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      ATTICA CORRECTIONAL FACILITY, ATTICA, NEW YORK, 2018

      

      Dominic Righetti, known to the world as the serial killer, Monarch, was spending the rest of his life behind bars. He owed his fate to Mr. White, who along with his wife, Jessica, had captured Monarch before he could fulfill his life’s ambition of becoming the world’s greatest serial killer.

      Monarch had been summoned to the warden’s office. He stared at the warden and wondered what the reason was for the visit. The warden hated him and had said so to his face. Monarch assumed that whatever the purpose of his visit was, it couldn’t be good.

      Warden Johnson was a stout man with thinning blond hair. He was tall enough to carry the extra weight well. Once Monarch was seated across from him at the desk, the warden told one of the guards to turn on the large television that took up most of the room’s right wall.

      “I wanted you to see this, Righetti. I wanted you to know there was one life you touched that you were unable to ruin.”

      Monarch stared back at the man with curiosity showing on his face. His curiosity was appeased as an interview came on screen. The young man being interviewed was kept in shadows, so his identity could remain a secret. His current identity, that is, for Monarch recognized the voice right away. It was the voice of Robert Banta. It was the voice of his son.

      The warden made a twirling gesture with a finger as he spoke to the guard holding the TV remote.

      “Fast-forward to the part I wanted Righetti to see,” the warden said.

      As the video sped up, Monarch caught flashes of his lover and accomplice, Ruth Banta. Ruth, who had grown depressed and hopeless inside the Bedford Hills Correctional Facility for Women. She’d been found hanging in her cell three months earlier. Warden Johnson had delighted in relaying that news to Monarch.

      When the video once again reached normal speed, the distinguished male interviewer was looking at his shadowy guest with a face that expressed deep compassion.

      “Over the last year, Robert, you’ve lost your father, your mother, and discovered that your professor was a monster. As if that wasn’t enough, you were forced to face the fact that your mother was Monarch’s accessory. Harder still, you had to come to terms with the knowledge of your true parentage.”

      The figure bathed in shadows repositioned himself, as if he were uncomfortable.

      “Yes,” Robert Banta said. “Dominic Righetti is my biological father.”

      “That must have been devastating to learn.”

      “It was.”

      The interviewer’s demeanor brightened. “But you’re moving on. You’ve adopted a new identity with help from the authorities, and I’m told you’ve had plastic surgery to alter your looks as well.”

      “Yes, I’m a whole new person and I’m starting a new life.”

      The dour look reappeared on the handsome face of the interviewer. “Robert, and of course, Robert is no longer the name you use, but Robert, if Monarch ever sees this interview, is there something you’d like to tell him?”

      “Actually, there are three things I’d like Professor Righetti to know.”

      “Let us hear them, Robert.”

      “I would first like to tell the man that I will never consider myself his son. Secondly, his quest was sheer madness and will never be realized.”

      “And what is the last thing you would like to tell Monarch?”

      “I want him to know that I hate him, and I will hate him for the rest of my life.”

      The interviewer sighed. “Those are harsh words, but understandable. Now, Robert, what are your plans for the future?”

      “I’ve made new friends where I’ve settled,” Robert said, and there was the tone of a smile in his voice. “In fact, I’ve made four new friends so far.”

      The interviewer grinned. “And is there anyone special in your life?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been dating someone too.”

      “Is it serious?”

      “It may turn into something, but it’s so hard to find the right woman.”

      “In any event, it’s heartwarming to know you’re beginning a new life. I for one hope you’ll be able to put the past behind you.”

      “Thank you,” Robert said.

      Warden Johnson gestured for one of the guards to cut off the television. When the warden looked over at Monarch, he saw that the interview had the effect he’d hoped it would.

      “Why the sad expression, Righetti? You should be glad the young man is moving on.”

      Monarch wiped at his eyes. “He said he hated me.”

      “Of course, he hates you. You’re a worthless piece of shit, Righetti. Guards, take this thing out of my office and place him in his cell. Better yet, throw him in the hole for a couple of days.”

      Monarch stood. “I’ve done nothing to deserve the hole.”

      “You deserve the fires of hell,” the warden said, as Monarch was dragged from his office.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, while in the pitch blackness of the solitary confinement cell dubbed, the hole, Monarch was lost in a memory of being with his son.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      HIGH VALLEY, NEW YORK, JULY 2000

      

      Robert had only been six at the time, but Monarch could already tell the boy had inherited his high intelligence, as well as his penchant for guile. Young Robert had stood beside his parents’ bed with Monarch, as the couple slept in a drug-enhanced sleep.

      “Won’t Mommy realize she was drugged, the same way she drugs Daddy?”

      “No, because I’ll tamper with the circuit breaker.”

      “What’s a circuit breaker?”

      “It controls the electricity to this room. When the alarm clock fails to wake her, she’ll just assume that the circuit breaker broke.”

      “Show me where the circuit breakers are.”

      Monarch smiled at the curious boy. “You love to learn, don’t you, Robert?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “And I’ve many things to teach you. But remember, these little get-togethers we have are our secret.”

      “I know, Father, and I can keep your secrets, just like Mommy does.”

      “Your mother knows me better than anyone, but no one knows all of me.”

      “I want to be just like you when I grow up.”

      Monarch picked up his son and stared into his innocent eyes. “You will be just like me. And if the unthinkable ever happens, you will make my life’s work your own.”

      “No I won’t,” Robert said defiantly, but there was a smile on his lips.

      “You remembered what I taught you last time. That’s very good.”

      “Um-hmm, you said that if I ever wanted to tell you something important when people could listen, that I was to say the opposite of what I meant.”

      “Yes, Son. I hope we never need to communicate in such a way, but that’s how we’ll talk to each other.”

      Little Robert pecked his father on the lips. “I hate you.”

      Monarch laughed. “And I hate you, Son, and I will hate you for the rest of my life.”

      As they left the bedroom holding hands, Robert had a question.

      “Father, is the new girl as pretty as the last one?”

      “Of course, you know how I love the pretty ones.”

      “I hope she screams loud. I like it when they scream loud.”

      “So do I, Son, so do I.”
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        * * *

      

      Within the cramped confines of the solitary confinement cell, Monarch recalled the words his son had spoken during the interview. And as he remembered Robert’s words, he interpreted their true meaning.

      “Robert, if Monarch ever sees this interview, is there something you’d like to tell him?”

      “Actually, there are three things I’d like Professor Righetti to know.”

      “Let us hear them, Robert.”

      “I would first like to tell the man that I will never consider myself his son.”

      He was telling me he would always be my son.

      “Secondly, his quest was sheer madness and will never be realized.”

      Robert still has faith in my vision and has made my goal his own.

      “And what is the last thing you would like to tell Monarch?”

      “I want him to know that I hate him, and I will hate him for the rest of my life.”

      My son loves me, and he will always love me.

      Robert had relayed something else to Monarch through his interview.

      “I’ve made new friends where I’ve settled. In fact, I’ve made four new friends so far.”

      The “Friends” Robert spoke of were victims. He was telling Monarch he had taken his first four victims.

      Monarch, his chest swollen with paternal pride, smiled as he thought about his son. And inside his dark and isolated cell, he whispered words that brought him consolation and hope.

      “The king is dead, long live the king.”
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      TORONTO, CANADA

      

      Marina Brown returned to the small house she rented with her sister, Hannah. Marina was twenty-one and a college student taking business courses. She already owned a profitable business creating websites, while Hannah brought in additional income with her own small business. Hannah had a knack for taking damaged or tarnished items and making them look like new again. Some people flipped houses or cars, Hannah flipped antiques and collectibles.

      The house was decorated well and had a cozy feel to it, but none of the furniture belonged to the sisters, as the house had come furnished. It had been the home of an elderly widow a year earlier. When she passed away, her daughter rented the home to the sisters for a good price. The daughter lived in Montreal and was seldom around, but she did keep the property in good repair.

      There were two bedrooms, one bath, a tidy kitchen, and a living room. The living room was the largest space and was where Marina and Hannah spent most of their time. Marina had a desk in one corner where she studied and created her websites, while Hannah took up one side of the room with shelves to hold her items and a workbench to repair them at.

      At twenty-one, Marina was only two years older than her sister, but she was like a mother to her in some ways. Their own mother had been an alcoholic and a drug addict who’d either neglected or abused them, depending on her mood, with Marina having suffered the most. Those early years had scarred both of the sisters. They had made Marina tough but had caused Hannah to become reclusive and untrusting. If not for the efforts of her sister, Hannah might have become an agoraphobic who never left her home.

      Both young women were attractive, but Hannah outshone Marina in that regard. She had long black hair and startlingly blue eyes. Marina’s hair, which she wore short, was just as dark, but her eyes were brown, like her mother’s eyes had been. They never knew their father, and had no memory of him, but assumed Hannah had inherited his eyes.

      Hannah turned her head and smiled at Marina in greeting. She was seated at her workbench, restoring an antique jewelry box. She was nearly finished, after having sanded and stained the box, she attached new and shiny hinges, then replaced the mechanism in it that caused it to play a tune when it was open.

      Hannah had bought the jewelry box for sixteen dollars. She would likely sell it for more than four times that amount.

      “How was school, Marina?”

      “Good, and I had the highest score on the test I took last week.”

      “Great. If you’re hungry, we can order pizza and treat ourselves. I made over two hundred dollars profit on that vintage Tiffany lamp I had on auction.”

      “Why so much?”

      “Two people got in a bidding war for it. They drove the price way up by the time the auction ended.”

      “Sweet. Yeah, I could go for a pizza, big spender. But remember to save some of that money.”

      “I know. Save at least twenty percent of everything we make, so one day we’ll have our own house.”

      “That’s right. I don’t plan to rent forever.”

      “Should I order the pizza now, or are you going out for a run?”

      “I’m going to run after I change clothes, yeah, but just a quick one.”

      “All right. I’ll order the pizza when you get back.”

      Marina went to her room to change into her running clothes, which consisted of a pair of shorts, a long-sleeved shirt—always a long-sleeved shirt—and a well-worn pair of running shoes. She averaged over a hundred miles a month and practiced at a dojo three times a week. The running was free, but the dojo was expensive. It was worth every penny to her. Marina felt safer since learning how to defend herself against larger opponents. She wished she’d had that knowledge when she was growing up.

      Hannah called to her as she was about to grab her MP3 player. She left the device on her nightstand and went to see what her sister wanted. She had detected a tone of worry in Hannah’s voice.

      “What’s wrong, honey?”

      Hannah held up a finger. “Listen. Do you hear that?”

      Marina cocked her head and listened. And yes, she did hear something.

      “It sounds like hissing.”

      “I know. What is that?”

      Marina rushed into the kitchen to check the stove, thinking that one of the gas pilots had gone out. But no, they were fine. Despite that, the hissing sound had grown louder. Hannah had followed Marina into the kitchen. They stayed silent and listened, as they attempted to pinpoint the source of the sound.

      Hannah pointed toward a door, which was at the back of the house, and led to their fenced in yard.

      “I think it’s coming from there.”

      She was right. And as they grew closer to the door, they saw the clear rubber tube that had been shoved through a gap at the door’s base. The two sisters leaned over to get a better look at it; their faces were scrunched up in confusion.

      Hannah was affected first. Her legs gave out and she collapsed to the floor. Marina looked at her with alarm, then felt a wave of dizziness overcome her.

      “It’s some kind of gas,” Marina said, and right she was.

      She followed her sister to the floor and fought to keep her eyes from closing. It was a losing battle.

      Marina reached out and gripped Hannah’s hand as she felt herself drifting off to sleep. Her last conscious thought was to wonder if she would ever wake again.
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      The serial killer known as Sovereign carefully picked the lock on the rear door of Marina and Hannah’s home, being mindful to leave no marks behind. The gas had dissipated inside the home, as it had been half an hour since it was used.

      The two women had succumbed to the gas and lay by the door. Sovereign smiled, while thinking that curiosity was a great aid to the gas’s effectiveness. The hissing sound made by the gas escaping its cylinder drew his victim’s to the source of the gas every time, which quickened the desired outcome. He had purposely altered the cylinder he used so that the hissing noise would be as loud as possible.

      Sovereign had begun life as Robert Banta. He later changed his name to Jonathan Hayes, but he thought of himself as Sovereign. As a Sovereign he ruled over the city he had chosen as his current hunting ground. And like his father before him, he sought to someday claim the title of the King of Killers by having more confirmed kills than any other serial killer.

      Oh, how close his father had come to claiming that title. Dominic Righetti, the serial killer Monarch, had murdered one hundred and thirty-six victims over a span of decades. He’d needed three more to claim the title, and he’d had them in his grasp, ready for the slaughter.

      He failed. The cause of his failure was Dr. Jessica White. The psychiatrist had been brought in as a consultant on the hunt for Monarch, and damn if the woman hadn’t tracked him down and caught him.

      Sovereign despised Jessica for what she had done to his father. He hoped to one day make her pay with her life for taking away his father’s dream. It was a dream that had become his own. And while he had a long way to go, he had killed twenty-eight women. Marina and Hannah would become victims twenty-nine and thirty.

      Sovereign knelt and studied the sisters. Marina was in shorts while Hannah wore jeans. It was Hannah who had attracted Sovereign. She was a petite, long-haired beauty, and he longed to possess her. Not with rape, or rather, not with physical rape.

      His father derived great pleasure from inflicting physical torture on his victims. Sovereign enjoyed it as well, but he loved causing mental anguish more. He’d broken down his previous victims until they were willing to do anything he wished, anything, if it meant a chance at freedom, at remaining alive.

      Most of them had broken easily, but there had been three women who had lasted more than two days. When they finally gave in and begged for their lives, it was all the sweeter.

      Sovereign closed his eyes and remembered the feeling of power he felt at those moments. He’d found no greater pleasure in life than that of having a woman completely at his mercy and begging to be allowed to live.

      He had no mercy. He had a quota to reach, and a record to achieve. He was Sovereign, son of Monarch, and he would reach his goal or die.
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        * * *

      

      The gas would keep the women out for a minimum of six hours. It was more than enough time to transport them to his home. Sovereign owned a secluded house in the woods that was a former fire tower. Like his father, he kept his victims underground, inside a crawlspace he had widened and expanded. Once Marina and Hannah were in there, they wouldn’t leave it until after they were dead.

      Sovereign went through their apartment while wearing gloves. They were the same type used by the police, as were the booties covering his shoes and the gown wrapped around his body. He’d taken most of his victims while they were at home, yet the police believed they had all been abducted while elsewhere.

      It was true that no one could enter a scene and depart it without leaving a trace behind. Knowing that, Sovereign left behind the same traces the lab techs themselves would leave at a crime scene, by doing so, he escaped detection.

      Two women, he’d been abducting two women at once since taking his fifth and sixth victims. Again, the traditional wisdom was that women shouldn’t travel alone. Sovereign had made that the safer way to be while out and about, since it was known he took two victims at once. He had heard one criminal profiler describe him as unconventional. It was an apt description. He was unconventional because he had been trained as a boy in the ways of serial murder by his father.

      His methods were driven by necessity as much as originality. He took two victims at a time because it would help him reach his goal faster. He wanted to accomplish in a decade what it had taken his father much longer to do, reach his hundredth victim. Once he achieved that milestone, the additional victims would come quicker, or so it seemed to him. Having killed nearly thirty women, a hundred seemed like a hard target to reach.

      He would continue to enjoy an advantage as long as the police believed he was abducting victims off the street. It had been reported that they had teams of female cops working as decoys, while their male counterparts stayed to the shadows as backup. Meanwhile, he was taking women from their homes, where they felt safe, and could do so at his leisure. The key was to find women living in homes or apartments that offered the right circumstances.

      Before leaving the house, Sovereign explored it. Marina’s room was bare of anything that gave him insight into her personality. There were no books, posters, or photos in the space. A search through her desk revealed more of the same. Hannah’s room was similar. It was as if the sisters were ready to move on at a moment’s notice. All they would need to do is to pack a suitcase.

      While living with their mother, they had once moved seventeen times in less than five years, often having been evicted for nonpayment of rent. It made them wary of putting down roots in a place they didn’t own.

      Sovereign went through their desks and found answers in a group of file folders that held receipts and copies of bank statements.

      The house was rented and had come furnished. Marina paid dues to a dojo that specialized in self-defense, while Hannah regularly donated to a charity that helped abused dogs. A joint account held a little over twenty-three thousand dollars. According to the statements Sovereign found, the sisters deposited money into the account regularly, but they had never withdrawn a nickel.

      Sovereign walked back into the kitchen and looked down at Marina and smirked. She had spent more than a year going to a dojo to learn to defend herself. It had been a waste of time. Marina, although tall for a woman, weighed no more than a hundred and twenty-five pounds. He was six-foot-four and weighed two-hundred and two pounds, with nary an ounce of fat on him. Despite her training, he was confident he could have bested her in a physical struggle. If he landed one punch, the fight would end.

      He checked the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and found only Band-Aids and toothpaste. A search of their purses came up empty for drugs as well, and there was no liquor in the house. That too was unusual, as many women took some sort of pharmaceutical, illegal substance, or drank daily. Of his previous victims, only one had been the same way as Marina and Hannah. Sovereign later found out, through a story written about her, that the woman had been considering becoming a nun, and even she had aspirin in the house.

      After realizing he was hungry, he looked in the refrigerator and found cold cuts, fruit, and vegetables, along with a package of meat that was thawing out.

      There was also bread, so he made a sandwich, which he ate at the kitchen table while staring at his victims. Early on in what he liked to think of as his career, he would gather up his victims and leave their homes as soon as possible, fearing that someone would happen by who had a key and let themselves in. That never happened. If it had, he would have removed the silenced weapon he carried and shot the intruder dead. That would be true for a man. If a woman, he might abduct her as well.

      He had little fear of the police. They were predictable. It was why they were out in the street looking for him and never considered that things might not be as they seemed. His father had them believing he was dead and gone for years, and all that time he’d kept taking women.

      Sovereign sighed. He missed his father. It made his blood boil whenever he imagined the sad life he was living while locked away behind bars. The police hadn’t placed him there; the blame for that went to Dr. Jessica White.

      When he was ready to leave, Sovereign removed his victims from the house one at a time. The police were positive he must be using a van, or some other vehicle that was difficult to see inside, such as a pickup truck with a camper top. But no, once again, they were wrong. He only had a car. Granted, the car had been modified.

      The back seat of his car looked normal but was hollow. He could conceal one victim inside the seat’s backing, and the other beneath the seat cushions. If anyone looked inside the car, they would see an empty back seat.

      Sovereign placed Marina and Hannah inside large black garment bags and zipped them up. Pants, shirts, and sweaters were attached to the exterior of the bags, making them look like bundles of donated clothing. Night had fallen while he’d been eating, and it was the hour when most people ate dinner. Marina and Hannah’s neighbors would be busy at their kitchen tables or sitting in their living rooms and staring at a television. They would not be looking out their windows. Thanks to the high wooden fence around their yard, he didn’t need to fear being spotted until he left through the gate.

      While planning the abductions, Sovereign had gone door-to-door in the middle of the night and checked to see if anyone had exterior cameras, such as a doorbell camera. No one living near the women had one. His coming and going would not be recorded.

      After removing the forensic gear he’d been wearing, Sovereign tossed Hannah over his shoulder and carried her to his car, to place her inside his empty trunk. Once he was certain no one was looking, he unlocked a panel, pulled it up, and pushed Hannah into the space occupied by the rear of the back seat. The right side of her body slid down out of sight. Sovereign unzipped the bag so she would get air easier, then lowered the panel and locked it again. Once more, the trunk appeared to be empty.

      He repeated the process with Marina, who lied concealed inside her own camouflaged garment bag. She was lowered into the space beneath the hollow back seat, and the thin cushions were put back in place to conceal her.

      As he straightened to close his car door, he realized someone was approaching him. It was a middle-age woman walking a dog. She passed by him while looking at her phone and gave no acknowledgment of his presence. Sovereign was certain if asked about him an hour later, she wouldn’t recall seeing him.

      Technology was a fantastic thing, as a servant, but a great number of people were slaves to their devices and had lost touch with the world around them. The dog had paid him more attention than the woman had. Instead of looking at the stranger in her neighborhood, she was captivated by the images on her phone’s screen. Had she been a match for his victims, Sovereign might have grabbed her and tossed her onto the back floor of the car.

      Then again, he wouldn’t have. Such spontaneous actions weren’t a part of his plan. He would be patient, plan well, and eventually he would hold the record for serial murder. He would be the King of Killers. It was his life’s work and his birthright.

      Jonathan Hayes, the serial killer known as Sovereign, whistled a cheerful tune as he drove along. He had two fresh victims to play with, and life was good.
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      Sovereign’s fine mood would have been spoiled if he had been aware that Jessica and Mr. White were in Toronto.

      Jessica had been contacted and asked to consult with the Toronto Police Service to help them capture the serial killer known as Sovereign. She and White had flown into the Toronto Pearson International Airport minutes earlier and were greeted by a familiar face.

      The man in charge of the task force hunting Sovereign was Detective Chief Inspector Charles Harris. Jessica and White had met Harris when he’d been involved in the hunt for a Canadian serial killer known as the Phantom. The Phantom had turned out to be Monarch, who had taken victims in the United States and in Canada, around the Montreal region.

      With her success at capturing Monarch, Harris was hoping Jessica would be instrumental in stopping Sovereign’s reign of terror and death.

      Harris was wearing his uniform, which consisted of a white shirt, black tie, and black slacks. The shirt bore epaulets that denoted his rank, along with patches that had the emblem of the Toronto Police Service on them. Jessica thought the man looked both stressed and tired. It was no wonder given that his task force was no closer to catching Sovereign than they had been when they’d began the hunt for him over a year earlier. Jessica hoped she and White would be of help.

      After getting reacquainted, Harris, Jessica, and White climbed into the rear of an SUV for the ride to police headquarters. The vehicle was large and could seat up to eight. Their driver was an attractive young woman in uniform. She’d been introduced as Detective Sammi Verow.

      Jessica noticed that Verow glanced into the rearview mirror often to look at her husband. It was not surprising. White was handsome and had unusual eyes that attracted many women. His eyes had been one of the first things Jessica had noticed about him, along with the way he moved. Most men walked, some sauntered, but White seemed to glide as he moved.

      Then again, being a cop, their driver might have sensed how dangerous White was. Like a tiger, he was both beautiful and deadly. When the woman realized Jessica was looking at her, she removed her blue-eyed gaze from White and turned her full attention to the traffic.

      “I’m so glad you and your husband are here, Jessica. Given your track record, I’m confident you’ll be able to help us.”

      “We’ll do what we can, Inspector. Is there anything new I should know about?”

      “There have been no new victims, but we don’t expect that to last. Sovereign has been steadily taking victims at an accelerated rate since he started. What I don’t understand is how he is so successful at it. The man takes two women at once, and yet, we’ve never had a report of his victims screaming or calling for help. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “No. It makes sense. What we need to do is figure out why it makes sense. I’d like to be given a tour of the abduction sites. It helps when I can picture the scenes where the women were taken.”

      “I’ll arrange to have that done first thing in the morning, but I expect you’ll be as puzzled as we were when you go to them. Many of the abduction sites are in busy areas of the city. It doesn’t seem possible that one man could have abducted two women without someone noticing.”

      “Maybe it’s not a man you’re looking for, or he has a female accomplice,” White suggested.

      “Yes. We’ve considered that as well. The simple truth is that we have only theories and nothing of substance. Meanwhile, women keep going missing, only to be found dead later.”

      “But before their bodies are found, you find their purses and cell phones, yes?”

      “That’s right, Doctor. It’s how we know where the abductions have taken place.”

      “I see,” Jessica said, as an idea began to form.

      She looked out the window as they drew closer to the city and saw the famous CN Tower. It would be hard to miss. It stood 1,815 feet high and was the tallest freestanding structure on land. With night falling, the tower lit up as Jessica was staring at it, and she could make out multiple colors. It was quite a sight.

      The Toronto Police headquarters was located in a twelve-story office complex. Harris escorted them to a large conference room on the third floor where the Sovereign Task Force was located. On one wall were photos of Sovereign’s victims. They were all attractive young women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven.

      His first four victims had all been blonde and were abducted separately. Since then, he’s always taken women in pairs. Most were white, but there had been two black women taken, and also a set of Asian sisters. Of the twelve pairs of women Sovereign had abducted and killed, three sets had been sisters, two sets had been cousins, and the remaining women had all been good friends, and often roommates.

      Victims twenty-seven and twenty-eight had been Grace Favaro and Luna Tamburo, who were both twenty-three. Grace Favaro was the only child of Pauly Favaro, who ran the mob in Toronto. Grace had been described as a spoiled brat who used Daddy’s money to fund a failed career in music. Luna Tamburo was Grace’s best friend and had been such since the girls were toddlers.

      Jessica gestured toward Grace Favaro’s photo. It showed a smiling young woman with dark hair.

      “Has Mr. Favaro cooperated with the investigation into his daughter’s death?”

      Harris answered while wearing a sour expression. “The man refuses to talk to us and communicates through his lawyer. That same lawyer has made it clear to the media that Mr. Favaro thinks we’re incompetent and says we share the blame for his daughter’s death. Pauly Favaro runs the mob here now, Jessica. When he was a young mobster, he had the nickname of Pauly the animal. It was given to him because he was savage and brutal. The man dresses nicer these days, but he’s still an animal.”

      “And a grieving father, no doubt. I read an article online stating that he’s offered a million-dollar reward to anyone who captured Sovereign.”

      Harris sighed. “That infernal reward is responsible for dozens of false leads on the tip hotline every day. There was also a man severely beaten by Favaro’s people. He had been caught trying to break into the apartment Grace Favaro had shared with Luna Tamburo. It turned out the man was an independent reporter out to get a story.”

      After Jessica and White were introduced to some of the members of the task force who were working late, Harris offered to buy them dinner.

      “We’ll take a rain check on that, Robert. I want to get settled in our hotel and get a good night’s sleep. If possible, I’d like to start that tour of the crime scenes in the morning.”

      “That’s fine, and you’ll be staying in a suite while you’re here. Detective Verow will drive you there.”

      Jessica and White were about to step on the elevator when Harris cleared his throat.

      “There’s something else I need to tell you, Jessica.”

      “Yes?”

      “You won’t be the only criminal profiler consulting on this case. Against my advice, the higher-ups brought in a psychologist to assist us. Her name is Dr. Angela Travers. Are you aware of her?”

      Jessica nodded. “I read her book. She believes serial killers are a part of nature and should be studied instead of vilified. As such, their violent and murderous behavior is as inevitable as a certain percentage of a population being born with red hair. She made a strong case for that theory.”

      Harris looked surprised by Jessica’s last statement. “Do you agree with her?”

      “Not at all. In my book on the subject, I put forth the argument that serial killers were a product of both nature and nurture. Some people are born with a predisposition toward violence, perhaps even cruelty, but if they’re raised in a loving and nurturing environment, they grow up to be normal people, and are often exceptional in their chosen careers.”

      “If Sovereign is one of those people, his childhood must have been horrible.”

      “That’s likely true. We’ll know more when he’s captured.”

      Harris smiled. “I like your optimism.”

      The elevator arrived. White spoke up as they stepped onto it. “It’s not optimism; it’s intent. We traveled here to help you capture or kill Sovereign; we intend to do just that.”

      Harris looked into White’s eyes and saw the predatory gaze in them. Jessica’s reputation as a serial killer catcher was well known. Harris was aware that White was a large part of her success. That included the capture of Monarch. He also knew that White had personally dispatched more than one serial killer to hell, including his own brother, the serial murderer, Jeffrey Mitchell.

      “Dead or alive is fine by me,” Harris said. White’s smile sent a chill down his spine.
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      Sovereign’s lair was deep in the woods and unique in its appearance. It had been built as a fire tower on the side of a hill decades earlier and later abandoned when planes took over the task of searching the forest for fires. Currently, the practice of using drones was supplanting the use of planes.

      The tower had been disassembled when the land it was built on was sold. The buyer intended to erect a fabulous log home on a nearby hill and had gone to the expense of widening and paving the long driveway that led to the location. That was necessary for the trucks that would be transporting the building material to reach the isolated spot.

      Tragically, the buyer died from a heart attack before the project could begin in earnest. His son inherited the property and hadn’t shared his father’s passion to build a log home. Sovereign, as Jonathan Hayes, heard about the property and visited the location. He knew right away it was just what he needed.

      Although young, Jonathan Hayes had money. The man who had raised him, Nicholas Banta, had been a successful sculptor. Robert Banta had inherited his money and investments, along with valuable works of art. He later used some of his inheritance to buy the land where the fire tower had been.

      Sovereign had paid to have the tower reassembled, but had erected it at ground level, and placed it above a hidden chamber. That space was reminiscent of the torture chamber Monarch had kept beneath a cabin, only it was wider. The area of the chamber beneath the fire tower matched the space taken up by the tower room itself, which had been built as a fourteen-foot square. It was enough room for Sovereign, who used it primarily for sleeping.

      There were wide windows in every wall granting a view of the home’s surroundings. That had been vital when the tower had been used to spot forest fires. Since most of the windows weren’t needed, Sovereign kept many of them covered year-round. Each window had a thick section of wood that could be swung down and latched shut. They had been necessary during periods of snowstorms or other harsh weather. When they were all lowered, it was impossible to see inside the house. Sovereign rarely bothered closing all of them, as there was seldom anyone within miles of his unique home.

      When he wasn’t working as a pharmaceutical sales representative, he was out scouting for and stalking future victims. A handsome man, Jonathan Hayes was approached by women often. He never dated and made the excuse that he already had a girlfriend. There was no girlfriend, only a sick obsession. It was one that had gripped his father’s twisted mind early in life and had been passed on to him.
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      Hannah made a mewing sound as Sovereign carried her through an open trapdoor and down a ladder. Sovereign wasn’t concerned she would awaken. No one had ever revived from inhaling the gas in less than five and a half hours. Marina and Hannah had done so only three hours earlier. He carried Marina down next and laid her on a bed beside her sister.

      It was a real bed, and not a simple set of cots or a plain mattress. Sovereign had purchased it at a secondhand shop. He saw no reason why his guests shouldn’t be comfortable during their brief stays. It also helped to reinforce the belief that maybe he wasn’t the monster the media had made him out to be. He needed them to have hope; the more hope they had, the greater the pleasure when he took it away from them and they realized only death was in their future.

      Sovereign lived for those moments, for the instant they broke, and for the rush that came knowing he exercised such power.

      Of the two sisters, he expected Marina to break last. Marina, who took self-defense classes and must think of herself as tough.

      “We’ll see how tough you really are,” Sovereign mumbled. He then made a bet with himself that he would have her begging for her life before two days passed, and within three, she’d be willing to do anything if it meant she might live another day.

      Sovereign left their cell and pulled the ladder up after him. Once the trapdoor was in place, he locked it using three steel bolts. The door was made of metal as well. He concealed its presence by placing a rug over it. There had originally been a wooden door in its place that led to a set of stairs, but that was in the days when the small building was on stilts and acted as a fire tower.

      His home was so secluded he rarely saw anyone else in the area. The one time two hikers had come along and knocked on his door, Sovereign had murdered the pair with his silenced gun and buried them off in the woods. He had been down inside the cell at the time when a male voice had called out while knocking on his door, to see if anyone was home. The man’s friend had fallen and cut his leg and he was looking for help for his buddy. Sovereign had seen the surprise on their faces when he emerged from beneath the ground. He couldn’t risk having them remembering that and mentioning it to someone else.

      A search for the hikers began a day later, but those looking for them had been deceived into believing they had been in a different area of the forest. Sovereign had led them to that conclusion by placing the pair’s gear around a campfire he had started himself. Searchers located the site the next day, during a heavy rain. The hikers whereabouts and fate remained a mystery to their loved ones.

      Sovereign had taken no pleasure in killing them. Setting the scene of their mysterious disappearance had taken up hours of his time as well, but it had to be done.

      Sovereign had dated while in college and found most women to be vapid and uninteresting. He longed to have what his father had found in his mother, who had been a true partner to Monarch. Ruth Banta dedicated her life to helping Dominic Righetti reach his goal of amassing the greatest number of kills. Thanks to Jessica White’s interference, his mother’s life had been destroyed as well. Ruth Banta had committed suicide while in prison. That was something else Sovereign felt he owed Jessica, the death of his mother.

      She had been one of a kind, but Sovereign had lately grown hopeful he could find someone like her. He’d recently become aware of a woman who had shown an appreciation for men like himself, along with an understanding that they were innately different from their brethren. That woman was Dr. Angela Travers.
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      Marina revived first. Although awake, her mind felt foggy and she was perplexed by her surroundings.

      After turning her head to the left, she saw that her sister was lying beside her. The only light came from a battery-powered lantern that was on the floor beyond the foot of the bed. Marina sat up, then lay back again, as the room had swum before her eyes. When she remembered what had occurred in her kitchen, she sat up again with a start.

      Gassed. We were gassed.

      After checking to make certain Hannah was breathing normally, Marina fought off a wave of dizziness and made it to her feet. The ceiling above her was lower than a normal ceiling might be, and maybe seven feet off the floor, and certainly no more than eight feet. The cool air carried with it the scent of soil. When she realized there were no windows, she made the assumption that they were underground.

      The horrible truth of their abduction struck her, and she gasped. Someone had taken them from their home and imprisoned them. As her mind filled with images of the pain and degradation that could mean for them, she felt sick to her stomach.

      Marina looked at her sister and winced. Being in a situation like this was the absolute last thing Hannah needed. She had barely survived their childhood and was emotionally scarred by the trauma their demented mother had put them through.

      Marina explored their cell while holding the lantern in her hand. When she saw the trapdoor up in the wooden ceiling, she could tell by the way it reflected the light that it was made of metal, and no doubt locked securely. She reached up, stood on her toes, but wasn’t quite able to touch it. After balancing herself on the footboard of the bed, she was able to place her hand against a corner of the door. She strained while pushing and felt only resistance. If they were going to break out, it wouldn’t be that way.

      She heard a slight thump and realized someone was moving around above them.

      “Hey! Who’s up there? Let us out of here!”

      As Marina listened, she heard laughter. It did not surprise her that the one chuckling sounded male.

      “Marina, what’s going on?”

      Hannah had awakened. Marina went to her and held her hand.

      “Someone has taken us, baby. I know it’s scary, but don’t lose hope. I’ll get us out of here.”

      “What? Where are we?”

      “I think we’re underground.”

      Hannah sat up, then placed a hand to her head. “I’m dizzy.”

      “I was too at first, but it’s passing.”

      Tears sprang to Hannah’s eyes as her face scrunched up. “What’s going to happen to us?”

      Marina gave her hand a squeeze. “We’re going to get through this. That’s what’s going to happen.”

      “Who has us? Have you seen him?”

      “No, but someone is moving around up there. Whoever the sick bastard is, he wants us to fear him. Don’t give him the satisfaction, Hannah. You’re tougher than you know.”

      “You’re always saying that, but I never feel tough.”

      A new noise came from above them. It was the sound of the bolts being slid back from the trapdoor. The chamber they were in flooded with new light as the metal door was lifted. When the face of a man appeared, Marina wasn’t surprised to see he was handsome. She learned at an early age that evil often wore a mask of beauty. Her mother had been beautiful, although the drugs had later taken their toll on her, particularly the meth.

      The man smiled at them. “You’re both awake, good.”

      Marina felt Hannah’s hand leave her grip as her sister left the bed and moved into a corner of the room. Hannah lowered herself to the floor and covered her head with her arms, as if to protect herself from a beating. It was the position she used to adopt whenever their mother went into one of her rages and screamed at them.

      The man had a flashlight. He turned it on and aimed its beam at Hannah. “You’re a timid one.” The beam left Hannah and found Marina. She blinked against the light shining in her eyes. “You’re not timid, are you?”

      “What I am is pissed, because some lunatic has taken me and my sister from our home. What’s your problem? Did Mommy or Daddy beat you when you were little? If so, welcome to the club. But that’s no reason to treat other people badly.”

      “I was never beaten by my parents; they loved me unconditionally, as did my other father.”

      “Other father?”

      “I should have said true father, but never mind that. Tell me more about yourself. You say you were beaten while growing up?”

      Marina crossed her arms over her chest. “Let us out of here. You haven’t hurt us so far. Maybe the authorities won’t be too harsh on you.”

      Sovereign laughed. “Do you think you’re the first two women I’ve done this to? Not even close. Let me introduce myself; my name is Sovereign.”

      Marina’s arms dropped to her side, and she took a step backwards. Behind her, she heard Hannah release a soft moan of despair. It would be difficult to live in the Toronto area and not be aware of who Sovereign was, or of the fact that he had killed more than two dozen women.

      “Ah, I see you’ve heard of me. I think I’ll end the conversation there for now. Come morning, I’ll feed you, then later, we’ll have a nice long talk.”

      Marina took two steps and jumped up. Her hands found the edge of the opening and she was pulling herself up when Sovereign grabbed the trapdoor and sent it falling toward her. Marina released her grip an instant before the heavy door would have crushed her fingers and slammed into her head. She landed awkwardly, stumbled backwards, and fell against the foot of the bed.

      Hannah’s crying intensified. Marina joined her in the corner and held her.

      “Shh, baby. I know it looks bad, but I’m going to get us out of here. This is not how our lives are going to end.”

      “He’s Sovereign, Marina. A serial killer. What can we do?”

      “We’ll escape. Somehow, we’ll escape.”

      A familiar noise came from directly above them. It was the sound of a refrigerator door opening, then closing. Marina heard the same sound moments later, as Sovereign placed something back inside the refrigerator.

      She smiled as an idea formed that could lead to freedom. The trapdoor was made of steel, but the rest of their ceiling was constructed from wood and was the underside of the floor above them. If she could loosen a few boards, they could climb up and escape their cell. Attempting to do so wouldn’t go unnoticed, as any gaps she made in the floor would be obvious… unless she removed the boards beneath the refrigerator. Then, when she had finally made a wide enough space to climb through, she would need to topple the refrigerator to escape. But could that even work? And what would she use to remove the boards? Also, would Sovereign leave them alone long enough for her to make the attempt? If he never left, he would certainly hear any noise she made while working away at the boards.

      Hannah trembled and Marina held her a little tighter. She then pushed aside her concerns about her plan. She had a plan; that was the important thing. That was always the important thing and had been so for most of her life.

      Having a goal in mind and a plan to achieve it was how Marina approached life. It was what had gotten her through the worst of times and given her hope.

      The dream had been for her and Hannah to save enough money for a down payment on a nice house with a little land around it, and they had made progress toward that in a short time. That was still the dream, but now there was a new short-term goal—survival.

      Marina looked up at the ceiling as her face twisted with hate. Whoever Sovereign was, he had chosen the wrong woman this time.

      I’m going to beat you, you son of a bitch, she told herself. I’m going to beat you and you’re never going to hurt anyone else again.

      Marina held her sister close and kept an image in her mind of the two of them returning to their home. Escape and freedom were the new dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica and White returned to police headquarters the next morning and were introduced to Dr. Travers. Angela Travers was thirty-five, with dark hair and brown eyes. She had paid her way through college by working as a fashion model. Her book about serial killers had brought her to the public’s attention and made her a controversial figure. She equated serial killers and the deaths they caused to be on the same level as hurricanes, earthquakes, and other acts of nature.

      The doctor was not alone; she had her assistant with her. His name was Michael Van Dyke. He was twenty-four, had the classic geek look, and was wearing a suit. Michael had grown up wealthy, but it all went away when his father lost the family fortune due to a bad business deal and poor investment decisions. Van Dyke’s father had inherited his money and Van Dyke had been expecting to do the same. Those plans went up in smoke during Michael’s last year in college, but he had managed to graduate by going to work part-time and taking out student loans.

      Despite her disagreement with Travers’ assertions, Jessica was hopeful the doctor might prove to be effective in stopping Sovereign. Travers had already had some success, as she had contacted the task force and recommended that the police increase patrols in a certain area. Her suggestion had been ignored.

      Days later, there was a failed attempt to abduct two young women who had been walking to their car after leaving a movie theater together. The women later stated that they had been approached by a masked man holding a knife, only to have the man turn and run off. When the women looked around, they saw a police car nearby. The police officer hadn’t been in the parking lot looking for Sovereign. He had been summoned to answer a call about someone trying the door handles of cars. Still, that theater was in the middle of the area Travers had predicted Sovereign would favor. She had earned a chance to consult with the task force because of that incident.

      Angela Travers greeted Jessica with a wide smile while offering her hand.

      “Dr. White, it is an honor to meet you and an unexpected pleasure. I’ve read every one of your books and have followed your career.”

      “Thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well.” Jessica introduced her husband to Travers, then learned that the doctor and her assistant would be joining them on their tour of the abduction sites.

      “What do you hope to learn by visiting each abduction site, Dr. White?”

      “I have no expectations, but I’ve found that a fresh set of eyes sometimes notices something others have overlooked.”

      “I see,” Travers said.

      Chief Inspector Harris handed them off to Detective Verow, and they left the building to begin their tour. Given that there were twelve separate sites, they expected to be on the move for hours.

      With everyone settled in her vehicle, and Travers and her assistant seated in the third row of seats, Detective Verow left the parking garage and headed out onto the street. When her phone rang a few minutes later, she answered it, listened to her caller, then passed her phone back to Jessica.

      “The Chief Inspector wants to speak with you, Dr. White.”

      Jessica took the phone. “Hello?”

      She heard a sigh, followed by words heavy with feeling. “Two more women have been abducted, Jessica. I’ve instructed Verow to take you to the scene. I’ll meet you there.”

      “When were they taken?”

      “Sometime last night. Their belongings were found along a jogging trail in Sunnybrook Park and were covered in morning dew.”

      “We’ll be right there.”

      Travers asked a question as Jessica handed Verow back her phone. “There are more victims?”

      Jessica turned in her seat to speak to her. “There’s been a new double abduction. Let’s hope we can find Sovereign before he kills the women.”

      “None of his victims have survived for more than four days. The clock is ticking.”

      “There are two clocks counting down,” White said. “One for his victims, and one for Sovereign.”

      Travers arched an eyebrow. “You feel confident he’ll be captured soon?”

      White smiled. “My wife has a knack for catching men like Sovereign.”

      “She does, doesn’t she?” Travers said.

      And although Jessica supposed it might have been her imagination, she thought she detected a note of sadness in Travers’ words.
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      Jessica looked at the evidence bags that held the belongings of Marina and Hannah. Hannah’s purse and cell phone were in one bag and Marina’s purse and phone were in a second one. Several smaller bags contained a cigarette butt, a gum wrapper, and a discarded tissue. They might have relevance to the case, or those items could have simply been near the spot where the purses and phones had been found. That would be for the crime scene technicians and lab people to figure out.

      While the section of the trail the items had been found on was bordered by trees and along a curve, the trail was a popular one for runners and walkers. It seemed unlikely that a single man could have abducted the sisters without anyone noticing. Of course, it would be easier to accomplish in the early morning hours. But why would the sisters have been there at such a time? For that matter, why would Sovereign be in the park then? It was unlikely that two young women would walk through a quiet park at night, especially when they were aware a serial killer was on the loose.

      Jessica caught Inspector Harris’s eye and asked him a question. “Do the decoy teams you use visit the parks often?”

      “Only occasionally. Until now, only two other victims had been abducted from a park. Many of the others were taken on streets that were close to nightclubs. We think Sovereign may frequent the clubs and wait for an opportunity to find two women alone as they walk back to their vehicles.”

      “The morning dew indicates that the purses were here for hours overnight, but this trail must have been used often before then. We need to find out what time the air here reached the dew point. That will give us the latest time that the items could have been placed here.”

      Harris raised his head in interest. “Placed here? Are you saying you think this scene is staged?”

      “That’s the impression I get. I won’t be certain of that theory until I’ve visited the other abduction sites.”

      Harris ran a hand over his chin as he considered Jessica’s theory. “If all of the sites were staged, then where are the actual abductions taking place?”

      “I don’t know. At this point, I’m still trying out theories.”

      “I think you’re wrong,” Travers said. “There’s no evidence indicating that Sovereign is staging the abduction sites. The reason no one has ever seen him abducting the women is a simple one.”

      “And that is?” Jessica asked.

      “The man is exceptional at what he does. And because of that, he’s come up with a method of abduction that eliminates the possibility he’ll be caught in the act, so to speak.”

      Jessica nodded. “I’ll agree with you on one point, Doctor Travers. As far as serial killers go, the man is exceptional. We can assume from his choice of a name that he’s modeling himself after Monarch, and he may be trying to reach the same sick goal as his idol.”

      Travers turned to Harris. “I’ve been meaning to ask; is there any way I could be granted an interview with Monarch?”

      “That’s not in my power to decide, Doctor. As you know, Monarch has been incarcerated in the US for his crimes committed in New York State.”

      “Why do you want to speak to him?” Jessica asked. “Do you think he might know something about Sovereign?”

      “I would doubt that. No, I’d like to interview him for a new book I’m working on. Monarch appears to be an example of what I wrote about in my first book. From all we know about him, he was never abused as a child or suffered any emotional trauma. He simply knew from boyhood that he was different and meant to be a killer. And there are others like him.”

      “I don’t think anyone knows what Dominic Righetti’s childhood was like. The man has remained silent for years.”

      “Have you attempted to interview him?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? I’m certain he has much to teach us about the mind of men like himself.”

      “For one thing, I don’t think I would trust anything he said. Along with being a killer, the man is a relentless liar and deceiver, as was his accomplice, Ruth Banta.”

      “Ah, now there was someone who would have been fascinating to interview. The woman dedicated her life to helping Monarch reach his goal. She even went so far as to marry and spend her life with a man she never loved. What is it about Monarch that made her want to do such things?”

      “It was mental illness, Dr. Travers. Ruth Banta, Dominic Righetti, and Sovereign all share that one overriding trait. They’re mentally ill, and innocent women suffered and are suffering because of it. Like you, I do seek to understand such people, but first, I’ve made it my life’s work to stop them.”

      “I take it you disagree with my assertion that such people can’t help but be who they are?”

      “I do. Compulsions are real and they exist, yes, but so does free will. They each had to make a conscious decision to give in to their demented desires before they carried them out. Instead, they could have sought help, or they could have stopped themselves before going too far and crossing a line they could never come back from.”

      “That may not be possible, Dr White. The inner forces behind their compulsions could be too strong to resist.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Jessica said, while looking at her husband. “If someone has a core of good at their center, they can overcome any sick impulse. I know that to be a fact.”

      One of the crime scene techs walked over and spoke to Harris. When the conversation ended, Harris relayed the new information to his consultants.

      “The cameras in certain areas of the park were disabled yesterday. Park maintenance said someone used a paint gun on their lenses. They were scheduled to be serviced this afternoon.”

      Jessica nodded. “In the meantime, the park’s maintenance people probably assumed that kids had done it. It hadn’t been kids; Sovereign disabled those cameras to leave himself a way to come and go without being seen. But what about the victims? Were they recorded entering the park?”

      Harris pointed north. “Marina and Hannah Brown live a short distance away. They would have entered the park along the same trail where cameras were disabled.”

      Jessica found that interesting. It fit with the theory she was developing.

      They left what was believed to be the current crime scene to visit the other earlier sites. Everyone was aware that each passing minute was bringing Marina and Hannah closer to a violent death at the hands of Sovereign.
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      Hannah had fallen asleep after midnight, but Marina had remained awake. It was why she had heard Sovereign leave the house above them, or at least, she had thought she’d heard a door close. She became certain after a car motor started up.

      Sovereign had left the house; it was time to get to work.

      Hannah startled when Marina shook her awake. Her eyes were still red from the crying she had done. When Marina explained what she intended to do, Hannah looked puzzled.

      “How are you going to remove those floorboards? We don’t have any tools.”

      “I have this,” Marina said, and rolled up her left sleeve. There was a slender, black sheath strapped to the inside of her forearm that held a short, sharp, stainless steel blade. Marina always carried the weapon with her when she ran, as she had planned to do before she had been gassed.

      After moving the lantern closer to the corner, to see better, Marina stretched up and pressed the tip of her blade at the spot where two boards joined together. Her shoulder ached within minutes and she’d made no progress. She had to stretch so much that it made it difficult to place force behind her efforts.

      She looked around for something to stand on and settled on using the composting toilet Sovereign had left them. Marina had used it earlier and knew it was one of the portable models. She stood on its seat and found that she now had a better position to work from. It might cause sore feet, having to balance on it the way she was, but it allowed her to really put her strength behind the knife’s edge. Tiny pieces of the board she was working on littered the floor like sawdust.

      “Is it working?” Hannah asked.

      “Yes, but it will be slow going; these boards are thick. Also, I need to do this beneath the refrigerator so he won’t notice, but the fridge’s weight is pressing down hard on the boards, making it more difficult.”

      “How are we going to move that refrigerator once you have enough boards out of the way?”

      “Don’t you worry, I’ll figure that out. The main thing is to make a space we can get through without Sovereign noticing.”

      Marina immediately regretted mentioning Sovereign’s name when she saw a look of panic come over Hannah. She stepped off the toilet and hugged her sister.

      “I know this is scary; I’m afraid too. But Hannah, we’re getting out of this. We’re getting out of this, we’ll be back home soon, and we’re going to lead peaceful lives. I will not let this bastard hurt you. I won’t.”

      “He’s killed so many women, Marina, strangled each one of them. And oh, God, they must have all been kept inside this hole like we are.”

      “I know, baby, but we’ll be the last of them, and he won’t hurt anyone else.”

      Hannah cried again, while curling up on the bed.

      Marina wished Sovereign were standing in front of her. Given the chance, she would shove her blade into his black heart.

      She went back to work on the boards and more of the tiny slivers of wood fell to the floor. She stopped working when she heard the car return and wondered where Sovereign had gone. For a moment, she wondered if he had grabbed more women. But no, according to the news, he only took two women at once. Wherever he’d been wasn’t far away, as he’d been gone less than two hours.

      A door opened upstairs, then came the sound of a shower starting. Minutes after the water stopped running, Marina heard more footsteps, then silence.

      Has he gone to bed? She wondered, then yawned, needing her own sleep. Whatever was in the gas he had used to knock them out had not left them feeling rested. Marina was exhausted.

      She moved the toilet back where it had been and used the side of her hand to scatter the small bits of wood she had made. When she lay on the mattress beside Hannah, it reminded her of when they were little and shared the same bed.

      Hannah fell asleep first, with a tear-stained face, and Marina drifted off a few minutes later, with her knife clutched in her hand.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign’s early morning excursion had taken him to Sunnybrook Park, where he had planted Marina and Hannah’s things along the jogging trail.

      He planned all aspects of each abduction before he ever took the women, including where to stage their abduction, and where to later dump their bodies.

      He had been thinking about Marina on his drive back to his home. She was a tough one all right. Not only had she not cried or displayed fear, but the woman had attempted to climb up out of the cell to get to him. No one else had ever done that.

      The tougher she was, the sweeter it would be when he broke her. And yes, he would break her. He never doubted that. One advantage of having two victims was the ability to play them against each other. Another pair of sisters he had, had wound up fighting each other, with the stronger of the two kicking her sister to the brink of death. Sovereign had initiated the fight by stating he would let only one of them go free.

      At first, the older sister was willing to sacrifice herself and told Sovereign to free her sister. When the younger sister agreed and pleaded to be allowed to live, altruism turned into anger, and the older sister called her sibling a selfish bitch. Harsh words turned into pushing, then ended with the younger sister gaining the upper hand and standing over her sibling’s prone form, while kicking her in the head. That was after she had already broken several of her ribs.

      Instead of letting the victor live and go free, Sovereign strangled her to death as he had done with all the other victims. He enjoyed the strangling. There was something sensual about it and intimate, even more so than using a blade. One woman had taken seven minutes to kill; the effort had been exhausting. Then there was another victim whose neck had broken within seconds. That had been a great disappointment, having her die that swiftly. Worse yet, had been the woman whose sister had nearly killed her. Fearing she would die from her injuries, Sovereign had strangled her. She never regained consciousness during the act. It was most unsatisfying.

      His father, Monarch, had favored using a blade to torture and kill. As a boy, Sovereign had used a knife to inflict pain on several women his father had taken. Their screams had always delighted him. But as a man, he got a bigger kick from playing mind games.

      Sovereign had been blamed for the violence of the kicking victim and it was speculated that he was “Losing control.”

      He had not lost control. He was first and foremost a Sovereign over himself and his emotions. His father had taught him the value of self-discipline. Within the walls of the cell and his forest retreat, he was a true ruler.
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        * * *

      

      After returning home, Sovereign had showered and gone to bed. He had to work the next day and maintain the façade of an average man.

      After rising and getting dressed, Sovereign unlocked and raised the trapdoor. He was pleased to see his captives gazing up at him. Hannah looked terrified, but Marina appeared defiant. He looked forward to having a session with her later. He intended to destroy her sense of confidence.

      “We are located in what could be called the middle of nowhere. Spend the day screaming for help if you’d like, but no one will hear you.”

      He tossed down two ham and cheese sandwiches wrapped in foil, which landed on the bed, then pointed to the case of water that had been left below prior to the sister’s abduction.

      “You have food, water, and a toilet, and later, you’ll enjoy my company again. Don’t go anywhere now; I have plans for you.”

      Sovereign slammed the lid shut, locked it, and left his house to climb behind the wheel of his other car. It was a sleek, red company car he used when working as a pharmaceutical sales rep. He was scheduled to visit three different hospitals, along with five different offices belonging to general practitioners. It would be a full day.

      A pleasant evening would follow, or what he considered pleasant, as he planned to break down Marina’s spirit and make her beg to be allowed to go on living.

      Down in the cell, Marina was already at work, hacking away at the floorboards.
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      Jessica had spoken to Dr. Travers’ assistant, Michael Van Dyke, during their tour of the abduction sites. She was curious what his duties were.

      “I mostly handle Dr. Travers’ social media accounts. I’m also responsible for getting her interviews and bookings on television and radio.”

      “Does she do many interviews?”

      Van Dyke smiled. “As many as possible. Dr. Travers wants to be a household name one day. She keeps pushing me to use my contacts to get her own show on our local television station.”

      “Do you have those sort of connections?”

      Van Dyke’s smile disappeared. “I do and I don’t. I grew up wealthy, Dr. White, and I’m friends with many of the city’s movers and shakers, or I was, until my father’s fortunes suffered serious reversals. In other words, my family went from riches to rags.”

      “You’re a young man. You could reverse that and become wealthy again.”

      Van Dyke gave her a bitter look. “If I had such options, I wouldn’t be working as a glorified gofer for Dr. Travers. If you’ll excuse me, I need to check my phone for new messages.”

      “Of course,” Jessica said, and was aware she had unintentionally angered Van Dyke. The young man appeared to be carrying around resentment over his circumstances.
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        * * *

      

      They were only halfway through the tour when Jessica became convinced that each abduction site had been staged. Sovereign might be an exceptional predator, but he wasn’t invisible. It seemed unimaginable that he could abduct women two at a time while remaining unseen, and with the women not raising an alarm or attracting attention.

      During an inspection of the eighth site, Dr. Travers informed Detective Verow that she and her assistant had to be somewhere else. A radio station had a guest cancel at the last minute and the doctor had agreed to be interviewed instead when contacted.

      With Travers and Van Dyke being ferried away in a taxi, Jessica asked Verow if she and White could be given a tour of the victim’s homes instead.

      Verow blinked in surprise. “You want to see where they lived, enter their apartments and homes?”

      “I don’t think I’ll need to go inside, but I would like to get a look at their homes and neighborhoods.”

      “All right, but I’ll need to check in with the Chief Inspector first.”

      White smiled at Jessica as Verow moved away to make her call.

      “You have something, don’t you?”

      “I won’t know until I’ve seen the victim’s homes, but yes, I think Sovereign has been fooling everyone into believing a lie. Either that or he’s figured out how to make himself invisible.”

      “I agree,” White said, while pointing up at the apartment houses surrounding them on the street where the purses and cell phones of the seventh set of victims had been found. “There must be two hundred windows facing this street, and dozens of cars are passing by every moment. Someone should have seen something.”

      “I think all of the women were abducted from their homes. How it was done, I’m not sure, but it would explain the lack of witnesses to the abductions.”

      “It would, but it brings up questions too.”

      “Like why the women would allow a strange man into their apartments?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know, and again, it’s just a theory.”

      White took his wife into his arms. “Your theories are usually right.”

      Verow cleared her throat as she returned. “The Chief Inspector will be joining us at the home the first set of victims lived in, and you’ll be allowed to go inside as well.”

      “Good. Thank you for calling him.”

      “That’s my job, Doctor, sir,” Verow said, and let her eyes linger on White before she turned and climbed behind the wheel of her vehicle. Jessica had taken note that Verow’s hair was hanging loose, while the day before it had been tied into a ponytail.

      “I think our escort is attracted to you. Has she approached you?”

      “No,” White said. “But she does like to look my way often.”

      Jessica kissed him. “I can’t blame her for that. You’re worth looking at.”

      They joined Verow in the SUV and headed off to meet with Inspector Harris.
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        * * *

      

      Travers was smiling as she left the offices of the radio station where she’d given her interview. Instead of being broadcast live, the interview would play on the station’s popular Sunday morning show. The show’s male host had a large following in Canada and the syndicated program would be heard by over a million people. Travers considered it one more step along her quest to be well-known and wealthy, something she had wanted and worked toward her entire life.

      Early on, she believed she would find fame and fortune in her modeling career, and that the good looks and shapely form she was gifted with would make her a household name. And while she had some success in that field, modeling was not to be her ticket to a life of fame and ease.

      She’d always been interested in human nature and gravitated toward psychology while in college. Several psychologists and psychiatrists had successful careers in media and were known worldwide. That had been true since Sigmund Freud’s day.

      It helped to be controversial, which was why she had written her book making the case that serial killers were a part of nature. And she believed it to be true. That did not mean she was a fan of serial killers, as some had suggested. On the contrary, she believed that men like Sovereign should be put down in the same fashion as a mad dog, and mad dogs were also part of nature.

      She was so close now, so close to gaining the celebrity status she’d always wanted, and she would have Sovereign to thank for it. Sovereign, whom she was in contact with and had been for weeks.

      The man had reached out to her after having read her book. She had returned to her office one day and found an envelope that had been slipped under the door.

      Inside was a typed letter stating that the author was Sovereign. Sovereign expressed his enjoyment of her book and said he agreed with her views. He made the claim that he had never been abused or molested as a child and that he was always a predator.

      He left instructions for Travers that gave her a way to contact him. She was to sign-in to an email account Sovereign had set up and leave a message in the email folder. After reading it, he would respond.

      Travers was aware she should have reported the contact to the police. However, she hadn’t been convinced that the letter was real and not a prank. Someone might have thought it humorous to play a trick on the “Serial Killer Doctor” as she’d been called.

      Then again, if Sovereign had made contact with her, and she could begin a conversation with him, she might be able to manipulate the relationship to her advantage. The man obviously trusted her enough to reach out to her. She could build on that trust, and when the time was right, she could betray him and lead him into the hands of the police. The trick was to find the right time and method to do so.

      With his knowledge of their relationship, Travers couldn’t risk having Sovereign taken alive, or he might let the authorities know about their… arrangement.

      Sovereign had agreed to help her get access to the task force that was hunting him. By doing so, the doctor gained status, and he had a spy on the inside.

      The two women who’d been approached by a knife-wielding man in the movie theater parking lot had never been in danger. Sovereign had only threatened them to make it look as if Travers had insight into his pattern of behavior. It was Sovereign who had called in the anonymous tip about someone trying to break into cars. When the police car appeared to investigate, he threatened the first two young women he saw, then ran off before the cop could capture him.

      While those two women had nothing to fear, Sovereign had continued to take victims. Travers felt sympathy for their plight and mourned their losses, to a degree; however, women would have died if she hadn’t formed an association with Sovereign. The man was a serial killer. Killing women was what he did best.

      She liked to think that if given the chance to save Sovereign’s victims she would do so. The truth was, she would sacrifice any number of people to get what she wanted. If being in an unholy alliance with Sovereign was her ticket to stardom and wealth, so be it.
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        * * *

      

      As they stood near the curb waiting for their ride to appear, Travers was reminding her assistant, Michael Van Dyke, to send out updates across all her social media accounts touting her upcoming interview. When Van Dyke didn’t answer, Travers looked up from her phone to find he was no longer at her side. Turning around, she saw that Van Dyke was being shoved against the wall of the radio station’s office building by two large men in ill-fitting suits. A third large man dressed in a similar suit gripped her arm and began tugging her toward a limousine. Travers tried to wrench her arm free, but it was useless, as the brute had a firm grip on her. His hand was so large that his fingers wrapped around her upper arm.

      She was about to call out for help when the door on the limousine was opened, and she was shoved inside. She landed on a seat that was facing the rear of the limo. A fourth man sat across from her. He was older than the other three, wore a much better suit, but he was a thug and looked like one. He was a vaguely familiar thug; one Travers was certain she had seen before. When he introduced himself, Travers understood why that was.

      “I’m Pauly Favaro, Dr. Travers. I’m guessing you’ve heard of me?”

      Travers thought, Yes, you run the mob, instead, she said. “You’re the father of one of Sovereign’s victims. You have my sympathy for your loss.”

      “I don’t want sympathy. I want you to find Sovereign and deliver him to me.”

      “And how would you expect me to do that?”

      “I have eyes and ears everywhere, Doctor. I know you were the one who predicted that Sovereign would strike in a certain area, and you were right. The next time you get one of those hunches, you’re to tell me about it instead of the cops.” Favaro handed Travers a card that had a phone number written on it. “Call that number at any time and someone will answer. I need to get to Sovereign before the cops do. They’ll stick that bastard in a cell and feed him until he dies of old age. I’ll be handling him a different way.”

      “Sir, I have certain responsibilities and a career to consider. If it became known that I helped you to murder a man, that would—”

      Favaro interrupted her by stating a number.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said a hundred thousand. Help me grab up Sovereign and I’ll give you a hundred thousand dollars. Do it in the next three days and I’ll double that.”

      Travers was smiling before she could help herself. She’d been wracking her brain trying to think of a way to ensure that Sovereign died at the hands of the police when she betrayed him, only to have the perfect solution drop into her lap. And on top of it, she would make a small fortune.

      Favaro had noticed her smile. “I see you like money. I’ve never met anyone who didn’t.”

      Travers held up the card Favaro had given her. “I can’t guarantee anything, of course, but if I somehow get an inkling of where Sovereign will be, and I call this number, what will happen?”

      “I have guys standing by ready to move. They’ll come running the second they get a call.”

      “And the money? How will I be paid?”

      It was Favaro’s turn to smile. “You really want that cash. That’s good. I’ll have the men bring the money to you when you call, and the cops never have to know a thing.”

      “Um, I had heard that you were offering a million-dollar reward. Wouldn’t I be a candidate for that as well?”

      “Hey, Doc.”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t press your luck.”

      Travers swallowed hard. “You’re right. I apologize.”

      Favaro tossed a hand at the door. “Get out, and call that number as soon as you can.”

      Travers left the limo and walked toward Van Dyke. His glasses were askew on his face and his left cheek was reddened. The two men with him ogled Travers as they passed her to climb inside the limousine.

      “Did they hurt you, Michael?”

      “One of them called me names and slapped me across the face. It reminded me of when I was bullied in the fourth grade. What was that all about, Doctor?”

      “It was nothing. I don’t want you to mention it to anyone, especially the police. Do you understand me?”

      “All right,” Van Dyke said, as a car pulled up at the curb. Their ride had appeared.

      “I’ll drop you off somewhere, then I’ll head back to police headquarters to see if there have been any developments. Update the media accounts about the radio interview and I’ll meet you at police headquarters in the morning.”

      “All right, Doctor. In that case, I’ll walk. My sister works at a coffee shop that’s three blocks in the other direction.”

      “Suit yourself,” Travers said, and climbed into the car.

      Van Dyke watched her as she was ferried off and wondered what had gone on inside that limo.
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      After having visited four of them with Inspector Harris, Jessica noticed a similarity in the victims’ homes. They were all surrounded by high fences or located in areas that granted privacy and easy access to the street or a driveway. It was what she had been expecting to find.

      They were inside the apartment of victims fifteen and sixteen, who had been roommates. It was a tidy basement apartment with a rear entrance facing the building’s parking lot. If Sovereign had entered the apartment in the early morning hours, he would have been unlikely to be observed. Similar conditions existed at the other locations they had visited.

      “Your theory makes sense, Jessica, but it also has shortcomings,” Harris said. “For instance, the vehicle belonging to the two young ladies who lived here had been found parked a block away from a nightclub we know they visited, and their purses were on the ground nearby. They didn’t disappear until after they left that club. If they had returned home, why was their vehicle still at the club?”

      “Sovereign could have driven it back there once he’d abducted them and scattered their belongings about to help sell the lie. I believe he’s committed similar actions with the other victims.”

      “All right, I can go with that, but there’s still the problem of how he entered the homes. I’ve looked at the locks on each of the places we’ve visited and they don’t appear to have been forced open.”

      “Which makes Sovereign a talented lock picker. Did you notice that none of the homes had an alarm system or a dog that might have attacked him or barked?”

      Harris rubbed his chin. “I hadn’t noticed that, but you’re correct. There were no alarms. Good God. If you’re right about this, we not only know where he’s been taking his victims, but also how he’s choosing them. He’s going after women who live together, have no dog, no alarm system, and live in homes that have high fences around them or are isolated in some way.”

      “Yes, that’s what I believe.”

      “It still doesn’t explain how he’s able to control them so easily.”

      Jessica frowned. “That’s been puzzling me as well.”

      “Gas,” White said. “He could be using gas on them, then moving them once they have passed out.”

      Jessica smiled at him. “Yes. You’re right. That would explain a lot. If the gas kept them unconscious long enough, he would have plenty of time to stage the fake scenes of their disappearances and wouldn’t need to restrain them.”

      Harris looked around the small apartment, then locked his eyes on the curtains hanging on a window.

      “I’m going to have the lab techs gather samples of fabric from each of the victims’ homes. There’s a chance that a trace of the gas may have remained in the fabric and can be identified. If that’s the case, we’ll know for certain you’re correct, Jessica. And I do think you and your husband are right. The bastard is gassing his victims in their homes. Oh, all the time we’ve wasted placing decoys out on the street.” Harris grinned at Jessica. “I knew you would be of help, and I’ve gained confidence that we’ll capture this madman soon. Lord knows it can’t be soon enough for Marina and Hannah Brown.”

      Unnoticed by anyone, Detective Verow left the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      Verow was not only a detective, but she was also Pauly Favaro’s source inside the Sovereign Task Force. She had sold out her badge for a thousand dollars a week, and the promise of twenty-five thousand more if she helped Favaro get to Sovereign first.

      She climbed into her vehicle and took out the cell phone Favaro had given her. Her caller answered after nine rings. Verow recognized Favaro’s gruff voice.

      “I hope you have something.”

      “Dr. Jessica White has made a breakthrough in the case. She’s figured out that the victims were all taken from their apartments.”

      “How does she know that?”

      Verow made a shrugging motion that Favaro couldn’t see. “She’s known for doing that type of thing. The woman has been catching serial killers for years.”

      “And she’s going to catch this one for me. How can I get her alone?”

      “You can talk to her at the hotel where they’ll be staying.”

      “Where ‘they’ll’ be staying? She’s not alone?”

      “Her husband travels with her.”

      “The hotel is no good; I don’t want to be seen there.”

      “You can approach her inside the underground garage. The doctor mentioned that she’d like to rent a car while she’s here. They’ll be driving it when they return to the hotel later. They’re staying in a suite at the Gramercy.”

      “Call me back when you know what time to expect them there. You’ve earned your thousand dollars this week.”

      “The doctor and her husband won’t be hurt, will they?”

      “Why would they be?”

      “The doctor’s husband has a reputation. He’s killed before and I heard he was once a mixed martial arts fighter. He may put up a fight.”

      “Not against my boys he won’t, and there will be three of them.”

      “Please don’t hurt anyone. I agreed to help you avenge your daughter’s death, but the doctor and her husband are innocent.”

      “You agreed to help me because you wanted my money, bitch. Hold on, I’m going to send you something.”

      Verow’s phone chimed seconds later, telling her she had received a text with an attachment. The text was only three words long.

      
        
          
            
              
        I own you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The attachment gave weight to those words. It was a series of photos starring Verow that had been taken in low light conditions in an alleyway at the back of a bar. The first photo showed Verow accepting an envelope from a man who had his back to the camera. In the second one, she had opened the envelope and looked inside. A third shot revealed her removing cash from the envelope, then a fourth photo showed her stuffing the bills into her purse. On their own, they were suggestive that she had taken a bribe, and the fifth and final photo confirmed it. It revealed the face of the man who had delivered the cash; he was a known member of the Toronto mob.

      Verow cursed and heard Favaro laugh.

      “That’s right. I could feed you to your cop friends any time I want. I won’t do that as long as you keep delivering the goods. You’re not the only cop I have on the take, Verow. I’ve been paying plenty of them off for years. Be smart, do what I tell you, and you’ll have a nice cushy retirement someday. Do we understand each other?”

      “I understand,” Verow said in a tight voice, as she wiped away a tear.

      “Good girl. Call me back later when you’re sure the doctor will be at her hotel.”

      “I will.”

      “You’re damn right you will.”

      Verow had composed herself by the time Jessica and White returned to the vehicle. They asked her to drive them back to police headquarters.

      “And will you still be renting a car later?”

      “We will be. We want to see some of the city before we head back home.”

      “I see,” Verow said, and started the engine. She would call Favaro back and let him know that White and Jessica were in no hurry to get back to their hotel.

      “Good girl,” Favaro had said to her.

      If she’d been a good girl, she wouldn’t have been foolish enough to place herself in a situation where a bastard like Favaro could blackmail her. But in it she was, and she would do as told, collect her money, and try not to think about how screwed she would be if Favaro ever turned her in.

      Verow’s mother had wanted her to be a lawyer instead of a cop. Verow wished she had listened to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica and White made calls home while being driven back to headquarters. White was speaking to Violet and Viola while Jessica spoke to Liam, Emma, and Samantha. When Jessica noted something in Samantha’s voice, she asked her about it.

      “What has you so happy, young lady?”

      “I sound happy?”

      “You do.”

      There was a pause before Samantha spoke, and her words surprised Jessica.

      “There’s a boy I like at school. I should say a man; he’s twenty.”

      “That’s to be expected. You might be sixteen, but you are in college. What’s this boy’s name?”

      “Matt Campbell. Kate says he plays baseball and is a pitcher.”

      “Your friend, Kate?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad you’ve made a friend at school. I know it’s not easy for you; your father is the same way.”

      “Kate isn’t like most of the girls at school, and she’s into fashion like I am.”

      “Tell me more about Matt Campbell. I’m sure he’s handsome.”

      “He is. He’s tall, muscular, and… I don’t know why I like him, Jessica, but I do. It’s weird feeling this way about someone I have nothing in common with.”

      Jessica smiled. “You’re special, Samantha, but you’re still human, and people get crushes on others when they’re your age. Have you two gone out anywhere together?”

      “No. I’m not sure he’s even noticed me.”

      “I’m sure he’s noticed you; you’re too beautiful not to notice.”

      “He works part-time at a restaurant. Kate and I are going there for dinner and I’m going to talk to him then.”

      “Good luck, young lady. I’m sure he’ll be happy to know you like him.”

      “Mom.”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t tell Dad about this, not yet.”

      “All right, but if you and this Matt begin dating, it will be good that he’s a baseball player. Your father likes baseball.”

      “Dating?”

      “That’s what you’ll be doing if you have a relationship with this boy.”

      “Dating sounds so normal, and I’m not normal.”

      “Exceptional people date too; your father dated me before we married.”

      “Did he ask you out first, or did you ask him out?”

      “That’s a story for another time.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll understand when that time comes.”

      “When will you be coming home?”

      “Soon, I hope.”

      “Are you getting close to catching Sovereign?”

      “I doubt it, but we are making progress.”

      “I want to go with you and Dad the next time you consult on a serial killer case. I think it would be fun to hunt one.”

      “Your father certainly enjoys it, and he’s good at it.”

      “You’ll get Sovereign.”

      “And you’ll get your man too,” Jessica said.

      When Samantha laughed in response, it was the closest she had ever come to giggling.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had taken the call from the living room of her friend’s house, which was within walking distance of the college they both attended. Kate Fleming was twenty, a college sophomore, and an attractive redhead. Like Samantha, Kate wanted to be a fashion designer, and the two had several classes together.

      Kate returned to the living room and handed Samantha a can of soda. “Did I hear you on the phone?”

      “My mother called me. She and my dad are in Toronto on business.”

      “You mean she’s chasing down a serial killer.”

      “You know who my mother is?”

      “I heard someone mention it recently. They also said you were adopted. Is that true?”

      “Yes. They gave me a home after my grandparents died,” Samantha said, and hoped that Kate wouldn’t ask about her original mother and father.

      “What’s wrong, Samantha?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You looked sad all of a sudden. I guess you miss your grandparents.”

      “I miss my grandfather a little, but I hardly knew my grandmother; she was sick often and stayed in her bedroom.”

      The front door opened, and a boy walked in carrying a backpack. He was Kate’s sixteen-year-old brother, Lyle. Like Samantha, Lyle was a genius and already in college. He was studying computer science and engineering. Lyle was a handsome boy who wore glasses and stood five-foot-nine.

      Lyle got a silly grin on his face when he entered the living room and noticed Samantha. Samantha had a crush on Matt Campbell, but Lyle was infatuated with Samantha. His sister called to him. She had to do so twice to get his attention.

      He broke from his trance. “What?”

      “You were doing that creepy staring thing again. Stop perving on Samantha and leave us alone.”

      “I’m not a pervert. It’s just that she’s so… hi, Samantha.”

      “Hello, Lyle.”

      Lyle opened his mouth to say something else and came up empty.

      Kate laughed. “He speaks four languages but gets tongue-tied whenever he’s around you.”

      Lyle blushed. “I’m going up to my room.”

      “Dad is working late, but Mom will be home her regular time.”

      “What’s for dinner?”

      “Mom is picking up something, but I won’t be here. Samantha and I are going out to eat.”

      “Okay.” Lyle sent Samantha a little wave. “I’ll see you around.”

      Samantha said nothing, and Lyle headed up the stairs.

      “Sorry about that,” Kate said. “I think he really likes you.”

      “He’s nice.”

      “But he’s not Matt Campbell, right?”

      “Do you think I’ll get a chance to talk to Matt while he’s working?”

      “Oh yeah, the place where he waits tables is laid-back. They’re encouraged to hang out a little and talk to the customers while they take their orders. I bet it helps them to get bigger tips.”

      “Good.”

      “Take some advice. Be chill when you’re talking to him. I know he’s gorgeous, but he’s just a guy.”

      “How come you’re not dating anyone?”

      “I broke up with my boyfriend right before I met you; he was cheating on me. I’m in no hurry to get into another relationship, and school and my part-time job keep me busy enough.”

      Lyle came downstairs, saw Samantha, and began staring again.

      Kate said, “Stop it, perv,” and Lyle blushed and headed for the kitchen.
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      White and Jessica returned to their hotel and entered the underground garage. The rental car company had delivered the vehicle they ordered, and they were taking it to go out to dinner. The paperwork and key fob for the vehicle had been left at the front desk with the hotel’s concierge.

      They had stepped off the elevator and were headed toward the car when a large man approached them. White was tall, very tall, but the man headed toward them was an inch taller and sixty pounds heavier, with most of the extra weight being muscle. White noticed that the guy was looking at him and wore a smirk. When the man nodded to someone behind them, White became aware of the other two large men. They were shorter than he was, but not by much, and carried the same bulk as their friend.

      The two men rushed him and each grabbed one of his arms, as the first man reached them and grabbed Jessica’s wrist, to pull her toward the limousine where Pauly Favaro waited.
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        * * *

      

      The first man White had spotted, the one who’d grabbed Jessica, was named Sergio Falco. Falco was a member of the mob and Pauly Favaro’s lead bodyguard. He’d been using his height and size advantage to bully and coerce others since he was a boy. A few had fought back and regretted it. No one had ever proven to be a serious physical threat.

      The same was true for the two guys Sergio worked with, Del and Tony. The two of them together were doubly tough. So, despite being warned that White could pose a physical threat, Sergio never took the counsel seriously. The smirk appeared after seeing White in person. They all carried more muscle than White; he wouldn’t be a problem. Sergio turned his back on White once he saw that Del and Tony had grabbed him. It was his job to bring Jessica over to the limo while Del and Tony sat on White.

      Things did not go as Sergio expected. White’s lack of bulk did not mean he lacked strength.

      Sergio heard a grunt of pain and turned his head to look back, expecting to see that either Del or Tony had twisted one of White’s arms behind him. What he saw instead was Del bent over and holding his nose, as blood poured from it. Tony still held one of White’s arms and was trying to get his own arm around White’s neck. White slammed an elbow against Tony’s mouth and more blood flowed. Del recovered from the strike to his nose and charged at White. White hit him in the face again and Del went down as if the blow had come from a wrecking ball. Tony opened his mouth to swear at White and Sergio saw broken teeth slide down his friend’s chin on a slick of blood. White hit him in the mouth again and Tony joined Del on the floor of the parking garage.

      Sergio released Jessica’s wrist and headed toward White while reaching for the gun holstered beneath his suit jacket. He could have stayed where he was. The man was already rushing toward him.
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        * * *

      

      White’s temper had risen when he saw Sergio grab hold of Jessica’s wrist to pull her away. Once he was free of Del and Tony, he headed toward Sergio, intending to let the man know it was a bad idea to lay a hand on his wife.

      Sergio was moving toward him while bringing out a gun. White was about to send out a kick when Jessica struck first. She ran up behind Sergio, raised her foot, pivoted, and jammed one of her heels into the back of his right knee. Sergio stumbled and went down on that knee. The look of surprise on his face was replaced by a grimace of pain, as Jessica’s sent her own knee slamming against the side of his head. The blow stung, but it was nothing compared to the next blow, one delivered by White. He smashed a right into Sergio’s face, breaking his nose, and sending him to the floor, as Sergio’s weapon left his grasp. More punches followed, accompanied by a command.

      “Never touch my wife again!”

      Those words were ringing in Sergio’s ears right before he passed out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There were three other people inside the parking garage. Two of them pulled out their phones to call the police after witnessing the violence. The third one, a man in a suit, ran onto the elevator and got the hell out of there.

      A door on the limousine opened and out stepped Pauly Favaro. The look on his face was one of befuddlement. He would have said it was unimaginable that a single man could have defeated Sergio, much less all three of his men. However, it was Jessica who’d left him with his mouth agape, as she had been the one to take Sergio to the floor.

      White spoke to him. “Do these three belong to you?”

      Favaro broke from his trance and addressed Jessica as he approached her. “Dr. White. I need to talk to you; I’m Pauly Favaro.”

      Jessica looked down at Favaro’s unconscious and bloody men. “You should have phoned me instead of trying to have me dragged to your limo.”

      Favaro looked around, saw that the two remaining witnesses were still staring, then noticed the security cameras along the ceiling of the garage.

      “I’ll make this quick,” he said, and took out a card to offer Jessica. It was a copy of the one he’d given to Dr. Travers. “I want to get my hands on Sovereign before the cops do and I’m willing to pay to make that happen. Help me and I’ll give you two hundred grand.”

      Jessica accepted the card, but she was shaking her head. “I’m not a bounty hunter; I’m a criminal profiler. I was brought in by the Toronto Police Service to assist in their hunt for Sovereign. If I gather any information or insight that will lead to him, it’s the police I’ll be calling, not you.”

      “The million-dollar reward. I’ll give you the million-dollar reward, but I have to get my hands on this guy first. I have to.”

      White stepped forward, studying Favaro. “Why do you have to get to him first?”

      Favaro looked at him, then looked away. “I owe the bastard for killing my daughter.” After saying that, Favaro headed back toward his limo. He was about to get in the rear again, but then realized that his driver, Del, was lying unconscious on the parking garage floor. He climbed behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove off.

      White spoke to Jessica. “Favaro may want Sovereign for killing his daughter, but there’s something else going on. Even if the police arrested Sovereign, given who he is, Favaro could have him killed while in custody.”

      “I think you’re right, and his insistence that he get to the man first suggested that Sovereign might somehow be a threat to him or know something that Favaro doesn’t want the police to know.”

      Seconds later, two of the hotel’s security personnel stepped off the elevator, and the police arrived soon after.

      Jessica and White’s quiet dinner out was put on hold.
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        * * *

      

      Favaro pounded a fist against his knee as he drove himself back home. Jessica had been right. Sovereign was a threat to Favaro, because he had something Favaro desperately needed back. His daughter’s friend and fellow Sovereign victim, Luna Tamburo, had also been working for Favaro. Luna’s father was Favaro’s accountant, his real accountant, the one who balanced the books of his substantial and varied illegal enterprises. Since Luna often visited his estate with his daughter and had no police record, she was used as a means to transport Favaro’s financial records back and forth between himself and his accountant. Until the girl had been abducted by Sovereign, using her had been safer than sending the records electronically or having the physical copies moved about.

      Luna Tamburo accomplished her task by receiving the records from her father on a thumb drive. She would secure it on her person, inside her bra, and hand it off to Favaro when she visited his home. There was no reason for the police to believe she was anything other than what she appeared to be, a spoiled party girl who hung out with Pauly Favaro’s equally spoiled daughter.

      Luna was carrying the thumb drive when she’d been taken by Sovereign, and it had not shown up in her personal effects, nor had it been left behind in her vehicle or home, a converted loft she’d shared with Grace Favaro.

      That led Favaro to assume that the thumb drive might be wherever Sovereign kept the girls, or Sovereign himself might have it. If the killer had it, he wouldn’t know what it was, since it was encrypted, unless he’d forced Luna to tell him what it was. Or the damn thing could be inside the bastard’s hideaway, waiting to be found by the cops. If that happened, Pauly Favaro might as well shoot himself in the head.

      Not only would he be convicted and sentenced to life behind bars for what was on the thumb drive, but so would many of his associates. He wouldn’t serve a life sentence if he caused those people grief. They would see to it that he died in jail.

      With Jessica’s refusal to help, he had to rely on Dr. Travers to come through for him. He would have preferred to have Jessica working for him. He had looked into her background and discovered that what Verow had said was true. The woman had a knack for finding and catching serial killers.

      Favaro brought the limo to a hard stop. He’d been so wrapped up in thought that he had nearly run a red light. It had been a while since he’d had to drive himself anywhere on his own.

      “All three of them,” he muttered, marveling again over White’s destruction of his men. Lately, it seemed as if nothing was going right. “I’ve got to get that thumb drive back,” he said, and felt the sweat break out on his forehead.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve found something,” Hannah said.

      When Marina paused her work on the ceiling to look over at her, she saw that her sister was holding up a thumb drive. It appeared to be sealed in plastic.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “It was under the bed. I was looking to see if there was anything under there we might use.”

      “Did you find anything else?”

      “No.”

      Hannah had asked to help with the work, but it turned out she was too short to reach the ceiling effectively, even when standing on the toilet. Looking to be helpful, she searched beneath the bed, hoping to find something. She did find something, Pauly Favaro’s thumb drive. Luna Tamburo had tossed it there, then later died at Sovereign’s hands. Quite literally, as he had strangled her to death.

      “What kind of frame does the bed have? Is it made of metal?”

      “I saw wooden slats. Why did you want to know that?”

      “I might be able to use those slats to move the refrigerator when the time comes, or maybe tip it over.”

      “It must weigh a ton.”

      “Not even close, maybe a couple of hundred pounds or so. This is going to work, Hannah. We’re going to get out of here and—” Marina stopped talking. The sound of a car engine could be heard. Sovereign was back.
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      Marina climbed down off the portable composting toilet and cleaned up the wood shavings she had made that day, then she pushed the toilet back to the spot where Sovereign had originally placed it. Afterward, she stood beside Hannah and stared up at the trapdoor in the ceiling, wondering if Sovereign would open it to check on them now that he was home. The car engine had shut off, and they had heard the vehicle’s door open and close.

      Sovereign had been wearing a suit when he left. Was it possible the man had a real job and was leading something like a normal life?

      As normal a life as a serial killer could live, Marina supposed.

      She and Hannah were both hungry, having only eaten one sandwich each all day, and after not having their dinner the night before. And a hot shower would feel so good.

      Marina looked at her sister and saw the fear in her eyes. When she reached over and clasped her hand, she found that Hannah was trembling.

      The front door opened above, closed, and footsteps thumped overhead. As the sound of the bolts being loosened on the trapdoor reached them, Hannah’s grip tightened. The trapdoor was flipped back and Sovereign smiled down at them.

      “I trust you two had a pleasant day, but tonight is when the real fun starts.”

      Marina took note that the light coming from above was artificial; that meant it was nighttime. She had expected to see daylight. Her day had been spent working at escaping. Weirdly, it made the time pass quicker than she would have thought.

      “We’re hungry. Did you bring us food?”

      “I fed you this morning.”

      “And we’re hungry again. Let us go and you’ll never have to feed us again.”

      Sovereign smiled. “I know another way that will make it so you no longer require food.”

      Marina smiled back at him while shaking her head. “What a sad man you are, getting your jollies by threatening women.”

      The smile left Sovereign’s face, and he slammed the door shut on them. That was followed by the locks being secured.

      Hannah released Marina’s hand. “You shouldn’t make him mad.”

      “I stopped taking shit from other people on the day I first fought back against Mom. I’ll be damned if I’ll let this asshole get the better of me.”
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        * * *

      

      Upstairs, Sovereign was muttering to himself as he stripped off his clothes to take a shower. Marina’s taunt had angered him. The woman should be terrified of him, not slinging insults his way.

      He didn’t like her, and that bothered him more than anything else. She was one of his victims, Number Twenty-nine, a thing, a nobody, and her only claim to fame would come from having been one of his victims. Instead, she was becoming a somebody to him. She was becoming a person because of his dislike for her.

      “Fucking bitch,” Sovereign said, as he stepped into his tub after moving aside the shower curtain to check if the water was hot enough. He wondered what made Marina the way she was. She had claimed she had been abused as a child, maybe that had something to do with the lack of fear she displayed.

      No. It was all an act. She had to fear him. He was Sovereign, every woman’s nightmare and the man on track to become the greatest serial killer of all time.

      He felt calmer and enjoyed the warm spray as it flowed over his body. Once he was dressed, and had eaten, he would bring Marina upstairs for a session.

      “She’ll be in tears when I’m done with her.”
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        * * *

      

      Marina climbed the ladder and emerged into the space above. It was smaller than she thought it would be, shaped like a square, and there were so many windows the walls seemed to be made of glass. When her eyes fell on the refrigerator, she was glad to see there was no obstruction in front of it. She had feared she might eventually tip it over only to have it fall onto a kitchen island or some other impediment, like a wall.

      Sovereign was holding a gun and had it aimed at her. He pointed at a table and told her to sit in one of the chairs tucked against it. She did so, wondering what the man had planned. A look outside revealed a small clearing and tall trees beyond it. Full darkness hadn’t yet fallen as she’d believed, but it was minutes away.

      Sovereign had changed out of his suit and wore jeans and a black sweatshirt. He looked normal. Marina read often on her phone, enjoying mostly mysteries and courtroom dramas. She’d often read the description of killers in such books as having a glint of madness in their eyes. Sovereign had no such glint. He appeared normal. Somehow, it made him more frightening.

      That fear was something she would not let the man see, and she would not do so because she sensed it was what he wanted most. The sick bastard got off on other people’s fear and despair. Her mother had been the same way.
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        * * *

      

      After pulling up the ladder and slamming shut the trapdoor, Sovereign took a seat across from Marina and aimed the gun at her heart. “Does the gun frighten you?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “The safety is on.”

      Sovereign looked down at the gun and felt foolish. It was a Glock; it had no traditional safety switch. When he returned his attention to Marina, he saw she wore the hint of a smile. The bitch was taunting him.

      “Made you look.”

      “You think this is a game? If I pull this trigger, you’ll die.”

      “I would, and you’re going to do what you’re going to do. You’ve killed what, twenty-six women?”

      “Twenty-eight… going on thirty.”

      “There you go again, trying to make me fear you. It’s pathetic that you need other people’s fear to feel good about yourself.”

      “You fear me. I know you fear me.”

      “I don’t, not one goddamn bit. I do fear the pain you could cause me, but I’ll never fear you, because I see you for what you are.”

      “And what am I?”

      “You’re insane.”

      “I’m not insane; I’m a man who knows what he wants and someday I’ll have it. When I’ve killed my one hundredth and thirty-ninth victim, I’ll hold the record for kills by a serial killer.”

      Marina leaned back in her seat. “Is that what you’re doing, breaking a record?”

      “It’s why I was born.”

      “Says who?”

      “It was my father’s dream. Now I’ve made it my own.”

      “So, insanity runs in your family. It’s too damn bad your father wasn’t sterile.”

      Sovereign felt the urge to strike out at Marina and kept it in check. He was determined to not lose control, although he had to admit to himself that the woman had a knack for angering him. He was Sovereign, his victims feared him, but not this one. He calmed himself, remembering the advantage he had over her. It wasn’t the advantage a captor had over a captive; it was the advantage of having someone Marina loved at his mercy.

      He rose from his seat while keeping the gun aimed at her and swung open the trapdoor.

      “Go back down to your cell. We’re done here.”

      Marina rose from her seat and moved slowly while keeping a close eye on him. He could tell she was expecting him to try something. She was right.

      After telling her to attach the ladder so she could climb down, Sovereign waited until her back was turned and she was bent over to grab the ladder, then he sent a foot against her ass. Marina yelped and put her arms out to break her fall, but she had fallen through the hole in an awkward manner and landed on her left knee first. She made a cry of pain and Sovereign wondered if she had broken her leg. If she had, he didn’t care at that moment. He was still enjoying the pleasure he’d felt at having paid her back for her insults.

      Hannah rushed over to Marina to check on her. Marina sat on the concrete floor of the cell and was holding her left knee.

      “Did you break something, Marina?” Hannah asked.

      Marina was examining her knee. “I don’t think anything is broken, but it hurts.”

      Sovereign attached the ladder, then called to Hannah. “It’s your turn. Come on up and let’s have a chat.”

      “Leave her alone, asshole.”

      “We’ve had our talk, Marina. Now it’s Hannah’s turn.”

      Hannah shook her head at Sovereign. He pointed the gun at Marina. “I’ll shoot your sister if you don’t come up. You have ten seconds. One… two… three…”

      Hannah left Marina’s side and moved toward the ladder. Marina said no and went to stand up. She felt a spike of pain shoot through her as soon as she attempted to put weight on her left knee. By the time she made it to her feet and hobbled over to stand beneath the opening, Hannah had climbed up and the ladder had been withdrawn. All she saw was the heavy steel door falling back into place.

      The following minutes were some of the longest of Marina’s life as she imagined the terror her younger sister was feeling. Hannah was stronger than she knew, Marina had faith that was the truth, but Hannah had also grown up in a home where she had to fear her own mother every day. That ended when their mother died from an overdose of heroin when Marina was fourteen and Hannah was twelve, but the foster home they were sent to, while safer, hadn’t been a haven of love. Their foster parents fed them, clothed them, but they offered no emotional support. Then later, after Marina had aged out of the system by turning eighteen, Hannah was sent to live in four different homes over the next two years. In one of them, the husband had become obsessed with Hannah and bought her gifts. Hannah wasn’t fooled by the attention and kept her distance from him, nor was the man’s wife fooled. By then, Hannah was nearing her eighteenth birthday and was fully developed. When the husband came home drunk one night and entered Hannah’s room, she had shouted for him to leave her alone and woken the man’s wife. The wife beat the husband with her fists and the police were called by the neighbors. The next day, Hannah was shuttled off to yet another home where she stayed until she turned eighteen. Marina was there to pick her up, and she promised her that someday they would have a home of their own.
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        * * *

      

      Marina could hear Sovereign speaking but was unable to make out his words. When Hannah released a shriek, Marina yelled up at the trapdoor.

      “Don’t you hurt her, you son of a bitch!”

      Sovereign continued to talk for another minute, then came the scrape of chair legs moving as he got up from his seat. The trapdoor went up moments later, followed by the ladder. Hannah flew down into the cell and huddled in a corner of the bed. She was trembling, weeping like a child, but otherwise appeared to be fine.

      “What happened, Hannah?”

      Hannah said nothing, and Marina could tell she was withdrawing into herself the way she used to do when they were children. Whatever Sovereign had said to her had terrified her and made her lose hope. Marina turned from her sister and stared up as the ladder was withdrawn.

      Sovereign’s smile made Marina want to kill him.
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      The next morning at police headquarters, Jessica asked Detective Chief Inspector Harris about another serial killer, the Celeb Slasher. When she’d been contacted to work with the task force, Jessica had gone online to learn more about him and had discovered that Toronto was currently being plagued by two serial killers. While Sovereign preyed on young women, the Celeb Slasher was on the loose and killing local celebrities. Or rather, he had been, as Harris explained to Jessica that the Celeb Slasher case had concluded.

      “You caught him?”

      “We identified him on the day I asked you to come here. When confronted at his home, the man committed suicide.”

      “Who was he?”

      “He was Gregory Madison, the husband of his fourth and final victim.”

      Harris continued and told Jessica that Gregory Madison was the henpecked husband of a celebrity news anchor named Heidi Madison. It seemed that Gregory had become the Celeb Slasher with the intent of killing his wife and making the police believe she was another of the Slasher’s victims. One of Harris’s fellow inspectors grew suspicious of Gregory Madison after learning how the man’s wife had treated him.

      “They say she enjoyed putting him down in front of friends and family by bragging about how much more money she made than he did, among other insults. He’d been brought in and interviewed and had no alibis for the times of the murders. When it was decided to arrest him and charge him with the crimes, he was found at home, having killed himself by taking a bottle of sleeping pills.”

      “How old was the man?”

      “Madison was nearing sixty. He worked in publishing as an editor.”

      “Was the murder weapon found?”

      “He used a carving knife. The one in the home’s block of knives was missing.”

      “And there have been no more murders of celebrities?”

      “No. Why do you ask?”

      “I gave the case a cursory look and came to the conclusion that the killer would be younger than Madison. In one of the articles I’d read, it stated that the killer had scaled a high wall to reach his second victim. Was Gregory Madison in good shape?”

      Harris answered with a worried frown. “No. The man was overweight by quite a lot. You know, you’re making me wonder if my colleague made a mistake in assuming Madison was the killer.”

      Jessica smiled. “I’m not saying he wasn’t, and I haven’t looked at that case in detail. If no new deaths occur that fit the profile, I would say that Madison was the killer. Maybe he never climbed over the wall as suspected. He could have found another way to gain access to his victim’s property.”

      Dr. Travers entered the room with Michael Van Dyke at her side. She’d been informed about Jessica’s breakthrough in the case, and the revelation that Sovereign’s victims were being abducted from their homes. Jessica’s perceptiveness worried Travers. If the doctor led the police to Sovereign too soon, she would miss her opportunity to set up the man so he could be grabbed by Pauly Favaro’s goons. If that happened, not only would she miss a chance at two hundred thousand dollars, but Sovereign might reveal their relationship.

      She’d decided to reach out to Sovereign again the previous evening, but so far had gotten no reply.

      Travers put on a phony smile as she greeted everyone. She had to struggle not to react when Harris asked her if she’d been approached by Pauly Favaro.

      “Why would you think he would?”

      “The man made a heavy-handed attempt to coerce Dr. White into helping him get to Sovereign first.” Harris smiled when he gestured toward White. “The doctor’s husband sent Favaro’s bodyguards to the hospital.”

      Michael Van Dyke stared at White, a look of awe in his eyes. “You beat up those three guys all by yourself?”

      Harris turned to him. “How do you know there were three men?”

      Van Dyke realized his error and sent an apologetic smile to his boss; Travers gave him a cold stare in return, then she spoke to Harris.

      “I was approached by Mr. Favaro, yes. I wasn’t going to mention it because the man is grieving the loss of his daughter. It’s understandable he’d want to avenge her death.”

      “Did he offer you money?”

      “Yes. Of course, I turned him down. And even if I wanted to help him, how could I?”

      “You should have reported the conversation, Doctor.”

      “You’re right. If he makes contact again, I will do just that. Getting back on point, have there been any new developments?”

      Harris answered her. “We had samples taken from each of the victims’ homes. We’re waiting for the lab results to come in. There’s a chance they might reveal the presence of gas. If so, I’ll suggest that we update our warnings concerning Sovereign and let women who live in secluded settings know that they are at risk.” Harris hung his head. “Women have been staying home to avoid Sovereign and were playing right into his hands, the devious devil.”
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        * * *

      

      Van Dyke approached Jessica as she was returning to the conference room, from using the restroom, and apologized for his earlier behavior.

      “You were right about what you said, Doctor. It is in my power to rebuild my family’s fortune. It’s just that my life hasn’t been going the way I hoped it would; things have been tougher for my sister.”

      “My husband began with nothing and became wealthy. You’re a bright young man, Michael; don’t sell yourself short.”

      “I won’t, and thank you again.”
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        * * *

      

      The lab results came in about an hour later. Tests done on fabric taken from six of the homes were inconclusive; however, they were all sites where the earliest abductions had taken place. There were faint traces of gas found in the later abduction sites, and the strongest result came from the home shared by Marina and Hannah Brown, the latest victims. Jessica’s theory had been proven correct. The women were being abducted from their homes.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign had thrown down two more sandwiches before leaving for the day; they were both tuna. Marina didn’t like tuna. It was what their mother used to give them all the time instead of cooking a decent meal. She ate the sandwich anyway, knowing she’d need her strength.

      Hannah hadn’t eaten and had stopped talking.

      Marina’s escape plans were hindered by her injured knee. While she was able to climb onto the composting toilet with a great effort, the discomfort of supporting herself there made her knee feel worse.

      After struggling to find a position she could adopt that wouldn’t put stress on her knee, Marina admitted defeat and gingerly lowered herself off the toilet and sat on the side of the bed. Her leg needed rest. It would do her no good to create a space to escape through if she would be unable to climb out of it. She hoped a day of rest would leave her knee feeling better, then prayed that Sovereign allowed them to have that one more day.

      They had been taken from their apartment two days earlier. She hadn’t followed the Sovereign case with great interest, but she remembered reading that most of his victims were found four or five days later. That would mean they had no more than three days left, and perhaps fewer than that.

      Marina was filled with frustration at not being able to work at escaping, but she saw it as an opportunity to care for Hannah. She lay on the bed beside her sister and hugged her from behind.

      “I don’t know what that bastard said to you but it was all lies. We’re getting out of here, Hannah. I am not dying here and neither are you.”

      Hannah turned and looked at Marina, then up at the ceiling. Marina understood what she was thinking.

      “Yes, I’ve stopped working. My knee needs a day’s rest. But tomorrow we’re getting out of here.”

      Instead of cheering Hannah, Marina’s words depressed her further. She knew that if Marina wasn’t working, it was because she couldn’t work, due to her knee, and there was no guarantee it would improve.

      “We’re going to die here,” Hannah whispered, and they would be the last words she spoke that day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The news had spread throughout Pauly Favaro’s organization about Sergio, Del, and Tony getting their asses handed to them by one man.

      Two of Sergio’s friends decided they would do something about that.

      With the Sovereign task force reorganizing its resources to adjust to the realization that Sovereign was taking victims in their homes, Harris suggested to Jessica that she and her husband could return to their hotel until needed. The same was true for Dr. Travers, who had an office in the city.

      Jessica agreed, and she and White left police headquarters around noon. After a leisurely lunch and a bit of sightseeing, the couple returned to their hotel. White then decided to go for a run while Jessica said she would work out in the hotel’s fitness center.

      The hotel was a short distance away from High Park, a beautiful and scenic oasis of green that took up over four hundred acres and had a large pond. White went there to run. When he was on a trail and rounding a curve, two men stepped out from behind trees. Their faces were covered, they were holding knives, and dressed all in black.
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        * * *

      

      White spotted the first of the men when he stepped into view on his right; the guy had a black hood on his head that revealed only his eyes and his mouth. Then he saw a second man leave the shelter of the trees on his left. His hood was black as well, and his knife glistened in the sunlight.

      The man on the left spoke. “You’re going to pay for what you did to Sergio, asshole.”

      The two masked figures stood there brandishing their long blades and looking menacing. It was likely they had expected White to skitter to a stop and plead for his life. White wasn’t much of a pleader and he didn’t stop running.

      He quickened his pace, changed direction, and charged at the man on his right. When he was close enough, he launched himself at the man feetfirst. White smashed into the guy and caused him to slam against the tree he’d been hiding behind.

      After landing on his back, White was on his feet in an instant and headed for the man he had taken down. The guy had slid down along the tree and was sitting on the ground. He was stunned, but still held onto his blade.

      Mr. White sent a hard kick into the man’s throat, crushing his larynx. After that, the man no longer held onto his knife, as his hands were at his throat and he struggled to take in a breath.

      White claimed the knife from the ground as the second man charged at him from behind. Seeing that White had a weapon of his own, the man stopped, shifted his knife to his left hand, then reached beneath his shirt for the gun that was holstered on his hip.

      The plan had been to kill White quietly with knives, but plans changed. White reared back his arm and tossed the knife as the man removed the gun from his holster. The blade sank deep into the man’s chest, and the gun slipped from his grasp. Having used knives before to kill, the two men had dressed in black so their victim’s blood would be less noticeable. It worked. The blood leaking from the thug’s chest darkened the shirt he was wearing, but only caused it to appear wet.

      The guy looked down at the blade protruding from his chest, placed a hand on its handle, then collapsed, falling forward. When he hit the ground, the blade was driven in deeper.

      Two women came along the path. When they spotted the man lying ahead with blood pooling around him, they took off running back the way they had come.

      White took out his phone, found Inspector Harris’s number, and let him know about his interesting outing in the park.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica arrived on the scene minutes after Harris. There were three other detectives with Harris. One of them confirmed that the two men were members of the Canadian Mafia and connected to Pauly Favaro. Both men were dead. The kick White delivered to his assailant’s throat had crushed the man’s airway and he had suffocated.

      Harris wanted to assign an officer to accompany White wherever he went. After hearing that, Detective Verow volunteered.

      “I’ll be driving them around at times anyway. I might as well cover the day shift.”

      Harris agreed, although White said he didn’t need to be babysat.

      “I can handle myself.”

      Harris pointed at the two dead men. “You’ve proven that. Still, I’ll feel better knowing you’re protected. That goes for you as well, Dr. White. I’ll place an officer on duty outside your hotel suite.”

      Jessica nodded. “If you think that’s best.”

      After having given his statement to three separate officers, White was allowed to leave the park with Jessica. Verow drove them back to their hotel. A uniformed officer was with them named Givens. He was to stay outside their suite and stand guard until he was relieved by another officer. Givens was experienced, and appeared competent.

      When they were back inside their hotel room and alone, Jessica hugged White.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right. This case is becoming dangerous.”

      “I don’t think Favaro was behind the attack and I told Harris the same thing. One of the dead men mentioned they were there to pay me back for what I did to one of their friends, the men from the parking garage. Besides, Favaro wants you to help him. It would do him no good if you blamed him for my death.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, and I believe you’re right. Favaro is afraid the police will find Sovereign first. Since the only connection the two men have is by way of Favaro’s daughter, maybe she was carrying something of importance when she was taken.”

      “Her or her friend, Luna Tamburo. What do we know about her?”

      “The reports state that the two girls had been friends practically since birth.”

      “That must mean the girl’s father is in the mob.”

      “I don’t think so. If I recall correctly, the man is an accountant.”

      “Maybe he’s Favaro’s accountant.”

      Jessica made an “Ah” expression, as an idea came to her. “If Luna Tamburo’s father is Favaro’s accountant, then maybe his concern over Sovereign has something to do with that.”

      “You could be right. And if he needs to get to Sovereign before the police do, he’s probably out of luck.”

      “I would think so,” Jessica said. “I see no way for him to find Sovereign on his own.”

      That was not necessarily the case. Dr. Travers was doing her best to see to it that such an outcome occurred.
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        * * *

      

      Travers had been so disgusted with Van Dyke’s verbal slip that she had told him to leave her alone for the rest of the day, so she wouldn’t have to look at him. As punishment for his faux pas, she gave him a load of busy work to do.

      She had also cancelled her afternoon appointment. There had been only one, and with a longtime patient. But Travers was having trouble concentrating and wasn’t in the mood to listen to her patient whine about her troubles. She longed for the day when she could make money solely by her book sales. Before that could happen, she needed to become more well-known.

      Sovereign could help her with that. At the same time, the man could make her a lot of money. She was planning to set him up so Pauly Favaro could get to him before the police.

      Sovereign finally left a new message in the draft folder of the email account. In it, he asked Travers if there was anything new to report concerning the task force. She responded by telling him about the discovery that he was taking his victims from their homes.

      She hadn’t expected to get a reply right away, but a new email appeared in the draft folder seconds later.

      How did they figure it out?

      Dr. Jessica White has joined the investigation. She was the one who figured out what you were doing.

      She’s here? Dr. White is here in Toronto?

      Yes.

      I need you to tell me everything you know about her.

      Why?

      Because I’m going to kill that bitch.

      Travers read the last message and was surprised by it, as well as the sentiment behind it. She got the impression Sovereign hated Jessica. He hated her enough to kill her; that was certain.

      When she considered what to write back, she realized it could only help her if Jessica did meet with a sad fate. If Dr. Jessica White, the famed serial killer hunter, were murdered by a serial killer, that would be news worldwide. Such attention on a case she was involved in would only increase Travers’ visibility to the public. She might even write a book about the tragic death of her good friend and colleague, Dr. Jessica White. She wrote back to Sovereign.

      I’ll find out what I can. But be advised, she’s being guarded by the police.

      Why are they guarding her? Do they suspect I might go after her?

      Her husband was threatened earlier by men associated with Pauly Favaro. The doctor’s husband killed the men.

      I know about him. I’d like to kill him too.

      I wouldn’t attempt that. The man is lethal.

      So am I, but you’re right. I’ll concentrate on his wife. I can’t wait to strangle the bitch.

      Travers decided to make her appeal. Jessica being dead might help her gain more notoriety, but if she could deliver Sovereign to Favaro, that would place two hundred thousand dollars in her pocket right away.

      I want to meet with you in person. I’ll let you pick the time and place.

      Sovereign’s new message came in a minute later

      I would like that, Angela. I think you and I would get along fine.

      Travers shivered as she imagined the serial killer touching her. The man had strangled more than two dozen women to death. She typed in a new message.

      Let me know when and where and I’ll meet with you. The sooner the better.

      I’ll make it soon. Be sure to let me know where I can find Jessica White. Goodbye for now.

      Travers leaned back in her office chair. When Sovereign contacted her to meet in person, Favaro’s people would be there to greet him instead.
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      Michael Van Dyke had decided to spend the afternoon in the coffee shop his sister worked at. He was seated at a back table and doing the busy work Travers had given him. His sister joined him at the table when she had a break.

      Anna Van Dyke resembled her brother, but she was like a better-looking female version of him. She had been in her freshman year of college at Barnard in New York City when her father experienced his financial woes. Anna had been close to her father and took his death hard, particularly after losing her mother three years earlier to tuberculosis. Michael and Anna’s father had died after suffering a stroke. Michael believed it had been a result of the stress his father had been under.

      Being so near to finishing his schooling, Michael had been able to complete college, but not Anna. She’d had to drop out and return home to Toronto, then find work. She had been planning to have a career in academia, but she wound up quitting school at the end of her first year. Her brother encouraged her to continue her studies at a less prestigious college, but Anna always said it wouldn’t be the same. She had loved being a student at Barnard, and she had been forced to leave behind her friends as well. To make matters worse, her lover had broken things off with her. He’d been ten years older than Anna and already successful in his field. He'd also been married; that was something she hadn’t known until after their relationship ended.

      “What are you working on, Michael?”

      “The doctor has me compiling a list of radio and TV shows that interview guests. When I’m done getting the list together, I’m to call them and let them know she’s available to be interviewed.”

      “Dr. Travers craves fame, doesn’t she?”

      Van Dyke rolled his eyes. “She wants to be famous the way an addict wants crack.”

      “Maybe she’ll get her wish when the police capture Sovereign. Are they any closer?”

      “Yeah, but not because of anything Dr. Travers has done. Dr. Jessica White has figured out how Sovereign is taking his victims. The woman is really smart. She’s not hard on the eyes either.”

      “I’ve heard of Dr. White. She’s caught several serial killers.”

      Van Dyke nodded, then he reached over to take his sister’s hand. “How are you doing?”

      Anna put on a fake smile. “I’m living the dream.”

      He released her hand and leaned back in his chair. “I know it sucks right now, Anna, but it won’t always. Dr. White said something to me that made me mad at the time, but the more I thought about it, the more I believe she was right, and I told her so earlier.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She pointed out that it was possible for me to rebuild back the family wealth, and she’s right. I’ve got my whole life in front of me. We both do. There’s nothing stopping us from getting ahead.”

      “You have a college education, Michael. I serve coffee all day, and the tips aren’t that good, believe me.”

      “Anna, you can still go to school. It won’t be Barnard College and you won’t be living in New York, but you can still get an education.”

      Anna stared down at the table with her hands balled into fists. When her hands relaxed, she looked up and smiled at her brother.

      “You’re right. I should put the past behind me and rethink my expectations. I’ll consider going back to college in the fall.”

      Van Dyke grinned. “Yeah. Do that. I mean it, Anna. We can be rich again someday if we work hard enough. I plan to learn about investing; I don’t want to repeat Dad’s mistakes.”

      “He suffered from bad luck, Michael. That’s what bankrupted him.”

      “Sure.”

      Anna stood. “I have to get back to work.”

      “What time do you get off?”

      “I’m working a double shift since someone called out sick.”

      “Too bad. I wanted to have dinner with you tonight.”

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “I hope so. I hardly see you anymore unless I come here.”

      Anna walked off and returned behind the counter, where she smiled at a customer and asked what she could get them. Van Dyke gathered up his laptop and drifted out of the coffee shop.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had been disappointed the day before, because Matt Campbell hadn’t been working at the restaurant. They learned he had traded shifts with a friend and would be working the next night. That was why Samantha and Kate were at the restaurant again.

      Kate spotted Campbell as they walked in and smiled at Samantha. “He’s here. You’ll get your chance to talk to him.”

      They made certain to sit at a table in the section Campbell was working. After sitting, Samantha complained about not feeling well. Kate looked over at her with a concerned expression.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. I feel jittery and my palms are sweating.”

      “It sounds like you’re nervous.”

      “Is that what being nervous is like?”

      “You’ve never been nervous about anything before?”

      “I guess not.”

      Kate grinned at her. “You’re a little weird, Samantha, but I really like you.”

      “I like you too,” Samantha said, then she swallowed nervously as Matt Campbell approached their table.

      Campbell lowered himself on his haunches when he reached them and smiled in greeting. Samantha felt her heart beat faster and sent him a silly grin in return.

      “What’s up, ladies?”

      Kate looked over at Samantha, expecting her to say something. Samantha opened her mouth, but no words came out. Kate began speaking so things wouldn’t get awkward.

      “I’m Kate and this is Samantha; we go to the same college as you.”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen you around, Kate.” Campbell looked at Samantha. “And you, you’re the little girl who skipped a few grades in high school, right?”

      Samantha said, “I…” and that’s all she said, as she seemed to have difficulty finding her voice.

      Kate ordered the same things the two of them had tried the night before. They had both enjoyed their meals and figured they would get the same meals again. Only Samantha would eat what Kate had the night before, while Kate did the same. That way, they could each try something new, while knowing it would be good.

      Campbell went off to give the kitchen their orders. When he was gone, Samantha leaned back in her seat. Her face had reddened. Embarrassment was another new experience for her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I couldn’t talk. Being so close to him made me so nervous.” She moaned. “And then he called me a little girl.”

      “He didn’t mean anything by it, Samantha. It’s just that you’re younger than we are.”

      “Did I make a fool of myself?”

      “No. He probably thinks you’re shy.”

      “I’ve never experienced anything like that before. I don’t like it.”

      “I had something similar happen to me when I was your age. I wanted this boy in high school to ask me to the prom, so I made sure to run into him in the halls.”

      “What happened?”

      “I froze up the way you did. It’s natural when you like someone a lot. Look how my brother acts around you; it’s the same thing.”

      Campbell returned to their table with their drinks and a plate of bread and butter. Samantha thanked him for doing so, and he smiled and told her she was welcome. After he left to see to another table, Kate congratulated Samantha.

      “That was better.”

      “You compared me to Lyle; I don’t want Matt to think of me as a perv.”

      Kate laughed. “Are you kidding? Guys wish women would perv on them.”

      “But Matt doesn’t think of me as a woman, just a little girl.”

      “He wasn’t trying to offend you.”

      “I know, and I am only sixteen.”

      The rest of the meal went well, and Samantha spoke to Campbell several times. Being highly intelligent, she realized she was attracted to Campbell because of his looks, and not because they had anything in common, although Samantha did like baseball. She’d become interested in the sport through White and had gone to see several games with her father and her brother, Liam.

      Kate had something in common with Campbell. She was wearing a T-shirt she’d bought at a concert the previous year. Matt Campbell mentioned he was a fan of the band called Razor Riot, and that he had been at the same concert. The two of them discussed the band’s music and found that they also knew some of the same people. Samantha had no interest in the band, didn’t know their friends, and felt like a third wheel.

      Kate tried to include Samantha in the conversation and mentioned to Campbell that she was a talented clothing designer. Campbell smiled politely but seemed to have no interest in the topic.

      Kate and Samantha left the restaurant and climbed into Kate’s car. Kate patted her on the arm.

      “Cheer up. At least Matt knows who you are now.”

      “He knows and doesn’t care.”

      “There’s a baseball game on Saturday. Why don’t we go see it and watch him play? The more often you’re around him, the better the odds are that he’ll take an interest in you.”

      Samantha considered it, then nodded. “All right. Thanks, Kate.”
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        * * *

      

      Lyle was on the computer in the living room when they returned to Kate’s house. Samantha smiled at him and said hello. She had sympathy for him she hadn’t possessed before becoming tongue-tied around Campbell.

      For his part, Lyle caught himself staring and went back to what he was doing on the computer. Kate left them to go upstairs and speak to her mother. While she was gone, Samantha walked over to see what video game Lyle was playing. She was surprised to see that he was on the website of an online brokerage firm.

      “Do you invest in stocks, Lyle?”

      “I do, but I have to do so through my dad’s account, because of my age. You know how it is.”

      “I do. I have an account through my father as well.”

      “What do you invest with? Do you have a job?”

      “I design dresses and sell them online. I then invest most of my profits since my parents pay for everything.”

      “I do the same thing with my lawn care business, and last winter I made good money shoveling out driveways.”

      “That must have been tiring.”

      Lyle laughed. “I never touched a shovel. I hired some of the guys at school and had them do the work. My job was signing up customers. I even ran a few online ads.”

      Kate returned downstairs holding a book.

      “Is he bothering you, Samantha?”

      “No. We were having a conversation about investments.”

      “Oh that. Yeah, my dad says the little nerd makes more money with stocks than he does. He’s letting Lyle make his stock picks for him now.”

      “Dad buys and sells too much. I keep telling him to buy a good stock and then just hold on to it.”

      “I do the same thing,” Samantha said.

      Kate handed her the book. It was a new biography about fashion designer Ann Lowe. Samantha had asked to borrow it.

      They left the house and Kate drove Samantha home. Before leaving the car, they made plans to go to the baseball game to watch Matt Campbell play. That night, as she was falling asleep, Samantha wasn’t thinking about Campbell. Instead, it was Lyle who was on her mind.
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      Marina never would have imagined that being abducted by a serial killer could be dull, but she was bored out of her mind. The previous day had sped by as she had worked on the floorboards. With her knee injured, all she could do was sit around and wait for the time to pass.

      Hannah wasn’t making things better. She wasn’t talking and had gone inside herself. Marina hadn’t seen her do that since they were children.

      She tried to get Hannah to talk to her without success, nor would Hannah eat, but she did sip on a bottle of water during the day. Seeing her sister in such a state only made Marina more determined to escape.

      Her knee had improved slightly. When she placed weight on it, it hurt, but the ache wasn’t as intense as it had been. She also thought the swelling was lessening. At one point, she had lowered herself to the floor and taken a look at the wooden slats supporting the mattress. They were made of hard wood and were about four feet long. Once she was able to remove the floorboards out of the way, Marina would use one of those slats to act as a lever, while the remaining floorboards could work as a fulcrum, so she could tip over the refrigerator.

      Thinking of the refrigerator brought back thoughts of food. There was still a tuna sandwich left, but it belonged to Hannah. Then again, the thing had been out so long it was probably not safe to eat.

      There was no way to tell time inside the cell, but Marina felt certain it must be nearing evening. That meant Sovereign would be returning soon.

      Marina dreaded seeing him again, not so much for herself, but for Hannah, and feared for her sister’s mental state.

      She decided she would be more accommodating to Sovereign and give him what he wanted. If she acted frightened and let him believe he had broken her, then maybe he would leave Hannah alone.

      Being submissive might also cause Sovereign to let his guard down. If that happened, Marina would free her knife and use it on the bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Travers returned home to her apartment after stopping to pick up dinner at a supermarket. She had no plans to cook, nor any knowledge of how to do so. The supermarket sold prepared foods, which she would buy several of twice a week, and then eat one each night. It was more expensive than cooking, but she didn’t care. Her focus was on becoming rich; being in debt didn’t bother her. Perhaps it should have. If her dreams of wealth and fame never materialized, she would wake up one day to discover what many before her had, that paying for today’s pleasures with tomorrow’s dollars rarely ended well.

      She was daydreaming about wealth when she walked through her door and kicked off her heels. The wealth she coveted was the two hundred thousand dollars Favaro said he would give her.

      She was confident Sovereign would make contact soon. When he did, she would lead him right into a trap. After putting the food away, she took out her phone and checked to see if Sovereign had left a new message. He hadn’t, and she felt a stab of disappointment, but before she left the email account, she saw that a new draft had been added.

      “Yes!” she said. When she read the message, she saw it contained only four words.

      The time is now.

      She typed back, And where would you like to meet? while walking into her bedroom with her eyes locked on her phone screen. Instead of answering her through the phone, Sovereign spoke his reply.

      “This is as good a place as any.”

      Travers released a shriek of fright and fumbled her phone. Sovereign was seated on the love seat she kept near her bed. He was wearing a black suit and had on a gray ski mask to hide his face.

      “I apologize for frightening you, Doctor, but I thought it best we meet in person.”

      Travers rested her hand over her heart. “Sovereign? You’re Sovereign?”

      “In the flesh,” he said, then stood and walked toward her. With her heels off, Sovereign stood nearly a foot taller than she was. He looked her over. “I thought the photos I saw of you online might have been touched-up, but no, if anything, you’re more beautiful in person.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You asked to meet with me; we’re meeting. Now, I need you to tell me what you’ve found out about Dr. White.”

      “I need my phone,” Travers said. She pretended she was going to pick it up, then spun around and raced out of the room. Sovereign caught up to her before she reached the door and grabbed her by both arms.

      “Do not scream. Do you hear me?”

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      Sovereign released one arm, then the other. “I won’t hurt you, Angela. If I wanted to hurt you, I would have done so already. I’ve come here to talk.”

      He sounded sincere; it calmed Travers some, but her heart was still beating wildly. Being so close to Sovereign, she could see that his eyes were brown, and the hair of his eyebrows were dark. She was five-foot-four in her stocking feet, that would place him at about six-foot-three. Judging by the way his suit fit him, the man was in good shape.

      She remembered Favaro’s promise to pay her if she could deliver Sovereign to him, and now here he was standing in front of her. Travers took in a deep breath, put a smile on her face, and held out her hand.

      “It’s-it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry for how I behaved.”

      Sovereign’s smile returned as he reached out a gloved hand to shake hers. Travers tried not to think about all the women he had strangled to death with that same hand. His smile was a good one. The teeth were straight and gleaming white.

      Travers released his hand first, then settled on her sofa. “If you kill Jessica White, the authorities will double their efforts to capture you. That may include a collaboration with the FBI in the United States. The woman has many friends there.”

      “And if I don’t kill her, she may get lucky and lead the police right to me. How did she figure out that I was taking the women from their apartments?”

      “She found it impossible to believe you could have taken them from the sites we assumed you had. Once she ruled that out, she came up with the correct theory. They also know about the gas.”

      Sovereign paced in front of her, absorbing the news. When he stopped walking, he smiled again.

      “It doesn’t matter what they know; I’ll still be able to get women. I’ll change my approach and begin taking one at a time. They won’t expect that.”

      Travers nodded. The man standing before her sounded sane, but what he was saying marked him as anything but rational. He spoke of abducting women off the street to later kill them the way another man might discuss stopping for gas.

      “Tell me what you know about Dr. White.”

      Travers did so, including the doctor’s hotel and room number. The hotel was nearby, and several city blocks away from her apartment building. She ended by telling him about the police officer who would be guarding the suite. She did so to dissuade him visiting the hotel. She didn’t want the police to capture him.

      “Why is she being guarded? They can’t suspect that I’d go after her.”

      “It’s not you they’re worried about. The doctor’s husband was attacked in High Park earlier. He killed the two men who attacked him.”

      “Was he injured?”

      “No.”

      “Who attacked him?”

      Travers didn’t want to mention Pauly Favaro, so she told Sovereign she didn’t know the reason behind the attack.

      “Stand up.”

      Travers did so, and she fought not to flinch away as Sovereign moved closer. After rolling his mask up to reveal his mouth, he leaned over and kissed Travers on the lips for several seconds.

      “I’ll see you around, Angela.”

      He walked to the door, checked the peephole to make sure no one was in the hallway, then opened the door and left.

      Travers fell back onto her sofa, only to bounce up and run over to lock the door. Travers touched her lips. Despite the fear she’d felt, she had quite enjoyed that kiss.
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      The sound of a car engine woke Marina. Sovereign had returned.

      She reminded herself to act meek and allow him to see her fear. And fearful she was, knowing that at any moment the man might decide to end their lives.

      She looked over at Hannah and saw her gazing up at the ceiling with an expression of terror. She had also heard the car’s arrival. Fresh tears flowed down Hannah’s face.

      Sovereign entered the house and the snap of the bolts being slid back on the trapdoor followed. Marina was looking up when the door was pulled open, and Sovereign smiled down at them. Seeing him caused Hannah to whimper.

      When Marina said nothing, Sovereign spoke to her. “What? No complaints today?”

      “No, and I’m sorry about the way I’ve been acting.”

      Sovereign raised an eyebrow. “You’re sorry?”

      “Yes.”

      He stared at her, then reached for the ladder and slid it down into the cell. Afterward, he took out his gun and pointed it at her.

      “Get up here, both of you.”

      Hannah whimpered again before curling into a ball. She was trembling so hard that Sovereign could see it from his elevated height.

      “Is she really that afraid of me? The hell with her. Come up here alone, Marina.”

      Marina thought about saying, “Yes sir,” but thought that would be overdoing it. She stepped onto the first rung of the ladder carefully, then found that her injured left knee supported her weight better than it had earlier. The day’s rest had done it good. And not just the knee, but her shoulders as well. Working overhead for hours as she had done left them aching, along with her right hand, which had formed callouses from holding the knife for so long. She was certain if she had one more day to work on the ceiling that she could make it out of the cell.

      Sovereign backed up and moved over to the table, where he took a seat. He kept his gun aimed at Marina every second. She walked over and reached out a hand to pull a chair away from the table, so she could sit, but she froze when Sovereign raised his left hand.

      “I didn’t tell you to sit.”

      Marina moved her hand away from the chair and lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Sovereign studied her. “Yeah, you said that before.”
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign had returned home in a good mood after his meeting with Travers. He’d been expecting to have it soured by dealing with Marina. Instead, the woman was acting timid. He looked at Marina with a critical eye. It overjoyed him when one of his victims broke and became docile, wanting only to please him in the hope that it would save their lives.

      Many of them had offered to sleep with him, to do anything he wanted, as long as it meant another day above ground.

      Sovereign wasn’t certain Marina had reached that point yet, quite the opposite, he believed she was pretending to be submissive and apologetic to spare her sister from having to deal with him.

      Sovereign had no desire to deal with Hannah anymore. The woman had broken too easily. He’d only hinted at the pain and degradation he could inflict on her the night before and saw her come apart. Marina’s strong spirit and lack of fear had been annoying, but her sister’s complete lack of spirit was just as undesirable.

      He decided to see how far he could push Marina before she reverted to form and insulted him.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Marina nodded.

      “Too bad. I’m done feeding you two, and there’s no point to it, really.”

      Marina didn’t respond.

      “What’s wrong? No remarks about how pathetic I am to try to scare you?”

      “I’m sorry for the things I said before.”

      “Why?”

      “They were unkind.”

      Sovereign smiled, certain her new behavior was an act.

      “You’re boring me, Marina. I think I’ll bring your sister up here instead. She’s better looking than you are anyway.”

      “Don’t. Please? What do you want me to do? I’ll do it.”

      “All right, get naked.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Take off your clothes. You get naked and I won’t bother your sister.”

      Marina swallowed hard, fearing she might be raped, but she would endure anything to spare Hannah more pain.

      She moved slowly as she removed her top, and was glad she had left her knife behind, hidden under the bed, along with its sheath. She couldn’t take the chance that Sovereign would discover it on her and take it away. Without the knife, she’d have no way to remove the floorboards and escape.

      She had a sports bra on beneath her top. It was form-fitting and made from thin material that displayed a great deal of cleavage. However, she was not surprised when she saw that Sovereign wasn’t looking at her breasts. Like anyone else who saw her uncovered, he was looking at her arms.

      Scars were up and down each arm, old scars given to her by her mother. They had been caused by lit cigarettes over the span of years, beginning when she was only seven. When she’d gotten older and learned to fight back, the torture with the cigarettes stopped and her mother would withhold food. Not that there was ever much food around. Putting her cigarettes out on Marina’s arms had been her mother’s favorite way to punish her when she’d been a “Bad girl.”

      For some reason, Hannah had escaped such punishment, and had been verbally abused instead. Despite the physical pain she had suffered, Marina wouldn’t say she had it worse, and the verbal abuse had certainly scarred Hannah where scars couldn’t be observed, within the mind. It was why she retreated into herself after enduring Sovereign’s threats and insinuations of violence. Had he actually struck Hannah, she might have handled it better.

      A look of disgust flittered across Sovereign’s face. It was a look Marina was familiar with and why she hadn’t been with anyone in years. She hated seeing that look, but she was glad to see it now. Sovereign’s revulsion of her scars might spare her from having the man sexually assault her. If he thought they were bad now, he should have seen them when they were fresh. He would have thrown up.

      “Did your mother give you those scars?”

      “Yes.”

      “Put your top back on and go back to your cell.”

      Marina redressed and moved carefully, while staying ready for Sovereign to attack her again, as he had the night before when he’d shoved her through the hole in the floor.

      Sovereign stayed seated with the gun now lying on the table. After she had climbed down the ladder, Marina heard him moving around. The ladder was withdrawn, and the trapdoor slammed and locked.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign returned to the table and sat heavily in the chair. Anger was building in him. His two newest victims were the worst he’d ever had, granting him no satisfaction. One was too weak to take joy in breaking, while the other had a knack for making him feel emotions he’d rather not experience.

      Sympathy. He’d felt a flash of sympathy for Marina after viewing the scars her mother had left her with. And worse, he had thought of her as a person again, and not as the thing she was, Victim Number Twenty-nine.

      His good mood at meeting Travers in person was gone, to be replaced by anger and a feeling of melancholy. He rose from the table and headed into the bedroom to change out of his clothes and shower.

      An image of Marina standing before him with her scars on display came to him and he shoved it aside. So what if the woman suffered as a child. That was in the past. She was no longer an abused child. She was a grown woman, and he had made her his prey. When the time came to kill her, he wouldn’t hesitate, and yes, then at last he would get satisfaction when he strangled the life out of her.

      Sovereign showered, watched TV for a while, then went to bed early. He had a big day ahead of him. Tomorrow was the day he planned to kill Dr. Jessica White.
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      Jessica and White arrived at police headquarters the following morning and learned that another local celebrity had been murdered. A young nightclub owner and social media star named Selina Trumble had been stabbed to death inside her apartment. A spokesperson for the police department was claiming the death had no connection to the Celeb Slasher case, a case they had marked as closed. Jessica wasn’t so sure. She asked Harris if she could get a look at the files on the closed case and he agreed.

      “There’s no harm in letting you see the file. Still, I think last night’s death was unrelated.”

      “Was there a connection between the earlier victims?”

      “None that we could find, other than the fact they were all natives of the city. Heidi Madison, the news anchor, was thought to be the reason for the murders, and why the others were killed. It was an attempt by Madison’s husband to make us believe we were dealing with a mad slasher and that his wife’s death was an act of fate, instead of premeditated murder.”

      “Who were the other victims?”

      “The first one was a financial guru and author, and the second was a man whose name I don’t remember, but I do know he was a celebrity chef in New York City. He was back here in Toronto with his wife because his mother had become ill. I can’t recall the particulars about the other victim.”

      The conference room being used by the task force was quieter than usual. Most of its members were out on the street chasing down leads and tips received on the hotline, even knowing that they would likely be false leads that meant nothing.

      All resources were being focused on finding Sovereign as swiftly as possible. With Marina and Hannah entering their fourth day of being held captive, the police were aware that time was running out for them, given Sovereign’s MO.

      It was a Saturday, and Dr. Travers had decided to stay home. Harris had offered Jessica and White the day off, citing the lack of new developments in the hunt for Sovereign, but Jessica wanted to at least make an appearance and go over once more what little was known about Sovereign. She had spent the previous day refreshing herself on the Monarch case. It was assumed that Sovereign had named himself as a tribute to Monarch, Monarch who had nearly claimed the record for the most victims by a serial killer. But why was there such admiration? After all, the man had failed to reach his goal and was currently rotting away in prison. It caused Jessica to wonder if there was a personal connection between the two killers. If so, what could it be?
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        * * *

      

      Marina lay on the bed beside Hannah while rubbing her sister’s back. Hannah had woken her with her sobs in the middle of the night, then become quiet and unresponsive. It was like being with someone in a waking coma. Hannah’s eyes were open, but she saw nothing, having gone inside herself as she had as a child during one of their mother’s punishment sessions. It was something Hannah hadn’t done in more than ten years. Back then, Hannah had returned to her old self within hours. Marina feared that this time the withdrawal from reality was permanent. If so, it could be a blessing. If she were unable to escape and get help, being in a waking coma might protect Hannah from the final horror Sovereign undoubtably had planned for them, a death by strangling.

      Marina had lain awake for hours after having what she’d guessed was a few hours of sleep. Not being able to know what time it was annoyed her. If she were kept down inside the cell for weeks, she was sure she’d lose all sense of time. That said, she was certain it must be morning, and yet, Sovereign hadn’t left the house.

      He was up and about, and she had caught the scent of fresh coffee, along with bacon, which had made her mouth water. As hungry as she was, she had eaten the day before, but Hannah hadn’t had a bite in two days. Marina looked up at the ceiling while talking under her breath.

      “Leave, you son of a bitch. Leave the house.”

      Her knee was much better. She’d gotten up earlier to use the composting toilet and realized she no longer limped. The rest had relaxed the kink she’d had in her neck as well, and her shoulders no longer ached. If she were allowed a few more hours at the ceiling with her knife, Marina was certain she could break through and climb out.

      Another hour passed and Sovereign remained. That was when Marina realized it was a Saturday. Sovereign wasn’t leaving the house because he didn’t need to go to work. That knowledge dampened Marina’s spirit. She wondered if time had run out for her and Hannah.

      She’d been drifting off to sleep again when she heard a door above her open and close. Sovereign was finally leaving the house. But was he going out to run a quick errand or would he be gone for hours?

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Marina had an opportunity to resume her work on the ceiling. She was up and moving the toilet over when she heard his car starting. She was digging away at the wood with her knife again by the time the car was headed away from the house.

      Her knee supported her weight well and her sore hand had a firm grip on the knife. When she realized that Sovereign hadn’t bothered to feed them or even take the effort to taunt them, she took it for the bad sign it was. Why feed two women you planned to kill soon?

      Marina worked away with renewed vigor as she spoke to Hannah.

      “We’re getting out of here today, baby. I swear it.”

      Hannah gazed at the wall before her, having escaped into her own little world.
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        * * *

      

      Pauly Favaro was inside his office at the back of a restaurant he owned. It was an oak-paneled room with filled bookcases. It was more fitting for a lawyer than a thug with fourteen murders under his belt. Favaro had never read even one of the books on display and would have trouble getting through any of them without stopping to look up the meaning of a word every few minutes.

      His lack of schooling hadn’t stopped him from reaching the top of his profession. In his business, all you needed was a head for numbers and a knack for reading people.

      He was with his Underboss, Antonio Stucchi. Stucchi and Favaro went back to when they’d met in childhood. Favaro had been nicknamed Animal, while Stucchi’s nickname had been Beast. As young punks, they had terrorized the other kids in their neighborhood, and many of the kids’ parents.

      Stucchi had a disfigured nose from years of boxing, was thick with muscle, and known for his quick temper. He was telling Favaro something the mob boss already knew; their people weren’t happy.

      “This guy, White, he smacked around Sergio, then he kills Jacky and Vince. We need to do something, Pauly. The guy can’t be allowed to keep breathing after what he’s done.”

      “I know, but if I have the guy killed, his wife will make certain I never get my hands on Sovereign.”

      Stucchi shrugged his huge shoulders. “Who says she’ll find Sovereign before we do? Nobody knows who the guy is.”

      “This Jessica White is spooky in the way she catches killers, and she does it all the time. If she finds out who Sovereign is, she might call me to get her hands on the money I offered.”

      “Make her find Sovereign for you.”

      “And how do I do that?”

      “Easy. We grab up the husband and let her know we’ll let him go if she finds Sovereign and tells us where he is. Once we have Sovereign, we kill the bitch’s husband.”

      Favaro leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk as he considered the idea. It would be a desperate move, but he was getting desperate.

      “Do it. Send some of the guys to get the bastard. But make sure they know they can’t kill him. He won’t do me any good if he’s dead and can’t talk to his wife.”

      “I’ll send Arnie and his crew.”

      “And add two more men.”

      “Six guys?”

      “Yeah, this White bastard is tougher than he looks. You should have seen the way he took down Sergio. And Del, it took one punch, just one damn punch and Del was out cold.”

      “Okay, six guys, but I’ll want a woman too.”

      “A woman?”

      Stucchi smiled. “Yeah, and I know just the one.”

      “You’re talking about the cop, Verow?”

      “We own her; let’s use her.”

      “Yeah. Why not.”

      “I’ll have White on ice in a few hours, then that doctor wife of his will play ball.”

      Favaro pounded a fist on his desk. “Sovereign, I need Sovereign.”

      “And you’ll have him soon,” Stucchi said, as he headed out the door.
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      Samantha was entering a stadium to watch Matt Campbell play baseball. Campbell was to pitch, and it was rumored there was a talent scout on hand.

      Samantha was wearing a white and red dress of her own design. It was shorter than what she normally wore. She wanted Campbell to get a good look at her shapely legs. Kate was with her and wore a short dress as well; hers was green. Not surprising, as it was a warm day. Like Samantha, Kate had designed her own dress.

      They arrived early and snagged seats behind the dugout. The players were still warming up, and many were nearby. Campbell was one of them. When he spotted the pair, he smiled while waving. Samantha grinned back. She was raising her hand to wave when she saw that Campbell’s attention wasn’t on her, but on Kate.

      When he walked over, he leaned on the railing and told Kate he was glad she had come to the game.

      Kate placed her arm around Samantha’s shoulders. “We wanted to see you pitch today.”

      “I am so nervous. There’s a scout here from the Yankees.”

      “You’ll do fine,” Samantha said. “You’ve got a great curveball.”

      Campbell glanced at her, said, “Thanks,” then went back to speaking to Kate.

      “Razor Riot is giving a concert nearby. Are you planning on going?”

      “No, but I hadn’t heard about it. Maybe I’ll take Samantha with me and turn her into one of their fans.”

      “I thought you might go with a boyfriend.”

      Kate said, “I don’t have a boyfriend,” and Samantha’s heart sank when she saw how happy that news made Campbell.

      He was about to say something when his coach called his name. The coach was standing near a black man wearing street clothes. That man was the talent scout.

      “I have to go, but we’ll talk later. Hang out here after the game ends and I’ll join you.”

      Kate said they would and Campbell took off. She wasn’t oblivious to Campbell’s interest in her.

      “I’m sorry that didn’t go better.”

      “It went great—for you.”

      “Samantha, I’m not interested in Matt. He’s cute and all, but I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      “Do what? He has no interest in me; you might as well date him.”

      Kate became quiet. It made Samantha wonder if she was thinking about Campbell.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Sammi Verow had gotten a text from Favaro telling her to leave police headquarters and head to a gas station that was three miles away. She left the building after getting permission from Harris to run a quick errand.

      When she arrived at the gas station, she entered the attached convenience store as she’d been told to. Instead of Favaro, she was approached by Antonio Stucchi, who she knew by sight. As a girl, she once saw Stucchi beat a man in her neighborhood while using a baseball bat. She had a vivid memory of seeing the bloody and broken teeth of Stucchi’s victim lying in the street after the ambulance came and carted him off to the hospital.

      She’d been only eight then, and her parents had been with her. Her father told the cops he hadn’t seen a thing and that they’d all been inside their house. Every man who’d been there had lied to the police; they had all been afraid to testify, knowing that it might mark them for death.

      As Stucchi approached her, an image of those broken teeth flashed through Verow’s mind, and she saw Stucchi as the young tough he used to be. Her father had been right to lie. The police would not have protected him. She was the police and knew she couldn’t protect herself.

      “We need you to do us a favor. The next time White is alone with you in the car, you take him to this address.”

      Stucchi held out a folded piece of paper. Verow saw that his hands were massive and heavily veined. They were hands that could wield a bat well.

      She took the paper from him, unfolded it, and read the address that was typed on it. There was also a phone number listed.

      “This is over in Jane and Finch. I have no reason to take him to that area; he’ll know something is up.”

      “Lie to the man,” Stucchi said, then he looked her over. “Or hell, flirt with him. If you get him hot and bothered enough, he won’t care where you’re driving him.”

      “What’s going to happen to him?”

      “You don’t need to know that. Just bring him to us.” Stucchi held out an envelope. “A little something extra for your trouble.”

      Verow took the envelope. After checking to see that no one else was near them, she opened it and looked inside. There was two thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills. Two thousand dollars to betray her badge and set up a man to be killed. She was lucky to get that, she knew, and if she refused, something bad would happen to her. Favaro would release the photos he had of her accepting a bribe, or she might someday find herself looking at her own teeth lying in the street.

      Verow tucked the envelope inside her purse and told Stucchi news that made him smile.

      “Dr. White and her husband will be returning to their hotel soon. I was told the doctor’s husband would be going for a run. I was assigned to keep watch over him while he did so.”

      “Perfect. Call the number on that slip when the time comes. A guy named Arnie will answer.”

      “Whatever you’re planning to do, people will know you’re behind it, after all the trouble White caused you.”

      “Knowing something and proving it are two different things, honey,” Stucchi said, then he turned and walked off.

      Verow had been considering buying a sandwich for her lunch while she was in the store. She decided against it. Her appetite was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign was determined to kill Jessica for being responsible for his father’s capture. He felt he owed it to the man and knew that learning of her death would cheer him up.

      There were nights he’d had trouble falling asleep while imagining how horrible his father’s days must be. Dominic Righetti had been a thoracic surgeon who had traveled the world and was renowned in his field. But now he was locked away in a cell for twenty-three hours a day and forced to endure any number of indignities. His father had deserved a better fate, one that Jessica White had taken away from him, and right when he’d been on the verge of breaking the record for kills.

      They had planned to meet the next day and celebrate, but he had received a call that night from the police informing him that his mother had been arrested for three counts of abduction and attempted homicide.

      He knew then that everything would come crashing down, and that he needed to distance himself from it. His mother may have been Monarch’s partner, but she was also a pawn. He had been his father’s true partner and confidant, which was something his mother never knew.

      He pretended to be appalled by learning that his professor was the infamous serial killer Monarch, then later had to act revolted by the revelation that Dominic Righetti was his true father, and that Righetti and his mother had been involved for decades.

      Changing his name to Jonathan Hayes and moving to Toronto was intended to give him a fresh start. And he did start; he began killing. In those early days, he’d taken one victim at a time, and had yet to come up with the idea of using gas, or of taking women two at a time. He’d used another ploy back then to get women to trust him.

      Then came the day when a reporter asked to interview him. He was going to refuse until he realized it would be an opportunity to communicate with his father. Sovereign so wanted the man to know he was dedicated to carrying on his work, his mission in life. He did so by saying the opposite of what he felt. His father would have interpreted his words correctly and gained hope in the knowledge that he loved him and was following in his footsteps.

      By now, he must have heard that there was a serial killer named Sovereign taking women, and his father would know that it was him. Learning that Sovereign attacked and killed Jessica White would no doubt be the highlight of his year.

      Sovereign parked down the street from Jessica’s hotel. He was waiting to hear back from Dr. Travers. He had asked Travers to find out what Jessica’s movements were. He was planning to kill her inside her hotel room.

      Travers made an addition to the email account informing him that she’d been told Jessica had left police headquarters and had returned to her hotel room. She made a point of reminding him that Jessica was being guarded by a cop.

      Sovereign smiled when reading that. He was counting on the cop being there. The man would be an important part of his strategy to get inside Jessica’s hotel suite.

      Sovereign left his car and walked toward the hotel with a gun in clear view on his hip. Pinned next to the weapon on his belt was the shiny gold badge of a police detective.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Verow was with White. Jessica had driven them back to their hotel in their rental, where White had changed into a jogging outfit and sneakers so he could go for a run. Then Verow tagged along to keep watch over him. After all, it was her job to protect him.

      She’d had plenty of opportunity to text the number she’d been given to say she was bringing White to the trap Favaro had set for him, but she had hesitated.

      She liked White, thought the man was hot, and didn’t want to see anything bad happen to him. She also didn’t want to have anything bad happen to herself and knew she had to make the call.

      Verow had driven White to a different park than the one where he’d been attacked. It was a place where she could sit in her car and observe him while he did laps around a pond. She loved watching the man and had known no one who moved like him. Watching White walk was like watching silk slide across ice. It was no different when he ran, as he was doing now, while nearing the completion of his first mile long lap around the pond.

      Send the text, Sammi, she told herself. Make the call and earn that blood money you’d been given.

      She was disgusted with herself and the path that greed had taken her down. She was not the first cop to abandon her duty for the lure of easy money.

      She released a sigh of resignation as White glided past the spot where she was parked, then took out her phone and sent off the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m bringing White now.

      

      

      

      

      

      A reply came immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re ready for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      After letting White run on for a few more seconds, Verow activated a device, then put the car in gear to catch up to him. The device she turned on was designed to send out an interference signal that should block any attempts White made to use his phone. Verow didn’t want him calling his wife. If that happened, he would know she was lying.

      He would also suspect something was up if she didn’t calm herself, as she realized she was breathing fast and her palms were sweaty. She took a few deep breaths, wiped her hands on her slacks, and lowered her window. When White spotted her approaching his position along the bordering parking lot, he changed direction and ran over to the car.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes. I need you to come with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign entered the hotel.

      Pretending to be a cop was a ploy Sovereign had used to take his first few victims. That same strategy would allow him to get to Jessica.

      Thanks to Travers, Sovereign knew the name of the cop who was on duty to guard the doctor. He would use that knowledge to place the man at ease.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The officer tasked with guarding Jessica was named Carson Givens. He was thirty-two and had been on the force for nine years.

      Givens was seated in a chair outside Jessica’s suite; because the suite was located at the end of a corridor and around a corner, no one could see him unless they walked around that corner or exited the nearby stairwell. Someone did walk around the corner. Givens looked up from his phone’s screen and went on alert by rising from his seat, but then he spotted the gold badge on the guy’s belt and relaxed. When the man smiled at him and addressed him by name, he was lulled further into a state of calmness.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign approached Givens while holding two cups of coffee he had bought inside the hotel’s coffee shop.

      “Hey Givens, is that you? Long time no see.”

      “Um, yeah, it’s me… but I’m sorry, Detective, I don’t remember your name.”

      “I’m not surprised, it’s been a while. I’m Jones, Bob Jones. I used to work out of 13 Division, but now I’m at headquarters. Here, I brought you a coffee. I heard someone was standing watch up here and thought they could use a little conversation and some caffeine. I know how boring guard duty can be.”

      Givens accepted the cup while saying thanks. Sovereign nodded toward the door.

      “What’s the doc like? I heard she’s a looker.”

      Givens grinned as he removed the lid from his coffee. “She is that: blonde, blue eyes, great figure, the total package. And she’s smart too. She’s the one who figured out Sovereign was taking his victims from their homes instead of off the street.”

      “What do you mean? I hadn’t heard of that.”

      “Oh yeah,” Givens said, then went on to explain about how Sovereign had been faking the abduction sites. He would pause occasionally to take sips of his coffee, coffee that was laced with a powerful sedative the pharmaceutical representative Jonathan Hayes had ready access to.

      He kept Givens talking while waiting for the drug to take effect. A squeaking sound came from around the corner, halting their conversation, then a male hotel worker appeared, pushing a room service cart.

      “Do you recognize him, Givens?”

      “Yeah, he’s the same guy who was working yesterday. He’s cool.”

      The hotel worker smiled at Givens, and Sovereign, then knocked on the door of the suite. Jessica opened the door wide to allow the cart to be wheeled in, then she looked out and saw Sovereign. She smiled, thinking him to be the police detective he appeared to be.

      “They have two of you guarding us now?”

      Givens shook his head. “No, Doctor. Detective Jones was just kind enough to bring me a coffee.”

      “Yes,” Sovereign said. “I was in the hotel on another matter. Nothing serious.” After speaking, Sovereign eyed Givens. He needed the man to succumb to the drug, but not while the room service guy was still present. Having to deal with the hotel worker would be an unexpected complication.

      Givens was blinking more than he had been, then rubbed at his eyes. They were the first signs that the drug was kicking in. Sovereign expected him to collapse soon.

      The hotel worker left smiling from the tip he’d received and Sovereign was glad to see him go. Givens took another swig of his coffee.

      “You were right about the doc, Givens. She’s beautiful.”

      “I know, right? Her husband is a lucky guy.”

      “Is he here?”

      “Nope. The guy’s a runner and went out for a while. Detective Verow is covering him. Do you know Sammi?”

      “Um, yeah, I know him, great guy.”

      “Verow’s a woman, cute too.”

      “Oh, I must have been thinking of someone else.”

      Givens was going to say something, but then he staggered, reached out for the chair, and sat on it hard, as his legs gave out. The coffee cup had fallen from his hand and spilled the remainder of its contents onto the carpeted hallway floor.

      “What’s wrong, Givens?”

      “I don’t… I feel…” Givens’ eyes rolled back in his head and he fell from the chair, hit the floor, and rolled over onto his back. He would be out cold for hours.

      Sovereign pounded on Jessica’s door. “Doctor White! It’s Detective Jones. Please open the door, Doctor.”

      Jessica called to him. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Givens. I think he’s having a heart attack. I phoned for an ambulance, but since you’re a doctor, I figured you could help him.”

      After speaking, Sovereign knelt beside Givens, as if he were concerned about him.

      The peephole darkened, then the door swung open a moment later and Jessica stood in the doorway, looking down at Givens. She was about to go to him to assess his condition when Sovereign sprang up to shove Jessica with both hands. The impact sent her stumbling backwards into the room. Sovereign took out a knife as he passed through the doorway to follow her inside.
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      Verow told White she had received word that Sovereign had taken two new victims, and that they were to return to headquarters right away.

      “We’ll have to return to the hotel first to pick up my wife.”

      “That won’t be necessary. Inspector Harris was in the area and has already done that.”

      White climbed into the car, buckled up, then took out his phone to call Jessica. Verow could tell by his expression that he was having trouble connecting. That was good. She was afraid the device interfering with the phone signals might not work properly. If White was allowed to speak to his wife or Inspector Harris, Verow’s story would fall apart.

      No matter what happened, she would be lucky to come out okay, since she would have to make up a story about how White went missing while in her custody. She would stick to the truth and say that she believed he was taken by a group of Favaro’s thugs. No one needed to know she had helped them.

      White would soon know, but Verow didn’t expect he would be in a position to ever tell anyone. That bothered her, knowing she was setting up a man to be killed, but she felt trapped and was afraid that failure to do as she was told would result in her own death.

      White held up his phone. “I’m having trouble making a call.”

      “Yes, we received an alert about that, and were told that the service might experience scattered outages today. It should begin working fine soon.”

      A minute later, when Verow made a turn that would lead them away from the path to police headquarters, White remarked on it. As a newcomer to Toronto, Verow had been hoping White wouldn’t notice she was headed the wrong way.

      “I was instructed to pick up Dr. Travers too, and she’s in a different section of the city. It won’t delay us for long.”

      White nodded, then kept staring at her.

      “Is there something wrong, sir?”

      “I was going to ask you that; you seem nervous.”

      Verow laughed, and to her own ears it sounded false. “No. I’m not nervous. It’s… just that it’s unsettling that two more victims have been taken.”

      “It doesn’t fit Sovereign’s pattern. He never takes new victims until the previous two are found. Has that happened? Were Marina and Hannah Brown’s bodies discovered anywhere?”

      “No sir, not to my knowledge.”

      “You’re sweating, Detective, and it’s not hot. Are you feeling all right?”

      Remembering Stucchi’s advice to flirt with White, Verow turned her head and smiled at him.

      “It’s you. I find you to be very attractive and I get nervous around you.”

      “I appreciate the compliment, but you know I’m a married man.”

      “I know. But there’s married, and then there is married.”

      “I’m married married,” White said. “I would never betray my wife’s trust in me.”

      “Oh. Too bad for me then.”

      Verow kept driving, taking White to what she believed would be a violent death.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica was facing her own violent death as Sovereign entered her hotel suite and kicked the door with his foot to close it behind him.

      She was on the floor where she had fallen after being shoved backwards. Her chest hurt where she’d been pushed, on the flat plain of flesh above her breasts. Her gaze took in the knife in Sovereign’s hand, then moved to his face, to lock eyes with him. What she saw was a bearded man wearing glasses and did not recognize the man behind the slight disguise. She had seen Robert Banta years earlier, when he’d been at his college graduation ceremony, and that had been from a distance, and before he’d had plastic surgery to alter his appearance.

      With the recent trouble caused by Pauly Favaro and his people, Jessica’s first thought was that the man in front of her was one of Favaro’s people, and that she was being targeted as a way to pay back her husband for killing two of their own.

      Sovereign was looking around at the room. Jessica had been seated at a small table with her laptop open. The food from the room service cart was there, along with a cup of hot tea. Her meal had been a sandwich, what most would call a sub sandwich. When Sovereign looked at it, he called it by one of its many other colloquial names.

      “That’s a delicious-looking bomber. I think I’ll take it with me to eat… after I’ve killed you.”

      Despite knowing he should make Jessica’s death a swift one, Sovereign couldn’t resist attempting to terrify her into begging for her life. He had chosen the wrong woman. Jessica White had been dealing with men like him since she was a teen. They didn’t frighten her, and she had spent her life taking them down alongside her husband.

      “Who are you?”

      “Haven’t you guessed? You traveled here to help find me. Well, here I am.”

      “You’re Sovereign?”

      “That’s right, Doctor, and it will be such a great pleasure to kill you. I owe you so much.”

      While Jessica would readily admit she wasn’t in the same league her husband was in when it came to being a physical threat, neither was she defenseless or easy prey. She made it to her feet, then moved toward Sovereign instead of away from him. After picking up her tea from the table, she tossed it into Sovereign’s face, aiming for his eyes, and making certain that at least some of the hot liquid made it past his glasses. Her aim was excellent, and she was rewarded with a scream of pain.

      Sovereign ripped off the glasses to rub at his eyes and issued a threat. “I’m going to cut you to pieces.”

      Having gained a slight advantage, Jessica spun and headed for the bathroom, which was on the right, down a short corridor. Sovereign followed while releasing a string of curses.

      The hot liquid had scalded his left eye, but the other was fine, as the lens of the glasses on that side had blocked it. Being younger and possessed of longer legs, Sovereign closed the gap between himself and Jessica. She ran right to rush into the bathroom, and he raised his arms to prevent her from shutting the door in his face. His assumption was that Jessica was planning to lock herself inside the bathroom to wait for help to arrive. That assumption was wrong.

      Sovereign made the turn to enter the bathroom and saw Jessica spin around with her right arm held out, and with something in her hand, a can of some kind. It was hair spray. The spray hit him in the face, taking away his breath and making the vision in his one good eye turn blurry.

      A kick followed. It landed on his upper thigh as he was moving, and he knew she’d been aiming for his groin. Then he felt a sharp stinging sensation on his left cheek as Jessica’s nails raked across his face. Part of the phony beard came away, but she had also drawn blood.

      Sovereign made wide slashing motions with the knife and felt the blade slice through only air. He was blind, or damn near it, as the world around him was a series of blurred shapes. One of those shapes straightened up from the crouch it had been in and shoved past him. It was Jessica.

      Sovereign let her go, felt for the sink that he knew must be near, and after finding it, turned on the water, to wash his eyes.

      It gave him some relief and the vision in his right eye improved, but things were still blurry. A look in the mirror revealed his bloody cheek and the half of beard still on his face. The flesh around his left eye, the one that had been burned was reddened, but only slightly. The pain emanating from the eye wasn’t slight, and Sovereign wondered if he would have permanent vision loss in it. He removed the fake hair, used a towel to scrub off the glue that had held it in place, and rushed out of the bathroom.

      Jessica had left the suite and was no doubt making a call to summon the police. Sovereign stumbled from the room with less than a quarter of the vision he’d had when he entered it. Officer Givens’ form on the floor was an indistinct lump.

      Sovereign headed for the stairwell. If he didn’t make it out of the hotel soon, he’d be in custody and locked up in a cage like his father. With that fear fueling him, he rushed down the stairs, his plan for revenge forgotten, and survival his only goal.
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      White had tried his phone again and had gotten the same result. He was unable to make a call. As Verow headed northwest, toward the outskirts of the city, he asked her where Dr Travers was.

      “It’s a neighborhood we call Jane and Finch. It’s what some might call the poor part of the city.”

      “Was Dr. Travers visiting a client?”

      “Um, yes.”

      “How did she get there? If she drove, she wouldn’t need to be picked up.”

      “Right. I guess she was given a ride.”

      “Uh-huh,” White said, and again he was staring at Verow.

      His staring made her nervous, and she broke out in sweat again. Fortunately for her, they were nearing the address she’d been given.
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        * * *

      

      White thought Verow was acting odd but didn’t know why. It could be embarrassment over her clumsy attempt to seduce him, or maybe something else.

      When she turned off a main avenue and entered an area where the homes were small and rundown, White’s suspicion grew. As they progressed down the street, the homes looked worse, then came a section where the doors were all covered with yellow tape. White couldn’t make out the words on the tape, but he knew what it meant. The homes had been marked as unfit for habitation and were soon to be demolished.

      Up ahead was a blue and white building that was five stories tall. Even from a distance, the place appeared to be abandoned. Verow pointed at it.

      “Dr. Travers is in a house up ahead.”

      Movement from the left caught White’s eye, and he spotted a guy at the corner of a house. The man was holding a set of binoculars to his eyes with one hand and had a phone in the other.

      “What’s this about, Verow?”

      “Sir?”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “Dr. Travers.”

      “You’re lying.”

      Verow turned to look at him with tears in her eyes, said, “I’m so sorry,” and made a hard right turn into the large parking lot of the five-story building. There were four men there holding guns. They had smug looks on their faces. Verow stepped on the brakes to slow the vehicle.

      White sent an elbow against the side of Verow’s head to stun her even as he reached a foot over and stepped hard on the gas. The smug expressions of the men turned to looks of concern as they dived out of the car’s way. One of them wasn’t quick enough and the left side of the car struck him a glancing blow on the hip, which sent him falling.

      White kept the car going until it was close to the building, then slammed on the brakes. He was reaching for Verow’s purse to find her weapon when a shot came through the rear window. Whoever the men were, they didn’t care if they hit Verow or not. White abandoned his efforts to acquire Verow’s weapon and left the car, to run into the building through a gap where a sheet of plywood had been pried loose. A glance over his shoulder revealed the four men being joined by two others. He also saw one of the men shove the man who had fired his weapon.
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        * * *

      

      The man White had seen doing the shoving was named Arnie. Arnie had a crew of four, including himself, and had been given two additional men. It was one of those two men who had fired on White.

      “Idiot! We need the man alive, for a while at least. You could have killed him with that shot.”

      The guy ducked his head and said, “Sorry.”

      The man who’d been struck by the car came over. He was one of Arnie’s men and was limping from his injury.

      “Why did that bitch cop try to run us over?”

      Arnie headed for the car. “Let’s go ask her.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Verow was still dazed by the shot to the side of the head White had given her. Arnie saw that and asked her what had happened.

      “He caught on as we were getting close, and then he hit me.”

      Arnie reached in, unlatched her seatbelt, and pulled her from the car. After reaching back inside, he came out holding her purse. He smiled when he found Verow’s gun.

      “He’s still unarmed. But we have to track him down inside the building.”

      “I can’t track down anything as bad as my hip hurts,” the limping man said.

      “You’ll stay near the entrance with the cop and keep an eye on her. And here, use these.”

      Arnie tossed the man Verow’s handcuffs.

      She shook her head. “You’re not putting those on me. I’m on your side, remember?”

      “I don’t trust cops; I trust dirty cops even less. Now, we can put those handcuffs on you the easy way or the hard way. Which will it be?”

      Verow looked at the faces of the other men and saw she’d get no sympathy from them. She held her hands out with her wrists together.

      “Un-uh, sweet thing. Put your hands behind you. That’s the way you cops do it, right?”

      Verow hesitated, knowing she’d be unable to defend herself once her wrists were bound behind her. But then she realized it didn’t matter, since she was outnumbered, and unarmed. On the bright side, being found handcuffed would help her sell her story to her colleagues about having been a victim. And the bruise forming on the side of her head, along with the bullet hole in the car would also work in her favor. Verow allowed herself to be handcuffed and was led into the building.

      A hunt would take place, with White as the prize.
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      Jessica had taken an elevator down to the lobby after escaping Sovereign and had alerted hotel security. Despite their best efforts, it appeared Sovereign had gotten away.

      Inspector Harris arrived in a speeding squad car that skidded to a halt outside the hotel. By then, Jessica had returned to her suite with armed security personnel.

      Harris found her kneeling beside Givens. She smiled up at him. “Officer Givens will be fine. I think he was drugged with a sedative, but his pulse rate is strong and his breathing is normal.”

      Harris offered her a hand to help her up. “I thank God you’re all right, Jessica. Was it really Sovereign who attacked you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s head downstairs to talk. Your suite is now a crime scene.”

      “All right.”

      When they were on the elevator, Jessica asked Harris to call Verow.

      “I tried calling my husband, and he’s not answering his phone. It’s possible he turned it off while he was running.”

      Harris made the call and Verow’s phone went to voicemail. “That’s strange. Sammi isn’t answering either.”

      “That concerns me, Inspector. Could you send someone to the park to look for them. It’s probably just a glitch in the cell system, but after the attack on my husband, I’d like to make certain he’s all right.”

      “Of course, and I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      Harris arranged for someone to contact Verow, then he escorted Jessica into a small conference room in the lobby, where she could tell him about her encounter with Sovereign in private.

      When she reached the part where she scratched his face, she held up her right hand.

      “I have his DNA and blood type beneath my fingernails. You should get a crime scene tech to gather the evidence.”

      Harris was grinning. “Good work. Once he’s captured, we’ll have hard evidence to charge him with.”

      Jessica smiled in return, but she was worried about her husband.
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        * * *

      

      White had run down a corridor after entering the abandoned building and came across a man when he turned a corner. The old guy had white whiskers, was dressed in a ratty overcoat, wore an equally ragged floppy hat, and was clutching a bottle of cheap whiskey.

      “Get up! There are men with guns outside. You have to leave the building.”

      The man had been asleep. After waking, he glared up at White and began hollering at him. At first, White thought the old man was speaking in a foreign language, then he realized his words were pure gibberish. Along with the alcoholism, the guy was suffering from mental problems and was in a world of his own.

      He reached down to grab the old man’s arm to force him to stand and had his hand slapped away. A second attempt produced more of the same. White decided to leave the man be. Favaro’s people had no reason to hurt the homeless drunk and if he paused any longer, they would catch up to him.

      He headed to the end of the corridor and made a left turn to head toward an exit. After pushing on the set of double doors, they gave way only three inches before stopping. White saw the length of thick chain through the gap and realized the doors had been chained and padlocked from the outside.

      He entered one of the empty apartments to open a window and found that there were bars on the outside of them. Those bars had been placed there to keep people from breaking in; they also helped to keep people in.

      Due to his great strength, White could always open a window and exert enough force so the screws holding the bars in place would rip out of the wood or brick they were set in, but the sound would travel and pinpoint his location.

      As he headed back the way he’d come to find another way out, he heard the voices of Arnie and his men as they entered the building.
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        * * *

      

      Verow was left behind with the limping man as Arnie and the others went off to find White. She dreaded hearing a gunshot, knowing it could mean White was dead or injured. Then again, if they failed to find White, it would mean he escaped and was telling someone about her involvement with Favaro.
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        * * *

      

      Arnie was fifty-seven and had been in the mob since birth. His old man had been a heist artist and his grandfather had sold liquor to Al Capone during Prohibition.

      When Stucchi told him to bring along two extra men, he’d laughed, but now he was glad he had them. He wasn’t concerned White would get away. He had checked out the building when they were setting up the trap and knew that most of the entrances were chained and padlocked. With a man guarding the only way in or out, White had nowhere to go.

      Arnie sent two of his younger guys up to the fifth floor, where they were to separate and look for White. When they were sure he wasn’t hiding up there, they were to move down to the fourth floor and do the same thing. Meanwhile, he and the other two men would work their way up, and eventually they would have White cornered.

      After watching his men rush up the stairwell, Arnie told the other two men to follow him. They came across the old man in the hallway and soon learned that it was useless to attempt to communicate with him. After moving on, Arnie and his men covered the entire first floor. Since they hadn’t found White, that meant he had gone to a different floor.

      “It’s just a matter of time, boys,” Arnie told his men, confident he would soon have White where he wanted him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At the hotel, Jessica was telling Inspector Harris about her encounter with Sovereign.

      “Were those his exact words, Jessica?”

      “Yes. He said, ‘It will be such a great pleasure to kill you. I owe you so much.’”

      “It sounds like you angered him by figuring out how he was really taking his victims.”

      “I’m not sure that’s it. His voice carried more emotion than that should have produced. It was as if I had personally offended him somehow.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Harris bid the knocker to enter. A crime scene tech came into the room and Jessica held up her right hand, as she explained what was under her fingernails.

      The man carefully cleaned the evidence out from beneath her nails and collected it, to later be processed. They now had a sample of Sovereign’s DNA.

      Harris continued his interview of Jessica after the tech left the room.

      “What else did he say to you?”

      “He threatened to cut me to pieces. After that, it was all curses and grunts of pain. If he’s located soon, you’ll find his eyes are damaged. I burned at least one with my tea and—”

      Jessica stopped talking, as she recalled more of the incident.

      “What’s wrong, Jessica?”

      She smiled. “I remembered something important, something else Sovereign said. At the time, I was recovering from being shoved to the floor. I had just received my lunch from room service and Sovereign made a comment about it. He said, ‘That’s a delicious-looking bomber. I think I’ll take it with me to eat… after I’ve killed you.’”

      “A bomber?”

      “Yes. A sandwich. I’ve heard them called blimpies, subs, heroes, hoagies, wedges, poor boys, and in England they’re called sarnies, as are most sandwiches, but there’s only one place I’ve ever heard them referred to as bombers.”

      Harris understood the significance and smiled along with her. “You know what region the bastard is from. That could be an enormous help in finding him. Where is it?”

      “In upstate New York. When I was aiding the investigation into Monarch, the local police in High Valley, New York, referred to sub sandwiches as bombers.”

      “It’s another connection he has to Monarch then. Sovereign must have grown up in that area.”

      “Oh my God,” Jessica said, as an idea struck her. “Inspector, the blood that was under my nails. Have it typed immediately.”

      “Why?”

      Instead of answering, Jessica grabbed her phone and looked up a file, the file concerning Monarch. Inspector Harris remained quiet instead of repeating his question; he could tell she was onto something.

      “Ah, here it is,” Jessica said. “Have the lab determine if the blood type is AB-positive.”

      “That’s rather rare, isn’t it?”

      “Only about four percent of people have it. It’s Monarch’s blood type.”

      “Why would that be relative? Wait, relative, I see. You’re thinking that Sovereign could be a relative of the man.”

      “Yes, such as a son.”

      “Robert Banta?”

      “It would explain the vehemence I heard in Sovereign’s tone when he said he owed me. He owes me for catching his father.”

      “Good God,” Harris said. He was on the phone with the head of the lab seconds later and ordering a rush on the blood test. After making the call, he put his phone away. “If you’re right about this, we’ll have a chance at saving Marina and Hannah Brown.”

      “Let’s pray I’m right.”
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      Marina was working on saving herself. She had been hacking away at the floorboards with a fevered intensity since Sovereign left the house and was making progress in separating one board from the others. It would have been much easier if the weight of the refrigerator wasn’t pressing down on the wood. But then, had she chosen a different section of the floor, Sovereign would have been aware of what she’d been doing. To make matters more difficult, the batteries in the lantern died an hour earlier and she was forced to work in the dark.

      When a piece of a floorboard came loose and struck Marina on her left arm, she froze, then smiled wide.

      I did it! I broke through.

      She sheathed her blade and reached up with both hands. When she felt a jagged edge, she gripped it and tugged. A longer section of the board slid free. Its absence let a small bit of light in, although the refrigerator blocked most of it.

      “I’m through the floor, Hannah. After I remove a few more pieces, I’ll tip over the refrigerator and climb up through the hole.”

      There was no answer, just as there had been none during the other times Marina had spoken to her sister. Hannah had gone within, where people like her mother and monsters such as Sovereign couldn’t hurt her.

      Marina sighed and went back to work.

      “We’re getting out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Travers was making coffee in her kitchen when she heard her apartment door open. Her heart raced, thinking someone had broken in, but then she remembered that the building superintendent promised to stop by and fix a leaky faucet. He was an older man who was always bragging about how well his four daughters were doing. One of them was a doctor, two were lawyers, and the youngest one had a bit part in a popular TV series.

      “Is that you, Mr. Hawkins? You should have knocked first instead of using your passkey to let yourself in.”

      It wasn’t the congenial building super who had entered. Sovereign had let himself in after picking her lock, as he had done on his previous visit.

      He lumbered into the kitchen with his red eyes and bloody cheek and pointed his gun at the doctor.

      “Don’t scream! It’s me, Sovereign.”

      She gasped. “What happened to you?”

      “Never mind that. I need your help. Are you alone?”

      “Yes. Why are your eyes so irritated?”

      “I was scalded and then sprayed in the face with something. I can only see out of one eye and not very well.”

      Travers glanced at her knife set. For a moment, she considered attacking Sovereign. In his current state, she might be able to hurt him enough to get away.

      “What are you looking at, Doctor?”

      Travers looked away from the knives. “Nothing. I was thinking. Follow me to my bathroom. I have a saline solution in there that should help your eyes.”

      They moved into the bathroom with Sovereign following Travers. She was in her stocking feet and wearing shorts and a tank top, as she had planned to stay home all day. Before walking into the kitchen to make coffee, she had been seated by a window and reading a novel. Now she was playing nursemaid to a serial killer.

      Inside the bathroom, Travers opened a medicine cabinet and took out a white plastic bottle.

      “This will work better if you bend sideways and position your head over the sink.”

      Sovereign did so, while also pressing the barrel of his gun against Travers stomach.

      “What are you doing? I thought you trusted me?”

      “I do, but only so far. Get to work cleaning my eyes.”

      Travers squeezed the bottle and sent the liquid into Sovereign’s eyes. The left one appeared cloudy, while the flesh around it was a bright red.

      “Give me a towel to wipe my eyes with.”

      She passed him the towel, and he wiped at his face.

      “Any better?”

      “A little in the right eye. I still can’t see out of my left. Damn that bitch!”

      “Who are you speaking of? Did one of your victims do this?”

      “It was Jessica White.”

      “What? You went after her with the police guarding her?”

      “The cop was easy; I drugged him. I should have drugged Dr. White instead.”

      Sovereign wiped his eyes with the towel again, then smiled as he lowered the gun. “That is better, at least the right eye. But I’ll need you to drive.”

      “Drive where?”

      “I’ll give you directions.”

      “But I…”

      Sovereign raised the gun again. “I wasn’t asking, Doctor. I can’t function like this. I was lucky to make it to your apartment.”

      “At least tell me where we’re going.”

      “I’m taking you home with me. You wanted me to trust you. How’s that for trust?”

      “I don’t want to know where you live. I shouldn’t know where you live.”

      “I agree, but things are what they are. Help me, and don’t give me a reason to doubt you, and maybe our relationship will reach a new level. I would like that, to have what my father had, someone to trust.”

      Travers said nothing. If she refused to go with him, he could become violent and murder her. And yet, having seen his face and knowing where he lived didn’t seem like a way to have a long life. She decided the best course of action was to cooperate and buy time. Given his condition, she might find an opportunity to escape.

      “We’ll take your car, Doctor.”

      She smiled at him and surprised herself by being calm. “Call me Angela.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      She grabbed her purse and put on the pair of sneakers she kept by the door, the ones she wore whenever she went down to the lobby to retrieve her mail, and then they were off. They took the elevator down to the building’s underground parking garage. There was one other person around, but the man was climbing into his vehicle and hadn’t noticed them.

      “What do you drive?” Sovereign asked.

      She pointed ahead to a car that was about thirty feet away. “The green Lexus.”

      Sovereign squinted. “It looks like a green blur to me. Anything that’s more than a few feet away is hard to make out. That’s why I need you to drive.”

      “Of course,” Travers said, but she was thinking of running away. If he couldn’t see well, he’d never catch her. Then she remembered the gun and imagined how much it would hurt if he fired one of those bullets into her fleeing back. The thought took away her courage, and she unlocked her car.

      “Get on the 404 headed north and I’ll give you directions from there.”

      “All right… what should I call you?”

      “You can keep calling me Sovereign.”

      “How far are we driving? My tank is only half full.”

      “It’s enough.”

      Enough for what? Travers wondered. Was it enough gas to reach their destination and drive back, or was it enough for a one-way trip? A trip from which she would never return.

      She looked over at her passenger and saw that he was still holding the gun. Considering who he was, a bullet might be a bargain. If it was a fatal shot, such as to the head or heart, it would certainly be a quicker death than one by strangulation.

      Travers drove out of the parking garage, while wondering if she would live through the day.
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      The two young guys Arnie had sent up to the fifth floor, Curtis and Ben, were both twenty. They split up so they could search faster. They wanted to be the ones who captured White. Arnie might hand out a bonus if they did. He was good that way.

      The structure was empty and had been an apartment building. There was some junk lying around, an old umbrella, a soiled mattress, a stack of old books, a broken table, and for some reason, someone had left behind a set of golf clubs. Curtis wondered who the hell had played golf in the hood?

      The hunt for White took time; each floor had eighteen apartments. Ben started at one end of the long corridor while Curtis began searching from the other end. They would see each other now and then as they exited an apartment they had searched. As they grew closer, they knew they could be closing in on their target.

      Curtis was one of Arnie’s regular crew but not Ben. Ben was the nephew of one of the Capos. Curtis guessed Ben was all right, but he was a little flaky. The dude was wearing earbuds and listening to music all the time, plus he had a tattoo on his neck. The tattoo was of Madonna, of all people. Not the Madonna, the singer Madonna, who was what, like sixty-something? Why the hell would you put a tattoo of an old lady on your neck? Curtis couldn’t understand it.

      If White had been armed, they would have been more careful and taken their time. They might have even searched together to make things safer. But nope, the dude was unarmed; they had guns, and there was nowhere for him to go. Each apartment had several rooms and three small closets. It all had to be searched.
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        * * *

      

      When he was nearing the point where he should meet up with Ben, it occurred to Curtis that he hadn’t seen him in a while. He figured they were just leaving each apartment at different times. However, when he was finished checking out the last of the apartments on his half of the floor, he knew he should have spotted Ben by then.

      “Yo, Ben. Where you at, bruh?”

      No answer.

      Curtis brought up his gun and moved toward the next apartment, then he called Ben’s name again and was greeted by silence. That was not good at all. If White had taken out Ben, that meant he had Ben’s gun. Curtis was considering leaving and going downstairs to get Arnie and the others when he heard someone sneeze.

      “Ben? Is that you?”

      The sound of the sneeze had come from the next apartment. Curtis crept forward, with his gun held out in a two-handed grip. When he peeked around the doorframe, he saw Ben.

      Ben was bopping his head to some tune. Madonna maybe? And he was sitting on the floor and looking through a cardboard box. There was a closet behind him and the door was open a crack.

      “Ben! What the fuck?”

      As he grew closer, Curtis understood why Ben hadn’t answered him. He hadn’t heard him because he had his music turned up too loud. Ben finally spotted him when he was just a few feet away, looked up, and grinned.

      “Did you get him?”

      “No, he must be on a lower floor. And turn that music down. What are you doing?”

      “Look what I found.”

      Curtis walked over to stand beside him and looked down inside the box. There were comic books. Curtis knelt to get a better look and saw that the comics were the old ones, from like when his father was a kid, way back in the 1980s.

      “I think these are probably worth money, man,” Ben said. “I’m taking them with me when we leave.”

      Curtis gestured at the closet behind them. “Stick ‘em back in there and we’ll come get ‘em later.”

      “They weren’t in there. I found them sitting right here.”

      Curtis said, “Oh,” then tensed up as a thought came to him. “You did check out the closet, right?”

      “No, he didn’t,” White said, as he stepped out of the closet and brought a golf club down on the top of Curtis’s skull.
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        * * *

      

      Arnie and the two men with him had reached the fourth floor. He was wondering why they hadn’t met up with Curtis and Ben and was getting a bad feeling. When the two kids didn’t answer their phones. Arnie was certain something had happened to them.

      It didn’t matter. Even if White had taken them out, the way they were searching was still the best way to go about things. Leave a man to guard the stairwell while the other two search the floors. If they kept doing that, they would find White and figure out what had happened to Curtis and Ben. The bad news was that White would be armed now.

      Arnie called his man guarding the staircase to tell him to stay sharp. His man didn’t answer.

      “Shit!” Arnie said, and then he told the guy with him what was going on. They returned to the stairwell and found their man missing, but then Arnie spotted the tip of a shoe up on the next landing. The shoe belonged to the guy who’d been guarding the stairwell. He was out cold and something had placed a huge bloody gash across the back of his head.

      “I hear something,” said the man with Arnie. Arnie listened, and yeah, he could hear it too. It was music. They left the landing and went up to the fifth floor. Ben was there. He was lying on his back and had the same type of head injury the other man had, and like the other man, he was out cold. The door that allowed access to the fifth floor was sitting open. Arnie figured out what had happened.

      “White took out Curtis and Ben, then dragged Ben out here. The music brought Mikey up here, just like it did us, and then White stepped out from beyond that open doorway and hit Mikey with… something, and sent his ass tumbling down the stairs.”

      His man stared at the doorway and whispered. “Do you think he’s still there?”

      “No. He must have gone back down after the way was clear.”

      Arnie took out his phone and called the man with the limp. He felt relief when he answered.

      “Stay sharp. White’s on the loose and he has a gun. I’m headed back down there now.”
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        * * *

      

      Verow was wondering what was going on and why it was taking so long to capture White. When the man beside her grew tense after receiving a phone call, she could tell that something had gone wrong.

      “He’s not as easy to catch as you thought, hmm?”

      “Shut up, cop. We’re only in here looking for him because you screwed up.”

      Arnie and one other man came around a corner, and that was it. When he’d left earlier, Arnie had four men with him. Verow smiled. Although she understood that White getting away would mean disaster for her, she was still hoping for that outcome.

      Arnie uncuffed one of Verow’s wrists and she thought he was going to let her go. No such luck.

      “You’re coming with us while we search, and you’re going to be the one going through doors first. If White caves in another head, it will be yours.”

      The limping man pointed at the opening that led outside. “What if he gets away?”

      “There’s only one hallway that leads here. I’m thinking White came down here, saw you, then hid somewhere down on this floor. He’s in one of these lower apartments. We’ll find him.”

      Verow laughed, and the men all looked at her.

      Arnie glared at her. “What’s so funny?”

      “Don’t you see? You’re not hunting White; he’s hunting you.”

      “The bitch ain’t lyin’,” said the limping man. “Maybe we should make a call and get more guys here.”

      “Hell no,” Arnie said. “He’s one guy. We’ll get him.”

      And that was when they heard the voice.
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      Marina had removed enough boards to make a wide enough space to climb through. The refrigerator above was being supported only by the remaining pieces of floorboard and was tilted on an angle because of it. Unfortunately, it was leaning back and not forward, which would make it more difficult to tip over.

      She considered trying to make the fridge drop down into the cell, but she nixed that idea when she realized it might get stuck halfway down and block her exit. It might also break through and hit her if she wasn’t careful.

      She climbed down off the toilet and stretched. Her shoulders were aching again, along with her knee, and the limp was back. None of that would matter once she tipped the refrigerator over and could gain their freedom. She went to the bed and touched Hannah on the shoulder. Her sister was barely visible in the dark space, although with the removal of the boards, a little light was leaking in.

      “Hey. I did it. I made a way out. Now I need one of those bed slats to use in tipping over the refrigerator.”

      Hannah made no response to her words, not even a blink. Marina felt her eyes moisten and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Oh, baby, it’s going to be okay. I’m going to get us out of here.”

      She moved Hannah off the bed carefully and settled her onto the floor, in an opposite corner from where she was working. After shoving the mattress aside, she grabbed one of the wooden slats that had been supporting it on top of the bed frame. She would use it to extend her reach and tip over the refrigerator. At least, she prayed it would work. If not, she didn’t know what she would do.

      Marina moved aside the toilet, braced herself, and pressed one end of the wooden slat against the bottom of the refrigerator. There was no visible flat surface to push against. Marina saw something that looked like coils beside a piece of plastic pipe. There was something firm between the coils, but as dark as it was, she couldn’t make it out.

      When she was ready, she cupped her hands together to support the other end of the rail and pushed upwards. The refrigerator rocked forward maybe an inch or so, then settled back as Marina’s strength gave out. She was weak from hunger, lack of sleep, the fatigue of working, and from the stress of the last few days. She was also determined to be free.

      After resetting herself, Marina tried again. The refrigerator tipped forward, then a little more, then more still. Marina was straining so hard she had her teeth gritted. But as the refrigerator moved and more light came into the cell, she persevered. The refrigerator was approaching the tipping point when disaster struck, and the railing cracked, then broke into two pieces. The refrigerator settled back in place, shutting out the light, and taking away hope.

      Marina leaned back against the wall of the cell as despair threatened to swallow her.
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        * * *

      

      A voice echoed throughout the ground floor of the abandoned building; the sound was getting closer. When the man making the sound came into view with his long, ragged coat and floppy hat, Arnie cursed.

      “It’s just the damn bum. I should make him go through the doors first.”

      The old drunk leaned against the wall then slid down it, to sit and release another string of nonsensical words.

      Verow looked at him as they passed him. With the hat on, all she could make out of his face was the white beard.

      They moved on and Arnie forced her to go through every doorway first. Arnie had said something about finding his men with their heads caved in. Every time Verow went through a doorway, she hunched her shoulders with her eyes darting about, fearing the same thing would happen to her.

      The old man in the hallway was talking again, and for once his words made sense, as he spoke in his gruff voice. He was telling someone to get their hands off him and to leave him alone.

      “It’s White!” Arnie said with a smile. “The old wino gave him away.”

      They went rushing back the way they had come, with Verow following, and saw the old man where he had last been seated on the floor, and again he was talking gibberish. His head was turned, and he was gesturing toward the exit while holding the whiskey bottle.

      Arnie and his two remaining men headed that way, eager to get to White before he could go far. The limping man fell behind his friends. As he came even with the bum, the old man stood and brought the whiskey bottle down on the back of his head. The bottle broke, as did the head.

      Arnie and the other man stopped running and looked back. That was when the “Bum” raised up his other arm and began firing. Arnie took two shots to the chest, while the other man took three. They collapsed to the floor and blood began spreading about them.

      Verow was staring at the old man with her mouth hanging open, when the hat came off, and she saw it was White who’d done the shooting. After shedding the long coat, he aimed his gun at Verow.

      “Don’t… please?”

      White kept his weapon aimed at her for three more seconds before lowering his arm.

      “How much did they pay you to set me up?”

      Verow didn’t answer. She was crying too hard to speak.

      A door opened nearby, and the old man stepped out. After grabbing up his hat and coat, he smiled at White, while holding up the money White had given him. He might not respond well to words, or even know how to use them, but he understood money. He drifted outside while mumbling his nonsense, and was no doubt headed toward the nearest liquor store. If he noticed the three men lying on the floor bleeding, he displayed no sign of it.

      Verow jerked her head up when they heard the sirens approaching. White took her by the arm and led her toward the exit. While walking past Arnie, White saw that the man was still alive, but fading fast. He claimed the dropped weapons and walked outside with Verow.

      Harris was inside the first of three squad cars to arrive, and so was Jessica. White set his weapons on the ground and showed that his hands were empty. He didn’t want some overzealous cop mistaking him for one of Favaro’s men.

      Jessica ran to him and hugged him. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m good. How did you find us?”

      “Inspector Harris had the transponder in Verow’s police vehicle tracked. What happened to you two?”

      White looked over at Verow. “Why don’t you answer that? I think you’ll be answering questions for the rest of the day.”

      Verow, her face already damp with tears, released a sob and fell to her knees, knowing her life was about to come apart.
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        * * *

      

      Marina tried using another of the bed rails and got the same results. The second broke easier than the first one had.

      With her third attempt, she applied less pressure while trying to build momentum and get the refrigerator to rock more. If she could slowly increase the tempo of the rocking by using the wooden rail like a lever, she hoped to eventually get the refrigerator to the point of no return, where it would tip over without needing to be forced to do so.

      The plan worked.

      Marina had her head down and was concentrating on keeping the rocking motion going when she felt the pressure of the fridge’s weight decrease, then disappear. There came the sound of a crash from up above, and light flooded into the cell. Looking up, Marina saw the ceiling of the floor above her.

      “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Hannah, we’re free.”

      A look at Hannah revealed she hadn’t moved and was sitting in the corner in her stupor. After releasing a sigh, Marina dropped the bed slate she’d been holding and limped over to grab the toilet again. She would need to stand on it to be able to climb out.

      When she was ready, Marina reached up and grabbed a remaining floorboard with both hands to pull herself up. She almost lacked the strength to do so in her weakened condition, but adrenalin offered aid and her head and shoulders emerged through the hole. She gained more support when she was able to get an elbow through, then the other one, and she reached out a hand to grab a corner of the toppled fridge and pulled herself up and out of the cell completely. The rough edge of the damaged floor had scraped against her side, but she didn’t care about the slight pain it caused. The feeling of triumph was like nothing she’d ever felt before, but exhausted, she lay near the hole and caught her breath.

      That indulgence didn’t last long, not when she knew Sovereign could return at any moment. Marina made it to her feet and went over to open the hatch. She still had to get her sister free.

      With the hatch unlocked, she looked around for the ladder. Sovereign kept it leaning against a wall. Marina retrieved it and lowered it into the cell, then climbed down. Hannah was as unresponsive as she’d been all morning. Marina shook her, screamed at her, but it was all in vain.

      “Oh God, come on, Hannah. I need you to snap out of it and be strong. I know you can do it.”

      Finally, fearing Sovereign’s return, Marina left her sister and climbed back up the ladder.

      “I’ll find help, Hannah. I will.”

      Before leaving, she looked through the tiny pantry the small home had in its kitchen area and found canned food, but no can opener. Sovereign was fond of protein bars and had two boxes of them inside his cupboard. Marina devoured four of the bars as she searched the house looking for a gun. She found the can opener but no longer needed it. Although there were no guns, there was a large carving knife with a sharp edge. Marina claimed it. Then, before leaving, she tossed down a few protein bars onto the mattress, along with two bottles of water. The case of water they’d been given had run out that morning.

      “I’ll be back, Hannah. I’m not abandoning you. I’m going off to get help.”

      Marina stepped outside and inhaled the first fresh breath of air she’d had in days. There was a paved driveway on the left she hadn’t seen from the uncovered window, but in every other direction there were only trees.

      There was also a car. It was red and looked nearly new. It was locked. Sovereign must have taken the keys for the vehicle with him, or she would have come across them during her search of the house.

      Thinking she might spot a nearby building by climbing to higher ground, she climbed up a hill that was at the rear of the home, where there was also a row of solar panels along with a stout white tank that held propane. She stopped every few seconds to stare down at the driveway, to make certain Sovereign hadn’t returned.

      When she was at the top and gazing about she saw that Sovereign had told the truth. They were in the middle of nowhere, with trees as their only neighbors. The blacktop ribbon of the driveway she could see seemed to stretch on for over a mile, making her wonder how far away the nearest connecting road was. If it took her hours to find help, or even a single hour, she could return to find Sovereign gone, fled, after discovering she had escaped, and Hannah murdered.

      She needed another plan. One that wouldn’t expose Hannah to such risk. Marina headed back down the hill as an idea formed.
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      Jessica and White were standing outside the abandoned apartment building. White’s face clouded with concern as Jessica told him about the close call she’d had with Sovereign. Then he smiled when she told him how she had nearly blinded him.

      “It serves him right for underestimating you.”

      “He did worse than that; I believe he inadvertently revealed his identity to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jessica explained and said that Harris was waiting to get an address on Robert Banta’s new identity of Jonathan Hayes.

      “He had his name legally changed, citing his disgust with the discovery that he was Dominic Righetti’s son, and that he wanted to escape the notoriety that would bring. Instead, he emulated his father and sought to make his mad dream his own.”

      “How certain are you that he’s the right man?”

      “A hundred percent. I still had doubts before, even though the blood test proved my attacker shared Righetti’s blood type. That doubt faded after Harris showed me the photo taken of Banta when he had to get a driver’s license under his new name. Take away the phony beard and the glasses he was wearing at the hotel, and it’s the same man.”

      White kissed her. “You’ve done it again.”

      “I did little this time. Sovereign has only himself to blame. If he hadn’t come after me to get revenge for his father, who knows when he would have been caught.”

      Harris waved to them; he was smiling. “We have an address for him.”
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign couldn’t imagine his day having gone worse, short of having been captured. There was something seriously wrong with his left eye, possibly irreversible, and the vision in his right eye wasn’t a hundred percent either.

      He had been looking forward to paying Jessica back for what she’d done to his father. Instead, she had not only escaped him, but had injured him.

      The woman was fearless, something he hated more than anything else. It reminded him of Marina. He had decided to kill the two sisters that morning. He was going to do so after having killed Jessica, to cap off what his warped mind considered a perfect day.

      Being in the passenger seat and on Travers’ right side, he had to turn his head completely to look at her. He could see her, but her image was blurry, almost as if he had just awakened from a deep sleep.

      He’d been lucky to remember that the doctor lived in an apartment building that was only a few blocks away from the hotel, and more fortunate she’d been home at the time.

      Sovereign hadn’t yet decided what to do with her. If he trusted her completely and she didn’t betray him, they could become a team. But if she were putting on an act, and if she betrayed him, he would find himself sitting in a cell for the rest of his life.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “No reason, Doctor, and you are lovely to look at. Is there a man in your life?”

      “I rarely date and have been divorced for six years.”

      “Any children?”

      “No, thank God.”

      “You don’t like children?”

      “They’re fine. I wouldn’t want the responsibility.”

      Another twenty minutes of driving brought them to the turnoff for his home.

      Travers commented on the remoteness of the area. “There’s not much out here.”

      “And I like it that way. Privacy is important to me.”

      “I would guess so.”

      It was raining. The precipitation had only begun twenty minutes earlier, but it was expected to last the rest of the day.

      The converted watch tower came into view and Sovereign thought it looked different somehow, but with his compromised vision, he couldn’t say why.

      Travers pinpointed the problem for him. “Did you leave your front door sitting open?”

      “Hell no.”

      Travers brought her car to a stop and looked around, seeing only trees. She hoped that in his anxiety over his home, Sovereign would leap out of the car and run inside. Sovereign grabbed her purse, which held the key fob for the car and told her to shut off the engine. Travers did so reluctantly.

      “Someone broke into your house?”

      “Get out of the car. Do it now. I have to check on something.”

      They headed toward the house with Sovereign leading the way with his gun out. As damaged as his vision was, he still spotted the toppled refrigerator right away. He pulled Travers along with him by the wrist as he walked over to the spot and saw the jagged hole in the floor.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      A turn of his head and the squinting of his right eye made him aware that the trapdoor was open. He yanked Travers over to the opening with him and gazed downward.

      “Is there someone down there, Doctor? It looks like it to me, but I can barely see.”

      “Yes-yes, there’s a young woman… she looks catatonic.”

      “Only one woman?”

      “Yes. She has long, dark hair. Is she one of the Brown sisters?”

      Sovereign cursed again and ran a hand through his hair in an agitated manner. Marina had gotten away and there was no telling how far she had traveled. Even on foot, if she escaped hours ago, she could have reached the nearby town. The police were likely on their way.

      He removed a pair of handcuffs from a case attached to his belt along with the key for them. He’d been pretending to be a cop, but the handcuffs were real. Sovereign dragged the doctor around the fallen refrigerator and slipped on the milk that had leaked out of it. He maintained his balance and placed one end of the handcuffs on Travers’ right wrist, then attached the other end to the cast iron handle of his wood-burning stove.

      Travers resisted but ceased when Sovereign shoved his gun beneath her chin.

      “What are you doing? Don’t chain me to the stove.”

      “I have to assume the police are on their way here. Before we leave, I’m going to kill that girl below and I don’t need you running off while I do it.”

      “You’re going to strangle her?”

      “Yes.”

      Travers looked at the gun in his hand and Sovereign understood her unasked question.

      “No guns or knives. I strangle my victims. And after all the damn trouble Marina Brown has been to me, it will be a pleasure to murder her weak-willed sister. When I come back, you’ll be driving me out of here.”

      Sovereign stepped around the puddle of milk while looking down and never saw the door on the pantry opening. Marina had hidden herself in there, unwilling to leave Hannah alone, and waited for the right moment to attack Sovereign. It had shocked her to hear him enter the home with a woman. She had wondered if Travers was another victim, or was the woman somehow helping him? If she had to fight the two of them, the element of surprise she had wouldn’t work as well. After hearing Travers mention she was being handcuffed to the stove, Marina decided to attack.

      She rushed at Sovereign with the carving knife clutched in her right hand and stabbed him in the stomach. The sharp knife went in several inches as Sovereign released a grunt of pain. Marina stabbed at him again and the blade sliced across the back of the hand holding the gun. Sovereign released the weapon while hissing in pain, then he kicked it with his foot as Marina leaned down to reach for it. The gun went skittering across the floor and disappeared under the couch.

      Marina stabbed again, then again, opening deep wounds on the palms of Sovereign’s hands as he held them up in front of him in a defensive posture. When she raised the blade to bring it down on his neck, he backhanded her, causing her to go off balance. The blow was a good one, but Marina had been struck in the face before while taking her self-defense training. She shook it off and righted herself. She was ready to resume the attack, but then she slipped on some of Sovereign’s blood and went down.

      Sovereign moved in, reared back a foot, and kicked her in the side as hard as he could. Marina screamed as one of her ribs broke.
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        * * *

      

      Down inside the cell, Hannah raised her head, having registered her sister’s cry of pain.
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        * * *

      

      Travers had been as shocked to see Marina as Sovereign and thought the young woman was going to stab him to death until she watched her slip and go down. Sovereign had dropped the key to the handcuffs at the same moment he had lost possession of the gun.

      She lowered herself to her knees, stretched out an arm, and claimed the key to the cuffs. After freeing her wrist, the doctor left Marina to fend for herself. Her only thought was to get in her car and get away.
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        * * *

      

      Sovereign delivered a second kick, and Marina screamed again. When he stomped on the hand holding the knife, her grip on the weapon loosened as a finger broke. Sovereign bent over to claim the knife and Marina jammed a knee into his face, striking him on the chin. He fell beside her on the floor and they began grappling like a pair of wrestlers.
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        * * *

      

      Travers cursed in frustration as her car refused to start. The realization came that Sovereign had taken her purse into the house and that her key fob was inside it. She would have to go back into the house and risk facing Sovereign, or she could escape on foot and hope for the best.

      Something flashed through the trees and caught her eye. The driveway curved to the right towards its end, where it met up with a road. Someone was traveling fast along that road beyond the trees, and there were blue and red lights atop their vehicle.

      The police, Travers thought. And there was more than one car approaching with their lights on but their sirens off. A wide grin appeared on her face to be replaced by a frown of deep concern. If they took Sovereign alive, he could tell them about how she had aided him.
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        * * *

      

      Marina fought Sovereign off for as long as she could, but his superior strength and size overpowered her. She was on her back and he was straddling her, with his hands around her throat. She was unable to fight back because he was using his knees to pin her arms to the floor.

      “I bet you fear me now, bitch.”

      They had wound up near the fallen refrigerator; the spilt milk was soaking into the back of Marina’s shirt. She kicked, wriggled, and bucked her hips, trying to get free, but it was no use.

      “Die, bitch, die!”

      Marina struggled to breathe as his grip on her neck tightened, and agony erupted in her throat. She had failed. She was going to die.

      A scream of rage erupted an instant before something struck Sovereign on the back of his head. Marina felt his hands leave her throat and gagged as she attempted to take a breath. Sovereign was struck again, this time the blow cut open his left cheek as he turned his head to view his new attacker. To Marina’s amazement, it was Hannah.

      Hannah was holding one of the pieces of the bed slats that had broken and was using it like a club. She kept swinging away at Sovereign in a frenzy of movement and each swing connected. Her shouts of rage continued from a mouth that was twisted in a snarl. Sovereign attempted to stand and was struck in a knee, which caused him to fall again, then a hard blow beneath his chin sent him collapsing onto his back.

      Hannah tossed away her club and straddled him the way he’d been on top of Marina, and Marina, still struggling to breathe, wondered if her sister intended to strangle him.

      Hannah had other plans. She gripped Sovereign by his hair, lifted his head, then slammed it back against the floor repeatedly. Her screams of rage gave way to words.

      “Keep your hands off my sister! Off! Off! Off!”

      Sovereign’s skull was pounded against the floor with a ferocity seldom seen; his attempts to shove Hannah away ended when his arms fell to the floor.

      When Hannah’s fervor spent itself, she slid off Sovereign and crawled over to Marina. The two sisters hugged each other while weeping tears of both joy and sorrow. They had defeated the monster, the boogie man, Sovereign. And with their triumph would come freedom.
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      Travers peeked around a corner of the doorframe and was shocked to see Sovereign lying on his back, possibly dead.

      A few feet beyond him, Marina and Hannah Brown were embracing each other while sobbing, with their faces turned away from her.

      Travers entered the home, looked out the window, and saw that the police cars were coming along the driveway. She walked over to stare down at Sovereign. He was a mess. His nose was canted at an angle, and there were several open wounds on his face. Blood was also leaking out from a deep laceration at the rear of his head. She was wondering if he was dead until she saw his chest move. He still lived.

      Moving back to the window, the doctor watched as the first of the police cars slowed. They were wisely keeping their distance from the home in case Sovereign fired upon them.

      They weren’t so far back that she couldn’t make out faces as they stepped from their vehicles. Inspector Harris had been in the lead car, and so had Jessica White and her husband.

      “Damn it,” Travers whispered, as she assumed rightly that Jessica was responsible for leading the police to Sovereign’s home. Once again, Jessica would be credited with stopping another serial killer.

      Travers moved back over to Sovereign. If he remained alive, he would talk. He couldn’t be allowed to talk.

      Travers claimed the carving knife from the floor, gripped it in both hands, and positioned it above Sovereign’s chest. She hesitated, needing to build up her nerve, and Sovereign opened his eyes. He attempted to raise a hand but was too weak and barely conscious; the hand only twitched.

      She put pressure on the knife she held and felt it slice through the left pectoral muscle of his chest. She kept pressing until the blade was in to the hilt, blood pouring forth from the wound she’d made. Sovereign’s damaged eyes went wide, his body shuddered, then went still as his skewered heart stopped beating.

      From outside came the amplified voice of Inspector Harris.

      “Jonathan Hayes! This is the Toronto Police Service! Come out with your hands up!”

      Harris’s voice startled Marina and Hannah. When they looked around and saw Travers still holding the knife she used to kill Sovereign, the doctor took her hands away from the weapon and held them up.

      “He-he attacked me.”

      Hannah helped Marina up from the floor and moved past Travers to leave. After watching them go outside, Travers used the handcuff key to unlock the cuffs from the stove and attached one end to a wrist. She needed it to appear as if she had been one of Sovereign’s victims, which she had been. Yes, she had been. She was a victim, his last victim, but she had triumphed, and slain the monster.

      She smiled as she imagined how that would play in the media, and of how much attention and fame it would gain her.

      Jessica White may have led the police to the monster’s lair, but she was the one who had slain the dragon.

      Travers wiped the smile from her face, adopted a tearful expression, and left the house while wondering how long it would be until the reporters appeared.
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      Marina was hospitalized with two broken ribs, a broken finger, and a sprained knee. Her neck was mottled with bruising thanks to Sovereign’s hands. Although in better condition, Hannah was in the bed beside her and had been given an IV to help hydrate her. The doctor who’d admitted them wanted them to stay overnight.

      A younger doctor entered their room, along with a nurse. He was a handsome man in his twenties. He spoke to Hannah first while introducing himself as Doctor Manning, but his eyes kept drifting over to Marina, whom he smiled at. When he was done checking on Hannah, he moved over to examine Marina.

      “You’re the one who worked her way out of that underground cell, aren’t you?”

      Marina nodded. Dreading what was to come next. She had her scarred arms hidden beneath a sheet, but knew she’d have to reveal them in order to have her blood pressure taken.

      “You are one brave woman. Miss Brown.”

      “Thank you, Doctor, but it was my sister who saved us.”

      The moment came, and the nurse asked for her arm. The nurse had seen her arms already, but the cute doctor hadn’t. Marina watched his face as her arms came into view. There was genuine sorrow in his eyes as he took in the scars.

      The nurse left a few moments later, but the doctor remained.

      “Who gave you those scars, Miss Brown?”

      “My mother liked to use me for an ashtray.”

      “Sick bitch,” the doctor said. He rolled up his sleeves to reveal his own faded scars. They were similar to Marina’s. “My father preferred cigars.”

      Marina was startled. She’d never met anyone before who had gone through what she had.

      The doctor rolled his sleeves back down. “I’ll be in tomorrow morning to check on you two before you’re released.” He smiled. “It was nice meeting you, Miss Brown.”

      “You too, Doctor Manning. And call me Marina.”

      “I’ll do that, and my first name is Garrett.”

      The doctor left the room, and Hannah laughed.

      “What are you giggling about?”

      “You and the doctor. It’s like I wasn’t even here. He likes you, Marina.”

      “He’s handsome.”

      “He’s hot as hell, and a doctor too.”

      Marina was about to hide her arms beneath the sheet again, then stopped herself. The scars would always be a part of her.

      “Hey, Marina.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I want to start taking self-defense classes with you. Can we afford it?”

      Marina grinned at her sister. Hannah was through with being afraid.

      “We can afford it, and I can’t wait to have you join me.”
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      After being credited with escaping Sovereign and killing him. Dr. Angela Travers had the recognition she desired at last. She’d been interviewed often in the week following the incident and was offered a book deal to tell her story. Another offer had come in for her to host a weekly television show about true crime. Life was good, and she was on her way to the fortune and fame she’d always wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Pauly Favaro’s financial records came to light after Hannah handed over the thumb drive she had found. Favaro was stabbed while in custody and died on his way to the hospital. Antonio Stucchi and other members of the mob were arrested and faced several serious charges. Among them was a charge of bribing a police officer, Detective Verow.

      Verow faced her own legal difficulties and took a plea deal at the advice of her barrister and would serve five years in prison. She felt lucky to be alive. There had been a moment back at that abandoned apartment house when she thought Mr. White was going to kill her.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica was back home and seated outside in her garden with Samantha. Gardening was an old hobby Jessica had picked up again and one she enjoyed. She took a break to speak with Samantha. It pleased her that Samantha had been the one who’d asked to talk. Her adopted daughter was becoming more open and trusting of her. The topic of conversation was Samantha’s recent foray into the dating world. It had not gone well.
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        * * *

      

      Things had gone well for Matt Campbell. The young baseball player had pitched a two-hitter while striking out twelve batters. The scout from the Yankees could only write a glowing report about his performance.

      Campbell had rejoined them after the game as he said he would. He’d changed into his street clothes and asked to speak to Kate alone. It had been obvious to Samantha that he was asking Kate out to the concert they had discussed.

      When her friend rejoined her, Samantha noticed Kate was silent as they left the stadium.

      “I’m not mad at you,” Samantha said, although it was a lie.

      “Why would you be mad at me?”

      “You know. Matt asked you out, didn’t he?”

      Kate stopped walking and moved over so the few remaining people still leaving their seats could get by. They were near a stand that was selling T-shirts and banners.

      “He did ask me out; I turned him down.”

      “You did? I thought you liked him, and you two have that band in common.”

      “Matt’s handsome, and yeah, we like the same music, but Samantha, I know how you feel about him. You think I would date him knowing how much you like him?”

      “I did.”

      “Not my style, girl; my friends come first.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, she turned him down?”

      “Yes.”

      “Kate sounds like a good friend, Samantha. Bring her here someday soon so your father and I can meet her.”

      “I will, and there’s more to the story.”

      “Such as?”

      “Kate’s brother, Lyle, I talked to him again.”

      “The one who has a crush on you?”

      “I asked him if he’d like to have lunch together one day.”

      Jessica grinned. “I can guess his answer.”

      “You’d be wrong; he turned me down.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “While I was at the college baseball game, Lyle had gone to one at his old high school and ran into a girl he knew. They’re dating.”

      “Oh. Don’t feel bad; there are plenty of other boys out there.”

      “I’m through with boys for now.”

      “That will last until the next interesting one comes along.”

      Jessica’s phone rang. After looking at the screen, she was surprised to see she had a call from Inspector Harris.

      “Inspector, how are you?”

      “I’m well, Jessica, and you?”

      “I’m very well, and curious about why you’re calling.”

      “I was calling to tell you that you were right. Gregory Madison was not the Celeb Slasher.”

      “There’s been another murder?”

      “There has been, and Jessica, I’m sorry to say that it was Dr. Angela Travers.”

      Travers was found stabbed to death in her office by a cleaning crew. She had survived the attack long enough to get to her phone, only to bleed out before she could summon help. Harris had more shocking news.

      “Her assistant, Michael Van Dyke, was questioned and looks like a viable suspect, but he hasn’t been charged yet. Some of my colleagues believe he killed the doctor and that he’s the Celeb Slasher.”

      “Is there evidence linking him to the crimes?”

      “He was the last one to see Dr. Travers alive—on the day she fired him. A knife with her blood on it was discovered in his apartment. Along with the knife was an expensive watch that belonged to the financial advisor who’d been murdered.”

      “Has Michael confessed?”

      “No. He claims he’s innocent and doesn’t know how the knife or the watch got there.”

      “But you don’t believe him?”

      “I’m not sure what to think. Evidence has turned up that gives Van Dyke an alibi for one of the murders. He was home at the time. Perhaps we have two killers.”

      “Are you calling me to ask for help?”

      “Not officially, since I wasn’t authorized to do so… I was hoping you might be interested enough to offer an opinion. I can send you copies of the evidence in an encrypted file.”

      When Jessica said nothing, Harris sighed. “Ah, you’ve no interest. Forgive me for pestering you.”

      “Oh no, I’m interested. I was only thinking about my schedule. Let me speak to my husband and get his opinion about this before I commit, but I think we’ll be returning to Toronto. I don’t think Michael Van Dyke is your killer; I would hate to see him pay for someone else’s crimes.”

      “That would be fantastic to have you here again. Call me back when you know for certain. In the meantime, I’ll twist a few arms to cover your travel costs. We’ve already bollixed up this investigation once by naming Gregory Madison as the killer. We need to be a hundred percent certain before we prosecute Michael Van Dyke. By the way, I don’t think the young man is guilty either, despite the evidence against him.”

      After discussing the situation with White, he and Jessica headed back to Toronto the next day. There was another killer to stop.
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      Jessica called a meeting two days later. The interested parties met inside the conference room that had formerly been used by the task force out to capture Sovereign. Jessica had spent a day looking over the case and had uncovered new evidence.

      Present at the meeting and seated on one side of a long table were Jessica, Mr. White, Inspector Harris, and a prosecutor for the crown named Mr. Townsend. Michael Van Dyke, his sister, Anna, his solicitor, who was named Grant, and two armed police officers were on the other side. The police officers were standing behind Van Dyke, whom they were expecting to lead away in handcuffs.

      There was a large TV on the wall to Jessica’s left. Jessica would use it to present her findings. It was evidence the solicitor, Grant, was eager to see. He was about fifty and balding, with a large mustache.

      “Can we start this meeting? My client is eager to prove his innocence.”

      “Why are you so certain the evidence clears your client?” Harris asked.

      “Are you saying it doesn’t?”

      “Why don’t we let the doctor speak? She’ll clear up everything.”

      Jessica stood and walked over to the TV, which she would use as a monitor. She picked up a remote to activate the screen and a video appeared.

      “Your apartment building is across the street from a row of single-family homes, Michael. One of the residents had a doorbell camera installed recently. It was that camera that captured you leaving your apartment building on the night Selina Trumble was killed in the parking lot of her nightclub.”

      Van Dyke nodded. “Yeah, I walked two blocks to the Chinese restaurant that stays open late and came home with some takeout because I was up playing video games and became hungry.”

      “It’s a good thing you were hungry. Otherwise, you might have had no alibi for any of the murders, and your neighbor’s doorbell camera may have never been considered.”

      “It was my investigator who found that evidence,” Grant said. “I think it proves my client is innocent.”

      “Video from the doorbell camera has also been used to reveal the killer, and we can thank my investigator for that. Her name is Carly. I asked her to examine copies of video taken from the doorbell camera and she uncovered something remarkable.”

      Van Dyke leaned closer to Grant and whispered to his solicitor. Grant cleared his throat and asked a question.

      “Is there new evidence?”

      “There is.”

      Mr. Townsend, the prosecutor, spoke up. He had arrived as the meeting began and hadn’t seen the new evidence as yet.

      “This evidence, does it concern Van Dyke?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is it damning?”

      “As I said, it reveals the killer.”

      Van Dyke shook his head vehemently. “I haven’t killed anyone!”

      “We know you didn’t, Michael, and I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, and for what you’re about to go through.”

      “I don’t understand,” Townsend said. “You just stated that the new evidence was damning against Van Dyke.”

      “I did say that, and it is, but I was referring to his sister, Anna Van Dyke.”

      Jessica hit a button on the remote, and a new video began. After a few seconds of traffic passing, a pedestrian came into view. It was Anna Van Dyke.

      “This video was taken by the doorbell camera on the night Dr. Travers was murdered,” Jessica said. “Anna knew her brother wouldn’t be home because they had plans to meet at the coffee shop where she works. Michael had left his apartment to go there only seconds before Anna approached the building.”

      The video played and showed Anna going inside the apartment house. Jessica fast-forwarded the video past several minutes of content, then slowed it to show Anna’s exit from the building.

      “Why were you at your brother’s apartment, Anna?”

      She looked at the faces around her before speaking. “I was in the area and thought I might catch Michael before he left to go to the coffee shop. When he didn’t answer my knocking, I left.”

      “No. You entered his apartment, and you planted the knife you used to kill Dr. Travers, along with the watch, to frame your brother for murders you committed.”

      Anna shook her head. “The woman is crazy. I love my brother. I would never do anything to hurt him.”

      “I’ve one more video to show,” Jessica said. “It’s actually a small section of the video we just watched. My researcher, Carly, noticed a light come on in a window. It was your apartment window, Michael. We had it digitally enhanced and magnified. You’re about to see the results.”

      The new video began playing. It showed a close-up of a darkened window at night. A light came on beyond the glass, and Anna was visible. She walked toward the window, stood looking about, then moved closer. When she removed something from her purse, Jessica paused the video. Anna was holding a knife.

      “The sofa in Michael’s apartment is near that window. Anna planted the bloody knife beneath it along with the watch. The evidence is clear. She committed the murders and framed her brother.”

      Van Dyke gawked at the image on the screen. When he turned to look at his sister, he had only one question.

      “Why? Why would you do this?”

      Anna’s pretty face twisted into something ugly. “Because I hate you! You ruined my life and I hate you.”

      “Ruined your life? How the hell did I ruin your life? I love you, Anna.”

      “The money, Michael, the little that was left after Daddy died, you gave it away. I could have used that money to finish school, and you gave it away to strangers.”

      “I-I, it was used to pay off Dad’s debts. It was money he owed people, and it wasn’t nearly enough to settle everything, but I thought it was only right to give each of them something.”

      “You should have given it to me; I could have stayed in school and had a life, a real life, instead of serving coffee, and working for slave wages.”

      “That doesn’t explain the murders. All those people, Anna, and Dr. Travers. Oh my God, you must be mentally ill.” Van Dyke looked around the table, then locked eyes with Jessica. “You’re a psychiatrist. Tell them. She must be mentally ill, to do the things she… Oh, Anna.”

      Grant looked past his client and spoke to Anna. “Say nothing more, young lady. That’s my best advice to you.”

      It was good advice, but silence wouldn’t save Anna.
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        * * *

      

      An investigation followed. It revealed that the news anchor, Heidi Madison, withdrew Anna’s previous opportunity to be her summer intern a year earlier, after learning that Anna’s father had been disgraced. The nightclub owner, Selina Trumble, once bullied Anna in grade school when she wore braces. Another victim was the married celebrity financial advisor and investor who dumped Anna. Her father invested with the man on Anna’s recommendation and lost most of his money. Anna had been promised that it was a “Ground-floor opportunity to make millions.” It was why she had convinced her father to invest so heavily.

      The immense guilt she felt at herself for leading her father down the path of ruin had morphed into hatred and been redirected toward her brother. Van Dyke had repaid his father’s debts to the best of his ability to save the family’s good name, but Anna had seen his actions as destructive to her future.

      After taking the advice of her solicitor, who had not been her brother’s solicitor, Grant, Anna took a plea deal. Having committed six murders, it was not much of a deal. She avoided serving a life sentence and was given fifty years, with the possibility of parole after forty years had been served.

      Michael Van Dyke pleaded with the prosecutor to have his sister committed to a mental institution instead, but went unheeded.

      Jessica had traveled to Canada not once, but twice, and she had been instrumental in taking two serial killers off the streets of Toronto.

      Her reputation as a miracle worker was more acknowledged than ever.
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      ATTICA CORRECTIONAL FACILITY, ATTICA, NEW YORK, 2023

      

      Dominic Righetti, known to the world as the serial killer, Monarch, had been summoned to the warden’s office. He stared at the warden and wondered what the reason was for the visit.

      Warden Johnson despised him. He had spent the last thirty days in the hole for a minor infraction of the rules. The warden punished him at every opportunity and would make up one if none existed.

      Warden Johnson was a stout man who had only gotten fatter since Monarch had known him. He used to carry it well, but those days were over and the man resembled a blimp. The thinning blond hair he’d had five years ago was gone, and the warden was now bald. Some men wore baldness well; the warden was not one of them, as his head was misshapen, and wider on the left than the right.

      As was usually the case when he was brought before the warden, a guard had shoved Monarch into a chair that was across from the warden at his desk.

      “How was your time in the hole, Righetti?”

      Monarch said nothing. He had grown tired of the warden years ago and decided to endure him until they took him back to his cell. If he had to choose, he’d take a day in the hole over a five-minute visit with the warden. The warden hated him; the feeling was mutual.

      There was a group of framed photos behind the warden’s desk that displayed the man’s family. The warden had three daughters. They appeared to be in their teens and all were blonde. It always struck Monarch that if he could just get his hands on the three girls, he could still claim the record for most kills. The warden’s home was on the prison grounds. It was torture for Monarch to know that three perfect victims were often within several hundred feet of him.

      “Still giving me the silent treatment? That’s okay. They say a picture is worth a thousand words. The cover of this magazine is worth quite a bit more than a thousand words I’d say.”

      The warden tossed a magazine onto the desk so that its cover faced Monarch. At first, he didn’t react when he saw his son’s photo, because Robert had his looks altered by a plastic surgeon. But then, recognition dawned, and he realized who he was looking at. Robert’s nose was different, his chin a little wider, but it was his son’s face all the same. The photo was a close-up. The caption beneath the photo stated that the serial killer, Sovereign, had been murdered inside the secluded house where he’d kept his captives.

      Monarch was aware of Sovereign and knew his son had chosen that name as a homage to him.

      He fought it, God how he fought it, but a sob of despair escaped him as he was filled with emotional agony over the loss. His precious son, gone forever.

      The warden was grinning at him. “That hurt you? Good. You can’t suffer enough. That son of yours had everyone fooled. Almost everyone. Dr. Jessica White wasn’t fooled. Your boy attacked her and the doctor damn near blinded him, then she led the police right to him.”

      “Jessica White?” Monarch said. His voice was a croaking whisper. He hadn’t spoken aloud in months.

      “That’s right. The same woman who caught you also caught your son.” The warden picked the magazine up and tossed it to him. “Here, keep it. Although I doubt you’ll enjoy reading about your sick son’s death as much as I did.”

      The magazine hit Monarch on the chest and slid to the floor, where it fell open to a photo of Jessica.

      Monarch stared at it. As he did so, he made a solemn vow to himself. He didn’t know how it would ever come to fruition, but he swore to someday get free and kill Jessica. He would kill her, but only after he killed two others, and make her his final victim, and at last claim the title of the King of Killers.

      “Guards, take this piece of shit back to his cell. If he looks at you the wrong way, throw him back into the hole for a week. It’s a damn shame they did away with the death penalty.”

      Monarch allowed himself to be yanked from the chair and shoved toward the door. He was sick over the loss of his son, but the death would have meaning, for he had come alive again.

      He’d been rotting away, resigned to his fate, and living vicariously through his son, as Sovereign’s victim total climbed higher each year.

      No more!

      Dominic Righetti had a new reason to live. It was fueled by vengeance, by hatred, and by a desire he had held for thirty years. He would someday be the King of Killers, and the title would come at the cost of Jessica’s life.

      Monarch laid on his thin, lumpy mattress inside his cramped cell and imagined himself free and standing before Jessica.

      “I’m coming for you, Dr. White. It may take years, but I’m coming for you.”

      The king is dead, long live the king.
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