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  For the first time in who knows how long, I actually woke up all by myself. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done that without assistance from an alarm clock or a telephone call with something urgent to kick my sorry ass out of bed.


  I woke up this morning because my body simply felt like doing it. The batteries were charged and it was time to get up and do something. While I still felt a little tired, I consulted my cell phone, which sat silently on the dresser beside my bed. It was all the motivation I needed to get up and get my pitiful butt in the shower. I wasn’t used to waking up at eleven in the morning. There was a point where I’d actually started to think there was a law against letting me sleep past eight in the morning.


  I had the day off, which was not abnormal for my particular situation. Thanks to an agreement with the station, I always got every other Friday off. It took a lot of arm twisting and even a few bribes to get what I wanted, but I was willing to do anything to get my ex-wife’s lawyer off my ass. Picking up the kids after school was a priority because I didn’t want to pick them up at their mother’s place. We put on a good front for the children, really, but they were the only reason we even shared a single word with one another. If Beth and I didn’t have any kids, we wouldn’t even share the same air, let alone meet once every two weeks when I drop them off on Sunday nights.


  The divorce had been hard on everyone, and despite the bad feelings, things were actually moving along a little better than expected. Beth didn’t want this to drag out any longer than it had to and I didn’t fight her on most of her requests. The children were old enough to know what was going on, but we both agreed to keep the vital details to ourselves out of fear that some of the kids might use it as ammunition to get out of trouble. Kind of like a get out of jail free card. Not on our watch.


  Once out of bed, I went into the bathroom to clear my throat, hock up some phlegm, and brush my teeth just before taking my morning piss. I know it must sound unbelievable, but I do enjoy the simple things in life, like breathing. I shaved with an electric razor almost out of habit since it was the way I usually got ready for work, and even though I wasn’t going in today, I wanted to look good for the girls.


  Beth and I had three children, and while our oldest was in college and out of the nest, we still had two in high school and they were a pain in the ass sometimes ... almost as much as their mother was on her best days. Abbey and Sandy are 15 and 13, respectively, and thanks to my compromised scheduling arrangement, I was able to pick them up after school.


  I never said that in front of the girls, as it’s something that I kept to myself and to my brother whenever I spoke with him alone. It felt good to have at least one person in my life with whom I could share those little joys. Clive was always there whenever I needed him, and I always did my best to make sure I was there whenever he got into trouble or needed a little something extra to prevent that trouble from occurring. His having an older brother in the police force didn’t hurt much, either. I was never asked to do anything illegal, at least not yet, but I did whatever I could to help Clive because he would always do the same for me. My work had a habit of getting in the way, and he would always have my back, so I did my best to make sure I had his.


  After cleaning up in the bathroom, I dressed rather casually, tossing on a pair of blue jeans, a black t-shirt, and some sneakers. Clothes I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing at work, but I made an effort to at least try to look like I would be around all weekend by not showing up at the girls’ school in something closely resembling my work attire.


  After dressing for the day, I strolled into the kitchen and started to clean up. Friday mornings were the usual clean-up time at my place. For some reason, it was hard for me to regularly clean up a little at a time instead of doing everything in one morning. It’s not that I never wanted to do it, but things just seemed easier when Beth was there to kick my ass and keep me on track. Now that I had my own place, by the time I found a moment away from work to do something about it, something would always come up. A hand grenade would actually improve things around here, but the girls were a good enough excuse to get me in gear.


  While sweeping the floors and doing the Mount Everest of dishes that had piled up since the last time the girls visited, I put a few slices of toast on and nuked a few pieces of bacon in the microwave to go with them. I didn’t make any coffee because there was no milk.


  There wasn’t any food for that matter, and suddenly I had another thing to do before the girls got here. Grocery shopping was yet another thing that I rarely accomplished, considering the kind of work I did for the city. Fast food and especially the hot dog cart outside the station made up the bulk of my diet. The sauerkraut I put on my sausages was likely the only thing closely resembling a vegetable that I ate in any given week. If it wasn’t for the gym and the constant walking I did outside the station, I could possibly be as fat as a few of the other detectives. Not an image I wanted to think of.


  I did my best to eat well, but when on the fly and with a lot of work to do, beggars couldn’t be choosers. If a slab of pizza came into the station, you didn’t question how many calories or carbs it had. You took a few slices to your desk to chew on while trying to keep ahead of the paperwork that you’re always swamped with. The fact that I didn’t weigh 400 pounds was a miracle. I was a little husky, sure, clocking in around 270, but I used that weight to push people around to get what I wanted. It helped to increase my intimidation factor – one thing you could never have too much of in my profession.


  Once breakfast and some minor chores were out of the way, I decided to hit the grocery store and get that over with before I went for the girls. I had quite a few hours to kill before school was out and needed to get out of the apartment. Sometimes the place just made me feel like a sardine in a tight can, something that I was still having trouble with. The townhouse was very small compared to the house Beth and I lived in for over fifteen years as man and wife. I loved that house. The way our family functioned within it, you would have thought the person who designed it built the place just for us. It was all the motivation I needed every morning to do whatever it took to be the best cop I could be.


  I had a great home and an even greater family inside it, eager to see me walk through the door alive and in once piece. Now, whenever I came home, it was always to the same dark, unclean apartment, and that was starting to depress me. There was no one to ask how my day went, to show off their homework for me to sign. I really missed the little things like that.


  Now she had the home, the kids, and even half of my paycheck. I’m sure her lawyer would have taken my balls if they weren’t attached. The guy was a sleazy sack of shit, but I understood my ill feelings about him only meant he was very good at his job.


  I could have driven to a local Walmart or some other ghastly monstrosity to do all of my shopping, maybe even saved a buck or two in the process, but I wasn’t that kind of guy. Considering the kind of people I worked for, loyalty was a big thing to me. It was the glue that kept all of us together and I did more than just talk about it –I practiced it every day. Even when doing little things like picking up some groceries for my girls.


  When I arrived at Lou’s Grocery Store just a few blocks from the station, I did so knowing that Lou needed all the help he could get, considering that the competition was giving him a warm time. One day I wouldn’t be able to shop there anymore, but it wouldn’t be because I left him when things were getting tough. Whatever I had left over after my ex had her way, it always went to the people I respected and was most loyal to.


  I grabbed a cart and slowly started to make my way through each aisle, grabbing things I needed to do a little cooking, and a few frozen dinners in case they didn’t like my cooking. I’d never had any complaints from the girls before, but if they didn’t eat the frozen dinners, I was sure they would come in handy whenever I got home from a late shift and didn’t feel like making much of an effort putting something together before bedtime.


  When I arrived at the bakery section, I saw another major reason for shopping at Lou’s place. Her name was Courtenay, and although she was married, it never stopped me from going to her section of the store and buying something just to get a chance to speak with her. I wouldn’t hesitate to buy a dozen croissants or even a few loafs of marble rye just to see her short red hair, her dazzling smile, and to speak with her for a few minutes. I loved to hear the sound of her voice. “Hey, Court.”


  “Hey, Jake,” Courtenay said as she turned to greet me. Usually this was the highlight of my day, to see her smile my way and help me select something nice.


  “Is there anything around here still fresh for me?” I politely asked.


  “I put aside some croissants for the girls.” She handed me a bag that she had stashed away just for me.


  I was flattered she remembered, but tried not to react too much. “Thank you,” I said as I took the bag from her. Part of me wanted to walk away and quit while I was ahead, while another part wanted to keep talking to her. “I have a quick question.”


  “Sure, Jake,” Courtenay replied with another beautiful smile. “What’s up?”


  “I have a birthday coming up. One of the girls is turning 16,” I said, trying not to be too uncomfortable about it. “So I was wondering how much time I’m going to need to pre-order a cake.”


  “Oh,” Courtenay replied, surprised by the statement. “Are you planning her sweet 16 party?”


  “No, nothing like that,” I quickly responded. I could tell she was slightly amused with the image of me, an old fashioned man trying to host that kind of party. “Her mother’s handling that hoopla. I just want something small to let her know that I remember.”


  “That’s so sweet,” she said as she flashed me another warm smile. I always kept count of the amount of smiles I could manage to force. While this was nowhere near my record, I still appreciated every one of them. “As long as you give us a call about a week before pick-up, we’ll be able to have it ready in time.”


  “Thanks, Court,” I said as I gave her one more smile before pushing my cart on its way. I never looked back, even though I badly wanted to. As much as I would love to ask her out, maybe to a movie or dinner, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. She was a happily married woman. Divorce was one of the worst things a person could endure and I would never wish that kind of hell on anyone, even if it meant someone like Court could become available. Despite my feelings, I always wished her and her husband the best and hoped neither of them would ever have to walk even one step in my shoes.


  I grabbed a few more things and headed for the checkout. Over $120 was sucked out of my account via my debit card, but I only had myself to blame for that one. The cupboards were bare because I was too lazy to keep them semi-stocked on a consistent basis. It was my own fault, so griping about it even in my own head wasn’t going to solve anything.


  Yet, as I was walking out the door with my freshly packed groceries, something else took my mind off the bill. There was a man, somewhere in his 30s, harassing a woman who was standing with a cart of her own full of food. He had no reason to be this irate, it seeming like the kind of anger a husband would use only in the most extreme of cases, such as catching his wife with another man or if she accidentally flushed a winning lottery ticket down the toilet.


  Even in those extreme cases, the kind of verbal abuse that was being showcased for the entire parking lot was getting a tad out of hand. Despite the fact that I was not at work, I felt the need to intercede before one of my co-workers got called in, which meant a hell of a lot of paperwork, the one thing we all hated.


  I pulled my cart aside to prevent it from rolling out into the street on its own, and walked over to the couple who were in the middle of making a huge scene in front of countless witnesses. His vocabulary was very limited, as if he was in a competition that said he couldn’t use words that were longer than four or five letters at a time. He was cussing like a sailor and red in the face. This wasn’t something I was going to stand for. Not at my grocery store. “Excuse me, what seems to be the problem?”


  The man who was causing the scene suddenly looked up at me, the asshole who was sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. “What the fuck do you care?”


  “The fact that you’re cussing with at least five minors in the immediate area concerns me a great deal,” I responded. “You need to stop acting like a child and start behaving more like a mature adult.”


  “Or what?” the man said, challenging me in front of everyone.


  “Or I’ll have to take you to work with me tonight,” I said as I pulled out my wallet and opened it for him. The badge was all he needed to see. “I could start with disturbing the peace and could add about three or four more charges, just off what I’ve heard over the last few minutes. Do us all a favor. Give it a rest and go home. I don’t need the paperwork and you don’t want to spend the night in the slammer.”


  I could tell that whatever was bugging him wasn’t something he wanted to let go of. “I’m not saying you don’t have a right to be angry about whatever’s pissed you off, but there is a time and place for these conversations and this isn’t it! Now apologize to your lady for embarrassing her in front of everyone and save whatever’s bugging you for later. Give yourself a chance to calm down and talk about this like adults so my co-workers and I don’t have to get involved. Whatever has happened isn’t worth getting a criminal record over. Is it?”


  The man paused for a moment but seemed to get it. “No, it’s not.” He paused for a moment and then turned to his lady friend. “I’m sorry.”


  I watched them take their groceries out to their van and leave the parking lot. They weren’t yelling anymore, and my presence did exactly what I’d hoped it would do: make the man realize that no matter how bad some things get, it’s never worth going to jail over. I went back to get my own groceries and someone was holding my cart to make sure no one ran off with it while I was dealing with the situation. It was Courtenay. “Thanks for watching my stuff.”


  “I should be thanking you,” Courtenay replied. “I was just about to call the cops to take care of that little spat.”


  “People have a right to get a little angry,” I replied. “Sometimes they just need a reminder that no one has the right to get that angry at anyone.”


  “No kidding,” Courtenay agreed as she relinquished my cart. “I didn’t realize you were a cop.”


  “I’ve been on the force for over twenty years,” I replied. It was the first time I’d ever talked to her about my job. This was uncharted territory for us.


  “Thanks for your help, officer,” Courtenay then said with another winning smile. That was four for this trip.


  “It’s detective, actually,” I said with a smile of my own. I had been a detective for over eight years. I usually didn’t like to broadcast it, but rarely did I get a chance to gloat to someone like Courtenay.


  “Wow,” Courtenay said as she gave a short wave. “I’ll see you next time, detective. Don’t forget to call us for the cake.”


  “I won’t,” I said as I pulled the cart away. “Thanks for the reminder.”


  I quickly packed the groceries into the car and put the cart back as fast as I could. I’d taken up too much time getting the food and barely had enough time to go home and unpack before running off to get the girls from school. I wouldn’t be late, but I always loved getting there early. Watching them interact with other girls, and even boys as they left, gave me a little more intel than I would ever get from the girls themselves.


  It was getting to the point where I was going to have to get someone on the inside to gather information for me, the equivalent of an informant on my own kids. The idea of having a personal informant as opposed to a professional one bugged me a bit, but with the way teenagers were these days, I needed to be proactive. The last thing I wanted was to be one of those dads who had to explain why I was completely in the dark and had no idea they’d turn out the way they did.


  I’d seen too many of those parents sitting in the police station with that deer in the headlights look on their faces, unable to explain why their kids would do the horrible things they were being charged with. I never wanted to find myself in that position, ever. If I had to take measures to make sure I was in the know about what was going on at my girls’ school, then I would do whatever was necessary. For now, I was just able to get home, unpack the groceries, toss out the old food that was green and molding, and still get to the school with fifteen minutes to spare.


  Like I said before, I enjoyed getting there early. I even got to see which kids had the balls to try to make a run for it early. Usually if they did, they rarely if ever used the front door. It was while I was waiting for the bell to ring that the last thing I wanted to hear started buzzing in my pocket. I paused for a moment and then answered the phone. “I don’t care what you’re calling for, I’m not coming in. I haven’t even picked up the girls yet.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Jake,” the voice on the other end replied. It was my partner, Flo. Known to everyone at the force as Detective Harris, Flo (short for Florence) usually liked to bust my balls whenever she was in need of passing time. “I was just calling to make sure you were on your way and not going to be late.”


  “I never am,” I retorted.


  “I know,” Flo concurred. “I’m just a little bored and thought I’d see how you were doing.”


  “As much as I hate to hear you’re bored, nothing could make me happier,” I replied with a smile she couldn’t see. The idea that things were slow gave me the impression that I most likely wasn’t going to be bothered that night. While I’ve been wrong on occasions, the idea that I might get to spend the night with the girls was a welcome thought.


  I watched as the kids started to file out of school, free for the weekend and happy about it. “Look, as much as I would like to help you with your current predicament, the kids are leaving school and I have my own thing to do. No offense, Flo, but I don’t want to hear from you again unless it’s really hitting the fan.”


  “All right, Jake,” she answered with a deep sigh. I could tell there was a hint of jealousy in her voice. She had been married for over seven years and had yet to have a little one of her own. I knew she wanted kids but it just wasn’t happening.


  I didn’t know what I would’ve done with myself if I didn’t have my girls. Being a dad was one of the best things that had ever happened to me. As much as I loved my job, it was always a means to being a better dad. I did it all for them, and every risk I assumed when I went out to do my work was well worth seeing the view I had every other Friday ... my kids heading to the car, happy to see me. “Abbey, take the front.”


  The older of my two girls did as she was told and Sandy hopped into the back. Abbey looked over at me as she put on her seatbelt. “Am I in trouble, Daddy?”


  “In my profession,” I calmly responded as I waited for her sister to strap in before I began to drive, “the people who are being bad sit in the back.”


  “Uh-oh,” Abbey said as she finally understood what was going on.


  “What did I do?” Sandy called out from the back. She knew better not to fess up to anything until she knew what she was being accused of. No point piling on more charges just in case I was talking about something else.


  I waved a piece of paper in the air and passed it to her. “That test was faxed to my station yesterday,” I answered without taking my eyes off the road. “Your science teacher wants to know why it never came back with your mother’s signature on it.”


  “Damn,” Sandy cursed from the backseat. “How did he get your fax number?”


  “All your teachers have my card,” I answered. “That card has my number, my cell number, and the fax number at the station. Nothing happens without my knowing about it. It helps to have connections.”


  “So now what?” Sandy asked.


  “No friends or going outside the entire weekend,” I answered. I could tell she was upset, but that was too bad. Usually I let them play with friends on my weekends, especially if I got called into work, but this time she would have to stay at my place until further notice. Despite my attempt to enforce the code in my household, I still made an effort to smooth things over. “Do your time, and not only will I sign this for your teacher, but I won’t tell your mother about it. Okay?”


  I could see her steely gaze in the rear view mirror, which sent a small chill up my spine. Something she got from her mother. “All right,” she finally conceded.


  “This is your only warning,” I added. “I get another test like this, and I tell your mother.”


  “Okay,” Sandy replied as she crossed her arms. I hated being the bad cop, but sometimes it was necessary. Beth sometimes let the kids get away with too much, which left me to do the work alone with what little time I had; which, at times, led to my weekends being nothing more than a bitter staring match. And from that icy look in the back seat, I could already tell this was going to be a long weekend.
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  It was around three in the morning when I got the call. I didn’t want to answer. Despite the internal struggle to fight the urge to wake up, I groaned and sat up. I picked up the cell to confirm what I had feared most ... work was calling. I clicked the green button on my phone and opened the line. “Walker, here.”


  “I need you out here, right now,” the voice on the other end pretty much commanded. I could tell from the lack of small talk that it was my boss. I doubt he enjoyed being up this early either. Part of me wanted to tell Captain George Bancroft where to go, and it wasn’t Kokomo. But I resisted for one simple reason, and it was how he’d structured the command: “I need you.”


  Captain Bancroft didn’t ask for help often. Usually, he was diplomatic if he was asking us to do extra work to help when they were burdened with too many cases at one time. It was this personal request that gave me the impression that whatever was going on was very serious.


  “Where are you?” I asked as I picked up my watch to confirm how early it was.


  There was a short pause. “I’m at the station. That’s not where the job is.”


  “And where is that?” I quickly asked.


  “State University, East Campus,” he answered.


  The captain knew exactly what kind of response I would give, as within seconds I was more awake than I’d ever thought was possible at that time of the morning on an off day. “I’m on my way.”


  “They’re at the Arts building,” Captain Bancroft continued. “You should be able to navigate your way from there. Just follow the lights. I’ll get down there as soon as I can. I’ve been told it’s a pretty brutal murder.”


  “All right,” I answered. “I’ll get out there as soon as I can.”


  “Thank you.”


  After the line went dead, I immediately called my brother and hoped he wasn’t out drinking. Thankfully, he was also asleep. “Jake?” he barely spat out.


  “Clive, get your ass over here,” I quickly shot back. “I’ve been called into work and it’s pretty serious.”


  “How fucking serious could it be?” he asked, grumpy and clearly unhappy he was being disturbed so early.


  “I’ve been called to Cassie’s campus,” I quickly answered. “Get your ass over here, now!”


  There was a short pause. “I’ll be there in five minutes.”


  Clive was actually over at my place in less than three minutes, and I appreciated his hustle. I hadn’t heard from Cassie in over a week, so to be called to her campus was making my heart race a little. Clive could tell and didn’t fuck around, scooting over to my place as quickly as he could. He always crashed on the couch and made pancakes for the girls whenever I was called to work. They loved their uncle and knew he only subbed in when things were tense and required my help. It rarely happened, but I wasn’t going to turn my back on them this time, not when the location of the crime scene was so personal.


  As I drove, the worst case scenario kept flashing through my head: Cassie was dead and I was being called in to identify the body. It was always my worst nightmare, to be the officer on the scene only to find out it was my own girl underneath the black canvas.


  For some reason, my subconscious loved to torment me with the worst possible scenario, ever since the girls had been babies. I’d often had nightmares about leaving the babies on the bus and running after it as it drove away with my kids inside; then, I’d wake up in a pool of sweat. As the girls got older, my dreams became scarier. From getting into a car accident whenever one of them was learning to drive, to coming upon a crime scene and finding that my own child is the victim.


  My brain just wasn’t willing to cut me some slack. I’d been a dad for over 21 years and the girls were alive and well. All fingers and toes were still attached and none of them even sporting a tattoo; so deep down, I had to admit that I must have done something right.


  That never stopped the dreams, though, and I was reminded of them as I drove to the East Campus, hoping that I was not driving towards my worst fear. As I pulled into the main parking lot in front of the Arts building, I could see what the Captain was talking about. There were several cop cars there, lights flashing and people being kept at bay. Reporters, students, and various onlookers wanted to know what was going on. As I pulled in, I could see Flo in the distance talking to a few medics. They were most likely forensics or from the coroner’s office, ready to pick up a fresh body.


  But I got an even bigger surprise, as much to my relief, I saw Cassie waving. She recognized my car and must have had a feeling I’d be here. It was likely that she, and many other students, had all walked over from the dormitories to see what the hell was going on. Once I got out of the car, I walked over to where Cassie was and gave her a big hug. I had feared the worst and it was so good to see her. “What are you doing out here?”


  “I’m with my friends, I’ll be fine,” Cassie answered. “I also thought you might be out here, too. I didn’t want you to panic.”


  Cassie was one smart girl. She knew I would have been panicking on the inside, especially if no one had told me what was really going on. I put a hand through her long hair and smiled. “Stay back and don’t get too close. I want you guys to head back to the dorm in 10 minutes. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” she replied with a hint of sarcasm. I could tell she had no intention of listening to a single word I said. She was 21 and living on her own. She called the shots and I was just a part time parent she saw when she needed a little extra cash and an urge to crash or do laundry at my place.


  Relieved that my worst dreams had not become a reality, I was able to take a deep breath and finally get back to work. I quickly walked over to where Flo was, and she could tell from how I was interacting with Cassie that I hadn’t been told very much. “You should have called me,” she quickly started. “I would have confirmed it wasn’t Cassie. It’s not even a woman.”


  “It’s not?” I called back to her. That was odd. Most of the time when we responded to a homicide, it was a woman. Usually when men got into a tussle, they just bruised each other up and then went their separate ways. Rarely did it ever come to us.


  I followed Flo to the side of the Arts building where there was a narrow path between that building and the science hall. That’s where the tarp was, and I could tell by the officers there that this wasn’t going to be a pretty sight. The Captain never kept people back unless it was something he didn’t want on the front page. The kind of sight the police would prefer to keep out of the limelight since this was someone’s son, someone’s brother.


  I walked up to the tarp, knelt down beside it, and quickly lifted the canvas to take a peek. It was way more gruesome than I’d imagined. The victim was on his stomach, bound and gagged with one of those rubber balls that had straps. It was a common item ... something that you can get at any sex shop. There would be no point trying to trace it. The victim’s hands were bound behind his back with a pretty solid pair of handcuffs. I looked at his back and then back up at Flo. “Someone hit him with a Taser.”


  “I noticed that, too,” Flo confirmed. “It would explain how he managed to get the victim bound without a fight.”


  “How many stab wounds are there?” I quickly asked as I noticed the obvious cause of death. After being bound by his assailant, it was clear enough that the boy had been knifed to death, as there were several lacerations in his back.


  “I counted over twenty stab wounds,” Flo answered. 


  “Not a nice way to go,” I replied as I kept looking. There was blood coming out of every wound. “This wasn’t a quick killing. Whoever did this made sure it was slow and very painful. He was tortured.”


  I lifted the tarp to see the real reason why the victim had been covered in the first place. His pants and underwear had been pulled down to his ankles. “Damn,” I said as I put the tarp back down. “The blood from his anal cavity suggests that he was sexually assaulted. The flow also suggests that the assault occurred prior to his stabbing. It would explain the need for a ball-gag.”


  “So he could rape the victim without having to keep a hand over his mouth,” Flo said as she connected the dots. I could tell why Captain Bancroft had wanted me out here: this homicide was going to generate a lot of media based on how brutal it was.


  “It would appear so,” I concurred. “This boy suffered a great deal before he died. It would suggest that it might have been personal.”


  “Maybe it’s just a psychopath?” one of the officers suggested.


  “I sure hope not,” Flo quickly countered. “If it’s personal, then this is likely a one-time thing. Psychos leave a much higher body count.”


  “Any cameras?” I quickly asked.


  “Not in this corner,” Flo answered. “It’s a massive blind spot back here.”


  “I was afraid of that,” I called back as I stood up and started to walk around. Committing a crime this brutal in the one spot where not a single camera could see it wasn’t the kind of thing I wanted to see. This person was not only quick and brutal, but also smart. “Either the killer took the time to scout this area out long before the crime was committed, or he’s a student and lives here.”


  “I don’t like those options,” Flo frankly confessed.


  Before I could say something else, the Captain came over to speak with us. I could tell that, like me, he wasn’t very impressed with the scene. His anger was a little more projected than my disgust so I could tell he knew something that I didn’t. “What do you know?” I quickly asked.


  “The victim’s name is Wally Bennett.” The Captain handed over a small bag that contained evidence. “We found his wallet just around the corner. The killer dumped it in the trash can. I’m going to have forensics dust it for prints.”


  “You’re not going to find any,” I quickly called back. “This killer is too meticulous to leave something like a print lying around.”


  “We’ll check anyway, just to be sure,” Captain Bancroft replied defiantly.


  “Bennett,” I said to myself. “Why does that name that sound familiar?”


  “You don’t watch much sports, do ya, Jake,” the Captain replied.


  “With three girls, not really,” I confessed. “I take it this Wally isn’t just your ordinary student, then?”


  “Try the star quarterback,” the Captain answered. “The media is going to freak out when they find out who’s here.”


  “You have no idea,” Flo chipped in. I was thinking the same thing but had restrained myself from voicing that opinion out loud.


  “What is she talking about?” the Captain asked.


  “You haven’t taken a look?” I asked, gesturing to the canvas.


  “I haven’t,” the Captain replied. “How brutal was it?”


  “Very,” Flo answered.


  “On a scale of 1 to 10?” he asked.


  “Spinal Tap,” I answered. It was not the answer he wanted to hear but it was my way of telling him that out of 10, this was an 11 on the gross-out meter.


  “Shit,” he muttered as he took out a cigar and lit up. I grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the scene a bit to speak. “What the fuck happened?”


  “Based on what I’ve seen, the victim was tazed and then dragged to this spot because it’s a blind spot to all the cameras,” I started.


  “Fuck, then the killer knows this place,” the captain replied.


  “It would suggest that,” I agreed, “but it could also suggest that the killer did some advanced scouting, which would suggest extreme premeditation. We can’t rule out either at this point.”


  “How was he killed?”


  “He was bound and gagged and then stabbed over twenty times.” I paused for a moment. “It looks like he was also sexually assaulted.”


  “Jesus Christ,” Captain Bancroft said. He looked like he was going to vomit. “So what you’re telling me is that our star quarterback was bound, gagged, raped, and then stabbed to death?”


  “That about sums it up.”


  “Fuck me.”


  “We’ll know more when we get the autopsy report.”


  “This kid was guaranteed a spot in the NFL˗”


  “It looks personal,” I interrupted, refusing to let that detail distract me. “Whoever did this wanted Bennett to suffer. The whole point of using the gag was to make sure he couldn’t make a sound when being raped. The killer wanted him awake, to feel everything.”


  “Son of a bitch,” the Captain cussed again. This was the last thing he needed on his plate. He had gotten word that it was brutal, but he wasn’t prepared for it to be this bad.


  “We need to start talking to his friends,” I suggested.


  “Need to see if anyone was following him,” Flo added. “Or if anyone was sending threats to him by mail or email.”


  “We’ll start rounding people up,” the Captain said, unable to take his eyes off the tarp. Underneath it was the worst media image he could ever imagine. Tabloids and news outlets were going to have a field day with this one. “How much of this can we keep under wraps?”


  “I’m not sure,” I honestly replied. “There’s only so much we can hold back. The last thing we want to do is downplay it only to have another body turn up.”


  “That’s not what I wanted to hear,” the Captain replied.


  “We have to prepare just in case.” I could tell just the thought of a serial killer was making the Captain very, very nervous. Before, when we’d had to deal with a serial killer in our city, the last guy in charge of homicide lost his job. Captain Bancroft was his replacement. Now it was his turn to be in the hot seat and he didn’t relish the thought of having to fight for his job. High profile cases tended to put the spotlight on the entire department, so he wasn’t the only one nervous about this.


  “All right.” The Captain took one more deep puff and then put out his cigar before putting it back into his coat pocket. “I’ll take care of the media. You and Flo find this piece of shit and do it quickly.”


  “What do we do now?” Flo asked as she walked over.


  “We should let forensics do their thing and get the body the hell out of here as soon as possible.” I made a motion to one of the buildings. “We need to speak with the Dean as soon as possible, also.” As we left the crime scene for forensics to go over, I could see the flashes and questions being yelled at our Captain as he fielded questions from the media.


  I could hear him making the usual statements: all measures were being used to find whoever did this and our best people were on the case. Thanks, Chief, no pressure. We crossed over to the administration building that was a short skip from the Arts building where the body had been found. It was around six in the morning, but a lot of people were in, thanks to the events going on outside. I slowly walked up to the main desk and flashed my badge. “Detective Walker to see the Dean.”


  “Yes, sir,” the secretary said as she picked up a phone and made a call. A few seconds later, she put it down. “Both the Dean and the President of the University are waiting for you in his office.”


  “Thank you,” I said as I walked away and down the hall. I had been here a few years ago when I’d registered Cassie. I also knew my way around because I’d graduated from this place before joining the force. I knocked on the door and was called to enter. “Gentlemen, I’m Detective Jake Walker, and this is Detective Florence Harris.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” the Dean said as he stood up from his desk and shook our hands. “I’m Richard Jackson, Dean of Arts. This is Oswald Butler, the University’s President. We are deeply saddened by what is going on here.”


  “Have you identified the body?” President Butler asked. It was clear he was concerned the victim might be a student, and was most likely hoping it was a homeless man that had just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Still bad for the image, but nothing compared to a student getting killed.


  “We have,” I answered. “He’s a member of your student body.”


  “Who is it?” Dean Jackson then asked.


  “We need to speak with the football coach,” I stated.


  “Shit,” President Butler said. A high profile student didn’t make this easier.


  “He’s a member of the team,” I filled in. “It’s the quarterback. We need to know if anyone has been making any threats against any players on the team. I realize college sports can be competitive, but any threat sent in could be a clue that will lead us to a suspect.”


  “What are you trying to find?” the Dean then asked.


  “We need to make sure that no other players are at risk,” Flo replied. “We have to make sure that there isn’t someone out there who is gunning for the whole team, or to establish if he had a personal vendetta with the victim.”


  “I’ll talk to the coach and our IT people. If anything was flagged by them, I’ll have them sent to your station,” President Butler answered. “We don’t want anyone else to get hurt, so we’ll get this taken care of as soon as possible.”


  “I appreciate that,” I said as I fished a card out of my wallet and placed it on the Dean’s desk. “Call me if you guys find anything. We’ll be in touch.”


  As we left the office, I had a feeling this was going to be more political than anything else. I’d been playing dumb with the Captain back at the scene when talking about football. My brother was a die-hard college football fan and I remembered a lot of things he’d told me about this upcoming season.


  Wally was a candidate for the college player of the year. If he even lived up to half the hype going into this season, he was going to be a top 10 pick at next year’s draft. A promising career had been brutally cut short by someone who didn’t like him very much. The murder was too vicious to be someone from a rival team. Whoever committed this heinous act clearly hated Wally a great deal, to the point where he’d tortured the poor boy for at least a half hour before finally putting him out of his misery. “We need to speak with the victim’s family. See if they were getting any threats, as well.”


  “Think this one is personal, Jake?” Flo called back from a few stairs behind.


  “It sure looks like it,” I answered, but as I said that to her, I noticed something out of place. One of our people from forensics was in the lobby. They were looking for me, and I knew exactly what that meant: they’d already found something.
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  Flo and I walked over to the member of our forensics team in the lobby. “What did you find?” I quickly asked.


  “This,” she answered as she handed over a clear plastic bag. Inside the bag was a small playing card. “We found it stuffed in the side of his sock. It was the only one there, which is what triggered our curiosity.”


  “Fuck,” I said as I looked at the card. It was the ace of hearts. I handed it over to Flo for her to look over. “Thoughts?”


  “I’m getting that feeling this isn’t going to end with one body,” Flo commented. She was never one to hold back her opinion, and she wasn’t often wrong.


  “Take this back to evidence and keep it under wraps,” I ordered. We followed the young forensics officer out the door and I directed Flo to follow her back to the crime scene so no one would bug her. I strolled over to where the Captain was still talking to the press. While the Captain was doing well, I felt the need to butt in. “That’s all the time we have. No, we will release more statements at a later time.” I grabbed the Captain by the arm and dragged him away from the press. “We need to talk.”


  Rather than get upset that I took away his press time, the Captain knew I wouldn’t have done it unless I thought it was urgent. “What do you have?”


  “A card,” I answered.


  “What kind of card?” he asked.


  “The ace of hearts.”


  “Where did they find it?”


  “In his sock. We think the suspect planted it there.”


  “What the fuck does it mean?”


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  Captain Bancroft paused for a moment. “The ace. It’s usually considered the top card in the deck. Could it possibly be a reference to Wally’s standing on campus?”


  “It’s also considered the first of 12 cards,” I added. “We could see 11 more coming in our near future.”


  “Holy shit,” the Captain cussed. “Could this get any worse?”


  “Let’s hope the suspect doesn’t want to play a game of 52 pickup,” I answered. “Things could always get worse.”


  “Don’t start with me,” the Captain said as he took a deep breath. “We’ll have to warn the Dean and the President to make sure their students stay inside and avoid walking around here at night, at least until we can determine the risk and whether the suspect is indeed going to strike again.”


  “Will do,” I said as I started to take notes. “We also should contact the FBI and see if this fits a profile. For all we know, this could be someone they’re already following.”


  “Good idea,” my boss agreed. “If this is someone that’s already on the radar, we could use the extra help without straining our budget.” As much as my Captain liked that idea, I knew he didn’t relish the thought of a serial killer moving to his city and setting up shop. I doubt anyone would.


  Rather than hang around, Flo and I got into my car and we took off for our next obvious destination. It was close to eight in the morning and chances were good that most people were awake, so I didn’t feel the need to hold things up any further than I had to.


  We drove 20 minutes across town until we reached the Bennett home. I was hoping Wally’s parents had already woken up because I was going to ruin their day. I was only the messenger, but I was about to get the brunt of two people’s fury and for good reason; lucky or unlucky that his family actually lived in the town where he went to school was anybody’s guess, unlikely as it was for a star football player.


  And here I was, there to tell them their child was dead. If someone had shown up with that kind of news, I’d most likely react the same way, so I never take this personally, no matter how many four letter words fly my way. We parked a few houses away so as to not attract attention, and slowly walked down the street.


  There was only one thing that could ruin my attempt to speak with Wally’s parents, and there it was, parked right beside their home: a news van. Just being there would confirm Wally was the victim, so before anyone could turn a camera on, I walked over and grabbed the television reporter who I recognized from other crime scenes. I pulled her aside. “What’s your name?”


  “Tina Carlson,” she quickly answered.


  I paused for a moment. “You know why I’m here, don’t you, Tina?”


  “I sure do,” Tina replied.


  “I need you to do me a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  “Get back in your van and drive away. You never saw us here.”


  “No fucking way.”


  “In two hours this will be old news,” I said to her before looking around to make sure no one else was listening. “I can offer you something better.”


  “What’s that?” she asked, curious to see what I would offer.


  “An exclusive when we make an arrest,” I answered. “I’ll make sure you have a name and minimal information four hours before anyone else does.”


  Tina looked back at me and obviously realized this exclusive was a lot juicier than the one she was about to get. “All right. We’ll take off.”


  “Thank you,” I said as she backed off. Flo and I stood there and watched as Tina and her cameramen climbed back into the van and drove away. Once the van was gone, the real work was about to begin. Flo and I slowly walked up to the front door, and it opened before we even got there. It was clear the news van might have tipped them off. Just being there would have been enough, but I honestly thought and hoped this was the first time Mr. and Mrs. Bennett had opened the door all day. “Mrs. Bennett?” I asked the woman standing at the door.


  “Who wants to know?” she quickly asked, partially closing the door. She probably thought we were reporters, as well.


  I took out my wallet and showed her my badge. “I’m Detective Walker and this is Detective Harris. We need to speak to you and your husband.”


  “My husband isn’t home,” she replied. “He works nights. He should be home very soon. Can I ask what this is about?”


  “Can we come in?” Flo quickly asked. “Preferably before any more reporters arrive and jump to conclusions.”


  “Conclusions about what?”


  It was at this point that a car came screaming into the driveway. I could tell by the urgent manner with which the man came out of the vehicle, he was most likely Mr. Bennett. “I don’t know who you work for, but I want you two off my property, immediately!”


  I opened my wallet to reveal my credentials to Mr. Bennett. “Technically, I work for you, Mr. Bennett. I’m Detective Walker.”


  “Oh my God,” Mr. Bennett said as he dropped to his knees. Unlike his wife, Mr. Bennett obviously had been listening to the news on his way home from work, and was aware that a homicide had occurred on campus. Flo and I walked over and helped Mr. Bennett to his feet, then walked him into the house.


  “What the hell is going on?” Mrs. Bennett asked her husband.


  “Wally’s hurt, or dead.” Mr. Bennett finally spat out. “Isn’t he?”


  I paused for a moment, but quickly realized that this was going to happen anyway, so much better to just tear it away like an old Band-Aid. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  Mrs. Bennett began to cry and fall down to the floor. Flo helped pick her up, as well, and walked her to the couch in the living room. I stayed in the hallway with Mr. Bennett. It was a good idea to keep them separate to ask a few questions. I started off with something basic. “How long were you at work last night?”


  Mr. Bennett paused for a moment. “Ten hours.”


  “Okay,” I said before moving on. “Did your son ever receive threats from other teams or people jealous of his success?”


  “I don’t think so,” the old man answered tearfully. “Do you think he was targeted?”


  “We don’t know yet,” I honestly answered. “Did he receive any threats in the mail from crazy kooks? Random things that didn’t seem credible?”


  “Not here,” Mr. Bennett answered tiredly. “You might want to check with the university. He got a lot of mail through the team.”


  “We are looking into that, sir.” It was evident that he had no idea of anyone that would want to do harm to his son. “Does your son have any criminal record? Has he ever gotten into trouble with the law?”


  “No, never.” I could sense Mr. Bennett’s frustration. “Why are you asking me all this?”


  “They’re very standard questions, just to see if he has any enemies that might want to see him dead. Standard protocol, I promise.” Realizing the old man wasn’t in the mood for further questions along that line, I ushered him into the living room and sat him down on the couch beside his wife.


  We asked them more questions about Wally’s past, who his closest friends were, and if there had been any other issues with women and what-not. We tried to cover as much as we could without upsetting them any more than they already were, and when I felt they’d had enough, we decided to leave them to grieve. I gave them a card with a hotline they could call. “These people are good at helping people cope with loss. They’re ready to help if you need them.”


  “Thank you very much,” Mrs. Bennett said as she took the card.


  “Once again, we are very sorry for your loss.” I walked to the door and turned back as I opened it. “We will do what we can to bring whoever did this to justice.” They didn’t respond and I didn’t wait for them to.


  There were more reporters waiting outside when we were leaving, and they were asking questions I refused to answer. I kept telling them that the police would be making a press conference later in the day, and that I had no comment at the time. I didn’t see the reporter from earlier today, so she’d been true to her word, but I couldn’t stop everyone else as there were too many of them.  They recognized me as a detective from other cases, so there was little chance of hiding what they’d already guessed.


  Seeing me there only confirmed the obvious. We were there to inform the family that their son was dead. Short of a confirmation, which I was refusing to give, the press still couldn’t tell the public who was found at the university. Not yet, at least.


  As we walked back to the car, I could tell Flo was eager to know what was going through my mind. “You’re going back to the station. I’m going home to see the girls,” I said, not even giving her a chance to ask.


  “You’re not coming in with me?” Flo asked.


  “If I clock any more overtime, the union head is going to rip me a new one,” I answered, which was true enough. “Right now, we’re waiting for tests and autopsies to come back. You can handle the paperwork until some of that comes in.” I could tell she wasn’t impressed with that, but understood that I didn’t want to spend my only time with the kids at work, especially if all I was going to do was drink coffee, eat donuts, and chit-chat while waiting for things to come back from the lab.


  I drove Flo back to the station and dropped her off. I had no intention of sticking around, afraid the Captain might try to convince me to stay. I preferred to get back to the house and see the girls, hopefully before they woke up for the day. It was close to 8:30 in the morning when I finally got back to the house, so odds of that were rather low.


  When I walked in the door, not only were the girls up, but Clive was already making them pancakes. He even made a few extra flapjacks for me when he saw me, which I happily sat down to eat. I also got a cup of hot coffee that my youngest poured for me with two sugars and milk, just the way I liked it. “What did I do to deserve all this attention?”


  “Nothing,” Clive said as he sat down at the table with me. “Just thought it would be nice to sit down and enjoy breakfast together. How was work?”


  “As well as work can be on a Saturday morning,” I casually replied as I took a sip of my coffee. It wasn’t very good, far too weak, but I still smiled and acted like it was the best I’d ever had. The girls finished their breakfast and cleared the table.


  I could tell they wanted something, but I was going to be strict about Sandy’s punishment for holding back her test. She understood and didn’t say anything about it. I did, however, appreciate the effort and her attempt to get back into my good books. Clive helped to clean up the kitchen. He was relieved to hear that Cassie was all right, but he had been watching the news until the girls got up and couldn’t believe the stories. “It’s actually much worse than they claim it is on television,” I corrected his thoughts while the girls were out of earshot.


  “It is?” Clive asked.


  “Much worse,” I answered as I poured what was left of the bland coffee into the sink and cleaned the mug out. It was all I could do to stand the stuff, but I slyly pretended it was all done and I was just cleaning the mug. Working in homicide had taught me, if anything, to appear confident despite how badly things were actually going.


  I hated the politics of the station, of course, but there was nothing I could do about it. Right now, my boss was up to his neck in politics, and at the moment, all they could do was wait. The labs were going to rush the results of everything they lifted from the scene but they’d be lucky if it came in the next day. Rather than wait for the hammer to drop, I decided to do some laundry and catch up with my girls. I was confident that Flo would call me if something came up. She was a good detective and for that reason alone I had no problem leaving her in charge.


  Many people would judge her for just being a woman, but she was just as tough as the other detectives. She was an attractive woman for her age at 41, though no one had the balls to ask. I had considered dating her after the divorce, but thought better of it because I didn’t want to mix work life with my personal life.


  She’d started dating a good cop from Vice and that solved things for me: I didn’t have to make any decision. I trusted her with my life, so leaving her in charge while I spent time with the girls was no biggie. I was finishing up the dishes when Clive came back down. “Hey bro, you’ve been up since three this morning. I’ll keep watching the girls while you take a quick nap.”


  “Are you sure?” I asked. Sometimes I felt I was taking advantage of my little brother. He was just too good to be true. A real lifesaver when it came to taking care of the kids and working a tough job at the same time.


  “Trust me,” Clive said quite seriously. “Go get some sleep now before they call you back in.”


  I considered arguing with Clive, but he was right. Work could call back at any moment, and if that happened who knew when I was going to get some sleep. I climbed up the stairs and crashed in bed, still in my clothes and on top of the covers. It didn’t take long for me to drift back to sleep, considering how tired I was from running around all morning. While I actually slept a few hours, it felt like only 30 seconds had passed when my cell phone started to ring. I didn’t hesitate to grab the phone, hoping it was Flo calling in with something new, but it wasn’t her. It didn’t take long for the lecture to begin. “What’s the point of sending the girls over to your place for the weekend if you’re going to be at work all that time?”


  I paused for a second to clear the cobwebs. “Hello, Beth, I’m not at work.”


  “Then how come I saw you on television this morning?” my ex barked back.


  “Yes, I was called to the scene,” I explained as I sat up in bed, “but I stayed only until things were under control. I’m back at the house now. I was back here within minutes of the girls waking up.”


  “So who was watching the kids?” she pretty much screamed in my ear.


  “Clive was with the girls. He made their favorite pancakes.” I was starting to dread picking up the phone. “When I heard it was on campus, I just wanted to make sure Cassie was all right.”


  “She’s fine,” Beth replied. “I spoke with her this morning.”


  “I can’t say the same for the young man I saw this morning.” As I tried to remind her why I was out there, I reminded myself to speak calmly. “That was the most gruesome thing I’ve seen in a while; I wanted to see Cassie was alright.”


  “That’s something coming from you,” Beth admitted.


  “I’m seriously considering asking Cassie to stay with one of us until it’s over.”


  “You think it might happen again?”


  “We have evidence that suggests this killer isn’t finished. Don’t leak that.”


  “I won’t. I’ll try to talk to Cassie later today.”


  I took a deep breath. “Don’t tell her anything about the case, not anything I just said.  And Beth... You know I wouldn’t leave the girls unattended, but they wouldn’t call me in if it wasn’t urgent.”


  “You have to set boundaries,” Beth said, unwilling to budge. “Before you know it those two girls will be in college, too. You don’t get much time to begin with, so use what you have.”


  “I will. I promise.”


  “If things get really bad, you can bring them back early,” she offered.


  As much as I appreciated the offer, this was one boundary that I was not willing to budge on. “I’ll be alright, but I appreciate the offer, Beth.”


  “Just try your best to be there for them.”


  “I will. Goodbye.” As I hung up the phone and placed it on the nightstand, all I could think about was the loss. I was married to my job and my life as a cop more than I was to the woman I loved. When she got tired of not getting the affection she assumed she deserved, she sought it from someone else. When I discovered the affair, I moved out the same day without even talking to her.


  That was three years ago. Cassie was just getting out of high school and moving on to college when the separation began. Being away from home still didn’t change the fact that her parents had separated. Two homes to visit instead of one; and the younger girls had a much harder time accepting the fact that Daddy was gone and was most likely never coming home again.


  I didn’t want to be the one who walked out, but when I discovered her infidelity, there was no turning back. I just couldn’t live with someone who I didn’t trust. Many people try to claim that love is love, and that it’s all that’s needed to have a happy marriage, but that’s complete bullshit.


  Without trust, you cannot have a relationship with anyone. If that wasn’t present in your marriage, it didn’t matter how much you loved the person ... it was over. You can’t have a stable marriage if you have to check everything the other person says. If you can’t trust the other person, then it’s not going to work out.


  Once there was no trust, love was soon to follow. Divorce was the next logical step after finding out about the affair. I wasn’t getting any younger and the idea of staying with someone who claimed to care, but did things with other men behind my back, was just too much for me to handle. I made the move she had wanted to make for years but didn’t have the balls to make.


  As I got out of bed, I walked over to my dresser to look at something. In my top drawer were a few things from my marriage, such as my ring and other personal mementos that I cherished from years gone by. One of the trinkets was a piece of jewelry that I’d bought for my wife five years before we separated. She never wore it. Ever. I took the time to buy her something nice and it hurt my feelings that she didn’t use it once.


  I took it back the day I moved out. I’d had every intention of giving it back to her, but had wanted to see how long it would take for her to notice it was gone. Years later, it was still in my dresser, and I don’t know if it was because she didn’t remember the item at all, or she didn’t care if I had it or had pawned it.


  I loved that woman more than I’d loved anyone my entire life. The fact that we were no longer together hurt like crazy, but I’d started to move on. While some days were tougher than others, I still had my girls and a job I loved. For the first year or two since the divorce, I stayed at the office so much that, sometimes, my boss had to order me to go home. It was my work that managed to get me through the first few years, which was a lot better than drowning myself at the bottom of a bottle.


  I even attended a support group for people who were divorced, and it was nice to talk to people who were in the same boat as I was, but that didn’t last too long. I could take so much and no more of that, before moving on to something more productive. I tried my best to be there for the kids and to take part in the important stuff; it was just too hard to do some things with Beth there. The pain was too much for me sometimes, and I would make an early exit and not return. I tried to play the tough guy, but it was hard for me to even admit that my heart had been broken by the person who I’d trusted most. It was also hard to find someone new who I was willing to trust, not only because I was afraid of being betrayed again, but because I didn’t want to feel that kind of pain again.


  Things were pretty lively downstairs so I grabbed my cell phone and decided to head down to find out what was going on. The girls were more excited than usual and it didn’t take me long to figure out why. Their oldest sister had come to visit and they were in the kitchen gabbing about boys, school, and the usual stuff girls talked about. Once Cassie realized I had come down from my nap, she ran over and I gave her a big hug. A bear hug compared to the light one I’d given her at the crime scene earlier in the day. “You have no idea how good it is to see you here.”


  “I’m just dropping by to do some laundry,” Cassie said with a smile. She would always come by to do her laundry and raid the fridge whenever she felt like it. I didn’t mind because I enjoyed spending time with her to talk and see how she was doing.


  “I was just talking to your mother about you,” I said to Cassie as I let go of her and walked over to the fridge to grab something to drink. I had considered brewing another cup of coffee, but wasn’t in the mood to wait, so I grabbed a diet coke. “I was wondering if you’d consider crashing here for at least the next week. I could drive you to school on the way to work.”


  “Dad, you don’t have to worry,” Cassie said as she sat down at the table with her sisters. “It was just one incident. I’ll be fine.”


  “I’ve just got this feeling,” I said as I took a sip out of the can. “This might not be over just yet. Your mother and I are both worried.”


  “Dad, it’s not that bad,” Cassie said as if she was amused by the whole act of the concerned father.


  Just as she said that, my cell phone went off again. This time it was the ringtone that indicated that it was work. I immediately picked it up. “This is Walker.”


  “Jake, it’s Flo.” I could tell by the sound of her voice that she had something for me. “I’m back at the campus.”


  “What’s going on, Flo?” I quickly asked. I stood there and could tell by the dead silence that was in the room that all three of them were interested in what was going on. I stood there, not showing any emotion as Flo told me. I sighed deeply and even groaned a bit as I suddenly realized that I wasn’t going to spend that much time with the girls today. “I’ll be right there.”


  Before the girls could say anything, I raised my hand to take control of the discussion. “I have to go back to work.” I turned back to Sandy. “Are you sorry for holding that test back from me?”


  “I am, Dad,” she begged. “I really, really am.”


  “Alright.” I went into my wallet and fished out some cash and gave it to Cassie. “Take the girls out for pizza and a movie, on me.” As I handed the cash to my eldest daughter, I held her hand and looked her in the eyes. “You’re staying here with me all week. No questions.”


  Cassie paused for a moment. “What’s going on, Dad?”


  “They found another body on campus,” I answered, and I could sense the fear in all three of my girls’ eyes. “This killer has struck again. We found another body, this time in one of the dorms.”


  “Which one?” Cassie demanded.


  I paused for an answer, but felt she needed to know the truth, and it wasn’t as if she wouldn’t find out anyway. “Yours.”
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  This was the last thing I wanted to hear from Flo, but there’d been an ache in my gut that told me there was going to be another victim. It was just a matter of time. I could tell by the brutality of the first murder that the suspect would probably do it again. Someone with that much pent-up anger was most likely impossible to control. So, finding another victim; getting that rush from assaulting them; and having power over them... it was all too great to resist. It was, therefore, very common for killers who exhibited that much control and sadism to become addicted to killing. The playing card was another dead giveaway. If there was another at this scene, chances were that we had a serial killer on our hands. Sometimes I hated being right.


  I drove back to the campus for the second time that day, and this time, I went past the Arts building where the first crime scene was still being guarded, and made my way to the second crime scene: Cassie’s dormitory. I’d gone there before when Beth and I had toured it months before Cassie’s first year on campus, so I had no trouble finding it. It was a nice building, and while I wasn’t too keen on the idea of her living in a co-ed dorm, she obviously was behaving herself enough because I hadn’t received any calls, so that was a good thing. I parked my car behind a few police cruisers that still had their lights on. As I stepped out of the car, I was met with a barrage of reporters who were in a complete frenzy about another body found on campus within 24 hours of the other. It took a few minutes but I finally managed to get into the dorm and make my way to the second floor as instructed by my partner, who was already there and looking through things with forensics.


  I’d noted the last time I was there that the dorm rooms were small, just a little bigger than jail cells. Big enough to live in with another person, but too small to have a party, which I honestly thought was the reasoning behind their cramped dimensions. I looked in through the door and there it was: another body with a tarp draped over it. I walked past Flo without saying a word, and she let me be, long enough to walk up to the body and take a gander under the canvas. I flipped it back down in disgust. Same execution as Wally Bennett: another male victim, hands bound, mouth gagged, pants down to his ankles, and multiple stab wounds in the back, which was the cause of death. After processing what I had just seen, I finally asked without looking at Flo. “Victim’s name?”


  “Nicholas Clancy,” Flo quickly answered.


  “Was there a card?” I knew there was, but I asked anyway, hoping there was a chance that the first card was just a mistake and not something left by the killer.


  “Yup.” Flo walked over and handed me the card already enclosed in an evidence bag. “Stuffed into his sock just like Wally’s.”


  I took the card from her and looked at it. The eight of hearts. “How long has this boy been dead?”


  “Not too long,” Flo said as she took back the card. “Less than seven hours, I’d say. There’s a good chance this happened while we were checking out the first crime scene. We were less than half a click away.”


  “This is going to get ugly,” I said as I shuffled out of the tight room. I was getting claustrophobic and it was hard for me to think when that happened. I needed some air. Once I was back out in the hall, I lost control of my temper and kicked the door across from the second crime scene.


  “Fuck!”


  “I agree,” Flo said as she came out and put a sympathetic hand on my back. “We need to control ourselves. This isn’t going to end here.”


  I took a deep breath. “I know.”


  “What should we do?” Flo asked. She had some ideas, I knew, but was looking to me to either confirm them or state my own since I had a few more years on her. She was right to ask before doing anything since we needed to stay on the same page, especially with something like this.


  “We need to increase security and awareness on campus. This is going to happen again unless we take precautions. Set a curfew, but also double if not triple security and police presence here.” I dialed the main office at the station. “This is Walker. Have we heard from the FBI concerning the profiles of our victims? No? Okay, call them again and insist on speaking with anyone who might be able to help. We need to speak with them before another body turns up. I’m not kidding. I’m looking at number two as we speak. Call them up and don’t take no for a fucking answer!”


  As I hung up the phone, I could see that the Dean as well as the University President were coming my way, and I knew where the conversation would go. “Don’t start with me, gentlemen. If we don’t work together, this is going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”


  “We want to see the body,” the Dean replied softly. “We want to know what we’re dealing with.”


  Flo was the first to step in front of them both. “That is not happening, sir, all due respect.”


  The Dean was red with anger. “Excuse me?”


  “You heard her,” I said, as I was in complete agreement. “That is not happening. This is someone’s son. Considering the condition he’s been left in, which was done on purpose to humiliate and degrade him, we’re not letting anyone who isn’t investigating in to see him.”


  “Degrade?” Mr. Butler repeated. He had no idea how bad this was. We were keeping some of the more gruesome details away from the press out of respect for the victims, and the University’s administration was no different, at least not yet. Considering this could happen again, I was not sure if that would be an option as the investigation continued, but we were going to try.


  “What did this sick bastard do to this kid?”


  “I’m not privy to say right now.” I paused for a moment. “But since you’re here, I could use your help. Nicholas Clancy … is he a football player?”


  “Wide receiver,” Dean Jackson answered without hesitation. “Why would you need…” he paused for a moment when the answer dawned on him. I nodded to confirm that that was indeed who was in the room.


  “Did you get in touch with the coach for us?” Flo asked.


  “Not yet,” Butler answered.


  “What’s the hold up?” I asked.


  “He left to go on a scouting trip a few days ago,” Jackson answered. “He should have been here and back by now.”


  “You don’t know where he is?” I asked.


  “He hasn’t been answering his calls,” Butler answered.


  A sense of dread came over me. I looked over at Flo and I could tell she was thinking the same thing. “Where’s his office?”


  Flo and I left the second crime scene as Dean Jackson walked us to the sports facility where the coaches and sporting staff offices were. It wasn’t a short walk, but we made it quickly. The place was pretty empty. “Where is everyone?”


  “We’re between seasons,” Jackson answered. “Usually things don’t pick up until mid-summer when they start to get ready for the new season.” We walked down the deserted hallway on the fourth floor and Jackson finally pointed to a door. “His office is right over there.”


  The closer we got, the easier it was to tell that the door was already open. I held up a hand and took the lead. Considering what we were dealing with, it was the kind of situation warranting we err on the side of caution. I took out my gun and slowly walked to the door, nudging it open a bit more.


  Leading with my pistol, I slowly crept into the room to discover that there was no one standing. The stench in the room led me to look behind the huge desk in the office, only to find the third victim. The coach was on his stomach and killed in the exact same way that his two players had been found.


  Dean Jackson came into the room and saw the body before I could stop him. He ran from the room and vomited in the hallway. “Is that how you found our students earlier today?” he called out, still gasping for breath.


  “Exactly like that,” I answered with a sigh. There was no need to hide it, not now that he’d seen with his own eyes the kind of brutality we were handling. I walked over to the body. “He smells like he’s been here a while.”


  Flo was already covering her mouth. “Based on the stench, I’d say we’re looking at the first victim, not the third.”


  Despite the smell, I walked closer to inspect the body. Taser marks, and handcuffed, gagged, and raped before being stabbed, just like his students.


  Flo put on a glove and went right for the ankle, pulling out another card. “Here’s our third card. The king of hearts.”


  I didn’t touch the card, but took a quick gander at it before finally leaving the room. I may have had more experience, but I still didn’t like the smell any more than the Dean did. Once in the hallway, I pulled out my phone and contacted dispatch. I told them that another body had been found at the athletics building and that we needed another team to come over and secure the crime scene. I then called Captain Bancroft.


  The line picked up after a few rings. “Walker, this better be good news.”


  “I’m afraid not,” I answered.


  “What the fuck is going on over there?”


  “We found a third body.”


  “Same M.O.?”


  “Exactly, right down to the card in the sock, but this time there are a few differences.”


  “Such as?”


  “Age. The new victim is a staff member...the football coach.”


  “Son-of-a-bitch.”


  “My thoughts exactly. There’s a pattern I’m seeing here, obviously. All three victims are members of the football team and all three victims are male. We have no reason to assume that M.O. is going to change,” I said as I looked into the room again. Flo was looking around for possible clues while trying her best not to contaminate the crime scene. “The execution of these crimes is also very personal. Whoever is doing this has a lot of pent-up anger towards the football team, and I doubt it’s for their on-field play.”


  “I’ll get someone here to look into any complaints made against the players or the coach,” the Captain stated. “If there were any criminal investigations in the last few years, I’ll make sure we know about it.”


  “All right, I’ve got the Dean here. I’ll look into any possible scandals that might have been swept under the carpet.” I looked over at Dean Jackson, who had been listening to me on the phone. He knew exactly what I was implying and shook his head to indicate no such cover-up existed, but I knew we’d have to check with the President, possibly the other Deans as well; just because the first body had been found by the Arts building, it didn’t mean the other students or the murderer had anything to do with his division in particular.


  “Did you notify dispatch?” the Captain asked.


  “I did. Flo and I have the scene secure until the new team gets here.”


  “All right. Keep it that way.”


  As the line went dead, I turned to face Dean Jackson. “If there are any dark secrets or scandals that the university swept under the rug, now would be a good time to let me know about it.” Dean Jackson was sullenly quiet for a change. “I’m not here to out any dirty laundry, but if you know something that could help stop this from happening again, you need to speak up!”


  The Dean still shook his head. “If such a scandal existed, it did so without my assistance,” he answered. “Nothing ever came across my desk that would spark this kind of madness. What I saw in there was disgusting.”


  “I know,” I said as I put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “I’ve been working here a while and that was a lot for me to take in, as well. This looks and feels personal, though. Whoever is attacking the football team is angry at them for a reason. This person is going out of their way to torture, humiliate, and degrade them publicly. Whatever is going on...” my words trailed off.


  “I’m not sure what could have provoked this,” the Dean admitted. “The only scandal we’ve had in the past was last year’s spending scandal. I’m sure you watched it unfold on the news, as I did, for the most part.”


  “I remember that,” I said as I paced the hallway. The university had been caught giving money and gifts to some of its players. As a result, the team had been fined, and banned from bowl games for the next four seasons.


  I couldn’t imagine someone being so upset about that as to attack the coach and the players so viciously. Something had happened that we were not aware of, a secret that never made the light of day, and one that this killer was trying to force the campus and the staff to expose to the media and the public.


  It was finally time to make a call that I had hoped wouldn’t be necessary, but the time had finally come. I fished into my wallet and pulled out a card I hadn’t used in years.


  A few years ago, when some sick, demented predator was killing prostitutes in the slums, I’d had no choice but to bring the feds in. Normally, people in my profession considered it a weakness to call the FBI for assistance, but I was above pride, which to me wasn’t worth more than the lives of future victims. We had 17 dead girls before we solved the case and brought the bastard in.


  After that case, the special agent who helped me out left his card in case I needed his assistance again. Now that I was getting impatient waiting for the feds to return our numerous calls, it seemed to be that time, especially since the legal standard for a serial killer had been met with this third body, so I decided to make the call. 


  I was not above asking for help, especially when I needed it to get things under control. I also had this feeling in my gut that this was not the first time this killer was striking. These killings were not sloppy and they left little or no traces behind from what we’d found so far. At least none we could connect to the suspect at the moment.


  I immediately dialed the number and was surprised it still worked. I waited a few rings before someone finally picked up. “This is Special Agent Collins.”


  “Peyton.” I started, relieved to finally get an answer. “It’s Jake Walker.”


  “Jake!” the other replied with a profound sense of surprise. “It’s good to hear from you again, my friend.”


  “You’re not going to feel that way when you hear why I’m calling.”


  There was a long pause. “How many bodies?”


  “We just found a third in less than 24 hours.”


  “All right,” Peyton replied.  I could hear him shuffling around, obviously getting ready to take some notes. “Give me the skinny. What are you dealing with here?”


  “A pretty sick individual,” I answered. “The victims are all male and members of the football team or staff of the team.” 


  “All right, keep going. Tell me how you’re finding them?”


  “The victims are bound. Arms behind their backs with handcuffs and mouths covered with a ball gag.” I took a deep breath because I knew Dean Jackson was still in the hallway listening to me. “All three victims have been sexually assaulted and tortured before the killer finally finished them off with multiple stab wounds to the back. We’re waiting on forensic confirmation, but the details of all that seem pretty clear in my eyes.”


  There was another pause which was so long I almost thought the line had dropped. Finally Special Agent Collins came back with a question I didn’t expect. “Are you finding playing cards on the victims?”


  “Yes.”


  “We’ve had other cities reporting the exact M.O., but this is the first time there’s been three in one city,” Collins continued. “What cards did the suspect leave with your victims?”


  “The ace, eight and king of hearts,” I answered. “Do you think this is the same killer you’re tracking?”


  “It would appear so,” Collins answered. “But there is a slight alteration to the M.O. This is the first time the suspect has used any card with a heart on it.”


  “What cards were you getting in the other cities?”


  “Until you called, there were only clubs and spades,” Collins answered. “This is the first time our suspect, if this really is the same person, has used any of the red cards.”


  “I really hope the reason isn’t because he ran out of black cards.”


  “No kidding,” Collins agreed. There was another awkward pause as I could sense he was calling people over. “We’re going to mobilize as soon as we can. This is the fifth city this suspect has hit and each city was in a different state. Just the fact that you have three indicates a major escalation, especially considering how quickly the bodies are piling up.”


  “I have a feeling this state is where the suspect originates from,” I sighed. 


  “What makes you say that?” Collins asked.


  “I just have this feeling the suspect is here to stay,” I replied. “Every time I see those cards, I keep thinking about what most people say about their home.”


  “What about it?”


  “It’s where the heart is.”
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  After speaking with Agent Collins, I contacted Captain Bancroft to give him the heads-up that the feds were getting involved. The Captain was relieved that help was on its way. I, however, held back the info that this might be the suspect’s home state. If this really was ground zero and where the killer’s break with reality had started his homicidal bender, things were going to get a lot worse here before they got better. Not exactly the kind of news I felt like passing on to my boss at the moment.


  Once the scene was secure, Flo, the Dean, and I left the building. The Dean was visibly upset so I took him aside to calm him down. “We know the suspect is targeting the football team – for what reason I have no idea – but we should move them all to a secure location, and I’ll make sure some officers are assigned to protect them. If the suspect’s beef is only with them, chances are the killing will stop and we’ll have a chance to catch up and maybe catch this person.”


  “That person is sick,” the Dean replied, still in shock.


  “I know, but we have to keep our heads or more people will die.” I was seriously tempted to slap him back to reality, he seemed to be reacting so slowly, but that wouldn’t be productive. “We need to mobilize now before it’s too late. Keep the details of what you saw to yourself. The last thing we need is a panic.”


  “All right,” the Dean finally conceded. “I’ll start making calls and make sure everyone gets rounded up.”


  “I’ll set up a place for them to stay,” I said. “We are the only ones who can know where they’re going to stay or their lives could be in danger.” I couldn’t make myself any clearer and the message finally sank in. A single mistake could cost another student or staff member their life. Things could quickly spin out of control and a full blown panic had to be prevented to avoid parents taking their kids home, and temporarily shutting down the campus, though I think we all realized that could be a step we had to take.


  Not that I wanted to argue with concerned parents. In fact, I intended to take similar precautions with Cassie. We worked off the assumption that the suspect might be from the campus, meaning he could be a student. If the suspect went home with the rest of the students and went underground, it would make the killer much harder to catch. This wasn’t what I wanted.  At the same time, we had to get the football team out of harm’s way.


  I contacted the Captain and told him of my plan, and as much as I knew he hated to increase our spending, he was willing to do anything to slow the suspect down. The school made calls, and we dispatched officers to meet the players at the administration building. From there, the plan was to load them onto a bus, ship them to an undisclosed hotel, and keep them there for a few nights.


  That would have to do for now, even though there was no guarantee it would work. I asked Flo to stay with the Dean and watch over the players when they arrived at the hotel. We both agreed on a place and I called to make the reservation. When the head count was over, we had to book over 25 rooms, with two people occupying each room. Flo and I were the only two outside of the hotel who knew where they all went. I was intent on keeping it that way, too. I did one more thing to throw our suspect off the trail. I pulled out my cell and made another call. “I’m looking for Tina Carlson.”


  “Who is this?” the other side asked.


  “This is Detective Walker,” I calmly replied. “I need a favor.”


  “What kind of favor?” Tina asked.


  “I need you to report that we’ve taken the football team into custody and have them all at the station for questioning.” I waited for a response.


  “Is this true?” Tina asked.


  “Half of it is.”


  “Why do you need me to do this?”


  “To prevent the body count from going up any further.” It was the best I could do. Any more information and I would have risked giving away my secrets, which I had no intention of doing.


  “All right, but you owe me big time,” Tina said, and the line went dead.


  I looked over at Flo, who’d been listening to my conversation with the reporter, and she nodded her approval. If the suspect thought the players were all at the station being questioned as possible suspects, then they were safe because the killer might get a kick out of them being grilled for something he did. The irony would force the killer to hopefully take a breather and back away from his or her current bloodlust.


  This would buy us some time and, hopefully, with the help from the feds, the case would move ahead and we’d get to the killer before another person had to bite the dust. I had every intention of cutting this killer off at the knees, and I hoped that this person wouldn’t take their frustrations out on a new group of people. It was a gamble, but I was sure this person’s anger was only for the team, for whatever reason it was. By taking them out of the equation, I was hoping it would stop the killing.


  I left Flo and the forensic teams behind and headed back to the station. I needed to see if there was any more information from the labs, especially from the samples and the kit from Wally Bennett since that had come in first, as well as to check with the Captain about the incoming federal assistance.


  When I arrived at the station, I was pleased to see some reports from the lab waiting for me on my desk. I grabbed a cup of coffee, sat down, and started to read through them, not even bothering to complain that no one had called my cell to announce their arrival. A lot of the reports confirmed what I had long suspected ... the victim was raped by the suspect, but there were no traces of DNA. There was evidence of a synthetic plastic, which would suggest that the suspect used a condom. Based on the information that I processed, we were looking for one really sick individual. When Captain Bancroft noticed that I was there, he walked over while I was reading the file. “What do we know?”


  “Not much more than we started with.” I put the folder down and sighed. “I’m hoping that relocating the remaining members of the team and coaching staff will give us a little breathing room. This suspect is targeting this group for a reason. With them all under watch, there’s no reason the killer will strike anyone else.”


  “Let’s hope so,” the old man replied. I could tell he wasn’t happy about it. “Are those the reports from the lab on the first victim?”


  “That they are,” I replied. “It confirmed the victim was sexually assaulted, so it’s safe to say the others were, as well. There was no trace left, either, so this suspect is covering their tracks to avoid detection.”


  “So what exactly are we looking for?” the Captain asked.


  “A man who seems to have a beef with the football team and staff.”


  “Seems a little extreme to rape and kill for being cut from the roster.”


  “I would agree. Whoever is doing this is taking his revenge out on them for a reason. If we find out what that reason is, then we’ll find our man.”


  “Do we have enough to go on?”


  “A bit. We’re looking for a male now. That’s a start.”


  “What about height?”


  “We have no camera of him, not much to work from.”


  “Well, he had to be strong.”


  “That’s not entirely true. He did taze them. That might suggest he needed to do that because he wasn’t strong enough to overpower them.”


  “Or perhaps it was just to get the person out of the way before someone noticed what was going on. Either way, we’re talking about football players here – not the weakest victims.”


  “True.”


  The Captain paused for a moment. “Can’t we guess his height?”


  “Based on what?” I asked.


  “Well, he did rape them. Can’t we tell based on the size of his˗?”


  “No, we can’t,” I snapped back. “How tall is the porn star, Ron Jeremy?”


  The Captain paused for a moment. “He’s short in stature. Good point.”


  “You think?”


  “Alright, I get it,” he conceded. “Yet, our guy is attacking men.”


  “I know. It’s why I think this is something personal.”


  “We need to get a profile going the moment the FBI gets here.”


  “Yeah, like those are easy to put together.”


  “I don’t need the backtalk right now.”


  “Sorry.”


  “I realize this isn’t going to be an easy case, but I need you at your best or we won’t come close to solving it before someone else gets hurt.”


  “I know.” I rubbed my eyes again, tired from the lack of sleep. “It’s just a shame we can’t pick when killers go on a spree.”


  The Captain paused for a moment. “Is this your weekend?”


  “Of course it is.”


  I could tell what he was thinking. “Flo has things under control. Go home and come back tomorrow after you drop the girls off at their mom’s.”


  “Are you sure about that?” I asked. Just the idea of leaving him and Flo kind of felt like deserting the frontline when shit was hitting the fan, which made me feel guilty for wanting to go home.


  “I’m sure,” Captain Bancroft replied. “If something big happens, we’ll get in touch. I’ll get someone else to file through the paperwork. Like you said, the team’s being watched, and that should slow him down.”


  “I’ll take it home with me.”


  “Not a fucking chance,” the Captain corrected me. “There’s no way anyone is taking this shit home. If you forget it at the pizza place on your way home, it will be on the front page of The Times tomorrow.”


  “All right,” I said as I stood up and put my coat back on. “Thanks.” The idea of heading home to be with the girls before they went to bed sounded good. I could probably clean up a bit before Cassie brought the girls home. I promptly left and drove home, which wasn’t bad since traffic was a little lighter at night on the way to where I lived. 


  When I pulled into the driveway, I saw another car parked by my place. Cassie didn’t have a car and I quickly realized whose car it was. I dreaded the moment. As I stepped out of the car, I took a deep breath and closed the door softly in an attempt to hide how angry I really was.


  She was sitting on the front porch in a chair by the front door, and rather than ignore her, I thought it best to start talking now and get things over with. “Beth.”


  “Jake,” Beth called back.


  “You do realize the sole reason I pick the girls up from school is to avoid meeting you.”


  Beth seemed unaffected by my wit. “Where are the girls?”


  “They’re not here,” I answered.


  “I gathered that much, asshole.”


  “They’re out with Cassie.”


  “Cassie’s here, too?” Beth asked.


  “I convinced her to stay here for the week while things are really bad on campus; she dropped by almost as soon as I got off the phone with you,” I answered. “Since I had to go back to work, I gave her money to take the girls out for pizza and a movie – she’d come over to spend time with them anyway,” I fibbed.


  “You know, if you don’t want to spend time with the girls˗”


  “Is that what you really think, Beth?” The conversation was starting to heat up but I didn’t care. “Do you really think I wanted a serial killer to start torturing and murdering kids at Cassie’s campus so I wouldn’t spend time with Abbey and Sandy? There are people dying out there, Beth, and the fact that Cassie was very close to it scares the shit out of me. That’s why I go in when they call me.”


  “You’re over-reacting,” Beth sniped back.


  “No, I’m not.”


  “You’ve always been full of shit, Jake.”


  “The second victim was found in her dorm.”


  There was a long pause after I made that statement. There was no way she could know that. I had only been there earlier today so there was no way the press could have released that information, if we’d even released it in the first place. I could tell the comment cut Beth pretty deep. Cassie was very close to the violence this time, and unlike previous paranoia I’ve displayed as a father, this one seemed to have legs. “I had no idea it was this bad.”


  “Beth, you have no idea how bad this is at all,” I said as I walked closer. “These are some of the most brutal killings I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen a lot of sick shit in my time. These kids are Cassie’s age. Do you think I can sit on the sidelines and let someone else do it when this is going on? There are parents out there who are living what are my worst fucking nightmares, and you have the audacity to accuse me of being selfish because I want to bring this piece of shit in as soon as possible?”


  “There are other cops in the station, Jake,” Beth countered. “The world isn’t going to end if the great Detective Walker has to pass on a single damn case!”


  “So you think I should tell my boss to fuck off whenever he calls me to come in?” I snapped back. “He doesn’t do that often, and I like my job. Sometimes it means going back when called in. I’m not going to apologize for being good at my job.”


  “You could apologize for being a bad father.”


  “A good father would want this sick piece of shit behind bars or in a morgue!” I yelled back at her. “I want kids to stop dying and if that makes me an asshole in your books, I don’t fucking care!”


  “Don’t talk to me like that,” Beth angrily replied.


  “This is my fucking house!” I yelled back as I pulled a pair of cuffs out of my pocket and waved them in her face. “Just being here is a violation of our court agreement. I suggest you leave right now.”


  “Or what?” Beth said back, daring me to do something about it.


  “Or I’ll call in and have a few uniforms haul you down to the station for trespassing and disturbing the peace.”


  Beth looked like she wanted to scream back at me, but thought better of it. “You’ll hear from my lawyer.”


  “I wouldn’t expect anything less, you fucking whore!” I called back as I watched her walk across my grass to her car. I walked into the house as she was pulling away, but my heart sank as I turned on the light. All three of my girls were sitting on my couch in the living room. They had come home early and had heard everything we’d said outside.


  Sandy was crying in Cassie’s arms, and just the sight of that broke my heart as I began to recall all the terrible things I’d said to their mother just outside the door, only minutes ago.


  After a pause that lasted at least a minute or two, Cassie finally spoke up. “We grabbed a few pizzas, wings, and a video, hoping you’d come back early.”


  I sighed and sat down on the coffee table. “That was very sweet. You shouldn’t have done this for me. I don’t deserve it.”


  “Yeah, well.”


  I wanted to say something, but there was nothing I could say. What I had done was inexcusable, and somehow a horrible day managed to get much, much worse. One by one, all three girls went upstairs to their room. I wanted to call them back down to talk, but now didn’t seem like such a good idea while they were still upset. At least they’d stayed downstairs long enough to eat with me.


  I’d been divorced for close to half a decade now, and despite how angry I was about the separation and the affair that led to it, I’d worked hard never to bad-mouth my ex when the girls were present. I did it out of respect for them more than out of respect for their mother, who I didn’t like very much. There was a time when she’d actually had the nerve to ask if we could be friends. I said no because I couldn’t be friends with someone who claimed to love me and then stabbed me in the fucking back the way she had. And, at the time, I was still fucking in love with her, so what else was I supposed to do?


  Nice people didn’t do that to their friends, and she was the last person I would ever consider my friend. I tried to be nice to her when the kids were around, but in this case, it had never occurred to me that they might be in the house, hiding away to keep me out of trouble, but when I came home alone, trouble was what she gave me. They’d hidden from their own mother so she would assume we had all gone out together, and I repaid that loyalty by bad-mouthing their mom in front of them.


  I sat down on the couch and looked down at the left-over pizza and DVDs that were on the other side of the coffee table. There were two pizzas; the first one was a deluxe with green peppers, pepperoni, and mushrooms. The other was my favourite: sausage, feta cheese, and anchovies. They’d picked up some girly movies, but with the gruesome shit I have to tolerate at work, I never had any issue with the girly movies.


  I was sincerely touched by their efforts to include me in their plans, despite the fact that I’d hardly been there all weekend. I took out another piece of pizza and ate it while thinking about what an ass I’d been when I spoke to their mother earlier. They were good kids and they deserved better. Was it possible their mother was right? Maybe I was the bad father she’d accused me of being, a short time ago. That asshole who picked his job over his family; the one who didn’t care that he was missing out on family memories because he was too busy protecting the rest of the city as if they were all his children. Maybe she was right.
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  I ate a few more slices of pizza and then took the leftover food into the kitchen and put it in the fridge for breakfast the next day; the girls always overestimated how much they could eat.


  I cleaned up the kitchen before heading to bed and I was about half done when Cassie came down to the kitchen. She didn’t say anything at first; she grabbed a slice of pizza and some soda from the fridge, and sat down on a stool by the island in the middle of the kitchen. I stopped cleaning the counter and turned to face my eldest daughter. “Hey.”


  “Hey,” she replied. That was a good sign.


  “Pretty rough weekend, eh?”


  “You could say that.”


  “Look, I’m very sorry about what happened out there.”


  “I know.”


  “I had no idea you guys were in here.”


  “I know.”


  “Thanks for the pizza. I hadn’t eaten anything at work.”


  “Well, you did pay for it.”


  “I know, but still … you even got my favorite.”


  “Disgusting, but also very true.”


  I paused for a moment. “Usually I don’t get like that with your mother, even when you guys are not around. It’s just been a stressful weekend.”


  “Does that excuse what you said?” she asked.


  “No,” I answered. “I guess not. I’m sorry.”


  “Shouldn’t you say that to Mom too?”


  “Don’t worry. Her lawyer will make sure I regret it even more.”


  “Dad.”


  “I don’t expect you to understand. I hope you never will.”


  “Was it really that bad?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You’re the one who left, you tell me.”


  This was the moment I’d really regretted since the separation. Because I left the girls when I left their mother, they naturally blamed themselves as the final straw on my getting fed up. I really wasn’t in the mood to get into it, not after how badly I’d behaved. “It’s complicated, but that’s between your mother and me. You and your sisters had nothing to do with it.”


  “I’m not a child. You can talk to me about it.”


  “I didn’t want to bash your mother like this.”


  “You’ve already crossed that line,” Cassie corrected me. “Might as well let it all spill. Why are you so angry at her?”


  I paused for a moment. “It’s Karl.”


  “What about Karl?” Cassie asked. “After you left, did you expect mom to become a hermit and never date anyone ever again?”


  “Of course not,” I answered.


  “Then why all the hate for Karl and Mom?”


  “Because they were an item for a lot longer than you know,” I answered. “They had been dating for almost a year before I left.”


  I could tell by the look on Cassie’s face that she had no idea. She’d known her mother had cheated, but she’d never known there was a long-standing affair; we’d managed to keep that much from her, as somehow it had seemed much worse, much more shameful, to both Beth and I. Yet, inside her head it all started to make sense, the one reason why I’d finally walked out the door and didn’t look back, and scuttled the marriage without hesitation. Her mother was unfaithful, even more than she’d imagined. “I had no idea. I thought...I thought it was just a short, a one-night... I didn’t know it was like that.”


  “I said it wasn’t your fault.”


  “So you found out about it.”


  “Yes. I moved out the same day.”


  “Why?”


  “I left because I was betrayed by the one person who swore to love me her entire life. I couldn’t stay with her anymore and look her in the face. It wasn’t a mistake on her part, Cassie.  At some point, she made the conscious decision she was okay with being unfaithful to our marriage vows.” I paused for a moment and thought about it. “I hated her. I didn’t want anything to do with her anymore. She made me feel bad about my job because of the long hours I worked. When I resisted her requests to make more time, she found someone else who would give her what she needed. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to give her what she wanted, but I was a very busy guy. I had responsibilities˗”


  “Dad,” Cassie interrupted. “You’re doing good work out there. I’ve never complained about you being away from the house to work. The work you do is hard and often unrewarding.”


  “That’s not true,” I corrected her. “What I do is easier when I know that it makes the city a safer place for you and your sisters. You girls are the drive that keeps me going when things get tough.”


  “Really?”


  “Well, that and the money.” We both laughed. While I wasn’t poor, I wasn’t exactly a rich man either. “I’m more dedicated now than ever because it’s your campus that’s being attacked. I need to find this person to make everyone safe, including you.”


  “The killer is attacking our students, specifically?” Cassie asked.


  “It seems that way, but there’s a specific pattern,” I replied. “He’s attacking a specific kind of student. Athletes.”


  “Should I be worried?” Cassie asked.


  “I said athletes. Your field hockey team doesn’t count.”


  “Dad,” Cassie said, soberly. It was a serious question and she expected a serious answer from her father.


  “You’ll be fine,” I replied. “I have the football team locked away at a hotel on the other side of town. They’re the targets. Right now, the student population should be safe tonight if my hunch is correct. That’s all confidential, by the way.”


  “Does that mean I can head back and meet some friends to study tonight?” Cassie asked.


  I could tell she didn’t want to hang out because of what had happened with her mother, and I couldn’t blame her. At the same time, I also knew she wasn’t going to be ‘studying’ on a Saturday night. “All right, but please stay together as a group. I don’t want any of you running off on your own. All right?”


  “All right, Dad,” Cassie said as she gave me a half hug. I didn’t mean to toss her mother under the bus by telling the truth, but at the same time, I wasn’t going to lie to my children.


  I never claimed to be perfect, but there was nothing I did that would warrant going out and looking for someone else behind my spouse’s back. I was out there working hard to support my family, keeping the city just a little bit safer at the same time, for the people and my children.


  I called her a cab, and gave her enough cash to get home. I watched her walk out to the cab and even waved as it pulled away. I’m not sure if she saw me, but I did it anyway just in case. Once Cassie was on her way back to campus, I wandered back into the kitchen and tidied up again before finally heading to bed.


  The other girls were already in bed, as things were quiet and the lights were off in their room, so I decided to do the same. There was no telling if my work would wake me up again, forcing me to leave early, so I decided to go to bed as early as possible so I could at least have a little energy if I got that call. Part of me wanted to check on the girls and even apologize if I got the chance, but good judgment got the best of me and I walked right by, and didn’t disturb them. I didn’t even bother to change, and instead just laid down in bed, and passed out in less than a few minutes.


  At first I wasn’t sure how long I was asleep, but I wasn’t woken up by my phone, which was a good sign. I’d gone to bed worrying if someone else would die and I’d have to go back in. That didn’t happen, which gave me the impression that moving the team and coaching staff to a secure location had seemed to help, for now at least. When I opened my eyes, it was a lot brighter, which, according to my astute detective skills, meant that the sun had risen and it was morning.


  When my vision focused, one of my daughters was at the side of the bed, staring at me. “Abbey, is everything all right?”


  “You were very mean to Mommy,” she replied.


  I immediately sat up and quickly rubbed my eyes to clear my sight and to give myself a moment to figure out the correct response. “I’m very sorry about that, baby. Daddy was just angry. The next time I see your mom, I’ll apologize.”


  Abbey paused for a moment and then finally smiled. “Okay.” I smiled back and then asked her what she would like for breakfast. She paused for a moment and then quickly answered, “How about some eggs?”


  “How about your favorite omelette?” I suggested.


  “Okay,” she answered. She gave me a hug and left the bedroom to give me a little space while I got out of bed.


  I took a deep breath, hopped out of bed, and went to the bathroom to freshen up. After I brushed my teeth, tossed a little water on my face, and left the bathroom, I realized that Sandy was still in her room, reading a book. “Aren’t you coming down to help with breakfast?”


  She looked up from the book, some cheesy vampire romance novel for teens. “I thought I was grounded. What’s the point?”


  I paused for a moment and thought about it. “Are you sorry for what you did?”


  “Yes,” she answered.


  “Do you plan to keep your mother and me in the loop on your studies?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you’re done,” I answered. “Come on down and help make breakfast. You don’t burn the toast as often as I do.”


  Her answer couldn’t be more obvious as she quickly put down her crappy book and led the way down the stairs to the kitchen. I fried up some mushrooms and bacon before starting the girls’ omelettes. I then stuffed the mushrooms and bacon into the omelettes while cooking them in separate pans. I used to work in a diner when I was younger, so cooking stuff like this was second nature to me.


  I flipped a few omelettes while Sandy happily made some toast. Abbey poured some orange juice and things seemed as normal as they had been during the good times of my marriage. Usually on Sunday mornings, Beth and Cassie would sleep in and I’d wake up with my two youngest and cook breakfast with them. Things seemed that happy again as we worked well as a team, like we had many times before. When I was finished making everyone’s eggs, we sat down at the table and talked about boys, school, and other feeble things while we ate.


  It was only a matter of time before the hard questions came, but I was silently ready for them. Sandy asked first. “Dad, why are you so mad at Mom?”


  “She did something really bad,” I simply answered. “You know that.” That was about as far as I was willing to go with that.


  Usually I was good at keeping secrets, but like their mother, when I first knew her, I had a hard time keeping secrets from the girls. I felt bad when I lied to them, but I often had to because I didn’t want to scare them with the insane and horrifying things my job forced me to see and work around. What I did for a living wasn’t pretty, but I happened to be rather good at it, so I preferred to do it rather than force someone else to endure it on my behalf. Flo seemed to be a natural, as well. As I thought about her, something must have psychically alerted her because I got a text message from my partner less than a minute later. It read:


  All players and staff are safe. No reports of an attack on campus.


  I took a deep breath and sighed. The girls could tell I’d read something on the phone that made me do that. I could tell by the looks on their faces that they were worried that I’d been summoned back to work. “This is a good message. They just told me that everything was all right and I’m not needed. Not yet, at least.”


  The girls were happy for that and our day continued on a peaceful note as we cleaned the kitchen and watched one of the movies Cassie had rented.  It was a dumb movie, but I enjoyed watching it just because it was with the girls, and there was nowhere else I’d rather be at that particular time.


  Since they’d put up with a lot, I decided to do something nice for them. “Pack up your things and toss them in the car. We’re going to hit the mall for some shopping and lunch before I drop you off at your mom’s house.”


  The girls were even more excited about this idea as they bolted upstairs to get ready. While they were upstairs, I gave Clive a call. It took a few seconds for the line to pick up. “Clive, it’s your bro.”


  “Did you get called in?” he automatically assumed. I kind of deserved that.


  “Not this time,” I answered. “I’m taking the girls to the mall for lunch and a little shopping. I thought you might like to join us. You’ve been a big help and I want you to join us for lunch. My treat.”


  There was a short pause. “You want me to come along just in case you get called in.”


  “That, too,” I admitted, “but right now things are quiet, and my captain knows I’ve got the girls – they’re going to do their best to not call me in. I don’t want to tempt fate, though, if you know what I mean. Anyway, after helping this weekend, you deserve to be taken out for lunch, too.”


  “I also deserve a new football jersey,” Clive replied.


  Now it was my turn to pause. “Fair enough.” Not only did Clive deserve a reward for being there for me, but I’d forgotten his birthday a few months ago, so this was a good opportunity to remain in his good books, especially since it was only a matter of time before I’d need his help again. Seemed like a small price to pay since he’d been so helpful, more so than the average brother.


  I picked Clive up at his place after the girls got ready, and we were at the mall in no time. We did a fair bit of window shopping. The girls were never usually the kind to ask for too much, but I felt very guilty about what had happened the night before so I was less resistant when they asked for things this time out.


  I never heard much from Flo when I was at the mall, just an odd text message from the hotel about the players grumbling about not being able to leave and do whatever they wanted. Some players liked the idea of being locked up as they didn’t have to study for mid-terms. Leave it to them to take advantage of someone trying to kill them. I’d have been willing to bet that they’d forgotten any textbooks and study materials on purpose, either as an excuse to get out or an excuse not to study.


  Making exceptions was too risky. The killer had no idea where they were and I preferred to keep it that way, at least until the feds got into town, which was most likely by the following day. Collins needed to convince his supervisor ˗ hopefully not too hard ˗ to get mobilized, and then it might take a day or so to call people in.


  I knew the drill, and as long as our potential targets were safe, we could afford to wait. This was actually more of a gamble, but I kept that thought to myself. While there was a chance the killer would refrain from killing if the potential targets were out of sight, there was always a chance the killer would take their anger out on someone else and change the M.O. to satisfy their urge to kill. As I wandered through the mall with my girls, I watched the phone to make sure that wasn’t the case. At this point, no news was good news. They weren’t going to call and interrupt unless someone showed up dead.


  The afternoon went well. The girls and Clive were all very pleased. I dropped Clive off at his place first before taking the girls home. It was the usual Sunday ritual, with the girls giving me a kiss on the porch before taking their stuff inside. I never went in because I didn’t want to interact with their mother. I’d done enough the night before, and I could tell she didn’t want to talk either, as all I got was a glare and then the door closed without so much as a peep from her. Not willing to look a gift horse in the mouth, I went back to my car and took the time to send a quick text message to my partner:


  How is everyone going?


  As I was driving back to my place, I received a return text from Flo:


  They’re doing all right but some of them are getting restless.


  At that moment, how the players and coaches felt about their accommodations didn’t bother me one little bit. Dying a slow and gruesome death would definitely upset them even more, so I was contented to ignore their whining. I returned home less than 20 minutes after I dropped off the girls, to the mess that was left behind.


  That was pretty typical of my weekends with the kids, ever since they were young. Although the townhouse I lived in was much smaller than the house Beth and I had lived in with the girls, it still took some time to clean. That was most likely because there was rarely anyone around to help me. Even doing the dishes was more fun when one of the girls would offer to dry as I washed. It was simple things like that I missed the most. I went from being a full time dad to a part time deadbeat.


  Five to six days a month was nothing, but that was the best I could get when I went to court. The terrible hours I clocked in at work didn’t help much, and things were bound to never go my way. Usually, unless a mother is doing drugs or worse, they normally win all the cases. It wasn’t fair, but just the way things were, and I had to accept it and try to make the best of it. I had tidied the living room and was working on the kitchen when the phone rang. I took a deep breath and quickly answered it. “This is Walker.”


  I recognized my Captain’s voice on the other line. “We need you downtown as soon as possible. We have another body.”
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  I’d been texting with Flo for pretty much most of the day, so if there was a new body, it wasn’t any of the boys we were guarding. My worst fear had come true. “What happened? Did a football player sneak out of the hotel or something?”


  “Nope,” the Captain confirmed. “From what we can tell, this victim has no association with the college or the team.”


  “Dammit,” I cursed. The killer had picked a new victim out of anger at not having access to his preferred targets. “I’ll be right over.”


  “I’m going to text the address to your cell,” he answered. The line went dead and I waited for a few seconds for the text to come in. It was time to get back to work. I quickly went upstairs and changed from the jeans and a t-shirt I’d been wearing all day.


  I threw on some dress pants and a dress shirt, skipped the tie, and just put on a trench coat rather than a jacket. I holstered my weapon under my left shoulder, went to the car, and sped off towards the crime scene. This was not what I was hoping would happen. I had spoken to Agent Collins earlier and he said that no more than three killings per city had occurred. Since we already had three, I was hoping that the killer wouldn’t just pick someone at random to satisfy his rage.


  Turns out I was wrong. This killer was escalating much faster than Collins had anticipated. I was hoping that he and his team were going to arrive sooner than later. There was another part of me that was hoping this might be a copycat and not our actual killer. Not exactly a good thing either, but part of me was hoping this might be a one-time thing and not something that was going to escalate to something even worse. I wasn’t going to know until I got there. While waiting at a stop light, I sent a new text to Flo:


  New victim found, going to the scene to confirm if this is the same person. Could it be one of our guests over there?


  A few moments later, I got a reply from Flo:


  I spoke to the captain already. We did a thorough head count and all are accounted for.


  It was a good message to receive. None of the players or staff had left the hotel and taken their lives into their own hands. That was my first fear: that the killer would wait for one of them to get out and come across them, but it hadn’t been very likely, I knew.


  The story I leaked to the press was to throw this killer off … make them think that we were interrogating them rather than protecting them. If the killer found this out and couldn’t find the people he wanted to attack, the urge to kill might have forced that person to pick a new target and change their method of operation just for the time being.


  This was another reason why I was eager to find out more from Agent Collins. I needed more information about the victims in the other cities. I needed to search for a possible link, to see why the other people from other states were targeted. In this sea of information were the clues that could help us crack this case, but the people would panic if they assumed we didn’t have control of the situation. It wouldn’t be an assumption, of course. We had control over nothing.


  Our attempts to protect the city had failed, but I had to look around the scene of the crime before I came to that conclusion for sure. As I pulled up, the press and countless onlookers were crowding the scene, to the point where it took me a few minutes to get through them. From what I could tell, the body was found near the back of an alley, but the police had it cut off so no one could see what was there.


  We were keeping specific details from the press, so if it was a copycat, we’d be able to know almost immediately. Once I was allowed into the alley, I strolled down quickly while putting on a pair of surgical gloves to protect the crime scene. When I got there, the body wasn’t covered up, and when I got closer, I could tell why.


  The victim’s pants were still on, which meant that unlike the previous victims, this person was most likely not sexually assaulted. But there were things that led me to automatically believe this was the same killer. The ball gag and the Taser marks were some of the details not given to the press, and this victim had burn marks from a Taser. When I looked up at one of the lab geeks already there, he held up the evidence bag that contained the ball gag. I cussed under my breath as this had indeed turned out to be the same person we had been hunting. He had attacked someone else, probably because the football players were no longer available. Whatever urge was compelling this person to kill, taking from the equation the people he wanted to attack didn’t hold him back for long.


  “Is this the same person?” one of the cops there asked.


  I reached for the victim’s leg and pulled a card out of his sock: the four of hearts. “It is the same person, but what did or didn’t happen to this person could help us in the long run.”


  “What do you mean?” the officer asked.


  “There are some differences between this victim and the first few. Why some things were done to them but not this guy could be clues to help us determine why the others were more vicious.” I walked around to the other side to view the body from a different angle. “How many stab wounds does this one have?”


  “Nowhere near as many,” he answered. “Only one or two.”


  “So what you’re telling me is that this man wasn’t tortured,” I said as I kept walking around. “The person was still bound and gagged to keep control, but rather than torture and rape the person, he just went straight for the kill.”


  “Maybe he didn’t want to do it this time?” one of the lab geeks suggested.


  “Maybe, but it’s much more than that,” I said as I stood up and took a few notes. “I told you at the other scenes that those people were made to suffer. It was more personal, where this guy was just taken out with little effort.” I took a few steps back to look at the body from further away. There were some details that were bugging me, but there was no doubt: this was the same person. I took out my cell phone and dialed a number. After a few rings I got a response. “It’s Jake again. Any chance we’ll see you and your crew anytime soon?”


  Agent Collins could tell from my voice that something had happened. “You have another, don’t you?”


  “We do, which is upsetting,” I answered. “The first three victims were members of or staff associated with the football team. Tonight the killer went off grid and took out someone who had nothing to do with the college or the team.”


  “What do you think caused that?” Collins asked.


  “We took the remaining members of the team and have them holed up at a hotel for their safety,” I answered. “Could this have forced the killer’s hand?”


  “Wait one second,” Collins said as I could hear papers rustling in the background. “You said the first few victims had something to do with football?”


  “Yeah, two players and the coach,” I answered. “You have a similar pattern over there?”


  “I do,” Collins answered. “Four of the other six victims in other states were college football players.”


  “This can’t be a coincidence,” I said, eager to see the paperwork on that. “You need to bring in all that information with you. I need to see if there are any patterns that might explain this to us.”


  “We’ll do that. We’re wheels up in two hours,” Collins confirmed. “Our director has made your killer our top priority.”


  “Good to hear,” I said with a sigh of relief. “I look forward to seeing you again. I just wish it was under better circumstances.”


  “Me too, my friend,” Collins replied. “Get back to work and we’ll be there soon. Find me some clues that we can use for the profile.”


  “Will do.” I disconnected the line and continued to look around the crime scene. There were some subtle changes, but that had to be expected since it was a new type of victim. The lack of assault could mean this was a kill just for the sake of killing. The personal anger wasn’t here. Our killer wanted to kill, but was frustrated that the targets he wanted were not available to him. So he picked this person and did the bare minimum to get the needed fix, like someone hooked on a drug. I looked around and spoke to the first forensics tech I saw. “Do we have a wallet?”


  “Here.” She passed it over.


  “Thanks.” I had gloves on so I didn’t have a problem opening the evidence bag and inspecting it. I looked at his driver’s license. “He lives less than a block from here. He was attacked while walking home.” I put the wallet back into the bag and gave it back to the tech before leaving the alleyway. I needed to visit the next of kin and investigate if this victim had connections to the other kids that were killed. As I was leaving, I bumped into Captain Bancroft, who was again fending off the press. “Hey, boss,” I called to him as I walked out.


  The press was screaming questions at me, but I, for the most part, ignored them and walked aside to somewhere private with my boss. He didn’t look happy, as I expected. He was hoping to get through the rest of the weekend without any more killings before the feds arrived. “Is it the same asshole?”


  “I’m pretty sure,” I replied. “We found a card in his sock but there were some slight differences from the others.”


  “Such as?”


  “No assault. Pants were never pulled down.”


  “Okay. How does that strike you?”


  “It tells me this one wasn’t personal. Whoever killed the kids and the coach wanted them to suffer. This person obviously had nothing to do with whatever was angering our killer.”


  “That gives us an idea that this grudge is with the football team.” I could see the boss was on the same page with me. The Captain continued, “So keeping them at that hotel seems to be working to an extent, just not as well as we hoped it would. This bastard still wants to kill, but he only wants to torture the guys we have at the hotel.”


  “That seems to be the case, boss.”


  “So what do we do now?”


  “I’m going to walk down the street to interview the victim’s next of kin. He lives just down the street from here.”


  “All right, is there anything else we could be doing?”


  “Get someone at the station to look back at least two years into our records.”


  “What are we looking for, Jake?”


  “Complaints against the football team,” I answered. “We should look for allegations that were later dismissed or not even charged at all. This killer could be avenging something that happened, something where he never got any satisfaction from the courts, or at least not enough.”


  “I like where you’re going with this,” the Captain said. “You really think the killer started here?”


  “I think whatever is bugging the shit out of this prick started here, yes.”


  Captain Bancroft nodded and went back to his car. Rather than follow him to head to my own car, I started to walk down the street towards the address that was on the victim’s identification. Halfway down the street, one of the reporters ran up to speak with me. “Tina, I told you, when I have something you’ll be the first to know.”


  Tina Carlson didn’t seem impressed with the usual line. “What do you have right now?”


  “Not very much,” I honestly answered. “We have a few leads, but I can’t share them with you until we have a suspect in custody.”


  “Is there anything else? I mean, do you need any help looking into something?” she asked. I could tell she was genuinely offering to assist, but at the same time, I understood that anything she found would be on the record. That made seeking help from the press difficult for people in my position. At the moment, though, I was getting pretty desperate. “If you can check your records, see if there were any complaints filed against the football team over the last few years. Anything that caused a stir in the press, even if the authorities might not have paid as much attention.  Rumors could mean something in a case like this.”


  “You mean besides the spending scandal?” Tina asked.


  “Obviously,” I answered. “I doubt something this brutal is about money being spent on players in violation of college rules. That wouldn’t spurn attacks this vicious. We need to look for something more personal. Something that would make someone extraordinarily angry at the team.”


  “All right,” Tina replied. “I’ll look into it.”


  “If you find anything, you have to let me know first.” I knew she wasn’t going to like this, but I had to try. “We need any information before you report it so it doesn’t spook our killer into running.”


  “How bad is this, Jake?” Tina asked.


  “The feds are flying in tonight to assist us, by request,” I answered.


  Tina’s eyes popped open in surprise. “My God.”


  “I’m on my way to visit the next of kin,” I told her as I stopped walking. “You can broadcast that information about the feds as long as it’s from an anonymous source within the department. But if you find anything that could help when looking into the team, you have to pass it by me first.”


  “No problem,” Tina agreed. “But on one condition.”


  I paused for a moment. “What is it?”


  “Dinner. Tomorrow,” she answered.


  It was a curveball I hadn’t been expecting. Tina was actually asking me out on a date. Part of me thought that she was offering just to pump me for more information, but another part of me noted that for the past few months she’d been rather nice to me, as opposed to her scathing reports of other detectives in my station.


  After pondering her request for a few moments, it occurred to me that since she was being nice to me and even offering to help, it deserved a little kindness on my part. “Okay. Text me with a time and place that’s good for you and I’ll make the time to be there, assuming the case allows for it.  If not, rain check for as soon as this is done.”


  Tina’s face lit up with genuine surprise. She was obviously expecting to be brushed off, and was delighted that I took her up on the offer. “Great. It’s a date!”


  Aware that I needed some privacy when I approached the victim’s next of kin, Tina returned to her news crew, who were still taping footage of cops coming in and out of the crime scene. Tina was obviously an attractive woman, as most news women were. It was just hard to have close relations with the press, considering the sensitive information that I often dealt with, so I wasn’t sure this was a particularly good idea.  Still, if I managed to close this case, nobody would care who I ended up being seen with, press-wise.


  Having secrets while dating someone whose job was to expose those secrets to the mass media was not a relationship that was bound to work. But considering the fact that Tina wanted to help me, the least I could do was break bread with her to keep our relations in good terms.


  The last thing I wanted to do was to seem like an ingrate, not considering what she had already done to assist my investigation. Seemed like the polite thing to do for now. If I had to, I would resort to talking about my kids and the divorce for an hour or so, and that usually got most women to run for the hills and never want to come back.


  As I approached the house that the victim’s wallet had listed as his address, I took a deep breath and walked slowly to the door, and then gently knocked. I paused, waited, and had to knock a second time; this time a little louder to announce that there really was someone at the door. Out of sheer habit, I took my badge out and held it up as the door began to open. “I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m Detective˗”


  “Jake?” a voice called out.


  I had turned my head away from the door to make sure that Tina and her crew didn’t follow me to the house, and when I heard my name, I whipped my head back to see who had recognized me. When I looked back at the person standing at the door, I was suddenly looking at the short bright red hair that barely reached her shoulders. The same blue eyes that I looked into whenever I went shopping after work. Suddenly, it was my turn to be surprised.


  “Courtenay?”


  “What are you doing here?” she asked.


  “I had no idea you lived here.” Which wasn’t a lie, at least, as I wasn’t the stalking type. I had had no idea where Courtenay lived, let alone what her last name was. “I’m sorry, but does Jerry MacDonald live here?”


  “Yes,” she answered. I could see she was starting to cry. She knew what I did for a living now, and had realized I was on the job. I wouldn’t be knocking on her door unless something terrible had happened.


  “What’s your relation to him?” I asked as gently as I could.


  “He’s my husband,” Courtenay answered.


  “Can we speak in private?” I asked.


  “Come in.” She stepped aside and invited me in with a wave of her hand.


  This was going to be awkward, but it had to be done. I was there to do a job and I had to put my personal feelings aside. I took a deep breath and then stepped inside to speak with the wife of my latest victim.
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  As I stepped inside, I couldn’t help but notice how clean and amazing her place looked. For someone who worked at a bakery, it was easy to tell that her husband was the breadwinner of her family. Speaking of family, I didn’t hear any kids running around. I turned back to Courtenay, who was still on the verge of breaking down. “Do you have any kids here?” I was trying to be as sensitive as possible.


  “No,” she answered. “We have one son, but he moved out two years ago.”


  “Alright,” I confirmed as I turned to face her. I didn’t want any kids hearing what I had to say. I’d made that mistake before and it wasn’t a pretty scene. Part of me wanted to be there for Courtenay in her time of need, while another part of me thought that it was very unprofessional to be thinking about something like that when she was going to be given such tragic news. I had to remain professional. There was an awkward silence between us, kind of like the pauses we had when talking at the grocery store. She then smiled between the tears. “What’s so funny?” I asked.


  “Usually when we talk, I’m the one who is on the job.” She answered and she was right. “You never ordered that cake yet.”


  “I’ve been rather busy the last few days,” I admitted.


  “I know you’re a detective,” Courtenay said. “But what division do you happen to work for?”


  I paused for a moment. This answer was going to open the flood gates and all hell was about to break loose. “Homicide.”


  She had suspected that was the answer, but deep down I could tell she was hoping I would give a different answer. She burst like a dam and started crying uncontrollably. She almost fainted, but I reached out and caught her, then moved her into the living room so she could sit down on the couch. Part of me just wanted to take her in my arms and hold her but another part of me fought hard to remain professional and do my job. Courtenay was beside herself but understood what was going on. “When did this happen?”


  “We only discovered him a short while ago,” I answered. “I need to ask you some important questions. It’s important we do this now. It assists us a great deal in trying to catch whoever is responsible for your husband’s untimely death.”


  Courtenay closed her eyes upon hearing the word ‘death’, but it turned out she was a strong woman, something I’d suspected about her from our earlier encounters. She took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, I’ll do what I can to help.”


  “I appreciate that,” I told her as I moved to one of the chairs facing the couch. I sat on the edge and tried not to make myself too comfortable. The last thing I wanted to do was seem casual in the face of a situation which was anything but casual for her. The world as she knew it was changing and would never be the same.


  Even though I felt sorry for her, a part of me was selfishly worried about how this encounter would affect our relationship, which to this point was nothing more than friends. I might be forever known as the man who showed up at her door to tell her that her husband was dead, an image that would forever submerge my own feelings if we were to ever talk again after this day. I let the thought pass and tried my best to stay in the moment and focus on what I was really there for. I had a job to do, which was to gain information that could connect this killing to the others. “What did your husband do for a living?”


  “He was vice president of a local bank.”


  Damn, I thought to myself. No shortage of enemies there. “Did he have anyone that wanted to hurt him?”


  “You’re kidding, right?” Courtenay asked. “He’s a banker. Everyone in the state and the country wanted him dead. He’s an honest person, but the crooks in his industry have caused everyone to be painted with the same brush by the public. He couldn’t go jogging during the day because people would yell at him and even spit on him. They were very cruel to him.”


  “I’m sorry to hear about that. Did you file any reports with the police?”


  “I wanted to,” Courtenay confessed. “But Jerry didn’t want to cause any more trouble or attract attention to us.”


  “That’s not a bad idea,” I said in agreement. Jerry was smart not to press charges for small offenses like that. It would have brought on more trouble and angry people, especially if the press reported the story. “He was cautious. That would explain why he was in his jogging clothes when we found him.”


  “Someone attacked him when he was jogging?” she asked.


  “It looks like it, yes. When did he leave the house?”


  “I’m not sure. I left the house before he did.”


  “When did you leave?”


  “Around 1:00 p.m. in the afternoon, so he could have left any time after that.”


  “All right, that’s good,” I said as I wrote down the relevant information. As I looked around the room, I couldn’t help but notice some trophies and sports memorabilia in the next room. “If you don’t mind me asking, was your husband a big football fan?”


  “Oh, yes,” Courtenay answered as she looked over at the stuff I had noticed. “He was more of a college football fan than a pro-football man.”


  “I like the college game more, too,” I admitted, just to stay on her side. “Does your son play football?”


  “Oh, yes!” Courtenay answered. “He’s a member of the state team.”


  There it was: the link that I was looking for. I tried my best not to show any panic on my face and merely smiled while pulling out my cell phone. “Where is your son right now?”


  “He’s on campus, if I’m not mistaken,” she answered. Chances are Jerry hadn’t told his wife about the move to the hotel her son and the players had made, just to make sure she didn’t panic, assuming he’d even heard. I would have done the same thing if I were in his shoes.


  “What’s his name?”


  “Colin,” she answered.


  “Thanks,” I said as I did my best to keep smiling. I sent out a text message to Flo to make sure we were talking about the same state team.


  Colin MacDonald. Is he one of the players holed up over there with you?


  As I waited for Flo to text back, I asked some other questions just to change the subject and sway her away from the subject of football, and where I’d been going with my previous questions. It took an additional five minutes, but the text message came back from Flo to confirm my suspicions:


  Yes, he’s a member of our team here. Is everything alright?


  It wasn’t alright, and I needed to leave immediately. Courtenay stood up with me as I got up to leave. “I think that’s more than enough information to go with for now. Thank you for taking a moment to help me in such trying times.”


  “You’re welcome,” she answered, not sure what to do next.


  “Do you have anywhere you can stay for the next night or two?” I then asked. I didn’t think she was in danger, but at the moment I really couldn’t take the chance, not considering her husband was just targeted.


  “I do,” Courtenay replied. “You don’t think I’m safe here?”


  “My gut says you are, but I don’t want you to take that chance.”


  “I’ll pack my things and go visit my sister.”


  “Do it. I’ll stay down here and stand guard while you get ready.”


  Courtenay ran up the stairs and I could hear her quickly packing a few bags. I shouted up to her a few times just to make sure she was okay and nothing was going on up there. I’d walk her to the car and she’d take off from there. I watched as she came back down the stairs with two small bags, packed and ready to go. She didn’t waste much time, packing only the essentials. “How long should I stay there?” she asked as she reached the bottom of the stairs.


  “At least two days,” I suggested.


  “How will I know when it’s safe to come back?”


  “Here’s my card, you can call and I’ll let you know if it’s safe.” I reached into my coat and pulled out my card. I scribbled a number on the back. “That’s my cell number. Call anytime and I’ll be happy to answer any questions or update you on the course of the investigation.”


  I handed her the card. Not exactly the circumstances I’d wanted to be in when giving her my phone number, but this wasn’t a good time to be thinking about that. Before I could walk to the door, Courtenay reached out to me and gave me a big hug.


  Out of sheer instinct and deep hidden desire, I reached out and embraced her. Feeling her in my arms was everything I’d thought it would be. I even took the time to smell her hair and it had a scent I’d never smelled before. This was something I had dreamed of for the better part of a year, but part of me felt like a total creep who was taking advantage of this poor woman in her most vulnerable state. I didn’t want to let go of her, but when I felt her grip loosen up, I did the same. From there I opened the door and walked her out to her car. Once she had her bags tossed into the trunk, I opened the front door for her.


  “Thank you, Jake,” Courtenay said as she hopped into the seat.


  I closed the door behind her. “I’ll be around if you need me,” I said to her. “Take care of yourself and be careful.”


  “I will,” Courtenay said. 


  I didn’t say anything else and backed up a few steps. I watched as she pulled out of the driveway and drove away. Once Courtenay was out of sight, I walked back down the street towards the crime scene. I also jumped on my cell and contacted Flo, who I was sure was eager to know more about what was going on. “Flo, we’ve got a connection between the new victim and the team.”


  “I assume he’s connected to this MacDonald player?” she asked.


  “Related is more like it,” I answered. “The victim is his father. Without access to the team, the killer is attacking their family members.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Flo cursed from the other side. “We’re going to have a hard time keeping people here if their families are being attacked.”


  “We also don’t have enough cops to protect everyone’s loved ones, either.”


  “What the hell do we do?” Flo asked.


  “Without causing a panic, get the players and coaches to contact their families and get them to crash somewhere else tonight, whether with an in-law or a close friend. Anywhere but home would be good, and don’t bother talking to MacDonald. I already convinced his mother to crash with her sister.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Flo replied. “I’ll get to it right now. I’ll do it one player at a time to avoid panic. I’ll speak to them in their rooms.”


  “Good call,” I agreed with her. “Give me a call if you need any help. I’m sure Colin’s mom is already contacting him, but you might have to ask him to keep the news to himself, or make arrangements to get him to his mother.” After disconnecting the line, I kept walking towards the crime scene, hoping Captain Bancroft was still there. He wasn’t, though, and neither was the press, which was for the best. The next logical thing to do was to head back to the station. Collins and his people were inbound and the sooner we started connecting the dots, the sooner we could get back on the killer’s trail and bring that sick bastard in. The thought of heading home to get some sleep was a distant idea. I still had work to do.


  I drove back to the station and, as expected, reporters were hanging around there, eager to get some word on the new, flashy serial killer that was taking out the good citizens of our city. I had no comment for them as I pushed my way inside. This story was exploding and that was only going to make our jobs a lot tougher. I wasn’t against the public being aware of what deep shit they were in, but the media occasionally got in the way and prevented us from doing our jobs. Criminals watched television, too, when they weren’t doing bad things, and they used the news to gather intel from us, which gave them an edge we preferred they didn’t have.


  Once I was back at the station, I immediately went to the Captain’s office. He’d been talking to Flo so he was basically up to speed on the connection we’d made with the latest victim and the people we were trying to protect at the hotel. “We don’t have the manpower to protect everyone, Walker,” he called out from his office.


  “I never asked,” I called back. I understood our position. Just getting the players and the coaches out of the way was taxing enough on us. We couldn’t extend that and I knew it. That’s why I had had Flo talk to them about moving their loved ones to neutral locations, so that the killer wouldn’t be able to track them.


  This was all spinning out of control and I was along for the ride. I checked my watch and realized that even if Collins and his team had lifted off on time, they were still a few hours out. I started rummaging through papers from lab tests done on prior victims, combing through them one page at a time, looking for that one clue that might point us in the right direction.


  Despite the few cups of coffee I had while going through the papers, I started to doze off and lose concentration. I must have closed my eyes for what seemed like 30 seconds, and was woken up when someone kicked my chair, which startled me back into consciousness. I looked up and it was Agent Collins and his team, who’d finally arrived to help with our serial killer issue. “Well, I wish I could say it was nice to see you,” I said, though my eyes were still unfocused from a lack of sleep, “but I was kind of hoping never to see you again. No offense.”


  Agent Collins smiled. “None taken.” He pulled up a chair and took a seat. I could tell he’d probably caught up on his sleep on his flight from LaGuardia. I didn’t blame him. I couldn’t concentrate on work when flying either, and sleep was hard to come by. “Get me up to speed on what’s going on.”


  “We found a connection between our latest victim and the previous ones found earlier this week,” I started. “Turns out tonight’s kill was a close relative to one of the football players we have holed up.”


  “There’s that football connection again,” Collins said as he dove into his briefcase and passed out a few files. “Here are the victims from the other cities. Like I said, most of them were football players, as well. Must be their connection.”


  “It’s got to be,” I said as I opened the file and started to look through the crime scene photos and other materials. I stopped when I came across one of the photos of the victim in his football uniform. He looked eerily familiar, but I couldn’t place him.


  One of the uniformed officers was passing by when he stopped and looked at the same photo I was staring at. “Isn’t that Jerome Willis?”


  Collins looked up from what he was doing. “Yes, it is. How do you know him?”


  “He used to play here,” the officer replied.


  “I thought he looked familiar,” I said as I looked back at him, and then suddenly I remembered. “He transferred to another college because of the spending scandal. A lot of students did that when State got barred from bowl games for the next half a decade.”


  “There’s our connection,” Collins said. I could see in his face that he couldn’t believe they’d overlooked this detail. “Chances are all the victims most likely transferred out of this college because of that spending scandal. This means they are all connected.”


  “This also means that the killer is most likely from here, as well,” I added.


  “You were right about the cards,” Collins agreed. “Turns out home really is where the heart is. This means our killer isn’t going to move anytime soon, and chances are, he’s not going to stop killing either, until we stop him.”


  “I know,” I said while going through all the files he’d brought. “My Captain isn’t going to like the sound of that.”


  “What it also means is the motive for these killings happened here as well,” Collins said as he started to pace around the room. “We also have to assume it happened prior to the spending scandal. The average student attends university for four years, so that shortens the window for us.”


  “It gets even shorter,” I said as I showed Collins a photo of one of his out of town victims. “This student was only here for one season before he transferred. That narrows down our window considerably. Whatever started this vendetta against the team, it happened two years ago when this kid lived here.”


  “This can’t be about a spending scandal,” Collins said out loud to no one in particular. “We’re looking for something else.”


  “I agree. The killings are too personal.”


  “We’re looking for someone who was hurt by the team.”


  “Exactly,” I called back as I sat down in my chair. “Someone who wants to make these men suffer like he did. It’s the only thing that would explain the torture.”


  “We have to look bigger than that,” Collins countered. “We need a list of every student who died on campus that entire year the kid was attending. This might be someone killing out of vengeance.”


  “A long shot,” I confessed. “But I’m not willing to leave any stones unturned at this particular time.” I was combing through another file when my phone started to buzz on my hip. I recognized by the ringtone that it was Flo and immediately picked it up. “What’s going on over there, Flo?”


  “We have a situation, Jake,” she replied.


  “Give me the scoop, Flo.” 


  “I’ve been getting all the players here to call their folks to make plans to either secure the home or stay somewhere else for the next night or two. It then occurred to me that Wally isn’t around to call his folks, the other victims’ families either.”


  “Do you have the numbers, Flo?” I quickly asked.


  “Yes,” Flo answered. “I’ve made three attempts to call the Bennett house, to warn Wally’s parents about what’s going on, but I’m not getting any answer.”


  I felt a chill run down my spine and my gut was telling me the same thing Flo’s was. While there’s a chance the Bennett family might have vacated their home to avoid the press, at the moment I wasn’t willing to take that chance. “Stay there with the players and keep that place locked down. I’m going to send a tactical unit to the Bennett house.” I didn’t even wait for Flo to respond, and just hung up. I bolted from my chair and ran over to Captain Bancroft’s office. “I need a tactical unit over to the home of Wally Bennett’s family, and I mean yesterday!”


  I watched as the Captain’s face flushed and he hung up on whoever he was talking to. “I’ll call it in. You and the feds get moving!”


  I ran back to my desk and pointed to Collins as I came over. “We’re leaving right now! This bastard might be already back to work.”
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  When you’re driving out to the scene of a crime that is currently in progress, most traffic laws go out the window. You slap on the lights and you tear down the road with sirens blaring, and people should automatically know to get the fuck out of your way. I had to slow down a few times to avoid possible collisions, but did my best to get out to the Bennett house as soon as I humanly could.


  Agent Collins and two other agents had hitched a ride with me, well aware that I knew the city much better than any of them did and could make it to the location much quicker. While I was driving like a maniac, a call came over the radio; a squad car had already arrived on the scene. They were asking for further instructions. Collins looked over at me. “Tell them to break the fucking door down and get the hell in there. The sooner the better.”


  “It’s not that simple,” Collins said as he grabbed the radio. “This is Special Agent Collins of the FBI. You are clear to breach the house as soon as possible. I have to advise you that the assailant is likely armed and should be considered extremely dangerous. We will be on the scene in˗”


  “Three minutes,” I called to him.


  “Less than three minutes,” Collins repeated into the radio. “You can sit back and wait for back up, or if you want to risk it … but you’re clear to breach the house.”


  “There’re only two of us here,” the officer replied. “We’ll attempt to secure the area and wait for back up.”


  “Son of a fuckin' bitch!” I called out to no one in particular as I punched the gas and accelerated down the road. I couldn’t blame the kids for not wanting to go in. We had no idea who was in there or if the person had any accomplices. Waiting for back-up was the right move.


  “Tactical is also en route,” Collins called into the radio. “But the moment we get there, we’re going in.”


  “Understood,” the radio replied.


  “Are there any sounds coming from the house?” Collins asked.


  “Nothing,” the officer replied. “It’s fairly quiet here.”


  Collins sighed. “Let’s hope the Bennett family got the hell out of town to get away from the press.”


  “I’ve been praying for that since we left the station,” I spoke through gritted teeth as I ripped around a corner and narrowly missed an oncoming car. I could hear the agents in the back tense up due to our near miss, but I was already back on our own side and hauling ass to the Bennett house.


  “I thought you were an atheist?” Collins recalled.


  “I am.” As I pulled into the street where the Bennett house was located, I could see the cruiser parked out front and two officers waiting for us with guns drawn. I screeched the car to a halt by slamming it into park and immediately hopped out of the car, popping the trunk. I removed my coat and threw on a tactical vest for my own protection. I then took out a shotgun and loaded it with as many shells as it could hold before emerging to lead the way. I looked over at the two officers. “You stay right there, and I want you to run two houses down to cover the walkway that leads to the park.”


  The officers did as they were told, as Collins and I and two other federal agents scrambled to the front door … the very same door I’d knocked on less than 48 hours ago. I didn’t even ask the agents if they were ready because I knew they were. They’d had guns drawn and had put on their tactical vests before getting into my car. I kicked the door open and stormed in with my shotgun, ready to blow away the first thing that moved.


  As I strolled into the living room, I called out at the top of my lungs, “Police!” Once I had identified myself and the agents coming in behind me, I was legally clear to punch a hole into anyone who made a threatening motion towards any of us.


  “Help us!” a voice called from the other side of the house.


  Almost on instinct, I moved toward the hallway. There were three closed doors, and I had no choice but to kick each and every one of them to make sure no hostiles were hiding to attack us from behind. The agents behind me were FBI’s finest so all I had to do was concentrate on what was ahead of me; my six was covered. There was only one door left, which I had to assume was the master bedroom, and I kicked the door open with every ounce of energy I had.


  The door swung open to reveal the worst thing that could have happened in there, waiting for us to come inside. Mr. Bennett was on the ground, lying on his stomach and bound the same way the other victims were. His trousers were rolled down to his ankles and he was stabbed multiple times in the back.


  Mrs. Bennett, however, was also bound, but still alive. She was tied up just like her husband, but her eyes were covered instead of her mouth. Her clothes were all still in-tact and not removed in anyway. Once the room was cleared, the agents began to tend to Mrs. Bennett. “Wait!” I called out to them without warning.


  “What’s wrong?” Collins asked.


  I realized one of the agents was about to pull the blindfold off of Mrs. Bennett. I knew forensics was never going to let me hear the end of it, but I didn’t want the first thing she saw to be the state of her husband. I grabbed a blanket from the bed that was in the center of the room and pulled it off. I covered her husband to prevent her from seeing the horrific things that were done to him. “She’s been through enough already.”


  Collins nodded in agreement. “Don’t take that off until you get her into the living room. Then I want you to help the officers secure the scene.”


  I grabbed the radio from my belt. “This is Detective Walker, all units be advised that my suspect has fled the scene. He couldn’t have left any earlier than 10 minutes ago. Everyone be on the lookout for anyone with any trace of blood on them. The scene here is messy and I’m confident the suspect has some of it on their person.”


  “We just missed him,” Collins said, looking angry enough to punch a hole into one of the walls.


  “How the hell did he know we were coming?” I asked.


  “Sirens?” Collins suggested.


  “Not enough time,” I said as I walked around the room. “The two boys out front would have seen someone fleeing the scene.”


  Collins squatted by the body and thought about it some more. “Is it possible he’s listening to us with a scanner?”


  I didn’t like the idea but it made more sense. “Would explain how he got the hell out of here so fast.”


  “At the same time, at least we don’t have two corpses on our hands.” Collins admitted, trying to look on the bright side.


  “We’re lucky Flo thought to call them,” I replied, giving credit where it was due. “This killer is accelerating way too fast for my liking.”


  “No kidding,” Collins said, not looking back. He peered around the room to see if the killer might have left anything good for us to pick up. The killer had left fast, so the odds of anything being left behind were far greater than before.


  “We have something we never had before,” I said as I took a deep breath, my heart pounding hard enough to break through my sternum. “A witness.”


  “She was blindfolded,” Agent Collins retorted.


  “Still better than nothing,” I said as something else occurred to me. “Why didn’t he kill her?”


  “Didn’t have enough time, maybe.” Collins mumbled, still glancing around the scene.


  “No, that can’t be it,” I replied. “It doesn’t take any time to slit someone’s throat. He had plenty of time to finish her off.”


  “That meant she was never going to die, if you’re right and the method didn’t matter in the end.” Collins said, as we were on the same page now. “He’s only targeting men. For now,” Collins said. “He used to only attack players, and then the M.O. changed when we lowered the available options.”


  “Fair enough,” I replied. “We can’t assume anyone is safe at this point.”


  A moment later, one of the agents came into the room. “We’ve got a problem.”


  Collins and I went out to see the paramedics who’d arrived on the scene to treat Mrs. Bennett. The terror she had endured for the last few hours along, with the knowledge that her husband was dead, had caused her heart to stop. After a few quick bursts with the paddles, they managed to get a rhythm and get her out onto a stretcher. Collins and I watched in disbelief as the medics stabilized her and hauled her out of the house into a waiting ambulance. “Fuck me,” I swore under my breath. As bad as our luck had been, she was still alive. That would have to do.


  “So much for our witness,” Collins growled, stalking around the room. His anger surprised almost everyone in the room but me. I’d seen him this angry before, and it only happened whenever he got very close to a suspect, only to lose them. “We’ll be lucky if we get a chance to speak with her by the end of the friggin’ week.”


  “As long as we get our chance.” I could tell he was upset, but we still had a witness and we were going to get her statement, even if I had to pistol whip her doctor to get into her room. She was blindfolded, but the killer didn’t plug her ears. She could have some very valuable information that could help us decode what the hell this was all about, and that could point us in the right direction to solving this case and getting our man.


  I walked over to Agent Collins. “Let’s go get some fresh air. We need to take a breather before we get back in there.”


  Collins looked like he wanted to protest, but knew that I was right. I walked him out of the Bennett house and onto the front lawn. I still had the shotgun in my hands, so I walked back to my car and put it in the trunk. I was too lazy to take off the tactical vest, and slammed the trunk shut just in time to realize how much press was stationed outside our parameter.


  Collins was frustrated and I couldn’t blame him. Despite our best efforts to get here as soon as possible, we had just missed our assailant, and by mere minutes from what I could gather. Worse yet was the fact that not only had our killer attacked another family member from the team, but this time he’d assaulted one of the parents. This wasn’t getting any prettier.  I sent a text to make sure that the players had contacted all their families to warn them. Agent Collins looked like he was going to be sick so I walked over and put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you going to be all right, Peyton?” I asked.


  “I’ll be fine,” Collins replied as he collected himself.


  Based on the files I was reading, he’d been chasing this killer for the better part of a year, and this likely was the closest he’d gotten to him yet.


  “We’re going to get him,” I said as I patted his shoulder. “He’s not going anywhere.”


  “What makes you say that?” Collins asked.


  “This is ground zero,” I answered. “Whatever reason this person thinks is worth killing for, it happened here. I’m sure of it.”


  That said, I left the agents behind to comb through the crime scene. I was too tired to put up with that now. I went back to the station and immediately went to the officer the Captain had assigned to look into the team’s history to see if there were any complaints against them. I stuck my head into the file room where a single officer was scouring through papers and reading something on the computer screen in front of her. I softly knocked on the door to get her attention. “Officer Jones, I presume?”


  “Yes, Detective Walker,” she called back.


  “How are things going?”


  “Slow, and I haven’t found a single thing.”


  “Well, I have some good news,” I said as I put down a photo of the football player that was killed out of town. “This player used to attend State before transferring away because of the spending scandal.”


  “Okay, what about him?” Jones asked.


  “He was killed several months ago,” I answered. “Whatever upset this killer, it happened when this kid was here. Our suspect traveled to another state to make sure he got his fair share of payback. So whatever happened, it occurred when he was here. Confine your search to everything that happened between when he arrived and when he transferred away. He was only here a single year, so that should narrow your search down quite a bit.”


  “All right, detective,” Jones replied as she began to split her papers based on what fit into the time frame and what didn’t.


  As I walked back to my desk, Captain Bancroft came out from his office and met me halfway. “Walker, you look about half as bad as I feel.”


  “I’ll be all right,” I protested.


  “Head home and get some sleep,” he instructed. I didn’t want to head home, but I knew that at this point it was pointless to remain at the office. “With the feds here, you have all the help you need, but you’ll be useless to us all if you don’t get any sleep. Go home.”


  “Okay,” I said as I held my arms up in surrender. He was right anyway. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. I drove home, making good time since the roads were clear at that time of the night. When I walked through the door it was around four in the morning. I checked my phone for messages, and all I had was a text from Flo. The remaining families had been warned and were safe. That was all I needed to hear. There were no other messages so I set the alarm on my cell for 10 in the morning and then lay down. I remember thinking that Collins was more likely to wake me up than my alarm before I faded off to sleep.


   


  10


   


  Turns out I was wrong, as the alarm from my cell phone woke me up at exactly 10:00 a.m. I was so tired that I had fallen asleep in my clothes again. This time I made an effort to change my shirt, tie, and apply some fresh pit-stick before getting ready to run back out to work. I checked my phone, but there were no messages from Flo or Officer Jones, which was a shame because I’d been hoping Jones had found something by now.


  I made a few slices of toast and a cup of coffee for myself before finally getting out the door and back on the road to work. I kept checking my phone, but there were still no messages from anyone. It was at this point that I decided to check something else before going to the station. I went back to the Bennett house, eager to do a little snooping around now that I was actually awake and not running on adrenaline like I was the night before.


  There were uniforms still guarding the house from outside. They didn’t bother me as I walked under the tape and into the house where a few feds from Collins’ team were still combing through the scene and looking for anything that would help our case. I walked by them and made my way to the same hall I had engaged with a shotgun less than 12 hours ago.


  Rather than enter the parents’ room, which was where the crime scene was, I went into the other bedroom, which belonged to their late son, Wally. I fished around for photos, letters, or anything else that might be a clue to why he was killed. But the room was clean and rather clutter free. It was evident that his mom was keeping things tidy for Wally while he was in college.


  What caught my interest was the computer in the corner by the window. I took a seat and turned the machine on. From there I started to look for pictures and check programs for anything suspicious. I clicked the email icon and found something very interesting. There were several emails addressed to Wally that were in the trash bin, entitled, You dirty fucker! You’ll pay! As a detective, this was the one thing that I wasn’t willing to pass by. When I opened one of the many emails that were repeatedly sent to Wally, I finally found the clue I was looking for. The email read:


   


  Dear dirty bastard:


  While it’s only been a year since that despicable thing you and your friends did, I wanted to make sure you are aware of the karma that’s coming back to haunt you. You and your friends are going to pay for what you did to her. I’m going to make you suffer like she did and then I’m going to kill you.


   


  I printed the email and then did a count. There were well over twenty copies of this exact email sent to Wally over the course of the 12 months prior to his death. I opened some of the other emails sent from the same address, and attached to those emails were links to various news stories.


  I clicked on one of them to see that it was a story about the death of one of his teammates who had transferred out of town. The killer had gone to a lot of trouble to threaten Wally. I could only imagine how scared Wally must have been, knowing that someone was out there killing his friends. By forwarding those stories to the star college player, the killer was sending a very clear message to Wally: he was next.


  I had told Flo from the very beginning that this reeked of something personal, and this email proved that my instincts were right on the money. As I was thinking about what this poor kid had gone through prior to his murder, there was a loud knock at the door. I turned to see who was standing at Wally’s door. “Peyton. Did you manage to get any sleep?”


  Collins smiled. “I managed to get a few hours. Did you find anything?”


  “I did.” I got up from the desk and motioned Collins to sit down. “We need to get a tech geek on this computer to trace the IP address that sent him this email,” I said, placing the paper in front of him. “There are dozens like them on Wally’s computer. Our killer was harassing the poor kid for months prior to his death.”


  “I’ll get someone on it right away,” Collins said as he scanned over the letter. “Why didn’t Wally report this?”


  “I think this might be our reason,” I said, pointing to middle of the letter. “Wally did something bad and was most likely afraid that if he filed a complaint, he might be investigated himself. Whatever Wally and his friends did to this girl, this is why our killer is out there murdering people.”


  “What about the cards?” Collins asked.


  “I don’t think we should concentrate on them,” I answered. “This is the real motive behind the killings.”


  “You mean like a distraction from his true intentions,” Collins suggested.


  “Exactly,” I said. “There is no complex killer with a puzzle for us to solve. There never was. The only reason this killer is leaving playing cards with us is to distract us and attempt to hide his true motives. For the price of a cheap deck of cards, this bastard has been making us chase our fucking tails and made it the best purchase he’s ever made.”


  “You’re right,” Collins said, though he didn’t seem impressed. “Killings are never that complicated, and for a few measly dollars, that piece of shit has been suckering us with a fucking decoy.”


  “Let’s not focus on that. Let’s focus on this instead,” I said, waving the email in my hand. “We need to find out what incident this killer is talking about. Once we find out what Wally and his buddies did, we’ll find our killer.”


  “Whatever it is, Wally seems to be at the center of it,” Collins added. “We checked the computers of all the victims in the other states. None of them had letters like this in their email. I would have remembered that.”


  “We’ll work from there. I’ll get back to the station and let’s concentrate on complaints against Wally instead of the whole team.” No sooner had I said that than my cell phone started to buzz. I was hoping it wasn’t another body, but the call wasn’t from dispatch. It was Flo. I quickly turned on the phone. “This is Walker.”


  “Jake, we have a situation here,” Flo answered.


  “Is everyone all right?” I asked.


  “Everyone is fine, but there’s someone here to visit one of the players,” Flo answered. “I’ve asked the person to leave, but she’s refused.”


  “Tell this person that if they don’t leave you and the players alone, they’re going downtown for disturbing the peace.” I paused for a moment. “Why are you calling me about this?”


  “I’m calling you because the person refusing to leave is your daughter,” Flo answered. “It’s Cassie.”


  This was about the last thing I needed to hear, but I suddenly understood why Flo was calling me regarding the matter. “I’ll be there in 15 minutes.” I closed the cell and cussed under my breath.


  “What’s going on?” Collins asked.


  “Nothing urgent, but something I have to deal with myself.” I pointed to the computer as I walked out of the room. “Trace those emails. This might be the big break we’ve been waiting for.”


  “No problem,” Collins said as he watched me leave. “I’ll call you the minute we find out where they came from.”


  I wanted to go back to the station and check in with Jones, but this was obviously something I had to take care of right now. It took me only 10 minutes to drive to the hotel. Once I got there, I walked up to Flo, who was standing in the lobby waiting for me. It wasn’t the fanciest hotel in town, but it was nice enough to keep the complaints from our guests to a minimum. As I walked up to Flo, I could see Cassie sitting there on one of the lobby couches, and I could see her face and attitude change when she noticed I was there. “Cassie, what are you doing here?”


  She paused for a moment. “I’m here to visit my boyfriend.”


  “You have a boyfriend?”


  “Dad!”


  “Okay, let’s start from the beginning,” I said as I raised my hands. “You’re here to see who? And this time, please give us a name.”


  Cassie paused again. “I’m here to see Melvin Saunders.”


  “I see,” I said as I walked over and sat on the sofa across from hers. “And when were you planning to tell me about this Melvin fellow?”


  “I’m not sure,” Cassie answered honestly. “I knew you’d eventually find out somehow, but I was enjoying my privacy while I still could.”


  “First of all, young lady,” I started, “I don’t have any spies at your college, but now that I see you’re keeping secrets from me, I might have to change that policy. Now answer the question: How long have you been seeing this Melvin fellow?”


  “About six months,” Cassie finally answered.


  I took a deep breath and then moved on to a more relevant question that I think Flo was dying for me to ask. “How did you know Melvin was here?”


  Cassie knew that, regardless of what she said, someone was going to get in trouble. She took a deep breath and just went with the truth. “Melvin did.”


  I had to expect this. It was only a matter of time before the players got restless and tried to reach out to friends, family, and especially any girlfriends for someone to talk to, or whatever. I shook that thought out of my mind and turned my attention back to Flo. “I thought we took all of their cell phones?”


  “We did,” Flo answered. “And I had all the phones in their room turned off.”


  “He called me from another room, one that wasn’t booked for the players,” Cassie answered. She knew how upset I could get when I was missing a certain detail to what was going on.


  I stood up and walked Flo to the other side of the lobby. “Bring Melvin down here right now.”


  Flo could tell how angry I was getting, and it wasn’t for the reason she assumed. As much as I didn’t like the idea of my daughter dating a jock, I was more concerned about keeping people alive. Something Melvin hadn’t considered when he reached out to talk to his girlfriend and gave away the location of his hideout on an open line. By the time Flo came downstairs with Melvin, I had completely lost my temper. I grabbed the kid by the collar of his shirt and slammed him against the nearest wall. “Do you have any idea what kind of danger you put yourself and your teammates in by calling her?”


  Melvin could tell how infuriated I was and didn’t fight back. “No, sir.”


  “Well, let me give you the 411 on what the fuck is going on out there!” I said as I slammed him into the wall again. “There is someone out there trying to kill you! This person is so angry that he is torturing all of his victims before stabbing them in the back a few dozen times! Almost half a dozen people have died in the last three days, and whatever you guys did to piss this person off, our suspect is determined to make sure you and everyone you care about suffers for it!”


  At this point Cassie came running over to step between us. “Dad! Stop it!”


  I wasn’t in the mood to listen to whatever she had to say. I grabbed Melvin by the arm and dragged him into an empty conference room. Cassie and Flo followed and I signaled Flo to close the door so we could have a little privacy. “People are dying out there, Melvin, and it was because of something that your team or a portion thereof did to someone.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Melvin answered. I could tell he was lying but decided to dial back the anger just for a short time.


  “I’m talking about this,” I pulled the email out of my coat, opened it and laid it down on the table in front of him. “This email and over 30 like it were sent to Wally Bennett before he was murdered. This person is angry about something that you guys did. What was it?”


  “If this is about what I think it is ...” Melvin started. “I want you to know I had nothing to do with it. It happened a year before I joined the team. I was in high school when this occurred, but it’s the only thing I can imagine you’d be talking about, from what I’ve heard.”


  I hadn’t thought of that. I took a deep sigh of relief as I suddenly realized that rookies were likely not involved, but it was still too risky to send them home. “What incident are you talking about?”


  “I heard from a few players that there was a party that got a little too out of control,” Melvin answered. “That some of the players forced some frat girls to do things they were not exactly consensual about.”


  I knew exactly where Melvin was going with this. Chances are the victim likely never filed a police report about the assault. Officer Jones wasn’t going to find it, but there might be a reason for that. I took out my cell phone and called her as soon as the thought popped into my head. “Jones, this is Walker.”


  “What can I do for you, detective?” she asked. 


  “I need you to expand your search,” I answered. “I still want you to stay in that same year we discussed, but I want you to include all suicides that occurred on campus that year as well. Place special emphasis on any that took place within a fraternity house of any kind. If any student died that year, I want to know about it.”


  “I’m on it,” Jones acknowledged.


  My gut told me that Cassie and Melvin were safe, but this killer was getting so out of control I couldn’t take the chance. Not with my own daughter. “Cassie, I hate to say this but now that you’re here ... you’re here to stay until the crisis is over.”


  “What?” Cassie said, a look of shock on her face.


  “And don’t think you’ll be bunking with lover boy here, either,” I continued as I turned back to Flo. “She’ll be crashing with you.”


  “Understood,” Flo said without hesitation.


  I could see the anger and embarrassment in Cassie’s face, but at the moment I was actually being nice to her, and I needed to let her know that. “That is unless you two would rather spend the night in jail for interfering with a police investigation?”


  “No,” Cassie replied.


  “No, sir,” Melvin said, adding the hint of respect.


  “Good.” I paused for a moment and decided to approach this from another angle. I grabbed a chair and pulled it very close to where Melvin was sitting and took a seat. “Do you like her?”


  “I love her, sir,” he replied.


  I resisted the urge to slap the punk in the head and instead remained focused on what I was doing. “If that’s true, are you willing to do whatever it takes to help me?”


  “Yes, sir,” Melvin answered.


  “Someone told you a little about what happened last year,” I repeated to him before going in for the kill. “I want a name. Who told you this?” Melvin knew exactly what I was asking for. I wanted him to abandon team loyalty in order to help me find the person I was looking for. He was very reluctant, so I pressed harder. “Melvin, people are dying out there, and the more information I have about what happened, the easier it will be for me to find this person and end this.”


  Melvin was still hesitant, but I could tell he knew something. “Give me a fucking name!!!” I slammed my fist so hard on the table that the vibration from my anger made both Melvin and Cassie shudder with fear.


  “Wally,” Melvin finally said. “Wally was the big man on campus. He didn’t care what he did because he always thought he would get away with it. He was the all star quarterback, so he walked around like he was bullet proof or something.”


  “Wally is dead,” I reminded him. “I would prefer a name of someone who can actually give me some more answers and details about what Wally did.”


  Melvin could tell by the look on my face that I was in no mood for games. “I would talk to Cody Miller.” The young man quickly answered. “He and Wally were best friends and there isn’t anything that Wally did that Cody wouldn’t know about.”


  “Flo, where is Cody Miller right now?” I asked my partner.


  “Room 215,” she answered.


  “Stay with them,” I told her as I got up from my seat and left the conference room. I strolled over to the elevator and moved up to the second floor. I had asked for them to get a higher floor, but considering how many rooms we needed, this was the probably best option as we pretty much took up every room on the entire floor. The idea of guarding more than one floor would have been a nightmare. Still, I didn’t like having the people we protected so close to the ground either. I walked into the hallway. There were some uniforms watching the hallways and I flashed my badge to ease their minds. “Which way is 215?”


  “This way, sir,” the officer said as he pointed me in the right direction.


  I strolled up to the door and knocked. After about a minute I knocked again. “This is the police, please open the door.” I stood there and waited again for a minute. There was still no answer. Considering how my weekend had been going, I really wasn’t in the mood to wait. I called one of the officers over. “Do you have a key for this room?”


  “No, sir,” the officer replied. “Usually they just open the door whenever we check up on them.”


  My leg was still aching from all the doors I’d kicked down at the Bennett house the night before so I was in no mood to do it again. I turned to the officer, who looked about half my age. “Kick the door down, please.” I stepped aside and waited for the young man to kick the door, which he did with quite a bit of gusto, eager to please the detective and make a name for himself, I assumed. Once the door was open, I drew my sidearm and stormed into the room, ready for anything. There really wasn’t anything to prepare myself for. The room was empty. “Where the hell are the occupants of this room?” I barked to the officer.


  “I’m not sure, sir.” he answered.


  I jumped on my cell and dialed my partner. “Flo, there’s no one in Room 215. I need you to bring Melvin and Cassie up here and do an immediate head count. I think some of our players have snuck out.”
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  I wasn’t sure how many of them were gone, but when Flo did her usual spot check, there were four players missing. Cody Miller just happened to be one of them. I wasn’t impressed by this turn of events, especially considering how close I was to getting to the truth. Just when it had seemed like I was taking steps to getting closer to the answer, life threw me a curve and made things that much more difficult to accomplish.


  I wanted to speak to someone, and of course that just happened to occur on the same day a handful of players got super bored and decided to go out on the town for a few kicks. They were not taking the threat seriously enough, but they were just college kids. I doubted that they’d taken anything seriously during the course of their lives.


  I walked up to Flo, who gave me a spare radio to keep in quick contact with her and the other officers. “The boys were seen sneaking out by other players, less than an hour ago. It looks like they were going to hit the mall and do a little shopping, find something to bring back to the hotel to keep them occupied because they were bored.” She didn’t sound impressed with the excuse either.


  “Sounds like a lame excuse just to get out,” I countered. I had hoped that was the truth because being in a crowded mall was a lot safer. As long as they didn’t hit a bar where someone could drag them off for a killing, that would have to do for now. I paused for a moment to digest the information Flo had just given me. “Right now, Westgate is the closest mall. It’s only a few blocks away. If they were honest about going there, they could have walked from here. I’m going to take this kid here and go find them.”


  “Want me to go with you?” Flo asked.


  I did, but at the moment the one person who I trusted most had to be left behind where the rest of the players and now my daughter were being stashed, for their safety. “I need you to stay here and make sure no one else sneaks off.”


  “Sorry about that,” Flo replied. “I was a little distracted and someone took advantage of that.”


  “There are a lot of kids here, it was bound to happen,” I replied. I turned to the kid that ad kicked the door open for me. I could tell by the look in his eyes that he was eager to make things up for letting those kids sneak out. “You’re with me. Let’s take a little stroll.”


  As expected, the officer was more than eager to help out in any way he could. “Yes, sir,” he said as he grabbed his coat and followed me down the hall to the elevator to leave.


  We left the second floor and did a quick sweep of the lobby before leaving the hotel and walking towards the mall. I didn’t blame the kids for getting a little restless, but they hadn’t come face to face with the madness we were dealing with. That made it tougher for them to take what was going on as seriously as we were.


  We’d also been withholding information from the public, so that didn’t help our cause when trying to convince college kids to stay put and just watch television all day. Some of them were bound to get restless and make a run for it. I was just hoping they had more patience than this. Kids these days didn’t, and I couldn’t wait to beat the shit out of them when I got my hands on those spoiled and cocky pricks, or at least make them think that that was my plan, scare some sense into them.


  We were less than a block from the mall when the officer who was with me patted my shoulder and pointed across the street. “That pub is a local hangout for students from the university. I wouldn’t be surprised if the boys stopped in there to throw back a few longnecks.”


  “That makes more sense than the bullshit about going to get monopoly at the friggin’ mall.” I crossed the street and waved for the officer to stand back. I checked my cell phone and consulted some pictures Flo had texted me a few minutes ago of the four boys that managed to sneak out. “They’ll run the minute they see your uniform so you stay here and make sure no one makes a run for it. I’ll take a look inside and see if they’re still in there.”


  “Yes sir,” the young officer replied as he took a position near the door.


  I walked into the pub and it was pretty much what I’d expected based on what that young officer had told me. The place also had banners, jerseys, and other memorabilia based on the university’s glory days when they were a national champion and whatnot. Definitely the place you’d want to hang out if you were a member of the team. The place was pretty much empty considering how early it was. I walked up to the bar, but scanned most of the place and there was absolutely no trace of the players I was looking for, none whatsoever. Since there was no trace of the boys, I parked myself at the bar. “I’ll take a double Jack Daniels on the rocks.”


  “Coming right up,” the bartender answered.


  When my drink came over, I wasn’t sure if it was the case getting to me or the fact that my oldest daughter was dating one of the players, but it didn’t matter. I just took a nice good sip of the whiskey and took a long deep breath to ease my nerves. Two sips later and my drink was gone. I motioned to the bartender. “I’ll have another.”


  “Long day, detective?” he asked as he refreshed my whiskey. I looked at him to give him the impression that I wasn’t in the mood for sarcasm. “I know why you’re here. The kids stopped in for a few drinks but took off about an hour ago. I recognized them but didn’t make a fuss about it.”


  I took another sip of my newly freshened drink. “Did you happen to see which way they went?”


  “Towards the mall,” the bartender answered. 


  “Of course they did,” I said as I polished off the second glass. I tossed a $20 bill on the bar and walked out. It turned out their story about window shopping wasn’t exactly the bullshit I had originally thought it was. As I walked out of the bar, I looked back at the officer. “It appears they really are heading for the mall. Let’s keep moving.”


  It took us about 15 minutes to make it to the mall doors. I tested my radio to make sure it worked and then turned to the young officer behind me. “Split up and take the north side. I’ll start with the food court.” I personally didn’t like the idea of using my time looking for runaway players from our protected location, but at the moment I wanted to interview Cody since he was likely to be aware of what Wally did to deserve the threats he was getting by email.


  This kind of intel could break the case, so finding Cody and getting the information from him was my highest priority. When I go to the mall, one of the places I usually like to hit is the food court. I absolutely hate shopping on an empty stomach as it makes me grumpy and very impatient. Most men were like that, so I went down a floor and walked over to the food court. Since it was just past lunch, hundreds of people were eating at the time. The place was packed and I couldn’t tell from my view if the boys I was looking for were there. I saw a security guard walking around and decided to enlist his help. I approached the guard and showed him my badge. “I could use your assistance.”


  “What can I do for you?” the guard asked.


  I took out my cell phone and showed him the pictures Flo had forwarded to me. “Have you seen any of these guys around here today?”


  The guard took a look and nodded. “I did. They were roughhousing in the sporting goods store about a half hour ago. I followed them here to the food court after I asked them to settle down.”


  I started to get nervous, as I might have just missed them again, like I did at the bar. Still I asked, “Are they still here?”


  “I think so, but I’m not sure where they’re sitting,” the guard replied. “I’ll be more than happy to help you look for them.”


  “Thank you very much.” I didn’t say anything else to the guard and we split up to cover more ground in the food court. The place was very packed, but I didn’t want to get too pushy. I tried my best not to bump into anyone and looked around without snooping too much. Just a quick glance at one table and I moved on to another. After a few minutes, I noticed the guard was waving at me. He had found two of them and they were having lunch. When I reached the table, I noticed there were four trays at their table and only two people. I flashed my badge and gave the two guys an ugly glare to let them know how pissed I was. “You boys are in big trouble.”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” one of the young men replied.


  “Where’s Cody?” I quickly asked.


  The two boys realized they were in trouble and pointed in the other direction. “He and Joe went to the bathroom.”


  “Stay here,” I called to the guard as I headed off in the direction of the bathroom. I jumped on my radio and called the officer who was scouring the mall with me. “I found two of them in the food court. Get down here and converge where the guard is. He’s watching them for me right now. I’m following the other two into the food court bathroom. I’ll call again if I need assistance.”


  I was eager to get my hands on Cody and get him to spill what he knew. As I got closer to the bathroom, I heard someone call for help and I started to run, bumping into some people on my way to the bathrooms. When I got into the hallway, I brushed past some women coming out of the other bathroom and saw that there was an older man calling for help. “Police!” I called out. “What’s going on?”


  “There’s a man down on the floor, I can’t tell if he’s breathing,” the man replied. The man had apparently just been going in to take a piss and seemed genuinely scared.


  Rather than take my chances, I pulled out my gun, opened the door, and moved in. I saw what the old man was creating an alarm about. There was one of my students lying face down on the floor. When I got closer to him, I could see it was the player the boys outside had referred to as Joe. There was no blood, but the young man was unconscious. He was breathing and just out like a light, which gave me the impression that he might have been tazed. This meant my killer was here.


  “What the hell is going on?” someone called out as he walked into the bathroom.


  I jumped on the radio I still had in my hand. “Dispatch, this is Detective Walker.”


  “Walker, this is Dispatch. What do you need?”


   “I’m at Westgate Mall. One of my college kids is down in the food court bathroom and might be in need of medical attention. Send an ambulance and backup. Inform Agent Collins and his people that our suspect might still be here in the mall.”


  Just as I called that in, something caught my eye. There was blood underneath one of the stalls that I hadn’t noticed before because it was only now slowly creeping out from the stall. I stood back and pointed the gun at the stall. Despite my aching leg, I kicked the stall door open. There was Cody, sprawled out on the toilet and stabbed multiple times in the chest. Deader than Dillinger. The one kid I needed who might be able to give me information that could help was now silenced. I took a deep breathe. “Dispatch, this is Walker again.”


  “Do you have an update, Detective Walker?”


  “We’re going to need more backup and the coroner to get down here. Our suspect has killed again.” Considering how many people were within earshot, I did my best to resist the urge to curse and shout out my frustration. I took a look at Cody in the stall again and realized there was another card: the seven of hearts. I took an evidence bag out of my pocket and stashed the card away as soon as I could, as it was one of the details we had still managed to keep from the media. I sealed the bag and put it in my pocket while looking around for other signs to confirm that this was our person. Cody was tazed, but not tortured. This was most likely due to the confining space of the stall rather than a lack of intent from the suspect. From what I could count, there were at least seven or eight puncture wounds on Cody’s torso, and I let out a deep sigh. I jumped back on my radio. “Flo, this is Jake.”


  “I heard your call to dispatch,” Flo answered. “Who’s dead down there?”


  “Just Cody,” I answered. “The other, named Joe, is tazed but alive.”


  “So we have a witness,” Flo observed. “Make sure he’s given a secure trip to the hospital. We don’t want this witness going into a coma.”


  “Good point,” I said as I returned to the middle of the bathroom to check on Joe. Still unconscious, but still breathing. The officer who had been searching the mall with me came storming in. His eyes popped open when he caught a glimpse of what was left of Cody in the stall. “Secure the outside! I don’t want anyone coming in.”


  It took close to 20 minutes for more officers to arrive on the scene. Agent Collins and his men arrived soon after and they took over the crime scene. Collins took a look at Cody. “What the hell was he doing here?”


  “Being a royal pain in the ass,” I answered.


  “He ran away from the hotel, didn’t he?” Collins asked.


  “Right to his own death.” I paused for a moment to process that.


  “Are we sure this is the same person?” Collins asked as he looked around. “This looks a little too sloppy to be our guy.”


  “I’m pretty sure,” I said as I took the card out of my pocket and passed it to Peyton. He looked at it and cussed under his breath before stashing the card in his own pocket for safe keeping. “All right, it’s the same guy. “What I want to know is how did our suspect know he was here?”


  “I’m not too sure about that,” I answered.


  “It’s a popular mall, right?” Collins asked.


  “Not that popular. The odds of our suspect browsing and bumping into one of our kids here isn’t that likely.” I was angry enough to punch the wall. “He must have been tailing me. I led him right to the hotel where everyone is staying.”


  “Probably saw these kids sneak out after you went in to speak with Flo,” Collins said as he walked around. “This isn’t your fault. If these brats had stayed put they would probably still be alive. Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Collins said as he was checking out Cody’s corpse. “This punk made his own decision. No one forced him to run off to the mall.”


  “Someone forced him to hide, though,” I countered. This suspect was literally a step ahead of us and we were having a hard time keeping up. I had sent a few officers to look through the mall for anyone who might have blood on them, considering how some of it must have sprayed around when Cody was stabbed. No one called back in, which gave me the impression the suspect was long gone by the time I found Cody and called it in. I left the bathroom in disgust and strolled out into the food court to see that many people had left while some had stayed to see what was going on. At this point, some reporters started to show up and tried to get an idea of what was going on.


  Seeing them there reminded me that I had a dinner date with someone a few hours from now. I checked my watch and realized that I had a little over four hours to go, which meant rushing around for another three. I looked around to see if Tina was there as well, but she wasn’t.


  I could only imagine the questions she was going to give me at dinner, but at the same time, it’s always good to test the pulse of what reporters are running with. Part of me wanted to get something to eat, while another felt too ill to eat given the scene I had just left. I went to one of the food joints there and just ordered a small soda, something to quickly drink and settle my nerves. After taking a short breather, I was approached by the young officer who had escorted me from the hotel to the mall. “How is Joe doing?” I asked him.


  “He’s been loaded onto an ambulance and on his way to the ER,” the young officer replied. “Whoever hit him with that Taser did it a few times. It could be a while before he wakes up.” 


  I couldn’t believe our luck. This was the second time our suspect left a witness at the scene, but the person was again too out of it to give us a statement. I had officers at the hospital with Mrs. Bennett and I intended to make sure there were officers guarding this kid as well, so whenever either of them woke up, we could get a statement and possibly a sketch of this bastard, so we could have him on the front page of every newspaper the next morning.


  I got Flo to tighten security around the hotel just in case the suspect did follow me to their location. We discussed the idea of transferring to a new location, but trying to move that many people around was too risky, and we could lose another in transition. It was better to bunker down and wait things out. No one was going to leave without permission now, especially after what had happened to Cody. Right now we were going to have to wait for one of our witnesses to wake up. Hopefully, that would happen before another body turned up.
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  As much as I wanted to stay at the station or go back to the hotel to give my oldest daughter another lecture about sneaking around to meet boys who were under police protection, I had other commitments to attend to when my shift ended.


  I had made a promise to Tina that I would meet her for dinner. She’d been playing along with me since the beginning and I owed her a moment of my time. There was a good chance she was buying and would write off the meal as an expense, so I wasn’t going to feel bad about ordering a big steak, which is just what I needed because I hadn’t eaten since I’d popped a few slices of toast for breakfast.


  I went home before meeting with Ms. Carlson for dinner. I slipped out of my work clothes and promptly showered, and even shaved before putting on a nice black suit to look my best. I didn’t get out that often, and while there are other women out there that I would prefer going out on a date with, I was determined to have a little fun before getting some rest and going right back to work the next day.


  At the same time, however, I could find out how much intel the press had based on the kind of questions I knew Tina was going to throw at me. I knew she’d try to use dinner to milk some additional information out of me, hoping the wine might loosen my tongue. I wouldn’t expect anything less from her, knowing how seriously she took her job.


  I planned to give as little away as possible while at the same time trying to see where the press stood and how much they really knew but couldn’t report because they didn’t have enough sources to verify their facts. It was a dance that I often did with the press, but this was a first even for me, to be going out to a nice dinner and shooting the shit like normal people.


  I’d always thought Tina was very friendly with me, but this was unexpected. Yet, I didn’t take the chance to get out for granted as I drove down to our designated location and arrived promptly with over 15 minutes to spare. I was so prompt that my date hadn’t arrived yet, which was alright with me. It gave me a chance to sit down, relax, and scope out the place and settle on where we would be sitting.


  I didn’t do this very often, but considering that I might have been followed to the hotel, the last thing I wanted was someone following me to dinner. I didn’t want the suspect to target Tina merely for breaking bread with me. I took a few sips of water and nibbled on a breadstick while waiting for Tina to arrive. Normally she wasn’t the kind to be late, but I was willing to be patient. Just in case she had run off to report something I hadn’t caught wind of, I sent a text to Flo to make sure everyone was all right.


  A few moments later she replied, telling me that everything was okay and that I was to go home and get some rest. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to tell her where I was at that particular time, especially since Flo had been camped up at that hotel for days on end, only taking breaks to go home and sleep.


  I had seriously considered taking something back to the hotel for Flo, but whether or not I did that depended on how my date went. I checked my watch to see that she was already 10 minutes late and I resisted the urge to call her. The last thing I wanted to do was to make her feel rushed when she was already rushing to begin with.


  I wasn’t worried, but at the same time I couldn’t help but take it personally. I had taken the time to be there when asked, so where the hell was she? Moments later, I could see her as she walked into the restaurant and scooted over to our table to take a seat. I got up and pushed her seat in for her, attempting to show some manners. “I was beginning to worry. Another few minutes and I might have called for a search party.”


  “Thankfully that wasn’t necessary,” Tina said as she finally took a deep breath. “I’m terribly sorry about that. Our newsroom has been in a frenzy since that attack at the mall.”


  “Yeah, that was a bit of a doozy,” I said as I opened the menu.


  “I assume it’s the same suspect?” she then quickly asked. The first barrage was suddenly underway.


  “You know I can’t answer that,” I replied. 


  “I’ve already got two sources, so that doesn’t matter,” Tina said as she also opened a menu and started to scan the pages for something good.


  I then chuckled. “So why bother asking if you already know the answer?”


  “Just to see how easy it would be to get you to talk,” Tina said, flashing me a smile. She then paused, seeing our waiter approach the table. “We’ll take a bottle of the house red and I’d like to order some garlic bread to start off.”


  “So liquoring me up is the new plan?” I asked.


  “Maybe I’m just a slush in my off hours.”


  “If I had your job, I would be, too.”


  “And what exactly does that mean?”


  “Well, feel good stories are few and far between. It’s not easy being a reporter in cities like ours these days.”


  “Good point, this world is pretty fucked up.”


  “You don’t have to tell me.”


  “It’s been a rough week for you, Jake.”


  “That’s putting it mildly.”


  “Are you guys any closer to getting your man?”


  “I already told you, when that happens I will give you an inside tip.”


  “Nice to see you remember that.”


  “If I didn’t, what are the odds of getting your help in the future?”


  “Hell would have a better chance of getting a hockey franchise.”


  “And that’s why I didn’t forget. Your help has been greatly appreciated.”


  “I do what I can. I do have a heart.”


  “That’s rare in your industry.”


  “The same could be said for yours, tough guy.”


  “I guess so, but we all don’t start out that way.”


  “And you think we do? We all leave college ambitious writers who seek truth and a few Pulitzers.”


  “I thought you did it for the money?”


  “Obviously, you are unaware of how the printed news has been struggling.”


  “I don’t read the papers.”


  “I rest my case.”


  I laughed at her joke, which I hoped made her feel a little better. The waiter then arrived with our red wine and cheesy garlic bread. She knew I loved that stuff from the restaurant she’d caught me frequenting in the past, and had made the effort to order it for me. Before the waiter left, he asked if he could take our orders. I popped the menu open again. “I’ll take the porterhouse steak, medium-rare, with a baked potato on the side with sour cream on it. I’ll also have a side of coleslaw if at all possible.”


  “It is,” the waiter said as he took my menu. “And for the lady?”


  “I’ll have the seafood pasta,” Tina answered as she also handed in her menu.


  “What kind of salad would you like with that?” the waiter then asked.


  “Caesar, please,” Tina replied as she sat back and sipped on her wine, enjoying the moment as the waiter finally left to give them some peace and quiet.


  I could tell from her demeanor that she was a little stressed, likely from a rough day at work. I could definitely sympathize with her even if I had a feeling mine was a little bumpier, but I decided to stay away from the subject. “I haven’t eaten here before, but I hear it’s very nice.”


  “The food is amazing,” Tina said as she sipped her wine again. “Does it seem inconsiderate that we’re here when there’s a killer out there?”


  “So I guess you think I should remain at the station 24/7 until the killer is behind bars,” I said with a smile as I finally sipped my own glass of wine. The red had a nice punch to it. “To ease your mind, I’m always thinking about the case. It’s hard not to take your work home with you. No offense.”


  “None taken,” Tina replied. “But sometimes I guess it doesn’t hurt to have a pair of fresh eyes to look over at, every now and then.”


  “Yes, that’s true,” I agreed as I watched the waiter return to our table with our appetizer. I grabbed a small stick of garlic bread that was oozing with cheese and took a big bite. “That’s why I’m glad the feds are in. At the same time, you have to distance yourself from your work and return with a clean slate to look for things you might have missed the first time.”


  “Does that help?” Tina asked.


  “It does,” I said as I took another bite of the bread. I was hoping Tina would take one for herself before I hogged out and ate them all. “It’s like a writer who has just finished a new book. Because they wrote it, they’re unable to see their own mistakes despite the fact there are likely many of them. The writer takes their work very personally, and because of that, they are virtually blind to the mistakes they would have no trouble finding if they were proofreading someone else’s work.”


  “Why do you think that happens?” Tina asked, intrigued with the direction the conversation had taken.


  “My guess would be pride,” I answered. “When someone finishes a work that big, ego takes over and it’s hard to pick apart something that you created so soon. That’s why most writers either get someone else to proof it or they put the manuscript away for at least three months before looking at it again. After a little time has passed, the writer’s ego will return to earth and they’ll be objectively able to look it over with fresh eyes.”


  “So you need to back away sometimes to clear your head and re-approach it with fresh eyes?” Tina asked.


  “Something like that,” I answered. “Just getting away from the station and doing something completely different will give me the clean slate I need to approach work and find that one detail or clue that might break this case wide open.”


  “Fascinating,” Tina acknowledged as she adjusted herself in her seat. I could tell by the way she was sitting that she positioned her legs in a certain way so that they would be in plain view, a view that was not wasted. I will be the first to admit that Tina was quite attractive, and we had known of each other for some time, long enough for me to notice repeatedly.


  We also had a lot in common, being divorced with children after trying to juggle family life while trying to do our best at what is considered a very demanding job. Our spouses were not able to handle the pressures and the long hours that came with our respective jobs. Things fell apart from there. We understood each other a little bit, and there was no bullshit. We were two people who were quite literally married to their jobs, and in the end that was our undoing with our respective spouses.


  I didn’t like to talk about it too much, so I never said or asked anything related to the subject. There were some silent moments where we just enjoyed each other’s company without the need to fill the air with crap conversation.


  When our food arrived, we sat there for a few moments and quietly ate. After a few minutes, Tina finally broke the silence. “I hope you don’t get offended if I bring a little of my work to the table, but there is something I think you should be aware of.”


  I took another mighty bite out of my steak and cleaned my chin with my napkin before responding. “Such as?”


  “There’s a story that is running tomorrow about the killings,” Tina continued. “I didn’t write this one, but I heard about it and it already has some pretty reliable sources. This is more of a heads-up than anything else.”


  “What do they have?” I asked, curious to know what might have leaked out of the station. Whenever a case this big starts to circulate, intel that isn’t released to the press can often command some steep prices, and while the press normally doesn’t pay for its story, every tabloid has their price when it comes to getting a juicy exclusive. If they’re desperate to be first, they’ll pay whatever the cost.


  “There is word that the killer is leaving a signature at the scene,” Tina started. “That the suspect is leaving a playing card with each victim. Care to comment?”


  “I’m afraid I cannot confirm nor deny the allegation,” I answered. I was a little unnerved that this detail had leaked, but given the flare the killer had, it was only a matter of time before it got out. There’s a good chance someone saw it at the mall before I had a chance to pocket the evidence, so we couldn’t blame the press for fishing for a good story. This one had the panache of a Hollywood movie and there was no way the press wasn’t going to jump all over this, especially if they could confirm it.


  “Do you want to know what they’re calling him now?” Tina then asked.


  That’s the last thing I wanted, a nickname for our suspect. I didn’t want to be that cop; the one chasing an infamous killer that had the over-glorified name. Yet here I was, about to be turned into such a cop. This was slowly becoming the case that could make or break someone’s career in law enforcement. “I’m all ears.”


  “The Card Counter,” Tina answered. “Pretty flashy, huh?”


  I put my fork down and sat back. Wasn’t the best name I’d heard for a person who was committing serial homicide. It sounded a little tacky. “Interesting,” was all I managed to spit out, as I was suddenly feeling the urge to order something a little stronger than wine.


  “So no official comment, Jake?” she asked again.


  “’Fraid not, sorry,” I replied. “I just hope this report that appears to be coming out…” I paused to see if she could fill in the blank for me.


  “Eleven o’clock tonight,” Tina replied to finish my statement.


  “Great,” I said as I put on a fake smile. “As I was stating, I certainly hope this report doesn’t cause a panic in the city. Based on what I’ve seen so far, this suspect is attacking a small group for a specific reason. This person isn’t grabbing random people off the streets like your average sociopath.”


  “That’s interesting,” Tina said as she leaned in closer.


  “These killings are personal. I can’t see this person attacking unless it has something to do with the reason they’re doing it in the first place.” I polished off my glass of wine and sighed. “I just hope people don’t freak out like they did in Brooklyn over the Son of Sam.”


  “That killer was at large for the better part of the summer,” Tina countered. “It took months before the people really started to panic, and that guy wasn’t targeting specific people. He was randomly shooting whoever he could find that fit his type, and just blasting without a care in the world.”


  “That much I agree with.” I pondered what she had said and looked back at her. “Did you study this in school?”


  “I did a little criminal anthropology on the side while getting my journalism degree,” Tina responded. “It was better than the other boring options I was presented with at the time. Because the class wasn’t too popular, there weren’t many of us, and we got to ask a lot of questions.” 


  “I guess taking those courses worked out well for reporting on stories such as this,” I said as I waved to the waiter to come over so I could order another drink. “I hope you understand that we don’t need a panic on our hands. We’re overworked to begin with and don’t need calls of bad tips flooding in when we’re trying to hunt down this killer. We have good leads and I’m confident we can solve this soon if we don’t get too much interference from a scared public.”


  “I understand,” Tina said as she continued to nibble on her entrée. “I’ll do my best to make sure the public is fully aware of the situation so that we don’t have a panic, and thus stretch you guys out too thin. I have some clout with my network and I’ll make sure they don’t intentionally stir the people into a state of fear. There is a fine line between informing the public and scaring them shitless. I’m not in the business of driving fear, I simply want people informed.”


  “That’s why I trust you, Tina,” I said with a smile. “Not everyone in the media holds the same values as you do when it comes to serving the public.”


  “That value has its limits,” Tina then countered. “I am not going to hold back on vital information if it puts the public in imminent danger. If this killer starts going Son of Sam on us all of a sudden, I will not hesitate to inform the public so they take measures to protect themselves.”


  “I understand,” I replied as I placed my knife and fork down on my empty plate. That steak was delicious and I hoped I hadn’t eaten it too quickly out of fear that Tina might mock me for rushing. I didn’t want her to think I wanted this to be done to get away from her, rather than that I was just very hungry. “Sorry, that was the first thing I had since breakfast.”


  “I understand,” Tina said. She couldn’t help but giggle. “Would you like to order something for dessert?”


  “I’m actually full, thank you,” I said as I chuckled with her.


  “So what are your plans for the rest of the evening?” she asked. I could tell by her tone of voice she was hoping to be included in those plans. I hadn’t been in a position like this for a while.


  “I’m not entirely sure,” I honestly answered.


  She gave me a playful stare. “You’re seriously considering going back to work, aren’t you?”


  “Guilty,” I confessed. “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re not going to run off on me, are you?” Tina then asked. I could tell by her tone of voice that she was flirting with me.


  “Of course not,” I calmly answered. “Only if there was an emergency, and so far that call hasn’t come in.”


  “Knock on wood,” my date replied with a mischievous grin.


  “But what I do need is a moment to use the little boy’s room,” I said as I stood up and took the napkin that was resting on my lap and placed it onto the table. “I’ll be back in just a moment.”


  “I’ll be waiting,” Tina said with a smile.


  I strolled off to the bathroom and, as I entered, I decided to use a stall rather than the urinals. I was wearing one of my better suits that night and the last thing I wanted was some splash back of urine all over my trousers. So I went into the stall and quickly did my business, taking good care to not make any mistakes with my aim. It only took a moment to finish up and I didn’t rush, but I also didn’t take my time to put everything back into place before leaving the stall to wash my hands.


  I didn’t make it to the sink. Tina was standing there in the men’s bathroom waiting for me to emerge from my stall. I looked around and there was no one else there, and then back at Tina. “What are you˗?”


  Before I had a chance to say anything else, Tina walked up and pushed me back into the stall, closing the door behind her. She then leaned over and kissed me passionately. Her lips were soft and delicate, and before I had a chance to protest, she slipped her tongue into my mouth. We were not just kissing anymore. We were making out! It had been a very long time since I was in a woman’s arms doing anything with that person, so rather than resist, I went along with it and kissed her back just as passionately.


  Things began to accelerate as I could feel Tina’s hand start to loosen my belt and open my trousers. Her other hand was underneath my shirt, combing her thin fingers across my chest hair. A few seconds later it was my turn to do a little manhandling as I turned Tina around and pinned her against the wall of the bathroom stall. I started to kiss and lick her neck while sliding one hand underneath her shirt, fondling her left breast. My other hand went in the other direction and I could hear her pant from the stimulation I was giving her.


  Between the pants, I could hear Tina whisper something to me. “Put it in me.”


  Despite the fact that I was in a public place, I did as she asked. I pulled up her skirt and her panties were already around her ankles. Moments later I was inside her. I slowly started to thrust, pushing her into the side of the stall. All of a sudden, I didn’t care about my suit anymore as we were both sweating from the workout we were giving one another, and I could feel the heat generating in both our bodies as we didn’t stop for anything.


  Moments later, I was finished. I gasped like I had been underwater for five minutes, and I was sincerely hoping someone wasn’t outside the stall listening to us. That hadn’t stopped us from doing it in the first place, though, and I felt so exhilarated and yet so embarrassed at the same time. Tina and I gave each other a little space as we began to pull our clothes back on one another. “Wow,” was just about the only thing I could whisper at that particular time.


  “I know,” Tina whispered back as she started to button her blouse after putting her bra back in order. “I thought it would be better getting this over with now, so that we wouldn’t have to make excuses.”


  “Make excuses for what?” I asked as I tucked my shirt back into my trousers and started to straighten my tie.


  “For going back to work,” she said as she leaned over and gave me another soft and delicate kiss. “We’ve both got a job to do, so now that this is out of the way, let’s get back to work.” She opened the stall and strolled out. I walked out, as well, and thankfully no one was there, which made me feel a little bit better.


  She had already paid the bill before coming to the bathroom, which might explain why no one came looking for us. I walked her back to her car outside. She kissed me one more time and laughed as she wiped the lipstick from the side of my lips. “Thanks for showing me a good time, detective.”


  “I assure you, the pleasure was all mine,” I said with a grin.


  “I’m sure it was,” Tina replied. “Good night, Jake. Please be careful.”


  “I will. You do the same.” We kissed one more time and then I watched as she got back into her car and drove away.


  I got back into my car and sat there for a moment and reflected on what the hell had just happened. Making out with a reporter who was covering my case didn’t seem like the best idea, but at least I didn’t spill any secrets. Not yet anyway. I started the car and left the parking lot on my way back to the station. There was still a killer out there and I had work to do.
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  By the time I got back to the station, the story Tina had warned me about was already airing on the local news. At this point every network had picked up on it and given the ‘Card Counter’ the infamy that the federal agents and I were trying to avoid giving him.


  I was convinced more than ever that the playing cards had nothing to do with the actual killings. When I was studying the history of homicide, killers never did this kind of bullshit. You only saw this kind of crap in the movies or mystery novels written by drunk and desperate over-the-hill writers.


  Murder was almost never something complex and creative. People killed for a reason and most of the time that reason was personal. This series of homicides was no different, as the killer had a lot of rage in the way he stabbed each victim to death and beyond. The overkill of the puncture marks gave us all an indication of just how much rage this person was going through when sending each victim to meet their alleged maker.


  There were no masks, no crazy fetish, but a history that started with a single traumatic event. That one trigger is what led our suspect to commit these brutal acts. This was revenge, plain and simple. The playing cards were nothing more than a decoy, meant to keep us from discovering the painful and very ugly truth: that this person was hurt and had suffered at the hands of these players.


  What the players did had changed the world they lived in so dramatically, they snapped inside, to the point where homicide was a line that was no longer a threshold to be afraid of. The moral compass went out the window and it was evident in the torture conducted before each of the killings.


  The killer wanted them to know about his pain, his suffering that was allegedly caused by them. This was the motive ˗ not some sick urge to play 52 pickup. I refused to let the glamour and the bullshit of the cards distract me. I was focused on the true nature of this crime, and once I found the source of that pain, I would find my killer.


  I strolled into the small room that Officer Jones had taken to do her research. There were papers everywhere and two computers being used at once to find all the information I was looking for. I had a suspicion that she hadn’t left the room at all that day, except to make an occasional bathroom break, and I imagined to get some coffee. As I stuck my head into the room, I asked her the obvious question: “Have you been here all day?”


  “Since this morning, sir,” Jones replied.


  “Shouldn’t you get out of here, get something to eat?” I inquired.


  “I don’t have time for that,” she answered.


  “I figured as much.” I pulled out a small paper bag from behind me, along with a decent sized paper cup with a lid and straw sticking out of it. “I got you a burger and some fries from Moe’s Place down the street. I didn’t know what you liked so I had them put the works on it. You can just pick off the stuff you don’t like.”


  Officer Jones looked back up at me with a smile of gratitude. “Thanks.”


  “I should be thanking you,” I said as I started to give her some space. “Just tell me you have something I can work with.”


  “So far I’ve managed to find seven people who committed suicide during the year you told me to concentrate on,” Jones answered before taking a sip of her soda. “There’re two that fit what you’re looking for, though not at the frat houses. One that took place at a sorority house and another that took place at one of the campus dorms.” She printed something and handed the two sheets to me. “I’d recommend speaking to the parents. If something horrible happened to either of them to make them want to take their own lives, this might be our motive.”


  I took the two sheets of paper from her. “I’ll look into these. Thanks,” I said walking out the door.


  “What’s going on, Walker?” Agent Collins asked as he approached.


  “I got some leads that need working on.” I checked my watch and it was close to midnight. “Not exactly the time to start knocking on doors. I’m afraid we’ll have to wait until tomorrow before we follow up on these.”


  I wasn’t on the clock anymore and merely checking in to make sure everything was all right. After leaving the station, I felt it was necessary to head back for the hotel to check up on Flo and the players. Afraid that I might be tailed again, I took one of the unmarked cars and left my own at the station. Since the windows were tinted, there was no way the killer could have known I’d left the station. I was starting to get a little paranoid, but after what had happened earlier today, I doubted anyone at the station would blame me for feeling that way.


  It took me about ten minutes longer to get there, as I took an alternate route to make sure I wasn’t followed this time. I understood how paranoid that looked, but at the moment I didn’t really care. Once I got there, the first thing I did was check with Flo. I knew it was late, but I was also aware that Flo was a night owl and was most likely still awake. Sure enough, she was in the hallway with the officers there for the night guard. “How’s everything going?” I asked as I walked down the hall towards them.


  “It’s getting better,” Flo answered honestly. “The day’s been pretty rough on everyone but I don’t think we’re going to have any more runners. They’re aware of how dangerous it is for all of them out there right now.”


  “We’ve been rather frugal in these rough economic times,” I added. “We wouldn’t be doing this if we didn’t think it was absolutely necessary. They need to be aware of that, as well.”


  “I’m not complaining or anything,” Flo said as I could feel the question coming. “But how much longer do you think I’ll be here babysitting these kids?”


  I could tell that being there with them was getting to her. “Would you like me to watch them for the next day or so and give you a break?”


  “Could you?” Flo asked with a smile. She not only was getting a little antsy in this place, but wanted to get back to doing real detective work.


  “I can do that, but on one condition.”


  “Name it.”


  I pulled out the papers that Jones had printed off for me earlier that night. “These are two students that committed suicide the year we think something happened. I need you to interview their parents and try and figure out if the circumstances surrounding their deaths might have something to do with what’s going on here.”


  “I can do that,” Flo said as she took the papers. “But only after I go home and sleep in my own bed.” She handed me a key. “You’re crashing here tonight.”


  “All right, I can do it,” I said with a grin. I had done my fair share of safe house protection throughout my history on the force. Whether protecting a witness before they testified or just to stop someone from getting hurt, it was something a lot of officers had to do to serve the people, and specifically those who were in danger.


  I walked back to the room where Flo was staying after talking to the officers in the hall for a few moments. As Flo had stated earlier, no one was going to run now, not after what had happened to Cody. For the kids cooped up here, the shit had gotten real despite our warnings, and now they were genuinely scared. I was back at my own room, but just before I opened the door, I remembered to knock.


  “Who’s there?” a voice called out.


  “It’s your father,” I called back.


  A few seconds later, the door unlocked as Cassie opened the door for me. As I walked in, I flashed the key to inform her of the switch. “Change of plans:  you’re taking the bed and I’m on the couch.”


  “What happened to Flo?” Cassie quickly asked.


  “She’s been here for a few days,” I answered. “She deserved a break from the frat boys and the coaches, and a few days back doing real work for a change. It’s my turn to babysit for a while. Besides, I’m going to use my time here to interview some of the players about some leads I got today, see if I can find some information I need about Wally and how he conducted himself before he died.”


  “Oh,” Cassie said, as she seemed to understand. I was there to give Flo a day or two off, but the simple switch would be brushed off by the players, and that would give me a chance to question many of them with their guard down. I needed to find out what Wally had done that year. It was vital to finding my killer and putting all this death and carnage to an end. “What kind of leads are you working on?” she asked.


  I looked back at her. “We’re investigating the deaths of a few students two years ago. You were on campus that year, right?”


  “I was,” Cassie confirmed.


  “Did you know someone named Rachel Maguire?” I said to her as I pulled out a photo from my coat and showed it to her.


  “No, never heard of her,” she quickly answered.


  “How about Jasmine Roberts?” I asked as I changed to the other photo I had.


  “I knew of her,” Cassie answered. “But I didn’t know her personally.”


  “How so?” I inquired as I relaxed onto the couch.


  “She was a big shot at one of the sorority houses,” Cassie said as she walked back over to the bed. She sat down on top of the sheets and seemed genuinely interested in helping me out as much as she could, which I greatly appreciated.


  “How did you know that?”


  “I tried to become a member but was denied.”


  “I find that hard to believe.”


  “It’s true. I didn’t fit their stupid mold.”


  “All right, their loss. Back to Jasmine Roberts...” I said as I took my suit jacket off and hung it up in the closet by the door. “She died just after the winter semester started.”


  “That’s right,” Cassie concurred. “She overdosed on some pills.”


  “That’s a standard method for women.” I began to pace around the room and think about it for a moment. “Did anything big occur between the end of the season and her death at the sorority house?”


  “There’s always a huge party after the fall semester,” Cassie answered. “It’s considered the biggest party on campus and is hosted every year by Jasmine’s sorority house. It’s the event that everyone wants to attend.”


  “Did you attend this party that year?” I asked.


  “No,” Cassie answered. “That was the year I went home right after exams to help Mom watch Abbey and Sandy. Sorry I can’t be of more help.”


  “No, that’s all right,” I answered with gratitude. “I’m starting to think that if Jasmine Roberts is our link to this killer, then it might have something to do with that party prior to her suicide.”


  “It would make sense considering those emails you showed Melvin. Whoever killed Wally was really, really mad at him,” Cassie said as she finally hopped under the covers of her bed and relaxed. We’d had sleepovers since she was 12 years old, so sharing a room wasn’t as earth shattering as it might be for some parents. There was a bathroom connected to the room anyway, so there was a bit of privacy available should either of us need it.  She looked back at me as I relaxed on the couch. “Wouldn’t you do the same thing if it was me?”


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “If I did the same thing Jasmine Roberts did,” Cassie explained. “Wouldn’t you be angry enough to kill if you thought some jerk-off like Wally did something to push me to taking my own life?”


  “It’s possible I could get that angry,” I said as I sat back up. “I understand where you’re going, but the possibilities could be endless. If these killings are in fact revenge for what happened to Jasmine, it could be a friend or a family member who didn’t take her passing very well.”


  This made more sense to me than trying to work around the entire playing card crap. Revenge is a simple motive, and avenging the death of a loved one was a crime of passion. Something personal such as the torture and vicious killings we were finding over the weekend.


  “I’m sorry you’ve gotten caught up in all this. You’re going have to stay here for your own protection. I think someone may have followed me here and that’s why Cody got stabbed.”


  “He didn’t follow me, did he?” Cassie asked.


  “I think it’s more likely the person followed me from the station.” Odds were the killer would have started at the station rather than on campus where Cassie lived. I was pretty tired considering what I’d been through that day, but it wasn’t over yet. My phone began to start buzzing in my pocket. I pulled it out and answered. “Peyton, don’t you feds ever sleep?”


  “I’ll sleep when I’m in a pine box,” Agent Collins answered.


  “What’s going on there?” I asked.


  “While you were taking over babysitting duties at the hotel, I decided to go over all the lab work done on the first few bodies found here and compare them to some of the bodies we had tested out of state. There were a few differences.”


  “Such as?” I inquired, eager to know more.


  “Traces left on the victims that were sexually assaulted,” Collins explained as I could hear him pace around whatever room he was in. “The first victims out of town had traces of latex in their rectums from the assault.”


  “That’s not out of the ordinary,” I retorted. “Many serial rapists use condoms to prevent evidence from being left on the victims.”


  “That’s what I thought, too,” Collins said as he carried on. “The same latex trace was found on the coach and the second student you found here in town. The big discrepancy comes with this Wally Bennett kid.”


  “How so?” I asked.


  “Well, there was no latex trace, but there wasn’t any DNA either,” Collins said as he kept flipping through the papers. “I’m at a loss for words. I’ve never seen that before.”


  “Neither have I,” I replied, as I was just as dumbfounded about it as he was.

  ”Did you guys find any other kind of trace there?”


  “There is some trace here, but it’s more of a silicone base,” Collins answered. “I didn’t think they used that kind of material for condoms.”


  “No, they don’t use silicone for condoms,” I casually corrected him. “Latex is much cheaper and people who are allergic to them would respond the same way to silicone. That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Then why did Wally have traces of silicone on him?” Collins asked.


  I was about to answer, but looked across the room to where Cassie was waving at me. “Hold on for a second,” I put the cell phone against my chest. “What is it?”


  “Silicone is used for sex toys, especially dildos,” Cassie answered.


  “Excuse me?” I called back as this was the last thing any father would want to hear his daughter confess.


  “Many women at the campus use it because they’re too dedicated to their studies to have a steady boyfriend,” Cassie continued. “Silicone is the substance of choice these days in the sex industry ... says so on Wiki.”


  I paused for a moment and then went back to Collins, who was still waiting on the phone. “I don’t know if we’re looking for a man here, after all, Peyton.”


  “What do you mean, Jake?” Collins asked.


  “Whoever is attacking these men is doing so with a sex toy, that’s where the trace of silicone could come from, I’ve just been informed,” I said sarcastically as I nodded to thank my daughter for helping me out at that particular moment, even if I’d rather not have gotten the information from her specifically. “This would suggest our profile has been wrong the entire time. If this is a woman... when she attacked Wally, she forgot to cover her weapon with a condom, which explains the lack of DNA and the presence of silicone.”


  “So the assaults on the victims...?” Collins asked.


  “They were not assaults, just another form of torture,” I replied. “That has to be a clue to motive. We have to keep digging!”


  There was a brief pause as Collins took the new intel in. “So when we were scouring the neighborhoods for men covered in blood fleeing the Bennett house…”


  “We should have been looking for a woman with blood on her,” I finished.


  “Dammit! We’re going to have to start a new profile,” Collins cursed.


  “Not entirely,” I quickly corrected. “I might have a lead here. Go to Officer Jones, who is doing research on deaths on campus the year we are focusing on. We need everything you can get on Jasmine Roberts. I got a hunch her death might have something to do with all of this.”


  “All right, seems like as good a place as any to start,” Collins replied. “I’ll get my people to start a new profile with the information we now have.”


  “Do not include the cards in the profile,” I added, knowing that would upset some of Collins’ people. “Leave them out as much as possible. Its only purpose is to confuse us and have us chasing our tails.”


  “I’ll try, but that will be more difficult now that the info about the cards has gone public,” Collins stated. “We’re going to get a lot of questions about it.”


  “Ignore them for now, but when you talk to the press, act like they are your central focus. If this is the decoy, and I think it is, admitting that we’re focusing on them will make the killer confident, and then she might make a mistake.” I could feel my eyes getting really heavy. “I’m going to hit the sack. I’ll interview the boys tomorrow since I’m going to be here all day anyway. I’ll contact you if I find out anything that helps our cause.”


  “Good night, Walker,” Collins said before disconnecting.


  I looked back at Cassie and laughed. “Just because you’re a grown woman doesn’t mean I want to talk about it. Understood?”


  “All right, Dad.” Cassie huffed in embarrassment as she turned over in her bed and tossed the sheets over her head.


  “Good night, pumpkin,” I called back to her as I reached up and turned off the light. As I stretched out on the sofa, which wasn’t too bad compared to some sofas I had been banished to during my tenure as someone’s husband, I kept thinking about Jasmine Roberts and whether or not her situation might have fueled the chaos that was going on in my city right now.


  This was something I was going to have to interrogate the players about the next day. There was no way in hell that Cody was Wally’s only bud on the squad. He was an all-star quarterback that had a legitimate shot at being a first round pick. Everyone on the team was likely kissing his ass right, left, and center during his days on campus.


  This, however, was the source of our problem: no one wanted to rat out a star player, even a dead one. This would present a problem for most people, but I was a father of three girls and nothing would infuriate me more than if I had to endure what Jasmine’s parents went through the year she took her own life.


  If Wally and his buds did do something evil to Jasmine and it was never reported to the police, and likely swept under the rug by a university that cared more about college sports than justice for a young woman, I would have a hard time resisting the urge to burn down the football stadium.


  If that was my little girl that was hurt so much by this boy that she felt she had no choice but to take her own life by overdosing on prescription medication, I would want to take my gun and stick it into Wally’s mouth, and then spend the next several minutes debating the pros and cons of pulling the trigger. It’s the last thing I thought of before slowly nodding off to sleep. Any parent would do that.
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  When I woke up the next morning, the sun was out and Cassie had already gotten up and taken off for breakfast with Melvin. It was something I was going to have to come to grips with, especially considering she was now old enough to drink and vote.


  Fathers never want their kids to grow up, but time slows down for no man or woman in this matter, and they were all growing way too fast for my liking. I hopped out of bed and went straight for the bathroom. I didn’t have my kit there, so no shaving that day. I just straightened out my hair and went downstairs for breakfast.


  I was still wearing the dress pants and shoes that I’d worn to last night’s date, but left the jacket and tie behind and rolled up the sleeves of my shirt to look very casual. I also left my gun behind in the room, but still had a backup piece strapped to my ankle should I need to have it. One reason why Flo and I had picked this hotel was because there was a huge restaurant in the lobby that served killer buffets, which would keep things varied and allow everyone to eat without having to leave all the time, or constantly complain.


  I strolled into the big banquet hall and most of the players were already down and having breakfast. I walked up to the buffet and grabbed myself some scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and a few sausages before heading for the tables. I had a few to pick from but there was one in particular I was looking forward to crashing. As I sat down across from her, I could see the look in Cassie’s eyes that let me know I was not welcomed there. But I could sit where I liked because I was in charge of everything going on there. “Melvin! It’s nice to see you again.”


  “Good morning, Mr. Walker,” the young man said as he was making a genuine effort to be polite. I think it had more to do with the fact that I was most likely packing heat more than that I was his girlfriend’s father.


  Cassie, on the other hand, looked less than impressed. “Really, Dad? Can’t you sit with the other officers over there?”


  “I could, but that wouldn’t be nearly as fun as hanging out with you two lovebirds!” I said with a smile as I started to eat some of my bacon.


  “Should I tell Mom you’re eating bacon again?” she asked.


  “What I eat is no longer her business,” I replied. “I could have Irish Cream with my coffee every morning and there isn’t a thing she could do about it.” I finished off a sausage and took a sip of coffee before continuing. “Seriously, as much as I would love to tease and pester you throughout breakfast, that’s not why I’m here.”


  “Is there anything we can do?” Melvin asked. I could hear Cassie sigh, knowing that she was less than impressed that I wasn’t giving her and her boyfriend a chance to have a peaceful breakfast together.


  Given the circumstances, I couldn’t care less about her privacy at this moment. “Melvin, I need to know what other players were close friends with Wally. Someone I can grill about the things Wally did two years ago.”


  “Oh,” Melvin said, as he seemed reluctant to rat out his friends.


  “Unless you prefer to stay here for another four weeks,” I countered. 


  “You might want to speak with Joey,” Melvin then responded. “He and Wally were good friends until two years ago according to what I was told. They had a falling out just before I starting attending. Chances are he might know what you’re looking for, as he was around a lot during those times.”


  “Thank you very much,” I said as I rewarded them by grabbing my plate and moving to another table where the coaching staff was sitting. As I put down my tray, the men looked up at me as if I wasn’t welcome. I responded by flashing my badge. “Don’t think you’re going to stay here without answering a few questions.”


  “Okay,” one of the older men said. “I’m Dick Vessel. Assistant Coach.”


  “Pleased to meet you,” I said as I resumed eating. “How long have you been working at the university?”


  “Ten years,” Dick answered.


  “Then you’re the man I’m looking for,” I responded. “Something big happened to Wally two years ago. He had something more than a falling out with friends and I have a feeling that, whatever it was, the university went to great lengths to cover it up.”


  “What makes you say that?” Dick asked.


  I pulled out the email that was sent to Wally and gave it to him. As I watched Coach Vessel read it, his face flushed and I could tell this was the first time he had seen the letter. “I take it by the look on your face that you had no idea he was getting letters like this for months prior to his death?”


  “No idea,” Vessel confirmed. “There is a chance he might have told the head coach. It wasn’t uncommon for star players to turn to him with something that might be sensitive.”


  “Might also explain why he’s dead, too,” I added.


  “It might,” Vessel said as he put down his fork. He had suddenly lost his appetite. “How much longer do you think we’re going to be holed up out here?”


  “It depends on how honest you are with me,” I answered. “The more you give me to work with the quicker I might be able to end this.”


  “What do you need to know?” Vessel repeated, as he seemed eager to go home himself. I couldn’t blame him either. While the food wasn’t that bad, this place was hardly the Ritz.


  “We need to include Joey in this conversation. I hear he and Wally had a falling out that year and I need to know why.” I waited patiently as one of the other coaches left the table and came back a few moments with one of the other players. “Joey, take a seat.”


  “Who are you?” he demanded, not holding back on the attitude.


  “The man who might get you out of this detention,” I said as I waved the badge in his face. “I need to know what happened two years ago between you and Wally. I heard you two were BFFs until something happened.”


  “I really don’t want to talk about it,” Joey confessed.


  “I really don’t care.” My patience was wearing thin. “Wally is dead, as are others, and you guys are next on the killer’s hit list if you don’t talk to me. The sooner we find this person, the sooner we can all get the hell out of here.”


  Joey paused for a moment. “It happened at the annual party after the fall semester.”


  “The one at the sorority house?” I asked.


  Joey nodded. “Yeah, that party.”


  “What happened there?” I asked.


  “Wally and the boys got completely trashed that night, which we weren’t allowed to do with a bowl game coming up in less than a month,” Joey said. I could tell the coaches were less than impressed, but hardly surprised. “Wally was the star of the team, and not only did he do whatever he wanted, he rarely if ever took ‘no’ for an answer from anyone.”


  “Even from someone like Jasmine Roberts?” I asked.


  “Especially from someone like Jasmine Roberts,” Joey confirmed. “He wanted her big time that night and things got out of hand quicker than we anticipated. By the time I got in there, it was already too late.”


   “What the hell happened?” I asked. I had a good idea based on how he described it, but I needed him to confirm what my gut was telling me.


  “Wally was hitting on Jasmine most of the night, but she wanted nothing to do with him. Later in the night, when he was seriously trashed, he and a few of the guys cornered her in her own room and he forced himself on top of her.”


  “Dammit,” one of the coaches cussed to himself.


  “This doesn’t make sense,” I said as I tried to piece it all together. “This would explain why someone would want to go after Wally, but why the whole team?”


  “Well … when Wally was finished with Jasmine, the other players that were helping him all got a turn as well,” Joey answered. “By the time me and a few guys showed up to break it all up, she... she’d been raped several times over. We really don’t know how many of those bastards got their hands on her in there.  None of us really stayed friends with that group after that, but we didn’t know what to do, either.  You gotta understand they were the top dogs on the team,” he said softly, obviously feeling some guilt that he hadn’t been able to do more. As he ought to be.


  “And then two months later, Jasmine took her own life,” I added.


  “I had no idea this happened,” Coach Vessel said, clearly disgusted.


  “I believe you,” I said as I kept taking notes. “This might be the trigger for our killer. The incident that is stoking the flames as this person tries to avenge what happened to Jasmine.”


  “It would certainly explain a lot,” Joey admitted. “I wish I could’ve been there to stop Wally. That’s why the two of us stopped speaking. Many think it was because of the spending scandal, but this happened around the same time. I didn’t give a shit what gifts he got – I just couldn’t believe they’d ganged up on Jasmine like that.”


  “How did this not make the news or get to the Dean?” I asked.


  “The Dean knew about it,” Joey answered. “University officials convinced Jasmine not to tell the police by threatening to close her sorority house.”


  “So she was forced to keep quiet?” I repeated. They had forced her not to bring this to the press or the police. The star quarterback who was destined for the big leagues and fame would have had his career cut short if he was sentenced to 10 years in prison.


  The fact that the press was too busy reporting on the spending scandal, it must have made it easy for them to shove this under the carpet. Then players started to transfer to other colleges and those were the players that were attacked in other states. I hated it when I was right, that this city was in fact ground zero for this killer and she had come back to finally finish things and settle the score. “Thanks, Joey, you’ve been very helpful.” I dumped what was left of my food and exited the banquet hall as quickly as I could. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Flo, who I hoped was up and possibly back to work after getting the night off.


  She picked up after a few rings. “You’re lucky I’m already awake.”


  “After talking to the players, I’ve narrowed the field for you,” I said as I walked into the lobby. “Jasmine Roberts is our connection to the killer. She was attacked by the players and assaulted two months before she took her own life.”


  “That would certainly explain the sexual assaults,” Flo concurred.


  “This person wants these players to go through what she did before they die, to experience her pain and know what they did to her.” I took a deep breath. “Flo, go out and visit the Roberts house as soon as possible. They might be able to narrow the field by telling us who took her death the hardest.”


  “Good call,” Flo said as she grabbed her coat. “I’ll head out now.”


  “I’ll try to get hold of Agent Collins and brief him on what we have.” I hung up and went back to my room. I holstered my main gun under my armpit and put my suit jacket back on. I was getting so close to breaking this case, I was itching to get there soon, but I needed to stay here until I could get another detective out to take over the babysitting duties.


  I texted Captain Bancroft and asked him to send someone out ‘cause I was close to breaking the case. That would get him moving. I needed to get out of here, but had to be patient. I did a quick head count after breakfast to make sure no one had snuck off again. After what had happened to Cody and his friends, everyone was present and accounted for.


  I then went back to the lobby and waited for someone to relieve me at the hotel. About an hour later, I was really beginning to lose my patience. I was ready to jump on the line and call the Captain, but hesitated when I saw Agent Collins arrive. He was there with several other agents. “Peyton, what’s going on?” I quickly asked.


  “There’s been a development,” he answered. “I’ll leave two of my men here to watch the kids. You need to come with me.”


  I followed Collins to his car. “What’s happened? Another body?”


  “How long has it been since you heard from Flo?” he quickly asked.


  A chill went up my spine. “I haven’t heard from her since I called her this morning. I told her to go out to the Roberts’ house to interview her family.”


  “Flo was attacked,” Collins said.


  “What the hell happened to her?” I demanded.


  “Someone ran her down with their car,” another agent said as he pulled the van out into traffic and drove away.


  “Holy fuck!” I shouted out loud. “Where is she?”


  “Mr. Roberts came out and called an ambulance, and she was taken to General,” Collins answered. “She never got a chance to interview any of them. Someone came into the road and ran her down as she was crossing the street in front of the Roberts house.”


  “Do you think this was our suspect?” I asked.


  “Why was Flo out there?” Collins asked.


  “I think we found the trigger that may have started all this,” I answered.


  “Let’s move to the Roberts’ house,” Collins shouted to the driver. “It’s clear our suspect doesn’t want anyone to speak with the Roberts family.”


  “How is Flo doing?” I asked, more concerned for my partner than the family at the moment.


  “We don’t know,” Collins answered. “It’s pretty bad. They’re going to try to get her into surgery very soon.”


  I felt bad about what had happened to Flo. She should have taken a back-up unit with her, but obviously thought this was just a routine interview and felt it wasn’t necessary since we were already stretched thin.


  She’d made a mistake and might pay for it with her life. The suspect was likely watching the Roberts’ house, so when he or she saw Flo walking towards the house, our person ran her down to prevent her from getting to the truth.


  I was anxious to get to the Roberts’ house and find out for myself what was going on. As the truck pulled up, I instructed the driver to park on the same side as the house and to cover us as we stepped up to the house.


  There was a good chance our suspect could be watching so I pulled out my piece and kept it at my side as I stepped out of the van and walked through the Roberts’ front yard. I rushed up to the door and knocked, waiting a few moments. Finally a man around my own age came and answered the door. “Mr. Roberts?”


  “Who are you and what the hell do you want?” Mr. Roberts asked.


  “My name is Detective Jake Walker. I need a word with you.”


  “Is this about that officer that was run down earlier today?” he asked.


  “It is,” I confirmed as I stepped inside. “I want to thank you for coming out to help her. You may have saved her life. She was here to talk to you as well. Since she didn’t make it, I decided to come out and make sure we had a word with you about your daughter.”


  “Which one?” he asked.


  “Jasmine,” I answered.


  “What about her?” Roberts asked.


  “I know what happened to her prior to her death,” I answered. I could tell by the redness that was coming into Mr. Roberts’ face that he knew exactly what I was talking about. “I’m also aware of the illegal activity that was used to cover up that horrible crime.”


  After telling him that, he seemed to calm down a bit. “Are you going to arrest someone over this?”


  “I will, but right now we have a bigger problem,” I said as we sat down in the living room with him. “Someone is attacking and killing students on campus. I think our suspect is killing these people to avenge what happened to Jasmine.”


  “At least someone is,” Roberts commented.


  “I understand your frustration, Mr. Roberts,” I said as I did my best to take his side. “Had I been aware of this, I would have arrested the lot of them immediately. What they did to her was inexcusable, and as a father of three girls, I’m unspeakably disturbed that the University went to such lengths to cover this up.”


  “The press was no help, either, especially since all they wanted to do was cover that stupid spending scandal,” Mr. Roberts said with a stark tone that amplified his bitterness over what had happened. “It was as if money was more important than my little girl’s life.”


  “Mr. Roberts, I need to know if someone took her death really badly, I mean, to the point where killing someone for retribution wasn’t beyond their state of mind.” I waited patiently, but he seemed dumfounded. “What about her boyfriend?”


  “He transferred away after that happened,” Roberts answered. “He wasn’t much of a man if you ask me. He’s not capable of this kind of violence.”


  “What about her family?” I asked. “Was there someone in Jasmine’s family who couldn’t handle her passing and the injustices that followed?”


  “You’re talking to the wrong Roberts,” he answered. “Most of our family was stunned, but I can’t think of someone who might do this.”


  I couldn’t blame him for saying that. It’s hard for anyone to think that a member of their own family was capable of taking life until it actually happened. I paused for a moment and turned back to the old man. “What about your wife? How did she handle Jasmine’s death?”


  “Ex-wife,” Roberts answered. “We divorced less than a year after Jasmine passed away. She took her death very badly. She quit her job, went into a psych hospital for a while before she got back out and made a new life for herself.”


  “If she eventually moved on, it sounds doubtful it could be her.” As I said that, I noticed there was a big family portrait on the end table across from me. I walked over and picked it up to take a look. Mr. Roberts was there, along with his four kids. Jasmine was the oldest, so she was in the back between her two parents. I looked over at Jasmine’s mother and my jaw would have hit the floor if it wasn’t permanently attached.


  I knew who she was. It took me a moment to recognize her, because her hair was a different color and because the photo was taken more than a few years ago. But I knew who this was and it changed everything. I put the frame down and paused for a moment. “I have to go,” I suddenly said.


  “Is everything all right?” Mr. Roberts asked.


  “Everything will be all right,” I assured him as I shook his hand. “Thank you very much for your assistance. I will update you on everything when I get a chance.”


  “Thank you, detective,” Mr. Roberts said as he watched me leave and closed the door behind me.


  As I walked back out to Agent Collins, at a quick pace, he could tell something had happened. “What’s going on?” he quickly asked.


  “We need to get back to the station,” I replied as everything was finally beginning to make sense. Not only did I now know why someone had tried to run over Flo earlier today, but I was certain that I might also know who our killer was.
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  As we were driving back to the station, I brushed off Collins’ questions in favor of being able to jump on the phone and made a call. I waited a few moments for the line to pick up. I cleared my voice and tried to sound as calm and casual as possible. “Hi there, I’m looking for Tina Carlson.”


  “I’m afraid she’s not in,” the secretary at her station replied.


  “Do you have any idea where I can find her?” I asked.


  “She’s out on the field, following a lead.”


  “I understand.”


  “Can I take a message?”


  “Sure, let her know that Detective Walker called and that I would like her to call me back as soon as possible. I have an exclusive for her.” I hung up and slouched back in my seat.


  “Not a good time to be calling women,” Collins said. “Especially the press.”


  “I know what I’m doing.” I dialed another number with my cell phone and called Captain Bancroft. “Sir, I need you to tell me if Tina Carlson from Channel 4 is out there in the press room at the station.”


  After a bit of a pause, he came back. “No sign of her. What’s going on?”


  “She might have a connection to our suspect.” As I hung up, I could see Collins had a look on his face. Clearly, he was getting onto the same page I was. “Carlson is her maiden name. Apparently she went back to it after divorcing her husband. Prior to that, it was Tina Roberts ˗ mother of the young Jessica who died on campus two years ago.”


  “Do you think she’s our suspect?” Collins then asked.


  “She might be, but for now we have to at least consider her a person of interest,” I honestly answered. “She had a long stint in the psych ward after Jasmine died. If she’s not our killer, there is a very strong chance she might know who is. It would explain why the suspect didn’t want us to talk to Mr. Roberts.”


  “We’ll get our agents to look out for her, especially those still at the hotel,” Collins said as he jumped on his own phone and started talking to his people.


  This was putting me into a very awkward position, as I’d been consorting very closely to Carlson without any idea of what involvement she might have had in the case. I had no idea how I was going to get around this, but at the moment I was more concerned with protecting human life than I was with my own reputation.


  Even if this case and my bad luck ended up ruining my career, I would gladly accept that rather than let our suspect take another victim. Once back at the station, we scrambled to our own places and started going through old materials and looking for any connection to the new information we now possessed. I rushed over to the office where I’d left Officer Jones and she was still in there, working hard on my case. “Drop everything you’re doing. We have a new lead.”


  Officer Jones seemed almost too happy as she tossed many papers aside. “What do you have for me?”


  “Tina Carlson from Channel 4,” I answered. “I need you to go online and look for videos of reports going back to the very first killing. I want you to find videos that were made or produced around the times of the other out of state killings. I want to know where she was on all those days.”


  “I’ll get right on it,” Jones said as she hit the net and started to search online for the videos I had asked for. I was very impressed with how Jones had been conducting herself during this investigation. I was going to have to make a glowing recommendation for her on her next review date.


  I went back to my desk and started to think back to the conversations I’d had with her. She was already at the campus before I was the first time, but she was also at the Bennett’s house before I was, despite the fact that we never released the name to the public.


  At first, I’d thought she just made a lucky guess, but it could have been something much more sinister than I’d originally thought. A part of me was excited over the fact that we might have broken the case, but at the same time another part of me didn’t want it to be her. Still, I had to go where the evidence led me rather than where my heart wanted me to go, which is why I’d asked Jones to look up the videos for me.


  I needed someone who was not emotionally involved to check her out, rather than myself. If this got any worse, I might have to hand this case to someone else rather than fuck it up from the inside out. Things could get uglier before they got better, but right now I had to concentrate on finding out what she was doing when the other boys met their doom. More importantly, I needed to find out where she was right now.


  Before I could think about it any longer, Jones came rushing out of the room. “Detective Walker, you need to see this!”


  I jumped up from my seat and scrambled into the small office where Jones was doing her work. “What do you have?”


  “Look at this video,” Jones said as she pointed to the monitor. She hit play and the video was of Tina doing a report about an economic summit between delegates from several states. Jones paused the video and looked back up at me. “The same day this video was made, one of our victims died in the very same city.”


  “Dammit,” I said as I backed away from the computer. “Keep working on it. You have no bigger priority right now.”


  “Understood,” Jones said as she got back to work.


  “What the hell was that about?” Collins asked.


  “That was Carlson reporting from the same city that Jerome was in the same day he died,” I answered. “She just went from person of interest to prime suspect.”


  “That doesn’t bode well for you, my friend,” Collins said as we walked towards my captain’s office.


  “I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it,” I said as I knocked loudly on the Captain’s door. “Sir, it’s Walker and Collins.”


  “Come in!” my boss yelled out.


  As we entered, I thought it would be best to be blunt. “We need a search warrant for Tina Carlson’s house, and by need, I mean yesterday.”


  Captain Bancroft could have been knocked over by a feather from the statement I’d just made. “What is her involvement in our case?” he asked.


  “She might be our suspect,” Collins answered.


  “I’ll get right on it, but it might take a few hours.” He picked up the phone and started calling some judges to issue the warrant.


  As I left the office, I jumped back on the phone and dialed. A few moments later a secretary answered the phone. “News desk.”


  “I need to speak to your manager, Jim Evans,” I quickly replied. 


  “Can I ask who’s speaking?” the secretary asked.


  “Tell Jim that Detective Jake Walker is calling and he owes me one.”


  I waited on the phone for several minutes and then finally someone came on the line. “Jake, this had better be the last time you insist that I owe you.”


  “Give me what I want and not only will we be square, but I’ll owe you one instead,” I replied.


  “Sounds good to me,” Jim said. “What do you want?”


  “Tina Carlson, I need to speak to her right now.”


  “Can’t do that. She’s out tracking a lead.”


  “I’m not asking, Jimmy. I need to see her right now.”


  “I can’t tell you where she is. It might compromise her story.”


  “The only thing you’re doing is compromising my case.”


  “What the hell do you want her for?”


  “She has vital information that could bring a killer to justice. I need to speak with her as soon as possible.”


  “I don’t know if I can do that.”


  “Jimmy, I want to know exactly where she is right now or I’ll have you charged with interfering with a federal investigation.”


  “You wouldn’t!”


  “I can also add manslaughter to the list if you don’t help me right now and someone gets killed because of it.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Like a heart attack,” I replied without hesitation. “Spill it, Jimmy.”


  I paused and listened as Jimmy finally gave me the information I was looking for. Collins was walking by and he could tell from how wide my eyes went that I didn’t like the answer I had just heard. “Thanks for your help, Jimmy. See you around.” I slammed the phone back down on my desk to end the conversation. “Fuck!”


  Collins could see I was visibly upset. “What’s going on?”


  “Tell your man to bring the car out.” I ran back to my desk and took off my suit jacket and picked up a tactical vest.


  “Where is she?” Collins asked.


  “She’s at our hotel,” I said as I quickly grabbed my coat. “She’s outside the same hotel where all our players are. After what happened to Flo, she must be panicking and is ready to make a move to end it all right now!”


  We bolted for the garage and Collins’ man was already there with the car revved up and ready to roll. Once in the car, we peeled off and started to soar back to the hotel with lights on and sirens blaring. I had the vest strapped back on and ready to go. I checked my firearm to make sure it was loaded and ready to rock.


  I had to be ready for anything. Tina was running out of time, and if she was our suspect, there was no telling what she was doing stationed outside the hotel where all those players were hiding out. We needed to get out there as soon as we could. I could hear Collins calling his men who were still out there to be on the lookout for her just in case she tried to go in before we arrived. For all we knew, it was already too late.
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  As our car pulled up to the hotel, it had barely come to a stop when I leaped out of the vehicle, drew my sidearm, and proceeded into the lobby. As I walked in, I turned to Collins. I tried to look around and take everything in, but it was difficult as the lobby was chock-full, and it would take forever to find Tina with all these tourists running around. I turned to Collins, who was right behind me. “Tell your men to stay where they are, no matter what happens. Stand their ground until they hear from us.” 


  “What are you going to do?” Collins asked.


  I walked over to one of the walls in the lobby and pulled the fire alarm. The concierge was at the table, and saw me pull it and gave a scowl. If the gun and the tactical vest wasn’t enough, I took out a badge and flashed it in his smug face. “This is not a drill. I want everyone outside right now!”


  The hotel staff did as they were told and ushered everyone out of the hotel. I still didn’t see Tina anywhere, but with less people around, it made things a little easier. As I was looking over guests as they were leaving, we heard a shot ring out. I turned to face Collins. “That was the second floor.”


  Collins nodded. “Someone’s making a move on our people.”


  We dashed through the lobby and hit the stairs. The stairwell was full of people trying to evacuate the hotel, but Collins and I had no trouble getting up the one flight to arrive on the second floor. We paused for a moment and Collins opened the door as I walked through, gun raised and ready to shoot.


  The first hallway from the stairwell was empty. Chances are people from this floor were either out already or hiding in their rooms, afraid this was a trick to get them to wander off to be killed. I wouldn’t blame any of the players for taking chances with the fire, but I couldn’t afford to watch out for them all.


  I knew there was no fire so I wasn’t going to call for all the players to get out and risk exposing them to Tina, who could be anywhere on the floor, eager to kill as many players on this team as possible. It had been one thing to try to get them all out at the same time with the drill – there was safety in numbers – but I wouldn’t roust out single players and ask them to try to make it out alone, or even with an officer.  If they weren’t already out, they were better off in hiding.


  With Collins behind me, I didn’t have to worry about my six as I wandered down the hallway looking for any sign of the woman, or that one of the rooms had been entered. That’s when I saw it: one of the doors had a dent in it.


  Someone was banging on the door, demanding to be let out. I stopped at the door and tried to remember who was in there. I disregarded it when I heard a commotion coming from down the hall. There was another shot and I followed Agent Collins as he darted down the hall, but as he turned the corner, Tina was waiting for him with gun drawn, and she fired at him.


  One of the bullets caught him in the left arm and it knocked him down to the floor. I peered around the corner and Tina hesitated when she realized it was me there. Obviously her feelings were more legit than I’d thought, as she seemed unwilling to turn her gun on me. I, however, had no such feelings, especially for someone who was my suspect. “Drop it, Tina!”


  She hesitated again. “You need to understand, Jake.”


  “All I need to understand is that if you don’t drop that gun, I will put you down,” I said as I never took my eyes off of her, even to see if Collins was alright. I stood there, waiting for her to respond and possibly give me a sign that she was going to surrender. I never got one.


  Things got even more complicated when two people came into view further down the hall from where Tina was standing. I looked out of the corner of my eye to see that Melvin and Cassie were trying to get out, and had picked the wrong hallway to do it. Tina turned around, and the moment she recognized one of the players is when I ran out of options.


  She started to swing her gun around in an attempt to shoot at the football player and my daughter, leaving me no choice. I fired two shots, sending them across the hallway and into Tina’s chest. She slammed back violently against the wall and slid down, leaving blood marks on the wall. Only seconds after hitting the floor, she stopped breathing. It was over.


  I looked back down the hallway and saw that Melvin had shielded Cassie with his own body, which told me that this boy at least had serious potential. I slowly walked over and helped Cassie to her feet before giving her a big hug. “Are you alright?”


  “I’m okay,” Cassie said as she cried over what she had just witnessed.


  “I could use a little help,” a voice called out.


  I called for a medic on my radio and walked over, kneeling down to see how Agent Collins was doing. “Like this is the first time you’ve ever been shot.”


  “Not really,” Collins admitted. “But it still hurts like hell.”


  “Just stay where you are,” I said. “I’ve called for help. You’ll be on your way to General in no time.”


  “Is she gone?” Collins asked.


  “Yup … deader than Dillinger,” I confirmed. “Not how I wanted to end it, but she didn’t give me much of a choice.”


  “Still, you knew her,” Collins observed. “That couldn’t have been easy.”


  “It’s never easy,” I replied. “Even if the person is a complete stranger.”


  “I know,” Collins said as he laid back and waited for help.


  I didn’t want anyone to see Tina in the state she was in so I took my jacket off and put it over her out of respect for the dead. Some might question my respect for our killer, but I also didn’t want the press catching onto the identity of our killer until we wanted them to. Besides, given what her daughter had been through, I had to consider this woman a victim also.


  It was important that we wrapped up all the details before releasing any information to the public. Paramedics arrived and started attending to anyone who was injured.


  As Collins was being carted off on a stretcher, Captain Bancroft arrived to survey the damage for himself. “Is that her?” he asked.


  “It is,” I said as I lifted just enough of my coat to show him.


  “Damn it,” the Captain said as he turned away. “I was really hoping you were wrong on that one.”


  “Forget how the press will respond,” I replied flatly. “At least it’s over.”


  “You’re sure about that?” he asked, feeling very nervous. “No accomplices that could be lurking around to finish the job?”


  “I’m pretty sure, boss,” I answered. “From what I’ve gathered, she was working alone the whole time. She didn’t travel with anyone to the other cities, and with the Taser, she really didn’t need any help overpowering the players.”


  “All right,” the Captain said. Then he held out his hand. “Hand it over.”


  “Hand what over?” I asked as I stood up.


  “Your gun,” he answered. “Standard procedure for any shooting.”


  I wanted to argue the merits of my shooting, but he was right. I pulled the gun from the holster and handed it over to him. “Anything else?”


  “That won’t be necessary,” my boss answered. “When you’ve done the paperwork for this case, I’m giving you two weeks off with pay. During that time, you’re going to meet with the station shrink a few times before returning to work.”


  “Are you serious?” I asked, shocked.


  “I am,” he answered. “Take some leave and hang out with your girls until all of this blows over. I’m just going to say you’re taking some long overdue vacation time. You kind of deserve it after solving this one.”


  Rather than argue with my boss over something I really didn’t disagree with, I nodded to acknowledge his decision and then left the hallway to look for Cassie. She was back in her hotel room and Melvin was holding her as she cried in his arms. “Hey, baby,” I said as I walked in. “How are you doing?”


  Cassie jumped up, walked over, and gave me a big hug. “Is it really over?”


  “It is,” I told her. “Everyone is allowed to go home, even you.”


  “I don’t want to go back,” Cassie replied. “Not yet.”


  “You want to crash at my place?” I suggested. “I’m getting some time off so we can hang out and catch up on some things.” I looked over at Melvin as I said that.


  “Thanks, Daddy,” Cassie said as she wiped a tear from her cheek. ”I would appreciate that.”


  “You still have a key, right?” I asked.


  “Yes,” Cassie answered.


  I turned to face Melvin. “I’m going to be here a while. Take her to my place, and I had better see you crashing on the couch when I get there. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir,” Melvin confirmed.


  “All right, you guys can take off.” I said as I motioned to the hallway leading towards the elevator. I knew they were both eager to get out of there, and with the suspect dead and unable to hurt anyone, there was absolutely no reason to hold anyone at the hotel any longer.


  After they left, I stood there in the hallway and watched as the boys from the morgue took Tina’s body and moved it into a body bag before lifting her up to a stretcher and rolling her out of the hotel. A part of me was sad to see her go, as we had become rather close during the course of this investigation.


  At the same time, there was always a chance she was only getting close to me to find out how close we were getting to her, pumping me for information as it were. I would never know Tina’s true intentions, but that didn’t change the fact that she was our killer. Even if I hadn’t shot her, I would have arrested her for what she’d done to Wally and all of the others.


  I didn’t want to shoot her, but she left me no choice. I wasn’t going to let her kill another student, or Cassie, for that matter. Cassie’s presence had made my decision that much easier, I had to admit.


  For a change, I didn’t disagree with what my Captain was saying. It was time for me to take a break. I was due to take a vacation anyway, spend more time with the girls and recharge. This was as good a time as any to do just that.


  I caught a ride with an officer back to the station and spent the rest of the night tidying up the paperwork and closing the case. I was so relieved to be done with it. Many people had died because of secrets that should never have been kept hidden in the first place. I was aware that no matter how the public responded to the truth, it was all going to hit the fan for someone.
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  I watched with interest from the back of the room as the Captain, who had expertise in handling the media, revealed the truth about what was going on in the ‘Card Counter’ killings. I really hated the name, but the media seemed to be all over it and they didn’t take the news of one of their own being the killer very well.


  It was clear that Tina had used her press credentials to not only get close to the investigation, but to interfere with it as well. This was going to result in some stricter rules regarding how officers and detectives interacted with the media, for sure.


  Knee jerk reactions like this were common. In her death, Tina had also managed to accomplish the one thing she wanted: bringing the truth to light. The story about what happened to her daughter at the hands of the football players, which led to her suicide, was revealed to the public, as well. There was an outcry once that little nugget was dropped, and the University was sure to take the heat again.


  If they had thought the spending scandal was harsh, the University hadn’t seen anything yet. Jasmine was finally going to get the justice she deserved. It was just a shame so many people had to die in order for it to happen.


  There was only so much of the press conference I could handle, so I walked out. As I was leaving the building to take my much overdue leave, I noticed Agent Collins was there. He was wearing a sling, but still looked pretty badass to me. “How is the arm?”


  “It hurts,” Collins replied, “but I’ll live. Hazards of the job.”


  “I don’t think you want to make that a part of your recruiting pitch,” I said with a chuckle as I shook his other hand. “Thanks for your help.”


  “It’s I who should be thanking you,” Collins retorted. “We were hunting the Card Counter for a while. You were also right about the cards. They meant nothing. She was using them to cover her true motives.”


  “Theatrics like that are only found in novels and their cheesy film adaptations,” I said as I gave Collins a friendly pat on the shoulder. “You of all people should know that.”


  “Some of us honestly thought there was a reason for that effort,” he replied.


  “There was,” I said. “It was to confuse and distract you. It worked.”


  “Speaking of work,” Collins continued, “I heard you’re going on leave pending speaking to the shrink about what happened.”


  “That would be true,” I confirmed. “I’m due for a break anyway, and being told to take one is usually how I end up taking any time off.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Collins asked as he chuckled. “Seriously, we could use someone like you in the bureau. Ever consider playing in the majors?”


  I appreciated the offer, I really did. Yet there was no way I was going to be able to accept. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m not ready to make that step yet.”


  “We can offer more money, more travel,” Collins insisted.


  “It’s not the money or the job,” I replied. “I’m not ready to be away from my girls at this point in their lives. Maybe when they’re all in college, I might be more receptive to what you guys have to offer.”


  “I understand,” Collins said disappointedly. “Let us know if you ever change your mind.”


  “I will,” I replied as I started to walk away. “Thanks again for your help.”


  As I drove back home, I was tempted to stop in the grocery store and pick up a few things for Cassie. The truth was, I was curious to see if Courtenay was back at work, but I was sure she wasn’t there. Not so soon after her husband had been killed, and this was most likely not the time to speak to her about it, considering my job.


  I was probably going to give her some space, maybe even shop somewhere else until I was comfortable enough to face her. Instead I kept heading home, eager to see how Cassie was doing considering what she had been through. I didn’t like the fact that she had had to witness the shooting, but that was purely accidental. She didn’t mean to put me in that position ... it just kind of happened.


  I also couldn’t blame her for being there, as it was Tina who had forced everyone to be at that hotel. She had forced my hand when trying to shoot at Melvin and Cassie, so I felt little remorse for what I had done. Had Collins not taken one in the arm, I would have let him take her down, but I’d had no choice but to end things myself when it came down to it.


  As I pulled into the driveway, I could see that there were no lights on. I was thankful they were getting some rest, but eager to wake Melvin up if he wasn’t sleeping in the place where I had ordered him to. Yet, when I entered the small place, I was surprised to see it was Cassie lying on the couch with a blanket on her. She was startled as I walked in and sat up. “It’s all right, baby,” I said as I turned on the light. “It’s just me.”


  “Hey, you were out all night?” she asked.


  “I was,” I said as I took off my coat and put it in the closet. “It happens on occasions, especially when the Captain wants things cleaned up rather quickly. I prefer it that way, as it’s nice to have something closed before heading home. I usually sleep better when I don’t have a case nagging my brain. Where’s Melvin?”


  “He had to go home,” Cassie answered. “His parents heard what had happened at the hotel and panicked. I think a lot of parents did.”


  “Well, the good news is they’re all okay and coming home,” I said as I walked into the kitchen to get a glass of milk. “Want some?”


  “I’m okay,” Cassie said as she followed me into the kitchen.


  As I put the milk away, Cassie was sitting on one of the stools at the counter, looking at me. “Is everything okay?”


  “How many times have you done that?” she asked.


  “Done what?” I replied with a question of my own.


  She gave me that face her mother used to give me when she got annoyed. It was downright scary how similar it was. “How many times have you killed someone?”


  “Tonight was only the fourth time it’s happened,” I answered as I took a sip of my milk. “And each time the person had a weapon and refused to surrender. If she wasn’t armed, I would have aimed for a leg or an arm to take the person down. I don’t try to kill people, but she left me no choice.”


  “You did it because of me?” Cassie then asked.


  “No,” I said, but it was an obvious lie, at least in part. “I did it because someone else’s life was in jeopardy: you were included in that and so was Melvin, but nothing would have changed had it been others in your shoes. It was kill or someone else, possibly myself, could have been killed instead. I couldn’t take that chance. I had to take her down.”


  “I understand,” Cassie said, but I really couldn’t tell if she did. I could only imagine how difficult it was for her to witness anyone being shot, but to witness someone she knew doing it and not getting in trouble for it, that had to mess with her a bit.


  I hoped that one day she would understand that my job sometimes required me to do things that I was not proud of. It was a little hypocritical, but life isn’t perfect, and we couldn’t all have the perfect endings we wanted. “How about I make you an omelette?” It had been a while since I’d made her favorite breakfast and I thought that might help her return to the good memories, and distance herself away from the bad one she’d just experienced.


  She nodded and smiled. “That would be great, Dad.”


  I took some eggs, butter, cheese, and leftover kielbasa out of the fridge and started to make one of my signature daddy dishes for her. I always enjoyed making breakfast for the girls, as I loved to see the smiles on their faces as they ate one of the rare things I could make that was edible.


  As I stood there by the stove, sleeves rolled up and eggs cooking, I couldn’t help but reflect about everything. About the divorce, my job on the force, the short fling I had had with Tina, if you could even call it that, and even Collins with his offer to work for the feds.


  I had a lot on my mind and I was finally happy the Captain had given me some time off to work through all of it. Things seemed a little better as I made Cassie her breakfast. For a moment there was no Card Counter, no nagging wife, and just me and my kid. The simplest joys that made my life worth living, and it was moments like these that reminded me why I enjoyed being alive and in the moment.


  Despite all I had done in my life, being a father was the greatest thing I was and ever could be. As I gave Cassie her omelette, things were well in the world again. There wasn’t going to be any phone call to interrupt, and we would have time to talk and heal from the events that had just occurred. I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d like to share that moment with.


   


  The End


   


  Thank You


   


  I hope you enjoyed this story and would love to know what you thought about it. If you have a moment to spare, I would appreciate it if you could leave a review of this book at Amazon. Your opinion goes a long way in helping others decide if a book is for them.


  A review doesn’t have to be long: Amazon requires only one word to publish it.


  Please Click Here to Write a Review


   


  Also, if you can, please help other readers find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups and discussion boards.


  Thank you so much.
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