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Chapter 1

 


 


A numbing chill
greeted Alan Swansea as he stepped out onto the parking lot and
watched Pan leap out of the SUV as if
shot from a cannon. The frisky border collie mix sprinted into the
cemetery and stopped suddenly to sniff around while waiting for her
master to catch up, just as she’d done the year before on Julie’s
birthday.

It was early November
and a thick layer of dead leaves covered the walk leading through
the wrought iron gate into the cemetery. The place
wasn’t very large as cemeteries go, about
the size you would expect to find in a rural area of the state.
Alan ambled along unhurriedly, his thoughts focused on his life
before and after Julie’s death, his mood a mixture of grief with a
dash of guarded optimism.

Julie had been the
love of his life, his reason for living before her untimely death from inoperable brain cancer. He
and his soul mate had done much in their relatively short time
together and had seen nothing but a bright future ahead. They’d
even planned on making a baby in the not so distant future. All had
been wonderful until tragedy struck, eliminating all that was good
in life like a huge gust of wind extinguishing a delicate
flame.

That had been three
years ago. Three long years hence of a life punctuated by pain and
sorrow that at times had been nearly impossible to endure. Until
recently, that is—the day that Amanda
Linville had reentered his life. Ever so gradually he’d learned to
cope with the painful loss of his wife and glimpse a flicker of
light at the end of the tunnel.

He turned right on
the path and observed Pan thirty yards ahead, weaving in and out of
the gravesites like a lab rat in a maze. Alan spotted the familiar
weather-beaten Celtic cross monument towering high above the
others, just a few sites away from Julie’s much less ostentatious headstone. Pan was dashing toward
it now as he marveled at the dog’s ability to recall the precise
destination of the morning’s
journey.

The dog suddenly
stopped cold and sniffed frantically near Julie’s site. She began running around in circles, as if trying
to catch her tail. Something was wrong. Alan broke into a trot,
peeled his eyes and soon realized the reason for
Pan’s odd behavior.

Julie’s tombstone
was gone!

He was running at
full speed when he discovered that the tombstone was in fact still
there, but lying on its back. Something or someone had tipped it
over. His heart racing wildly, he caught up to Pan and kneeled down
before his wife’s grave. What he saw made
his insides churn. There at the bottom right hand corner of Julie’s
toppled gravestone somebody had scrawled, GUESS WHO’S NEXT
in crude block letters. It appeared as though
they had used a knife or some other sharp tool to engrave the
message in the shiny smooth stone.

Alan gently touched the engraved letters with his
finger, feeling the rough valleys left by the etching. Who in the
hell had done this? Some vandal with nothing better to do than
deface a gravestone? Or was there more to it?

He stood up and
peered around to see if any of the nearby gravesites had been
vandalized. There were none to be
seen. He walked a bit further up the path and
saw nothing but rows of undamaged headstones standing
upright.

Apparently,
Julie’s stone had been the only one
targeted.

He returned to her grave and began the task of
righting the monument. He had difficulty getting both his hands in
under the top of the stone in the frozen hard soil but finally
managed to lift the thing into its original position with a hefty
pull.

“Sorry, Jules,” he murmured.

Pan whined and looked up at him, sensing his dismay.
Alan knelt down and petted her lovingly.

“Don’t worry girl,
we’ll fix this.”

He stared at the
message again, wondering if there was any
way to have the graffiti removed and the stone refinished. He made
a mental note to call the monument company when he got home. He
debated whether or not to let Julie’s parents know and decided
against it. No good would come from it and hopefully he could have
the stone repaired or replaced in short order.

Although he realized
this unholy act may have been random, he somehow doubted it. If he
were a regular person with a regular job, he probably
wouldn’t question its randomness. But he
was a private investigator engaged in anything but what one would
call an ordinary job. PI’s made enemies. It went with the turf. It
was the nature of the beast.

But if this was the
act of some disgruntled client, or the spouse or an associate of a
client, who on God’s green earth could
resent him enough to do this—to go this far? To use his deceased
wife’s gravestone as a vehicle of conveying his wrath?

Or, he thought, to threaten him in this way?

Offhand, he
couldn’t think of a soul.

As the shock of this
discovery started to wane, Alan felt rage
welling up inside. Some son of a bitch had desecrated his
wife’s grave—trashed her headstone without a thought. What had once
been a beautiful memorial to his wife now bore the hideous markings
left by some sick bastard who apparently had it out for
him.

Whoever did this, Jules, I’m gonna nail. You can
count on that.

He tried in vain to shake off his anger long enough
to pay respect to his wife on her birthday, but it was impossible
to let go. The longer he stayed there, the angrier he became. With
deep regret, he stood up and headed back to the car.

As he was leaving, he spotted a man raking leaves on
the other side of the grounds. He walked over and approached the
elderly worker.

“Excuse me, but do
you know anything about the overturned gravestone on the other side
of the cemetery? It’s my wife’s.”

The man stopped
raking and looked Alan over before answering. “Overturned, you say?”

“Yes, and somebody scratched it all to hell with a
knife or something.”

“Jesus, sorry to hear
that. But no, this is the first I’ve heard of it. I just got here a
bit ago and haven’t made my way over there yet. But I
can say I
didn’t notice it yesterday or I would have reported it.”

“About what time did you leave work yesterday?”

“Four o’clock. That’s
my usual quittin’ time.”

“Have you had any trouble with vandalism recently or
anything of that nature?”

He shook his
head. “Nope. Last time anybody did any
harm to this place was four or five years ago. Bunch of teenagers
got caught drinkin’ and partyin’ in the middle of the night by the
sheriff. They’d pushed over a dozen or so gravestones and scattered
the flowers all over the place—crazy shit like that. But there
hasn’t been anything happen since then that I know of.”

Alan reached in his pocket and handed the man one of
his cards.

“Would you do me a
favor and give me a call if you see anybody suspicious hanging
around my wife’s grave? Or if anybody can recall seeing someone
visit her site recently? Her name’s Julia
Swansea.”

The man looked over
the card. “You’re a PI, eh?”

Alan nodded.

“Well, I sure will do that, Mr. Swansea.”

Alan shook his
hand. “Thanks, uh—”

“John Cutler—folks call me Johnny.”

“Thanks, Johnny. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. Say,
what’s your dog’s name?”

“Pan.”

“Mind if I pet her?”

“Not at all, go for it,” Alan replied.

He patted
Pan’s head and smiled. “What a
sweetheart. Lost my retriever a couple of months ago—miss him like
crazy.”

“You should get yourself another one.”

“Been thinkin’ of doin’ that here lately. Just might
go down to the shelter this week.”

“You can’t beat having a dog—best friend a guy can
have,” Alan said.

“You’re right about that.”

“Well, I’d better go now. Have a nice day, and thanks
again.”

“Same to you.”

If
he’d had any doubts about this being a
random act before, they were gone now. Whoever had marked up
Julie’s headstone had done it in the last twenty-four hours—most
likely sometime last night after the groundskeeper had left. That
would give the vandal a time frame of about sixteen
hours.

Somehow, he must have known Alan would be here
today.

Alan
didn’t believe much in coincidence, and
this was anything but. The odds of somebody doing what this asshole
had done on the eve of Julie’s birthday just for the sheer hell of
it were slim to nil. And assuming this was the case, it meant that
this guy seemed to know a hell of a lot about Alan Swansea. He knew
where his wife was buried and that Alan had visited this cemetery
every year since her death on her birthday.

Who in the hell could it be? He intended to find out,
but had no idea where to begin.

As he pulled away
from the cemetery, Alan’s mind was
in overdrive.

 


After arriving at his
Clintonville home, Alan brewed a pot of strong coffee, poured
himself a mug and sat down at his computer. He checked his email
before opening a folder on the desktop named simply
“Cases, all.” He double clicked it and viewed
several more folders listed in chronological order by calendar
year. Each of these folders in turn contained more folders listed
chronologically by month. With a long sigh, he began at the top of
the list and commenced the daunting task of briefly reviewing each
of his cases one at a time, hoping that something useful would pop
up.

Nearly an hour later
he stood up, stretched and went into the kitchen to warm up his
coffee. He already felt certain that what he’d just done was an utter waste of time. What was he
expecting to find anyway? He had begun jotting down the names of
everyone involved in his cases who might fit the tag of a “person
possibly holding a grudge” and had already amassed a list as long
as his arm. He’d never realized until now how many folks out there
probably hated his guts. The list ranged from men and women who had
cheated on their partners (and gotten caught), to convicted felons,
to former convicted felons and their cronies.

And the odds of any one of them finding out that his
wife was dead and buried in Tall Oaks Cemetery? Pretty good,
really. Anybody with minimal tech savvy could do a Google search to
get that information. Nothing was private or sacred anymore.

But the odds of
anybody knowing of his yearly pilgrimage to Julie’s grave on November fifth? Not so good. There were
probably a handful who knew of his annual tradition: his family,
Julie’s family and a couple of close friends. There was no ill will
between himself and any of these folks so he could cross them off
the list.

So somebody had most
likely gone out of his way to gain this information. Maybe hacked
his computer or done some serious poking around without his
knowledge. The question was, how much more did this guy know? And
what in the hell was he up to?

Guess who’s next.

Guess who the next
person to be laid to rest could be—or in
other words, murdered
is what the perp is saying. That’s pretty
obvious. And since the message is specifically addressed to him,
Alan could assume that the next person would be himself. And if not
himself, then somebody close to him. Amanda? Jesus, he hoped not.
Yet certainly a possibility.

On impulse, he
grabbed his phone and speed-dialed
her.

“Hey!” she answered.
“What’s up?”

“Not much. Just thought I’d see how your day’s
going.”

“Not too bad, but it’s still early. I just found out
we have a huge campaign coming up soon that’s going to seriously
tap into my leisure time—that much I can tell you. Not looking
forward to that so much.”

“Time to turn in your resignation? Become a full-time
sleuth?”

“Ha-ha, that’s a good one. We both agreed that needs
to be put on the back burner for now, so don’t even go there.”

“Sorry, but I couldn’t resist the urge. Still want to
meet for dinner tomorrow, or is that going to be snuffed out by
this campaign?”

“I don’t think so. The shit probably isn’t going to
hit the fan until later the middle of the month. Then it’s
anybody’s guess the next time you’ll see me.”

“Guess we’d better make the best of the little time
that we have then, eh?”

“For sure. Have you gone to the cemetery yet?”

“Yeah, just got back a little while ago.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah,
I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound fine all of a sudden. What’s
wrong?”

Her ability to read
him like a book was downright scary.

“Somebody pushed over
Julie’s tombstone.”

“You’re
kidding! Who?”

“Don’t know. They
also, uh, vandalized it. Left a little message by way of a
knife—scratched it all to hell.”

“Jesus, Alan! What was the message?”

“‘Guess who’s next.’”

“Damn, if that doesn’t sound ominous. I’m so sorry,
hon. What’re you going to do?”

“Find out who it is and murder him.”

“Seriously, do you have any idea who may have done
it?”

“None at all—at least not now. All I know for sure is
that it happened last night after the groundskeeper left the
place.”

“Which suggests he knew you’d be there today.”

“That’s the way it looks.”

“Why do you think he wrote that?”

“Your guess is as
good as mine. It’s a warning—or maybe threat is a better word—that
somebody might be in trouble. Of course, it could all be a
hoax—some asshole’s idea of a late Halloween prank. But I’m not
putting much stock in that.”

“I’m not, either.
Wow, this is scary, isn’t it?”

“A tad bit, yes. Have you noticed anything strange
happen lately that could possibly be tied to this?”

“No—surely you don’t
think he’s targeting me!”

“I’m not ruling
anything out. If he knew I’d be driving out to Tall Oaks Cemetery
on Julie’s birthday he probably knows that you and I are, uh,
partners.”

“As in business or romantic?” she toyed.

“Could be either one or both, I guess. All I know is
that I want you to keep your eyes and ears open for any unusual
happenings until I can get some kind of handle on this. Okay?”

“Okay, I will—but that goes for you, too. I wish I
could help, but it looks like I’m going to have to dedicate my time
to this place for a while. I hope you understand.”

“Of course I do.”

“It’s not going to be easy.”

“I know.”

“Well, I’d better get going. I’ll call you later this
evening so we can make our dinner plans.”

“Sounds good. See you.”

“Bye-bye.”

Alan disconnected,
wondering if he should have told Amanda about this situation in the
first place. On one hand, he had to give her a heads-up on the
potential danger involved. But now she
was upset and would stress over it until something was resolved.
Amanda was a strong woman, but she often kept her concerns and
fears to herself—as though she didn’t really want to show the world
what was hiding deep inside. He still hadn’t been able to figure
out why she did that in all the time he’d known her.

Alan had known Amanda
Linville nearly as long as he’d known
Julie—both women had in fact been college roommates back when he’d
started dating Julie years ago. After Julie’s death, he hadn’t kept
in touch with Amanda until last year when he’d happened to run into
her while investigating a case at her work place. Since then, Alan
and she had become involved romantically and more recently,
professionally. Amanda had assisted him in his private
investigation business and in fact had solved her first murder case
a few months ago.

The couple had
discussed the possibility of moving in together but ultimately
decided to give things more time before making any sort of major
commitment. As much as Alan cared for Amanda, he was still having
difficulty moving forward since Julie’s
passing. Amanda was aware of this and graciously respected Alan’s
dilemma. For now, they had decided to let things cool down and give
their relationship time to grow.

Taking a sip of
coffee, he decided to give the monument company a call to see about
getting Julie’s headstone repaired or
replaced. He was about to Google the place for a phone number when
he heard the chime of an incoming text message. He checked the
screen and saw that it was from an unknown party. The message
read:

 


“I see that you’ve been to your dearly departed
wife’s grave and read my little message. By now you’re probably
tearing your hair out by the roots trying to think of who would do
such an awful thing and what this is all about. My suggestion is to
take a little trip to the quaint, lovely village of Stroudsville
this evening. Check out a place called Grosvenor Park. There you
will see a statue of Ulysses S. Grant and the good general will be
standing on something that will be of great interest to you. But
you’ll only be able to access this item between seven and seven
thirty PM. And you must come alone, or all bets are off.”

 


Alan re-read the message and felt his pulse throttle.
This guy must have been hiding out while he’d been at Tall Oaks,
which was unsettling. He was apparently being followed by this nut
case. And now he was being invited to go on some kind of wild goose
chase, presumably to learn what the hell was going on.

Sonofabitch!

The question now was,
should he comply? Should he risk making an utter fool of himself by
succumbing to this bastard’s cryptic
come-on? Or just let it go and see how he responds to a
no-show?

“Who are
you?” he hastily typed into the text
message field. He hit SEND and waited. There was no indication that
the message had been delivered. He waited a few moments longer,
became tired of waiting and typed another message.

“If you think I’m going to fall for this crap
you’re crazy. Either answer my question now or you can take a
flying leap.”

Again, his message sat there on the screen,
undelivered. After waiting another couple of minutes Alan decided
he was waiting for something that wasn’t going to happen. He wasn’t
surprised the person hadn’t replied since he probably assumed Alan
would make the trip anyway. And he assumed right. But first Alan
needed to give Charlie Ling a call. If anybody could trace where
this message came from it was Charlie. He rang his number.

“Hey my man, how’s it going?” Charlie answered.

“Not too shabby—got a tiny little job for you,” Alan
said.

“It better be
minuscule—I’m booked to the
max.”

“Just need you to track down the source of a text I
just got. Got a pen ready?”

“Yeah, shoot.”

Alan read off the
caller’s number, now realizing that there
were only six digits instead of the typical seven.

“That’s SMS short code, not the actual phone number,”
Charlie explained. “Very difficult to trace, if not impossible,
depending on the source. If the guy is tech savvy and has created a
fraudulent code, it is virtually untraceable.”

“Great, just my luck. So how soon can you give me an
answer, you think?”

“Always in a hurry,” Charlie chided. “Give me
twenty-four hours.”

“That’s the best you can do? It’s really important,
Charlie.”

“It’s always
really important and I can appreciate that. But there are only so many hours
in a day and I’m so far behind now that I don’t even know what day
it is. I’ll do it as soon as I can, man—I
promise.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“See you.”

As much as he liked
Charlie Ling and respected his computer hacking expertise, Alan
wished the techno nerd wasn’t so much in
demand. He remembered a time not so long ago when his old friend
would get back to him in minutes instead of hours. Those days were
clearly long gone.

He accessed Google
Maps, typed in Stroudsville, Ohio and found it in the north-central
quadrant of the state. He’d heard of the
town but didn’t know it was nearly a
two-hour drive from Columbus. It was a little past noon now—still
enough time to get his chores done before getting on the
road.







Chapter 2

 


Alan knew Amanda had
reservations about his making this impromptu trip to Stroudsville
when he’d told her about the text
message. It may be some sort of trap, she’d warned, or a complete
and utter farce. Alan’s response was that the only way to know for
sure was to take the plunge and see what happened.

So here he was, five
minutes from the tiny town, wondering if he’d done the right thing. He’d played it over in his mind
and concluded that his decision to make this trip had been
impulsive and irrational. On top of that, like an idiot, he had
come alone, just as the stranger had requested, and it was already
dark out. He would be a sitting duck the moment he set foot in that
park.

The guy was clever,
that much Alan was sure of. He knew that by vandalizing
Julie’s gravesite, her widower would in
turn feel vulnerable and vindictive—in a prime position to be taken
advantage of. Alan was being played and he knew it.

But to what end? Soon he hoped to find out.

Using GPS, it took
only a couple of minutes to find Grosvenor Park in this village of
three thousand. Located near the center of town, the park was
little more than a wide-open space dotted with patches of mature
trees. There wasn’t any sort of fence
around its perimeter or a common entrance that he could see. He
parked at an area near the tennis courts and traversed a path
illuminated by pseudo natural gas-fueled street lamps.

There
didn’t appear to be a soul in the park
and the only sound he heard was the occasional hoot of an owl. He
walked past a baseball field shrouded in darkness and saw in the
distance what appeared to be the statue he was looking for. As he
drew nearer, he scanned the area for anyone who might be lurking in
the shadows. He had the uneasy feeling he was being watched and
wondered where the man who had wheedled him into coming here was
hiding this moment.

The bronze statue of
Ulysses S. Grant sat on a concrete pedestal, illuminated by
a couple of floodlights mounted in the
ground. It sat in the center of a cobblestoned area fringed by a
pair of wrought iron park benches. Alan’s
first thought when he peered up the base of the statue was how in
the hell he was supposed to reach whatever had been placed under
Grant’s feet—the pedestal was at least twelve feet tall and there
was nothing to stand on or grab ahold of to enable him access to
the statue.

The thought that he had just driven two hours smack
dab into a dead-end street entered his head as he stood there
staring up at the general, who he could now swear had a smirk on
his face, as if taunting him for being so stupid.

Alan looked around
for something to stand on and considered one of the park benches.
He went over and saw that it was securely
anchored to the ground with thick steel bolts. Screw this, he
thought. He’d let this joker take him on a wild goose chase. He was
about to turn around and leave when he spotted something in the
shadows and did a double-take. There in the distance resting
against a huge maple tree was a six-foot stepladder.

The ladder had been put there on purpose. Whoever had
put it there knew he would need a ladder to accomplish this
task.

Alan felt lightheaded as he strode over to the
ladder. Any doubts he had about the legitimacy of this errand
promptly evaporated. And the feeling he was being observed was
stronger than ever.

There was a yellow
post-it note stuck to one of the rungs of the ladder.
“So
pleased you could make it! You’re half way
there!”it read.

Alan recognized the
same block letters the writer had used on Julie’s gravestone and felt a chill. He carefully took hold of
the note by a corner, pulled out his billfold and placed it inside.
Then he snatched the ladder and returned to the statue.

He leaned the ladder
against the concrete pedestal and climbed up to the top rung. He
was up just high enough to extend his arm and grope around the base
in search of Grant’s foot. He touched the
tip of his boot and felt a small gap between the toe and the base.
There was nothing there. Swearing under his breath, he climbed down
and situated the ladder so he could try the left foot. He fished
around until he felt a small flat object. He grasped the thing
between his thumb and forefinger and took a look at it. It was an
SD memory card stored in a protective plastic case.

As excited as he was
at the discovery, his elation diminished when he realized he had no
way to access the contents of the memory chip. He had brought
nothing along that could read it. He’d
have to wait until he was back in Columbus.

Shit!

He slipped the tiny
card into his pocket, descended the ladder and carried it back over
to where he’d found it. He took a quick
look around the area before heading back to his SUV.

Alan could imagine the perp watching him now from
behind one of the trees, thrilled that his plan had been a success.
The victim had taken the bait, lock, stock and barrel. The fiend
may even have already assumed, correctly, that Alan had no way to
examine the fruits of his labor and would now have to spend the
next two hours on the highway wondering what was on the memory
card, his anticipation palpable.

He was halfway to the baseball diamond when he
thought he heard something off to his right. He stopped suddenly
and strained his ears. He could swear there was music coming from
somewhere near a grove of trees.

He headed toward the
grove and the music became louder. It sounded like a chorale group
singing an anthem-like song that sounded vaguely familiar but he
couldn’t quite place it.

He sped up his pace,
making a direct beeline to where it seemed the music was coming
from. The song reverberated in the air the closer he got to the
trees, its tonal quality not much improved. It had a super tinny
sound, like it was coming from an old Victrola—he could even hear the scratches and pops of a needle
running on vinyl. Where in the hell had he heard this before? With
only twenty yards to go until he reached the trees, Alan grabbed
his iPhone, turned on its flashlight and trained the beam into the
darkness ahead. He thought he saw something move and immediately
broke into a sprint. He had just reached the tree line when the
music suddenly stopped dead. Then, unearthly silence.

He stepped into the
wooded area and peered around. He saw nothing but trees. He went
over to where he’d seen the movement and
carefully examined the area. The ground was dry and hard—no sign of
any footprints or disturbances in the dead leaves.

Certain that the source of the music was nearby, he
began poking around in the fallen leaves in hope of finding it. He
picked up a fallen branch to help clear the leaves and searched the
entire area thoroughly. Having no luck on the ground, he began
searching the trees, looking for places that a music-playing device
of some kind could be concealed by a large limb or placed inside a
hole. Several moments later he gave up the search, knowing it was
impossible to search every square inch in this darkness.

Mystified by the incident, he headed out of the park,
certain the music had been planted by the perp. The music, like the
ladder, had been provided specifically for his visit.

What did it all mean?

He was clueless. All he could do was hope that the
contents of the memory card would provide some answers. He
quickened his pace, hoping and praying that nothing else bizarre
would happen before he got the hell out of this creepy place.

 


Upon arrival at his
home he let out Pan, grabbed an ice-cold beer and inserted the
memory card into his laptop. Seconds later, the SD
card’s icon appeared on the desktop. It
was named “Intro.”Alan double-clicked the card
icon and saw a single file inside. It was a video file
titled “Scene1.mp4.” He double-clicked the file and it promptly opened in
QuickTime. He clicked the play button.

The video began with
shaky footage taken by somebody he assumed was the perp as he
walked along a sidewalk. The light was low as if it were early
evening, the adjacent street and surroundings unfamiliar. Alan
could hear the perp’s breathing clearly,
accompanied by a rustling sound made by his clothing—a shirt or a
jacket. It seemed plausible that the video was being shot by a cell
phone held up near the person’s face, maybe to make it appear as
though he was engaged in a conversation instead of shooting a
video.

The cars were parked
tightly along a two-lane street lined by a number of older homes
and apartments. The area didn’t look
particularly inviting and in fact reminded Alan of the sort of
trappings one might find near a college campus. Alan already sensed
a sinister quality to the video that made him feel uneasy. He had a
gut feeling he wasn’t going to like what he was about to see.
Something was disturbing about the shaky, amateurish quality of the
footage and the way the man’s breathing grew heavier the further he
walked—as if he wasn’t in very good shape or growing awfully
excited about something. Or a bit of both.

Alan noted the
elapsed time and could see that the man had been walking for just
over a minute along the same street when
he rounded a corner and increased his pace. The view was a bit
clearer now—this street was wider with fewer trees obscuring the
scene. The traffic was heavier and Alan saw pedestrians walking the
street up ahead. Still, he saw nothing that looked
familiar.

A few moments later
the camera panned hard to the left and caught somebody emerging
from what appeared to be an apartment building. Alan
couldn’t clearly make out her face in the
darkness but it appeared to be a woman in her early twenties
wearing skinny jeans and a light green hoodie. As the man drew
closer, the woman turned left at the sidewalk, her back now facing
the camera.

As the perp continued
filming, it became evident that he was
following the girl when she stopped at a busy intersection. She was
waiting for the WALK signal to come on, prompting the man to stop
several yards from the corner to avoid getting too close. When the
light changed a moment later, the woman resumed walking as did the
man.

Dusk was quickly giving way to night as the video
played on. The young woman had maintained a steady pace for a
couple of blocks and the growing darkness was making it difficult
to make out many details in the increasingly grainy footage.

“That’s one sweet
ass, eh?” a hushed, raspy voice blared from the computer’s
speakers. The abrupt sound made Alan flinch.

“What you’re seeing will be all mine very soon. I’m
taking her to a place where we can be together—just the two of us.
How long I let her live depends on several factors. If she’s lucky,
she may be around for another couple of days or so—but definitely
not any longer than that. I’ll grow tired of her, just like the
others, and feel compelled to move on.”

There was a brief
pause. The man had dropped back from the girl somewhat when
he’d begun talking. Alan wondered why the
girl hadn’t turned around and glanced back in all this time. Surely
she sensed she was being stalked by this creep.

“Yup Alan, so now you
know—this sweetheart’s the one who’s next. And you wanna know
something? There’s a bit of irony here. If it weren’t for
you, this
chickadee could continue living her normal life, so don’t think
this is all on my shoulders—you
share the blame, too. Hell, most of the blame, when you think
about it.

“The good news is I’m
giving you the opportunity to save her out of the goodness of my
heart. Not that you ever did anything for me to deserve this gift,
but that’s another story. All you have to do is figure out where
I’m taking her and you’ll be halfway there. Then you just have to
find a way to get past me. That might be a little tougher—just
sayin.’ But just think—if you do somehow succeed, you’ll be the hero of this story! Like one
of those big-time cases of yours!

“The question now
is, are you up to the
challenge? Do you have what it takes to
save this fair maiden before it’s too late? My guess is
not. If you thought your other cases were
challenging, this one will top them all!

“So I’ll close now by
saying good
luck, and may the force be with you. Take
one last look at that sweet ass before it goes away, and I’ll be
getting back to you soon. Oh, and you can call me
Shadow—as in Chason A. Shadow. Clever
moniker, eh? I chose that because it pretty much sums up what
you’re setting yourself up for. Chasing a shadow. Have a splendid
evening, Alan. Ciao!”

The image of the girl suddenly faded out to a
pitch-black screen. The video ended.

Alan took a slug of
beer, his eyes glued to the computer monitor. What the hell was that all about?
Is this nut for real?

His mind drew a blank
as he sat there, wondering who this madman could be. His voice
didn’t sound the least familiar but there was a chance he was
electronically modifying it to conceal his identity. Whoever he
was, the man knew more than Alan had previously thought. Not only
was Shadow well aware of Julie, he was evidently familiar with some of
his cases. And he clearly had it out for him. Alan wondered what he
possibly could have done to make the bastard so vindictive.
Vindictive enough to—if he were to believe what he had just seen
and heard—abduct and murder an innocent person.

A whirlwind of
emotions stirred in his mind: doubt, fear, guilt, curiosity and
helplessness. It was almost too much to process. A thought suddenly
came to mind and he replayed the video. This time he paid closer
attention to the details—in particular
the vehicles parked along the street and in traffic. He paused the
video at one point and zoomed in on a parked car in an effort to
read its license plate. What he saw made him gasp.

The plate had been
purposely blurred out by the video’s producer.

He played the video
further, paused and examined another plate. It too had been cleanly
blurred out during postproduction. Alan fast-forwarded to the busy
street scene and discovered that virtually every
vehicle’s license plate had purposely
been rendered unreadable.

This guy is definitely playing hardball.

Alan began zooming in on anything else that might
lend a clue to where this all took place: street signs, shop signs,
buses, billboards. But everything was either too far away, out of
focus or had been carefully obscured from view either through the
use of blur tools or some other means in a software program. How
could he even begin to move forward when he didn’t even know what
town—or what state for that matter—this nut case was operating out
of?

He suddenly realized
one thing he could do—or at least was
worth a shot. He replayed the video and paused on a frame showing a
fairly wide vista of the area. He took a screenshot and repeated
the process with a few more frames that might help identify the
town.

He then did a Google
image search using the shots and examined the results. Amazingly,
he found one image that seemed to more or less match up and a
couple of clicks later discovered that it was a shot of Hartsdale,
Ohio. He visited the town’s website and
learned that Hartsdale was a small college town in the southwest
area of the state, population 19,045.

Thinking this had been too easy, he went to Google
Maps, accessed a satellite view of the town and zoomed in on it.
The town was located near the Ohio River and spread out over a
fairly large rural area comprised primarily of farmland. Near the
center of town was the campus of Hoover College of Technology. He
dragged the street icon into the center of campus and navigated the
streets until he found himself on the same one the woman had taken
after leaving her apartment building. He studied the apartment
building, jotted down its street number as well as the name of the
street. Then he navigated his way along the same route the woman
had taken until the video had ended.

Alan now realized
that the video and the woman were possibly legit, as was the person
who had been stalking her and secretly videotaping her. Shadow. He
felt a lump in his throat. Had
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