I need to get some sleep.”


Finn was deep in thought, reading
on his phone. He knew he had hit the jackpot.


“Inheritance, you say?” Finn said,
grinning. “Things just got very weird.”


“You found an article?” asked
Winters.


“It’s from the Chronicle
Standard,” he said. “You know it?”


“You’d be better reading tea
leaves than reading that,” Winters replied. “If you’re wanting something
reliable.”


“Now, now,” Finn said. “Let’s not
judge our friends at the Chronicle Standard too harshly. Their rummaging
around in sensationalist speculation might have turned up a key clue.”


“Okay,” Winters sighed. “What does
it say?”


Finn cleared his throat and put on
his best news reporter voice:


“Rumors abound that Quentin
DeGrey’s sudden death has sent the DeGrey family into a panic. An insider from
the DeGrey estate has confirmed to the Chronicle Standard that the entirety
of DeGrey Castle and its grounds has been left to the Dashville Museum in
London. We reached out for comment from the DeGrey estate, but so far they have
refused to answer our inquiries. No matter, because soon the entire family will
be easily reachable on the dole queue.”


Finn broke character. “What’s dole
mean?”


“It’s a slang word for
unemployment line,” Winters said. “So let me get this straight, the paper is
reporting that Quentin DeGrey left his fortune, including the ancestral home,
to a museum and not to any of his family?”


Leaning back in his chair, Finn
finished his coffee and placed the empty cup back on the table. “Could someone
have murdered Quentin, thinking they would inherit the castle? Then they found
out they weren’t going to get anything in the will. Following that, the killer
lashes out and kills Maggie DeGrey for some reason?”


“But why the second murder?”
Winters asked. “Surely that wouldn’t change anything?”


“Maybe,” Finn said. “Or maybe
Maggie had a hand in persuading Uncle Quentin to cut the family out of his
inheritance. In which case, Maggie DeGrey’s murder would be…”


“Revenge,” Winters said, finishing
his sentence. “It’s possible.”


“What do we do next?” Finn asked.


“Sleep,” Winters said. “In the morning,
let’s go to the museum and see if we can find out more.”


A worrying thought fluttered
through Finn’s mind for a moment. Winters clearly saw the expression on his
face change.


“What’s wrong?” Winters asked.


“We should contact the museum
staff right now,” Finn said, gravely. “If the killer has started lashing out in
revenge, what’s to stop him from murdering those who would benefit from the
inheritance? He could be about to kill someone who works there.”











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


The killer sat in the darkened room,
bathing in the blue glow of the television screen, captivated by the outcomes
of his actions.


A fresh-faced female news reporter
with blond hair was on the screen, standing outside the grounds of DeGrey
Castle, lit by a video light in the dark. In one hand she held a microphone and
in the other a large umbrella, which protected her only partially from the downpour
of rain. 


Her words were like rocket fuel
for the killer. They caused great delight.


“A late-night admission by Chief
Constable Robert Collins suggests that authorities now consider the DeGrey
deaths as a double murder,” the woman said to the camera, holding her
microphone tightly in her grip.


Now the screen changed. The female
reporter was on the right-hand side, and on the left, a popular news reader
with a black mustache and a neat side part, sitting in a warm studio.


The female reporter winced in the
wind and rain, trying desperately to hear what was being said.


You got the raw end of that
deal, the killer thought, watching the on-scene news reporter trying to put
on a brave face.


“So, Kelly,” the news reader in
the studio said, “what we’re looking at here is, for the first time, public
acknowledgment of the rumors that have been spreading around social media
tonight about the deaths of Quentin DeGrey and Maggie DeGrey. Both killed. Both
murdered in different ways. Are the police saying this is the work of one
individual?”


“Lance,” the news reporter
answered, raising her voice over the ferocious rain, “that’s a great question
and one we’re all asking. Several of my colleagues in the press questioned a
police spokesperson, but there was no indication of whether they believed the
murders are connected or not. Although it seems like a good assumption that
they are. 


“The DeGreys have been an
institution unto themselves in British society for hundreds of years. This is a
family who have wined and dined with royals and political figures, both here
and abroad, throughout history. The fact that someone has managed to murder two
of the family does make one wonder whether there will be more deaths to follow.
It seems that despite their influence, money, and power, even the DeGreys are
not safe from these sorts of violent crimes.”


The news reader nodded with
concern on his face. The killer was certain that it was all just for show.


That man is more worried about
how good his hair looks than people dying, the killer thought.


“Has there been any word or
speculation about the possible motive for these crimes?” the news reader asked
from the warm safety of his studio desk.


The wind now whipped up, catching
the rain where Kelly stood and blowing it almost horizontally at her. She grimaced
and did her best to carry on, brushing her long blond hair behind her ears. But
it wouldn’t stay put, fingering its way across her face again as the wind
howled.


The killer found it all amusing.


“There has been some speculation,
yes,” Kelly finally said over the ferocious weather. 


The umbrella over her head moved
erratically, threatening to escape from her grip. “There have been questions
about the family’s business dealings recently in court, but right now, the
police are keeping their cards close to their chest. What is fascinating
is that we were able to capture these exclusive pictures.”


On the screen, an image appeared.
It showed a tall, muscular man in sunglasses with blond hair and a beautiful
red-headed woman in a skirt and blouse, both standing in a small parking lot.
It looked to the killer like it was taken in a small village, and in the
background a sign hung from a white building with the words “The Grim Dog”
written on it.


“What am I looking at, Kelly?” the
news reader asked.


“This photograph was taken today
by a freelance journalist. We’ve identified both of these individuals as
Inspector Amelia Winters and Special Agent Finn Wright from the FBI. If you
remember several weeks ago, both were instrumental in solving the murder of
Lord Van Reece, another high-profile case.”


“Fascinating,” Lance the news
reader said. “What does an FBI agent have to do with this?”


“We can’t be certain,” Kelly said.
“But it is possible there is an international angle here. Finn Wright’s
involvement remains a mystery. Sources have confirmed to us that he is indeed
working with the police as a consultant, but that’s all we know so far.”


The news reader turned to the
camera. “Thank you, Kelly. You can get inside now and have a nice cup of tea to
warm you up.”


Kelly smiled as a gust of wind
blew in her face.


I bet she hates him, the
killer thought, letting a smirk settle in.


The news reader stared at the
camera, replacing his faux concerned expression with a softer glance. 


“Moving on now to a heartwarming
story about Dolly the Sheepdog, and how she has been shepherding a small family
of mice on a Yorkshire farm. Fascinating.”


The killer turned the television
off and sat there now in complete darkness. Somewhere nearby, the wind and rain
lashed against a window. But there was no movement inside the room. The only
movement was in the killer’s mind as it swirled with thoughts. Why would the
FBI be involved in trying to solve the murders?


Now the pressure was increasing.
For a moment, the doubt built up inside and the killer considered turning away
from the path. Sitting in the bleak night, the wind howling outside, the killer
felt as if somewhere out there a pack of wild dogs was circling, waiting to rip
and tear through the house to get to the truth.


It was all so real now. The police
and the FBI would stop at nothing to find out who had killed the DeGreys.


But as doubt threatened to cast a
long shadow over the killer’s plans, another feeling rose up inside. The
feeling of defiance. The feeling of being wronged. The feeling of needing
to set things right.


And the only way to set things
right was to keep killing until the job was done.


The killer grinned into the
darkness, and the darkness stared back. 











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Finn looked up the stone steps of the
Dashville Museum in the early morning sun. At the top of them was the curvy
figure of Winters, standing in a professional-looking skirt and white blouse,
her red hair resting on her shoulders. She had one eyebrow raised as they
locked eyes. Finn had come to know that this specific facial expression meant “Finn,
are you trying to get me fired?”


The rain of the previous night was
long gone, and now the world was slowly being baked by soaring temperatures.
London was roasting, though not quite at the temperatures Finn had known
through his childhood in Florida. 


In response to the sweltering heat,
Finn had put on his only short-sleeved shirt—a yellow Hawaiian shirt with green
palm trees on it and a young couple walking on a sandy beach in the distance.


“Finn… come on!” Winters said,
looking down at him as he walked up the stone steps of the museum. Behind
Winters, its massive polished pillars and intricately carved facade glared down
at him with equal disapproval.


“What?” Finn said, pulling his sunglasses
down to reveal his eyes.


“What are you wearing?” Winters
asked, shaking her head.


“Oh, this little thing?” he said. “It’s
kind of a good luck charm. I take it on every vacation. It’s done me well on
several trips. There was this one time when I was wearing this and I met a
woman in a red dress on a balcony during a party. It looked out at sea. She
said she felt uncomfortable in her dress. I offered her this awesome
shirt. Before I knew it we were skinny dipping in the sea and then—”


“Finn! You can’t wear that during
an investigation,” Winters bemoaned.


“Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “I
didn’t pack for this kind of heat and everything else I had was in my laundry
pile. It was either this or going topless. I mean I could…” Finn started to
undo some of the buttons.”


“Fine! Fine!” Winters repeated. “Keep
it on. I think they frown on nudity in British museums.”


Finn grinned. “Excellent.” He
walked past Winters toward the huge open doorway of the museum entrance and she
walked alongside him. “Besides, Winters, I’m a consultant, remember? I’m not
technically employed by the British police force. In fact, Rob isn’t even paying
me! I should check about that… Anyway, this will put people at ease. They’ll
underestimate me and that’s when I’ll pounce. Suspects will think I’m insane.”


“Aren’t you?” Winters said.


“No comment.”


The two detectives quickly found
themselves in the lobby of the museum. The walls were dotted with posters
advertising a World War II exhibition, and the cool polished floors and huge
white ceiling made Finn feel like he was on a class trip back in school. But he
had always loved history, and if he hadn’t been on a case, he could have lost
himself in the museum for hours. 


A selection of pamphlets about the
exhibition caught Finn’s eye and he started to peruse one of them.


Winters walked over to the glass
ticket office and took out her ID. A woman in the booth looked frightened at
the sight of it.


“I’m Inspector Amelia Winters with
Hertfordshire Constabulary. Can we speak to whoever is in charge, please?”


“Um,” the woman in the ticket
booth said as if swallowing at the back of her throat. “Mr. Hawkins is here. He…
He’s the curator of the museum.”


Winters nodded. “And where is he?”


“In… In the main hall setting up
the Spitfire display piece.”


“Thank you,” Winters said, pulling
at Finn’s short shirt sleeve.


Finn put down the pamphlet and
headed through another set of huge archways. “This place is great!” Finn said,
his voice echoing as he took in the space. 


They were standing in a huge
central hallway. Straight in front of them was the skeleton of a massive
bipedal dinosaur with huge jagged teeth.


“Look at that!” Finn said with
boyish glee. He ran up to it. “Take my picture.”


“Finn…” Winters sighed, but she
didn’t protest any further. She took out her phone and quickly snapped a photo.


“And look,” Finn said, walking
over to a large white sign with golden writing. It showed a map of the museum
and all of the different areas that sprouted off from the main hall through
long hallways and rooms. Medieval knights, ancient Egypt, early hominids, Impressionist
paintings, the Roman Empire—the list went on and on.


Finn found himself momentarily
caught in a memory. It was of his dad before he ran out on him for good. One of
their last days together was a trip to a museum. Finn had been so caught up in it
as a twelve-year-old kid that he didn’t realize it was a parting gesture from
his dad. A goodbye. 


After that, Finn used to visit
museums whenever he could as a kid. He’d sneak into places. In his mind at the
time was a hope: the hope that somehow he’d find his dad in one of those
places, moving between the exhibits, and they would be reunited. 


By the time he was fourteen, Finn
knew that was just a fairy tale.


Finn felt his eyes welling up
momentarily, but his sunglasses shielded that sight from the world. He was
caught off guard by the memory. And he was caught off guard by something else,
too.


A gentle hand touched his arm.
Finn turned to see Winters next to him.


“Finn, are you okay?”


“Yup,” he said. “You know me. Good
times all the time.”


For a moment he stared at Winters
and she stared back. He saw in her eyes that she didn’t believe him. She had
seen something in him. A hint of the pain bubbling underneath the smile. The
fact that she could see that made him feel nervous, like suddenly all that
armor he had built up around him for years was no longer any use.


“Finn, I know there’s a lot going
on for you right now,” she said gently.


“I’m fine… Amelia, honestly,” he
said.


“I hear you’re looking for me?” a
loud voice boomed around the large hall in a commanding English accent.


Finn looked away from Winters and
saw a man with a cane and white curly hair. He was dressed impeccably in a
tweed suit, and despite being at least in his late seventies and walking with a
limp, he strode toward them with an air of authority.


“Are you the curator?” Finn asked,
clearing his throat.


“I certainly am,” the man said as
he stopped before them. “The name’s Hawkins, Kelvin Hawkins.”


“Hello, Mr. Hawkins,” Winters
said, shaking his hand. “My name is Amelia Winters and I’m with Hertfordshire
Constabulary. We’re investigating the—”


“The murder of Quentin and Maggie
DeGrey?” he said.


Finn was a little unnerved. “Yes.
How did you know?”


“You’re Finn Wright, aren’t you?
The FBI agent?”


“Either you’re psychic or someone
has filled you in,” Finn said.


“Not psychic, old man,” Kelvin
said. “Though I am interested in the paranormal as well as the strictly
scientific. There was an incident in my younger years when I saw something in Mother’s
attic. A floating figure wrapped in an old burial shroud. Scared the Dickens
out of me to tell you the truth.”


It struck Finn that Kelvin enjoyed
telling a story, but they were on the hunt to stop the killer from striking again.


“How do you know us, Mr. Hawkins?”
Finn asked.


“The ghastly television, I’m
afraid,” he answered. “I prefer a good book, but the television has been a bit
of a mistress for me. You were both on the news this morning.”


“Great,” Winters said to Finn. 


“It was bound to happen,” Finn
said. He didn’t mention it there and then, but if his involvement with the FBI
was being mentioned on national news channels, then that was going to irk his
bosses at the Bureau even more.


“Do you deal with the financial
side of things here, Mr. Hawkins?” Winters asked.


“Please, call me Kelvin. And we
have a board of trustees for that, young lady. I deal mainly with the displays
and artifacts here.”


“Shouldn’t a curator be in charge
of everything, including the financial side of things, at a museum?” Finn inquired,
surprised.


“Not always.” Kelvin sighed. “At
one time, I was involved in all of that sort of thing, but since the trustee
board took over, I’ve very much become more of a symbolic figurehead at the
museum, rather than a real one. Sometimes I think they only keep me around
because of my contacts at other museums around the globe. It comes in handy for
them, I suppose. But it suits me, they keep out of my business for the most
part and I keep out of theirs.”


“Are you aware that Quentin DeGrey
has left DeGrey Castle and its estate to the museum?” Winters continued.


Kelvin looked around as if trying
to make sure no one else was listening. “Yes, I am. But we don’t want any bad
publicity from this. It’s awful news about the murders, and I feel terrible
that we will benefit so greatly from such a tragedy.”


“Why would he leave everything to
your museum, Kelvin?” Finn asked.


“I didn’t know Quentin DeGrey
beyond one or two brief chats here,” he answered. “But I do remember him
telling me about how his father used to bring him to this museum when he was a
child.”


Finn felt a pang of strange
coincidence. He understood why a boy would carry good feelings for such places
throughout his life, especially if it kept him close to his father.


“I believe Mr. DeGrey wanted to
ensure that future generations could continue to enjoy the museum as he had.
And I have to say, though I’d never have wished for it to turn out this way, Mr.
DeGrey’s generosity will make a huge difference. I don’t know all of the details,
but I do know the museum has been struggling financially to keep up with lower
than usual visitor numbers and donations.”


Winters gave Finn a knowing
glance. Money seemed more and more likely as a motivating factor in the deaths.


“Did Maggie DeGrey have any
connection to the museum?” Winters inquired.


“Yes,” Kelvin answered. “She has
attended a number of our gala nights, and had even raised funds for us. Such a
terrible thing to see a young woman like that cut down by barbarism.”


Now Finn had a direct, established
line between Maggie and the museum. His working theory that Maggie was a revenge
killing for possibly persuading Quentin to leave his inheritance to the museum
was starting to bear fruit and make sense. 


“Kelvin,” said Finn, “we think it’s
possible that the killer is murdering people out of revenge, and we worry that you
and your staff, anyone connected with the museum, might be in the killer’s
crosshairs.”


“My word,” Kelvin said. “That is a
worry. Not so much for me, I’ll give him hell if he appears.” Kelvin lifted up
his walking stick like a sword, swiping the air. “But there are a lot of young
people, even some vulnerable adults, who volunteer with us here. Could the killer
really target them?”


“It’s only a theory,” Winters interjected,
pouring cold water on the conversation. “But we are wanting to investigate this
connection between the DeGreys and the museum. Tell me, who knew about the
museum inheriting the DeGrey estate?”


“Myself and some of the trustees,”
Kelvin replied as if trying to recall more. “It’s possible others know, but I’d
start with our board. If you wait here, I can get you a list of names and
contact details.”


“Wonderful.” Winters smiled.


Kelvin nodded and walked off, his
footsteps echoing in the large hall.


Finn spoke in a low voice: “Winters,
why do I get the feeling you have a different idea than me?”


“Think about it,” Winters replied.
“What if we have this wrong and it’s not that the killer is carrying out
revenge?”


“You think the killer murdered
Quentin because the museum needed the estate sooner to survive, don’t you?”


“It seems more likely to me,” Winters
said. 


Finn’s phone buzzed and pinged. He
took it out and saw a message from Demi. It read: “Are you ever going to speak
to me? I can’t wait forever. There’s something you need to know.”


His heart started racing, but why
it beat so fast, Finn couldn’t be certain. He was conflicted. The thought of
being free from the drama of his breakup with Demi brought with it a distant possibility
of peace. To be done with that part of his life would finally help him move on.
But then there were the memories. The love. The cherished moments. The laugh
she had when Finn cracked a joke. The way she loved animals and her friends.
The possibility of what had been promised haunted his mind like a ghost.
Marriage, kids, a life filled with purpose.


What am I going to do? he
thought, staring at the message.


“Finn?” Winters said, snapping him
out of it.


“My ex,” he said, shaking his
head. “Do you ever wish someone would make a decision for you? Then you’d be
able to know how to move forward?”


“Yes,” Winters said. “But then, if
we let everyone make our decisions for us, they wouldn’t be our
decisions, would they? It would be like watching a film of our lives playing
out in front of us without us actually making the choices that matter.”


Finn nodded. “I get that. I’ve always
made the decisions in my life. I’ve had to ever since I was a kid. I’ve prided
myself on being strong, up to any challenge. But once in a while life throws
something at you, and you just wish someone else was there to show you the way.”


Winters smiled gently. “You’ll
find your way. And I meant what I said about buying you a pint when this case
is over. If you want to talk over it, I don’t mind listening, you know?”


“Well,” Finn said, smiling, “you
do owe me one, after all. For all the help I’ve been on these cases.”


“I’m still trying to figure out
whether you’re a help or a hindrance,” Winters said.


“I may be a hindrance, but a
hindrance with impeccable style.”


Just as Winters rolled her eyes,
the echoing footsteps of Kelvin came from around a corner. 


“Here you go,” he said. “These are
papers containing our trustees’ contact details. They’ll be able to tell you
more about the museum’s relationship with Quentin. And I have another sheet
here with every employee and volunteer.”


“I’ll get one of our staff to
contact your employees and ask them to stay vigilant,” Winters said. “I can
organize a police presence in the museum as well to put everyone’s mind at
ease. It is purely precautionary.”


“Thank you, Inspector.”


“And thanks to you, Kelvin,” Finn
said, taking the papers. “This is a big help. I hope I can come back here and
have a look around soon.”


“Ah, a lover of museums?” the old
man asked.


“Something like that,” Finn
answered.


Suddenly there was a crash from
the back of the hall. Kelvin spun around like a man half his age. “No, Andrew!
Not there. The RAF uniforms are going at the back of the hall… I’m terribly
sorry, Inspector Winters, Agent Wright, I have to attend to this. A curator’s
job is never done. If I can ever assist you again, please don’t hesitate to
call.”


He shook hands with both and then hurried
off toward the rear of the hall.


Finn held up the papers in his
hands. “There are quite a few names on this list.”


“Yes,” Winters replied somberly. “But
if I’m right, one of those names could be the killer. We have to smoke him out
before he kills anyone else.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


Finn watched as Winters paced
around impatiently in Rob’s office at the Hertfordshire Constabulary building.


It wasn’t yet noon, and the sun
was blazing hot outside in Garden City. Half-shut blinds cast horizontal
shadows around the room despite the time of day.


The drive there had not been an
enjoyable one. The AC had stopped working, turning the inside of the rental vehicle
into an oven. Finn had begun to wonder if he would get in trouble by murdering
the car.


They had been in Rob’s office for
over an hour and Finn was starting to get a headache just watching Winters.


“If you pace any more you’re going
to wear that carpet out,” Finn said.


Winters ignored him and continued
to pace.


“Seriously, Winters. You’ll end up
in China at this rate.”


That made her stop. “China?”


“Yeah, you know the other side of
the… Oh wait, hold on.”


“I think you’ll find that the
other side of the planet from merry old England is Australia,” she said.


“Pacing isn’t going to make this
thing go any faster,” Finn advised, putting his feet up on another chair next
to Rob’s vacant desk. “Sometimes you have to wait for the world to come to you.”


“We need to get started on the
list,” Winters said. “For all we know, the killer has already picked his next
victim. That could be happening as we speak.”


The door opened and in stepped the
tall black-haired figure of Chief Constable Rob Collins.


“Finn, get your feet off the
chair,” he said, walking over to his desk. “At least try to pretend you respect
this place.”


“I do respect it,” Finn said. “I
respect how comfy it is.” 


Winters walked over to the desk, leaning
down and putting her two hands on its edge. “Did they cross-check all the names
on the museum list, Chief?” she asked.


“They certainly did,” Rob said. “We’re
contacting them to let them know that they should be careful. In the meantime
this might be of interest to you.”


Rob pressed a few keys on his
desktop computer and then turned the monitor around to face Finn and Amelia.


“This came up in one of the searches,”
Rob explained. “His name is Alan Ross.”


“I never trust someone with two
first names,” Finn said, leaning in. “What’s his record?”


“He is on the board of trustees,”
Rob said. “And he has a criminal record. In fact, he was sent to prison for
stalking a woman he worked with twelve years ago. Once the necessary time
passed, he was legally able to be on the board for Dashville Museum, God knows
how he managed that. But I think you’ll find this part about his previous
stalking habit most fascinating.”


Finn gazed down at the digital
record from the criminal database, and there it was in black and white.


In one instance, Alan Ross
followed Miss Hurd in his car and then charged towards her. Miss Hurd couldn’t
get out of the way. The defendant only swerved at the final moment, missing
Miss Hurd by inches.


“So we have someone on the board
of trustees at Dashville Museum with a criminal record,” Winters summarized. “A
man who would have known about the money and assets Quentin DeGrey had promised
the museum on his passing. This same man has previous for nearly killing
someone in the exact same way Maggie DeGrey was murdered.”


Finn nodded, but he thought for a
moment. It didn’t quite all fit, not yet. “The only problem is, let’s say Alan
Ross murdered Quentin DeGrey so that the museum would inherit everything. It
doesn’t make any sense that he would then go on to murder Maggie. Unless…”


“I can almost hear the gears
grinding in his head,” Rob said to Winters, smiling.


“Unless,” Finn said, ignoring his
friend, “there was an unforeseen bump in the road, excuse the pun. What if
Quentin didn’t leave the estate to the museum?”


“But Kelvin told us Quentin had,”
Winters said.


“Kelvin also told us that he wasn’t
too involved with the museum’s financials,” Finn continued. “It’s more than
possible that the trustees knew something he doesn’t. And he also said that
Maggie was at the museum quite a bit, attending galas and fundraisers. It’s possible
Maggie’s attendance wasn’t all altruistic. Could she have been granted some
sort of control by Quentin over what happened with the money and estate?”


“Like an executor?” Winters asked.


“Exactly,” said Finn. “Maybe the
museum inheriting everything wasn’t so simple. Maggie could have gotten in the
way somehow. Maybe she had persuaded Quentin to give her the money, or for her
to be in control of some sort of trust fund that would be drip-fed to the
museum. That could have meant that Alan Ross decided to get rid of her, hoping the
next in line would be more forthcoming with the inheritance.”


“That’s a lot of maybes,” Rob
said. “But it would make sense.”


“Especially since…” Finn looked at
the computer screen again. “There.” He pointed to a part of Alan Ross’s record.


Winters leaned in and read out
loud what was there. “Two charges of embezzlement. He was found not guilty on
both, though.”


“You know as well as I do that not
guilty doesn’t always mean not guilty,” Finn said.


“Unfortunately, this is true,” Rob
said. “Too many people get away with things. They get off on some sort of
technicality.”


“It could be this Alan Ross,”
Winters said, “needed to skim some of those funds from the museum’s accounts
for a drastic reason.”


“Loan sharks, losing his home,
gambling debts,” Finn interjected. “It could be for anything. Rob is right, it’s
a lot of conjecture, but I think the coincidence of that car incident on his
record, more than anything, that makes me think it’s worth questioning him.”


“Agreed,” Rob said. “Get his
details and question him. Tread carefully though, this isn’t enough to charge
him with something. We need more.”


“So let’s go get it,” Winters said,
opening the door to the hallway and rushing out.


Finn remained seated in the
office. “She’s keen.”


“She’s also the best inspector I’ve
ever worked with,” Rob said.


“I know,” Finn said. “I like her.”


Rob looked at Finn with a curious
expression. “What do you mean like?”


“Not like that,” Finn said. “I
just mean we work well together, and Winters has a great way of working a case.”


“Okay.” Rob nodded. “As long as
that’s all there is.”


“What does that mean?” Finn asked.


“Finn,” Rob said, leaning on his
desk, “we’ve known each other since our college days. I know what you’re like
with women. Until you met Demi, you broke a lot of hearts.”


“No, it’s the other way around,”
Finn said quietly.


“I know you’re going through a
lot,” Rob said. “But it would be so easy to fall for Amelia, wouldn’t it? She’s
beautiful. Smart. Kind. But it would also be a disaster for all concerned.”


“I’m not falling for her,” Finn
countered. “You don’t need to worry about that.”


“I hope not,” Rob said. “It would
be bad for both of you. Amelia is a good friend, and she’s been through a lot.”


“She mentioned her fiancé died,”
Finn said. “What happened?”


“Yes, he died,” Rob answered. “But
that’s her business and for her to tell you if she wants to. My main concern is
that on a professional level, I don’t want you as a team to be compromised by
any unprofessional relationship. And second, you are going through a lot, so is
Amelia, and I don’t think either of you are ready for that sort of thing. You
need to clear your plate before you get into another relationship.”


Finn could feel Rob being
protective of both of them, and he appreciated that. 


He stood up. “Rob,” he said, “nothing
will happen. You have my word, okay?”


“All right, Finn,” Rob said. “I
know it’s a difficult time.”


“About that…”


“What now?” Rob looked concerned. 


“My court case has been moved up,”
Finn said. “I need to be back in the US by next week.”


“Damn…” Rob said, standing up. “You
have to do what you have to do. Have you told Amelia?”


“Not yet,” Finn said. “I don’t
want to leave her hanging with an active killer on the loose but…”


“You have to take care of
yourself, Finn,” Rob said, gently. “We’ll survive. Or, you know…”


“What?”


“You could just catch the killer
before you leave.” Rob smiled, clearly knowing it wasn’t ever that simple.


Finn walked toward the door into
the hallway, but turned before he stepped across the threshold.


“I’ll do everything I can. Let’s
see what this Alan Ross has to say for himself. See ya later, Rob.”


As Finn moved along the corridor,
he heard Rob’s voice echo, “And for God’s sake, put something on instead of
that hideous Hawaiian shirt!”


“It’s this or I go naked,” Finn called
back.


“Please don’t subject the British
public to that!” Rob shouted as Finn rounded the corner and picked up the pace
to catch up with Amelia.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


The passersby would have thought nothing
of the person standing staring at the store window in the afternoon glare.
Surely it was simply another window shopper on the busy streets of London. They
would have had no idea the person was a two-time killer.


But the killer knew what had been
done. The killer knew what had also been left undone. Staring at the
store window, the killer could see the reflection before them. If reflections
could talk, what a conversation would have been had between them.


Since the previous night, when the
news had reported the presence of an FBI agent as part of the investigation
into the DeGrey deaths, the killer had done a little bit of research. 


Finn Wright, the killer
thought, looking at their own reflection staring back at them. That man is a
problem.


In the killer’s mind, the
reflection spoke back: “Are you scared? Are you afraid of prison?”


No, the killer thought. I’m
afraid of not finishing what I started.


“Good,” the reflection said,
nodding its head. “Fear is for amateurs. It’s the DeGreys who should be frightened,
not us.”


But maybe we should wait, the
killer thought. Some light research had thrown up a few articles about Finn
Wright and a looming court case in the US. That date had now been moved to next
week. The FBI agent wouldn’t be around for much longer. I could wait until
he’s gone, then kill again.


“No!” the reflection said. “And
who will appear when Finn Wright is gone? Another FBI agent. Then another.
Other police officers, inspectors, constables, forensics experts. They’ll keep
coming until you’re caught. Get the job done, then the good will come of it.
Prison isn’t a foregone conclusion. There’s nothing here that says I have to
get caught.”


But does it matter if it takes
months rather than weeks? Surely all that matters is that the right thing happens
in the end? the killer thought.


“No!” the reflection screamed. “Get
it done! Now!”


Suddenly, the killer realized that
several people were walking by, looking nervous.


Did I say that out loud?
The killer didn’t know, but there was a feeling that they had just screamed at
themselves in the store window. Stress was mounting, but the reflection was
right.


I will. I’ll do it now. Right
now, the killer thought, looking at the reflection. A grin crept across the
reflection’s face while it nodded knowingly.


The decision had been made. Today,
another DeGrey would die.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


Finn stood in the quiet London
suburb, looking at the idyllic houses bathed in the afternoon sun, and wondering
if one of them hid a killer. That made sense to Finn. He often felt that in the
end, evil had to hide in the most unlikely of places to remain undetected.


Winters was walking along the
street toward him. “How did you get here first?”


“I took a shortcut,” Finn said.


“A shortcut? Which one?” Winters
asked.


“That’s a secret,” Finn replied.
The truth was, he’d gotten lost. He just got lucky with some traffic on an
alternative route.


“Number 14 is over there,” Finn
said, nodding further down the street.


It was Alan Ross’s registered
address. 


“Let’s do this,” Winters said,
hope in her voice.


But if Finn had learned one thing
in his time as a special agent, it was that things rarely went according to
plan.


They walked across the quiet road,
small yet picturesque front yards releasing the scent of cut grass and fresh
blooming summer flowers into the air. 


When they reached the gate to
number 14, they walked along a small white-stoned path and reached the front
door.


Winters knocked on it.


But no reply came.


She knocked again. “Dammit. No one’s
in.”


“Are you sure?” Finn asked. He
dipped his sunglasses and looked at the red and white door. It wasn’t sitting
as it should have been. Finn reached out with his hand and gave it a little
push. The door creaked open a few inches.


“Who leaves their front door unlocked
in London?” Winters observed.


Long ago, it may have been normal
for people to leave their doors unlocked. But not now. Not with crime and
burglary rampant across most major cities in the world. People knew to lock
their doors. Danger was never too far away.


“Hello?” Winters asked through the
gap.


No reply came.


Finn began to feel uncomfortable.
Something was wrong there. He pushed the door a little further, revealing a
carpeted hall with cream wallpaper broken up by the smiling faces of family
photographs. But the house did not feel happy to Finn. It felt
disturbed.


“Should we go in?” Finn asked.


Winters stood there for a moment,
pondering.


And in that silence, something
came from the house. It was faint, but there nonetheless. Finn heard a strange
gasp. Then the silence reclaimed whatever or whoever had made the noise.


“Did you hear that?” Finn asked.


Winters nodded. Then she said, “Hello,
this is the police, is anyone in there?”


Another slight gasp came, and it
was clear Winters had waited long enough. “Let’s go in, but be careful.”


Finn nodded. He pushed the door
open fully and stepped inside. The home was clean and clear of clutter, except
for what was behind the door. It was what looked like several unopened envelopes
that had been posted through the front letterbox.


Looking down at the pile, Finn
could see that several of them had words written in red on them. Although some
of the writing was partially obscured, it didn’t take a genius to conclude that
the words said “Final Notice.”


It was all coming together. Alan
Ross was under financial difficulty. He now had a motive for getting his hands
on a substantial amount of money and assets coming into the museum, of which he
was a trustee board member.


Finn instinctively took the lead.
He knew Winters wouldn’t like that, but he worried about what Alan Ross might
do if they found him in there. Finn would rather take on a knife-wielding
killer than risk Amelia getting hurt. Even though she was totally capable of
taking care of herself.


As they made
their way deeper into the house, the atmosphere grew colder. The once pleasant
scent of family meals cooked in the kitchen and clean laundry was replaced by a
stagnant air that left a heavy taste on the tongue.


The gasping noises
became more audible as they walked further. It had transformed into a low,
rhythmic sobbing. It echoed through the silence, creating an eerie dissonance.


“Left,”
Winters whispered.


Finn nodded
and turned toward the narrow hallway that led to the back of the house. They
moved as quietly as possible, ears pricked, eyes alert, prepared for anything.
As they neared the end of the hallway, the sobbing grew louder, more desperate.
The sound was unmistakably that of a woman.


Finn motioned
for Winters to stay back. He approached the door at the end of the hallway slowly,
putting his ear against it. The sobbing was definitely coming from the other
side. Taking a deep breath, he gently pushed the door open.


The sight that
met him was unexpected.


A woman, presumably
in her mid-forties, was huddled in a corner of the room. She was surrounded by
pictures of a happy family—presumably hers. There were crumpled tissues
scattered around her. Mascara streaked her face from her tears.


Winters
stepped into the room, her initial caution replaced by concern. “Are you okay?”


The woman
looked up, her blue eyes filled with pain and confusion. “Wh-who are you?”


“We’re from
the Hertfordshire Constabulary,” Winters replied gently. “We’re looking for
Alan Ross. Are you…?”


“His wife,” she
choked out. “His estranged wife. I just… I found out. Everything. The debts,
the threats. He said he would fix everything, but I didn’t know how.”


Winters knelt
beside her. “It’s okay, we’re here now. Can you tell us where Alan is?”


She shook her
head. “I haven’t seen him. He called earlier, sounded strange, said he was
sorry, and then he hung up.”


A sense of
urgency washed over Finn. If Ross was under this much pressure, desperate and
potentially dangerous, he could do anything. “Mrs. Ross, we need to find him
before anything else happens. Can you think of any places he might go?”


She thought
for a moment. “I don’t know… He could be anywhere. I don’t even know who he is
anymore.”


Winters nodded.
“Do you have a phone number for him?” 


Among the
papers and discarded photographs, Mrs. Ross pulled out an old business card. “It’s
on there.”


“Thank you,”
Finn said. “We’ll have a constable come and talk to you shortly. Please stay
safe and call us if you hear anything.”


Winters handed
the woman her card.


“What are you
going to do if you find him?” the woman sobbed.


“We’ll keep
him safe from himself,” Winters replied gently. “Let’s go, Finn.”


As they
hurried back outside, Finn felt a rush of adrenaline. “We need to find him
before he hurts anyone else.”


“I know!”
Winters replied. “We need to ask the chief for someone to ping Alan Ross’s
phone to get a location.”


“Can we get it
tracked?” Finn asked, uncertain of what the British police protocols were. 


“Wait a
moment,” Winters said, pulling out her mobile phone. “I’m going to see if the constabulary
can help us with this.” She dialed a number, waiting briefly as she exchanged a
few words, her voice low and urgent. “I need a ping on Alan Ross’s mobile. Yes,
immediately.”


Finn leaned
against the wall by the front door, watching Winters’s face for any sign of
news. The silence felt stretched out, palpable. Every second mattered.


Finally,
Winters snapped her phone shut, her face serious. “They’ve tracked the number.”


“And?”


“It’s
Blackfriar’s Bridge.”


Finn’s eyes
widened. “Is that far?”


“Not if we
hurry,” Winters said with determination etched into her words.


“Let’s go!”
Finn exclaimed.


They ran to their
cars, the urgency pushing them forward. As Finn fumbled to get his keys out,
Winters was already starting her engine. With a screech of tires, they were
off, racing toward Blackfriar’s Bridge. The London streets were a blur as they
navigated through the afternoon traffic, sirens wailing, hoping they would make
it in time.












CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


London streets
were always a challenge, but Finn felt the challenge magnified tenfold. The
cars and buses seemed to move unpredictably, and his unfamiliarity with driving
on the left added to his tension. He glanced at the car’s manual transmission,
cursing under his breath. “Why didn’t I just get an automatic?” he muttered.


Winters’s car
raced ahead, siren blaring, parting the traffic like a shark fin through a
torrid surf. Finn did his best to keep up, but every time he needed to shift,
there was a crunch and a jerk, making it evident that he was far from proficient
with a stick shift. Several times, he thought he was pushing the car so hard
that the engine almost died at the worst possible moment. At one set of lights,
he stalled, causing him to restart the car amid honks and shouts from irate
Londoners.


The unreliable
rental only added to his woes. The engine occasionally sputtered, and Finn
could swear the gearbox was held together with little more than hope and duct
tape. He cursed again, pushing the gas pedal to the floor and grinding another
gear in his desperate attempt to keep Winters in sight.


Despite all
this, his training and determination kept him just about on her tail. He couldn’t
afford to lose her, not now, not when so much was on the line. It sounded like
Alan Ross was at a tipping point and out there ready to kill again.


As they zipped
past the iconic landmarks of London, all Finn could think about was getting to
Blackfriar’s Bridge in time.


The blinking
lights from the road works added to the chaos of the congested street, and Finn
saw Winters pull her car over sharply to the side. With a screech of tires, he
followed suit, parking just behind her. There was a large pit dug into the
road, cordoned off, with construction equipment everywhere. Signs warned of a
detour, and vehicles had been forced into other routes. The obstruction ensured
that they couldn’t go any further in their cars.


Winters jumped
out, shouting over the din, “The bridge is just around that corner! It’s quicker
on foot!”


Without
hesitation, both detectives took off on foot, dodging commuters and tourists
alike. The early evening air was thick with the hum of the city, and the sun
cast long shadows on the cobbled streets when it was able to peek along lanes between
towering buildings. Despite Finn’s athletic prowess, Winters, with her smaller
frame and determination, kept pace effortlessly, her eyes focused straight
ahead.


When the
expanse of Blackfriar’s Bridge finally came into view, its stone arches seemed
like silent guardians of a secret. They rushed onto the bridge, their footsteps
drowned out on the pavement by the sounds of the city. Both sides were
bustling: joggers, cyclists, families, office workers heading home. The usual
hubbub of a city evening. 


Far below, the
Thames rolled by, unrelenting, quiet, and threatening.


Finn’s eyes
darted across the crowd, searching for any sign of Alan Ross. 


Winters,
looking at her phone’s GPS tracker, announced, “He’s here. Somewhere on this
bridge.”


The atmosphere
felt dense with anticipation. Every face seemed like a potential mask, every laugh
a potential diversion. Finn’s senses heightened, ears attuned to every whisper,
eyes scanning every movement. The watchful flow of the Thames below carried on
beneath the electric tension above.


Suddenly,
Winters stiffened. She zoomed into her phone, pointing toward the southern end
of the bridge. “He’s moving. Fast. Towards that side!”


As they pushed
through the crowd, every second felt like an eternity. Would they reach him in
time?


A pair of
eyes, cold and intense, locked onto Finn’s, and for a split second, the world
around them blurred. The realization hit Finn hard—he had found Alan Ross. The
man’s features tightened, and without hesitation, he turned and bolted through
the throngs of people.


“Ross!” Finn
bellowed, charging after him.


The chase was
fierce and unrelenting, with Ross weaving effortlessly through the unsuspecting
pedestrians. Finn had the build and endurance, but Ross had the desperation of
a trapped animal, pushing him to move faster and more unpredictably. Finn
closed in with a few extra gasps of air and lunged, managing to grasp the back
of Ross’s jacket. But Ross swung around, throwing a wild punch that connected
solidly with Finn’s cheekbone. Stars exploded in Finn’s vision, and for a
moment, he was thrown off balance, swaying amidst the moving crowd.


Ahead, Winters
continued the chase undeterred, but Ross was increasing the distance and the
end of the bridge was now in sight. If he made it, Ross would be able to
disappear into countless city streets, like a vampire hiding in the night.


Finn gave
himself a shake. He had to think fast if he was to close the gap. He looked at
the crowds ahead and saw a route. He had one chance and he was going to take
it. 


“Winters, keep
going!” 


Responding to
Finn’s shout, Winters glanced over just in time to see him darting off to the
side, rushing past a group of chattering tourists holding maps and cameras.


Using his
familiarity with tactical maneuvers and years of chasing critters through the
Florida swamps, Finn calculated Ross’s trajectory instinctively. Bypassing a
food vendor and hurdling over a low barrier, he found himself directly in Ross’s
path. They collided almost head-on, with Finn stopping him dead in his tracks.


Ross looked at
him, panic evident in his eyes, realizing he was cornered. 


“There’s
nowhere to go, Alan,” Finn said, gasping for air. “This is the end, but it’s up
to you how painlessly this goes.”


But just when
Finn thought he had him, Ross took a terrifying leap of desperation. He
scrambled onto the bridge’s railing, teetering precariously, the dark waters of
the Thames looming below.


“No, Alan!”
Winters yelled, stopping and reaching out with her hand, her face contorted with
fear. 


The crowds had
stopped, forming a wide circle around them. Whispers spread, phones were raised,
recording the unfolding drama. The wind rustled Ross’s hair, his clothes
flapping wildly. His face was a mask of terror, but there was something else
too—a deep-rooted pain, one that seemed to have festered for far too long.


Finn, his
voice low and measured, said, “Alan, look at me. It’s not worth it. We can
talk. We can help you. But you need to step back. Please.”


Alan Ross’s
face twisted with emotion, tears streaming down his face. “I’ve lost everything.
The museum was my life’s work, my legacy. And now it’s all going under.”


Finn, taking a
step closer but being cautious not to startle Ross, asked, “Is that why you
killed Quentin and Maggie DeGrey? To get their inheritance for the museum?”


Ross looked at
Finn, genuinely confused. “Killed? I never killed anyone! Why would I? Quentin
told me weeks before his death that he changed his will.”


Winters
stepped forward, her brow furrowing. “Changed his will? Are you saying the
inheritance wasn’t going to the museum?”


“No, it wasn’t,”
Ross said, desperation tinging his voice. “Quentin had informed us. But he
never told us who the new beneficiary was.”


Finn’s eyes
met Winters’s. This was a twist neither of them had expected. The very motive
they had ascribed to Ross was now in doubt.


“Alan,”
Winters said gently, “your wife… she’s at home, devastated. She doesn’t need to
lose you too. Think of her.”


Ross’s face
crumpled even further. “I can’t face her. Not with all of this.”


As the gravity
of his words settled, a gust of wind blew past, causing Ross to wobble. In that
heartbeat of a moment, he made to turn toward them, but his footing betrayed
him. With a gasp, he lost his balance.


But Finn,
fueled by adrenaline and sheer determination, lunged forward. His arms snaked
around Ross’s waist just as he started to plummet. Winters, reacting quickly, grabbed
onto Finn’s arm, anchoring him as they both heaved with all their might.


With a
collective groan of exertion, they pulled Ross over the railing and onto the
bridge’s pavement. The three of them were sprawled in a tangled heap, panting
heavily.


The tension in
the air broke as the watching crowds burst into applause. Tears of gratitude
and relief welled up in Ross’s eyes. Even as the sounds of sirens began to grow
closer, signifying the imminent arrival of more police officers, Finn and
Winters knew one thing for sure: the mystery had just deepened, and their job
was far from over. The killer was still out there.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


The sprawling
estate of DeGrey Castle loomed ahead, its ancient stone walls standing stoic
against the passage of time. As Finn’s unreliable rental car approached, the
grandeur of the castle, bathed in the light of the setting sun, stirred something
deep within him. Almost a reverence.


“How many
secrets have these walls witnessed over the centuries?” Finn mused, feeling the
weight of history pressing on him.


Behind him, he
could see Winters in her car. Occasionally the glare of the evening sun would
diminish from her windshield, revealing her face set in a determined
expression. Though separated by vehicles, Finn knew they shared the same
thoughts: they needed to speak with the DeGreys and uncover the new beneficiary
of Quentin DeGrey’s estate. Whoever it was could be the key to identifying the
killer… or his next victim.


However,
before he could get any closer to the answers hidden within the castle, the
familiar obstruction of the gatehouse appeared, a steadfast barrier between
them and their goal. With the drawbridge raised, Finn could hear the faint
lapping of the moat’s murky waters below. Emerging from the gatehouse, two
stern-faced security guards blocked their path.


“You again?”
the taller of the guards asked, eyeing Finn suspiciously. “What’s your business
here?”


“I need to speak
with the DeGreys. It’s crucial,” Finn responded, trying to keep his voice
level.


The second
guard smirked. “You don’t need anything. Unless one of the family or Mr.
Lincoln, the keeper of the grounds, tells us otherwise, you’re not getting in.”


Finn leaned
slightly out of his car window, a smirk pulling at his own lips. “Come on,
guys. Are we really going to do this dance again? You know, one way or another,
I’m getting inside. Whether it’s with a warrant or not. Save us all some time
and lower that bridge.”


From her car,
Winters honked in agreement, her voice calling out, “He’s with me and is a consultant
with the Home Office. And we’re not leaving until we’ve spoken to the DeGreys.”


The guards
exchanged a wary glance. After a brief whispered conversation and a reluctant
nod, one guard mumbled into his walkie-talkie. The ensuing creak echoed through
the silent evening as the drawbridge began its descent, the planks making a
resounding thud as they met the ground.


“Just don’t
cause any trouble,” the first guard warned, pointing a finger at Finn.


He chuckled. “Trouble?
Me? Fellas, it’s like you don’t even know me.”


As he drove onto
the drawbridge, the metal rumbled beneath Finn’s tires. Passing into the
embrace of the castle’s ancient walls, he felt the significance of the
mysteries that awaited them. 


The rental’s
tires sounded a grating echo against the cobbled stone as Finn drove into the
castle’s internal courtyard. It was just as he remembered from their first visit—a
space that, though open to the sky, felt undeniably claustrophobic. Its
compressed atmosphere was intensified by the tall, narrow windows that peppered
the walls all around. As he glanced up at them, Finn couldn’t shake the feeling
that the castle’s secrets were watching him. It was as if the very stones had
eyes and ears, and they were attuned solely to him.


Winters’s car
smoothly parked beside him. The engine went silent, and for a moment, all that
could be heard was the rustling of the wind against ancient stones, seemingly
created by the tight courtyard funneling air up to the increasingly darkening
sky. As she emerged, her gaze met his.


Finn gestured
around, still feeling the weight of the countless gazes. “Looks like we’ve
stepped back into the dark ages again, doesn’t it? Like we’re being observed
from all angles.”


Winters took a
moment to look up. “I’d say it’s only your imagination, but we both know that’s
not true,” she whispered.


Clearing her
throat, Winters said, “We need to see Quentin DeGrey’s will. But I know we have
to tread carefully. The DeGreys are not going to just hand it over, even if it
might help with the investigation. It will be filled with sensitive info, no
doubt.”


Finn nodded. “We
need to figure out who stands to gain the most from his death.”


As they spoke,
the shadows seemed to converge and solidify around the top of a small flight of
steps nearby, eventually forming the gaunt, pale figure of Thaddeus Lincoln.
His spectral presence almost managed to make Finn’s spine tingle. Almost.


Standing
beside the entrance to the castle, in the shadow of the grand double-arched
door, Thaddeus fixed his gaze on the pair. His voice, cold yet resonating,
broke their conversation. “This way, please.”


Without
another word, the keeper turned, disappearing into the dimly lit entrance of
the castle. Finn and Winters exchanged a glance, a silent agreement passing
between them. There was no turning back now.


The inside of
Castle DeGrey was as imposing as its exterior. Grand chandeliers hung from the
ceilings, casting dancing shadows across the stone walls. As Thaddeus led them
through winding corridors adorned with portraits of stern-looking ancestors,
Finn attempted to strike up a conversation. “Thaddeus, how long have you worked
at Castle DeGrey?”


Thaddeus’s
footsteps never faltered, but he responded with a chilling detachment, “I’ve
been instructed not to speak with you.”


Finn raised an
eyebrow, intrigued. “By who?” he asked.


Thaddeus,
without breaking his stride or turning his head, replied, “I cannot say.”


“Can’t or won’t,
Thad my man?” Finn asked. But the man didn’t respond. 


After what
felt like an eternity of silent walking, they entered an expansive hall. Red
and black tiled flooring sprawled out beneath their feet, gleaming under the crystal
chandeliers. The room was lined with large, arched windows draped with heavy
velvet curtains. On one end stood a grand fireplace with a roaring fire,
casting a warm glow across the room. The hall gave off an aura of opulence and
looked like it was meant for dances and grand balls. In the center of it all
was a grand wooden table, ornate and polished to a shine.


Thaddeus
gestured to the table. “You are to sit here and wait,” he said, his voice
echoing slightly in the vastness of the room.


Then, as suddenly
as he appeared, he turned on his heel and walked briskly out of the room,
leaving Finn and Winters alone in the echoing silence.


Winters,
visibly irked, said, “The audacity of these people! To treat the police this
way! It’s as if they believe it’s one rule for them and one rule for the rest
of the world.”


Finn nodded in
agreement, though his gaze was locked on the ornate chandelier overhead. “I
hope that chandelier doesn’t fall on us, it would make quite a mess of my
shirt.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “This is a strange place, no doubt.
Let’s not get caught up in their parlor games.”


The door swung
open with a deliberate, slow creak. The light from the hall illuminated the
figure of an elderly woman. She held herself with an unwavering regal air,
standing tall despite the curvature of age pressing down on her spine. Her
silver hair was piled into a neat bun, revealing a sharp, angular face marked
by wrinkles and age spots. But what struck Finn the most were her piercing blue
eyes that radiated authority. 


She wore an
austere dress, black and buttoned all the way up to her neck. A lace collar
framed her thin face, while her fingers glittered with multiple rings. Each
step she took was careful, measured, and echoing a sense of purpose.


Reaching the table,
she didn’t acknowledge either Finn or Winters initially. Instead, she took a
moment to arrange the folds of her dress before sitting gracefully at the head
of the table. Once seated, she glanced up, her intense gaze first landing on
Winters and then settling on Finn. A weighty silence followed.


Finally, she
spoke. “I am Frau Mildred Wolf,” she announced, her thick Bavarian accent lending
an extra layer of authority to her words.


Winters
cleared her throat, about to speak, but Mildred held up a hand. “Before you
start with your inquiries, I must clarify my position. I am a distant cousin of
Quentin’s. The DeGrey family, in their grief, saw it fit to ask me to handle
their affairs temporarily. It’s a family obligation, and I take it very
seriously. I will not put up with anything that will disturb them.”


“Frau Wolf,”
Winters said, “you do realize this is a police investigation and we’re—”
Winters tried to push forward with her questions, but Mildred’s steely gaze
shut her down. 


Finn tapped
the table, drawing Winters’s gaze. He could see she was about to go atomic on
the situation, but he managed to interject before that happened. In his work
with the FBI he had dealt with people like this before.


Trying a
different tactic, Finn leaned in. “You’re from Bavaria, aren’t you, Frau Wolf?
I recognize the accent. Beautiful region.”


For a brief
moment, a hint of a smile appeared on Mildred’s lips. “Ah, yes,” she said, her
tone softening just a fraction. “I am indeed from Bavaria. The mountains, the
forests, there’s no place quite like it.”


The ice broken,
Finn took the opportunity. “We only want to help, Frau Wolf. And to do that, we
need to understand what’s going on. Can we count on your cooperation?”


Mildred
considered him for a moment, her icy demeanor melting ever so slightly. “Very
well, let us proceed, but do not think your American charm can dissuade me from
my duties.”


“I can see
that my powers of persuasion would not work on you, Frau Wolf.” Finn smiled.


Winters leaned
in, her voice low and steady. “Frau Wolf, we need to know about Quentin’s will.
Who might benefit from it?”


Frau Wolf
straightened her posture, her steely eyes regarding Winters coolly. “That,
Detective, is deeply personal family business,” she replied curtly.


Winters wasn’t
one to be easily deterred. “With respect, Frau Wolf,” she began, her voice
gaining an edge of intensity, “there are lives on the line. More DeGreys could
be targeted if we don’t get ahead of this.”


Frau Wolf’s
lips pursed into a thin line. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I cannot divulge
that information.”


Finn observed
the exchange, then intervened with a softer approach. “Frau Wolf,” he began,
his voice almost a whisper, “how deeply do you care for the DeGrey family?”


She looked at
him, the ice in her eyes briefly thawing, replaced by a hint of pain. “They’re
my family. I love them.”


“Did you love
Maggie?” Finn’s question hung heavily in the air.


Frau Wolf blinked
rapidly, her composure cracking for a brief moment. “Yes,” she whispered, her
voice filled with emotion.


Finn leaned in
closer, locking eyes with her. “I can see your pain, Frau Wolf. Her loss is a
terrible one, but I can tell there may be one that would cut even deeper. I
need you to think. Think of that one member of the DeGrey family you couldn’t
bear to lose.”


She opened her
mouth to protest, but Finn pressed on, watching her every reaction. “Imagine
that person, your favorite, lying cold and lifeless because we couldn’t prevent
another tragedy. Imagine seeing their face, their eyes once filled with life,
now vacant and still.”


As Finn
painted the grim picture, he noticed Frau Wolf’s hand tighten around her
handkerchief, her eyes glossing over with tears. She tried to hide it, but Finn
saw her flinch when he mentioned lifeless eyes.


“Please,” Finn’s
voice broke slightly, “I can’t bear to see another life taken when it could
have been prevented. Tell us what we need to know. Let us save the ones you love.”


Frau Wolf
looked down, and for the first time since their conversation began, a tear
rolled down her cheek. With a shaky breath, she patted her eyes with her handkerchief.
“Enough!” she exclaimed.


She took a
moment to regain her composure before she finally spoke, her voice filled with
resignation. “If it means saving more lives, then so be it. There are five
members of the DeGrey family mentioned in Quentin’s will: Morgan, Nathaniel,
Francis, Elizabeth, and Lloyd.”


Finn nodded
solemnly, letting the weight of her revelation sink in. The stakes had just
been raised.


For a brief
moment, amidst the revelations and heightened emotions, Finn caught a fleeting
look in Winters’s eyes. It was a look of admiration, perhaps even respect. Her
eyes, which always seemed so sharp and focused, now had a soft twinkle under
the soft glow of the yellow hall lights. For a second, he allowed himself to
drift, thinking that in another time, in another life, he might have asked her
to dance right there in that grand hall, with its ancient walls echoing tales
of romance and passion from centuries gone by.


But the moment
was interrupted by the shrill ring of Winters’s phone. She swiftly pulled it
from her pocket, and Finn watched as her face went from composed to visibly
concerned.


He couldn’t
hear the words said on the other end of the line, but the color slowly draining
from Winters’s face was evidence enough that whatever news she received was
grave. Her voice, though still composed, had a tremor as she quietly thanked
the caller and hung up.


There was a
heavy pause, an ominous silence that settled over the room like a thick fog.
Finally, she looked up, her eyes brimming with sorrow, to address Frau Wolf. 


“I’m so sorry,
Frau Wolf,” Winters said, her voice barely above a whisper, “but Nathaniel
DeGrey… he’s been found dead, just fifteen minutes ago.”


A sharp intake
of breath filled the hall, followed by a piercing wail of grief from the
elderly lady. Finn felt as if the ground had been ripped from under his feet.
It was one thing to discuss hypothetical scenarios, and quite another to face
the grim reality of yet another murder.


Despite the overwhelming
pain, there was a strength in Frau Wolf that Finn couldn’t help but admire.
Within moments, she managed to pull herself together, her deep-set eyes now
holding a look of determination mixed with desperation. She reached out,
holding Finn’s hand, her grip firm despite her frailty. “Promise me,” she
implored, her voice breaking, “promise me you’ll catch this monster, this evil
creature who’s tearing my family apart.”


Finn nodded,
squeezing her hand reassuringly. “I promise, we will do everything we can.”


But as he met
Winters’s eyes, he felt a sinking sensation. Despite his words of reassurance,
both knew the chilling truth—in this dark and treacherous game, there were no
guarantees.











CHAPTER NINETEEN 


 


 


The night felt
thick with apprehension and mystery as Finn and Winters made their way out of
the DeGrey estate, driving through a winding road that took them deeper into
the English countryside. Thirty minutes later, the dim glow of the Hopkins Farm
appeared in the distance. It wasn’t an ordinary farm; it was one of the many
estates owned by the DeGrey family. Rumored to have been acquired during the
height of the British Empire, it was currently mostly uninhabited, save for the
caretaker and his family who looked after an eighteenth-century manse high on a
hill overlooking the farmland.


Finn knew it
would have looked cozy in the sunlight, but given the dark shadows of night had
fallen, and that a dead body was inside that place, it took on an altogether
more menacing atmosphere. 


The manse at
Hopkins Farm was a testament to the former grandeur of the DeGrey family when
the British Empire had expanded around the world. Built with rich red stones
that had darkened with age, it commanded attention. The conservatory attached
to the southern wing, with its glass walls and intricate iron framework, was a stark
contrast to the solid, stoic nature of the manse.


As Finn’s car
crunched up the gravel driveway, the faint light emanating from the
conservatory suggested that someone was already there. As they pulled up in front
of the grand entrance, the tall, imposing figure of the Hopkins Farm caretaker
met them, his face ashen, lit by an old paraffin lamp that he carried.


“Good evening,”
he said, with a tightness in his voice indicating his distress.


“Hello,” Winters
said. “I’m Inspector Winters, and this is Finn Wright, a consultant detective
with the Home Office.”


“You better come
in, then,” he said. “Some of your colleagues are already here. Terrible
business…”


Finn and
Winters followed him into the conservatory, and the humid air, filled with the
scent of exotic plants, immediately enveloped them. Among the tangled canopy of
green, the crime scene lights illuminated a chilling tableau. Two police
constables stood nearby and nodded when Winters showed her badge.


Nathaniel
DeGrey was sprawled at the base of a beautiful old metal fountain, his body
contorted as though he had fallen over and then drowned in the fountain, his
face still submerged in the shallow pool. Water from the fountain had soaked
the front of his clothes, and beside him was a broken bottle of Scotch.


“Seems like an
accident,” the caretaker murmured, wringing his hands. “He could’ve tripped
over one of the water tubes. Nathaniel used to come here sometimes and drink. I
always thought it would end badly for him.”


Winters, with
a practiced eye, surveyed the scene. “Looks can be deceiving,” she muttered,
nodding at Finn.


Finn was
already crouched next to Nathaniel, examining his surroundings. “These water
tubes,” Finn pointed out, “they’re neatly coiled at the sides. Not stretched
out.”


She looked at Finn,
eyes sharp. “You think it’s staged?”


“Everything
seems too… perfect,” Finn responded, feeling Nathaniel’s cold wrist. “And there’s
this bottle of Scotch, just to let us know this was a bad adventure by alcohol.”


The quiet
murmur of conversation from the forensic team echoed through the conservatory,
making it seem even more cavernous. The glass walls shimmered with
condensation, and every so often, a droplet would fall, adding to the eerie
ambience.


Amidst the
eerie silence, Finn’s eyes caught something peculiar—a faint reflection in the
water pooled around Nathaniel’s face. He leaned in closer, the smell of water
and blood making him blink. There it was, a small gash on the side of Nathaniel’s
temple. 


“Winters,” he
called, still examining the wound. 


She bent
beside him, looking at where his flashlight beam centered. “What did you find?”


With
meticulous care, Finn used a pen to lift Nathaniel’s head slightly, revealing a
smear of blood on the metal lip of the fountain. 


“It doesn’t
add up,” Finn whispered. “See this? The angle of the cut, it’s too deliberate.
If he’d fallen forward from drunkenness or a misstep, it wouldn’t look like
this. It’s as if someone struck him from the side of his head.” 


Winters’s face
grew more serious, her eyes scanning the fountain and then moving back to
Nathaniel’s face. “If this were an isolated incident, we might have brushed it
off. But the third DeGrey in just over a fortnight? No. Our killer staged this.”


The
conservatory, already filled with shadows, grew more oppressive. Somewhere in
the distance, an owl hooted, its mournful cry carried by the wind. The glass panes
of the conservatory rattled gently, and the rustling leaves from the plants
whispered secrets in languages long forgotten. The continual dripping of water
from the fountain created a rhythmic backdrop, each droplet echoing in the vast
space and echoing Finn’s pulse. It was as if the water was struggling to wash
away the pointlessness of it all, choking on a stream of death,


Finn tried to
shrug off the unease that was creeping up on him. “It’s like… like they want us
to think it’s an accident. They’re playing with us.”


“Or,” Winters
added, voice low, “the killer is scared and hoped this one would look like an
accident.”


Finn nodded. “Yeah,
that’s a great idea. Maybe it’s because we’re getting close or because of the
reporting in the press. They’re showing the two of us, the killer must have
seen that. That could make him feel under pressure. But yet he still kills. He
still has a plan.”


As the two detectives
contemplated the gravity of the situation, a gust of wind blew through a gap in
the conservatory’s doorway. The surrounding foliage rustled ominously, and distant
thunder growled, warning of an impending storm. 


Finn’s gaze
darted around the conservatory, analyzing every nook and cranny, every leaf and
vine. “Mistakes, Winters,” he murmured. “A killer under pressure is bound to
make one. Maybe we’ve overlooked something.”


His eyes
settled on a shiny object entangled within the dense foliage of a hanging
plant. Curious, he gestured toward it. “Did you see that?”


Winters followed
his gaze. “What is it?”


Before Finn could
answer, he turned to the caretaker. “Do you know of anyone who vapes here?
Maybe Nathaniel or any visitors?”


The caretaker,
who had been observing the scene from a distance, frowned in thought. “No, sir.
I’ve never seen Nathaniel or anyone else use such things here.”


Winters, not
waiting for more, quickly donned her forensic gloves. With delicate precision,
she reached into the plant and extracted a slim, blue device. Holding it up to
the conservatory’s dim light, it became clear: it was one of those disposable
vapes, the kind that had recently become all the rage.


Finn’s brain
whirred into action. “This could be our breakthrough,” he said, excitement
tinged with gravity. “Look at its location. If this vape fell here during a
struggle, the killer might have inadvertently left us the very clue we needed.”


Winters nodded
in agreement, her face grave. “We need to get a DNA test on this immediately.
It might give us a lead, or better yet, a match.”


The caretaker,
wide-eyed, whispered, “Does this mean the DeGrey killer was here? That they did
this to Nathaniel?”


Finn, still
focused on the vape, responded, “It’s a possibility we cannot ignore. We’ll do
everything we can to find out.”


Winters
pocketed the device securely. “For now, we should head back to DeGrey Castle.
There are still four surviving family members who stand to gain from Quentin
DeGrey’s will. We need to ask them some questions.”


The two
detectives, determined and focused, exited the conservatory, the weight of the
investigation pressing down on them. But with the new evidence in hand, hope
surged within them. The threads of the mystery were slowly untangling, and they
were one step closer to catching the killer.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


Finn found
sitting inside Castle DeGrey at that time of night to be unnerving, though he
didn’t say this to Winters, who was waiting with him.


The ornate
dining hall of DeGrey Castle was alive with the fiery glow of the roaring
hearth, illuminating the centuries-old portraits on the walls. Shadows danced
along the corners, making the grand tapestries appear as if they were shifting
and moving. The grand mahogany table, once gleaming with polished perfection,
now bore the weight of countless secrets, past feasts, and countless conspiracies.


As the flames
flickered and the wood crackled, Finn and Winters waited in hushed
anticipation. Despite the warmth of the room, a chilling draft snaked its way
through the gaps of the ancient windows, making them feel as though something
was moving around the room.


“Ever get the
feeling you’re not alone in these old places?” Finn mused, letting out a slight
chuckle. “I half expect a ghost to rattle some chains or for that suit of
armor,” he pointed toward the full-length knight’s armor at the corner of the
room, “to start taking a midnight stroll.”


Winters, ever
the realist, quirked an eyebrow. “You believe in that sort of thing?”


He shrugged, a
mischievous glint in his eye. “I’ve seen enough weird things in my time to
never discount anything.”


She glanced
around the room, taking in the dimly lit corners and age-old furnishings. “The
living, Finn,” she whispered, “are far more terrifying. Every murder, every crime
scene, every face hiding a dark secret—it’s always been someone alive. Ghosts,
if they exist, are just memories. But the living? They’re unpredictable. And
they can kill.”


A haunting
silence stretched between them, interrupted only by the intermittent popping of
burning wood. Winters’s statement weighed heavy in the air. Both detectives
were familiar with the depths of human capability, the darkness that could lie
beneath even the most benign facade.


Finn tried to
lighten the mood: “You know, if we spend any more time at DeGrey Castle, they’ll
have to start charging us for a couple of rooms.”


Before either
could speak again, the thick wooden door of the dining hall creaked open,
dispelling the quiet tension. Frau Wolf, her silver hair reflecting the firelight,
stepped in, looking as imperious as ever, but there was a look of deep grief in
her eyes as though it all was becoming too much for her.


Behind Frau
Wolf trailed four individuals, each bearing the unmistakable mark of the DeGrey
lineage. Their faces were a mixture of fear, curiosity, and defiance—every one
of them a potential inheritor, and perhaps, a killer.


Frau Wolf
cleared her throat, her voice echoing through the cavernous room. “Detectives,
allow me to introduce you to Quentin’s potential beneficiaries.”


One by one,
she pointed them out: “Francis DeGrey, Quentin’s nephew; Miss Elizabeth DeGrey,
Quentin’s distant third cousin; Lloyd DeGrey, Quentin’s other nephew; and
lastly, Morgan DeGrey, Quentin’s granddaughter.”


Both Francis
and Lloyd looked markedly different in terms of their ages, with Lloyd being
the older of the two. Morgan was the youngest, in her twenties, with brown hair
that flowed around her silken face. Elizabeth, a little older than Morgan, had
a strong, determined look about her, but in their own way, each of them carried
an air of aristocracy about them, some more pronounced than others.


“And Stewart
DeGrey?” Finn asked. 


“Poor Stewart
is grieving and has decided to do so up in the Lake District,” Frau Wolf said. “Where
he and Maggie used to spend a lot of time. In any case, Stewart was not
mentioned in the will; Quentin must have had his reasons. I suspect it is
because Stewart was the most self-sufficient of the DeGreys and did not need
anything. He already owned parts of the DeGrey fortune.”


The room was a
symphony of rustling fabric and shallow breaths, each member sizing up the
other, wondering who among them could have gone to such lengths for an
inheritance.


Finn locked
eyes with each individual, taking note of their reactions. Winters, meanwhile,
opened her notebook, prepared to delve into the heart of the mystery.


The echoes of
Frau Wolf’s introduction hung in the air like the invisible tension of a spider’s
web, strung out across the hallway, threatening to catch them all. The family
members stood with straightened postures, a mix of pride and defense in their
stance. As detectives, Finn and Winters knew that beneath these calm exteriors,
the gears of minds were whirling, recalculating, reacting to each new piece of
information.


It was Winters
who first broke the silence, taking a step forward and addressing the group. “We’re
both very sorry for your loss. My name is Inspector Amelia Winters and this is
Finn Wright, a consultant detective with the Home Office. We’ve been heading up
the investigation into the recent deaths, and it’s clear that there is a
murderer killing members of your family.”


The faces of
the family looked withdrawn as they listened to Winters’s words.


“We
appreciate,” she continued, “that this is an extremely difficult time for you
all, and that to question you in the middle of the night is only going to make
things more difficult. But I implore you all to be honest and talk with us. It
could save the life of someone you love.”


Now Finn
stepped forward. “When was the last time any of you saw Nathaniel?”


Francis, with
a calm demeanor, replied, “Earlier today. In the afternoon.”


Elizabeth and
Morgan nodded in agreement, while Lloyd simply stared into the distance, a hint
of irritation in his eyes. 


Winters took a
measured breath, her gaze sweeping over each face. “Were any of you aware that
he was up at the Hopkins Farm today?”


The heirs exchanged
glances, a tangible unease spreading among them. It was Morgan, tears
glistening in her eyes, who finally answered, her voice filled with a blend of
pain and frustration. 


“It’s no use
trying to keep it hidden,” she said, her voice quivering. “Yes, Nathaniel would
frequently visit the farm. He… he was an alcoholic. The farm was his escape, a
place filled with the memories of a happier past.”


Winters took a
moment to process this, her eyes thoughtful. “Why the farm in particular?”


Morgan swallowed
hard. “It’s where we spent most of our summers as children. It was… an escape
from the expectations of the DeGrey name. A place where we could just be kids,
away from the prying eyes of society. Nathaniel… he just couldn’t let go of
those memories, and he’d often retreat there, wallowing in the past. He was a
gentle soul.”


Finn’s
expression grew more intent, the investigator in him piecing together a bigger
picture. “Was Nathaniel’s drinking also linked to financial issues? We’ve heard
rumors that several businesses attached to the family weren’t doing well.”


Lloyd shot him
a sharp glance, his voice filled with cold confidence. “Certainly not. DeGrey
enterprises are more than stable.”


But Morgan,
her defenses crumbling, countered, “Lloyd, it’s no use hiding the truth any
longer.” She turned back to the detectives, her expression earnest. “Yes, there
were a few businesses struggling, but it wasn’t just that. It was the weight of
the DeGrey name, the expectations, the constant pressure. Nathaniel felt
responsible for each misstep, every failing, and he drowned his sorrows away.”


The room was
thick with tension, and each revelation seemed to peel back layers of the
complex DeGrey family dynamics. Frau Wolf’s face was a mask, revealing nothing,
but her hands clenched the back of a chair with white-knuckled intensity. 


The weight of
the DeGrey name, it seemed, was both a blessing and a curse.


Taking his
phone out and showing a picture of the blue disposable vape from his pocket, Finn
posed his next question. “Does any member of the family use this?” He moved the
phone around, ensuring each of them got a clear look at it.


There was a
momentary silence as all eyes turned to the object. Elizabeth, her features
pinched, finally replied, “While none of us vape, I do recall Nathaniel
occasionally smoking. With the growing popularity of vaping, it wouldn’t be a
stretch to think he might have shifted to that. He had a problem with a lot of
things. I wish he had been strong enough to stop relying on other things to get
through life. We all have problems, he should have faced his.”


That seemed
callous to Finn, and he wasn’t the only one to think it. As Elizabeth offered
her input, he didn’t miss the quick, yet unmistakable roll of Morgan’s eyes.
The subtle gesture spoke volumes about the underlying tensions in the room.
Observing their body language, Finn was convinced that the relationships within
the DeGrey family were far from harmonious. Elizabeth, in particular, seemed to
draw ire or disdain from the others.


Francis
shifted uncomfortably on his feet, looking anywhere but at Elizabeth. Lloyd,
meanwhile, clenched his jaw and let out a barely audible sigh, while Morgan’s
face was a canvas of suppressed annoyance.


Seizing upon
the moment, Winters further probed the family dynamics. “I’m sensing some
tension here,” she began, her eyes scanning the faces before her. “It’s
essential for us to understand the relationships within the family. Are there
any disagreements or issues we should know about?”


Morgan let out
a dry laugh. “Disagreements? In the DeGrey family? That’s putting it mildly.
With our legacy come expectations, rivalries, and yes, disagreements. We might
share a name, but it doesn’t mean we’re bound in harmony.”


Lloyd quickly
intervened, a note of warning in his voice. “Morgan, there’s no need to air our
family’s dirty laundry in front of the authorities.”


Morgan shot
him a defiant look. “They need to know the truth, Lloyd. We can’t keep
pretending. Any one of us could be next.”


Finn exchanged
a knowing glance with Winters. It was becoming increasingly clear that the
DeGrey family was ensnared in a web of complex relationships. To unravel the
mystery of Nathaniel’s death, they would have to untangle this intricate
tapestry of emotions, loyalties, and hidden grudges.


Winters looked
at each of the DeGrey family members in turn. “We need to establish where
everyone was in the last few hours. Can you each tell us your whereabouts?”


Francis and
Lloyd said almost at the same time: “I was in bed.” 


Lloyd then
said, “I haven’t been sleeping well with everything that’s been going on, which
I’m sure you can understand. So I was awake, but in bed with a good book.”


Morgan echoed
this. “I was in bed as well, but I was awake, too.”


Elizabeth,
appearing hesitant, added, “I too was resting. It’s been a taxing few days.”


Finn noticed
something in Morgan’s demeanor again. She gave a look to Lloyd, one filled with
worry.


“Morgan, what
is it?” Finn asked gently.


“Nothing…” She
hesitated.


“Forgive
Morgan,” Elizabeth said. “She can be so anxious at times. But don’t worry, we’ll
keep a good eye on her. We always do.”


It was then
that Morgan’s voice cut through the room with the precision of a surgeon’s
scalpel, as though she had finally had enough. “None of that’s true, Elizabeth.
I saw you outside. You weren’t resting, you were wandering the grounds.”


Elizabeth’s
eyes widened, and she stammered, “I… I forgot. I went out for a walk. The walls
were closing in on me, I had to take a quick breather, then I went back to bed.”


Morgan, her
lips curling into a sardonic smile, retorted, “A walk? At this hour? And with a
clutch bag, no less? Were you hoping to stumble upon a midnight party?”


“Come to think
of it,” Lloyd said, “I did think I heard someone talking outside for a moment
earlier when I was reading, but I put it down to the wind.”


Elizabeth’s
face turned crimson. “Enough of this, Morgan! It was just a walk to clear my
mind.”


Frau Wolf’s
patience had clearly reached its end. Stepping forward, her silver hair cascading
around her stern face, she declared, “This is enough! The DeGrey family will
not be torn apart by wild insinuations!”


Winters,
always the picture of calm, replied, “With all due respect, Fraulein Wolf, we
are conducting an investigation. Ms. Elizabeth’s discrepancy in her statement warrants
clarity. I’d hate to have to ask her to come with us to the police station to
explore that discrepancy.”


Frau Wolf’s
gaze was icy. She clearly wanted to avoid further scandal or embarrassment for
the family. “Elizabeth, if you have nothing to hide, answer their questions.”
Turning to the rest of the family, she ordered, “Everyone else, out. Now.”


As they began
to exit, she fixed Winters and Finn with a withering stare. “Detectives, do
your jobs. We’re a grieving family. Stop this charade and find Nathaniel’s
killer. Allow us to grieve!”


Pausing at the
doorway, she turned to Elizabeth, her tone softening for the first time. “If
they attempt any subterfuge, my dear, I will ensure you have the best solicitor
by your side.” With those final words, Frau Wolf shut the door, leaving
Elizabeth, Finn, and Winters in the thick, tension-filled air of the room.


Elizabeth, caught
in the eye of the storm, looked chalk white. Finn and Winters exchanged a
glance. Without a word, they took their seats at the massive mahogany table,
the weight of its history pressing down on them. They waited, ready to unravel
the tangled thread of Elizabeth’s actions and uncover what secrets lay buried
beneath.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


Finn felt it,
a creeping cold in the large hall that was more than just the temperature. He
adjusted his coat collar, silently cursing the castle’s lack of modern heating.


The grandeur
of the dining room seemed to diminish as night stretched its shadowy fingers
across Castle DeGrey. The walls, adorned with tapestries and paintings, seemed
to recede into darkness. The roaring hearth, now dying embers, failed to
provide much warmth against the chill that had settled over the room. 


Across the
massive table, Elizabeth sat, her posture straight, her face an unreadable
mask. Yet, every so often, a flicker from the fading fire would catch her hand
movement, her right thumb and forefinger rubbing against each other almost
imperceptibly.


Winters leaned
forward, her notebook open before her. “Elizabeth, why the discrepancy in your
statement? Everyone else said they were in their rooms. You initially did too.”


Elizabeth’s
gaze never wavered as she met Winters’s eyes. “I didn’t lie, Detective. I
simply… forgot. It’s been a very distressing day.”


A heavy
silence followed, punctuated only by the soft ticking of an antique clock
somewhere in the castle. Finn studied Elizabeth. There was a calmness about
her, a cool confidence that was both compelling and suspicious. Yet, her thumb
and forefinger told a different story. One of tension, of nerves, of something
lurking beneath the surface.


Breaking the
silence, Finn asked, “What were you doing outside? At such an odd hour? And
with a clutch?”


Elizabeth
looked from Finn to Winters and back again. “Sometimes the walls of this castle
suffocate me. I needed air. A chance to breathe, to think. I took my clutch
because it had my handkerchief and some personal items.”


Winters raised
an eyebrow, her skepticism evident. “In the middle of a murder investigation, when
you know there’s a killer targeting your family, you decide to take a midnight
stroll? Can you understand why that seems… odd?”


Elizabeth’s lips
quivered ever so slightly, the only hint other than her jittery hand of the
turmoil she might be feeling. “Inspector, when your whole world is collapsing,
sometimes you just need a moment alone.”


Finn tapped
his fingers on the table, noting the continued movement of Elizabeth’s thumb
and forefinger. He leaned in. “Elizabeth, we understand it’s been a difficult
time, but if there’s anything you’re not telling us, now’s the time. It’s not
just about finding Nathaniel’s killer, but about ensuring everyone’s safety.”


Elizabeth’s gaze
softened, her defense momentarily slipping. “I’ve told you everything I
remember,” she said.


The dying
embers in the fireplace cast an ever-deepening gloom upon the room, but Winters’s
sharp eyes missed nothing. She leaned back in her chair, observing Elizabeth
closely. “Your makeup,” she began, drawing Finn’s attention to Elizabeth’s face,
“why the patchy foundation near your ear? It’s unlike the rest of your
application.”


Elizabeth’s
hand shot up to touch the area Winters pointed out, her eyes widening in
momentary surprise. “I… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied,
though there was a hesitant quality to her voice.


Finn found
himself impressed by Winters’s keen observational skills. In the dim light of
the room, the subtle inconsistency in Elizabeth’s makeup could be easily overlooked.
But not by Inspector Amelia Winters.


Winters continued
her line of questioning, her tone cool and analytical. “It looks as though you
were in a hurry, Elizabeth. Like you missed a spot when you were cleaning off
your makeup. Or maybe you were trying to cover something up?”


Elizabeth’s
composure faltered. She blinked rapidly, as though fighting back tears. “I
always wear makeup, Inspector. Even at night. It’s a habit.”


Winters didn’t
seem convinced. “And I’m sure you apply it perfectly every time,” she said, a
hint of sarcasm evident in her voice. “So why the discrepancy tonight? Did something
happen?”


Elizabeth
hesitated, her fingers still rubbing against one another. Finn could see the
weight of whatever secret she held pressing down on her. “I… I had an argument
earlier. With Nathaniel. We… had some harsh words, and he… he grabbed my face.”
She took a deep breath, fighting for composure. “I rushed to my room
afterwards, trying to cover the red mark he left. I must’ve missed that spot.”


A heavy, palpable
silence settled on the room. Winters and Finn exchanged another glance. An
altercation with the victim on the night of his death was a significant piece
of information, one that Elizabeth had initially failed to mention.


Winters voice
softened, but the question remained probing. “Elizabeth, why didn’t you tell us
this earlier? This is crucial information.”


Elizabeth
looked down, tears glistening in her eyes. “I was scared. Scared of how it would
look. I didn’t kill Nathaniel, Inspector. I promise you.”


Finn leaned
forward, his voice gentle yet firm. “You have to understand, any detail, no matter
how small, can be the key to solving this. We need to know everything.”


Elizabeth
nodded, taking a moment to collect herself. “I understand. I’ll cooperate fully.”


In the dim
light of the room, Elizabeth’s face reflected a vulnerability that stirred
something in Finn. It was almost as though he was looking at Demi, his ex, a
person he had loved deeply, but who had betrayed him. That same fleeting mix of
pain, guilt, and defiance was mirrored in Elizabeth’s expression. 


“What were you
and Nathaniel fighting about?” Finn inquired, his tone gentle but probing. 


Elizabeth
hesitated, avoiding his gaze. “It was nothing… just business.”


But Finn wasn’t
convinced. A sudden realization washed over him, and he blurted out, “Were you
meeting someone tonight? Someone you shouldn’t have been?”


Elizabeth’s
eyes widened in surprise, but before she could respond, Winters leaned forward,
her stern gaze fixed on the woman. “Elizabeth, holding back won’t do you any
good. If we find you’re lying or omitting any details, we’ll have no choice but
to bring you in.”


Elizabeth
finally seemed to let down her guard. With a heavy sigh, she confessed, “Alright,
yes, I’ve been sneaking off to a bar in London. It’s my escape, my way of fleeing
the DeGrey legacy, if only for a few hours. I use a false name there. Nathaniel…
he found out. He was livid, saying I was tarnishing our family’s reputation.”


Finn’s
suspicion had been spot on, yet this revelation brought forth more questions. “Why
the charade?” he wondered aloud.


She shrugged, her
eyes downcast. “It’s freeing. Being someone else, no expectations, no legacy to
uphold. Just a woman in a bar, enjoying the company of strangers.”


Winters took
down notes, her demeanor still businesslike. “What’s the name of this bar?”


“Destiny,”
Elizabeth replied.


“We’ll verify
your alibi,” Winters said crisply. “For now, go get some rest. We’ll get in
touch if we need anything more.”


As Elizabeth
rose to leave, she hesitated at the doorway, casting a long, lingering glance
back at the detectives. “I truly am sorry about Nathaniel,” she whispered,
regret evident in her voice. “Regardless of our disagreements, he was family. I
should’ve treated him better.”


With that, she
stepped out, leaving Finn and Winters in the heavy silence of the room. 


Winters rubbed
her eyes and yawned.


“We should go
home, Winters,” Finn said. “You look tired. And besides, I need my beauty
sleep.”


“Do you really
think sleep is going to fix that?” Winters joked. “I think you’d need a coma.”


“Very good,”
Finn said, turning to the dying fireplace. “I just don’t think we’re going to
get much more done tonight. We should come back fresh at it tomorrow. Maybe
something will crop up in our minds after some rest. We’ve got the DNA test on
the vape to think of, too.”


“And then what
if we still don’t have any more theories about who is behind these killings?”
Winters said, somberly.


“Then we’re
out of luck, and nearly out of time.” Finn let that last bit slip.


Winters looked
at him strangely. “Out of time?”


Finn sighed.
He had kept it from Winters long enough. “Amelia, my court case is coming up
next week. I need to be back home in a couple of days. I feel like I’m letting
you down, but I have to be there. I have to see if I can somehow fix my life.”


For a moment,
Finn saw a look in Winters’s eyes. If he hadn’t known any better, Finn would
have said that it was a look of hurt.


“That’s okay,”
she said. “I understand.” She stood up. “I’m going to my car. I’ll see you in
the morning. Good night, Finn.”


Finn watched
Winters leave the room. For a moment he wanted to follow her, wanted to tell
her that their time together on both cases had meant a great deal to him, that it
had given him purpose when he needed it most. 


He wanted to
tell her that she was the finest detective he’d ever met. And that he
considered her a friend. 


But he didn’t
do any of that. He felt like a coward. He waited until he heard the distant
sound of her car driving out of the castle grounds. 


Only then did
he make his way back to his own car in the shadowy courtyard, dejected and
alone.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


Finn felt a
chill course down his spine as he followed the ethereal figure of Elizabeth
DeGrey through the endless corridors of DeGrey Castle. The air was filled with
the smell of a burning fireplace, broken only by the echoing footsteps of two
figures: one in relentless pursuit and the other in desperate flight.


As he passed
each portrait that adorned the walls, they seemed to twist and warp, turning
into grotesque, mocking faces. Their expressions were contorted in rage,
sorrow, or malicious glee, and their eyes tracked Finn’s every move, making him
feel like prey being hunted.


Elizabeth
occasionally turned to glance at Finn, her eyes filled with a potent mix of
fear and beckoning. Her ghostly white dress fluttered behind her as she sped
through the labyrinthine hallways. Each time she looked back, Finn’s
determination to reach her grew, even as a suffocating dread closed in on him.


The portraits
began to stretch out from their frames, their gaunt, spectral fingers reaching
out to him, trying to grasp him and pull him into their world. With each
passing second, the hallway grew darker and narrower, as if the walls were now
a vise from which he could never escape.


Finn could hear
whispers, growing louder and more insistent, coming from the depths of the
shadows. They were voices from his past, old regrets and lost opportunities.
They taunted him, reminding him of every mistake he’d ever made.


“Finn,”
Elizabeth’s voice echoed, sounding simultaneously distant and yet right beside
him. 


The more he
strained to reach her, the further away she seemed. As he pushed past the ever-tightening
grip of the horrifying figures, the ground beneath him felt less solid, more
like a treacherous quagmire pulling him under.


His body felt
cold like the grave, and he felt an overwhelming sense of panic as the
realization hit him: he was going to be consumed by the darkness and left
utterly alone.


Suddenly, an
ear-piercing scream reverberated through the corridor. It was Elizabeth, but
she was nowhere to be seen. The figures were closing in, their twisted smiles
growing wider, eyes alight with malevolent glee. 


Finn strained
against the grasping hands that seemed to sprout from the very walls themselves.
Each bony finger tugged at his clothes, his hair, and his very soul. The more
he resisted, the more insistent their pulling became. The cruel, twisted faces
laughed, each echoing cackle driving him further into desperation.


Suddenly some
of those faces contorted into those he knew, Rob, Amelia, Director Seward, his
father, so many people he knew and loved, and yet they were trying to tear him
apart piece by piece. For a moment, Finn thought he would be consumed by it
all, falling into a deep pit of madness from which there would be no escape.


But ahead,
there was a glimmer of hope. Elizabeth, in her stark white dress, stood out
like a beacon against the darkness of the corridor. Her cries became more
desperate, more poignant, pulling at Finn’s heartstrings. With a final push,
using every ounce of his strength, he managed to free himself from the choking
grasp of the portraits and lunged toward the room where Elizabeth had
disappeared.


He stumbled
into utter blackness, a room devoid of any discernible features. No windows, no
doors, no furniture—just an all-consuming void. The only thing that broke the
monotony was Elizabeth, huddled in a corner, her pale dress making her look
like a ghostly apparition.


The atmosphere
in the room was icy cold, almost tangible. It felt as if the very walls were
breathing, watching, waiting. Finn took tentative steps toward her, her name a
mere whisper on his lips.


“Elizabeth?”


Reaching out,
he gently touched her shoulder, expecting her to turn, to offer some
explanation. But when she did, it was not Elizabeth’s face that met his, but
Demi’s. Her eyes, once filled with warmth and laughter, now burned with
accusation and anger. Her scream, full of pain and betrayal, pierced the very
core of Finn’s being.


“Why did you
leave me?” she howled, her voice a distorted cacophony of pain and rage.


The weight of
the accusation, the depth of emotion in those familiar eyes, was too much for
Finn to bear. He tried to pull away, but her fingers, now cold and unyielding,
clamped around his wrist, pulling him closer to her anguish-filled visage.


And then, with
a jolt, the nightmarish world crumbled away. Finn shot upright in bed, the
chilling scream still ringing in his ears. His breathing was ragged, sweat
drenching his sheets. The room around him, bathed in the faint light of dawn,
seemed unreal after the intensity of the dream.


He put a
trembling hand to his face, trying to push away the raw emotions the nightmare
had unearthed. The guilt, the unresolved feelings for Demi, the shadows of the
past—they all threatened to engulf him. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Finn
tried to find his bearings, reminding himself that he was in the real world.
But the sting of the dream remained, reminding him that some ghosts from the
past refused to be laid to rest.


Why
Elizabeth? he thought in the darkness of the cottage bedroom in Great
Amwell.


He wasn’t
certain why his dreams had merged the two figures together, the two identities,
other than a passing resemblance. 


Then a thought
began to link the two in a bright fury of speculation. But speculation was
where the solving of mysteries began. 


He got out of
bed and walked through the darkened rooms of the cottage until he found himself
in the living room. Out there beyond the blooming roses in the garden, the sky
was starting to turn blue in the distance. The sun was coming.


Finn sat down
at the coffee table and opened up his laptop. He searched for what he was
looking for. Suddenly, there it was, shining through the blue hue of the
screen. An answer. A theory. A line of breadcrumbs that could be followed.


And Finn
suddenly had an idea who the killer might be.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


The killer
walked, the ground powdering with each footstep. The country road was deserted,
a thin mist veiling the fields on either side. It felt like a world suspended
in time, with the early morning silence punctuated only by the distant chirp of
waking birds. As the sun slowly emerged from the horizon, painting the world in
hues of gold and crimson, the figure trudged on, his pace determined, yet
weighed down by his thoughts.


He had always
been attracted to the simplicity of nature. It was a solace from the tempestuous
urges that raged within him. Today, as he walked, those urges clawed at the
back of his mind, demanding attention, demanding action. The weight of his
deeds, combined with the thrill of the hunt, bore heavily on him. He knew he
was on borrowed time, that every step, every breath, every heartbeat brought
him closer to the inevitable conclusion.


A soft fluttering
drew his attention upward. A small bird, delicate and agile, settled on the
branch of a nearby tree. He watched it, captivated by its simple grace. No
hidden motives, no lurking darkness—just a creature of the air, free and
unburdened. It seemed so far removed from his world, a fleeting glimpse of
purity amid the chaos.


He found
himself envying the bird. How wondrous it must be to exist without the weight
of human consciousness, without the shackles of morality and desire. No
knowledge of sin, no understanding of the insatiable greed that festers in the
hearts of men.


Closing his
eyes, he tried to imagine a life devoid of the urges that defined him. A life
where he could spread his wings and simply soar above the mundane, above the
brutality and complexity of human existence. For a moment, he felt weightless,
free from the chains of his own making.


But reality,
as it always did, came crashing back. The urges were still there, gnawing at
him, insistent and relentless. While he had managed to quench them temporarily,
he knew that they would return with a vengeance. The thought of killing again
loomed large, tempting and terrifying in equal measure.


He realized
that he was at a crossroads, torn between the thrill of the hunt and the fear
of capture. The police were close, their presence like a shadow he couldn’t
shake. One misstep, one momentary lapse, and it would all be over.


Torn between
his nature and the consequences of his actions, he continued down the road, the
rising sun casting long shadows behind him. He was a man on the edge, a
predator being pursued, and the future seemed uncertain and treacherous. But
one thing was clear: the next move he made would define him forever.


The farmstead loomed
in the distance, a relic of a bygone era. The land around it had become overgrown,
nature having reclaimed its dominion. The wooden structures sagged under the
weight of time, bearing silent witness to the years that had passed.


He approached
with a sense of purpose, memories flooding back. This place was special to him.
A place of preparation, of refuge, a place where he could retreat from the
world and gather his thoughts.


He approached
the well, its stone structure still standing tall amid the decay. For most, it
would have appeared as nothing more than an ancient water source, but he knew
better. It was his cache, his secret vault.


Pulling out a
brick, he felt the familiar weight of the black bag that was concealed behind
it. The bag was cold to the touch, even through the thick fabric, and it felt
heavy in his hand. Its contents were both his salvation and his damnation.


For a moment,
his thoughts drifted to the DeGrey family. They, with their history, their
grandeur, and their secrets, stood as a symbol of everything he loathed and
envied. He wondered, if he could turn back time, would he choose another path?
A life of normalcy, without the looming specter of his dark desires and the
ever-present threat of being caught?


But as he
unzipped the bag, the metallic gleam of the gun dispelled all such thoughts.
The weight of it, both literal and symbolic, was undeniable. It was his final
card, his trump in this deadly game he was playing.


The serenity
of the morning was disrupted by his resolute voice, a stark contrast to the
silence around him. “Time to finish this,” he said, gripping the gun tightly,
the cold steel powerful in his hand.


In the
distance, the soft chirping of a bird could be heard, a final note of peace
before the storm that was to come. He didn’t notice it. His mind, filled with
thoughts of vengeance and retribution, was already miles away, focused on the
final act of his sinister play.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


The doors to
the Hertfordshire Constabulary briefing room two swung open with a sense of
urgency as Finn stepped in. He’d barely had a moment to process his chilling dream
before duty called him back. The room was a buzz of activity, but his eyes
quickly settled on Rob and Winters, engrossed in deep conversation over a pile
of files spread across a desk.


“Decided to
have a little party without me?” Finn quipped, arching an eyebrow as he
approached.


Rob looked up,
a hint of surprise in his eyes, but it quickly gave way to a more serious
expression. “Finn, with you leaving in a couple of days, we had to get things
ready for your replacement. Time waits for no man, especially not in a case as
pressing as this.”


Winters gave a
sympathetic look, her soft eyes silently apologizing on Rob’s behalf. Finn was
a crucial part of the team, and any indication that he was being sidestepped,
even with his impending departure, stung a bit more than he’d like to admit.


“Oh, I see how
it is,” Finn replied, feigning offense. “But you’re going to have a tough time
finding someone with my devilish good looks.”


“At least they
won’t come to work in a Hawaiian shirt,” said Winters. “I’m glad you’re dressed
a little more appropriately today.”


Rob nodded. “We’ve
put out an ad for detectives with at least a five out of ten in the looks
department, just to keep your standards up.”


Finn grinned,
feeling a bit more at ease with the light banter, but before he could come up
with another witty retort, the conversation turned to a more serious one.


“Finn,”
Winters began, holding up a report in front of her, “the lab sent back the
results on the vape. Not Nathaniel’s DNA. Not the caretaker’s, and there’s no match
in our database. Whoever used it isn’t known to us.”


“Back to
square one,” Rob said.


“Not exactly,”
Finn offered. “I think I had a dream last night.”


“Ah, that
famous ‘I think I had a dream’ speech.” Rob shook his head.


“If we have to
resort to interpreting dreams to catch this killer,” Winters said, “I think it’s
time for a change of career for me.”


“Seriously,”
Finn continued, unabated, “I had some thoughts running through my mind last
night. It was about Elizabeth DeGrey. And I couldn’t quite put it into
perspective until I had this weird dream where I was chasing Elizabeth down a
corridor filled with paintings coming to life trying to get me, then she turned
into my ex Demi…”


Suddenly, Finn
realized both Rob and Winters were looking at him as though he were mad. 


“Should you
take him to the psychiatric hospital or should I?” Rob asked Winters.


“Probably you,”
Winters said. “I’m not sure I’d feel safe, he might think I’m a painting driving
him along the motorway.”


“How amusing,”
Finn said, holding his stomach and letting out a sarcastic laugh. “I know it’s
weird, but after I woke up I started thinking about people like Demi and
Elizabeth, how they’re living a double life. Demi was engaged to me, but it
turns out she was having an affair with someone else. Elizabeth was trying to
escape the influence of the DeGrey family and lead another life, if just for a
few hours at a time.”


“And what does
this have to do with the DeGrey murders?” Rob asked.


“In my dream…”
Finn paused, sighing as he did so. It wasn’t easy for him to be so open about
such a private moment as a dream. Normally, he would have kept it to himself,
but mentioning it felt like a load off his shoulders. Rob was an old friend,
and Winters was a new one. But in different ways, he felt close to both. He was
surprised how easy it was to open up as he kept talking. 


Finn
continued: “The dream was all about people not being what they seemed. People
trying to run away from something. But in the end of the dream, I still ended
up running straight into Demi’s arms.”


“So…” Winters
asked, understandably lost.


“That got me
thinking,” Finn said. “At first I started thinking, maybe the killer is running
away from something. He’s trying to do that by destroying the DeGreys. A family
member with self-loathing issues. An employee or business partner who wants to
dissolve their connections with the family because it’s ruining their lives.
Hang on.”


Finn rushed
over to a vending machine at the side of the room and put two pound coins into
it, ordering a coffee. It dispensed the cup and started to fill it up. He
grabbed the coffee enthusiastically and took a sip.


“We’re waiting
with bated breath,” Rob said.


Winters and
Rob exchanged uncertain glances, unsure of where Finn’s musings were leading. But
they had seen Finn piece together seemingly unrelated threads before, resulting
in revelations that propelled the investigation forward.


Finn took
another sip of his coffee, its warmth steadying him. The realization he’d come
to was unsettling, and he knew he had to articulate it in a way that made sense
to the others.


“You know,”
Finn began, slowly choosing his words, “sometimes our actions, even the most
twisted and inexplicable ones, are driven not by a need to escape but by a need
to belong, to reclaim something we feel we’ve lost.”


He paused,
gathering his thoughts. “What if our killer isn’t trying to get away from the
DeGreys or destroy their legacy? What if, in a morbid and twisted way, he’s
trying to get closer to them, to be a part of them? What if he feels that by
eliminating them, he can claim a place or a title that he believes was unjustly
taken from him?”


Rob raised an
eyebrow. “So, you’re suggesting he might think of himself as a lost member of
the DeGrey family? Someone who’s been denied his rightful place?”


“Exactly.”
Finn nodded. “Think about it. Most of our leads have shown that the DeGrey
family has its secrets. There have been disputes over inheritance, business
dealings that went south, and probably hidden affairs. What if there’s a child,
or a relative, who feels they’ve been wronged and is now seeking retribution by
trying to reclaim their place?”


Winters frowned.
“That’s a chilling theory, but it does give us a new angle to investigate. It
could explain the intimate nature of these killings. The killer seems to know
the family well, their routines, their secrets…”


Rob added, “It’s
a theory worth pursuing. We can look into any family disputes, track down any
distant relatives or people who’ve felt wronged by the DeGreys.”


Finn set his
coffee down, feeling the weight of their task. “It’s more than just a theory. I’m
sure the killer is a member of the family.”


“I don’t know,”
Winters countered. “The DNA result on that vape shows that whoever owned it isn’t
a member of their family.”


“Of their biological
family,” Finn explained. “Some secrets come back to haunt you, literally.
This all comes down to an affair, and to Quentin’s maid and her son. A little
digging brought me to some newspaper articles about it.”


Rob rubbed his
temples, trying to take in the avalanche of information Finn was relaying. “Quentin
DeGrey’s affair with a hotel maid? I vaguely remember some whispers, but it
never made it to the forefront. The DeGreys have always been good at
suppressing their scandals.”


Winters looked
intrigued. “I’ve never heard of this. Are you suggesting there’s another line
of DeGreys?”


“Yes and no,”
Finn said.


He took out
his phone and started scrolling through it to show them a few old black-and-white
photos from an archived tabloid website. In one of them, a young boy, no older
than six, could be seen playing on the sprawling lawns of DeGrey Castle. Behind
him, Quentin DeGrey watched with a mixture of pride and trepidation. Another
photo showed the same boy, a bit older, perhaps in his pre-teens, standing with
a woman who was presumably his mother, both of them wearing the unmistakable
outfits of servants.


“From what I could
piece together, from the paltry few sources brave enough to cover it at the
time,” Finn explained, “was that Quentin had an affair thirty-odd years ago. An
affair with a maid. She already had a son, whom Quentin grew close to and, for
a while, it seems Quentin tried to do right by them both. Kept him and his
mother close, even if not openly acknowledging the relationship. He had the boy
living on the estate, growing up in the shadows of the DeGrey legacy, almost a
son but not quite. The boy living those years with an almost-dad, like an
unfair phantom of what could have been in his life.”


Winters tilted
her head. “But then the papers got hold of the story, and Quentin pushed them
away?”


“Exactly,”
Finn replied. “The tabloids had a field day. Quentin’s rumored affair became gossip,
and people speculated, wrongly, that the maid’s son was his own. To salvage the
family’s reputation and perhaps to protect his legitimate heirs, Quentin
severed all ties with the maid and her boy. Moved them off the estate, paid
them hush money, made sure they faded into obscurity. And I bet he never spoke
with them again.”


Rob sat down
and leaned back in his chair, absorbing the information. “So you think this
son, now grown up, is behind the killings? That he’s trying to claim what he
believes is his rightful inheritance?”


Finn’s eyes
darkened. “It’s more than just money or property. It’s about identity,
recognition. Think about it. He grew up so close to being a DeGrey, to then be
cast aside. He had to watch his mother’s heart be broken and everything he knew
being taken from him. It was like life had teased him with the possibility of
an amazing life and snatched it away before he reached adulthood. And then, one
day, he’s told he doesn’t belong, that he’s not truly a DeGrey. That’s enough
to mess with anyone’s head. And if he feels the DeGreys owe him, if he feels
that Quentin owes him and his mother, then he might think that by eliminating
the ‘legitimate’ heirs, he can finally claim his place, if only metaphorically.”


Winters looked
somber. “It’s a solid theory. But we need evidence, and we need to find this
man. If he’s as vengeful as you say, there might be more DeGreys in danger.”


Rob added, “We
also need to tread carefully. Digging up past scandals, especially ones that involve
powerful families, can have consequences.”


Finn nodded,
his resolve unwavering. “But if it means catching a killer and saving lives, it’s
a risk we have to take. Besides, the DeGreys have a chance to make things
right, to acknowledge a mistake they made decades ago. Maybe that will be
enough to stop this madness.”


The mood in
the room was quickly filling with urgency, each breath palpable, laden with a
sense of danger and foreboding. 


Winters rushed
over to a computer on a desk and typed in her login details. 


“Okay,” she said.
“Let’s see what we have on him.”


“From what I
found online,” Finn said, “his name is Sam Falstaff and he lives at 71 Witchford
Lane. That’s all I could get without access to any database.”


Winters’s
fingers danced across the keyboard, rapidly pulling up the details on Sam
Falstaff. The room was silent, save for the soft hum of the computer’s cooling
fan and the distant murmurs of officers talking in the hallway outside. 


“Sam Falstaff,
71 Witchford Lane, London,” Winters read aloud, scanning through the available
data. “Born thirty-two years ago, no prior arrests, no known affiliations with
any criminal organizations. Seems like he’s lived a fairly quiet life. The only
interaction with the police was a complaint a few years ago—some local kids
burning bins near his residence. He gave a contact mobile telephone number.”


Rob leaned
forward, intrigued. “That’s it? A minor complaint? This doesn’t fit the profile
of a serial killer. We’re looking for someone driven by rage, someone who has
potentially been nursing a grievance for decades. It’s odd he hasn’t shown up
on our radar before.”


Finn nodded,
musing over this revelation. “Life in the shadows can be quieter, more subtle.
It doesn’t mean he wasn’t nursing that grudge, Rob. It just means he was good
at hiding it, until he couldn’t hide the urge to do something about it any
longer.”


Winters
interjected, “His digital footprint is minimal. Apart from some social media
accounts that haven’t been updated in years, and a few mentions in local
community newsletters, there’s not much here. But…” she hesitated, clicking a
link, “here’s something that might interest you.”


A newspaper article
from nearly two decades ago appeared on the screen. The headline read: “Young
Sam Falstaff Honored for Bravery After Rescuing Stranger from House Fire.”


Rob whistled
softly. “Our potential killer was a hero?”


The article
recounted how a young Sam had risked his life to save an elderly neighbor when
her house had caught fire. He had rushed in and managed to pull her out moments
before the house was engulfed in flames. Sam was hailed as a local hero, and
the article featured a picture of him—a shy boy, around twelve, with dark curly
hair and an awkward smile. Next to him was a young girl of the same age holding
his hand.


Finn took a
deep breath. “It’s not uncommon for people to have both light and dark in them.
Heroic acts in youth don’t preclude darker tendencies later in life. Still,
this adds a layer of complexity. He wasn’t always a monster, if he is our guy.”


Winters looked
up, determination in her eyes. “I don’t care how much good he’s done, if he’s
our killer, we’re putting him away. It’s time we meet Mr. Falstaff. We need to
ask him some questions.”


Rob nodded. “Agreed.
But given his past, we need to approach this with care. If he is our killer,
confronting him directly could be dangerous. If he’s not, we might be dragging
an innocent man through the mud. If he’s guilty, then he could hide the second
we try to snag him.”


Winters looked
up from the screen, an intense gaze fixed on the information displayed. “Is it
possible to get a ping on his current whereabouts? We could put him under surveillance,”
she said, looking to Rob.


Rob pondered
for a moment, and given the gravity of the situation, he replied, “Under these
circumstances, yes. I’ll talk to tech and see if they can trace his phone using
the number we have.” He quickly left the room, his footsteps echoing down the
corridor.


In the
stillness that followed, Winters and Finn were left alone with the tension in
the room. The hum of the computer and the occasional distant sounds of police
radios filled the silence.


“You know,”
Winters began, a small smile forming on her lips, “maybe we won’t need to
replace you after all. If your theory holds and we catch this killer soon, you
might just wrap things up before heading back to the US.”


Finn chuckled,
though there was a hint of melancholy in his eyes. “One can only hope. I’d like
to leave knowing we made a difference, that we’ve put this to rest.”


Winters leaned
back in her chair, her gaze never wavering from Finn. “I have to admit, I’ve
had… fun working with you on these cases. There’s never been a dull moment with
you around.”


Finn’s smirk
returned, his eyebrow arching teasingly. “Inspector Winters, are you saying you’re
starting to have feelings for me?”


Winters didn’t
reply immediately. Instead, she held Finn’s gaze, her expression unreadable.
There was an intensity in her eyes that Finn hadn’t seen before, and for a
moment, the world seemed to fall away. 


It was as
though time had stopped, and Finn felt a fluttering in his chest, an
uncertainty and a hope that mixed with memories of old wounds. He was taken
aback by the rush of emotions that surged through him. The jesting comment had
been meant to lighten the mood, but now, faced with that deep gaze, he found
himself pondering on the unspoken what-ifs.


The moment
lingered, stretched by the weight of unspoken feelings and thoughts. Finn broke
the silence, his voice softer. “If things—”


Just then, the
door swung open, and Rob returned. “We’ve got a ping on Falstaff’s location. It’s
been sent to your phone, Amelia.”


Rob hurriedly
stood next to the others, his face set in a grim expression. “I haven’t seen
the exact location yet.”


Winters
quickly pulled out her phone and her eyes scanned the details on the screen.
Her face drained of color and her jaw tightened. “My God,” she whispered.


Finn
immediately sensed the urgency in her voice and leaned in. “What’s wrong?”


“We’ve pinpointed
Falstaff’s location,” Winters responded, her voice tinged with disbelief. “And
if the information is accurate, we need to move, now!”


“Why? Where is
he?” Finn pressed, the urgency clear in his voice.


Winters looked
up, her green eyes piercing. “He’s inside DeGrey Castle.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


The vast
expanse of DeGrey Castle loomed ahead, a massive silhouette against the
increasingly turbulent sky. Rain threatened to fall at any moment, with the
overcast clouds above looking dark and foreboding. The sight of the castle
would have been breathtaking under different circumstances, but for Finn and
Winters, it was a grim reminder of the task they were undertaking.


As Finn
maneuvered his rental car over the cobblestone roads, he growled in
frustration. The stubborn gear stick jammed again, and he was forced to wrestle
with it just to keep moving. Winters, in her sleek car, seemed to have no such
issues ahead, and Finn felt a pang of envy. He murmured under his breath, “You’re
going back to the rental place as soon as I arrest Sam Falstaff.”


The familiar
faces of the two security guards came into view as they approached the castle
entrance. Recognizing them, they gestured for Finn and Winters to proceed. 


With a
grateful nod, Finn continued over the bridge, the waters of the moat churning
below. The sound of water against stone was loud in his ears, almost drowning
out the low rumble of thunder in the distance.


Once inside
the first courtyard of the castle, Finn brought his temperamental car to a
stop, shutting off the engine with a sigh of relief. Climbing out, he shot a
frustrated glare at the vehicle. “One of us has got to go, you or me, buddy!”
he exclaimed, shaking his head.


A soft chuckle
caught his attention. Winters stood a few paces away, amusement twinkling in
her eyes. “You make such a lovely couple,” she teased.


Before Finn
could come up with a witty retort, a familiar voice rang out, smooth with a
hint of a German accent. “Inspector Winters, Detective Finn. Welcome to Castle
DeGrey once more. But there is no need for alarm. We received a call from your chief
constable and we have some private security staff to keep us safe.”


Frau Wolf
stepped forward, her posture regal and demeanor calm. Dressed in a tailored
suit, she looked every bit the part of a lady of the manor. Her eyes, however,
betrayed a hint of anxiety. Whatever was happening in the castle, she was
deeply afraid of.


“Frau Wolf,”
Winters greeted, her tone professional, “thank you for meeting us. You’re aware
then that we’ve received information that there’s someone in the castle who
shouldn’t be here?”


Frau Wolf’s
gaze hardened. “I was made aware. I’ve already sent some of my personnel to
scour the grounds, but as you mentioned before, the castle is vast, the search
will take some time. We could use all the help we can get, so you are welcome.”


“Thank you,”
Winters said.


Before Frau
Wolf could respond, a question popped into Finn’s mind. “Do you remember Sam
Falstaff?”


The question
seemed to catch Frau Wolf off guard. She paused for a beat, her eyes clouding
over with a mix of regret and remembrance. “Yes,” she finally replied, her
voice softening. “I remember Sam. He was but a child the last time I saw him.”


Winters noted
the change in her demeanor. “What can you tell us about him?”


Frau Wolf
hesitated for a moment, her gaze fixed on the distant towers of the castle. “The
entire affair with the Falstaff family was a dark chapter in our history. A
great embarrassment to our family. We truly believed, at that time, that by
sending Sam and his mother away, we were making the best decision for everyone
involved.” She paused, pain evident in her eyes. “In retrospect, it’s clear we were
wrong.”


Winters,
following up on the revelation, asked, “Has the family had any contact with Sam
since then?”


Before Frau
Wolf could answer, a distinct voice echoed across the courtyard. Morgan DeGrey,
with her impeccable posture and striking presence, emerged from the double-arched
doorway. The slight flutter of her dress in the breeze was the only indication
that she had hurried over.


“We did,” Morgan
began, her voice filled with a mixture of regret and bitterness. “A few years
ago, Sam turned up unannounced at the castle gates. He was demanding to speak
with Quentin.”


Winters raised
an eyebrow. “And did he?”


Morgan
hesitated for a moment, her gaze fixed on the cobblestone ground. “No. Unfortunately,
our security staff were not aware of his history with the family. One of the
guards, thinking Sam was just another trespasser, got a bit too hands-on. Sam
left that day with a bloody nose and a broken arm.”


Finn’s jaw
clenched. While he was well aware of Sam’s recent actions, he couldn’t help but
feel sympathy for the man’s past. The unfairness, the rejection, and the
subsequent physical assault must have compounded his sense of injustice.


Winters shot Finn
a brief, understanding look. They had been on the same wavelength many times
during their partnership, and she clearly could sense his internal conflict.


But Finn
quickly shook off his feelings of disgust and refocused. “Look, I can’t change
the past,” he began, his voice filled with determination. “But right now, our
priority is to stop Sam. Before he hurts anyone else, or himself.”


Morgan nodded,
a flicker of gratitude in her eyes. “We’ll provide you with any resources you
need. Just tell me how we can help.”


Winters
glanced at her phone again, her face contorting with worry. Finn leaned in
closer, trying to decipher the screen’s content. “What is it?” he inquired,
sensing her unease.


“The signal
from Sam’s phone. It’s gone,” Winters replied, her voice edged with
frustration. “He’s inside the castle grounds, but we’ve lost his exact
location.”


Finn took a deep
breath, surveying the vastness of DeGrey Castle. The aged stone walls held
countless secrets and stories from centuries past. “This place is a labyrinth,”
he murmured, his mind working overtime. “He could be watching us. He knows we’re
here…”


Frau Wolf, overhearing
the conversation, interjected, “To my knowledge, there’s only one entrance—the
drawbridge.” She gestured to the heavy wooden structure that connected the
castle to the mainland. “We should be quite safe. This castle was once a
fortress, I am certain it can protect us all from one errant madman!”


But Finn wasn’t
so sure. “Ancient castles like DeGrey,” he mused, “were often designed with
escape routes in mind. Underground tunnels, counter mines, passageways that
would have been essential in wartime.” He paused, letting the weight of
realization sink in. “Sam spent his childhood years here. As the son of a
servant, he would’ve had more freedom to explore these grounds than anyone else.
He could’ve found hidden tunnels, places even the DeGrey family has long
forgotten about.”


Winters looked
thoughtful. “So, you’re suggesting he might’ve found another way in? One that
we aren’t aware of?”


Finn nodded,
the dread growing heavier in his chest. “It’s a possibility we can’t ignore.”


He glanced
around, the vastness of the castle grounds and the encroaching night weighing
on his mind. “I think we should stay the night. Monitor the situation. Can you
accommodate us?” he asked Frau Wolf.


“Of course,”
she replied, her tone grave. “You’re our guests, and this is a dire situation.
Anything you need.”


The group
moved toward the castle’s entrance, but just as they approached, a loud
thunderclap echoed across the sky, followed by the soft, rhythmic pattering of
rain. As if on cue, the heavens opened, and a deluge began. The storm was not the
only tempest that awaited them both outside and inside the walls of DeGrey
Castle.











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


Finn walked around
in awe of the castle, seeing incredible works of art, old shining suits of
armor, and other display pieces lining almost every hallway. In some places it
felt as if there were more historical finds to be made within the catacomb-like
passageways of DeGrey Castle than Dashville Museum itself.


“This way,
please,” Lincoln said, showing Finn and Winters to their rooms for the night.
He looked just as pallid in the hallways as he did outside in the shadowy first
courtyard.


Finn knew
there wouldn’t be time for much sleep, but it was good to have some sort of
base of operations.


He stopped for
a moment and admired a number of family photographs, professionally taken at a
race horsing day. They were much younger in the picture. It had been taken at
least twenty years before. Something about it stuck in Finn’s mind. He thought
how easy it was for a family to smile in their photographs pretending all is
well, when something rotten festers underneath.


“Come on,
Finn, hurry up,” Winters said. 


Finn jogged on
and caught up with Mr. Lincoln and Winters.


The narrow
corridor leading to their rooms was dimly lit, the age of the castle evident in
even older worn-out tapestries and faded paintings that adorned the walls of
this particular section.


Pushing open a
pair of heavy wooden doors, Mr. Lincoln revealed a room that took Finn’s breath
away. 


“Here are your
rooms,” Lincoln said. “The door to the side adjoins the other. Now, I must
return to my duties. Good evening.”


“Good evening,”
Finn said. Then, once Lincoln was clearly out of earshot, Finn turned to
Winters. “I’m pretty sure he’s dead, but nobody has had the heart to tell him
yet.”


The chamber
was regal and opulent, a stark contrast to the stone corridor outside. Tall
windows draped with velvet curtains let in slivers of the evening’s dwindling
light, which danced upon the polished wooden floors. High ceilings were
decorated with intricate patterns, and ornate chandeliers hung suspended in the
air. 


Dominating one
wall was a colossal fireplace, its mantel adorned with trinkets and figurines
from bygone eras. However, what truly caught Finn’s attention were the swords
mounted above the grand four-poster bed. Two Scottish claymores, their hilts
interwoven, blades gleaming under the room’s light.


“Look at
those,” Finn breathed, walking over and admiring them closely. “Authentic Scottish
claymores. Must be centuries old.”


Opening the
door to the adjoining room, Winters and Finn saw that the room was a mirror
image of Finn’s in its grandeur, perhaps even a little grander. She smirked as
she caught his fascination with the weapons and pointed to the ones above her
own bed. “Do you fancy a duel later?”


Finn chuckled.
“Nah, you’d have an advantage over me, spending some of your childhood in
Scotland and all. You have to admit, these are impressive.”


Winters
glanced at the adjoining door that connected their rooms. “Speaking of which,”
she began with a teasing tone, “I’m not entirely comfortable with this set-up.
Might barricade the door.”


With a look of
mock offense, Finn responded, “Hey, I’m just here for the history, remember?” He
gave his own plush bed an experimental bounce, his shoes still on, and
gleefully flopped down, sinking into its softness.


Winters
watched, amusement evident in her eyes. “Remember, Finn,” she began, leaning
against the door frame, “we’re not here on holiday. There’s a killer on the
loose.”


He raised an
eyebrow, his playful demeanor undiminished. “Oh, is that why we’re here? I
thought it was for the room service. Besides, technically, I am in
England on vacation.”


She rolled her
eyes, chuckling softly. “Try to stay focused, Finn, I’m worried that Sam has
the upper hand if he knows this place better than anyone.”


Finn nodded,
standing up.


Both were
acutely aware of the grave situation they found themselves in. The jokes were a
way to lift their spirits. A madman, a violent serial killer, was stalking the
hallways and secret passages of the castle, and no one knew where he was or
where he would strike next.


“We should
come up with a game plan,” Winters said. 


“Yeah,” Finn
said. “The way I see it, we should get all of the family members to either
leave the castle or stay in the one hall. Then their security can guard them
more easily. I’d prefer if they just left to be honest, so we could search the
castle room by room.” 


Finn’s phone
vibrated on the intricately carved nightstand, interrupting the stillness of
the room. He reached for it, seeing a message notification. The sender’s name
sent a pang through his heart: Demi.


Please,
Finn. I’ve got something I need to tell you, but I can’t do it over text. Come
home.


His fingers
hovered over the phone, uncertainty swirling inside him. The pull of the
message, the weight of its implications, threatened to cast an even greater
shadow over his mind. This was a side of Demi he hadn’t seen in quite some
time. Whatever she had to say, it was serious.


Winters had a
look of concern on her face. “Everything okay?”


Finn pocketed
his phone quickly, attempting to push away the unease that the message brought.
“Yeah, just a message,” he replied, trying to sound casual.


Winters tilted
her head, studying him. “From your ex?”


He hesitated
for a moment before nodding. “Yeah.”


Winters took a
deep breath, her eyes searching his. “Are you two…thinking about getting back together?”


Somewhere
outside, the rain increased and a clap of thunder sounded, strong enough to
make Winters jump.


Finn looked
down, memories of the good times and the bad ones with Demi flooding his mind.
He shook his head. “I’m not sure if I’ll get back with her. There’s a lot of
unresolved… stuff between us. But right now, her message has me worried.”


Winters looked
at Finn, sympathy evident in her eyes. “I know it’s not easy, especially when
past emotions get tangled up with present circumstances. But remember, we’re
here for a reason, and you’ve always been one to stay focused on the task at
hand.”


Finn sighed,
his gaze distant. “You’re right. It’s just… it’s hard to shake off that nagging
feeling when someone you once deeply cared for reaches out like this. I was so
used to being the person she came to when she needed something, it’s hard to
turn that off.”


Winters placed
a reassuring hand on Finn’s shoulder. “I understand. And once we’ve wrapped
things up here, you’ll be able to give it the attention it needs. Just stay
grounded, Finn. We’re in this together.”


“I know,” he
said, putting the thoughts from his mind. “Let’s go and speak with Frau Wolf.
Hopefully she’ll see sense and we can get the family out of here. Then it’ll be
just us, the castle, and its unwanted guest needing attended to.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


The grandeur
of the dining hall was still breathtaking to Finn even on their third visit.
Imposing paintings of the DeGrey ancestors gazed down upon them, and the
massive table, gleaming under the chandeliers, stretched on seemingly
endlessly. However, this time, the atmosphere was tinged with an edge of
tension. Frau Wolf, along with Morgan and Elizabeth, sat regally at the far end
of the table, deep in discussion.


Approaching
them, Winters took the lead. “Frau Wolf, we strongly advise that you vacate the
premises for your safety. Given the circumstances, the castle is too dangerous
a place to stay in for now.”


Frau Wolf’s
piercing eyes met Winters’s, unyielding. “Absolutely not. This castle has been
in my family for generations. I will not be chased out of my own home, and the
DeGrey children certainly won’t be, either.”


Elizabeth
nodded in agreement. “We stand with Frau Wolf. We’re not going anywhere.”


Morgan, ever
the diplomat, interjected, “Maybe we should listen to the police, Elizabeth.
Their only concern is our safety.”


Frau Wolf
silenced her with a raised hand. “The decision has been made. We stay.”


Sensing the mounting
tension, Finn stepped forward, attempting to find a middle ground. “If you’re
determined to stay, then might I suggest consolidating everyone into one room?
It’s easier for us to protect you all that way.”


The matriarch
considered this, her gaze contemplative. After a moment, she nodded. “That’s a
reasonable request. We can agree to that.”


Finn exhaled a
sigh of relief. “Great. We can have some servants set up the dining hall for
the night. Bring in mattresses, blankets, make everyone comfortable.”


Elizabeth
stood up, smoothing out her dress. “I’ll need to get some of our personal
items. I’ll ask Lloyd and Francis to come down from their rooms as well.”


“Allow me to
accompany you,” Finn offered, concerned about leaving anyone alone in the sprawling
castle.


Elizabeth gave
him a gentle smile, placing a reassuring hand on his arm. “Thank you, Finn, but
that won’t be necessary. Mr. Lincoln will take care of that. He knows the ins
and outs of this place better than anyone.”


Elizabeth’s
retreating footsteps echoed in the vast hall as she left. The room, though
populated, felt eerily silent against the backdrop of the storm outside. 


“Frau Wolf,”
Winters asked, “how many security personnel are here?”


Frau Wolf took
a deep breath, appearing tired yet defiant. “We have five security personnel on
the estate,” she informed Winters.


“Five?”
Winters’s eyes widened in shock. “I assumed you’d have more given the vastness
of the property.” Taking a deep breath, she continued, “Make sure to post two
of them at each entrance to this hall for the night. We have four constables
guarding the entrance to the castle as well.”


Frau Wolf
nodded, signaling her agreement. “It shall be done.”


Morgan,
wringing her hands in worry, turned to the detectives. “What will you two do?”


Finn squared
his shoulders. “We’re going to find Sam. Before he finds anyone else.” 


With that, he
and Winters exited, the massive doors shutting behind them with a resonating
thud. The dimly lit corridor greeted them, the haunting howl of the storm
echoing through the castle’s stone walls.


Winters
exhaled, looking in both directions. “We should split up. We can cover more
ground that way.”


Finn
immediately shook his head, “Too dangerous. We stick together.”


Winters met
his gaze, unyielding. “I can handle myself, Finn. We go floor by floor. I’ll
start one way, you the other. We double back, meet at the dining hall in twenty
minutes. Keep our phone handy.”


Seeing the determination
in her eyes, Finn sighed. “Alright. I know when not to argue with you. But if
you see anything, or anyone, you call immediately.”


Winters
nodded, giving a small smile of appreciation. “Deal.” 


They set off
in opposite directions. The moments after felt surreal for Finn as he trod lightly,
peeking into rooms as he went. A grand library filled with countless volumes
and ornate chandeliers. Spacious drawing rooms with silk curtains and exquisite
furniture.


But it was the
sight of Mr. Lincoln, diligently polishing an old suit of armor in a dim
corridor, that stopped Finn in his tracks. The storm’s fury paled in comparison
to the sudden rush of anger he felt.


“Lincoln!”
Finn barked. “What are you doing? You were supposed to be escorting Elizabeth!”


Mr. Lincoln
looked up, genuinely surprised. “I haven’t seen Miss Elizabeth. No one
instructed me to accompany her.”


This was not
good. Finn wondered if she had been intercepted before she could get to
Lincoln. Thinking for a moment, Finn knew that he still had to push on. There
were at least two people up there, if not a third in Elizabeth, and they all
needed his protection.


Finn’s heart
raced, his voice edged with urgency. “Where are Francis’s and Lloyd’s rooms?”


The old man
pointed upward. “Two floors up, in the east wing.”


Without
another word, Finn bolted toward the staircase. The unsettling feeling in his
gut intensified. He had to find Elizabeth and the others. The castle, with all
its grandeur, had become a hunting ground, and Finn had a terrible feeling that
it was already too late.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT


 


 


Amelia crept
along a red velvet carpet in one of the rooms. She already felt lost.


The rain was
relentless outside, a persistent pattering against the stone walls of Castle
DeGrey. Bolts of lightning occasionally flashed across the storm-laden sky,
momentarily illuminating the vast corridors of the castle, casting eerie shadows
that danced and flickered. The rolling booms of thunder resonated throughout
the labyrinthine passageways, each echo feeling closer than the last.


She moved
hesitantly, wondering if the killer could be around each and every corner. Each
soft step she took was a tentative dance with the shadows, her milk-white skin
making her seem like a specter in the dim light. The sporadic lighting from the
storm outside reflected in her wide, fearful eyes, which darted around trying
to decipher the noises she could hear.


Was it the
castle settling at night?


Rats?


Or was it
something more sinister?


The castle,
with its history of battles and secrets, had a life of its own. As Amelia
wandered, she could almost hear the soft murmurs of the past; distant laughter,
whispered conversations, the far-off clinking of glasses from long-forgotten
feasts. But with every thunderclap, those gentle echoes were replaced by a
rising sense of dread, an eerie silence that seemed to swallow up all other
sounds.


The cold air
contrasted with the warmth of the bedroom she now wished she was in rather than
being immersed in the dangers around her. The castle seemed to radiate the
accumulated cold from centuries gone by. Amelia paused beside an ancient
tapestry that depicted a fierce battle. The intricate weaving showed warriors
locked in combat, and as the flickering shadows played upon it, the scene
almost appeared to move, the warriors’ expressions shifting from bravery to
horror and back again.


A gust of wind
rattled the stained glass windows, creating an eerie symphony of whispers and
moans. The ethereal faces depicted in the windows seemed to shift with each
gust, their expressions morphing into grotesque grimaces. 


She felt a
chill, not from the cold, but from a sudden, inexplicable feeling of being
watched. When she turned around, her gaze met nothing but the vast, empty
corridor behind her. However, the air grew heavier, as if charged with a
presence she couldn’t see. She wished Finn was with her, and she was beginning
to think that he had been right. Splitting up was a bad idea.


Hesitating for
a moment, she considered retreating to find Finn but felt compelled to continue.
Her stubborn streak was always there, burning bright within. Each corner she turned
revealed more endless hallways, each more foreboding than the last. A soft
whisper carried on the wind seemed to beckon her further into the heart of the
castle.


Rounding a bend,
Amelia stumbled upon a door slightly ajar, an amber glow seeping out from the gap.
Pushing the door open, she found herself in a vast library. Rows upon rows of
old books lined the walls, their spines cracked and faded. A lone candle burned
in the center of the room, its flame flickering wildly.


Drawn to the
candle, Amelia approached it. The flame seemed to dance in rhythm with her
heartbeat, casting a warm light around the room. And then, as suddenly as she
had entered, the door behind her slammed shut, plunging the room into darkness save
for the candle’s dim light.


Frozen in
place, Amelia felt her heart race. Every creak of the floorboards, every
whisper of the wind, sent shivers down her spine. As the thunder rumbled and
the lightning illuminated the room, she realized she might not be alone here.


The castle’s
secrets ran deep, and Amelia was about to discover one of them.


The library
was silent save for the echoing rumble of thunder outside. The dark wood,
towering bookshelves, and looming portraits seemed to press in on Amelia from
all sides. As the wind howled, the tall windows shivered, casting odd
reflections of the lightning’s shimmer.


Drawn toward a
dim and shadowy alcove, Amelia’s instincts screamed that something wasn’t
right. The darkness in that corner seemed too profound, too consuming. It was
as though the very shadows themselves were attempting to hide something. She
strained her eyes, trying to peer into the gloom. Slowly, a chilling detail
emerged: the outline of a man, his features pale and eyes unblinking. Before she
could react, the man lunged toward her, the malignant intent clear in his eyes.


Without a
moment’s hesitation, Amelia seized the table with the burning candle and flung
it at the approaching threat. The attacker tried to dodge, but the edge of the
table caught him in the chest before he batted it away. This abrupt move gave
Amelia the moment she needed to escape his immediate grasp.


The attacker
moved slower than before. The impact of the table had hurt him. Grasping for
something else, anything, Amelia tried to finish him off. She grabbed a
heavy empty candle holder from a mantelpiece and thrust it forward. The man let
out a gasp, half filled with anger, half with shock, as it struck him on the
cheek. This clearly made him rethink things. He needed to retreat, or run off
to his next target. He didn’t wait. He pushed past Amelia, slamming her against
a wall and running out the door.


Amelia made
sure that the once lit candle from the table was now extinguished on the floor,
and then bolted from the library, hot on the heels of the shadowy figure. The
corridors seemed to stretch and twist in ways she didn’t remember, yet she was
undeterred. The echo of her steps mixed with his, a frantic race through the
darkened passages.


She felt a rush,
a blend of fear and determination, driving her to catch this intruder, this
potential killer. Shadows from the outside storm played tricks on her eyes,
making the figure appear and disappear with every flash of lightning.


Turning
sharply around a corner, she expected to come face to face with the man.
Instead, she was met with the cold, oppressive sight of a solid wall. The
corridor had come to a dead end, but the man was gone. No doors, no windows, no
hiding places; the hallway simply terminated, offering no clues or escape
routes.


Amelia stood
there, breathing heavily, confusion mixing with her adrenaline. Where could he
have gone? She reached out and touched the wall, half expecting her hand to
pass through as if it were an illusion. But it was solid, cold stone.


Amelia stood
there, catching her breath for a moment, looking at the seemingly impenetrable
wall before her. Finn’s words echoed in her mind, reminding her of the possibility
of secret passageways lurking behind the castle’s ancient façade. If Sam
Falstaff had truly grown up here, playing in the corridors and exploring
forgotten chambers, it was entirely possible he knew about hidden escape
routes. 


Feeling along
the cold, stone wall, her fingers came across a brick that felt different from
the rest, slightly misaligned. Tentatively, she pushed at it. To her astonishment,
there was a soft yet definitive click, and a panel of the wall below creaked
open. A concealed hatch.


She carefully
took out her flashlight and peered inside. The beam revealed a narrow, winding
passageway, its walls damp with age and neglect. The passage was covered in a
layer of dust that looked untouched for decades, save for some recent
footprints and broken cobwebs. From the darkness ahead, the faint sound of
footsteps echoed back, growing fainter but confirming she wasn’t alone.


Amelia
hesitated at the entrance, torn between the impulse to pursue and the
uncertainty of what lay ahead. But the need to stop a potential killer
overpowered her reservations. Taking a deep breath and gathering her courage,
she stepped into the dark, secret tunnel. The hatch slowly shut behind her,
leaving her in an eerie silence, save for the distant, hurried footsteps. Her
pursuit deep into the castle’s forgotten secrets had begun.











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


 


 


The grand
staircase that led to the third floor of DeGrey Castle was an architectural
marvel to Finn, an artwork carved out of stone and wood. Each step was worn
from centuries of use, with grooves and depressions hinting at the countless
feet that had trod upon them. Intricate wooden carvings adorned the banisters,
depicting scenes from times long past, and tapestries from forgotten epochs hung
on the walls, their once-vivid colors now faded by time.


Outside, the
storm raged with unabated fury. Lightning illuminated the castle’s Gothic windows,
casting eerie, fleeting silhouettes on the walls. The sound of rain and wind
pounding against the thick stone walls became a relentless drone. Every so
often, a gust of wind would seep through an unnoticed crack or crevice,
carrying with it the cold, damp smell of the tempest.


As Finn ascended,
his hand skimming over the banister, his footsteps echoed in the vast
emptiness, producing an odd, rhythmic drumming. The soft light from scattered
sconces barely lit his path, and shadows pooled in the corners, giving the
space an almost claustrophobic feel despite its size. He moved with speed and
purpose.


He had to get
to the other DeGreys before Sam Falstaff did.


Upon reaching
the third floor, he noticed the corridors narrowing, ceilings becoming lower,
making the castle seem older and more foreboding. The east wing, as described
by Mr. Lincoln, was even more isolated and silent, its atmosphere heavy with a
quiet tension. Doors lined the corridor, each one more intimidating and ancient
than the last, their timeworn wood adorned with rusting, ornate handles.


Bits and
pieces of fragmented thoughts began swirling in Finn’s mind. The urgency of the
situation, the silent castle, and the mysterious undertones of everything that
had happened so far combined to form a cocktail of unease and suspicion. He
felt like he was on the brink of a revelation, the edges of a puzzle that was
slowly coming into focus.


What if…?
Could it be…? His mind tried to grasp the slippery tendrils of an idea, of a
theory that was just out of reach. But just as the faint outlines of that
thought began to crystallize…


A sudden,
brilliant flash of lightning tore through the sky, illuminating the corridor in
stark relief. And in that split second of blinding brightness, an object swung
toward him from the shadows. He barely had time to register the approaching
danger before it connected with a sickening thud to the side of his head.


Pain radiated
outward, and a feeling of weightlessness took over as Finn was knocked off his
feet. The world tilted and spun as he hit the cold stone floor, the roar of the
storm outside fading into a distant hum. Blackness threatened to engulf his vision,
and he struggled to remain conscious, desperately trying to grasp what had just
happened.


The cold stone
pressed against Finn’s face, each breath coming labored and each heartbeat
echoing with the sharp pang of the blow. Gritting his teeth, he mustered all
his strength, pushing with his arms to roll onto his back.


His eyes
adjusted, and standing above him was a silhouette he’d hoped never to see in
such close quarters. It was Sam Falstaff, a formidable figure even in the dim
light. Cold, steely eyes that bored into Finn’s were set into a face that was
hardened by a life of bitterness and brutality. The sharp lines of his face
seemed etched in stone, but it was the gun in his hand that truly commanded
Finn’s attention. The metallic glint betrayed its recent violent contact with
Finn’s head, red droplets dripping menacingly from its butt.


Without
warning, Falstaff aimed the weapon straight at Finn’s face. Instinct took over,
and with all the force he could muster, Finn thrust his foot into Falstaff’s
knee. A grunt of pain was the only acknowledgment, but it provided the briefest
of moments for Finn to regain his footing.


The corridor
echoed with the sound of their struggle as they grappled for control of the
gun. An ear-piercing bang resonated, the bullet narrowly missing its mark. Even
dazed, Finn’s history as a special agent and fighting all his life had honed
his reflexes and instincts for close combat. Their punches were swift, the
movements a blur. Finn summoned all his strength, pushing Falstaff into an
antique cabinet. Wood splintered and trinkets crashed to the ground. But
Falstaff, relentless, retaliated with a solid punch, catching Finn off guard.
As Finn stumbled back, Falstaff took aim and fired again, this time
successfully hitting Finn’s shoulder.


The shock of
the bullet’s impact was jarring, but strangely, Finn felt no pain. A rush of
adrenaline flooded his system, making him hyper-focused. He quickly retreated,
finding refuge behind a nearby corner. The dim light outside cast a reflection
of Falstaff on a glass window. Finn watched, breath held, timing his next move.


He lunged from
his cover, striking Falstaff with a surge of energy, nearly gaining an upper
hand. But his injury held him back, and Falstaff managed to counter, pushing
Finn back. There was now enough space between them. Finn tried to back off, but
Falstaff had him in his sights. He aimed once more, ready to finish the job.


Suddenly, with
a thunderous crash, a large vase sailed from the shadows, shattering against
the wall next to Falstaff. Sharp shards sprayed in every direction, a few finding
their mark on Falstaff’s face. He howled in pain and surprise.


Emerging from
the shadows, Winters’s face was a mix of determination and concern. Without
hesitation, she grabbed Finn’s arm, steadying him.


Falstaff was
now on the back foot, running back the way he had come.


“We need to go
after him!” Finn exclaimed, grimacing from the pain.


Winters shouted
back, “You’re injured! Wait!”


Finn, defiant,
responded, “Now! Otherwise, I’ll probably be the one paying for that vase. It
looked expensive.”


Winters didn’t
have time to even crack a smile.


With that,
they gave chase, their combined efforts driven by the knowledge that Sam
Falstaff was armed and ready to kill. Just ahead, they caught a fleeting
glimpse of him, his figure disappearing down another flight of stairs into the
bowels of the castle.


“I bet that
goes back down to where the DeGreys are,” Winters said above a deafening clap
of thunder. “Come on!”











CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


Finn and
Winters charged down the stairs, the ancient wood echoing under their hurried
footfalls. The castle’s long corridors seemed to extend forever, but a scream was
heard, which they followed, and soon they emerged into the night air, the storm’s
cool mist kissing their faces. 


The smaller
courtyard, typically narrow with its cobblestones and arching shadows, had
transformed into a dangerous battlefield and a hostage situation.


In the center
of the courtyard stood Sam Falstaff, casting his own tall shadow on Finn’s and
Winters’s two parked cars. The dangerous glint in his eyes was unmistakable
even from a distance, and Elizabeth, a captive in his grasp, added to the threat.
She struggled, but he tightened his hold, pressing the barrel of his gun firmly
against her temple. It was a dark tableau, made all the more eerie by the muted
light of the stormy night.


The rain
seemed to have lost some of its fury, turning into a steady drizzle that
created ripples in the puddles forming on the ground. The soaked environment,
however, did little to dampen the tension in the air. Every once in a while, a
lightning bolt sliced through the sky, casting sharp, silvery illuminations
that gave fleeting clarity to the scene before them.


“Let her go,
Falstaff!” Finn shouted, his voice echoing across the courtyard.


Winters, ever
the strategist, began slowly and discreetly circling to the left, trying to get
a better angle, her gaze never leaving Elizabeth.


Falstaff
smirked, his confidence evident. “I think it’s about time we settle this, Agent
Wright,” he sneered.


“We can end
this peacefully,” Winters interjected, her voice firm and calm. “Let Elizabeth
go, and we can find a way out of this.”


Falstaff chuckled.
“Peacefully? I think it’s a bit late for that, don’t you? This family don’t
deserve peace. They deserve hell!”


Elizabeth,
despite her predicament, managed to find her voice. “Sam, you don’t need to do
this.”


He tightened
his grip, causing her to gasp. “Quiet!”


As the
standoff continued, Finn began to slowly inch closer, each step deliberate, his
every sense focused on Falstaff, looking for an opening.


The storm
raged on above, the clouds and lightning fighting for ascendancy. Every crackle
of thunder seemed to echo their raised words, while every flash of lightning
revealed the desperation in their eyes.


In one of
those split-second illuminations, Finn watched as Winters spotted a jagged
piece of stone near her foot. Without breaking her gaze from Falstaff, she
subtly bent down and picked it up. 


Finn realized
she was preparing for something. It was all about timing now. Winters was going
to do everything she could to save Elizabeth from Falstaff.


With the next
roar of thunder, Winters stepped forward, about to make her move, but then she
was stopped in her tracks by Finn’s loud, booming voice. 


“I’m tired of
this,” Finn said. “Just shoot her.”


“What?!”
Elizabeth pleaded.


“Yeah, shoot her,”
Finn said. “I want to go to my bed and this is way more drama than I need
tonight, I mean, I’ve already been shot.”


“Finn, what
are you doing?!” Winters said in a shouted whisper.


Finn grinned
from ear to ear and winked at Winters. “He won’t shoot her.” He turned back to
Falstaff. “You won’t shoot her.”


“I will!”


“No you won’t,
Sam,” Finn said. “Because you love her, and she loves you.”


There was a
lull in the storm as Finn’s words made their way around the courtyard. 


“What?”
Winters said.


“I first noticed
it,” Finn explained, “when I saw a picture of you, Sam, as a boy here in an old
newspaper. A girl was sitting next to you. I didn’t quite see the resemblance to
you, Elizabeth, until I saw some family photos here at the castle.”


Elizabeth
shook her head. She paused for a moment, her eyes telling the tale of her
conflict. Was there a way out? Could she escape with a persuasive plea? All
this Finn could see moving around in her mind like a runaway train, a frantic
hope for some escape. 


But like many
before her, Elizabeth seemed to finally hit a dead end in her mind. There was
no way out.


Looking
dejected, she seemed intent on persuading Finn that somehow she and Sam had
been right to do what they had done. 


“Try to
understand,” she said. “They took everything from us.”


“Yes,” Finn
said. “They sent away your childhood sweetheart, and you both plotted to
destroy them for what they had done. You, Sam, because you felt they stole your
life. And you, Elizabeth, because they stole your love. It was Sam you were
going to meet, wasn’t it, the night Nathaniel died? But he didn’t show at the
bar in London, did he? You were as surprised as anyone that he chose that night
to kill Nathaniel.”


Elizabeth’s lip
began to quiver, and Falstaff looked nervously at her at a moment, as if trying
to control her with a gaze.


Finn went on
with his theory: “And then tonight. We agreed that the entire family should
stay in the dining hall. You volunteered to tell Francis and Lloyd. You said
you’d get Mr. Lincoln to accompany you, but you didn’t do that. Instead, you
knew that if all the family was guarded in that hall, Sam wouldn’t be able to
get at any of them. So you left the room. You called him, and he moved off from
his hiding place. You told him that Francis and Lloyd were upstairs and sitting
ducks. Did you tell him where Maggie used to jog in the mornings, too?”


Elizabeth
began to cry. 


“It doesn’t
matter, though, does it?” Finn said, sarcasm rife in his voice. “After all, you
were only a distant cousin of the others. No doubt, you felt on the periphery
somewhat. Not as much as Sam here, but enough to make you both feel like
outcasts. Enough to push you together into a bitter love and murder pact.”


“It’s not like
that!” Elizabeth yelled.


“Save me your
tears,” Finn said. “You are as manipulative as they come. I’d even hazard a guess
that you managed to persuade Quentin to change his will back, so that you would
get at least a cut of his money. After that, it was time to let Sam here do his
dirty work and kill the man. Or was it you who injected Quentin, Elizabeth? You
certainly could have gotten close enough. Maybe you did it because Sam here
didn’t have the guts after all to kill someone he had once seen as a father
figure.”


Falstaff swung
the gun around and pointed it at Finn. “I won’t miss this time!”


“No, but if
you wait any longer,” Finn said, “the entire power of the British police force
will be raining down on you. Neither of you will escape. This is your only
chance to run.”


Finn looked at
Winters and gave her a knowing glance.


“Here,” Finn
said, taking keys out of his pocket and throwing them to Elizabeth. “Take my
car. It’s the one next to you.”


“Come on, Sam,”
Elizabeth said. “He’s right. I… I have money hidden away. We can run, they’ll
never find us. At least we’ll be together.”


The rain started
to fall with greater fury again. Sam gave Finn an icy stare before taking the
keys and getting in the car. The engine started up and the car moved off toward
the small cobbled road that led to the drawbridge.


Finn turned to
Winters and grinned. “I finally got rid of that car!”


Winters took
out her own keys. “Get in.” 


The roar of
engines tore through the night as Winters and Finn sped out of the courtyard.
Their car’s headlights pierced through the rain, following the taillights of
Finn’s old car that now carried the fugitives. 


The short
cobbled road leading out of the Castle DeGrey toward the drawbridge was narrow,
and felt more precarious than before, certainly treacherous in the stormy
conditions. With the rain making the cobbled surface slick, the chase was
fraught with danger.


The car
rumbled along the stone, and Finn felt the vibrations running up through the
chassis and up into his legs. The surface was never built with cars in mind,
its ancient origins laid centuries before cars and phones and even electricity
were but a dream in an inventor’s imagination. 


Finn felt as
though the car was going to skid off those shiny cobblestones, thrusting them
into a deadly collision with the mighty stone walls of the castle, but the
danger did not seem to deter Winters. She gripped the wheel intently, handling
the car with the adept skill of an off-road driver.


Even from
inside Winters’s vehicle, Finn could hear the familiar grinding and crunching
sound of his car’s failing gearbox up ahead. Falstaff was struggling to keep
control, the car jerking erratically and losing speed.


Using this to
her advantage, Winters deftly maneuvered her vehicle alongside Finn’s car. “Hold
on!” she shouted to Finn, her determination evident in the set of her jaw. “He’ll
only kill again if we let him get away.”


With a
calculated nudge, she forced Finn’s car toward the edge. The two cars scraped
against each other, metal against metal, before the weight and inertia sent
Finn’s vehicle crashing through the guardrail and plummeting into the moat
below.


The splash was
enormous, sending water cascading into the air. Winters skidded her car to a
stop, and both she and Finn leaped out, rushing toward the moat’s edge. Without
hesitation, they both dove into the murky waters, searching for Elizabeth and
Falstaff.


Amid the
bubbles and the darkness, Finn managed to grab Elizabeth, dragging her up to
the surface, struggling with the injury to his shoulder. Winters surfaced
moments later, Falstaff gasping in her grip. Both culprits were dazed but
alive.


On the bank,
the two gate guards, previously rendered useless in the unfolding drama, now
hurried to assist. They helped pull Elizabeth and Falstaff from the water,
their hands swiftly secured behind their backs with Winters’s cuffs.


Coughing and
spluttering, Finn managed to get out, “Knew you gentlemen would come in handy
eventually.” He shot them a weary smile.


Waterlogged
and exhausted, Winters and Finn caught their breath, the rain mingling with the
water from the moat. “You okay, Finn?” Winters asked, concern evident in her
eyes.


Finn touched his
shoulder, his fingers coming away smeared with blood. “I’ll live,” he replied
with a grimace. Then, with a smirk, he added, “But if I’d been wearing my lucky
Hawaiian shirt, this never would have happened.”


Winters
chuckled, shaking her head in amusement. Their moment of levity was interrupted
by the distant sound of sirens, growing louder as they approached the outskirts
of Castle DeGrey. The storm was finally starting to abate. Somewhere unseen beyond
distant horizons, a new day beckoned.











CHAPTER THIRTY ONE


 


 


The Gordon La
Mer restaurant was a sight to behold. Far more upmarket than Finn was used to.
The chandeliers hung like stars from the ceiling, illuminating the opulent gold
and red decor. The ambience was a mix of elegance and sophistication, with the
soft hum of conversation paired with the clinking of expensive silverware.


It had all
been paid for by Frau Wolf and the DeGrey estate.


Finn, Winters,
and Rob sat at a corner table with a panoramic view of London’s nighttime
cityscape. Rob was impeccably dressed in his usual authoritative manner, while
Finn, to everyone’s surprise, was in a stylish black suit, his injured arm
supported in a sling.


“I have to
say,” Winters commented with an amused smirk, “I’m rather thankful to the chief
for lending you a suit. I half-expected you to show up in something that could
blind a bat.”


Finn glanced
down at his attire, raising an eyebrow. “What? And miss the chance to outshine
you for once?” He grinned, his gaze flitting to Winters.


She sat across
from him, a vision in a black dress that accentuated her elegant features. Her
red hair, usually tied up during their investigations, flowed in loose curls,
emphasizing the fairness of her skin and the intensity of her green eyes. Finn
had seen Winters in many situations, and although she had always been a
beautiful woman, tonight, she looked absolutely breathtaking.


Rob, noticing
the exchange, chuckled softly before lifting his champagne glass. “To Finn and
Winters,” he said, his voice filled with warmth. “Two for two now. I must say,
it’s a shame there won’t be a third case. It’s been quite the ride with you
here, Finn.”


Finn smirked,
picking up his own glass. “Actually, Rob,” he began, pausing for dramatic effect,
“I have some news.”


He set his
glass down, fishing his phone out of his pocket. He placed it on the table, an
opened email facing upward. Winters leaned in, her brow furrowing as she read,
while Rob adjusted in his seat to get a clearer view.


The silence
was palpable as the two absorbed the information. Finally, Winters looked up,
her surprise evident. “Three months?!”


“That’s right,”
Finn confirmed, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “The case in the US has been
postponed. My lawyer was able to argue that since I had been injured serving a
foreign country, our ally no less, I needed time to recuperate from being shot.
So, do you think merry old England can handle a bit more of me?”


Rob laughed
heartily, clapping Finn on the back. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Winters
smiled, her relief palpable. “Just promise me one thing,” she said, her tone
teasing. “No more Hawaiian shirts?”


Finn chuckled,
raising his champagne. “Wait till you see my other Hawaiian shirt. It’s
even more dazzling,” he replied with a wink, as they toasted to unexpected
turns and the adventures yet to come.











EPILOGUE


 


 


Finn so far
had refrained from being sick, but he knew it was on the cards. Free champagne
was never a good idea. 


The night sky
was draped in a curtain of stars as Rob assisted a swaying Finn up the garden
path. The picturesque town of Great Amwell was quiet, its residents lost in
dreams. The duo’s laughter, slightly louder than intended due to their
inebriated state, echoed through the silence as they navigated toward the
cottage Finn had been calling home.


Reaching the entrance,
Rob, with some effort, managed to maneuver Finn inside and onto a
comfortable-looking couch. Finn groaned, sinking into the plush cushions. 


Rob stood up,
wiping his brow exaggeratedly. “I’ve done my good deed for the day. There’s no
way I’m carrying you up those stairs.”


Finn tried to
give him a mock-saluting gesture, but it was more of a flailing wave. “You’re
abandoning me?”


“I’ve got a
taxi waiting, and it’s already costing me a small fortune,” Rob pointed out,
checking his watch. 


Pulling a pitiful
face, Finn joked, “Who will undress me and tuck me in? I only have one useful
arm.”


Rob chuckled,
heading toward the door. “I’ll ask one of your neighbors, Mrs. Henderson,
perhaps? She seems the nurturing type.” 


“Night, Chief,”
Finn called out, his voice laced with amusement.


The door
clicked shut, leaving Finn in the dimly lit living room. The weight of the
evening’s libations settled heavily on him. The idea of moving seemed like a
herculean task, yet he knew he needed to hydrate if he hoped to combat the inevitable
hangover.


With a groan,
he sat up, reaching for a nearby table where a glass of water sat from earlier
in the day. As he drank, his phone buzzed, signaling an unchecked notification.
Seeing it was a voicemail, Finn played the message, expecting perhaps an amusing
drunk call from Rob or maybe an update from Winters.


However, as soon
as he recognized the voice, his heart froze. It was Demi, his ex.


“I can’t wait
any longer, Finn. I need to talk to you. The affair… it never happened. Someone’s
been blackmailing me. It’s complicated, and it’s dangerous. I’ll explain
everything when I see you.”


There was a
momentary pause, during which Finn could hear the faint murmur of an airport
announcement in the background.


“I’m on the
next flight to London. We need to sort this out, face to face.”


The message
ended, leaving Finn in stunned silence. The pleasant haze from the alcohol
vanished, replaced by a sense of dread. The room closed in around him. Every
shadow took on a sinister form as his mind raced, trying to piece together the
puzzle.


What the hell
was going on?
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