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		THE DEADLINE CLOCK
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				I couldn’t see him—the hood was over my head. But I could hear. He said, “It’s time. It won’t hurt.” Like he was talking to a neighbor about the weather. And he got me around the neck, a choke hold, I guess it was. And I was zip-tied, so I couldn’t fight back. I tried but I couldn’t. And he just started the pressure and things started to go black, just like in a few seconds. And I knew I was dead . . .

			

			Colter Shaw had come to the beautiful and gritty seaport town of Westbay, Maine, because in five hours and a handful of minutes, a woman was going to die.

			His Winnebago in a campground on the outskirts, his motorcycle locked to a parking meter on the street below, Shaw was presently in the office of the Westbay Police Department’s chief of detectives.

			He was, at the moment, alone and looking through the glass wall into the detective pen, in which were eight or so uniformed or plainclothed men and women. The windows comprising the walls of the office were spotless; Shaw smelled vinegar and had an early memory of his mother using vinegar and newspapers to clean panes. When there were newspapers. Shaw supposed paper towels worked too.

			His focus was on a man of about forty, sitting in a swivel office chair in the middle of the pen, the center of the clustered officers. He resembled any other businessman with his trim dark hair, slight roll of belly wrapped in a blue dress shirt, brown loafers with tassels. His slacks were black. His name was Ronald Kohl and the hollow look in his eyes and compulsive tapping of one foot then the other was because his wife, Ellie, was the woman with a limited future.

			Two of the officers—a man in a uniform and a woman in a gray suit—were asking Kohl questions. The others were either on phones or looking at computer screens—or at keyboards they pecked slowly.

			Colter Shaw himself was similar in appearance to the male officers of his age—thirties, athletic, trim, short hair—blond in his case—lying close to his head. One difference: they didn’t have a facial scar, or at least any Shaw could see from this distance. He was in black jeans, black Ecco shoes and a dark gray collared shirt. His leather jacket was folded and sitting atop his black motorcycle helmet and backpack, both on the floor beside him.

			One of the men left the crew around Kohl and made his way through the pen to the office where Shaw sat. He was a white man, huge, with a crew cut. Shaw would have placed a sizable bet that his younger days—he was late forties now—involved football. His position: tackle, of course. His navy suit jacket and slacks were close in shade but did not quite pair. He’d have trouble finding clothes that size.

			“Mr. Shaw. Lloyd Oberon.” The man settled into a chair that creaked under his weight.

			They shook hands.

			“Detective. I’m Colter.”

			“And Lloyd’s fine.” He opened his red eyes wide, then closed them, rubbed with knuckles like a sleepy child. “All this rigamarole over titles. Sold a house once. The lawyer wanted to be called Esquire Kepler. Can you imagine? So you’re in the reward business.” He made it sound like Shaw’s livelihood was a profession, complete with conferences and pension plans.

			Shaw didn’t elaborate on the MO of his work, just nodded. “An associate saw the notice the city posted online. I was in New Hampshire. I drove up.”

			The offer was brief: $25K for information leading to the rescue of Ellie Kohl and the arrest of her kidnapper. Those experienced at offering rewards always attach conditions. In this case, no cash unless the victim was rescued and the perp collared. Shaw didn’t care. For him it was never about the money.

			There was another word in the announcement: “Urgent!” in red. The reason for this was made clear by Teddy Bruin, the man who had emailed the announcement. Teddy had done some digging into the case. The kidnapper would murder Ellie if he didn’t receive the ransom within twelve hours of his call, which had been at 8:00 that morning. This wasn’t a bluff. He’d done the same thing last month, and the victim had come within seconds of dying.

			The time was now 2:38 p.m.

			“After you called,” Oberon continued, “I ran your name. Came up clean. And your concealed permits’re in order. You’re not . . .” A frown.

			“No. My weapon’s in my bike.”

			The state of Maine was generous on the subject of residents’ and nonresidents’ carrying weapons, concealed or open. On the front door of the government complex here, though, was a prominent sign prohibiting guns inside.

			“You’ve been in the news some.”

			This was true. Most of it was positive.

			“To be honest, sir . . . Colter, I would not normally do this, bring on somebody outside. I got some flak from up above. The commissioner was not sidesplitting happy when I told him this wasn’t about tips; you’d be helping the investigation. Didn’t sit well. The mayor either. But there’s precedent.” He nodded toward an office whose door was labeled Dispatch. “Our nine-one-one girl’s a civilian and we farm out crime scene work and trackers. We can’t afford hounds. You wouldn’t believe what they cost. Ooo-eee.

			“Anyway, I see it, we don’t have a choice. Kidnapper’s not negotiating. Either we pay or she’s gone.”

			The man massaged those ruddy eyes with massive knuckles once again. “So, long as you stay a football field away from tactical, we’ll take your help. But I want information, and only information. That I act on. You don’t.”

			Shaw said, “I’m not into citizens’ arrests.” This was accurate, though not a whole disclaimer, and if Oberon pressed, Shaw might admit that he carried zip ties in his pocket and, from time to time, used them.

			“Word of warning. I can’t stop you from carrying; it’s your right. But I do not want any weapons leaving holsters.”

			“No interest in trading slugs myself.”

			The detective looked out the window at Ronald Kohl. “Man, oh, man . . . What a mess this is. I thought after the first kidnapping he’d just go away. Move to another city, another country.”

			The detective’s mobile rang and he took the call. His voice dropped and softened. It was a personal call. A picture on the spotless credenza depicted the detective beside a woman his age—Jenny presumably—and, in front of them, a couple in their twenties with a young boy. The child was pale and thin.

			He disconnected, grimaced and forced his attention back to Shaw. “I’ve got to get back to it. I’m going to set you up with one of my men. He’s good. He’ll brief you.”

			Shaw asked, “Anyone else try to claim the reward?”

			“Got a couple of calls. Clear they didn’t know anything. Just hoping for a piece of the pie. One said he was a financial advisor. He’d be happy to help with any funds transfers. I told ’em obstruction of justice’s a felony and I was tracing their number. Disconnected so fast I hope they broke a finger.”

			He rose and together they walked out of his office. “Let’s go meet your partner.”
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			They moved through the pen proper.

			The office was typical of the scores that Shaw had been in, pursuing rewards offered by police and prison officials. The business end of enforcing laws was little different from that of an insurance agency or a wholesale kitchen goods distributor. Functional. Cubicles with half-walls, topped by frosted glass. Desks, chairs, low-end computers and copiers, floors that needed tiling, walls painting. And, of course, paper, paper, paper. One difference from Allstate or Mutual of Omaha—Wanted posters on the walls. They were yellowed and the corners curled. Shaw knew the serious warrant action happened online. Maybe these were left up as decorations.

			Shaw glanced toward Ron Kohl, who looked back, perhaps wondering who was the man dressed like a biker and toting a helmet and why was he involved in the case.

			An expert investigator with an esoteric specialty?

			Or perhaps he was not seeing Shaw at all, but thinking of his wife, Ellie. A woman whose bio Shaw’s Washington, D.C., private eye had provided.

			Forty-two years old.

			Mother of a daughter at Smith College.

			Director of a literacy charity.

			Former high jumper in college whose bid for the Olympics failed by 1/16 of an inch.

			Middle-school English teacher and girls’ soccer coach.

			And a woman slated to die in, now, just a little over five hours.

			Shaw and Oberon arrived at a cubicle on the far side of the pen. A detective was sitting at a desk as cluttered as Oberon’s was immaculate. He was a thirty-ish Black man. Seeing Shaw, he rose.

			“Chief.”

			“Detective Sam Goodway. Colter Shaw. Who I was telling you about.”

			The men shook hands. They were of identical builds and facial structures. They might have been brothers, but for . . .

			His jacket and slacks were seersucker, blue and white stripes. Shaw believed this was not a common cloth but he didn’t know much about suits. He owned only one and wasn’t sure where it was.

			After another knuckle rub to his eyes, Oberon left, calling over his shoulder, “Work a miracle, gentlemen.” He didn’t stride so much as saunter, his 250 plus pounds moving with a sort of grace.

			“You’re a consultant? Like Castle or Poirot?”

			Probably cultural references. They were lost on Colter Shaw, though he got the gist.

			Goodway motioned Shaw to a chair to which was attached one circle of handcuffs; the second dangled open. Another difference from the insurance agency.

			“One second.” The detective sat and typed. Unlike the others Shaw’d seen at keyboards, Goodway was a touch typist. His fingers sped along, and he never hit backspace.

			He said absently, “So, twenty-five K. We’ve offered fifty. When there’s a child missing.”

			Some law enforcers were resentful that civilians could score big doing jobs they themselves received a modest salary for. Of course, one could make the point that if they were successful there’d be no need for a reward. Goodway didn’t seem like a member of this club.

			He hit return and then turned to the cubicle directly behind him. Through the open doorway he said, “Hey, Claire?”

			A blonde in a gray wool suit, stylishly cut, turned. Her blouse was the same powder shade as the blue stripes in Goodway’s slacks and jacket. Her hair was tightly bunned.

			She glanced toward Shaw with a modicum of curiosity, noting in particular the empty Blackhawk holster on his right hip. Goodway didn’t introduce them.

			He said to her, “Any chance you can take over on the smash ’n’ grabs? Maybe have a witness. I sent it to the file just now.”

			“Sure, Sam.”

			“Thanks.”

			Shaw had two observations: neither wore wedding rings and the chemistry between them boiled.

			She cast Goodway a look that involved a minuscule tilt of her pert head and returned to her desk.

			Goodway turned back to Shaw. “I run Larceny. We’ve had a string of burglaries in upscale neighborhoods and the perp’s good. We call him the Road Runner. He gets in and out fast, before first units roll up. Frankly, I’m impressed.”

			Shaw happened to look into Oberon’s office. The man was pacing, gazing down, as he spoke. He glanced into the pen and turned away, facing the window that overlooked the town square.

			Goodway noticed. “Lloyd moves slow, and between you and me, he looks slow. But he’s got a firecracker of a mind. He closes cases other people can’t figure. But this one, he can’t get a leg up.”

			“What’s the family problem?” Shaw could have phrased the question: Is there a family problem that’s keeping his attention from the case?

			“You know about that?”

			“No. I sensed one.”

			Goodway said, “Nobody knows exactly. We think his grandson’s got health things going on. Needs to be on some kind of special drugs.”

			Shaw decided a distracted chief of detectives wasn’t a problem as long as his “partner” was on his game.

			And he seemed to be: He turned his focused eyes toward Shaw and began speaking quickly: “Now, let’s get you up and running. We need fresh air, fresh eyes, fresh ears.

			“Ron Kohl started some internet company. Which you do not see much around here in lobster land. Family lives in this real nice house on Thatcher Mountain. That is the place to be in Westbay. Kohl Systems was a big deal, going to open operations on Route 128 and Silicon Valley. Here we were, small fishing town makes good. For a while his picture was in the news as often as Geico ads. That’s the problem with media, you ask me. And I offer no opinion on left, right or otherwise. They shine spotlights where spotlights have no business being. The kidnapper must’ve thought he was worth billions. What he doesn’t know is that the company’s going down. Bankruptcy. That two hundred and fifty K ransom? Going to be tough. Real tough.”

			As in all his jobs, Shaw recorded this information in a small notebook of unlined pages, using an expensive Italian fountain pen. To those who thought this a pretentious affectation, Shaw might respond: when you jot facts for perhaps hours a pen like this is far easier than a ballpoint on the hand—that same hand that might be required, once the notebook is closed, to remain absolutely steady as it aimed a Glock 42 single-stack pistol at a threat.

			“Who was the first victim?”

			“Wife of Ed Morgenstern. Real estate developer. He wasn’t made of money either. Just scraped the ransom together, minutes to spare.”

			The young detective continued dishing up details about the case. Some of this Shaw knew—he’d listened to news accounts on the drive north, and messages from Teddy Bruin and P.I. Mack McKenzie. But he let Goodway give his own narrative. Shaw’s father, Ashton, was a survivalist who had formulated many rules to help his three children be prepared for whatever came their way. These rules were prefaced by the adverb “Never.” They ranged from Never fire your weapon to warn or threaten; shoot to kill to the one he was thinking of now: Never interrupt an important narrative. Ask your questions later.

			The kidnapper was nicknamed Unsub DK—unknown subject, the initials standing for Deadline Kidnapper.

			Today’s victim, Ellie Kohl, had been taken in a parking lot of a superstore just outside of town. “He’d been following her, waiting for the right time. Where she was, a delivery truck was blocking the security cam. But there was a witness.”

			A workman had seen a white cargo van pull up fast just as she got to her car. A man got out, struck her in the face and did something behind her back—zip ties, surely. Then he shoved her in the back. The perp was a white male—“really, really big”—wearing a black jacket and slacks and ski mask. Gloves. The vehicle vanished before the witness could get the tag. He believed the state of issue was Maine. The make was unknown.

			“Her husband got a call this morning with the demand. Voice-altering software. Demanded the two hundred fifty K and gave the twelve-hour deadline. The MO was the same as the first. At ten minutes before the deadline he would text a bitcoin vault number. And said she’d die one second after the deadline passed if the money wasn’t there. The full amount. Anything less wasn’t acceptable. He said, ‘And remember the Morgensterns.’ And hung up.”

			“So the victims’ husbands liquidate stocks and bonds, put second mortgages on houses. And then it goes into an account until he texts.”

			“That’s right.”

			Shaw had never heard of a kidnapping scheme quite like this one.

			The detective shook his head and glanced over to a large clock on the wall of the pen. “That’s the Deadline Clock.”

			It was an old analog model. Someone had stuck a piece of tape beside eight o’clock.

			The time now 3:03.

			“I swear it’s moving twice as fast as a normal one.”

			Shaw asked, “Chance this was a copycat?”

			“No. The bitcoin vault part was never released to the media.”

			“Any leads?”

			Goodway exhaled slowly. “Nothing. We’ve got an APB on the vehicle and the commissioner held a press conference to ask for help. But think about that one: Be on the lookout for a white van with Maine plates? Only about two thousand of them in the area. Don’t have to wash them so much, that color, you know. Phone lines got jammed from all the calls.

			“Had one hit that was promising. Ten minutes after she was taken, a witness saw a driver—same pants and jacket—get out of a white van and climb into the back. A few minutes later he got back to the driver’s seat, then drove off. Fast. The vic was screaming, I guess, and he wanted to gag her. By the time respondings got there, the van was gone. The witness wasn’t close enough to get the tag or a good facial ID.”

			“Where did that happen?”

			“West of the shopping center where she was taken. Mostly suburbs in that direction. Interstate too. And no traffic cams.”

			“Her phone? And the first victim’s.”

			“Left at the scenes. Abby’s Fitbit too.”

			“What did the debrief of Morgenstern’s wife give you?”

			“Not much. She had a hood over her head most of the time. And he had a ski mask on when she didn’t. Kept her tied up in a room somewhere. Had no idea where, other than it was about a half-hour from where she was taken. That’s a really big circle.

			“One thing: she could smell chocolate. So we thought she might’ve been near a candy factory, except there aren’t any in Westbay. Then we thought a bakery. We listed all of them in the circle, which was a hell of a lot when you add in grocery stores with bakery departments, but”—he shrugged—“nothing panned out. Was a long shot anyway. All the Patrol uniforms could do was canvass around them and ask if anybody’d seen the vehicle he used in the first snatch; an old Ford Econoline. Nobody had.

			“We also hired a profiler.” Goodway opened the casebook—a three-ring binder. He flipped pages and stopped at one. “He said DK’s a classic sociopath, an organized offender, like Ted Bundy. He’s a loner, not married, probably never has been, and wouldn’t be in a relationship now. He’s sexually inadequate, substituting control over the victim for sex. He said according to the Macdonald triad analysis, he’d display cruelty to animals and like to set fires. We’ve got a team looking for reports of injured pets and farm animals and random arsons. Our sex crimes unit’s looking into unmarried sex offenders and sex workers who like to be tied up. Nothing so far.”

			“The doctor have any thoughts on if he’s acting alone?”

			“He said that he is. He’s a solo perp.”

			“Forensics?”

			“Brother.” Goodway scoffed and displayed another sheet in the binder. On it were only a few lines of type. “DK knows what he’s about. DNA, fiber, fingerprints? You can sail them out to sea. The van he used? Found burning off a country road a county away. It’d been stolen from long-term parking at Nashua Airport.”

			“Witnesses where he released her?”

			“None.”

			Shaw asked, “NCIC?”

			“You’ve done this before,” Goodway said. “Seven thousand unsolved kidnappings in their database. I fed in a few parameters and narrowed it down to . . . five thousand two hundred. Chief Oberon said not to waste our time.”

			Shaw looked at the officers and detectives around Kohl. He asked, “What’re they doing?”

			“Pestering FBI Technical to trace the call and the bitcoin vault account from the first case, following up for witnesses, squeezing anything out of those forensics. Talking to Kohl’s employees. Maybe there’s a disgruntled one because the company’s going under.”

			Shaw frowned. “Why would they be suspects? The first victim had no connection to the Kohls, I assume.”

			“No. But we’re grasping at straws. Hey, they’ve got you and me on the case.”

			“Larceny and the civilian?”

			“Exactly. We’re the Desperation Squad. Good name for a movie.”

			Shaw said, “Need that desk.” He pointed.

			“Yours.”

			“I take this?” He nodded to the binder.

			Goodway handed it to him.

			“And the nine-one-one transcripts.”

			“Follow me.”

			They walked into Dispatch. The quiet, dark room was dominated by a large map of Westbay and the surrounding counties. A slim brunette in jeans and a burgundy sweatshirt looked from one large computer monitor to another. She wore a headset with a stalk mike. She gave a friendly nod toward Goodway, then she held up a hold-on finger as she typed a key.

			“Nine one one. What’s your emergency?” After fifteen seconds, she continued, “No, ma’am, the fire department can’t help with a missing cat . . . I understand your tax dollars pay their salary . . . Try putting a bowl of his food on your back porch . . . All right, her food . . . Yes, it might attract raccoons . . . Yes, ma’am . . . Well, if it appears rabid, call back and we’ll send Animal Control.”

			She disconnected. “Cats, Sam. It’s always cats.”

			Her voice had a Bostonian lilt. Shaw wondered if she’d burned out working Dispatch in the big city and had moved up here for a respite—only to find herself in the kidnap capital of Maine.

			“Hey, Sally.”

			The woman, attractive in a wholesome, state-fair way, nodded toward Shaw, who reciprocated. Was there a hint of flirt in her eyes?

			Goodway asked for the printouts of the calls. She typed and a moment later several sheets eased from a printer in the corner. The detective handed them over to Shaw and they returned to the pen.

			Sitting at the desk, he read through the transcripts, the casebook and his notes.

			Waiting for an insight to appear—an insight that might lead to the miracle Chief of Detectives Oberon hoped for.

			None were forthcoming.

			Then the time for reading was over and he was on his feet, jacketed up and helmet in hand. He strode toward the door. There was a reason Colter Shaw had been nicknamed by his family “the restless one.”
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			Dr. Dresden Walters rose from his desk and shook Shaw’s hand, a firm grip. His eyes, nearly as blue as Shaw’s, scanned his visitor carefully.

			His job, after all, was to observe.

			And from there, heal.

			Walters was imposing and his face long, with a chin framed by a short, brown-white beard. His hair was abundant and neatly trimmed. It was swept back and frozen in place with steadfast spray. He wore a carefully ironed shirt and brown slacks, held up by paisley suspenders. Proof that he was photogenic could be found on the walls: framed photos of him appearing as a talking head on TV news shows. The text beneath read Criminal Profiling Expert.

			“Have a seat, please.”

			In the analyst portion of the large space, there was no couch, only two armchairs, equally plush, facing each other. Shaw took the one meant for patients, an easy deduction since a Kleenex box sat on the table beside it. The pieces of furniture were sumptuous, leather and chrome.

			“I got a message from Detective Goodway, saying it was all right to talk with you . . . Are you a doctor, a profiler too?”

			Was there a hint of concern in the question? Jealousy maybe?

			“No. I’m like a private investigator.” Though, now that he thought about it, Colter Shaw supposed he did in fact do some profiling in his reward business.

			“Ah. Any developments in the case?”

			“Nothing as of a half hour ago.”

			“They’re not paying the reward?”

			“The victim’s husband doesn’t have the money yet.”

			“Still?” This seemed to dismay him.

			“I’ve seen the profile you gave WPD. Have a few questions.”

			Shaw removed his notebook and pen from his pocket. The doctor focused briefly on the writing instrument. He seemed impressed. “What you wrote was fairly general. I was wondering if you could think of something more specific to help us narrow down a pool of suspects. Maybe his ethnicity, connection to a particular locale, vocation, hobbies, family size, birth order, anything else based on his MO.”

			“I only had the facts I was given. Which wasn’t much.”

			“Understood.” Shaw added, “But does he fall into a class of perpetrator that you’ve seen before?”

			“No, he’s largely unique.”

			Jotting. Then Shaw looked up. “Now. The Macdonald triad—bed-wetting, arson, animal abuse. Aren’t those childhood attributes that suggest the possibility of becoming a serial murderer later in life?”

			“Ah, I’ve expanded the concept to adults, and to other crimes. I’m publishing on it soon.”

			Shaw didn’t write this down.

			He asked, “DK knows that the first location wasn’t discovered—”

			“Why?”

			“That would have been in the news, with a request for nearby witnesses to come forward.”

			“Oh. Right.”

			“That locale worked for him once. Do you have any thoughts on whether he’d be inclined to use it again to hide Ellie Kohl? Or be inclined not to?”

			The doctor looked off, considering.

			On the wall was a large clock, which audibly ticked. Shaw knew patients’ sessions were limited—fifty or sixty minutes, he believed. So the timepiece was an appropriate accessory here. But to Shaw it was an ominous reminder of the Deadline Clock in WPD.

			Eight p.m. was now four and a half hours away.

			The doctor said slowly, “Interesting idea. There are certain types of repeating behaviors among sociopaths. I coined a term for them, ‘revisits.’ That’s a noun, by the way. When I’m analyzing multiple-offense cases I create a schematic to look at overlapping revisits. In this case, yes, there are some: the MO of the deadline, the ransom payment mechanism. But I see location-oriented deviations. Jogger outside of town, shopper in town. His conduct will be a revisit. His location won’t.”

			Shaw sifted through this. “So that means, he’ll find someplace new to hide her.”

			“Precisely.”

			“Now, your opinion is he’s operating alone.”

			“That’s right. Anyone who commits serial crimes for sexual gratification operates alone. By definition.”

			“But there was no evidence of sexual assault.”

			“Oh, we can’t be tied to the old definitions of ‘sex’ and ‘assault.’ We need to think more broadly. I put some behaviors in the category of ‘substisex.’ Another term of mine. Substitutional sex. For him, the act of abduction itself is a sexual act. Like men asserting power over women even in a traditionally nonsexual context.”

			Colter Shaw had stopped writing altogether. He noted on the man’s credenza a three-dimensional chess set and another yellow pad, filled with notes. Shaw had never played even the 2D version.

			“I think that’s all I need.” Shaw rose.

			As the doctor did too, his face darkened. “I don’t know why Oberon’s not taking my advice.”

			“What advice?”

			“To have the city pay the difference. I mean, take it out of the garbage collection budget or park bench replacement funding.” His voice lowered and he sounded very unmedical as he said, “For God’s sake, it’s only money to them. A woman’s life’s hanging in the balance. This isn’t the time to be cheap.”
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			She was of shrunken physique, which seemed a recent-onset condition, and she fidgeted as she sat on the couch, across from the armchair Shaw was in, one not nearly as comfortable as Dr. Walters’s.

			Abby Morgenstern’s eyes tended to go from narrow to wide, then contract again, as they scanned her living room as if she’d lost something vital she was close to giving up hope of finding.

			Shaw guessed that they were not as twitching and busy as this before her experience.

			Dressed in sweats—gray top, red pants—and with finger-combed curly brunette hair, she seemed not to care about her appearance.

			Confronting death resets many things.

			“Mr. Shaw, right?” Morgenstern asked.

			He nodded.

			“You’re . . . ?”

			“A consultant for the WPD.”

			Shaw did not always find it necessary to explain the reward business, which, once you got started, could lead an interview far afield.

			The ambiance was dim. Only one light burned and the windows were covered with thick, gray drapes.

			Her face, bearing no makeup, was pale. It tightened with a smile that was not a smile but a mask of cynicism. “They didn’t hire anybody to save me. If Ed hadn’t come up with the money I’d be gone. And not a soul in the police department would care. They did shit to find me.”

			Shaw supposed Oberon and the others were as diligent then as they were now; the perp was simply smart and elusive, and the deadline crushing. But diligence and competence were two different matters.

			“I won’t take much of your time.” He eased forward, but only slightly, to convey sympathy but not get too close. Several times he’d rescued those who’d been abducted and knew they were particularly sensitive to invasions of personal space. “I’ve read the report. I’d just like you to tell me again what happened. Who interviewed you?”

			She sighed. “The big detective.”

			“Oberon?”

			“Right. That was him. But ‘interview’? Hardly. It was like, Okay, you’re free. He’s gone, probably a different state. Just give us the highlights. ‘All good now.’ That’s what he said. ‘All good.’ ” She fell silent, breathed deeply. In and out. Was she going to cry?

			Shaw recalled one passage in her statement.

			
				I couldn’t see him—the hood was over my head. But I could hear. He said, “It’s time. It won’t hurt.” Like he was talking to a neighbor about the weather. And he got me around the neck, a choke hold, I guess it was. And I was zip-tied, so I couldn’t fight back. I tried but I couldn’t. And he just started the pressure and things started to go black, just like in a few seconds. And I knew I was dead . . . And then there was a sound, like an incoming text on his phone. He got word my husband had made the deposit. And an hour later I was free.

			

			“All good,” she repeated, the words dripping with sarcasm. She slowly waved her arm around the room and focused on the windows, which he’d noted on his arrival were barred with gates like the sort you saw in ground-floor city apartments, not on suburban colonial single-family houses. “I’m afraid to go out. What’re the odds of being kidnapped twice? Point zero zero zero whatever percent. Doesn’t matter. And look at this.” Morgenstern tugged on a chain around her neck and extracted from inside her top what Shaw recognized as a security company’s panic-button necklace. “I feel just as kidnapped now as I was then.”

			She looked at him closely and said in a strident voice, as rapid as her eyes, “I checked you out, you know. After I got a message from the police, I called them—to make sure there really was a Detective Goodway and I demanded a description. I Googled you. I downloaded your picture. I have a gun. I learned how to shoot it.”

			The Deadline Clock was ticking. He was sympathetic but he needed to move. Fast.

			“Could you tell me what you remember.”

			“I was jogging, which I’ll probably never do again, jogging in Maher Forest Preserve. I hear a noise behind me and before I turn there’s a black hood over my head and he’s got his arms around me. So tight . . .” Her eyes swept and twitched. “So tight I couldn’t get a breath to scream. And I couldn’t fight back. My arms were pinned. Then he’s dragging me and throwing me in the back of his van. I’m struggling but he was a lot stronger. I think he has to be a bodybuilder. No fat. All muscle.”

			Shaw wrote down this information, which was new.

			“How did you know it was a van?”

			“No seats. Just a floor. Carpet.”

			“Any particular smells?”

			“Smells?”

			“Paint, oil, gasoline.”

			“No.”

			“And then?”

			“He got zip ties on my wrists, with my hands behind my back. He starts driving. On the radio there’s religious music. Some evangelist asking for money.”

			Nothing about the radio station in the casebook notes. Maybe Oberon thought it wasn’t noteworthy or was a misdirection. Shaw believed it was the latter, more evidence of DK’s intelligence.

			“We drove for a while.”

			“How long?”

			Goodway had said a half hour but Shaw would never prompt an interviewee.

			“Maybe a half hour. Not sure. I was so scared . . . Finally he slows down, turns and stops.”

			“He shut the engine off?”

			“Yes.”

			“Just before he stopped, did the engine sound louder?”

			After a moment: “Well, I think it did.”

			Shaw jotted.

			Reverberation from the walls: kept van in garage, and not a big one.

			“And what was the surface of the road like before he turned in?”

			“It was rough.”

			“Dirt road?”

			“No, just a street, but in bad shape.”

			“Then?”

			“He opens the back and leads me out. A minute later I’m in a room. He uses another zip tie on my leg, ties me to a radiator.”

			Old building.

			“Did you go outside to get to the room?”

			“No.”

			Garage is attached.

			“Any stairs?”

			“No. Same level.”

			“You’re doing great. Has to be tough. I understand.”

			A sour laugh.

			“Then he takes the bag off and stuffs some cloth in my mouth and tapes it there.”

			People near location. Concerned about her being heard by passersby or occupants.

			“He was in the ski mask?”

			She nodded. “I didn’t have water. Anything.” The kinetics had lessened, eyes and fingers. Her voice was slow as she focused on a stack of bills on a coffee table. They’d be in debt after scraping together a quarter million dollars. “If my nose had clogged up, I would’ve suffocated. I just would’ve died. And there I sat. No toilet. I peed myself. I was ashamed . . . And furious he’d done that to me.” She wiped her eyes.

			“I sat there forever. Then finally he comes into the room. It was horrible. I could hear his feet getting closer. He doesn’t say a word. Just gets me in a choke hold. And I think that’s it. I’ll never see my husband, my children again. It’s starting to get black.”

			Then he got word the money had been deposited. Since there was no communication, Shaw supposed it was an autobot responding from the bitcoin vault. Not long after she was dropped off in Madison Park, north of Westbay.

			“I read that you smelled chocolate.”

			She nodded. “They looked for bakeries. But there were no leads.”

			Shaw asked, “Did you smell anything else?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe mold.”

			“Bread or yeast?”

			“No.”

			“Sawdust?”

			“Sawdust? No.”

			“Gasoline or oil?”

			“No.”

			Prob. no construction in or near building.

			He looked at her darting eyes and said, “These details’re good.”

			Another of her give-me-a-break laughs.

			“What did you hear? Airplanes, helicopters, traffic?”

			“Sometimes a horn. A truck transmission, kind of grinding. I heard that a couple times. That banging a garbage truck makes when they pick up a dumpster. Oh, there was a soft scraping. It was nearby. Maybe for three minutes, then it stopped. That’s all I heard. Aside from the voices.”

			Shaw stopped writing and looked up. “Voices?”

			“That I told the detectives about.”

			Shaw remembered the notes clearly. There was no reference to voices.

			But he thought it better to say, “I might have missed that. Could you tell me?”

			“Two voices. Talking for maybe five minutes. I couldn’t hear the words.”

			“In the building or outside?”

			“If I had to guess, inside. Upstairs.”

			Multistory building.

			“From the tone, could you tell if they knew each other?”

			She shook her head. “How would I know that?”

			“Were they arguing?”

			“No, one of them laughed.”

			Voices, two.

			Partner, after all?

			The eyes were zipping about again. Joining them in their frantic transit was a compulsive rubbing of her thumb and curled forefinger. He knew she was at a limit and about to ask him to leave.

			But he had some important queries yet to ask.

			“On the drive either to or from where he kept you, did he make any turns?”

			She thought back. “I don’t remember the drive there. I was too, you know, freaked. But when he was taking me to the park, I was calmer. Yes, he turned a lot.”

			“Was the whole drive to the park turns?”

			“No, just part.”

			“And how long was that?”

			“I don’t know. Ten minutes.”

			“Stops?”

			“That’s right, like at stop signs and lights.”

			“During that same ten minutes?”

			“Yes.”

			Shaw asked, “And after that? Straighter?”

			“One of the highways to the park, I’d guess.”

			She glanced at a cluster of medicine bottles on an end table. Then at her watch. How many minutes remained until it was okay to take what she needed to take?

			“Appreciate your time, Mrs. Morgenstern. I’m sorry for what happened to you.” He rose and walked toward the door.

			Reluctantly she pushed herself from the couch and joined him.

			“You’re a consultant, you were saying. You’ve done things like this before? Cases like this?”

			“Some.”

			“One thing I don’t understand. Why would he kill me if Ed couldn’t come up with the full amount? Why not just take what he could pull together?”

			“Because he meant to keep going. And he needed to show the next victims there’d be consequences if they didn’t get the money in time.”

			“So my death, it would’ve been just a message. Like something you’d post on Facebook or Twitter. Saying, ‘I mean business.’ Christ.” Her eyes, damp, cautiously scanned the street in front of her house. “She can’t have much time, Mrs. Kohl.”

			“Four hours. Little less.”

			“One thing that was better for me? I didn’t know what his demands were and the twelve-hour deadline. I only found that out later. She’ll know. She’ll know time’s counting down . . . Of course her husband has to be close to coming up with the money.” She frowned. “He does have it, doesn’t he? Isn’t he a rich computer guy?”

			“No. They’re not anywhere near the demand.”

			“Oh, my . . .” Another look at her watch. “I should go.” And closed the door behind her.
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			Outside the Morgenstern house, Shaw was on his cycle, typing a search into his browser. He read carefully.

			After ten minutes he had what he needed and called Sam Goodway.

			“Colter.”

			“Sam. That big map in the Dispatch office?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Take a picture and send it to me.”

			“Sure.”

			“I’ll call you back after I’ve had a chance to look it over. But stay there.”

			They disconnected and two minutes later Shaw was studying the map, spreading his fingers to zoom in.

			He called the detective back, minimized the phone screen and called up the photo of the map. “Look at downtown.”

			“Okay.”

			“Draw a line from Hendrix and Fulsome and west to Cleveland and Fourth.”

			“A real line, draw it?”

			“Your imagination’s fine.”

			“Okay. Got it.”

			“I need to know if there are any industrial pockets along there.”

			“All right. Why?”

			“I think it’s sixty percent that Ellie Kohl’s in the same place he kept Abby Morgenstern. And I know it’s down there somewhere because he made turns and stops after he left and before he got to the highway. There’s no other place in your half-hour circle that fits.”

			“Why industrial sites?”

			“If you could just take a look, Sam?”

			“Oh, sure.”

			After a moment the young detective said, “Four places I’d look.”

			He recited them as intersections and Shaw jotted them in his notebook.

			Shaw asked, “Anything panning out there?”

			“Nothing really. No more forensics. No other witnesses at the superstore. The employees? The chief gave up on them. They’re chasing white van leads, but what they’re really chasing is their tail. And Mr. Kohl’s only got ninety thousand. He started a GoFundMe page. It made a hundred eighty-two. That’s hundred as in hundred, not hundred as in hundred thousand.”

			“Sam, did anybody other than Oberon interview Abby Morgenstern after she was released?”

			“Not that I know of.”

			“One last question: That psych consultant? Dr. Walters? Did somebody in the PD contact him, or did he volunteer?”

			“I think he called us. No, I’m sure he did.”

			Maybe the question “why” was forming in the detective’s mind once more.

			But Shaw said, “I’ll call you soon. Keep your phone with you.”
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			Shaw didn’t buy the bakery lead.

			Smelling chocolate yet not the distinctive scent of bread baking or dough rising from yeast? He wondered why Oberon had even pursued it.

			Shaw concluded it was ninety percent likely that she smelled something similar to chocolate.

			The online research he’d done after interviewing Abby Morgenstern revealed that another material imparts a smell similar to chocolate: electrical and metal parts, notably generators, motors and wires, when hot. One anecdote he read was about a car owner who took his vehicle to the dealer to see if the maintenance crew could find the chocolate bar he was convinced one of his boys had dropped into the heating vent. The first thing the mechanics did was shut the engine off and replace the alternator. The scent of Hershey’s warned of a car soon to be engulfed in flame.

			Was Shaw’s theory far-fetched?

			As his survivalist father had taught him, decision making is all about weighing options. When confronted with a choice, you analyze all potential courses, assign percentage likelihood of success with the best knowledge you have and then go with the highest number.

			Never buck the odds.

			The hot-metal-as-chocolate-bar theory he put at about fifty-five percent.

			But as he had no other leads at the moment, that number might as well have been one hundred.

			Whether he could find the site in time was another matter.

			The first neighborhood Sam Goodway sent him to had been industrial, but most of it was presently under the wrecker’s ball. The only scents he could detect were dust and diesel exhaust.

			The second area, about a half mile away, was primarily warehouses and a trash collection site, which on this warm day killed the possibility of detecting anything other than rotting food.

			These two locations had used up an hour of his time.

			A glance at his phone.

			The Deadline Clock would show Ellie Kohl had two hours and fifty-two minutes to live.

			The third area Goodway had suggested, about a mile away from the prior two, was a warren of redevelopment: residential, retail and industrial.

			He was motoring along one of the main streets when he braked fast to a stop, drawing an irate horn from a driver who’d been tailgating.

			Shaw had driven through air that was redolent of cocoa. Gunning the engine he skidded in a fast U, shot forward then slowed, trolling for the scent. Cruising in second gear he inhaled deeply.

			No luck.

			At the next intersection he braked to a stop and looked for someone smoking a cigarette. He spotted two—they were businessmen—standing in front of an office building. Shaw noted the smoke was blowing to his left. He dropped into gear and turned in the opposite direction.

			The streets here were covered with ancient asphalt, much of it worn through to reveal cobblestones, which might have been Abby Morgenstern’s “rough” street in front of where she was held. The pavers were both helpful for the investigation and perilous to drive on, as the already smooth surface of the stone was made all the slicker by the coating of oil and transmission fluid. Even at this slow speed he kept a taut grip on the handlebars.

			Colter Shaw had done a great deal of tracking in his life, looking for sign—the evidence left by animals and humans in the out of doors—but he had never searched using his olfactory sense. That was the province of dogs, whose noses could be up to a million times more sensitive than their human associates.

			But the next scent he noticed didn’t require any subtlety. It was strong.

			He stopped fast, but the wave vanished. He plowed after it again. This reminded him of when he, Dorion and Russell would play in the fields and gardens of the family compound in the Sierra Nevadas. They would run through a band of cool air, then immediately after, a swatch of warm.

			Now, once again: chocolate.

			He swung into the smell and motored through a canyon of industrial buildings, some in use, some converted to living lofts. Through tall windows, he could see high ceilings, bold art on the walls and complicated designer lighting. They undoubtedly cost a million-dollars plus, but Shaw found them depressing; he had grown up with vistas everywhere.

			It was then that he came to an intersection and stopped.

			Westbay Public Works Electrical Substation No. 4.

			Inside would be step-up and step-down transformers, a massive generator and miles of wire.

			All hot, all off-gassing the rich and deceptive scent of cocoa.

			Now, to narrow the field.

			In first gear he cruised up the streets around the station, looking for any buildings that might fit what Abby Morgenstern had described: old, with an attached garage, not under construction or near jobsites, at least two stories, located on a portion of street that was cobblestoned or otherwise in poor repair. There’d be pedestrians too, possible witnesses and the reason he’d gagged her. Shaw identified about twenty-five such buildings. It was less likely that he had hidden Morgenstern where he lived, so Shaw reduced the number to thirteen by eliminating, for the moment, those that were clearly occupied. He returned to the spot where the scent was the most obvious and parked, chaining the bike to the lamppost.

			He began his search on foot.

			And found immediately the task would be more difficult than he’d thought.

			Many structures had no ground floor windows. And those that did all had panes covered either by shutters on the outside or curtains within.

			Adding to Shaw’s difficulty was that a dozen pedestrians were present. Apparently this street was a popular foot route from residences in one direction to retail shops and restaurants in the other. They would wonder why Shaw was peeping and phone 911.

			The awkward confrontation would get worked out with a call to Sam Goodway or Lloyd Oberon but that would involve a delay he couldn’t afford.

			He drafted a cover story—he was thinking of buying property down here and preferred to examine places without a broker in tow. Would that work? Possibly. There were some for sale signs up. On the other hand, he was in a biker jacket and jeans, not the most businessman-like costume for the cover drama, and, if anyone looked closely, they would notice he was avoiding security cameras and peering through windows with care.

			He came to the next building, three stories, limestone. On the top was carved the name McLachlan. Looking around and noting only one oblivious, text-obsessed passerby, he eased to the ground floor window and, noting no lights inside, looked in. It was only a sliver of a view but he saw a floor covered with dust disturbed recently by footprints.

			Staying under the windows, Shaw pulled his jacket back, fully exposing his Glock, and stepped to the front door, which was thick oak and windowless. He tested the knob. It was frozen in place.

			He moved to his left—to the garage—and as he did, he glanced down at the short driveway.

			There were no tire treads visible, but he was sure he was looking at broom marks.

			Maybe the soft scraping that Abby had—

			Shaw heard the roar of the engine and stumbled back just in time to avoid being crushed by the white Dodge cargo van that splintered the doors and hurtled into the street, skidding left. The vehicle hadn’t made the turn on the narrow street and braked hard. The driver reversed, tires smoking, then sped forward again.

			Shaw didn’t draw and fire. Whatever happens in movies, one does not shoot at a retreating car—a crime that even Chief of Detectives Lloyd Oberon could not forgive. Besides, even if DK were armed and standing in front of him, there was another problem.

			Never shoot without checking your backdrop . . .

			You always assume that a round or two will miss or penetrate your target and keep going. Beyond the van were the retail stores and outdoor diners he’d seen earlier, possibly the reason DK had chosen to turn this way.

			Shaw couldn’t shoot. But he could pursue. He was running to his bike when he heard tires squeal. The van had stopped a hundred or so feet away. A moment later a man’s voice, screaming for help, cut through the afternoon air, and the van was speeding on, skidding left down a side street.

			On the sidewalk where the vehicle had stopped a businessman lay, rolling about, gripping his leg. He was in a light-gray suit and blood covered his right leg.

			Holstering his weapon, Shaw ran to the man, calling 911 and reporting the attack and the direction in which DK’s vehicle had fled.

			He dropped to his knees.

			The victim, in his forties, gasped, “He stabbed me. That man stabbed me! He’s crazy! God, look at the blood.”

			DK had done an efficient job of it. The blade had gotten one of the femoral vessels; the crimson stain was growing by the second.

			Shaw pulled his locking-blade knife from his back pocket and sliced a strip off his own shirttail. This he tied into a marine noose notch, slipped the end through the loop and tugged hard.

			“Oh, Jesus, the blood.”

			“Lie back. They’ll be here soon.”

			Shaw lifted the man’s leg, letting gravity help.

			“Oh, Jesus. My wife, tell my wife.”

			“You’ll tell her yourself. It’ll be a good story at dinner. Don’t talk, don’t move. I need you still.”

			His pallor was growing grayer. And he’d stopped his panicked thrashing and gesturing, but not because of Shaw’s reassurance. He was going down.

			“Stay with me,” Shaw told him.

			A crowd had gathered. Shaw shouted, “Any medical people here?”

			No one answered; they just recorded the unfolding tragedy in high-definition pixels.

			After five or so long, long minutes, Shaw heard the sirens and soon the ambulance and a trio of police cruisers were stopping, uniformed men and women leaping out.

			Shaw stepped back as the medics huddled over the pale man, applying a hospital-grade tourniquet, and running a line. A gurney appeared.

			The officer who seemed to be in charge, a tall Latino, approached Shaw and started to speak, but Shaw interrupted. “I’ll do a statement later.”

			“Well, sir . . .”

			He gave his name and said, “Call Chief of Detectives Oberon. He’ll explain.”

			“But . . .”

			“He’ll explain.”

			Shaw turned and hurried back to his Yamaha. He was in a hurry to call Sam Goodway. But that would have to wait for a moment or two. He couldn’t pick up his phone, let alone dial, without cleaning the victim’s slippery blood off his hands.
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			“He’ll live,” Sam Goodway told Shaw, who was walking into the detective pen. “Talk about wrong time, wrong place.”

			“So he stabbed an innocent just to buy time?” Goodway’s woman-friend and coworker said, frowning. “Horrible.”

			True. But damn effective.

			He realized that Ron Kohl was staring toward him with an expression that said, You chose a stranger’s life over my wife’s? You saved him and now she dies.

			And Shaw’s glance replied, That’s exactly what I did. The odds were better, saving the pedestrian, who would have died in minutes without my help. Your wife still has a couple of hours.

			The husband turned back to consultation with Chief of Detectives Oberon. Shaw noted that on the desk before him were financial sheets, lying at all angles as if they’d been pitched there in anger. And perhaps disgust that the total they represented would not be enough to save Ellie Kohl.

			“He raise any more money?” Shaw asked Goodway.

			“Some.” But the detective sighed. “But he’s still over a hundred thousand short. Last hope was borrowing against his insurance but they don’t give you anything near the value. His wife’s is larger than his, a million.”

			“A million?”

			“Yeah. Looks like she came from money. But she put most of it into the company.” A shrug. “That’s vanished along with his. But you can’t borrow against somebody else’s life insurance policy.”

			Shaw said, “The consultant Walters? He recommended the city filling in the gap. Any chance of that?”

			Goodway said, “Lloyd asked the commissioner, the head of the city council and the mayor himself. But the city wouldn’t go with it.”

			This seemed harsh but was the rule in every kidnapping Shaw had ever worked. You didn’t want to set the precedent that there was a deep pocket from which to pay ransom. That was inviting a successor to try their hand.

			“What about ownership of the building?” Shaw asked. He’d had Goodway dig up records.

			“Dead end. Owned by an outfit that went bankrupt two years ago. He probably just scouted it out and broke in.”

			Oberon said a few words to Kohl and a woman detective beside him and then moved through the pen, a cargo ship in a narrow harbor.

			He nodded to Shaw, who asked, “Any sightings after he left the McLachlan Building?”

			“No,” the chief of detectives muttered. “It’s out on the wire. But nothing. Got clean away. You nearly had him.”

			The tone of the words added a coda: But you didn’t, and now she’s probably going to die.

			The Deadline Clock showed an hour and fifty-two minutes.

			Shaw said, “I want to talk to Kohl.”

			Oberon’s phone hummed. He glanced at his phone and read a text.

			To Shaw he said, “Go on, sure. I’ve got to make a call.” The ship sailed on.

			Shaw walked to the part of the pen devoted to the kidnapping.

			Kohl glanced up, his face still cold.

			Shaw identified himself.

			“I know who you are. The one who’s making money off this.”

			Another complaint, in addition to sacrificing his wife for an unknown businessman. That Shaw was a coldhearted mercenary. In fact, he’d forgotten about the reward.

			“The investigators asked if you’d seen anyone unusual in front of your office or your house.”

			“It’s all in the report,” he muttered. His eyes were red, looking much like Detective Oberon’s.

			“I don’t have time to go through it again.”

			“No, we didn’t see anyone. We’re on a private road. Somebody would’ve stood out.”

			Shaw said, “He had to’ve conducted some surveillance.”

			“I suppose.” His eyes were once again on the sheets of paper on the desktop, which approached a representation of the value of a human life.

			“What’s your address?”

			“My . . . It’s 3497 Adrian Lane Court.”

			Shaw jotted in his notebook. “And your office?”

			“The Pembroke Building.” He gave this street address too.

			“Where does your wife work?”

			“Benjamin Franklin Middle School. On Webber.” With irritation he said, “I don’t know the number.”

			Shaw nodded and walked back to Goodway. “Post-it notes?”

			Goodway dug in a drawer and handed the pad to Shaw, who nodded to the Dispatch office. “I need that map again.”

			They walked inside and Shaw began scanning the four-by-four print, an old one, the colors rich, the legend in the lower right corner comprehensive, with symbols for every natural and man-made feature in the county, from swamp to hilltop to railway spur lines. He pulled off a yellow sticky square and placed it where the McLachlan Building was located.

			“Where was Abby Morgenstern kidnapped and where was she released? And then the shopping center this morning where he got Ellie?”

			Goodway pointed them out, and the sites were flagged.

			Shaw recited from his notebook the addresses Kohl had just given him. These too were marked.

			Then he stood back, studying the map.

			“What’re you thinking, Colter?”

			“DK’ll want to be exposed for as short a time as possible.”

			“You mean limit his driving distance.”

			Shaw nodded as he gazed. He pointed to a large swatch of green, broken up by a few country roads.

			“What’s there?”

			“Woodland Hills? Not much. City hasn’t expanded that way yet. Working farms and some that’ve gone fallow. A dozen old houses. Some’re abandoned, some occupied.” He tapped a meandering brown line. “Most of them’re along here. Wildwood Road.”

			“Maybe DK lives there. It’s convenient to all those locations. Probably not many police patrols.”

			“None.”

			“After I nearly got him at McLachlan, he wouldn’t have much of a chance to find another safe place to hide her. He might’ve taken her there. I’ll look for the van. Or ask if anybody’s seen one or somebody who fits his description.”

			“Want me to come with you?”

			“No. You should stay. If Oberon gets a solid lead, he’ll need everybody for rapid response. This one’s a long shot.” Shaw nodded toward the map.

			He picked up his helmet.

			And looked at the Deadline Clock.

			An hour and a half to go.
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			As he breached the county line, headed west, Shaw viewed the steep hill ahead, and dropped down a gear, redlining for a moment.

			This was all right. He knew the engine. He knew the transmission.

			Then he was over the crest on Wildwood Road and back into high gear as he let gravity do some of the work. A glorious straightaway lay ahead and he hit eighty-five.

			The irony of being a survivalist is that most people who consider themselves such are drawn compulsively to activities very contradictory to surviving. Colter Shaw, for instance: rock climbing, motocross and his profession itself, which despite his assurance to Detective Oberon, occasionally involved physical combat and gunplay. After all, if someone was intent on truly surviving, get a job as an office clerk, walk to and from work, watch TV every night and eat low-fat meals and drink tea.

			Risk was tethered to reward and would forever be.

			With the engine rattling—never a more satisfying sound—Shaw cruised past dense stands of pine, hawthorn, cypress, oak, birch and linden. Lower to the ground was bearberry, creeping willow, elder, juniper and that most curiously named type of vegetation: the obedient plant, this incarnation in a gentle purple shade.

			To his left—south—was the waving grass that had returned to occupy the farmland it had been cleared from, perhaps a century ago. Shaw supposed that the area had been dedicated to grazing. He didn’t think of Maine as among the high producers of wheat and corn and soy. But he was no expert. His knowledge of harvesting was basic and dedicated to garnering calories, not profit.

			He passed one old farmhouse, clearly unoccupied; the façade was missing altogether. The grass between the porch and the road was undisturbed.

			A mile farther on he decelerated as he came to a residence. Sitting on the porch were two women—one middle-aged, one younger, both ponytailed blondes. Two boys tossed a football back and forth, ten and twelve. The older, for some reason, wore shoulder pads.

			He sped up once more, though he now had to drive more attentively. The road had deteriorated, the asphalt surface crumbling, and it had taken to meandering. The curves were lazy but throttling back was wiser.

			So when the white van roared from a hidden driveway and aimed directly for him, Shaw was doing no more than forty. He didn’t cartwheel, as might have happened at a higher speed, but managed to veer off the road onto, then past, a sandy shoulder. The wheels went out from under him and he set the bike down on its side, sliding down a hill of grass, red lupine and foxglove.

			Yamaha and driver came to rest about twenty feet from a picturesque stream.

			He lay, faceup, breathing hard and looking at the near-dusk sky, gunmetal blue to the stars and less blue where the clouds scudded by.

			He glanced to where his holstered pistol lay, ten feet up the hill. Not far from that was his phone. Wincing he started to crawl out from underneath the bike to the accessories.

			“No.”

			DK had climbed from the van and was standing on the shoulder. He had a low voice. It matched his appearance. He was not a competitive bodybuilder but he clearly worked out frequently. The handsome man—he might have been a model—had a mane of black hair, which aspired to touch shoulder but stopped an inch or two short. His cheeks were chiseled and he was tanned.

			The outfit was a blue cowboy shirt, stitching on chest and cuffs. Black jeans like Shaw’s and boots with heels that boosted his already significant height two inches more.

			He was holding a gun—a serious semiauto, a .40 SIG. It was pointed downward and his finger was outside the guard. Shaw understood that he knew weapons. Walking steadily, he moved slowly down the incline. “Whoa,” he muttered to himself. “Careful there. Slippery.”

			He collected Shaw’s gun and phone. These went into his jacket pockets.

			A glance at Shaw’s leg under the bike. “Saw you wincing. Must be a break. Hurts like the dickens, betcha.” The idea of pain seemed to please him.

			Shaw only breathed deeply. And winced.

			He slipped the gun into his back waistband and pulled a knife from his pocket. It was a hunting model, with fixed blade. Eight or nine inches. Even in the dimming light Shaw could see blood, presumably from the McLachlan Building stabbing.

			The man asked, “Who else knows you were coming here?”

			“No one.”

			“Uh-huh.” He offered a cynical expression; he knew the lie for what it was. “Who?”

			“You do know I wouldn’t tell you even if there was someone.”

			“Oh, yes, you will. If I want somebody to talk, they talk. Give me that name and it’ll be a lot easier for you. I’ve got no beef with you. You do that, I’ll just tie you up here.”

			“Tie me up like in a bad thriller? Where the writer has to stall to give the good guys a chance to arrive? Really?”

			“The other option . . .” He glanced down at the knife. “. . . a finger . . . a toe. An eye. You look like the outdoor sort. Little surgery’d set you back some, wouldn’t it?”

			He stopped six feet from Shaw, looking down.

			“Wait, wait,” Shaw said. “Tell me, I have to know. Who’s your partner?”

			“What, to satisfy your curiosity? That’s outta the same bad thriller, don’tcha think?” He looked Shaw over, a butcher eyeing a roast he was about to trim.

			Then a voice sounded above them. “Lookit this. Lookit what we caught here.”

			DK paused and looked back over his shoulder.

			It was Sam Goodway, a pistol in his hand, coming down the hill.

			“Damn, Colter. You know you’ve got a bike sitting on top of you?”

			The kidnapper kneaded the knife, looking from Shaw to Goodway. Back again.

			Goodway aimed his weapon.

			He shouted, “Move in!”

			A half-dozen officers swarmed from the bushes, their guns were aimed at the kidnapper. Goodway shouted, “Drop the knife, hands behind your head.”

			DK’s confusion became disgust as he stared at the men and women. Then he cast a look of fury at Shaw. He seemed to be debating next moves.

			Goodway said, “You’re in a sniper’s crosshairs. A firearm appears and he shoots. Understand?”

			The man sighed and nodded. The knife tumbled to the ground. Two WPD uniforms—a man and a woman—detached yellow Tasers from their belts. Now the big man was resigned. While the pair covered him with the ten-thousand-volt deterrents, other officers frisked him, and collected Shaw’s weapon and phone, and the man’s own phone, wallet and SIG.

			The man stared as Shaw climbed lithely to his feet and righted his motorcycle. He took his Glock, dropped the empty magazine and replaced it with a full one, worked the slide. He reholstered it.

			“But . . .” DK’s broad shoulders drooped.

			Successful fiction, Colter Shaw felt, lies in the details, and he’d decided it was a good idea to “accidentally” lose his weapon and phone in his stuntman’s slide down the hill. There was no indication that DK had a firearm, but he might want to collect and use Shaw’s. So he’d emptied the weapon before the spill.

			“I want my phone call,” DK snapped.

			Goodway muttered, “You’ll get one.”

			“Now.”

			“No.” Goodway oversaw sticking him in the back of one of the WPD squad cars. He helped Shaw roll the bike up the steep hill to the shoulder.

			Where stood a lanky brunette, wearing filthy gray sweats. Her shoulder-length hair went in every direction hair could go. She clutched a water bottle and took small sips from it. This was wise. The thirstier you are, the more slowly you should drink. He learned this from his father’s dehydration lecture.

			Never gulp . . .

			Ellie Kohl leaned against the battered cargo van that officers had just freed her from. She favored her right leg, and her jaw was bruised from the initial encounter with the kidnapper in the shopping center that morning.

			Her eyes were hollow and seemed to focus past the men and women they were turned to. The Deadline Clock would show that she had come within ten or twelve minutes of dying.

			But then, suddenly, she was present once more.

			“Where?” she asked.

			Goodway pointed to the car that was the kidnapper’s temporary jail cell.

			“I want to see him. I want to look him in the eye.”

			Goodway debated.

			One of Shaw’s rules was:

			Never be ruled by emotion.

			But it wasn’t his circus.

			The detective said, “We’ll swing by before we leave. You keep the window rolled up.”

			“All right.” These words were spoken reluctantly.

			Another sip, two more. She then looked at the detective. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”

			“Well, now, let me introduce you to the man you really want to thank.”

			He gestured Colter Shaw forward, and with a frown of curiosity, she offered her hand. They shook. Her grip was fervent.

			“How did you do it?” she whispered.

			“I’ll explain, but later. Now, I want his partner.”
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			Forty minutes later, Shaw was sitting on his motorcycle, parked outside police HQ.

			The unmarked car driven by Sam Goodway pulled up, blue and white grille lights flashing. They went dark and he climbed out, along with two large officers, male and female. Shaw recognized them as the Taser cops.

			“Well, that was something,” the detective said.

			Referring, Shaw guessed, to the fact that he had set the pace for the drive here. It was important for them to move fast, and Shaw was irritated that they had lagged. He, on a two-wheel vehicle, had arrived significantly before they, in a four-wheel one, which also happened to have a power plant with exponentially more horsepower.

			He climbed off and adjusted his holster. Considering what lay ahead in the next few minutes, he’d made the unilateral decision to toss the rule regarding weapons in police departments, despite the prohibiting sign.

			“Ready?” he asked. All three had been briefed on what lay next. He received three nods. But he thought it judicious to let Goodway and the others precede him.

			Shaw being the civilian member of the Desperation Squad.

			Inside, they climbed the stairs to the detective pen, Shaw noting the corner where the DK taskforce was still assembled.

			Kohl leapt to his feet. “My wife?” he asked, eyes swiveling from Shaw to Oberon. His were as twitchy as Abby Morgenstern’s.

			He had not been told about the rescue. No one here had. It was critical to keep that fact secret.

			Now, I want his partner . . .

			Colter Shaw looked around the pen. He saw Lloyd Oberon, standing in his office, on his mobile. Upon looking toward Shaw, he rubbed a knuckle into his eye. The phone drooped in his hand. It didn’t seem that he’d disconnected his call.

			“You’ll have to stand back,” Goodway said to Shaw.

			“Understood.”

			Goodway looked at the imposing officers with him. All three drew their square black Glocks, as efficient a weapon as has ever been invented. No Tasers this time.

			“Let’s go,” Goodway said.

			The officers pushed fast into Dispatch, where they surrounded the slim brunette, the 911 operator, demanding she raise her hands. After a moment of debate, during which her face morphed from shock to disgust, she complied.

			Goodway recited the Miranda rights and the offenses she was being arrested for—conspiracy to commit first-degree kidnapping and assault and battery, and just for good measure, Shaw figured, obstruction of justice.
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			“They were married, DK and Sally, the Dispatch girl. Woman.”

			Lloyd Oberon was speaking to the commissioner and mayor, two calm, thoughtful men.

			The head of the Westbay Police Department was a white man, well-tanned, slim and subdued of manner. The mayor, of ebony skin, was the bigger and more forceful-appearing. He sat forward intensely. He might have been the tight end who caught the football whose launch Lloyd Oberon had cleared the way for.

			Oberon continued, “They were quite the pair, the Rawlinses. Bonnie and Clyde, without the tommy guns.”

			Shaw was in a desk chair beside Sam Goodway. Occasionally the top-ranking cop and politician would cast a curious gaze toward Shaw, who’d been introduced but not yet further explained.

			Now it was time for that moment to come.

			Oberon nodded toward Shaw. “This’s the reward guy. I’ll let him tell you how he got this thing wrapped up.”

			Shaw was eager to leave town. As ever, once a job was done it was time for the Restless Man to move on. But he now accommodated.

			Mentally he trimmed the narrative and, when it was concise enough, began. “Whatever that criminal profiler said, I didn’t believe DK was running this alone. I put it at eighty percent somebody was behind the scenes. My experience’s been that, unless it’s terrorist, most hostage takings’re lone wolves. But a for-profit kidnapping? Hard to pull that off by yourself. And I was thinking about the Morgenstern case. The Econoline was found on a country road a county away. He’s not going to call Uber. Who picked him up?”

			Oberon gently knuckled his eyes. “We never thought of that.”

			Shaw said, “And who were the voices Abby heard at the McLachlan Building?”

			Now Oberon sighed. “Yeah, I never asked if she heard anything. And, gotta admit, I just took the word of our expert that he was working alone—the man we will not be hiring again. My, that bill of his.” He said to the commissioner, “Could’ve bought us a bloodhound for that money.”

			Shaw said, “Then I got to thinking about the McLachlan Building. There were no cameras, and I was careful not to be seen. But Rawlins knew I was there. How? Somebody told him. Who knew where I’d be? Detective Goodway for one. But he wasn’t the accomplice.”

			“Hardly,” Oberon said. “That man is in church every Sunday.”

			The partners shared a glance that said something about there being little correlation between legal innocence and attendance at the house of the Lord.

			Shaw continued, “But, then I realized he wasn’t the only person who knew. Sally, the dispatcher, did too. She heard Sam telling me the best neighborhoods to search. She called her husband and told him somebody might try to find the building. He should be ready to leave if I got close.

			“It was a theory. But what cinched it was the stabbing.” He glanced from the mayor to the commissioner. “To keep me from following, he knifed a pedestrian. He knew I’d stop to help the man, which I did. I called nine one one to report it and got a tourniquet on the wound.

			“And then I waited. It was five, six minutes before I even heard sirens. But we were downtown. There had to be fire and police stations nearby. Why so long?”

			The mayor snapped his fingers. “She sat on the call.”

			Shaw nodded. “She didn’t send out the ambulance or patrol units until her husband was miles away. Sam pulled copies of both transcripts, the incoming nine-one-one call and her outgoing to responders. I called the stabbing in at 5:32. The first units got the call from her at 5:37. Add a couple of minutes on for them to get underway—and Rawlins had plenty of time to vanish.

			“Same with the kidnapping itself, at the superstore this morning. It didn’t matter that the witness saw it. Sally waited five, ten minutes to get officers there. And I was also thinking of those smash-and-grab break-ins Detective Goodway was working.”

			Oberon said, “Explains it. The perp always got away before the respondings rolled up. Even if the target houses had central station alarms, all those companies do is call nine one one themselves. She held those too.”

			Shaw said, “We got Sally’s address from Payroll—and the chief sent a hostage rescue team up there. It was their house all right, but Rawlins wasn’t there. He had her someplace else, probably tied up in the van.”

			“We had to flush him,” Goodway said. “Time was running out. We were . . . desperate.”

			At this word, he and Shaw exchanged glances.

			Shaw continued, “So we went into Dispatch to look at the county map. She overheard me talking to Sam, about how the kidnapper might’ve lived up in Woodland Hills. I was going there to look around. She called her husband and . . . we know what happened next.”

			The commissioner asked, “Who the hell are they?”

			Shaw handed off to the other member of the squad. Goodway said, “Well, that is quite the story. Rawlins’s got three, four collars on his yellow sheet. Money laundering, larceny and fencing stolen merch. Mob connections in Providence and Hartford mostly. He was investigated for two gangland hits. An OC taskforce was sure he was the shooter, but never got enough evidence—or CIs with the guts—to get it over the prosecution line. And her? The woman we hired to man nine one one?” He laughed and looked to Shaw.

			“I had my private eye, in Washington, do a little research.” Mack McKenzie hadn’t done a deep dive but came up with a bucket of interesting details. “She was the mastermind, I’m sure. She has a degree from BU, business. Near the top of her class. Went to MIT for two years, grad school. Did well enough but dropped out to work at her father’s company.”

			The commissioner was clearly confused. It was hardly a criminal’s profile. The mayor as well.

			Shaw added, “Her maiden name is Lawrence. And her father’s Devon Lawrence.”

			“No shit,” the commissioner whispered, a man who did not seem capable of uttering a word like that.

			Until his death a few years ago, Lawrence had been a senior organized crime figure in Boston. He’d died in prison after earning a life sentence for racketeering and murder and conspiracy.

			“Like father, like daughter,” Goodway said. “She and Rawlins met through her father’s organization, I’m guessing. The FBI rolled up the company but didn’t have anything on her. She vanished and she and Rawlins got married. They came up with their scheme: she’d get a job with law enforcement dispatch and he’d be the muscle. Muggings and smash-and-grabs at first. But then they graduated to kidnapping.”

			The commissioner said, “She was the brains, sounds like. So, she was Clyde and he was Bonnie.”

			Lloyd Oberon’s brow furrowed. “I’d have to think on that. Though probably I won’t.”

			“So that’s why they had no problem going through with it,” the mayor said. “Killing the victim if they missed the deadline. Rawlins was a trigger man. Just another day at work for him.”

			The commissioner was frowning. “That profiler, the man we paid a couple thousand to. How’d he get it so wrong?”

			“Oh, him?” Shaw said. “Because he’s a narcissistic grandstander. He spouts nonsense and gets paid to consult and be a talking head on TV. ‘Substitutional sex’? ‘Resets’? He even got the Macdonald triad wrong. Money and exposure—that’s all he’s after.”

			Goodway said, “Colter thought he might be a suspect.”

			“Briefly. He claimed DK didn’t have a partner. And he wanted the city to come up with the money. And he came to you. That all seemed suspicious. And it was. But not because he was connected to the kidnapper. Because he wanted to keep the gravy train rolling. I’d get a refund.”

			Oberon said, “Damn right I will. Get ourselves a bloodhound.”

			The commissioner said, “No dogs, Lloyd.”

			Oberon’s face said that the matter was yet to be determined.

			The mayor asked, “You didn’t suspect the dispatcher from the beginning?”

			“Not until the McLachlan Building incident.”

			Goodway smiled. “But he suspected everybody else. Kohl himself. Right, Colter?”

			Shaw shrugged. “Never hurts to suspect the spouse. And Ellie had a million-dollar life insurance policy. But it was pretty clear he was clean.”

			He explained that he’d had occasion to pursue rewards offered by the very individuals who had kidnapped, or killed, their own spouses or business associates. They did this to make themselves seem innocent. Shaw was talented at distinguishing between real grief and feigned, and Ronald Kohl was a man in genuine pain.

			Goodway added, “Felt bad we couldn’t tell him when we rescued his wife. But he would’ve reacted, and maybe Sally’d see. She had the okay to carry a weapon in the office. Maybe she’d try to shoot her way out. Sure enough, she had a thirty-eight in her purse.”

			Oberon chuckled. “Mr. Shaw here took a look at me too.”

			The commissioner frowned. “I’m sorry?”

			Not mentioning his sick grandson and a need for money for medical expenses, Shaw said, “I was curious why the investigations kept stalling. DK knew forensics as well as any officer. We know now it was his background in organized crime. But for all I knew, it could be because the partner was a cop.”

			“So. What’ve we learned?” the mayor asked. Rhetorical, of course, and the other men waited. The answer turned out to be: “Who controls communication, controls the world.” He didn’t merely say the words, he pronounced them.

			His forceful nature and proclamations were probably two of the reasons he’d been elected. Constituents like a firm hand on the tiller, even if it’s largely cosmetic.

			Shaw said he had to leave. Hands were pumped and cards exchanged, soon to be lost in the vast burial ground of business cards formally passed back and forth at times of farewell.

			With a last glance at the Deadline Clock, Shaw left the pen and walked downstairs.

			Outside, the warm evening wind was toying with low bushes and high grass and leaves turning from green. Shaw unhooked his cycle. As he pulled on his helmet he happened to glance into the town square. It was an interesting image. A large bronze Revolutionary War soldier was preparing to fire a large bronze Revolutionary War cannon. Shaw supposed it had once been pointed at the distant hills, where British Regulars had prepared to assault the town. Now, though, the muzzle of the weapon was pointed directly at a coffee shop across the green, one of a popular chain, whose brews Shaw did not much care for.

			Just before he climbed on the Yamaha his phone hummed with a text.

			It was from Teddy Bruin and his wife, Velma. They were curious about the job. Shaw told them the resolution, and, in response to their next question, admitted that he’d forgotten to get the check. He would. He definitely would.

			Teddy then told Shaw of two rewards the couple just learned of.

			One was for fifty thousand, offered by the wife of a missing businessman. The man had disappeared on his way from their home in Tampa to Fort Lauderdale, where he was to inspect his waterfront real estate developments and from there fly to Aruba, where he also owned property. He had not shown up for a meeting. The police had no leads.

			The second reward was for $862 and was offered by a husband and wife in Albany. Their teenage son had run away in panic after being caught in school with a small amount of pot. They were worried about him. The temperature at night had recently been getting down to the mid-thirties.

			Shaw texted the couple back with his decision about which reward he was going to pursue.

			As if there were any doubt.
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