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CHAPTER ONE

 

Samantha walked barefoot down the vacated hallway to the ice machine, just a few doors down from her lavish hotel room. The carpet felt good on her feet after wearing new high heels in and out of meetings all day.

Although tired, she couldn't complain. The investment company she worked for had put her up in a plush hotel during her three-day Seattle business trip. Knowing how unstable the economy had been over the last decade made her thankful to have landed such a prestigious job right out of college.

She reached the ice machine and looked down at the gleaming diamond ring she wore on her left hand. It reminded her that she only had two more weeks to plan the final details before she tied the knot with Harrison, her boyfriend of three years. She smiled to herself as she envisioned the intimate ceremony that would take place in her hometown of Denver, Colorado. Their outdoor reception would have the beautiful backdrop of the Rocky Mountains. She placed the ice bucket under the spout, which muffled the noise of footsteps coming up behind her.

Samantha gasped and dropped her ice bucket when she felt a firm hand on her shoulder. She turned to see an attractive man smiling at her.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you," he said, kneeling to lift the bucket from the floor. "I just figured you wouldn't be able to hear me over the ice machine."

He handed her the bucket and proceeded to grab the few pieces of ice that had escaped onto the woven carpet before standing.

"I seem to have lost my room key, and I was wondering if I might use the phone in your room to call the front desk," he said, taking a step toward her.

He was good-looking and probably just trying to pick her up, but she didn't like the way he was intruding on her personal space. The man looked to be in his mid-thirties. Like her, he was dressed in business attire, but his worn-in baseball hat looked out of place. She noticed his jacket also looked way too casual to be worn over a dress shirt and tie.

"Why don't you just go down to the front desk and get a new key?" Samantha took a step back, uncomfortable with his request and his proximity to her in the empty hallway.

Seeing her apprehension, the man's smile faded. He took a quick look behind him as if to make sure they were still alone in the hall, and she began to think she might be in danger.

"Oh, right. I'll just do that." His expression turned cold and he lingered for an uncomfortable moment.

She knew she might be imagining it, but she could see evil in his eyes as he stared at her. She took another step back and wondered if she should cry out for help before he turned and walked away. She watched him move down the hallway and let out the breath she'd been holding in.

Once he was out of her sight, she finished filling the ice bucket. She looked over her shoulder to make sure he was gone before taking quick steps back to her room.

She still had the man on her mind when she got back to her door and realized her room key was no longer in her hand. She was sure she had taken it with her. It must've fallen when I dropped the ice bucket. She swore under her breath, ready to be back inside the safety of her room.

Begrudgingly, she started back toward the ice machine when she saw her keycard on the floor right in front of her door. Thank goodness. She picked it up, opened her door, and went inside. She made sure it had completely closed behind her before she turned the lock and set the latch as an extra precaution.

Her iPhone rang and she set the bucket down on her nightstand before pulling the phone out of her purse. Harrison. She stretched out on the pillow top mattress and felt herself relax from the sound of his voice. They didn't talk for long. She could hardly keep her eyes open while she reclined on the comfortable bed and spoke to her fiancé.

After they hung up, she laid her phone down and wandered into the bathroom to wash her face. She pulled her curly red hair into a bun atop her head. The moment she splashed her face with water, she heard something squeak. She assumed it came from the room next to her and continued to wash off her makeup when an electric current surged through her body. She arched her back in response to the pain. She started to cry out but fell silent as her body convulsed from the shock. The muscles in her legs gave out, and she dropped to the tile floor.

Her vision was blurred from the makeup remover and mascara running into her eyes, but she recognized the man from the ice machine standing over her. He held a black object in one of his gloved hands and what looked like a needle and syringe in the other. She felt a rush of panic and scrambled to stand, but her muscles were too weak from the shock.

The man knelt beside her and set the black object down on the tile. Her breathing quickened as he clamped his gloved hand around her wrist. He jabbed the inside of her arm with the needle and plunged the contents of the syringe into one of her antecubital veins. He calmly recapped the needle after removing it from her arm.

Some of her strength returned. She managed to sit up and push herself against the bathroom wall. Her vision had cleared, and she watched the man pick the black object up off the floor. She started to let out a scream but was brought to silence when another electric current ripped through her body.

She fell to the side. Her head smacked against the floor. Before her muscles had time to recover from the shock, the man pressed his gloved hand hard over her mouth. He leaned his face down close to hers. He held what she now knew to be a Taser in front of her face.

"I'll use this as many times as I have to, so it's up to you how much pain you want to go through." His voice was calm but authoritative at the same time. His confidence made her more afraid than anything else. "Do you understand?"

He moved the Taser closer to her face. She nodded.

"Good."

He pulled her to her feet while keeping his hand tightly clamped over her mouth. Samantha stared at their reflection in the mirror. Her handsome attacker stood behind her. Black streaks of mascara ran down her face.

He laid the Taser down on the counter and she knew this might be her only chance. She thrashed back and forth, using all her strength to try and get away from him. He fell against the towel rack but managed to keep his hand over her mouth. Her heart felt as if it would beat through her chest as she watched him lift a large knife in his other hand. He held the knife less than an inch away from her face.

"We can do this the easy way or the hard way, it's your choice."

She felt the warmth of his breath as he whispered in her ear.

Fear mounted inside her as she stared at the double-edged knife. Filled with a sense of impending doom, she allowed herself to lessen her resistance against his hold. She could only imagine what he had planned for her.

She felt sick to her stomach as she watched him grin at her in the mirror. Her hair had come loose from her bun and now fell in a mess around her face. He used the tip of the blade to tuck her hair behind her ear and leaned in closer.

"That's better."

She closed her eyes as he started to sing the lyrics to "Killing Me Softly."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

"Hi, I'm Wade and I'm an alcoholic." He'd been to many meetings before, but the words still sounded strange coming out of his mouth.

Several voices resounded in unison from the others sitting in a large circle of fold-up chairs, "Hi, Wade."

Wade heard the faint sound of rain beginning to fall on the rooftop of the old church. Sunny days seemed to be few and far between.

"I've been sober now for thirteen months. I started drinking heavily in my early twenties. When my partner was shot and killed during an arrest six years ago, my drinking got even more out of control. My last girlfriend left after I refused to get help, and I realized too late that she'd been right. I did have a problem. I was an alcoholic. The last 390 days have been some of the hardest and some of the best days I've had in a long time."

The vibration of his phone in his jacket pocket stopped him from continuing.

"Sorry," he said, looking at the caller ID. He got up and excused himself from the early morning meeting.

"McKinnon."

He walked through the dark, quiet hallway toward the main entrance of the church. He had been relieved when he got the phone call. He hated those meetings. Especially when it came his turn to share. Even though Cody had been gone for over six years now, it was still painful for him to speak about his partner's death. This also inevitably led him to talk about Rhodes, who was someone he tried not to think about.

He still felt that he was to blame for Cody getting shot. If only he had gone with Cody's suggestion and let SWAT go in ahead of them at Rhodes's house. Maybe things would have been different, and Cody might still be alive.

"Hey, it's Greyson." Wade recognized the lieutenant's voice. "We've taken a homicide over from King County Major Crimes that I'd like you to be lead investigator on. I know as a sergeant you don't normally take cases, but there are some special circumstances surrounding this one."

"What kind of special circumstances?"

"I think you better see it for yourself."

 

 

Walking into the crime scene felt like a bad dream. Like a nightmare he never expected to relive. Wade stood in the middle of a bedroom in one of the most expensive high-rise hotels in downtown Seattle. He looked down at the victim, a beautiful young woman clothed in business attire.

She lay on her back, sprawled across the plush, king-sized bed. Her red hair looked to have been arranged to fall neatly around her face. Her eyes were still open in death. Her makeup looked perfectly fresh, as if someone had touched it up after she died. Pete, a medical examiner whom Wade had worked many cases with, was examining her body and taking photographs for documentation.

The image of the dead woman looked exactly like that of nearly a dozen others who had never faded from his memory. Both of her arms were extended out to her sides, each hand lying about a foot away from her torso. The back of her hands lay against the bed, exposing both of her deeply severed wrists. Her left wrist appeared to have been cut deeper than the right. Wade could see two white tendons sticking out of the gaping wound.

Two large circles of blood covered the white bedding on either side of her. His heart skipped a beat when he looked down at her left hand and saw that her ring finger had been cut off just above the knuckle. The crime scene suddenly became all too familiar.

A woman's voice brought Wade out of his deep thought. "Sergeant McKinnon?"

Wade turned to see a tall woman about his age dressed in plainclothes with a badge on her hip. She extended her hand to him.

"Yeah, that's me." He returned her firm handshake.

"I'm Detective Saunders from King County Major Crimes Unit. We initially got called to take this case. But when our higher-ups found out that this was a copycat of the Seattle Slasher killings, they requested we call you since you probably know more about those cases than anyone. Our victim's name is Samantha Collins, twenty-eight years old. She was here on business for three days. Her home address is in Denver, Colorado."

Wade looked pensively around at the crime scene. "Michael Rhodes was executed one year ago today." He was surprised to see two detectives from his homicide squad enter the hotel room. "I see you've already called some detectives from my team."

He was less than thrilled to see that one of the detectives was Blake Stephenson, a rookie who was smart enough but a little too cocky for Wade's liking. It had never occurred to him that his aversion was because the young detective reminded him a little too much of himself when he had first started out.

She nodded. "Your boss requested we bring in a couple of your detectives to help. So you'll take the case?"

Wade ran his hand across the top of his head. "Yeah, I'll take it."

His detectives spotted him and Wade motioned for them to come over to where he was.

"What do we have for prints?" he asked.

"Mostly partials. Forensics is still in the process of recovering them. They should be finished soon and I'll have them send the results your way once they've been analyzed."

"Do we know how the killer got in?"

"There's no sign of forced entry, so it looks as though the victim may have known her killer and let him or her in. Her room key was wiped completely clean, no prints on them at all."

Wade stared down at the victim while he listened to Detective Saunders.

"Rhodes always touched up his victims' makeup after killing them," Wade said. "It looks like this killer may have done the same." Wade turned to one of his detectives. "Stephenson, make sure that forensics checks her lipstick and other makeup for prints as well."

"Yes, sir," Stephenson said.

Wade looked back at Detective Saunders. "Did she have a phone? Computer?"

"Yes, we've got her iPhone and a laptop. She didn't have a passcode on her phone so we were able to see that she received a call from a contact listed as Harrison probably not long before she died."

"Have you found anything on the hotel's security cameras?"

"Unfortunately, there aren't any security cameras in the hall in front of her room. But I do have a couple officers checking the elevator security footage and other areas of the hotel from last night."

"Do we have a time of death?" Wade asked Pete.

"The victim's body temperature is seventy-seven degrees Fahrenheit and there's definitely still rigor mortis present. As of now, I'm estimating time of death between eleven p.m. and twelve-thirty a.m. last night."

Wade's other detective waited patiently at his side.

"Okay. Rodriguez, chase up what they've found on the security footage. See who came and went around that time. Let's get everything we can off her phone and laptop and see if she might have known her killer."

"Got it, boss."

When Wade first met Detective Christina Rodriguez, he wondered if she could be tough enough for the job. But, over the years, he had seen her be plenty threatening when she wanted to even though she was no taller than five foot three.

"Have you located the victim's missing finger?"

"No, our team has gone over the entire room already and there's no sign of it," Saunders said.

"We never found any of them from the Seattle Slasher's killings either. Have we notified the victim's family yet?"

"We're working on it. We arranged for Denver PD to make the notification."

"Alright, good."

"I'll have my forensics team hand over everything we've done so far. Good luck with the case."

Wade thanked her and walked over to where Stephenson stood on the other side of the room. "We need to learn more about our victim and what she was doing last night before she was killed. Start by interviewing the other guests on this floor and see if they saw or heard anything last night. It looks like she got a call from someone named Harrison shortly before she died. Let's find out who he is and if he has an alibi for last night."

"Sure thing," Stephenson said.

Wade went to get a closer look at the victim while Pete was still assessing the body.

"Does the victim have any markings that could have come from a Taser, maybe on her back?" Wade asked.

"I haven't checked her back yet. Why do you ask?" Pete used his gloved hands to turn the victim's body on its side.

"All of the Seattle Slasher victims were Tasered."

Pete lifted the back of the victim's bloodstained, sleeveless blouse, revealing two small circular red markings on the lower and middle part of her back each with a small, needlepoint hook in the center.

"Yep, those markings and barbed hooks are definitely consistent with those resulting from a Taser."

Wade leaned forward to get a better look. He also saw two faint pink circular marks on the small of her back, the type of wound that would result from a Taser being used like a stun-gun at close range.

"Did you find a needle puncture mark on either of her arms?"

"Yes, in the medial cubital vein of her right arm."

"And from the amount of blood loss, would you say it's possible she was injected with a blood thinner before her wrists were slit? All of Michael Rhodes's victims were injected with low-molecular-weight heparin."

"It's very possible from the looks of it, but I won't know for sure until we get toxicology back." Pete looked down at the bloodstained bedding around her body. "I would guess, from the large amount of blood loss, that exsanguination is going to be our cause of death. But I'll send you my official report as soon as I'm done with the autopsy."

Wade drew in a deep breath as he nodded. It would likely be four to six weeks before he would get the official toxicology report.

Every detail of Samantha Collins's murder was the same as all Michael Rhodes's victims. But Michael Rhodes was dead, Wade had watched him die with his own eyes. Obviously, this had to be the work of a copycat. Some lunatic desperate for attention or someone obsessed with Michael Rhodes. Wade stayed another couple hours at the crime scene, ensuring all the potential evidence was properly gathered and leads were followed up on before he headed to the homicide unit.

He'd been at the station only fifteen minutes when Rodriguez came into his office carrying her laptop.

"Nothing out of the ordinary on Samantha's phone, social media, or email. Most of her messages are either work or wedding related. She was planning to get married in less than two weeks. From all the texts between her and the fiancé, it looks like they had a good relationship. We've got something on the hotel's security footage, but it's not much."

She placed the laptop on Wade's desk so he could see the screen before she played the surveillance video. He watched a man enter Samantha's hotel floor from the stairwell at 10:47 p.m. The man kept his head down, hands in his pockets, wore a baseball cap, and had hair just long enough to shield his face. Rodriguez fast forwarded the footage to 12:04 a.m. which showed the same man leave the hotel floor through the stairwell. He again walked with his head down, making no way to see his face. It would be impossible to complete a facial recognition with this footage.

"Is this all we've got?"

Rodriguez sighed. "Unfortunately, yes. The only other camera on Samantha's floor is in front of the elevator, which this guy didn't walk past. But he wouldn't have had to in order to get to Samantha's room."

"So we've got no way to prove that this guy is the killer."

"Right, but he is the only person to come and go around the window that Samantha was killed."

"Were you able to pick him up on any surveillance after he left the hotel?"

"Nope. I checked all the public cameras in the area around that timeframe but this guy is nowhere to be found. He just...vanished."

Wade tapped his fingers on his desk with his right hand. "So we have an unidentifiable probable male as a possible suspect? We can't even tell if he's white or black."

Rodriguez stared back at him without answering.

"Or any other ethnicity," Wade added.

"From his hair, I would say white."

"If that's his hair. It could be a wig."

Rodriguez looked doubtful.

"I know, probably not. But I'm just saying that this really doesn't give us anything to go on."

She picked up her laptop. "I'll keep looking," she said before leaving.

"Thanks, detective."

Stephenson came into Wade's office not long after his conversation with Rodriguez. "I interviewed Samantha's two coworkers from her investment firm that were also staying at the hotel for the business trip. Their rooms were on different floors. Apparently the three of them had gone down for a late dinner at the hotel's restaurant before going separately to their rooms last night. They seemed to be the last ones, other than her killer, to see Samantha alive.

"Interviewing the other guests on Samantha's floor turned up nothing. The call she received last night was from her fiancé, Harrison York. They were planning to be married in less than two weeks. His alibi for last night checks out. He was out with a couple of friends at a sports bar in Denver until about eleven thirty. The bar has them all on video surveillance until that time. He's flying up tomorrow night and said he would be willing to answer some questions for us the following day. Both he and her parents said they had no idea who would want to do this to her. I'll let you know when I confirm a time to speak with the fiancé tomorrow."

Stephenson was thorough, Wade had to give him that. He leaned back in his chair as Stephenson left his office and thought about where to go from here. It was no surprise to him about the fiancé. This was not a crime of passion. This was a carefully premeditated killing.

Within an hour, he had the results back of the fingerprint analysis from Samantha's hotel room. Only a few of people were listed from the prints they were able to match: Samantha, two housekeepers employed by the hotel, and one guest who had recently stayed in the room. They really had no leads on the murder other than the video surveillance footage, which could hardly be used as evidence at this point. So far they hadn't found any real evidence from the killer at the crime scene. Samantha's lipstick, makeup brushes, and a color compact had all been wiped clean, and the rest of her makeup only had her own fingerprints on them.

Wade felt an uneasiness inside him from the day's events. The murder was just so similar to all the others he had been obsessed with solving years ago and had worked so hard to forget. While part of him hated to immerse himself again into the Seattle Slasher killings, he knew it needed to be done. He logged onto the department's crime database and searched for the old case files.

The media had referred to Michael Rhodes as the Seattle Slasher for the many years before there was a name to connect to his killings. They compared him to other serial killers of the Pacific Northwest such as Ted Bundy and Gary Ridgeway. Wade agreed there were definite similarities. All three killers could be classified as sadistic sociopaths. Like Bundy, Rhodes pleaded not guilty throughout his trial. Rhodes didn't end up killing as many as Bundy and not nearly as many as Ridgeway, but Wade knew he would never have stopped if they hadn't caught him.

Wade started by opening the file of Michael Rhodes's first victim, Natalie Preston. He remembered the details of her case all too well. Like Samantha, Natalie was a beautiful young woman. She was only twenty-six years old when Rhodes murdered her in her downtown Seattle studio apartment.

Wade opened the folder containing the old crime scene photos, revealing a scene that was incredibly similar to the one he had visited that morning. Like Samantha, Natalie had also been found lying supine on her bed, fully clothed, wrists slit, eyes open, freshly applied makeup, hair perfectly strewn around her face, and her left ring finger cut off just above the knuckle. Wade stared at the photos a few moments longer before closing the file window. He got up, grabbed his coat, and slipped his laptop into its case before carrying it out the door. He needed to get out of the office.

A light rain was coming down when Wade pulled his car out of the Seattle Police Department parking garage. As a Seattle native, he should be used to it, but the thick, gray cloud cover felt like a low ceiling that was caving in on him. He glanced at the laptop sitting on his passenger seat as he sat in traffic and fought the desire to stay up all night going through the old case files as if he were looking for Michael Rhodes all over again.

Before turning onto Interstate 90 to head home, he decided to stop by the medical examiner's office only a few blocks away from the department. They hadn't received the official autopsy report yet and he assumed Pete was still in the process of completing it. He could have called to see how it was going, but he wanted to take another look at the victim and see for himself.

He turned into the parking lot for the medical examiner building and was reminded again of Cody. He tried to think about all the good times he and Cody had over the years, but his mind kept coming back to the day they arrested Rhodes. The day that Cody died.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Six years earlier

 

The phone rang at Wade's desk for only an instant before he grabbed the receiver. "McKinnon."

"Wade, its Roy. The DNA results are back from the blood found on Michael Rhodes's shoe. It's a match to Megan Price."

Wade's pulse quickened. That was all he needed to get his arrest warrant. They had suspected Rhodes, a thirty-nine-year-old electrician with a criminal record, ever since an eyewitness had placed him leaving the apartment of Amanda Wheeler, the previous Seattle Slasher victim, the night of her murder. Up until this moment, they didn't have enough concrete evidence to ensure a conviction.

They hoped to link him to the other crimes with this new evidence. Rhodes had either gotten sloppy or had some hidden desire to be caught. Wade wondered if maybe Rhodes felt he was invincible. Regardless, they now had the evidence they needed to take him down.

"Great, that's the news I've been waiting for. Thanks, Roy."

Wade hung up and immediately made the call to obtain the arrest warrant for Rhodes. He felt a rush of adrenaline and stood from his chair before he had completely hung up the phone with the judge.

"Alright everyone, the DNA was a match to Megan Price. We've got our arrest warrant!"

The room rang out with cheers from several officers who had watched Wade and his partner Cody work long and hard to catch the Seattle Slasher.

"This guy is calculated," Cody said in a lowered voice after the cheering had quieted. "Maybe we should have SWAT make the arrest in case they have to break into his house."

There was no way Wade was going to let SWAT get the glory after all the years he and Cody had worked on this case. This was their arrest. "It could take them thirty minutes to get assembled. I don't want this guy walking free for a second longer than we can help it. We can stop at the courthouse to have the judge sign our arrest warrant on the way. Plus, Rhodes doesn't know we're coming for him. We'll have the element of surprise. We can take some other detectives with us for backup in case we need it."

Cody nodded. "Alright. Let's go get him."

Wade slapped a congratulatory hand against his partner's shoulder as they prepared to make the biggest arrest of their careers.

 

 

Wade tightened his bulletproof vest and gripped the handle on the passenger side of the unmarked vehicle as he and Cody sped along Interstate 5. The Seattle rain made the world outside appear blurry. Wade's heart pounded against his chest as they rode to arrest Rhodes. Two unmarked vehicles followed close behind.

"You still coming to Hudson's birthday on Saturday?"

"That's this Saturday?"

Cody gave him a sideways glance. Wade grinned.

"Don't even joke about that, dude. He'll be crushed if Uncle Wade isn't there. I don't know why, but you're one of his favorite people. Plus, Melinda's cousin is coming and she wants to set you up with her."

"Again? I thought she would've given up after the last time. I'm also kind of seeing someone."

"You're always 'kind of seeing someone.' Her cousin is different. She's someone you could actually settle down with."

Cody pulled off the interstate and turned into the old Seattle neighborhood where Rhodes lived.

"Who says I want to settle down?"

"You know Melinda, she just sees how great you are with our kids and wants you to have a family of your own. She probably won't stop setting you up until she's satisfied that she's introduced you to your soul mate. So do me a favor and give in one of these times so I don't have to keep hearing about it."

"Should I bring a ring on Saturday then?"

All three cars screeched to a halt in front of Rhodes's home at nearly the same time. Wade, Cody, and the four other detectives jumped out of their vehicles into the heavy rain, each fully armed and wearing bulletproof vests. A neighborhood dog barked as they swiftly made their way up the steps to the front door. With a firm grip on the 9mm in his right hand, Wade used his left to knock hard on the old wood door three times.

"Seattle Police!"

Coming from inside, they heard heavy footsteps running away from the door and then a loud crash as something clamored to the floor. Wade motioned for the others to step back before kicking in the door. The door busted open with a loud crack as the deadbolt ripped through the doorframe. Wade cautiously entered the premises first, gun aimed and ready to fire if necessary. Cody followed behind him, also holding his 9mm out in front, with two more detectives close behind. The other two detectives covered the outside and started to make their way around the side of the house.

Wade announced their presence again when he heard a loud thump coming from the back of the house. They quickly moved through the living room and into the kitchen, closer to the source of the noise. Wade found Rhodes on top of the kitchen counter with one leg out an open window attempting to escape.

"Stop! Michael Rhodes, you are under arrest."

Wade held out his badge, keeping his 9mm fixed on Rhodes. He saw the gun in Rhodes's hand only a second too late. Rhodes let off a shot before he could stop him, the blast echoing through the small kitchen. Wade immediately fired back, managing to graze Rhodes in the shoulder before he jumped out the window. Wade ran to the window and saw Rhodes take off across the lawn toward the alley behind the house.

Wade was about to climb through the window and chase after him when he heard one of the detectives behind him call for backup on his radio.

"Officer down. Code three. I repeat, officer down."

Wade turned to see Cody lying on the kitchen floor, blood starting to pool on the linoleum around his head. The detective who had called for backup checked his carotid artery for a pulse. For a second, Wade froze in the disbelief of what had just happened.

"We've got this, Wade. You go after Rhodes."

He hated to leave his longtime friend but forced himself to believe that Cody would be alright. Wade looked back one last time at Cody before he jumped out the window in pursuit of Rhodes, determined to catch the man who just shot his partner.

Wade's feet landed hard on the wet grass. A detective ran toward Rhodes as he disappeared into the garage behind the house. Wade caught up to the detective as they neared the garage. They slowed when they heard the rumbling roar of a muscle car engine just before a two-door Chevelle drove through the weathered garage door. The door splintered into pieces as the old car revved into the alleyway behind the house. The two detectives dove onto the grass to avoid being run over.

Wade sat up amid the disintegrated wood from the garage door. He fired a shot into the rear windscreen as the car sped down the alley. Another detective reached Wade's side and rang off more shots into the rear of the car, causing it to swerve enough to take out a garbage can. Wade heard the detective mumble a string of expletives as they watched the Chevelle make it to the end of the alley and turn right onto a main street.

"Let's go!" Wade said.

Wade radioed dispatch as they ran to their cars, "Suspect is armed and escaped in a blue seventies Chevelle. He just turned off Evergreen Street and is heading north onto Thirty-Eighth. In pursuit. Requesting backup."

When they reached the front of the house, they saw the ambulance arrive on scene. Wade watched the paramedics hurry inside. He suddenly felt torn between staying with Cody to see if he would pull through and going after the man that may have killed him. He prayed that Cody would live as he got behind the wheel and peeled out to pursue Rhodes. The two other detectives followed closely behind.

With lights flashing and siren wailing, Wade took a hard right at the end of block. An older woman in a black sedan slammed on her brakes to avoid colliding with him as he took the turn. He could see the Chevelle taking a left turn several blocks ahead. Wade sped up the neighborhood street, his speedometer passing sixty miles per hour as he looked down at the dash. He checked his rearview mirror and saw the other unmarked car still following behind him. Wade slowed only slightly to take the turn to follow Rhodes. He barely maintained control as his car drifted and fishtailed from the speed of the turn.

Up ahead, he saw Rhodes's car nearing a stop sign at the end of the block. Wade gripped the steering wheel tighter with rage as he thought about Cody, now fighting for his life. He wanted nothing more than to make Rhodes pay for what he had done.

Wade stepped harder on the accelerator and closed the gap between him and Rhodes. Wade was within thirty feet of the car when he watched it blow through the stop sign, only to be T-boned from the passenger side by a patrol car responding to Wade's request for backup. Wade heard the sound of glass breaking and metal grinding on metal as the two vehicles collided on the street in front of him. He slammed on his brakes and skidded to a stop on the wet pavement inches from the Chevelle. The unmarked car behind Wade veered to the right and drove up onto the curb to avoid rear-ending his car. It came to a stop alongside of him.

The patrol officer stepped out of his car and aimed his gun at Rhodes. He ordered Rhodes to get out of his vehicle and place his hands above his head. At the same time, Wade jumped out into the pouring rain and rushed to Rhodes's Chevelle with his gun drawn. The rain had turned into a downpour, leaving Wade drenched only moments after stepping onto the street. But he was too angry over Cody and too focused on getting to Rhodes to notice.

Forgoing protocol, Wade yanked open the driver side door of the Chevelle. Rhodes was bent over trying to get his gun that had fallen to the floor of the car during the crash. He had almost reached it when Wade put his hand on the back of Rhodes's head and shoved his face down into the steering wheel. With Rhodes now screaming profanities at him, Wade grabbed him by the hair and yanked him out of the car and onto the street. Wade holstered his weapon as Rhodes quickly turned onto his back only seconds before Wade knelt over him and hurled his balled-up fist into the side of his face.

"Ahh!" Rhodes brought his hands up to his cheek.

Wade liked seeing the blood on Rhodes's teeth as he protested. He could hear the other detectives telling him to stop, but he didn't care. The image of Cody lying on Rhodes's kitchen floor was vividly clear in his mind, and he could feel the anger flowing through his veins.

Rhodes brought his arm up to Wade's neck and tried to push the detective off him, but it was no use. Wade used all his weight to pin Rhodes to the ground, totally unfazed by Rhodes's attempt to move him.

Rhodes continued to scream at Wade to get off him, as one of the detectives rushed over to pull Wade away from Rhodes. Before the detective could reach them, Wade pulled his 9mm out of his holster. He thrust it into the middle of Rhodes's forehead with enough force to press his head down onto the rough asphalt. The gun finally brought Rhodes to silence and he stared at Wade with his teeth clenched. Wade breathed heavily as he stared back at Rhodes, fighting hard against the urge to pull the trigger. In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to blow Rhodes's head off, right there in the street.

Wade heard the detective say, "You don't want to do that, Wade. Put the gun down, we've got him. He will go down for what he just did to your partner. Don't ruin your life because of this prick."

Wade's hand trembled as he wrestled with the desire to kill Rhodes with a simple pull of his trigger.

"Drop your weapon!" the detective ordered, raising his own gun at Wade.

Wade took a deep breath before giving in to reason and the gun pointed directly at him. He slowly lowered his 9mm and placed it back into his holster. He stood up over Rhodes with his hands in the air as a sign of cooperation.

"Okay." He looked down and saw Rhodes start to get up. Wade kicked him roughly in the torso, knocking him back down to the ground.

Rhodes groaned and began swearing again at Wade as the detective came over and shoved him away.

"That's enough. Get ahold of yourself!" he said with his finger pointed an inch from Wade's face.

Wade stood back and watched the detectives read Rhodes his Miranda rights. Rhodes had blood dripping down one of his nostrils and a large abrasion on his forehead. He fought the detective who restrained him and spat a mouthful of bloody saliva onto the ground before he looked directly at Wade. Rhodes snickered when the detective shoved him down onto the hood of the Chevelle and pulled his arms behind his back.

Wade looked to see another unmarked car pull up to the scene. It was Will Greyson, one of the detectives who had stayed behind with Cody after he was shot. He got out of his car and walked in Wade's direction. Greyson had worked homicide with Wade for several years and they knew each other well. Wade turned to face him and saw the solemn expression on his face. Knowing what Wade was about to ask him, Greyson slowly shook his head.

Wade sank to his knees in the middle of the street at the loss of his partner and friend. He fought back the tears that welled up in his eyes as he looked up at Cody's killer with disgust. He felt consumed with sadness for Cody's death as well as hatred for the man who had killed him. Rhodes continued to spout off profanities and struggled against the detective who was handcuffing him.

Overcome with rage, Wade jumped to his feet and rushed Rhodes once more before any of the others could stop him. He moved in between Rhodes and the detective about to secure his second cuff. Using an incredible amount of force, Wade grabbed the back of Rhodes's shirt with one hand and the back of his head with the other and slammed his face and torso into the side of the vehicle. Rhodes cried out in pain before he fell to the ground, leaving a smear of blood on the side of the car.

The detective stuck out his hand to keep Wade from assaulting Rhodes any further.

"Get back!" he shouted.

Wade pushed the detective's arm out of the way and bent over Rhodes who was now on his hands and knees. He wrapped his arm around Rhodes's neck and crushed the back of his head against his chest. Wade's forearm pressed hard into Rhodes's throat. Rhodes flailed his limbs before he brought his hands up to try and loosen Wade's hold. Wade made a fist with the hand he used to choke Rhodes, pulled back on it with his other arm, and began to squeeze the life out of the cop-killing scumbag.

The detective tried unsuccessfully to pry Wade away from Rhodes. Another ran over to help overpower Wade. Rhodes thrashed about and kept one hand on Wade's arm while swinging the other at his head.

Greyson stepped toward them while he tried to talk Wade down. "You're going to kill him, Wade. Let him go or you'll be the one going to prison!"

Wade couldn't care less about what happened to him. In that moment, he only wanted justice for Cody. He tightened his grip as Rhodes reached back, grabbed a handful of his hair, and pulled. It was a defensive move that Wade would have expected more from a roller derby queen than a grown man who killed women for a hobby. Rhodes took in one last stridorous gasp before he released his hand from Wade's hair and went limp.

Seeing Rhodes was almost dead, one of the detectives jarred his elbow into Wade's jaw. The force sent his head backward in a rapid motion. The blow had been just enough to cause him to loosen his hold on Rhodes, which enabled the detectives to release him from Wade's death grip. Rhodes fell to the ground in a flaccid heap. He gasped for air as he came to and the color slowly returned to his face. The two detectives worked immediately to pull Wade away from Rhodes.

Wade fought against their hold and yelled, "You're going to pay for what you've done!"

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Elle looked one last time at the clock and decided to finally put the home-cooked meal she had made for Brian in the fridge. He was an hour and a half late coming home from work and wasn't returning her calls. It had been a year since Brian's operation, and his doctors had been amazed how well his transplant had worked.

He still wasn't exactly the same Brian that Elle had remembered before his stroke. He was distant at times and forgetful. At first, she had tried to remind herself that it was probably just a consequence of the brain surgery. She knew she should just be happy to have him healthy again.

Lately, however, she had begun to suspect it was something more. Like today, Elle had told Brian she would have dinner ready at seven when he came home from work and to call if he was going to be late. And here it was, eight thirty, and he wasn't even answering his phone.

It wasn't uncommon for Brian to stay late at his office now that he was back at work, but it was unlike him not to call her and let her know when he would be home. At least it didn't used to be like him. But nights like tonight were becoming more of a regular occurrence. He probably just forgot all about our earlier conversation. She placed aluminum foil over Brian's chicken parmesan before putting it in the fridge.

She had just sat down on the couch after cleaning up the kitchen when their house phone rang. Maybe it's Brian saying he's on his way home. She got up and walked back into the kitchen to pick up the receiver on the kitchen counter.

"Hello?"

"Hi, Elle. It's Chad. How are you? I just had a question for Brian about something we talked about over dinner with the mayor."

"Oh. Hi, Chad. Sorry, but Brian isn't home yet. I just assumed he was working late. I didn't realize you guys were having dinner with the mayor."

"Yeah, at The Water's Edge. He didn't tell you? Huh. Well, he's not answering his cell and I just figured he would be home by now."

Elle leaned against the kitchen counter and took in what Chad had said.

"Okay, well just tell him I'll talk to him tomorrow. Sorry to bother you, Elle. Take care."

She tore her mind away from her thoughts as she forced herself to respond.

"No problem. Have a good night," she said before ending the call.

Dinner with the mayor? How could he forget to tell her that? And where was he now? Still holding the phone in her hand, she decided to try calling him again. She moved toward her kitchen window and looked out into the night.

The sun had long since set beyond the mountainous horizon of their expansive waterfront estate on Mercer Island. Surrounded by the beautiful waters of Lake Washington and only a fifteen-minute drive from downtown Seattle, the island was home to some of the most prestigious real estate in the Seattle area.

She waited as Brian's phone went straight to voicemail without even ringing. Frustrated, she slammed the phone down onto the counter before walking back into the living room. After three hours, she was sick of waiting for him and made her way upstairs to go to bed.

She passed their wedding photos that hung on the wall of her grand staircase and thought back about the life they'd shared before Brian's stroke. She stopped to look at her favorite one. They were walking hand and hand, smiling at each other in the black and white photo. Elle looked stunning in her designer wedding gown. It fit her petite frame perfectly, and her long, dark hair was a beautiful contrast to the white dress.

Brian had also looked impeccable, and together they made a picture perfect couple. His dark blonde hair caught the light of the afternoon sun. He stood nearly a foot taller than Elle, his features completely opposite to hers. Even through his suit, it was easy to see his muscular build.

It was hard to imagine that these photos were taken just three years before. They felt like a lifetime ago. They'd been married only six months when it happened.

The stroke had left Brian unable to speak. He also had trouble understanding people most of the time. He lost all mobility of the right side of his body which made it difficult for him to even nod his head.

His doctors were initially hopeful that he might make a full recovery. But as time went on, he had made barely any improvements. He was confined to a wheelchair, and, over the next year and a half, her healthy, thirty-nine-year-old husband seemed to age fifty years.

She remembered looking at Brian one night as he sat hunched over watching TV, his emaciated body leaning to the left. Drool dribbled out the right side of his mouth. His atrophied form had looked nothing like the strong man she had married less than two years earlier. He was practically unrecognizable. She loved him so much, it was hard to watch his vibrant life fade away. Elle had grieved for the quality of life her husband had lost, and perhaps she'd grieved a little for herself too.

Brian's only chance at living a full life again had been to receive an experimental partial brain transplant. Since this type of transplant was rare, there were only a few people on the list for that kind of donation. He'd only been on the waitlist for a month when he received brain cells from an organ donor. Brian became the seventh recipient in the world of this kind of transplant.

Elle had been overjoyed by Brian's second chance at life. She'd pictured the two of them returning to the same happy, active lives they had lived before his stroke. While she was thrilled for Brian's recovery, she hadn't expected his feelings for her to change. She worried now that things between them might never be the same.

Elle had just crawled into bed when she heard the garage door open and Brian quietly walk in. All night she had been fighting hard against letting her imagination get the better of her. She even worried that Brian had gotten into an accident. But deep down she knew that wasn't the reason why he hadn't come home.

Elle got out of bed, turned on the hall light, and headed down the stairs to greet him.

"Long day," she said.

She leaned her arm on the railing as she looked down on him from their grand stairwell that led down into the entryway.

"Yeah, sorry about that," he replied, setting down his briefcase on their black and white checkered marble floor.

"How was your dinner with the mayor?"  Elle took in a deep breath, determined not to break down in front of him.

"It was fine. Pretty boring actually. Sorry to be home so late, that guy can talk forever." He gave her a slight smile.

You are such a liar, she thought as she coolly smiled back. She tried not to think about the real reason he was home so late.

"Chad called here over three hours ago saying that he thought you would have been home already."

She watched Brian's expression betray him for only a moment before he quickly recovered.

"Oh, well the mayor and I had a few more things to discuss after Chad left. You know him, he's not one for politics." Brian started up the stairs towards her.

"I see." Elle tried to sound impassive.

She remained still as Brian closed the gap between them. Reaching her, he stopped and kissed her softly on her forehead. Her heart sank when she smelled the distinctive scent of another woman's perfume as he leaned into her.

"Sorry to keep you up so late," he said before continuing up the stairs.

Flooded with emotions, Elle followed him upstairs in silence. Brian was already in their en suite bathroom with the door closed when Elle reached their room. She turned off the lights and got back into bed, the light from the bathroom shining out from under the door onto the floor of their room. A tear slid down her face when she closed her eyes and realized that her worst fears had turned out to be true. Brian was having an affair.

 

 

He had already left for work when Elle woke the next morning. The pain in her heart from the night before quickly returned. She looked at the clock before getting out of bed. Not even seven thirty and she was already alone in the house.

Before Brian's stroke, he would always wake her up if she was still asleep to let her know he was leaving for work and kiss her goodbye. But he hadn't started doing that again since he recovered from his transplant. She missed those small gestures and wondered what she had done to make him change.

Her heart was heavy as she got dressed and went downstairs to the kitchen. She poured herself a cup of coffee left over from the pot Brian had made earlier that morning. She had just flipped on the small TV in the kitchen to watch the local morning news when she heard a knock at her front door.

She recalled texting her sister the night before saying she needed to talk to her. She checked their front porch security video to make sure it was Kayla before she answered the door. The home had a gated entry requiring visitors to be buzzed in, but Elle had given her sister an electronic gate opener to come and go as she pleased.

Kayla marched inside as soon as Elle opened the door. She wore black yoga pants and a zip-up hoodie. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a bun near the top of her head. Kayla was a resident at Harborview Medical Center and always seemed to be in a rush whenever Elle saw her.

"I got your text when I was at work last night," Kayla said as Elle closed the front door. "My shift just ended at seven so I thought I'd stop by to see you on my way home. So, what's this super important thing you needed to talk to me about?"

She followed Elle into the kitchen and waited for an answer to her question. Elle noticed the impatient look on Kayla's face. Kayla watched her sit down on one of the kitchen barstools and take a slow sip out of her coffee. Kayla's eyes widened and she smiled as if Elle had just shared some wonderful news.

"Wait, let me guess. You're pregnant?"

Her smile faded when she saw the distressed look on Elle's face. She took a seat on the barstool next to Elle.

"What's wrong?"

"It's Brian." Elle stared at the coffee that filled her mug as she spoke. "I think he's having an affair."

"What? Brian? No. What makes you think that?" Kayla leaned her elbows on the kitchen counter and looked intently at her sister.

"He's been acting different lately. Distant. He comes home late even when we have plans." Elle looked over at Kayla before continuing. "Last night he got home really late and lied about where he was. When he walked past me I could smell another woman's perfume on his clothes." She blinked back the tears starting to form in her eyes.

"That doesn't mean he's having an affair." Kayla reached out her hand and rested it gently on her shoulder as Elle wiped away her tears.

"It's more than that. Things just haven't been the same between us."

"But how do you know that he's having an affair? Have you seen him with someone else or found text messages on his phone or something?"

"No, I haven't seen him with anyone and I've looked at his phone but couldn't find any texts or anything. I think he's being careful. But believe me, I'm his wife. I just know."

"You know that his changes in behavior are most likely just the result of his stroke, right? I mean, I know he's recovered incredibly well from the transplant and is back to his previous level of functioning from those new brain cells, but it is possible that he could still have some slight personality and behavior changes from the damage that already occurred before his transplant."

Frustrated, Elle turned away from her sister. "I can't believe you're trying to explain away my husband's affair by using his medical history as an excuse."

"Elle, I'm sorry. I'm not using it as an excuse. I can see you're upset. I just think you might need to consider that just because he's acting different doesn't necessarily mean he's having an affair. Have you talked to him about this?"

"No. What would I say? Are you cheating on me? What if he just denies it?" She paused for a moment before making eye contact again with her sister. "Actually, what scares me more would be to hear him tell me that I'm right. I don't even know how we got here. I thought we were happy. I guess it was all just too good to be true."

"It's not too good to be true. I think you need to at least give him the benefit of the doubt. I know he loves you, and I really don't think that he's cheating on you. Maybe you should just talk to him."

"Maybe," Elle said with a slight nod. She watched her sister's attention shift to the morning news playing on the small flat screen that hung on the kitchen wall.

"Breaking news this morning as we are still learning the details of the shocking murder of a young woman whose body was recently discovered in her downtown Seattle hotel room. Police have yet to release the identity of this woman, but it appears she was last seen last night at The Water's Edge, the restaurant on the ground level of the hotel."

Irritated that her sister was so easily distracted from their serious conversation, Elle reached for the remote to turn down the volume. She was disappointed to hear her sister so quickly dismiss Brian's behavior. She had hoped that her sister, of all people, would take her suspicions seriously.

Seeing her turn down the volume caused Kayla to turn her attention away from the TV and back to Elle.

"This is serious, Kayla."

"I know it seems that way to you, but I'm sure you have nothing to worry about. Brian cares about you way too much."

Elle didn't argue, although she was totally unconvinced by her sister's attempt to reassure her. She was too discouraged by her sister defending Brian to try any harder to persuade her otherwise.

Kayla let out a deep yawn. "I should probably go before I get too tired to drive home. I have to be back at the hospital for another nightshift tonight so I better get some sleep."

"Alright, drive careful." Elle walked with Kayla to the front door. "I meant to ask you earlier, but would you want to go out on the yacht with us tomorrow afternoon? Brian's parents are flying in to give a speech at an event for their charitable foundation tomorrow and Brian wants to take them out on the boat since they bought it for him. I could use a friendly face."

"I'd love to. I'm off tomorrow night. Plus, what good is it to have a rich sister if I don't go out on her yacht every once in a while?" Kayla grinned and Elle couldn't help but smile back. "It's good to see you smile." Kayla reached for the door and turned to her sister before she left.

"If you really are concerned, you know you can get an app on your phone that will let you track the location of his cellphone. It might at least help reassure you that he's not cheating."

"I'll think about it. Though, wouldn't he see that I was tracking his phone?"

"No, there are apps now that will allow you to track another phone without them knowing."

"And how do you know so much about this?"

"How do you think I knew you were home?"

"Right." Elle smiled again at her sister.

"Try not to worry, Elle. I'll see you tomorrow," Kayla said before closing the door behind her.

And I'll try not to be mad at you for coming to the defense of my cheating husband, Elle thought. While she would have loved for Kayla to be right and Brian just to be acting different because of his stroke, Elle knew that wasn't the case. She just doesn't know him like I do. She walked back into the kitchen and turned off the morning news.

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Pete was removing a blood-splattered plastic apron and pair of gloves when Wade entered the autopsy room.

"You've got great timing, sergeant. I've just finished."

Wade followed Pete to the autopsy table where they stood over Samantha's cold corpse. She lay mostly covered by a white sheet while Pete explained his findings so far. The top of her bare chest exposed the Y-shaped incision that had been neatly sutured closed.

"I'm afraid that I haven't found much that will help you," Pete said. "I looked back at the autopsy reports from the old Seattle Slasher victims before I started, and every detail from those cases appears to be consistent with this young woman's death. No evidence of sexual assault, no defensive wounds. It does seem that she was given a blood thinner from the amount of blood she lost, but we'll have to wait for toxicology to be sure. I've sent her fingernail clippings for DNA testing. Although with no defensive markings on her hands, I'm doubtful we'll turn up anything."

Wade looked pensively at Samantha's body. "We never got any DNA from the Seattle Slasher victims' fingernails either, except for Amanda Wheeler. Let's hope this copycat killer wasn't as careful."

"I still have to write up my report, so I'll send it over as soon as I'm finished. Sorry I can't give you more to work with at this point. I'll call you as soon as I get those DNA results back."

Wade forced himself to look away from Samantha.

"Thanks. I'll let you get back to work."

After stopping to pick up Chinese takeout, Wade parked his car in front of his condo and headed inside his sparsely-furnished home with his laptop tucked securely under his arm. He took off his coat and tossed it onto the back of his recliner before sitting down to eat his Chinese food and dig deeper into the old case files.

He went through the files, comparing Samantha to victim after victim of the Seattle Slasher. They were all young women in their twenties and their crime scene photos looked exactly like the scene he had visited that morning. He couldn't find anything different about Samantha's killing to any of Rhodes's victims. This new copycat killer seemed to have replicated Rhodes's murders down to the slightest details.

He set his half-eaten takeout container on the floor next to his chair and clicked on Michael Rhodes's profile. An image of Rhodes's mug shot taken the day after they'd arrested him filled his screen. Rhodes had just been released from the hospital. He had a bright red cut on his bottom lip, his nose was completely covered by a white splint, and his left eye was swollen shut. His eyelid shone a bluish-purple.

Wade felt no remorse for what he'd done as he stared at Rhodes's mug shot. He'd left him a lot better than Rhodes had left Cody and his other victims. He'd left him alive.

Rhodes had filed charges against him after the way Wade attacked him during his arrest, and Wade had been suspended without pay while an investigation played out. The charges ended up getting dismissed by a judge, since Rhodes had already killed Cody and was still armed when Wade caught up to him. Wade knew he'd been extremely lucky that the judge ruled in his favor and he didn't end up losing his job.

After returning to work with Cody gone, he'd never been able to work well with another partner. He'd been promoted to sergeant two years ago, and he now oversaw one of Seattle Homicide's squads.

Wade had come from a family of cops. His father and grandfather had both retired from the Seattle PD after lifelong careers. His grandfather had been the only African-American on the force for more than ten years, and Wade's father had been Seattle's first African-American homicide detective. Wade had wanted to be a detective for as long as he could remember. Not that it was forced on him in any way. He had always been told growing up that he could enter any career path he wanted, but he had never wanted to do anything else. It was in his blood.

He spent the next few hours going over the case files until he could no longer think straight. He meant to close his eyes for just a few minutes, but he was drained from the emotions this new killing had brought to the surface. Exhaustion quickly overtook him and he drifted off to sleep.

It was dark when he awoke later that evening. He still lay in the recliner, and his laptop sat open on his chest. With a yawn, he got up, set the laptop on the coffee table, and started to make his way to his bedroom. As he walked by the kitchen, he was startled by the sound of silverware clinking against a dish. Cautiously, he turned on the kitchen lights. Wade's heart raced at what he saw as he instinctively reached for his gun, only to realize that it was not in his holster but was back on the living room coffee table.

Michael Rhodes sat at Wade's kitchen table, helping himself to a plate of leftovers from the fridge. He looked exactly as he had the last time Wade saw him and wore the same orange jumpsuit. Wade couldn't believe what he was seeing. He stood still in the doorway, his body frozen in shock.

"This cannot be happening," Wade said. "I saw you die."

Rhodes gave Wade an evil smile before answering. "And yet here I am, in your kitchen, back from the dead!" Rhodes exclaimed with a laugh, exposing the half-chewed food in his mouth.

It was then that Wade saw the blade in his hand. Before he had time to retreat, Rhodes's laughter turned into a scowl and he lunged across the kitchen table, knife in hand, ready to attack.

Wade threw himself backward to avoid the sharp edge of the blade that Rhodes swung across his throat, but he was too late. He felt the pain of the knife cut deeply into his neck as he fell back into the hall and was simultaneously jolted awake. He sat up, causing his laptop to fall off his chest onto the floor.

Breathing hard, he saw that he was back in his living room recliner. His forehead was damp with perspiration. He wiped the sweat from his brow and let the reality sink in that what he'd just experienced was nothing more than a disturbing dream. Rhodes is dead, he reminded himself.

An image of Rhodes's dead body flashed in his mind. One-way mirrored glass was all that had separated Wade and the other viewers from the sociopathic killer. Wade had looked on with disgust as the guards removed his handcuffs and strapped him to the padded table where he would take his last breath.

Washington remained the only state to have an active gallows, which allowed inmates to choose between death by hanging or lethal injection. Wade thought Rhodes a coward for choosing lethal injection after the violent way he had inflicted death upon so many others.

After the technician pushed the clear solution into Rhodes's IV, Wade had watched Rhodes's steady breathing change to an occasional agonal breath. Finally, Rhodes's chest went completely still, and his already pale face turned an ashen-gray color of death. His lifeless eyes had seemed to stare directly back at Wade even though he was dead. The memory sent a chill down his spine.

He stood up, grabbed his gun off the coffee table, and made his way to his bedroom. He passed by the door to the kitchen while he played back the dream in his head. He turned back and gave into his urge by flicking on the kitchen lights. It, of course, was empty. He chided himself for letting the dream get to him and headed to bed for the rest of the night.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Brian came home that night much sooner than Elle had expected. She glanced at the decorative clock that hung on the wall above a large window overlooking the lake, surprised to see it was only a quarter to six. She had already made up her mind to confront him that night but didn't anticipate him being home so early. His early arrival caught her off guard, and she felt herself already start to lose her nerve as she got up to meet him in the kitchen.

He had just placed his car keys on the kitchen counter and was taking off his suit jacket when she came in the room. She couldn't help but notice how attractive he was in his fitted dress shirt as she watched him loosen his tie. The shirt was snug in all the right places, showing off his muscular upper body. His blonde hair was perfectly groomed in a professional yet modern way, and his navy-colored tie brought out the intensity of his deep blue eyes. He still had a lingering tan from the summer days they'd spent on their yacht. It hurt her to look at him as she realized how deeply she loved him.

"You're home early," she said, trying to sound nonchalant.

"Don't sound so happy about it," Brian said with a half-smile that told her he was teasing.

"It's just that you've been coming home so late recently." She forced herself to smile back at him. "It's nice to have you home."

"Yes, well unfortunately I still have a lot of work to finish tonight that I had to bring home with me."

He brushed past her without another look. She turned and watched him take his briefcase over to the kitchen table.

"What's for dinner?" He pulled out a chair and took a seat.

"I can heat up the chicken parmesan that I made for you yesterday since you weren't home to eat it."

"Great."

Brian went through a stack of papers on the table, already engrossed in his work. She looked at him with despondency. It's as though I'm not even here. Her heartache morphed into annoyance and then to anger while she reheated Brian's dinner from the night before. She ran her fingers through her long hair and tried to compose herself a few minutes later when she set Brian's plate down on the table in front of him.

"Thanks, babe," he said without looking up.

She took a seat across from him and they sat in silence until Brian finally tore himself away from his work enough to take a bite of his chicken.

"You're not eating?" he asked, seeing Elle had no plate in front of her.

"I'm not hungry."

"Are you feeling okay?"

For the first time since he had come home, she could see that she finally had his attention. There was a look of true concern on his face. She looked into his eyes, but she just couldn't find the words to say.

"Yeah," she lied. "Just not hungry." Why can't I do this?

His expression relaxed and he looked at her affectionately. It reminded her of the way he used to look at her.

"Well you don't have to sit with me for my sake. I'm afraid I'll probably be working for the rest of the night."

"Okay," Elle said softly.

She realized that she wasn't ready to have the conversation that would likely result in the end of her marriage. She got up from the table and left him to his work.

"Hey babe?" he said when she was almost out of the room.

She turned to look at him. Is he going to confess? Tell me it's over? Or maybe tell me he made a huge mistake and beg for my forgiveness?

"Yes?"

"Thanks for dinner. Sorry I wasn't home last night to have it."

Her emotions raged within her as he smiled at her with the charming smile she had grown to love so much. He's a cheater and a liar, she reminded herself.

"You're welcome," she said before walking out of the room. Annoyed with herself, she wondered why she didn't have the nerve to call him out on his affair.

She sat on their living room couch an hour later, sipping a glass of white wine while attempting to take her mind off Brian by looking through a cooking magazine. She had been skimming through the same magazine over and over, finding it impossible to concentrate. Even the wine she was drinking served to drive her thoughts back to Brian. It was a semillon from the Hunter Valley in Australia where they had wine tasted on their honeymoon while touring the beautiful country. Seeing how much she had liked it, Brian had a few cases shipped home for her.

How could he do this to me? To us? She threw the magazine down onto the couch. It was time to confront Brian about his affair. She couldn't take it any longer.

Just as she was about to get up, she heard Brian come out from the kitchen. He was on his cellphone and carried a stack of papers, apparently on his way to his office.

"Yes, well I think we need to consider both of those options in this case," she heard him say.

He sounded like he was on a business call, but who knew who he was really talking to. He stopped and turned toward her when he noticed her on the couch.

"Just a second, Chad." He covered the mouthpiece with his hand. "I'll be working on this stuff for the rest of the night. Don't wait up for me. It will probably be late when I come to bed."

With that, he turned his back to her, continued into his office, and closed the door without another word.

Unbelievable. She reached for her wine glass to try and calm herself.

How can he dismiss me so easily? Does he think I'm that stupid to not realize what's going on? The cold liquid ran down the back of her throat. He doesn't even seem the least bit bothered by what he's doing to me.

She took another sip of her wine, too upset now to confront him tonight about the affair. Her thoughts threatened to run wild, but she wrestled to keep them tame. It was killing her not knowing who he was involved with and what exactly their relationship consisted of. She decided to take her sister's advice.

It wasn't long before her wine glass was empty and she had found an app that would allow her to track Brian's phone without him knowing. She got up and poured herself a second glass while she waited for the app to download on her phone. It just finished when she settled back down onto the couch. She put down her wine and set up the app to track the location of Brian's phone.

After another couple minutes of waiting, a message appeared on her phone's screen. Unable to track device. Please enable location settings. She let out a disheartened sigh, realizing that she was going to have to somehow get to Brian's phone and turn on his location settings before she'd be able to track his whereabouts. Seeing as there would be probably no way of getting to his phone tonight, she picked her cooking magazine back up for a distraction and slowly finished her wine. She would find a way to get to his phone in the next couple of days.

 

 

Elle awoke the next morning to find herself once again alone in their bed. The time on her phone was only six thirty. She became aware of the sound of Brian in the shower and sat up to see the bathroom door slightly ajar. She looked over and saw his iPhone still plugged in on his bedside table. She glanced back again at the bathroom door before sliding across the bed and reaching for his phone. She could still hear the shower water running as she typed in his password and went to enable his location settings.

She was still a bit groggy from just waking up and accidentally pressed the wrong icon in her effort to hurry before Brian got out of the shower. She went back into the main screen and opened the icon for his general phone settings, not realizing the shower was no longer running. She flicked through the settings options and turned on his location setting before she closed out of the screen and set the phone back down on his bedside table. As she went to roll back over to her side of the bed, she was startled to see Brian standing over her with a towel wrapped around his waist. He looked down at his phone on the table before moving his gaze directly to Elle.

"What are you doing?" His voice was calm but inquisitive.

Should I just tell him that I know? But what if he just denies it? No, I need to find out what exactly he's up to before talking to him about it.

"Your alarm was going off. You must've hit the snooze button when you got up," she heard herself say, surprised by the quick response. She tried to read Brian's thoughts while he continued to look at her with a straight expression.

After a moment, his face softened. "Sorry I woke you. I thought I turned it off."

"That's alright."

She faked a yawn as she rolled back over to her side of the bed and appeared to fall back to sleep.

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

After looking through the case files the night before, Wade knew that he needed to talk to the only other person still alive who knew as much about the crimes of Michael Rhodes as he did. He arrived ten minutes early to the restaurant where he would meet with the former King County prosecuting attorney who prosecuted Michael Rhodes six years before. The casual, modern eatery was only two blocks from the police department. Every table was filled with beat cops and other law enforcement, as well as business professionals on their lunch hour. At street level, large glass windows exposed the busy city outside.

"Can I get you something to drink?" the young waitress asked Wade after he was seated.

"Coffee, thanks."

Wade looked over the lunch menu. A few minutes later, Wade stood as Judge Mitchell arrived at the restaurant and walked toward their table.

"Hey, judge," Wade greeted him and the two men shook hands. "Thanks for meeting me on such short notice."

"You know you don't need to call me that. And it's not a problem. It sounded important when we spoke over the phone."

"Yes, it is," Wade said as they sat down.

In recent years, Wade had driven away a lot of people in his life with his heavy drinking. The judge had strongly supported Wade after Rhodes pressed charges against him, and Wade had always wondered if he had something to do with the charges being dropped. They had kept in contact over the years and worked out at the same gym. He was the closest person Wade had to a friend since Cody's death.

Their waitress reappeared with Wade's coffee and took their lunch orders.

"I'll take a coffee as well," the judge said, handing his menu back to the waitress.

"Sure thing," the waitress replied before moving on to the table next to them.

Judge Mitchell had already been on the fast track to success before he convicted the most famous serial killer of the decade, but winning the high-profile case against Rhodes certainly helped make his career. He was now one of the youngest Superior Court judges in the history of Washington State.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

The judge took his napkin off the table and placed it over his lap.

"I actually wanted to speak to you about Michael Rhodes. You've probably already seen the news. A young woman was murdered the night before last and the crime scene was exactly like those of Rhodes's victims. We believe the killer is a copycat, and I wanted to find out if anyone comes to your mind who may have had any inside information to recreate a murder scene so similar. I've been going through the crime photos of Rhodes's victims and comparing them to the photos from this recent murder. They are astonishingly alike, down to the slightest detail," Wade said. "I was wondering if you would mind having a look at these recent crime scene photos and telling me if there is anything that jumps out at you. Other than myself, you know more about the Michael Rhodes cases than anyone."

Wade sipped his coffee while he waited for Judge Mitchell's response.

"I don't know if I'll be of any help to you now, but I'll have a look," the judge said.

"Great, thanks. That's all I ask." Wade handed the judge a manila envelope across the table. "At this point, I think the killer is most likely someone Rhodes met in prison who he shared details of his murders with. I spent the morning running some checks through the Walla Walla State Penitentiary database looking for someone who did time with Rhodes and has been recently released and living in the Seattle area, but so far I haven't found anything promising. I'm still waiting to hear back from one of Rhodes's prison guards who I'm hoping might be able to tell me if there's anyone in particular Rhodes might have shared information with in prison."

"Well, I'm sure you'll catch your killer, detective. You always do."

Even though Wade's rank was now a sergeant, the judge still always called him detective. But Wade never bothered to correct him. The waitress returned with their food, and the judge flipped through Samantha's crime scene photos while he ate his sandwich. Wade caught a glimpse of Samantha's dead body from across the table and suddenly lost his appetite. He picked at his food throughout the rest of their lunch.

"So far, I'm not seeing anything that would help you," the judge said when he tucked the pictures back into the envelope. "If I didn't know better, I'd think I were looking at photos of one of the Seattle Slasher victims. But I'll take a closer look at them tonight."

"That'd be great."

"I haven't seen you at the gym in a long time," the judge said when they stood to leave. "I figured I probably just intimidated you with how much I can bench press."

Wade cracked a smile. "Yeah, right."

"Seriously though, we should meet there after work one of these days."

"As soon as I close this new case, I'll be there," Wade promised.

"Alright, but take care of yourself in the meantime. Don't let this copycat get under your skin."

"I won't," he lied. "Thanks again for looking at those photos."

"Not a problem," the judge said as they walked out of the restaurant. "I'll let you know if I come up with anything that might help."

"Great, talk to you soon." 

Wade hoped the judge would be of some help as he walked back to the station in the pouring rain. He hated to admit it, but they didn't have much else to go on.

 

 

Wade was back at his desk at the Seattle Homicide Unit that afternoon when his phone rang. Seeing the Eastern Washington area code on the caller ID, Wade answered the call.

"McKinnon."

"Hey, this is Dale from Walla Walla Penitentiary. Just returning your call about Michael Rhodes."

"Yeah, thanks for calling back. When I called earlier they said you would be the best guy for me to talk to. I understand you've been a guard at the penitentiary for over twenty years?"

"That's right."

"I'm sure you've heard in the news about our recent murder that replicates those of Rhodes."

"Yes, I did hear about that. What can I do for you?"

"Well as you may have also heard, we believe our killer is a copycat of Michael Rhodes. I was hoping you could tell me if there were any inmates in particular that Rhodes was close with during his imprisonment or any certain prisoner he might have given details to about his killings?"

"You probably know as well as I do that Rhodes maintained his innocence all the way up to his execution. He was very vocal about it with the other inmates. Because of that, he was always pretty much a loner. I don't remember him ever showing any sort of interest in any of the other prisoners. Sorry, I wish I could give you more helpful information."

Wade had figured as much. "That's okay. I guess that would have just been too easy. Were there any prisoners who would have had contact with Rhodes that have since been released?"

"No. Rhodes was kept in our Intensive Management Facility where all the prisoners are either in for life or on death row. The only way to get released from that facility would be to get your conviction overturned. We haven't released anyone from there in over fifteen years."

"Alright, well thanks for returning my call," Wade said.

He hung up, already thinking about where to go from here.

 

 

They had made virtually no progress in the case when Wade left for the night. He hadn't planned on it, but he found himself turning into Rhodes's old neighborhood. It was dark, but he recognized the street immediately. Indoor lights illuminated the small houses on the block, but the street was quiet. Wade pulled over to the curb in front of Rhodes's old house.

He turned off his engine and stared at the A-frame house. The last time he'd been there was the day Cody had been killed. It had been nearly six years, but he remembered it like it was yesterday.

The house obviously had new residents. Two cars were parked in the driveway. The shades were drawn, but the front windows were dimly lit from the inside. He could hear music playing inside the house.

He wasn't sure how long he'd been sitting there in the dark when he realized that this was doing nothing to help solve his current case. He had just started up his car engine when the sound of a woman screaming pulled his attention to the house next door.

He looked ahead to the right and saw a large man dragging a young woman out of the house by the back of her hair. She was frantically swinging at him with both arms as he pulled her down onto the front lawn. She screamed again, and Wade watched the burly man let go of her hair before swinging his fist hard against the side of her face.

Wade jumped out of his car and ran toward them. Oblivious, the man grabbed the woman's upper arm and forced her to her feet. Her head hung to the side as she staggered behind the man pulling her toward a parked car.

Wade came from behind and yanked the man's long, greasy ponytail, giving him a taste of his own medicine. The man responded with a growl and turned back toward the woman with rage just as Wade drove a solid punch into the man's jaw.

Stunned from the blow, the man let go of the woman and fell back onto the grass. The woman held the side of her face and looked up at Wade in shock. Her attacker started to get up and Wade rushed toward him. The man snarled at Wade as he pushed him back to the ground. Although bigger than Wade, the man was no match for his strength. He pressed his open palm against Wade's face, and Wade felt the man's fingernails dig into his skin. Wade balled up his fist and punched him in the nose. The man cried out and Wade pushed his hand off his face.

"Stop! Please!" the woman cried.

He threw his fist straight into the man's face three more times. After the last blow, the man let out a pitiful sound as his arms fell to his sides. Out of breath, Wade climbed off him and sat on the damp grass next to the semi-conscious woman-beater.

The woman screamed again, and Wade put his hand up in the air.

"It's okay," he said.

She shrieked, and Wade saw that his hand was covered in her abuser's blood. She put her hand over her mouth and sank down onto the lawn. The porch lights of Rhodes's old house came on, and an older couple timidly emerged to see what was going on. Wade pulled his phone out of his pocket and called dispatch.

"This is Sergeant McKinnon. I'm at 14 Evergreen Street and have a suspect in custody." He looked down at the man and saw that he was still breathing. "I'm gonna need an ambulance."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The morning cloud cover had cleared and Elle looked out at the afternoon sun reflecting off the waters of Lake Washington from the deck of their seventy-five-foot yacht. Mount Rainier was in clear view and as impressive as ever. The evergreen trees that filled the landscape around them provided a stunning contrast to both the snow-covered mountain as well as the deep blue water of the lake. It was hard to imagine any place more beautiful than Seattle on a day like today. She enjoyed the feel of the light breeze as the yacht made headway toward the Montlake Cut, which would lead to nearby Lake Union before taking them out through the Ballard Locks to the Puget Sound.

Brian's parents had flown in the night before, but chose to stay at the hotel where their charity event was held that morning. It was a prestigious event, filled with wealthy donors who, no doubt, patted themselves on the back for making the world a better place while they enjoyed a five-star brunch. It had an exclusive guest list, and, since Brian was working, Elle had not been invited.

Their foundation was well known and had raised over a billion dollars in the last decade, but Elle was never sure of the foundation's main cause. Their mission statement was vague, stating they "aimed to improve the livelihood of generations through the empowerment of individuals". Whatever that meant. The foundation seemed to have their hand in everything from reducing childhood obesity to fighting climate change, depending on the donor demographic.

Elle looked over at Brian who was laughing with his father while they reclined on the back deck of the boat. It made her think about what different worlds she and Brian had grown up in. Brian never had to want for anything, and things that still seemed extravagant to her were a normal part of life for him. His parents purchased the yacht for them a few months back as a sort of get-well gift for Brian. Elle had been overwhelmed by the enormity of their gift. While she certainly enjoyed the fabulous vessel, she also felt a little conspicuous in it. Almost embarrassed by the vast wealth it represented.

His father a Massachusetts State Senator, Brian had grown up in a prestigious suburb of Boston. After graduating from Harvard Law School, Brian moved to Seattle to start a career without his family's connections. Although, with a multimillion-dollar trust fund, he didn't need to work at all. But Brian wanted to make something of himself, and it was something Elle had always respected him for.

Elle watched as one of the crew brought out a bottle of champagne on ice to go with the hors d'oeuvres that had been freshly made by their on-board chef. Elle was a phenomenal cook and would have preferred to prepare the food herself, but Brian refused to have her appear like the help. Especially around his parents. He'd insisted on her being free to host them so she agreed to the chef for the day.

Unlike Brian, Elle had grown up in a very humble home. She and Kayla had been raised mainly by their aunt after being taken from their mother's care when they were little due to her mother's mental health issues. "Mental health issues" being a mild way to describe the demons that plagued her mother, but it sounded better than the whole truth.

Elle looked away from Brian and turned to see his mother chatting comfortably with Kayla. Both Brian's parents looked the part of wealthy politicians and had the social graces to match. His mother's blonde shoulder length hair was always perfectly hair-sprayed into place. Elle thought she looked like she was dressed for a wedding rather than an afternoon on the Puget Sound in her designer sundress, jewels, and matching shoes. She looked completely opposite to Elle's pretty, younger sister who wore little-to-no makeup with her light brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Elle always felt underdressed when she was with Brian's family, unaware of how effortlessly chic she looked in her black swimsuit cover-up and oversized sun hat.

Brian's mother was probably asking her sister's medical advice about some new ailment that had been afflicting her. Reluctantly, Elle moved closer to them to join in on the conversation. Brian's mother looked up at her with her typical superior gaze as she approached.

"And why didn't you go to medical school, my dear?" Although she had to look up to address Elle, her mother-in-law tilted her head back ever so slightly as to still look down her nose at her. She seemed to never fail to be condescending; it was like she couldn't help it.

"I guess Kayla was always the smart one." Elle smiled, refusing to defend herself against the rude comment.

The truth was that instead of going to college, Elle worked full time as soon as she graduated from high school to help with her mother's medical bills. Most of her twenties were kept busy with work and helping Kayla get through medical school.

"Elle actually sacrificed her dreams to help me get through school while our mother was sick," Kayla said, quick to have her sister's back.

"Oh, that's right. So tragic about the way she died. She didn't leave you with much, did she?"

Elle was thankful that her sunglasses covered the roll of her eyes. It was so characteristic of her mother-in-law to find a way of reminding her of her less-than-fortunate roots. She tried to ignore the insult about her dead mother and chose not to dignify it with a response. She looked over at Brian to remind herself of how much she loved him. She couldn't deny it, even if he was having an affair. It was her undying love for him that kept her from saying what she would have really liked to say to the pretentious shell of a woman.

Brian's parents tried their best to appear pleasant to her, but it was no secret that Elle hadn't quite measured up to their expectations for their son. Their own ambitions for Brian's career warranted him following in the footsteps of his father, who was planning to run for president in the next election. 

It would no doubt help them to have a son who was also a politician, and they had high hopes for Brian to run for office soon. She had already overheard Brian's father encourage him to run for Attorney General of Washington in the next year's election. Now that Brian's health had returned, his parents were eager for him to begin his career in politics.

While Brian seemed to entertain the notion when his parents brought it up, Elle secretly prayed that the day Brian decided to step into the world of politics would never come. She didn't think most politicians could be trusted, including his father. She blinked back tears, thinking that with Brian's affair, she didn't need to worry about his political future. It wouldn't affect her if they weren't together.

Her eyes followed Brian as he got up and walked toward the table behind her.

"I'd like to make a toast," Brian said just before popping the cork on their bottle of chilled champagne. He poured each of them a glass before putting an arm around Elle. "To family, to health, and to many more afternoons like these."

Brian clinked his glass with hers before bending down and kissing her tenderly. Elle took a sip from her champagne and wished she didn't love him so damn much.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Wade had just begun a debriefing with Rodriguez and Stephenson the next morning when Lieutenant Greyson stormed into the conference room. Wade stood next to a touchscreen that covered most of the wall at the end of the conference table. A photo of Samantha's body taken at her crime scene filled half the screen. The other half showed a similar postmortem picture of Michael Rhodes's first victim splayed out across her made-up bed with bloodied, severed wrists.

"I need to talk to you. Now," the lieutenant said, making no effort to hide the scowl on his face.

Rodriguez and Stephenson exchanged a look.

"Okay," Wade said.

"Alone," the lieutenant said before turning back for the door.

The lieutenant power-walked toward Wade's office, but Wade followed at a much slower pace. He was in no hurry to have his ass chewed by Greyson. Greyson turned when he reached Wade's office door. Wade watched Greyson's eyes grow wide when he saw how slow Wade was making his way through the main room of the homicide unit. Wade felt a tinge of pleasure in watching the lieutenant seethe, even though he knew he'd pay for it in a minute.

"Don't rush yourself, sergeant," Greyson said when Wade finally reached the doorway.

After Wade stepped inside, Greyson pushed the door shut.

"You want to explain why I had an incident report on my desk this morning that says you, an off-duty homicide detective, beat a suspect last night before arresting him on battery charges?" Greyson asked before Wade had a chance to sit down. "Actually, don't." Greyson waved his hand across his chest. "I don't even want to hear it."

Wade was more than a head taller than his superior and felt like he was towering over him in the small office. Normally he would've taken a seat, but he decided to stay standing. He didn't want to give Greyson any reason to stay after he said his piece.

"I had no choice. He was beating the crap out of a woman. When I tried to stop him, he attacked me. It was self-defense." More or less, Wade thought.

Greyson looked unconvinced. In fact, Wade had never seen the lieutenant this angry. His pale face had turned the color of a ripe tomato. He glared up at Wade with narrowed eyes, unintimidated by Wade's stature.

"And you think the woman will corroborate this?"

"What does she say?" Wade asked.

He tried not to look at how thin Greyson's hair had become on the top of his scalp. The lieutenant was only Wade's senior by a few years, but, with his fast-receding hairline, he looked to be much older.

Greyson exhaled loudly and crossed his arms. "She's refusing to give a statement. Probably afraid of what her abuser will do if she gives us any information. But you better hope she backs up your story. With your history, this isn't going to look good."

"Has the man filed a complaint?"

"Not yet, because he's still in the hospital. As I'm sure you know, he sustained very serious injuries while in your custody. I should put you on paid leave."

"Technically, he wasn't in custody yet when he sustained his injuries. I was merely acting as a Good Samaritan and responded in self-defense."

"And I don't even want to know what you were doing at Rhodes's old house."

Wade wished he knew. He tried to think of a response, but he had nothing.

"Don't look so surprised that I remember. I was there that day too, you know."

"I know."

Wade also knew that if the lieutenant was going to put him on paid leave, he would've done it already.

"Look, I assure you my actions were justified. And I need to solve this Seattle Slasher copycat killing. You need me to solve it. I don't know if you noticed, but I'm not listed as the arresting officer in that report. Can you just hold off on the paid leave until the guy actually files a complaint?"

"Because of his injuries, there's going to be an investigation whether he files a complaint or not. Per policy, you should be on paid leave while the investigation plays out. And yes, I noticed that you weren't the arresting officer. I'm not sure how you managed that, but it should keep your name out of the press for the time being."

Greyson had been promoted to sergeant a few months after Cody died and again to lieutenant over a year ago. He was extremely rule-conscious, and Wade doubted he had ever broken one in his entire life. He had always struck Wade as a man who never questioned anything, always did what he was told, and submitted mindlessly to any authority in an effort to kiss their ass. A man who never thought for himself. Wade couldn't understand someone like that.

"I'm starting to wonder if it was a mistake to put you in charge of this new copycat killing," Greyson said.

"What happened last night had nothing to do with this case."

Greyson uncrossed his arms. His face was returning to its normal Vitamin D deficient pallor.

"The investigation won't happen immediately. I can probably give you a little time to solve this case, against my better judgment."

"Thank you."

Greyson opened Wade's office door. "Take a picture of your face and I'll put it in the incident report. Even though they're only scratch marks, they'll be better than nothing."

He paused in the doorway waiting for Wade to respond. Wade waited in silence for the lieutenant to leave.

"I take it you didn't sustain any other injuries?" the lieutenant asked.

"No, just the marks on my face."

"Yeah, that's what I thought." The lieutenant gave Wade one last look before leaving him alone in his office.

 

 

It was just after noon when Wade got a call from Dale at the penitentiary.

"You know actually, now that I think about it, there was someone who might be worth looking into for your recent murder," Dale said. "This guy was a total lunatic who, throughout Rhodes's imprisonment, used to send him fan mail on a regular basis. All the inmates' incoming mail is screened for contraband, security threats, and other illicit material and most of this guy's letters were so explicit that we never did deliver them to Rhodes. Believe me, this guy was a total nut job. He even came to visit Rhodes a couple times, but Rhodes always refused to see him."

"Explicit in what way?"

"In his letters, this guy would praise Rhodes for the killings he had committed. He would describe them in graphic detail and talk about how much he related to him. Because of the nature of these letters, only a few were actually delivered to Rhodes and to my knowledge he never wrote him back."

"Would you happen to still have any of these letters?"

"Unfortunately, no. They've all been disposed of by now."

"What about his visits? Would you have a record of those?"

"Sure, we keep a record of all visitors."

"Okay, good. I'll need you to send that over to us. Do you have a name and address for this guy?"

"Yeah, we should still have some record of it. I'll go have a look and call you back."

"That would be great. This could be very helpful."

"Not a problem, sergeant. I'll talk to you soon."

After ending the call, Wade looked up to see Rodriguez stride into his office holding a file. She held out the file in front of her for Wade to take as she approached his desk.

"Here's our official lab analysis report from the crime scene. There's no DNA other than that of the victim."

Wade read over the report.

"Seems like our killer really knew what they were doing," she added.

Wade closed the file and handed it back to her.

"Yes, it does."

He told her about the conversation he'd just had with Dale from the penitentiary.

"So, you're thinking this fan mail creep could be our killer?"

Wade leaned back in his chair. "I think he's the only lead we've got at this point." His phone rang, and he saw that it was Dale calling him back.

"McKinnon," he answered.

"Hey, sergeant. I've got your name and address. Are you ready?"

Wade already had his pen and paper in hand.

"Ready."

He scribbled down the name and address before he thanked him and hung up. He looked up at Rodriguez who still stood in front of his desk.

"Our suspect's name is Toby Evans and he lives in Seattle. Here's the address. Let's confirm that it's still current." He reached out and handed her the paper. "I want you and Stephenson to find out everything you can on this guy. Let me know what you find and then let's go pay him a visit."

In less than an hour, the detectives had confirmed Toby's Seattle address and also found that he was still living with his mother. The address was in a rundown area of Seattle known for its high crime rates. They also learned that Toby was thirty-four years old and a high school dropout. His record was clean other than a computer hacking charge for data theft ten years prior, which he did some short time for.

Wade stood between their desks while they updated him with everything they had found.

"Stephenson, make sure we get the record of Toby's visits to see Rhodes sent over from the penitentiary. And our victim's fiancé will be here in less than an hour. Can you meet with him and get his statement? Rodriguez, I'll have you come with me to go have a chat with this fan mail guy."

"No problem." Stephenson rolled his chair away from his desk and put both hands behind his head as if to convey his boredom with having to stay back at the station.

Wade gave no attention to the gesture.

"Sure thing, boss," Rodriguez said, grabbing her coat.

 

 

The two of them pulled up in front of Toby's house twenty minutes later. Dusk was starting to settle over the sky as they stepped out of the patrol car. The days were progressively getting shorter as fall moved toward winter.

The house's exterior looked long since neglected as did many of the other houses on the same block. A large amount of white paint had peeled off the siding. The overgrown, weed-infested lawn looked as if it hadn't been mowed in months. A barely noticeable sprinkle of rain fell from the sky as Wade and Rodriguez walked up the front porch steps and knocked on the front door of the house.

A woman answered right away with a scowl on her face, and they were accosted by the strong smell of cigarette smoke when she opened the door.

"Can I help you?" she asked, her arm bent holding a half-smoked cigarette up near her face.

Her uncombed hair fell in a chaotic mess just below her shoulders exposing inches of gray at the roots followed by a bad bleach job. The deep lines of her face were evidence of a hard lifestyle, making her look much older than her listed age of fifty-five.

Wade pulled back his coat to expose his badge. "Hello, ma'am. I'm Sergeant McKinnon and this is Detective Rodriguez. We were hoping to ask Toby Evans some questions. Is this his residence?"

The woman's eyes narrowed. "What do you want with my son?"

"We just want to ask him a few questions, Mrs. Evans, that's all. May we come inside?"

"Well he ain't here," she said before taking in a long drag of her cigarette.

"Do you mind if we come in and ask you a few questions about your son?" Rodriguez asked.

The woman looked them up and down before she answered. "Fine." She opened the door wider to let the detectives in.

They followed her into the kitchen. Her skinny frame looked even more pronounced by the oversized t-shirt she wore. Wade heard Rodriguez stifle a cough as they walked through her trail of smoke. She took a seat at the kitchen table and motioned for them to sit across from her as she inhaled another deep breath of her cigarette. Wade noticed the house was a total mess and there was a stack of dirty dishes sitting on the kitchen counter. From the smell, he guessed they had been there for days. Mrs. Evans put out her cigarette on an overflowing ashtray as they sat down opposite her.

"So, what do you wanna know about my son?"

"Do you know where we could find him, Mrs. Evans?" Rodriguez asked.

"How should I know? He's a grown man."

"Your son Toby does live here, does he not?" Wade asked.

"Yeah, he does. So what? He's been in and out of work the last few years. Is that a crime?"

"No ma'am, it's not. Were you aware, Mrs. Evans, that your son wrote several letters to the convicted serial killer Michael Rhodes and even went to visit him a few times in prison before he was executed?" 

Mrs. Evans looked away from the detectives, picked a lighter up off the table, and lit another cigarette.

"Yeah, I knew that. I never understood why he cared so much about him, but he did. So yeah, I knew he'd written to 'im. He just sees the best in people, I guess."

Wade knew there was absolutely nothing good to see in Rhodes.

"You realize that Michael Rhodes not only murdered eleven women but also shot and killed a police officer during his arrest?"

She shrugged her shoulders. "I'm not big on watching the news."

"Do you know where your son was Monday night between eleven and twelve thirty a.m.?"

"He was here. Asleep. Why?"

"And were you here, asleep, as well during that time?"

"Yeah, I'm always in bed by ten. What's it to you?"

"Do you mind if we take a look at Toby's room?" Rodriguez asked.

"Well, he doesn't even like me goin' into his room let alone the cops. But fine, go ahead. He ain't got nothin' to hide." She got up slowly before leading them down a narrow hallway. "He's a computer genius, my son. Problem is, since he dropped out of high school, he's just never been able to get a good job. But he's a good boy."

She stopped at the last door on the right and turned around to face the detectives.

"That's his room," she said, pointing at the closed door. "Like I said, he doesn't like anyone goin' in there so don't touch anything, alright?"

"No problem, Mrs. Evans," Rodriguez said and the woman headed back toward the kitchen.

Wade and Rodriguez exchanged a glance before opening the door. Wade entered the room first and Rodriguez followed. Unlike the rest of the house, Toby's room was meticulously clean. The twin-size bed was neatly made and nothing other than a laptop sat atop a small desk against a wall. But the cleanliness of the room was not what grabbed their attention as they entered. Wade's stomach turned at what he saw.

"You getting this?"

"Yep." Rodriguez had already pulled her phone out of her pocket and began to photograph the room.

Wade turned to take in all the walls of Toby's room. They were completely covered with newspaper clippings of all of Michael Rhodes's murders and pictures of his trial. Even the article that covered Rhodes's arrest and Cody's murder hung on the wall. He looked a little closer and saw something even more disturbing. Gruesome crime scene photos that the police had taken of Rhodes's victims also hung on the walls. Most of which were never released to the public, he noted.

"Hey, check this out."

Wade turned in response to Rodriguez's voice. He looked to see an article covering Rhodes's execution taking up a large part of the back of the bedroom door. GONE TOO SOON was handwritten in a red marker across the article.

"This guy is seriously obsessed," Rodriguez said as she photographed the door.

"He's got crime scene photos that were never released to the press or used at Rhodes's trial." Wade looked back at the walls of the room.

Rodriguez followed Wade's gaze to look at the photos that he referred to.

"And he's got more than just a few."

"How could he get those?"

"Not legally, that's for sure." He tore his attention away from the photos and turned to Rodriguez. "This should give us enough to bring him in. Call Judge Mitchell and see if he'll grant us a search warrant over the phone for the house, Toby's laptop, and his car. And see if he'll give us an arrest warrant for Toby. Let's make sure we do this by the book. We don't want a technicality to stop this case up in court."

"On it," Rodriguez said.

Wade continued to stare at the pictures covering the walls as Rodriguez made the call for the warrants. Old emotions stirred inside him the longer he looked. Before Rodriguez had time to finish the call, he stormed past her out of the room.

"Sergeant?" she called after him, only to be ignored.

"Where is he?" Wade yelled out to Toby's mother as he headed for the kitchen. 

He found her seated back at the kitchen table, smoking yet another cigarette. She held up the palm of her hand nonchalantly in response to his question. 

"How should I know?"

Having no patience for her games, Wade snatched the cigarette out of her hand before walking over to the ashtray sitting on the kitchen counter and putting it out.

"Hey! What do ya think you're doin'?" She protested only briefly before she gave up and pulled a fresh cigarette out of the opened box on the table.

Wade turned around and grabbed it out of her hand, which brought a look of astonishment to Mrs. Evans's face. He then leaned over, his face within inches of hers.

"I'm only going to ask you one more time. Where is your son?"

Just then Rodriguez came into the room.

"Sergeant," she said, "by the book, remember?"

Despite Rodriguez's warning, he didn't back away from the woman's face. She stared at the cigarette in his hand for a minute before giving in.

"He's at work at The Red Rooster Grill just down the street."

Satisfied, Wade stood up and got out of her face. He dropped the cigarette down on the table and turned to leave.

"Pig," she said.

She picked up the cigarette and put it directly into her mouth. Wade was already out the door as she reached for her lighter.

"Thank you, ma'am," Rodriguez said to the woman as she hurried after Wade.

They were parked outside The Red Rooster Grill five minutes later and Rodriguez moved quickly to keep up with Wade as he headed for the doors of the fast food restaurant. As they entered, Wade noticed all the tables were empty except for one which was filled by three teenage girls who had just broken out in a burst of laughter. Wade turned his attention to the man behind the counter wearing the typical Red Rooster Grill uniform. His shaggy brown hair stuck out from under his black Red Rooster visor. As they approached the counter, Wade recognized the man from Toby's driver's license photo they had pulled up back at the station.

"Hi, what can I get you?" the man asked them with a flat expression.

Wade saw that his nametag read Toby. Wade opened the side of his jacket to reveal his badge.

"Toby Evans, we'd like to ask you a few questions regarding--"

Toby took a few steps to the side and jumped over the counter. He bolted through the restaurant and had just reached the door when Wade caught up with him. One of the teenage girls let out a loud shriek and jumped out of her chair as Wade tackled Toby and sent him crashing to the floor, knocking over a table on the way to the ground.

Rodriguez held out her hand motioning for the girls to stay back. "It's alright. Just stay there."

Using the weight of his knee to keep Toby on the ground, Wade pulled out his set of handcuffs. Toby struggled hopelessly beneath Wade's hold as he cuffed his wrists behind his back. After securing the cuffs, Wade lifted his knee off Toby's back.

"What the hell, man?"

"Why are you running from the police, huh?"

Wade grabbed one of Toby's arms and helped pull him roughly to his feet.

"I don't know, man. I just got freaked out by the way you were looking at me when you came in. I don't like cops, okay?"

"Toby Evans, you are under arrest for the illegal possession of confidential police documents and fleeing from a police officer." Wade gave Toby's back a shove as he and Rodriguez led him to their car.

"How would you know what I'm in possession of?" Toby argued while he reluctantly moved toward their vehicle.

"Your mother was kind enough to let us have a look around your room."

"She did what? You're lying!"

To no avail, he tried to shake away from Wade's firm grip on his arm.

"Why else would we be here, Toby?" Rodriguez said, opening the rear door of their unmarked car.

"I'll kill her!" Toby yelled before Wade slammed the door shut, drowning out his voice.

"How sweet," Rodriguez said to Wade. They rode in silence the rest of the way back to the station.

Two hours later, Wade and Rodriguez sat across a metal table from Toby in a small interview room in the Seattle Homicide Unit. Toby stared down at his hands, refusing to make eye contact with the detectives. A small ring of sweat had formed around the colorful collar of his Red Rooster Grill polo shirt. They were surrounded by four stark white walls, bare other than the small black video camera hanging from the upper corner behind Wade.

They'd been grilling Toby for the last hour and, so far, had gotten nowhere. Toby had completely denied having anything to do with the murder of Samantha Collins. The only good thing for the detectives was that Toby hadn't been smart enough to ask for a lawyer. Yet.

"Okay, let's try this again."

Wade picked up the tablet off the table and flipped the screen to a postmortem photo of Samantha taken by the medical examiner. They already showed Toby her driver's license photo and he denied having ever seen her. Wade figured there was no way Toby hadn't seen the news about the copycat Seattle Slasher killings, even if he was innocent. After laying the tablet back down, Wade slid it across the table directly in front of Toby.

"What about now? Do you recognize her in this photo?"

Toby looked down briefly at the photo before bursting into hysterical laughter. Wade and Rodriguez stared at him from the other side of the table.

After a few minutes, Toby's bizarre amusement finally subsided enough for him to answer. "So you think I killed this girl because of my friendship with Michael Rhodes?"

"'Friendship' seems a little strong to describe your relationship, don't you think? From what I heard, it was completely one-sided. Rhodes didn't want anything to do with you."

Wade watched Toby's smile turn into a frown.

"You don't know anything about our relationship." Toby finally raised his head to look him in the eye. His glare reminded Wade of a spoiled child.

"So you killed Samantha to pay tribute to your dead friend?"

Toby smirked but didn't respond.

Wade pushed further. "You think that replicating one of Rhodes's murders makes you somehow comparable to the Seattle Slasher? Famous, even? I hate to break it to you, but your fifteen seconds of fame for committing this murder will be shorter than Savage Garden's."

Rodriguez gave Wade a surprised, sideways glance at the reference.

"Who's Savage Garden?" Toby asked, obviously missing the point.

"Exactly," Wade said.

"I have too much respect for Rhodes to try and replicate one of his murders. They were his trademark, not mine." He sat back in his chair. "If I were going to kill someone, I would at least be original about it." He paused and looked to be in deep thought for the first time since they arrested him. "I think I'd like a lawyer."

 

 

"Savage Garden? Really?" Rodriguez asked after they left Toby alone in the interview room to wait for his attorney.

Wade shrugged. "I know. Bad reference. It was just the first thing that popped into my head."

Rodriguez laughed and Wade couldn't contain a chuckle himself. 

"You know that's weird, right?" she asked before turning serious again. "So, what now?"

"We can still hold him on the possession of illegal documents charges. I'll talk to Judge Mitchell and make sure he gets denied bail for the time being. That will at least buy us some time to see what forensics has dug up from his laptop, car, and house."

Toby had given them the same alibi that his mother gave them. But she was hardly able to corroborate it for him if she was asleep. Stephenson sat at his desk and looked up at Wade and Rodriguez when they entered the room.

"Get anything?" he asked.

"No." Rodriguez sat down at her desk across from Stephenson's.

"How did your meeting with her fiancé go?" Wade asked.

"Fine. He pretty much said the same things that he did on the phone. Seemed genuinely grief-stricken. He confirmed that he spoke with Samantha on the phone just before eleven to say goodnight. He said that she sounded completely normal, no sign that she was in any distress even though she was probably killed not long after they hung up. I also looked back at the video surveillance footage from Samantha's hotel, and, according to that, our suspect is approximately six foot one. And I saw that Toby is booked in at only five foot ten."

"Although, that estimate could be off by an inch or so and Toby could have had a thick sole on his shoes," Rodriguez said. "If, in fact, that man in the footage is the killer."

"Yeah, but this guy is the only person to come and go from the floor right around the time of the murder. And, no one recognized this guy as a guest at the hotel, let alone on that floor," Stephenson said.

After interviewing Toby, Wade also had a gut feeling that he might not be their guy. While he was obviously brilliant with computers, Wade had begun to doubt that he was cunning enough to pull off a murder like this one without leaving a trace of evidence behind. Or any witnesses.

"Good work today, both of you. It's late, why don't you two call it a night. The lieutenant has been cracking down on overtime and there isn't much more we can do now that Toby has lawyered up. I'll make sure that forensics hasn't found anything yet on Toby and then I'm going to head home too. Hopefully we'll have more tomorrow."

Rodriguez and Stephenson got up to leave as Wade continued into his office. His phone rang the second he sat down at his desk. He answered.

"Hey, it's Pete. I just got the DNA results back from Samantha Collins's fingernails, and it turned up nothing. Also, the blood on her arms as well as what was found on the bedding at the crime scene was all her own. I don't know if I mentioned it to you when we spoke the other day, but we now have the capability to run a toxicology screen for a specific substance and get the results within days rather than the four-to-six weeks it takes to get the formal comprehensive toxicology results. We have to know what we're specifically testing for, and we can test for no more than two substances at a time, but it should allow us to have more answered questions much sooner than we were previously able."

Wade waited for the medical examiner to continue.

"Anyway, since all the Seattle Slasher victims were injected with low-molecular-weight heparin to ensure they bled out rapidly, I tested Samantha for that as well. And it came back positive."

Yet another detail exactly the same as all the old Rhodes's victims.

"Thanks, Pete."

"No problem. I'll let you know when I get the official tox screens back."

Wade thought about what the medical examiner had said after he hung up the phone. The detail that all the victims of Michael Rhodes were injected with low-molecular-weight heparin had been released to the press so it was no big surprise that their copycat killer would use that as well. But he was skeptical at how a guy like Toby would get his hands on a drug like that. He would need a warrant to obtain Toby's medical records as well as his mother's. But seeing how late it was, even with the warrant, he knew he wouldn't receive the records until morning. He decided to go see Judge Mitchell first thing in the morning.

He checked in with forensics and found they had turned up nothing so far that could link Toby to the murder. No Taser, no syringes, no needles, no blood thinning medications. They had found two knives in one of his desk drawers, but there were no traces of blood found on either of them. They were able to prove he hacked into the police database to obtain information about Michael Rhodes by processing his laptop, but it still didn't prove he killed anyone.

Wade leaned his elbows onto his desk and rubbed his temples in frustration. With Toby refusing to speak to him without his lawyer present, there wasn't much more he could do that night.

Driving home, his thoughts were consumed by Rhodes and his victims as well as Cody. And now this new victim, Samantha Collins. As he came upon a gas station, he suddenly felt the urge to buy a case of beer. It's only beer, he told himself. At the last second, he turned into the gas station, having to stand on his brakes to make the corner. The car behind him honked as it nearly rear-ended him. Wade pulled into a parking spot and let his car idle while he battled with the desire to go inside.

He couldn't shake the feeling that Toby Evans wasn't their killer. But, right now, he was all they had. Wade realized that he was, in a sense, hoping to catch Rhodes all over again. But Rhodes was dead. And this wasn't a Seattle Slasher killing. It was just a copycat. A copycat who would have made a mistake. And they would find him. Before he could change his mind, Wade threw the car into reverse and peeled out of the gas station.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Elle looked across the table at her sister as they sat outside on a waterfront pier at one of Seattle's finest seafood restaurants. Kayla was working another night shift tonight in the ER and Elle suggested they grab dinner before she started her shift.

"What's that husband of yours up to tonight?" Kayla asked.

"He said he's working late."

The sun had just disappeared behind the Olympic Mountains and a ferry was making its journey across the harbor to Bainbridge Island as Elle looked out at the view from their table.

"He said he's working late or he is working late?"

"He's still at his office. For now."

Elle moved her grilled salmon around on her plate for a moment before taking a bite.

Kayla set down her fork and looked seriously at Elle. "Don't take this the wrong way, but have you considered maybe talking to someone about all that you've been through with Brian?"

Elle's salmon seemed to stick in her throat. "Like a shrink?"

"Not a shrink. A therapist. I just think this whole thing with Brian has been hard on you. It wouldn't hurt for you to talk to someone about it, that's all."

Great. Brian is having an affair, but I'm the one who has issues. "I'll think about it," she lied. Just because our mother went crazy doesn't mean that I will too.

Kayla seemed to read her thoughts. "I really feel like it would be good for you, although I know you probably won't do it. I'm glad you at least took my advice and are tracking his phone. I'm sure that you'll see he's not cheating on you and realize you were all worked up over nothing."

Elle took a drink from her iced tea. She'd given up trying to convince her sister that Brian was having an affair. She knew Kayla would find out soon enough and feel horrible for doubting her.

"How's work?" she asked, changing the subject.

"Crazy. There's a full moon this week so I'm sure tonight won't be any different. I'll be ready for a couple days off."

She stabbed a potato with her fork and looked down to check her watch.

"Do you need to get to work?"

"Unfortunately, yes." Kayla quickly ate the last piece of potato on her plate. "This was nice, we should do this more often," she said.

She lifted her cloth napkin off her lap and set it on the table.

"We definitely should."

Elle took one last sip of her tea before she got up and walked with her sister out of the restaurant, paying for their bill on her way out. She retrieved her white Tesla from the valet and drove with Kayla up the steep hill in the direction of Harborview Medical Center.

They were stopped in traffic just a few blocks before the entrance to the ER when Kayla unbuckled her seatbelt and reached for the door.

"I'll just get out here. Thanks for dinner."

"We're almost there, I'm sure we'll start moving again any second."

"Thanks, but I'm happy to walk."

"Are you sure?" Elle watched the car in front of them inch forward.

"It's only a couple of blocks." Kayla opened the door and stepped out onto the street. "I'll enjoy the fresh air before I have to spend the next twelve hours cooped up inside the hospital."

"Okay, have a good night at work," Elle said before Kayla shut the door.

Kayla hopped up onto the sidewalk and gave her sister a wave as Elle moved forward with the flow of traffic. Through her rearview mirror, she watched Kayla put her hands in her pockets and leisurely stroll up the hill. She looked as though she didn't have a care in the world, and Elle wished she felt the same.

 

 

Elle zipped up her fleece jacket and stepped outside onto the large back patio of her home into the brisk evening air. It was a clear night and the reflection of the nearly full moon gleamed against the dark water of the lake. She passed by their tennis court as she walked down to the water. She was glad she had taken the opportunity to have dinner with her sister. She needed the distraction from being at home alone and worrying about her marriage.

She felt a chill from the cold breeze when she reached the water. She placed her hands into her jacket pockets and stepped out onto their floating wooden dock. She looked out at the city lights of Seattle that illuminated the distant skyline when she reached the end of the dock. Standing next to their boathouse, she took in the beautiful setting around her as she listened to the soothing sound of water lapping against the dock. Brian was working late tonight, or at least he said he was. Thinking of him, she pulled her phone out of her pocket to check and see if he actually was still at the office.

She pulled up the app for tracking his phone and could see that he was, in fact, still at work. She had no sooner put her phone back into her pocket when it began to ring. She knew by the ringtone that it was Brian. Pulling her phone out from her pocket, she hesitated for a moment before answering.

"Hi." She tried to sound as normal as possible.

"Hey, babe. How was your dinner with Kayla?"

"It was good. We weren't out for very long though since she had to get to work."

"Oh right. Well, I'm just wrapping up at the office. Since I've had such a long day mainly sitting at my desk I thought I might stop by the gym on the way home, if you don't mind."

"Sure, that's fine. I'll see you when you get home." And I'll see where you're really going tonight.

"Okay. See you soon."

After hanging up, she went back into the app to track Brian's movements. She stood at the end of the dock staring at the screen for a few minutes until she saw the dot start to move. She watched with anticipation as the app showed him pull out onto the street in front of his work and drive up the block. She took a deep breath, wondering what she might learn as his car stopped at a light a few blocks away from his office.

She continued to watch and her map abruptly disappeared. The words unable to track location lit up her screen. She closed out of the app before opening it again; only to have the same words appear on her screen. Frustrated, she decided to call Brian. She had no idea what she would say as she placed the phone up to her ear. But that didn't matter. The call went directly to an automated message without a single ring.

She shoved her phone back into her jacket pocket and turned to go back to the house, now unable to enjoy the beauty around her. She thought back to the morning when Brian had come out of the shower and seen her with his phone. Maybe he knew that she was tracking it. Whatever he was up to, he didn't want her to know.

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Rodriguez walked out into the dark, mostly vacant parking lot of the small grocery store close to her house. She shifted one of her overstuffed grocery bags to her other arm while she dug in her purse for her car keys. Moments like these made her wish she was more organized. She'd made a habit of always throwing her keys into the bottom of her bag filled with countless other things that she hardly ever used.

She was about ten feet from her car and still feeling around for her keys when she heard footsteps coming up right behind her. She turned around, only to find that no one was there. She appeared to be all alone in the parking lot. Strange. She had been sure she heard footsteps. She turned back toward her car, still fishing around for her keys in her purse. Finally, just before she reached it, she felt the jagged edge of her car key. One of these days, she promised herself, she would put her keys in their own separate pouch where they belonged.

A few minutes later she pulled into her driveway. With a paper bag in each arm, she got out of her car and unlocked the front door. The house was dark as she let herself inside and flicked on the entryway light before making her way to the kitchen.

The house was empty with her husband, Rick, out of town on a three-day trip. Rick was a commercial airline pilot. Even though he was gone a lot with his job, she never quite got used to being at home without him. He would be back tomorrow for their five-year wedding anniversary. She thought of how they would celebrate as she put away the groceries. They were still very much in love. Every year Rick had always been so good about surprising her by doing something special, but this year she would surprise him.

They had been trying to get pregnant for the last six months and she had tested positive on a pregnancy test just after Rick left for his trip. She had been dying to tell him ever since she found out but decided to wait until he came home. She wanted to tell him in person, and it would be a perfect gift to him for their anniversary.

She'd told Rick that she would have to be at work tomorrow night, even though she had arranged to get the night off. She planned to have his favorite meal ready for him when he got home. She had picked up everything she needed at the store for their dinner tomorrow since she couldn't be sure what time she would get off work. She was hopeful though, with Toby in custody, they were close to wrapping up their recent murder case and she would be home in plenty of time to surprise her husband.

She let out a yawn after putting away all the groceries, suddenly aware of how tired she felt. The last few days at work had been long and she hadn't been able to get much sleep. She knew Rick would be flying all night so she pulled out her phone and sent him a text to tell him she loved him before going to bed.

 

 

Rodriguez awoke to the pain of a sharp prick in her arm. It was still dark, but her room was partially illuminated by the full moon outside. She opened her eyes to see the outline of a man standing over her bed holding what looked to be a needle and syringe in one hand. On impulse, she reached for her Glock on her bedside table. Her heart raced as she moved her hand back and forth atop the table's smooth surface until she realized that her gun was no longer there.

She tried to get up to defend herself only to be roughly shoved back down by his strong force. She struggled against his hold while the man covered her mouth with his gloved hand and Tasered her in the stomach. He succeeded in only slightly muffling her cry of pain as she tossed about in response to the electric current that ripped through her body. She had been Tasered before as part of her police training and was incapacitated for only a brief moment before she continued to fight back. She kicked him hard in the torso and rolled her body off the other side of the bed before he had time to stop her.

She landed on all fours and struggled to jump to her feet as she moved toward her bedroom door. She took one step toward the door before her legs gave out underneath her. Pain shot through her wrist when she tried to catch herself. She looked back at the man as she lay on the floor. He walked toward her, slow and confident. She reached for the doorknob to pull herself up as the man Tasered her again, this time in the neck. She let out a short scream before her body went limp from the shock. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her back onto her bed. She groaned as the man lifted up her Glock and pressed it firmly against her face.

"Shhhhh..." he said.

She could feel her muscles become slow to respond to her commands and she wondered what he had injected her with. Her head fell back against the bed from the force of the steel barrel that pressed into her forehead. She tried to raise her arm up to push the gun away but found she could barely lift it off the bed.

"Don't worry," he whispered into her ear. "As a professional courtesy, I gave you a little extra so this will be quick."

Her lungs grew tighter by the second and she struggled to take in a deep breath.

"That's it. Shhhhh..."

The man traced the barrel of the gun down her face and neck, and it became harder and harder for her to breathe.

Her whole body felt as if it were stuck in cement. He set her gun back down on her bedside table and she tried with all her might to muster up the strength to reach it. It's so close. You can do it. Just reach out and grab it, she told herself. But it was no use. She was almost completely paralyzed. She felt the man's cold, gloved hand take hers and flip each of her wrists upright against the bed.

She wheezed from the tightening in her lungs when she tried to suck in air. She watched him pull a knife out of his back pocket before he sliced her wrists open one by one. Already suffocating, she seemed to hardly even feel the pain from the knife and the blood escaping from her body.

The vision of the blood-soaked blade gleaming in the moonlight was the last thing she saw before everything around her went black. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Stephenson burst into Wade's office without so much as a knock, abruptly interrupting Wade's train of thought.

"Rodriguez still hasn't shown up, sergeant. She's not answering her phone. I'm starting to get worried."

Wade checked his watch. She was nearly an hour late for her shift. He had never known Rodriguez to be late. She usually arrived about fifteen minutes early.

"You call her husband?"

"Yeah, he's in Boston and tried calling her, but she didn't pick up for him either."

"Hopefully she's just overslept. But I guess I better go over to her house to make sure she's okay. You know her address?" Wade stood up from his desk.

"Yeah, and I'm going with you. She's my partner," Stephenson said, following Wade out of his office.

The two of them attempted to make small talk as Stephenson drove, but they were both too distracted by their case and Rodriguez's unexplained absence to carry on much of a conversation. Stephenson turned into Rodriguez's neighborhood, a new development consisting of large homes with manicured yards.

They parked in front of Rodriguez's two-story home and were relieved to see her car parked in her driveway, assured at least that she hadn't been in some terrible accident on her way to work. They got out of their car and Stephenson used his fist to make three loud knocks on her door.

"Christina!"

He knocked again after a minute of silence, but there was no response. He tried the door and found it locked. Wade moved around to the side of the house and Stephenson followed. They peered in the windows, seeing no sign of Rodriguez in either her spotless living room or kitchen. They continued to the back of the house where they came upon a door that appeared to lead into a laundry room. Stephenson knocked and called out her name again before he tried the door which was unsurprisingly also locked. The house remained quiet inside. Wade felt a knot start to form in his stomach and tried to shake the feeling that something was very wrong. He continued to call out to Rodriguez and knock loudly on the door while Stephenson went around to the other side of the house, peering in each window he passed by.

Wade suddenly heard Stephenson scream her name from the other side of the house and bang frantically on a window. Wade ran toward the sound of his voice only to practically collide with him as he came running back around the corner.

"No, no, no!" Stephenson blew past Wade and ran toward the back door.

Wade caught up to him as Stephenson used the Glass Assault Tool on his gun to break the glass in the door and reached his hand in to open the door from the inside.

"What is it?"

Wade could see that all the color had drained from Stephenson's face. But Stephenson was already running into the house. Wade ran after him but came to a dead stop when he reached the doorway of Rodriguez's bedroom.

She lay on her back atop stark white sheets that were saturated with blood on either side of her body beneath each of her slit wrists. Her comforter was neatly folded at the bottom of the bed. She wore an oversized t-shirt, probably belonging to her husband, which hung down to the middle of her thighs. Her normally olive toned skin was now cyanotic and pale. Her ring finger on her left hand had been severed above the knuckle and bone was visible in the tip of the bloody stump. Her hair had been neatly arrayed to frame her face, her eyes were open, and she wore freshly-applied, bright red lipstick.

Wade stood in shock as he watched Stephenson make a desperate attempt to check her throat for a carotid pulse. Wade could already see that she had been dead for hours. Stephenson seemed to realize they were way too late to save her. He slammed his fists down on the bed beside her body then knelt over her and buried his face in his hands.

Wade edged closer to the bed, unwilling to believe his eyes. He recognized two marks on the side of her neck as those resulting from a Taser. Her Glock lay on top of the bedside table next to her bed.

He placed a firm hand on Stephenson's shoulder as they grieved together in silence over losing one of their own. Wade was no stranger to the pain of losing a partner, a pain that was now coming back to him as he looked at Rodriguez. Just like with Cody, he felt partially responsible for her death. This was his case and he had sent her home the night before with the wrong man in custody. He knew he should have gone with his gut feeling that Toby wasn't cunning enough to be their killer. Anger began to build within him toward whoever had taken Rodriguez's life. He felt an overwhelming need to bring them to justice. Why Rodriguez? This case had just gotten personal and Wade needed to know why.

"Be careful not to touch anything. I'll call it in." Wade turned away from Rodriguez's body as he pulled out his phone.

The house that had been too quiet soon buzzed with activity. Members of law enforcement filled the premises, processing every inch of the home. Pete prepared to take Rodriguez's body for autopsy. Wade had suggested that Stephenson go home for the day, but he refused. He was determined to help find justice for his partner. Wade understood. He wasn't going anywhere either.

Like every Seattle Slasher victim, there was no sign of forced entry at Rodriguez's home. Her killer had been both careful and calculated. There was nothing sloppy about the crime scene. Wade worried that there would be no more evidence gathered here than there was at the scene of Samantha Collins.

Rodriguez's husband was flying a commercial jet back to Seattle from Boston and had yet to be notified of his wife's death. Wade and Stephenson planned to meet him at the airport when he arrived later that day to tell him in person. They knew it would be a heart-wrenching conversation, but both felt they should be the ones to tell him.

Back in his office a few hours later, Wade sat at his desk still in disbelief that Rodriguez was dead. It was truly a day from hell. Wade stared at the screensaver on his laptop. He always felt guilt-ridden every time someone was murdered by a killer he should have locked up already. Especially one of the detectives from his own squad.

A knock sounded on his office door and it was opened at practically the same time by Lieutenant Greyson. He stood in the doorway with a sober expression.

"May I come in?"

"Sure." Wade assumed he had come to offer his condolences.

Greyson closed the door behind him and sat down directly across from Wade, making himself at home in his office.

"How are you holding up?"

"She was a great detective. She didn't deserve to die," Wade said, avoiding the question.

"I know." Greyson looked down at his lap, exposing the thinning hair atop his head. When he looked back up at Wade, his demeanor had changed to one of contention. "So, explain to me how you had a suspect in custody for the murder of Samantha Collins, and, while that suspect was still in custody, Rodriguez was murdered by presumably the same person who killed Samantha."

Had the lieutenant just come to magnify the guilt he already felt? He moved forward in his chair before he responded.

"If you've just come to lecture me on having the wrong suspect in custody, believe me, there is no need. I'm well aware that we had the wrong man locked up for Samantha's murder."

"I take it he's been released?" If the lieutenant picked up on Wade's annoyance, he showed no acknowledgement of it.

"He was released on bail this morning. He's still facing charges for possession of illegal documents."

Wade knew that Greyson was probably already aware of this information, which only served to make Wade more irritated that they were having this conversation.

Greyson looked down again as though searching for the right words. Although, the Greyson he knew would have already played out their entire dialogue already in his head, if not chosen his exact speech.

"I've decided to take you off the case."

"You what?"

"I think it just got too personal for you to continue on with the investigation."

"It's too personal for everyone, she was one of ours. I'm still the best one for this case."

"Look, I don't have to remind you what you did to Rhodes after he killed Cody. We were lucky it didn't interfere with his conviction. I just can't risk jeopardizing this case."

"You will jeopardize it if you pass it off to someone else. I know more about the Seattle Slasher killings than anyone. Those were my cases. You have to leave me on this if you want it solved. I'm the best chance you have." Wade was unaware of how loud his voice had become.

Greyson looked out Wade's office window to the overcast city outside while he contemplated his decision. Wade crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited for Greyson to respond.

"Alright, you can keep the case, for now." Greyson got up out of his chair but continued to speak. "I want this case wrapped up fast. The department can't afford all the negative media attention that would be generated by not catching the killer of one of our own."

So, that's what this is about. Making sure the department looked good to the public. It didn't surprise him that Greyson cared more about the department's reputation and his own, for that matter, than he did about finding justice for Rodriguez.

"I'll give it the same effort that I do for all my cases, which is always to solve them as quickly as possible."

"I also want everything done exactly according to procedure. The minute I hear otherwise I'm giving the case to someone else."

Greyson moved toward the door as if to signal that he was done with their conversation.

"Fine."

Wade's desk phone rang almost as soon as Greyson had closed the door behind him. He swiped up the receiver.

"McKinnon."

Wade saw that the call came from the courthouse and recognized Judge Mitchell's voice.

"I just heard about your detective. I'm very sorry."

"Thanks, judge."

"From the calls I got yesterday, it sounded like you had a suspect in custody and were wrapping up the case."

"We did have a suspect who looked good for the murder initially, but we know now that he wasn't our guy."

"Well let me know if there is anything I can do to help you with the case. Again, I'm sorry to hear about your detective."

"Thank you. I will."

Wade had not long hung up with the judge when his phone rang again, this time from the Medical Examiner's office.

"McKinnon."

"Hey, it's Pete. I hate to be the bearer of bad news. I'm still in the process of completing the autopsy on Detective Christina Rodriguez, but I wanted you to know what I just found."

"What is it?"

"She was pregnant. Very early. I'd say she was only about six weeks along."

Wade brought his hand up to his forehead and lowered his head into the palm of his hand. It hadn't seemed possible for this day to get any worse.

"Sergeant?"

"Yeah, I'm here."

"I'll let you know when I've finished the autopsy."

"Thanks."

Wade slowly lowered the phone back onto the receiver. He felt sick at the thought of having to notify Rick later that afternoon. It outraged him that such an incredible loss of life could come from such a senseless act of violence. Wade picked up the entire phone, ripping the jack from the wall before he sent it flying across the room and smashing against his office door.

 

 

It was after midnight when Wade got home. Informing Rick of his pregnant wife's death had been one of the hardest things he had ever done. He hated that part of the job, but it wasn't nearly as hard when he didn't know the victim or their family.

Just as Wade had feared, the crime scene investigators hadn't found any trace of Rodriguez's killer at her home. No hairs, no fingerprints, no footprints, nothing. At least at the hotel where Samantha Collins was killed, they were able to pick up some surveillance footage. Rodriguez didn't even have an alarm system.

While Rodriguez had been Tasered twice, there were no remarkable defensive wounds found on her body. While none of the Seattle Slasher victims had any defensive wounds either, Wade found it strange for Rodriguez not to have put up more of a fight. She was tough and he couldn't imagine her giving up easily. He thought of her Glock that had been lying on her bedside table next to her body. Although Rodriguez's prints were the only ones on her gun, her killer must have used it to keep her from resisting.

Wade knew that all the Seattle Slasher victims were incapacitated in some way prior to being killed. He had always presumed that Rhodes must have coerced his victims into not resisting by holding them at knifepoint. But, since Rhodes never confessed to the killings, Wade never learned exactly how he kept them from putting up a fight.

But why Rodriguez? The question had been popping up in his mind all day. The killer had to have known she was investigating Samantha Collins's murder and also how to get to her. He couldn't shake the feeling that the killer may have some personal vendetta against him. But who? Rhodes was dead.

The killer had to be a professional, someone who had definitely killed before. There would be no way that some novice criminal could have broken into Rodriguez's home and overpowered her without leaving a trace.

He sat on his couch and looked at the unopened bottle of bourbon on his coffee table that he'd bought on his way home. His eyes moved to the empty glass next to the bottle. He made one last futile effort to resist the urge before he cracked open the bottle and poured himself a generous glass. He felt himself start to relax as the first sip ran down the back of his throat. Before long, the glass was empty. Less than an hour later, he had knocked back four more glasses. The day's events had become more distant in his mind with each one he drank. He felt just numb enough after he finished his fifth drink to go to sleep. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Elle tried to focus on her breathing as she pushed through the burn in her lungs. Her feet struck the pavement one after the other in a rhythmic motion. Thick morning clouds hovered in the sky above, threatening rain as she came to the end of the familiar five-mile loop near her home.

With Mercer Island being only five-miles long and two-miles wide, she had covered most of the island on foot by running different routes in the time she had lived there. But recently she had found this to be the perfect loop right from her doorstep. Tall evergreen trees lined the streets and overpasses, which helped to completely obscure Interstate 90 from the view of island residents. It gave the island a small-town feel even though the busy interstate ran right through it. She had hoped that the run would clear her mind but found her thoughts kept drifting inevitably back to Brian.

He had come home last night three hours after he had called to say he was leaving work and would be stopping by the gym. She had kept trying to track his phone unsuccessfully throughout that time only to have the tracker start working again when Brian was just blocks from their house. He blamed traffic as the reason he'd gotten home so late, but Elle knew better than to believe him. While Brian stayed in impeccable shape and always found time to go to the gym, he had obviously known that she was tracking his phone and turned it off so that she wouldn't see where he was really going. She had refrained again from confronting him, only because she was determined more than ever to find out who he was involved with.

She was breathing hard as her house came into her view. A sprinkle of rain fell on her face as she slowed her pace. She reached the entrance to her driveway and stopped to get the mail. She punched in the security code to open the mailbox before she pulled out the small stack of mail. She flipped through the envelopes while she opened the gate and started to walk down their long driveway. The sprinkle turned into rain and she was just about to tuck the mail under her arm to keep it dry when she spotted an envelope from the organ donation association that had helped Brian get his transplant.

At the time of his transplant, they had done the required paperwork to find out the identity of his donor. They had been told that in a year's time they would get a letter that contained his donor's information. She had often wondered who it was that had donated their brain cells and given Brian a second chance at life. They hoped to be able to contact his donor's family and tell them what a blessing their loved one's donation had been. Realizing it had been just over a year since Brian's surgery, she stopped and ripped open the envelope. She unfolded the letter and quickly skimmed to the end.

 

We are now able to inform you of the identity of your organ or tissue donor. Your donor was Michael Edward Rhodes, aged 45. He died on November 10, 2015.

 

Elle stood still as she stared down at the letter. The words began to blur from the rain. Before the paper became completely soaked, she hurried inside. The donor's name sounded familiar to her, but she wasn't sure why. She sat down on the bottom steps of her grand staircase and read over the letter again. She wondered who he was, what he did. What kind of man had given Brian the gift of life? Not that it mattered who the brain cells came from. The important thing is that Brian is healthy. She stood and went upstairs to take a shower, leaving the letter on the stairs along with the rest of the mail.

Twenty minutes later, she came back down the stairs carrying her damp running clothes. She wore jeans and a zip-up hoodie, her hair wrapped in a towel on top of her head. She picked up the mail when she reached the bottom and tried to remember where she had heard the name Michael Rhodes before. She set the mail on her kitchen counter on her way to the laundry room.

After she threw her clothes in the washing machine, she noticed one of Brian's workout shirts in the base of the laundry sink. She was surprised to find it soaking wet when she reached down to pick it up. In all the time she had known Brian, he had never done a single piece of his own laundry. Let alone rinse out any of his clothes in the sink. His housekeepers had done all his laundry when she had first met him, but since they were married she had done it all. Not that she had to, but she felt silly having them do something that she could so easily do herself.

She lifted up the wet shirt and checked it for stains. Seeing none, she threw his shirt in with the rest of her clothes and started the load. She wondered why he would go to the trouble to rinse out his shirt. Maybe there was makeup on it from whoever he was seeing.

She had already made up her mind to find out where he was going those late nights after work. Her imagination was starting to drive her crazy. She planned to follow him if he turned his phone off again. Deep down, although she knew he was cheating on her, part of her still hoped that she was totally wrong about him. She knew that if she couldn't catch him in the affair she would have to confront him in the next few days. Her heart couldn't take it any longer.

She went back into the kitchen to find something for lunch and turned on the TV to listen to the news as she walked toward the fridge. After looking through the glass door to see what she had to eat, Elle took out everything she needed to make a salad. With her back to the TV, she listened to the familiar voice of one of Seattle's local newscasters while she chopped a tomato.

"We have just learned of some tragic news this morning. Seattle Homicide Detective Christina Rodriguez was murdered in her North Seattle home late last night. Detectives tell us that her murder appears to be another copycat killing of the late serial killer, Michael Rhodes."

Hearing his name, her knife missed the tomato and sliced into the tip of her finger. Blood dripped onto her cutting board and she hurried over to the kitchen sink. She ran her finger under cold water before she quickly turned off the faucet. She applied pressure to her finger with a paper towel and moved closer to the TV to better listen to the news story. But they were already moving on to other news. She reached for the remote with her good hand and rewound the last thirty seconds she had missed.

"Shocking details are emerging from this case as detectives inform us that this crime scene is strikingly similar to the murder of Samantha Collins, who was last seen at The Water's Edge restaurant in downtown Seattle before she was killed in her hotel room. Both appear at this point to be copycat killings to those of the infamous Seattle Slasher, Michael Rhodes. Michael Rhodes was executed just over a year ago on November 10, 2015."

Goosebumps formed on her arms. She remembered it being all over the news when Michael Rhodes was executed and knew it was around the same time that Brian received his transplant. But it had never occurred to her that Brian's transplant could have come from him.

Brian had gotten home last night just after eleven-thirty. And wasn't The Water's Edge where he had dinner with the mayor a few nights ago? She looked at the opened letter that lay on the kitchen counter.

She went to the computer nook just off the kitchen and opened her laptop. She ran a Google search for "Michael Rhodes organ donor." A list of news articles came up, all of them dated just over a year before. She clicked on an article from Seattle's biggest news station.

A video played at the top of the article, and Elle recognized the blonde reporter who appeared with a breaking news story. Elle turned up the volume on the laptop.

"Today, for the first time in our nation's history, a convicted killer on death row will be allowed to donate his organs after his execution. A medical transport team will be standing by to connect the prisoner to ECMO, or extracorporeal membrane oxygenation, after he is pronounced clinically dead. His body will then be airlifted to Harborview Medical Center.

"In the past, several death row inmates have requested to become organ donors. However, these requests have always been denied by the nation's organ donation officials and medical ethicists, who stated that the act of taking organs from executed prisoners would be unethical. But recent medical advances in organ transplantation have made for a much higher success rate and a lower incidence of rejection among donor recipients. This, along with the never-ending need for organ donors, has led our nation's organ donation officials and medical ethicists to have a change of heart and allow death row inmates to donate their organs."

Elle closed the laptop and lifted the paper towel from her cut finger. Still bleeding. She reapplied the pressure and stared down at her computer. The late nights. Brian's strange behavior. The lies. What if he wasn't having an affair after all? What if Michael Rhodes's brain cells had somehow changed Brian into a different person? No, she told herself, that wasn't possible. If it were, it would mean I am married to a serial killer.

 

 

Elle wrapped her sweater tightly around her waist as she sat outside on her expansive back patio in the brisk morning air. Brian had come home right after work the night before, and it had been all Elle could do to try and act normal. She had decided not to tell Brian yet about the letter from the organ donation organization. Before he came home, she'd tucked away the letter into the bottom drawer of her dresser in their bedroom.

She knew that it was crazy to think that Brian could have somehow become Michael Rhodes from receiving some of his brain cells. But with the recent murders and Brian's strange behavior, she couldn't shake the feeling that it was more than just a coincidence. She had been filled with relief last night when Brian had said he was tired and went to bed early. Although she had hardly been able to sleep at all, haunted by the thought that the man sleeping next to her was possibly not only a stranger but a serial killer.

Since finding out that Michael Rhodes was Brian's donor, she had wrestled with the thought of contacting the surgeon who had performed Brian's transplant to ask if it was possible that Brian could have taken on his donor's personality. But Brian still went for occasional follow up appointments, and she didn't want to risk the surgeon telling Brian that she'd contacted him. Looking down over their landscaped property and out at the lake, she set her coffee mug on the table next to her before picking up her cellphone to call her sister.

Kayla's phone rang twice before she answered, sounding groggy. "Hey. What's up?"

"Sorry, did I wake you?"

Kayla let out a long yawn into the phone. "Yes, but that's alright. I should be getting up anyway."

"I have a favor to ask you. Do you have a minute?"

"Sure, what is it?"

"It's about Brian."

"Oh no. You still think he's having an affair?"

"No. Actually, that's why I'm calling. I was wondering if you still have that friend who's doing her fellowship in neurosurgery?"

"Yeah, why?"

"He's just been so different ever since he recovered from his surgery that I can't help but wonder if it might be possible for Brian to have taken on his donor's personality."

There was a brief pause before Kayla answered. "I'm glad you've stopped thinking that he's cheating, but I'm sure that's not possible. I mean, didn't the doctors explain that to you before he received the transplant?"

"Sort of. But because Brian's procedure was still experimental there was only so much information they could give us. And honestly, I was just so happy for Brian to have a chance at a full life again I don't think I thought to ask about that at the time. I know that might seem strange, but I guess it just didn't occur to me that he could possibly become like his donor."

"You know that his changes are most likely due to residual damage from his stroke, right? We've talked about this, Elle. It's just going to take time."

Kayla always seemed to come to Brian's defense. She wished she could confide in her sister more, but there was no way she was going to tell Kayla who Brian's donor was. If Kayla didn't believe her that he was having an affair, how could she expect her to believe that he had turned into a killer? She needed to convince Kayla to look into this for her without giving her the real reason for her suspicion. "I know, and I'm sure that's part of it. But aren't your brain cells responsible for your thoughts and your behaviors?"

"Well, yes. The neurons in certain parts of your brain control things like your memory, personality, and behaviors. But--"

"So, being that Brian was only the seventh person in the world to receive this kind of transplant, how can the doctors really know that it isn't possible for the recipient to take on behaviors, thought patterns, and other tendencies from their donor brain cells?" 

Elle held her breath as she waited for her response. She needed answers and Kayla was one of her best chances of getting them.

"I guess I can see what you're saying, hypothetically. But I'm sure that it doesn't work like that."

"Could you just ask your friend if it's possible?"

"Fine. If it will make you feel better, I'll ask her."

"Thank you. I owe you one."

"You sure do," Kayla teased. "How about you have me over for one of your gourmet dinners later this week and I'll let you know what she says."

Elle smiled. "Deal."

 

 

Saturday ended up being mostly sunny despite that it was November in Seattle. Brian insisted on taking Elle flying in their floatplane since the weather was so nice. She did her best to push her suspicions aside, happy that he seemed to be interested in spending time with her after he had been so preoccupied lately.

They kept their plane out on their dock in addition to their large yacht. Brian loved planes. He had recently purchased a new Turbo Cessna 206H on amphibian floats. Brian had told her that they were the most expensive floats money could buy and contained retractable wheels so that it could also land on runways. It was apparently known among pilots as the Bugatti of floatplanes.

Brian took off in front of their home and Elle enjoyed the scenic view of Seattle from above as the plane climbed higher in altitude. Elle knew Brian was a skilled pilot and always felt very safe with him. Having attained his private pilot's license at the age of nineteen, he had a lot of experience flying small planes. His father shared his love for flying and Brian had grown up often accompanying his father in their family's private plane. Brian had owned several different planes over the years, but he especially loved having a floatplane since living on the island.

Mount Rainier stood in its full glory out her window and to the right she could see the iconic Space Needle of downtown Seattle. The sapphire water of the lake shimmered beneath them. Brian's voice came through her headset and distracted her from her pristine surroundings.

"Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to die in a plane crash?"

Elle looked over at her straight-faced husband. "What? No. Why?"

She was still awaiting Brian's response when the plane's engine suddenly grew quiet before puttering to a complete silence.

"Brian?" She looked over at him with wide eyes and saw that he was totally calm. "What's happening?"

"I turned off the engine."

"You what?" Elle could feel the plane losing speed and she watched in terror as the front propeller slowed down.

"Brian! Turn it back on!"

She became hysterical as she shook his arm to try to get him to listen to her. She steadied herself with her other hand on the door of the plane as the nose of the aircraft started to dive forward.

Brian seemingly ignored her and took off his headset, letting it rest around his neck. Elle frantically pulled back on the yoke on her side to no avail.

"Brian!" she screamed.

The look on his face was one of a man she didn't recognize when he turned toward her. They looked directly down at Lake Washington through the windshield as the plane began to free fall from the sky. She searched the instrument panel for the key starter and found it on Brian's side. As she reached for it, Brian grabbed her wrist and held her arm down.

"Let go of me!"

She struggled against his strong hold, but it was too hard to resist him. Her body fell away from her seat and she felt weightless as the plane plummeted toward the water below.

The deep blue of the lake grew terrifyingly close when Brian finally turned the key and started the engine back up. But Elle knew it was too late. The plane had completely stalled and there would be no way to recover it in time. She closed her eyes, hoping she would have time for a final prayer before the plane hit the water.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Elle braced herself for impact and reluctantly opened her eyes one last time. All she could see was water. The propeller now moved so fast that it was nearly invisible and she had an unobstructed view as they continued to plunge toward the depths of the lake. As much as she wanted to close her eyes again, she couldn't tear them away.

They were within seconds from crashing into the lake when her view through the windshield suddenly changed. She fell back hard against her seat as Brian pulled the nose up and maneuvered the plane almost parallel to the water with only a few feet to spare. She was shocked to look across at houses that lined the lake after she had just taken what she thought to be her last breath. Brian lifted the plane briefly before he brought it back down for a rough but intact water landing.

She knew she should have been flooded with relief but instead felt shaken to her core. And angry. She looked over at Brian and saw that he remained completely calm.

"Well, that was exciting," he said.

The lack of emotion in his voice only further infuriated her.

"You almost killed us! What is wrong with you?"

"Sorry. I don't know what came over me."

Her mouth hung open at his aloofness to their near-death experience. She had never been so scared in her life. How could he do something like that? She had no words as Brian taxied the rest of the way to their dock. When they reached it, she flung open her door before he had time to turn off the engine. She couldn't wait to get out of the plane and away from him. She jumped out onto the dock and slammed the door behind her.

She stormed up in the direction of their backyard and tried to calm herself as she made her way into the house. Had he been trying to scare her? Show her he could kill her if he wanted to?  If so, it had worked. Had he somehow found out that she knew who his transplant had come from? One thing was for sure. The man she had just gone flying with was not the same man she had married.

 

 

The savory aroma from the kitchen spread throughout much of the main floor of the home. Elle looked through her oven door and saw that the slow-roasted chicken she had seasoned with a fresh kafir lime glaze was nearing done. The day had turned into evening and Elle enjoyed making a warm meal on a cool autumn night like tonight.

Practically everything she cooked she made from scratch. Although they could easily afford to have a nice dinner out a lot more than they did, or even hire a chef to cook for them from time to time, Elle enjoyed creating in the kitchen. Even when they had a dinner party, she prepared everything herself.

Music played through the built-in speakers of the wireless sound system, and up until recently, she would always hum aloud as she cooked. But she stayed silent as she pulled two bunches of asparagus out of the fridge. Creating something in the kitchen usually put her in good spirits, but lately even that wasn't enough to distract her from the alarm growing inside her.

She had hardly spoken to Brian since the plane incident over the weekend. The more she thought about Brian's actions over the weekend, the more she became convinced that he did have the mind of a serial killer. But that would also mean that he was responsible for the recent Seattle Slasher copycat killings. She supposed that would make them not copycats at all. At the same time, she realized that it was absurd to think that Brian had turned into a serial killer from receiving some brain cells from Michael Rhodes. Or was it? But who would believe her?

She felt like a roller coaster of emotions lately. At times she felt sure that Brian had become a killer. At other times she wondered if maybe she was the crazy one. She found it nearly impossible to sleep with the fear and confusion that constantly racked her mind. It was becoming more of a struggle for her to act normal around Brian. But it scared her to think what he might do to her if he found out about her suspicions. That is, if her suspicions were right.

It had been three days since she had asked her sister to find out more about Brian's transplant. Kayla had texted her that morning when she got home from working a nightshift. She said she had talked to her neurosurgeon friend and asked if she could come over tonight for dinner. Elle wasn't expecting Brian home for another hour and had invited Kayla to come over a little early so they could talk before he got home.

She had almost finished trimming the asparagus when she heard Brian drive into the garage. She wished he hadn't come home so early as she became filled with a newly familiar unease. She tried to look busy with dinner when he came through the doorway.

"Hi," he said, his tone sounding friendly.

"Hi."

She hoped to appear distracted with cooking while Brian lingered in the kitchen.

"I need to apologize for screwing around in the plane last weekend. I didn't mean to scare you, but I'm sorry that I did."

She turned around to face him. "You call that screwing around? We almost died."

"I know it seemed that way to you. But, trust me, I would never have let that happen." He held out a box with a small silver bow on top that he'd been apparently hiding behind his back. "I got you something, and I hope you'll forgive me."

She recognized the box as being from a high-end jewelry store downtown. It annoyed her that he thought he could buy his way out of anything, especially with her. But part of her was afraid to appear too ungrateful given his recent unpredictability. Begrudgingly, she took the box from him and opened it. Inside was a sparkling diamond necklace with an intricate and unique design. She could only imagine what it must have cost.

"Do you like it?"

"It's beautiful, Brian. But I feel like you are just trying to buy my forgiveness."

"I just want you to know how truly sorry I am." He took the necklace out of the box. "Here, let me put it on you."

She allowed him to clasp the necklace around her neck, once again fearful of how he might react if she refused. He stepped back to admire it on her.

"It looks amazing on you."

He moved back toward her, completely closing the space between them. He gently lifted her chin with his hand before bringing his mouth down to hers. She fought the desire to pull away as she allowed him to kiss her. He pulled her closer to him and his kiss became more passionate. He pressed his body firmly against hers, causing her to lean back against the counter.

She tried to control her thoughts but couldn't help but wonder if he was trying to get her guard down in order to hurt her. She slowly ran her hand along the counter behind her until she found what she was looking for. She closed her grip around the chopping knife she had been using and slid it along the counter behind her back. Just in case.

Brian's hand traveled down her waist before moving up inside her shirt. His lips wandered down her neck and then returned to her mouth again. He started to unbutton her jeans when they were interrupted by a knock at the front door. Kayla. She relaxed a little as he slowly pulled his body away from hers and took his hand out from under her shirt. Feeling paranoid, she released her grip on the knife behind her back.

"I'll get it," she said, happy for the excuse to get away from him.

She hurried out of the kitchen and checked the small screen hanging on the wall next to the kitchen pantry door as she went. She could see her sister standing on her front porch through the live video feed from their security camera.

"Come in!" she called out as she made her way to the front door.

Kayla was already inside when Elle reached the entryway. She could see that Kayla's hooded jacket was wet from the rain as she watched her sister slip out of her sneakers and leave her shoes at the door.

Kayla beamed at her as Elle came into her view. "Wow! Love your necklace. When did you get that?"

She stepped closer to her to have a better look.

"Brian gave it to me just before you got here."

"What a guy. He has very good taste. You're a lucky woman." Kayla smiled at her and Elle tried to look pleased with the gift.

"Yes," she said, touching the necklace. They walked together toward the kitchen.

"Dinner smells amazing! What are you cooking?"

The sight of her sister comforted her and Elle felt herself smile back at her as she spoke. "Don't get too excited, it's just a roast chicken."

"I think I should be excited. I've had your roast chicken before and it's delicious. You don't give yourself enough credit. Plus, you should see the kind of food I eat when I'm cooking for just myself."

"I don't know if you can call it cooking when you just microwave something that comes out of a can," Elle joked, feeling her spirits lifting.

Kayla laughed as they walked together toward the kitchen.

"Oh really? And here I thought that's what you've been doing all these years."

Elle tried to appear serious as she gave her sister her best that's not funny look.

"I guess that's why your dinners always turn out much better."

Kayla unzipped her wet jacket before laying it over the back of one of Elle's kitchen barstools.

Being with Kayla made her feel that maybe everything was going to be alright...maybe. "Would you like a glass of wine?"

"Love one." Kayla took a seat on the barstool across the counter from Elle. She looked around for Brian. "Where's my brother-in-law?"

"He was just here." Elle glanced around the empty kitchen. "He must've gone upstairs to change into something more comfortable for dinner. It's usually one of the first things he does when he gets home from work."

Elle reached down and took a bottle of white wine out of the wine fridge and poured her sister a glass before pouring one for herself. She waited for Kayla to take a sip before she asked her in a lowered voice what she was dying to find out.

"So, you talked to your friend in neurology?"

"Yes."

"And?" Elle looked eagerly at her sister as Kayla set her glass down on the counter.

"There is no documented evidence of this kind of transplant causing the recipient to become like their donor in personality or behavior."

"I'm not surprised by that since Brian was only the seventh person to have this kind of transplant." Elle crossed her arms. "I'm asking if it's possible for that to happen, not if it's happened."

"Because the brain cell transplant Brian received is still experimental, the research on patient outcomes so far is very limited. But, out of the studies that have been done, there is no indication that anything like that has occurred in the other patients."

"But just because it hasn't occurred in the other people who had this type of transplant doesn't mean that it can't happen, does it?"

Kayla picked up her wine glass. "I don't want you to take this the wrong way and think that this is what is happening with Brian."

"Okay."

"With the small amount of research that's been done on this subject, it's very hard to prove that it can't happen. Although, it's highly unlikely for the donor brain cells to replicate their learned behaviors, habits, thought patterns, and so on when transplanted to another brain. My friend said it is not something they would expect to happen and would be very surprised if it did."

Just as soon as Kayla had finished, they heard Brian's footsteps coming toward them down the hall before he appeared in the kitchen doorway.

"Hello!" he called out in a friendly voice.

"Hi Brian," Kayla said as he came into the room.

Elle saw that he had changed out of his work clothes, but still looked just as flawless as he did when he first got home. His fitted t-shirt showed off his well-defined pectoral muscles. His large biceps protruded from his shirtsleeves. He greeted them with a million-dollar smile before he leaned over and kissed Elle lightly on the mouth.

"Dinner smells amazing, Elle." He quickly turned to Kayla. "How's my favorite sister-in-law?"

Elle watched Kayla succumb to Brian's charms.

"I'm good, thanks. How are you doing?"

"Great, just busy with work lately."

"I saw that you weren't too busy to buy your wife a beautiful diamond necklace."

Brian turned his attention to Elle. "I just like to spoil her every once in a while."

Elle resisted rolling her eyes as Brian avoided telling Kayla the real reason for the gift.

"If you girls don't mind, I just need to go make a quick call before dinner's ready."

"No problem," Kayla said, and he left to make the phone call.

Elle waited until Brian was out of ear's reach before she turned back to her sister. "So you're telling me it's highly unlikely but not impossible?"

"Yes, I guess I am. But I'm not sure what you're so concerned about. Brian seems the same to me."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Hallie flicked the switch after she opened the door to her apartment, flooding the small entryway with light. She kicked off her tennis shoes before pushing them up against the wall with her foot in a half-assed attempt to be neat. She checked the time on her watch and swore under her breath. She moved quickly through the main living area, faintly lit by the city lights, toward her bedroom to change out of her scrubs before her date arrived.

She never failed to get off late whenever she had plans for the evening. That was one of the reasons she hardly ever went out on a weeknight. Working in a clinic, Hallie knew her job afforded her pretty good hours as a nurse. With no weekends and no holidays, she knew it could be worse. Although, when the last appointment of the day ended up presenting with complex symptoms that required a full workup and caused her to get off nearly an hour late, part of her wished she had chosen a different line of work.

She turned on the light in her bedroom and threw off her scrubs onto her unmade bed. She opened her closet door and stood in her bra and underwear while she decided what to wear on her second date with James, entirely unaware that she was not alone in her apartment.

She had been set up with James through a mutual friend of theirs and had gone out with him on a blind date over the weekend. She was instantly enthralled by his green eyes and dazzling smile. After playing minor league baseball for the last few years, James had just been called up by the Mariners. Not only was he stunningly attractive and a professional athlete, but she got the feeling he was truly a nice guy. Not like most of the shallow dates she'd gone out with in the last year. It made her feel giddy just thinking about him.

James was taking her somewhere for dinner, although she didn't know where. Hallie searched through her clothes trying to find something sexy, but not something that looked like she was trying too hard. She held up a short denim shirtdress as the man who had been hiding in her apartment emerged from her coat closet in the entryway. His downtown office provided him a direct view into her apartment. It allowed him to study her daily routine. He had been watching her for months now and knew her weeknight schedule by heart, using every detail to plan a perfect killing.

Hallie pulled the dress over her head while the man walked with confidence toward her living room windows. He used his gloved hand to shut the blinds to the city outside without making a sound. He pulled his Taser out of his pocket and moved toward her bedroom.

Satisfied with her reflection in the full-length mirror beside her closet, Hallie went into the adjoining bathroom to touch up her makeup before James arrived. The man had almost reached her bedroom when a knock sounded at her door. James. Hallie felt her heart flutter. She hurriedly applied some lip gloss before she dashed out of the bathroom to answer the door.

The man stopped in his tracks at the sound of the knock. The visitor had not been in his plans for the evening. He couldn't remember ever seeing the woman have company or go out on a weeknight in all the time he'd been watching her. Hearing her emerge from the bathroom forced him to make a decision. To avoid alarming her visitor while he was still inside the apartment, the man stooped behind the living room sofa just before Hallie walked out of her room.

Hallie slowed just before she reached the apartment door. She smoothed the front of her dress with her clammy palms to try and hide her excitement. The man peeked over the couch and made sure her back was to him before he ducked into her bedroom. Hallie swung the door open and there stood James in all his perfection. She willed her heart to slow down.

From behind her half-open bedroom door, the intruder could hear Hallie greet a man. He wondered if he would have to now kill them both. Still holding the Taser, he used his other hand to feel for the knife in his back pocket. It would be messy to kill the man too, but he would be ready to pull it off if the man stayed. He heard the front door close and continued to hear the couple's voices resonate from the entryway.

"I'll just grab my phone," he heard the woman say. "I think I left it in the bedroom."

He knew this would be as good a time as any as her footsteps became louder. He started to step out from behind the door, ready to attack, only to watch the woman's tan suede ankle boots stop just before they reached the doorway.

"Oh, never mind. It's still in my purse." Hallie's face flushed at how ditzy she had become in the presence of her hot date.

Hearing them leave the apartment, the man put the Taser back in his pocket. Although disappointed the evening hadn't gone as he had planned, he decided not to wait for her to come back. Maybe he would try again another time. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Wade sat at his kitchen table staring at old photographs of the Seattle Slasher victims. It had been four days since Rodriguez was murdered. He couldn't get over the fact that she didn't have any defensive wounds. Over the last few days, it had begun to bother him more and more. He'd been able to accept that none of the Seattle Slasher victims or Samantha Collins had any defensive wounds. But Rodriguez? She was one tough cop if he ever knew one. He had a hard time swallowing that she simply gave in to her killer without putting up any fight whatsoever.

The more he looked back at the old Seattle Slasher cases, the more he realized every single detail of these old killings had been replicated in the murders of Samantha Collins and Detective Rodriguez. They were both calculated and premeditated. Executed so carefully, Wade was sure this copycat had killed before. Rodriguez's death definitely felt personal, but the only person he could think of with that amount of hatred for him and the skills to pull off these murders without leaving a trace had died over a year before.

He needed to talk to Pete. Looking at the clock, Wade realized it was probably too late to call the medical examiner even though he had his personal cellphone number. With the amount of bourbon he'd downed in the last couple hours, Wade reasoned that it was probably better to speak with Pete in the morning anyway.

 

 

Wade called the ME's office before he left for work the next morning but was told by the secretary that Pete was performing an autopsy and would have to call him back. Wade poured his second cup of coffee into a travel mug to help combat his hangover before heading downtown. He stopped by the medical examiner's office to speak to Pete in person rather than wait for who-knows-how-long for him to be free to return his call.

He skipped his weekly AA meeting that morning, telling himself he couldn't afford the time away from working the case. In truth, he just wasn't ready to face the reality of his drinking again. He knew that he'd be getting a call from his sponsor after missing the meeting, but he would deal with that later.

It took a little convincing before Karen, Pete's secretary, begrudgingly let Wade through to the autopsy room where Pete was still hard at work. Karen looked to be on the brink of retirement and was apparently a stickler for policies and procedures. Wade thought she would probably get on great with Lieutenant Greyson.

He was unprepared for the potent stench of human decomposition that filled the air when he entered the autopsy room. He brought his hand up to his nose and tried to fight off the nausea surfacing from how much he'd had to drink the night before. Pete turned around at the sound of the door closing, giving Wade a clear view of the head of the body he was autopsying. The scalp had been cut from ear to ear and the skin pulled back on each side, exposing the brain tissue where Pete had removed the skull.

"Sorry to interrupt." Wade tried to ignore the queasy feeling in his stomach as he took a step closer to the medical examiner, his hand still covering his nose.

"That's alright, sergeant. Come on in," Pete said, looking at Wade through his protective eyewear. "I planned to call you earlier this morning, but, as you can see, I've been neck deep in this gunshot victim's autopsy for the last couple hours. You'll have to excuse the smell, he was dead a few days before being found. You're not here about him, are you?"

Wade tried not to follow the direction of Pete's hand as he pointed down at the partially dissected brain. Wade wished now that he had eaten breakfast as the coffee he'd consumed on an empty stomach threatened to come back up.

"No, I'm not. I came to ask you about Detective Rodriguez."

"Oh, right. That's what I was going to call you about. I ran the same specific toxicology screen for the low-molecular-weight heparin on Christina Rodriguez that I did on your last victim. It came back positive, as you would have probably already suspected. But I thought you'd want to know."

Wade nodded, not surprised by the information.

"Something has been bothering me about her murder. It seems unlikely that Rodriguez would not have fought her killer unless she had been immobilized or incapacitated in some way. I know she was Tasered, but I still find it surprising that she had no defensive wounds at all. None of the Seattle Slasher victims had any defensive wounds either. I'm beginning to think it's strange that not even one of them put up a fight. The toxicology reports on all those old victims came back negative for anything other than the heparin, but do you think these women could have been given some sort of drug that wouldn't be on a standard toxicology screen?"

Pete laid his scalpel down on a metal stand next to the autopsy table. "It's possible. I mean, it doesn't test for everything but it does rule out quite a bit. You're probably looking for some sort of paralytic or fast-acting neurotoxin that would immobilize them. I can run that specific screen for a few common ones and get back to you in a few days."

"That would be great. Thanks, Pete." Wade was already backing up to the door, eager to escape the disgusting odor that was making his stomach churn. "Sorry again to interrupt you."

Wade took in a deep breath after coming out of the autopsy room, grateful to be free from the smell of decaying flesh.

 

 

Back at his condo that evening, Wade reopened Rhodes's case file and examined the old crime photos again. As he thought back about all the Seattle Slasher murders, the photos also brought back memories of Cody. Cody had been with him at the scene of every single Seattle Slasher victim. They had investigated all the killings by working closely together. He knocked back what was left of the bourbon in his glass before refilling it from his newly opened bottle.

He picked up one of the photographs from the scene of Rachel Nolan's murder, Rhodes's seventh victim. He took another long drink and reflected on the day the picture was taken. It was the day Cody had saved his life. They had been driving back to the station from the crime scene late that night when a call came through their police radio requesting units to respond to an armed robbery not far from their location.

Being only minutes from the convenience store where the robbery was happening, they turned their car around and sped to the requested location. They were the first unit to arrive on the scene and heard the sharp sound of a shot fired as they pulled into the convenience store parking lot. The perp was easy to spot in the brightly lit store, wearing a gray hooded sweatshirt and pointing a pistol with an extended arm at the cashier behind the register. Wade couldn't tell if there was anyone else in the store.

Wade drew his semiauto and jumped out of the car before Cody had time to put it in park. He saw the perp look their way and swing his weapon toward them just before the glass of the store's front window shattered. Wade fell to the ground, taking cover as the hooded felon let off three rounds in his direction. The bullets flew just above his head and struck the unmarked car with Cody still inside. Wade lifted himself off the concrete enough to see the assailant running toward the front door of the store with his gun still pointed out in front of him with an outstretched arm as he ran. Wade aimed his gun at the man, ready to fire, but he was unable to get a clear shot as the man weaved around merchandise to get to the front of the store.

Wade prepared to shoot as the man ran out of the front of the store but lowered his gun when the man turned and fled in the opposite direction. He got up and heard the driver's side of their car open.

"Wade, you hit?"

"No. You?"

"I'm good," Cody said.

Hearing that Cody was alright, Wade sprinted after the shooter. Cody followed behind, not quite able to keep up with Wade's pace. Wade quickly reached the alley past the convenience store where the perp had escaped. He picked up speed after rounding the corner and saw the hooded figure running toward a parked car at the end of the alley. The front passenger door of the car was swung open and Wade knew it must have been the getaway vehicle.

The man rapidly approached the car and Wade pushed his body to the limit as he gained ground toward the suspect. The man was within feet of the car door when Wade closed in on him. Wade holstered his gun only a second before lunging forward onto the perp, sending them both down hard on the pavement.

The suspect's gun flew out of his hand upon impact and glided across the floor of the alley as Wade worked to pin the man to the ground. Wade could feel the man stop resisting underneath him. At the same time, he heard the driver's side door of the car open. Wade looked up to see the top half of another hooded figure stand up out of the car and point a pistol over the roof. The gun was aimed directly at Wade's head before he had any time to react. With his own firearm still holstered, Wade looked into the barrel of the gun and realized that his time on this earth was about to be over.

He heard the gunfire and time seemed to slow down. He braced himself for the impact of the bullet. Only instead of taking a shot to the head, he saw the gunman's body recoil from a bullet to the chest. Another shot rang out immediately after the first, hitting the gunman again in the chest before he fell to the ground. Wade looked up to see Cody standing next to him with his gun raised toward the fallen shooter. Wade let out the breath he'd involuntarily been holding in, never more thankful for the air moving through his lungs.

The sound of his cellphone jarred him back to his present-day reality. Seeing it was his sponsor calling, Wade stared at the phone. He knew he should answer it. His sponsor had been calling him ever since he had seen Rodriguez's murder in the news, but Wade had been avoiding his calls. His sponsor was sure to have noticed that Wade had missed their morning meeting. He looked at his nearly empty glass of bourbon on the table and let the call go to voicemail.

In two days it would be Thanksgiving, but Wade had no plans to celebrate. His sister had invited him to join her family in Portland, but he had declined. He wouldn't feel right about taking a day off with Rodriguez's killer still on the loose. Plus, he didn't want to be that far away in case another murder happened.

Rodriguez's funeral was planned for the day after Thanksgiving, and Wade intended on going. Although, he wasn't sure how he could face it without having a single lead on her killer. He felt as though he had failed her as he opened her case file and looked at the pictures from her crime scene.

A couple of hours and many bourbons later, Wade stumbled into bed in a drunken fog. He slept deeply until the sound of a door closing in the middle of the night tore him from his sleep. He reached for his gun, acutely aware that someone was inside his condo. He jumped out of bed and staggered through his first few steps, a lingering effect from the amount of bourbon he'd downed earlier. He moved slowly out of his bedroom with a firm grip on his pistol.

He wasn't sure where in his condo the sound had come from as he walked quietly down the hall. He slowed when he reached the doorway to the kitchen on his left. He turned on the light switch and moved his gun out in front of him in one smooth motion. Empty. He continued through all the other rooms, repeating the same motion. But there was no one to be found, and nothing looked out of place.

Satisfied that he was alone but still convinced of what he'd heard, he went to the front door. He was surprised to find it unlocked. He opened it just enough to see that there was no one in sight. After closing the door, Wade turned the knob of the dead lock and heard it click as the lock slid into place.

He was positive he had locked the door behind him when he got home. But, then again, the night had become blurred in his memory after having so much to drink. He rubbed his forehead and began to wonder if he had just imagined the noise. He knew that he should stop drinking before it got out of control again the way it had after Cody died. He passed back by the kitchen and stopped when he saw that there was a little bit left in the bourbon bottle on the kitchen counter. But, then again, what was the harm in just one more drink? Putting the bottle to his lips, he finished it off before heading back to bed. I'll do better tomorrow, he promised himself.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Elle was out of breath from her six-mile run and slowed to a walk on the tree-lined path only a few blocks from her home. She put her hands on her hips and took in slow, deep breaths as she neared the end of the trail. She had pushed herself through an extra mile tonight, hoping the exertion would help combat her growing fears about Brian. It was nearing dark and the tall trees that shaded the path made it seem like the sun had already set. The increasing darkness of each day seemed to match the increasing doom that she felt on the inside.

She pictured Brian standing over the corpse of one of the recent murder victims, a bloody knife in his hand. The image was vividly portrayed in her mind when she heard heavy footsteps run up behind her sounding as if they came out of nowhere. She thought immediately of Brian. Knowing there would be no way to outrun him, her heart felt like it was caught in her throat. She turned to see a tall figure only inches away from her. She stumbled backward in her frightened state before realizing the footsteps belonged to a fellow jogger, not Brian. The man's face flooded with concern as he watched Elle fall to the ground. Embarrassment replaced her fear when the friendly stranger held out a hand to help her up.

"I'm so sorry to have scared you," the man said as she let him take her muddy hand and help her to her feet.

"No, it's not your fault. I--um..." Elle was at a loss for words to explain herself. "It's mine."

She could tell her face was flushed by the warmth in her cheeks. This only made her more embarrassed.

"Are you alright?" he asked once she was back on her feet.

She brushed her hands together to try and rid them of the mud.

"Yes." She nodded to try to seem more convincing, hoping the man would be on his way. Feeling completely ridiculous, she just wanted to get back to her house. "I'm fine. Thank you."

"Okay. Sorry again. Have a good evening," the man said, giving her one last polite yet bewildered look before returning to his jog.

Elle watched him jog away. It was dark by the time she reached her house. Still embarrassed by her gross overreaction, she headed for the kitchen to get a glass of water.

The house was empty, the silence leaving her alone with her confusing thoughts. While she knew that she should be used to it by now, it still felt strange being alone in their huge home. And now she constantly battled with the terrifying suspicion that her loving husband had acquired the mind of a serial killer.

Although, what was almost equally alarming was the possibility that it was all just in her head. There were moments in the last week when Brian seemed to be his old charming self. However, there were also moments when she saw glimpses of a man she didn't recognize. Half of the time she lived in fear of the man her husband had become. The other half, she lived in fear that she was the one taking on the mind of someone she didn't know. For the first time in her life, she began to wonder if what had happened to her mother was now happening to her.

Elle's parents were married straight out of high school. Both she and her sister had been born not long after. Her mother suffered severe postpartum depression after each of the girls was born, and Elle's father left when Kayla was just six months old, never to be heard from again. He'd been gone less than a year when the hallucinations started.

Kayla had been too young to remember, but not Elle. She still vividly recalled the day her mother went crazy. Her mother had locked both Elle and Kayla in her bedroom closet. Elle had watched her turn into a complete stranger through a crack in the closet door.

At first, Elle had been sure there was an intruder in her mother's bedroom by the way her mother's eyes widened in terror. Elle listened to her agonizing pleas for all three of their lives well into the night. It wasn't until she screamed and chased phantom people around the house with a knife for countless hours that Elle realized the intruder wasn't real. Kayla had cried hysterically. But Elle had kept silent while she tried to comfort her sister, praying their mother wouldn't open the closet doors and attack them next.

Elle remembered the stench of Kayla's soiled diaper as she watched her mother straddle an imaginary person on top of her bed, wildly stabbing the mattress over and over with the large knife she'd taken from the kitchen. Even more terrifying had been when her mother finally started crying and turned the knife on herself. Elle had watched in horror while her mother sat down on the bedroom floor and made a series of deep cuts up both of her arms. Sometimes at night Elle could still hear the sound of her mother's screams.

While Elle had been tortured with hunger pangs and thirst during the endless hours locked in the closet, the fear of what awaited them beyond the closet doors had been even worse. She wasn't old enough to really understand what was happening to her mother, but she knew enough to be afraid. Elle and Kayla remained locked in the closet without food and water for nearly twenty-four hours. The police found them the following day after receiving several complaints from neighbors in their apartment building.

Elle was sent to a court-appointed therapist after being removed from her mother's care. The therapist had concluded that Elle had blocked out any memory of what happened during those twenty-four hours she'd been locked in the closet. But it wasn't that she didn't remember. She just couldn't bring herself to talk about it. Never could.

Their aunt was eventually awarded full custody of her and Kayla and had raised them ever since that horrible day. Her mother was diagnosed with schizophrenia and had been institutionalized on and off for the remainder of her life, never returning to the woman Elle had known prior to her psychotic break. She lived out the majority of her days at Western State Hospital in a suburb of Seattle.

Built in 1871, the massive brick structure had over 800 beds, making it the largest psychiatric hospital west of the Mississippi River. Visiting the old facility growing up had often made Elle feel as if she were thrown into a scene from a horror film. Elle and Kayla were brought to visit their mother under supervision on her good days, but there were many times when their mother wasn't well enough to see them.

Walking the cold, sterile halls of the old asylum as a little girl still stuck out in her memory. She would never forget the eyes of some of the patients they encountered while visiting. They looked exactly like her mother's had looked during her psychotic periods. It was as though someone other than themselves possessed their eyes and looked out at the world around them. Elle used to stare down at her shoes as she walked down the white-tiled hallways to avoid making eye contact with the patients roaming aimlessly around the wards.

Elle had just turned twenty-one when her mother committed suicide. It had happened in the middle of a long and dreary Seattle winter after her mother had fallen into a deep depression. A staff member at the mental health hospital had found her hanging by a bedsheet from the window of her room early one January morning. While Elle had always known that she was also at risk of developing schizophrenia, she never thought it would happen to her. Until recently.

She took her phone out of her jacket pocket and turned on music throughout the entire house to try and drown out the voices in her head. Looking at her phone, she saw that she had a text from Brian.

Still have some work to finish up at the office. Go ahead and eat without me. I'll probably be here another hour or two then I'd like to hit the gym on the way home. See you tonight.

Just over a week ago, she had hated these late nights of his. Now she dreaded him coming home. She quickly replied to his text.

Ok, that's fine. See you tonight.

Brian had already told her that morning that he intended to stop at the gym on his way home from work. While Brian and Elle both kept in great shape, they rarely worked out together. Elle went for a run most days of the week, but the times Brian had joined her had been few and far between. They had a small home gym in the basement of their house that they both used on occasion, but Elle loved the freedom of getting outside to go for a run and Brian liked the motivation of going to the gym. It was one of the things that added to their lives feeling so separate lately.

She had stopped tracking his phone the day she learned that Michael Rhodes was his donor for fear that Brian might find out about her outrageous suspicions. If they happened to not be outrageous, she had no desire to be the next victim on the news. Although, she wondered if Brian would kill his own wife. Of course Brian wouldn't. But the part of him that was Michael Rhodes surely would. That is, if part of him really was Michael Rhodes. She used her phone to turn up the volume of the music that played throughout the house before going upstairs to take a shower.

Elle felt a bit more relaxed after her long shower and knowing that Brian wouldn't be coming home for a few more hours. She put on jeans and a form-fitting, long sleeve shirt. She checked her phone and saw that she had a missed call from Brian's mother. It was rare for her mother-in-law to call her. She called Brian's cell once or twice a week but never asked to speak to Elle. After their conversations, Brian would usually tell her that his mother said to tell her hello, but Elle wondered if he just made it up to cover for his mother's rudeness. Her phone chimed to alert her she had a voicemail and she put it up to her ear.

She recognized the sound of her mother-in-law's voice as it came through the phone: "Hi, dear. It's Eileen. Just calling to let you know there are some very important people we'd like to introduce you and Brian to while you are out here for Thanksgiving. They could be quite valuable connections for Brian's political future. So, I just wanted to make sure that you planned accordingly with your...um...attire. Give me a call and we can discuss the details."

My attire? As if the way I normally dress isn't good enough?

She was too annoyed to return the call. Plus, the thought of Brian entering politics made her cringe. Life in the world of politics was not something she desired for Brian or herself. Politicians just seemed so phony to her. Although, since she either had a serial killer for a husband or was going crazy herself, Brian entering politics was the least of her worries. She placed her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. Any tranquility she had felt from her long shower was now gone.

Before going downstairs, she picked her damp towel up off her bed to hang in the bathroom. Out of habit, as she walked past the bathroom counter that Brian used, she shut the cabinet door under his sink that had been left ajar. She passed by his cabinet again after hanging up her towel and stopped. She leaned over and slowly opened the door. She wasn't sure what she expected to find. She felt a little paranoid even though she knew that she had good reason to be snooping.

Her breathing paused when she saw what was in his cabinet. Not that it was anything unexpected. At least, not unexpected for Brian. She wondered why she hadn't thought of it before. Several vials of low-molecular-weight heparin, along with needles and syringes, filled the top shelf of the cabinet. Because of his blood-clotting disorder, Brian had to give himself blood-thinning injections on a regular basis. She remembered them saying something on the news about those two murder victims being injected with a blood thinner.

She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and did a search of the recent copycat killings. She had been right. Police suspected that the two women had been given some sort of blood thinner, but were waiting on official toxicology reports before they could release exactly what they were given. She shut the cabinet door and leaned over onto the counter. She stared at her reflection in the mirror. You're not paranoid.

Her mind was reeling as she slowly made her way back downstairs. He would have everything he needed to kill like Michael Rhodes. And no one would suspect him. Other than me, that is.

She felt like she should call the police, but what would she say? She had no proof. They would think she was crazy. Plus, she would most likely end up as Brian's, or rather Michael Rhodes's, next victim if he found out she called the police on him. She thought of maybe confiding in her sister, but she didn't want to risk Kayla's life too. And Kayla would also probably think she was crazy. Her only option at the moment was to act normal around Brian until she figured out a better idea.

Feeling completely unnerved, she went down to their wine cellar in the basement and retrieved an expensive bottle of red wine. Why not? She grabbed a wine glass on her way back through the kitchen and moved into the living room. She filled her glass nearly full before reclining on the leather couch.

Although her mother's illness kept them from ever being close, her death several years earlier had still been devastating for Elle. She had consumed her life with work and started to become depressed. Until she met Brian.

She had been working as a receptionist at a clinic in downtown Seattle when she met Brian less than three years before. Brian had a hereditary blood-clotting disorder, and he came in to the clinic on a regular basis to have blood work done.

When he asked Elle out to dinner after one of his appointments, she didn't have to think twice before accepting his invitation. He was incredibly charming, and they hit it off immediately on their first date. It wasn't long before they were spending practically every free moment they had together. Ten months later they were married. It had been both a whirlwind and fairytale romance until Brian's stroke. Now it seemed that the man she had fallen so deeply in love with might be gone forever.

Her worries started to fade as she finished off the last sip before setting her glass down next to the empty bottle. She took a deep breath as she laid her head down onto the armrest of the couch and drifted off to sleep.

The house was mostly dark when she awoke to a man lifting her off the couch. She felt fear suddenly overtake her when she recognized the man was Brian. She let out a scream. He held her whole body in his arms as she fought against him.

"Shhh. Babe, it's me. It's Brian. It's okay."

Instead of calming her, his words only made her more scared. Terror ripped through her as she became aware that she was in the arms of a serial killer. His look of concern turned to one of confusion, and he laid her back down on the couch when she nearly jumped out of his arms. Then reality hit her. I had just fallen asleep. He doesn't know that I know. At least he won't know if I stop acting like I think he's going to kill me.

She sat up, trying to hide how shaken she truly was. "I'm sorry. I was having a really bad dream."

"It must've been a really bad dream," he said, looking down at her.

He still looked puzzled by her reaction. She forced out what she hoped was a lighthearted laugh. "I'm so sorry. I can't believe I freaked out like that. It must've been the wine."

His eyes moved to the empty wine bottle.

"It's not like you to finish a bottle by yourself. You sure you're okay?"

His face turned serious when she looked him in the eyes.

"Yes, of course." She smiled, praying he believed her. "I guess I was just trying to pass the time until you got home."

"Sorry I'm so late."

Elle let out a silent sigh of relief as she watched his expression soften. She concealed her anxiety as Brian leaned over and placed a strong arm under her knees and another under her arms before effortlessly picking her up off the couch.

"Let's get you to bed," he said softly.

Elle tried to seem relaxed as he carried her up the stairs to their room. She hoped he couldn't feel her heart racing. She leaned her head against his strong chest and thought, what have I done?

 

 

Brian hadn't yet left for work when Elle went downstairs the next morning. She could hear him in the kitchen as she came down their large staircase. While she had been avoiding him as much as possible over the last week, she felt that she needed to make sure that her behavior the night before hadn't tipped Brian off to her suspicions of him. She paused to steady herself when she reached the bottom of the stairs. You can do this. Just act normal.

He had his back to her when she entered the kitchen, and she watched him refill his coffee cup from the large pot he had brewed.

"Morning," she said.

Brian turned to face her. "Morning."

She found it hard to read him by the look on his face. He somehow appeared neither cold nor affectionate.

Elle swallowed hard before she spoke. "Sorry again for being so jumpy when you woke me up last night."

"That's okay. But I think you were more than just jumpy. You sure you're alright? You seem to be acting a little off lately."

And I could say the same for you. "No, I'm fine. I was just having this crazy dream. I think I must've had too much wine."

He looked at her pensively for a moment before setting down his coffee mug. He picked up his suit jacket from the back of a barstool and slung it over his shoulder.

"What was your dream about?"

"Oh, it was um..." she faltered. Why have I not thought this through? "I was being chased by someone," she recovered. "A man. He was trying to kill me."

"Sounds scary." He half smiled as he picked up his briefcase. "Good thing it was just a dream."

"Yes."

She smiled back through her fear that surfaced as Brian came toward her. She held her breath as he neared closer, completely closing the gap between them. His face was serious as he brought it down to hers before kissing her softly. As he pulled away she felt herself begin to calm.

"I'll be home this afternoon so we can make the flight to Boston. You'll be ready?"

She had completely forgotten that tomorrow was Thanksgiving. She hadn't even started packing, which reminded her that she needed to call her mother-in-law back.

"I'll be ready."

She watched him turn and walk down the hallway toward the garage. She poured herself a cup of black coffee while she waited for Brian to pull out of the driveway. She then turned on the TV to watch the morning news.

After Brian had carried her upstairs the night before, she had seen the clock on her nightstand read nearly eleven o'clock. It seemed unusually late since Brian said he was just going to work for a couple more hours and then stop at the gym on his way home. She flipped through a few local news stations and didn't see anything about any new copycat Seattle Slasher murders. She turned off the TV and checked the local news on her phone. Still nothing.

Unfortunately, it still didn't comfort her. Maybe the girl's body just hadn't been found yet. It was still early. Or maybe Brian didn't kill anyone last night. But something inside her knew that he would kill again. As she stood in her kitchen and finished off her cup of coffee, she knew what she needed to do. But it would have to wait until they got back from Boston. She set down her mug on the kitchen counter and went upstairs to get ready for the day.

 

 

Elle laid out a little black dress on her bed next to her open suitcase. She had returned her mother-in-law's phone call earlier that morning about what to pack for their upcoming visit. She had been dreading the call all morning and was glad to have the conversation over with.

During their chat, Eileen had found it necessary to give Elle detailed instructions on what to wear in front of all the "important people" they would be meeting over the weekend. Elle had remained polite throughout the call and simply thanked Eileen for the advice. She was past the point of worrying what her mother-in-law thought of her, but also found it easier not to rock the boat. She smiled to herself as she thought about the absurdity of the conversation.

Elle was sure that if her mother had still been alive as the woman she had been before her schizophrenia, she would have detested Brian's mother. They had just gotten engaged when she met Brian's parents for the first time. Before meeting them, she'd anticipated them welcoming her to the family with open arms and making her feel like one of their own. She had hoped that her mother-in-law might help fill the void she felt from never really having a relationship with her mother.

But that dream was quickly squashed and replaced with a completely different reality.

 

 

They touched down smoothly the next morning at Nantucket Memorial Airport in Brian's parents' private jet. Elle and Brian's flight to Boston had arrived late the night before, and they had spent the night at his parents' mansion in the suburbs. With Brian in the cockpit with his father, Elle had been stuck riding in the back with Eileen. Eileen's attempts at small talk with her always felt forced. Eventually, they both took to looking out the windows instead of conversation. Thankfully, it was a quick flight from Boston.

The view had been breathtaking when they descended for the landing. The island's white sand coastline was densely dotted with sailboats, even in November. It was Thanksgiving morning and the small airport was busy, mostly with other private jets arriving for the holiday weekend. Brian's parents had arranged to have a car waiting for them and Elle took in the scenery as they drove to her in-laws' waterfront estate.

Nantucket's historic downtown was quiet as they passed through the cobblestone street. Boutique shops were closed for the holiday and miniature fir trees already covered with Christmas lights lined the road. The houses grew larger and more spread out the farther they got from town. They all shared a similar style with shingle siding and bright white trim. The island was much bigger than Mercer, but it had a definite affluent air that Elle found a little repulsive. She appreciated its beauty, charm, and history, but it also felt like just a playground for the rich.

They continued to drive, and her in-laws joked about their less wealthy friends who had to spend the holiday in the Hamptons. When she obviously failed to see the hilarity of it, they explained to her that the Hamptons were very much "new money." Not to mention cheaper and less exclusive than Nantucket. They seemed to find their comments endearing and not at all pretentious. She found them rude.

They pulled into the long drive of their family estate and Eileen turned to her.

"You're going to actually get to taste some of my homemade cooking today. You'll have to tell me what you think. I'm letting all the staff go home at noon so they can spend the rest of the day with their families. I'll be making a few of the dishes myself."

"How nice of you."

Eileen looked pleased with herself.

"Yes, well everyone should be able to celebrate Thanksgiving."

 

 

Elle tucked a strand of hair behind her ear that had blown across her face from the wind. She used her phone to take a picture of the lighthouse visible from the second story balcony down the hall from the guest room she and Brian shared. Kayla had to work and asked her to send her a picture of Nantucket. She felt a tinge of guilt for enjoying such luxurious, scenic surroundings when her sister was back in Seattle spending the holiday at work.

She was hit with a flush of warmth when she opened the door to go back inside. She walked down the hall and had nearly reached their guest room when she heard Eileen's voice coming from inside their room, speaking to Brian in a serious tone.

"I took care of what happened here all those years ago and even kept it from your father. No one would have ever known. But I can't help you now."

"You don't need to help me, Mother. It's under control."

"I just want you to know that I won't have you stand in the way of your father becoming President. Or allow you to jeopardize your own chances of being in the White House, for that matter. You need to stop."

"Stop what?" Brian asked, sounding innocent.

"You know exactly what."

Elle was still processing what they could be referring to when her mother-in-law's voice became louder and she realized Eileen was coming closer to the hall.

"I need to finish preparing dinner. I hope you realize what's at stake."

The bedroom door swung open and Brian's mother looked startled to see her. Elle moved forward to try and look as though she had just come down the hall. Eileen wore heels, putting her three-strand pearl necklace right at Elle's eye level. She seemed to regard Elle suspiciously but spoke with a pleasant tone.

"Dinner will be ready soon if you need to get changed."

Elle looked down at the designer jeans and cashmere sweater she had planned on wearing as Eileen started down the stairs. She hadn't realized there was a dress code for Thanksgiving dinner with just the four of them. She didn't think she looked half bad.

She walked into the guest room just as Brian was heading out. Distracted by what she had overheard, she hardly noticed he had changed into dress pants and a button up shirt. He kissed her lightly as he brushed past.

"See you downstairs," he said.

Alone in their room, Elle sat down on the bed. Her head felt like it was spinning. What was she talking about? An affair? Murder?

She shuddered as she stood up and pulled the black dress out of her suitcase that she had planned on saving for an event over the weekend.

Elle had just come downstairs a few minutes later when she heard the click of Eileen's heels coming down the hallway behind her. She turned to face her mother-in-law.

"You look lovely," Eileen said.

Really? I feel ridiculously overdressed. "Thank you."

"Would you mind just giving me a hand in the kitchen?"

"Sure."

Elle followed Brian's mother down the hall.

"It's just the wine glasses, everything else is on the table," Eileen said once they'd reached the kitchen.

She pulled four glasses out of the cabinet and set them on the counter before reaching into the wine fridge and pulling out a bottle of white. Elle watched as she briskly uncorked the bottle and filled two of the glasses. She slid one across the counter to Elle and took the other in her hand.

"I thought the two of us could share a drink before dinner." She lifted her glass in the air toward Elle.

"Cheers."

Elle took her glass and raised it up near Eileen's. "Cheers," she said before taking a sip.

"Has Brian mentioned to you his father's plans to run for president in the next election?"

"Yes."

"And, someday, we trust that Brian may follow in his father's footsteps."

Elle took another sip of her wine. She hoped that once she finished her glass, Eileen would consider their "shared drink" to be over.

"So, I don't know what you think you might've overheard upstairs, but I'm sure you know that a divorce would be bad for the family."

"Divorce?"

"Yes, it could ruin us politically." Eileen twirled the stem of her glass with her fingers. "It might seem old-fashioned, but most voters still see divorce as a weakness. They think that if you can't even keep your marriage together, they can't put their trust in you to run the country. If you happened to die in some sort of accident, however, the public would understand. A political campaign might even benefit from it, but not divorce."

Eileen's eyes bore into hers and Elle felt her blood turn the temperature of the wine running down the back of her throat. She never doubted that Brian's family maintained some level of corruption in order to advance their political standing. But had her mother-in-law really just threatened to kill her if she tried to divorce Brian? Elle realized whatever Eileen had been referring to upstairs with Brian was damning enough that she would go to this extreme to protect their secret.

"But, I know that you'll support Brian no matter what, just as you already have, so I really don't need to be telling you this."

Eileen smiled. Elle didn't.

"Should we tell the men it's time for dinner?" Eileen's voice rose to its familiar pitch of false pleasantry.

"Sure," Elle said before downing what was left of her wine.

 

 

Elle was still consumed by the conversation with Brian's mother while the four of them sat at the table for twelve in the formal dining room. The table had been set with the utmost elegance. There seemed to be enough silverware at each place setting to eat every dish with a different utensil. Taper candles flickered in crystal candlestick holders on either side of fresh flowers in a matching crystal vase.

They were in the middle of dinner when Eileen turned to her.

"Brian tells me you've been having nightmares." She said it nonchalantly, as if she hadn't just threatened Elle's life in the kitchen.

Elle shot Brian a sideways glance. It took her a moment to figure out what Eileen was talking about. Brian must have told her about the other night on the couch. What business did he have telling his mother? She watched him continue eating without looking up, almost as if he hadn't heard.

"Not really," she said.

Brian set down his fork and placed his hand behind Elle's back. "It's probably my fault for leaving her alone so much."

So he had been listening. Elle took a large drink from her wine and could feel his mother's judging eyes upon her.

"I'm fine, really."

"We do happen to have a family friend who has an excellent psychiatrist practice in the Seattle area. I'm sure he could get you in if I gave him a call."

"That won't be necessary. I don't know what Brian told you, but like I said, I'm fine."

"I only ask out of concern."

Yeah right, Elle thought.

"You can just let me know if you change your mind."

Elle tried to hide the sense of betrayal she felt from her husband. She took a bite of Eileen's dry, over-seasoned, homemade stuffing and choked it down. She was ready to change the subject.

"Your stuffing's delicious."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Elle nervously tapped her fingers against her thigh while she sat in her car waiting for Brian to leave his office. They had gotten home from Nantucket late the night before. She had been ready to get away from her in-laws. She wasn't sure what to think of the conversation between Brian and his mother, let alone Eileen threatening her life, but was even more terrified to be alone with him now.

She had parallel parked across the street and down about a half a block from the building in downtown Seattle where Brian worked. Since she was no longer tracking his phone, she had decided to follow him after work to see what he was really up to.

She had been waiting now for almost two hours and needed to pee. But she didn't want to risk missing Brian by going to find a bathroom somewhere. Street lights had come on around her as night fell on the city. The people walking the streets had changed from mostly business professionals to locals and tourists enjoying the urban nightlife. Elle noticed a few seedy looking characters also beginning to emerge on the streets and locked her car doors for a sense of security. She felt self-conscious when the sound of the doors locking drew the attention of a man walking past her car.

She looked down when her phone lit up and made the familiar sound alerting her that she had a text. Lifting the phone, she saw that it was from Brian.

Just leaving work. Be home after the gym.

She typed a quick reply while she kept her eye out for Brian's car exiting his building's parking garage.

Ok, see you when you get home.

Less than five minutes later, she watched Brian's Mercedes pull out onto the street. She started her car and pulled out into traffic a couple of cars behind him. She prayed that he wouldn't see her as she tried to stay two or three cars behind him in stop-and-go traffic for the next thirty-five minutes. Her mind ran wild with thoughts of where Brian could be going. Would she witness a murder or be able to stop one from happening? She was ready to call the police if needed.

The car in front of her abruptly slowed and she pressed down hard on her brakes, coming closer to the car's tail lights than she intended. The flow of traffic started moving again and she saw Brian's car turn into the gym parking lot on her left up ahead. She had been so engrossed with her thoughts of Brian killing someone that she hadn't realized Brian had been heading to his gym the whole time. His car was rounding the back of the parking lot when she turned in after him.

Fortunately, some areas of the parking lot were less lit than others. She turned in the opposite direction of Brian's car before bringing her car to a stop in a dark parking spot. He wasn't lying. He was just going to the gym. What if she had been completely wrong about him all along? Maybe her sister was right and Brian had just acted a little off because of the residual damage from his stroke.

While she was incredibly relieved that Brian was telling the truth about the gym, and she hadn't become a witness to one of his murders, she felt horrible to think of the crazy suspicions she'd been having toward her husband. Could it be just all in my head?

However, she supposed that just because he wasn't killing anyone tonight didn't mean that he didn't kill those other women. She kept her car's electric motor on as she watched Brian's dark form walk in the direction of the gym. She felt guilty as she watched him. She backed out of her parking spot, knowing there was nothing to see.

Brian was still in her line of vision when she began to drive forward. Elle saw a tall blonde woman walking in his direction. The woman looked preoccupied as she sifted through her gym bag while she walked. Elle could see what was about to happen seconds before it did. She watched Brian and the blonde collide and after a brief exchange, keep moving in their same directions. Elle had come to a stop without realizing it as she continued to keep her eyes on Brian. Suddenly, he turned around and walked back in the direction he had come from. He must have forgot something in his car. For fear he might look over and recognize her, Elle stepped on the accelerator and sped out of the parking lot.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Mandy turned up the music on her phone and made up her mind to do fifteen more minutes on the elliptical even though she had already done forty-five and was tired from her long day of work. At five foot nine, she had the looks of a model with a perfect figure, long blonde hair, full lips, and big blue eyes. Mandy was not a model, however, and had chosen a very different career path. She worked as a regional sales manager for a large pharmaceutical company. Despite her busy work schedule, she still found the time to stay in shape.

It was after eight p.m. when she stepped off the treadmill, feeling refreshed. She looked outside through the floor-to-ceiling windows and saw that the day had completely turned to night. She put on a sweatshirt before stepping outside into the cool, dark parking lot and started to make her way to her car.

With her gym bag slung over her shoulder, Mandy reached into the small compartment on the side of her bag to tuck away her headphones as she headed in the direction of her slate colored BMW sedan. She looked down into her bag when she was jolted by the force of running into someone.

"Oh, I'm so sorry," Mandy said, suddenly face-to-face with an attractive man, only a little older than herself.

"No, it's my fault, I wasn't looking where I was going." The man half-smiled, just enough to come off charming but not overly friendly.

She noticed he wore workout clothes and carried a black duffel bag.

"That's okay," Mandy said politely as she moved past the handsome stranger.

She continued to walk toward her car as the man stopped and watched her. She hummed one of the songs from her playlist to herself as she walked, completely oblivious that the man was now following her. Mandy got to her car and opened one of the rear doors. She tossed her gym bag into the backseat. Just as she closed the rear door, she heard something behind her. She was about to turn around to see what had made the noise when the man grabbed her forcefully from behind and covered her mouth and nose with a gloved hand.

Mandy was much stronger than her attacker had anticipated. Although she had been caught off guard, she was instantly filled with a rush of adrenaline. She reflexively elbowed him in the ribs right before she threw her body backward with all her might. She pulled his hand away from her face as he slammed into the car behind him and twisted out of his hold. She began to run back toward the gym when the man grabbed her by hair. Mandy tried to let out a scream but was quickly silenced by her attacker again shoving his gloved hand over her mouth.

She threw back a punch, feeling the hard bone of the side of his skull on impact. She heard her attacker let out a groan as she pulled his hand off her face and started to scream again for help. Enraged by the fight Mandy was putting up, the man grabbed her by the arm and swung his fist at her head. Mandy fell backward from the hard blow but managed to stay on her feet until the man shot his Taser into her torso. Her body convulsed from the electric surge running through her and she fell to the ground, her head landing hard against the asphalt. She now lay silent at the man's feet in the dark parking lot.

 

 

He stood over her, looking down at her unmoving form. A small stream of blood started to drip from her temple. He wished she hadn't made him strike her. He didn't like to beat them and he usually never found it necessary. He prided himself on being in total control during these situations. He was better than this. His killings were always works of art and he was the great mastermind behind them. This mess was all her fault.

He reached into his bag that lay on the ground next to her, pulling out the needle and syringe that he'd prepared earlier for this kind of situation. Bending over her, he roughly pushed up the sleeve of Mandy's sweatshirt and inserted the needle into an antecubital vein in the crook of her arm.

The sound of a door swinging open caused him to turn and see a woman exiting the gym. To his relief, the woman headed in the opposite direction. Mandy let out a soft groan as he watched the woman get into her car on the other side of the parking lot. Fortunately, the woman was too far away to be able to hear her. He waited for the woman to pull out of the parking lot before opening the trunk of Mandy's car. He reached down and dragged Mandy by her armpits before roughly picking her up and putting her inside.

Looking around to make sure they were still alone, he closed the trunk. He pulled a shaggy wig out of his bag to cover his hair and avoid leaving any of his own hairs behind in her car. He opened the rear door and tossed his bag next to hers in the backseat. He then calmly got behind the wheel of her BMW and drove away into the night, knowing exactly where he was going.

 

 

Mandy tried to remember where she was when she awoke to total darkness and a throbbing pain in her head. Her eyes tried to adjust to the black around her as she remembered being attacked outside the gym. She started to sit up but her head smacked against something hard only six inches above where she lay. She felt panic overtake her as she kicked and screamed, trying to push her way out of this box she was in. This dark moving box. A trunk. I'm in the trunk of a car.

She hyperventilated as she tried frantically to free herself from the trunk. She assumed her lack of ability to catch her breath was due to her panic and the confined space she was in, not realizing that every muscle in her body was becoming paralyzed, including her lungs. Calm down. You can get out of here. She tried to take in a deep breath, but the tightness forming in her chest only made her more anxious.

She remembered that her car had an emergency trunk release on the inside. Unsure if she was in her own trunk or that of a stranger, she began moving her hands along the felt-like carpet in search of the lever. But her arms would not move as fast as she commanded them to. Fear rose within her and she began to struggle for breath.

The car slowed to a stop when she felt a small plastic handle on the wall behind her head. Relief soared through her as she pulled on the handle and the trunk lid popped open. I'm going to make it, she told herself.

As she struggled unsuccessfully to climb out, she heard a garage door closing. She looked around as she lay helpless and mostly paralyzed and recognized the inside of her own garage. The relief she had felt abruptly dissipated when she recognized her attacker standing over her with an evil smile on his face. Unbeknownst to Mandy, the man had carefully planned her demise by discreetly following her home from the gym the week before. He had also checked her address records to make sure she lived alone.

"Oh good, you're awake."

She was unable to put up a fight as he leaned over and pulled her out of the trunk before carrying her into her house. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Wade woke to a dull pain in his head. The sun shining through his bedroom window blinds seemed especially bright. He rolled over and brought his pillow up over his face to shut out the light. His head felt like it was in a thick fog from the amount he'd had to drink the night before. He drank himself to sleep again after going to Rodriguez's funeral and each night since. Attending her service had been hard enough, but adding that her murder remained unsolved was salt in the wound.

Thanksgiving weekend had come and gone and he was no closer to solving the copycat killings. It had been a quiet weekend for the entire homicide unit, which was unusual for a holiday. Every night when he had come home, he'd immersed himself in the case files from both the old Seattle Slasher victims and the two recent murders until he'd consumed enough bourbon he could no longer see straight. Now faced with the morning light, he hated himself for giving in to his weakness for alcohol. A weakness he thought he had control over. The past couple of weeks, it was as if all his old demons had come back to haunt him.

He dozed in and out for the next few minutes before he lifted his head to check the time. He figured his alarm was about to go off any minute. He turned on his phone screen and was jolted awake when he saw the time. He had six missed calls. It was five minutes after nine. He was over an hour late for work. He must have forgotten to set an alarm in his drunken state the night before.

He sat up and looked at his missed call log. Three from Stephenson, two from Adams, and one from Lieutenant Greyson. He got up and rubbed his eyes as he dialed Stephenson.

The detective answered on the second ring. "Sergeant, are you alright? We were about to send a unit over."

"Yeah, I'm fine. Just accidentally overslept. I'll be in soon."

"We're actually not at the office. We had another copycat murder last night. We're at the vic's house now. I'll text you the address."

Wade fought against the guilt he felt that they hadn't caught the killer before another innocent life was lost.

"Okay. I'll be right there."

He threw on clean clothes and took a swig of mouthwash from his bathroom cabinet in place of brushing his teeth. When he caught a look at his bloodshot eyes in the mirror, he saw the reflection of the man he used to be. A man that he had vowed to never become again. 

Wade strapped on his holster as he made his way to the front door. He passed by the kitchen and was reminded again of his drinking problem when he saw the empty bottle of bourbon sitting on the counter next to the kitchen sink. He promised himself he would make an effort not to drink so much tonight.

 

 

Wade stood in Mandy's bedroom looking at her still form while Pete meticulously examined her wounds with a gloved hand. The victim wore form-fitting workout clothes, and it was easy to see that she was in excellent shape. Her bright pink lipstick and freshly applied powder and blush looked out of place with her athletic gear. It appeared to have been applied postmortem, just like all the Seattle Slasher victims and Samantha and Rodriguez.

Stephenson stood next to Wade looking down at their victim. "A coworker discovered her body earlier this morning when she came over so they could carpool to work. The coworker had a spare key and let herself in after no response at the front door, only to find our victim's dead body perfectly positioned face up on top of her bed."

Wade was reminded of Rodriguez as he stared at Mandy's body. He imagined similar thoughts were going through Stephenson's head as well.

A team of crime scene investigators was already processing the house. Just like the scenes of Samantha Collins, Detective Rodriguez, and all the Seattle Slasher victims, there was no evidence of any kind of forced entry into the home. Every door and window remained locked.

"We've collected her phone and computer, but like Samantha and Rodriguez, they probably won't tell us anything," Stephenson added.

"We did find something here that we didn't find at the scenes of Samantha or Christina."

Wade recognized the voice of Detective Adams coming from behind him. He turned to see Adams approach holding a clear, plastic evidence bag.

Adams had worked in homicide almost as long as Wade and Greyson had assigned him to replace Rodriguez in their current investigation. Although they had never been close, Wade felt Adams was a competent detective and approved of the lieutenant's choice.

Wade recognized the two small confetti-like pieces of paper in the bag Adams held up as Anti-Felon Confetti ID, or AFID, tags. They had never been found at any of the previous murders. To deter people from using Tasers as a weapon, AFID tags are ejected from a Taser upon firing. These pieces of paper are marked with the serial number belonging to that specific Taser, allowing the weapon to be identified.

Wade's first instinct told him that the killer would not be so careless as to all of a sudden leave the AFID pieces for them to find so easily. Then again, the killer had to slip up eventually. Maybe this would be their lucky break. But Wade was still skeptical.

"Let's track those to the Taser that was used ASAP."

"You got it," Adams replied as he stepped away.

Stephenson continued to update Wade. "The coworker seemed sincerely traumatized by discovering Mandy's body. I'm working on confirming her alibi for last night with her husband."

Wade didn't need to wait for her alibi to be verified to know that she wasn't the killer. But, according to procedure, they had to follow it up.

Stephenson went on, "Adams and I are planning to notify Mandy's parents, who are also Seattle residents. Pete has already approximated Mandy's time of death from nine to eleven p.m. last night. Her coworker told us that Mandy frequented Rainier Fitness, a gym not far from where they worked downtown. She thought it was quite possible Mandy had gone there last night. I already called the gym and they confirmed that she was there. According to their computer system, Mandy used her swipe card to access the gym about seven p.m. and left at eight fifteen. They're in the process of sending over all their surveillance footage from yesterday."

Wade knew the gym right away. He was a member there too. Not that he went nearly as often as he should. Small world.

"Okay, good."

Stephenson began to walk away before abruptly turning back to Wade. "Oh, and there was also a reported car theft from that gym's parking lot last night around the same time our victim left. I talked to a detective in our auto theft unit and he believes it to be a part of an auto theft ring they've been investigating for months. There doesn't seem to be any connection with our murder at this point."

Wade nodded in response as Stephenson went to find Adams.

Pete looked up at Wade from beside the victim's body. "She has sustained all the same injuries as your previous two victims, plus some." He lifted some of her hair away from her face and pointed to her right temple. "She's got a contusion as well as a laceration above her right eye."

Wade crossed his arms and leaned forward to get a better look at the bruising on her temple. None of the previous victims had any kind of injuries other than those from the Taser, a single venous puncture mark, and slit wrists. He wondered what had gone wrong that had resulted in the wound on her head. And if she had fought back, why hadn't any of the others? Wade would have expected Rodriguez, if anyone, to fight to the death.

"Maybe she fought back against her killer. Any defensive wounds?"

"Her fingernails would suggest that she might have clawed against a hard surface, perhaps in an attempt to escape her killer."

Pete used his gloved hands to hold up Mandy's, giving Wade a better look at her slightly roughed up fingernails.

"Let's hope they come back with some DNA or other evidence you can use. She's got no other defensive wounds that I can see."

The activity around him faded into the background as he looked pensively at Mandy's corpse and became engrossed in his thoughts. There was something about her murder that gnawed at him. He finally tore his eyes away when the medical examiner prepared to take her body for autopsy.

He walked through the rest of the house and watched the crime scene investigators bag potential evidence and photograph all the locked entrances. He passed through a hallway, looking at the pictures hanging on the wall as he went. There was a picture of Mandy beaming in a cap and gown as she stood between an older couple who appeared to be her parents. She proudly held a diploma from the University of Washington. Another picture showed Mandy in snow gear standing atop a mountain summit. Wade recognized Mount Hood and Mount Adams in the distance. He guessed she was on the summit of Mount Rainier. At over 14,000 feet, that would have been no easy climb.

He walked farther and looked through an open door to his left. He stopped in the doorway and saw two of the crime scene investigators taking photos of the BMW parked in the garage.

"Anything out of the ordinary?" he asked.

One of the investigators turned around to face him. "No, we're just documenting everything we can."

Wade nodded before turning back down the hall. Once satisfied, he left the house and went back to his office to check out the video footage from the gym.

Wade sat at his desk an hour later still going over the surveillance film on his laptop. Before they went to notify Mandy's parents, Stephenson and Adams had interviewed some of her neighbors. No one had seen or heard anything the night before except for an older woman who lived directly across the street. She saw Mandy's car pull into her garage at approximately a quarter to nine the previous evening. She said she didn't see Mandy because the garage door closed right after her car pulled in. She also said she didn't see any other cars pull up to her house before she went to bed about ten thirty. Once again, the killer had seemingly come and gone without leaving a trace.

The footage from the gym showed Mandy checking in at the front desk just after seven and then leaving at eight fifteen. She didn't look to be in any distress. Almost all the footage they'd sent over was from inside the gym. The only video surveillance they had outside the gym was a camera near the front doors that didn't show much of the parking lot. So far, Wade didn't see anyone come or go around the times Mandy did that looked like the suspect they'd caught on video at Samantha Collins's hotel. A petite young woman left the gym only ten minutes after Mandy and no one else left the gym for another thirty minutes. Wade went through the footage again before calling the gym to get the name and contact details for the woman who left shortly after Mandy to find out if she saw anything.

 

 

Wade was back in his office early that afternoon, frustrated by the lack of progress they'd made on their new murder. He'd learned nothing from interviewing the petite young woman who had left the gym just after Mandy. She hadn't seen or heard a thing. He'd also confirmed that she had an alibi from nine to eleven, not that he considered her a suspect anyway.

It felt as if they were no closer to solving the murders than they were the day they arrived at Samantha Collins's murder scene. Wade knew that he owed it to these women, especially Rodriguez, to find out who killed them. And for that matter, before another was killed. He was determined more than ever to solve their cases and didn't want to have to live with himself if he didn't.

He turned on his computer just as Adams knocked and entered his office. Wade looked up from his desk.

"Did you find who the Taser belongs to?"

"I did." Adams slowly entered Wade's office and half shut the door behind him. His face was somber.

"And?"

Adams placed his hands on his hips. "It was yours."

Wade leaned forward in his chair, thinking he must have misheard what Adams had just said. 

"Mine? Are you kidding me? How could it have been mine?" 

Wade couldn't believe it. He didn't know whether to be angry or laugh.

Before Wade could say any more, Greyson walked in behind Adams. Adams looked at the lieutenant and then back at Wade.

"You already told him about this?" Wade motioned toward the lieutenant.

"I had to, sergeant," Adams said.

"Do you give the department permission to search your condo for your Taser?" Greyson asked abruptly.

Wade refused to accept this was happening. It had to be a mistake.

"There is no way that those could've been from my Taser. That's impossible."

But both Adams and Greyson looked unconvinced.

"Well, they were from your Taser. So do you give us permission to search your car and your condo?"

Wade could tell the lieutenant meant business and was losing patience.

Wade threw up his hands. "Fine, search them. This doesn't make any sense. I haven't worn a Taser in years, so it just sits at home locked in my gun cabinet. I'm sure you'll find that it's not a match to those tags at the crime scene."

"I hope so for your sake, sergeant."

 

 

Wade waited outside his condo while two rookie detectives searched his place for his Taser. He didn't know either of the detectives very well. They had searched his car before leaving the office without finding it, which was no surprise to Wade. Greyson waited beside him, and they had stood mostly in silence for the past fifteen minutes.

Finally, the lieutenant broke the silence. "I'm sure that this is some sort of misunderstanding, Wade. We just have to follow protocol on this."

Wade nodded, trying to contain his annoyance with the situation.

"I understand."

The two detectives emerged from the condo ten minutes later. It had felt more like an hour to Wade.

"It's not there, lieutenant," one of them said as they walked toward them.

"Did you check the gun cabinet? The one I gave you the keys for?" Wade asked.

"We checked it. And we didn't need the keys. It was unlocked. Found a pistol and a couple of old rifles, but no Taser."

That didn't make any sense. He always kept it locked and he knew the Taser was in there. They must not have looked hard enough.

"Let me see the keys."

He snatched them out of the detective's hand before pushing past them and went inside to see for himself. Wade was aware of Greyson following closely behind him as he made his way down the hall toward his antique, wooden gun cabinet.

The cabinet had belonged to his grandfather, who had also worked for Seattle PD. He'd passed away just before Wade made detective, and Wade had inherited the cabinet. His grandfather's two hunting rifles were visible through the glass door as he got closer. Cody used to try and convince him to get something more secure to store his guns in, but since he lived alone, he never really saw the point. Plus, the cabinet was sentimental to him.

The door was unlocked just as the detectives had said. Wade leaned over to take a closer look inside. He reached in and pulled out his pistol and moved his hand all along the inside in search of the Taser. But the detectives had been right. It was empty.

"I don't understand." Wade returned the pistol to the cabinet and stood up straight. "It must have been stolen."

It seemed the only explanation.

"Have you reported any break-ins before this morning?"

"No." Then he remembered. "I heard a noise after I went to bed about a week ago. Sounded like a door closing inside my place. When I got up to check it out, I found the front door unlocked."

He realized how ridiculous it sounded after he had said it. And it would in no way prove anything.

"Was anything missing? Any sign of a break-in?"

"No. Nothing. At least I didn't think anything was missing at the time."

"I'm taking it you didn't file a report then?"

"No." Wade shook his head, still staring down at the cabinet.

The lieutenant patted him sharply on the back.

"Come on, I'll drive us back to the station."

 

 

Wade looked out the window at the gloomy sky that was threatening rain. The weather seemed to match how he felt on the inside.

They were almost back to the station when the lieutenant asked, "So, why do you think someone would want to set you up for these murders?"

Wade looked out the window for a few more moments before he answered. "I have no idea. The only person I feel could be responsible for this is Rhodes. I can't figure it out."

They pulled into the Seattle Police Department's parking garage and Greyson turned to Wade before getting out of the car.

"I have to ask you this, Wade. What were you doing last night between nine and eleven p.m.?"

"Seriously? Do you really think I did this?"

"I just have to ask."

Wade took off his seatbelt and leaned back in the passenger seat, annoyed by the question.

"I was home alone. Drinking."

Greyson was quiet for a minute before responding. "Can anyone verify that?"

This is ridiculous. "No."

"I believe you, but we can't just ignore the evidence. Because you and I go way back, I can help buy you some time. Although we can't have it looking like you were given special treatment and overlooked as a suspect because you're one of us. If I were you, I'd find out who's setting you up before it's too late."

Wade rubbed his hand up the back of his short dark hair before following Greyson into the station.

 

 

Wade felt completely drained when he climbed into his car to go home for the night. He had spent most of the afternoon giving his statement about the noise he'd heard a week before when he believed his Taser must have been stolen. He had also given his alibi for the night of Mandy's murder even though it was weak at best.

Wade picked up a receipt that had fallen onto the floor of the driver's side when he got in. He recognized it immediately from a gas station he frequented close to his home. He was about to set it in his cup holder on the middle console when the time on the receipt caught his eye. 12:07 AM. His eyes widened when he looked at the date. It was from last night, the night of Mandy's murder. He sat staring at the receipt as if he would realize the date was wrong the longer he kept looking at it. The receipt also showed that he'd purchased a six-pack of beer. He had no memory of that either.

Had he left the house last night? All he could remember was downing a ton of bourbon before passing out in his bed. Or do I just think I remember passing out in my bed since that's where I woke up? The night had become blurry in his memory after his fifth drink or so. But he was sure there had just been the one bottle of bourbon on the counter this morning. No beer bottles. He turned around to see if he'd left the beer in the backseat of his car, but the seats were empty.

He looked down at the receipt again and checked the payment method. Cash. The gas station offered a discount on gas if you paid in cash, and Wade almost always went inside to pay. That also meant anyone could have gotten the receipt, but who could have planted it in his car? Unless someone on the force was trying to frame him, which didn't make any sense.

He crumpled up the receipt and stuck it in the pocket of his jacket before starting his engine. It would not be good if the department found out that he had stopped for gas last night just after midnight when he had told them he was at home. He wondered if the detectives had seen it when they went through his car. He tried to assure himself that they had probably overlooked it since they were searching for his Taser. Wade refused to consider what the receipt could mean, but he became increasingly worried as he made the drive home.

He saw the sign up ahead for the gas station and decided to pull in. He went inside and saw that the store was unusually quiet for that time of day, having only a few customers. He got in line for the cashier, recognizing him as the owner. The old man was well groomed, but something about him made Wade think he probably had bad breath and made the sound of a horn whenever he blew his nose.

When it was his turn, Wade greeted the man before exposing his badge.

"I'm just here on business. I need to see all your security footage from last night around the time of this receipt."

Wade slid the receipt across the counter and waited as the owner examined it.

The old man seemed confused when he looked up from the receipt.

"Sure, I'll show you what I've got. But can I ask why you want to see the video of yourself buying beer and gas?"

Now it was Wade's turn to look confused. "How do you know it was me?"

"Because I was working last night, don't you remember?" When Wade didn't respond, the man motioned for Wade to follow him behind the counter. "Come on back and see for yourself."

The old man walked toward a door that read Employees Only as he rambled on about what a slow night the previous one had been. Wade was too lost in his own thoughts to listen. He suddenly felt sick knowing that he had gone out the night before, bought gas and beer, and couldn't remember. He knew that he had to have been drunk before he went out. And if that wasn't bad enough, he worried what else he couldn't remember.

The man turned and looked surprised to see that Wade wasn't following him.

"I thought you wanted to see the surveillance footage?"

"I've changed my mind. Maybe another time."

The owner watched him with bewilderment as Wade strode out of the store.

 

 

He consciously locked the front door to his condo behind him after letting himself in. He had found the six-pack he bought the night before in the trunk of his car. The only problem was all that remained was the cardboard container, no bottles.

He walked into the kitchen, hoping to find the empty bottles. Maybe he hadn't noticed them in his rush to get to Mandy's house that morning. At least then he would know he waited until he got home to drink them. But the only bottle on the kitchen counter was the empty bottle of bourbon.

He checked his recycling container under his kitchen sink. To his dismay, it was full of several other empty bottles of bourbon just like the one sitting on his counter, but no beer. Lastly, he checked the fridge. There were no bottles from the container in his car, but he was surprised to see that he'd managed to leave two beer cans untouched. He closed the fridge door, begrudging the part of him that wanted to crack open the cans and down them.

The reasons why he had stopped drinking in the first place were all coming back to him. He couldn't trust himself when he drank. He had driven drunk once before, right before he had stopped drinking. And now that it had happened again, he wasn't sure he could ever forgive himself.

The image of Mandy's dead body appeared in his mind. He hoped there wasn't more that he needed to forgive himself for, even though he knew he could never be capable of murder. Except for the time he almost killed Rhodes.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Wade decided to call his sponsor that night, just not yet. Maybe after he had some dinner and time to clear his head.

He set his keys and wallet down on the kitchen counter but left his gun holstered before going down the hallway to his gun cabinet. He found the cabinet just as he had left it earlier: unlocked with only his pistol and his grandfather's hunting rifles inside. The key for the cabinet was on the same keychain as his car keys. He supposed it wouldn't have been too hard for an intruder to open it using the key he'd left sitting out.

He grew increasingly pissed at himself for being unable to remember the previous night. Slamming the cabinet door shut, he marched into the kitchen knowing what needed to be done. He swung open the door to the fridge, pulled out his last two cans of beer, and drained their contents into the sink. The aluminum caved from the pressure as he squeezed the cans, trying to rid them of the liquid as fast as he could.

He tossed the cans into the garbage beneath the sink before opening the freezer door to make sure he hadn't left any bourbon in there. He jumped back at the sight of what he saw lying on the shelf of his freezer. His surprise quickly morphed into anger as he stared at the frozen, dismembered finger. He could tell who the finger belonged to almost immediately by the wedding ring that was still present below the knuckle.

For the first time that day, he felt a tinge of fear as he wondered how the finger ended up in his own freezer. His stomach churned as he took a glove out of his pocket and picked up the frozen body part before placing it in a zip lock bag. He stared at Rodriguez's bloody appendage on his counter while he wondered whether to call it in. He finally picked up his phone and was about to dial the lieutenant but then decided against it. How would they believe him after today's events?

He was sure now that the killer must have planted it when he broke in and stole his Taser. That had to have been the noise he heard the other night. He hated that he had allowed the killer to get to him. He reasoned that the killer must be toying with him to seek some sort of revenge for Rhodes. He tried to imagine what kind of demented psychopath would have the nerve to plant the finger of one of his own in his freezer and try to frame him. He wasn't about to let this lunatic ruin his life.

He picked his phone back up and found Judge Mitchell in his recent call log. Maybe the judge could help him make some sort of sense out of this. He listened to the judge's phone ring four times before going to voicemail.

"Judge, it's Wade. There's been some new details in my recent murder case that I need to talk to you about. It's urgent. Call me back as soon as you get this."

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

"Okay, we're all done. We'll see you tomorrow," Elle heard one of her housekeepers yell from the bottom of her stairwell. "We brought in your paper and put it on the kitchen counter."

Elle came out of her room and leaned over the banister that overlooked the entryway. She looked down to see two of her regular cleaners with their jackets on getting ready to leave for the night.

"Thank you, have a good night. See you tomorrow." Elle gave them a quick wave as they left.

Brian had said he would be home straight after work tonight. Seeing that it was already getting dark out, she realized he would be home soon.

She still felt a bit ridiculous for following him to the gym the night before and had been less frightened around him when he'd come home. She came down the stairs and wondered, just as she had many times since last night. What if she, and not Brian, was the crazy one? She had no doubt that her thoughts and actions over the last few weeks could easily be classified as paranoia. She still wasn't totally convinced that Brian hadn't become the Seattle Slasher, but she was starting to open her mind to the possibility that she may have been wrong. And included in that possibility, she had to contemplate what that would make of her own mental state, especially considering what had happened to her mother.

Elle saw The Seattle Times sitting on the bar of the kitchen counter as she passed by to preheat the oven for dinner. She had made a point yesterday to avoid the news, trying not to search for something to suspect Brian of. Or maybe she just felt foolish for being so sure that he had been lying to her about where he was going last night when she'd followed him to the gym.

Ten minutes later she had peeled, diced, and seasoned a large sweet potato and placed it in the oven on a baking tray to roast. She was hesitant to do any more cooking until she was sure that Brian was on his way home. She poured herself a glass of water and leaned against the counter as she picked up that day's newspaper out of habit, mindlessly ending her media fast.

There was nothing in the paper about any more copycat killings. That was good. After she flipped through most of the paper, it dawned on her that if another murder had happened last night, it might not be in today's paper. She felt assured about Brian after seeing him go to his gym the night before, but a small part of her still wasn't convinced. She grabbed her phone, and her heart skipped a beat when she read the top news headline: SEATTLE SLASHER COPYCAT KILLS AGAIN.

No, no. This can't be Brian. I saw him go to the gym. A small picture of an attractive young blonde woman was placed in the corner of a larger picture showing the front of a small house surrounded by yellow crime scene tape. Her eyes moved to the story below.

 

Twenty-nine-year-old Mandy Baker was found murdered in her Seattle home this morning. Mandy was last seen leaving Rainier Fitness on Tuesday evening at approximately 8pm. Police are crediting her murder to the copycat Seattle Slasher killer who has killed two other women in a similar way in the last few weeks. Police are still awaiting toxicology reports to confirm the presence of a blood-thinning substance in her bloodstream.

 

Elle stopped reading. Still holding the paper, she let it fall to her side and took in the words she had just read. Rainier Fitness. Brian's gym. It had been around eight when Brian had arrived at the gym parking lot. Suddenly, the image of Brian bumping into the blonde woman appeared in Elle's head. She lifted up the paper and looked again at Mandy's picture. The blonde woman could have been her. Elle felt her heart rate speed up.

After she left the gym the night before, Elle stopped over at Kayla's place to try and take her mind off Brian. They ended up watching a movie and when Elle finally got home, Brian was already in bed. But that still left a lot of time unaccounted for.

She was sure now that he had killed that woman. He wasn't the Seattle Slasher copycat killer but had become the Seattle Slasher himself. These murders added up to be much more than a coincidence. But what could she do about it? Confront Brian? He'd most likely then kill her too. Call the police? She realized that she really had no evidence. And Brian was so prominent and respected in the community, who would believe her? She jerked the paper in her hands, startled by the sound of the intercom from the front gate. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Wade checked the time on his phone after leaving the message. It was six forty-five. The judge was probably at home by now. With Rodriguez's detached finger laying on his kitchen counter, he couldn't afford to sit around and wait for the judge to call him back. He put the finger back in his freezer before grabbing his car keys and heading for the judge's home. He had been there only once before for a Christmas party that some of the department had been invited to, but the house was hard to forget.

Just over thirty minutes later, Wade arrived at the judge's impressive estate. He pulled up to the gated drive and pressed the button for the intercom. He waited until a female voice resounded through the loud speaker.

"Can I help you?"

Wade held down the intercom to respond. "Hi, this is Sergeant McKinnon. I'm here to see Judge Mitchell."

"He's not home from work yet, but he should be here soon. You're welcome to come in and wait."

"Alright, thanks."

The gate opened slowly and Wade pulled up the drive. The rain began to let up as he stepped out of his car. He made his way up the concrete steps to the oversized front door and rang the doorbell. Wade recognized the woman who answered the door moments later as the judge's wife.

"Hi, I'm sorry to show up unannounced. We've met before at your Christmas party the year before last. I need to speak with your husband regarding the recent copycat Seattle Slasher murders."

The woman looked alarmed after he mentioned the murders, but she quickly regained her composure. "I remember you, sergeant. No need to apologize," Elle said as she opened the front door wider and motioned for Wade to come in. "I just got off the phone with Brian, he's on his way home."

"Thank you." Wade entered the grand entryway as Elle closed the front door behind him.

"Can I ask why you need to speak with Brian? Is he a suspect?"

Despite the day he'd had, Wade almost let out a laugh before he realized that she was completely serious.

"No, of course not. I just need his help since he prosecuted Rhodes back when he was still a King County prosecuting attorney."

Her eyes widened as she appeared to take in what Wade had said. Wade couldn't imagine that she hadn't known this already.

"Didn't you know?"

"Um...I didn't follow the Seattle Slasher trial very closely. It was a few years before I met Brian. He's never mentioned it."

She looked flustered. Wade thought maybe she was embarrassed that she hadn't known.

"I guess he's not one to brag," Wade said, hoping to put her at ease.

"I guess not." She gave him a half-smile and seemed to relax. "You can wait in the living room if you'd like until Brian gets home."

"Thanks." He followed as she led him through their stunning home and into a large living room that looked more like a picture out of a magazine than where someone actually lived.

Elle turned to him. "Can I get you a cup of coffee while you wait?"

"That would be great, thank you."

"Okay, I'll be right back. Make yourself comfortable," she said graciously. She seemed to be used to hosting guests in her home.

He envied the judge as he watched her walk away. The judge had everything. Perfect house. Beautiful wife. He probably didn't even have a drinking problem.

Wade had never married. It wasn't that he couldn't have gotten married or was opposed to the idea of marriage. He was unarguably an attractive man with a stable career. It was just that he had always been too involved in his cases to put in the effort required for a serious relationship. He'd had girlfriends over the years, but they always ended up getting tired of coming second to his work. And his drinking had only made matters worse.

Wade's eyes were drawn to a large saltwater fish tank that was built into the far wall of the living room. The tank was about three feet high and six feet long. It was centered in the middle of the wall, making it directly at eye level. It looked as though it had been custom made for the room.

Wade walked over to better admire the tank. It was immaculately clean and full of several different types of brightly colored tropical fish. White sand covered the bottom of tank and beautiful cone shaped shells sat atop the sand. Each shell had a different design. They looked as though they had all been hand painted with stripes and dots, but they were just naturally that ornate. He'd never seen shells that looked quite like them before.

He heard Elle come back into the living room and turned to accept the cup of coffee as she handed it to him.

"Thank you. I was just admiring your fish tank."

"Oh, yes. Brian's always been big on having one. He had this custom made for this room after we bought the house."

"Those shells are amazing, I've never seen any like that before."

"They're cone shells, only found in a few parts of the world. We saw them when we went to Australia on our honeymoon and snorkeled the Great Barrier Reef. They are extremely poisonous, even deadly, if you were to pick one up or step on one. They have venomous small harpoons that can shoot out as a defense mechanism or to capture prey. But they're unique and Brian insisted on getting some for the tank after we got it. They remind us of our trip, I guess."

"Don't you have to worry about them killing your fish then?"

"Not these fish. They mainly prey on small, bottom feeding fish so we don't have any of those."

"Interesting," Wade said before taking a sip of his coffee.

"Sergeant, I was wondering if I could talk to you about something. It's about Brian, actually."

"Please, call me Wade. Sure, what is it?" he asked, wondering what she could possibly want to talk to him about.

He'd only met her briefly once before. It seemed a bit odd that she would want to confide in him regarding her husband.

"I'm worried. A little scared actually."

Wade gave her the chance to continue while he took another sip of his coffee. He knew the judge had health issues that caused him to have a stroke a couple years back even though he was a few years younger than Wade. Although he seemed to be doing well these days, Wade wondered if this was about his health.

"He's--" Elle was cut off by the sound of Judge Mitchell's voice.

Elle looked alarmed as she and Wade both turned to see the judge standing in the doorway of the living room. He was still wearing his overcoat and held his briefcase in one hand.

"Detective, good to see you. I got your voicemail as I was driving home. It must be really urgent for you to have come here."

"Yes. I'm sorry to intrude judge, but I'm afraid it is."

"That's alright, I'm happy to discuss whatever you wanted to speak to me about. Why don't you follow me into my office?"

Wade looked to Elle and smiled before he followed the judge. "Thanks for the coffee."

"You're welcome," Elle said, looking less than pleased with her husband's interruption.

Judge Mitchell led Wade into the nicest home office he had ever seen. The office had a raised ceiling covered with elaborate crown molding. Built-in bookcases filled with a leather-bound series of the Code of Laws and other legal textbooks covered the shelves from floor to ceiling on either side of a large mahogany desk. An expansive window behind the desk looked out over Lake Washington. Wade imagined the view was quite impressive when it was daylight. The judge closed the double doors behind Wade after he entered. Wade turned to see another pristine fish tank on the wall behind him and then realized it was the other side of the same fish tank he had been admiring in the living room.

The judge sat down behind the desk and motioned for Wade to take a seat in one of the brown leather chairs opposite him.

"So, what are these new details in your murder cases that you needed to speak to me about?" he asked as he leaned back in his chair.

"It's actually not so much about the murder cases as it is about me. I need your help. I'm being framed."

Wade watched the judge's facial expression change to one of surprise.

"Framed? For the murders?"

"Yes. The AFID tags from my Taser were found at our most recent victim's crime scene."

"How on earth did that happen? Had your Taser been stolen?"

"It had, but I didn't know it until after my AFID tags were planted at the scene. And that's not all." Wade knew that he took a risk in sharing this information, but he trusted the judge. "I opened my freezer tonight and found Rodriguez's dismembered finger. Like all the other victims, it had never been recovered."

"You what?" The judge sat up straight in his chair and looked at him in disbelief.

"I heard a noise the other night. It sounded like a door closing inside my condo. But when I got up, my place was empty and I found my front door unlocked. I think that's when the killer must have come in and taken my Taser and planted the finger." He waited for the judge's reaction.

"So you think this killer is targeting you personally? I'm sure I don't have to tell you this, but this is bad. Very bad. They haven't filed any charges against you, have they?"

"Not yet. But without any other suspects, it may not be long before they do. I haven't told anyone yet about the finger. I'm worried how it will look when I've already been implicated in our last murder."

"Well it's going to look even worse if you don't call it in and they find out about it. I really don't see that you have a choice from a fiduciary standpoint. If you're already saying the killer broke in and stole your Taser, then it shouldn't be that much of a stretch to say that he stuck Rodriguez's finger in your freezer at the same time."

"I don't know..."

"Don't you have an alibi for the nights of these murders?"

Wade shook his head. "No. I was home alone the nights of all the murders. At least, I think I was. I found a gas receipt in my car that was printed at midnight on the night of our last victim's murder. And I don't ever remember leaving my condo."

The judge raised his eyebrows at what Wade had just said and leaned his forearms onto the desk.

"I'm only asking you this as a friend. Have you been drinking again?"

Wade's initial response was to lie, but he thought better of it. "Yeah, I have."

"You better get a handle on that. That sort of thing could make this mess a whole lot worse if people find out."

Wade nodded. "I know."

"You don't think you could have..."

"No!" Wade exclaimed.

"Okay. Sorry. I know you better than that." The judge put up his hands in apology.

"These murders are the work of a professional. This guy has killed before. He broke into my house without my knowing. He seems to be even better than Rhodes. I'm starting to wonder if maybe Rhodes had an accomplice that we never knew about."

The judge thought for a moment. "I think if he had an accomplice we would have found out about it. Or Rhodes would have given him up in exchange for the death penalty. Plus, the evidence never pointed to two killers, did it?"

"No, it didn't. I just can't get over how similar these new cases are to the old Seattle Slasher killings. And for the killer to now be framing me feels like they are out seeking revenge for Rhodes. Could you do me a favor and email me everything you've got from Rhodes's trial? I want to make sure I'm not missing anything."

"No problem. I'll send everything over first thing in the morning."

"Thanks, I really appreciate it."

"I'm glad you stopped by. Let me know if there is any other way I can help."

"Okay." Wade rose from his seat and the judge walked with him to the front door.

The judge patted a firm hand on Wade's shoulder when they reached the entryway.

"Try not to worry. Your killer is only human and bound to slip up at some point." He opened the front door for Wade. "And stop drinking before it comes back to bite you in the ass."

"Have a good night, judge," Wade said before he headed to his car.

"You too." The judge stood atop his front porch and watched as Wade drove away.

 

 

Wade had just walked into his condo when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He answered after checking the caller ID. "Hey Pete. You finish the autopsy?"

Wade pictured him standing over Mandy's cut-open corpse on the autopsy table.

"Yes, and I have some interesting findings for you. I think you may be right about the victims being injected with something other than the low-molecular-weight heparin. I noticed that many of Mandy Baker's organs were cyanotic on autopsy, which would not be explained by her quickly bleeding to death. The cyanosis I observed would have been caused by her slowly going into respiratory arrest prior to her death, causing a lack of oxygen to her organs. I went back and looked at the pictures from the autopsies of Samantha Collins and Christina Rodriguez and could see a slight cyanosis of some of their organs as well. It was subtler in their cases and hard to pick up if you didn't know to look for it."

"What exactly are you thinking they were injected with?" Wade asked.

"I would say some sort of neurotoxic drug that caused them to slowly go into respiratory arrest before they bled to death. This would also explain why they didn't put up much of a fight."

"So can we check our three recent victims' blood for neurotoxic substances?"

"I already tested Samantha Collins and Christina Rodriguez for a couple of common ones. Both came back negative. I'll do some research and see what other things we should test for and I'll test Mandy's blood as well."

"Alright, how long will it take to get those results?"

"If I find something specific to test them for tonight, we could have results as early as tomorrow. But only for that specific drug. Otherwise, we'll have to wait the four to six weeks for the full toxicology panel results."

"Would there be any way to tell if any of Rhodes's old victims were given this same neurotoxin?"

"Nothing came back on their toxicology reports other than the low-molecular-weight heparin, correct?" Pete asked.

"Right."

"It would be much harder to prove, yes. I don't have any blood to test on any of Rhodes's victims. Being that they've been buried now for several years, there wouldn't be any way to test for it specifically. But I can have a look through their autopsy reports and see if there is any degree of cyanosis that would be consistent with them being given a similar drug."

"Okay, thank you. Call me if you figure out what sort of neurotoxin that is."

"Will do, Wade."

Wade stood staring at Rodriguez's finger as he ended the call. He dialed his sponsor before he could talk himself out of it. Then he reluctantly took the judge's advice and called the lieutenant.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

The next morning, Wade stood in front of the white board at the end of a conference table in a small room at the Seattle Police Department addressing Stephenson and Adams. The lieutenant had responded, along with both of the detectives, to his condo the night before to collect Rodriguez's finger for evidence. While Stephenson had been visibly upset at the sight of his old partner's missing digit, Wade couldn't tell whether Adams had been more skeptical or perplexed by the situation. Wade knew that it could be just in his head, but he didn't like the look Adams had been giving him that morning.

"I'm sure you've both had time to look over Mandy's autopsy report," Wade began. "I talked to Pete last night, and he thinks it's possible our recent victims were given some sort of neurotoxic drug that would have immobilized them enough to keep them from fighting back. While we wait on the official toxicology results, Pete's going to run some specific blood tests to try and find out what it might be. There's a chance we could have results later today.

"In the meantime, I want to consider that, instead of a copycat killer, we are in fact looking for an old accomplice of Rhodes. Someone who helped him commit those murders and is out there now killing again. I know this might seem like a stretch, but I think we need to consider every angle." He turned his attention toward the photos of Samantha Collins, Christina Rodriguez, and Mandy Baker that hung on the white board. "These murders may very well be too similar to the Seattle Slasher killings for this to be a copycat. Plus, the way this killer has been targeting me personally makes me feel that they are out seeking some sort of revenge on behalf of Rhodes."

Stephenson looked confused at what Wade was saying.

"Excuse me, Sergeant. But was there any evidence that pointed to Rhodes having an accomplice?"

Annoyed, Wade replied, "Like I said, our three new murders are potentially too similar to the victims of Michael Rhodes for it to be a copycat killer. We need to rule out this possibility. It's the best lead we have right now."

"You mean other than your AFID tags at Mandy's crime scene and Rodriguez's cut off finger turning up in your freezer?" Adams asked.

So he does think I'm guilty. Wade chose not to justify his accusation with a response. He turned to Stephenson sitting on the left side of the conference table who looked in awe of what Adams had just said.

"I want you two to look back through Rhodes's phone records, emails, and anything else that could show that he was working with someone to kill those women."

"You got it," Stephenson said, although he looked less than thrilled with the request.

Wade ignored Adams as the detective slammed the back of his chair into the conference table and followed Stephenson out of the room.

Alone in the conference room, he was inwardly infuriated by what Adams had insinuated. Wade wondered who else might believe he was guilty of the recent murders. The lieutenant? Stephenson? Not that he really cared. He knew that he wasn't the killer. Although, not being able to remember what he was doing the night of Mandy's murder was gnawing at him. Wade tried to reassure himself that Adams was just upset over Rodriguez and didn't know him at all. Or these cases for that matter.

He supposed that he was mostly to blame if his coworkers didn't know him well enough to have his back now. He'd been so obsessed for all those years with Michael Rhodes and the need to see him put to justice that he never made time to get to know anyone outside of work. Other than Cody. And even then, Cody had always been the one to invite Wade over on the weekends, keeping him from locking himself away with the case files from Friday to Monday. Cody was always helping him to be a better person.

It wasn't until after Rhodes was executed that Wade realized just how empty his life outside of work had become. Although, it was his dedication to his cases that made Wade so great at what he did. He had closed more homicide cases than anyone else in the department.

Even though he hadn't exactly been chummy with his coworkers, surely no one else was jumping to the conclusion that Wade was the copycat killer. If they did, Wade would prove them wrong when he caught the real killer anyway.

He went back to his office and shut the door behind him. He sat down behind his desk and turned on his computer. Still distracted by what Adams had said, he told himself that what Adams thought didn't matter before he dove into the huge task of looking through Rhodes's trial records.

Wade had just logged into his email and seen that the judge had sent him the files on Rhodes's trial when he was interrupted by a light knock on his office door. He looked up to see Sandra, the red-haired, middle-aged receptionist for the homicide unit, standing in his doorway. Sandra had already been working at the homicide unit when Wade started as a young detective. She was great at her job and never interrupted him without good reason.

"Excuse me, Sarge." She rested her hand on the side of his doorframe as she spoke. "I've got a guy here who says he has some valuable information about the murder of Mandy Baker."

It was common for the homicide unit to receive several calls and have people come to the station and say they had "valuable information" regarding murder cases. Especially those that got a lot of media attention. Most often, however, the information was useless and the sources were less than credible.

Seeing the lack of interest on Wade's face, Sandra asked, "Should I have Adams or Stephenson talk to him?"

"No, that's alright. I'll hear what he has to say. Send him on in." Wade closed his laptop and Sandra disappeared from his office to retrieve the man.

She returned to his doorway less than a minute later, followed by a thirty-something-year-old guy dressed in Carhart pants and a sweatshirt. Wade noticed his work boots were covered in dried mud as the man stepped into his office.

"This is Sergeant McKinnon." Sandra lifted her hand in Wade's direction as she introduced him.

"I'm Mark Stanley."

The man reached out his hand as he approached Wade's desk.

Wade stood and returned the man's handshake.

"Have a seat."

Sandra was already gone from their sight as Mark sat down opposite Wade.

"So, you've got some information about Mandy Baker's murder?" Wade knew better than to get his hopes up about the amount of usefulness the conversation might yield.

"Yeah. I've never reported anything before, but after I saw that girl's murder on the news, I figured I better come in. I was at a bar not far from here last night. Jimmy's, you know it?" Mark nervously rubbed his hand up the back of his light brown buzz cut.

"I've heard of it."

"Well, I was meeting a buddy there to grab a couple beers after work. While I was waiting for him to show up, I overheard a conversation."

Wade folded his hands atop his desk as he waited for Mark to get to the point of his story.

"There were two guys, who looked pretty rough, sitting in a booth behind me. They'd obviously had a lot to drink before I got there and I'm sure they didn't realize I could hear every word they were saying. One of them was telling the other how he believed that he'd witnessed a murder in the Rainier Fitness parking lot the night before. Said he was in the middle of jacking a car when he saw it happen. The next day he figured out it was that last Seattle Slasher victim, but he couldn't come forward since he was there stealing a car."

Mark had now sparked his interest, but there were some problems with his account. For instance, Mandy had bled out on her own bedsheets, and there was no indication her body had been moved postmortem.

"But we found Mandy murdered in her home." Wade tried to hide the skepticism from his voice.

Mark shrugged his shoulders. "Look, all I know is what the guy said."

"Did the man say anything else? Or describe anything he saw?"

Wade considered that it was possible the car thief witnessed a preemptive attack on Mandy before she was taken to her home and killed instead of her actual murder.

"Only that he wasn't sure if the killer spotted him or not. Then the two guys were joking around that the Seattle Slasher was going to track him down and kill him."

"Did you get a look at the guy who said all this?"

"Yeah, I walked past them before I sat down."

"Good. Do you think you can give a description to our sketch artist?"

"Sure." Mark nodded, looking satisfied as though he had just solved their case.

"Great. I'll just get your details in case we have any more questions and then I'll take you to her."

Mark spent over an hour with their sketch artist, helping to get the facial details from the witness at the bar just right. By early afternoon, Wade had the sketch sent over to the auto theft detectives. They identified the man as likely being Nate Carson, who they had already linked to an auto theft ring they were investigating. Carson had served time on motor vehicle theft charges and had now been out of prison for nearly two years.

The auto theft detectives sent over a traffic camera photo of the car stolen from the gym parking lot going through an intersection about two miles from Rainier Fitness. Unfortunately, the angle of the camera gave them no way of seeing who was driving the car.

"What's Carson's address?" Wade asked Stephenson, looking over his shoulder at the traffic cam photo on Stephenson's computer screen.

Stephenson quickly moved his fingers atop the keyboard and pulled up the address.

"16 Wilson Street, Seattle."

"Pull that up on a map." Wade watched as Stephenson brought up the map of the Seattle neighborhood. "That's close to where the traffic cam picture was taken."

Wade stood up straight while keeping focused on the screen. He needed this witness. Not only to solve Mandy's murder but also to clear his own name.

"I'll call Judge Mitchell and see if he'll give us a search warrant for Nate Carson's premises. If we find the car at this guy's address, we can bring him in on auto theft charges. That will prove he was at the gym the night of Mandy's murder. Then we can offer him some sort of deal in exchange for telling us what he saw."

"Should we invite the detectives from auto theft to tag along?" Stephenson asked.

Wade sighed. "Probably." He knew he was already walking on thin ice as it was. "We don't want them running to the lieutenant whining that we left them out. You call them while I call the judge."

Wade stepped into his office to make the call. He tried the judge's office number, and with no answer, left a voicemail on his machine.

"Judge, it's Wade. I need a favor. I've got a witness to Mandy Baker's murder, our most recent copycat killing. Problem is, our witness was jacking a car in the Rainier Fitness parking lot when he claims to have seen the murder so he's not coming forward. I'm going to need a search warrant for his premises. We've got the stolen vehicle on a traffic cam not far from his address. Call me on my cell when you get this. Thanks."

He would call Judge Mitchell's cellphone if he didn't hear back from him soon.

The more he thought about what Mark had said, he wondered if it was possible Mandy had been accosted in the gym parking lot and then taken back to her house against her will. But they had found her car inside her garage with no apparent signs of a struggle inside. Unwilling to just sit around and wait for the judge to return his call to go get their witness, he decided to have another look at Mandy's crime scene. On his way out of the office, he let Stephenson know they'd have to wait to hear back from the judge before they could go get their witness.

Wade pulled up in front of Mandy's house and stepped over the yellow crime scene tape before walking up the driveway. He tried reaching the judge on his cell during the drive over only to get his voicemail again. He pulled a key from his pocket to open the police lock attached to the front door and let himself inside.

He looked around carefully as he made his way through the same hallway he had walked down the day before. He gazed at the many pictures of Mandy hanging on the wall, just as he had done yesterday. When he got toward the end, he stopped and opened the door to his left.

He stood staring at Mandy's car for a moment before he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone to dial Stephenson.

"Stephenson, it's me. I'm assuming that since Mandy's car is still in her garage it didn't get processed yesterday?"

"No, we didn't process it. The CSI team photographed it and dusted it for prints, but it didn't show anything out of the ordinary. Why?"

"I think we should explore the possibility that Mandy's killer could have abducted her at the gym and then driven her back to the house in her own car before killing her. Let's get the car picked up to be processed."

"Okay, I'll make the call."

"Thanks."

Wade stepped into the garage as he placed his phone back in his pocket and retrieved a leather glove from another. Other than where it had been dusted for prints, the car shone as if it had just been washed. He slipped the glove on his right hand before opening the driver's side door of the sedan. It was obvious from first glance that the car was immaculate. It looked practically brand new on the inside. He leaned in to get a look at the backseat, not surprised to see that it was just as spotless as the front.

He pictured Mandy's killer hiding in the backseat of her car, waiting to attack her once they were in the garage. But that wouldn't explain what their witness had supposedly seen. It would have also meant the killer would have had to break into her car unless she had left it unlocked. He couldn't see as much as a single scratch on any of the doors.

He sat in the driver's seat of Mandy's sedan and tried to imagine what may have happened that night. It took him a few minutes to realize how much leg room he had. At six-foot-two, the gas pedal was just in comfortable reach for him. He remembered Mandy seemed tall, but not that tall. He pulled out his phone and texted Stephenson.

How tall was Mandy?

It took only a minute for Stephenson's reply.

Five foot nine.

The seat would be too far back for someone five inches shorter than himself. So, either Mandy had moved the chair back after getting home, or someone else had driven her car home that night.

He got out of the car and opened the trunk. He was disappointed initially when he didn't see anything. Looking closer, however, he noticed a single long blonde strand of hair on the floor on the trunk. It could mean nothing, but for someone who kept their car so meticulously clean, it seemed out of place.

As he examined the plastic lining on the interior side of the trunk, he noticed some faint scuff marks. Again, it could be nothing. Or it could be a break in their case. He closed the trunk and dialed Stephenson again on his way out of the house.

"Detective Stephenson."

"It's McKinnon again. Did you arrange for forensics to come and pick up Mandy's vehicle?"

"Yeah, they should be on their way."

"Okay, good. I'll stay until they get here. I want to make sure they document the position the driver's seat is in. It's too far back for someone Mandy's height. I also found a blonde hair and some scuff marks in the trunk of the car. I think it's possible that her killer may have put her in the trunk before driving her car home from the gym. Can you have forensics check if any fibers on her clothing match those from the trunk of the car?"

"Sure. Have you heard back from the judge on our search warrant?"

"No, not yet. I'll let you know when I do."

 

 

Wade was still at Mandy's when he got a call back from the judge.

"I'm due back in court so I don't have long to talk, but your message sounded urgent."

"It is." Wade quickly filled him in on everything Mark had told him and what they'd learned about Nate Carson from the auto theft detectives.

"It's a bit weak for a search warrant I would say. From what you've told me, all you have is hearsay."

"I know, but I'm sure this guy will lead us to the stolen car and then we can find out exactly what he saw at the gym the other night. This may be our best chance at solving these copycat murders."

"You know I want to help you, but I'm going to have to think it over."

Wade had expected a different response. The judge had seemed eager to help him when Wade was at his house.

"I promise I'm not wrong on this."

"I trust you. I'm just not sure what you've told me substantiates a search warrant."

Wade could not afford to lose this witness.

"I'm confident that this man can lead us to our killer. And I need your help to bring him in."

There was a pause before the judge answered. "If I decide to do it, it will be a little while before I'm able to sign off on the warrant. I'll be in court for the next hour or two. I'll call you when I'm done with court and let you know what I decide."

"Alright." Wade hung up and could only hope the judge would come through for him.

Wade was back at his desk over two hours later when Judge Mitchell finally called him back. He had all the paperwork required for the search warrant ready to go so that they wouldn't lose any time when, and if, the judge approved the warrant.

"I hope this isn't against my better judgement, but I've decided to sign off on the warrant. How soon can you come by my chambers?"

Wade gathered up the paperwork from his desk. "I can be there in fifteen minutes. I'm leaving now."

"Just don't disappoint me on this."

Wade stood up out of his chair. "I won't. Thank you."

He stepped out of his office and announced to Adams and Stephenson, "Judge Mitchell said he'll grant us the warrant for Nate Carson's premises. Let's go. We can call the auto theft detectives on our way."

The two detectives followed Wade out of the building. Stephenson called the Auto Theft Unit as they walked. The three of them climbed into Wade's unmarked car in the parking garage and stopped at the King County Superior Courthouse before heading out for Carson's address. The sun had set right before they left the station. They pulled up in front of Carson's house forty minutes later.

The neighborhood was part of a sketchy area in Seattle. The dark street could have used a few more street lamps. The house was quiet and not a single light appeared to be on as the three men walked up the driveway. A brand new Honda Accord was parked in front of the house, which they already knew was registered in Carson's name. Wade and Adams stepped up to the front door while Stephenson went to shine a flashlight into the garage window to see if he could spot the stolen car from the gym.

Wade knocked without an answer. He tried the doorknob, but it was locked. He pulled out his lock-picking kit from his pocket and picked the lock before pushing open the door to the house.

"Seattle police! Mr. Carson, we're here to search your home," Adams called out as they walked through the doorway.

They were again answered by silence as they walked through the old, darkened house.

Wade flipped on the light switch to the living room. There sat Carson, upright in a worn-out recliner with a single bullet wound in the center of his forehead. It appeared to be an execution-style murder, with the bullet looking to have been fired at close range. The blood looked fresh. A 9mm semiauto lay on the carpet next to Carson's chair, and a brass casing lay just a few feet in front of it. Wade muttered under his breath and lifted his hand up to the back of his head, knowing they were probably only an hour or two late from finding their witness alive.

"You think it could be a suicide?" Adams asked.

Wade stepped closer to Carson before shaking his head.

"No. This is not a typical entry wound location for a suicide. It would be hard to shoot yourself from that angle." Wade used his hand to demonstrate. "Plus, he'd have blood spatter on his hand and forearm if he did this himself."

Stephenson's voice filled the room as he entered the house. "Found the stolen car from Rainier Fitness parked in the--" He stopped short, seeing their witness's body.

Wade turned to Adams. "Call forensics."

Adams pulled out his phone and made the call as they heard a car pull up in front of the house. Stephenson watched the two detectives from auto theft come up the drive.

"You could've given us a little more heads up," one of the men said upon entering the house, the irritation evident in his tone. He stopped abruptly and swore upon seeing Carson's body.

Wade ignored the detective's remark and continued to look around the crime scene. Carson's recliner faced a large TV and the remote sat on the armrest of his chair. There was no sign of any kind of struggle.

"You'll find your stolen vehicle from the gym parked in the garage," Stephenson said to the detectives.

Wade moved through the rest of the house, checking for how the killer might have got in. The back door was locked as well as all the windows.

So maybe Carson let his killer in and they had some sort of a business disagreement. Or maybe it wasn't a business disagreement at all. Something about his killing didn't feel right. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Elle stared at her phone on the kitchen table, debating whether or not to make the call. The house was quiet aside from the sound of rain pelting down outside. She had waited until Brian left for work yesterday to look up Michael Rhodes's trial. Sure enough, the sergeant had been right. King County prosecuting attorney Brian Mitchell had been the lead prosecutor against Rhodes. How could she not have known?

She had kept up with the Seattle Slasher killings in the news, but hadn't given much notice to the trial, except to see that Rhodes had been convicted. She didn't meet Brian until three years later and he'd never mentioned it. It was strange. But what was even stranger was that no one else had ever mentioned it to her either.

She doubted that Kayla had followed the trial, but surely Brian's parents would have. And they'd never said a word. Maybe they figured she knew. His parents were also much more interested in Brian's political future than his career in criminal justice. So, maybe they didn't think it was worth mentioning.

It didn't seem right that Brian had been given a second chance at life by receiving a transplant from someone he helped get the death penalty for. There seemed no way Brian could have planned it. Rhodes was found guilty and sentenced to death nearly four years before Brian's stroke.

She wondered if any of Brian's doctors had made the connection. Although, she doubted it. It was hard to imagine they would've allowed Brian to be the recipient of Michael Rhodes's brain cells if they'd known. The more she thought about it, the more it bothered her. It was just...weird.

What bothered her even more was her growing certainty that Brian had turned into a serial killer. Deep down, she knew her gut instincts were right. But her mother's psychosis kept haunting her, filling her with self-doubt.

She bit her lip. What if another woman gets killed and I could've done something about it? She reached for her phone before she could change her mind and dialed the Seattle Homicide Unit.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Wade sat behind his desk the next day and logged into his email. He looked for the trial documents the judge had sent him the morning before. They'd come to a dead end with Nate Carson's murder. More like several dead ends. The medical examiner had officially ruled his death a homicide, which was no surprise to Wade. Pete had confirmed that the bullet entry angle and lack of blood splatter on Carson's arms were inconsistent with suicide. He'd approximated the time of death about an hour before Wade and the other detectives had arrived.

The serial number had been filed off the Ruger 9mm found next to Carson's body. Only Carson's prints had been found on the weapon. At this point, it looked as though he had been shot with his own gun. There had been no physical evidence left by the shooter.

Interviewing the neighbors had produced next to no information. It would have been starting to get dark at the time Carson was killed, but Wade still found it odd that no one living on the street saw or heard anything. There were no 911 calls from anyone reporting a gunshot in that area around the time of death. Either the killer had been incredibly careful or the neighbors were too afraid to talk.

The level of professionalism required to pull off such a crime made Wade skeptical that this was just some business gone sour in an auto theft ring. Wade wondered if their copycat killer had realized what Carson had witnessed at the gym. But it would've been hard, if not impossible, for the killer to trace Carson to the stolen car. The only people who knew about Carson were a small circle of law enforcement, which forced Wade to reluctantly consider that the killer could be someone on the inside.

Wade tried to focus on the screen in front of him as he opened the email from Judge Mitchell. As he looked through the trial documents, he thought back on what had initially led them to suspect Rhodes as the Seattle Slasher. Rhodes had a long history of violent crimes, including rape, assault, and battery. His seventh victim, Rachel Nolan, and his ninth victim, Michelle McClarren, had both been victims of sexual assault committed by Rhodes five years prior to their deaths. They had each testified against him in court and Rhodes had been convicted, only to be out of prison a mere nine months later for good behavior.

Two women had already been murdered by the Seattle Slasher before Rhodes went to prison for those nine months, and the third victim was killed only a month after Rhodes got out. He had also been seen outside the apartment building of Amanda Wheeler, his second to last victim, the night she was killed.

The scene of his last victim, Megan Price, finally provided them with the physical evidence they needed to put him away. They found a hair like those they'd obtained from Amanda Wheeler's murder scene, but this time there was a follicle to test for DNA. When it came back a match to Rhodes, they searched Rhodes's house and found Megan Price's blood on one of his work boots.

Rhodes had worked a nine-to-five job, and the murders always happened in the evening. He never had anyone who could verify his alibi. However, other than his last two victims, there was never any sort of useful physical evidence present at any of the crime scenes. Wade hated to admit it, but Rhodes had also looked good for the murders because they simply had no one else to look at.

There were some things that had made Wade initially think Rhodes didn't fit the profile for the Seattle Slasher. Rhodes had a record of rape and none of the Seattle Slasher victims were sexually assaulted. Rhodes was violent and the Seattle Slasher victims were never beaten. They were Tasered and drugged so they would bleed out quickly. Now it looked as if they might have been paralyzed by their killer as well.

But in the end, the evidence had proven Rhodes was their killer. And, after they arrested Rhodes, the killings stopped. Until now.

Something didn't seem right to him as he looked through the records from Rhodes's trial. While the DNA taken from the hair follicle found at Megan Price's murder scene had been a definitive match to Rhodes, the DNA found under Amanda Wheeler's fingernails had proven to be inconclusive. This was because the small amount of DNA they obtained had been too poor a sample to provide conclusive results.

Oddly, Wade couldn't see any mention of it in the discovery from the prosecution. Rhodes's defense attorneys should have taken that inconclusive DNA evidence and run with it. Wade had been present at part of the trial and had followed the rest very closely in the news, but he couldn't recall the inconclusive DNA result coming up at all.

After over an hour of going through the trial records, Wade was sure it hadn't come up in the trial. Why not? He went back over the discovery that the Seattle Police Department had sent to both the defense and prosecuting attorneys. The crime lab hadn't even listed it as part of their evidence from Amanda Wheeler's crime scene. This was either a serious oversight or a deliberate cover up. He intended to find out which one it was.

He read further and saw that all the evidence released by the crime lab had been signed off by Roy Larson, the director of the crime lab at the time. Wade worked with Roy for many years and couldn't imagine him intentionally falsifying evidence in a murder trial. He remembered Roy retiring a few years back. It took him only a few minutes to find Roy's current address. He was putting the address into his phone when Lieutenant Greyson appeared in his doorway.

"Can I see you in my office for a minute?"

Wade could tell by the look on the lieutenant's face that this wasn't going to be a happy meeting.

"Sure, I'll be right there."

Greyson nodded before leaving. Wade closed his laptop and followed in the direction of the lieutenant.

"Close the door behind you and have a seat."

Greyson had already seated himself behind his large desk when Wade entered his office. Wade reluctantly sat down across from the lieutenant after shutting the door to his office.

Greyson looked uncomfortable. "There's no easy way to say this, so I'll just come out and say it. I'm pulling you off the case and placing you on paid leave until we can officially clear you as a suspect."

Wade was out of his chair before Greyson had finished his sentence.

"You can't do that! You know I'm innocent. The killer is obviously targeting me, although I'm not exactly sure why." Wade was only partially aware of how angry he was becoming.

"Sit down, McKinnon." Greyson motioned with his hand toward Wade's chair.

Wade continued to stand.

"I'm your only chance of solving these cases. You take me off the case and our killer is going to walk free. You owe Rodriguez more than that. I owe her more than that. These women deserve to have their killer brought to justice."

"I understand you're upset. Believe me, I'm not doing this because I want to. But I can't have you investigating these murders when you're now a suspect."

"You know that's absurd."

"Do I? Rodriguez's finger turns up in your freezer. Your AFID tags are at our last victim's crime scene. No one can confirm your alibi for her murder. You have a guy come into your office and tell you about a witness to Mandy Baker's murder and a few hours later that witness ends up dead. And, to my knowledge, you are the only person still alive who knows every single detail of the Seattle Slasher murders."

Wade had no words as he stood in disbelief of what Greyson accused him of.

"And when were you going to share that you're a member of Rainier Fitness, the gym where Mandy Baker was last seen alive? Or were you just hoping we wouldn't find out?"

"I didn't think it was important being that I had nothing to do with her murder! I haven't even been there in weeks."

The lieutenant stared back at him blankly without a shred of acknowledgement of what Wade had just said. In that moment, Wade realized that his boss actually believed he could be responsible for the recent killings.

"But it might have been worth mentioning, especially after your AFID tags turned up in her house, don't you think? I hope there's someone who can confirm your alibi for the nights of Samantha Collins's and Rodriguez's murders. Also, what were you doing all yesterday afternoon that kept you out of the office?"

"I went to Mandy Baker's home to have another look at her vehicle. Forensics can verify I was still at her house when they came to process her car," Wade said defensively.

"Yes, I already checked with them. But they told me you left Mandy's house a little over an hour before the time I have you arriving back here at the station. So, tell me. What were you doing from the time you left her place to when you got back here?"

Wade was in shock. He threw up both hands in the air as a sign of his exasperation.

"I was sitting in traffic!" he shouted, not caring that every detective working outside Greyson's office could probably hear his outburst. "It was practically rush hour, and it took me that long to get back downtown from her house."

He paused, waiting for his boss to acknowledge what he had just said. Instead, Greyson just stared at him with an unnervingly serious expression.

"Do you honestly think I killed Rodriguez and these other two women? Come on, lieutenant. You know me."

Greyson looked uncomfortable again and sat back in his chair without answering the question.

"When the detectives searched your car earlier for your Taser, they found an empty six-pack in your trunk. I know it's none of my business, but--"

"You're right," Wade interrupted. "It's none of your business."

He knew it was no secret around the department that he was a recovering alcoholic. Although, recovering seemed a strong word when he was only two days sober.

"I'm going to need you to surrender your badge and duty weapon until we get this cleared up. I'll also need you to leave your work laptop here when you go."

Wade glared at Greyson as he slowly set his badge and then his gun atop the lieutenant's desk before he turned to leave and slammed the door behind him. He ignored the startled looks coming from detectives working at their desks as he stormed back to his office.

He couldn't believe Greyson was kicking him off the case. Or that he would even consider him a suspect. Didn't Greyson know him better than that? Plus, how would he expect to solve these murders without him?

He logged onto the police database and printed out all three case files from the recent murders since he couldn't access the police database from his personal computer. Greyson was crazy if he thought Wade would give up working the case, especially now that he was implicated. He would do whatever necessary to find the killer. He got up, grabbed his coat and was almost out the door when his desk phone rang. He planned to ignore it, but then realized it could be about the case. He turned back and answered.

"McKinnon."

"Hi, sergeant. This is Elle Mitchell, Brian's wife."

This was unexpected.

"Hi, Elle. What can I do for you?"

"I was wondering if you might be able to meet with me today so that I could talk to you about something. It's important."

"Alright." Wade was about to ask her to come down to the station before he remembered that he was suspended. "Can I meet you somewhere?"

"Well, I don't want Brian to know that I'm talking to you. Would you mind meeting me somewhere slightly obscure? I normally go for a run on the island, but I was thinking I might run down at Discovery Park today. Could you meet me there?"

Wade looked out the window at the rain. "I'm about to step out of the office for the day. How soon could you be there?"

"I can be there in about twenty-five minutes as long as the traffic isn't too bad. I'll wait by the entrance to the trail loop. I can give you my cell number in case you have any trouble finding me."

Wade put her number into his cellphone as she spoke.

"Can I ask what it is you want to discuss with me?"

"It's about Brian. And it's about your case. I think you'll want to hear what I have to say."

"Okay, see you soon."

He couldn't imagine what she would have to speak to him about. Still seething from his meeting with the lieutenant, he welcomed the opportunity to take his mind off his situation. Hopefully, she really would have something useful to tell him about his case.

After hanging up, Wade left his office and passed by the printer to retrieve the case files on his way out. Adams sat at his desk with his head down, ignoring him even though Wade was sure he had probably been given the heads up about his being taken off the investigation. He felt Stephenson's stare follow him all the way to the door. Wade was almost to the elevator at the end of the hallway when he heard Stephenson's voice.

"Sergeant!"

Wade turned and Stephenson took quick strides toward him, stopping when he came within a few feet of Wade.

"I just want you to know that, for the record, I don't believe you killed Rodriguez or those two other women."

"Thanks."

It seemed bizarre that the overly confident rookie detective who usually got on Wade's nerves was now the only one to have his back. Wade wondered what he had done to deserve his loyalty.

"I'm going to do everything I can to catch the real killer and prove it wasn't you."

The elevator doors opened when it arrived at their floor. Wade stepped inside and turned back toward Stephenson.

"So am I," he said before the doors closed.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Wade pulled into the parking lot at Discovery Park. He was glad to see the rain had stopped for the time being. Elle had sparked his interest when she called, and he was curious to hear what she could possibly have to say about the judge. Plus, now that he was on leave, he didn't have much better to do.

The air was cold as Wade walked down toward the trailhead to the Discovery Park Loop. He recognized Elle sitting on a metal park bench just where she said she would be. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. As he drew closer, he could see that she was staring into the thick, green forest that made up much of the 534 acre Seattle waterfront park.

"Hi," Wade said as he approached the bench.

"Hi." Elle looked up at him. "Thank you for meeting me."

"No problem. I'm interested in what you have to tell me."

He took a seat on the bench next to her and couldn't help but notice she was a very beautiful woman.

"Brian can't know that I've told you any of this." She looked frightened.	

"Okay." Wade nodded and allowed her to continue.

"You knew that Brian had a partial brain transplant a little over a year ago, right?"

"Yes, I did know that."

"Did you know that his brain cell donor was Michael Rhodes?"

Wade sat up straight, taken aback by what she said. He searched her face for a sign that she could be joking, but found none.

"No, I did not."

It seemed ironic to Wade, if not unethical, that the prosecutor who sent Rhodes to the lethal injection chamber would receive new life from his organ donation.

She broke his gaze and stared out at the parking area.

"Ever since Brian received the transplant he's been... different. At first, I thought it was just due to the operation. Sometimes stroke victims can act a little different from how they did before. But now I realize it's him that's different and it's much more than what could be caused by having a stroke. He's a different person. I know this is going to sound crazy, but I think he became part of Michael Rhodes when he got that brain cell transplant. I've researched it and even talked to some doctors about it, hypothetically of course. Although it has never been seen before, they haven't done enough of these procedures to really know that it can't happen. I've been watching the news and reading the articles about those three women that were killed the same way as Rhodes's victims. I think Brian is the killer."

It took Wade a minute to take in everything that she had told him. Although he was shocked to hear that Judge Mitchell had received brain cells from Michael Rhodes, the rest of what Elle was saying sounded crazy. He wondered for a moment if she was. Wade refused to even consider what she was saying could be true. He was starting to regret agreeing to meet with her.

"So you think your husband, a Superior Court judge, has become Michael Rhodes because of an organ transplant?" He tried not to look at her like she might be crazy.

"A part of Michael Rhodes, yes. I think he may have taken on some of his persona since he received some of his brain cells. I know I must sound crazy, but I'm not. I've seen in the news that Rhodes injected his victims with a blood thinner before he slit their wrists so that they would bleed out quicker and that this new killer is doing the same."

"That's right."

"Brian has been taking a blood thinner for nearly twenty years because of his clotting disorder. He gives it to himself so he gets a prescription filled for it every month."

"Don't worry, Elle. Your husband is not a killer. We're already looking into some other leads in these new murder cases."

He didn't tell her that the few small leads they had, if you could even call them leads at all, would most likely turn out to be dead ends. He also didn't mention that he was now considered the prime suspect by the department.

Elle looked deflated knowing that he wasn't taking her seriously. He wasn't sure why, but he suddenly wanted to appease her.

"Look, you have my number. If you have any more concerns you can call me."

"Wait, sergeant. There's something else," Elle said as he was about to stand up to leave.

"Yeah?"

"Brian came home really late every night that each of those three women were killed. He also had dinner at The Water's Edge restaurant where that first victim was last seen on the night of her murder. He lied to me about where he was after dinner that night too. He didn't come home that night until after midnight."

"That doesn't necessarily mean that he killed those women."

"There's more. I followed him the other night after work to see where he was going. He went to his gym, Rainier Fitness. I followed him into the parking lot. Before I left, I watched him bump into a tall blonde woman and then turn around and follow in her direction. The woman looked just like Mandy Baker, the latest Seattle Slasher copycat victim who was last seen at that gym that same night."

Wade looked back at her for a moment as he took in the information.

"Your husband wasn't in any of the video surveillance footage from inside the gym that night."

"But that's exactly what I'm saying. I don't think he ever went inside. I think he followed that girl back to her car and killed her."

"Have you talked to him about any of this?"

"No, of course not! What would I say? I think you're a serial killer? I'm scared, sergeant."

"Has he hurt you?"

"No, no. He doesn't know that I suspect anything. I'm afraid though of what he might do if he found out that I know he's a killer. I know this sounds insane and I've had moments when I've wondered if I am, but I know now that I'm not crazy. That's why I wanted to talk to you. Do you think you could just look into Brian and see if you find anything? Believe me, I don't want to be right about this. But I wouldn't have asked you to meet me if I wasn't so sure."

Wade hesitated before answering. "Alright, I'll look into it. But only to assure you that your husband is not Michael Rhodes."

He didn't see the need to tell her that he was officially off the case, especially considering that he wasn't going to let that stop him from still finding the killer.

"Thank you."

Wade got up and turned to her before he left. "Just out of curiosity, what kind of blood thinning medication does Brian take, exactly?"

"It's called low-molecular-weight heparin. I saw that was what Michael Rhodes gave his victims as well. Brian has a whole supply in his bathroom cabinet."

Wade couldn't hide his surprise. Hearing that the judge had access to the drug found in their recent murder victims was a little disconcerting. But to suspect him of committing those crimes was even more outrageous.

"Right. Well, don't worry. We'll catch the real killer and you'll see everything will be alright."

"I hope so," she said as she watched him walk away.

Wade sat in his car without starting the engine. He thought how strange it was that the judge who had prosecuted Rhodes had received his brain cells as an organ transplant. How had that even happened? It was an ironic coincidence. Not that they could discriminate against who received an organ donation, but it seemed rather a conflict of interest.

It started to rain as he continued to think about his conversation with Elle. While he could see her concern about the judge having access to the blood thinner, Wade refused to believe that he had turned into a serial killer after receiving a few of his brain cells. Not to mention that Judge Mitchell was a prominent servant of the public sector and a highly respected member of the community. He was one of the most successful prosecutors the King County Prosecuting Attorney's Office had ever had before he was elected to Superior Court Judge. Maybe Elle was going a little nuts. This was Judge Mitchell they were talking about.

Feeling a little ridiculous, he pulled up a search engine on his phone and typed in the words partial brain transplant. Several results came up, including an article on the procedure that Wade quickly read through. Like Elle had said, it did mention that these procedures were still considered experimental. Although, the few that had been performed had seen great success. It was still a relatively new and rare procedure, so there was no long-term outcome information available. Nothing in the article, however, stated that the procedure would cause the recipient to take on any personality traits of the donor.

He closed out of the search and pulled up the address of the retired crime lab director he had saved earlier into his GPS. He drove to Roy's house, playing back what Elle had said in his mind.

He found Roy's house easily. It was a Victorian style home in the Queen Anne neighborhood of Seattle. According to the police database, Roy and his wife had lived in the house for over thirty years.

He got out of his car and knocked twice when he reached Roy's front door. A small dog yipped from behind the door and someone yelled, "Coming!"

A few seconds later the front door opened. Wade recognized Roy, now in his mid-sixties, holding a small white poodle under his arm. He stood about six inches shorter than Wade.

"Detective McKinnon! Hello!" Roy greeted him with a smile as he put forth his hand to shake Wade's. "To what do I owe this visit?"

"Hi Roy. It's actually sergeant now. Good to see you," Wade said as they shook hands. "I'm sorry to bother you. I have a few questions regarding the old Seattle Slasher murders."

"Of course, come in. And congratulations on the promotion."

Roy moved aside for Wade to enter. After closing the front door, he set down the small poodle who immediately pranced around Wade's feet. Roy led him into a small sitting room at the front of the house. Wade tried not to step on the poodle as it danced excitedly in his path.

"Have a seat."

Roy sat down in a recliner and pointed to a faded, floral-patterned sofa across from him. Wade tried to ignore the dog jumping around his legs as he took a seat on the sofa.

"So, the Seattle Slasher murders, huh? I've seen the news about those three women that look like copycat killings. Sorry about your detective."

The poodle left Wade's feet and jumped onto Roy's lap.

"Thank you. I've been looking back into Rhodes's murders and trial because of those recent cases. And I came upon something today that seemed rather odd that I was hoping you could help me with. You remember that we found DNA under Amanda Wheeler's fingernails but, at the time, it wasn't a good enough sample to get a conclusive match to Rhodes?"

Roy became uneasy and he fidgeted in his chair.

"Yeah, I remember that."

"Well, today I was looking back over the discovery that was sent to Rhodes's defense and prosecuting attorneys. That DNA evidence was not on the list of evidence from the crime lab that you signed off on and sent to them. I was wondering if you could explain why?"

"Honestly, detective--sorry, sergeant, I thought you knew. Mitchell made it sound like both of you were asking me to do it. I--"

"Wait. Mitchell? You mean Judge Mitchell asked you to leave that DNA evidence out of the report?"

"Well, he wasn't a judge back then, but yes. I knew how long you guys had been searching for Rhodes. We all knew he was guilty, clearly. Plus, there was a Superior Court election coming up. Mitchell said that if he won the case it would help win him the election and he would owe me a favor."

"He what?" Wade stared at Roy in disbelief.

"Look, he told me that if I didn't leave that DNA evidence out of the discovery, Rhodes's defense attorneys would spin it to look like Amanda Wheeler's murder could have possibly been committed by someone else and Rhodes would walk. And after that scumbag killed your partner, Cody, when you guys went to arrest him that just wouldn't be right. Really, sergeant, you should be thanking me. Rhodes got what he deserved and you and I both know it.

"I would think that you of all people would understand that I did the world a favor by withholding that inconclusive DNA evidence. I swear, that was the only time I ever did anything like that. But I must admit, I can't say that I'm sorry about it. You should be glad that Rhodes didn't escape the death penalty based on the defense planting false doubt into the minds of the jury."

"I had no idea he asked you to do that. You made a serious mistake, Roy."

"Seriously, you're upset? I would've thought you'd be happy. We both know how the defense can get a killer a lighter sentence or even a mistrial based on some stupid technicality! You're welcome for not letting that happen with Rhodes. Come on, Wade. You need to lighten up about this."

"That was for a jury to decide, not you. Three women have recently been murdered exactly the same way as the Seattle Slasher victims. And I mean exactly. And their killer can't be Michael Rhodes because he was executed more than a year ago. It's possible that that's why it was an inconclusive match to Rhodes all those years ago. Maybe it wasn't his DNA. So, don't tell me to lighten up!"

He paced back and forth in front of the floral sofa as he spoke.

"That's crazy. We both know Rhodes was guilty."

"Do we?"

Having nothing more to say, Wade went to let himself out.

"Wade, wait. I'm not going to lose my pension over this right? I mean, I need that money."

"That's not up to me. I guess it's a good thing your friend Judge Mitchell owes you a favor. You may need it," he said before closing the front door behind him.

Wade had been driving for only five minutes when his cellphone rang. He lifted it up and saw it was Pete. 

"Hey, Pete." Wade hoped the ME hadn't been notified yet that he'd been taken off the case.

"Hi, I've got some good news for you. I discovered what the neurotoxin was that was given to your victims. And be prepared to be impressed because this was not a walk in the park to identify. It's an incredibly obscure neurotoxic poison. I've never in all my career heard of anyone being injected with it. It was a shot in the dark to even test for it."

Pete had his full attention. "What is it?"

"Well, I was thinking back to when I was stationed in Okinawa during my time as a doctor in the military. We treated several people for injuries from a highly poisonous cone shell that can send out a venomous harpoon containing a potent neurotoxin. It paralyzes its prey to be captured and eaten. People have died from accidentally stepping on them, but like I said, I've never heard of anyone being injected with their neurotoxic venom. These cone shells are only found in certain parts of the world."

"Like Australia."

"Yes, there too. How did you know that?"

Wade was too engulfed in his own thoughts to answer.

"Wade?"

"Yeah. Sorry I'm just...surprised."

"Well, me too. This is very unusual. But I wanted you to be the first to know. I'm just about ready to send my official report to the department."

"What about Michael Rhodes's victims? Did you find anything that would suggest they were given the neurotoxin also?"

"I did, but it was only apparent on two of the victims. Based on Megan Price and Rachel Nolan's autopsy reports, I would conclude that they were most likely given something similar, if not the cone shell neurotoxin itself. But without blood to test on any of his victims, I can't definitively say."

"Thanks, Pete." Wade hung up before Pete could respond. 

He quickly dialed Stephenson as he drove. 

"Detective Stephenson." 

"I need you to do something for me and I'll explain later."

"Hang on just a second. I'm having trouble hearing you."

Wade checked the signal on his phone. Full bars.

"Really? It looks like I have full service. Are you at the station?"

"Yes, I had to step out into the hall. If Adams finds out I'm talking to you about the case, he'll make sure I get taken off it as well. What's the favor?" he asked in a lowered voice.

"Judge Brian Mitchell, who prosecuted Rhodes, is now a suspect in our three recent murder cases. I want you to start checking into him. Because he's a judge, we need to be careful about how we go about this. I don't want anyone to tip him off that we are suspecting him or for this to get out to the media. This stays between you and me. You got it?"

"Got it, but what brought this about?"

"Like I said, I'll explain later. I need you to trust me. I want you to look through all the surveillance footage again from Samantha Collins's hotel, including The Water's Edge restaurant where Samantha was last seen. According to his wife, Judge Mitchell had dinner there the night of her murder. Maybe we missed something in the footage. Then go through the judge's cellphone records and see what you can come up with. We can at least do that without a warrant, even though we won't be able to access any location tracking details from his phone. I need you to go through anything and everything."

"Alright," Stephenson said before hanging up.

It was all starting to come together now in Wade's mind. The judge's access to the heparin. His fascination with the cone shells he had in his fish tank. The brain transplant from Michael Rhodes. His wife's suspicion. What if Elle had been right and the judge had become Michael Rhodes and was now their copycat killer? Wade wasn't sure what to make of his cover up of the DNA evidence all those years back. 

Wade realized he had hand fed the judge the information about Nate Carson, including his home address. The judge must have delayed approving the search warrant and killed Carson before he would ever have a chance to talk. 

He thought about Elle placing him at Rainier Fitness and seeing him bump into Mandy. She could be in danger if he suspected that she knew. Quickly, he called the number she had given him earlier that day. It rang. And rang. And rang. Come on, answer. After one more ring, it went to her voicemail. Wade ended the call without leaving a message.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Elle pulled her Tesla into the garage after coming home from meeting with Wade. She prayed that he took her seriously enough to look into her husband. And for both her and Brian's sake, she still hoped she was wrong.

After plugging in her car to allow it to charge, she went inside and set her purse down on the kitchen counter. Although she felt better having shared her concerns with Wade, she also felt a little guilty for asking him to investigate her husband. What if somehow this was all in her head? But deep down, she knew it wasn't. There was just too much pointing to Brian as the killer. Seeing him at the gym following the blonde woman who was later killed had been the final straw convincing her that this wasn't just in her head. She hoped that Wade would believe her enough to look into Brian and realize that she was right before Brian learned what she knew and who she had told.

She filled a glass with water from the fridge and watched her hand tremble as she brought it to her mouth. She was scared to leave for fear it would raise his suspicions, but she was also scared to stay. She couldn't shake the feeling that Brian would know she met with Wade. You're just being paranoid, she reassured herself. There is no way Brian could know.

At this point, she felt that her safest move was to simply carry on as normal and hope that Brian wouldn't notice anything was wrong. She had no desire to be his next victim. She took out her ponytail holder that held up her long hair and went upstairs to take a shower.

An hour later, Elle was back in the kitchen making a homemade lasagna for dinner. Even though she'd been too unnerved lately to feel like eating anything, she wanted to seem as normal as possible when Brian got home. Figuring that he wouldn't be home for another couple of hours, she covered it and opened the door to the fridge to keep it cold. With his unpredictability these days, she found it best to wait to put food in the oven until he came home. Seeing that the fridge was full, Elle leaned in to rearrange a couple things so there would be room for the large lasagna dish.

"Hi, babe."

She jumped at the sound of Brian's voice. The bottle of water she had been moving to make room for the lasagna fell to the floor as she turned to face him. Still wearing his overcoat, he stood behind the bar of the kitchen.

"Oh, Brian you scared me!" she said, putting her hand over her heart. She studied him for a moment before picking up the water bottle off the floor.

"I can see that," he said with a flat expression.

"I didn't even hear you come in."

"How was your day?" he asked, ignoring her comment. He took off his coat.

Elle tried to brush off the feeling that he somehow knew she had met with the detective. She also tried to shake the feeling that he had taken on the mind of a serial killer.

"It was good. How was yours?"

"It was fine. I didn't have much on today and I thought I'd come home a little early so we could spend some time together."

The way he looked at her reminded her of better times. She could see his usual charm beginning to surface and felt herself relax a little.

"I'll just go upstairs and change out of my suit." He started to walk out of the kitchen but turned back just before reaching the doorway. "You want to open a bottle of wine?"

He loosened his tie as he looked back at her.

"Sure."

She watched him walk away until he was out of her view. She realized it was stupid to think that he would know that she had met with Wade that afternoon. How could he?

After taking a quick look in the wine fridge and not seeing what she wanted, she went downstairs to their wine cellar to find a nice bottle of red. She had been looking through their large wine collection for a few minutes trying to decide on which wine she wanted when she heard Brian's footsteps coming down the stairs.

With her back to the stairwell, she called out to him, "What kind of red do you feel like? I was thinking maybe a cab sauvignon."

She heard Brian reach the bottom of the staircase and turned around to face him when he didn't answer. He was staring at her with an expression so malicious she hardly recognized him. He held up a lightly crumpled paper in his right hand. A shiver ran through her body when she saw that he was holding the letter from the organ donation organization.

"Why didn't you tell me about this?"

She could hear the anger in his tone.

"Where did you find that?" she asked, trying to hide the fear she felt.

"You know where I found it."

His eyes demanded an answer as he waited for her to respond.

"I was going to tell you. I just... well, with everything going on in the media with the new Seattle Slasher killings, I was just waiting for the right time to tell you. That's all."

"Did I ever tell you that I prosecuted him?"

"No, you didn't."

"Pretty crazy, huh?"

Elle didn't answer.

"There's no other reason you'd be hiding this from me?"

He crossed his arms in front of his chest.

"No. I mean, I didn't want to upset you when we haven't really had time to talk about it."

She hoped he didn't notice that her hands were trembling.

"Does it upset you that I received brain cells from Michael Rhodes?"

"No," she lied. "I know that, because your transplant was experimental, there isn't a lot of research on it. But there is nothing that suggests you could take on the personality of your donor."

She realized she had quite possibly already said too much as he stared back at her.

"This really has been bothering you, hasn't it?"

"No, really it hasn't. Why don't we go upstairs and finish this conversation over a glass of wine?" she asked, praying he didn't sense her unease. She was dying to get out of the confined space of the cellar.

"I'm fine right here."

It took everything she had to look calm. He's just trying to see how much you know, she told herself. There is no way he knows you followed him the other night or talked to Wade today.

"Look, I'm sorry I didn't tell you earlier about the letter. You've been so busy with work lately, I feel like I haven't had a chance."

He showed no sign of accepting what she'd just said. He kept staring at her intently as he continued, "So, is that why you were so jumpy the other night when I picked you up off the couch?"

"I told you, I had too much wine and you startled me. That's it. If you don't mind, I'd really like to go upstairs and sit down."

"And is that why you put a tracking app on my cell phone?"

She hoped her face didn't betray her fear.

"No! I did that because I thought you were having an affair by the way you were acting. But I know now that you're not."

She hadn't planned on saying that last part. Why couldn't you just let him think you suspect him of an affair? She tried to read what he was thinking but his face revealed nothing. The more she looked at him, the more afraid she became.

"Because now you think I'm killing women."

It was a statement, not a question. He took a step closer to her.

Elle knew that she only had one option as he moved toward her. Run. But before she could move, she felt his large hand completely encircle her wrist. She tried to pull away but realized that her effort to free herself from his grasp was useless. Her heart beat hard inside her chest when she saw the look in Brian's eyes as he neared closer to her. With her free arm, she reached behind her and grabbed the neck of a wine bottle. She brought it forward with all her strength, swinging it toward Brian's head. Brian reflexively leaned back and raised up his arm, making contact with the bottle and deflecting the force of Elle's swing enough to send the bottle flying across the cellar before it shattered against the tile floor.

His grip on her wrist loosened just enough for Elle to pull her arm away from his hold. She bolted past him as Brian reached out for her and grabbed the back of her shirt. She felt his pull but kept moving forward until it slipped out of his hand. She ran up the stairs as quickly as she could, hearing his steps coming up quickly behind her. She had just reached the top of the stairwell when she felt as if she had been stabbed. A painful electric jolt ran through her causing her whole body to fall to the hardwood floor. Elle let out a quiet groan as she watched Brian step over her.

"I wish you hadn't made me do this."

He walked past her and headed down the hall that led to the rest of the house.

Elle moved her eyes in the direction of the kitchen just ahead of her. He's coming back to kill me. She tried to get up. To her alarm, her muscles were still too weak from the shock to stand.

She knew that Brian always carried his phone in his overcoat pocket, which she could see was hanging behind the kitchen barstool. She struggled to crawl across the kitchen floor as fast as her muscles would allow. Once she had made it to his coat, she reached her hand into the front left pocket. She felt the smooth, hard plastic of his phone. Thank God. Her hands shook as she fumbled to unlock his phone and dial 911.

A female voice came over the line. "Nine-one-one operator, what is your emergency?"

Elle was just about to speak when she felt the same sharp pain in her back as an electric current ran through her body. She dropped the phone as she fell to the floor again. In the same moment, Brian picked up the phone and ended the call. He stood over her with a needle and syringe in his hand.

"That was a very big mistake, Elle."

He set the phone down onto the counter only for it to ring as soon as he did. He looked at the screen and let out an exasperated sigh. He picked up the phone and angrily glared down at Elle before answering.

"Now look what you've done!"

She started to move again and he kicked her hard in the head to keep her quiet long enough for him to talk to the operator. Her head smacked against the leg of the barstool. Her eyelids shut as her body stilled.

 

 

Brian walked down the hallway away from her as he answered the call in case she was able to yell for help.

"Hello?" he answered in a calm, smooth voice.

"This is nine-one-one emergency services, we just received a call from this number. Do you have an emergency?"

"No, no there's no emergency. I'm so sorry, my phone was in my back pocket and I must've dialed you by accident."

"You're sure everything is alright, sir?"

"Yes, everything is fine. I'm sorry to have wasted your time. I appreciate the call back."

There was a brief pause. "That's okay. You have a good evening, sir."

"Thanks."

He hung up and walked back to the kitchen to make sure Elle was still where he had left her. He was glad to see that she was still lying in the same place. He grabbed the syringe off the counter and bent over her. He could see she was still breathing and only unconscious from the kick to the head, not dead. Good, he thought to himself. That would've been too easy.

He lifted her right arm and pulled her skin taut above a visible antecubital vein. He then injected her with the low-molecular-weight heparin. He made sure the other needled syringe of cone shell neurotoxin was still in his pocket before he recapped the needle and tossed the empty syringe into the kitchen garbage can.

He was glad that he'd prepared a few syringes in advance to have on hand in the event of something like this. He would wait to give her the cone shell venom until they got to the cabin. It would be a shame for her to die in the trunk before he could carry out his true handiwork. He grabbed Elle by her feet and dragged her to the door leading to their garage.

He left her unmoving body on the hallway floor as he went into the garage to grab a plastic tarp off a shelf. He opened the trunk of his Mercedes and carefully placed the tarp inside before going back to the doorway and grabbing her once again by her feet. He roughly dragged her along the cement floor before picking her up and putting her in his trunk. She let out an audible moan without opening her eyes as he slammed the trunk closed.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Wade was almost home when he got a call from Stephenson.

"Adams finally went home for the day which gave me some breathing room to do some digging around. And I've got something."

"What is it?" Wade asked.

"So we already knew that our killer left Samantha's hotel by foot and maybe had a car parked nearby. But, after he exited the hotel, we lost him on the surveillance cameras. Before, we checked all the public cameras in the area and came up with nothing. We do have the judge on camera leaving the hotel restaurant at 10:07 p.m. But the courthouse where the judge works is only three buildings down from the hotel. So, I checked the security footage in their employee parking lot that night and guess who was parked there until 12:15 a.m.? I'm sending the footage to your phone. Call me back after you watch it."

Wade pulled up in front of his condo. After hanging up with Stephenson, he opened the video message. It showed the judge approaching his parked car at 10:15 p.m. After opening a rear door of his sedan, he removed his suit jacket and tie and pulled out what looked like a sports jacket. The jacket hung over one of his arms as he locked up the car and walked out of the parking lot.

It was hard to tell for sure from the video, but the jacket he was holding could have been the same one that their suspect wore in the hotel footage on Samantha's floor. He just didn't have the baseball cap with the shaggy hair, but the hair could have been a wig and he could have been hiding them underneath the jacket.

Wade opened a second video message, bringing up another image of the judge's car in the parking garage. The time in the corner of the footage was now 12:14 a.m. It showed Judge Mitchell re-enter the parking garage with the same jacket slung over his arm. He then got into his car and pulled away.

Wade called Stephenson back. "This is good. Nice find. Unfortunately, it's not enough to prove that he is also the suspect on the hotel footage without seeing him wearing the jacket and having the baseball cap with the shaggy hair. It won't even be enough to get a search warrant on him. Now that we know he was there, we'll just have to keep looking. We need more."

"Alright." Wade heard Stephenson let out a sigh before he hung up.

Wade went inside, set his keys on the counter, and went to unholster his gun. He felt the empty holster and remembered that he'd surrendered it. Taking his keys, he went to his gun cabinet to retrieve his Heckler & Koch P30 pistol. He preferred the .40 caliber to his duty weapon anyway, given that it had about twenty-five percent more knock down power than his standard issue 9mm.

A knock sounded at his door, and he left the gun in the cabinet to answer it. Opening the door, he was surprised to see Melinda, Cody's widow. They hadn't spoken in over a year. Her blonde hair was a few inches longer than it had been the last time he'd seen her. He could tell she had been crying. Her eyes were red and the makeup on her cheeks was marked by pale streaks. She did not look happy to see him.

Wade wondered if she had come to talk to him about the recent Seattle Slasher killings. He was sure she must've seen them in the news. He opened his mouth to invite her in, but she spoke over him.

"I was visiting Cody's grave today and--" Her voice broke.

Wade could hear the irritation in her tone. He opened the door wider and motioned for her to come inside, but she shook her head.

"I have no desire to come in. I can say everything I need to say right here."

It was obvious to him now that she was more than irritated. She was livid.

She continued before he could respond. "There were beer bottles, six beer bottles, littered around his grave. I know it was you. I've seen in the news about the new murders. You told me this would never happen again and I believed you. This goes way beyond disrespectful." She pointed her finger within inches of his face. "You need to get help! And, until you do, don't go near his graveside again!"

Having said her piece, she abruptly turned and walked back toward her car.

Wade was dumbfounded. She had to be mistaken. That couldn't have been him. Then he remembered the empty six-pack of beer in the backseat of his car.

"Melinda, wait!"

He followed after her.

She turned around at the sound of his voice and pushed both of her palms against his chest, shoving him backward. "Just stay away from me!" she yelled before storming away.

He knew better than to follow her. He would give her a little time before he called to apologize. Hopefully, he would be able to make things right. He watched her peel out of his driveway before going back inside.

He leaned back against the front door, stunned to learn that he had defaced Cody's grave. He had done the same thing once before. It was the only other time he had ever driven drunk. He probably wouldn't have believed it if he hadn't already known he'd filled up his car with gas and bought beer the night of Mandy's murder without any recollection of doing so. He tried not to hate himself for what he'd done, knowing he would never in his right mind do such a thing. It made him glad he had called his sponsor and was taking the steps necessary to never drink again.

His phone rang and he saw it was Stephenson calling him again. 

"Yeah?"

"I was looking at the judge's phone records, and I saw that he called nine-one-one from his cellphone about ten minutes ago. The call was only a few seconds long, but the dispatcher called him back right after and the call lasted for a minute and ten seconds. I checked and no emergency response was made. Do you think it was an accidental call?"

Wade thought immediately of Elle. He rushed back to his gun cabinet. He chambered a round before putting the pistol in his holster and heading for the door.

"No, I don't think it was an accident. His wife suspects him of being our copycat killer." He chose not to tell Stephenson about the brain cell transplant to avoid sounding completely irrational. "If the judge found out that she suspects him of murder, she could be in danger. She could have been the one who made that call. I'm going to their house to make sure she's alright. You keep looking into anything you can find on the judge. We're going to need all the evidence we can get if we're going to take him down. I'll call you if I need backup. Until we have more evidence, no one knows about this. Is that clear?"

Wade was already behind the wheel of his car.

"What are you going to do? Just walk up to their house and ask if she's okay?"

"I'll figure that out when I get there."

"Okay. Be careful."

 

 

Wade had a bad feeling as he pulled up to the Mitchells' waterfront home. What if I'm too late? He thought about driving up to the gate, buzzing the intercom, and acting as if he needed to speak to the judge again about his recent murder cases. But if Elle's life was in danger, Wade didn't want to risk spooking him. He hoped there would still be time to save her if that were the case. He would never forgive himself if something happened to Elle after she had come to him for help.

He pulled his car over to the side of the road a little way up from their gate to keep from announcing his presence. He quietly got out and walked over to their gated entrance. It was dark and he could see in the distance that the front porch lights were on. The house looked quiet and appeared to be only faintly lit on the inside. Hoping he wouldn't set off an alarm system, he walked back toward his car and climbed over the tall fence that surrounded the estate.

He moved through the landscaped property and edged closer to the home, listening for any security alarms. The house remained quiet, and he walked around the side of the house toward the garage. He decided to try Elle's cell. He neared the side of a large window and heard her phone ringing just inside the home. There were no sounds of movement in the house and the phone rang until her voicemail picked up the call. Wade hung up without leaving a message.

On a whim, he went straight up to the front door and rang the doorbell. He figured he could always lie and say that he'd buzzed the intercom but no one answered. At least he'd find out if Elle was safe. He waited for a few moments, but there was no answer.

He went back around the side of the house and pulled the screen off the large window. He tried to open it and, to his surprise, it was unlocked. He slid it open enough to climb inside. He waited for an alarm to go off, but the house stayed silent.

The lights were off in the room where he stood, but some light was shining in from beyond the room's open double doors. Wade could make out a long wood table surrounded by at least twelve cushioned dining chairs. He moved out of the room and turned left toward the source of the light. He took a few steps down the wide hallway before it opened to a kitchen. The kitchen was just as stunning as the rest of the house, if not more. Custom cabinets were topped with gray and white marble, and the stainless-steel appliances looked to be top-of-the-line. The large kitchen island was covered with marble on all sides, making it look like one great block of stone. Wade could see what must have been Elle's cellphone lying atop the kitchen island next to her purse.

"Elle?" he called out. "It's Sergeant McKinnon. Are you home?"

He waited, but there was no response. He moved closer into the kitchen and could see that the oven light was on and the digital display read 350 degrees. The judge's overcoat hung on a kitchen barstool. Wade opened the oven door and found it empty.

He announced himself again and checked the majority of the enormous home as quickly as he could. Almost all the other lights in the house were off and no one appeared to be home. He noticed the control panel for the alarm system by the inside of the front door. They must've left in a hurry. He went back to the kitchen and then through a hallway that he assumed would lead to the garage.

He stopped halfway down the hall when he noticed several pieces of confetti-like paper on the ground. He bent over to get a closer look and recognized them as AFID tags from a Taser. The judge obviously didn't think anyone would be around to see them before he came back. He bowed his head, fearing he might already be too late.

He continued down the hall and noticed a door ajar to his right. Light shone through the doorway.  As he approached, he saw the door led to a downward stairwell. He pushed the door wide open before slowly descending the staircase. He stopped after a few steps, seeing they led down to a well-stocked wine cellar. A bottle of red wine lay in pieces on the tile floor, surrounded by a puddle of dark red liquid.

Wade turned back up the steps. He found the garage when he opened the next door down the hall and saw that there was only one car parked in it. A white Tesla. He slammed his fist against the wall, refusing to accept that Elle might be dead already.

He called Stephenson on his way back to the kitchen. He waited impatiently for him to pick up. Stephenson answered on the third ring.

"It's me. I'm inside the judge's house. No one's home, and it looks like he's Tasered Elle and has taken her somewhere, probably to kill her."

"Wait. Slow down. How did you get inside the house if no one's home?"

"I climbed in through a window. It was unlocked."

"You what?"

Wade lifted the lid to the kitchen garbage can while he talked. "I need you to just listen to me. There are AFID tags from the Taser on the floor and--"

He was filled with dread when he saw a needle and empty syringe sitting on top of the trash, knowing it was probably too late now to save Elle. He took a deep breath.

"There's also a needle and syringe sitting in the garbage can on top of all the trash."

"Sergeant, there's something I need to tell you."

Oh no, had they already found her? "Yeah?"

"There's a warrant out for your arrest for Mandy Baker's murder. The lieutenant has just sent a unit over to your house to bring you in. They'll be putting an APB out for you when they find you're not at home. I'm sorry."

Wade brought his hand up to the back of his head and looked down at the ground in frustration as he took in what Stephenson had just told him.

"And guess what judge was all too happy to sign off on the warrant for your arrest?"

"Mitchell."

"Yep."

Wade looked around and recognized a Tesla key fob lying next to Elle's phone and picked it up. He didn't have time to get arrested. Finding the judge was his only chance to save Elle and clear his own name. If there was any chance of saving Elle's life, he was going to do it.

"Have you found anything else we can use on the judge?"

"No, nothing of significance. I'll keep looking."

"Does he own any other homes in the area? An apartment or commercial building, anything like that?"

"Only a private residence in a remote area of North Bend, but that's all."

"What's the address?"

Wade put Stephenson on speaker and put the address in his phone as Stephenson read it out to him.

"It won't be long before they find you're not at your condo and put out an APB on your car. You'll get picked up before you're able to make it to North Bend. I should go instead," Stephenson warned.

"No, that'll take too long. It could take you half an hour just to get out of the city at this time of night. I can make it in less than twenty-five minutes if I hurry. Plus, I won't be taking my car."

"Then how are you going to get there?"

"I'm taking one from the judge's garage."

"I hope you're right about this. Should I meet you there?" Stephenson asked.

"No, I need you to keep looking into the judge for now. I'll call you if I need backup when I get there."

"Okay."

Wade could tell from Stephenson's tone that he was less than thrilled to be staying back at the office, but he needed him to find more evidence against the judge.

"Since it's going to be a little while before you get there, should I send some local law enforcement to check out the property?" Stephenson asked.

Wade thought for a moment before responding. He didn't want to risk spooking the judge but he also knew that time was probably running out for Elle, if it hadn't already. "Yeah, go ahead and have them check it out. I'll get there as fast as I can."

He took the key fob to the Tesla and hurried to the garage. He opened the garage door and unplugged the Tesla before getting behind the wheel. He sat in the tan leather seat and searched for a push start button but couldn't find one. Inadvertently, he placed his foot on the brake and to his relief, the touchscreen control panel lit up in the middle of the dash. Though there was no noise coming from the electric motor, the car had completely turned on. He put the car in reverse and silently backed out of the drive, racing against the clock to try and rescue Elle in time.

He was almost to Issaquah on Interstate 90 when his cellphone rang. It was Stephenson.

"I wanted to let you know that I just got a call from the officers that went to check on the judge's cabin. They said no one was there. They checked the property for any suspicious activity but found nothing, so they left. But I also just got a hit on Judge Mitchell's car from a traffic camera in Issaquah that was taken just over fifteen minutes ago."

"Then they could still be heading to that house. How long ago did those officers leave?"

"A few minutes ago."

"They probably got there too early. That has to be where he's headed. I'm almost to Issaquah so they're not that far ahead of me. I'm still going to head to the house. I'll call you when I get there."

"Alright, I'll talk to you soon."

Wade had no sooner ended the call when he saw flashing red and blue lights in his rearview mirror. Had Stephenson betrayed him? He quickly made up his mind that he wasn't going to stop until he reached the judge's residence in North Bend. Elle's life depended on him to keep going. He would have to outrun them until he got there, and he figured that would not be a problem in the Tesla.

The sirens would no doubt alert the judge to their presence, but at least he would be there and have a chance to save Elle. He pressed down on the accelerator just as the squad car merged into the next lane over and passed by him on his left. He breathed a sigh of relief once the car was out of his sight.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Stephenson hung up with Sergeant McKinnon and leaned back in his chair. He continued with the mundane task of searching for any kind of old connection between the judge and Rhodes. He had so far found nothing except that Judge Mitchell had prosecuted Rhodes once before the murder trial. The judge had won a trial against Rhodes for sexual assault and battery charges that sent him away to prison for nine months.

Being that there were only so many King County prosecuting attorneys, it didn't strike him as being that odd. He was getting beyond bored with his task. He didn't see why he wasn't going with the sergeant to the judge's cabin in North Bend.

He had waited his entire life to become a homicide detective. After acing the detective exam six months earlier, he had become the youngest detective in the Homicide Unit. And now here he was, wasting time, looking for something he was never going to find.

He could see why the sergeant had never won any popularity contests, but he was smart and good at what he did. Stephenson respected that. And Rodriguez deserved justice. For her, he'd put his ego aside and tried to help the sergeant as best he could. He only hoped the sergeant was right.

He got up to get a cup of coffee to clear his head.

When he sat back down at his desk, he decided to look a little further into Judge Mitchell's past. He had already learned that the judge had grown up on the east coast and had graduated from Harvard Law School. He came from a very wealthy and prominent family, and his father was currently a Massachusetts State Senator.

Stephenson logged into the Boston Police Department database and ran a search for Brian Mitchell. He knew it was a shot in the dark, but he wanted to see if the judge had any run-ins with the law while he was at law school that hadn't shown up on his record.

To his surprise, his search yielded a result. It was a fifteen-year-old case file titled Carly Jenkins. His attention grew as he began to read the file. Her death was initially treated as a homicide but was eventually ruled a probable suicide. He almost spilled his cup of coffee when the images from the case file came up on his computer screen.

The crime scene photos showed an attractive young woman lying supine atop her bed with her arms out to either side. Both wrists were slit. She was fully clothed and her hair looked to have been combed to perfectly fall around her face. There were other pictures of a needle puncture mark in one of her arms. She still had all her fingers and she hadn't been Tasered, and a bloodied knife plus a needle and syringe were photographed on the floor next to her bed. Stephenson's blood was pumping as he read through the details of her crime scene and autopsy report.

The autopsy toxicology report confirmed the presence of low-molecular-weight heparin in her blood, which she had supposedly taken from her ex-fiancé, Brian Mitchell, who had been prescribed the drug. He scrolled down to read on. Stephenson set down his coffee and leaned forward when he read that the judge had originally been the primary suspect during the time her death was treated as a homicide.

The victim had broken up with Brian only two weeks prior to her death. Friends and family members of the victim claimed that Brian had threatened to kill her more than once after she broke off their engagement. The police also had a witness who saw him at the girl's apartment on the night she died. Strangely, this witness later retracted his statement.

One week later, the department was forced to stop investigating Brian when the Mitchell family filed a civil suit against the Boston Police for harassment. The family later withdrew the suit before it went to court. He wondered what sort of leverage the Mitchell family must have had against the Boston PD and the amount of corruption that must have been involved for this case to never have come up in connection to the Seattle Slasher killings.

Stephenson reached for his phone to call the sergeant. "Pick up," he muttered under his breath as the call went to voicemail. "Hey, it's me. I just found out something really significant about the judge. Call me back as soon as you get this."

He anxiously tapped his fingers on his desk after ending the call. Knowing what he needed to do, Stephenson got up and grabbed his jacket before leaving the station.

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Wade drove slowly as he turned onto the long gravel road that led to the judge's second home, trying to minimize the noise made by the gravel under his tires. Dense forest surrounded the road on either side, making it nearly impossible to see when he turned off the car's headlights. After driving a short way up the road, Wade pulled the Tesla into a small clearing off to the side and got out to walk the rest of the way. He didn't want to get Elle killed by alerting the judge of his presence too early.

He stepped off the gravel and walked through the woods as he approached the house. It was not what he had expected. It was nothing more than a small, weathered cabin. It was much more rustic than he anticipated for someone with Brian's means. His pulse quickened as the cabin came into full view and he saw that he had been right. Brian's Mercedes was parked in the driveway and there was a light on inside the house.

Tucking behind a large tree, Wade reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his phone to let Stephenson know that he had located Elle and Judge Mitchell and would need backup. He stopped short of making the call after looking at his phone screen, seeing that he now had no cell service. He stuck the phone back in his pocket and continued making his way to the cabin.

Branches crunched under his feet. He pulled his pistol out of his holster. With his gun clenched in his right hand, he cautiously closed in on the cabin. He pressed his back up against the cabin's dirty exterior and released the safety on his gun.

He stood next to a window that had light shining through from the inside. With his right hand still gripping his .40 caliber, Wade leaned his head slowly over to the window and peered into the house. The shades were open, giving him a clear view of what looked to be a living room filled with outdated, worn-out furniture. There was no sign of Elle or the judge.

Wade saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He recognized the judge immediately. Instinctively, he jerked his head away from the window and pressed his body up against the house again to avoid being seen. Even in the split second he saw him, Wade recognized a crazed look on the judge's face when he had marched into the living room.

So where was Elle? Had he already killed her? Still acutely aware of his gun in his hand, Wade decided to risk giving away his presence. He leaned over to look through the window one more time to see what the judge was doing.

But the living room was empty when he looked back through the window. He was deciding how to get into the cabin when the judge suddenly paraded back into the room. Wade didn't move away from the window this time and he got a better look at his longtime colleague. The judge's hair was disheveled and he was wearing black suit pants and a white undershirt. Wade also noticed that the judge now had a knife in his hand as he quickly strode to the other side of the living room. He opened a door in the far corner of the room and Wade watched him go down a stairwell that must have led to a basement. He waited until the judge was out of his sight to go around the side of the cabin toward the front door.

After rounding the corner of the house, he stepped up onto the decaying front steps. He opened a battered screen door before trying the doorknob. He turned the knob slowly and the door opened. The judge must've assumed that no one would find him here.

The house was eerily quiet as Wade stepped inside. He took slow and careful steps through the house. He went into what he recognized as the living room he had seen from the outside window. He turned toward the door leading to the basement where he had watched the judge descend. As he neared closer to the basement stairwell, the eerie silence was replaced by the sound of someone humming. The judge. Wade followed the sound, stepping slowly down the narrow staircase of plywood stairs. He kept his gun pointed out in front of him.

Walls lined both sides of the stairwell, making no way for Wade to see what he was walking into. His heart pounded against his chest. The air became cooler and the humming grew louder as he neared the bottom of the stairs. He braced himself for what he might see before he stepped down onto the concrete basement floor. He turned toward the direction of the humming. A single, exposed light bulb hung from the ceiling, which provided the only source of light for the entire basement.

"Hello, detective."

The judge calmly stood over Elle, who lay face up on a metal table. He pressed a knife against her throat. She was barely moving and looked as though she was struggling to breathe as she looked at Wade with terrified eyes. The judge flashed him a cocky grin.

"Drop the gun or I'll kill her."

The judge made a point of pushing the knife harder against Elle's neck, and she let out a weak cry of pain. Wade could see that he was already cutting through her skin as a small trail of blood ran down the side of Elle's neck. He lowered his gun.

"Alright, alright, stop! I'll put the gun down."

"Kick it over to me after you drop it." The judge still hadn't let up on the knife as he waited for Wade to do as he asked.

Wade set the gun on the ground but kicked it only a few feet to his right instead of in the direction of the judge. Seeing the annoyed expression on the judge's face, Wade wondered if he'd made a mistake. Nonetheless, the judge lifted the knife away from Elle's throat. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Elle could finally breathe again when Brian pulled the knife away from her throat. She tried to take a deep breath but only managed to take in small, shallow gasps. Panic started to overtake her. She tried harder to suck more air into her lungs, but they resisted, feeling like heavy, immovable lead inside her chest. She was a prisoner in her own body, struggling for air and barely able to move.

Although her body was agonizingly shutting down, her mind and senses were still acutely aware of everything going on around her. She could clearly hear Brian and Wade's voices right next to her. She felt an intense weight on her chest as her chest wall became paralyzed. Her lungs burned from not getting enough air. She could also still feel the stinging sensation of pain left from the knife Brian had just pressed into her neck. Her arms, legs, and head felt like heavy weights that refused to move. She was almost completely immobilized. All of this sent terror ripping through her body.

"You don't want to do this, Brian."

Hearing Wade's voice suddenly distracted her from the pain she felt.

"This isn't you. I know you killed those three women because you received that brain cell transplant from Michael Rhodes. I can help you. I know you don't want to do this."

Elle's attention suddenly shifted to Brian as she heard him let out a loud, egotistical laugh.

"You still don't know, do you? Wow, I thought you were a better detective than that."

At the sound of Brian's laughter, Elle tried to turn her head toward him but found she was now unable to move her neck. It was becoming nearly impossible to blink. She just kept staring in Wade's direction with wide, horrified eyes.

"Know what?" Wade asked.

"I guess I shouldn't be surprised that I have to explain this all to you. I have been above the law my whole life. You know what the problem is with most killers these days, Wade? They lack a superior level of intelligence such as my own. You would never have even begun to suspect me if my wife hadn't come running to you for help."

As he spoke, Brian placed the edge of his knife against the skin in between her clavicles and traced it down the middle of her torso.

Elle tried to pull away to no avail. She struggled to breathe. Her lungs became stiffer by the second. Although she appeared to be hyperventilating, she was barely able to suck any air into her lungs with each breath. Her airway made an audible wheezing sound every time she inhaled.

Brian continued talking as he grazed her body with the edge of the knife. "You actually think that I killed those women because I got part of Michael Rhodes's brain? That's hilarious!"

Brian sounded so delighted with himself that it would have made Elle nauseous if she wasn't fighting so hard to fill her lungs with air. The room got blurry and she suddenly felt lightheaded. Her lungs made a loud wheezing noise as she tried desperately to take in one last breath before her world went dark. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Hearing her wheeze, Wade moved his attention to Elle. He could tell she had stopped breathing and looked to be unconscious even though her eyes were still open. He realized that the cone shell neurotoxin must have already taken effect. Out of the corner of his eye, Wade glanced at his gun on the floor only a few feet away from him. He knew he didn't have much time if he was going to save Elle's life.

The judge picked a gun up off the table next to Elle and pointed it at Wade.

"I'm more of a knife guy myself, but you're not giving me much of a choice here. Make a move for that gun and I will shoot you." Completely ignoring his wife dying on the table in front of him, the judge continued. "Congratulations, detective. You did get one thing right. I did kill those three women. But it had nothing to do with Michael Rhodes. It was all me. In fact, Michael Rhodes never killed any women that I'm aware of. He was a dirt bag, don't get me wrong, but I am the one who killed all those women he was put to death for murdering."

Wade couldn't believe what he was hearing. How could that be possible? Maybe the judge really had taken on the persona of Michael Rhodes through the brain cell transplant and now believed he had killed all those women. Either way, Wade wanted nothing more right now than to wipe that stupid grin off the judge's face.

"My lovely wife told you that Michael Rhodes was my organ donor, did she?" The judge let out a snort. "You think that's why I killed them, don't you? I guess that makes sense, but I assure you that was just one bizarre coincidence. I could hardly believe it myself when I found out.

"I suppose I should credit my brain transplant a little for my recent killing spree. I planned on stopping for good after Rhodes went down for everything. I probably would've too if I hadn't felt so..." He paused as if searching for the right word. "So unstoppable after getting my new lease on life.

"Tell me Wade, did you ever find out who that DNA belonged to that was found under that girl's fingernails that I killed all those years ago? No, I'm sure you haven't. You and that brainless partner of yours just made this all too easy for me from the beginning. What was his name again?"

Anger rose up inside him as he stared back at the judge. Below him, he saw the color starting to drain from Elle's face.

"His name was Cody."

"Yes! Cody, that's right!" The judge smirked like a lunatic as he spoke. "That was sure convenient when I set up Rhodes and he just happened to kill your idiot partner when you guys arrested him. I mean, I know I framed him well but it sure did help my case when he killed a police officer during his apprehension. Although Rhodes had a history of violent behavior, I wasn't sure he was even capable of murder. I've always pitied you since that day. You didn't even have the balls to kill Rhodes after he shot Cody.

"Anyway, I must say I couldn't have even planned it better. If you need further proof, just turn around and look at the wall behind you."

Wade hesitated, not wanting to take his eyes off the judge.

"Go on, look!" The judge waved his gun in the direction of the wall behind Wade.

Reluctantly, Wade turned his head toward the wall behind him. For a second, he couldn't believe his eyes. Several glass jars sat atop old, wooden shelves. Each of the jars contained a well-preserved, dismembered ring finger floating in a pink liquid. They were the fingers of all the Seattle Slasher's victims that had never been found. Except Rodriguez's.

Wade turned back and watched Judge Mitchell look down intensely at Elle's still form on the metal table in front of him.

"So beautiful. Such a shame I have to kill her." He took the edge of his knife to her again, this time tracing the blade slowly down her arm. "You on the other hand, detective, I've been wanting to kill for a long time now. Even though I suppose I really should thank you for making everything so easy for me."

Wade glanced again at his gun on the floor. He would have to dive for it if he was going to reach it. He looked back at the judge and heard him start to hum again. The judge kept his gun pointed directly at Wade while he lifted the knife in his other hand as his humming grew louder.

Wade watched as he swiftly sliced open Elle's left wrist. In that same moment, Wade dove onto the floor and reached out for his gun. A shot rang out a second before he reached it and glass exploded on the wall behind him. Reflexively, Wade put his left arm up in the air to shield himself from the shards of glass that flew in his direction and, nevertheless, managed to grab his .40 caliber.

In one fluid motion, he turned onto his back and fired two shots, one after the other, directly at the judge. The first shot hit the judge in the chest, causing him to stagger back before he let off another shot in Wade's direction. Wade's second round made contact just below the judge's clavicle before he fell behind the table, disappearing from Wade's view.

Wade heard Judge Mitchell's gun and knife clamor against the concrete floor next to his body.

"It's sergeant, asshole," Wade corrected. His ears throbbed from the gunfire and his voice sounded strange and distant.

He pushed himself quickly to his feet and rushed over to the table where Elle lay still. He moved around it and stood over the judge with his gun aimed at his head. Blood seeped out of the judge's back onto the concrete floor. He looked at the barrel of Wade's gun with heavy eyelids before his eyes closed and his mouth fell slightly open. Wade tightened his finger on the trigger when he saw that the judge was still breathing. He held his finger on the trigger as he watched the judge's chest move up and down in a slow, even motion.

Wade clenched his jaw and brought his gun down to his side. He wasn't worth it. "You're right, I'm not a killer. You're in God's hands now."

Wade holstered his gun as he moved toward Elle. Upon reaching her, he saw that she was bleeding out rapidly from her left wrist, forming a puddle on the floor beneath her. It was almost as big as the pool of blood under her husband's torso.

Wade took off his jacket and wrapped it tightly around her wrist before he elevated her arm. He could see now that she definitely wasn't breathing and her skin was the color of death. He quickly felt her carotid for a pulse. After a few seconds, in contrast to his fears, he felt a weak, thready pulsation under his fingertips.

Still elevating her arm, Wade leaned over her, pinched her nose, and gave her mouth to mouth. He could feel her lungs resisting as he tried to give her a breath. He tried again, blowing harder to push more air into her lungs. This time he could see her chest rise ever so slightly with his breath. Come on, Elle.

He laid her arm down on the table so he could reach in his pocket for his phone. He gave Elle another breath before checking the screen. Still no service. His heart sank. He pressed two fingers to her neck again and felt for her pulse. It felt like forever before he felt it, but it was still there. Just barely.

He thought about carrying her back to his car and driving to a hospital but he knew that she would be dead long before they got there. He had been too late. Elle was going to die and there was nothing he could do to save her. He had failed her just as he had failed all the judge's other victims.

He watched Elle's chest rise and fall as he gave her another breath using as much force as he was able, although he knew his effort would be useless in saving her life without further medical attention. He rubbed the perspiration off his forehead with the back of his hand as he realized there was nothing left he could do. He looked down at her beautiful, pale face.

"I'm so sorry, Elle. You were right."

He looked up as the door to the basement slammed open. "Police! Drop your weapon!" He heard several heavy footsteps coming swiftly down the stairs.

"In here!" Wade called. "We need an ambulance!"

Wade had never been so happy to see Stephenson when he appeared at the bottom of the staircase. He was followed by three other officers in uniform and all four had their weapons drawn. Before Wade could react, Stephenson aimed his gun at Wade's head and pulled the trigger.

Wade felt the bullet whiz by him. It sounded as if it had made contact with a watermelon right behind Wade's ear. He felt a splatter of warm liquid hit the side of his face. He turned around to see the judge's head fly backward. The judge dropped his gun that was pointed only an inch from Wade's face and fell to the ground.

Wade's ears rang from the sound of the shot. Judge Mitchell's blood and brain-matter dripped down the wall beside him. Wade's eyes traveled down the wall to the judge's body lying on the floor. Stephenson's shot had landed him between the eyes, which now stared blankly at the ceiling. Satisfied that Judge Mitchell was dead, Wade turned back to see Stephenson lower his weapon and lift his radio to his mouth.

"We've found Sergeant McKinnon, Elle, and the judge in the basement of the house. Get the medics down here now!"

The three other officers also lowered their weapons and followed Stephenson as he approached Wade.

"She's not breathing," Wade briefly explained before giving Elle another breath now that there was hope she might survive. He continued to give her mouth-to-mouth until the paramedics came into the room. Stephenson and the other officers checked the judge for a pulse and confirmed he was dead.

When the three paramedics arrived, Wade stepped aside to give them space to resuscitate Elle.

"She has a weak pulse but hasn't been breathing for about five minutes. Her left wrist has been slit open and I tried to stop the bleeding by putting pressure with my jacket and elevating her arm," Wade said after stepping back. "I think she's been injected with a neurotoxin that has caused total muscle paralysis."

Wade watched one of the paramedics pull a bag valve mask out of the canvas bag he carried. He fitted the mask around Elle's mouth and nose and began to squeeze the bag, lifting Elle's chest with each breath. Another medic listened to Wade while he checked Elle's carotid for a pulse. Wade saw that his name tag read Eric. At the same time the third medic, a blonde woman, placed leads on Elle's chest and connected them to a portable cardiac monitor.

"In that case, we should treat this like an anaphylaxis," Eric said to the other paramedics. After a few seconds, with his fingers still palpating her neck, the young medic announced, "I don't feel a pulse."

They were too late, Wade thought, bringing his hand up over his mouth.

"She's in V-fib," the blonde medic said, looking at the shallow, irregular tracing on the monitor. "We've got to shock her now."

Wade watched her grab two paddles that were attached to the monitor as Eric used scissors to cut Elle's shirt straight down the middle. The female medic turned a dial and looked to make sure no one was touching Elle.

"Clear!"

Wade winced as Elle's entire body jolted off the table from the shock. Eric began CPR immediately after she delivered the shock. Wade could hear the cartilage of Elle's breast bone crack with each thrust to her chest.

Wade moved back, bumping into one of the officers who had come with Stephenson. Wade looked down away from the scene, unable to watch any longer. While he prayed that Elle would survive, his mind was inundated with thoughts of Cody and how his last few moments were probably not much unlike the scene in front of him.

After two minutes of CPR, they paused to allow Elle's cardiac monitor to accurately display her heart rhythm. Hearing them stop, Wade looked back again at Elle. Eric felt her carotid again for a pulse. Wade held his breath as he stared at her cardiac monitor. The machine announced it was searching and, after a moment, a waveform appeared on the screen.

Wade let out a sigh of relief.

"Her pulse is only thirty. She's in sinus bradycardia," Eric said. "I'm putting her on the external pacer."

Wade had seen enough TV to know that the external pacer would deliver a series of small shocks to stimulate Elle's heart to beat faster. The female medic assisted the other male medic with intubating Elle. After they had the breathing tube in place, Eric turned to the blonde medic.

"We need to give her IV diphenhydramine and start an epinephrine drip stat."

She nodded and started an IV in Elle's right arm. She used a needle and syringe to draw up the medications and spouted off their names before pushing them into Elle's IV.

"Her heart rate is eighty. Let's get her to the hospital."

"So, she's going to be alright?" Wade asked as the three of them moved her body onto a stretcher for transport.

"It's still too soon to say. She's lost a lot of blood and went without oxygen for quite a few minutes. She still isn't breathing on her own. But we were able to get her heart rate up quickly and that's a good sign. Are you alright?" Eric asked him, seeing that his forehead was covered in perspiration even though the basement was quite cold.

"I'm fine, thank you. I just hope she makes it."

"You did good." He patted him lightly on the shoulder before helping the other two paramedics take her to the ambulance.

Wade started to follow them but stopped short after feeling a sharp pain in his left thigh when he took a step. He looked down at his leg and saw there was blood seeping through the front of the pant leg of his jeans.

"Sergeant, you've been shot!" Stephenson exclaimed, seeing the blood at the same time.

Wade was shocked to see he'd been hit. With the adrenaline he'd felt trying to save Elle, he didn't even realize he'd been shot in the leg.

The blonde medic turned back after Stephenson's exclamation. She was still squeezing the bag that was connected to Elle's breathing tube, while the other two paramedics carried the stretcher.

"I'll be fine. You guys take her, I can wait for another medic team. You need to get her to the hospital." Wade tried to not wince at the pain he now felt.

"We have another medic unit on standby, I can have them here in five minutes." Stephenson got on his radio to request the additional team. 

"Okay, but you need to sit down," the blonde medic told Wade before they took Elle up the stairs. "Put some pressure on that wound until the other medics get down here."

"Alright," Wade answered as Stephenson grabbed a folding chair that was leaning against the wall and helped Wade sit down. Wade let out a small grunt as he sat. "Thanks for saving my life."

"Just doing my job, sergeant. Lucky for you, I'm a good shot."

Stephenson flashed him a cocky grin. Despite the pain, Wade smiled.

"You must've really cared about her to not realize you had a bullet in your leg."

Wade didn't say anything in response to Stephenson's comment. After a moment, Stephenson continued.

"I don't want to give you too much of a shock after everything you've just been through, but I found out something about Judge Mitchell after I talked to you. The judge didn't just kill our three recent victims. He's the Seattle Slasher."

"I know."

"How?" Stephenson looked surprised.

"Look behind you."

Stephenson turned to look at the wall behind them and Wade watched his eyes get bigger. "Is that what I think it is?"

"Yep."

"Wow."

"Yeah."

One of the uniformed officers across the room got on his police radio to report the scene and request a forensic team. Another officer saw what they were looking at and came over to see for himself.

"Now that's messed up," the officer said, frowning at the appendages floating in the glass canning jars.

"So how did you know the judge was the Seattle Slasher?" Wade asked, turning to Stephenson.

"I was checking into his past like you had asked, and I logged into the online Boston Police Department database and cross referenced his name. It brought up a file on the death of the judge's ex fiancé back from when he was at Harvard. She died two weeks after they'd broken up. Other than not being Tasered and still having all her fingers, she was killed in the same way as all the Seattle Slasher victims. She'd even been injected with low-molecular-weight heparin prior to her death. And Brian Mitchell was their initial prime suspect, but her death was eventually ruled a probable suicide."

"How come we never knew about that? Did they ever arrest him?"

"No. They stopped pursuing him as a suspect after only a week when the Mitchell family filed a law suit against the Boston Police Department. A witness who placed him at the crime scene also retracted their statement. The Mitchells are a pretty powerful political family. They must have persuaded the department to keep the case quiet."

"Wow."

"Yeah."

The second medic unit walked in, and the two men came immediately to Wade. One of the medics started asking Wade questions while another cut off his jeans above the gunshot wound. The one asking the questions gave him a shot for the pain while the other assessed his leg.

Wade turned to the rookie detective who was still by his side. "Good work, Stephenson. You saved Elle's life too by coming here when you did. You're going to make an excellent homicide detective. Welcome to the team."

"Thank you. You're not too bad yourself, once you get to know you," Stephenson said with a half-smile.

Fifteen minutes later, Wade was wheeled out of the house on a stretcher. Judge Mitchell's Mercedes was now surrounded by two patrol cars, an ambulance, and an unmarked vehicle. A man got out of the unmarked vehicle just as Wade had come out of the house. Wade recognized Greyson's thinning hair as the lieutenant approached him, looking down at his feet as he walked. Seeing him show up at the scene gave Wade a sense of déjà vu, reminding him of when Greyson came to give him the news that Cody had died. Seeing the lieutenant also made him realize he could be looking at more than just paid leave after everything he'd done that day. His days at the department were probably over. Oh, well. It was worth it.

Flashing red lights lit up the darkened driveway. The medics parked Wade's stretcher behind the ambulance while they opened the doors and prepared to load him into the back.

Greyson lifted his head as he neared Wade. "Don't expect an apology after what you just did. You directly disobeyed my orders. But, I'm glad you're okay." He held out his hand.

An apology was the last thing Wade expected to hear from the lieutenant, and he knew this was probably the closest he would ever be to getting one. The lieutenant was far too prideful to admit he was wrong. Wade reached out his arm and returned the handshake as the medics began to lift his stretcher into the ambulance.

"Thank you."

"I'll come by later to see how you're doing," Stephenson said before the doors closed.

The high-pitched sound of the siren filled the air as the ambulance began to move. Wade leaned his head back against the padding of the stretcher. Finally, it's over. He was ready to move on and start a normal life. If he could just figure out what exactly that was and how to do it.

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

Six Months Later

 

It was raining that day at Lake View Cemetery in Seattle, as it usually did on the day Wade came to visit Cody's grave every year. It was much like the day, exactly seven years before, when Cody died. Because he died in the line of duty, Cody had been awarded an honorary gravesite at Seattle's most well-known and scenic burial ground. It was the final resting place to many famous Northwesterners, including Brandon and Bruce Lee.

"I miss you, man." Wade looked down at Cody's tombstone. "We finally got the Seattle Slasher. It's all over. I just wish you could be here."

The more he had thought about it over the last few months, he concluded that Judge Mitchell had been the perfect suspect all along. The only problem was no one was ever looking at him. He looked out in the distance at the water of Lake Washington. He stood in silence for the next several minutes and thought back about his partner. Even though justice had finally come for all the Seattle Slasher victims, it hadn't come without a cost.

Wade had gone back to his AA meetings and reconnected with his sponsor while he recovered from getting shot in the leg. He had managed to stay sober again for just over six months. While he still grieved the loss of Cody and Rodriguez, he was thankful to have finally caught the Seattle Slasher and put the past behind him.

As he continued to gaze out over the lake, a woman came into his view. She held an umbrella over her head as she walked up the hill in his direction. As the woman got closer, Wade recognized her. She wore knee-high brown boots over fitted jeans with a white blouse. Her long dark hair was loosely curled. She was just as beautiful as Wade had remembered.

"Elle, good to see you. What brings you here?"

Wade had visited her in the hospital a few times while she was still in a coma, but he hadn't seen her now in over five months. The doctors had said it had been a miracle that she survived. He had stopped visiting once she came out of the coma, not sure of how she would react to his visits. He had been wary of what he might remind her of.

"I actually came to see you. I went to the station and they told me it was the anniversary of your partner's death and that I would be able to find you here. They said he was killed by Michael Rhodes the day you arrested him. I'm sorry."

Wade looked down at Cody's tombstone and nodded.

"I was wondering if I could take you out for a cup of coffee. It seems the least I can do after you saved my life."

He looked up from Cody's grave and into her brown eyes. "Yes, that does seem like the least you could do."

She smiled at his response. He returned her smile as the rain started to let up and the afternoon sun peaked through the clouds. He looked back at Cody's grave one last time before they walked together out of the cemetery and into a new chapter of both their lives.
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THANK YOU

 

 

 

THANK YOU!

 

Thank you for reading my book. If you enjoyed it, I'd be extremely grateful if you could leave a short review. Click here to leave your review on Amazon. 
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