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PROLOGUE

 

 

Awareness filtered slowly back. But, to Faye Miller’s mind, it brought only confusion. Where was she? The light was hurting her eyes and she squeezed them shut. And she was lying on something hard and uncomfortable.

She revised that with a flash of fear.

Something hard, uncomfortable, and moving fast. Water was rushing below her, and the bobbing sensation was like being on a boat.

Only she wasn't on a boat. This was whirling, eddying, tilting in a way she'd never known a boat to do. What was going on and how had she gotten here? She didn't even like the water. It was one of the aspects she hadn’t been excited about when they’d made the move to this small town on the border of Eagle Lake in Tamarack County, Minnesota. 

Her head hurt, throbbing tenderly, and she tried to sit up.

She couldn't. Her wrists were fastened to something that was preventing her from moving more than a few inches.

Her wrists had ropes around them, her incredulous mind registered. Tough, fibrous ropes that were attached to something wooden.

This must be a dream, she decided, her mind feeling blank with shock, unable to process what was happening. She blinked, blinded by the light, even though it was gray and cloudy. She was looking up at the sky. Water splashed onto her face, and she flinched.

If this wasn’t a dream then she was in trouble, and a little voice inside her was insisting that it was real, impossible but real, and that she'd better do something about it. Or at least, try to. 

She really was bound to a board, she realized in genuine panic. Now that her eyes were accustomed to the light, she could turn her head and see. She was lying on a board and it was floating on the water, and she must have been unconscious for long enough for someone to put her here without her knowing a thing about it. And now she was moving fast, the raft swirling in the current.

She hated this. It was scary; the disorientation she felt was nightmarish. Faye struggled hard against the ropes. But they were tied tightly, and she could not even budge them. Gasping, she found she could hardly breathe, and the board beneath her was so hard that she could not even shift her position.

However, then the raft bobbed in a different direction, and Faye saw where she was headed.

She was headed toward a massive series of rapids. Water raged and foamed ahead of her, the waves looking volatile, cold and deadly. No way would she get through this without overturning. No way!

She jerked hard on the ropes. "Help! Help!"

Her cry was swallowed by the roar of the water. She could not even hear her own voice. She was going to go over it, she realized in a fresh panic. She was going to be drowned and battered to death in the surging water.

"Help me! Help me!" she yelled, trying with all her might to twist off the board.

She was alone in the middle of the river, tied to a board, and heading for an apocalypse. Her throat felt rough and raspy, but she shouted as loud as she could, praying that someone would hear her and come to her assistance.

And suddenly, it felt as if the board she was on was resisting that torrential pull. Suddenly, she didn't feel like she was being inexorably drawn to that overspill. 

It was as if something was guiding the raft away. 

She was in a beaver dam, she realized. The natural dam provided a safe haven from the raging rapids beyond. Suddenly, her implacable forward motion eased, and the raft didn’t feel as if it was being dragged to its doom. The waters were calmer.

But now, the raft felt as if it was being tugged in a different direction. As if it was, in fact, being steered.

She was being dragged by a rope, she realized, and that surely meant someone must be at the other end of it? She craned her neck to try to see who this person was that was rescuing her.

It was a man, she saw, and she couldn't see much beyond that because of the water in her eyes, but he had a knife. A knife, thank goodness, he'd be able to cut this rope away, and end this nightmare - if it was real at all, and not some incredibly vivid dream, because she had no idea how she'd ended up in the middle of this fast moving water.

And then, a little voice started asking how he’d been able to find her. How had this man, now standing in the shallows and reeling her raft in, known that she was there at all?

She still couldn't see much of his face. It was in shadow. All she could see was the blade of the knife, as he raised it, ready to cut the ropes that held her. Or so she hoped, because now, she felt a sudden doubt about his motives.

Especially since he was speaking something to her in a strangely intense voice, saying words that her battered brain was refusing to accept, that she was battling to understand.

And then, the knife came down, swift and hard, and in one moment, a moment of pure terror, she realized that he wasn't aiming for the ropes.

He was aiming for her.

Faye let out a long, high scream of fear. She screamed with all her might. She was still screaming when the knife struck home.

A sharp pain speared her chest, and then, as if a screen winked out, the river and the dam, the face of her attacker, the water in her eyes - they all blurred and then disappeared into darkness.

The attacker stared down at her for a moment, checking to be sure she was dead. He felt triumphant, but otherwise, there was a strange lack of emotion in his mind. He took a moment to let that single emotion ebb away.

Then, he dragged the raft to the side, his movements brisk and purposeful. He was breathing hard. He had a lot of work still to do. He was not yet finished, and this was only the start.

It all had to be perfect.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Deputy May Moore pushed open the door of the secret room that she and her sister had found, the room hidden away in the house that had been the killer’s lair. A strange, musty smell rushed out from the darkness beyond. Beside her, trembling slightly, Kerry’s flashlight shone around and she heard her sister’s gasp echo her own.

What was there was impossible. 

Stark bones, bedded on rotting clothes, still in a position that vaguely resembled a human form.

A grinning skull stared up at them.

“No,” May whimpered, her mind reeling, because this was too much to take in; this was impossible.

And then, with a rattling of bones, the skeleton sat up. It turned to May and said, through its jagged, yellow teeth, “I’m coming for you now.”

Screaming, May turned, bursting out of that spooky room. Still screaming, she sat bolt upright in bed, eyes wide, breathing hard, and staring around the semi-darkness of her bedroom. In shock, she was still panting from the immediacy of that terrible dream.

It was only yesterday they’d found the room. And she was already having nightmares about it.

Ever since yesterday, ever since that shocking discovery in the secret room where they suspected her sister Lauren, and others, had been kept, May had felt totally traumatized.

Blinking in the early dawn of a cool fall morning, she breathed deeply, leaning over to turn on the light, grounding herself, smoothing back her tawny blonde hair which was tangled from her nightmare and falling around her face.

Firmly, May told herself she was in her bedroom, in her house, which was nowhere near the lake where Lauren had disappeared ten years ago. 

Her house in Fairshore, Tamarack County, Minnesota, had a view of fields and farmland, with woodland beyond. But that wasn't what May was seeing now. That far more gruesome sight seemed to be etched in her vision.

That shocking impression, those few moments before her older sister Kerry had dragged her out of that room, hissing that they mustn't contaminate the scene, that forensics must come in, now, and do the work, still stayed with her. May knew it always would.

May couldn’t believe there had been bones in that secret room.

Bones. Actual bones. She'd seen the round shape of a skull, and other bones, too. Also pieces of clothing, half rotted away. Everything in her dream had been real, except the end of it. Everything! She’d never expected to find such horrors.

Breathing hard, blinking tears out of her eyes, May relived that terrifying ordeal. As she did, she heard a tap on her door.

"Sis? You awake?"

"Yes," she admitted.

Kerry pushed open the door. Her older sister, Kerry, the FBI agent, also looked scared and vulnerable in that moment, a world away from her usual tough, bossy self.

"I thought I heard you having a nightmare," she said, padding over to sit on the bed, tugging her dressing gown around her.

"Yeah," May nodded. "I was having one."

"I couldn't sleep. Not that your spare bedroom isn't comfortable. It's just that I woke up about an hour ago, and couldn't get back to sleep."

"Bones!" She stared at Kerry, her voice full of anguish. "Bones, in that room? That monster must have -"

She gulped. Words wouldn't come out.

"We have to wait for forensics to do their job," Kerry said firmly, now sounding more like the competent FBI agent who handled serious crimes. "There's nothing we can do and no point in being traumatized. Whatever happened, it happened a long time ago."

But Kerry was traumatized enough, herself, to have taken a couple of days off work, even though she had told May it was leave owed to her. May realized her big sis still wasn't ready to head back to the FBI offices after seeing that sight. She wanted to be here, to be around May, so that if the bones were analyzed and found to be Lauren’s, the two could comfort each other.

Her advice was good, though. They had to be patient and wait.

May sighed. She knew Kerry was right. But she couldn't help remembering what that room had smelled like. Rank, musty, exactly like you'd expect a secret room with a skeleton in it to smell.

Those bones had been there for years. The clothing, too. Everything that had happened was far in the past. But now, it had been forced out and into the present.

Small clues, pieced together determinedly by May, with Kerry’s help, had led them to this house. One of the killer's victims, Harriet, was alive and had been living there but in a mentally damaged state, and was now a deaf-mute. She'd given no information to them, and had only laughed in a crazy way. But clearly, the killer had spared her.

Why her? And who was he?

May felt a rush of pure fury as she thought that the killer might have escaped, going on to live his life or commit his crimes elsewhere, a monster undiscovered. No wonder she'd had that bad dream.

"I put off dinner with the folks until tomorrow night," Kerry said, and May felt a rush of gratitude. She wasn't up to seeing the folks today, not after this.

"I didn't want to delay it. I really want to see them, and I've been looking forward to it, but I couldn't eat anything last night, and I didn't sleep, and I do still feel kind of -"

"I know, sis. So do I."

Thank goodness her sister was so understanding, May thought. And how far they'd come in a few months. She realized that she understood Kerry far better now than she had before. May had more of a handle on what made her sister tick. She wasn't the bossy, obnoxious perfectionist who always had to be the best at everything.

Maybe Kerry had been that way previously, but she'd also chilled out a little about life in the past few months. Or maybe May's impression of her before that had been wrong, and her sister had always had a softer side, a real sense of humor, and a caring attitude that, up until a few months ago, May had totally missed. In fact, she sometimes wondered privately if at the age of thirty, Kerry was finally growing up and learning to consider others.

Or maybe May was the one growing up. Sometimes she wondered that, too.

Perhaps it was a combination of all these factors; but whatever it was, she felt relieved that they were getting along now. It was nice having a sister who was a friend, and who didn't feel like a competitor the whole time.

"Look, do you want me to check on Harriet in the psychiatric ward today? She's our best witness, right now," Kerry said.

May nodded. "I guess we have to keep asking her. She wouldn't speak to me at all yesterday, so if you try today, at least it's someone different." And with her platinum pixie cut and strong jaw, Kerry did look more forceful. May thought so at any rate.

"Maybe she needs time to think about it. Surely she’ll want to tell somebody, or write it down, her version anyway," Kerry said.

From the kitchen, she heard the hiss of steam from the coffee machine. She climbed out of bed and while Kerry poured two cups, May fixed the cream and sugar.

The hot, strong coffee helped those nightmares to recede. At least, now, that grinning skull wasn't top of her mind.

And then, her phone rang, and she rushed back to the bedroom, anxious to see that it was Sheriff Jack calling. At this hour, it could only be a crisis, and May's stomach clenched.

The last crisis had involved his daughter. May didn't know if she was ready for another nail-biting case like that. Quickly, she picked up the call.

"Good morning, Jack," she said expectantly, imagining her boss, with his wise face and graying hair, already in his sheriff's uniform, and most probably climbing into his truck as they were speaking.

"May," he said. He sounded stressed and that alone got her blood pressure spiking. "We've got a murder scene, and it's bad. It almost looks like a hit, police say, although I haven't seen it yet. The body's in a beaver dam, north of Eagle Lake."

May swallowed. This sounded worse than bad.

A hit? Surely not.

"I'm on my way right now," she said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

"There's a murder case just been called in," May said, rushing to the kitchen as she pulled on her jacket and fastened her pants. She drained her coffee, deciding she needed every last gulp of it to prepare for what this day might bring.

“You feel up to it?” Kerry asked, for once sounding as anxious as May often did.

“Not really, but Sheriff Jack is still shaken from his daughter’s recent case. Plus, we have three officers who are sick with the flu, and if he called me, I have to go.”

She was surprised to see real respect in Kerry’s eyes.

“You’re made of tough stuff. Tougher than me. I need time out today. I hope it’s not too bad,” Kerry said.

“It sounds bad,” May admitted.

"You'd better get going, then," Kerry said. "I'll handle Harriet later. I'm going to lean on her this time. I'll keep you in the loop. You go out there and find the bad guys. I know you'll do it. You're the best."

"Thanks," May said. "I needed to hear that."

She hugged her sister hard. Then she hurried out to her car.

Breathing deeply to calm her fears, she started up the engine. She powered out of town, in the still quiet gloom of the early morning, heading onto the main road that led around the lake and then veered north. Her phone beeped as she drove, and she saw Jack had sent the coordinates through. She was on track. She'd known already where this body would be, approximately. But that was all she knew about this crime that might be a hit, and that she hoped she could cope with, so soon after the discovery of that grinning skull.

May clamped her hands over the wheel, resolving that this was the last time she was going to think about the skull, all day. Her job now was to solve this crime.

The place where the body had been discovered was an old, abandoned beaver dam in a wooded area north of Eagle Lake, part of a big conservation area called Eagle Park. As she arrived in the parking lot, she saw that there were already two police cars parked there, as well as Sheriff Jack's truck. The police had cordoned off the area with crime scene tape, and she could see flashlights probing the still-dark forest that bordered the dam. She was sure the killer was long gone, but perhaps he'd left evidence behind.

The evidence she needed to see first, though, was the body itself.

As May climbed out of her car, she saw headlights gleaming behind her, and her deputy, Owen Lovell, sped up.

He climbed out, and May looked at him uncertainly. She wasn't quite sure where they stood. The last case had been so stressful that it had strained every single relationship in the police department. It felt like a long time since she and Owen had been on a date, or out for a quiet dinner together, and May worried that he was having second thoughts about their romance.

She wished she was surer about her relationship with her deputy, that had crossed the line a few months ago from professional to personal. Why was she so bad at relationships, she agonized.

The tall, well-built, strong-jawed man, with his dark hair and warm smile, was someone any woman would have feelings for, May thought. But what had really attracted her, beyond his looks, was his kindness. He was so caring, so warm-hearted, and he had a passion for policing.

Clearly that was top of mind for him now, as he turned to her.

She could smell coffee on him. There was a faint trace of vanilla in his aftershave, too. She liked that smell. And then she shook her head and concentrated on the important things.

"May," he said. "This is terrible! Sheriff Jack said local police thought it was a hit? Why? Do you know?"

She shook her head. "I don't know. But let's get down to that dam and find out."

They set off together, flashlights in hand, their boots treading over the muddy grass, and as they went, May kept thinking of the last case and the tragedy that had touched the life of Jack's daughter. She hoped that nothing so personal would occur in this case, and that they would catch the killer, whoever he or she was, and that no more lives would be lost. Because whoever this victim was, they had a family. They had friends. And they didn't deserve this to have happened.

They hurried to the crime scene, at the edge of a large natural beaver dam within the river, where deputies had already erected a tent over the corpse at the edge of the dam, and a forensic team of two techs, in white overalls, was combing the scene for trace evidence.

Gradually, it was getting lighter. As they walked across the trodden trail, to the side of the dam, May found that natural daylight, though gray, was making her flashlight redundant and she turned it off.

Unfortunately, the sight of the corpse was clear enough without it. Andy Baker, crouched over the body, glanced up. May felt reassured that their county coroner, who she trusted implicitly, had arrived on scene.

"Morning, May. Sorry to see you in such circumstances." Andy was always sympathetic to the police and respectful of the dead. May had learned, from interacting with him, how every person in such a situation should behave. He was kind, like Owen.

"What are the circumstances?" May asked anxiously.

"The park ranger was doing an early morning inspection and noticed the body. He called police immediately when he realized she was dead."

She. A woman. May felt an extra pang at this knowledge.

May took a moment to take a deep breath, to steel herself for what was to come, but she was already bracing herself to see a corpse, and there was no way she could stop herself from picturing the body.

That grinning skull forced its way into her mind again, and her stomach twisted as she thought about Lauren. Then she forced that picture away. This was not Lauren here. This was a Tamarack County resident, most likely, who had been horribly murdered, and she deserved one hundred percent of May's attention now. Not even one percentage point could selfishly stray back to her own situation.

Clearing her mind with a steely resolve, May walked over and looked down.

The victim looked back at her. Hazel eyes stared sightlessly to the sky. A deep, bloody wound in her chest suggested she had been stabbed. She was wearing jeans and a plain blue T-shirt, which suggested to May that she had been home and possibly abducted. But it was the rest of the circumstances that made May's skin crawl.

She had been tied to a wooden raft by her wrists and ankles. The raft looked homemade, and the ties were ordinary coarse rope. They must have pulled it out of the dam, because the wood was still wet, and so were her clothes, May saw. But her hands! What had happened to them? 

It seemed that the fingertips had been scoured by what appeared to be acid, burning the finger pads away. The effect was weird, and it caused May's already queasy stomach to churn horribly. She breathed deeply, sweat springing out on her skin.

No wonder police had thought it was a hit. This was exactly the type of modus operandi that a hitman might carry out.

"What is this?" she asked in a squeaky voice.

"It seems that some kind of caustic solution was applied to the fingertips," Andy Baker said calmly, and the fact he was able to be calm at such a time made her feel shocked. 

"Was this done before or after death?" she asked, and now her voice was so wobbly that she knew everyone could hear it, but she didn't care.

"After death," Andy said, and now May's knees felt as wobbly as her voice had been, through sheer relief.

"You sure?"

"Sure. The blood patterns leave no room for doubt," he said, glancing up at her. "I think she must have been knocked out. Blunt trauma to the head. Then, she was stabbed. She may have been conscious in between those two times, but not for long."

“What about the substance that was used on her hands? Is that a controlled substance, do you think; is it difficult to get hold of?”

“It is probably something as simple as drain cleaner. Applied in a concentrated solution to dry skin, it could easily cause this type of damage,” Andy said.

May felt disappointed that the removal of the prints hadn’t provided a better clue.

"So, the fingerprints. We don't know who she is?"

"We can circulate a photo, a description of her clothing. Someone will come forward," Owen said from behind her, making May jump.

“Was the body moved after death?” she asked.

“No sign of that. The postmortem might tell more,” Andy said.

"What's the time of death?" May asked.

"At least a few hours ago. Probably late evening yesterday."

"It might not be so easy," one of the other cops said from behind them. "This is a big tourist area. Lots of visitors in and out. Lots of people come up here for the fishing. Some of them camp for weeks. This might take a while, if she's come here alone. Or with her killer."

Now, May was hyperventilating. "There has to be a way of checking."

She stared around, looking at the wild, empty, forested area around her. This sure was out in the wilderness. 

The workings and layout of the park, who had been where, the presence of cameras, and the available parking and exits could be critical now, and every moment counted. 

The witness who had found her might know more. Quickly, May moved over to speak to the uniformed ranger who had found the body and was leaning against a tree, looking pale and sickened.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

"I'm Deputy Moore," May introduced herself to the heavyset man, who looked paler than he should be under his fading summer suntan. He was tugging at the cuffs of his khaki ranger uniform, with Eagle Wilderness Park on the pocket, looking uneasy and ill.

"I'm Park Ranger Paulson," he said. "Terrible circumstances, Deputy."

"Do you usually drive this route in the mornings?" she asked.

"Yes. I go from gate to gate, opening up to allow the public in, and this is my normal route. I always glance over at the dam. We've been watching it in case it obstructs the river too much, and then we'd need to remove a bit of the top of it."

"And you saw her there?"

"Yes. I saw immediately. I mean, it was so out of place, so shocking." He swallowed and his Adam's apple bobbed up and down.

"Anything suspicious in the wilderness park? Any vehicles that shouldn't have been there, or people out of place?"

"No, not that I saw at all. Everything seemed normal. Unfortunately it rained most of last night, so if someone had sneaked out, their tracks wouldn't be visible."

"Is it easy to get into the park when the gates are locked?"

He nodded. "Our gates are only locked to vehicles. We don't restrict hikers, or wildlife that needs to traverse the wider area. So there are many gaps allowing pedestrian access."

Another thought occurred to May. "How many gates do you have?" she asked.

"We have five gates in total. North, south, east, west, and emergency gates."

"And all are locked at night?"

"They are, yes."

"Do all of them lead to parking areas?" May then asked.

He nodded. "All of them lead to public parking lots except the emergency gate."

"Okay," May said. She glanced at Owen, seeing that her deputy was on board with this. "I'm thinking that this crime might have been committed after the park closed."

"This is a popular walking trail," the ranger agreed. "It would be difficult to do something like that here and not have a member of the public see you."

"If that's the case, then the killer either grabbed her while she was here, or he brought her here in his car. He could have grabbed her elsewhere and used her car to come here, and then walked out on foot.” May nodded, satisfied with her logic under pressure. “So one way or another, her car is likely to be here now. If we search the parking lots, we might find it."

"Sometimes a few vehicles are left here overnight," the ranger said. "Not so much this time of year, but especially in summer, as people camp in the park."

Owen nodded. "So the killer might have known that a car left here wouldn't draw undue attention - at least until he'd gotten away on foot."

"What about the raft?" Owen said.

"I guess the raft could have been brought along if the car was big enough. Or he could have brought it here earlier, if he was a planner." She glanced again at the crude looking log raft. It was basic and homemade, but it had done its job of keeping the corpse afloat.

"Let's go and search the parking lots."

"If we go in a clockwise direction, the closest one to us now is south. That's where we came in," May said.

"I didn't notice any cars there," Owen agreed.

"Ok. We have to take this road out, and then turn right, and start looking from there."

As May spoke, she saw the search party return from the woods. Their flashlights were turned off now, but from their demeanor and the discouraged slump of their shoulders, she guessed they hadn't found anything.

Sheriff Jack was leading the team, and May rushed up to brief him. Meanwhile, Owen gave his car keys to one of the other police, and May knew he would ask them to drive his car to the police station, and that he’d now partner with her for the rest of the day.

Sheriff Jack turned to her, questions in his eyes. She answered quickly.

"Andy Baker has done some work and feels that the victim was murdered here, in the park. We're going to go and check the parking lots for any sign of an abandoned vehicle."

Jack nodded. "Good call," he said. "We've searched the woods, but there's no sign of anyone hiding out there."

His muddy boots attested to the thoroughness of that search. May hoped that she could uncover something that would lead to the next step.

She climbed into her car, with Owen alongside. They headed out of the parking lot and turned right. Then, they drove along the narrow road, through the attractive and signposted park. May felt a sense of regret that it had been the scene of a terrible crime. It was a pretty, peaceful place, a haven of serenity, and a destination for lovers of nature. Why here, she thought, wondering if that was important.

A few miles later they came to a notice board saying, "West Gate."

May turned down the narrow road and arrived at the parking lot. It was empty. She wasn't surprised. It had been a rainy night. You would have to be a dedicated camper to want to set up a tent in that cold downpour.

They headed back out of the parking lot and May continued her clockwise route.

Ten minutes later, they came to the north gate. In the lot were a few vehicles. May saw the hood of one was still steaming slightly, and must have just arrived. Another was a parks vehicle that she thought was here to observe the situation and patrol. The third looked to have been there overnight; it was an old Land Rover that looked like it was thoroughly geared for camping. Even the vanity plate, InTents, pointed to that.

"We should look it up anyway," she said to Owen, who nodded. Already her deputy was on his laptop, logging into the database.

"It's slow," he said with an impatient frown. Normally the most patient of people, May was sometimes amused that he got frustrated with technology. She guessed that since he'd come from an accounting background before joining the police, he was used to systems working very fast. Government and police systems weren't always the same.

Right now, the pressure was on them, and she wasn't amused either by this delay. She felt as frustrated as he was.

"Okay," he said finally. "I'm in, and I can see this car belongs to a Mr. Stanley Montrose, aged sixty. He's had it for ten years."

Not content with the bare details, Owen got on the phone. "I'm calling him," he said determinedly.

The woman had been in her early thirties, but May couldn't rule out that it was potentially her father's car or her uncle's car or just a borrowed vehicle. Checking now would save wrong conclusions down the line. A moment later, Owen was on the phone to Stanley.

"Mr. Montrose?" he asked.

"That's me," a surprised voice replied.

"Where are you now? It's the police here, and we've identified your car in the north gate parking lot of Eagle Wilderness Park."

"I'm in the park right now, having coffee with my wife. Hoping for a drier day," he said.

"Any problems? Anyone else with you?"

"Just us,” he replied.

"Thank you, sir. Enjoy your day and please, stay safe and be aware. We are here because of a serious crime incident in the park."

"I will. Thanks for the heads up." The man sounded surprised, but not frightened.

Owen cut the call. "Well, it's not him," he said.

Time to keep looking, and drive to the east gate parking.

May was now getting a feel for this scenic and well maintained park. She felt it was sad that a crime had been committed here, in what was a safe, peaceful sanctuary.

There was the signboard for the east gate. Knowing that this was their last chance because the only other gate, the emergency gate, was presumably not for public parking, May turned in.

Immediately, her eyes narrowed. There, in the parking lot, was a Mazda pickup that looked a few years old. It was covered in dew and had definitely been there overnight.

Most telling of all, May saw immediately, the back was not fully closed but looked to have been pushed closed.

Her mind immediately pictured a killer, parking the car, waiting patiently, and then walking around and lifting his victim out of the back. She could have been captured elsewhere and brought here in her car, but May also reminded herself that the killer could have overpowered her here, and simply dumped her in her own car, sneaking back on foot when the park was closed.

She thought, for sure, they had found the car - the only abandoned looking vehicle in the park.

If she was right, then the identity of the owner could give them a huge clue. After all, this woman could have been killed by someone she knew, someone close to her. A depressing number of crimes were committed exactly that way. 

Her name might lead them straight to her killer. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

"Okay, I've got the name here," Owen said to May, who crowded over, craning around to view the laptop screen. 

"Who is it?" she asked eagerly.

"Faye Miller, aged thirty."

May looked at the photo of the woman on the screen. She compared it to her mental image of the victim.

"They're the same person," she said. "This victim is Faye Miller."

Quickly, May called in the report of the abandoned vehicle. “We’ve found the victim’s car,” she told the officer on duty at Fairshore. “It’s in the east gate parking lot of the park. Her name is Faye Miller. Please can you send a team to search it and tow it, and will you update Sheriff Jack on this?”

“Will do, and I’ll get the forensic team there as soon as possible,” the officer confirmed.

Ending the call, May felt a pang of sadness at the fact that this woman now had a name - a name made her real. A name brought home the fact that she would have a family.

But a name also meant that there was an opportunity to hunt down her killer, and that was what she had to focus on. Family were not always good people. Family might have killed her. It was time to find out more about them.

"Who is Faye Miller? What can we get on her?"

"I see here that she lives in Birchwood. But it seems like she moved here a year ago, from elsewhere in Minnesota."

“Is she married?”

“It looks like she’s divorced. No children according to this record.” Owen searched some more. “And I can’t find any family members living nearby.”

May sighed. It was going to be down to questioning the neighbors, and since she had relocated recently, they might not know her that well. But there was one other avenue they could try.

“How about a place of work? Does anything come up on the search?”

“I’m looking.” Owen pressed more keys. “And looking, and looking. Jeez, these systems are slow. I think I’m going to see if social media is quicker.”

Leaving the main database to do its leisurely work, Owen switched to social media, and went hunting for Faye Miller in Tamarack County.

“I’m getting something here,” he said, sounding enthused.

“Where does she work?”

“She’s a bookkeeper, and it looks like her last job was with a local construction company. But looking here, May, I see she quit less than two months ago.”

“She did? I wonder if there was trouble at work?” May thought out loud.

"I've seen cases where construction companies don't always do things by the book," Owen agreed. "And there are a couple of the big guys in particular in our area that seem to be repeat offenders. I mean, how many times have you and I investigated complaints?"

"Exactly," May said. "They can sometimes take shortcuts or bypass legislation, especially if they're doing something in an environmentally sensitive area. Maybe that happened here, and she found out and tried to put the brakes on it."

Something, after all, had to account for the ultra-strange circumstances of this crime. The environmental angle might have been a backlash, or else, designed to be deliberately misleading when investigated.

“A bookkeeper might uncover irregularities in the finances, also. People can and do kill to keep that from getting into the open,” Owen said, nodding knowledgeably as if thinking about his own accounting background.

“Which company is it? I think we must head there, now.”

Owen took another look at the social media page.

“The company is called World of Homes, and its head offices are in Chestnut Hill.”

Owen pointed the car toward the main road that would lead them to the office, and they headed off. 

While Owen drove, May looked up the company details. After all, it was better to be armed with all the knowledge they needed before arriving on the doorstep.

"The managing director of World of Homes is Abner Gore, and it seems the company has been in trouble previously," she said. "It's a fairly new company, I see.” With her laptop balanced on her knees, hoping she didn’t get carsick, she continued with the vital research to ensure they were prepared when they came face to face with Abner.

Owen craned over to take a look at the director himself, smiling out from the social media page.

“I’m taking a quick look now at the Chestnut Hill police department's compliance records. They have had a few complaints against them already, and were fined for a few non-compliance issues. There might just be something important to find here. Now I’m on the company website. Let’s see what they say about themselves."

She read that the company had been set up by Abner Gore and his brother, Adam, three years ago, with a focus on building affordable, bulk homes in the neighborhood. They had a sideline in selling building materials and tools, and they had come to the attention of the local police on several occasions for violating safety procedures on their building sites, inadequate signage on display, water leaks, and going ahead with certain building procedures without a permit.

May felt more excited now, as she waited for the turnoff they needed.

If Faye had tried to find out about a bigger irregularity, and if she had tried to stop it or expose it, that might have gotten her killed.

It was one of the strongest leads they had right now, and May wanted to pursue it as far as they could.

World of Homes occupied a big, sprawling office block near the center of town. May noted that while they had done a great job of paving and blacktopping their premises, the same attention had not been given to planting trees, flowers, or any kind of greenery. She thought that might give a possible glimpse into the mindset of the owners.

They parked outside, under the shelter of a steel canopy, and May and Owen headed in.

The offices were spacious and pristine, with photos of the company's recent developments displayed on the walls, together with posters of homes for sale. The prices of the homes were very affordable, May saw, but she personally thought it was unfair to undercut the opposition when they were saving money by taking shortcuts in their building procedures. Everyone needed to keep safety standards up, didn't they? And how about planting a few trees, too?

The receptionist was a young blonde woman with a capable attitude, who was answering phone calls, typing on a computer, and also managing to scroll through her personal social media on her phone, May saw.

"Good morning," she said, to May and Owen, quickly shoving her smart phone out of sight. "Can I help you?"

"Yes," May said. She showed the woman her badge. "I'd like to speak to the managing director, Mr. Abner Gore. It's in connection with a recent, serious crime."

"Mr. Gore's on site at the moment, I'm afraid," she said with a plastic smile. 

"Which site?" May asked.

"I'm not sure," the receptionist said. "We have a few active building sites at the moment, and he might be at any one of them. His phone's not always on, I'm afraid."

Clearly, this was now standard procedure to ensure that law enforcement didn't show up at the right place and time to enforce their troublesome rules.

May was fully prepared to run the gamut of every possible delaying and obstructing tactic, but at that moment, there were footsteps heading down the stairs, and they both glanced around. A slim, dark-haired man in a business suit was heading purposefully toward the parking lot.

"Wait a minute," Owen said. "Isn't that Abner Gore? I recognize him from the photos."

The receptionist blushed. "That's Adam Gore, his older brother. They're very similar. I'm sorry, I didn't realize he was still here."

Owen marched purposefully over to the door. Having pinpointed one member of the Gore family, he wasn't going to let him go in a hurry.

"Mr. Gore!" he called. "We need to speak to you. Police business."

The man looked around, seemingly not happy to see the police there at all. But since he'd now been called out, he walked reluctantly over, a frown on his dark face.

"What's this about?" he asked.

"It's about an ex-employee of yours, Faye Miller."

"Faye?" His frown deepened. "She left our company about two months ago. Why are you asking?"

"She was found murdered this morning," May said, and watched him pale.

"Faye? Are you serious? She never harmed anyone. She was a lovely person and an asset to our firm," he said smoothly.

Given the doings of the firm, May didn't exactly think that was a great character reference.

"Why did she leave you?"

May noted, as they spoke, that the receptionist was listening to all of this avidly, with an expression of wide-eyed surprise.

"She just moved on," Adam said calmly.

"We need more detail than that, I'm afraid, Mr. Gore. We need to know if there were any problems in the workplace. Any reasons for conflict. We do need a clear explanation and if we don't get one then we'll have to look deeper, and start searching your company’s records. That will take time."

She hoped that threat would strike a chord with him, and it did. He looked horrified by the police spending an unspecified amount of time on his premises, going through records. 

"Look, can this stay confidential?”

“Of course.”

“And don’t tell my brother I told you this. He doesn’t like any information being shared that could reflect badly on us. You’re lucky you caught me here, and not him.”

“We will keep the information confidential, unless it points to anyone who might be guilty,” May promised. 

Adam shifted from foot to foot, tapping his fingers on the desk. 

“Well, there was a little bit of conflict, between Faye and one of the other staff. But it was nothing serious. Faye could be oversensitive, and she was also one of those passionate people who are very strong-willed, which did mean that she sometimes ended up fighting with others. And of course, she was going through personal problems at home, which made things worse."

"So she resigned because of the conflict?"

"Yes, she said she was sick of being bullied. She wasn't being bullied; we run a very fair workplace, but sometimes people take things the wrong way. We tried to persuade her to stay on, because she was capable and dedicated to her job, but she chose to go and we gave her a good reference. We did an exit interview with her and noted down that she'd had personal conflict with another staff member."

"Who was the conflict with?" May asked, hoping this might provide a motive.

"It was with the boss of the accounts department.”

“And who’s he?”

“It’s a she. Mrs. Landon. She is one of our most experienced employees, although she's nearing retirement age."

Out of the corner of her eye, May saw the receptionist rolling her eyes at the mention of Mrs. Landon. She could already visualize what the woman must be like. A dragon of note, she thought.

"And is Mrs. Landon here today?" A woman nearing retirement age didn't sound like the killer, but May wanted to be sure about her capabilities.

"No, she has the whole week off. She's vacationing in Miami this week."

Alibi definitely confirmed then, May thought.

"She and Faye really didn't like each other," the receptionist added, sounding eager to help. "They just clashed. Everyone could see it."

"Any other reasons why Faye might have resigned?" May asked both of them.

"No. She was paid well and we valued her as an employee. Even Mrs. Landon was sorry to see her go and gave her a farewell gift."

That ruled out Mrs. Landon, and it made it less likely that there had been any other reasons for the resignation, but there was something else that Gore had said that was intriguing to May.

"You mentioned other personal problems? Do you know what those were?"

Now, to May's surprise, the receptionist spoke up.

"She was going through a divorce at the time she resigned. That was very acrimonious. I know, because her husband used to call here sometimes and they'd end up having screaming fights on the phone that I could literally hear from down here. One time, he walked in here, and we all had to pretend she’d gone to a meeting somewhere else, because he was as mad as anything. And he had a big knife on his belt, too."

“Her husband Grover works at the local lumber yard, we later discovered,” Adam added, sounding relieved that the focus was now off his own company’s misdoings, and on the angry ex.

May was very interested to hear this news. A recent acrimonious divorce? That was a huge red flag.

It was time to find this aggressive husband, and question him on his ex-wife's violent death.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

May and Owen rushed out of the World of Homes lobby. Heading for the car, May felt motivated about this new lead.

“The lumber yard is only a few miles away from here. Maybe we can find out more about this situation as we drive,” she said. “This husband might even have a record. If he showed up at the company’s premises threatening his wife, it sounds a lot like he might have a record.”

Owen nodded, his face serious. “I can call the local police department while we drive. She lives in Birchwood, so they would have been notified if there was trouble. I’ve got a friend working there who deals with the domestic disturbances in that precinct. She’ll know about any incidents that didn’t make it as far as charges getting laid.”

Because, as May sadly knew, charges often weren’t laid in cases of domestic abuse. Sometimes, until it was too late.

It could be that this terrible crime was domestic violence that had escalated to murder. If that was the case, tragic as it was, they could have the killer in custody within a short time. With a bit of luck and some cooperation, they would have this case wrapped up before the day was through.

This time, she took the wheel, and Owen got on the phone and called the Birchwood police department.

"Hi, Felicity," he said, obviously recognizing the voice of the officer who picked up. "How's your daughter?"

"Broken arm," he mouthed to May, as he listened to the reply, and she waited, trying not to fidget. That was the thing with a small town. You had to take into account the people factor. Kids, husbands, vacations - they had to be asked about.

"I'm so glad she's much better," Owen said. Then, getting down to business, he added, "We're investigating a serious incident here in the Eagle Wilderness Park. We have reason to believe that the victim was a Faye Miller, aged thirty. We've looked her up, and we see there have been a few police callouts this year, to the Miller home on Crossroad Drive. Can you give me the details?"

He waited. Then he started jotting notes on the notebook that was balanced on his knee.

"Thanks, Felicity," he then said, and cut the call.

"Yes," he said. "The police were called by neighbors a few times for shouting, fighting, and disturbing the peace. There were never any official charges laid, but the husband was given a couple of warnings. May, this is significant. There were problems there. Big ones."

May turned in the direction of the lumber yard, hoping they were now on the way to catch their killer.

 

***

 

Ten minutes later, they pulled up outside Chestnut Hill Wood & Lumber, a massive yard that bordered the town and the forest. It was a gray, gloomy day, and the yard was already busy, with trucks coming and going, forklift drivers ferrying wood to and fro within the large sheds and courtyards, and the air was filled with the sound of machinery, thuds, clangs, and rattles. At the steel entrance gate, several safety notices were displayed. It was a far cry from the peacefulness of the wilderness park.

May and Owen got out of the car and approached the gate.

A young man in a fluorescent jacket and hard hat was sitting on a stool. He looked bored, and as they approached he stood and picked up a clipboard.

"Can I help you?" he asked, running a hand through his dark hair.

"We're looking for Grover Miller," Owen said, showing his badge. "It's urgent, in connection with a serious crime."

The guy looked at the badge and nodded.

"He's driving the forklift in the yard there. Please, put on hard hats before you go in. All site visitors need to do that."

May chose a hard hat from the pile in the box and put it on. Then he opened the gate and they went through.

The truck yard was huge, and the closer they got to the main activity, the noisier it was. The smell of wood and sawdust pervaded the air. They had to weave around trolleys carrying logs, saws, planks, and other heavy looking equipment.

As they came closer they could see the forklift in action, picking up pieces of wood and loading them onto the trucks.

It was driven by a man who made the forklift truck and its controls look small. Grover Miller was a giant, with broad shoulders, a thick neck, and a face that was weathered by the elements. His hair was dark, and his eyes were small, gleaming, and hard. His hands looked twice the size of a normal man's, and his shoulders were big and powerful.

"What do you want?" he called as they approached, his voice challenging. "Are you looking for me?" He swung the forklift around, not stopping, and sped toward a pile of planks.

"Please, come here, Mr. Miller," she said. "We need to speak to you about your wife."

He glanced over his shoulder. "My ex-wife?"

May didn’t expect that much love would be lost between them, and so she got straight to the point.

"Unfortunately, it seems that Faye was found murdered this morning," May said firmly. "We need to question you about that. Please get off your forklift and come speak to us."

Now, Grover stopped abruptly. He turned to them with a face like thunder.

“You’re joking?” he boomed, in a thunderous voice.

“We’re not joking, Mr. Miller. Her body was found in Eagle Park, and her vehicle was still there this morning. We’ve matched up her description and photos with those of the body that was discovered. We’re now investigating her death, and that’s why we’re here.”

"Dead? She was found dead? And you are here to ask me questions?"

He jumped off the forklift and approached them, looking even bigger and more powerful as he neared them. And she didn't like the expression in his eyes. Not one bit.

She saw raw aggression there, and as she did, she realized that the shocking news had taken its toll, and this man had abruptly tipped into an out of control emotional state.

"Dead? And you blame me?"

With a roar of rage, he launched himself at May.

"Wait! Stop!" May shouted, but it was clear that Grover, in an emotional state with the shock of their arrival, was as easy to stop as a runaway train.

As Grover lunged for her, May ducked. But she wasn't quick enough. His fingers caught her hard hat and yanked it off, and with a wild, furious cry, he threw it into the air.

Eyes flashing, he looked like a man possessed. Owen tried to grab him, but the man was barreling down on May, and all Owen's actions could do was slow him down, not stop him.

"You have no idea what you're doing!" he roared. "You have no idea! You're accusing me of murdering my ex-wife! My own ex-wife! How dare you!"

Grover was now charging for May, his arms outstretched, his face twisted in fury. He was on her now, his ham-sized hands round her upper arms, shaking her.

"Let me go!" she said, trying to twist free, but he had a steely grip and she was trapped in it.

"My wife! She's dead! I can't believe you're accusing me of killing her! What the hell is the world coming to!"

May tried to turn away and protect herself, but he was too strong, and she was dragged closer to him. Her mind raced. She couldn't get her gun out fast enough. There’d be too much risk of him grabbing it right out of her hand. There were other people in this yard.

Unless she could contain the situation, it was going to end in disaster. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

This angry ex-husband was throwing them around as if they were dolls. It was like he was just venting his wrath on them, May thought, with a twist of fear. 

"Let go of her," Owen shouted, his voice taut and urgent. "Now; let go of her.”

Owen grabbed his arm, but Grover wrenched it out of his grasp so violently that her deputy went stumbling back, losing his footing, and sprawling on the ground.

This situation was all the way out of control. Grover had been triggered by this news, and May didn’t see a way to stop him. If one of his punches landed squarely, she was going to get seriously hurt.

Grover's hands were around her arms like steel bands. He was gritting his teeth, and she could see the white of them against his tanned skin, no longer a healthy tan but more a blood red. He was breathing hard, and his face was pulsing. 

“My wife! How can you give me this news and then treat me like a guilty man?” he roared.

"Miller! Stop!" May shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the sounds of machines operating, and the roar of chainsaws. Shielded by the forklift truck, nobody had noticed what was happening to them in this yard. 

He shook her hard, once, twice. And then again, even harder. She felt her teeth rattle, and her head was thrown back.

May felt the breath being knocked out of her, and she knew she had to protect her head. She threw her right arm up, and it hit him on the chin. He grunted and flinched back.

But it didn't stop him. He was too far gone. And he resumed shaking her again.

"She's dead!" he cried. "She's dead! I can't believe you're accusing me of killing her! How dare you!"

"Miller, let go of her!" Owen shouted. "Now!"

"She's dead!" he roared, and he shook May again. "My wife is dead!"

"You're not listening!" Owen shouted. "Let go of her!"

How had this happened? From a calm, civilized approach to this in the space of seconds - it was a nightmare. She was being attacked by a man twice her size, who was in the grip of a violent madness, and who appeared to have gone totally deaf to their pleas.

His hands were tight around her arms, and she could feel the powerful muscles there. All her moves were being blocked. 

There was one last thing she could try, remembering how prey sometimes saved itself in a predator’s jaws.

May went deliberately limp, and at that moment of weakness, she felt him relax his grip, as if he thought she was no longer a threat and was now accepting defeat.

Heart pounding, she knew this was her only chance. Now! She raised both her arms and rammed them into his stomach, just below his rib cage. With a grunt of pain, he recoiled.

Trying to claw back the advantage she'd gained earlier, May used her foot to kick downward, and met with some success. She felt her foot connect with his knee, and she heard a satisfying "Oof!" as he released his iron grip on her arms and stumbled backward, holding his knee.

And that gave Owen the chance to clip handcuffs around one of his wrists. Leaping forward, May grabbed the other, taking the advantage of speed, and his distraction, to handcuff both his hands together.

The fight was still not over. Now, Grover was roaring with rage, tugging at the cuffs as if his own physical strength might be able to snap them. And who knew, May thought. Perhaps it would. He was brutally powerful.

She'd never seen such a display of raw, animal anger. Grover was breathing hard and shaking his head, as if he wanted to clear it and twist his brain back into place.

But Owen had the advantage of a grip on the other cuff and he tugged hard, pulling Grover's hands higher up behind him, while staying out of kicking distance of his legs.

"Ow!" Grover cried, twisting around. "Get off me! You're hurting me!"

"You're hurting us, too," May said grimly. "What you were doing was incredibly dangerous. You need to calm down now."

"Who're you to tell me to calm down?" he spat.

"We need to question you." May forced herself to remain even-tempered, to make sure her voice was steady and controlled. "I understand you're upset now. This is a terrible situation. But you can't just act out. We didn't cause it and we're here to find the killer. If you didn't do it, then we need to clear you, and to get information on who could have done it."

Finally, he was coming down from his maddened emotional state, breathing roughly, blinking at her as if confused about why she'd been there at all.

And while May had initially been sure that this man was the killer, after her experience with him in the past few breathless, dangerous minutes, she was now less sure. Her reasoning was  that Grover was so strong, so powerful, and so easily tipped over into irrationality, that she thought a murder charge against him would most likely be as a result of one powerful, deadly blow to the head.

Tying someone to a raft? Removing fingerprints? She wasn't so sure anymore that this was how this guy would have done things.

"Come with us. And no more violence," she said sternly.

With her and Owen both keeping a firm grip on those cuffs, they led him out of the yard and over to the police car.

"Now, are you calm enough to speak to us or must we bring you in?" May asked.

He shook his giant head. "I'm calm now! I think," he added dubiously, causing Owen to tighten his grasp on the cuffs again. "How did she die?"

"She was murdered in the Eagle Wilderness Park," May said.

He shook his head. "When? How?"

"Yesterday, late afternoon or evening," Owen said. “It was a staged scene. Cause of death was a stab wound.”

May admired the way he gave the facts in a gentler way, so as not to further distress this man.

"Damn it! I always used to tell her - don't go running in that park alone!" he said, sounding angry all over again.

"Calm down, Mr. Miller," May reminded him. 

“As I told you, I am calm,” he snarled.

"Was your wife in any trouble with anyone? Any fights? Seeing anyone else?" May asked, bracing herself for what might happen with that last question.

"She was a flirt, my wife! That wasn't why we divorced, though. It was the move that caused the problems, I think. We fought a lot when we moved here for my new job, and things never came right. She called me a slob; she said her feelings for me were over, but it was her who caused the problems in our marriage. She was a fighter; she was a troublemaker.”

And Grover wasn’t? May felt incredulous at his lack of self-awareness.

“She quit her job a couple of months ago and hadn't found a new one, so I was paying some of her expenses, and she was just enjoying life and shopping around for new jobs. If she’d spent more time at work, and less time running in the park and going to bars and flirting with people, maybe she’d still be alive. And now, look! This is terrible!"

He stared at May, looking still angry, but also surprisingly forlorn.

"Where were you last night?" she asked.

"I was with my friends, drinking. I quit work early yesterday, because we were working overtime today. I was at Burt's Bar, with my friends, playing darts and drinking beer. It’s opposite my new house, where I moved when we split up. If you want to check that out, ask Burt. And ask the organizer of the darts tournament. I started playing at four p.m. and finished at eleven, and I came in second!" he said with angry pride.

And then, his face clouded over. "Dead! I don't believe it. She's dead!"

"I'm really sorry about this, Mr. Miller. Please, be calm, and we will take the handcuffs off you." He’d threatened her and he had tried to hurt her, but May was going to give him the benefit of the doubt. He’d been in an emotional state. As local police, they had to be kind toward upset people with poor emotional control, and pick their battles.

Carefully, and optimistically, May undid the cuffs. "We need you to give us proof of this darts game. And if you want us to speak to the foreman here and tell him what has happened, I think you should take the rest of today off work. You've just had a shocking experience and probably shouldn't be operating heavy machinery."

While Owen confirmed the alibi, May headed inside to find the foreman.

It looked as if Grover was cleared, but the information that he'd given them was going to be important to this case.

Faye had gone running in the park alone, and was reportedly a flirtatious woman. It could be that she'd attracted a predator who had followed her with the intent of killing her.

Camera footage from the parking lots, May hoped, might lead them to Faye’s hunter.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

"Well, now you have had your second chance," Riverman said to himself, smiling as he strode through the woods. "And it was your fault to start with. You forced me to redeem you this way."

In a way, he wished the now-dead woman could hear him. He'd tried to tell her just before the moment when he'd claimed her life force, but he wasn't sure if she had heard or understood.

But still, it was done. Justice was served, and her life force was returned to its core, given back to the flowing river.

He felt exulted, as if he was now closer to nature, as if by helping this woman to become one with the element of water, he'd gotten himself closer to that utopian state as well.

He felt like a part of the woods. The creatures of nature, the bears in the forest, the beavers and salmon in the waters. All part of the web of life, a web which now included her. She'd been washed free of her crimes. And he knew what they were. After all, she'd shown him her truth. Her real nature had been revealed and she hadn't hesitated to turn that side of herself to him. It had been a cutting moment, catastrophic when he realized her heartless core.

And then she'd had to die.

But he would not mourn her. She had been revealed to him, and her crimes were clear. He had done the right thing. And she should be glad to have been saved, to have been placed in such a beautiful setting where the water could wash over her, and the animals welcome her into their world.

He was the gatekeeper of her life force. He was the man who had killed her and made her a ghost. And at that, he grinned.

Ahead of him, walking through the forest, he saw a man who was struggling with a load of firewood. He had it on a cart, but the cart was tilting and tipping, threatening to spill its load.

The man was slim, fit-looking, not tall. In his thirties or forties. Clearly, though, he didn't have the necessary power for this task. The man needed to spend more time in the outdoors, in the woods. He needed to work out and build muscles. His arms were skinny.

Riverman had all the raw strength that was needed.

"Let me help you with that," he offered, hurrying closer, because he was a creature of generosity, and as well as freeing people to the elements, he lived to serve.

The man turned and stared at him. Riverman didn't miss the expression of dubiousness that crossed his face. It was clear he distrusted him, that the first impression made him nervous. He hastened to explain. "I saw you struggling. I can help you take this load home." He smiled, knowing that his smile was crooked and that it might be misinterpreted.

"Why would you want to help me? Are you looking for money?" the man asked.

But Riverman shook his head. "I just want to help," he insisted. "And if that makes you feel safer, I'll take a few dollars for my time."

"I'm doing fine," the man said.

"I'm sure you are," Riverman said. "But I’m offering to help. Don’t you realize what that means? That wood is heavy, and I’m going this way. Let me take it."

"I’ve just got to get it up the hill, and then I'll be fine."

Riverman wasn't going to give up. He was determined to help this man, because that was all part of his calling, his mission. "Well, I can help you get to the hill."

The man stared at him, his expression still doubtful.

Riverman looked him up and down. The man was fit, but clearly not used to physical labor. The man didn't have the strength for this task like he did.

"Just take a look at me. I'm a man in good standing with nature. My heart is pure, my body is very strong. I can do this easily. I can take this load to the top of the hill, and then you'll be free of it."

The man looked at him, now impatiently.

"Mister, I don't know if you're deaf, or you didn't understand me. Thanks for the offer and all that, but I don't need your help. I don't want your help. Right now, I don't even want you following me. Are you some kind of weirdo, talking about your heart and being pure? Why don't you go do something constructive with your time?" He frowned angrily. "I don't want your damn help. Get lost; leave me alone."

"I was just trying to help," Riverman said. He knew he had to keep trying, because the elements were telling him to. The woods, the trees, they were all begging him to correct this imbalance and put an end to this man's struggle.

"Help yourself and stay out of my business!"

"I'm trying to save you from yourself. I'm trying to stop you from falling."

"I'm not going to fall!" The man turned and strode ahead. He trudged up the hill, the cart creaking, shifting, rising, and falling with its weight.

Riverman was at a loss. He'd been insulted and rebuffed. He'd been refused a chance to help. How hurtful. This man didn't realize that by being rude and angry that way, he was going against the forces of nature, which were all about cooperation and harmony. Now, the air was sizzling with the pain of his scarred emotions, and the cold brutality of that rejection.

"I won't be denied this," he said.

He didn't feel rage. He didn't feel anger. He simply knew that he had to do what he had to do.

And so he headed up the hill after the man, who was walking away. But he went quietly now, because he was a creature of the woods, and although he was tall and strong, he could move through them as quiet as a mouse, and without being seen.

The man had a clear choice, and he'd chosen wrong.

But luckily, Riverman would be able to correct that choice for him. He might have defied the elements and created disharmony, but it just so happened he'd come face to face with the one man who could fix such errors.

He caught up with the man at the top of the hill. The man hadn't realized that anything was wrong until he turned and saw Riverman standing there.

"What are you doing? Are you following me?" Now, there was a thread of fear in his tone.

"I want to help you," Riverman said.

"I don't need help! Get lost; let me be."

"I'm not going to let you be."

"What?" The word was high, incredulous.

"I'm not going to let you be. You're going to have to be re-set."

"What do you mean?"

The man was scared. He saw that Riverman was not going to leave him alone.

He didn't have time to run. He wasn't going to get away. He was being cornered like a terrified animal.

Riverman felt like he was coming alive, as if he was able to sense the fear. It was like a delicious aroma coming off the man's skin. It was like a fire, warming him, making him feel that he was now on the right path. He had to do this. It was justice.

The man took a step backward. Riverman could see the terror in his eyes now, the tension in his body.

"Stay away from me!"

But Riverman was already on him. He wrapped his arms around the man, embracing him.

"Let me go!"

The man started to struggle. He cried out for help. The forest would not answer. The wind would not hear him. The river would not flow to his rescue. He was alone and he was going to die.

Riverman held him tight, and forcefully squeezed the breath from his body.

But not enough to kill him, of course. That would need to be done later, in the element of water - on a raft. It was what the spirits demanded.

The woods, the water, the dam – they were all telling him so. Really, he was just the slave of nature. It wasn’t like he took pleasure in this. He was simply following the commands of a greater power.

He flexed his muscles, holding the man’s full weight easily in his hands. He checked that he had the bottle of caustic soda in the small backpack he carried, so that he could scar and erase this victim’s prints.

“It’s what you deserve,” he said, with a grin that was full of evil joy.

Then he turned, and within a moment, he and his prey were out of sight in the woods.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

When the first footage from the parking lots at Eagle Park arrived, May felt a flare of encouragement. Within this, perhaps, they would find Faye Miller's murderer. These pictures might reveal him. 

May and Owen had gone to the Fairshore police station to wait for the footage, so that they had everything they needed when it started arriving. 

"Okay," Owen said. He'd very patiently organized for the feeds to be synced, working together with the attendant from the park, who had known how to store and retrieve the footage, but not much more than that.

Listening to him carefully explain, step by step, how to send it through had made May appreciative all over again the qualities her deputy possessed, and his kind and friendly nature.

"There we go," he said, opening the first feed.

"Well done. That was an excellent tutorial you gave her," May praised. 

She'd expected him to smile, laugh, or agree. But instead, Owen just bit his lip nervously, not looking at May, and turned his focus to the footage.

This case must be getting to him, May thought. It was unlike Owen to show signs of nerves.

Was he worried that he wasn't up to the task? This case was definitely stranger and more disturbing than many others they'd handled, but even so, May didn't know if that was the reason. Owen had always seemed confident and sure of himself.

Was he being like this specifically toward her, she wondered suddenly, and then put that thought aside, because surely there was no reason for it.

"This is the footage from the east gate," she said. "That's good we got it first. Maybe it's where she likes to go."

"It could be," Owen said.

Again, May glanced at him, surprised by the uncertain tone. And then, putting it out of her mind, she turned her attention to the footage. After all, they had a killer to catch.

It was painstakingly slow work to trawl through all the activity of the past few days, watching cars come and go, the changing light and shadows, people briefly visible in the camera's eye before walking past. And it was very difficult to keep focusing, keep watching, looking out for the number plate they needed.

But there was no footage of that car from the east gate at all, not for two weeks going back.

May sighed. "We could go further, but maybe she used a different gate."

"Maybe, if someone was harassing her, that was why she changed her habits and used the east gate last time," Owen suggested, which May thought was a brilliant theory.

"We have the north gate footage here. Let's see what it shows," she said.

And fortunately for her, the north gate seemed to be Faye's preferred entrance to the park most times. She saw the car on the footage, quickly, the time stamp showing just two days earlier. 

“There it is!” She bookmarked it, her pulse speeding up, and then carried on going back to see if there was another sighting.

Again, she got lucky a day before that, and saw the car pulling in while the morning light was gray.

This time, the place she parked allowed May and Owen to see Faye getting out of the car, a familiar figure, slim and blonde, and with a brisk confidence about her that was appealing.

"Who's she speaking to there?" May asked. She'd seen someone approaching Faye, and instantly her suspicions flared.

Carefully, she rewound the camera footage, playing it slowly this time, taking in every detail. She saw the car driving up, Faye getting out. She saw the man approaching her. 

"Is that a security guard?" she said. 

"No. It looks like he's wearing a uniform, though," Owen said.

They stared at the screen, eyes straining, and at exactly the same time, they both reached the same conclusion.

"He's a park ranger!" May exclaimed. "This is the same uniform as the witness we spoke to earlier today."

"Not the same man, though," Owen said. "This guy is taller and bigger." He inched the footage forward a few frames. Now, for a moment, the man turned toward the camera, and for a split second, he was clearly visible.

"He's got a beard," May said, quite confident in her assessment.

"Let's see if he follows her," Owen said, slowly forwarding the footage.

He didn't follow Faye, May saw. Instead, this bearded man did something even creepier.

He waited until she had gone and then he turned back to her car.

"Look at that!" May said. The footage showed him nearing the car, taking in the plate details, and then bending over and peering through the window.

"It's like he's stalking her!" May exclaimed. She felt shocked by what this was showing. The camera had faithfully recorded this highly suspicious action.

They ran the footage back a couple of days, and there he was again. This time, it almost looked to May as if he was waiting, lurking around, and sure enough, when Faye's car arrived, he walked over to it and followed her out of the camera's field of vision.

May thought they were looking at evidence of this ranger being obsessed with Faye.

"This is really creepy," Owen said.

"We're going to have to speak to this man," May said. "And now. Let’s pack up our bags, get some visuals of this ranger, and find out who he is.”

She captured a few shots of the footage that showed the man's face clearly, and then, she and Owen left the police department and headed off to Eagle Park. 

As she drove back to the park, May felt resolute that they were closing in on the killer. It made so much sense that a park ranger might have identified a victim among the visitors. 

And a park ranger would know the area well, and be able to operate without suspicion. It seemed like this case was starting to come together. Of course, there was always the possibility this ranger might not be at work today – but surely, he would be playing innocent and pretending everything was normal?

May hoped so.

The closest gate to the police department was the south gate, and May pulled up outside it and showed the attendant at the gate the footage.

It was clear that, following this incident, security had been upgraded, because there were two rangers standing near the gate, writing down the details of all the cars that approached. Neither of them fit this man's description but, hopefully, May thought, they could tell them who he was.

"I'm looking to ask this man a few questions in connection with the crime," she said, approaching the nearest ranger.

He looked down at the footage and nodded. "That's Joe Menzies."

"How long has he worked here?"

"He's fairly new," the other ranger said. "He's been with us a few months, I think."

Someone new was always a red flag. A psychopathic stalker taking on a new job might have settled in for a month or two, and then gotten down to his deadly work.

"And where can I find him?" May asked.

"He went into the park on foot about an hour ago," the ranger said. "He has a pair of shears with him, and he's clearing the walking trails with them. But I don't know which trails."

"Can you get hold of him by phone?" May asked.

"I can try, but he usually keeps it on silent when he works. We all do, out of respect for the hikers and visitors. They don’t like to hear ringing phones," the ranger said. He dialed, but shook his head. "Nope, sorry. He's not picking up."

"No problem," May said. "If he does call you back, here's my number. Please call me and tell me where he is." 

She took the ranger’s number also, deciding to try again a few minutes later to call him. She didn't want to alarm the other rangers or cause unnecessary panic by saying he was a suspect, but inwardly, May felt alarmed.

A suspected killer, out in a wilderness park, armed with shears. Great, May thought. Just what they needed - especially since, given the size of the park and the urgency of the job, she and Owen were going to have to split up.

She felt a shiver of unease at the thought, but they didn't have a choice.

"You go this way; I'll go the other way?" she said to Owen in a low voice, indicating the branching trail ahead of them.

He looked doubtfully at the trail, and then at May.

"Okay. I - I guess we have to," he said.

She nodded. "I also don't want to, but I think we do."

May put a hand on the grip of her gun. It was there if she needed it, as long as she didn't get surprised or overpowered. Without thinking too hard about what might go wrong, she looked along the left-hand trail.

Walking briskly, she set off, scanning the ground for footprints. It was a wide, grassy path, and easy to follow - at first. But as it twisted its way into the trees it got narrower, and darker, and it was much harder for her to keep her eyes on her surroundings, with the trees and overgrowth lining the track.

The park was quiet, and she saw no one until she was almost halfway along the trail. And then, it wasn't so much seeing as hearing.

Footsteps were behind her, treading quietly along the sandy ground.

May stopped, listening carefully. But to her surprise, a moment later, the footsteps stopped too. Her heart pounding harder now, she walked on, and heard them again, like a soft echo behind her. This was no coincidence, she thought, adrenaline surging.

Alone and in the woods, she was being followed. Someone was tracking her, and with an uneasy sense, she wondered if she had become their prey.

One thing was for sure. She needed to make a plan - and fast.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

May felt a chill as she stopped again, listening hard in the woods, and then, like a delayed echo, heard the footsteps stop too. She tried the same thing twice more. Twice, the footsteps walked on when she did and stopped when she did. 

With one small difference. Each time, she could hear they were getting closer.

Without a doubt, someone was following, and it seemed like they wanted to catch up without being noticed or raising any alarms.

The ranger was a park employee, she told herself, suddenly doubting her own theory. Would he do this? Would he really risk his job, risk his entire reputation, by tracking a potential victim out in the wilderness?

Yes, he might, May realized. If he’d seen her from afar, he would have no idea who she was, or even that the police were on site again. Seeing a woman on her own, he might change into a very different person, into that predatory monster who'd stalked Faye. 

In a situation like that, May knew, a ranger’s job wouldn't matter to him. For those moments, he would become someone else. She’d had experience in that with past cases she’d handled, and May shivered as she thought about the speed with which someone could change from seemingly normal to being a bloodthirsty psychopath – their disguise abandoned and their evil side visible.

Now, it chilled her to think that he might not just have targeted Faye, but also be preying on other women. That would make this crime the one she feared most – a serial.

It had been a tough day so far. She'd just been shaken, squeezed, and flung around by an angry giant in a lumber yard. That was quite enough physical abuse for today, she resolved, feeling steel in her spine. This time, she was going to be a jump ahead – and get on the attack.

In her mind, quickly, she came up with a strategy that she hoped would work. It started with messaging Owen, briefing him on the situation.

“Think I am being followed. Going to fix the problem. Need help with questioning!” she messaged, and added a pin drop so he could find her. 

That meant she’d get help during the takedown if she needed it. And whoever was stealthily following her this way, she was going to take them down. Again, firmly, May resolved that she was going to make sure of it.

Now, she was going to put herself in a situation where she could see him coming. She was not going to let this person get the jump on her. 

She wondered how Faye had been tracked, and if the same thing had happened to her. Had this killer sneaked behind her, discreetly, using the sound of her own footfalls to disguise his, while he edged closer and closer?

It seemed like an efficient way to capture a victim, without the victim becoming aware, or getting scared and calling for help. It made sense that however she had been taken, Faye had been surprised. 

Walking further and waiting for him to get closer would only lead May deeper into the woods. That wouldn't necessarily help her and, also, she didn't want to get too far from the pin drop. After all, Owen needed to be able to find her. She might need backup to make the arrest, based on his suspicious behavior toward Faye, and now also toward her.

So May stopped walking. Turning, she stepped off the path as quietly as she could, and pressed herself against the trunk of a big, dense tree. 

"Now, I'm going to wait for you here. For as long as it takes. One of us is going to be surprised in the next few minutes, and it won't be me," she muttered to herself.

And then, she waited.

If she was going to face the stalker, then she wanted to do it on her terms, not his.

The silence stretched out, becoming expectant. May imagined that his patience might be running out now, and he might be listening, frowning in confusion, knowing that he'd been following someone but now wondering what had happened and why they weren't moving anymore.

Her ears straining, she picked up muttered words. “Where is she?” he mumbled to himself, his voice strangely intent. “Where’s she disappeared to?”

Stomach tensing, knowing he was definitely hunting for her, May warned herself not to underestimate him.

She heard a rustling in the bushes, just off the trail. Stay quiet, she said to herself. Patience would lure him closer and then he’d be within range of her gun and she could use it as a threat if she needed to.

At some stage, one of them had to move. And she firmly resolved it was going to be him. He was going to walk, and she was going to be waiting.

As she crouched against the tree trunk, a one-woman ambush in waiting, May found herself thinking of Kerry. This was exactly the kind of thing her FBI sister would do. 

And maybe, May thought, her sister would be proud of her right now.

He was going to give up on the game first, because she was staying put.

A few moments later, she heard it - a light footfall on the forest floor, then another. With no sound or movement ahead at all, he was moving forward, and she was sure that with every step, he was looking for her.

Glancing around, as discreetly as she could, she saw a shadow appearing, a dark silhouette of a person getting closer.

May put a hand on her gun, and kept her breathing very quiet as she eased all the way out of his sight again and waited for him to come closer still.

A few moments later, she sensed movement in the trees, and turning, peering carefully past the tree trunk, she saw a man's legs. He was wearing a park ranger's uniform and carrying a pair of shears. May allowed herself a little more room, so she could see the whole of him. He was a bearded man, undoubtedly the same one she'd seen in the photo, and he was looking around - perhaps looking for her. He had an intense expression on his face, a worried frown, and he was muttering to himself, words that she couldn’t hear.

Most definitely, this man was not normal, and he was not going about his work, either. He was looking for her.

Manipulate. Surprise. Ambush. And now, she was going to do it, and gain the advantage over him. She was going to shock him, and hopefully then get the truth from this creepy man about whether he’d stalked Faye in the same way, and taken his sadistic agenda even further.

May was ready, her heart pounding and adrenaline surging through her veins.

May took a deep breath, and then, as the ranger was looking away, she stepped quietly out from the tree. Her heart hammering, she called out, "Joe Menzies? Stop right there!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Her words had an explosive effect, May saw. 

The man jumped, whirling around to stare at her so suddenly he dropped his shears. They hit the ground with a metallic thud. His face was blank with shock.

"Good afternoon, ma'am," he said, bending to pick them up.

"Don't move!" May warned him. 

He stood stock still, but she could see that he was clenching his jaw and his hands were curled into fists. He was full of tension and she was sure he was thinking as fast as he could.

"Are you following me?" she demanded.

May wondered if he was trying to come up with a response that would save him, but he didn't seem to have one. The ranger took a step back, and that gave May a sense of satisfaction.

"You were, weren't you? Don't try to argue the facts," she told him sternly. "I'm a police officer

"I'm sorry," he said in a soft voice. "I guess I just wanted to be sure you were okay. I didn't want to intrude."

May's eyes widened. She didn’t believe that for a moment. No way did that expression she’d seen on his face match up with the explanation he was giving her now.

"What do you mean?" she challenged him.

At that moment, Owen arrived, rushing up behind the ranger, his footsteps loud on the forest floor. The ranger swung around, and now, May saw consternation in his gaze as he stared from one of them to the other.

"Ranger Joe Menzies?" he said. "I understand you were following my partner. Can you explain yourself?"

"Yes," May said. " I think you'd better."

The ranger looked at her. Now, she saw his bearded face close up for the first time. His eyes were darting in every direction, as he tried to come up with an excuse for his behavior.

"Yes, I was following you. I was concerned, and I wanted to make sure you were okay."

A weak excuse, May thought. If he’d intended that, surely he would have called out to her? But as she thought that, he added, “I didn’t want to frighten you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay in this section of the trails, as there’s a dam close by.”

"You know that we're investigating the death of a woman in this park," Owen said, speaking authoritatively.

Ranger Menzies nodded. "Yes, of course I know. We were all briefed on it just now. It's a terrible tragedy and I can’t stop thinking about it."

"And you were following Detective Moore because?" Owen prompted.

"I was concerned for her safety, with a dam being close by, as I said. I understand that this last visitor was found near one of those dams. I’m feeling haunted by it and very disturbed.”

"Sorry, Ranger, but you can't get away with that excuse," May told him. "You've been following me for a while now. You'd better tell us what you're doing."

"I can’t believe you’re saying this to me and that you misread my intentions.” He spread his hands. “I guess we’re all a bit tense at this time, but really?"

Now, May was doubting herself. She didn’t like that feeling. It was eroding her confidence to feel that flicker of self-doubt. But she had to admit that sometimes, even the most diligent police officer could be wrong. Perhaps she had been wrong. In a situation like this, sometimes, people were. It was better to be overly cautious than to be careless and miss a trick.

So she told herself to keep an open mind while the ranger explained his actions.

"Tell me more about why you were acting in this way?" she asked.

He sighed. "I've been noticing for the past couple of weeks that some of the trails going down to the dams have been very well used, and that there were trodden areas that shouldn't have been there. I even noticed a few trees had been cut down. I’ve been on the lookout for who’s doing it because it’s illegal in the park. I’ve been feeling uneasy. A couple of guests mentioned to me that they thought they were being followed, or watched. A woman said something last week, and then again, two days ago, someone mentioned the same to me as she left."

"And why did it equate to following me along a trail and stopping when I stopped?" May frowned.

"I didn't want to spook you."

"By stopping when I stopped, you succeeded in spooking me," May reprimanded him.

Ranger Menzies looked chastened. "I guess I did."

"Why was it so important for you to be sure that I was safe?" May asked him. “Why me?”

The ranger hesitated.

"I guess I’m feeling guilty, because if I’d put two and two together, and realized why those trails were more trodden, and why some trees had branches missing, and guests had said they were being followed, I’m wondering if I could have prevented that poor woman’s death. I mean, it’s all about keeping aware. And I was hoping if I followed you, very quietly, I might be able to see this guy hiding away, and catch him."

He sounded genuinely apologetic. He opened and closed the shears that he had picked up absently, making a scything sound. Startled, he looked down, and steadied his hand.

But she didn't know if that explanation was enough to make her believe him. She had lots of experience in seasoned criminals, the worst psychopaths, lie blatantly to her. Glancing at Owen, she knew he felt the same. They had a situation to manage here. A man might be lying to them, trying to wriggle out of a situation. Or he might be telling the truth. The only way they could find out now would be to check his alibi, very thoroughly.

"You need to account for your time when this crime was committed, sir, because we have other suspicions about you.” Owen sounded firm.

“You do?” The ranger looked appalled.

“You can start by telling us your movements yesterday," May said.

"What time of day?" he asked, now sounding worried.

"From midafternoon onward," May said, wanting to make sure there wasn’t a moment where he could have done this deed.

"I was at work here until three, and spent the whole day with two other rangers, clearing an overgrown area in the south of the park," he said. "Then, I had to go and collect one of our vehicles that had been in for repairs. It had collided with a tree. Of course, I traveled with another ranger as we had to drive two cars back. That took an hour and a half, because we were stuck in some traffic on the way back."

"And then?" May asked. 

"Then I did a video presentation to a group of tourists in the park's visitor's center. On conservation, and the river systems. That took an hour also, and afterward, a lot of them were asking me questions. They were a very interactive group. I think I finally got out of there at about seven-thirty, and then I went home to my wife. I know it's not much of an alibi, but she can vouch I was there at that time. I live half an hour’s drive from the park. And I greeted the neighbor, also, as I walked in."

May felt as if the wind was being taken out of her sails. This man, whose movements had been so suspicious, so triggering - he now seemed like the most innocent, likable man, who’d been worried about the killer, and with a good work ethic in the bargain. He wouldn’t have had time to commit the murder yesterday. Faye’s car had arrived at the park at three. His time was fully accounted for the whole day. 

But there were still his suspicious actions to explain.

"You were seen on camera interacting with Faye before her death," May said firmly. "You followed her from the parking lot, twice. And you also looked into her car."

"Oh, yes," he said. Then he looked horrified. "I feel so bad that I spoke to her just before this happened. No wonder you wanted to find me. I did speak to her and I remember it now. Poor woman."

"And you looked into her car." May's voice was firm.

He sighed. "You obviously can't confirm this with her because she was killed, but we were discussing running trails, and the best routes to go. I pointed her in the direction of the best trails. She was very friendly and I went the extra mile for her and explained how to avoid the muddy sections in two of the trails. I remember looking into her car. I did that because after she ran off, I realized that I hadn't heard her lock her car. I was worried that there might be valuables inside, that she'd left her purse there and that it was because we’d been chatting to each other. You know that kind of sudden worry you get?"

"Go on," May said, not really sure if she wanted to commit to saying yes. Yet.

"She was too far down the trail for me to call her back, and also I felt that it wasn't right to check the car door. But just to set my own mind at rest, I took a glance in the car to make sure there were no valuables in view. There were none so I stopped worrying about it."

May looked at him dubiously.

Had she really been so wrong?

He spread his hands. "Ma'am, I suffer from anxiety. And it spiked after I heard about this murder. If I could follow all the tourists on their own, I would. I guess I just worried that if you went off on your own and I didn't keep an eye on you, you might be killed. And I wanted to catch this killer. I wanted to be that ranger who brought peace back to the park. That's all I can say," he said apologetically.

May had to admit that his explanation made sense. She’d been too suspicious and, this time, she’d made a mistake in thinking his intentions were harmful.

"I'd like you to confirm that alibi, please. Show me your bookings, and the record of that tourist event."

"I will," he said helpfully.

As he searched through his phone, May thought about what he had said. That the trails had been used, that some of them had been noticeably cleared, and trees had been chopped. That made her very nervous. If this ranger was right, it meant that preparation had been done. The picture of that homemade raft was in her mind. You would have needed only one tree to make that. Why had more been chopped?

It pointed to her worst fear - a serial. May knew they needed to be prepared for more deaths.

As she had the thought, her phone rang, and she jumped. It was Sheriff Jack calling and she picked up fast, her stomach twisting.

"There's been another one," he said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

He'd done it. Riverman punched the air as he ran through the forest, feeling that same sense of triumphant glee that he'd had the time before. He could have danced as he sprinted light-footed over the muddy trail, wearing plain hiking boots of an average size, the kind that were sold in a hundred stores, with no identifying marks.

Because even though he did these acts as a sacrifice to nature, he also knew that the real world was watching, and that to continue his work, he needed to be invisible. That was just common sense, and as one of nature's servants, the keeper of the life force, he did need to be sensible about protecting his unique gifts and abilities.

He had to keep a low profile, and that meant being careful and not leaving clues that could lead to him.

"I did it!" he called back to the spirits of the forest, who were his allies, his accomplices. "I brought you one more!"

This had been less carefully planned. You could even have called it impulsive, but it had been for all the right reasons. He knew what those were. He remembered again that man’s rude words to him, those cruel actions that had seemed to smear the purity of the forest and the waters. No more, he thought.

The river, the beaver dam, had claimed another surge of life force. 

That ungrateful, and in fact, rude and angry man would now become part of nature, his spirit slowly ebbing into the water to combine and be one with the reeds, the brush, the call of the eagles.

That would teach him.

Riverman laughed. The river was like a stew. It was a cauldron of life force. It was a cradle of souls. The river was natural law. It was beyond the power of humans to stop it. The river was what it was.

So was he. He was a servant of nature. He was the keeper of life.

And he'd done it again. He'd placed this man on one of the rafts that he had in a secret hiding place. He'd done his work with the blade, releasing him fully to the waters. He'd then eradicated his fingerprints, because in nature, there were no egos, no identity, and he knew this had to be done. It was very important that the corpse, the sacrifice, was anonymous. It was the step to leaving all their actions in life behind.

All their misguided doings and rude words. He seethed briefly again. That man had been so nasty! But now he was dead, Riverman consoled himself. He was nothing more than a spirit for the waters to consume. And this time, to make up for his extreme rudeness, he’d given him an extra penitence after death, along with the scoured, scarred fingertips. He’d shaved part of his hair away. It hadn’t been a good job and that was intentional. He’d wanted it to look rough, homemade and ugly, to show this man that he was not better than anyone else.

Now, he stopped by the side of the trail, and took a fur jacket that he'd left there earlier. Now that he'd finished being in the icy waters, he was cold, and the fur around his shoulders gave him warmth and comfort.

He considered his options with a cold, calculating mind as he walked, the canopy of trees above him, the grasses swishing at his still-wet legs.

For sure, he was getting better, stronger, more confident. He was moving faster. He was also getting more organized.

"Nature will be pleased," he said aloud. 

He knew that the police had to be looking for him, and that he would need to be prepared for what might follow, and to lay low if he had to, because the police were part of the human world with all its noise and interference. They were not part of his world, where the forces of nature combined into one powerful whole.

As he walked, he saw a blackberry bush, its branches heavy with fruit. Quickly, he picked some, saying thank you to the plant for its generosity.

The berries were sweet in his mouth. The juice stained his hands like blood and he smiled, stopping off by a small, trickling stream to rinse them. As an afterthought, he took the blade out of his belt and rinsed that again, too. The spirits would be pleased it was clean, and ready to kill again.

Yes, the police might be looking. But how many people would there be looking for one man, in this vast park? And it wasn't as if he stayed in the park. He was able to come and go, without being detected.

He would be ready for this one. He would be on the lookout for the police. And he would be prepared to hide out.

"You can't stop me," he said aloud. "I am a servant of nature."

He felt a shudder of pleasure ripple down his spine.

The river was nature's cleansing force, and he was the man to deliver it. He felt elated again at having discovered this calling to serve. How wonderful it was to do such important work.

"I will serve," he said, his voice carrying through the trees. "I will not fail you."

What a lucky man he was, and what a beautiful interlude this had been. But now, Riverman knew he had to get out of the area. He couldn’t linger here, because there were many more people who needed his special type of correction, and not all of them were currently in the park. In fact, meeting this man here had been the exception. 

Luckily, he had made quite a few rafts. More than he needed. Just as well, because he hadn't thought that there would be times when he could act on the spur of the moment to bring his sacrifices to their natural end. It was surprising and pleasing to think that he could do that, and in fact it was making him rethink his plans. 

“I must say, it opens up a world of possibilities,” he said to himself thoughtfully. He’d always thought that his sacrifices would require careful planning before they were taken, but now, he saw that this wasn’t so. He was clever enough to make fast plans when he had to.

And he had an idea in his mind, just a little seed, of where he needed to go next. And who he needed to take.

"Oh, I can't wait to bring you full circle, to return you to the water and the sky, to let the fishes feed on you," he muttered, knowing that the words were overly poetic but liking them anyway.

People didn't understand him. Nobody understood him. But nobody needed to. The people that mattered to him were not people at all. They were the rocks in the river, the sentinels, the swimming beavers, and the leaping fish.

He started to run through the trees, reliving the thrill of the hunt. He knew the body would be discovered soon, and he needed to be prepared for what would follow.

Was it wrong of him to feel satisfaction at the thought of people’s shock at seeing his work, that beautiful scene set out?

No, he told himself, of course it wasn’t wrong. Nor was it wrong for him to feel a pleasant thrill at the thought of killing again. 

It was a bonus, but it wasn’t his reason for doing it, he reminded himself. His reason was far more important. He was doing it for the natural world.

Riverman felt a cold thrill of satisfaction as he thought of making more scenes like this, and becoming famous for what he did to those who did him wrong.

Or rather, those who wronged nature.

Better still, he’d been able to brag, just a little, because there were people out there who understood him. Oh, yes, just like the roots of the trees, there was a silent underground network of those that he knew, and he’d tapped into it. Anonymously of course.

He reached one of the small exits that pedestrians could use, unnoticed, secluded, and with no cameras around.

He slipped out of it and quietly left the park, reciting to himself in a soft voice the address where he was heading next.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

"Another murder?" May squeaked out the words, causing Owen, who was busy checking the ranger's alibi on his phone, to look around sharply.

This was the most terrible scenario they could have imagined. The killer had struck again. 

"Where is the body?" she said more quietly.

"It's in another of those dams," Sheriff Jack said. "I'm going to send you the coordinates now. It's in a natural dam, just outside the park, near the far west border."

"We'll be there as soon as we can," May said.

Not yet knowing the time of death of this new victim, it was still important to check the ranger's alibi, and Owen completed this as fast as possible. Owen gave a nod when he was done, and May knew that nod meant that the alibi was solid and there was no room for any doubt.

"Let's go," he said to May. Turning to the ranger, he said, “We’ve finished our questioning, and you can go. Thanks for the information.”

The ranger nodded, and continued along the trail, with shears snipping as he went, and May and Owen rushed back the way they’d come, all the way to the parking lot. Then, they jumped into their car and headed west. May felt anxiety surging inside her. Another death. Was this an older body just found, or was it a more recent kill?

Where was this killer now? She felt a sense of unease that he was at large, in this park or the surrounding area, a few steps ahead, and maybe even watching them.

"It's this way," Owen said, glancing down at the map and pointing to a track that led from the main road and onto a side pathway. The car jerked and bounced as it traversed the uneven, stony ground, sliding in the mud.

This was, at least, the quickest shortcut to the site. And as they crested a hill, May saw the flash of lights that indicated police cars ahead.

Would this scene give them any further clues about the killer?

She jumped out of the car and she and Owen hurried over to where Sheriff Jack was climbing out of his cruiser, having also just arrived.

In silence, the three of them walked down to the dam. May's stomach was churning. She breathed deeply, trying to prepare herself as best she could for another of these macabre scenes.

There it was. An almost identical looking wooden raft, floating and eddying within a small, natural dam within the river.

This time, May saw with a flash of surprise that the victim was a man, lashed to the raft with the same coarse ropes. On his plaid shirt, she could clearly see the stab mark to the heart that would have killed him. Hopefully, it had done so instantly. She couldn’t bear to think that he might have suffered.

"I really hope he was dead before those fingerprints were removed," she whispered, looking again at the way that the prints had been eradicated.

Andy Baker was waist deep in the dam, busy examining the body in situ. He must have been one of the first on the scene, May guessed, and was doing the work he could, while waiting for others to arrive so that the body and the raft could be removed from its watery grave.

He looked up when May spoke, his face looking drawn and grim.

"Yes, May, it looks as if the fingerprint removal was done after death. There’s no sign of a struggle. I doubt he was more than semi-conscious when killed, as these ropes around his wrists have not even pulled tight," he said. 

That gave May some comfort. But as she looked more closely, she saw other, troubling things.

"Is his hair partially shaved?" This was getting stranger and stranger. How was it possible to get into such a warped mind, to understand this man’s actions?

"Yes, it’s been shaved," Andy said. May peered down, feeling uneasy all over again to see the crude, basic strokes of a knife or perhaps a razor. Why had the killer added this detail to the crime scene? Why had he done this?

A thought occurred to her that maybe, with the previous victim having had long hair, he might have been able to chop off a lock that they had not yet noticed. So he might be taking trophies, or some other strange evidence that was important to him. Maybe he'd just gone more overboard this time.

"How recent is this kill?" she asked.

"Only a couple of hours. It's very recent," Andy said with regret in his voice.

May's eyes widened. She looked around at the additional police cars arriving on the scene, and the forensic team arriving too. 

"Who found it?" she asked.

Sheriff Jack, who had been speaking to police already on the scene, turned to her.

"Two hikers, two ladies in the park saw the raft floating in the dam. They called the police immediately, and went to the nearest road to meet them. They were not keen to go back to the scene, understandably," Jack said. "One of the police took a statement from them at the roadside and then said they could go."

May couldn't blame them. She was glad for their immediate, responsible actions of getting police here. 

"Any tracks? Any footprints?" She walked down to the dam, being careful not to step over any tracks that were already there.

She saw a lot of footprints in the grass, and the sandy soil, but they were shallow and she couldn't even make out the pattern of a tread. He'd chosen a clever way in, where there was no thick mud to leave a direct print. And this looked to be a well-used trail. In the muddy areas, there were numerous prints - but the mud was so wet they hadn't held. The weather wasn't helping them here.

“We’re going to set up roadblocks in the area,” Sheriff Jack was saying authoritatively. “On the roads leading to and from the park. And we need to search the parking lots again for abandoned or unclaimed vehicles. Jensen, Briggs, if you two want to go and do that now, we can run a check on plates, and see if any are still there in the morning.”

With the logistics being handled, May knew that Jack was freeing up herself and Owen to do deeper research. Because, if this killer was going to be found soon, an important step might be to get into his mind.

Looking again at the scene, now that May was getting over the shock of seeing this new victim, she realized this was a killer who knew the park well. He even knew where to find these strange natural dams. This one was secluded and off the beaten track. He must have known about it and been into the park many times before. Was that something they could use to find him, she wondered. 

"I'm getting the impression that this man must live in an alternative reality," Owen muttered. 

May nodded. "This is all just so strange. Why do this? Why go to all the trouble? It must have significance to him." 

“Maybe it’s just giving him a thrill.”

“We have to get into his mind.”

“Yes, yes. I know we do.”

May was reassured they were thinking along the same lines. 

Was it a deranged creation of his own, or was he copying someone else's gory artwork? Where could they look for pointers to this man, who clearly knew the area and terrain well enough to be able to melt into the wilderness and disappear?

"Head shaving can be a sign of penitence," she said thoughtfully, wondering if that might be a reason for this action.

“Can it?” Owen sounded, briefly, as if his mind wasn’t on the topic. Or maybe he thought she was wrong.

“I think so. I remember reading about it.”

Owen nodded, looking distracted all over again. With a flash of unwanted insight, May realized he hadn’t looked at her directly during this conversation. Not once. And he’d taken care not to touch her either.

Her unease deepened, because she was worried that Owen might have a problem with her, personally.

They'd had issues before, and May thought that they had gotten over them. But now, thinking back over this silence between them, his awkward behavior that entire day, she felt a sharper worry.

Was her deputy, her boyfriend, this man she cared about so deeply, going to end up breaking up with her? The thought was like a wash of icy water down her back. But once it was in her mind, it wouldn't leave.

"I think we need to go back to the police station," she said. "We need to try and research this whole head shaving, penitence theory. Perhaps if we do, we'll find something on it - someone arrested for it, or some other case history."

As soon as they were in the car, she promised herself she was going to ask Owen if he had any problems with her right now that she hadn’t known about. At least she'd then know about the upcoming romantic disaster - or not.

In just one minute, May resolved, she'd gather her courage and ask.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

May's resolve to find out about her relationship problems was derailed when her phone rang as they were getting into the car. It was Kerry on her caller ID.

Until that moment, May had been so distracted by her current case that she hadn’t had time to think about what Kerry was having to deal with, which was probably just as well. Now, anxiety and worry flooded in. What had she found?

As she picked up the call, May was shocked to notice the time. It was already after five p.m. and getting dark. 

The stress of the case had actually forced that grinning skeleton out of May's mind for a while, but now it was back there, in all its vivid creepiness. Kerry had been keeping tabs on the forensic search, and she might have had a chance to communicate with Harriet, too.

All her anxiety on that subject rushed back.

"Any news on the search of the room, sis?" Thinking of Owen beside her in the car, she switched the phone to speaker.

The problems she'd previously had between herself and Owen were mostly centered around the fact he felt hurt that she hadn't shared with him what was happening in her life. May had learned that, thanks to the disaster of her sister disappearing, she had ended up being a person who was reluctant to trust and to share. She kept things to herself and it had impacted her and Owen’s communication.

That was something she hadn't known about herself. It was a flaw that was going to get in the way of any relationship. May was determined to fix this character flaw she hadn’t even known she had.

After the discovery of that room and its contents, she’d briefly messaged Owen, to tell him the basic details. But she'd said she wasn't ready to talk about it and he had messaged back that he understood.

Now, at least, he'd be able to hear the update. Although if he already had concerns about their relationship again, it might be too little, too late, she worried.

"Yes, there is news," Kerry said briskly.

"What's is it?" May said. Glancing at Owen, she saw the worry in his eyes, too.

"The forensic team has been working all day, going through all the evidence to be found in that room, and they've discovered some things that are very strange."

May didn't even want to cast her mind back to that musty smelling room with its macabre evidence. Had she been looking at Lauren's skull? The thought was just too shocking, too dismaying for words.

"What have they found?" she asked, feeling scared to learn.

"Many different hairs. And a few small trophies, random personal things - like bracelets, a purse, a hair tie."

May thought back to the safe that they had previously found, where they discovered the killer had stashed more of these trophies. It pointed the way to him working for years, taking these women, holding them, and then most probably, May guessed, killing them. It was terrible to think that this had happened to Lauren but she knew she needed to be brave and face up to the harsh truth that her sister had been targeted by a dangerous psychopath and was no longer alive.

She heard Owen gasp in a concerned breath and glance at her.

"Is there any evidence yet about who this killer is?" she asked, hearing the desperation in her own voice. While forensics was at work piecing together the clues in this secret room, how could they find out who this monster had been - and where he was now?

"There are lots of fingerprints, and they are analyzing all of them. Chances are his prints will be in there somewhere. And also, I've been talking again to Harriet."

"Talking?" May asked, frowning. Harriet was a deaf-mute now.

"Well, when I say talking, what I did was I took along a sketch pad and I wrote down some questions on it, with possible answers, encouraging her to circle the right answers."

"Oh, Kerry, that's clever!" May said.

"It seemed like she was getting into it, but she tired very quickly. So I left it for today, but she's got the idea of it now. I think tomorrow, I might get a chance to try again in the morning."

"I hope so," May said.

"If I do, I now know how to do it better, and I think there's a chance that I can get some answers from her one way or the other," Kerry said, her tone filled with purpose.

"If anyone can do it, you can," May said, and she was shocked to find that there wasn't any jealousy in her mind as she said that. There would have been, a year ago, she realized. A year ago her own insecurities and self-doubts would have come rushing to the surface and she would have felt deeply conflicted that Kerry could do something she couldn't.

Years of being regarded as second best, the underachiever - sometimes by her parents, and other times by herself – had taken their toll. Only recently had she found the strength and confidence to believe in herself, and that she had what it took to do the best job.

"Thanks, sis. It's been a tough day," Kerry said, and again, May respected what it took for her sister to share that she was also feeling burned out and exhausted after dealing with this.

"Tough days need tough people to handle them," May said supportively.

"How's your case?" Kerry then asked. "That was a very early start, and if you're not done yet, I guess it's complicated?"

May sighed. "This afternoon, we found out that it's a serial. Two people murdered so far and this killer is leaving the bodies in weird settings. We need to get into his mind, and I don't think we're going to like what's there." She refocused on the immediate worry of the case, her thoughts veering away from all the other concerns she had. 

"Keep me in the loop. I'm going to go into town now and get some food. I'll probably turn in early if you're back late, but I'll make sure there's some dinner in the refrigerator for you."

"That's great," May said, feeling thankful.

She cut the call, which had taken them out of the park and almost the whole way back to the police department. May headed in, her mind now on the promise she'd made to herself to find out what was bothering Owen.

"Penitence, beaver dams, shaved head," he muttered to himself distractedly as they headed in. The back office was empty, and she guessed that the other police still on duty were all involved in setting up the roadblocks.

They were alone in the back office.

May took a deep breath, her nerves jangling. 

"Listen, Owen," she said in a quivery voice. "I can't help noticing you're rather distracted. And I was wondering - is it anything to do with us? Is there a problem with us at all? If it's work that’s bothering you, that's fine, I totally understand. But I - I can't help being worried," she ended, her voice now shaking.

Owen turned to her. He looked pale and stressed, but yet resolute.

"Yes, it is to do with us, May," he said, and she felt sick inside.

And then, to her utter astonishment, rummaging in his pocket, Owen continued, sounding just as nervous as she had. 

"This is not how I wanted to do this. I wanted to take you for dinner, but the case came along, and there's never going to be a good time, but I can’t wait any longer, and want to ask you now."

May gasped as Owen, in the police station's back office, got down on one knee and produced a beautiful ring, with sparkling diamonds, from the small box in his pocket.

"May, will you marry me?" he asked in a shaking voice.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

May stared at Owen in utter shock. A marriage proposal? This was the last thing she'd expected. This had totally blindsided her. Her mind had been going in a different direction entirely.

Marriage? Her?

She realized she was giving a good impression of a fish out of water as she gaped at him. And that was how she felt, as well. This had completely thrown her.

Half of her felt full of joy and amazement. Her heart was bursting with sheer happiness, knowing this was a wonderful moment, and that it meant a permanent, loving commitment. Owen was not just asking her to be his girlfriend but to spend her life with him. To be his wife.

But the other half had gone into a flat spin of panic. She felt conflicted, and she was so confused. It was a major life decision! Was she ready for this?

Did she have what it took to be the partner of such a truly good, kind, caring man? When she was worried even now that she was disappointing him and letting him down, could she make a marriage work?

What if it didn't work, if it failed? She didn’t know if she could handle such a terrible failure and the misery of losing him.

May had never expected to feel bombarded by so many fears and doubts.

Owen was pale, and she could tell he was quaking with nerves. She'd never seen him like this and it touched her that he was so human and vulnerable in this moment.

She felt a rush of emotion for him, for his vulnerability. He looked as terrified as she now felt.

"Are you saying yes, or are you saying no?" Owen asked, his voice shaking, his eyes wide and anxious.

"I'm sorry. I'm just in shock," she said, her voice trembling now. "I - this is so important. I can't believe it’s happening. I mean, it's everything I've ever wanted, but -"

"I have asked your parents already, and your dad gave his blessing," Owen reassured her.

"He did?" May said, feeling even more flabbergasted.

She needed to say yes. She wanted to say yes. But her brain was screaming at her - what if you mess this up? What if it's too soon? Maybe you should tell him you'll live together for a while first? Wouldn’t that be safer? Shouldn’t you go into that slowly and what makes you think you deserve such a nice ring? That’s a seriously beautiful ring! It might just be the nicest one you’ve ever seen. Is it too good for you? Can you live up to it?

The voices – doubting, critical, condemning, all raged in her head. 

“I – I – well, this is something I never thought would ever happen,” May tried to explain in stammering tones.

“I understand,” Owen said, sounding equally frazzled.

Now at a loss for words, May stared at him and he stared back.

And then, at that moment, as she was struggling with the enormity of the decision, Owen's laptop pinged.

“What’s that?” he asked, as if relieved about the distraction. He looked around, scrambling up off his knee.

“I don’t know,” May said, her mind still in turmoil.

"It's the keyword search!" he said in amazed tones. "It's actually gotten a result!"

"It has? We’d better look at it. I mean, this could be a big break in the case. Owen I still feel totally stunned by – by what you said. Can we talk about it later?”

He glanced at her and nodded, but he looked dubious, making May feel terrified she’d messed this up, that she’d ruined the moment spectacularly, and now there was no time to go back, with a possible break in the case.

She felt a sense of unreality as they crowded next to each other to stare at the screen. 

It couldn’t be more wrong to suddenly be derailed from accepting a marriage proposal, but she'd already decided that this day of her life was breaking all records in terms of twists.

And it felt like a strange relief to not have to think about this life-changing decision, but instead to pore over the computer and look at what Owen's search had brought up.

"Nature's Nurturer? What is this?" she asked. 

The search had hit on a blog, and as soon as she started reading it, May realized they were onto something here.

The Nature's Nurturer blog was written by a writer who was clearly a local man, who lived in “the wilderness near Fairshore” and who claimed that "his passion and his mission were to restore the land to its rightful owners, the beavers, birds and bears."

Nature's Nurturer was a man who, from the photos, looked to be in his thirties, dressed in leather and fur and “natural fabrics,” deeply tanned, and with a full beard.

It was quite a rambling blog, where he seemed to go off on tangents about nature, conservation, and just about anything else that he could think of to get on record.

The blog was a strange mix of information about wildlife in the area, and information about how nature was being destroyed by people and that animals needed to be allowed to live as they were meant to do.

May had absolutely no argument with that. She fully agreed that nature conservation was important.

But it seemed that Nature's Nurturer wanted to get this done by forcing people to apologize to nature and to undergo all kinds of humiliating, uncomfortable, and unsafe penitence in order to atone for the wrongdoings.

That, May had to acknowledge, was very strange.

And it also aligned with what she'd seen this killer do. As she read through the blog, she started seeing more and more parallels between them. This man was obsessed by wildlife and particularly by the “beavers, birds, and bears” that were in his introductory tagline.

And he also seemed to be obsessed with finding weird, painful, and potentially violent ways to prove his argument that the animals needed humans to leave them alone.

The blog was full of quotes about nature, and there were pages of photographs of Nature's Nurturer with various animals. The words and the images were moving and realistic in parts. And then in other parts, they were just downright peculiar.

She frowned as she read one of the excerpts.

"I'm here to show you how wrong we are in the way we treat nature. I'm here to show you that what we should be doing is respecting this planet and all its inhabitants, and returning to a sustainable way of living. And I'm here to show you that we can do this, with a little bit of help from our furry friends."

That was all well and good, if it hadn't been followed by a rambling monologue: "I saw a beaver in a natural dam yesterday. I got into the dam and I spent an hour there, apologizing to the little fella for us being such a cruel and invasive species. I ended up trying to atone by burying myself in the mud and scraping my skin with thorns. Once I'd done that, I felt I knew some of the pain that he must have known, from seeing us recklessly canoe in his territory and hike over his natural pathways."

She stared at Owen, who was reading another part of the blog with a shocked expression.

"Look here, May. Here he used his hunting knife to cut his hair to apologize to the birds for stealing their environment. And he left the hair out in the wilderness so they could use it for nests. That's so off the wall, and he follows it with a perfectly ordinary, normal blog on spring nesting. But then, look how he ends it!"

“Head shaving? Just like the last murder scene?” May asked, feeling incredulous.

Owen gasped as he read the next line aloud.

"Next time, I might just stab myself with my hunting knife. Or maybe even punish someone else. You'd all better watch it if you're thinking of getting in Mother Nature's way." He looked at May questioningly.

That got May's eyebrows shooting all the way up. There was no time to lose in pursuing this angle.

"I think Nature's Nurturer could be our killer," she said. 

But a glance at the blog showed that it was disquietingly anonymous.

They needed to find out his real name, and his address. Nowhere was it mentioned in the blog, and perhaps there was a reason for that too, May thought darkly.

He might be staying ‘anonymous’ in terms of his details, so that he could pursue his crusade of making the world a better place by killing off humans, one by one.

They had to track down this man, and fast.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

"Can we trace Nature's Nurturer from his blog?" May asked anxiously. “There must be a way to do it somehow. Mustn’t there?” This was so critical, so all-important. They needed to root out this anonymous blogger, with his violent and disturbing content.

Owen was already at the computer next door, logging in, doing more searches, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

“There’s an email address on the blog, but it’s anonymous, a gmail account. I don’t know how much we’re going to learn from this. I’m going to do an image search for his face. Perhaps we’ll learn something there."

He switched to another window, copying and pasting the image of the bearded man.

"What about looking for any historic crimes?" May moved to a computer where she could access the official police database quickly. "I guess we could search for anything involving a beaver dam?" she added doubtfully. She had a feeling that might confuse the database completely.

Still, knowing they needed to make a start somehow, she keyed in the words and waited, hopefully, to see if anything resulted.

The system stalled, as if shocked by the fact that it had to seek crimes involving beaver dams. May had a feeling they were going to go far, far back in the archives before coming up with anything close. Or else, come up with a flat “No cases found.”

"I'm really not getting anywhere with this image search," Owen said, sounding frazzled, as if he, too, had a few twists and turns too many today.

No, May thought. She was not going to let this strong lead fizzle out, and she surely couldn't allow it to delay them. Not when the success of the entire case might ride on it. There had to be another way. They knew the wider area where he was, because the blog had revealed that. If they went out there, perhaps one of the neighbors might know something; someone in the area might know where a man of that description, or known as Nature’s Nurturer, lived?

But it was dark, and knocking on doors after dark always took longer, especially in the remote area where he had indicated he stayed.

Then, she had an even better idea.

“This is a time to get the FBI involved,” she said. “They can probably trace that blogger's IP address to within a few yards of where he lives.”

And she knew, at this time, her sis would be glad to assist. Feeling relieved that they had Kerry here to help, she picked up the phone and called her. 

"Kerry?"

"What's up?"

"“We need your help in tracing a suspect. Do you have time?” That was also a nice way of asking her if she wanted to, May thought. The day must have been tough, with that forensic search to deal with.

"Of course I have time.” Kerry sounded impatient at even being asked. “Let me know what I can do. I have my work computer here and I can log into our systems to look anything up."

"We’re trying to track down a blog," May said. "It belongs to someone who isn't actually anonymous, because there are photos and he gives his approximate location. But he’s anonymous enough that we don’t know where to find him. He doesn’t give his name, or an actual address, or a contact phone number. Only an email."

"Hmmm," Kerry said. "You know, I think that might be a job for our techs. And luckily enough, I have a tech that I know will be ready to help."

"You do?" There was a weird note to Kerry’s voice, May realized. A satisfied sound to it.

"Yes." Kerry paused. "Reason being, we're dating," she confessed.

"Oh, wow!" May hadn't realized that Kerry had been bold enough to jump back into the waters of the dating pool after her bad experience catching her ex-fiancé cheating. And an FBI tech sounded like - well, obviously highly intelligent and driven - but somehow, more normal than the high flyers Kerry had gone for in the past.

"I'll chat with Dominic now," she said. "Send me the details. He's a bright guy and he's super-fast."

"Thanks!" May said. "Do you know if he'd be able to get it back to us tonight?"

"I'd be surprised if he can't do it in an hour," Kerry said confidently. “I’ve just been messaging him now. He’s home, and he’ll be able to look.”

“Thanks!” Feeling encouraged, May cut the call, and sent the details through.

"I'm looking at the map here," Owen said. "I think it would be worth driving out there now, and at least getting close. We can ask around, perhaps we'll find a place still open that has local knowledge. A general store or something like that?"

May doubted it. She thought that Owen was being optimistic, but didn’t want to shut him down. And in the meantime, Dominic would be at work and he might come up with something.

As she put her laptop in its bag and hurried out of the back office, it also occurred to May that perhaps Owen had wanted to get out and go searching, so that he wouldn't have to stay in and suffer the awkwardness of speaking to May once they'd wrapped up work for the day. After all, he had just given her a marriage proposal.

And she hadn't yet accepted it.

She knew she wanted to. But she didn't know if she should.

That life-changing decision was weighing heavy on her mind as they climbed into the car and drove, in a slightly uneasy silence, out of the police department and onto the main road that May knew turned into a narrow, country lane a few miles later. It then wound its way up into the hills surrounding one of Eagle Lake's most isolated tributaries. In the darkening evening, this was where they were now going to hunt the killer.

"There were some cabins along the western side of that lake," May remembered. "I went there a few weeks ago to sort out a domestic disturbance. Let's head there now and see if anyone knows who Nature's Nurturer is.”

Owen, who'd gotten behind the wheel, veered the car in that direction, turned off the road where May indicated, and they bumped along what was now a sand track, in the direction of the few scattered lights ahead.

"Here we go. This cabin is occupied, and it looks to be lived in permanently, so maybe this is a good starting point," May said, noting the vegetable garden outside that was visible in the sweep of the headlights, the solar panel on the roof, the makeshift shelter for the blue pickup behind the home. This might be a local man with local knowledge who would recognize the blogger’s photo.

They could hear the blare of the television from inside as they climbed out and approached the door.

May knocked and waited. The TV volume was abruptly lowered. Footsteps approached the door. It opened, to reveal a big, red-cheeked man with a woolen hat on his head, wearing a thick knit sweater. The enticing aroma of cooking stew filtered out.

He stared at them in surprise that swiftly deepened to distrust.

"What do you want?" he asked. 

"We're local deputies Moore and Lovell, hoping for your help," May said politely, showing her badge. "We understand that this man lives near here. He runs a blog and is known as 'Nature's Nurturer.' I wonder if you know where he is?"

The man looked at the picture closely. Without a doubt May saw recognition in his eyes.

And then his expression closed down.

"Never seen him to my knowledge. Never heard of the name," he emphasized.

May was sure he was not telling the truth. She had seen that flash of awareness. But he wasn't saying more. Unfortunately, in these remote areas, distrust of the police was a big stumbling block. They were often regarded as the enemy.

Now was not the time to bully answers out of him, May knew. It would only create more problems and they wouldn't get the answers anyway.

"Thank you," she said, discouraged.

The only good thing about this encounter was that they knew they were on the right path, and that Nature's Nurturer was part of this community.

"I hope he doesn't call the guy and warn him," Owen muttered, and May nodded grimly, realizing that this bright idea might just backfire on them. If Nature's Nurturer knew the police were looking for him, he might decide to hotfoot it out of here while he could.

Feeling conflicted, wondering if it was worth the risk, she stared at the next cabin, a couple of hundred yards away.

Should they go there? Or would it result in the same flat no and another potential warning for the man they were seeking?

As she dithered, feeling worried, her phone rang.

She saw it was Kerry, and picked up with hope flaring in her heart.

"I told you Dominic was fast," her sister said, sounding pleased. "I have the address you need. And a name."


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

May felt a spark of hope. The hunt was on. Kerry - and Dominic - had saved the day, because probing any further into this network of off-the-grid survivalists who didn’t trust the police was only going to work against them.

"What's the address?" she asked. "What's the name?"

"Address?" Kerry snorted. "No such thing. But thanks to Dominic, I can send you a pin drop. As for his name, his real name is Stanley Franklin."

"Any other information?" May asked, knowing that Kerry, or Dominic, would most likely have done a quick search that could help them.

"He was arrested fifteen years ago, as a student, during a protest when a small woodland was being felled because the trees were diseased and had some kind of blight that could spread."

"He was opposed to that?" May asked.

"Apparently he believed that nature should have been allowed to make the rules, and that if the trees had a blight, they deserved it. But anyway, he protested."

"Did he tie himself to a tree?" May asked.

"No. That's the interesting thing. He didn't tie himself to a tree. He tied the foreman of the crew that was supervising the tree removal to a tree. Using a chain and a padlock, as well as a long length of coarse rope. The poor guy was trapped there, in the rain, for the better part of a day until they were able to free him."

"Coarse rope," May said thoughtfully. That resonated with this case. Rope had been used in these recent murders. And what interested May was that this survivalist hadn’t tied himself to a tree. Nope, in his efforts to save the diseased woodland and prove his point, he’d picked on someone else. Someone innocent.

"Did he get into trouble for that?" she asked.

"He was arrested. But he was only charged with a misdemeanor, and in due course, he was acquitted. His defense was freedom of expression, and he claimed that he had been using a symbolic act to make a statement. The jury was swayed by the eloquence of his plea, and Stanley Franklin was free to go," Kerry explained, as if she was reading the last part from a news report.

As she was talking, May and Owen were hustling back to the car and climbing inside. Quickly, May showed Owen the coordinates, letting him take the wheel while she finished the update from her sister.

"He's that kind of radical that has always been a step or two ahead of the law. He's always one step ahead of the police,” Kerry said.

“That means he might already have disappeared,” May said, feeling stress surge. “I’m worried someone’s already warned him.”

“He might have. But I'll give you some good news," she said.

"We need it," May replied. She was getting very nervous that this revolutionary had been warned, and was already hotfooting it out of Tamarack County.

"In my opinion, he's arrogant. Because I think he's been lucky, not clever. And the other thing working for you now is that he publishes his daily blog at eight p.m. every weekday night. He only takes weekends off. It's a point of pride for him. He speaks about it in his blog," she said.

"Is that so?" May asked.

"That's so. And it's five to eight now. So, hopefully, he'll want to publish on time, even if he's been warned you’re coming. Of course, he might be planning to leave afterward."

Kerry cut the call.

"Five minutes," May repeated to Owen. He hit the gas and they sped along the rough, dark road.

 

***

 

Four fast, bumpy minutes later, a faint twinkle of lights came into view, and a minute later, they were powering up to where the coordinates led.

It was not the isolated cabin they had been expecting, May saw to her surprise. It was a much bigger place, which looked to be more of a small farm.

A large wooden house had a corrugated iron roof that was just visible in the moonlight. A faint, blinking light on the roof indicated that it had a satellite dish, which would give Franklin the signal he needed. It also had a TV antenna, and a collection of solar panels. There were burglar bars on all the windows, and the yard beyond, which looked large, was securely fenced.

They climbed out, and stood, staring at the house. It was solid, with a weathered look. The porch had a set of wicker furniture outside, and May spotted an empty whisky bottle and a crystal glass on the table.

Then, she heard a splash from beyond the house. With all her suspicions prickling, she walked over.

In the massive pond in the backyard, she could clearly see a couple of beavers frolicking. Splashing in the water and diving under what looked like a small, homemade dam, they were definitely fenced into the premises.

"He's keeping wild animals as pets?" she whispered to Owen incredulously. This made no sense at all. How did that align with his principles?

At any rate, he was clearly home. Lights were on in the windows. May checked her watch. It was now one minute past eight and presumably he would have published his blog by now. Hopefully their timing was good, and Stanley Franklin was still at home.

She stepped up to the door, ready to knock. As she raised her hand, a glint above her made her look up.

The beady eye of a security camera was pointing directly down at her.

If Stanley Franklin had not yet known they were here, he sure knew now, May thought with a pang, wondering whether he might be hustling out of the back of his house, to melt into the woods and evade them.

She knocked. The noise sounded loud and intrusive in the still night, with the only other sound the splashing of water from the backyard.

May knocked again, harder this time. Then she called out. "Police here! Stanley Franklin, are you in there?"

There was a pause. And then, from inside, a voice called back.

"I'm not coming out. I know who you are. You're evil people on a controlling agenda. You care nothing for liberators like me. I know my rights. I don’t have to allow you in. You probably think I’m going to run away and you’re waiting to grab me. I’m not so stupid. I’m in here and you’re out there and that’s the way this is going to stay. Now, go away!"

"We're police, investigating a murder. We have no other agenda,” May protested.

"Yeah, like I believe that."

May exchanged a glance with Owen. Yup, this was what she'd thought. This man was fully anti-police. And with the solidity of this building, it would be difficult even to shout questions, if he chose to leave the front door area. They might be on his doorstep, but they were a world away from getting answers, and May wasn’t even sure that the evidence they had so far would justify getting a warrant. They needed more if they were going to get inside these walls.

They stared at each other for a few moments, exchanging worried looks at the thought of reaching a dead end outside this well-secured house. Then Owen's eyebrow raised, and from experience, May knew he had an idea. Perhaps he'd thought of something that could help.

"I have a question," he called.

"I'm not answering!"

"Those beavers. Are they legal?"

There was a shocked pause. Then Franklin flashed back, "Of course they are! Nature's own animals! They are endemic to the area."

"Being kept as pets?"

"They're free range!"

"They look locked in to me."

"Only at night! For safety! They love it in their dam!" But he was sounding panicked now.

"But they're not free."

"They are as free as they want to be!"

"I think Animal Control might need to check this situation out all the same. They'll probably confiscate them just until the legalities can be ironed out," Owen said, to May's utter admiration. "I'm going to call them. Now."

He waited. A pause of one beat, then two.

And then, the front door flew open.

The man from the blog stood there, framed in dim light, looking furious. His hair was mussed, his beard was spiky, but he was wearing a good quality canvas jacket and excellent, new looking boots.

"Okay. You've got one minute. What the hell do you want?" he snapped.
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"This might take longer than a minute. It's a murder investigation and your blog has made you a person of interest to us,” May said sternly to Franklin, wanting to be honest.

She braced herself because she thought the blogger’s next move might well be to slam the door and retreat into this mini fortress, despite the threats about animal control. If that was the case, she was going to be ready. She was going to get her shoe in the door and not let him do that.

But to her surprise, he marched out, and headed over to the wicker table on the front porch. Opening a cupboard set into the side, he took out a new bottle of whisky and an ice bucket. He poured a generous splash into the glass and added a cube of ice.

"What do you want to know?" he asked, sitting down and swirling the whisky thoughtfully as he stared at them.

"Tell me about your blog," May said, wanting some background, and for him to get into a rhythm of talking, before she went further. Since he hadn't offered them a seat - which she would have accepted, or a whisky - which being on duty she would have refused - May helped herself to one of the chairs, and Owen sat in another.

"I'm not interested in the usual frivolous clickbait topics. I write about the real issues. The ones that matter," he explained, as he sipped his drink. “My blog is authentic, and wildly popular. I get a lot of sponsored products, and make a living from it. Members can sign up for a monthly fee. I respond to their messages, and even give advice if needed.”

"You address the real issues?" May repeated.

"Yes. What the rest of the media isn't interested in. The facets of the natural world that the people who live here are truly concerned about. The things that are really going on. I see how the media slants things, and how they keep your mind off the destruction."

"And how long have you been blogging?"

"Ten years this year. My blog is the third most popular one in Tamarack County. I have more than a hundred thousand followers all over the country and beyond, and I'm growing all the time. I have a huge impact, and I'm going to change the world," he said.

"You want to change the world by radical means, don't you?" May asked.

He looked at her sideways. "Yes. Radical means is the only way that works. You have to have shock value."

May thought again of that body attached to a raft.

"Your blog speaks about penitence. What do you think of that?"

"We're all sinners against the natural world!" he cried. "We should spend our lives apologizing to nature, and in fact, I try to."

"Have you heard about the recent crimes in Eagle Park?" Owen asked.

"Crimes?" For the first time, his eyes opened wide enough for May to see, even in the dim light, that they were an interesting deep green in color. Or maybe that was contact lenses, she decided. At any rate, the stare was definitely an innocent one.

Too innocent?

"Yes. Two serious crimes in the park. Bodies were found in the beaver dams. And the message that we are getting, from the way they were displayed, is that nature and penitence might play a part." Owen leaned forward. May was watching Franklin carefully.

He shrugged. "Are you saying this killer was inspired by my blog? Many thousands of people are. You can't blame me for that."

"We're not blaming you for inspiring people, but we’re wondering if you were involved," May insisted.

Now he looked shocked. He set his empty glass down with a bang.

"Absolutely not. Me? A killer? No way! I don't do that."

May was full of doubt as she listened to him. He was not assertive enough for her to believe him. He didn't have the edge of conviction in his own voice. It was as if, deep down, he knew what he was telling them was a lie.

"You mentioned you wanted to kill people," May said, remembering that one blog she’d seen when she’d looked him up.

"Yes, but writing it is different from doing it," he said.

"And you tied someone to a tree in the past," she reasoned.

He shrugged again. "Tying someone to a tree is not the same as stabbing them.”

May thought quickly. Because he was arguing with her, Franklin hadn’t realized that he was giving away details he shouldn’t have known about. Stabbing? Nothing in the media had yet mentioned that the victims were stabbed.

They could use this. But now she needed to take it further and trick him into saying more. She hoped she could, as she pressed on, feeling as if she was walking a tightrope.

“Stabbing them and then dumping their bodies near a river is a very callus act,” she said, hoping that he had enough of an ego to want to correct her and win the argument at all costs.

“They were not dumped near a river! They were tied up on a raft, left as gifts to nature, in a beaver dam," he explained.

Then, he clapped a hand over his own mouth, looking horrified by what he’d just said.

“Ah, excuse me.” He coughed violently, in an effort to explain his own action and to distract them. “I have something in my throat.”

“So, you know that the victims were tied up on a raft? Thanks for telling us that,” May said. “Nobody knows. It’s classified information. You just gave your own involvement in the crimes away.”

“I was not involved!” But he was breathing hard and looking stressed. “No way was I involved in these crimes! I – er – that information came to me in a dream!”

“A jury will feel differently when they hear you knew these details,” May said. She couldn’t believe that at last, they were looking at the killer. It all added up, and he clearly had such an ego that he had been unable to stop bragging about the crimes. But before they could bring him in, she knew that they had to confirm one last detail. The alibi.

“The jury will be wrong! I’m innocent,” he protested, now sounding breathless.

"What were your movements last night, and also earlier this morning?" May asked. She was pretty sure that there would be no answer, or else, a lie.

"I was here last night. By myself." He stared at her. "I published my blog at eight p.m. exactly."

"And this morning?” The time of the second crime meant that it would have been committed during the morning, May knew. She had to make sure that his time was not accounted for.

"This morning, I was out.”

“Out where?” Killing people, most likely, she thought, but she waited to hear with an open mind. Because it would be better to get a nasty shock now than when she thought the case was closed.

“I went to town. I had to get a new solar panel, fix up the Wi-Fi antenna, and get a massage," he explained.

May blinked. That was a full calendar of activity for someone that she’d suspected was doing a nefarious deed.

"What time did all this happen?" Owen asked.

“I don’t have to tell you. I can consult my lawyer right now,” he snarled at them, and for a moment, May thought this was it – that this was the sign he was guilty.

“It might be easier to tell us, if you have an alibi,” Owen encouraged him. “Otherwise, with a crime this serious, we can bring you in for questioning.”

Franklin sighed impatiently. “I hate accounting for my whereabouts to the government.”

“But you publish your blog at the same time every day. So if the government knows where you are then, what’s the harm in adding a morning to that?”

He stared at Owen through narrowed eyes. Then, to May’s astonishment, he started talking.

"Well, I left here about seven to go to the hardware store. I got there at seven-thirty as they opened, and had a long shopping list that they helped with. Then I got the massage, from Healing Hands in town, and then I went to the Wi-Fi company. I think I was finished there by twelve. All of that was in town. And I can confirm them all," he explained defiantly.

"You will need to do that," May said politely. "I'd like proof."

"You really are suspicious, aren't you?" He glowered at her.

"We are looking for the truth," she said. "This is a murder investigation. The only reason we are talking to you is because you are a suspect."

"The truth is I don't need to murder people to get my message across."

"Then you shouldn't have a problem proving it," she reasoned.

He stared at her and she thought he wanted to fight further but couldn't think of an angle. 

"We are going to stay here until we can confirm it," she pushed.

He sighed. "I can get my phone. It's inside?"

"We need to come in with you," May agreed, feeling ready for any further evasion.

He turned and went inside. 

Following closely into the house which smelled of wood smoke, looking to keep an eye on him, May saw that the living room was more of a business center, and it was well equipped with a large computer and a laptop, a big television, and speakers. Glossy furniture completed the setup.

She guessed that this blog, flaky as it was, must be lucrative. Presumably it brought him the income he needed to live well. 

May didn't know if he was really going to be able to prove that he had been elsewhere at the time one of the crimes was committed, and she was ready to act if he didn't. She was very ready for him to grab a weapon and try to surprise them. But there was something in the confidence with which he’d responded that rang true to her, and that was making her uneasy.

He opened a drawer of the mahogany desk that the laptop was resting on, and took out his phone.

"See here," he said, turning the phone to May and Owen. His voice rang with righteous innocence. "Here's my massage booking. I get very stiff shoulders from working on a computer most of the day. You can see it's a regular appointment, and here's where I paid for it."

He scrolled further. "Here's the appointment to fix up that solar panel. And there's the message showing the payment to the Wi-Fi company."

May looked at all the messages and proof very carefully because she did not trust this man, or his version. She thought he might not be lying, but he also wasn’t admitting to the whole truth.

He’d known details he should never have known. As May thought furiously, she guessed what must have happened, and how he had known. And that meant there was still a chance to use him to track the killer. 

“Unfortunately, Mr. Franklin,” May told the blogger in firm tones, “we have reasonable proof that you have knowledge of this crime that you could not realistically have had. You know details that have not been shared on the news. So I am going to give you one last chance, now. Show me how you knew those details,” she challenged him.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

May waited for Franklin’s answer, staring at the blogger sternly. She was going to insist on proof now. She was intent on drilling down to the truth.

“I – er – I was called by someone,” he said, his voice a lot weaker than when he’d last spoken.

“Show me the call,” she insisted. “You said you were home alone all day today so you couldn’t have spoken to anyone personally.”

“Maybe I was wrong about the call,” he mumbled.

May had given him his fair chance. He’d been unable to provide the reason, and that meant he was hiding it. And she was sure she knew what it was. May had a hunch, now, that the killer had gotten in touch with him through his blog. He was one of the many that Franklin had boasted got in touch with him and sent emails. The only thing she didn’t know was whether he’d been a ‘subscriber’ who would have received a reply.

"I need to see your emails," she told him firmly.

"My emails?" Now, he sounded taken aback.

"Yes."

He hesitated, looking shifty, looking at her as if weighing up whether she was going to get away with this. And then he shrugged.

“Sure. Take my phone, if you must! Read through it!”

May blinked. And then, she realized this was a clever piece of misdirection. By inviting them to take the phone, he was hoping they wouldn’t search the device where she now thought those messages really were.

She looked at the laptop. "We’re going to need to look at that too, Mr. Franklin. It may have information that we need.”

Sure enough, that caused the explosion she’d been expecting.

“My laptop? That’s what I used to write my blogs! I’m sure this is not legal! Don’t you need a warrant? I want to call my lawyer, now! I have personal information on those devices and I don’t want you rooting through it!”

“We’re not interested in personal information. We’re interested in certain correspondence that we believe has been made between you and the killer,” May said, keeping calm. “If you can show us that now, it’s all we need.”

She didn’t think he would be willing to and he wasn’t.

“I get thousands of messages! Thousands! And you expect me to remember one that probably doesn’t even exist?”

“That’s fine. We don’t expect you to. We’ll do the heavy lifting on our side,” May reassured him.

Now, she could see, there was a light sheen of perspiration on Franklin's forehead. They were drilling down to the truth, she was sure of it.

"They go into a number of different folders. Most of them are junk. I - I hardly ever read them -"

Franklin's nervousness was telling her they were on the right track, and that somewhere in this no-doubt massive inbox, there was some communication with the killer. But she thought that it was likely to be very well hidden.

In the back of her mind, May racked her brain for the correct protocol that could be followed to do this correctly.

"We're not going to be able to go through all those messages while we are here," she said, looking at him carefully, seeing how he reacted to her words. 

"Well, that's a pity," he said, but his shoulders relaxed and he looked vastly relieved. "That's a real shame. It is late. Never mind. You can come back tomorrow. I'll still be here of course."

"We won't need to come back tomorrow," May said.

"Oh, good! Well, that's even better. No problem at all -" he began. Then he saw May's face and his voice trailed off into silence.

"We won't need to come back, because we're going to seize this laptop and take it into police custody, and check it for evidence," May said. “Your phone, too.”

"But you can't do that!" he spluttered.

"I think you will find we can," May said calmly. "The fact that you knew details about the crime that were not public knowledge, and the fact that you are running a blog in which acts of violence are not only mentioned but are in fact incited, gives us enough cause to take this laptop now. There's a real risk that if it's left in your possession, you will delete the evidence."

“But you need a warrant! Don’t you?” he asked.

May was pleased that Owen had obviously been straining his memory for the correct protocol to follow as well, because he spoke confidently.

"We won't search the emails until we have obtained a warrant, and we'll do that first thing in the morning," Owen said. "No evidence will be admissible without a warrant being obtained, but unfortunately if we leave the devices here, there might be no evidence left. The law makes allowance for that. We have the right to prevent evidence from being destroyed. So you can be sure we're following the law."

May picked up the laptop. Owen took the phone.

"But - my blog is run from there! My life is on there!"

"We'll return it to you tomorrow, if we’ve found what we need by then," May said calmly. “You have a vehicle and you can use a neighbor’s phone if you need one.”

"You can't do this!" he wailed. "You can't take it away. You can't do that."

"If you are innocent, you have nothing to worry about," May said.

"My whole life is in there! You can't take that away from me!"

Franklin had started to shake, was making a low, keening sound, and she thought that he looked as if he was about to cry.

“This is a murder investigation, and we have to do what it takes.”

She turned and headed to the front door and Owen followed her.

"I'm going to sue you," Franklin was saying, following them to the front door. "I'm going to sue you. This is illegal, I'm going to sue you; you're going to be sorry -"

"Don't worry," she said. "We'll be back tomorrow, and then we'll talk about it."

Then Owen was steering out of the door, and May was bringing up the rear, with the laptop bag over her shoulder.

May got on the phone before they even reached the car.

"Jack," she said, as soon as the sheriff picked up.

"May. What's up?" Her boss sounded stressed. A phone was ringing in the background.

"We've seized a laptop and phone that we believe has evidence of the crime. The witness knew things he shouldn't have. There's a strong chance he's been communicating with the criminal. We had enough reason to seize it but we're going to need a search warrant to use the evidence we find on it."

"I'll organize that for you first thing," Sheriff Jack promised. "I'll send you through the necessary paperwork now."

"Thanks, Sheriff," May said.

“One other thing,” Jack said. “I need a favor.”

“Sure. What can I do?” May asked.

“There’s a media conference, and town meeting, scheduled for nine p.m. at the police station. I’m still wrapping things up after a robbery in Lakeview. It never rains, but it pours.”

“You want us to handle the media?” May asked.
“Yes. I’d really appreciate it. I don’t want to be late for such an important conference."

May checked the time. "We can be there by five to nine, if we hustle,” she said.

“Thanks, May.” Jack sounded relieved.

They got into the car.

"So, that's it for tonight?" Owen said. “Just the press conference, and then we’re done?”

“Just the press conference?” May echoed, feeling her stomach twist with nerves.

She’d rather have been hunting a killer than facing down the media with no clear answers. She had a nasty feeling that this was not going to go according to plan.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

May didn't like the look of the faces as she pulled up outside the police station and saw the gathered media and residents waiting outside the building, wrapped in coats on this cold but clear night. People were angry, and they were scared, and they had every right to be. 

This crime was making waves; it was causing anxiety, and May knew she and Owen were the ones who had to put out the fires - as best they could.

Even though this was the worst challenge she’d ever dealt with, May knew that it would bring some comfort to people to hear the latest updates. But she would have to be very careful what she said. Some details could not be revealed.

She greeted the journalists she knew personally. There were a few media representatives from the local papers, websites, and magazines, as well as local bloggers - some she knew and some were strangers - and a few of the townsfolk had also come along to hear what the police had to say. There were a few familiar faces there, too. In fact, with a start, May saw her parents there. Even they had come out to listen to the briefing.

Her mother was like that, May knew. She was a community focused person who always liked to know what was happening. If she hadn't been her mother, May might have thought of her as a gossip. But she wasn't, of course.

She wished she’d had more time to prepare for this, but that wasn’t a luxury they had right now. Nerves twisted inside her as she climbed the five stairs, standing on the top step where someone from inside had organized a microphone.

“Testing,” May said nervously, hating how her voice boomed around the assembled throng. It was probably about sixty strong, but to May it felt like six hundred.

She hated these conferences. Public speaking made her very nervous, especially in these circumstances. It was so difficult to know what to say when a killer was on the loose. It was much easier to give a conference when the case was wrapped up, but now it was what people wanted, and they deserved answers.

And now was an opportunity for her to give them information on keeping themselves safe, hopefully to save lives.

"As you no doubt know by now," May began, "there have been two murders discovered today, with the victims’ bodies found in the natural beaver dams in and near Eagle Park. One of the victims is local resident Faye Miller, whose next of kin has been notified. Another is an as yet unidentified man, probably in his thirties."

Murmurs of shock went around the crowd. May saw a few people looking over their shoulders nervously.

"Could you tell us more about that?" a media representative from a local paper called out. “Why’s he not yet identified?”

“The scene was very recently discovered,” May said. “And this victim was found just outside the park. If a family member or a colleague is not at home or work, please file a missing person report so that we can help identify this man.”

“How were they killed?” someone else called out angrily.

"There are details of the scenes that we're not making public as yet," May said. She hated withholding information, too, but it was necessary. Events just now, in the Nature Nurture blogger's house, had shown how information that had not been shared could help them achieve a breakthrough.

"Why?” Now the crowd was getting seriously aggressive.

“Because certain details might be known only to the killer, or people close to him," May continued. "The victims did not deserve to be killed, and the thought of a killer at large, now, in our town, is frightening for us all. However, I would like to reassure you that we are doing everything possible to make sure that this killer is caught as soon as possible."

Owen continued. "We are going to be actively policing the park area, and we are going to be putting roadblocks in different locations throughout the night. We ask for your patience here, because we need to make sure that this killer can't travel as he pleases."

"Do you know what this killer looks like?" someone asked.

"We don't have a description as yet," May said.

"But why not?" the woman who'd asked the first question complained, her voice angry. "Why can't you tell us? I mean, there are cameras, and all?"

To May's surprise, her mother, who was standing nearby the woman, tapped her on the shoulder.

"If they knew what he looked like, they'd say," she said. "They don't, so they can't. I’ve walked in that park and there are no cameras anywhere except in the parking areas. It’s the wilderness!"

“Oh, okay,” the woman said to May’s mother.

"We are already in possession of important evidence," May said. "We are working toward cracking this case as soon as we can. However, in the meantime, we would appreciate any help or leads from the public. Please stay calm and alert at all times. If you see anyone acting suspiciously, or anything out of the ordinary, please contact us. If you want to share any information with us anonymously, you can do so. And here is the hotline number."

She read it out twice, loudly and clearly, hoping that someone would call it with information, although what invariably seemed to happen was that people called it with questions.

"The other thing I'd like to emphasize is that until this killer is caught, the entire Eagle Park area must be treated with caution. We can't close the park, but we can ask people to please not walk in or near the park on their own. Go with someone and be cautious of strangers."

As she said that, she felt a chill of unease, because in this small town area, it was likely that the killer was not a stranger to everyone, and that some people might even know who he was.

Murmurs and mutters rippled through the crowd.

"We believe the murders are linked, and both are likely to have been committed by the same person," May said. "We are now proceeding on the assumption that the person who committed these crimes is a male. We suspect that the killer is local but there is a chance that he might be from outside the area. We don't want to alarm people unnecessarily, but we do want to urge everyone to be cautious and aware until this case is closed."

"Thank you for your help," someone called, which made May feel better.

But others were still furious.

"Why can't you prevent these crimes?" a man shouted angrily.

Owen took the mike from May.

"Sir, unfortunately, a crime like this, that takes place in a very isolated area and is carefully planned, can't always be prevented. But what we can do is find the killer." Now, Owen's voice was filled with passion even though May realized he was straying from their usual mandate.

"Whoever commits murders like this and takes the lives of innocent people, in my book, is a monster.” Passionately, he surveyed the crowd. “And monsters deserve to be hunted down and punished," he said. “We are not going to let this evil, criminal person get away with it. Not on our watch. I promise all of you that we are going to catch this killer, this sadistic murderer, and he will be punished to the full extent of the law."

Owen had just been emotional, and his words were likely to have consequences that he hadn't considered. But, at the same time, there was a cheering thing about them and to May's surprise, most people in the crowd started applauding. It was as if they felt encouraged by Owen's oversharing of his feelings; and that wasn't a bad thing, May hoped.

The crowd dispersed after that, with people speaking quietly as they headed for their cars, and May and Owen went inside.

"That was quite an emotional speech," she said to Owen.

"I was angry. With everything that is going on, you know," Owen replied.

May remembered, with a twist of her stomach, that there was a lot going on. For example, she hadn't yet replied to his marriage proposal, and now was not the time. The moment had passed, and she wasn't sure how to bring it back again.

"I'm going to go to Kerry now," she said. "You going home?"

She expected Owen to say yes, but he shook his head firmly.

"I'm not going home. I'm going to stay here another few hours, maybe even overnight. I'm not going home, or to sleep, until this killer is caught," he said firmly. 

There was a distinct tone in Owen’s voice that told her he was mad at her, and that right now, he didn’t want company.

May felt racked with guilt as she headed out. This case was brutal and violent and worrying. Her own circumstances, and that skeleton, were distracting her terribly and she was having to fight to keep them out of her mind.

But worst of all, was the sick feeling in her stomach that she’d blown it with Owen, and thrown everything she valued away because she had doubted herself too much to say yes, and then she'd left it too late.

Now, she was going home to Kerry. And the question was: was she ready to tell her all of this disastrous news?

Or would it be better to keep quiet, and hope her perceptive sister didn’t find out?


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Riverman was on the hunt now, and he knew that his next capture was the most important one yet.

The night had cooled, and he could see his own breath in the air as he made his way through the streets. He didn't need to bother about hiding himself. No one was likely to notice him, and in fact, he’d been in a public place, among other townsfolk, just now. Nobody had given him a second glance.

 The town was quiet at this time of night. And even if he was noticed, he’d made sure to look inconspicuous. He’d put his fur coat away and replaced it with an ordinary padded jacket. He wore a baseball cap, like a lot of other folk in town.

He could hear cats prowling, and the occasional dog barking. At least, those sounds were all joy to him. It was all part of the web of nature, as they hunted and went about their lives, although he knew that he was not an urban man at heart. 

No, he was drawn to the wilderness. But right now, he was about to start on a new hunt, and he knew the elements would be with him, that what he was doing was important work, even in this more urban setting. Sometimes, he had to force himself into this place that was contaminated by humanity, where the real world, the bears, the beavers, the water, and the trees, was contained and suppressed. After all, though a creature of nature, he still had to eat, and not everything could be foraged. And he still enjoyed a drink.

Riverman made his way over the bridge and into the town. He breathed in, wrinkling his nose at the unpleasant hint of diesel in the air, and the presence of fences and walls. So much to hate about this urban setting, he felt. Even in a small town, he found that nature was stifled. Some people might believe that it was possible to live in harmony, but no, he didn't believe that.

What a terrible man this was, that he was hunting now.

The hurtful, insulting words still seared him as he remembered them. How cutting and damaging they had been. Without a doubt, what had happened had been against nature, against the flow of energy that was necessary for peace and harmony.

He could feel it in his bones, this new hunt, this new journey. This was important. This was vital. And he had the strength for it. His arms were wiry and powerful, his legs felt tireless. He knew he would be able to lift and carry this man even though he was tall, and muscular, and he would be his biggest sacrifice yet.

He focused on the street before him, and allowed himself to roam, to open himself up to the universe, to listen for the signs. Breathing hard, Riverman walked along the deserted road, checking the address he'd found, stalking toward his prey.

A slower person might have taken longer to get here. But he was clever and fast, and that was why he was here now. This man had wronged him. He was going to bring him to the river, to a deserving death.

He was going to forcibly return him to nature, just like the others. 

It would be done, fast and efficiently, just like all the rest of his actions, because that was who he was. He was someone who could act fast.

He snuck toward the house and sidled up to the fence, watching and listening. A curtain twitched in a neighboring house, and he shrank back, aware he was taking a chance by being here.

But, staring at this humble home, he felt the rage in his belly, the anger that was burning him up from the inside out. He was going to take this man. He was going to make him pay for what he had done.

Whirling in his mind, he felt the energy of it all, the potential. The feeling of that sacrifice, waiting to be unleashed, gave him the motivation to do this deed. Although he had to admit, his own thoughts were so strong now that he worried they were too powerful. What if he could not control them? He'd felt like that a few times recently, as if by doing this, he was giving his own mind permission to spin into a red hot madness.

No, he told himself, refocusing with an effort on the house and the man inside. He wasn't mad. He was a servant of nature, that was all. And this man had defied the rhythms of nature.

Who he was, was not the issue. It was only what he was, and what he had so recently done. And Riverman knew that he had to put a stop to it.

That was what Riverman was going to take from him. He was going to take his life force, and it would feed the river, just like the others.

They were all linked, and Riverman was going to show him how powerful this interconnection was. With particular emphasis on hurting him personally, of course. He was going to show him that if you went against nature, nature would fight back

Nature, of course, being himself. One was simply a symbol for the other. He felt pleased by that thought.

The night was calm and still. There was no sound from any of the other houses nearby. It was a respectable street, with well-kept front yards, and Riverman found the place almost offensive, with its manicured look, with no scent of that which he loved: the animals, the wildness, the untamed, and the natural.

All the more reason for him to do what he was called to do.

He paused outside the house. This was his moment. There was no time to waste. He had to get in there, to stop this terrible man from doing more damage.

He listened to the house.

But he frowned, because the house was quiet. Even though this prey had seared Riverman’s heart and soul with his terrible words, it seemed as if he was still at work, or visiting a friend. At any rate, even though he crept around checking every room, it looked like the house was empty and unoccupied. The next door curtain twitched again, and this time, he decided, he’d better leave.

This inquisitive, nosy neighbor was making things too difficult for him to stay.

Riverman sighed, feeling frustrated, because he had wanted to work tonight, and to do the deeds in the blanket of darkness. Especially since they were now getting more stringent with the security measures in the park, the epicenter of the life force, the place he needed to feed.

Night would have been far safer. He grimaced in frustration. 

This man must be doing it purposely. He was hiding from him, taunting him. It was all part of a game of cat and mouse, he decided. A game he was going to win.

This next sacrifice would not escape. He would shave the man’s head and beat him around his shoulders and rake him with thorny branches to apologize to the forces of nature for the cruel, unjust words he’d spoken. He’d punish him all the more when he found him, and he would find him.

He moved on quickly, making his way around the back of the house, completing his check, because he didn’t want to leave anything to chance, and he wanted to make rigorously sure that he was not hiding somewhere. He moved like a shadow through the neat backyard that this man had maintained tidily and in good order.

Of course, that was just a front, because Riverman had seen the truth of him in those callous words. He was a sneaky man. Underhanded, clever, and intelligent. That meant the hunt would be worth it.

Even so, as he moved, he felt a pang of worry in his stomach. Why was this man so hard to find? Why was he so elusive?

Riverman was a man who prided himself on knowing about those around him. He worried now that there was something he didn't know.

It was a puzzle to be solved, and Riverman liked to solve puzzles. For sure, he was intrigued. For sure, he would solve this one too. But not now, not at this awful man’s home base.

He'd have to track him, from first light onward. But he'd wait for the best time and a different place. Luckily, he knew the starting point, where he could begin the hunt. In the morning, he would be back, and this time, he would not be denied his prize.

In fact, he might even tell his blogger friend about his plans. After all, exciting plans were so much more fun when shared. He couldn’t give all the details, though. Not until the deed was done. Until then, he could hint at what was coming, and to whom.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

May pulled up outside her house, her headlights cutting the darkness. She let out a deep breath. What a day it had been. Had there ever been a day like this? Two murdered victims, a psychopathic killer, and a marriage proposal thrown into the mix?

She felt as if she'd handled everything badly. All her insecurities were rushing to the forefront. She felt as if she’d handled so much of today in the wrong way. She couldn’t think about that embarrassing scene in the back office, and how she’d ruined what could have been one of the pivotal moments of her life.

She rushed inside, and almost bumped into Kerry at the front door.

"Hey, sis," Kerry said, sounding surprised. "You're home? I was just checking everything was locked up."

"I'm home at last," she said. 

"How's the case? You seem stressed."

"I am stressed.” Keeping the focus on the case, rather than her personal problems, May continued. “We have taken a laptop into custody, and we're getting a warrant to search the information on it tomorrow morning. The owner of the laptop knew things he shouldn't have known. The killer has been writing to him. Emailing or messaging him."

"That's a huge win," Kerry said, sounding excited. "Well done for that, May."

"The problem is that the information might be hidden."

"Or deleted. But it's difficult to permanently delete things from an email record," Kerry said thoughtfully. "Where's this machine?"

"It's at the police station. Owen's still there, working, setting up with our techs in Chestnut Hill. He's refusing to leave. This hasn’t been the best day between us." May hesitated. She couldn’t tell Kerry about the marriage proposal, not yet. Perhaps not ever. That entire debacle still felt too raw to her.

"Owen will start the search," she said.

"Do you need Dominic to help?" Kerry asked.

"We should be able to find the messages. Our techs are good, and they’ve got all night to work on it because we can only act on the information when the warrant has come through. But I’m not sure about locating him. That might require more expertise."

"That might be possible, but it also might not. It depends on whether he’s sent it from an encrypted connection, and if he has, we can’t find him from that. But I’m going to call Dominic and brief him all the same. Then at least he’ll know what to expect.

Kerry was like an organizational whirlwind, May thought admiringly. 

May got on the phone to Owen to update him, feeling that jolt of awkwardness as she dialed his number.

"Owen. Is everything set up?" she asked. 

"Yes, the tech has arrived to start the search on both the devices. I’ve been going over the case notes in case we missed anything, but there's nothing that stands out to me so far."

"Kerry's boyfriend, Dominic, might be able to find the killer’s location, fast, once you have gotten to the messages. I’m going to send you his number in case it helps."

"Thanks," Owen said. "I'll be able to stay here for as long as it takes, May," he promised.

"I appreciate that," she said. She wished there was more she could say. It felt like there was more to be said. But for now, at least, they had the basic structure in place to allow for the emails, and hopefully their sender, to be exposed.

“I’ll speak to you later,” she said.

She cut the call and turned to Kerry.

"Why doesn't Owen come here when he’s done?" Kerry said, curiously.

"Because - because - well, there was some friction between us earlier," May stammered, blurting it out after all.

"What kind of friction?" Kerry asked slowly.

"Not work related," May said.

"You had a fight?" Kerry asked, sounding worried.

"Not exactly. I – I don’t want to talk about it."

"Oh, sis,” Kerry said, and May was startled to hear real sympathy in her tone. “Look, all I can say is that Owen loves you. I know he does.  I don't know him that well, but I've been really impressed by how he understands you. You're more similar than you realize. Just remember that, okay? You don't make it easy for anyone to show you love. You want to be in control of everything."

"I do not. You are that person, not me!"

Kerry snorted. "I'm not talking about me; I'm talking about you. You need to let people help you. You have to let them love you."

"I am letting them love me," May said.

"No, you're not," Kerry said. "You're keeping them at a distance. You're keeping everyone at a distance. You have so many distancing mechanisms, you could rent them out to people who don’t have enough. Call him back, now, and ask him to come over."

"I am not such a distanced person! That’s not true." Anger flared. That was true of Kerry! Not her. Why was she accusing May of that? Stalling and getting flustered about the marriage proposal hadn’t been a distancing mechanism! 

Or had it been, she suddenly wondered. Was she just not seeing what everyone else, including her sister, thought was obvious?

"Thanks for the advice," she said. She felt this topic of conversation was now exhausted, on her side anyway. 

"Right," Kerry said. "Nothing we can do for now but see where it gets us. I’m going to organize some dinner for us, and for Owen." She headed purposefully through to the kitchen.

Taking a deep breath, obeying Kerry’s instructions, May called her boyfriend back.

He answered, sounding surprised.

“May, what is it now?”

“I called because I wanted to know if – if you want to come here, after you’re done there.” It took all her courage to say it.

But Owen’s reply sounded hesitant, and she knew from his tone that it wasn’t going to happen, and that the situation between them couldn’t be mended tonight.

"My neighbors called just now," he said. "They said they saw someone in the area, lurking around our houses. I’m going to go and make sure everything’s okay there. It could be that someone was casing their place out."

May sighed. Owen would go and help his neighbors, of course he would. That was who he was. She didn’t like the thought of someone prowling around. It was worrying, and what if it was not a coincidence?

"Have you got any camera surveillance on your home?"

"Yes. I have a camera. But it hasn't been working properly. I was going to get a better one. I guess I'll have to now."

"But what about your safety?" May was hyperventilating now. 

"Some of the roadblock cops are standing down now. I'll ask them if they can come with me when I go home and check out the area. I'll be fine."

"Come here! Please, come here afterward," she begged. 

"I'll be tired," Owen repeated in steely tones. "It’s been a tough day. I need to go. Speak tomorrow.” He cut the call abruptly.

May knew he wasn't going to take her up on the invitation and she knew why. She'd hesitated when her heart was telling her yes, and she’d wrecked a lot more than a marriage proposal.

Tomorrow, May promised herself, she was going to fix this, even if she had no idea how.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

May jerked her head from the pillow, screaming. “No! No! Don’t bite him! Get away from him!”

Breathing hard as her eyes flew open in the dull, early morning light, the last creepy vestiges of her nightmare dissolved. After tossing and turning for hours, her uneasy slumber had been infested with nightmares. She'd dreamed of Owen, fighting with an old, withered skeleton. He'd been winning until the skull had leaned forward and started snapping at his neck.

That was when May had shrieked herself right out of the dream.

Now she was back in a reality she didn’t want to be in.

She wished she'd been able to do more last night, but under the circumstances, nothing had been possible. Owen had refused to come to her, and once Kerry heard about the prowler, her sister had refused to let her leave the house and go over there. So May hadn't had a choice, although she had tried.

Was Owen okay? And had the email search provided any information?

It must have, she saw, because at that moment, her phone buzzed and she saw it was Owen calling.

"Hey," he said. May let out a sigh of relief. He sounded normal, and not as distant as he’d done last night. 

"Hey," she said. "Are you okay?"

"Yes," he said. "Why wouldn't I be?"

"Because there was someone prowling around your house last night," she said, hyperventilating all over again.

"I checked everything out, but I didn’t stay there last night," Owen told her.

"What?" May felt totally thrown by that. "You didn't? Why?"

"My mother called while I was checking out the neighborhood with the other cops," he said. "She'd heard about the police conference and the crime we're busy with. She practically forced me to come to their place for the night. She'd made a hot dinner and said I needed it."

"Kerry did the same for me," May said thoughtfully. "She heated up some food and refused to let me go and park outside your house. Just as well, I guess."

"You were going to do that?" Owen sounded surprised.

"Yes. I had my car keys in my hand and was heading out the door. She wrestled them away from me and force fed me and put me to bed, basically," May said.

Now, it sounded as if Owen was stifling a snort of laughter.

"I don't think yesterday was a good day for either of us," May then said.

"No. No, it wasn't good at all," Owen acknowledged.

"I - I need to apologize," May said. Now she felt as if her face was burning. "I - I didn't handle yesterday well. In fact, I handled it terribly."

He was silent for a moment, but May didn't know what he was thinking.

"Well, we've got a serious case on board now," he said in a different voice.

He still didn't want to talk about it and May felt crushed. She'd wanted to suggest that they have a rerun of yesterday. But it seemed, understandably, that Owen didn’t want to revisit what had happened. Maybe he was regretting his proposal or there was no longer even a proposal on the table at all.

Anyway, he was right. There was a serious case on board and lives were at stake. The warrant would hopefully be ready any minute, and then they could act on the information on the laptop - if there was anything to be found after the programs had been running through the night.

"I'm coming in. See you soon," she said. She might as well be there when it was ready to be viewed.

“I’ll see you there,” he said, but there was still that formal note in his voice that was making her stomach feel cold.

She put on her uniform, climbed into her car, and unsure of what awaited her, she set off on the short drive to the police station.

 

***

 

The back office was already a whirlwind of activity when she arrived. Sheriff Jack and Owen were crowded around the laptop, and May hustled over to join them.

There was a changeover of staff, with tired officers from the night shift coming in, completing their reports on the patrols and roadblocks, and day staff starting out. Tramping of feet, muted voices, and the clink of coffee cups filled the room.

"No trouble, no sign of anyone suspicious," she heard one of the officer say, and listening to the snippets of conversation, May realized this was echoed by the others. It had been a quiet night. The killer had laid low.

"I've already applied for the warrant. Permission was given, so we're just waiting for the confirmation to come through," Jack said. "And we have an ID on the second victim," he added, standing up from his chair. "A local man named Grant Rowley was reported missing early this morning."

"What's his background?" May said, taking a seat anxiously.

"He lives close to the park, and he's been in trouble with the rangers before now," Jack said. 

"Why's that?" May asked.

"He comes in and cuts trees down illegally for firewood. The trees in the park's forests are protected, and only rangers can cut them down and move the wood away. So he's been on a watch list at the park. His brother came around to his place early, looking for some firewood. He has a front door key, he said, so he soon realized his brother hadn’t been home since yesterday and reported him missing. We've just confirmed photographically that it's the same person, and his brother is on the way to the pathologist's office to identify the body in person."

"Grant Rowley? Why would the killer have targeted him, then?" May asked.

Jack shrugged. "It could be as simple as being in the wrong place at the wrong time," he explained. 

"Or perhaps this killer felt he was somehow breaking nature's laws by being in the park?" May suggested. She wished she could get further into this man’s twisted mind.

"Yes. There must have been some sort of perceived wrongdoing, for sure," Jack agreed.

She turned to Owen who was working on the laptop.

"Do we have anything here from the search?" she asked, feeling hopeful. "Anything that can tell us more?"

"We do. Look here, May," Owen said, turning to her with an intent look on his face. "We've got the emails that the killer sent. The techs found them in a hidden folder. He calls himself Riverman. Take a look."

May felt her pulse quicken as she clicked on the folder.

They were on his trail and she felt relieved that her instincts had been right. Stanley Franklin, aka Nature’s Nurturer, had been talking to the killer – or at any rate, listening to him, and she'd been correct to think so. For a while, yesterday, she'd worried that she was getting it all wrong. At least, she'd been right about this.

"So, what do we have?"

"A few separate emails. I see they are all one sided. Clearly, our blogger wasn't going to incriminate himself by responding, at any rate, not more than a standard, ‘Thank you for your email, and if you would like to make payment and become a Contributing Subscriber, I will gladly reply.’"

May read them, from first to last. They’d started tame, and gradually, the content had become gorier and more explicit.

"Hi there Nature's Nurturer. I’m Riverman. You don't know me, but I admire your blog and I admire your mindset. I feel the same way. I am one of those who has been chosen by nature. And I have started taking a stand against people. Evil people, and those who have done me wrong. I've got plans I think you will like. I've been thinking that we have a lot in common and the world would be a better place if we were in charge."

May frowned at the email, moving on to the second one.

"Exciting news! Riverman here! I'm about to eradicate a woman who has disrupted the forces of nature. Her behavior was unacceptable and hurtful. I'll be glad when she's gone. She's a polluting influence that is breaking nature's laws. The river will punish her. The flowing waters will wash her clean!"

A third email.

"Well, I just had the chance to correct another offender. The laws of nature were nearly broken again. I feel I did a superb job at short notice. I feel ready for the next one. The birds and beavers are rejoicing that blood was spilled again. I felt a surge of satisfaction when I stabbed that man. It was easier the second time around! Tying these offenders to the rafts was a cleansing experience. I used natural rope, that I made myself, from the tutorial on your blog a few months ago. It worked really well! That will teach him. He was rude, callous, and small-minded!"

May frowned down at the mails.

"Well," she said hesitantly. "They're definitely from the killer, but he doesn't give much information. Is there any way to find out where they were sent from?"

"There may be," Owen said. "Dominic is checking up on it as we speak. We should have an answer in a minute or two." He watched the screen anxiously.

“Look, May! This is another email. It’s just come in, and it’s from the killer!”

They nearly bumped heads looking down at it. Anxiously, May read the incoming message.

“I have an important mission today. I have to make another sacrifice. Nature is being badly disrupted. The balance of life has been sliced apart. And if necessary, I will set a trap. Once this is done, we can meet."

"No," May whispered.

"Is there any link to an IP address?" Owen wondered, frantically texting Dominic, as May stared down at the words.

This could not be more urgent.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

May let out a disappointed sigh as she read the message from Dominic. 

"Sorry, guys. Riverman’s using an encrypted connection. Not surprisingly. He's not stupid and is clearly sneaky. But I can't get his location at all. You could try tricking him, sending him an email back again, like a sting operation?"

"We have to try and trick him, then,” May said, now feeling desperate. This killer had sent emails, actual emails. And they still couldn’t find him.

“If we word them enticingly, perhaps he'll take the bait," Owen said to May.

"Agreed. It's definitely worth trying," May said. "Unfortunately he'll probably be very wary of any incoming emails, but maybe we can trick him somehow?"

"That's a great idea," Owen said.

She pressed the Reply key. Now it would seem as if Nature's Nurturer was replying to his fan. They were pretending to be the blogger himself - but she knew it might be too little, too late. Even with no laptop last night, he could already have warned the criminal by other means.

Frowning, May worded what she hoped would be an enticing reply if he hadn’t been warned.

"I like your ideas, Riverman. They are very interesting. Can we speak - either on the phone, or meet in person? We may have more in common than you realize."

She looked at Owen. "What do you think?"

"I like that. It sounds good," Owen said. "I would reply to that, if I were a psychotic killer. It would feel like he was stoking my ego."

May nodded. That had been the effect she was hoping for.

"Let's send it then," she said. She pressed the button, and sent a whole bevy of positive thoughts after the email as it winged its way to the killer. Please reply, she thought. Please reply.

"We have to assume that he won't answer it, though," she said, bringing herself back down to Earth, and to real life. "And if he doesn't, then we need to find another way of getting to him."

They both stared at that email again. Her mind was speeding ahead.

"How is he picking these victims?" she asked. "It seems like this email thread might be giving us clues, if we can battle through this language."

They both read the email thread again. May pored over each word, trying her best to extract some meaning from it.

"I think he's been offended by what they've done. By something that they did. Something that goes against nature?"

"How would an innocent runner or hiker have done that?" Owen asked. "I can see how the woodcutter would have offended him that way. But Faye?"

May read them again, eyes narrowed in thought.

"Maybe we have it wrong," she said.

"How do you mean?" Owen asked. 

"Maybe it's not offending nature he's worried about. After all, the man's completely delusional and violent. He's using nature as an excuse to justify these kills. That's what it seems like from the messages."

Owen read them again. 

"Yes. May, I think you're smack on the button there. It's all window dressing for his own savage instincts. And he's clearly deluded. So, maybe it wasn't that these people did anything against nature."

They stared at each other, and May felt her pulse quickening.

"Maybe they did something to him, personally, that he perceived as being hurtful." She thumped her fist down on the table. 

“Exactly!” Now Owen sounded triumphant, too.

"If that's the case, he must have met them before he killed them. They must have had some kind of interaction with him, and it must have been acrimonious; they fought, they insulted him, or rejected him. And maybe they told someone about it."

"We could go and speak to Grant Rowley's brother now. And if he doesn't give us what we need, then we could go back to Grover Miller again."

May felt elated. There hadn't yet been a reply to the email they sent, and she knew there might not be. But for now, they had another way forward.

 

***

 

Half an hour later, May was driving up the winding track that led to Rod Rowley's cabin. He was Grant's brother, and the one who had called in the missing person report. It sounded like the brothers were close. May hoped that Grant might have told Rod if an incident like she imagined had occurred.

Now, she parked in the dirt driveway that led up to the cabin. It was a small structure, built from solid wood, and May wondered if any of it had been cut from the park itself.

Together, they got out of the car, and stood for a few moments, looking at the house. The dirt driveway was filled with ruts, and it looked like it hadn't been graded in years. On either side of the driveway, the forest encroached closely, and ferns and other undergrowth fought for space with the trunks of massive conifers.

May hoped that despite the unappealing surroundings, Rod would be willing to talk to them, and not be another one of the fringe dwellers who distrusted the police. She walked up to the front door, a cold breeze tugging at her hair.

Owen strode up to join her. May knocked on the door, and they waited. 

She waited a long time. Long enough to start fidgeting nervously, and worrying he wasn't there at all. Finally, they heard the sound of footsteps inside. The door opened, and a short, slightly overweight man stood there. He had thinning red hair, and a short red beard, and was wearing faded blue jeans and a flannel shirt. He looked distressed and upset, and his mood was clearly not improved by seeing them there.

"Good morning," May said. "I'm so sorry to have to trouble you now. I know you've had some hard news this morning, but we're from the sheriff's department and we need to ask you some questions."

Rod Rowley stared at them. May wasn't sure if he was angry or just upset, but either way, he didn't look like he wanted to answer their questions. His attitude was uninviting.

"You've got no right to come here," he said, glaring. "I don't want to talk to the police. Your timing sucks."

"Sir, I know this is a difficult time, but that’s why we’re here. We're trying to catch the man who killed your brother. You must want that to happen?"

"You're not in charge of me. Nothing is going to bring him back. I want to be left alone now. I want to grieve in peace."

"I just want to know, did your brother mention having any fights or arguments with anyone recently? We think he may have spoken to the killer before this happened."

Rod shrugged, ignoring the question completely. "You cops never do anything to help. You just get in the way of people who want to get on with their lives. Why can't you leave me alone? Can't you see I'm hurting?"

"Sir, we're trying to help," Owen said. "It might make you feel better if you can tell us something, anything at all."

Rod frowned at them. "Grant didn't have many friends. And if he got into a fight on the road, or in a store, or at the bar, how would I know? He might have met the killer there, at the park. If it wasn't for those stupid rules about cutting wood, he probably could have chosen some place closer to where he was. He had to hide from the authorities, and it's the rules that killed him, and I'm not speaking to you anymore."

Abruptly, he slammed the door in their faces.

May stared at Owen, feeling very worried. They only had one chance left now.

And it wasn’t exactly a good chance, because it meant going back to see the man who'd thrown them around like ragdolls.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

When May called the lumber yard, she found that Grover was still on compassionate leave. That meant they'd find him at home, and Owen quickly looked up the address on the system.

"I'm glad they gave him compassionate leave," she said to Owen. "That was kind of them."

Owen snorted, as he turned the car in the direction of Elk Grove, a small suburb near the edge of town where Miller's new recorded address was.

"If you ask me, they just didn't want him operating heavy machinery in that state. He was a one man demolition zone," he said.

"True," May pressed her lips together remembering that this demolition zone represented their last hope.

"Has Riverman responded to that email yet?" she asked. 

"No, nothing yet. I don't think he's going to. I think that he was warned. He's shutting down now. He knows it's not a time to be answering random emails," Owen said.

They headed in the direction of the aggressive giant's house, with May feeling impatient and also worried about arriving on Grover’s doorstep.

The suburb of Mayford, where Grover had moved after the divorce, bordered Birchwood. It was in a quiet and scenic suburban part of Tamarack County with small, neat homes, a local shopping center, and a park that bordered the lake.

Owen drove up to Grover’s recorded address, and parked outside the house. They got out of the car and walked up to the front door. Owen rang the doorbell, and they waited. May shifted her feet, feeling surprisingly nervous about getting face to face with this man again.

Heavy footsteps approached. There was a clunk, and the door opened.

There was Grover, just as big and bulky as they remembered him, and looking in an even worse mood. His hair and beard were wild, and he was wearing a pair of old, ripped jeans and a shapeless sweater.

He glowered at them.

“You, again?” He sounded incredulous, and far from welcoming.

"We need to speak with you," May said, trying to sound polite, even if he was scowling at her. "We just need to ask you a couple of questions about Faye. It could be very important to the case if you’re able to answer them.”

"I don't have to talk to you. Go away," he said, and tried to close the door.

Owen put his foot in the door, and pushed it back open.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Grover asked incredulously, grabbing the door with both hands and looking like he was going to slam it so hard it would rip right off its hinges. "Stop messing with my door! And my life," he added bitterly. "You guys are interfering! You didn't stop her from being killed."

"We really need to talk to you," Owen said, staring appealingly at the big guy. "Please, it's important. You’re our last hope in tracking him down. He's terrorizing the entire park. You could save another life if you help us."

Grover hesitated, and looked from Owen to May. Owen’s words, spoken in a respectful, pleading tone, seemed to have struck a chord.

"But how can I help? I mean, I know nothing! I wasn't even there!" Now he began breathing harshly again, and May started worrying he was working himself up for another round of 'Toss the Police Officer.’ She needed to defuse things before that happened.

"Sometimes, it isn't about being there; it's just about noticing the small details. You seem to be an observant man. You’re clearly very intelligent and perceptive."

She wasn't sure if that was true, but she was willing to go for flattery in order to get him to talk to them.

Grover’s  scowl faded slightly.

"You think I've got an eye for detail? You're not just saying that?"

"I was watching you drive the forklift. I was impressed by your accuracy," May said.

"It's a tool," Grover said. "I can lift anything. I'm the best they've got."

"Can we at least come in?" May pleaded. She didn't rate Owen's chances of getting his foot in the door a second time.

Grover’s shoulders finally dropped from their defensive stance.

"Okay," he grumbled. "You can come in, but for five minutes only. I don't have time for the police, and last time you guys handcuffed me! You should have thought of that before coming here again asking me for information."

"I'm sincerely sorry about that," May said, hoping to defuse the tension as he led the way inside.

His house was small, but neat and tidy. It was clearly a bachelor's pad, but it had character to it. A slightly battered couch sat under the window, and there was a large TV in the corner. There were paintings of flowers on the walls that looked homemade, and May wondered whether Grover was the artist, or someone he knew, or maybe even Faye.

"How long have you been living here?" May asked.

He shrugged. "Two months, give or take. It's comfortable. At least I don't get nagged here. I know how to keep a place neat, without being nagged," he said defensively.

"And were you in regular contact with Faye?"

"Yeah, I helped her out. Like I said."

"Did you chat with her at all? Ask her about her life?"

He sighed. "She'd just shut me out of her life by getting a divorce. I was - well, bitter. I still am."

"Did she mention any problems, anyone that she might have been fighting with? We need to know whether she was having any conflict in her life, or if you knew of anyone who might have wanted her hurt."

"She was a fighter. She was an impulsive woman. I mean, she walked out on a perfectly good job just because she said there was a dragon in charge of the accounts department and she couldn’t stand being ordered around! She fought a lot. That was who she was. I had to be strong, to cope with it," he said in a pitying voice.

May was wondering if that temper had gotten Faye killed. It sounded like it had.

"Did she lose it with anyone recently?" May asked. “Perhaps she told you?”

He cupped his chin in his hands, deep in thought. May guessed that finally, he was applying his mind to the question - enough for them hopefully to get an answer.

"There was an issue with a parking space in town," he said. "She was very angry about that a couple of weeks ago when I called her. She was shouting and swearing and saying she was in the right, and the old lady was in the wrong."

May's hopes had been all the way up until that mention of the old lady. But that wasn't exactly the profile of the killer they were seeking.

"Did she threaten to do anything to the old lady?" She wondered suddenly if a son, or a younger brother, or even a grandson might have gotten angry.

"No," Grover said. "It was just a shouting match. Faye lost, anyway. She went and found another parking spot in the end. I told her she should have known better than to get into a fight with a senior. They beat you with experience," he said.

"Any other incidents?"

Grover’s eyes narrowed. "She did mention someone harassed her at a bar. But then, she always complains about that. I don't know if they would really have harassed her, or if they were just asking to buy her a drink, or if they could use the chair next to hers. And there’s no point in complaining to me about being harassed. I mean, she just got divorced from me. What the hell am I supposed to do as her ex? I could have helped her if we were still married!"

May felt briefly and surprisingly sorry that it hadn’t worked out for Grover. There was something forlorn in his tone of voice.

"Did she say who it was? Did she give any details?"

"Just some random weirdo who was going on about the birds and the bees," he said.

May's eyes widened. "What?" she asked. "Can you remember any more details about that conversation?" She was sure this was it. Sure!

He sighed, now rubbing his chin. May had the impression that it was bringing him a strange comfort to recall these little details. That was why he was cooperating.

"She said some bearded weirdo was offended by her, and that she'd given him a piece of her mind, and he'd responded by rambling on about the birds and the bees and - maybe - the beavers, and that she'd get what she deserved."

Then his eyes widened.

"Wait a sec. You don't think this - this could have been the guy who killed her?" His voice was an octave higher now, his tone incredulous.

"All I know is that this is very helpful information," May said. "And now, could you please give us the name of this bar?"


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

May could see that Grover Miller looked as stressed as she now felt.

"You say this man, this killer, might have been that person who harassed her, or who she harassed, at the bar? Damn him! I wish I could find him right now and crush him with my bare hands,” he growled.

“All we need is the name of the bar,” May said gently.

“The problem is I don't know which bar it was!"

"Which bars did she used to go to?" May asked. If it meant they had to go from bar to bar, on a literal fact-finding pub crawl of the area, then that was what they would have to do. This clue was too important, too accurate in its content, for them not to pursue it as best they could.

Miller frowned thoughtfully. 

"Well, there was the Birch Bar. She liked that one because it was close to home. I mean, she could walk home. Not that I thought that was a good idea, but when did she ever care what I thought?" He sighed. "And then, a few miles further away, there was Collin's Cabin. Collin's Cabin is also an eatery and they make a darn good burger. So those are the two places where I guess she could have gone. She went to both at least once a week."

"And which would you think she might have met this man at? Any ideas?" May asked hopefully, but he shrugged.

"No idea. And she probably wouldn't have told me if I'd asked. She would have known I’d be there, looking to punch him for causing trouble with my wife! Or rather, my ex," he added sadly. "She was a difficult woman. A handful, for sure. But she didn't deserve this."

"Thanks again for your help. This is an important lead, and I appreciate it," May said, feeling grateful that this moody man had been in the mindset for giving them information, rather than for being violent and obnoxious. Who would have thought that the man who’d been so destructive initially, would prove to give them their very best lead?

They got into the car, and immediately, feeling tension tautening her gut, May opened her laptop to see if there were any more emails.

“He’s sent another one,” she said to Owen. “The tech’s just forwarded it.”

She held her breath as she opened it. Please, please, let it be a request to meet, she thought. Let this deadly killer show his face!

“It's no surprise you want to meet with me. We are, definitely, like-minded souls and I feel that when we meet, nature will be among us, the river will rejoice, and the birds will sing. However, I have a very important job to do. Someone extremely nasty needs to be taken care of. I can’t meet you until he has died. Rest assured – it will be soon. The trap is being prepared. And I will make sure this offender suffers!”

Reading it, May felt as if she was shaking all over. He was out there, picking his target, getting ready for another of these violent crimes. And they were here, with no real leads as to who he was. She’d never felt so ineffectual or so far behind a killer. 

“How can we stop this?” Owen asked, sounding distraught.

“We can warn people at the park, at least," May said. “We need to get police there, as well as rangers. I doubt they can close the park because there are so many ways in on foot, but at least they can have more of a presence there."

She got on the phone to Sheriff Jack, handing the keys to Owen and letting him drive while she updated her boss.

"Jack, we got another email come through," she said, as Owen started up and drove away from Miller's house.

"Any information on the sender, the IP address?" Her boss's voice sounded taut. 

"None. It's all still encrypted, but he stated clearly that he's going to take another victim today. And that he plans to set a trap."

"A trap?" Jack now sounded as concerned as she felt. 

"Yes. I'm very worried, Jack. I don't know how he plans to do this, but it means a risk to everyone using the park. Can we get any more patrols there, any officers inside the park?"

"I'll try, May," he said. "But we're all spread thin, you know that. It's a large place to cover. And there aren't a lot of us. Other policing still has to be done. Other crimes are still happening."

She sighed, feeling frazzled, but knowing Jack was right. There was a limit to the resources it was possible to throw at this killer, especially with the park being such a large area.

"Thanks," she said. "We're doing our utmost to find him."

"I know you are, May. I have faith in you and Owen. If anyone can stop him before he takes someone else, it's you two."

They cut the call, and May looked ahead. While she was speaking, Owen had been powering down the main road, and they were now approaching the Birch Bar, which was the one closer to Faye's home.

It was an old-fashioned wooden building, with a hand-painted sign of a birch tree and a beer, and it was set in a quiet area, across the road from a sports field, and backing onto woods. It was quaint, she had to admit, but that fact barely registered. She could not think of anything but the fact that the killer was going to strike again today. Somewhere, someone's life hung in the balance. 

At least they could find out if he was using this place as a regular hunting ground.

It was still early, and only a couple of cars were parked outside, under the trees that surrounded the wooden bar. She hoped that one of them belonged to the owner, getting his place ready for the day ahead. 

They climbed out and headed inside.

The bar area was small and cozy, with wooden floorboards, the bar itself made of dark wood, with a mirror behind it. A few tables were set up, and a young woman was at work, putting out chairs.

She smiled when she saw them. "Hey! What can I get you to drink?" Then, looking more closely at their jackets, and obviously realizing she was speaking to cops on duty, she said, "We have coffee on the brew, officers."

May wondered if this perceptive woman might have noticed the killer herself.

"Do you work behind the bar?" she asked.

"No, I don't. I do the cooking," she said. "But seeing we're a family business, I also help out with whatever else there is to do."

"Does your dad work behind the bar?" May guessed.

"He does. He's in the back, getting things ready for the day." She looked curious. "Why, is he in some kind of trouble?"

"No, he's not in any kind of trouble," May said. "We just want to ask him a few questions."

The woman led them behind the bar, through a small kitchen, and then out of a door that led to a large, grassy area out back, with picnic tables, a covered eating area, and a fence that adjoined a steep, wooded valley.

The owner was setting out tables outside. He was a big man, with a comfortably large belly and a round, cheerful face.

"Morning, officers," he said. 

"Morning," she said. "We're looking for information on a recent series of crimes."

"Would those be the killings in the park? We're all very concerned.” He was clearly up to date on current events, and ready to help. 

"We understand one of the victims used to visit this bar, and might have met the killer here. Apparently they had a confrontation."

May showed him Faye's photo. He looked down, stared at it for a while, and then nodded sadly.

"Yes, she was a regular, and it's very sad to think she's dead. But I don't recall any fights. We're a family place, and we would have noticed something like that immediately. Not to speak badly of our opposition, but Collin's Cabin is more of the party place, where the singles go, and I'd expect something like that to happen there. They do a darn good burger, though," he said admiringly. "It's about three miles down the road." He pointed.

Having gotten this information from two people now, May knew for sure where they needed to be.

She hoped Collin's Cabin had an owner who was as observant, and also cameras on site, because without a doubt this was where the killer had made contact with Faye.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

This was difficult work, questioning the killer’s lady, Kerry thought. In fact, it was giving her a headache, and drawing on reserves of patience she had no idea she possessed. But she was hell bent on getting the information they needed, about who had taken Lauren - and others.

She had to do this today. May was busy with a case. That terrible room was being investigated by forensics. And she felt like she was the weak one of the family, who’d needed to take some time out after seeing that room.

Kerry was mad at herself now. That had been a sign of weakness. Time off work? She’d better make the best use of it, she chastised herself.

Sitting next to the hospital bed, sketch pad in hand, she replaced the pen in Harriet's hand with a fresh one. Her wrists were nothing more than bones, Kerry saw. Even though she had the feeling this woman had aided and abetted a killer, she couldn't help feeling sorry for her, because it was clear she'd suffered. The evidence was there, and it didn’t even take an FBI agent to see it. 

There were scars on her wrists, her skin was pale, she was scarily weak, and of course, she was deaf, and unable to speak. She might have been spared by the killer, but she hadn't escaped the consequences of captivity. The worst thing, Kerry thought, was her haunted eyes. At first she’d thought that she was just evasive and complicit, but now she realized it was different. She was genuinely traumatized. Things had happened to this woman and now Kerry was wondering if whatever had happened, had somehow stolen her voice. 

Perhaps she couldn’t talk about it, but that was okay, because she was going to find another way.

She stared around the hospital room, breathing in the harsh smell, looking at the blank, cream colored walls, hoping for some information that would take them further.

Kerry picked up her pen. 

They’d made some progress today. Harriet had already written the one word that might be the starting point to unlock the information they needed.

Confrontation. Of course, she hadn't spelled it right, but Kerry had understood all the same.

And the woman had drawn a picture of a body lying on the floor, being held by the killer's hand, and the killer himself stood above it. And that was it. That was all she had drawn. She wasn’t a bad artist. Her hands were very shaky, but she could bring a scene to life. She wondered what else the woman could bring to the story.

With the pen in hand, she looked at Harriet.

"Confrontation," she said aloud.

The woman looked at her, a silent plea on her face. She was afraid of telling the story, and she didn't want to write it down.

"Who was this man? Did you know him?" Kerry asked.

Harriet nodded.

Well, that was a start. Now to push further. She should give her some options, try to make the process easier. Multiple choice was always easier, wasn’t it?

"He was, uh, someone you knew from church? From school?" Having listed the two most likely contact points for a teen in a small town at that time, Kerry was struggling to think of more. But already, Harriet was nodding.

"School?" Kerry asked. She admitted she was biased. Church had been cool, even though she didn't consider herself a religious person, but she'd enjoyed the singing, and the kindness that the gray-haired pastor had shown her. Church hadn't been a place where her parents pressured her to compete. 

School, on the other hand, had felt like a prison camp. Her own good grades, her parents’ expectations, the competition with her sisters – they’d all made life unpleasant. 

Dominic, her new boyfriend, sympathized with that. He understood her pressure and the baggage she carried and was trying desperately to put down, and Kerry loved him for it.

“School?” she asked again, just to make sure.

Harriet nodded visibly, and Kerry felt a flash of relief. Now to go through her list of suspects. Memories surged.

"Was it the math teacher?"

She sketched a caricature of that controlling, unpleasant man on the page. Giving him jutting teeth and a knobby nose. It was what he deserved. He'd been a bully. She hoped it was him.

But Harriet drew a wavy line through the picture, that Kerry thought would have been a slash if she'd been stronger. Not the math teacher then. Damn. 

Harriet was clearly struggling, and now, she was working her lips, like she was trying to form words.

"Science? Mr. Prior?" He'd also been horrible to her. Mocked her every time she came second in the class. She caricatured him, too, with his wild hair and that awful mustache with the twisted ends.

Again, the woman drew a line through the picture, as if to say no. She felt another flash of disappointment.

Kerry told herself to keep on going. They were getting somewhere. Her FBI experience was telling her so. She thought that there might be a breakthrough. The problem was that she was all out of teachers. She couldn't think of any others who might have done such a thing. If only she could. This whole tragic puzzle that had infused her dreams and her nightmares for so many years might be solved.

Harriet suddenly looked tired. Her head swayed, and she put her hand to her eyes.

"It's okay," Kerry said, "it's okay."

She put the pad on the table and reached out to her. Taking her hand. "It's okay if you can't answer. We'll try something else."

Harriet closed her eyes and shook her head.

Maybe this was not the time to bombard her with suggestions. Kerry knew that trait had always been hardwired into her by her parents. They'd told her to come up with things, ideas, solutions. But sometimes, the FBI had also taught her, the answer could be found by listening.

And that's what this was. Not one more question, but patient listening to what the mind had to say.

Harriet had opened her eyes again, and was staring at her pleadingly. For what, Kerry wasn't sure. For another chance, another try?

"Maybe it was someone else," she said. “Who was this confrontation with?”

Silence, and scared eyes.

"You don't have to tell me if you don't want to," Kerry said gently. "But if you can, please write his name down. If it's too hard, we can stop. I don't want to make this worse. I just want to know who did this. We do need to know. This case must be closed."

Harriet shook her head. She looked distressed. She began to shake her head, back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.

And then, she did something that Kerry didn't expect.

She began to draw a picture. In big, shaky, crude strokes, as if she was drawing from memory, from the purest instinct.

She barely looked at the paper as she depicted the image, and when she was finished, she handed the paper to Kerry, her eyes downcast and her face tight with fear.

Kerry took it. 

And her own eyes widened. The picture was very basic. Harriet's hand had been unsteady with exhaustion. The lines were wobbly. But there was something in the eyes, in the shape of the face, that struck a cold, deep chord within Kerry.

“Well done,” she said, rubbing Harriet’s hand, trying to subdue the shaking in her own voice, of anger and incredulity.

She knew who this person was.

She knew. For sure. There was no more doubt in her mind, and it all made sense. The gaps in the puzzle were filled in, a lot of them. Suddenly this case had taken a major leap forward. At last, she knew who the perpetrator was. Now it was time to find out more.

Like where this bastard was now.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

May and Owen powered through the cloudy morning, heading for Collin's Cabin, the bar where she was now sure the killer had been. This had to be where Faye had met the killer, where this strange fight had ensued that had made him hate her, or resent her.

May needed details, and fast. This fight had sealed Faye’s fate. It had probably made the killer target her, even if his sights had been set on her for other reasons before that.

At any rate, it had made him mad enough to kill her. It had all started here, and as Owen pulled up outside the bar, May was encouraged to see cameras positioned on the outside walls, overlooking the parking lot.

This place was very different from the other bar. It was in a more urban environment, with a big housing estate opposite, and a dilapidated building site diagonally across the road. It didn't look like the safest environment, definitely a place where a killer could have picked his moment to prey, and then to pounce.

May looked around, taking it in.

"Very different," Owen muttered. "You think one of us should stay by the car, May?"

She also had that feeling about this area. There were a few youths, trailing down the street, that she immediately earmarked as troublemakers. 

But even given the dilapidated state of the area, the bar seemed to be doing well. There were already a few cars outside, even though it was not yet ten a.m. She guessed, in this part of town, day drinking was sometimes the best life decision.

"I don't think so," she said. "We'll stick together. We might both need to hear what he has to say."

"Okay," Owen said.

At least there were cameras outside, May thought, as she headed inside. That footage would be pure gold, and they needed to see it.

They walked through the door and into the bar. It was like entering a cave.

Immediately, a blast of warm air hit her, together with a light wreath of cigarette smoke. She guessed that once a few more customers had arrived, that would become a thick wreath of smoke. 

She stared around, taking in the atmosphere. To her surprise, she could actually see why Faye had liked this bar. The music was classic eighties rock. The walls were covered in posters. The seats were battered but plush, the bar was well lit and bejeweled with hundreds of bottles, and the place was surprisingly clean. 

 To the left of the bar was a doorway, and the sounds of an argument were coming from there.

May could hear raised voices. The man was angry, his words slurred. The woman's voice sounded madder still. A moment later, he came into sight, stumbling from the corridor, and headed for the exit, with what looked like an angry wife following him.

Behind the bar, a man was pouring two double whiskeys and, walking up, May guessed he was the owner. He wore a magnificent, studded leather jacket, a handlebar mustache, and an air of authority. He looked up, and gave them both a friendly nod.

"Hi," he said. "What can I get you? It's a little early for our famous burgers, but we will open the kitchen in an hour, and drinks are on tap until then."

He took the whiskeys over to a customer on the far side of the bar, before returning.

May moved closer, not wanting to disturb the other clients, some of whom looked like long-term regulars. She showed her badge and said in a quiet voice, "We believe that Faye Miller, the victim of one of the recent murders, might have met the killer here."

"In this bar?" The man looked appalled.

"Yes."

May took a deep breath, needing to explain the situation quickly. And, at that moment, she heard the blare of an alarm from outside.

"It's the car," Owen said. "May, it's your car. I'm going to go and check it."

Grabbing the keys from off the counter, he hurried out. 

May forced her mind away from whatever might be happening to her car, and back to the man she was speaking to.

"We need camera footage, urgently. I'm not sure how far back this incident occurred. How long do you keep the footage?"

The man shook his head apologetically. "This is going to be bad news for you, I'm afraid. There isn't any footage. The cameras aren't real. They just discourage random crime. They're a deterrent."

May's face fell. "Oh, no. That's a pity."

"We don't have many incidents in this bar. I'm a hands-on owner," he said with pride, and some defensiveness. "I don't allow fights. Trust me, I can, and do, break them up when I need to. So if you tell me what happened, maybe I’ll remember. Maybe I handled that situation."

"Let me show you the victim's photo," she said. "If you remember anything, then tell me."

She didn't hold out much hope as she scrolled quickly through her phone's gallery, and flashed up a couple of ID photos of Faye.

But to her surprise, his eyes sharpened.

"Wait a minute," he said. "Wait a minute. Last week I remember something involving her. I didn't have to handle it, though."

"Why was that?" May asked. 

"This woman, Faye, she did it all herself. It never got to a violent confrontation, but she’s one of our regulars, and she read him the riot act long before it reached that stage. He - this guy who came onto her - he was trying to flirt with her in this clumsy way, she told him no and he ignored her, and she let him have it. She ripped him a new one. I thought it was funny, because she tore him to shreds. He was a big guy, and she was just a slip of a thing, so I wasn't sure what she could do to him. But she was so damn fierce, he actually backed off and left. He didn’t look pleased. Come to think of it, he did seem mad, but he went out all the same. And I was so surprised, I just watched it happen." He sighed. “If that led to her murder, I’ll be very upset. There was no cause for it.”

"I'll take it," May said, with feeling. "It's a big help. Do you remember what he looked like?"

"Big guy. I think I pegged him as a woodsman, a survivalist, that type. Scruffy clothing, some of it looked handmade. He had dark hair and a beard. He was a fairly typical customer for in here, and for the area, I guess."

"Age?"

"I don't know. Thirties, maybe."

"Did you see him again?"

He shook his head. “Haven’t seen him in here since. He might have been here once or twice before, but if so, he didn’t cause trouble and I didn’t notice him.”

"Did he buy any drinks using a credit card, or show any ID?"

He shrugged. "That, I don't remember. I would think he'd paid cash, though, as most customers here do that, unless they run a tab."

How frustrating, May thought. They were so close to this customer, but they were not quite close enough. 

She was about to start asking him about timing, what time the man had left, so that she could start searching other cameras in the neighborhood, when she realized Owen hadn't yet come back in.

May had been so focused on her questioning, she hadn't realized his absence. Now, suddenly, she worried that there was a real problem with Owen, or else with her car.

"I'll be back in a sec," she told the barman. She hurried outside, worry now blooming in her mind. 

In the bar’s parking lot, in the gray, fall morning, May stared around, feeling suddenly horrified, as if her world had tilted sideways.

Owen was nowhere to be seen. And neither was her car.

Both of them had disappeared. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Owen and her car, both gone? May felt blindsided by shock as she stared around. Had Owen taken her car somewhere? If so, why had he not told her? Was this some kind of emergency?

As she stared around at the road, May felt a creeping sense of unease, because this didn't feel right.

She remembered the prowler outside Owen's house last night. Now, her partner had disappeared? Maybe this wasn’t such a coincidence and someone had been waiting to grab him.

She needed to call him, urgently, and find out what on Earth was going on. With her blood pressure spiking, May dialed his number.

It rang. Thank goodness, she thought, with a flash of relief. She'd been seriously worried there for a moment. At least his phone was on and at any moment he would pick up and explain to her what had happened.

Or maybe not. The phone rang, and rang, her stomach twisting tighter and tighter with each moment that passed. And then, finally, just as May was giving up hope entirely, it was answered.

"Owen!" she said. "Are you there? What's happening?"

But all May heard was a moment of harsh, heavy breathing. Then the call was cut.

"Owen!" May looked around in a panic, looking for clues, some evidence, something to show what had happened. There was a scuff mark on the ground. And there were Owen’s dark glasses, lying near the sidewalk, one of the lenses crushed and the frames twisted. This hadn’t been a struggle, May guessed, but more like an ambush. His glasses must have fallen as he was dragged to her car.

May felt sick with panic as the pieces slotted together in her mind. This must be because of what he said last night, at the media conference. He'd spoken out about this man being a monster. He'd done exactly what the last two victims had done - he'd insulted this killer, who was now targeting him with evil intent. That was who Riverman had been talking about, who he’d threatened that he was going to make suffer.

This was her worst nightmare come true. Owen was her partner, her friend, her lover, and so much more. Now, his time would be running out. Even as a red hot flood of anxiety filled her, May knew that now, of all times, she needed to control it. Nothing less than icy calmness and clear thinking might save her lover now.

First thing. An APB. Get it out, urgently. May took out her phone, breathing calmly, pretending her hands were not trembling with utter terror and stress. She stabbed the number for the control room, forcing herself to focus, blocking out any thoughts of what Owen might be going through, or what might already have happened to him. 

"It's Deputy May Moore,” she said as soon as the call was answered. “I need an urgent APB on my own vehicle. It's been carjacked by the killer and he has Owen Lovell inside. It went missing about five minutes ago, outside Collin's Cabin, a bar outside Birchwood, on Sunset Road."

Now, despite herself, May heard her tone, breathy and traumatized and panicked. 

"Copy that, Deputy Moore. We're going to issue an immediate APB and ask all available officers to search that area."

Immediately, she heard the radio crackle as the APB went out to all officers.

"We've got teams driving to the area already, Deputy," the controller reassured her. "The closest team is a few miles away. We’re redeploying other officers to join the search, also."

"I don't have access to a radio now. Please call me if you hear anything - anything at all," she begged.

"Will do," the officer reassured her.

May cut the call.

She felt utterly helpless standing outside the bar, stranded, unable to participate in the search. Nobody was close enough to make a difference right now. Even Kerry was too far away. 

"What can I do?" May asked herself. "How can I get wheels?"

There was only one way, only one solution she could see now, and that was the friendly bar owner. May rushed back inside the bar.

"There’s a huge emergency," she said to the barman, who was looking at her in concern as she raced to the counter. "I need a ride. My car's been taken, with my partner inside. I think it’s this killer. He’s been watching the bar!"

"You serious?" Collin was visibly shaken by this. "Your partner's been taken? The tall man who was just here now, and who went out to check that alarm?" he said, sounding shocked.

"Yes. He's gone. His glasses are in the road, his phone’s being picked up by someone else This is an emergency. An absolute emergency! He's been overpowered and will be killed unless we can catch this guy, now!"

"Of course! I'll do whatever I can to help." He took a deep breath, with an expression in his eyes as if he was making a major sacrifice - as if he was relinquishing his firstborn. Then he reached under the counter and took out a set of keys. "The only vehicle I have here is this. It's my Harley Davidson motorcycle. But you're welcome to take it. The helmet is slung over the bars, and the bike is around the right-hand side of the building."

"Thank you so much," she said to him, feeling a rush of gratitude. "You don't know how much this means to me. It could make all the difference!"

She didn't have that much experience on a motorbike but right now that seemed like a minor concern. She'd ridden one, once long ago, in the past. How hard could it be to remember?

Grabbing the keys, she hotfooted it out of the bar, feeling thankful that she had a way to join in this pursuit at all.

May headed around the side of the building at a run, and sure enough, there it was, a black Harley Davidson motorcycle, gleaming in the muted morning light. The helmet was slung over the handlebars, an open face helmet that was little more than a cap, and which, when she put it on, was slightly too big. She didn't have gloves or boots or anything else, but she had all the determination in the world.

May turned the key, and hesitantly pulled out, the handlebars wobbling. She gasped at the surge of power. This was a beast of a machine, and it roared as she revved it. She managed, with some difficulty, to make a wide and wavering turn without driving the bike into the side of the building. Dammit, this throttle was sensitive. She really needed to get the motorcycle version of her sea legs, because she needed to ride this monster as fast as it could go without getting killed in the process.

 Even though she was sitting on it, she felt like she was going to be catapulted off it. The engine roared as she hit the straight, and the bike almost shot out from under her as she was thrown back against the seat. She gripped the handlebars tightly, gasping as she flew onto the road.

She reached the main road, and had a decision to make, as she braked hard, her mind racing ahead, the pressure bearing down. Which way would this killer have gone?

In one direction, the road led into town, up into the industrial part of Chestnut Hill, and if May hadn't known this killer well, she would have guessed he'd have gone there.

But she knew him - she had tried to get into his mind, she knew who he was speaking to, and she knew where he was leaving his bodies. It was more likely, she thought, he would have gone left, heading out of town and into the wilderness.

Hoping she was right, praying Owen was still alive, May turned that way and blasted the bike up the road, opening the throttle, accelerating furiously, hearing the engine roar.

"I'm coming for you," she shouted to the killer, the wind whipping her voice away. "I'm coming for you, and you're not going to take him! You are not!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

May roared out of town on the borrowed Harley, the wind blasting up against her face and whipping through her hair. She had to find Owen now. He'd been taken and she had to find him and save him.

Where was he? Was he badly hurt? She couldn't bear to think of him being injured- or worse. 

"Let it not be worse," she muttered, the speed ripping her words away. "Please, let it not be worse."

So far, this killer had waited until the victims were on the lake before he murdered them, but that didn't mean he was going to stick to the same MO. He might be growing in confidence; he might decide to kill Owen sooner - he could think that a police officer represented too much of a risk.

There was a turn ahead! May hit the brakes, realizing she was going far too fast and would end up in a strawberry jam-level skid if she didn’t control her speed. Without dark glasses, the wind was making her eyes water. That wouldn’t help her either. She needed to see clearly. Easing around the bend, she saw the road beyond leading up into the hills, twisting and turning, and then she was in the wilderness.

She kept her eyes peeled, looking for her car, hoping she'd spot its familiar sight, the silvery gleam of the paintwork, the sleek shape of it. It was a new car; she’d bought it recently, upgrading her old one after the raise she’d gotten since being promoted to county deputy.

It had to be somewhere. She was going to find it.

How she wished for the comforting crackle of the police radio, with updates and movements, locations of the patrols, and which areas had been checked. But she didn't have that. No radio. Only her cellphone. If it rang, she wasn’t sure if she'd hear it over the throbbing engine of the bike.

She slowed, and scanned the road ahead, her heart in her mouth, her eyes sweeping over the road and the boulders and trees on either side of the road.

It was like operating in an isolated bubble. She pulled the phone from her pocket and checked it quickly, blinking tears out of her eyes, shaking them away from her vision.

Nobody had called yet. The search was under way, but they hadn't found the car. Surely one of the other police cars should be visible by now? Unless there was a massive chase in progress right now, that she didn't know a thing about because she wasn't part of the radio network.

They could be encircling her car now and she wouldn't know. The operator wouldn't call before there were results, she knew how busy the control room was.

She pushed the bike faster again, roaring over the rough ground. She was sure she should have spotted the car by now if he'd come this way, because the road was straight, and there were a few stretches where she could see a good half-mile ahead.

She might have gone the wrong way entirely. He might have chosen to take the road into town. 

If that was the case, she hoped the police were there. Perhaps they'd thought that town was a more likely direction for this killer to flee, or perhaps they simply weren't here yet because distances were so vast out here. 

Or there could be another road she didn't know about. This area was not familiar to her and it might be to the killer. Especially since he'd met up with Faye in that bar. 

May knew she had to assume this was his home turf. And that he'd know every inch of it.

"Come on, car, where are you?" she asked. She was scanning the road as best she could, because her eyes were streaming now from the wind, and a bug had flown into one. Every minute that went by was a minute lost. Every moment that she didn't check her surroundings was a moment that he might be able to kill his captive.

Was that it? She glanced down into a small valley, but it wasn't a car; it was the flash of silver from the roof of a shed. 

Ahead, the road forked and May hesitated, the consequences of her choice bearing down on her. The wrong turn could mean more than five minutes lost. It could mean Owen's life was lost.

"Right. I'm going to say he went right," May muttered. It was a guess, maybe based on instinct.

Maybe wrong.

As the Harley plowed along the rutted road, May started doubting her choice. This road was rapidly turning into nothing more than a potholed track. She was finding it more and more difficult to control the bike. The tires were skidding scarily on the rough, stony ground. 

A trough of mud almost claimed her, grabbing the wheels, and seeming to pull the whole bike sideways so that May swore in fear, pulsing the gas in an effort to steer out of the treacherous bog without getting mired or falling over completely.

It had all been for nothing. Her heart clenched as ahead, a couple of hundred yards in the distance, she now saw a handmade Road Closed sign on a high wire fence that looked like the border of a farm. 

So, turning right had been wrong, and now her doubts were flooding back as she slowed the bike, checked the terrain was solid, and did another wobbly turn, before speeding up again back the way she'd come. She'd lost time. That panicked May the most. She'd wasted maybe five more precious minutes choosing the wrong turn.

Now she was coming back, down a hill, needing to go even slower with the weight of the bike now pushing against her. She didn't want to crash this bike! It would be a catastrophe in so many ways. Better to take it slow, to inch along. She couldn't be reckless now. Even though a little demon in her head was raging at her to go, go, please go!

May wasn't like that. She'd never been the reckless one. Speeding the bike along a straight flat road was about the most she was capable of. Most likely, Kerry would have been testing this bike to the limits and slaloming her way back down this track, but May didn't have it in her. Call it conservative, call it cowardly - the outcome was the same.

Then, she glanced to the side, and her eyes widened.

The outcome had saved her. Slowing down had given her the moment she needed to see what was there. She saw a silver car, parked off the road, behind a thick bushy outcrop. It had been invisible from the other direction, absolutely invisible.

Now she could glimpse it.

It was her car. Without a doubt - muddied, its hood buried in leaves, but instantly recognizable.

"Oh, I've found him! Let him be alive, please, please let him be alive," May gabbled, slowing right down, cutting the engine, coasting to the side of the road.

She kicked the Harley's stand out and made sure it was secure, ripped out the keys, took the helmet off, and then she pounded down the muddy embankment to this hidden vehicle.

As she ran, she took her gun out, holding it firmly. Adrenaline was boiling inside her, and she felt hyper aware of every sound, every movement around her.

But there was no movement inside the car, and as May reached it, she felt a sharp pang of disappointment.

The car was empty. Riverman had already taken Owen - and they had disappeared into the hilly, forested wilderness. Unless May could find him, he’d do what he had threatened, and kill his prey.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Owen opened his eyes, flinching as daylight blazed in. What was going on and where was he? He felt filled with a sense of doom, that things had gone badly wrong. His head was pounding and his throat hurt. Vaguely, he remembered a club to the side of the head and a hand closing over his neck. 

Now, he was in the back of a jolting, homemade cart. His hands were lashed to the side by some weird rope that was made from twisted reeds, biting savagely into his flesh. And in front of him, a tall, strong man was pulling the cart up the hill, while screaming insults at him in a deranged voice.

"Stay down! Nature hates you, you traitor. You betrayed the animals and birds with your foul words. You'll die if you sit up! And I mean it. I’ll kill you!"

He'd never heard that voice before. How had he ended up in this strange cart, in the back of this ancient looking thing that was being driven by a madman?

A madman. Was this Riverman? Memories were seeping back. Then, the cart hit a rock, bashing Owen’s head against the side so that he groaned.

"That'll teach you!" the man shouted. "Don't mess with me, you weakling. Nature is against you. I'll crush you like a bug! I'll make you suffer. I'll make you wish you'd never been born. The birds hate you! And as for the beavers, they want to taste your blood, and they are going to!"

It was so ludicrous that it could almost have been comedic if it were not for the sharp note of intent in this man's furious voice.

The car alarm. Now he remembered. He’d gone out to investigate it and something had gone very wrong outside that bar. And now, wherever he was headed, he knew what the outcome was likely to be.

How strange it was, Owen thought, that at this moment, he was not thinking of his circumstances. Instead, with love and regret, he was thinking of May.

He'd known the proposal was wrongly timed and so very bad. It was just that he hadn't been able to focus on work while it had been weighing down his chest. So he'd gotten it off his chest, at such a bad, inappropriate time. 

He’d known May would be conflicted. That was what he had expected. She took things like that seriously; that was who she was. He had known she would be at a loss for words; he'd anticipated that. Deep in his heart, he'd known she would not give an outright yes. Not his May, no, she'd need to turn it over in her head and rule out all the worst case scenarios. Emotionally, she had scars from the loss of her sister. 

But after that hesitation - then, he had hoped and believed she would say yes.

Of course, he'd been the idiot who proposed in the middle of a case, and naturally there had been an interruption; in fact, it had been more like an avalanche of swift curveballs and bad news.

And then, he'd shut down, unable to mention the topic again. If he could only turn back time, if he could only have told May again last night, or this morning, that he loved her, that he wanted to marry her. But no.

And now, here he was, being dragged along in a homemade cart, trussed up to the front of it, on the way to a terrible death in a beaver dam. He had to do something about it. No way could he let this happen.

As more awareness returned to his battered brain, Owen forced himself to think.  

He had to use the advantages he had, chief among which, as his mother always told him, was a very hard head. He was not as concussed as the killer thought he was. The attempt at suffocating him by cutting off his air supply had been pathetic. He had oxygen, and apart from a headache, he now felt fully awake and aware again.

What use was it, though? These ties were painfully tight, chafing his wrists, offering no chance for movement.

He was not going to be able to get his hands free. Those knots were as hard as stones. 

But what else?

He took stock, carefully, so that Riverman wouldn’t notice. 

The guy kept mumbling. "You think this is fun, do you? You think it's okay to insult nature's spokesperson? It's not. It's enough now. You're going to die, and I'm going to share it with the birds and the bears. The beavers will frolic in your blood."

 That was another stroke of luck, he thought. This man was completely fixated on his insane speech and on tugging the cart forward, that he wasn’t aware of Owen pulling himself to the front, to try and figure out how he was tied.

The killer hadn't tied his feet. That was one plus. So, how was he secured into this small, rustic little cart? 

He was almost there. He could almost see that rope. If he could edge forward slightly, he’d be there.

At that moment, the cart jolted over another, sharper rock. Riverman swore, and Owen was jerked sideways, losing the grip he’d had and ending up hanging from his trussed wrists again.

But now, he was able to piece together what he’d seen. The rope was only looped over the front midpoint of the cart, which was a wooden pole that jutted about two feet above the cart’s surface. It was that pole, together with the uphill slope, the cart’s speed, and Owen's own weight that were keeping him attached to the cart. If he could somehow change that, then he could get away.

His hands would still be tied together, true. But he would have his feet, and could run.

All he had to do, his mathematical brain told him, was push his feet against the bottom of the cart, and then lever his body up toward the top of the pole, and unhook his tied hands.

Of course, that would bring him to within a few inches of the killer.

It would be deadly, for sure. But it was his only hope, and he was going to try it. 

Closing his eyes, sending a silent appeal for strength and luck, Owen pushed down on the back of the cart, slamming his feet into it and propelling himself forward with all the strength he had.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

“Car found! I’m sending coordinates through! Nobody inside!”

As May ran from the side of the road, into the muddy, overgrown wilderness, she updated the radio operator, the one who was gluing this whole attempt together.

"Acknowledged," the radio operator said, sounding just as breathless from anxiety as May herself. "I just got the location pin. I'm going to reroute all teams. They're on their way now. Should be just a few minutes away.”

The vastness of this wilderness and the scarcity of police vehicles was why they hadn’t yet arrived. A few minutes away was very hopeful, but it wasn’t going to be enough. May couldn’t wait for backup but needed to forge on alone.

Where, in this wild, forested area would he be? There were several paths, ranging from the faintest of tracks, to a proper trail. He would have headed uphill, surely? Downhill there was only a deep valley, bordering the road, and no water at all. To find the water, May estimated, he'd need to cross the ridge at the top of the hill. Beyond that, there was a river, and presumably dams. Her blood chilled at the thought of what those would mean to him.

How would she find where he was? How had he even gotten Owen up this hill? Now, maybe that was something to consider. Owen was a hair over six feet, and although there wasn't much fat on him, he was strong and muscular. He must weigh a hundred and eighty pounds at least, May estimated, quelling her panic as she tried to reason her way through this terrifying predicament. It would take a serious weightlifter to carry him up this hill. All the way up?

She didn't think so. Did he have a quad bike, some kind of sled or cart?

The trails were overgrown with dense underbrush. The three winding paths that she could see heading up the hill were narrow, barely wide enough for a wheelbarrow. What else could she find? What could she use to guide her?

May stared at the ground, looking carefully. Now, this was interesting. In fact, she thought it was what she needed. She could see that recently – very recently – someone had wheeled a large wheelbarrow or trolley up the right-hand trail. It had left deep grooves in the soft earth. May hurried up the winding path, stepping carefully to avoid the rocks, following those grooves.

And then, at a sharp bend in the trail, just before it forked again, she found something more.

Lying there was a wooden trolley - like a basic, narrow raft on large, crude wheels. There were ropes tied to the front of it that were lying loose, looking like dead reeds in a pond. 

This was how the killer had brought him here. But where was Owen? Why was this contraption lying here, abandoned, three-quarters of the way up the hill?

Searching the terrain for answers, May spotted the footprint next to the trolley.

Just one print in the deep mud, but one was all she needed, because she’d recognize that boot tread anywhere; she’d walked behind it and beside it more times than she could remember. Owen must have managed to get himself free. He'd pulled himself off the raft and it had tipped onto its side. And then, he'd run.

But he might still be tied up or injured. If he'd been able to fight at full strength, May was sure the killer would be lying here, tied with his own ropes. The killer was nowhere, and that meant Riverman had given chase.

But right now, she had to find them. And there was another fork in the trail. Where had he gone? Which path had he chosen?

May had gotten lucky with her first guess about which way the car would have driven. She'd managed to get that right, through nothing more than sheer luck. Now, she listened, but the wind was whistling through the trees, gusting among the leaves, and over it, she could hear nothing. No clues there. 

Instead, she had to think like Owen himself. To become Owen. She might not have his mathematical brain, but she wasn't stupid. She'd worked with him long enough to know him well.

He'd staggered to his feet. Sore, desperate, in a rush, knowing he had to put distance between himself and the killer as fast as he could.

And he would have gone – to the right.

Every time they had gone out hiking, or taken the choice of two paths - even when shopping together, or tracking down a suspect, Owen liked to turn right. He had even joked to her about it once, saying that he seemed to be drawn to following a clockwise path in life.

So, right it was. 

May sprinted up the hill as fast as she could go, her breath puffing in her chest, her legs burning. She didn't have time to be tired or scared. She had to focus. She had to get to the top of this hill, and see what lay beyond. 

The killer would not get Owen. She would not let that happen. Her heart was pounding, her throat sore with exertion, but she was getting to the top of the increasingly steep slope.

Gasping, her legs quaking, she crested the hill and stared down at what lay beyond. There was the Eagle River, tumbling down the steep slope deep and fast. Foamy rapids lay beyond, and then, further in the distance, she could see the shimmering edge of a waterfall.

She gasped.

Fighting on the edge of the river, just inches away from injury or death by drowning, she saw Owen and the killer.

It was hand to hand combat, except Owen's arms were tied. That put him at a huge disadvantage by affecting his balance. As May watched, the killer lunged in and Owen tried to retreat. He slipped on a rock, staggered, and for a terrible, stomach flipping moment, May thought he'd gone. That he'd fallen.

She had to get down to help him. May flung herself over the rocks, skidding on the sloping soil, her face and hands scoured by bushes as she clambered down, using all her speed.

But as she slipped in a slick of mud, she heard a cry. Glancing up, anxiety flaring, she saw the killer had attacked again. And now, there was only one figure standing on the river’s edge.

Owen had fallen into the flooding river.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

"Owen!" May screamed. His hands were bound, and the river was deep and strongly flowing. Even if he survived the rapids, he was then headed for that steep, sheer waterfall, and the rocky landing below.

Owen was being tugged and swirled toward that death trap. 

She rushed to the river’s edge, shoving her gun back in the holster, because she had only one thing on her mind now - saving him. If it was a choice between saving his life and catching this killer, then there was no choice. There was no sign of Riverman anyway. In the time it took May to fight her way past a thick outcrop of brush, he'd disappeared.

Fast and strong, the river raced over rocks and under overhanging branches. And there was Owen. He was in the water, sluicing through the rapids, his body fishtailing and struggling as he tried to fight the current. 

May closed her eyes for a moment, summoning up the courage to do what she had to do.

And then, she ran as fast as she could and leaped out over the edge, plummeting down into the raging waters, determined to save the man she loved.

Crashing into the water felt like hitting concrete, cold and hard and rough. It was like being in a cement mixer. The water was tumbling her around. Even with two free arms to swim, she felt the current trying to pull her under and whirl her around.

She surfaced, spluttering, fighting to get her bearings, to kick her way through the water. And then, she saw Owen, his dark head bobbing above the surface, but looking far closer to the waterfall than he had been. He wasn’t able to fight such a strong pull without the use of his arms. Terrified, May wondered what would happen if they both ended up being claimed by the current and swirling over that terrifying drop. Then she put the thought out of her mind and focused only on the swim.

May fought through the water, arms flailing, legs kicking, trying to gulp in air every time the raging waves allowed her to. She might have lost the killer, but she was going to reach Owen. She was getting closer - and he was fighting the river's pull as best he could, striving to get within grabbing distance.

She lunged at him, but a wash of water shoved her back like a giant hand. Water spouted into her face and into her nose. Coughing and choking, she fought her way to the surface again. She'd lost distance with that rogue wave.

Battling the water once more, May fought her way forward again. There was hardly any time left - she had just one chance to get him, and then it would be too late.

May ducked her head and went under this time, diving under the waves, clutching at his jacket, clutching at his clothes. She felt a handful of fabric in her hand. She got to him!

Clinging on, she swam ferociously toward the shore, kicking for all she was worth. She remembered the old advice that was stored deep in her brain that you should not fight the current directly, but swim with it and slowly edge over to the side. But there was no choice now but to fight, because in this cold, pummeling, fast moving water, there was no time for a slow, diagonal journey. They’d be over the precipice in just a few seconds.

Owen was kicking, too, his strength helping her, using his legs as best he could. There was a tree branch ahead. If she could grab it, they could use it to pull themselves to shore.

May reached out a hand and grasped the branch. Leaves tore at her hand. Wet bark slid through her palm. But she clung to it, feeling the river trying to rip her away. She kicked determinedly to the side, out of the strongest water, into the shallows. And then they were scrambling up the bank, coughing and choking, dripping wet and chilled to the bone in the driving, blustering wind, and with Owen's hands still tied.

He collapsed on the bank, coughing, and May bent over him, gasping for air as she tried to loosen his ties.

"Are you okay? Can you breathe?" she gasped out.

But he didn't answer and instead, she caught a flash of panic in his eyes.

May realized, in the next moment, he wasn't looking at her, but at something behind her.

She twisted around, just in time to avoid the full impact of a heavy tree branch. Instead of landing directly on her head, it glanced off her shoulder.

The killer was back. He hadn't run. He'd watched, and come to get them both.

Riverman was wielding the weapon. And now, he was raising it again.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

 

May saw intention to kill and lethal strength in every movement Riverman made as he brought the branch whistling down toward her.

Gasping in fear, May ducked away, jackknifing out of its lethal arc so that the branch crashed to the ground. There was no time to grab her gun; this was close, hand to hand combat - and Owen's hands were tied. He couldn’t help her. 

Now, she had her first sight of the killer - a bearded man with wild eyes, wearing a fur draped around his neck, his face set in a snarl. He was delusional and seemed completely without fear.

"I'm going to take you both," he hissed, regrouping, raising that branch again. "You both deserve it. You went against nature! You twisted the rhythms of this park, and caused friction."

His words were nonsensical but that expression in his eyes was deadly serious.

She made a grab for her holster, but he swung his branch again, so fast that May had to duck and roll. It crashed down on the ground and she heard the sickening crack of wood on rock. Then May scrambled forward, trying to get a grip on the killer's slippery arms, trying to wrestle the branch away from him.

But he shrugged her off. She saw him raise the branch again, and she leapt back, but not quickly enough. This time it hit her right wrist.

The pain was excruciating, and she cried out as she reeled back. Her hand was now completely numb and tingling. Her gun hand. She couldn’t draw her weapon if she couldn’t feel her fingers.

"You're going to pay for what you did," he threatened. "I'm going to take you both. You're both going to die."

May saw the flash of metal in his hand. A knife. He was going to stab her. And her hand was so numb she couldn't fight with her gun.

"I'll show you what happens to people like you. I'll show you what happens to people who get the rhythms wrong. They suffer. I'm going to make you both suffer."

"You're the one who's making this place's rhythms wrong," May gasped. Thinking of his blog, she continued. "I can hear the beavers and the birds. They're screaming. They're telling you to stop, please, and step away."

He was breathing hard, his chest heaving, his face twisted with fury.

"No. I'm not hearing that. I'm not!" he screamed. He lunged at her with the knife, and May leaped aside, aware that Owen had scrambled to his feet and was taking cover behind a rocky outcrop. But at least her words were distracting him from Owen. She needed to keep that up.

“Using caustic substances on your victims is very polluting,” she chastised. “You should be thinking of the beavers’ health, and the ecosystem.”

“You’re angering me!” He was gritting his teeth now, glaring at her. "I'm going to make a blood sacrifice. I'm going to make you atone for the suffering of this land. I’m going to shave your head and scour your skin with thorns!"

May's heart was pounding. His crazy ranting was terrifying. She had no idea how to fight back. She was hurt, tired, and she had one hand that was completely numb. She couldn't even raise her gun.

"You're making the animals suffer!" she yelled, raising her voice to a shout to be heard over the wind. "You're making this place suffer! You're harming the land! The spirits of the land are telling you to stop!"

He made a lunge at her and she jumped aside, out of reach. He was breathing hard. He was ready to kill her. She could see that in his eyes. But her words were distracting him and she could see that, too. Otherwise, May thought, she'd already be dead.

But then, he regrouped. He raised the knife, ready to plunge it into her, and she knew this time there was no turning back.

And then, from behind, she saw Owen scramble to his feet.

With his tied fists bunched together and his head lowered, he charged at the killer as May gasped in a breath. This surprise attack was the bravest action she'd ever seen.

Owen crashed into him like a determined battering ram, sending him sprawling off balance. He landed on one knee with a thud, and the knife flew out of his hand. May saw it skitter across the ground. She didn't pause to think. She leaped toward the man, grabbing him with her left hand, because her right was still weak and tingling. And Owen was helping. While the man was down, he lunged forward and looped his tied hands over his head. Then he pulled back, hard.

Now, the killer was flailing, choking, trying to fight Owen off.

May had one of his hands in the cuffs. Owen was tugging with all his might, keeping the man down in a stranglehold. And then, May got the other cuff in place. She scrambled to her feet, and fumbled the gun out of her holster, holding it in a two handed grip.

"You are under arrest," she said in as commanding a tone as she could manage. "Lie face down on the ground and do not move, or I will shoot."

She saw it in his eyes. A crafty glint that told her he was not as deranged as she'd believed. Deep down, he was nothing more than a pathological killer in a fantasy world. And he knew when he was beaten.

Giving her a venomous glance, he lay down on the ground. Owen took the gun from May, training it on Riverman in a two-handed grasp just like she had, while May cuffed his ankles. 

And then, she took her own utility knife off her belt and carefully freed Owen's wrists, which were raw and bleeding. But otherwise, her deputy was unharmed.

He was alive. And they had caught a killer.

 

***

 

Half an hour later, the scene was bustling with activity. Sheriff Jack was directing operations, including loading the killer into a prison van, and collecting and photographing the evidence from the scene. It turned out that Riverman was a man from Tamarack County called Reg Manson, who had a history of violence, was from a violent family, and had been in prison a few times. Last year, his abusive father had died, and Sheriff Jack had theorized that over the next months, that had caused the man to have a psychotic break.

With Owen's wrists now bandaged, and each of them wearing a borrowed shirt that was at least dry, they were sitting side by side on a fallen tree stump. May was still shivering, as much from shock as from cold.

"I'm so glad I got to you," she said.

“When I saw you jump into the river, I knew that you’d get to me,” Owen said. “But then, when I saw him behind you on the riverbank, my heart almost stopped.”

"We did it together," May said. "You were amazing, you took him out at the end. That tackle, and the way you captured his neck, and with tied hands, too."

Owen shook his head. "That wasn't… I mean, I just did what I had to do. I had to get him off you."

"Well, I'm glad you did," May said. "I'm glad we did it together."

Owen's eyes didn't meet hers. He looked uncomfortable, as if she'd said something he didn't want to hear.

"And I'm glad you're alive. So glad," she said, feeling suddenly awkward.

"May," Owen said. "It's not the right time to ask this. But I'd like to know." He dug into the zip pocket of his dripping pants, and he produced the small box May had seen yesterday. 

"I'd like to know, if I asked you again, will you marry me?"

"Yes," she said, so loudly that the words carried to the forensic team nearby, who glanced around curiously before continuing their work. "Owen, I love you. And I'm sorry I had doubts yesterday. They were all about me, not about you."

He slipped the ring on her finger and the diamond sparkled in the sunlight. 

"I have those same doubts," he admitted. "About me, not you. I love you, May. And I know we're going to be happy together."

"I know it too," May said, and as she kissed him, she suddenly forgot she was cold at all.


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

May waited in the autopsy room, side by side with Kerry, feeling dizzy with tension.

Standing in this room, gowned and gloved, was not where she thought she'd find herself an hour before a family dinner in honor of her engagement. 

As soon as they left this room, she was heading home to change her clothes, and then she, Kerry, and Owen were driving to her parents for what May suspected would be the dinner spread to end all dinner spreads. Her mother had even bought a bottle of French champagne. Everything was going to be perfect, she'd said.

But they had to get through this first.

"It was what Harriet drew," Kerry muttered to May through her mask. "It was what she drew that made me realize who it was. Then I asked her more, and she told me. And I think it's just been confirmed."

Andy Baker turned to them, his face serious.

"I've checked the skeleton and the dental records, and also itemized the belongings and done a DNA comparison. And without a doubt, we have a positive ID."

May felt her stomach clench. This was the moment she'd dreaded.

"The skeleton belongs to Hamish Greaves.”

“Hamish Greaves?” Now that Andy had said the name, memories were flooding back to May. She knew him.

“He was a bus driver, who worked for the local high school for three years before quitting at the age of forty. During that time, several young women in the wider area disappeared, including Lauren,” Andy explained. “Nobody ever suspected Greaves. He kept completely under the radar.”

Kerry continued, speaking in a soft, shaky voice as May gasped.

"Harriet said, or rather, I worked out from her drawings, that all the women were kept in that back room for a few days and were then killed quickly, their bodies weighted down and then dumped in the lake. He got a thrill out of knowing they were his prisoner, and killed them so they couldn't talk. But just before she was taken, Harriet developed that illness that made her deaf and unable to speak. And that was why he didn't kill her. She was deaf, she couldn't talk, so he didn’t see her as a threat. Instead, he kept her imprisoned in that house, for years. And then, one day, she turned the tables on him," Kerry said. "She managed to trick him, and she locked him in the room. And then she stayed there, day after day, year after year, making sure that he would never, ever get out again."

May let out a deep, shaky breath. She clutched Kerry’s hand tightly.

At last, she could grieve for Lauren, knowing what the answers were. 

She’d been killed, but in a surprise twist, the killer himself had died at the hands of his most damaged victim. Harriet had ended that monster's life, locked him up, so that he could never again prey on another woman.

Heavyhearted, but yet, feeling as if she had closure at last, May thanked Andy.

"I really appreciate it," she said, blinking tears away.

"At least the book is closed now," he said gently.

May nodded, unable to speak for a moment, feeling a surge of grief that she was sure would return again and again over many days, as she finally allowed herself to mourn her sister.

And then, arm in arm with Kerry, they walked out of the autopsy room, and out of the pathology lab, and into the hazy fall evening.

Her sister's mystery was behind her now, a tragedy that she knew would never leave her. But the rest of her life lay ahead.

Her parents and Kerry and Owen were waiting. Her future was ahead. And May resolved that, to honor Lauren’s life, she was going to live her own to the fullest, and as bravely as she could.
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SO LONG

(A Faith Bold Suspense Thriller—Book 1)

 

FBI Special Agent Faith Bold, hospitalized and haunted by her encounter with a serial killer, is ready to retire—when Turk, a K9 German Shepherd, himself traumatized, comes into her life. When a new serial killer strikes, leaving his victims at the bottom of isolated wells, Faith, this time with Turk at her side, will stop at nothing to hunt him down and save the next victim before it is too late.

 

“A masterpiece of thriller and mystery.”

—Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Once Gone)

 

SO LONG is Book #1 in a long-anticipated new series by #1 bestseller and USA Today bestselling author Blake Pierce, whose bestseller Once Gone (a free download) has received over 7,000 five star ratings and reviews.

 

FBI Special Agent Faith Bold doesn’t believe she can ever return to the force after the trauma she’s been through. Suffering from past demons, she feels unfit for duty and content to retire—until Turk walks into her life.

 

Turk, a former Marine Corps dog, wounded in battle, suffers from his own demons. But he never lets it show as he gives everything to Faith to get her back on her feet.

 

Each are slow to warm up to each other, but when they do, they are inseparable. Each is equally determined to hunt down the demons chasing them, whatever the cost, and to watch each other’s backs—even at the risk of their own life.

 

A page-turning and harrowing crime thriller featuring a brilliant and tortured FBI agent, the Faith Bold series is a riveting mystery, packed with non-stop action, suspense, twists and turns, revelations, and driven by a breakneck pace that will keep you flipping pages late into the night. Fans of Rachel Caine, Teresa Driscoll and Robert Dugoni are sure to fall in love.

 

Future books in the series are now also available.

 

“An edge of your seat thriller in a new series that keeps you turning pages! ...So many twists, turns and red herrings… I can't wait to see what happens next.”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

 

“A strong, complex story about two FBI agents trying to stop a serial killer. If you want an author to capture your attention and have you guessing, yet trying to put the pieces together, Pierce is your author!”

—Reader review (Her Last Wish)

 

“A typical Blake Pierce twisting, turning, roller coaster ride suspense thriller. Will have you turning the pages to the last sentence of the last chapter!!!”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

 

“Right from the start we have an unusual protagonist that I haven't seen done in this genre before. The action is nonstop… A very atmospheric novel that will keep you turning pages well into the wee hours.”

—Reader review (City of Prey)

 

“Everything that I look for in a book… a great plot, interesting characters, and grabs your interest right away. The book moves along at a breakneck pace and stays that way until the end. Now on go I to book two!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)

 

“Exciting, heart pounding, edge of your seat book… a must read for mystery and suspense readers!”

—Reader review (Girl, Alone)
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SO LONG

(A Faith Bold Suspense Thriller—Book 1)


Did you know that I've written multiple novels in the mystery genre? If you haven't read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!

 

[image: img3.png]

 

 

 

Blake Pierce

 

Blake Pierce is the USA Today bestselling author of the RILEY PAGE mystery series, which includes seventeen books. Blake Pierce is also the author of the MACKENZIE WHITE mystery series, comprising fourteen books; of the AVERY BLACK mystery series, comprising six books; of the KERI LOCKE mystery series, comprising five books; of the MAKING OF RILEY PAIGE mystery series, comprising six books; of the KATE WISE mystery series, comprising seven books; of the CHLOE FINE psychological suspense mystery, comprising six books; of the JESSIE HUNT psychological suspense thriller series, comprising twenty-eight books; of the AU PAIR psychological suspense thriller series, comprising three books; of the ZOE PRIME mystery series, comprising six books; of the ADELE SHARP mystery series, comprising sixteen books, of the EUROPEAN VOYAGE cozy mystery series, comprising six books; of the LAURA FROST FBI suspense thriller, comprising eleven books; of the ELLA DARK FBI suspense thriller, comprising fourteen books (and counting); of the A YEAR IN EUROPE cozy mystery series, comprising nine books, of the AVA GOLD mystery series, comprising six books; of the RACHEL GIFT mystery series, comprising ten books (and counting); of the VALERIE LAW mystery series, comprising nine books (and counting); of the PAIGE KING mystery series, comprising eight books (and counting); of the MAY MOORE mystery series, comprising eleven books; of the CORA SHIELDS mystery series, comprising eight books (and counting); of the NICKY LYONS mystery series, comprising eight books (and counting), of the CAMI LARK mystery series, comprising eight books (and counting), of the AMBER YOUNG mystery series, comprising five books (and counting), of the DAISY FORTUNE mystery series, comprising five books (and counting), of the FIONA RED mystery series, comprising five books (and counting), and of the new FAITH BOLD mystery series, comprising five books (and counting). 

An avid reader and lifelong fan of the mystery and thriller genres, Blake loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.blakepierceauthor.com to learn more and stay in touch.
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