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PROLOGUE

 

 

Agent Valerie Law felt her skin crawl as she stepped into the dark hallway, the heavy, metal doors clanging shut behind her. The walls were cold and bare, but something told her that this place was not barren. Her own footsteps echoed off the walls like a thousand whispering secrets, urging her to press on. Her heart thudded in anticipation as she approached the final door at the end of the corridor, the small sign beside it reading "Tobias Masley." 

It was a name from her past. The name of a man, a brutal killer, she didn't want to face again, but fate had led her there to that meeting, and fate, as Valerie had learned, was not to be avoided but met head on with courage.

Valerie looked at her watch. A whirlwind of pressure was building inside her mind. Not only was she about to face a dangerous killer from her past, but her personal life was invading her thoughts too. Her mother was still in psychiatric care, and she had promised that she would be there today before visiting hours finished. Now, she wasn't certain if she would make it.

Her heart ached at the thought of missing out on seeing her mom. But as she had often done, Valerie had to take her mind away from her personal life and focus on the job of being an FBI profiler. It was a career of sacrifices for the common good.

She paused for a moment before gripping the handle of the door before her and pushing forward into the unknown. Then she went inside.

Valerie stood in a small room, furnished with just a single chair and a table, alongside an unmade bunk. A guard with broad shoulders and a pencil thin moustache nodded at her from the corner of the room, standing almost to attention in her presence. They didn't often get visits from FBI agents. 

At the table sat Tobias Masley, dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit. His sharp chin and high cheekbones gave him a sculpted face, like the grim figurehead on a statue gone bad. His dark eyes glimmered like onyx despite the stark fluorescent light above. 

Valerie walked slowly towards the table, and she felt a chill run down her spine. This was the first time she had seen Tobias since she and her colleagues had arrested him seven years ago. She had been the one who caught him, and she still remembered the look of hatred on his face as he realized that his reign of terror had come to an end.

The irony of it all was that she caught him while working as a grunt, doing the questioning and canvassing of areas the higher ups didn't bother with. She caught him during her investigation, and it had gotten her noticed. It was a glowing star on her resume, even now as a seasoned agent in her early thirties. It had opened doors for her. It led her to chasing fugitives with Charlie in their previous assignment, then to the failure of the Clawstitch Killer case, and—finally—to the redemption of the Criminal Psychopathy Unit.

There was a guilt deep within Valerie. She was glad she had caught Tobias, he was extremely dangerous, but what happened to him after ... was unnecessary.

Valerie took the chair opposite Tobias and placed her briefcase on the table. She noticed that he was staring at her, and she knew he had been expecting her visit. She felt a sudden wave of regret mixed with frustration, but she pushed both deep down inside. She had come here to glean an important piece of information from Tobias, and she couldn't let her own feelings get in the way.

“I'd say it's good to see you, Agent Law,” Tobias said in a sinister tone, “but I'd be much happier with my hands around your neck.”

“You had your chance when I arrested you years ago,” Valerie said, trying to erase the memory of a rooftop tussle from her mind. Sometimes, she had nightmares about it—Tobias grinning, trying to push her to her death.

“I think,” he said leaning over, “that you want to be in my company about as much as I want to be in yours. Why have you come to this hellhole?”

She opened her briefcase and pulled out a photograph. She placed it on the table in front of Tobias and asked, "Do you recognize this man?"

Tobias stared at the photograph. It showed a man in his forties with a full head of gray hair and rough stubble. His face was worn, but there was a hint of a smile in his eyes. He was surrounded by family and close friends. 

After a moment of looking at the face in the photograph, Tobias finally nodded. "Yes," he said, "I recognize him. That's Daniel Long."

Valerie kept her adrenaline in check. A breakthrough—he was at least conceding that he knew the man in the image.

"And what happened to Daniel Long?" Valerie then asked, knowing full well the answer.

Tobias smirked, a twisted smile full of disdain seeping out from cheek to cheek. 

"He was found strangled in a field two years before I was arrested," he said, his voice like ice, his face cold and unfeeling.

Valerie looked at him, holding back her contempt for what he had done. His careless attitude incensed her, but she knew she had to remain composed if she wanted answers. She swallowed her misgivings and asked, "Do you know who killed him?" 

Tobias met her glare with an icy stare as though deciding how much truth to allow her. With a single word, he answered her, "No." 

He showed no emotion as he spoke; it was as if he were reciting a tale of someone else's life long ago rather than his own. There was a distant disconnect between his words and his body language. 

"It's an unsolved crime," Valerie said. "And I think you can help us solve it. It has all the hallmarks of one of yours."

Tobias stared blankly at Valerie.

"You know very well that this was your handiwork," Valerie said pointedly.

"And what if it was?" Tobias sniped. "What good does any of this do?"

"You should help us," Valerie said in a persuasive tone. "Anything new you can give us on this cold case might get you a few perks in here. Life could be easier."

Tobias threw his head back and laughed, before suddenly shifting back into a stern expression. "And get what? Books? A television?" he said snarkily. "I spend my days separated from the general prison population, moved around by guards from my cell to the yard, to the shower room, back to my cell. Each day is boredom personified. They think I'm too dangerous. And if I don't kill one of the other prisoners, they think someone might try to kill me because of what I did to get here. But that's the problem, isn't it? I shouldn't be here, Agent Law, and you know why."

Valerie did indeed know why. All she could do was her job and catch criminals. The criminal justice system had to then make the right call. Sometimes, that didn't quite work out. In the case of Tobias Masley, none of it had worked out.

"You have a serious mental illness," Valerie said softly. "I feel for you. You should be in a secure psychiatric ward receiving treatment, but I'm telling you that isn't going to happen right now due to what the courts decided, especially if you're sitting on knowledge about unsolved murders dating back a decade."

"Then what?" Tobias asked, his voice rising. "I'm supposed to just sit here and rot in this cell for years? I'm not a criminal; I'm sick, and you know it! And yet here I am, wasting away in a prison cell when I should be getting help!" 

Valerie silently agreed with him. It was an injustice she'd seen occur far too often in her line of work. She had put a number of people away with serious mental illnesses. Of course, she knew that most people with mental health issues, like herself, were perfectly normal, well adjusted, and benign. But in the case of the exceptionally rare, like Tobias Masley, a mix of personality disorders and psychotic episodes was a cocktail that led to a trail of destruction. 

After arresting a suspect, despite her notes and appearances at court to suggest that a prisoner should be treated in a secure medical facility, it sometimes happened that a sitting judge would disagree and place such a person in a prison cell—where their psychological issues would grow worse, making them a greater danger to the other prisoners and guards, never mind exacerbating any painful delusions they might have.

Regrettably, there was nothing she could do about it right now. The courts had decided Masley was not criminally insane, even though she disagreed. Valerie had to stay focused on the job at hand. She needed information from Tobias if they were going to find out who killed Daniel Long, so she pushed her own feelings aside. 

"You can help us," Valerie said calmly. "You can make sure justice is served, even if you're stuck in here. Doing what's right is what matters." 

"The right thing!?" he screamed. "Like you did the right thing by me?"

Tobias let out a bellowing roar before hurtling himself towards Valerie like a raging bull. The guard, his face painted with fear, desperately lunged forward in an attempt to intervene, but he was too slow.

Valerie rushed ahead of the guard, throwing herself into the air with her arms outstretched. Clutching at Tobias, their momentum carried them crashing to the ground together. The man grunted as his body hit the floor and rolled, but with Valerie on top of him, there was no escape. She managed to only just put him into a restraining hold before the guard finally took over. She was glad his hands had been cuffed. Otherwise, he could have torn out her throat.

"You need to leave, Agent!" the guard barked at Valerie, his outward admiration turning to hostility.

She looked at him with her brows furrowed. Of course, she was agitated by his tone, but she knew that her presence was really pushing the prisoner over the edge.

"I understand," Valerie replied calmly, "but my questions still need to be answered."

The guard shook his head in annoyance and said, "That'll have to wait for another day." 

"I'm so sorry," she said in a firm voice as she looked at Tobias, his eyes wide and wild. "I'm sorry you're not getting the help and treatment you need." 

Taking a deep breath, Valerie pledged to him, "I swear to you, I'll speak to the warden and see what can be done. Maybe we can strike a deal for your cooperation that will land you in a better place." But she knew this was doubtful.

With a heavy heart, Valerie walked out of the room, taking with her a fragment of failure in her mind and a sliver of dread for what that failure would mean.

She glanced at her watch. I might make it, she thought. 

A vision of her mother, medicated and delusional, entered her mind. Valerie saw the parallels between her mother's condition and the twisted minds of the people she pursued through her work. Valerie was trying everything she could to save her mother, but her condition was so unpredictable. It was a burden that wore her down because she knew there were secrets of her past contained within her mother's mind. Secrets about her real father and what had happened to him. Secrets to be unlocked, for good and for bad.

Valerie moved quickly, but she would have to literally balance her detective work with her emotional pain.

When she reached the end of the dimly lit corridor and removed her phone from her jacket pocket, she saw she had two missed calls. They were from her stepfather. She didn't have the time to call him back, nor did she really want to. The last time they had spoken, he had been vaguely threatening, asking Valerie why he was being “harassed” by the FBI. The truth was that it was a political move by Arthur Heinlein, a director at the FBI, who wanted Valerie out of the picture so he could shut down her unit. To do this, he was trying to uncover the dark history of Valerie's past.

Valerie glanced at her watch again. Time was slipping away. Instead of calling her stepfather back, she dialed Charlie quickly, hoping that her partner at the Bureau might have some ideas of how to move forward with Tobias Masley.

“Hey Val, what’s going on?” Charlie said, answering.

“I had a conversation with Tobias, but he didn’t confess to Daniel Long's murder. He didn't give us anything either, other than inadvertently showing he knew him.”

“Damn it, Director Heinlein is still gunning for you. He won’t stop looking into your past cases until he finds something that he can use to get you out of the Criminal Psychopathy Unit. Without your skills, we'd be shut down in a heartbeat as ineffective. We have to be really careful, Val.”

Charlie sighed heavily over the line, and Valerie felt her heart sink again. Ever since her boss Jackson Weller had been investigated by Director Heinlein for trumped up accusations of mismanagement, Heinlein had been seeking to destroy Valerie and her team at every turn. It was a grudge, for what Valerie didn't really know, but Jackson had been mothballed from the team, and communication with him was forbidden while the investigation took place.

Following Heinlein's attempts to shut them down during their last case, he was leaving no stone unturned after his own failure. He was going to need a reason to shut them down, something solid that he could present to the other directors at the FBI. They wouldn't just go along with his witch hunt without something concrete.

His attentions had turned to Valerie herself as the key linchpin in Jackson's team. Heinlein was looking to push her out. He had launched an inquiry into the unsolved murder of Valerie's biological father, even raiding the house of her adopted father for evidence. Now, he was going through her previous cases with a fine-toothed comb, and Valerie was having to go on ridiculous wild goose chases to make up for any loose ends Heinlein deemed a failure.

She tried to remain as positive as possible for Charlie and Will.

“Don't fret," she said, though her voice wavered with uncertainty. "I'll figure out how to beat Heinlein and his team. I'm going to stay on it tonight."

"Are you sure that's wise?" Charlie asked. Concern laced his voice, and she smiled at how he always looked out for her.

"I'm sure," Valerie said. Though her tone was firm, her heart pounded in her chest.

"Take a break at least," Charlie insisted. "After all the work you've been doing, you need it. Then you'll be best placed to fight off the director."

She wished she could tell Charlie the truth about where she was headed, but it was personal. Too personal.

"Don’t worry," she said. "I won't let you and Will down. We just need to be smarter than Heinlein and his team. One step ahead. We need to act impeccably so he can't use the slightest error to mothball everything we, Jackson included, have built.”

"Understood," said Charlie. "Are you going back home for a little while though, even for a break?"

"Not right now," she explained.

"You should try and at least get some down time, Val," Charlie suggested, kindly.

"No," she said over the phone, nodding as if her partner were there in the flesh.

"What about Tom?" Charlie asked. "Won't he be expecting you?"

Valerie didn't quite know what to say. She didn't have the time to explain that her fiancé was still keeping her at arm's length and hadn't been to see her in weeks. Charlie was the protective kind, and she knew he'd just try to involve himself and get them to smooth things over. Interference wasn't what she needed. She needed more time to think, but time was not on her side.

"I can't go home yet," she said, knowing that she was balancing several crises all at once. A vision of her mother popped into her mind again. "I have somewhere I need to be."

"Okay, Val. Call me if you need anything."

The call ended, and Valerie hesitated before she left the prison corridor. She hesitated because she knew she had an hour's drive ahead of her to a place that held more dread for her than any other. 

She had to visit her mother in a maximum-security psychiatric hospital. Once there, she had questions that needed answers. Most importantly, to find out if her own family was responsible for the murder of her father years before. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Valerie stared at the doorway to the psychiatric hospital. Within its walls, her mother was waiting. Valerie had no idea whether she would be cogent or not, it varied with each visit, but she was growing increasingly confident that somewhere in her mother's fractured mind lay the truth behind her father's murder. She felt a constant dread that someone she loved was involved. That was a mystery that should have remained hidden, but like a scab on an old wound, Valerie had to pick at it. 

The truth was all that mattered, even if it hurt her.

She shook the thought from her mind and stepped into the solemn Barlow Psychiatric Hospital, a fortress that jutted away from the curved road in a long, dark, rectangular mass. The squat building—with its thick, gray, stone walls and high tower at one end—stared out across the countryside like a gaze of cold, black steel. Valerie had been here before, and though she was worried for her mother, she was also apprehensive of what she might find there. Steadying herself, she climbed the stone steps and walked into the front door.

The floor was a semi-reflective white, with a subtle pattern in it that made Valerie feel like she was walking on dry, cracked ice; the walls were a shiny, cold gray. The fluorescent lights overhead were unnaturally bright and made Valerie squint.

She walked up to the front desk and cleared her throat to get the attention of the two stern-looking guards. After flashing her identification badge, Valerie was granted entry. She made her way down the long hallway that led to the medical wing. Her shoes squeaked against the waxed, marble floor and echoed off the walls. The lights were dimmed, and the air was cool and dry. She checked her watch: she had twenty minutes before visiting hours were over. She straightened up and walked quickly away from the reception area into a long corridor. 

A few twists and turns, and she knew that she'd be standing face to face with her mother yet again.

Just as Valerie was about to move forward, a figure of immense stature stepped in her way. Doctor Robertson, the head doctor of the hospital, had an intimidating expression on his face as he beheld her. He was a large man, wrapped in a clinical white coat and was over six feet tall. He looked to Valerie like he was fed a steady diet of doughnuts. He had pudgy eyes and light red hair with flushed cheeks. His jaw was clenched as he approached.

"What are you doing here, Agent Law?" he demanded in a hostile tone. "The last couple of times you showed up here, I had to use a sedative on your mother just to keep her from becoming too aggressive."

Valerie was about to bite back, but she realized she'd have to hear the man out if she was to have any chance of continued visits. 

Doctor Robertson went on in a harsh voice. "I understand that you care for your mother," he said sternly, "but you need to stop whatever it is that has you two so worked up, or it could set back all the progress I've made with her." 

Valerie took a deep breath before speaking. "I understand," she said quietly, slowly nodding her head in agreement. "But Doctor Robertson, couldn't the move to this hospital be causing my mom's unsettled behavior?"

"She's been here for three weeks now," he said coldly. "And although she has moments of psychosis, they are always markedly worse after you have been here."

"Surely as a psychiatric expert," Valerie said, "you can understand that my mother could be reacting that way out of guilt. After all, she attacked me with a knife when me and my sister were children. She thought I had an evil in me that needed to be cut out."

"Your mother thought she was saving you," the doctor interrupted. "You can't hold her responsible."

"I don't," Valerie said. A half-truth at best. "But she could be having episodes of psychosis when I visit out of guilt for what she did."

The doctor shook his head. "If I had a penny for every family member who thinks they know what's best for the patient, I'd be living in the Bahamas right now sucking down an endless amount of pina coladas."

"Don't play that with me," Valerie was now letting her anger slip. "You know damn well what I do for a living."

"Yes," he said, pointing to a nearby window. "But remember, Agent Law. You might be the expert in violent psychopathy out there, but in here, I am the one best placed to help your mother. You can't compare chasing down violent serial killers to helping—"

"Doctor Robertson," Valerie said abruptly, "I will always defer to your medical knowledge. But right now, there's less than twenty minutes left for visiting. Can we continue this another time?"

"As long as you promise not to rile her up," the doctor insisted.

"I'll do my best," she replied, but she knew there was always a chance of that. Especially considering the question that was on her mind the most.

The doctor nodded and headed off on his rounds as Valerie continued on her way to her mother's room.

As she walked down the hallway of the psychiatric unit, Valerie was overwhelmed by a sense of sadness and despair. She heard screams coming from some of the rooms, but she tried to ignore them as best as she could. The walls were painted in a clinical white that seemed to leech away all the warmth and life. There were only a few decorations on the wall to give it any semblance of humanity. 

Valerie shivered at the thought of her mother being held in such an environment, so far removed from a normal home life. Now that she had reconnected with her to a degree, Valerie wanted desperately to be able to help her mother get better, but she knew it would take time. After all, she had been in secure psychiatric units for twenty years—ever since the incident.

Finally, she found her way to her mother's room.

Valerie knocked and then crept cautiously across the threshold, her mind racing with anticipation as her eyes adapted to the dim light. 

Her mother was sitting in a chair, a blanket over her. Her hair was still wild around her, and her eyes were as sharp as her features. She twitched in her chair at the sound of her daughter entering the room, her gaze wide with apprehension as she slowly turned to face the intruder. 

Valerie took a deep breath before croaking out a single phrase, "Hi Mom," her voice barely above a whisper as she tried to keep the fear from radiating through her body. 

"Hello Little One," her mother answered in a distant voice. "I got a call from Suzie today."

Things were good with Suzie. Valerie's sister was still in a retreat, but she had made such good progress through her mental illness that they were considering discharging her in a matter of weeks.

"I haven't seen her since last Tuesday," Valerie said. "I've been snowed under with work. I'll try and catch up with her when I can."

Is this what a normal conversation with family feels like? Valerie thought. It's nice.

"Suzie told me that Tom and you aren't going through a very good time," Valerie's mother said. "What's going on? And when will I meet this young man?"

Valerie was glad that she and her sister had mended their relationship, but she wasn't so happy about her personal details being shared with her mother. Not yet at least. Trust had to be built, and Valerie had spent a lifetime feeling afraid of her.

Her mother smiled a grin, almost too wide. But her eyes remained deep set and dark. She was waiting for a reply.

Valerie took a deep breath before responding to her mother. "He's doing well," she said. She tried to keep her voice even and supportive. "And I'll bring him soon ..."

Her mother nodded, her gaze still guarded. "That's good," she said quietly. She looked away, as though something on the wall caught her eye.

Valerie knew that look. It was the same one she herself had whenever she had a hallucination. She wondered what her mother had seen.

Valerie watched as her mother seemed to retreat back into herself again and wished there was something more she could do to help. But all she could do right now was be here; being present was the most important thing at this point in time.

Her mother looked up at her again, her expression softening slightly. "How about you?" she asked, for the first time showing a genuine interest in Valerie's life outside of their visits. 

Valerie hesitated before answering, unsure how much detail she should go into with her fragile mental state currently. 

"I'm doing alright," Valerie finally settled on saying, hoping that it would be enough for now. "Work is going well and everything is ... just fine." There was no need to tell her mother how bad things actually were, and that her place of work was now investigating her father's death.

Her mother seemed pleased by this answer and nodded approvingly before continuing on with the conversation, talking about some of the other members of their family who had been visiting recently, and how they were doing in life now themselves.

Valerie's heart sank. She knew there was no such family. More hallucinations. More uncertainty about where the lines of reality ended, and her mother's fantasy world took over. 

Despite this, Valerie listened intently as she talked, grateful for this moment of relative clarity between them, something that seemed so rare and precious. It had been a long time since they'd had any kind of normal interaction like this, and it felt incredibly special that her mother was engaging with her in such an open way right now, even if it was still underpinned by the illness.

Valerie's pale skin flushed scarlet as she glanced at her watch, her heart racing as she realized that visiting hours were almost over. Her mind suddenly panicked, counting down the seconds as if they were grains of sand quickly slipping through an hourglass. With only ten minutes left before the facility would lock up for the night, Valerie knew she had to ask her mother about their past, about her dad. 

Valerie hesitated, not sure if she wanted to push her mother for answers about her father. She was usually so good at being able to read people's moods and feelings, but with her mother, it was always different. She never knew what kind of reaction she would get if she asked too much.

Her mother must have sensed her hesitation because, suddenly, she reached out and took Valerie's hand in hers, looking into her eyes with a mixture of understanding and compassion.

"What is it that you want to know?" Her voice was gentle but also firm and determined. "You can ask me anything."

Valerie was taken aback by the sudden gesture, and even though she still felt hesitant, she decided to take a chance on her mother being willing to talk about the past.

"I had a DNA test done at the FBI," Valerie started, her voice shaking slightly as she spoke. "And it confirmed that the man I thought was my father ... wasn't." As soon as she said the words, Valerie felt a wave of relief come over her. She'd been carrying this secret for so long and now, finally, her mother knew too.

Her mother's eyes widened in shock before they filled with tears. She pulled Valerie into an embrace and held her close while they both cried together, both relieved that the truth was out in the open and also saddened by what it meant for their family.

Valerie wanted to stay there forever. She had hated her mother for so long, been estranged from her for many years. But now, all she wanted was to feel her love and to get to the bottom of what had happened to her real father.

"I can see it now," Valerie's mother whispered into her ear.

Valerie was confused. "See what, Mom?"

The older woman pulled back, and Valerie could see that her gaze was transfixed by something in the corner of the room behind her. 

"They've come for me again," her mother whispered out loud, as if frightened that someone might hear.

"Mom, I don't understand."

"Keep them away ... keep them away!" 

Suddenly, Valerie's mother leaped up onto her bed and started scratching at her own arms, sobbing at first and then screaming.

"Mom, it's okay, there's nothing there," Valerie pleaded, but it was no good. The delusions had returned.

"Help! Help!" she cried out, scratching at her neck as if trying to get something off of her.

Just then, two orderlies rushed into the room with Doctor Robertson close behind.

"Hold her down," the doctor said sternly.

Valerie stepped back, watching with a heavy heart as they grabbed her mother by the arms.

"Valerie! Help me! Help me! They've come for me!" her mother cried out.

But Valerie was helpless. Her mother was sick, and she had to put faith in the doctor and his staff, no matter how much she felt antagonized by him.

The orderlies pinned Valerie's mother to the bed as Doctor Robertson injected her with a sedative. Valerie's mother groaned and then fell into a deep sleep. 

Valerie stood there, feeling utterly helpless and confused. She had so many questions, but she felt like she would never get answers now.

"I told you not to upset her!" the doctor seethed.

Valerie nodded, tears streaming down her face. 

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to apply for a court order banning you from visiting! I feel you are negatively impacting your mother's wellbeing," he said firmly before turning away and walking out.

Valerie felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. She wanted to scream and cry and plead for her mother's health, but all she could do was stand there, watching as the orderlies wheeled her mother away. 

There would be no answers that day, and Valerie left the dim room, frightened of what Doctor Robertson might do. If she were barred from seeing her mother indefinitely, Valerie knew that would mean only one thing: She would never find out who killed her father.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Tobias had been watching for weeks from his prison cell. Watching how the prison guards moved around. Watching their shift patterns. Watching the traits of each guard.

All until he found the one that he would need. The one that would let him escape that prison once and for all.

Then I'll make them all pay, he thought, staring at the bars of his cell.

The waiting was over, finally. The guard he had selected to help him had now appeared at the cell door.

"Hey, Tobias," he said, smiling through the bars. "How are you?"

He's kind, thought Tobias. And weak ...

"I'm good, Marshall," he said, having learned the guard's name after weeks of conversations. "How is your wife and little Jane?"

"Oh, fine, thanks," he said, laughing. "I got that book you suggested."

Tobias was an avid reader, and he had been suggesting fiction that would help Marshall's daughter move ahead of her classmates in school.

"Good, good," he said. "Glad I could help."

"So, I think I'm your guard tonight," Marshall said. "Are you wanting to go now or later?"

"Now, I think," Tobias said, feigning a gentle smile. It had to be now. Some of the other prisoners were being given a talk by a psychologist, something the warden was keen on. 

Of course, they didn't think such a talk would be suitable for someone as depraved as Tobias. That suited him just fine.

"Open 7!" Marshall shouted so that the other guard in the control room could flick the switch.

There was an electrical buzz and then the thick, iron bars were pulled back to the side. 

Tobias wanted to rush forward and put his hands around Marshall's throat, but a quick kill, while fulfilling, would have undermined all his preparatory work. Besides, Marshall could be an imposing figure if he wanted to be.

It was the visit from Agent Law that had pushed Tobias over the edge. The whole system had put him behind bars, even though he was sick. Now, he would make them all pay.

Leave them alone, a voice sounded in his head as he walked through the doorway and then headed along a metal gangway with Marshall.

The voice was what he called Stanley. Stanley spoke like a child; he would tell Tobias to not hurt people. He would plead with him to be kind. But Tobias did his best to suffocate the child's voice in his mind. He wouldn't let Stanley get in the way.

Tobias and Marshall trudged through the dreary prison, the sound of their footsteps echoing off the damp walls. The oppressive air hung around them like a shroud, and a wave of anticipation descended upon Tobias as they neared the shower room.

The metallic scent of rust filled their nostrils, and Tobias glanced to Marshall. "You ever read any of those books about this place?" 

Marshall cleared his throat and ran a cold finger along the concrete wall. "No, but I wouldn't recommend it. Nothing pleasant in there, I'm sure."

"Oh, I don't know," Tobias said as he reached the door to the shower room. "The history of the prison is quite Shakespearean in a way. There was a warden back in the day who had some of the prisoners killed."

"I heard about that," Marshall sighed. "I'm just glad it's not like that anymore."

Weak, pathetic fool, Tobias thought as he wandered into the large shower room. 

He's not pathetic, the child voice of Stanley now said in his mind. Please leave him alone.

Tobias winced, pushing the retched child out of his mind, closing the door inside, and hoping to lock him away somewhere in the recesses of his mind. 

The shower room was cavernous, with a high ceiling and rows of white tiles. It was spotlessly clean, and the air smelt of disinfectant. A set of showers lined one side, while the other had various cleaning supplies, rags and buckets stacked neatly against the wall. In the center of the room was a large drain in case of flooding, something that Tobias was quite sure would happen soon enough.

But it wasn't the room itself that caught Tobias's attention. It was the faint smell of history in the air, and the feeling that something terrible had happened in this place not so long ago. 

Tobias glanced at Marshall, who seemed to be considering Tobias carefully. Worry started to build within Tobias that Marshall wasn't as oblivious as he'd hoped.

"You know," Tobias said, his voice low and mono-tonal. "Thirty years ago, there was a murder here in this very shower room." 

Marshall's eyes widened. He seemed to wait for a minute, as if viewing Tobias with suspicion. Finally, he spoke, "Murder? What happened?" 

Tobias smiled slightly, watching Marshall stand like a block of granite. The man was observing him as he should have, distrust starting to seep into his body language. But Tobias knew he had a way with words, a way to pull the wool over Marshall's eyes if all went to plan.

He began to recount a story. "It was a cold winter night when a prisoner by the name of Blake was taken from his cell and brought here to take a shower as punishment for misbehaving. The warden had specifically instructed one of his guards, a man by the name of Thompson, to stay with him while he showered. Much like you are doing for me." 

He paused for effect before continuing. "Thompson saw something in Blake that made him angry; something that caused him to snap and take out his service revolver." Tobias continued walking around the room as if re-enacting what happened that fateful night thirty years ago. "Thompson pointed his gun towards Blake and pulled the trigger. He decorated the shower room with crimson."

Marshall's face remained blank, but for a small flicker of paleness. "Let's change the subject," he finally said quickly, his voice exuding authority. 

Tobias nodded in agreement, a subtle smirk playing on his lips as he turned away from Marshall and walked towards a shelf with towels on it. "Yes, let's do that," he said as he picked up one of the towels.

“Where are you going?” Marshall asked. “You really need to stay close where I can keep an eye on you, Tobias.”

“Oh, right,” Tobias said. “I just need a towel.”

Marshall nodded and then stepped a little closer to stay nearby.

Tobias turned back to the towels and then glanced over his shoulder at Marshall. "Would you mind turning around for a moment? I'd like some privacy while I get undressed for the shower."

“I can't do that, Tobias. You know the drill.”

“It's so dehumanizing!” Tobias snapped. He could feel the anger building inside of him. He knew he had to keep it in check, or he would blow the entire plan.

“I know,” Marshall said, his authoritative voice starting to crack with sympathy. “But I can't overlook ...”

“Fine,” Tobias said. “It's ... it's okay. I know you're just part of the system. Even if the system is horrid, it doesn't mean you are for being part of it.” He started to undress.

Marshall sighed and looked at Tobias with guilt in his eyes. “Okay, just for one second. Be quick.”

Tobias smiled again and shook his head. "Thank you, Marshall," he said casually. "I won't be long. You're a good person."

Marshall nodded and turned away. This was it. 

On a previous visit to clean the shower room, he'd managed to hide a long shard of broken wood he'd gotten his hands on from an old skirting board down in storage. There was an irony to that. He smirked to himself as he felt through the towels until he reached the last one, running his hands along the piece of hard, splintered wood sharpened to a point.

The irony was that the warden often set up odd jobs for the prisoners, and he liked to have them cleaning up the prison. On one occasion, Tobias had been escorted down to the storage rooms, and so, in a way, the warden had made all of what followed possible.

"You know, Marshall," Tobias said, his voice reverberating in the tiled room, "I am sorry that it has to be you."

He spun around and drove the sharp piece of wood deep into Marshall's back.

"Shhh," Tobias said in a comforting tone as he wrapped his fingers over Marshall's mouth, muffling the man’s gasps for air. "It'll be all over soon, my friend."

The man convulsed and then, suddenly, he was a dead weight. Tobias knew he had to work fast.

How could you do that to him? the voice of the child said inside his mind.

But he ignored the child. He wasn't in control, and there would be time enough for remorse later.

Tobias grabbed the body and dragged it towards a storage closet. There, he took off his prisoner jumpsuit and then took the clothes from Marshall's body. 

Suddenly, he heard someone entering the shower room. It was two guards, and they were standing just outside of the closet. They had not yet noticed the smear of blood on the wet floor. 

There was no time to wait.

"Marshall?" one of the two guards said. "You in here?" 

Tobias took Marshall's baton and leaped out of the closet. One of the guards reacted quickly; he batted away Tobias's initial strike. But the inevitable only took so long. 

Tobias thrusted forward with the other hand, leaving the sharpened piece of wood embedded in the man's chest.

The other guard reached for his radio, but Tobias struck, knocking him unconscious. This had complicated things. Now there were three bodies to find. 

They would catch on quickly that three guards on the shift were nowhere to be found. Tobias would have to improvise. He grabbed the keys from Marshall's belt, hurried out of the shower room, and headed straight down another flight of stairs.

It was the storage room, the very place the warden had had him sweep and clean, that was his destination. He had found something very interesting down there—a large pipe that had long since been decommissioned from the heating system.

He was sure that would lead somewhere useful, and as he reached the darkened storage area, he smiled to himself.

You're not going to stop, are you? the child said in his mind, frightened.

Never, Tobias replied in thought. I'll make them pay for putting me here, and I'll end it all by crushing the throat of that pretty Valerie Law.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Valerie almost cried when she heard the key in the lock. As she lay in her bed in the darkness, she knew the way the lock to her apartment jammed, and the way Tom struggled with it. 

She laughed to herself as she heard him say "come on" in frustration and then the door opened. 

She waited. A warm blanket keeping her cozy from the winter air.

"Valerie?" Tom said from the hallway, softly.

"In here, Tom," she said. 

Tom entered the bedroom, his strong figure set against the warm, yellow glow from the hall.

"I ... I'm sorry I'm so late," he said.

"I didn't even know you were back in Quantico?" Valerie asked, very glad that he was there.

Tom smiled. "Neither did I, until a few hours ago," he said. 

He moved closer to the bed and sat on the edge, looking at Valerie with an expression of peace and understanding. She felt safe in his presence. 

"I miss you," he said sheepishly.

A moment stretched out between them, and Valerie was sure that Tom understood how much those three words meant to her. That he had come back for her when she had thought all hope was lost. But it would take more than one good night to heal the wounds between them. 

Tom reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Valerie's face, his eyes never leaving hers as he spoke again. "I heard what happened at work," he said softly, "about your dad being investigated ... but I'm here now."

"Charlie?" Valerie asked, surprised that Tom knew what was going on.

"No, it was Will, actually," he said.

Will was the most talented expert in the psychology of killers that Valerie knew, and she was glad he had been by her side on many cases. But she was even gladder that he was her friend and was looking out for her.

 "I got a call from him,” Tom continued. “I was visiting Mom and Dad but caught a flight as soon as I could."

"Thank you," she answered, holding his hands. "I'm not sure how the Bureau would feel about Will sharing case details, but I'm lucky to have him on my side."

"Well," Tom laughed, "he only gave me the bare essentials. How you found out your real dad was murdered, and that some higher up is gunning for you as well."

"Arthur Heinlein," Valerie said. "He's a director at the FBI. He hates Jackson, and he's intent on dismantling his entire reputation and project."

"The CPU?"

"Yeah," she said, looking down at her fiancé’s hand. "I ... I've been so lost, Tom."

"Oh, Val," he said, leaning in and kissing her on the forehead. "I know I haven't made things easy recently."

"I know it's been hard for you," she said. "I'm not saying we can mend things in one night, but I do miss you so much."

They embraced, and Valerie felt like she belonged there. But she still had worries that it was only a fleeting reconciliation.

"I just felt second fiddle to your job, Val," Tom said. "I ... I didn't know how to handle that. I'm still not sure I do. But I am sure of one thing."

"And what's that?" she asked in hope.

"That being second fiddle and in your life is better than being first in anyone else's."

"Oh, Tom ..." she said, leaning in and kissing him on the lips.

He then pulled back a little. "All I ask moving forward is that you tell me everything, even if it's about me? Okay? No holding back anymore."

"I promise," she said. But even as the words came out of her mouth in that darkened, cozy room, she knew it was impossible. How could she share that during their fall out, while she was in Kansas, she had started to have feelings for Sheriff Glen Carter? Or that she was hiding the very same mental illness inside of herself that had caused so much pain and torment in her mother's and sister's fractured minds.

There was so much to share that she wondered where she could truly begin. There and then, Valerie decided, it wasn't the right time to go over everything. She couldn't be certain that she and Tom would last, not after the bumps in the road they had been over, but she could be certain that they needed each other that night. And that was enough, for now.

"I'm so tired," Valerie said. "Things have been so difficult, Tom."

"I'm here now," he said, smiling. "Let's start again. And a great place to start is with a little sleep."

Tom undressed and lay down in the bed. Valerie snuggled up to him and wrapped herself up in his arms. They didn't say another word to each other. They didn't need to. That could wait until the morning. They would fix things then if fate allowed it.

Valerie dozed off and found herself entering into the deepest sleep she had had in some time. There were momentary flashes of awareness, deep shadows in her dreaming mind. In those shadows, something prowled, a sinister face grinning out from them.

But Valerie soon faced away from the monsters in her mind. She fell further, soothingly, into the embrace of her man. 

Until her phone rang a few hours later.

Valerie jolted awake, her throat tight with dread. She looked at the alarm clock. The glowing green numbers read 5:45 AM. She wanted to go to back to sleep, to stay next to the still sleeping Tom, but that was not possible. 

The caller ID on the phone by her bedside sent a chill through her. Jackson Weller's name gleamed in the darkness, a warning to Valerie that something had gone terribly wrong. She hadn't heard from him since Heinlein's spiteful witch hunt began, but he was risking everything by calling her now. Something had to be terribly wrong.

She answered the call. 

"Valerie," Jackson said, his voice low with worry and urgency, "I'm sorry for contacting you like this, but I have some news that I'm afraid you won't like." He paused, taking a deep breath before continuing. "Tobias Masley has escaped prison."

Valerie felt her heart drop into her stomach. She had only just visited him the day before. She had put Tobias away so many years ago, and now he was out, free to cause more damage and destruction than ever before. A terrible thought rushed through her mind: Did he escape because I was there?

"He's out?" she asked wearily. 

"Yes," Jackson replied grimly. "We don't know how or why yet, but he's gone. One guard is dead, and two are in intensive care." 

Valerie felt the weight of her fears pressing down on her shoulders like a ton of bricks. "What do we do?" she asked in a whisper. 

Jackson sighed heavily. "You've not been officially assigned to this, so we have to be careful. But Heinlein is going to have a field day with this and try to link you to it somehow. I have no doubt about that. We have to keep our eyes open," he said firmly. "And we have to make sure we stay one step ahead of him at all times."

"Heinlein or Masley?" Valerie asked.

"Both," he said.

Valerie pulled her thoughts together, breaking through the post-sleep haze that normally required a couple of coffees and breakfast to get through.

"I think I have an idea," she said slowly and carefully. "What if I investigate the case under Heinlein's radar? Our cover story can be that we're collating our research to create new procedures for other agents tracking killers. We just have to hope we don't get assigned somewhere else." 

"It's worth a shot," Jackson said. "But remember to be careful, Val. I can't help you. Not while I'm suspended."

"Are you doing okay?" she asked.

"As well as can be expected," Jackson replied, coolly. "I want to make sure that if Heinlein does manage to get me out of the Bureau that he doesn't boot you, Charlie, and Will out too."

"Don't worry about us," she said.

"You're my team," Jackson answered. "I have to. I'm afraid communication will be patchy from here on in, Valerie. Do what you can to put Masley away so Heinlein can't somehow blame you for him cracking and escaping. You do that, and we can all breathe a sigh of relief. And don't get caught!"

"Understood, Chief," she said affectionately. "I just want to get Heinlein out of our lives."

"I know," Jackson answered. "He's a snake, but a smart snake."

"Why is he doing this?" Valerie asked.

"That's between me and him," said Jackson.

"With all due respect," Valerie contended, "when he started looking into my past and threatened my livelihood, I think I deserve to know why."

"Please trust me, Valerie," he said. "That's all I can say for now. I have to go. Keep yourself safe. Don't let Heinlein find out you’re trying to catch Masley, and maybe we'll all get out of this unscathed."


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Valerie waited at the table in Damian's Cafe, a small, cellar jazz cafe that she sometimes frequented for some alone time. This was not the time to be alone, however. The dingy cafe and dimly lit table, piano jazz playing over a crackling speaker somewhere nearby, was a meeting place. She thought it was a fitting venue, exuding the ambiance of an old, hardboiled detective story.

It was the right place for some under the radar detective work.

"Well, this isn't exactly what I imagined," the prim and proper voice of an academic said from behind Valerie.

She turned to see Will Cooper, her friend and mentor, dressed as always in a tweed suit with a bow tie, of all things. Despite being in either his late forties or early fifties—he'd kept his age to himself—Will maintained a youthful appearance of many years younger, though Valerie was concerned that the stress of working at the Criminal Psychopathy Unit had hastened the graying of his hair and the burden on his shoulders.

"Will, thanks for coming," she said, standing up from the cafe table and embracing her friend.

"Is Charlie not here yet?" Will asked.

"No, not yet."

"Good," he said, sitting down at one of two empty chairs. "That way I can hold it over him that he's tardy."

Valerie laughed. "Do you two ever not bicker like an old married couple?"

"I think we're destined to mock each other for eternity," Will grinned. "Now, what's going on, Valerie? Why didn't you want to meet at the Mesmer Building?"

Valerie sighed. "I ..."

"Oh man," Charlie said reaching the table, his tall, imposing appearance hiding his jovial nature easily from onlookers. "I can't believe Will got here first."

"You really need to get up early, Old Man, to get a start on Doctor Will Cooper," Will said, smiling from ear to ear.

"Old Man?" Charlie said. "I'm younger than you! I tell you what, the next time you're lagging behind and you need my help to fight off a frenzied maniac, I'll leave you to it. You're clearly quite able to handle yourself these days."

"Good to see you, my friend," Will laughed, shaking Charlie's hand.

Valerie loved the bond between them. It made working to fight the grim brutalities of the world a little more palatable. She could always count on them to cheer her up.

"Charlie, please," Valerie said. "Grab a chair."

"What's this all about, Val?" he said, sitting down.

Valerie looked around the dim jazz cafe, trying to see if she had been followed. She wouldn't have put that past Heinlein. When she was satisfied that no one was listening or watching, she explained their predicament. "Jackson contacted me," she said.

Will leaned forward in his chair, his eyes wide. "How is he?"

"I didn't get much time to find that out," Valerie answered, quietly.

"I'm surprised," added Charlie. "I thought he knew better than that."

"He's looking out for us," Valerie tried to explain.

"We're all in hot water because of whatever this beef is between him and Heinlein." Charlie shuffled around uncomfortably in the cheap wicker seat. "We're under strict orders to not have any contact, so that we don't color the investigation in any way. Now he's contacted you ... If Heinlein finds out you took that call, that'll be enough for him to get rid of you, Val."

"Listen to me," Valerie said, her tone deadly serious. "He contacted me because ... Tobias Masley has escaped."

"What!?" Charlie said loudly.

"Shhhh!" Valerie said, her eyes darting around the room to look for any reaction. But there was none that she could see, just an elderly man looking up from his newspaper, seemingly annoyed that they were eroding the ambiance.

"Masley?" Will asked. "Isn't that the killer you caught years ago, Valerie?"

"Yes," she said. "I visited him in prison because Heinlein is reviewing all of my old cases. There's a good chance he was involved in other murders, and I reckon Heinlein thinks he can dredge up some ridiculous accusation like I wasn't diligent enough during the investigation."

"I don't believe it," Charlie leaned back in the chair and rubbed his jaw. "What the hell are we going to do?"

There was a silence. 

"Wait a minute, Val," Charlie said, leaning in. "You can't be thinking ..."

"We've got to go after him, Charlie," she said. "You know I was there the very night before Masley escaped, questioning him. It's as certain as the Titanic hitting an iceberg that Heinlein will try to point the finger at me and say I somehow spurred him on to going on the run."

"And did you do anything to cause it?" Will asked. "I only say this, so we know what we're dealing with."

"No, of course not," she said. "But ... he tried to attack me during the interview. Heinlein will use that against me to show how 'unprofessional' I am and then he'll turn on both of you."

Will sighed. "I'm afraid it's a little too late for that."

"Oh no, Will," Valerie said. "What's he done?"

"I've been put on leave from two of my academic positions," Will said mournfully. "Someone at the FBI reported that I had been involved in several physical altercations with psychopaths through our cases, and that it was likely I was bringing the study of psychopathy into disrepute."

"That's crazy," Charlie said. "What were you supposed to do, lie down and play dead?"

"It doesn't matter what I think," Will answered. "What matters is that all of us are in Heinlein's sights. He's not going to stop until he tears our team apart."

"Then we won't let him. Deal?" Charlie said.

Valerie and Will smiled. "Deal."

"Has anything happened to you, Charlie?" Valerie asked.

"No, I'd have told you by now, Val. But if he does delve into my past, especially revolving around my brother, there's enough to cause problems."

Charlie's brother Marvin had a long history of skirting with the law, and Valerie knew firsthand how that could cause problems. She even had to save Charlie and his entire family once from a bunch of thugs who were hell bent on killing Marvin and anyone in Charlie's house. She suspected that Charlie had gotten his brother out of a few scrapes in his time, and that it could be used against him.

"But look," Charlie continued, "back in the service, we used to say when there are too many fires to put out, start with the closest one because that's the one that'll burn you the quickest."

"And that means?" Will asked.

"We deal with what's in front of us. Namely: Tobias Masley. The rest we can try to take care of as and when problems arise."

"I agree," said Valerie. "But there is a bigger issue here."

"Bigger than you being blamed for a violent killer being on the loose?" Will frowned.

Valerie knew she had to level with them. She looked around again before continuing. "The reason I called you here and not to the Mesmer Building where we usually do prep work for cases is that we have to catch Masley without the rest of the FBI knowing."

"This is dicey, Val," Charlie explained. "If we get caught carrying out an unsanctioned investigation, you can kiss that badge goodbye. We all can."

Will and Charlie exchanged a glance before looking back at Valerie.

"Well, with no academic work on the horizon and my career in tatters anyway, why not?" Will said.

There was a pause for a moment, the sound of blues jazz played nearby.

"You with us, Charlie?" Valerie asked.

"Always," Charlie said, sighing. "If someone like Heinlein is going to burn all of the good work we've done at the CPU, we might as well, at the very least, take one last killer off the streets. We owe it to the public."

Valerie smiled, grateful for their support but also aware of the danger they were placing themselves in. "I'm glad you feel that way," she said, her voice tinged with a hint of sadness. "But I understand if you want to sit this one out, no hard feelings."

"No," Charlie assured her. "I'm only hesitant because I'm not sure how we go about investigating the case without it getting back to Heinlein."

"I've thought about that," Valerie said excitedly. "You know Daker in HR?"

"The pipe smoker with the funny beard?" Charlie asked.

Valerie shook her head with a wry smile. "Yes, that's him. Well, he owes me a favor, so I've spoken with him, and he's pushed through some paperwork to give us a few days downtime. We're supposed to be attending a cross organizational meet-up at Fort Billings Army Base. We're giving some talks on how to handle post-traumatic stress after seeing people die."

"Sounds fascinating!" Will said with verve. "I'll start the paper right away!"

"Hold on there, Professor Plum," Valerie said.

Charlie laughed loudly at that comment.

"There's not going to be a talk, Will," Valerie explained. "Daker has sorted it that we are supposed to be attending as long as nothing comes up work wise. Fort Billings Army Base is near the prison where Tobias Masley escaped."

"Oh," Will said, his voice filled with disappointment. "So, we have an excuse to be in the area if Heinlein or anyone else at the Bureau is suspicious of what we're doing?"

"Exactly," Valerie nodded. "And if we just so happen to capture a violent killer while we're out that way, well ... Heinlein won't like it, but he'll have to put that down to us getting lucky."

"All right," Charlie said. "Billings isn't that far of a drive. Will we meet back here in two hours with our bags packed for a few days?"

"Sounds good," Valerie said. Then she felt a little nervousness creep into her mind. She noticed a man sitting nearby with sharp features and a receding hairline. For a moment, she was certain he was looking directly at her.

"On second thought," Valerie said. "I'll text you both where we'll meet. Let's not say any more."

"But ..." Will was about to say something else, but Charlie grabbed his arm. He always seemed to be able to read Valerie's intentions. He nodded.

"Let's not say any more for now, Will, okay?" Charlie said, standing up. "Things will be better once we're out of here."

Valerie and her two partners left the jazz cafe behind. As they went in their different directions, Valerie glanced over her shoulder once. She couldn't be certain, but she thought she saw the same man from the jazz cafe emerging from the shadowy doorway and looking around for her.

Valerie turned her collar up to the cold. Don't get paranoid, Val, she thought and rushed off to grab some things before heading out to track down Tobias Masley, hoping that she could get to him before he killed anyone else.

But with every step towards her car, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was being followed.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The drive to Billings had taken longer than Charlie had hoped. Several roadworkers and a small accident involving an overturned white van had made the traffic almost unbearable. At least the rolling fields of deep, yellow grass in the winter sun were picturesque.

Worse than the traffic jam, Will had been messing around with the radio, and now, for some reason, all they could get in the car was an old, country station.

Valerie was up ahead somewhere, driving alone.

"If I hear one more song about a man sad about his horse, I'm going to walk the rest of the way," Charlie said.

"Oh, I don't know," said Will from the passenger seat. "There's something charming and rustic about this music."

Charlie had no problem with country music, especially outlaw country, but whoever had chosen the playlist that day needed a new line of work.

The road stretched out in front of them like a straight dagger edge, vanishing at the blade's tip on the horizon.

Will sighed.

"If you have something on your mind, Will," Charlie said. "Let it rip."

Will slowly reclined his head, his eyes conveying a sense of unease. "I'm fearful of what will happen if Heinlein manages to get his hands on us. Most of all, I'm worried about what will happen to Valerie."

"Every case we worry that she's going to break, Will," Charlie said. "And each time, she has her moments, but we get through. And it usually ends with us catching the bad guy. That's usually down to her."

"I know ... I know," said Will. "But I believe her work is her anchor, Charlie. More so than either of us. I think to have that taken away, even the threat of that, might be enough to push her over the edge. She has deep trauma from her past, and she's still working through it."

Aren't we all? Charlie thought, turning his mind momentarily to the things he saw during the Afghanistan war. He shook the images away as quickly as they had come.

"Then let's make sure it doesn't come to that," Charlie said. "We'll all support each other. Did you read that file?" Charlie nodded to the brown envelope on the dash.

"Yes," said Will. "And that's another reason why I fear for Valerie on this case."

"Why?" The car juddered slightly on the road, and Charlie tightened his grip on the wheel. 

"This is the case that made Valerie's career, Charlie," he answered. "And now, she's facing the potential end of it if Heinlein gets his way. Match that with the fact that during the initial arrest years ago, Valerie ended up nearly being pushed off a roof by Tobias after a violent confrontation, and it could all dislodge whatever coping mechanisms she's been using to get through."

"She'll be fine," Charlie reassured Will, but deep down, he wasn't certain he believed his own words.

Charlie could feel the tension in his neck. It was always a warning sign that danger was on the horizon—that too much stress was circling in his mind.

He took a hand off the wheel and rubbed his neck, hoping to get rid of some of the tension.

"I've noticed you do that several times since we left Quantico," Will observed out loud. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah," Charlie sighed.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Will asked.

"It's silly," Charlie said.

"But not just the case, is it?"

"No." Charlie looked at the stretch of road ahead and was glad that their journey would soon be at an end. Driving was when his thoughts would get the better of him, and he tried his best to evade them.

"I don't mean to pry, but is there some trouble at home?" Will asked.

"Something like that," Charlie said. In the past, he wouldn't have clammed up at that sort of talk, but he and Will had been through fire and hell together. Like his old military buddies, that had forged a bond between them.

"You don't have to talk if ..."

"No, it's fine," Charlie said. "It's my kid, Richard. He's six now, but he's not come out of his shell yet."

"Oh," Will said. "Being quiet can sometimes be a strength, Charlie."

"I know, I know," he said. "But look, with all of the trauma we've dealt with in our work, seeing how so many psychopaths are born out of their childhood experiences, I think it's made me a little paranoid."

"You mean, you're second guessing your parenting choices, always worried about a similar outcome?"

"Well, yeah," explained Charlie. "Sometimes I talk with Richard, and he doesn't feel like talking. I want to know what's going on in his head. You know, some of the experiences he's had aren't the best for a kid of any age."

"Do you mean when those thugs came to your house to get your brother?" Will asked.

"They took my family hostage, Will," Charlie said. "Thank God I turned up at the right time and then Val came to finish them off. Otherwise, who knows what would have happened?"

"It's not your fault, Charlie," Will said softly. "You stood up when it counted, and as far as I can see, you've done a remarkable job with the kids."

"A huge amount of that is Angela," Charlie said. "She's so great, especially with me being away on assignments so often."

"Another reason to be grateful," Will said. "And young Richard, I'm sure he will be okay. If you're giving him the opportunity to talk, he will open up over time."

"I worry those thugs have scarred him mentally," Charlie grimaced. "He's going deeper into himself. He wants to quit his softball team, but I won't let him."

"Do you think that's wise, forcing him?" Will asked.

Like any parent, someone questioning his parenting decisions riled him up, but he didn't show it. Will was just trying to help.

"I don't know what else to do, Will," he said mournfully. "He won't talk much to me, Angela neither. He says he's happy, but I see sadness in his eyes. He sits in his room and plays games by himself, draws a lot. The softball team is a way for him to be socialized properly and make friends. And now he wants to quit ... I won't stand by and let him isolate himself further."

"It's very tricky," Will said. "Perhaps, you just need to find him something else that's social, something he enjoys."

Charlie sighed. "Maybe."

"If you'd like," Will offered kindly. "I could take a look at some of those drawings he's been doing. You can tell a lot about what a child is going through by observing their artwork and their play. I could even come around and see him soon. It's been a while."

"You're a good friend, Will."

Charlie's phone came to life.

"It's Val," he said, pressing the “answer call” button on his steering wheel.

"Hey guys," Valerie's voice came over the speakers of the car loud and clear. "Time is moving on today, I think we should head straight to the prison and then we'll get ourselves settled in later at the accommodation Fort Billings Army Base has arranged for us."

"No problem," Charlie said. “It's only about ten minutes away, isn't it?"

"Yeah, take the next left and it's pretty much a straight road," she said. "And guys, don't incriminate yourselves. At no point say we've been assigned to the case; let's keep our language vague for now."

"Got it. See you there, Val."

The call ended. Charlie was usually as cool as they came. He could keep his head. For the first time in years, he had an unsettled feeling in his stomach. He was worried that Valerie was leading them far out of their depth and into murky waters. Beneath the surface, it felt like dark forces were waiting to devour them.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Valerie shone her flashlight deep into the open pipe. Darkness stared back at her, and it reminded her of the tunnels beneath Boston, where she once chased a killer. Now, another had used a similar route, but this time to escape Mansfield Prison.

"We reckon this is where he escaped," the uncertain tones of Warden Phillip Mueller sounded.

He was sweating profusely in the heat of the basement, where the boiler and heating system ran up into the huge prison structure on the ground above. His white shirt was covered in sweat patches, and his blue tie was slack around his collar.

"So, where do these pipes lead out?" Charlie asked.

The warden patted his forehead with a handkerchief. "Some of the redundant pipe system runs up through the building, but we've spoke with an engineer who let us know ... It's embarrassing, actually."

"That the pipes lead to the outside, beyond the prison walls?" Will asked, standing to the side in the darkened basement.

"Yes," the warden said, his face etched with worry. "They're going to have a field day with this ..."

"Why wasn't the pipe completely disconnected?" Charlie asked.

"It was due to be in just a few days' time."

Valerie turned and glanced at Charlie. He nodded back.

"Tobias Masley must have known that was happening, and he had a limited window of opportunity to escape," Charlie said.

"Isn't Tobias Masley normally kept separately from the rest of the prison population?" asked Will.

"Yes," the warden answered.

"Then how would Masley know about the pipes?" Will continued.

"I ... I don't know," the warden said.

Valerie looked at the man, sensing something. He had crossed his arms defensively and was tilting his head to the side slightly. His face had flushed as well, and his pupils were larger.

He's lying, she thought.

"I suppose if you did know how Masley found his way out," Valerie stated emphatically, "then you'd be in hot water with the State? That is if you were somehow involved ..."

"Involved!" the warden patted his face with the sweat covered handkerchief. "I had no idea the man was going to escape. And I do not know how he ever found out about these pipes still being connected to the outside world."

Valerie looked around at her surroundings and noticed something. Much of the space was used for storing old, archived papers, boxes, and supplies. On the far Eastern wall, the boxes were haphazardly stacked, many of them precariously so. There was no rhyme or reason to how they were organized, with cardboard boxes of paper towels and cleaning products dumped on top of old paper files.

She walked over to the stacks and then turned back, following the path back to the open pipe where Tobias Masley made his escape.

"What ... What's she doing?" the warden asked nervously.

"Agent Law is thinking something through," Will explained. "You won't find a better agent in the field."

The warden sighed impatiently. "Shouldn't we go and look at the security footage, now?"

Valerie knew why he was so impatient to leave the basement of the prison behind. "The supplies in this area of the basement aren't organized at all, Warden," Valerie said. "But as you get closer to the pipes, the stacks become neat and well laid out. They're even alphabetized. Files here, cleaning products there, etc."

"And?" the warden asked in a moody tone.

"And," Valerie said, "it appears to me that someone was down here organizing this section of the storage lately. You wouldn't have happened to send a prisoner down here to do that, say, one who then found a pipe that leads outside?"

"That's an outrageous claim," the warden said. "I had nothing to do with Tobias Masley finding a way out."

"You know," Valerie continued, "Tobias had a thing for being meticulous. When I was in his apartment first talking to him years ago, I noticed how he had a large collection of spore samples and other little experiments. Everything was meticulously laid out."

"We should go upstairs ..." the warden sounded less forceful now.

"If I dusted these boxes," Valerie said, pointing to the ones that were neatly organized near the pipe, "would I find Masley's fingerprints all over them?"

That was enough for the warden to finally give in. The pretense was over. He shook his head. His posture dipped like he was weighed down by shame. "Yes," he croaked. "I ... I sent him down here numerous times over the course of a few weeks to … to organize the boxes." His gaze shifted downwards, and his voice cracked with regret. "I had no suspicion he would be able to find a way out like this. I can't bear the thought of being responsible for a miscreant's escape." His eyes lifted upward, radiating shame as he implored Valerie to empathize with him.

Valerie looked upon the broken man before her and saw that he was truly remorseful. She decided to let him off the hook, if only this once. She herself couldn't discount the possibility that her handling of her visit with Masley had encouraged him to escape, and there was guilt in that.

"It's okay," she said softly. "That little detail doesn't need to be in any report."

The warden's eyes widened in surprise. He seemed taken aback by her discretion, but grateful, nonetheless. "Thank you," he said. "I appreciate that." 

Valerie nodded and then gestured towards the stairs. "Can you show us the security footage of Masley's escape?" she asked. 

"Yes," the warden replied, relieved to have something else to focus on besides his own mistakes. "Follow me." 

He motioned them forward, and they followed him up a flight of stairs and through a metal door. The prison was silent with the occasional cough and mumbled conversation. The place was clean and orderly, polished to a shiny gloss like a war hero's tomb.

Guards in black uniforms with helmets walked the hallways, patrolling the cells. Prisoners were in their cells, some pacing restlessly about while others were attempting to sleep. 

The warden led them to a small, metal room lined with monitors surrounded by metal desks that, for some reason, reminded Valerie of a control room for an arcade game. A chubby man with a black mustache sat behind one of the desks watching a screen, nodding his head in time to music playing through a nearby radio.

"Nathaniel?" the warden said as they entered the room.

The man jumped up, leaned over, and switched off the radio. "Yes ... Yes sir, I was just ..."

"For God's sake, Nathaniel," the warden said. "We're trying to be more on the ball, a violent killer has just escaped. Bring up the footage from Masley's escape."

Nathaniel's eyes bulged, and his face paled. He swallowed hard and scurried over to the monitors, tapping away on the keyboard. Valerie felt a bit sorry for him. Watching security feeds must have been the most boring of jobs. But then if someone had been paying more attention to them, perhaps they would have caught Masley in the act.

"This is the security footage of Masley escaping," Nathaniel said in a trembling voice as he pulled up an image of Tobias Masley walking with a guard through a door. 

"That's the shower room," the warden said. "Poor Marshall ..."

Valerie said nothing, but she felt terrible that a man was dead. She tried not think about her interview with Masley the night before. If she thought her own actions had inadvertently led to the guard's death, she wouldn't be able to forgive herself.

"The guard?" Charlie asked.

"Yes," the warden said. "He's dead. The two other guards are in the hospital."

"Which two other guards?" Will inquired.

Then it became clear. Two of them walked into the shower room. Shortly after, a single guard emerged from the room.

"Masley ..." Valerie said in an ominous tone.

They watched the footage as Tobias Masley made it to the storage room. 

"That's all?" Valerie asked.

"No, we have this," the warden said, patting Nathaniel on the shoulders.

With a few key presses, the footage changed to a shot of outside the prison. 

"Look closely in the right-hand corner," the warden said.

And there he was. In the distance, emerging from behind a grassy knoll. Far enough to not be seen by the guards at the gate.

"The engineers told me that the pipe led to where the heating system used to flush out waste," the warden explained. "God only knows where he is now, and how many other victims he'll leave in his wake."

Valerie stared at the screen. "Where are you, Masley?" she whispered.

"Do you want to liaise with the local search?" the warden asked.

"We'll do that later," said Valerie, not wishing to speak with the police just yet in case other FBI agents had been assigned. That would be a red flag and possibly get back to Heinlein.

Will sighed and rubbed his temples. "I have a thought," he said. 

"Always dangerous," Charlie said, winking at the warden.

The warden smirked.

"Go on, Will," Valerie said.

"In our cases, we're usually building a profile about the killer as we track him. Looking at his crimes, his movements, and then trying to find out about his history. We then use that to build a theory of mind about him and anticipate his next moves."

The warden looked as though he had other business to attend to, eyeing the door as if wishing to leave.

"For once," Will continued, "we don't need to follow the clues to build a profile. We already know Tobias Masley's history. That gives us a specific advantage we don't normally have." 

"Better than that," Charlie added. "We have the agent who arrested him the first time around."

He looked at Valerie. "Do you know anything that might help us anticipate Masley's moves from your old case files?"

Valerie nodded. She remembered the case of Tobias Masley well. It had been a huge deal at the time. "Masley's initial killing spree was focused on teachers, tutors, and educators," she said. "He targeted individuals who he believed were responsible for disappointing his mother." 

"So that means ..." Will began before Charlie finished his sentence. 

"His targets this time around are likely to be similar," Charlie said.

"It's a start, at least," Valerie said.

A knock came at the door of the security room.

"Come in," the warden said loudly.

Another prison guard entered the room, a woman in her twenties with blonde hair. 

"Sir, we received a call, one of the police detectives is on his way to ask a few more questions about Tobias Masley's escape."

The warden turned to Valerie. "Agent Law, could you pass on your findings to the detective, so I don't need to go through all of this again. I do have a prison to run, and I'll be dealing with the press no doubt as well."

Valerie panicked a little inside. She had to think of an excuse as to why she and the detectives weren't in contact.

"We're always looking for the input of local law enforcement," Will interjected. "We encourage them to run a parallel investigation initially in case we miss something. It's standard procedure these days with the FBI."

"Yes," Valerie said in a slightly surprised tone she couldn't quite hide. "We'll get out of your hair and let you answer the detective’s questions."

"As you wish," the warden sighed.

"Thank you for all of your help, Warden Mueller," she said, shaking his hand.

"Thank you for your discretion," the warden replied, clearly referring to how Masley had found out about the pipe in the basement.

"Oh, one more thing," she said before leaving, "do you have a list of anyone who visited or corresponded with Masley?"

The warden looked surprised. "I don't need a list. He only ever had one other visitor other than you. A woman named Maria Spengler."

Valerie searched her mind for that name and then a memory came to her. "Thank you, warden," she said. "I think we have everything we need."

Valerie nodded and left the room with Will and Charlie.

"We better get out of here before anyone else arrives," Charlie said as their feet echoed on a metal walkway.

"Do we use your old profile now?" Will asked.

"Actually," Valerie said, "I've just remembered something about Masley's case years ago, and I have a feeling I know where he might be."

The three investigators left the looming shadow of the prison and got into their cars, hoping that they could quickly catch Masley and stop Heinlein from using his escape against them. The two cars rushed off towards a new destination, a place where Valerie calculated that Tobias Masley would feel compelled to visit. 

There was just one problem in her mind: Would they find another victim there when they arrived?


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Valerie waited in her car, the sun high in the sky bathing the rundown, suburban street around her. She had kept her distance so as not to attract attention and hadn't taken her eyes off the house a couple of blocks down. It was the place she had driven across the county to visit, and its dilapidated outside filled Valerie with a distinct dread she couldn't quite understand.

Behind her, Charlie and Will pulled up in their car. Valerie got out of hers to greet them.

"So, this is the place?" Charlie asked as he stepped out of the car. 

Valerie nodded slowly. "Yes, this is it." 

Will eyed the house warily. "It doesn't look like a place Masley would be attracted to if he's so meticulous about organization. Look at all the trash over the yard." 

"That's because it isn't," Valerie said softly. "It's his cousin's place. Maria Spengler, the only person who visited him in prison other than me. He had an unhealthy fascination with his cousin, but they’ve had a deep connection ever since they were kids."

Will and Charlie exchanged a glance. "Do you think Maria might be hiding Masley from the authorities?" Will asked. 

Valerie bit her lip, considering the possibility. "I wouldn't put it past her," she said finally. "She was always a bit ... unstable. If Masley contacted her, there's a chance she would do anything to keep him out of trouble." 

Charlie sighed, his expression grim. "We better get going then." He checked his revolver in its holster beneath his coat and gave Valerie the nod.

"Be on your guard," Valerie said in a low voice. "If Maria hasn't changed, she can be a viper."

The three of them walked cautiously down the street, the air feeling eerily quiet, and the sun casting a ghostly glow on the crumbling house ahead. The windows were boarded up, but Valerie could make out a faint shadow coming from inside. 

As they approached, she noticed a figure in a chair seated on the porch, silhouetted by the late afternoon glow. 

Valerie's heart raced as she realized it was Maria Spengler. She hadn't seen that face in years. 

Maria had a slender frame and a pale, almost sickly face. Her skin was ashen and sallow, her hair long and brown, though almost as colorless as her skin.

"I have a bad feeling about this," Will whispered as they approached the woman on the porch.

Valerie glanced at her companions. "Charlie, keep your eyes out in case Masley is in the house and armed."

"Got it," Charlie said in a low voice.

Valerie stepped forward and cleared her throat nervously. "Maria?" she asked softly. 

The woman didn't move or respond, but Valerie could feel her eyes boring into her own. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of silence, Maria spoke in a low voice that quivered with emotion. 

"I guess I shouldn't be surprised that you'd be the one to come here," Maria said.

"You remember me then?" Valerie asked.

"Agent Law," she laughed sarcastically. "With a name like that, who could forget?"

Valerie took a deep breath. "Do you know why I'm here?" 

Maria stared at her for a long moment before shaking her head. "No," she said coldly. "I don't want to have anything to do with it."

Valerie eyed Maria with suspicion. "I'm here because I'm looking for Tobias Masley," she said carefully.

Maria's face hardened, and her eyes narrowed. "What makes you think I know anything about that or him?" 

Valerie paused, unsure of how to respond. She had a feeling Maria knew exactly why Valerie was there, but she wouldn't admit it out loud. 

"We thought he might come here because ..." she began before trailing off as Maria shook her head slowly. 

"Listen, Agent Law," Maria said coldly, "I don't know what Tobias Masley has been up to or why you're looking for him, but I want nothing to do with it."

Valerie hesitated for a moment before making her move. "Actually," she said, "the prison records show that you visited him a few weeks ago." 

Charlie stepped forward and interjected, his voice low and serious. "We know he's in trouble, Maria. We just want to help him. It's not safe for him out here."

Maria's face grew hard, and her eyes began to fill with tears. "Tobias has been in trouble for a long time," she said angrily. "You put him away in prison when he was sick and needed help, and now that he's out, you don't want to deal with the consequences? I don't think so!" 

Valerie stepped forward, her hand on Maria's shoulder. "We just want to make sure Tobias is safe," she said calmly. "And that he doesn't hurt anyone else. I agree he's ill. But you know better than most of what he's capable of."

Maria looked up at Valerie and shook her head slowly before wiping away a tear from her cheek. "You can try all you want," she said sadly. "But I'm not going to help you."

Another memory from the case years earlier stirred in Valerie's mind. "What if he tries to hurt you again like he did when you were kids?" Valerie asked.

Maria looked away, her voice barely above a whisper. "I can handle myself," she said quietly. 

Valerie knew she had to be careful with how she handled Maria for fear of upsetting her further. She knew Maria was scared and vulnerable, and that if she pushed too hard, it would only make the situation worse. 

"We just want to help him," Valerie said softly. "And I know you do too. If he kills again, I'm not sure he'll ever get the help he needs." 

Maria stayed silent, but Valerie could tell from the look in her eyes that she was on the right track. She stepped forward up onto the porch and placed a gentle hand on Maria's arm. She gave it a reassuring squeeze before speaking again. 

"You don't have to be afraid," Valerie said gently. "We will keep him safe." 

As Maria continued to stay quiet, Valerie could see the fear slowly leaving her eyes, replaced by something resembling hope. She nodded slowly before finally speaking again. 

"I just want him to get better," Maria said quietly, yet with conviction in her voice. "I know he hurt me that one time during an episode, but he's good, honestly."

Valerie didn't believe Masley was "good," certainly not when she'd seen his brutal killing sprees of old. But she did believe he should be medicated and in a secure psychiatric unit rather than a prison, despite those crimes.

Charlie stepped forward, his voice firm. "Maria, can we search the house? Just to make sure he's not inside without you knowing?"

Maria glanced between Valerie and Charlie before she looked down, her voice low and unwavering. "No."

"If I may," Will said, speaking for the first time. "Miss Spengler, I'm a doctor of psychiatry. Will Cooper."

"A ... a doctor?" she asked. Maria looked surprised, perhaps not expecting a doctor to be among their group. She glanced between Will and the others before returning her gaze to him.

"I can assure you that we are here to help Tobias," he continued. "We want to make sure he gets the treatment he needs, so that no one else is hurt by his illness." 

Valerie could see the apprehension leave Maria's face as she listened to Will's words. She nodded slowly before speaking again. 

"Can I trust you?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 

Will smiled at her before nodding in response. "I have taken an oath to do no harm," he said simply. "You can trust us. And believe me, the local police department won't be as understanding as we are. It's better that we find him first before they do." 

Valerie watched as Maria took a deep breath—as if finally accepting that they were there for Tobias's best interests—before nodding. 

"Alright," she said after a moment of thought, her voice more confident this time around. "What do you need from me?"

Will glanced at the others before turning back to Maria. "I was wondering if I could have a cup of coffee on the porch?" he asked with a smile. "It's been a long day, and it would do me some good. Would you join me?"

Maria smiled in response and nodded as she stepped away from the door. "Of course," she said, her voice still soft and gentle. "I'll make you one right now. Take a look around if you want." 

Valerie watched as Will thanked Maria before she went inside, leaving them all standing there in stunned silence.

Charlie patted Will on the shoulder. "I knew we kept you around for some reason."

Valerie smiled at Will as she passed him and entered the house. Will remained outside.

Valerie followed Charlie through the house, taking in the sight of its rundown state. Despite its shabby appearance, the walls were adorned with Maria's possessions—photographs, awards, and other mementos from her life. It was clear to Valerie that Maria had put a lot of effort into making this place a home for herself over the years, and it tugged at her heartstrings, especially considering how many of the belongings showed a love for her family. 

"Down here is clear," Charlie said quietly as they heard Maria finishing up making some coffee and heading back out onto the porch to see Will.

Valerie pointed to a rickety, old staircase leading up to the next level.

The pair headed upstairs, examining each room carefully, until they reached a small bedroom at the end of the hallway. Inside, among bags of old clothes, Valerie found an old photo album on a dresser. 

Charlie motioned for Valerie to take it in her hands, and she did so carefully, opening it up to find page after page filled with photos of Tobias Masley as a child—performing at dance classes and shows, playing with friends and family. 

Valerie gasped softly at each image; seeing Tobias so happy was tragic considering how things had turned out. She noticed several photos of Tobias with family and felt that they might be useful in trying to connect with Tobias should they find him.

She quickly snapped several pictures with her phone before sorting through the album further until she came across one particular photograph: Tobias posing with his mother. 

As Valerie looked closer, she could see that his mother had been smiling brightly when the picture was taken; there was a joy in her expression that seemed almost forced yet tender all at once.

It was like looking into an alternate version of herself—if things had gone differently for her growing up—and it made Valerie's heart ache for what Tobias must have felt when his mother passed away. 

She closed the album gently and handed it back to Charlie who, as though sensing Valerie's pangs of emotion, gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze before ushering them both out of the room so they could rejoin Will on the porch outside.

"The place is clear," Valerie said as she found Maria laughing at something Will had said. She was clearly taken by him.

"We should go," said Charlie. "We've got a lot of ground to cover if we're going to find him."

"Oh," said Maria disappointed. "Do you have to go, Doctor Cooper?"

"Duty calls, madame," he said. "But it's been a pleasure."

"Thank you for your time, Maria," Valerie said. "We'll do everything we can to track down Tobias, but if he appears, call 911 immediately, okay?"

Maria nodded. "Goodbye, Doctor Cooper," she said mournfully. 

Will placed his coffee cup on the porch, smiled, and followed Valerie and Charlie back down into the street.

Valerie, Will, and Charlie walked back to their cars in silence, seemingly lost in their own thoughts. Valerie's mind was racing, trying to piece together what little they had collected so far. She knew that if they were going to find Tobias, then they needed to act quickly.

As they reached the cars, Charlie finally broke the silence. "So, what's our next move?" he asked.

Valerie sighed. "I'm not exactly sure," she admitted.

"We could use that old profile of yours?" Will asked. 

"Possibly. But this feels like a real dead end." She chewed her lip thoughtfully as she considered their options.

Valerie's phone rang. Her heart sank as she saw that the caller ID on her phone said “Dad.” She hesitated.

"Are you not going to answer it?" Will inquired.

Valerie was unsure. She was still reeling from the fact that her FBI colleagues had searched his home in connection with her biological father's murder.

She looked around at the dilapidated street. Her words came back to haunt her. 

A dead end, she thought. That's where I am most of the time.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Tobias's racing heart thundered in his chest as an icy wave of panic surged through him. His pursuers were close behind, their relentless feet pounding the ground like a drumbeat of death as he rushed between the lines of houses. 

He pushed himself to the brink, darting around corners and through narrow passageways in a desperate attempt to escape. But no matter how fast he ran, the sound of their relentless pursuit was growing closer and closer. Tobias felt like he was being hunted by an unstoppable force, and it filled him with a terror more intense than anything he had ever known.

I won't go back to that prison! He thought, momentarily taking his eye off of what was in front of him.

He stumbled over a pile of garbage, nearly losing his balance and sending him sprawling onto the pavement. He cursed as his pursuers gained ground yet again. Tobias scrambled to his feet and kept running.

He weaved in and out of buildings, down alleyways and across parking lots, desperately searching for any kind of escape route from his shadowy pursuers. But there was nowhere he could hide from them now; they seemed to have an uncanny ability to always find him no matter where he went or what direction he took. 

Tobias had thought that by reaching Maria's house, he would finally have a place to hide until he could better formulate a plan, but he had seen Valerie Law out there on the street talking to his cousin. 

That place held nothing for him now. It had been tainted by those who had put him away.

Even the outside world felt like a prison cell with bars made of steel as his pursuers moved close behind. He wanted nothing more than to get away, but it seemed impossible now; the hunters were too close behind him for that to be feasible anymore. 

Give yourself up, the child's voice in his head said. It's the only way.

"Never!" he screamed, moving faster and faster ahead.

The psychotic impulse in his heart pulsed with energy as it raged inside him: Kill! Kill! Kill! It screamed at him, urging Tobias towards a violent endgame that would bring him contentment and vengeance if followed through on.

His body ached with exhaustion from the chase and desperation ate away at him with every passing second. 

Finally, just as Tobias thought all hope was lost, he spotted a small opening between two buildings ahead of him—a tiny alleyway too narrow for even one person to fit through let alone two or three people standing side by side.

Tobias sprinted with all his might towards the narrow gap between the towering structures, his breath like fire in his throat as he pushed past his physical limits. He had to be quick, for he could feel his pursuers gaining on him, and he wouldn't be able to exact his vengeance before they caught him. 

But they were unrelenting.

He could feel the suffocating heat of his pursuers’ breath on the back of his neck and could practically sense their hands reaching out to grab him at any moment. He could almost hear their manic laughter as they closed in, becoming louder and louder with each step, until the overwhelming sensation of terror threatened to swallow him whole. 

Just when he thought it was too late, Tobias plunged into the narrow alleyway, barely squeezing through, and tumbled to the ground beyond. He scrambled to his feet and pressed himself against one of the walls, preparing for an onslaught that never came. 

He peered around nervously and saw his pursuers for the first time. They were shadowy figures in the late afternoon sun, and they were melting slowly into the sidewalk at the alleyway's entrance. They groaned and heaved, flailing their limbs, and then they melted into the cracks of the sidewalk, disappearing back into the depths of Tobias's hallucinating mind.

For a few moments, he just stood there in stunned silence, trying to comprehend what had just happened and how he had escaped death by such a slim margin. Then, slowly but surely, reality began to sink in: he was free! Free from prison! Free from those who wanted only to see him suffer! Free from the pursuers in his mind!

Tobias took a deep breath of fresh, night air and allowed himself to smile for the first time in days as he realized that it was over; all his striving, running, and fear had finally paid off. 

He walked slowly out of the alleyway, feeling like a new man with a new life ahead of him, ready to start again without looking back at what had come before. He knew this new freedom wouldn't last forever, but for now, he would savor every moment of it.

And use it to punish the wicked.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Valerie stared at her phone for a few moments, not sure if she really wanted to answer it. She walked to the other side of the street while Charlie and Will waited by the cars, just up the street from Maria Spengler's home.

She knew her father had been trying to reach her for the past couple of days, and she hadn't had the courage to pick up. But after a few more agonizing seconds, she eventually mustered the strength this time, worrying that something had happened. 

"Hi," she said, answering.

"Valerie? Is that you?" her father's gruff voice asked, his impatience evident in his tone. 

"Yes, it's me," Valerie replied, her voice quivering slightly with anxiety. 

"Where have you been? I've been calling you day and night." Her father's frustration was evident in his words. 

Valerie sighed inwardly and prepared herself for the upcoming argument that she knew was inevitable. She took a deep breath and said, "I'm sorry I didn't call back sooner. I just—things have been difficult. A lot has happened." She thought about her mother's episode at the psychiatric hospital. 

Her father snorted in disbelief. "Time alone? Are you serious? You took a DNA sample without my consent from that coffee cup! Do you have any idea how serious that is?" He was practically yelling at this point, but Valerie did not back down one bit. 

"Yes, I know how serious it is," Valerie said calmly. "But I had to try something—anything—if there was even the slightest chance of piecing things together." 

"Piecing what together, Valerie?" her father said.

"My past, Dad," she answered. "You wouldn't tell me about Jake Wilson, and Mom is too far gone half the time. I needed to know where I came from."

"Why!?" he said loudly over the phone. "I raised you, isn't that good enough?"

"Yeah, you raised me and then bailed when I was still a kid. The job was only halfway done. Then I was left trying to protect Suzie as my mother's psychotic illness took over. I'd say you don't get to put a guilt trip on me for wanting to know about my family."

There was a pause and then Valerie's father continued, "I ... I'm sorry about that. But ..." his tone strengthened again, "… this Heinlein fella has raided my house and, yesterday, my business. If ... if something bad comes of this, Valerie. It won't be good for any of us. Think that over."

The call ended with a click, and Valerie was left standing in the street, stunned. Her father's words still ringing in her ears: If something bad comes of this, Valerie. It won't be good for any of us. She felt as though he had been threatening her. She had no idea what she was going to do now.

Valerie walked down the street towards her partners in a daze. Her dad's words replayed in her mind over and over. She had never seen this aggressive side of him, and it scared her. 

Valerie thought back to all the times growing up when he had been gentle and loving—there were far fewer than she wished there were, but they were there. She felt a pang of guilt for suspecting him of something so terrible. Surely, he wouldn't have been involved in Jake Wilson's death? 

At the same time, Valerie couldn't ignore his words. Was he implying that he knew more than he was letting on? Did he know something about what happened to Jake Wilson? 

The thought made Valerie shiver. She had no idea what she was going to do now, but one thing was certain: this investigation would not end with her father getting away unscathed if she found out anything incriminating about him. She just hoped it didn't come to that.

Valerie took a deep breath and tried to compose herself as she reached the cars. 

"Are you okay?" Charlie asked.

"Yeah," she replied, putting on a brave face.

Will gave her a skeptical look, as if he knew she was lying. 

"So," he said, turning his attention away from Valerie and back towards the investigation, "where do we go from here? We know Tobias Masley is our killer, but we still have no idea where he's hiding."

Valerie nodded in agreement. She had been thinking the same thing but hadn't wanted to admit it out loud. It seemed that their investigation had reached a standstill. She scanned the street around them as if looking for any clue of where they should go next. 

That was when she noticed something. In the distance, she saw rolling hills, and they looked very familiar. A moment of clarity came to her. She knew what she was looking at, and they had a direct connection to Tobias Masley himself.

Valerie explained her theory to Will and Charlie. "I think the hills over there in the distance are near a place called Edgewood," she said. "Years ago, when Tobias Masley was killing people, he tried to kill a woman named Jane Pleasance in that town. He failed."

"That would make perfect sense," Will mused. "Killers often return to the scene of their handiwork, but in this case, after being locked up for so long, he could have built up a perverse fantasy about killing the victim who got away. Actually ..."

"What is it?" Charlie asked.

"Well," Will continued, "it makes even more sense as I think of it. From Tobias's file, it seems like he resents law enforcement, Valerie included here, for catching him. That led to the criminal justice system making the wrong call, that he was sane and should be sent to prison. If he has festered with that resentment all that time ..."

"Yes!" Valerie said with excitement. "If he could kill the victim who got away, that would be a way to utterly embarrass law enforcement. It would make us all failures."

Charlie's eyes widened as he processed this new information. "You might be right," he said. "It's worth a shot. Let's move." 

Valerie tore off towards her car, her voice ringing in the air. "Will! Check the file on Jane Pleasance's address in Edgewood and text it to me now!" 

Charlie shouted from behind her as she gunned the engine and peeled out of the parking lot. She could hear the roar of their cars as they followed suit, but Valerie was way ahead of them. The wind whipped through her hair, and with each turn of the wheel, she felt adrenaline rush through her veins as she neared Edgewood.

Valerie was determined to catch Tobias Masley before he could finish what he had started seven years ago. She was ready to put a stop to this heinous crime, and she was sure that if she did, this ordeal would be ended. 

As she drove onto the highway, she had a flash of Tobias Masley leaping across the table at her during their interview back at the prison. He was so volatile. She knew she might have to use lethal force to stop him. Valerie just hoped it didn't come to that, but she would do whatever it took to save innocent lives.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The winter sun was dipping finally behind the hills. Valerie watched them with dread in her blood. They reminded her of the hills in Kansas, where a killer had lurked among them just a few months before.

She pulled her car to a stop in front of the address that Will had sent. She was relieved to see streetlamps turning on to provide some light in the twilight, but it only illuminated the rundown buildings and vacant lots that made up Edgewood. It was a far cry from the majestic mountain setting where she'd grown up. 

Valerie felt uneasy as the sky turned deep yellow and dark blue above the town. She got out of her car and watched as Charlie and Will pulled up in their car. Charlie jumped out, as did Will.

"Maybe you should sit this one out, Will," Charlie said. "Remember, Heinlein revoked your use of a gun during our investigations."

"I know," Will said. "But I'd rather be of use than sitting in the car waiting like a pet canine."

"You do remind me of an old hound," Charlie joked.

"Less of the old," Will said.

"Okay, just a hound then."

"You two quit it," Valerie said, smiling slightly before returning to a more somber expression. "Stay close to Charlie, Will."

Will nodded.

"That's Jane Pleasance's house there," Valerie said, pointing to a small, townhouse across the road.

The street was unnaturally quiet. No laughter or music was coming from the houses, no cars were passing by. Valerie felt a chill in the air that seemed to go beyond the winter cold. The town had an eerie stillness that was almost oppressive. 

Valerie glanced at Charlie and Will and noticed they both had the same expression of unease on their faces. She could almost feel the tension in the air as she made her way towards Jane Pleasance's house. 

As she stepped closer to the house, Valerie couldn't shake off a feeling that something wasn't quite right here. There were no signs of life in any of the buildings or on any of the roads leading away from this tiny street. It felt like a ghost town, and Valerie suddenly wished she hadn't come here without a couple of patrol cars to back them up. But seeing as their investigation was unofficial, Valerie knew that it wasn't possible as long as they were flying under Heinlein's radar.

Charlie grabbed Valerie's arm just as they reached the gate of the house. His voice a mere whisper, he muttered urgently, "Listen! Can you hear that?" 

Valerie strained her ears and heard a faint scratching from the side of the house. She was overcome with a chill of fear, and her eyes darted around, searching in vain for something her mind was all too ready to suggest: Someone is nearby.

Valerie and Charlie gripped their firearms, eyes wide with anticipation. Taking tentative steps up the winding path, they were shrouded in the darkening twilight's shadows. It seemed like they were being watched, yet they continued, with Will behind them. Even with the silence of the night, they could still make out a faint scratching sound. The trio trudged onward, and Valerie was uncertain of what awaited them at the looming entrance.

She gestured for her two partners to wait by the front door and then crept to the corner of the house, fear racing through her veins. The noise increased with each second, reverberating in her brain. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to look around the corner and almost gasped when she saw a tall figure silhouetted against the darkness, wrestling with a windowpane.

He was trying to get inside, breaking the window frame with a metal crowbar.

"FBI! Freeze!" Valerie shouted.

The man moved, agile and quick. Valerie sprung forward, but the man was too fast. He rushed off away from her to the rear of the house.

Valerie, Will, and Charlie raced after the figure, who now ran at a full sprint. They followed him through several gardens and turnings, their breath coming out in spurts as they strained to keep their eyes on his back. 

Will fell behind, trying to keep up, but the two agents moved with athletic purpose.

Valerie watched as the man moved up ahead. It must be him, she thought. Charlie moved alongside her and started to pull ahead.

With each step they took, he seemed to remain one step ahead of them, barely visible in the darkness. The figure ran towards what looked like a thick piece of woodland, and Valerie knew that if he disappeared into the trees, then he could evade them. They had no time to lose.

Firing off a warning shot, Valerie hit some of the ground next to the runner, soil peppering up into the air.

This seemed to startle the man, and he turned at a ninety-degree angle and ran into another backyard. Charlie and Valerie followed, but when they reached the yard, there was no sign of the man.

"He can't have gone far," Valerie said, the air burning in her lungs.

"He hasn't," Charlie whispered, nodding to a large oak tree nearby. 

Valerie looked at it in the dimming light. A rickety ladder led up into its vast branches, and an old treehouse made of aging planks of wood sat within the tree's embrace.

"Tobias Masley," Valerie said loudly, still catching her breath, "come out with your hands up."

But there was no reply. The entire place felt eerily silent.

Valerie stepped forward. 

"I think I should go up," Charlie said.

"No," Valerie said. "I've got to be the one to bring him in. Keep your aim on the entrance up there in case he tries to hit me as I'm climbing."

"Val, we don't even know if he's armed," Charlie replied.

"If he were, he would have shot at me, I'm sure of it. He hates my guts."

Charlie nodded, but Valerie could tell by his expression that he wasn't happy about the risk.

Valerie's heart pounded like a cannon in her chest as she lurched for the ladder and scaled it frantically, her hands numbing in the cold. She forced herself to take deep breaths, channeling her apprehension into an unshakable determination. She knew this man was unpredictable and dangerous, and she had to do everything in her power to make sure he was unaware of her presence. 

After what seemed like an eternity, Valerie reached the treehouse. She cautiously peered inside, her hands trembling with fear. She could see a figure standing in the corner, facing away from her. He was cast in shadow, and only his outline was visible, like a phantom of the night. 

As she watched the man, the sense of dread that filled her body was overwhelming. "Tobias Masley, I'm here to take you in," Valerie called out, her voice wavering slightly as she climbed inside with her gun drawn.

Valerie stepped into the treehouse, her gun trained on the figure standing in the corner. But he didn't move or make a sound. Fear churned in her stomach as she kept her aim steady, watching him silently.

Suddenly, the figure spun around, lunged forward, and threw a crowbar at her. She ducked just in time, barely dodging it, and squeezed her trigger. The inside of the treehouse momentarily lit up as the bullet embedded itself in the back wall. 

Still standing, the man then ran towards her and knocked her gun out of her hands. 

Valerie screamed as he wrapped his hands around her throat and began to squeeze. She felt herself start to black out, and all she could think was that this was how she was going to die—in an alleyway treehouse at the hands of a criminal that she'd been hunting for weeks. 

Just then she heard Charlie's voice yelling from below and knew that he was climbing up to help her. But it would be too late; Valerie had to fight off Tobias Masley by herself. 

With one last desperate burst of energy, Valerie managed to kick the leg away from the man and use his size against him. She arched her body to the side and, with one final effort, threw him out of the treehouse to be reclaimed by the night. She heard a scream and then a loud thud as he landed hard on the ground below. He lay there motionless—knocked unconscious from his fall. 

Valerie looked down over the edge of the treehouse. The unconscious body on the ground was cast in shadow. 

Charlie emerged at the top of the ladder, and Valerie helped him inside the treehouse. 

"Masley nearly hit me as he fell," he said. "But I managed to duck out of the way." He put his hand on Valerie's shoulder. "Are you okay?" he asked softly. 

Valerie nodded, but she could still feel the tightness in her throat from where the man had tried to choke her. 

Will finally caught up to them below and shone his flashlight onto the unconscious body below. Valerie and Charlie leaned over and looked down at the ground. 

Defeat now filled her emotions. As Will's flashlight illuminated the figure on the ground, Valerie's hopes of capturing Tobias crumbled. "It's not him, Charlie," she whispered.

"Dammit," Charlie said, hitting his clenched fist against the floor of the treehouse.

Will shouted up, "Looks like he's dressed in all black." He pulled something out of the man's pocket.

"What is it?" Valerie asked.

"A lock pick kit," Will replied in the cold night. "Looks like coincidence has scuppered us. This guy is a house breaker but not Masley."

"Is he ..." Valerie started to ask.

"He's breathing," Will said, checking his pulse. "Strong pulse." Just then the man started to come around. He tried to get onto his feet but was too disorientated.

"Val?" Charlie asked quietly.

"Call in an ambulance and alert local law enforcement," she said quietly. "Put the perp in cuffs."

Charlie climbed down and did just that.

"My arm!" the man shouted as Charlie helped him to his feet and cuffed him. "It's broken!" 

"You'll live," Charlie said.

Valerie was nervous now. She couldn't let the perp go, and she would have to make sure that he was looked over by a medic while in police custody. That meant the police would be asking questions, and that made it more likely that her presence in the Tobias Masley case would make its way back to Heinlein.

Then they'd all be in a lot of trouble.

Out of the frying pan into the fire, she thought as she looked out at the night.

The treehouse now took on a soothing atmosphere. Valerie remembered visiting her uncle, who had built a similar treehouse for her and her sister when they were kids. It was one of only a few happy memories she had from her childhood.

She looked around the darkened interior of the treehouse. Part of her wanted to stay there and pretend that the world wasn't such a bad place. She remembered feeling exactly the same way when sitting in her uncle's treehouse with Suzie.

They would pretend that everything was fine. That their father hadn't abandoned them. That their mother wasn't profoundly losing herself in psychotic delusions.

"Are you okay, Valerie?" Will shouted up.

"Yes," Valerie said, her voice trembling slightly, adrenaline still coursing through her veins.

"What do we do now?"

Valerie looked out at the night hoping for an answer—another incidental clue that would lead her back onto the trail of Tobias Masley. But the night was merely a blank canvas, a shroud of shadow enveloping the small town.

And inside that shroud, somewhere, Tobias Masley lurked, angry, psychotic, and ready to kill.

Valerie felt hopeless in her search. But even in the absence of hope, Valerie would continue. That was her greatest strength.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Valerie felt like a school kid as she and her two partners were called into the on-duty sergeant's office at Edgewood police station. 

Sergeant Wheeler was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a thick mustache and piercing eyes. There was something familiar about him, but Valerie put this down to many rural cops dressing the same. 

He wore a crisp uniform with several pockets and a badge that shone in the light. His office was neat and organized, with several filing cabinets along one wall and a desk littered with papers in the center. On his desk sat a photograph of his family, smiling happily at the camera. 

"I'm Sergeant Wheeler," the man said in a strong, country accent. "I believe you're with the FBI?"

Valerie nodded. "I'm Agent Law, this is Agent Carlson."

"And I'm Doctor Will Cooper," Will said, smiling.

"Doctor?" the sergeant said, seemingly surprised. "Seems like an odd partnership."

"I have expertise in—"

Valerie jumped in before Will made the mistake of mentioning anything to do with serial killers. "He's here with us on a trip to Fort Billings," Valerie answered.

"The Army Camp?" the sergeant inquired.

"Yeah," Charlie said. He pulled out a card from his wallet. It was his military ID as a veteran. "We've been invited to Billings to give a talk on some of our work, and as a veteran, I have particular insight on how our techniques can help soldiers in the field."

"I was a soldier myself," the sergeant said. "Fought in Afghanistan for four years." He shook his head. "Don't understand how the FBI can help soldiers. Seems like an odd task for them?" 

Valerie nodded, understanding the sergeant's feelings. But she felt they were dangerously close to being found out.

Charlie looked him in the eye and said, "Sometimes it's not just about what you do on the battlefield, but it's also about what happens after. We've seen cases where soldiers have come home with post-traumatic stress disorder or other mental health issues that can affect their ability to live a normal life. We specialize in building personality profiles in our cases, and we deal with individuals who develop psychopathy and other mental issues after trauma." 

"We're just there to give a talk to some of the staff there," Will added. "We're only here for a few days."

The sergeant seemed to understand and nodded his head in agreement. He folded his hands together on the desk and looked down at them thoughtfully before speaking again. "Well, I'm glad someone is out there looking out for us veterans," he said softly. "I've seen enough PTSD for a lifetime."

"So, Sergeant Wheeler, you asked us in here ..." Valerie changed topic.

"I just wanted to personally thank you for catching this house breaker," he answered, leaning forward in his chair, resting his elbows on the desk. "We have him dead to rights this time," he said firmly. "He's already confessed to breaking into Ms. Pleasance's house. And we're pretty sure he's been guilty of a few other break ins."

"And Ms. Pleasance?" Valerie inquired, doing her best not to mention that the woman was an erstwhile target for Tobias Masley.

"Away on a cruise for three weeks," he said. "We managed to contact her sister."

Valerie felt conflicted. On the one hand, she was delighted the woman was unhurt, but on the other, Jane Pleasance was the only lead she had. Now, it had gone up in smoke.

"We're not sure how he targeted her," the sergeant added. "He might be casing houses for activity."

"Have you checked his social media activity?" Charlie asked. "Sometimes they scour local accounts to see if anyone has posted about going on vacation. Then they know the house is empty."

"Yes, I've had that thought myself," the sergeant said, looking at his watch. "It's late, though, so I can get through all of that in the morning. You say you'll be here for a few days?"

"Yes," Valerie answered. "We should be."

"Good," he said. "It's just in case I need to pick your brains about the case."

"The case?" Valerie bristled, wondering if the sergeant was talking about Masley. She was beginning to suspect he knew more than he was letting on.

"The house breaker," he answered with an unconvincing smile. "Which case did you think I was talking about?"

"Exactly that," Valerie replied.

The sergeant nodded. "Then thank you for helping us."

"Our pleasure," Valerie said, standing up.

"Oh, one thing that did bother me," the sergeant then said. "How was it that you happened to identify the house breaker?"

"We were in the area," Charlie said. "Driving around taking in the local quiet and then we saw someone trying to break into the house."

"A great stroke of luck," the sergeant said. "Ms. Pleasance isn't normally so fortunate herself."

Valerie felt an air of apprehension build.

No one took the bait, but the sergeant continued in any case. "Yes, Ms. Pleasance was once the victim of a brutal attack by a killer named Tobias Masley."

"I'm sorry to hear that," said Valerie. "I hope this house breaker incident doesn't cause any anxiety for Miss Pleasance in the future. And I hope her luck looks up. We'll be on our—"

"Of course," the sergeant said, shaking Valerie's hand. He did not immediately let go. "You know, I was a rookie back during the Tobias Masley case. I remember watching a similarly green FBI agent take him down, saving Miss Pleasance's life. I never learned her name. But I never forget a face."

Valerie's pulse raced.

"Bravest damn thing I ever saw, fighting him off like that. If I could, I'd shake that agent's hand and thank her for protecting our community. If she ever happened to be around here again but didn't make her presence official, especially considering that Masley escaped from prison not far from here, I'd have to think she had her reasons."

There was a silence in the room again. Valerie didn't know what to say. 

Sergeant Wheeler let go of her hand and sat back down. "Of course, if I thought there was a rogue agent from the FBI snooping around during a county wide manhunt, I'd have to contact the FBI and alert her superiors."

He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. "It's a good thing I don't know anything about that, isn't it?"

Valerie felt a wave of gratitude. She nodded with a smile and left the room. Will and Charlie followed.

"I'd say he's on our side, wouldn't you?" Will asked.

"We got very lucky," Charlie said. "Next time, it could be someone who wants to make a name for themselves by selling us out to our superiors."

"Agreed," Valerie said, sighing. "We've got to try and get our hands on Masley without running into more cops. But the closer we get to him, that's going to be more difficult."

Charlie's phone pinged with a notification.

"Anything important?" Will asked.

"One of the staff at Fort Billings. Wondering if we were going to stay tonight in our rooms, or if we were staying elsewhere."

Valerie felt exhausted after her confrontation with the house breaker. "I think we should head to the fort and get some rest. Hopefully, we can catch a break tomorrow. At least we'll be on the base premises in case Heinlein has found out about us by now. We can show him we're still here coincidentally for our talk."

Turning to the long corridor in front of her, leading to the exit, Valerie felt one presiding emotion. Failure. She was beginning to think trying to catch Masley first was a big mistake. 

"We'll be okay," Will said in support. "We'll get him, Valerie. I'm sure of it."

"I hope you're right, Will," she said. "I can't shake the feeling that somehow all of this is my fault."

"Come on," Charlie said. "Let's go to Billings. There's a whiskey glass with my name on it."

They walked down the corridor, and Valerie continued to search her mind for some solution, some hint of where Masley might go next. In her gut, she knew they were up against it. With time slipping away, more death would follow, and the burden of stopping it was on her shoulders.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

John Malcolm shuffled along the darkened, cracked sidewalks, his limp growing heavier with each step. The reunion had been a bittersweet experience—filled with nostalgia and laughter yet laced with regret. He could feel the warmth of his former colleagues' camaraderie, yet he was reminded of all he had given up in the aftermath of his retirement. Now, his old life seemed far away, and all he wanted was to return to his small, isolated home on the outskirts of town and try to forget about a past life for which he still pined.

The only light came from the sporadic streetlamps, which illuminated the sidewalk in patches of hazy, yellow-orange light. John was careful not to look too closely at any of the shadows that lurked in their glow—if he did, he might be reminded of other lurkers in the darkness, ones that he would rather forget.

The night was alive with the sounds of distant car horns and music, and though they were faint, they still seemed to vibrate within his chest. He felt a growing unease in his mind as he continued on—an unsettling sense that something was waiting for him up ahead.

As a retired teacher of English Literature, he found himself pondering the double meaning of it all. It's death that waits up ahead for me. How many years do I have left before I become dust? he thought, immediately chastising himself for being so flowery with his language.

He nervously scanned his surroundings. He was certain he had heard someone following him during his journey—a person with a peculiar, threatening stride. He'd whirl around quickly, yet the figure would be gone, but John could still sense a pair of eyes riveted on his back.

He tried his best to cast that off as paranoia.

The feeling began to make him acutely aware of his age, of how his physicality had diminished in recent months after a bad respiratory infection, and how fragile he felt in comparison to his usually robust self. 

He quickened his pace as best as he could until he was almost running, but the twinge in his hip was enough to restrict his movement. 

Finally, he breathed a sigh of relief. He saw his house in the distance and limped towards it, all the while aware that he had just heard something else move on the quiet street behind him. 

Opening up the yard gate, he moved up the dimly lit path until he was standing in front of his home, an old, two-story house that had, like John, seen better days.

The hairs stood up on the back of his neck as he fumbled for his keys and slid a small brass one into the lock. 

As a kid, John had always been curious. That had led him to become an educator. Curiosity was always a good thing. But perhaps not in this instance. 

He turned and, for a moment, saw the shadowy outline of a man standing at the gate.

"Hello," the man said in a quiet voice.

Somehow, that was worse than any threat to John. It felt like a common, benign greeting, perverted into somehow far more ominous.

John didn't reply. He threw open the door and slammed it shut behind him, locking it hastily and collapsing against it in relief. 

John inhaled a deep breath. The familiar scent of his home was comforting, and he felt himself relax as he took in the sights around him. He had arrived in the living room, a place filled with pictures of friends and his wife, long since passed away. 

The walls were covered with memories of happier times, and John couldn't help but smile at the memories that flooded back to him. He could almost hear her voice echoing through the room—her infectious laughter ringing in his ears. It was the loneliness more than anything that eroded away his joy for living.

To clear his troubled mind and set it at ease, he looked out through the curtains and saw that no one was standing outside. The man was gone. An ominous tone still hung in the air as if some sort of warning had been issued to John without any words spoken at all. 

He shook off the feeling and decided that he would sleep downstairs that night. He would rest in his lazy boy armchair in front of the television and listen to a rerun of an old sitcom, wishing that his wife was still there to tell him that he should come up to bed.

John got into his robe for the night and fixed himself one last night cap. He then sat in his armchair with his feet up, glass in hand, and raised up the remote control to turn on the television.

But he never did hit the power button. Instead, something caught his eye. He saw, on the blank screen in front of him, a reflection of the room. He could see himself. He could see the furniture and belongings he had amassed throughout his life. He could see it all, but one thing was out of place.

Behind his chair was a tall man.

Panic rushed through him, and he looked upward to see the man standing over him, looking down. 

"Hello Mr. Malcolm," the man said with hate and revenge in his eyes. "I've been looking forward to this."


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Valerie drove towards the gate of Fort Billings Army Base up ahead. It was lit by several bright security lights in the darkness. Staying there was a good cover story to avoid hassle from Heinlein, but she worried deep down that they couldn't afford such a safety net. She wondered if they should still have been out there, chasing down leads, and if Heinlein found out, then to hell with him.

That's tiredness talking, she thought to herself. I've got to play this smart and keep up appearances. 

Valerie drove into Fort Billings Army Base, the night sky filled with stars. The entrance was guarded by a tall metal gate, which, after giving her name to a guard and flashing her FBI badge, opened as she approached.

She drove through and continued along the winding road between barracks, munitions, and administrative buildings until she reached a small parking lot at the edge of the base. The entire base was like its own town, complete with intersecting roads with traffic signs and markings.

The air was still and silent as Valerie stepped out of her car, but there was something eerie about the atmosphere that made her feel uneasy. It was the type of place that was bustling during the day, but by night, the quiet was antithetical, causing a feeling of unease. She scanned the lot for any signs of life and soon spotted two familiar figures standing by a doorway, lit by the yellow light coming from inside. 

It was Charlie and Will, and they were quickly joined by a woman dressed in uniform. 

Valerie approached them, and as she did, she saw that the woman had blonde hair and couldn't have been older than twenty-one.

"Hey, Val," Charlie said.

"How did you guys get here before me?" Valerie asked.

"You missed the shorter route, I guess," Charlie answered. "This is Private Molly Lincoln; she's been assigned to make sure our stay at Billings is a comfortable one.” 

Private Lincoln smiled warmly at Valerie. "Hello, Agent Law," she said in a friendly voice. "It's so nice to meet you. I'm Private Lincoln."

"It's nice to meet you, too, Private Lincoln," Valerie said. "I'm sure we'll have a great opportunity to share our work here."

"Private Lincoln here is a fan of yours, Valerie," Charlie said.

"A fan?" Valerie was surprised such a thing could exist.

"I'm studying psychology at the base as part of my training to become an officer," Private Lincoln said. "I've read some of your work, and I'm very impressed. It's really inspiring. We're using one of your cases to teach us how to identify when someone is being deceptive."

Valerie was taken aback. She had never expected her work to be so admired, let alone by someone in the military. 

"Thank you, Private Lincoln," she said with a smile. "That means a lot to me. Do we have some rooms sorted?"

"Yes, right this way." Private Lincoln led them through the building and down a long corridor. They passed several doors and eventually reached a room with three beds set up. The beds were neatly made, with fresh sheets and blankets, and there was a small desk in the corner next to a window that overlooked the base. 

"This is where you'll be staying," Private Lincoln said. "It's not much but most of the rooms on the base are larger dorms, and we thought you'd like to have a bit more privacy." 

"Thank you, Private Lincoln," Valerie said. "This is perfect; we're exhausted."

"Oh?" the private said in a surprised tone. "Exhausted? Why is that?"

Valerie had momentarily forgotten that they were supposed to be there to talk about their techniques. The army base personnel weren't supposed to know that they were really chasing down a killer.

"I've been doing a lot of case work recently," Valerie said. "That's all."

"If you need anything, I'm staying down the hall in Dorm E." 

They thanked Private Lincoln, and she left, her footsteps dissipating into the building somewhere.

Charlie pulled a bottle of bourbon out of his bag, and Valerie watched as he poured Will and herself a drink. He handed it to them before pouring one for himself. 

"To tomorrow being better," Charlie said, raising his glass. 

Valerie smiled and clicked her glass with the others'. "To tomorrow."

She took a sip of the bourbon, enjoying the feel of it as it warmed her throat. It was smooth and comforting, with hints of caramel and oak lingering on her tongue. She felt herself relax as she sat on her bed, the exhaustion from the day finally beginning to catch up with her. 

Valerie looked out of the window at the distant lights of the base, their soft glow providing a sense of security in this strange new place. She knew that tomorrow would bring challenges, but for now, she was content to simply sit back and enjoy her drink. Just a single moment of detachment from the world.

Suddenly, Valerie's phone began to ring. She looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Tom, her fiancé. She sighed and answered. "Hey," she said. 

"Hi," Tom said, his voice a bit strained. "How's it going? I was worried because I hadn't heard from you."

Valerie hesitated for a moment before replying. She didn't want to worry him, but at the same time, she was tired and wanted to be honest with him. 

"It's been ... interesting," Valerie said. "We just got here after some ups and downs, and we're staying in some sort of dorm room." 

Tom was silent for a moment before responding. "You sound exhausted. Are you sure you're okay? I could come over, sneak into the base, and rescue you." 

Valerie smiled at the joke, her heart warming at the thought of Tom being there with her, but she knew that wasn't possible.

"No, I'm okay," she said softly. "I miss you though, and I think they tend to shoot people for climbing into army bases."

"I'll wear my bullet proof underwear," he laughed. 

Valerie laughed but then stayed quiet. She enjoyed hearing his voice, but the tiredness was washing over her in a wave. 

Tom sighed at the pause, and Valerie could almost feel his tension through the phone line. She felt he was a little annoyed, but eventually, he replied in an even tone, "I miss you too, Val." He paused for a moment before adding, "You should get some sleep." 

Valerie nodded even though Tom couldn't see it through the phone line. 

"Yeah, I should," she agreed reluctantly before saying, "goodnight, Tom." 

She set her phone on her bedside table and returned to staring at her glass.

"Everything okay with Tom?" Will asked.

"Yeah ... I guess," she said, sighing. "We've had some ups and downs recently. I'm just trying to win him back over, to be honest."

"Come on," Charlie said. "I don't think you need to win him back, Val. Tom's crazy about you."

"I hope so. I'm too tired to think about it. I think the fight up in that treehouse took more out of me than I thought."

"You should rest," Will said in a fatherly tone.

"I will," she said. "I just keep thinking about things."

Valerie kept thinking about Tobias Masley. She started playing over the interview she had with him before he escaped, looking for any memory that might help her in her search to catch him.

"Valerie," Will said softly, "you need to stop running things through your mind. A good night's rest is what you need. We'll come back at it fresh in the morning."

Putting her now empty glass on a small table, she said, "I wish I hadn't gone to see Tobias ..."

"Don't you dare think this is your fault, Val," Charlie said. "You had to go and see if he could identify the whereabouts of other victims."

"But what if seeing me," Valerie wondered out loud, “triggered him? I was the one who put him away years ago. What if that made him want to get out?"

"Remember, Valerie," he said, "it's likely he had been planning the escape for a while. You mustn't blame yourself. Now, lights out. Doctor's orders. Get some sleep."

Valerie smiled and pulled the blanket of her bed over her. "Thanks, guys. Good night," she said and closed her eyes.

She lay in the dark listening to Will and Charlie talking in hushed voices for a while. Eventually, their conversation faded away, and all she could hear was the sound of rain pattering outside her window. She felt her body try to relax as the night air cooled her skin, and she could feel sleep tugging at her consciousness. Finally, she heard Charlie snoring. She was, as usual, the last to fall asleep. And sleep did not come easy.

Worry was running through Valerie again like a freight train. Her mind was exhausted, and it was throwing up an impossible number of terrible outcomes. Just how spiteful was Masley? Could he hunt down someone she loved just to cause her agony? What about Tom?

Valerie tried to hush her paranoid ideas. Her last thought was an image of Tobias Masley leaping across the table at her at the prison before his escape, and that would set the tone for her dreams ... And her nightmares.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Valerie jerked awake, her heart pounding against her chest. She was disoriented and in a place that seemed foreign to her. As she looked around, she realized that she was in a dark room, where the walls were lined with a soft, spongy material. Everything had a chill to it, and the air was heavy with the distinct smell of sterility like a hospital. She shivered in the coldness of the room.

Suddenly, she realized she was not alone.

She was seated on an uncomfortable chair, and across from her sat Tobias Masley, staring at her with a blank expression. He was wearing the same outfit he had worn when they last met—the orange prison uniform. His eyes were piercing and cold as he stared at her, studying her every movement.

"So," Tobias said slowly with a menacing smirk on his face, "you think you're mentally fit? You think you can solve this case? You think you can catch me? I've got news for you, once the jinn is out of the bottle, there's no putting that demon back in." 

Valerie opened her mouth to speak, but Masley cut her off. "You know all of this is your fault, right?" he said. "If you had gathered more information when I was arrested, my insanity plea would have been granted. Now, I have to punish people for your failures."

Valerie felt paralyzed by fear and could not move or speak. Her stomach lurched with unease as Tobias stood up from his chair and walked towards her, holding up an old mirror in front of her face. She saw her own reflection for only a moment before it changed to that of her mother's face looking back at her sadly. Valerie gasped in horror and tried to look away, but Tobias held up the mirror firmly, trapping Valerie in its gaze. 

"You don't have to be scared," he said softly but menacingly. "It's time for you to accept who you are!" 

Valerie shook her head vigorously, trying to escape the nightmare she found herself in, but it seemed impossible; no matter what she did or how desperately she tried to wake up, she remained stuck in this surreal state of terror. 

Then the worst of it happened, the figure that was Tobias Masley shifted into someone else. The face was blurred at first, but then it came into sharp focus.

"Hi, Honey," the face said.

"Oh God, Tom, not you," Valerie finally said, her voice trembling.

"You really are stupid, Valerie," Tom said with uncharacteristic spitefulness. "You could have stayed in Quantico and been with me, but instead, you're out there searching for another killer. Though this time, he's out because of you!"

Suddenly, the face changed again, so that it was her father's.

"Yes, I killed Jake Wilson," he said, laughing. "And if you disturb the past, I'll kill you too!"

One last time, the face changed. Now, it was a horrid amalgamation of Tom, her father, and Tobias Masley. 

Valerie screamed in terror as the face neared her, grinning with its tongue stuck out. She could smell its rancid breath.

"Val! Val!" a voice said. 

Valerie opened her eyes. Standing over her was the concerned face of Charlie. 

"It was a dream. Thank God," Valerie said. 

"You screamed, Valerie," Will said, standing at the foot of the bed in the army dorm. 

Valerie trembled as she slowly leaned up. "I'm so sorry," she stuttered. "I didn't mean to wake you."

Will's brow furrowed as he studied her. "What happened? Are you okay?"

Valerie let out a shaky breath and smiled, though it didn't quite reach her eyes. "Yeah, I'm alright. It was just a dream."

Will stared into her eyes with a troubled expression, seemingly searching for more answers. Valerie forced herself to maintain the pleasant façade and shrugged with one shoulder.

"It's over now," she said, offering a warm smile. "I'm ... I'm good."

"It's not over, Valerie," Will said forlornly.

Valerie could feel her body tensing up. There was something else on her friends' expressions. A vivid, ominous worry.

"Val," Charlie said, "there's been another murder. Tobias Masley has killed again. A friend at the Bureau let me know. She's discrete."

Valerie pulled herself out of bed and gathered her clothes up. She looked up at her friends, feeling intense guilt about it all. The echo of her dream was still ringing around her head. The dream Masley had told her it was her fault, and she was starting to believe it.

"Where's the body?" Valerie asked sternly.

"You should get some breakfast first," Will said. 

"No," Valerie said with quiet determination. "We've got to go there. Now."


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Valerie stood on the quiet street, watching as investigating officers scoured a house for clues. It was cordoned off haphazardly with bright yellow police tape. Two patrol cars sat on either side of the road, stopping any through traffic, though in such a quiet suburban setting, and this early in the morning, there wasn't much of that.

"Looks like one detective and three officers perusing inside and out," Will said, his slightly graying hair lit by the dull blue of morning twilight in the grim sky above.

"We can't exactly sneak in," Charlie said. "I don't know how we do this without breaking the law and getting ourselves chucked out of the Bureau in five seconds flat."

"We have to risk getting caught now," Valerie said. "To hell with Heinlein. Another person is dead." She stopped herself from saying that it was her fault, and she had to catch him. But she certainly felt those words inside of herself.

"Then how do we proceed?" Will asked. "We're not even meant to be here."

"I don't know," Valerie said. "I'm making this up as I go along. Come on."

Valerie, Will, and Charlie walked along the street until they reached the first patrol car. Standing in front of it was a young police officer with sandy blond hair.

"Sorry," the man said, holding his hand up in a stopping motion. "This is a crime scene, so no one is permitted entry until we finish up. You can walk down Miller Street if you like; it's a little longer, but it comes out on the other side."

"No, thank you," Valerie said. She pulled out her wallet and showed her FBI shield. 

"Oh, the FBI," the officer said with surprise. "I didn't know you were sending someone down. How did you get here so quickly?"

Valerie didn't answer. Instead, she said, "Can I speak with whomever is in charge, please?"

"Of course." The officer spoke quietly into his radio, and within a few moments, a plain-clothed police officer appeared from the house. 

"God dammit!" he yelled from the top of the steps and then rushed down onto the street. He was immediately in Valerie's face. "What the hell do you guys want? We don't need the feds. It's cut and dry."

"Cut and dry as in Tobias Masley did this?" Valerie said, keeping her cool.

"Yeah, exactly," he answered without blinking. "We know the perp; he was loose in this area years ago. We put him away once, and we'll do it again."

"Without FBI assistance?" Valerie asked.

"Yeah. Without." He turned to leave.

"You know," Valerie said loudly. "It's an offense even for a detective to obstruct the FBI in their investigations."

"I ain't obstructing anyone!" he said. "But too many cooks spoil the stew, and I need to finish up here so I can get back to tracking the son of a bitch down."

"Were you on the case before," Valerie asked. 

"Before when?"

"The first time around," she elaborated.

"Yeah, anyone in law enforcement was," he said.

"Then do you remember the FBI agent who brought him down?" Valerie asked.

"Yeah, sure. She ..." He looked at Valerie, and a wave of composure seemed to wash over him. His shoulders relaxed, and his expression softened.

"Damn ..." he said. "I remember you. Look, you did our county a service, but I already spoke with the FBI this morning. They have two agents working the case now. They didn't mention names, but they did make a peculiar request about only working with their assigned FBI agents. At first, I thought you must have been with them, but now—considering who you are and the fact that the other agents were clearly spooked about there being more than one group of Feds in the area—I'm starting to worry that this isn't official for you: It's personal."

"And what if it is?" Valerie asked.

"Personal and detective work don't go together, Agent," he said.

"Detective ..."

"March," he said. "Detective March." 

"I'm going to level with you," Valerie said, looking him in the eye. "We're not part of the FBI's official investigation."

"Val, that's not a good idea," Charlie said.

She continued on despite her partner's warning. "We're here at Billings to give some insight into what we do at the FBI," she said. "This is Doctor Will Cooper, the finest psychological expert in the field of serial killers. And this is Agent Charlie Carlson, a veteran and one of the best manhunters in the country."

The detective sighed and rubbed his brow. “And are you here because of what happened before?"

"Since arresting Tobias Masley seven years ago, Agent Law has become an expert at entering into the criminal mind," Will interjected. "She can build a profile of a killer and use that information to anticipate what they will do next. That gives us an edge. We've tracked down many killers in the last year and a half, and Valerie has been the linchpin in allowing us to do that."

"And you want to give us your expertise?" Detective March asked with a raised eyebrow.

"I want to put Tobias Masley away again so that he can't hurt anyone," Valerie said, trying to hide her own feelings of guilt.

"Agent Law," he said, "you're really putting me in a position here ..."

"Please," she said. "All I'm asking is that you let us look at the crime scene and then we might pick up on something that can help catch him."

"I don't think I can."

"Detective," Valerie continued, "do you believe in redemption?"

"Yeah," he said, sighing. "Though I don't know if many of us deserve it."

"I'm looking for some," she said. 

The detective stared at Valerie, but whether he would give them access to the crime scene or not, seemed to be hanging in the balance. Valerie knew that, whatever his answer would be, it would define the investigation going forward and either help or hinder their attempts to catch Masley before he killed again.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Tobias sat beneath an aged tree in the relative darkness and felt the urges rushing through him. He knew the names, he knew the places, but he had to take his time. He would carry out his revenge swiftly, but if he was reckless, then he knew that Valerie Law or others would come.

He refused to be behind bars again unless his work had been done.

You'd be better ending it yourself, the child's voice said in his head.

"Shut up!" he said, gritting his teeth and holding his head, hoping that the voice would go away.

But it didn't. So, Tobias got up from beneath the swaying branches of the tree and decided to go continue looking for what he needed.

The woods were eerily quiet in the early morning twilight. The trees seemed to be whispering secrets—secrets that only Tobias could hear. He walked through the dense foliage, looking for something that might help him on his quest. 

That patch of woodland hadn't changed much since he was a child. It was smaller now as parts of the land had been developed for housing, but the sliver of woodland cut through the town away from John Malcolm's house and towards his next target.

But he had one stop to make first. If he was lucky. It was very close indeed.

Looking around, a breath of wind came through the nearby branches of several pine trees, and he almost smelled the pine upon it, as though winter were a distant dream, and he were caught in the sweet embrace of summer.

He closed his eyes for a moment and remembered that smell. It took him to a happier place. A place that was contentment personified. A place he used to run to, that no other knew of; a place that was all his own.

And now he needed to find it again.

Finally, he came across an old, dilapidated shed tucked away in a small clearing between two large trees. He nearly shouted with glee that it was still standing. He approached it cautiously and peeked inside, his heart pounding with anticipation of what he might find inside. 

The air was musty and stale as he stepped into the darkness of the shed's interior. His eyes adjusted quickly to the dim light coming from a single broken panel of wood near the top of one wall. The sun would soon be out. He had to move fast.

He saw boxes scattered about, piles of old pieces of magazines and broken bottles strewn haphazardly around the room. He felt angry. Other people had been using it. How dare they? It was his. He built the place as a child, and for anyone else to have entered it, that was the ultimate trespass.

For a moment, he imagined finding a group of teenagers drunk and sleeping in the corner of the shed. How he would have loved to pour gasoline on them and light them up.

You're sick, the child's voice said in his head.

"Maybe," Tobias whispered. "But at least I'm real. Unlike you."

I'm as real as you, the child whispered through his mind. The part of you that you fear the most. The part that wants to end all of this madness.

Tobias slammed his fist against one of the walls. Rot had set into the shed, and the panel he struck cracked loudly and prominently. He felt as though he had struck himself, broken a piece of him. He'd allowed his anger to hurt something that he cared about.

"Keep it together," he whispered to himself.

He took a breath and searched the floor of the shed. He found a loose panel and pulled it up. Underneath was an old journal, its pages yellowed by time but still in one piece. He grabbed it and held it close to his chest. It felt like a gift from his childhood, something that could help him on his quest. 

Part of him was afraid of what was inside, but the other part was delighted.

He opened the journal and flicked through its pages. There were poems, stories, drawings, and a list of names. He recognized some of them as people who had been in his life before; people he loved and lost. He felt a lump in his throat as he read the list of names. Some were friends, some family members, and some were strangers who had made an impact on his life in one way or another. 

He then turned the page and found another list, this one written in angry, red ink.

"You'll pay," he said. "You'll all pay."

Resolute, he saw a name that ignited his imagination. He would choose a different target. Another life to snuff out. One that deserved it more than most. He just hoped he could make it and kill her before the day and Feds were upon him.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Valerie waited in the cold street with Charlie and Will. Detective March looked at her and then, as if thinking it over and finally understanding the need that Valerie felt in the pit of her soul, the detective lifted up the police tape.

"You've got ten minutes," he said. "No longer. I could get fired for letting in anyone who isn't authorized."

"Thank you, Detective March," Valerie said.

"Good man," Will said quietly as he passed the detective.

They left him outside and then slipped quietly into the house and into the embrace of a violent murder scene.

The house was eerie and quiet to Valerie, like a ghostly presence was still lingering there. The walls were covered with photos of the family who had once lived there, now forever gone. The last piece taken. There was a teaching award on the shelf in the hall, an ode to the life that had been lost. 

Valerie and Will looked around, trying to take in every detail of their surroundings. Charlie stood by the door, his eyes darting around as he tried to pick up any clues that might have been left behind by Tobias Masley. Valerie could feel something in the air—a chill that seemed to linger long after he had gone. 

Every item seemed to tell its own story—one of tragedy and loss—but also one of a life well lived.

Entering into a sitting room, Valerie finally saw the murder victim.

The body of an elderly man was sitting in an armchair, his eyes still open and staring at the ceiling. Valerie examined him and saw the incisions in his throat and the bruises on his skin. He had been viciously attacked but with a kind of reverence that made it all the more heartbreaking. 

The room was sterile, almost like a museum piece, as if it were frozen in time to remember what happened there. The walls were painted a soft yellow, with family photos lining them. A small table sat just off to the side with a half-finished glass of Scotch in its center. 

Valerie felt an overwhelming sadness wash over her as she looked upon this scene—a reminder of how precious life can be and how quickly it can be taken away. She could only hope that they could find Tobias Masley soon enough so that no other family would have to experience such tragedy again.

"His name is John Malcolm," a voice said from behind them. It was Detective Marsh. "He was returning home from a reunion with old friends. A witness down the street said they saw him moving hurriedly, as if he was scared."

Valerie nodded, her eyes still fixed on the body. She knew that Tobias Masley had done this, she could feel it in her bones. 

She said, "Masley had a habit of strangling his victims after they were dead, leaving a very specific mark on their necks, one that's present on John Malcolm's body."

Detective Marsh's eyes widened in surprise. "Why would he do that?" He asked. "What possible reason could he have for strangling a dead body?"

"Post-death behaviors are often used by serial killers," Will said firmly. "They can pose the body in particular ways or mutilate it to feel powerful and in control of their victims even after death."

There was a heavy silence in the room as if Detective Marsh had to process the evil that had been committed there.

"Will's right," Valerie said, turning her attention away from the body. "But there's more to it than some morbid fantasy. Tobias Masley wants to feel himself punishing his victims, and that's harder to do when they are alive. He also didn't have the time here to tie John Malcolm up first. He's not stupid; he's highly intelligent. He knows that the longer he stays with a victim, the more likely we are to catch up with him."

Valerie walked back into the hall and fetched the trophy from the shelf. When she returned, she held up the gold-plated figurine. "It's a teaching award," she explained. "Going by the plaque, it was presented to John Malcolm in recognition of his years of dedication to education." She paused for a moment and added, "Looks like it was his reward for all of his hard work."

"He was a teacher," she said softly, her voice filled with admiration. "And I have no doubt that he was connected to Tobias Masley somehow."

"We're looking into that," the detective said.

Valerie nodded. "Years ago, when Tobias was first on a murder spree, he targeted educators. We never quite got down to the reason why."

"What were your conclusions back during the original case?" Will asked.

"You have to remember," Valerie explained, "I was only supposed to be going from door to door doing inquiries on the case back then. I built a profile and used it to see things the investigation team didn't. But I was still green back then, and I don't know how helpful the old profile is going to be."

She shook her head, feeling the hopelessness of it all. "All we can do is find out who had connections with Tobias Masley in say, a twenty-mile radius. Look for educators, tutors, teachers, that sort of thing. Then put them under watch and hope to catch him before he kills again."

"Thanks, Agent Law," Detective March said with sincerity. "That's a big help."

"There's one thing though, Val," Charlie said. "And it's really bothering me."

"Oh?"

"Look, we're chasing his tail right now. You think that your visit might have somehow triggered him to escape when he did, correct?" Charlie asked.

Valerie nodded.

"Well," he continued. "What if he knew you were in the local area?"

"He's not wrong, you know," the detective said.

"I don't think we have to worry about that," Valerie said.

"Val," Charlie said sternly, "you were the agent who put him away, and you recently visited him, so you'll be fresh in his mind. He could very well see you as the person responsible for everything that's happened to him. Now, if you take that need for revenge, all of it bottled up these past few years, what's to say he doesn't find out you're in the area and then comes after you?"

Valerie knew deep down that Charlie was right. Serial killers often had narcissistic personalities. They blamed everyone else for their problems, and Valerie might very well have had a target painted on her head. In Tobias's mind at least.

Charlie wouldn't let up, "I might not be an expert at profiling killers, Val, but I've caught enough of them to know that they often revisit scenes of their crimes to relive the pleasure of the kill. You've said so yourself. Masley could quite easily have watched as we moved from place to place, and he might have seen you. That could have changed his plans."

"And what do we do with that sort of information?" Valerie asked. "Just pack up and call it a day?"

"I'm not saying that, Val," his tone became softer, "but look at how some have reacted to you around here. People know you caught him; they pay attention to that. He might just want to pay a different kind of attention. You could be his ultimate victim."

"Charlie does have a point," Will interjected. "If revenge is his motive ..."

"We don't know that's his motive," Valerie said. "I appreciate the concern, but right now, we're floating a lot of ideas around. I promise I'll be careful."

"Do you have everything you need from here?" Detective March asked. 

"Yes, Detective," Valerie said. "We really appreciate you giving us this time. And ..."

"I'll be discreet," he said. "But why don't you liaise with the FBI agents who are investigating the case right now?"

"It's a long story," Charlie said. "Is there any chance you could furnish us with a list of people who had any connection with Tobias Masley in the area?"

"I'm afraid not," he said. "I think this is as far as I can help. Sorry, but I don't want to be pulled up in front of my boss for handing out information."

"I understand," Valerie said.

"But Val, we—" Charlie clearly wasn't ready to let it go so quickly.

"No, it's fine," she said, giving him a knowing nod. She was conveying that an idea had formulated in her head, and Charlie caught on, fast.

"Thank you, Detective March," Valerie said. "I really appreciate you doing what you did."

Valerie left the body behind, sitting in the armchair, the poor man's eyes still open and glassy. She walked through the hall, trying not to catch the gaze of the people in the photographs. Then she was out into the street, the morning sun now lighting the world around her.

"What are we going to do?" Charlie asked as he and Will caught up with Valerie. "We need that list of people Masley is connected to. Without it, I don't see what other leads we have."

"John Malcolm, the victim in there," Valerie said, "he's a teacher. Or was one. I saw in one of the photographs a school name. Marrington High School. It stuck out like a sore thumb."

"Masley went there?" Will asked.

"Exactly," she said. "I remember it because one of the victims from his original crime spree was someone who worked there in the evenings."

"The evenings?" Will asked. "So, not a teacher then?"

"Oh, she was a teacher," Valerie explained. "But she did part-time drama classes after school in their amphitheater. She was quite popular in the area, but Masley got hold of her ..." Valerie sighed, trying to remove the images of the crime scene from her mind. 

"She ..." Valerie continued, "… we found her hanging from the rafters of a nearby church she attended."

"Okay," Charlie mused out loud. "If John Malcolm taught at Marrington High School, and Masley has killed a drama teacher from there as well, does that mean he attended the school?"

"No," Valerie said. "He didn't. That was the mystery at the time. The agents who were heading up the investigation back then didn't listen to my ideas. I tried to tell them that there was a deep connection between the dead drama teacher and Masley."

"What were the lead agents thinking, instead?" Charlie asked.

"They thought Masley was moving through the area and beginning to kill opportunistically," Valerie said. "But I'm telling you Charlie, I'd bet my shoes on it that Masley was killing people he knew."

"And now John Malcolm is dead," Will said. "We should go to Marrington High School and see if anyone else has an idea about a connection."

"Agent Law!" a voice shouted from the doorway of John Malcolm's home.

It was Detective March. He ran across the street to the police tape, where Valerie and the others now stood.

Valerie felt the anticipation as the detective rushed over to her. A mix of dread and curiosity swirled around in her mind.

"What's wrong?" Charlie asked.

"We've just received reports that a woman was attacked by someone matching Masley's description," he said. "Not far from here on Mason's Avenue."

"Let's go," Valerie said.

"Wait," Will said confidently, "we don't have the might of the FBI behind us, Valerie. We need to cover as much ground as we can as quickly as we can."

"Split up?" Charlie asked. "I don't like the sound of that, not while Masley might take the chance to attack Valerie."

“We have to, otherwise whichever lead is most important could slip through our fingers,” Will said.

“I don't like it at all,” Charlie said, sticking to his guns.

Detective March sighed. "Look, I ... I can't let you go around asking questions at a school. I'll go with Agent Law if you'd like. That way, I can make sure no feathers are ruffled, and I don't get angry calls from the School Board. And you know, Agent Carlson, that your partner at least has back up on site."

"Thank you, Detective," Valerie said, knowing very well that she could look after herself. But she knew Charlie and Will were so concerned with her wellbeing that they wouldn't drop the issue. So, she decided to take the detective's offer.

"We'll go check out this attack," Valerie said.

"No ..." Charlie looked gravely serious. "Please, Val. Let Will and I go. You and Detective March go and chase that other lead."

"I'm not chasing a lead," the detective interjected. "I can't help with your investigation, but I will escort you, Agent Law, for now. Truth be told, I'm interested to know where you are going."

"We're going to Marrington High School," Valerie said. "They'll be opening soon."

"Let's go, Will," Charlie said.

"Stay safe, Valerie," Will said softly.

"You, too, Will."

Valerie watched as Charlie and Will ran off to their car to find out about the attacker a few streets away.

In the back of her mind, she dreaded watching them drive off. She felt as though she had sent them into dangerous territory, and knowing Masley, there was always the chance that they wouldn't come back.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Charlie and Will drove off in a hurry. The engine roared as they sped down the street, cutting corners and mounting sidewalks if there was a chance to get ahead. 

Will glanced over at Charlie with concern. He had never seen him drive so recklessly before, but he knew that Charlie was just trying to do his best with the situation. 

"Hey, slow down!" Will shouted above the noise of the car engine. "You're going too fast!" 

Charlie glanced back at Will in surprise, then quickly looked back at the road. He slammed on the brakes and pulled over to the side of the street, narrowly avoiding a collision with an oncoming bus. 

He sighed heavily and put his head against the steering wheel for a moment before turning around to face Will again. "I'm sorry," he said softly. "I just want to find Masley as soon as possible." 

Will nodded in understanding, feeling relieved that Charlie had finally come to his senses and stopped driving so dangerously. 

"I understand, Charlie," Will said. "You really think he's going to go after Valerie if he knows she's here?"

Charlie sighed, looking at the wheel. "I have a bad feeling, Will. It's like ... something back on one of my tours in Afghanistan. Sometimes you'd go out and you could feel it almost in the air."

"Feel what?" Will inquired.

"Death."

Will looked at Charlie for a few seconds, then shook his head. "We're all under a lot of stress right now," he said. "The worst thing we can do is rush into things without thinking." 

"I know, I know," he said. "It's just ... last night, I was looking through some of Valerie's old notes on Masley that she gave me. And it just hit me. The Child."

"Ah, yes," Will said. It was starting to make sense to him now. He'd observed Charlie since they had arrived at Billings, and he knew that something was bothering him. "The voice in Masley's head that he talked about after his arrest. The Child converses with him."

"It's his conscience," Charlie added. "It's the piece of him that's been pushed so far down that it struggles to speak to him when he's going to do something terrible."

Charlie put his foot on the gas and started driving again.

"And this idea of the Child, it upsets you?" Will asked as they turned around a street corner on their way to Mason's Avenue where someone had been attacked.

"Do you think ..." Charlie hesitated. "It doesn't matter ..."

"Charlie," Will said in a calm voice, "you can talk to me about anything, and it's best to get it off of your chest."

"Do you think," repeated Charlie, "that a kid can have that good part of them, and then ... it gets pushed away by life? He ends up repressing it with something worse? A ... a darkness or a bitterness? Maybe brought on by a traumatic event."

"Charlie," Will said, "are you talking about Masley's split personality, manifesting partially as a conscientious child, or are we talking about your son, Richard?"

"Yeah ... Richard."

The car continued down a suburban street at full speed, but with less volatility now that Charlie seemed to be getting himself under control.

"You told me you were worried about Richard the other day," Will said. "That you were worried that he had been scarred by the thugs that broke into the house to find your brother. But I sense something else happened."

"It did," Charlie said grimly. "Something else did happen."

"Go on ..."

"I ... I don't know," Charlie said. "Angela is worried what might happen if anyone finds out. I promised her I wouldn't tell anyone."

Will could feel the struggle in his voice. He'd never seen Charlie like that before. He'd always been so together. For the first time, Will saw loose thread, and if someone pulled hard enough, his friend would fall apart at the seams.

"If you do tell me," Will said, "it can be as a therapist and not as your partner. Then I am duty bound to guard your privacy."

"Okay ... It's ..." Charlie turned the corner and clammed up. "Here we are, look."

The car was now on Mason's Avenue—a long, straight road with businesses lining both sides of the street. Up ahead, a patrol car was parked, its lights still flashing.

Charlie parked the car. "This can wait until later," he said. "We need to focus on Masley. What the hell?"

Up ahead, Will saw people running away from the street, as though something terrible was chasing them. 

Charlie left the car without hesitation and without Will having an opportunity to prod further. Taking a deep breath, Will followed him towards the police car out into the still early morning.

 

***

 

Charlie quickly made his way towards the sidewalk with Will by his side. He was troubled by the people he had seen running from the scene. They had looked frightened. He was also troubled by the chat he had just had with Will. Charlie took his promise to his wife seriously. And he had nearly broken it by telling Will what had really happened with Richard.

Now was not the time to delve into his own mental wounds. He was entering a crime scene, and it was an active one. Masley was near; he could feel it.

Charlie could see the fluorescent light bulb flickering atop the convenience store beneath the gray morning sky. Right next to it was a dilapidated laundromat, its windows lined with grime and dirt. He heard faint cries of anguish emanating from its dull, gray walls. 

As he got closer, he made out a woman's body, crumpled on the tiled floor inside. She was soaking in sweat and tears, her face contorted in pain. Streaks of blood were smeared onto her dress, and her eyes were fixed in a state of terror. Masley hadn't had time to finish his work. She was alive.

A young policewoman was kneeling beside the woman, holding her hand.

"My God," Will said. "Do you think she is all right?"

"Which one?" Charlie grimaced, noticing the panicked face on the police officer.

They entered, and the policewoman looked up, her eyes wide in shock as she held the hand of the lady on the ground. 

She suddenly became alert when she spotted Charlie. "Out! Both of you, get out!" she commanded.

Charlie reached into his pocket and flashed his FBI badge. "I'm Agent Charlie Carlson," he said. "We've been looking for Tobias Masley."

The policewoman’s expression changed to one of relief as she took in the sight of the badge. "Thank God you're here," she said. "I'm waiting on an ambulance for Maggie here."

Maggie was hyperventilating on the floor. Her blue dress had a large streak of blood across it.

Charlie could tell she was a rookie. Her uniform was immaculate, and her hands were trembling. But despite her fear, she had managed to comfort the victim in such a short time. 

"You're doing great," Charlie said with a reassuring smile. "We'll take it from here."

She nodded and stepped back, allowing Charlie to approach the victim, Maggie. He knelt down beside her on the cold floor and took a deep breath. "Maggie, it's okay," he said softly. "You're safe now. I'm Charlie. This is Will." 

Maggie looked up with teary eyes. She was trembling, but she managed to nod in agreement. 

"Where are you hurt?" Charlie asked gently, his voice full of compassion. 

Maggie pointed towards her arm, and Charlie pulled up her sleeve carefully, revealing a deep gash that ran across her forearm. It was still bleeding heavily, and it had already started to bruise around the edges. Charlie felt his heart sink as he saw the wound; Masley was unhinged, but now he was being sloppy. That meant more people would get hurt.

Will was standing nearby, watching intently. He seemed to be thinking of something and then he suddenly stepped forward and began unbuttoning his shirt. 

"What are you doing?" Charlie asked, confused. 

Will smiled and grabbed the bow tie from around his neck. "We need something to stop the bleeding," he said softly as he wrapped it around Maggie's arm gently. "There," he said, adjusting it carefully. "That should do it." 

Maggie looked up at him with grateful eyes and nodded in agreement. Will smiled back and patted her shoulder reassuringly before stepping back away from her. 

Charlie took a deep breath and looked back at Maggie. "It's not life-threatening," he said gently. "But you need to stay calm, okay? You're going to be just fine." 

Maggie nodded again, and Charlie smiled, relieved that she was taking his advice. 

Charlie's heart dropped. "Maggie, tell me what happened," he said, his voice strong and alert. 

Maggie began, her gaze distant and her voice unsteady, "I was at the laundromat when I saw a man come in and start taking some of the clothes. I went to stop him but he ... he stabbed me in the arm. I thought he was going to kill me." 

"I'm so sorry that happened," Charlie said, his voice filled with sadness. "Did you get a good look at him?"

"It happened so fast," Maggie said, trembling. "But I remember his eyes. He ... he looked so angry. Then he smiled once he cut me. It was as if he was enjoying it."

Charlie glanced around the room and up at the corners of the ceiling. He nodded to the police officer still sitting beside him. "No security cams in here."

Charlie pulled out a picture from his inside pocket and showed it to the woman. "Maggie, could this have been the man who attacked you?"

Maggie started sobbing. "I think so. It happened so fast. But those eyes ..."

"Is that a photo of … Tobias Masley?" the police officer asked, her voice trembling. She couldn't believe what she was seeing in the photo. 

Charlie nodded grimly. "Yes, it is." He took a deep breath and looked back at Maggie. "Maggie, you have to stay in here until we can get an ambulance to come and get you. The officer here, Officer …?"

"Mendez," the police officer said.

"She'll stay with you. Keep you safe," Charlie said.

He stood up, his shadow long and menacing from the glints of sunlight passing through the laundromat windows. But Charlie rarely noticed his own imposing figure. Had he ever led a different life and been twisted by the things he had seen, he could have been as terrible as any night. But he always stayed true in his heart.

Two more police cars had just arrived at the scene. An aging police officer emerged from one of them and approached Charlie as he and Will left the laundromat.

Charlie showed his badge. "FBI. The victim is inside with one of your officers. She'll live, but she'll need to be put in touch with social services for counseling. We're ... liaising with Detective March. Anything you can tell me?"

"We got a report of a suspicious man running into a nearby play park," the officer said. "Looks like it might be our suspect and ... he fit the description of a killer who has escaped from prison. Tobias Masley."

"Tobias Masley is why we're here," Charlie said, clenching his jaw. "Point us in the right direction."

The officer nodded, and Charlie grabbed another police officer standing outside. "Let's move!"


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

"Stay frosty," Charlie said to the officers, drawing his gun. "Tobias Masley is more dangerous than anyone you're ever likely to meet."

They now moved as one, and Charlie kept looking over his shoulder to make certain that he wasn't leaving his partner and the accompanying officers behind. 

They jogged across a gray, suburban street, Will doing his best to keep up, until finally a small lane led them to an open field with a play park at its center. 

Stopping for a moment, Charlie gave the group a knowing glance. The officers nodded, and Charlie noticed in the eyes of the younger officer a look that was familiar to him. For a moment, he had a flash of being caught in a fire fight during one of his Afghanistan tours and seeing the frightened expressions in the young soldiers around him.

Charlie patted the younger officer on the shoulder. "Stay calm, remember you're an officer of the law. You have a duty; let it make you brave."

The officer nodded, almost smiling in gratitude.

As they pushed through the gates and into the park, Charlie could feel his own nerves wrapping around him with anticipation.

"Charlie," Will whispered next to him. "The ground."

Charlie looked down. Will was right. The grass was wet, and that meant tracks were more likely.

At first glance, there was no sign of anyone in the park, but then Charlie heard a rustling noise coming from behind some playground equipment. He motioned for one of the other officers to investigate while he took up position near the entrance ready to catch their suspect if he tried to make a run for it.

The officer came back a few seconds later with an agitated-looking man holding a young boy.

"What happened?" Charlie asked.

"Some guy with a knife in the park," the man said. "We hid in the bushes. Thank God you're here."

"Did you see which direction he went in?" Will asked.

"No, sorry. I was too busy trying to protect my kid."

"Of course," Will said before turning to Charlie and nodding.

"Officers, fan out across the park and see if there's any sign of him," Charlie said, before rushing off towards the center of the park.

Will followed. Charlie was studying the ground intently near a set of red swings.

"See anything?" Will asked.

"It's difficult, so many depressions in the mud." But Charlie knew one thing about Masley: if they were right about his desire to keep targeting people connected to him, then he wouldn't have hung around. He'd have rushed off.

Charlie was looking for deeper prints, those of an adult male, but ones that were gouged out of the ground, as if someone was running in a hurry. It didn't take long for him to find tracks exactly like those he had anticipated.

"Here!" he said to Will loudly. "They're heading off towards those trees. Keep behind me, Will."

"You don't have to ask me, twice. I'll try not to lose you this time like that case in Kansas."

Charlie remembered it well as it was only a matter of months earlier. They had been hunting for a killer in the Kerry County hills, only for them to have been separated in a mist. Will ended up with a broken arm when a man attacked him with a hammer. Thankfully, Charlie got there just in time.

Charlie now rushed off, following the tracks. They moved off towards a tree line, but as he approached, he noticed something. Amongst the trees was some sort of building. It was dilapidated, made out of gray stone.

"What is that?" Charlie said to Will.

"Looks like an old set of stables," Will said. "I've seen similar buildings before. This field must have housed horses a long time ago before it was turned into a public park."

Charlie shook his head. “That place gives Masley more cover if he's in there.”

"Do you think he is?" Will asked.

"The tracks lead straight towards it," Charlie said. "Will, I need you to stay here. Hang back while I investigate."

"Are you sure?" Will said. "I don't like the idea of leaving you alone in there."

He pointed to the collection of overgrown trees, their branches tangled together through years of neglect.

Truth be told, Charlie didn't like it either, but he wouldn't say that. In combat, he'd gotten used to inspiring those around him by showing his fearlessness. Maybe in his younger days that fearlessness was strong, but ever since he'd fallen in love, married, and had kids, the fear of life and what it can do to those who tread through its darker places had grown, insidious and acidic.

Charlie remembered there and then something his grandfather had said to him once when Charlie was twelve. He'd stood up to a bully in his neighborhood but was ashamed that he'd been frightened during the fight.

Bravery is being scared but still doing what's right, his grandfather had told him.

He gripped his revolver tightly. "Wait here, Will," he said in a low voice and moved forward.

Charlie crept through the woods, taking cover between the trees. He kept his eyes open and his ears alert, listening for any sound that might give away Masley's position. He moved slowly but surely closer to the old stable building, with its broken windows and unhinged doors. It was eerily silent—too silent for comfort. 

And there it was. The first sign. A small, insignificant movement. Charlie had heard it, though most others wouldn't have. Someone was inside.

Moving onto the ground, trying to avoid the broken windows so that Masley couldn't see him coming, Charlie crawled along the wet undergrowth and then made it to the nearest wall of the stables.

Then he listened again. On the cusp of his abilities, he was certain he could hear someone breathing from the other side of the wall. As Charlie felt a surge of adrenaline, he tried to calm his nerves with his own breathing and then he turned the corner to the open doorway of the stables.

He cautiously stepped into the shadows of the building, pressing himself against one of its walls as he made his way around it. His heart pounded in his chest like a drum as he looked around for any sign of movement or life within.

He could see now that Will was right; the place was an old set of stables. The interior was rundown and in disrepair, with hay strewn across the floor from years of neglect, and dust and cobwebs were hanging from the rafters. It smelled musty and damp, like an old barn that hadn't been opened for years. Near his feet, Charlie saw the encrusted remains of what once was a small rodent. 

The stalls were empty, their doors askew or completely removed from their hinges, but there was something about the air inside that made Charlie's skin crawl—something he couldn't quite put his finger on. He felt a chill run down his spine as he surveyed the room; it seemed like more than just the cold had settled there.

This is a place where things come to die, he thought, glancing around nervously. There was only one way to deal with the dangers of the darkness: To meet them head on.

"I'm an FBI agent," he said loudly to the gloom. "I'm armed, and I will shoot if you try anything."

Charlie then listened. Now, there was no sound. Nothing. 

All right, Charlie thought. I'll come to you, then.

Stepping forward, Charlie moved further towards the stalls, his eyes quickly adjusting to the darkness as best as they could. Slowly but surely, he moved, letting his ears guide him to the dangers which lurked nearby.

Each step took him past one stall and then to another. Empty. Empty. Empty. Empty.

Until, finally, he was standing at the final stall.

There's nowhere left to run, he thought. Whether that was for himself or the killer, he did not know. Charlie felt in his bones that one day he would step into such a dark place and come out in a body bag. He just hoped it wasn't that day.

He moved quickly into the final stall, but the only thing that greeted him was a cold draft of air poking its way through a small hole in the nearest wall.

Damn, he thought. He's made it out somehow.

But how? 

Charlie couldn't see any easy escape. In fact, he could see no possible escape route at all. If the killer had left the building, Charlie was certain that he would have had to have passed him through the doorway out of the stables.

Then... Charlie's mind searched for the only viable solution. He peered down at the floor and looked for any sign of a hatch. The floor was covered in a layer of dust, grime, and what looked like rat droppings. But the floor was wooden. 

There could have been a trapdoor into a cellar.

Charlie kept looking until, finally, he saw a thin outline on the floor next to the back left corner of the room. The floorboards there didn't quite fit together properly, giving away their true purpose. They had been cut at some point and placed back down.

Moving forward in the grim light, Charlie reached the floorboards and ran his fingers along the rough edges. 

A trapdoor, he smirked to himself. 

That smirk did not last long. A flash came to him of being on a mission during the war to find a group of bandits who had been terrorizing a few local villages. He and three of his squad had tracked them down to a farmhouse up on a mountain ridge. 

Charlie remembered watching as his friend and partner, a man named Lance Somersby, reached down to lift a hatch inside the farmhouse. Charlie tried to shout to warn him, but it had been too late. A booby trap tripped, and Lance Somersby disappeared from that room in a cloud of dust.

A shiver ran up Charlie's spine.

This isn't Afghanistan, he thought and steadied his nerves. 

He pulled at the trapdoor edges with his fingertips and the wood came up.

Down underneath was a darkened crawl space. But something was wrong. As Charlie had pulled up the wooden beams, he had noticed a puff of dust coming up with them. It was sawdust and other grit that had made its way into the tiny gaps of the trapdoor's edge.

This thing hasn't been opened for years, he thought.

And that was when he heard the creak. 

"Clever," Charlie said out loud as he looked up instead of down and saw a dim, pale face staring down at him from the roof rafters.

He tried to get off a shot, but it was too late. The attacker had already leapt from the beam above. His foot struck out and caught Charlie in the face.

Falling onto his back as dust kicked up from the stable floor, Charlie let out a gasp of air as the wind was knocked from him.

"Charlie!" a muffled cry sounded from outside among the trees. Will had clearly heard the shout.

The man bore down on Charlie now, and he fought for the gun in Charlie's hand. 

His training told him he was not at a disadvantage by being underneath his attacker. If it had been hand to hand only, Charlie would have been able to use his Jiu Jitsu training to guard against his attacker's strikes, but suddenly a cold chill ran through his blood.

In the dim light, Charlie saw the outline of a rusted blade. An old machete or cleaver that no doubt had been used to prune the encroaching bushes and trees around the stables long ago.

Charlie knew as he grappled with the man that he only had a brief moment of life left before the blade was either buried into him or used to cut the gun from his grip. 

From the angle they struggled, Charlie couldn't get a shot off at the man. Instead, he heaved as much as he could against the weight on top of him, just enough to find an angle to hit something else.

As the man brought the blade down towards Charlie's chest, Charlie fired two shots. They struck a load bearing beam up above them that was rotten through, and part of the metal sheeting used for the roof came down, clattering both the man and Charlie. Quickly, an even louder crash sounded as half of the stables came clattering down all around them.

Charlie gasped for air, his chest compressed by the weight of his attacker's body and the metal from above.

He tried to move his arm to get some leverage and crawl out, but he was pinned.

For a moment, there was only the sound of dust settling all around, and Charlie questioned if this really was it. The end of things for him.

But then, footsteps.

"In here!" Will shouted.

"It doesn't look safe," a police officer yelled. "What's left of the building could come down on top of us. We'll need to call in a structural—"

But the man never finished that sentence.

"To hell with that!" shouted the stuffy academic.

Charlie smiled in the darkness at the sound of his friend entering the building on his own and pulling at the rubble nearby. It was a comforting thought as he finally lost consciousness.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Valerie sat in the passenger seat of Detective March's car. They hadn't said much during the drive, and Valerie herself was intrigued by the marked change in the landscape. She couldn't believe how much the world had changed in just a short twenty-minute drive.

They were heading to Marrington, a place Valerie had visited seven years prior. A place Valerie had wanted to leave well and truly in the past. It was the scene of one of Tobias Masley's most brutal murders.

Now, Masley had killed yet again, and his latest victim was another person connected with the town.

Detective March drove them through the countryside, the sun peeking out from behind the large mountains that surrounded them. The landscape was beautiful; tall pine trees and slumbering bushes lined the winding roads, and it seemed as if time had stood still in this part of the world, caught in the grips of a winter not ready yet to yield to spring. 

Valerie felt a building tension in the air. It was as if the silence inside that car was a thick block of ice waiting to be cracked open.

And it was Detective March who broke it.

"I still don't get why we didn't rush to that other scene?" The detective said, keeping his eyes trained on the road.

"Call it professional courtesy," Valerie said.

"And what does that mean?" The detective asked.

"It means that Charlie was intent on keeping me away from coming face to face with Tobias Masley."

"Do you believe that Tobias Masley will come for you?" The detective asked, prodding further.

Valerie thought for a moment. She and Charlie had been through a lot together. In fact, she had come to realize that she had been through more with Charlie by her side than any other single human being in her life.

"When it comes to danger," Valerie said, trying to be careful with her words, "Charlie is the person I trust most in the world. That doesn't mean we don't have disagreements. I'm not convinced the killer has a vendetta against me, but for once, I decided to go against my gut. I'm not sure why."

"It seems to me," the detective said, taking a turn off of the main highway and heading deep into a forest, "that you're not really going against your gut. It feels like you are actually going precisely where you intended."

For a moment, Valerie was reminded of the intense conversations she had with Sheriff Carter back in Kansas during another case. She had found herself opening up to him in a way that surprised even her. But she had no such deep connection to Detective March. And because of this, she started to clam up.

"I remember this road," she said, changing the topic. "Marrington is just down here, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is," the detective said.

It was as if with those words, the forest parted, revealing a huge sprawling shoreline. It was the Broomlin Lake shoreline, and along it, Valerie could see that the list covered Marrington.

At the sight of its pretty townhouses, dotting the sloping hill that crested behind the town, Valerie let out an audible gasp. It was an involuntary reaction, and one which revealed the deep trauma Valerie felt when visiting an old case.

She said no more to the detective and watched through the windscreen as they negotiated the quiet roads of the town until coming to a stop outside the grounds of Marrington High School.

Without delay, Valerie departed the car and headed for the entrance of the educational building. She strolled across the paved playground before arriving at the school's main entrance.

As the building neared, Valerie felt its red brick façade burning into her mind. Memories of the death which occurred there years before haunted her thoughts like a Gothic menace.

"Wait up, Agent Law," Detective March said, rushing up behind her. "If I knew any better, I'd think you didn't want me here."

Valerie sighed. "I'm sorry, Detective March," she said, "but when people's lives are at stake, I sometimes forget my manners. I hope you'll bear with me."

"Ah well," he said with a smile. "It's actually nice to meet someone who is as forthright as I am. Lead the way."

Valerie nodded and stepped into the school's main reception area. It was a large, open hall which seemed to stretch on for miles. The walls were painted in a bright, welcoming yellow, and the floor was made of polished marble. A woman in her fifties stood behind a reception desk, and she smiled warmly as Valerie and Detective March entered. 

"Welcome to Marrington High School," she said cheerfully. "How can I help you?"

Valerie stepped forward and pulled out her FBI badge, showing it to the receptionist. Her face was stern and serious as she spoke. "Please remain calm. Everything will be okay, but I'm here investigating the recent escape of Tobias Masley from prison," Valerie said firmly. "He may not be in the area, so I don't want to cause a panic, but I'd like to ask around if anyone has seen anything suspicious lately." 

The receptionist's eyes went wide with shock. "Oh my goodness," she said, her hand going up to her throat instinctively. "Do you think he's really here? I ..." She began to sob slightly. 

Valerie suddenly felt a pang of sympathy for the receptionist. She looked so frightened and vulnerable that it was hard not to feel sorry for her. 

"I'm sorry," Valerie said gently. "This must be very hard for you." She paused, then added, "Were you here when Miss Danson was killed at the school seven years ago?"

The receptionist nodded and wiped a tear from her eye. "Yes," she said quietly. "Miss Danson and I were friends." She sniffed, then added, "My name is Mrs. Wilson." 

Valerie smiled warmly at the woman. "Thank you for your help, Mrs. Wilson," she said kindly. "We'll do our best to catch Masley and make sure no one else gets hurt. We don't want to cause panic. It's doubtful that he's here, but we ... we're sorry to inform the school that John Malcolm has been murdered."

Mrs. Wilson gasped and sat down in shock. Tears streaked down her face as she cried out, "It's happening again!"

Valerie nodded solemnly, her heart aching for the woman. She had seen this kind of fear and sadness before, years ago, and now it was like a record, playing the same terrifying tune all over again. 

Suddenly, a balding man in a suit stepped out of an office nearby. He looked at Mrs. Wilson with concern and asked, "Are you okay?" His voice was gentle and comforting yet authoritative. 

Mrs. Wilson nodded slowly and wiped away her tears. "I'm fine," she said quietly. "Agent Law is here with the FBI. They have some ... terrible news, Principal Campbell. It's about Tobias Masley." 

The principal's face turned ashen. He gestured for Valerie and Detective March to follow him into his office. Valerie got the distinct impression that he didn't want anyone to hear. 

As soon as they were in the cold, sterile office, the principal directed them to two hard-backed chairs in front of his desk and fixed Valerie with a piercing stare. "So, what is this about?" His voice was barely above a whisper, but the underlying authority was unmistakable.

Valerie cleared her throat and glanced at Detective March before continuing, "We believe Tobias Masley has escaped from prison and could possibly be in the area. I don't want to cause panic, but I regret to inform you that he may have killed John Malcolm, a retired teacher who once worked at Marrington High School. I'm terribly sorry. But we're here now and can offer protection for the school and its staff and students." 

The principal's face fell, and his eyes widened with shock. "My goodness," he said softly, shaking his head. He looked away for a moment, then added, "This is terrible news ... I'll make sure the teachers are informed right away. Should we evacuate the school?"

Detective March shook his head. "No, I don't think that's necessary," he said firmly. "We don't know for certain that Masley is even here. We should post some officers to the school just to be on the safe side, but evacuation could cause panic, and I'd rather avoid that if possible." 

Valerie nodded in agreement. "I think that's a good idea. We don't want to cause unnecessary alarm." She paused for a moment before adding, "It's unlikely that students are at risk. Given that Masley killed the drama teacher, Miss Danson, years ago and now John Malcolm, it's likely that if he goes for anyone, it will be the teaching staff."

The principal sighed and ran a hand through his thinning hair before letting out a wry smirk. "That doesn't exactly fill me with confidence."

"You weren't here during Tobias Masley's last killing spree, were you Principal Campbell?" Valerie asked.

The principal sighed sadly. "No," he muttered. "I believe that not having the support of his superiors was what forced my predecessor out of his position. He struggled with the emotional aftermath of what Masley had done."

"It's unlikely then," Valerie continued, "that you would have any idea why Masley is targeting the school?"

He sighed. "I don't. I'm sorry I can't be more useful. I can check if he ever attended here for you, but I think I would have known that by now."

"No, it's okay," Valerie said. "I investigated that line of inquiry a long time ago. He never came here. But there must be a reason why he has now killed two teachers. One hosting evening classes, and the other retired, years apart. You don't know of any connection John Malcolm might have had with Tobias Masley outside of the school?"

"Again, no," he said. "I'm not someone who believes in protecting the school from scandals. I'd tell you if I knew. I worked with John very briefly. He seemed like a nice person, but I never got to know him very well. He retired when I was only a few months in the job. 

"You might want to ask Mr. Portsmouth, he's a geography teacher here. If memory serves, I think he and John were quite close. At least when they were working together."

Detective March nodded. "That's a good lead," he said. He then turned to the principal and said, "We'll need to assign some officers to the school while we investigate this further. We'll have them monitor the area and look out for any suspicious activity." 

Principal Campbell nodded solemnly. "Of course," he said, his face grim. "I'd like to request that they be discreet and not draw attention to their presence here if possible." 

Detective March smiled reassuringly. "Don't worry, sir," he said. "We'll make sure they're as unobtrusive as possible." He stood up, and Valerie did the same.

“Would you like me to call Mr. Portsmouth down to meet you?”

“No,” Detective March said. “We can go to his class if that's okay with you.”

“Yes,” the principal said. “My secretary can give you directions. She should have a list of where each teacher currently is.”

"Thank you, Principal Campbell," she said with a smile. "Your help has been invaluable." 

The principal nodded, his expression still grim. "I hope you catch Masley soon," he said softly. "I don't want to think of him running loose around Marrington High School." 

Valerie nodded. "We will," she said, her voice firm. She then turned to Detective March. "Let's go," she said. 

Valerie stepped out of the office and turned to the receptionist who was still at her desk in the hallway. "Where can I find Mr. Portsmouth the geography teacher?" she asked.

"Let me see," the receptionist replied, looking something up on what looked like some sort of rota. "You should be able to find him doing some marking in his classroom right now; he doesn't have a class until 11. It's just up those stairs to the back of the main building. Room 27."

Detective March nodded in thanks. "We'll go look for him now."

"Thank you," Valerie said, and the two investigators walked up the marble stairs, their footsteps echoing out.

"I never much liked school," Detective March whispered as they walked up the stairs together.

"Being a detective, I'd have thought you enjoyed rules?" Valerie asked.

"The exact opposite," the detective said quietly. "I was out of control when I was a kid. But sometimes it takes a criminal to catch a criminal."

"Very true," Valerie said.

She was about to explain a paper she had read during her studies at the FBI about that very approach to problem solving. That getting someone with inside knowledge about how criminals acted often would bear fruit. But she stopped dead in her tracks instead.

Looking along the corridor, she could see something at the end of it. There was a crimson liquid lying on the polished floor, and it had run out from underneath a closed door. Valerie felt an ice-cold chill run through her blood. A mix of apprehension and anger swelled within.

She knew instinctively that it was Mr. Portsmouth's door, and that Tobias Masley had gotten to him first.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Valerie looked at the blood on the floor and pulled out her gun; the detective followed suit.

"He's here," Valerie said. "Keep your eyes peeled. He's smart. Always looking for a way to outthink the people chasing him."

She walked, trying not to rush towards the pool of blood. She had to push down the urge to run to the closed door, to see if she could help whoever was hurt. That was a sure-fire way to find yourself in trouble, to find yourself face to face in an ambush with a brutal killer.

Valerie moved to the closed door. 

Room 27: Geography

The sign proved Valerie's suspicions right. She placed her ear up against the door and listened. Inside, she could hear something moving. 

She wished Charlie was there. With his hearing, he'd have been able to tell more. What Valerie could make out was the sound of someone breathing heavily.

She'd heard that sound before. There was no time to wait. She had to act.

Standing up, she leaned back and then kicked at the door. The handle splintered, and Valerie charged bravely into the room. 

Inside was a typical teacher's office, filled with files and homework needing marked.

On the floor was the body of a man. He had been stabbed.

"Jesus!" Detective March said, leaning down to tend to the man. 

Valerie watched, listening to the man's breathing. That was the sound she'd heard before. The sound of someone unconscious, breathing heavily, almost like a loud staggering snore. 

Detective March pointed to a window. It was open.

"Go!" Detective March said. "I've got this." He applied pressure to a wound on the man's side.

Valerie rushed to the window and looked out. Up above, she saw a man climbing up a pipe and pulling himself into a window in the next floor.

She turned back inside and told Detective March, "I'm going up to the next floor. I think Masley is there!"

Valerie ran out of the room like a demon possessed. She could almost taste the capture ahead. She was like a lion chasing down its prey, and she would not be stopped.

Gun in hand, she rushed along the corridor towards the marble staircase, which ran up the center of the high school building, spreading out on each level like a web.

Valerie looked up the staircase and leaped onto its steps. The impact of her shoes on the marble echoed out. The sound accompanied her as she tore ahead and ran further upward.

But as was the way with Valerie's mind, in the heat of danger, it offered her a lifeline. She suddenly realized there was another sound. It was the sound of a second set of footsteps.

She looked up the staircase and saw that, not one floor above, but one above that, there was a shadowy figure in the stairwell heading higher and higher.

Valerie knew instinctively where Tobias Masley was heading. During his original arrest seven years previous, it had ended with the two of them dangling off a rooftop. 

His instincts when escaping had not changed.

Valerie pushed the dread of that memory away and moved further up the stairs.

"Tobias!" she shouted as she moved.

The man above halted for a second, before continuing up again.

"You know it's me!" Valerie shouted. "I'm the one you want. I'm here. Come and get me!"

The shadowy figure did not say anything. And it was moving further and further upward, until it reached the top level and disappeared through a set of double doors.

Valerie was close behind by this point and reached the plateau of the top level. She momentarily looked down to see how far she had come. 

Again, the memory of dangling from the roof during the original arrest flashed through her mind like a ghost haunting its victim.

Now was the time to be careful. Valerie took a deep breath and headed between the doors, holding out her revolver in front of her.

"FBI! Everyone stay in their rooms!" Valerie shouted as she passed the packed classrooms on either side of her.

At the end of the corridor, she could see the man she was chasing.

"Tobias!" She screamed again.

This time, the man did indeed stop. He turned, and even from that distance, Valerie could feel his icy stare burrowing into her.

"Don't make me kill you," Valerie said pointing her gun along the corridor.

"You won't shoot me," Tobias said. "After all, this is all your fault anyway."

"How do you make that calculation?" Valerie asked, dreading the answer.

"You put me in prison," Tobias said mockingly. "And it was your visit that released me. You gave me a taste for the outside world and what I would do once out there. You shouldn't have done that. Tut tut."

Valerie's heart sank. She worried that one of her worst fears was true, but it could just have been that Tobias was playing with her, trying to get into her head. Nonetheless, she felt that guilt. She felt her visit had started something, and it ended in death. Death of innocents.

"There's nowhere to run, Tobias," Valerie said. "You're coming with me in handcuffs or a body bag. It's your choice."

Tobias let out a laugh. It was a laugh filled with menace and a bubbling, underbelly of madness. "As I said, Valerie," he chuckled. "You won't shoot."

"I will if I have to," Valerie said.

"You won't because ..." Tobias said, "… you won't get the chance."

Tobias suddenly lurched to the left with his hand and smashed it against a small, red box on the wall nearest him. Glass shattered onto the shiny, polished corridor floor.

Valerie knew what it was instantly; it was a fire alarm.

Suddenly, the entire school was smothered in the sound of the alarm, wailing as if the world were coming to an end.

In seconds, the doors opened to all the classrooms along the corridor, and a sea of young faces, teenagers in high school, fled out of each room. The teachers were trying to maintain order, but there was a real sense of panic in the air, as if the very presence of Tobias Masley had laced the environment with fear.

Valerie could almost taste it in the air.

She couldn't chance a shot. Not now. She gazed between the weaving, running figures of the children. For the briefest of seconds, she saw Tobias looking over his shoulder at Valerie and grinning at the end of the corridor as he moved away. It was a smile of victory. And that victory would now be to escape and continue killing.

In a moment of blurred children running past, Valerie could no longer see him, but she knew she had to keep searching. She pushed her way through the children, trying to get to the other stairwell that Valerie thought Masley must have escaped through. But it was impossible against the current of bodies moving against her. 

Valerie finally turned, defeated, and made her way back down the staircase out into the yard, the school outside filled with the children and the teachers. 

She looked all around, more in hope than anything else, but there was no sign of the killer. She knew from previous experience how fast and agile he was, and so she conceded that by the time she had made it down into the school yard, Tobias would already have vacated the area.

Sirens roared, not those of a fire engine responding to the fire alarm, but those of an ambulance Detective March must have called.

She knew now that the main concern was the safety of the victim, and so she brandished her badge and followed the medics inside.

Darkness raced through her mind, and in a daze, she knew one thing, and one thing only: She could have indeed shot Tobias Masley. She had a moment before he hit the alarm.

She had hesitated. 

Because of that, Valerie now knew other people would die. She would have to live with that mistake and hope that somehow, she could make up for it.

When Valerie reached Mr. Portsmouth's room, she watched as the medics took over. They put a tourniquet on his arm and readied him onto a stretcher.

"I think he'll live," Detective March said approaching Valerie, his hands covered in blood.

"What about Masley?" He asked.

Valerie shook her head mournfully. "He got away. I had him … and he got away."

Detective March sighed out loud. "I'm really sorry, Agent Law. I will have to let my superiors know what happened today. There's no way around it. Whatever problem you have with the FBI, they are going to know that you're here and that you were involved in an active chase of Tobias Masley."

Valerie's heart sank. She knew now that it was impossible to hide her presence from Heinlein. There was the very real possibility that she would be ordered out of the area, perhaps even suspended.

"Do you think Mr. Portsmouth will be able to answer any questions?" Valerie asked, hanging onto any silver lining she could.

"I doubt it," Detective March said. "He's lost a lot of blood and is barely conscious. But I managed to stop the bleeding, hopefully now that he is being taken to the hospital, he'll be okay."

Valerie was desperate to question the victim to see what connection he had to Masley, but that would have to wait until later.

It was then that her phone rang. She pulled out her cell phone and looked at the caller. It was Will. "Will? Are you okay?"

There was a pause for a moment, Valerie knew that meant bad news.

"I'm afraid Charlie's been hurt," Will said. "I think you need to come to Marrington Hospital right away. It wasn't Masley. But it is serious. We have the attacker in custody."

Valerie's mind swirled. Does Masley have an accomplice?

Guilt had a way of creeping up on Valerie. And now, it was doubling down. Not only was she filled with remorse for not apprehending Tobias Masley, but she was also now convinced that she had put Charlie, a partner and friend, in danger. 

I should have gone with them, she thought.

If anything happened to Charlie, she would never forgive herself.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Valerie didn't have any need to learn more. She even set aside her desire to find Masley, at least for the moment. All she cared about was Charlie and what had befallen him.

She rushed along the corridors of Marrington Hospital, a diminutive, little building, comprising just a few wards and a handful of doctors and nurses. She was concerned that Charlie wasn't going to get the best medical help, at least not the level of medical technology usually only available in the city.

Twisting and turning, she finally ended up in a small lobby outside of one of the wards and saw Will waiting there for her beneath the stark fluorescent lights of the hospital ceiling.

"Where is he!?" Valerie said in anticipation of the worst news.

"He's resting, Valerie," Will said.

"I need to see him," Valerie pleaded, tears in her eyes.

"He's just had some surgery," Will then explained.

"Surgery ... how bad?" Valerie asked.

"Here,” Will said, handing Valerie a paper cup of water.

"Will … How bad?" Valerie repeated herself.

"He's going to live," Will said. "But he will be off his feet for a few weeks. When the building collapsed on him, it broke one of his legs. The doctors had to pin it under anesthetic."

Valerie shook her head. "I knew I should have come with you both."

"Valerie," Will said in a tender voice, "you're always quick to take the guilt onto yourself. All that would have happened, had you been there, is that the roof of that old stable would have fallen on top of you too. Maybe the end result would have been much worse than for poor Charlie."

"Still," Valerie said, mournfully looking out the window, "I shouldn't have left you both."

"He's going to be okay," Will reassured her again. "That's the main thing."

"Tobias Masley must be using some form of transport," Valerie mused out loud. "He must have a car to be crossing the distance like this. I only just encountered him at the high school."

"Valerie," Will said sighing, "it wasn't Tobias that Charlie caught. It's another dead end. Someone on the offenders list who looked a little like Masley. He was badly hurt, too, though he'll live. But I don't think we can learn anything from him. He's completely disconnected from the Tobias Masley manhunt."

"I had Masley in my sights," Valerie said to Will. "I had him, Will. I had him right in the palm of my hand, but ... he got away."

"Was this at the high school?" Will asked.

"Yes," Valerie answered. "He'd attacked one of the teachers, Mr. Portsmouth."

"Do you think ..." Will said, tapping his temple with his finger. "Masley killed the drama teacher from that school years ago, and now he has returned and killed a retired teacher and attacked another. He must have a deep connection to Marrington High School."

"That's what I thought," Valerie said. "But he never attended that school, and I can't find any link. There must be a reason. Maybe if we find out what it is, it'll help us catch him."

"Valerie, do you think that we should continue pursuing this case?" Will asked forthrightly.

"We have to," Valerie said. "Heinlein is going to use Masley's escape against us. But if we quickly put him away, we can stop more deaths and save our bacon in the same breath."

"It's only two of us now," Will said. "Charlie isn't going to be coming anywhere with us for a while."

"I know," Valerie said. "But we have to keep going, Will. For Charlie, for all of us. This could very well be the last case we ever work on. Official or not, let's end it with Masley returning to prison."

Will looked at Valerie for a moment. Valerie felt self-conscious under his stare.

"Valerie, are you sure you're not making this more personal than it has to be?" Will asked. "Does Ahab have to get his whale?"

Valerie knew the comment immediately. Will had used it more than once. He always seemed concerned that Valerie would be consumed by her work. But she knew something Will did not. The work didn't consume her; it kept her together. If Charlie's leg was pinned together by a piece of surgical metal, she was held together by her career. 

Without it, she knew that she would descend all the more quickly into the same psychiatric illness her mother had. That was why she had to do everything she could to stop Arthur Heinlein from pulling the team apart. 

Valerie believed that the end of her participation in the Criminal Psychopathy Unit would be a death sentence for her sanity. 

"Valerie," Will said, "are you okay? You zoned out there for a second."

"Sorry, Will," Valerie said. "I've got a lot on my mind."

"Isn't that another reason to seriously consider leaving this one to the local law enforcement and the FBI agents who have actually been assigned?"

"No!" Valerie was now starting to get annoyed. "We can't. We've got to catch Masley. We've got to!"

"I'll follow wherever you need to go," Will said. "But if you want to stop at any time, I need you to know that it's okay. Every case doesn't have to end with a win, Valerie. Sometimes victory is simply seeing the next day."

Valerie knew Will was right. As long as there is life, there is hope. 

Deep down, Valerie worried that Will's hesitation came from knowing that, somehow, she had made a mistake. She wondered if he blamed her for Masley wanting to escape in the first place. She wondered if Will blamed her, too, for Charlie now being in a hospital bed.

She shook that thought away almost as quickly as it appeared. She knew Will wasn't like that, but she worried that if she messed up enough, his opinion of her would change over time. Will's opinion of Valerie mattered to greatly her. If she were honest about it, having his approval had become a surrogate for the father she never really had.

"We should wait until Charlie regains consciousness," Valerie said. "I don't want him waking up in a strange place without a friendly face there to greet him."

Will smiled affectionately. "Charlie knows you're with him. But if we have to catch Masley, we need to think about his connection to Marrington High School. What could it mean? We have to work out what Masley is up to. With his reasoning clear, if we can call it that, we might just be able to head him off at the pass before he claims another victim. There's no way he returned to the high school and attacked a teacher there without a compelling reason."

"Agreed," Valerie said. "I'm going to head back out to my car and look through the old files I have on Masley. Maybe there's something in there that can help us put this together."

"I'll let you know if Charlie wakes up," Will said softly.

Valerie nodded and then walked back out of the lobby into a corridor until she found herself at the hospital exit. She stared at the green and white lighting above the double doors and wondered for a moment if her life was truly about to change for the worse forever. Was she about to walk out of her career as an FBI agent through an exit from which she would never be able to return. 

There was no way Detective March's report wouldn't get back to Heinlein. How he would react to her involvement was uncertain. All she knew was that the response would be malevolent.

If this was going to be her last case, Valerie was going to do her utmost to bring it to a satisfying conclusion. To go out with a bang.

As she headed out into the parking lot, Valerie saw the clouds gathering above in the sky. She reached her car, opened the door, and then slipped inside. Hidden under the seat was a locked briefcase. She opened up the file that she had hidden there.

"I know the answer is in here somewhere. It's got to be," she said to herself, thinking back to Masley's pale grin in the busy corridor at the high school.

That flash unstuck something in Valerie's mind. She had kept it together, but now the pressure was starting to pull at the seams of her sanity again.

"You'll never find an answer," a horrid voice said from behind her in the back seat of the car.

She looked up filled with dread and saw, in the rearview mirror, the emaciated figure of her mother grinning at her, menace in her eyes.

Valerie blinked, and the image was gone. The back seat was cold and empty.

Panic was beginning to set in, running through the labyrinths of Valerie's mind. That encounter could mean only one thing: The hallucinations had returned.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Tobias Masley slipped between two houses, then emerged outside on a quiet, suburban street. It felt strange to be back in Marrington, a place he had sworn he would return one day but had long thought the possibility taken away by his imprisonment.

Turning around and looking over his shoulder, he could see back up to a hill in the distance on the outskirts of the town, the shape of Marrington High School.

Anger began to build within Masley at the sight of it. He hadn't been able to finish his work. He had wanted to kill Mr. Portsmouth. But instead, he had toyed with him first, and that blasted child in his head had distracted him long enough for Valerie Law to appear and interrupt his vengeance.

In the distance, Tobias could hear the sound of sirens.

"Fools," he said to himself. "Heading to the scene of the crime, when I, the Wolf, am going in the other direction."

He had such disdain for police officers. They were buffoons to Tobias Masley. They were a mere annoyance. But Agent Valerie Law, she was different. She had caught him years ago, and how he wished he had managed to throw her off that rooftop.

Years he had spent in that prison cell, thinking about how it had happened. How a rookie agent could have anticipated his moves so accurately. How had she tracked him down with almost clairvoyant ability? 

Those years had cemented in his mind that there was a deep connection to Valerie Law. And it was a connection that he despised. He'd happily wipe her out but making her suffer was a far more enjoyable proposition.

Then the audacity of her appearance. Seven years after incarceration, she had appeared at Marrington High School and stopped him from carrying out his plan, yet again. 

It made his blood boil.

Tobias was woken from his vengeful daze by footsteps nearby. He moved quickly in response, darting across the street and then sliding between two other houses, finding himself in a neglected back yard with some overgrown hedgerows and a dilapidated shed.

The shed reminded him of that wonderful place, his place in the woods. The place where he had found sanctuary as a child. The place he had recently visited to retrieve a list of great importance. A list of those who had wronged him.

He moved to the rear of this other shed, and then, making sure that no one was watching, rifled through his pockets, pulling out a piece of paper. It was yellowed and old, and upon it lay a list of names scribbled in Tobias's younger handwriting.

Tobias had promised himself that he would make them all pay, and it was a promise that he intended to keep, a gift for his younger self, so damaged by them. 

But now he knew that Valerie Law was involved in the investigation, and that she had thwarted him in his most recent attempts to claim a victim, he decided that a new name should be added to the list. A name that should take precedence over all others.

In his other pocket, he retrieved a pen and scrawled the name “Valerie Law” at the bottom of the list.

He would make her pay too. He smiled at the thought.

A sound came then that broke him from his malevolent thoughts. A car pulled up in the street beyond the houses, which surrounded him.

Tobias Masley moved to the side of the nearest house, then he shimmied along the length of a small wall covered in moss and stooped down below it, keeping his eyes on the car that was parking in the street.

It was a patrol car. The police again. An excitement now built. Perhaps it was an opportunity.

"Why not another victim?" Masley said to himself.

No, said the child's voice in his head. Leave the officer alone. He's done nothing to you.

"Shut up," he whispered underneath his breath. "He's a part of the system. They've all done harm to me ... to us."

Tobias moved out from behind the wall and crawled on his hands and knees behind another parked car.

The patrolman was sitting in his seat, but instead of attending to the problem at Marrington High School, he was on his cell phone.

"Hi, Agent Schaub," the young officer said from his car seat, the window half rolled down.

Tobias Masley listened intently with intrigue and glee.

"This is Officer Maxwell," he said. "You asked me to contact you with any information about those FBI agents?"

Another voice spoke on the other end of the phone, but Masley couldn't make it out behind the occasional sound.

"There's been a new development," the patrolman said. "Apparently, one of these rogue agents, Agent Carlson, has been injured trying to apprehend someone, and he's just undergone surgery at Marrington Hospital. Yes, I heard he'd been Agent Law's partner for years."

There was another pause. In that pause, Tobias Masley felt excitement. A plan was brewing in his mind.

Yes, he would make Valerie Law pay, and what better way than to take her dearest partner away from her. Striking when he was at his most vulnerable. Tobias knew that would kill Agent Law inside. She would never get over not having been there to protect him.

"Someone at the hospital told me," the officer continued in a hushed voice. "He said that Agent Carlson had a broken leg, and that he might be waking up soon. And ... Agent Valerie Law, she's been at the hospital too. And the other one you mentioned, Will Cooper? I think he's there as well."

Tobias grinned widely from his position behind the car. He now knew Valerie was not there in an official capacity. This excited him because he knew now that his escape was personal for Valerie. She had to be the one to catch him. Now, the tables had turned. It was Tobias's turn to be in charge.

"I'll let you know if I find out any more." The officer ended the call and then rolled his window down further and took a deep breath of the winter air around Marrington. "I hope I'm doing the right thing," he said out loud to no one in particular.

If Tobias had been thinking more clearly, he would have sneaked off back between the houses and continued on his way. But the desire to kill, especially given how Mr. Portsmouth was most likely still alive, was paramount. It was running through his veins. An urge that had to be fulfilled.

The police officer started up the engine of his car.

Tobias Masley put his hand in his own pocket and pulled out something shiny and sharp.

The officer took off the parking brake.

Tobias Masley sneaked alongside the car, ducking underneath the driver's door.

Just as the police officer was about to pull away after putting the car in drive, with one deft movement, Tobias Masley poked the officer in the side of the neck with force.

It was a gasping sound that came out from the driver's seat. The man let out no scream. It was an inch perfect incision.

The officer slumped down in his seat. Tobias Masley leaned in through the window and took his firearm. He checked for any sign of life and grinned wildly at there being no pulse. No rhythm of life. The man was dead.

It wasn't Mr. Portsmouth's body lying in front of him, but it would do for now.

Tobias then took the man's handcuffs, stuck them in his pocket along with the gun, then disappeared back across the road between two houses, moving quickly along a garden path to a destination he knew well enough.

He was heading straight for Marrington Hospital. And once there, he would give Valerie Law such a personal wound that she would never recover.

He would kill Agent Charlie Carlson.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

The phone rang next to Valerie in her car. She looked down and saw that it was her stepfather. At least, the man she had thought was her dad.

Valerie had been staring down at the file in her lap for some time, the parked car heater spewing out warm air from its vents on the dashboard in front of her. 

She was perusing her old notes, reports from psychiatrists, records kept by other investigating officers, yet she still was not able to piece together Tobias Masley's interest in Marrington High School.

Now, her stepfather was calling, and she had to attend to yet another personal fire in her life.

She answered the phone with a feeling of resignation. It was not a conversation she wanted to have, but despite her increasing suspicions about him, the man still raised her when she was very young. There was still a level of loyalty to him inside of her.

"Hello," she said, answering.

"Valerie, this has got to end," her dad said in an angry voice.

"What's happened now?" Valerie asked.

"The FBI questioned my brother last night. They were asking him lots of questions about my previous behavior and whether I had ever shown any violent tendencies, or if I was involved in any criminal activities. What the hell is all this?"

Valerie wanted to say, well, are you?

"It's just Heinlein again. We need to give it more time, he will stop digging around you once I've gotten him off my own back," Valerie said, still gazing at Masley's file before her.

"Screw Heinlein," her dad said. "And to hell with you and the FBI! My brother now thinks I'm involved in something terrible. They 'unofficially' gave him the idea that, somehow, I have a deep, dark criminal past. I know things, Valerie. Things that could hurt all of us. If you don't put a stop to this, I will!"

The line went dead, Valerie didn't even get an opportunity to try to defuse the situation. What did he mean that he knew things?

For a moment, that conversation took her back in time to when she was a child. She remembered her mother shouting and arguing with her father. All her life, she thought that her dad was a deadbeat who just couldn't handle having kids, and that her mother was the violent one, consumed by her psychiatric illness. 

A dark cloud had now passed over Valerie's heart. She now wondered if her father was capable of more violence than she'd ever known before.

Had he killed her biological father, Jake Wilson? 

She was beginning to worry that the FBI digging into his past was not just Heinlein's attempts to put pressure on Valerie, but perhaps it was because they had very real cause to think that, somehow, he was involved in very bad things.

"Sometimes abusers hide in plain sight," she said to herself, sighing. The problem was that she had no idea if her father, who she now knew was her stepfather, was truly that evil. 

There was a flash in her mind of him taking her and her little sister Suzie for ice cream when they were kids. They had laughed as Suzie ended up with a strawberry ice cream moustache from practically burying her face in a bowl of gelato.

She remembered the happy, kind smile on her father's face. Could such a smile hide something hideous?

Valerie knew it was possible. She didn't want to believe it, but she had encountered so much deception through her work and dozens of families who had no idea that their loved one was a killer.

Violent killers often were able to hide like chameleons, clothing themselves in the normality of social life. But deep down, they were always waiting for a moment to kill.

She looked up and saw the familiar figure of Will Cooper exiting through the doors and walking across the hospital parking lot.

Valerie rolled down her window. "Is Charlie awake?"

"He was," Will said. "But he's very sleepy. He's insisted that we keep going without him. He's not in the mood to chat much. It's really taken it out of him."

"To hell with that," Valerie said, exiting the car. 

She rushed across the parking lot, through the hospital doors, until she finally found herself outside Charlie's room. 

Valerie didn't knock. She opened the door and entered.

Charlie was lying there, his leg in a plaster cast, elevated in a sling that was attached to a metal arm. 

She was shocked when she saw him. Charlie had always been so strong and imposing, but in the hospital bed, he looked vulnerable and exhausted.

He opened his eyes. "Val," he said.

Valerie ran over to the side of his bed. She momentarily let down her guard and hugged him like a brother. "Charlie," she said with a heavy heart, "I'm so sorry."

"For what?" he said in a low voice.

"For not being with you," she said. "I should have told you to come with me to the active scene at Marrington High School. You and Will should have been with me; Detective March should have been chasing down the other perp."

"Did you find anything?" His eyes shut.

"Yes ..." But Valerie couldn't bring herself to tell him that she'd had Masley in her grasp and then let him go.

"I'm starting to think we should let this go," Valerie said, almost to herself.

Charlie's eyes opened. "No," he said, patting her hand, which rested on the bed. "I've had time to think. We're fighting for our lives in this. Heinlein won't stop trying to shut us down. We have to bring Masley in. We have to show the Bureau what we're capable of. To make ourselves indispensable. Now, I need to sleep, Val. I'm so tired. But you get back out there with Will. Find Masley. You did it once, you can do it again."

Valerie nodded. "Have you spoken with Angela?" Valerie asked. "I can let her know if you want?"

"We spoke," Charlie said. "It's made me realize something though, Val."

"What's that?"

"I need to spend more time with my kids, especially Richard."

"Is something wrong?"

Charlie shook his head and then started as though he were going to tell her something deeply personal, but a weariness crept over his face, and he seemed to be pulled back into a mildly sedated state.

"Charlie?" Valerie said.

"Sorry," he answered. "I'm so tired."

"It's fine. I'll be here," she said.

"No. Go and get Masley. If you want to do something for me. Do that."

His eyes shut, and Charlie seemed to fall into a deep sleep almost immediately.

"Okay," she said with a whisper. "I'll keep going."

Valerie turned and opened the door to leave. As she did, she took one last look at her partner. It might not have been Masley himself that had done it, but they were there chasing ghosts because of him. And that had led to Charlie being hurt.

Valerie left the room and found Will waiting for her.

"He'll be okay," Will said almost automatically as if he could see the pain in Valerie's face.

"I hope so," she said, looking back at the closed door. "You were right, though. He wants us to keep going. And I see no alternative."

"Where to from here, though?" Will asked, tapping his forehead with his finger as if thinking it through.

"I'll tell you where," said a voice from the end of the corridor, sharp and thin. "Straight back to Quantico!"

Valerie turned around and recognized the man immediately. It was FBI Agent Schaub. A tall, loud-mouthed agent Valerie had never seen eye to eye with.

"Agent Schaub," Valerie said, her voice echoing down the corridor. "I take it you're ..."

"Actually assigned here?" he said, marching up to Valerie. "You're damned right. And you are directly interfering with our case. Last I heard, you were mothballed."

"Moths are highly resilient," Will said with a raised eyebrow.

"Button it, Cooper," Agent Schaub said. "I always told Weller that it was a bad idea bringing you to the Mesmer Building. We don't need a poxy academic telling us how to investigate criminals."

"You might require one to teach you manners," Will said.

"The only thing I need from you both," Schaub continued, "is for you to go back to Quantico for a debriefing with Director Heinlein."

"He knows we're here then?" Valerie asked.

"He does," Schaub said snarkily. "He also knows that you're carrying out an investigation into one of your previous cases, Tobias Masley, who, coincidentally, escaped from a maximum-security prison after you visited him."

"We're here to discuss the techniques we've developed," Will started.

"At Fort Billings?" Schaub threw his head back and laughed. "Yeah, that won't fly. I know you've been involved in the manhunt."

"A coincidence," Valerie said. "We're just lending a hand while we're at Billings. Should we not help local law enforcement?"

"I don't care!" Schaub said. "I've got two witnesses who say you had Masley at Marrington High School and let him go."

"Go!?" Valerie yelled. "He pulled the fire alarm and the corridor flooded with kids. You want me to start shooting at him in that sort of an environment, Agent Schaub?"

"It's not up to me," he said, calming down and grinning. "But Heinlein wants a word with you both in person. If you make it out of that meeting still an agent, I'd count yourself lucky."

"I don't need to listen to you," Valerie said, feeling her blood boil. She turned and started walking down the corridor towards the hospital exit. Will followed.

"You better be gone within the hour!" Schaub shouted.

Valerie didn't reply. She felt sick. The game was up. Heinlein knew what they'd been up to, and now, he had active agents doing his dirty work to cut her out of the picture.

Valerie thudded her hand on the door as she passed into the parking lot outside. The ice-cold air greeted her like an enemy hoping to banish her from its sight.

"Valerie, wait," Will said, his voice soothing.

"He thinks he can chase us off!" Valerie said. "Well, I don't scare so easily!"

"Valerie," Will said, taking a comforting tone. "You can't win against bureaucracy. If Heinlein has ordered us back, we'll have to go."

"Why!?" Valerie was incensed.

"Because," Will explained, "if you directly disobey him, he'll have the right to suspend you! You can then kiss everything we've worked for at the CPU goodbye. With Jackson's hands tied, Heinlein will use us as an example of how badly things have been run."

"But it's not true ..." Valerie shook her head, putting her hands on her hips.

"Truth, sadly, does not always matter. Not to people who seek power, Valerie. All we can do is push back but push back with savvy. Not by giving them everything they need to easily cut us out."

Valerie knew that Will was right, but the idea of leaving the pursuit of Masley behind sickened her.

She had to think and think fast. Composing herself for a moment, a plan began to formulate. "How long do you think it will be until Charlie can be moved?" Valerie asked.

"At least tomorrow, I would imagine," Will said. "They won't sign him off so close to post-op."

"Maybe we can use that to our advantage," she said quietly. "We stay, we keep going, at least for the rest of today. Then, if Schaub or Heinlein question it, we tell them we're waiting to transport Charlie back to Quantico with us."

"Do you think that'll work?"

"It's all we have," Valerie said. "I think they'd be forced to buy it if we are supporting an agent wounded in the field. Heinlein is a political mover; it wouldn't look good for him if he denied a request to help Charlie."

"Even if it works, that doesn't give us much time," Will said, sounding defeated. 

"Yes," Valerie agreed. "We need to catch Masley in the next few hours, or we're done. And probably for good. If we do catch him, we might be able to persuade the other directors investigating our unit that we're actually worth keeping around. Otherwise, Heinlein gets to dismantle everything we've worked so hard to build."

As Valerie reached her car, she could feel Will wanting to say something. She wasn't the only one with something on her mind. "Valerie," he said as he pulled open the passenger door, "we might have to abandon delicate profiling in place of brute police work. If we can't find the connection to Marrington High School, perhaps it is a dead end, and Masley chose it randomly. We might have to change our perspective. What's worked in the past for us might not work here. Who knows, we might have to rely on plain old luck."

Will's words flashed through Valerie's mind. They rattled something loose.

"Hold on a minute ..." she said, climbing into the driver's seat and picking up Masley's file.

Will sat in the passenger's seat. "What is it?"

Valerie was staring at the file. She flicked through Masley's history. There it was in black and white. It had been there all along.

"Maybe we've been going about this all wrong," Valerie said. "Seven years ago, during Masley's initial killing spree, he targeted educational institutions where he had a connection. Places he had attended or been part of. The only one that didn't make sense was Marrington."

"Go on," Will said, his expression hopeful as he warmed his hands in front of the dashboard heater.

"Then, Masley escapes and kills John Malcolm, an ex-teacher from Marrington," Valerie said. "But what if it's a coincidence? What if it's nothing to do with Marrington High School?"

"I find that hard to believe, Valerie," Will said. "Masley killed a drama teacher there years ago, then he killed John Malcolm. Finally, he turns up today to kill Mr. Portsmouth, and he would have succeeded if you hadn't intervened. There must be a connection to Marrington."

Valerie grinned. "You said so yourself, we might need to rely on luck."

"It's felt like that during this case," Will said, his voice filled with regret.

"But there are two kinds of luck, Will," Valerie said. "Good and bad. Sometimes coincidence can be meaningful. What if Mr. Portsmouth, John Malcolm, and the first victim at Marrington years ago were unlucky."

"I would think so, Valerie. They are all dead."

Valerie sighed. "Sometimes, your literal brain infuriates me."

"With Charlie out of action, I have to infuriate someone," he said, laughing. "But go on with your theory."

"What if Masley wasn't connected to Marrington High School, and that's precisely why we've never found any connection," Valerie said, her voice filling with excitement. "What if the three teachers who Masley has attacked from Marrington … what if they have a connection to each other. And it's that connection that Masley is using to identify his next victims?"

Valerie picked up her phone.

"Who are you calling?" Will asked, clearly intrigued.

"Detective March." Valerie keyed in the number and let it ring.

"Agent Law," Detective March said, answering. "I'm afraid I can't talk. My superiors have forbidden any contact with the FBI unless it's through official channels. I'm sorry ..."

"Don't hang up!" Valerie said loudly. "Please. I won't ask anything else of you. I just want to know something, one thing, and it might help me put a stop to Masley once and for all."

Detective March sighed from the other end of the line. "Go on," he said in a whispered voice, clearly not wanting anyone to hear that he was talking to Valerie.

"Do you know," Valerie continued, "if any of the three victims from Marrington High ever taught at a place called Talent Tutors?"

The phone was silent for a moment.

"Mr. Portsmouth is still receiving medical treatment," he said, "and I can't speak for the original victim years ago, but I know that John Malcolm was a registered tutor there in the past. In fact, I saw a certificate from Talent Tutors, dated to twenty-three years ago, among his belongings."

"I knew it!" Valerie said. "And I bet the others worked there at some point. That's the connection! Masley attended Talent Tutors when he was a child. His mother enrolled him. It was a prestigious organization back in the day, but it was shut down eventually for being overtly strict and some of the teachers going overboard with their discipline."

"My word," Detective March said. "That means ..."

"If there's anyone else in the area who taught there when Masley was a kid, that's who he'll go for next!"

"But how will we know who he's going after?" Detective March asked. "That place could have had hundreds of tutors and teachers associated with it."

Valerie thought for a moment. She opened up her phone and connected to the FBI database. A quick search brought up a list of people connected to Talent Tutors, Incorporated.

"Hold on," Valerie said. She scoured the list. Then she saw it. One man, Derek Primrose, had been found guilty of assaulting one of the students at Talent Tutors. And the date would have matched the time Masley had been there.

"Anything?" Will asked from the passenger seat.

She put Detective March on loudspeaker. "Detective, a man named Derek Primrose was thrown out of the organization and later found guilty of assault. He was rough handed with one of the students there, and it was during Masley's tenure. Could you ..."

"Already on it," Detective March said, pausing, and then continuing, "Got it. He's still on our parole list and still lives in Marrington!"

"Send me the address," Valerie said.

"I could get fired for this," Detective March sighed. "But I'll give you it in a moment. I'll meet you there!"

The call ended and quickly a text arrived to Valerie's phone. She read the address and inputted it into her sat nav.

"Sixteen minutes away," Will said, looking at the screen.

"I just hope we get there before it's too late," Valerie said, turning on the ignition and wheel spinning out of the parking lot.

As she and Will moved off to find Derek Primrose, a man Valerie was convinced would be next on Tobias Masley's list, she didn't notice the shadowy figure lurking to the side of the hospital. 

It was Tobias Masley, and he had found a way into the hospital through an open office window in search of one thing: Charlie Carlson, Valerie Law's dear friend and partner. 

Masley was there to find Charlie and kill him while he was at his most vulnerable. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

"Do you have kids, yourself?" Charlie asked groggily from his hospital bed.

"Not yet," the young nurse said. "I'm hoping to, though. If I find the right guy."

She handed Charlie some pills.

"Are these going to knock me out?" Charlie asked. He didn't want to say, but the pain in his leg after the operation was growing.

"Not quite," the nurse said. "But they'll help you relax and take away some of the pain. They'll probably make you a little sleepy."

"What's your name?" Charlie asked, taking the pills and cup of water and quickly ingesting them. He grimaced and then handed the half empty cup back to the nurse.

"Wendy," the nurse said. 

Charlie felt like he was in safe hands. He remembered having a terrible time with a nurse when he was wounded in combat back in Afghanistan. Some medics didn't have the best bedside manner, but Wendy seemed polite and genuinely interested in her patients.

"Are you married?" the nurse asked.

"Woah, I know you said you were looking for the right guy," Charlie joked, "but I'm old enough to be your ... uncle."

Wendy blushed. "No, I didn't mean that. I just wondered if you were married and had kids."

"Yeah," he said. "You're right when you say you should find the right person. I found mine. My wife, Angela, is everything to me. I've got two kids as well, Richard and Georgina."

"That's lovely," Wendy said, walking over to the window in Charlie's room and fixing the blinds. "I'd like three myself one day."

"Don't you worry about the middle kid feeling left out?" Charlie asked. "One's the youngest, one's the oldest, the other one kind of doesn’t have a slot in the family. I think middle kids get a tough ride."

"Not so tough," Wendy turned and smiled. "I'm a middle child myself, and I loved having an older brother and younger sister. You get to have the best of both worlds. We don't always get along, but things are good between us most of the time."

Charlie's thoughts turned to his son Richard. He hoped his kids would always get along and be there for each other. When that roof collapsed in on him and pinned him to the floor, Charlie's kids were the first thing to run around his mind.

Especially Richard. Not because he loved him any more than his daughter, but because of what had happened. The incident. Was his own son showing signs prevalent in some of the killers he'd chased down throughout the years? Or was he just projecting his experiences onto his only son?

Charlie shook the thought from his head as best he could.

"Are you okay?" Wendy asked. "You looked sad there for a second."

"I'm fine," Charlie said, still groggy. "It's a lot of work being a dad."

He leaned back into his pillow and looked down at his leg, raised up in a sling attached to a metal arm at the side of the bed.

"You know, I can spend a bit of time chatting, if you like?" Wendy said.

"Don't you have rounds to do?"

"I've finished them," she said. "I clock off in a few minutes."

"Let me tell you something, Wendy," Charlie said. "You're going to have a fine career as a nurse. But don't take too much on your shoulders. Sometimes, when we have to look after people in our jobs, we tend to carry some of the pain home. That can wear you down."

"I understand," she said. "But ..."

"I'm fine, thanks," Charlie said. "Enjoy the rest of your night."

"I will see you tomorrow," Wendy said. "Get some rest, Agent Carlson."

"Charlie."

"Charlie." She smiled and then left.

It didn't take long for the painkillers to make themselves known. Charlie felt a warm blanket of wellbeing wash over him, and although the pain didn't entirely leave him, it faded to a dull ache in his leg.

He sighed and then closed his eyes, feeling like he needed a long and restful sleep.

But that rest barely came. He dozed off, perhaps only for an hour, but something stirred him from his sleep. 

Charlie couldn't be certain, but it was as though he had been awoken from a deep dream by the sound of someone screaming. By the time he was awake, the scream had stopped.

And yet that scream rattled around his mind like an echo.

Did I hear that? he thought. Or was it just a dream?

Neither answer would have surprised him. Ever since his tours of duty, he'd had plenty of frightening dreams filled with warfare and screaming. He knew he had unfinished business putting some of the old wounds to bed, therapy was always threatened, but he tried to heal himself as best as he could.

The other option, a scream in a hospital, wasn't beyond the realms of possibility. People screamed when in pain, Charlie reckoned. Hospitals were filled with people in pain, even a smaller one like Marrington. 

But the memory of that scream wouldn't leave him. There was something inside of it. There was more than just pain ... Charlie's mind searched for what it was.

Fear, he thought, finally. That was a scream of fear.

Charlie tried momentarily to dissuade himself from being paranoid, but he had led a life of trusting his instincts, and his instincts were telling him that something was very, very wrong.

He leaned to the side of his bed, his leg still in a cast up in a sling and grabbed for the call button. He pressed it and heard a tone going off nearby. He hated having to call on the nurses, but at least then he could set his mind at ease.

A few minutes passed, and Charlie pressed it again. Then again. Then again.

No one is coming, the thought ran through his mind. 

He reasoned that maybe the nurses just didn't hear the beep, or that they were busy with an emergency. But in Charlie's gut, he knew it was something else. Something malevolent and dangerous.

Looking around the room, Charlie wished he'd had his gun. It had been placed in a secure safe somewhere in the building, hospital policy. Although he was an FBI agent, being under light sedation meant he couldn't keep an eye on his firearm at all times. That meant it had to be locked up.

Charlie then heard what had woken him up. Another scream, this time down the hall from where he lay. It was quickly followed by a blood curdling yell of "help!" before being silenced.

Charlie knew that silence. He knew when violence had been used to take someone's ability to cry for help away.

Two things occurred to him as he looked around his hospital room. The first was that he needed to help. It was his duty. But the second was an unfamiliar one to him. He'd always been in charge, in control. He'd always been able bodied and had confidence in his ability to defend himself.

Not now. Not there. Not with a broken leg slung up at the end of his bed and covered in hard plaster.

I'm a sitting duck, he thought to himself. He had to do something about it. 

Charlie looked to the beside cabinet and dread washed over him. His phone was gone. It had been right there. But now, it was missing.

"I have to get out of this room," he said to himself, low and steady. 

There was a wheelchair near his bed. He hadn't used it yet, but he'd been told that in a day or two, he'd be able to use it to get around the hospital a little. Until then, they wanted to keep his leg immobile and strapped up.

A cold sweat ran down his spine. You'll be dead in three minutes, never mind three days.

He leaned forward in his bed and, wearily, pulled at the strap holding up his leg in the sling. With some effort, he was able to unhook it and lay his leg on top of the blankets.

A sharp pain ran up to his hip. It was agonizing but soon passed, the painkillers masking it once more.

Reaching over, he pulled at the wheelchair and dragged it over to himself. Then, with one mighty effort, Charlie pushed himself onto the wheelchair. His leg spat out pain at him like a viper. 

But he didn't cry out. 

He breathed deeply and then listened.

Charlie's ears had always been his greatest asset. He had been told on numerous occasions by medical professionals that he had a very rare, keen ability to hear further and in greater fidelity than most people. In fact, one doctor told him that only one in every 75,000 people scored as high as he did on hearing tests.

But sometimes, Charlie's hearing exposed him to sounds he'd rather have avoided. Along the corridor, nearer this time, he heard a gasp and then a shout.

Then there were repeated dull thuds and the unmistakable sound of someone being beaten into unconsciousness.

"Tobias Masley," Charlie said to himself, shaking his head. He was certain that the killer the entire county had been trying to track down was at the hospital and was now only a few doors away, systematically wiping out either staff or patients, perhaps both. The odds of another psychotic killer being around were slim, but Charlie didn't need to play the odds. He heard a voice that confirmed it.

"Agent Carlson," a thin, ominous voice said from a nearby corridor. "Come out, come out to play."

Charlie knew he was in no condition to fight the man off. He had to be smart. He had to hide and hope that he could somehow get the jump on the killer. He needed to use the element of surprise.

But his hospital room was not the place to do this. Charlie could see that the windows were sealed in that room, and there was only one way in or out.

Now, Charlie could hear footsteps. He scanned the floor around him and saw that his cellphone had been knocked off of the bedside cabinet and had slid under the bed.

He had to alert Valerie and the local PD, but as he stretched to reach the phone, he couldn't get his hand through part of the bed frame.

He'd only have been able to get at it if he'd been on the floor, and that was impossible for him with his broken leg.

Charlie knew he had to leave the room. He would have to find a better place to hide, somewhere that Tobias Masley wouldn't think of looking. 

He wheeled himself up to the door and stopped. His heart was racing as he heard footsteps coming closer and closer. He had to hurry, but his leg was still too weak for him to get away quickly. 

With his head pounding from all the medication, Charlie wheeled himself out of the room and into the hallway, hoping against hope that he could find someplace safe before it was too late.

Listening, he was certain that the footsteps were now coming from a nearby corner. The killer was walking towards it, and if Charlie delayed any longer, he'd be caught.

Grabbing hold of the wheels of his chair, Charlie pushed himself along as fast and as quietly as he could. But the wheel squeaked as he did so, and he heard the footsteps stop as if Tobias Masley was considering what the sound could be.

Charlie rushed down the hallway and soon found himself at the nurse's desk on that floor. He peered behind it from his chair and was horrified at what he saw. Two bodies, one a doctor, the other a security guard. And they were both dead.

He's escalating, Charlie thought. Then the ball finally dropped. He's here for me.

But why? Charlie was unsure, but he knew it was something to do with the case. Maybe Masley wanted to stop the investigation because they were getting close, or maybe it was for some other twisted reason. It didn't really matter. Not at that moment. 

All that mattered was that the killer was there in that hospital, and he was stalking Charlie himself.

Charlie moved his wheelchair towards the security guard, hoping to see a weapon on his body, but there wasn’t one. His gun was missing from its holster.

Clever, Charlie thought. Say what you would about Masley, but if he was in need of psychiatric help, he was still able to think through things logically. 

Remove a weapon from an environment and the enemy can't use it against you.

Looking at the desk, Charlie picked up the landline. The cord was cut.

Masley wasn't taking any chances. He didn't want anyone calling for help. Not until he was done with his mission. That, Charlie was sure of.

Charlie knew that he had to come up with a makeshift weapon. He looked around and couldn't see anything of use, but he now heard the footsteps from along the corridor.

Moving quickly, he rolled behind the desk into a recess in the wall and out of the sight of whomever was in the corridor. Charlie wasn't one for getting nervous, but now he was. He could feel how weak he was from the surgery and meds. This was as close to helpless as he'd ever felt.

The footsteps had stopped for a moment, but when they recommenced, they moved along the corridor towards where the desk was. Charlie knew he had to move to get away from the killer.

But just as he was about to wheel through an open doorway, he heard a new sound. It was the noise of someone sobbing.

Moving slowly around another corner, Charlie soon saw the person who was upset. It was Wendy, his nurse. She was kneeling on the floor. The body of another nurse was lying lifeless before her, and Wendy's hands were covered in blood.

The footsteps were getting closer. Charlie had to get Wendy out of harm's way.

He wheeled forward. "Wendy, get up ..." he said in a commanding whisper.

She didn't respond. Charlie knew shell shock when he saw it. He placed his hand on her shoulder, then she jerked around, her eyes wide with fear.

"It's okay," he said in hushed tones. "It's me, Charlie. We've got to get you out of here."

"But Janice ..." Wendy said, pointing to the woman on the floor.

"I know," Charlie nodded. "But she's gone. And the man who killed her is around that corner behind us. We've got to move, or we'll end up just like her."

Wendy stood up, still sobbing. 

And that was when Charlie heard a horrid laugh coming from where he had come. 

Charlie wheeled around. He saw a man standing there. He was tall and lean. His eyes were deep set, his features sharp. And the grin was practically demonic.

"Tobias Masley," Charlie said in a booming voice. His voice echoed along the corridor.

"Valerie has told you about me?" he said, brandishing a gun in his left hand and a knife in his right. "How touching."

"Wendy, go!" Charlie said in a whisper. But she stood still, caught in the headlights of shock. It was one thing to deal with injured people, it was another to find someone you worked with dead.

"Made a friend, have we, Agent Carlson?" Tobias said, still standing motionless at the end of the corridor. "Don't you worry about her now. When I'm done with you, I'll take good care of her."

"The police are on their way," Charlie bluffed.

"No, they're not," Tobias said. "I've been extremely careful. There's no one coming to save you. I watched Valerie and one of her colleagues drive off earlier. They aren't coming to save you."

"Valerie believes in you, did you know that?" Charlie said.

Charlie noticed the man flinch. That had gotten to him. "Yeah, she thinks you can't help what you're doing. That you're ill and that you should never have been in that prison."

"I should never have been there!" Tobias growled and rushed along the corridor, knife hanging in the air above his head in his hand, while squeezing the trigger of the gun in his left.

Bullets whizzed past Charlie, embedding in the floor and wall beside him.

"Run, Wendy!" Charlie said. He did what he could only do. There was no other way. It was a long shot, but Charlie's life had been full of long shots.

He knew one day they would run out.

Charlie used all the strength left in him to wheel himself along the corridor towards the oncoming Masley. 

Another bullet shrieked past Charlie, this time clipping his right ear. He could feel the warm blood trickling down his face.

I have to time this right, he thought, sweat beading on his forehead as Tobias loomed large and fast before him like a storm.

Charlie pushed and pushed and pushed at the wheels. Faster and faster, until Tobias Masley was only two feet away from him. Tobias pointed the security guard's gun at point blank range. This time, he wouldn't miss.

Then Charlie grabbed the brake on the wheelchair. It juddered to a halt, and the momentum flung Charlie forward as he too lunged with all his might.

Crashing into Masley's body, Charlie and his attacker fell to the ground. A shuddering pain leaped along Charlie's leg as he smashed against the cold, hard, sterile hospital floor.

Tobias Masley fell to the side of him, but he hadn't let go of the knife not for one second.

As Tobias seemed dazed, Charlie clambered along the ground, pulling himself along by his arms, dragging his broken leg behind him.

One shot, he thought. Charlie was in no condition to fight him, he had to put him down for good.

He pulled himself up over Tobias Masley's lean body, reached out with his hand, and pinched the windpipe on his neck.

Tobias reacted immediately. His gaze became pointed, and he thrust his fist into the side of Charlie's face repeatedly.

I just have to hold on ... Charlie thought. Long enough for Masley to lose consciousness.

But the hits were relentless and then Charlie saw, from the corner of his eye, the knife in Masley's other hand. It moved like a dart, and Charlie was forced to remove his grip from the man's throat to block it.

Then he felt a hard strike across his jaw. It wasn't with a fist. Tobias Masley had used the butt of the handgun. The pain, the surgery, the meds, and the impact of the strike all coalesced together in Charlie's mind, and he felt himself become weak.

Masley threw Charlie off of him onto the ground, staggering to his feet.

Charlie tried to move, but all his strength had left him. All he could do was grab Masley's ankle. The killer simple shrugged the effort off with disdain and contempt in his eyes.

"You're not so tough," Masley said, walking around Charlie on the floor.

Charlie looked and tilted his head. He let out a grin at what he saw.

"What's so funny?" Masley sneered.

"The nurse ... Wendy. She's gone. That's something ..."

"I never came for a nurse," he replied, clearly vexed. "I came to kill you. And now that time has come. Valerie Law should have known better than to stick her nose back into my business. Now, I'll hurt her in a way she'll never forget."

"You kill me, and she'll hunt you to the ends of the Earth," Charlie said, struggling to stay conscious.

"It won't matter," Tobias replied, taking a piece of paper out of his pocket. "Once everyone on this list is dead, I'll have had my revenge. And I don't care what happens to me after that."

"Hurry up," Charlie said with a grin, though he feared what was to come deep down. "Get it over with."

"As you wish." Tobias held the knife in his hand and readied himself for one more kill. "You know, Valerie stopped me from being able to toy with Mr. Portsmouth. So, I'll toy with you instead."

He stepped on Charlie's broken leg. Charlie yelled in pain. He did his best to stay conscious, but the world closed in around him like a dark shroud, and no matter how hard he tried, he passed out.

Now, he truly was defenseless.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Valerie was driving like a demon as the darkness of night finally descended. The streets of Marrington were a blur to her, empty and meaningless. All that mattered was getting to Derek Primrose before Masley did.

"Have you been taking driving lessons from Charlie!?" Will yelled, gripping the handle on the passenger door.

"We're close!" Valerie said.

"I know we've only got a few hours to catch him," Will said, "but I would like to do that while still being in one piece!"

"Live a little, Will," Valerie said, grabbing the wheel and screeching around an empty street corner.

Will glared at the sat nav on Valerie's dashboard. "Thank God we're here."

Valerie screeched to a halt, unbuckled her belt, and jumped out of the car. "Stay here, Will."

"Not on your life," he said.

"Will, I mean it," Valerie said. "You're unarmed."

"I left Charlie alone earlier," Will said mournfully. "I should have gone into that building with him. Maybe he would have been okay and not ended up in the hospital. Let me do this."

Valerie didn't have time to argue. She understood the depth of Will's feelings, and she truly appreciated how he always had her back. He'd come a long way from the stuffy academic she'd met nearly two years ago.

"Stay behind me," she said as she walked towards the front gate of a small yard.

She opened the gate and looked to what was an old, single-story house with flaking, blue paint and a busted security light. It was the last known address of Derek Primrose, once a member of Talent Tutors, an organization Tobias Masley had attended as a child.

There didn't seem to be much life about the place. As Valerie approached, she imagined Tobias Masley hiding in one of the rooms, already having killed his next victim, watching Valerie as she tried to figure out if she was in danger or not.

"Be careful, Valerie," Will said. 

"Always," she answered. But that wasn't always true. Sometimes ... sometimes she rushed in where either angels or fools feared to tread. 

She stepped onto the porch and looked over to one of the windows. 

No, she thought as her blood froze. In the darkness of that room, a pale face had emerged towards the glass. A grinning, malevolent face that was all too familiar to her. It was her mother again. 

"Not now," Valerie said out loud without thinking.

"What's wrong?" Will asked.

Valerie looked at him and then to the window again. The face was gone.

"It's ... it's nothing, Will," she said. There was no way she was going to tell him that she was hallucinating and seeing the apparition of her still alive mother, following them on investigations and taunting her at every turn.

What she had hoped was a blip had now turned into a trend. Indeed, the hallucinations had returned. All Valerie could hope for was that they would recede once again and leave her alone. But each time she saw something, a pit of fear opened up inside of her. She was terrified that each vision was one more step towards a straight jacket and a padded cell.

"Who's there?" an elderly voice said from inside the house.

At first, Valerie wasn't sure whether it was a hallucination or not. She stood there in a daze. Will stepped up alongside her and looked at her with concern in his eyes. Then he turned and spoke to the closed front door.

"My name is Doctor Will Cooper, and this is Agent Valerie Law," he said loudly. "We're here with the FBI as part of an—we're wanting to talk with Derek Primrose."

Valerie knew that Will had almost said they were on an investigation, but they were still trying to stay away from publicly admitting that, even if the bag was more or less out in terms of Director Heinlein knowing.

"What do you want with my Derek?" the voice replied.

Valerie finally became unstuck from her episode. "Are you Derek's mother?"

"Yes," the voice said. "Abigail Primrose."

"Mrs. Primrose," Valerie said. "Is your son here at the moment?"

"I hope this isn't more trouble," the old lady said. "He's been through his court cases, he's a good boy. Really ..."

"We're here because we think he might be in danger," Will added. "It's imperative that we find out where he is to keep him safe."

"Oh ..." the old lady sounded concerned. "He's out back in his trailer."

"Do I have your permission to go back there and speak with him?" Valerie asked.

There was a pause. Valerie could almost feel the old lady's eyes through the wood of the door, trying to figure out if they were telling the truth or not. Finally, after a few moments of silence, she said, "Yes."

"Thank you, Mrs. Primrose," Valerie said with genuine appreciation. "You have been very kind, and I'm sure your son will appreciate it too."

With that, Valerie and Will stepped off the porch. They moved to the side of the house where there was a path that led them to the back yard. As they neared, she could see an aging trailer sitting on a patch of bare grass.

The trailer itself was small and slightly dilapidated, but it had clearly been well taken care of by its occupant. There were flowers blooming in pots around it, and Valerie could see several tools hanging on nails just outside the entrance door. 

But what really caught her attention was the sound of music coming from inside. It was a strange mix of something old and something new. It sounded like the kind of music stoners listened to in the seventies, but she couldn't quite place it. She kept looking around at a group of nearby trees, worried that Tobias Masley was hiding and watching. But all she could see was some indistinct wildlife scurrying about in the shadows.

Will looked at her and seemed to react to the apprehension in her eyes. "Do you really think Tobias could be near?" he asked. 

Valerie shook her head. "I hope not," she said softly. "Let's find out."

She stepped forward and banged on the door of the trailer. "Derek Primrose," she said in a loud, authoritative tone. "This is Agent Valerie Law with the FBI. Open up now."

Will nearly tripped up on a plant pot and steadied himself.

The music stopped inside the trailer and a drunken, slurred voice that Valerie assumed belonged to Derek Primrose, shouted from inside, "Why don't you creeps leave me alone? I don't talk to the Feds or anyone else!"

Valerie's frustrations began to prevail. She had a feeling that Tobias Masley was somewhere nearby, and if this guy didn't take it seriously, only bad things would befall him.

Will then winked at Valerie and shouted louder than he needed to, "Let’s just leave and let Tobias Masley find him! He’s not worth our time." 

Something clattered from inside the trailer, followed by something smashing and Derek cursing. Valerie then heard his staggered footsteps reach the door and the locks turn.

The door opened, and she was finally face to face with him.

Derek Primrose looked like a man in his fifties. He had a tanned face with a few wrinkles around the eyes, salt-and-pepper hair, and a slight beer belly that hung over his jeans. His clothes were worn but still clean enough, though they had seen better days. He was scowling at them with an expression of annoyance mixed with fear, as if he was afraid of what they wanted from him.

"What ... What did you say about Tobias Masley?" he slurred.

"Never mind," Will answered. "It's just that he's escaped from prison and is on a killing spree. Oh, and we think you might be the next victim, Old Chap. But if you don't want to speak with us ..." Will turned as if to leave.

"Wait!" Derek said, stepping out of his trailer into the grim moonlight.

Valerie always enjoyed it when Will used reverse psychology on people. It was the biggest cliché in the book, and one Will didn't like to admit to using. But cliches always were such simply because they worked. She reminded herself to give Will a good ribbing about that after.

"Going by your behavior, Mr. Primrose," Valerie began. "Am I right in inferring that there would be good reason for Tobias Masley to pay you a visit?"

"No ..." he shook his head unconvincingly. "Everyone knows who he is around these parts due to the murders years ago."

"But there's more to it than that, isn't there?" Valerie said. "He's targeting people he believes wronged him in some way. I'm certain of it. And you ... you were a teacher at Talent Tutors when he was there as a child, were you not?"

Derek said nothing, he had gone ashen.

Will stepped forward and put a hand on Derek's shoulder. "It's alright, Derek. You can tell us the truth. Did you teach Masley when he was a child?"

Derek nodded slowly and quietly said, "Yes." He paused for a moment before continuing, "I tutored him in tap dance of all things."

Valerie raised an eyebrow. "You tutored him in tap dance?"

Derek's voice became weak, and he looked away. "Yes," he said softly. "But I was never heavy handed with him. If anything, I think he may have seen me as a father figure. He didn't have a dad, and there were times when we were pretty close. I ... I'm sorry for being standoffish. I just hate knowing what he ended up becoming. Sometimes, I wonder if I could have stopped it." 

Valerie could sense Derek's sincerity, but his track record made her suspicious. She knew that even though Derek might have thought of himself as a father figure to Tobias, later on, he was prosecuted for being violent with a different student at Talent Tutors. 

"Was there ever any incident where you were too harsh with Tobias?" Valerie asked cautiously. 

Derek shook his head firmly, his expression serious and intense now. "No," he said. "I may have been stern when it came to teaching him the steps, but I never laid a hand on him or anyone else."

Valerie could tell he was lying. "What about verbally or emotionally?" Valerie asked. "Looking back, do you think you were too hard on him?"

There was a silence. Valerie momentarily looked around as an icy breeze blew through the creaking branches of nearby trees. She felt exposed standing there in the yard.

Derek eventually spoke, his voice filled with conviction. "No," he said firmly. "I never treated him or any of the other students any differently than I would expect to be treated myself. The accusations that I and some of the other tutors were too strict are lies." He paused before continuing, "I believe in tough love, but I would never abuse my position as a teacher in such a way."

"Well," Will said in an empathetic voice, feigning agreement, "it's understandable, isn't it? Children can be difficult. Sometimes, they need a firm hand, don't they? Otherwise, they will never reach their potential. Especially in something as expressive and competitive as dance."

Valerie didn't say anything. She sensed that Will was lulling the man into a false sense of security.

"Yeah ... sometimes you have to be hard," Derek said. "But jeez, people think I did something terrible. All I did was try to break up two students fighting. Then one of them put his hands on me, and I saw red. Now, I haven't taught in years, and I sit in this trailer drinking every night."

He put his hands over his face.

"What about Tobias?" Will said gently. "Do you remember any reason why he might target you?"

Derek moved his hands from his face and nodded mournfully. "Yeah. I got into it with him a few times. He had some talent, but he never paid attention. Then I realized he was a bit of a mommy's boy, and ... I made fun of him for it. I thought it would get a reaction so that he'd show some passion, but he flew off the handle. I'll never forget the way he looked at me. Even back then ... even as a kid ... you could see what he was capable of in his eyes."

"A mommy's boy?" Valerie mused out loud. "Did you have many dealings with his mother?"

"Sometimes, yeah," Derek said. "We all did. She was a loon."

"How so?" asked Will.

"She was always enrolling him in things, one after the other. He was doing classes every night on top of school. And she kept telling everyone how much of a star her son was. I mean, he had some talent, but it was like she believed he was destined to become a great actor or dancer or musician. She was obsessed with the arts ... and when that kid didn't show the aptitude or desire for it ..."

"What did she do?" Valerie asked.

"He told me once that she used to send him out into the woods to sleep at night until he took things more seriously."

Valerie was beginning to grow angry at the thought of Tobias as a child being left out in the cold like that. "Didn't anyone do anything?"

Derek shook his head. “I mean, it was thirty odd years ago, times were different. And I thought it was fairy tale stuff. He even said he had an old shed in the middle of the woods that his mom didn't know about. He started to enjoy being sent out there. And he said he'd write things about what he wanted to do when he was older. I thought he meant a job and what not, but one time, he told me he had a list of bad people. And that he'd get back at them.”

“Did he ever say who was on the list?” Valerie asked.

“It sounded like people in authority. People who had power over him.”

“My God ...” Valerie said out loud.

“What is it, Valerie?” Will asked.

“Charlie thought I was on that list ...”

“Yes, but we don't know that to be true,” Will said.

“No, Will, don't you see? It's not about people who have power over him. It's about people who take power away from him.” Valerie's mind was rushing through the implications.

Will tapped his finger against his right temple in thought. “That would make sense. So, he doesn't want to hurt anyone in authority, only those who ...”

“He thinks stole power from him. A teacher who sent him to detention,” Valerie speculated. “Another who told him he couldn't talk in class. A tutor who wouldn't let him mess around.”

“But how does that change things?” Will asked. “It sounds awfully close to amounting to the same thing.”

“Charlie was right,” Valerie said. “Think about it. He believes I put him in that prison, even though it was the judge long after I had arrested him. If he can't get to the judge, he'll try and get to me. I’m sure of it.”

“Just one minute!” a voice now shouted from the path that slid along the side of the house to the street out front.

Valerie sighed. It was Agent Schaub, accompanied by Detective March.

“What the hell do you think you're doing!?” Schaub said, his face red with anger. “I'll have your badge for this.”

“Just wait a moment,” Will tried to explain, but Schaub seemed intent on steamrolling over everyone.

“And this will be the last time you get anywhere near an FBI unit, Doctor Cooper!”

“Dammit, Schaub!” Valerie lost her temper. “Wait a damned second. We've just made a breakthrough in the case.”

“You don't have a case! Heinlein ordered you back to Quantico!” Schaub shook his head from side to side in anger.

“I'm the next target!” Valerie said loudly. “We can use that to our advantage. I can be the bait.”

“It sounds more like you're trying to save your own neck,” Schaub said. “And I won't be any part of your unorthodox methods.”

Detective March's phone rang. “Excuse me.” He moved off down the path to take the call.

“If you take me out of the field,” Valerie said, “you'll have no way of knowing where he is or who he's going to target. This is what we do, Schaub. We get into the minds of people like Tobias Masley, and we find them before they can unleash hell.”

Detective March reappeared along the path, his expression grave.

“Are you okay?” Will asked.

“No,” he said. “Another one of my cops is dead. Masley killed him. We have some dashcam footage from the victim's patrol car showing him leaving the scene.”

“I'm sorry,” Valerie said.

“A young kid,” the detective reaffirmed. “Maxwell was his name. I don't know how we're going to break it to his family.”

Valerie noticed something—a change in Schaub's demeanor at the mention of the officer's name.

“Schaub,” Valerie said, “what did you do?”

“N ... Nothing.”

“I saw the change in you the second the detective mentioned Maxwell.”

“Wait a second?” Detective March said. “We thought someone in the department was feeding info directly to the Feds before we had a handle on it. It was Maxwell, wasn't it?”

“He ... he was assisting me so that I could keep my ear to the ground in the local area.”

“It's not your fault,” Valerie said. She didn't like Schaub, but she herself had been speaking unofficially to Detective March, and she didn't want to be a hypocrite.

“Were there any witnesses?” Will asked.

“We're still trying to ascertain that,” Detective March said, “but a resident who lived in a nearby street said she saw a man with what she thought was red paint on his hands, moving up towards Mullholland Avenue.”

“Mullholland?” Valerie gasped. “Isn't that where the hospital is?”

“Yeah ...” the detective said. “But surely you don't think that Masley will go there? There are too many people. Too easy to get caught.”

“This doesn't change anything,” Schaub interjected. “I want you to hand over your gun and badge.”

“Screw you, Schaub,” Valerie said. “We're the same rank. You'll need to get someone above you to do that.”

“Heinlein will call in a moment, then,” he said in a blank tone.

Valerie didn't respond to that. She had to push through.

“Why would Masley be heading to the hospital?” Detective March restated.

“If I'm correct,” Valerie said, dread coursing through her veins, “then he's going to the hospital for one reason only.”

“And what's that?” asked Will.

“We think I'm a target for Masley,” she said. “He wants to punish me and anyone else who took power away from him, right?”

“Correct,” said Will. “At least it's the best motivation we have for the moment.”

“Tell me, Agent Schaub,” Valerie said, turning to the aging FBI agent, “did Maxwell, the police officer who was feeding you info, did he know about Charlie's injuries?”

For a moment, Schaub looked like he was refusing to answer, but Valerie then saw a softening in his expression. The man knew he was on unsure footing. “The last time I spoke with Maxwell, he was telling me about Agent Carlson being admitted to hospital with injuries.”

“Did he know that Charlie is my partner and friend?” Valerie asked, her pulse racing.

“I ... I think he mentioned it.”

Valerie started into a run, going along the path towards the street outside.

“Come back, Agent Law!” Detective March yelled, following her. 

Will and Schaub did their best to keep up. 

Valerie reached her car and unlocked the driver's door. 

“Will! Get in!” Valerie yelled.

“Would someone tell me what the hell is going on?” Detective March asked impatiently.

“He's going for Charlie,” Valerie said, her voice almost breaking with emotion. 

“Why?” Schaub asked, out of breath.

“Because Masley wants to hurt me, and it's about as good a way to hurt me as anyone ever could. He means to kill my friend.”

“Dear Lord!” Will shouted, scrambling into the passenger seat of Valerie's car.

“If you continue unofficial inquiries, I'm either going to have to take your badge from you or the detective here can arrest you for interfering with a police investigation,” Schaub said, unconvincingly this time. Valerie sensed that he wasn't quite as convinced any more that she was impeding things.

“This is no time for politics, Agent Schaub,” Detective March interjected. “We're supposed to be on the same team. I'll make an emergency call to the hospital, alert the security guards there. And I'll send the nearest patrol cars. We'll meet you there, Agent Law. C'mon, Schaub!”

Valerie didn't wait to say anything, she climbed into the car, slammed the door, and hit the gas. The car's wheel spun.

“This time, drive as fast as you want,” Will said, holding onto the dashboard as the car sped away.

“What if we're already too late?” Valerie said, fighting the tears which remained hidden deep within her eyes.

“We won't be,” Will said. But Valerie knew that was merely a sentiment to make her feel better. 

As the streets passed by, Valerie looked in the rearview mirror. Something was moving in the back seat. It was blurred, a black shadow to begin with, but each time she caught it in the mirror, it took on a solid form.

It was the image of her mother again, grinning, arms tied up in a straight jacket.

Valerie could feel the walls of her mental world collapsing under the stress. She just hoped she could keep it together long enough to save her friend. If Charlie was already dead, Valerie knew she'd never be the same again. 

She couldn't bear the thought of losing her friend. The grief would push her over the edge.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Valerie stomped on the brakes and turned the wheel sharply. The car almost spun out of control before coming to rest outside of the entrance to Marrington Hospital.

“Will ...” she said to her friend in the passenger seat.

“Just try and stop me,” he said. “We live as a team, and we die as a team.”

Valerie nodded and then leaped out of the car. The cold wind of night met her, and she could smell the rubber from her car's wheels in the air.

Looking around, there was no patrol car, and Schaub and March must have still been some way behind. 

“It's up to us,” she said to Will. 

She drew her revolver and moved quickly, with purpose, through the double doors of the hospital. 

“Can I help you?” a woman at reception said, not looking up from a magazine. 

Things were seemingly always sedate at Marrington Hospital. It didn't surprise Valerie. The hospital served a small population across a handful of sporadic towns.

Valerie said, “FBI. You might want to call security to help.”

The woman looked up, and her jaw almost dropped in horror at the sight of Valerie's gun.

She leaned over, nervous, and pressed a button for security. She waited.

“That's strange, no one's answering,” the woman said. “Usually, Mack or Sully are around here somewhere.”

“Is that it, two security guards?” Valerie asked.

“Yes,” the woman answered. “Sometimes another called Garrett, but he's off tonight. What is all of this?”

“Local police officers will be here shortly, tell them that we headed to where Charlie Carlson is being kept. I'd advise you to wait outside in your car and lock the doors. It'll be safer.” Valerie said no more and hurried through the lobby and down one of the brightly lit corridors.

“Slow down, Valerie,” Will whispered. “You're taking the corners too fast.”

Will was no expert in how to scout an area for armed suspects, but Valerie knew he was right. She was rushing it. But every second counted. She'd never forgive herself if she slowed down and found Charlie in a pool of blood because she took her time to assess every possible danger.

She turned around another corner, then another, each time getting closer to Charlie's room. She rushed onward but then realized she was moving alone.

“Valerie, wait,” Will said in a low tone.

She looked behind her and saw Will standing back along the corridor, looking at a closet door.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I can hear someone crying ... I think ...”

Valerie moved back down the corridor towards where Will stood. She then stopped and listened. Will was right. There was someone sobbing quietly on the other side of the door.

Valerie knocked gently. “I'm an agent with the FBI. You're safe. I'm going to open the door, okay?”

A timid voice replied, “Okay.”

Valerie gently opened the door to see a young nurse cowering on the floor, her eyes filled with tears.

“It's okay,” Valerie said. “Come on. I'm Agent Valerie Law, and this is Doctor Will Cooper.”

The nurse wiped the tears away from her face and stood up. “Are you friends with Charlie?”

Valerie and Will looked at each other. “Yes,” she said. “Where is he?”

“I ... I ran and thought the killer was coming after me, so I hid,” the nurse said, her voice quivering. 

“Where is Charlie?” Valerie asked, dread pushing up from her stomach.

“I ... I was with him a few minutes ago. He saved my life,” the nurse said, sobbing. “But I'm so, so sorry.”

Valerie felt sick. She knew when someone was going to break the worst kind of news to her. She had done it herself a million times over. Telling families, friends, and loved ones that something terrible had happened to someone they loved deeply.

“Please don't tell me ...” Valerie felt her hands start to shake. Up ahead behind the nurse, something moved in the shadows. Valerie heard the horrid cackle of her mother. Her sanity felt like it was seeping away.

“Agent Carlson is dead,” she said, her mouth trembling. “I'm so sorry. I saw the man he was fighting attack him with a gun and knife.”

Valerie felt a pit of rage open up inside of her. It was a seething fire she had only ever felt once before. When she was young and her mother, under the ill effects of a psychiatric delusion, tried to harm her sister Suzie. 

She'd never felt rage like that since. But now, Charlie was gone, and Tobias Masley was responsible.

Valerie choked back tears.

“Valerie,” Will said softly, his voice quivering with grief. He put his hand on her shoulder.

“Don't!” Valerie snapped. “Where did it happen?”

“Along there, take two lefts ...” the nurse said, pointing further down the corridor.

Valerie rushed off. She heard Will telling the nurse to head for the exit, but everything else was a blur. She pounded the floor with her feet, moving like a sea of anger through the corridors, her rage burning in her mind like a furnace.

“Valerie!” Will said, falling behind.

But she wasn't going to wait. 

She followed the nurse's directions and then saw it on the floor. There was a wheelchair lying on its side. Blood on the floor, and Valerie instinctively knew that it was Charlie's. 

But where was his body?

Masley had hidden bodies before. Valerie knew there were other bodies dotted around the county, ones he'd murdered in the past, people who had never been found. But Valerie swore that wouldn't happen to Charlie. She'd return his body to Angela and the kids if it meant putting a bullet in Tobias Masley's head.

The blood trail headed off into the building and then to a stairwell.

He's carrying Charlie, she thought.

Valerie rushed up the stairs, leaping two and three at a time, until the blood stopped at the inside of a gray, metal door at the top of the steps. She didn't wait. She thudded through it with her shoulder and suddenly found herself standing on the roof of Marrington Hospital, lit only by a blinding white security light on the ground.

It cast long, bleak shadows across the surface of the rooftop, and Valerie could hear a commotion in the parking lot below.

Valerie paid no attention to it, instead, she trained her sights onto the tall, lean figure of Tobias Masley standing on the edge of the roof. 

She looked and saw that he had laid Charlie's body on the edge of the roof and was simply standing there, waiting.

“I knew you would come, Valerie,” Tobias said. “Isn't it poetic? You and me on a rooftop just like seven years ago.”

“You killed my friend,” Valerie said, choking back tears. She trained her gun on him.

“Killed?” he said. “Is that what you think? Oh, no, it's not that simple. He's quite alive, I assure you. Just unconscious.”

Valerie's nerves were shredded. She didn't know what to believe. “Then ... then let him go.”

“No,” he said. “I wanted you to watch as I tossed him over the edge to his death.”

Valerie raised her gun and stepped forward.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Tobias said, revealing a gun in his hand. He pointed it point blank at Charlie's head. “If you really want your friend dead, then taking another step forward or firing your gun are sure ways to accomplish just that.”

“Why are you torturing me, Tobias?” Valerie asked. “Because you think I'm to blame for you being in prison?”

“You don't know what it's like!” Tobias said, the anger clear in his voice. “I should have been cared for ... made better. But you … you and your kind threw me into a prison with every thief and killer out there. And they treated me with contempt. So much so that I ended up in isolation. Do you know what twenty-three hours of isolation a day does to a man!? Do you!?”

“I told you, Tobias,” Valerie said, trying to calm her anger. “I wanted to help.”

“You said that seven years ago!” he said. “Then you went off and climbed the ranks of the FBI. Oh yes, your life was oh so perfect. While I rotted. While I got sicker. While the only part of me that was any good withered away day by day!”

“Then if you want to punish me, do it!” Valerie said. “But punish me not Charlie.”

“Too late!” He moved towards Charlie's body.

“Wait!” Valerie screamed. 

Valerie knew she had to think on her feet. She had to get inside Masley's mind and unlock a way to persuade him out of killing Charlie.

Suddenly an image popped into her head. It was of Tobias Masley's treatment at Talent Tutors. Not being listened to. His mother pushing him into classes, punishing him for not being the star she wanted him to be.

“He has kids ...” Valerie said. “One of them a son ... Richard.”

Tobias stopped and looked on at Valerie. “Why should I care?”

“You never had a dad did you, Tobias?”

“No ...”

“Do you ever think what would have happened if you had?” Valerie asked.

“I ... I don't know ...” He seemed uncertain.

“Perhaps if you had had one good parent, instead of a lousy one, then you would have turned out fine. That you wouldn't have found yourself compelled to kill all those who wronged you. If you'd had someone other than your mother to guide you ...”

“Don't bring her into this!” he said, moving the gun from Charlie's head and pointing it at Valerie.

“Charlie there, he's a good father,” she said. “Don't deprive Richard and Georgina of something you never had. Don't deprive them of a good parent to guide them.”

“Valerie!” Will came rushing up the stairs and onto the roof. Behind him were Detective March and Agent Schaub. The latter two drew their guns and pointed them at Masley.

“No!” Valerie said. “Don't shoot.”

Valerie then leaned down and placed her gun on the roof. She stood up and took a step forward.

“I ... I'll kill you, I swear,” Tobias said. 

“Maybe you will,” said Valerie. “But don't you want all of this to end, Tobias? Don't you want to reach that part of you that you talked about. The part of you that is good. The part of you that's still a child deep down, innocent and pure?”

“It's too late ...”

“It's never too late,” she said. 

“I've killed so many people,” Tobias said, tears beginning to stream down his face. “I'll never be free again.”

“Freedom is a state of mind,” Valerie said continuing to walk forward slowly. “I'm not going to lie and tell you that what you've done is okay, or that you'll be out one day being able to live a normal life. But you could feel better. You could be helped to understand who you really are. Wouldn't you give anything to be comfortable in your own skin?”

Valerie was now only inches away from Tobias. His hand trembled. 

“Let me help you,” she said. “But whatever happens, don't take Charlie away from his children.”

“You're right,” Tobias said. “I won't take this man away from his kids. But you don't have any children do you, Agent Law?”

“No!” Will screamed from behind.

Masley leaped forward, grabbed Valerie by the hands and fell backwards, his weight taking himself over the edge.

Valerie felt herself being dragged over, but a hand grabbed her as she neared the edge. It was the now conscious but very weak Charlie Carlson. He grabbed Valerie by the coat and held on for dear life.

Valerie looked down over the edge. Tobias Masley was dangling from her hand. 

“Let me go!” he said, crying. “I'm too far gone!”

“No!” Valerie said, feeling his weight beginning to slip.

“Why? Why do you want to help me!?” he yelled.

“Because ... because I'm just like you!” she screamed, and it was as if a torrent of emotions flew forth from her body. A deep realization that she had kept tightly locked away in the darkest recesses of her mind not unleashed.

“I'm just like you,” she whispered through tears. “My mother hurt me too. And my dad ... he was murdered. I feel like I'm just falling apart at the seams. And I can't escape the pain.”

“Then you know why you should let me go!”

“No,” she said. “That's why I'll hang on.”

“Why!?” Tobias screamed.

“Because it can't end like this! We had terrible beginnings in life, but the story has to end with hope, or it's all for nothing! All the pain. All the fear. For nothing!”

Valerie pulled back with all of her strength as Tobias tried to wriggle from her grip, but she was too determined and managed to yank him up far enough for the hands of Will, Schaub, and Detective March to pull Tobias and herself back onto the roof.

They all fell like a crumpled heap of linen onto the rooftop. Valerie, exhausted, watched as Schaub put Tobias in cuffs.

“Well, you got your man,” Valerie said.

“No,” Schaub said, his face filled with regret. “You got him. And I'll be letting Heinlein know it. Damnedest thing I ever saw. I don't agree with your methods, Agent Law, but I can't argue with the results.”

“Looks like we owe you again,” Detective March said. “The second time in seven years.”

“Let's not make it a third,” Charlie groaned from the edge of the roof.

“I thought you were dead,” Valerie said, wiping tears from her cheeks.

“Nah, not me,” Charlie said, his voice weak. “Besides, I can't be the first of us to go. Who would correct Will every time he's wrong?”

“I'm glad you're okay,” Will said. “Both of you.”


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Valerie was happy to be eating and relaxing with those she loved.

“This turkey is fantastic,” Tom said, stuffing his face at the candlelit table.

“You put on a wonderful spread, Angela,” Will said. “It's a wonder how Charlie ever snagged such a beautiful and cultured lady.”

“Are you hitting on my wife?” Charlie asked wryly, sitting in a chair at the table, plastered leg hidden below.

“Only if it annoys you,” Will said.

“Are they always like this?” Angela asked Valerie.

“Constantly,” Valerie said. “It's like looking after two children.”

“Can I have more mashed potato?” Tom said with his cheeks filled to the brim.

“Three whenever Tom is around as well,” Valerie continued.

“So, Will,” Angela said, “I hear you're going to be treating Tobias Masley?”

“Valerie's doing,” he said. “But we were able to persuade a judge to give him special access to psychiatric treatment, and Valerie put my name forward.”

“I thought it was time that he turned his insights into therapy,” Valerie said. “A new line of work anyway if we all get mothballed by Heinlein.”

“I'm just glad Schaub spoke up for us,” Charlie said. “But it's only a stay of execution. In a couple of months, I hear the investigation into Jackson Weller will be over, and we should know what's going to happen to us.”

Valerie's phone rang. She looked down and gasped.

“What is it?” Tom asked.

“It's Doctor Robertson. He's treating my mom.”

“Didn't you say he hated talking with you?” Will asked.

“Usually. Hold on.” Valerie stood up and left the dining room in Charlie's house. She entered a darkened hallway and answered the call.

“Doctor Robertson, what's wrong?”

She was afraid about the answer. He had never called before.

“Miss Law,” he said. “I'm afraid your mother has completely regressed. She's had a terrible episode, followed by some sort of seizure.”

“Seizure!?” Valerie asked. “Is she ...”

“She's alive,” he said. “But she's refusing to talk to anyone or even eat. She says she has to see you. She wanted me to stress how important it was. Something about her memory coming back to her. Something about what happened to your father. She told me to tell you that she did something awful, and that you're the only person she'll tell ...”

There was a pause before he continued. Valerie could sense his hesitation.

“I'm not entirely happy with letting you see her,” he said, “but if you agree to adhering to my strict guidelines, I'm willing to allow it. If you are the only person she'll speak with, I don't have much of a choice in terms of psychiatric treatment. But understand this, if you breach my instructions at any time or negatively impact your mother's wellbeing, I will rescind your visitation rights with immediate effect. Do we have a deal?”

Valerie wasn't ready to get into the politics of it all with Doctor Robertson. He held all the cards. If he was going to let Valerie see her mom, then that was an unsteady alliance she was willing to make.

She said, “I'll be there right away,” and she hung up the phone.

Valerie felt in a daze. Her mother had “done something awful …”

Deep down, Valerie feared what that was. As she listened to Tom and her friends laughing about something in the next room, Valerie felt like she couldn't quite face the questions. Her mind was a rush of thoughts, and she found herself grabbing her coat and heading out of the house into the night. Heading to the hospital without saying a word.

Heading towards a terrible truth.
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