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With the ambient glow of the fluorescent lights flickering and humming overhead, Detective Tad Wellstone pounded away on the final lines of the report.  He grabbed his silver Yeti mug, with the Cass County Sheriff’s logo on the side.  He slammed the remaining swallow of lukewarm coffee, chewing a few kernels of grounds and wincing at the bitter taste.  That’s what happened when you let the newbie make the coffee, when all the younger officers nowdays were used to were Starbucks, Caribou, or at-home Keurig coffee pods.

Speaking of the newbie, rookie Detective Wade Shilling charged into the room, his own Yeti mug in hand.  His had blue rings along the top and bottom.  A new style the department ordered.  Tad’s new one was still sitting in a box in one of the bottom drawers.  He preferred his old one, the lid permanently stained from the gallons and gallons of coffee he had drank through it.

Wade dropped a hardcover book on the side of Tad’s desk.  “Ever read him?”

The cover of the book featured a wheat field at night, the moon high in the night sky with a cloud slicing like a knife through the middle of it.  There were two teenage girls in ripped bloody jeans, their blond hair flailing along the back, sprinting through the field, one peering behind her.  The title on the cover read:

Grim Harvest

A Burton Grim Thriller

By

Skillet Page

“I’m not much of a reader, but you know that my wife does,” said Tad, glancing back at what he had just written and noticed a typo.  Thank God for computers and spellcheck.  He remembered his early days when he’d sit at the typewriter, pounding away with his two fingers, and the many bottles of Wite Out he’d go through.  Took him forever just to write a simple report.  He still used two fingers, but the typos now were far and few.

From time to time, he thought of taking a typing class.  Even signed up for one once as an elective at a local community college to maintain his peace officer’s license, paying for it out of his own pocket.  He went to the first class.  Sat in the back row.  Fifteen minutes into it, after typing asdfghjkl; over and over again, just to get used to using all of his fingers, he had enough.  He snuck out when the instructor’s back was turned.

He never asked for a refund.  End of the semester he got a letter from the college.  He never opened it.  Shoved it in the shredder, mulching it up with the other pieces of confetti-like scraps of paper.

He thought about going back, but those thoughts were short lived.  His two fingers worked just fine.

“I’m more into puzzle type books,” Tad said.  “You know, like sudoku and word searches and crosswords and cryptograms.”  He shook his head.  “Skillet Page.  Still seems like a fake name to me.  I know a few people in the area with the last name of Page, but no one with the first name of Skillet.”

“It’s not bad,” Wade said, then sighed.

Tad peered up at his rookie partner.  “You don’t seem impressed.”  His wife, Betty, devoured every single book of Skillet Page’s.  She mentioned something the other night about one of his books possibly being made into a movie, and one of the locations being scouted was a farmhouse near Fargo.

Although nothing could be confirmed.  It all seemed like rumored hype.

Wade sighed.  “It’s just that . . . well, he gets cops all wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

“Unrealistic.  That’s what I mean.  According to his bio, he grew up on a farm near Grand Forks.  On the Minnesota side.  Near a town called Warren.”

“Heard of it.  Driven through it several times.”

“You have?”

“Of course.  Went to school in Thief River Falls, which isn’t far from it.  I also grew up in Hallock, about forty, forty-five miles north of Warren.  Right on Highway 75.  All farmland.  What makes it so unrealistic?”

Wade tapped the hardcover with his finger.  “This one isn’t bad.  The first in the series, Grim Reaping, is set in one county in northern Minnesota—actually, a lot of his stories are set in northern Minnesota.  Anyway, there are deputies from two counties away that come to a crime scene there and . . . well, with some basic knowledge about how law enforcement and how jurisdictions work . . . no, he still messed things up.”

Tad picked it up.  He glanced at the back and inside the cover.  Plenty of accolades.  Plenty of awards.  On several bestsellings lists.  “How many books are in this series?”

“That is the thirteenth or fourteenth one, I think.  It just came out last week.  Tammy can’t believe I bought a brand new hardcover book.  I told her no Starbucks for myself for an entire week.”

Tad leaned back.  “Must be somewhat popular.  Someone has to be reading these besides you and my wife.”

“She’s the reason I started reading him,” said Wade.  “It’s too bad the way he gets cops wrong.”

Once a month, Tad and his wife host game night with Wade, his wife, Tammy, and their two kids.  Sometimes a neighbor or two also attend, as well as their pastor and his wife.  Tad’s youngest, Connor, got along well with Wade’s kids.

Connor was set to graduate high school in the spring.  He tossed around the idea of going into law enforcement like his old man, but still hadn’t made up his mind.

Last month, while playing in the midst of playing Apples To Apples, Wade glanced over at the large bookshelf in the living room.  One entire row was dedicated to Skillet Page.

“He any good?” asked Wade.

“Skillet Page?  My God, yes!” exclaimed Betty, then rambled on and on for the next twenty minutes about him.  The next Patterson, the next Grisham, the next Sue Grafton, she called him.  “He has other books, but his Grim series is the best.  You read?”

“I do.  I find books with cops hard to read because so many seem to mess things up.  I do the same thing with movies.”

“He does too,” said Tammy, cocking a thumb at Wade.  “In fact, I almost don’t like watching a cop movie with him because he picks it apart.  Like when cops walk into a dark room-”

“Yes, turn on the lights,” Wade said.

“Law enforcement procedure one oh one,” said Tad, glancing over at his wife, grinning.  “When entering a dark room, always, always, always turn on the lights.”

Betty chuckled.  “Tammy, our husbands are so alike that way.  Then again, I’m a nurse and I can pick apart a medical show.”

“She does,” said Tad.
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Tad closed out of the file, then opened his email again.  His work was never seemed to end.  Never a dull moment, even in the sticks of eastern North Dakota.  Well, he wouldn’t call Fargo the sticks.  Between the city and the county, there were plenty of crimes to investigate.  Not that they investigated much in the city.  Fargo and West Fargo police departments handled their own.

Criminals, however, knew no such jurisdictions and the city cops and county deputies assisted on the higher profile cases.

Hence the current case he had been working on.  A string of burglaries in residences throughout West Fargo and Fargo led officers to an old farmhouse a mile from West Fargo.  Not only did they find evidence of the burglaries, they discovered a local sex trafficking ring involving Native American women from the Spirit Lake Reservation near Devils Lake.  The thugs, twin brothers and a gang of three other low lifes, would go to the casino on the reservation, chat up a few ladies loitering outside, offer drugs and booze and a chance to party, and the women quickly found themselves unconscious and tied up in the back of a van.

Seven women, ranging in age from fifteen to twenty-eight, were rescued.  Two of which Tad recalled seeing on billboards along the Interstate for the past few months.

“Something bothering you?” Tad asked Wade as he went over to wash the coffee grounds from the bottom of his mug.  He peered inside one of the carafes, saw a layer of grounds on the bottom, and dumped it out.  He opened the reservoir for the grounds and discovered the reason behind the grounds: no filter.

Tad didn’t know if he should explain, again, how to make coffee.  It wasn’t rocket science.  Hell, Wade even had a minor in chemistry, so making coffee should be a breeze.  He decided against it.

For now.

While washing out the reservoir and placing a filter inside, Wade said, “Oh, right.  Filter.  I forgot again, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“Sorry.”

Tad glanced back.  “You’re dodging the question.  Is it what we found at the Zeidlik farm?  Is that what’s bothering you?”

“No.  I mean, yes, that whole thing bothers me.  I can’t believe such a thing could be operating right under our noses and we didn’t suspect a thing.”

“There were some things they did that were smart, from a criminal’s point of view.  It happens.  We can only do so much within the confines of the law.  There are reasons behind those confines.  We don’t want to be living in other countries where the authorities can storm in any place they want without cause.  Everyone has rights.”

“What about those women?”

“Trust me, when they get to prison, they’ll have to grow eyes in the back of their heads.  Prison isn’t a cake walk for people who commit crimes against women.  Especially underage women.  They’ll be targets.  North Dakota may not have the death penalty, but they could easily get shanked.  Look at what happened to Jeffrey Dahmer.”

Tad scooped a few healthy heaps of coffee grounds into the filter, then set the reservoir back in place.  He turned the machine on.  In moments, rich, dark brown coffee came pouring into the carafe.

“Seriously, though, is that it?” asked Tad.

Wade drummed his fingers along the book, staring at the cover, then the floor.

The door burst open.  Captain Sylvia Greywind came into the investigator’s room.  “Good.  You two are still here.”  Sylvia took over for Allan Davidson when he retired a few months ago.

Sylvia was one of many who vied for the job.  Even though Tad liked to stay out of office politics, and he certainly didn’t want the job, he made an exception in this case and placed a few calls to the county commissioners.  He knew who was applying, and he didn’t like many who were on the list.  Sylvia was already a captain for the Fargo PD by that point and Tad liked her leadership style.

It turned out, she was a perfect fit to fill Davidson’s shoes.

Tad glanced down at his cell.  No missed calls or texts.  It was a quarter after three in the afternoon.  A few hours left of their shift.  “The FBI finally here to talk about the Zeidlik case?”

“No, but word has it that they’re at the West Fargo PD as we speak.”

“Think they’ll want to talk with us?” asked Wade.

“They might,” she said.  “Be open to that possibility.  In the meantime, I’m texting you an address between Horace and Kindred.  Deputies are on scene, awaiting your arrival before they call the county coroner.  Crime scene techs are also packing and ready to head out.  They found a body in an abandoned well.  From their assessment, it’s been there a few months, but according to the anonymous caller, it’s been there as long as twenty years.  Which the deputies say is impossible, unless it had been preserved and placed there recently.”  She sent the text to them both.  “I’m also sending a picture Ace sent me.”

Along with the address was a dark, somewhat blurry picture of a nude female body.  Big boned.  Thick arms.

“Anonymous call came in at eleven fifty-five,” she said.  “Dispatch is still trying to track it but they’re coming up empty at this point.”

“What did the caller say?” Tad asked, grabbing his windbreaker from the back of his chair.  “And why did you say it could be as old as twenty years?”

“They gave directions to where the body was.  I guess the guy sounded a little intoxicated.  Also, the caller also asked for you.”

“Me?”

As Tad peered up at Captain Greywind, his eyes roamed to a poster on the far side of the room.  A missing persons poster.  From one of Tad’s oldest cold cases.  He had a few cold cases, ones he would love to solve before finally deciding to retire, and if he was offered a wish to solve just one of his cold cases, this would be the one.
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In the wee hours of April first, 2006, Cass County Deputy Tad Wellstone was called out to a homestead between Horace and Kindred.  It was an address all deputies were familiar with, as the married couple who lived there couldn’t keep from frequently beating each other up and breaking things when they were drunk and high.  Neither one could ever get their stories straight as to who threw the first punch, whether it was Catherine Hayes-White or her husband of twelve years Derek White, and even when both were arrested and tossed in the drunk tank, it didn’t take long before their violent natures subsided and they were back to being cordial.  Not loving, by any stretch.  But at least they were no longer violent to each other.

“One of these days,” Deputy Kurt Schmitz said to Tad when Tad was a rookie and rode around with Kurt to get a lay of the land and how things worked in the county, “those two are going to kill each other.”

Most domestics were clear on who instigated the matter.  And most leaned toward the men, as they were bigger, stronger, and were more prone to violence.

However, in the case of the White’s, Catherine and Derek were barely over a hundred pounds each, and Catherine was an inch taller than he was at four foot eleven.  Despite their small stature, they could drink more liquor than anyone and could smoke more crack or heroin than anyone in law enforcement had ever seen.

The good thing—if there ever was a good thing to it all—was that all of their illegal activities were within the confines of their own residence.  Not once did they get drunk and decide to go for a joyride or start their antics at one of the many area bars.  They caused a considerable amount of damage to their property, but hell it was their property.  They could do what they wanted on their own property as long as they didn’t turn it over to insurance.

The White’s took in strangers from time to time.  Mostly strangers who also liked to get drunk or high.  Or both.  No violence was ever done toward any strangers, even though it was always the strangers who called 9-1-1 when the drunken violence got out of hand.

Except the incident that Tad was called to on that fateful April first.

At first, Tad thought it was a prank.  An April Fool’s joke.  It was, after all, one forty-five in the morning, on the first, when the call came in.  Tad had witnessed pranks before.  Especially on April first.  However, this one was different.  It was a call everyone knew was going to happen one day.

The strangers the White’s took in never resided in the main house.  There was a small cabin used as a guest house, just on the edge of the yard, overlooking the Sheyenne River.  Two nights ago, Tad was called out and spoke with the resident of said cabin, Melanie Hampton.  Melanie had been staying at the White’s for the past few months while she worked three part-time jobs and studied for her cosmetology license—she had failed twice and was doing what she could to pass it the third time—and smoking meth.  Melanie had called 9-1-1 to the sound of dishes being thrown against the walls and the front door coming off its hinges.

Melanie wasn’t high when he spoke with her.  He did, though, hear the sound of dishes breaking and wondered how anyone could own so many dishes to be broken.  Pieces of plates flew like spittle out the front door, which was hanging on a single hinge.

Once Tad got the White’s settled down where they passed out—Catherine was on the couch, face-down with her head hanging over the side, and Derek was lying spread eagle, naked, on the bed—he spoke with Melanie.

“You and I have talked before,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets and leaning against the side of her rusty black Ford F-150.  It was chilly, with a mild breeze.  During the month of March, thick loads of snow had been dumped across the area.  It had been warmer the last few days, causing much of it to melt.  Too quickly in some cases, as there was cause of concern for flooding.

“Yeah.”  She inhaled a cigarette, her hands shaking.  It was a Camel.  He smoked Marlboros, and lit one while they chatted.

“Have you lined up a date for your next test?”

“May . . . fifteenth.  I think.”  She shuffled her feet in the soft earth, wearing worn hiking boots that looked a few sizes too big.

“How’s the studying going?”

She shrugged.  “Okay.  I guess.”

“Hard to study with all this going on though, huh?” he asked, gesturing at the carnage behind them.

She inhaled.  Exhaled.  Nodded.  “Yeah.”  She wasn’t high, and, if she had anything to drink, it was limited to one or two.  If that, since he didn’t smell anything on her breath.  “It’s not as easy as it sounds.  Cosmetology is a lot of chemistry stuff and techniques.  Not just anyone can do it.”

“I’ve offered to help before, and I’m going to do it again,” he said.  “This is a toxic situation you’re in, living here, and I want nothing more than to see young ladies like yourself succeed.  Can I give your name to the victim advocacy team so they can help you with housing?  You still working three jobs?”

She nodded.

“All part-time though, huh?”

Again, she nodded.  Inhaled.  Exhaled.  A plume of smoke hung around her head for a moment, then dissipated into nothingness.

Just then, the hinge to the front door finally came loose.  The door crashed to the slushy ground.

“Can I call on your behalf?  Please?”

She reluctantly accepted the offer.  However, when the team tried to contact her, it went right to voicemail and she never called back.

Now he was heading out again, on what he hoped and prayed was nothing more than an April Fool’s prank.

It was an anonymous call.  9-1-1 from a payphone at a convenience store in Kindred.

“I want to report a crime,” the caller said.  The voice was low, like a male, and also sounded a bit muffled.

“Okay, sir, what did you want to report?” asked the dispatcher.

“The White’s.  Cathy and Derek.  They hurt that girl.”

“Sir, are you calling from the residence?”

“Listen to me.  I’m only going to say this once.  Cathy and Derek hurt that girl.  Got rid of her body.  You need to get someone out there right away.”

“Sir, may I ask-”

“No!”  The caller gave the address and hung up.  The dispatcher called back but it rang and rang for two and a half minutes before someone answered.

“Hello?”  It was a different voice.  Also a male voice, but also more clear than the other one.  There was also a dog barking in the background.  A high-pitched yap, indicating a smaller dog.  “Ernie, shush.”

“Hello, sir, this is the Cass County Sheriff’s Department,” the dispatcher said.  “Did you just call 9-1-1 from that phone?”

“No, ma’am.  I was walking my dog Ernie and I heard the payphone ringing.”  More barking.  “Ernie, quiet!  You’ll wake someone up.”

“We just got a 9-1-1 call from that phone a few minutes ago.  What’s your name, sir?”

“Oh.  Um, Leland Hartwell, ma’am.”  He gave his address and home number when she asked for it.

“Did you see anyone in the area just before you heard the phone ring?”

“No, I don’t think so—Ernie, no.  What’s gotten into you, dude?  Sorry, no, I didn’t see anyone.”

“Is your dog barking at someone, sir?”

“No . . . well, yeah, it seems like it.  Or something.  But no one’s out here ‘cept me.”  The dog kept barking.  “I have no idea who or what he’s barking at.  Sorry.  It could be a squirrel or a rabbit he sees.  Or even a deer.  I always gotta keep him on a leash.  Except in the winter.  Ernie’s a little dog.  Pekingese.  This one time-”

“Sir, Leland, did you notice anyone driving by just before you answered the phone?”

When Tad listened to the 9-1-1 recording later on, he commented on how impressed he was to the Sheriff by the dogged persistence of the dispatcher.  “She asked a lot of questions that we would’ve,” he said to the Sheriff.  “That helped move along the investigation.”

It turned out that the dispatcher, Sylvia Greywind, was new to the department, having just graduated from a local community college.  She had originally applied for a patrol position—one that Tad obtained—but was offered a part-time position as a dispatcher to get her foot in the door.
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Tad arrived at the residence, leaving the flashers set on the first notch.  No need to light up the entire area like it was an extravagant Christmas party.  He alerted dispatch that he arrived, and cut the engine.  All was quiet.  Too quiet.  The hum of the wires or the lights overhead was the only noise to cut through the din.  All of the lights were on in the house as well as the cabin along the back.  The Ford F-150 was in the same spot as before.  Someone was home.

He knocked on the door to the main house.  No answer.

The door was back on its hinges.  Not sure how it was done, but obviously Derek White was quite the handyman—or they knew someone who was.  It was secure and appeared to have always been there.

Was this a prank?

It still didn’t feel like it.

After knocking for the fourth time—he peeked in the front window and saw two people passed out on the couch, wearing nothing but underwear—he went to the small cabin, trudging through the thin layer of sloppy, heavy snow.  He placed a hand on the hood of the truck.  Cool.  Also, it still had snow across the bottom half of the windshield.  It hadn’t been driven in a few days.

One oddity he noticed about this residence was the lack of animals.  He swore that every single house he visited had either a dog, cat, or a mixture of both.  A few residents had exotic animals, like snakes and lizards, and one farmstead on the far western edge of the county had a herd of llamas.

But the White’s did not own a single pet.  Not even a goldfish.

The cabin was small but cozy enough for one or two people to live comfortably for a time, despite the raucous neighbors.  It had a tiny porch, barely enough for two to stand on, and a single step to get into the cabin.

He peered through the front window, through the partially closed curtains, and saw no one.

He knocked.

The ground outside the front was littered with cigarette butts.  On the soft earth and wet, melting snow.  Appeared to be the same brand of Camels that Melanie had smoked before.  He didn’t know if it was a rule of the White’s not to smoke in the cabin or a personal choice of Melanie’s.

After knocking for the third time, he stepped off the porch and grabbed his cell out of his front shirt pocket.

“Damn.  Just one bar.”

He prayed it would be enough.

He found Melanie’s number in his notes, then called it.

From inside he heard a chime.  A ringtone.  Generic.  But a ringtone nonetheless.  He peered through the curtains again, knocking again.  Still nothing.

He disconnected once he got to voicemail.

He circled the cabin, careful not to get his feet wet, looking along the ground for signs of forced entry or anything amiss.  It appeared secure.

But there was still no sign of her.

He pounded the side of his fist against the door, knocking for over fifteen seconds, on the off chance that whoever was inside happened to be passed out.  Nothing.

Against everything he had been taught, he tried the door knob.  It was unlocked.  He dialed the number again.

The generic chime rang.

He had been inside the cabin once before.  Not with Melanie.  With another stranger to the White’s.  Steve.  Last name was like a bird.  Cardinal, he thought it was.  Steve was a drifter from out west.  Colorado, if he recalled.  Originally from somewhere in northwestern Minnesota.

Anyway, from that one visit, Tad knew the simple layout of the cabin.  Front entry that went right into the living and dining space.  Along the back was a short hallway to a small bedroom, with barely enough room for a bed.  No dresser.  A narrow nightstand.  Shower curtain rods hung from wires secured to the ceiling for clothes.

There was no bathroom.  An outhouse was to the right of the cabin, about a dozen yards away.

“Melanie,” he called out, taking a cautious step inside.  “Sheriff’s Department.  Are you okay?”  He knocked snow off his boots.

There was a faint sound coming from the back.  It sounded . . . like at least two people.  Male and female.  Didn’t sound like Melanie.  Then, the sound of music.  An Alan Jackson song.  He shook his head when he realized what he heard was a radio.

How stupid.

“Melanie!  Sheriff’s Department!”

Still, the caller stated that the White’s hurt Melanie.  Throwing all rights out the window and looking only to the safety of Melanie Hampton, he went inside, calling out her name, and went to the bedroom, tracking in wet prints across the old, golden shag carpeting.

It was empty.  In fact, it looked like it hadn’t been slept in at all.  Either that or she was really tidy and always cleaned up after herself.  Then again, one of her part-time jobs was for housekeeping services at a motel in Fargo.  Another was housekeeping for an assisted living facility in West Fargo.  Not that it should be assumed that she was a good housekeeper.  Just because her job was cleaning didn’t mean she wanted to clean once she got home.

Also, in looking around the tiny cabin, it was free of clutter.  Even normal everyday clutter, like around the Wellstone household.  The trash was only half-full.  Mostly cans from soup along with crushed boxes of pasta or cereal.  The sink was empty, and a few dishes were tipped on a drying rack on the counter.

There were two chairs in the living room.  No TV.  Three worn decks of cards were on a small table along with a cribbage board.  The chairs were simple, with thin padding.  Wooden.  No recliner.

Next to the deck of cards was Melanie’s phone.  A simple Nokia.

“Melanie!”

As he stood in the living area, looking around for anything amiss, he was aware that he was breaking every kind of Constitutional right possible.  He didn’t care.  If she was hurt, he wanted to help her.  He didn’t care if the case got thrown out because of a legal technicality.  The White’s weren’t sophisticated criminals.  It would be a matter of time before they screwed up again.

Unless this was a prank.

That was when he saw it.  A single drop of blood.  Right on the screen of the Nokia.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Tad pulled his five-year-old Bronco cruiser in the driveway.  Ahead of him were two other patrol cars.  Crown Vics.  Like lumbering boats on the road.

“When was the last time you were here?” Wade asked.

Good question.  It had been a while at this point.  The White’s never sobered up, never went to rehab, and they never did kill each other.  About ten years ago though, they each passed out, high from a new batch of heroin, laced with a new synthetic.  Both choked on their own vomit and weren’t discovered until around two weeks later when the latest stranger to stay in the cabin called 9-1-1 about a weird odor coming from the house.

When Tad told him, Wade asked about the missing girl from twenty years ago.  “Seems like too much of a coincidence, both getting anonymous calls for the same location.  We don’t get many of those.”

“Anonymous calls are quite rare overall.  Besides, it’s harder to call anonymously nowadays, with technology and cell phones.  Some just don’t want to identify themselves, but we can trace the number back to them.  In most cases.  Unless it’s a burner phone.  Even then, depending on where they bought it, there’s always a paper trail to follow.  Not too much is that private.”

Tad gestured to the hardcover book on Wade’s lap.  Why didn’t he just leave it back at the office?  Wade drummed his fingers on the cover.  “You never did tell me about that.  Must be good.”

“It is.  It’s just . . . later, I guess.  Something just doesn’t seem right.”

They exited the car, strolling toward the two deputies.  Wade tossed the book on the passenger’s seat.  The warmer late February weather had melted much of the snow, however a winter storm was supposedly brewing by the weekend.

Deputies Ace Pankratz and Keith Lynn stood near the hoods of their patrol cars, arms crossed.  Their breath circled their heads in light plumes.

“We just heard from the crime scene techs,” Ace said, checking his phone.  “They should be rolling in about ten, fifteen minutes.”

“Nice work,” Tad said.  “Show us what you found.”

Without a word, the two deputies turned and headed toward the small cabin near the back of the property.  Heavy mounds of snow were still along the sides of the house, but the ground was soft above the hard layer of frozen earth beneath it.  The cabin certainly hadn’t changed in the twenty years since he last visited with Melanie Hampton, save for patching up a few shingles here and there, and slapping on a fresh coat of paint.

Instead of heading inside the cabin, they made their way toward the outhouse.

“But we checked here,” Tad whispered.

“What was that?” Wade asked.

Shaking his head, Tad said, “I’m just remembering coming out here twenty years ago and looking in the outhouse.  In fact, I remember lifting the toilet lid and looking down, praying I wouldn’t drop my stupid flashlight inside.  Christ, it stunk too.”

“Assume there was nothing?”

“Nope.  Nothing.  Nothing but endless piles of shit and toilet paper.”

Ace peered back.  “That isn’t where the body is, sir.  There might be another way to it, but the caller said to go this way and that’s the way we headed.”

“What exactly did the caller say?”

“Dispatch can give you the exact transcript,” Keith said, flipping open a pocket notebook, “but the gist of what was said was that a body could be found by taking a small bridge across the river on the back of the former Catherine and Derek White property—they gave the address out here—and said where an old well was located.”  He flipped it shut.  “The caller also asked for you.”

That still came as a shock.  “Yeah, Captain told me about that.  What else?”

“Dispatch said the caller sounded a bit intoxicated—and thought he might’ve sounded familiar too.  But all calls back have gotten a busy signal and now I guess the line says it’s disconnected.”

Behind the outhouse was a path.  Not very well-worn.  More than likely local kids on bikes using it to get down to the river.

Tall, dry grass was on either side as the soft path angled down toward the river.

Tad recalled going to the river back then—with the heavy snow and warmer temperatures, the river levels rose quickly—and even remembered seeing a small bridge.  Did they cross it?  He was certain they did, if it was there.

Wait.  No.  With the rising river levels, he now recalled it was a safety decision not to cross it.  Besides, wouldn’t it have been under water?  He couldn’t quite remember.

Between two oaks leaning toward the Sheyenne River was a narrow wooden bridge.  It was wide enough for a single bike, and constructed from old railroad beams.

“No way I’m going on that,” Wade said, his voice cracking.

Ace and Keith peered back at him.  “Believe it or not, it’s sturdy.  May not look like much, but whoever built it knew what they were doing.  Seriously, we’re already been across this a few times.  Doesn’t even move.”

The bridge was simple.  A single railing on either side.  The floor was solid, two beams wide, with barely a gap between them.

“I can only guess that this was originally planned to be a railroad bridge, but it was abandoned and modified to what you see here today,” Keith said.  “My grandpa Floyd said there are a number of bridges on the river like that.  It was like the railroad companies didn’t exactly know where to cross.”

“How are the crime scene techs getting across?”

On the other side were thick woods.  Tall trees.  Skeletal branches that will soon be lush with leaves once spring finally arrived in a month or two.  Shadows with spears of light piercing through.  Thick drifts of snow littered the side of the river, and chunks of ice sheets floated on by.

“It’s county property,” Keith said, leading the way across the bridge.  He pointed to the north.  “If I recall, there’s a public access road about a quarter mile upstream and a public area for people to dock their boats.”

“Then why not have the techs come that way?”

“I was, after they went on the other property.”

“Who owns all that now?” asked Wade.

Both Keith and Ace shrug.  “It’s been abandoned ever since the White’s passed, best my knowledge.”

“Someone has been plowing it out though,” Tad said.  “If no one had, I guarantee that we wouldn’t have been able to drive on it.”

“Maybe a neighbor,” said Ace.

Tad crossed, surprised at how sturdy the bridge was.  He was also surprised at how familiar he was with the surroundings.  He had definitely been here before, twenty years ago, on that fateful day.

It turned out that it wasn’t an April Fool’s prank.  It was a legit call.

But the single drop of blood was the only thing they had.  They didn’t know who the blood belonged to.  Everyone assumed it was Melanie Hampton’s blood.  Advances in DNA had come a long way since then.  Even in the last few years, they have been able to do some remarkable things with DNA.  He wondered why anyone would think of committing a crime nowadays.

Then again, with advances comes a cost.  He read reports on the high amount of untested rape kits there were in the United States.  When politicians filibustered about the stupidest shit, one that should be a no-brainer were untested rape kits.  Even other DNA kits could be tested.

If he had the money of Musk, Gates, or Buffet, he’d create a charitable foundation where DNA kits would be tested right away and the results put in the system.  Everywhere.

When Tad gazed around at the surroundings, knowing that they looked everywhere for Melanie Hampton but to no avail, he realized that Wade was frozen in the middle of the bridge, hands gripping the rails.

“You okay?” asked Tad.

Keith and Ace paused, turning to the rookie detective.

“My.  God.”

Tad eased back across.  “What’s wrong?  Not scared of heights, are you?  It’s safe.”  He bounced on the bridge.  It didn’t even budge.  “You’re already halfway across.  You can do it.”

“My.  God.”  Wade’s arms shook as he made the way across, staring off to the right, to the north.

“What is it?”

“He wrote about it.”

“Who?”

“Let me guess,” Wade said.  He marched across to the other side as if strolling in the park, pointing to the right.  “Go north along the river bank, maybe a hundred or so yards, and next to a large oak is an abandoned well.  It’s hidden from view because of the brush.  There’s a public access fishing dock for boats about another hundred or so yards away, further down.  The well is dry, not very deep, and is also narrow.  A large cement slab covers it.”

Keith and Ace peer at each other.

“You been out here before?” Ace asked.

“No,” said Wade.  “Never.”

“Did you . . . okay, I give up.  How did you know?  Because you’re right.  He’s right,” Ace said to Tad.

Tad crossed his arms.  Every once and a while, his rookie partner did something amazing that astonished him.  Even on their first case, which turned out to be a homicide case, Tad was impressed with how well he handled it.  “Yeah, genius, you holding out on us?  Got some psychic powers you want to share with the rest of us normal thinking folk?”

“No, it’s all in that book,” Wade said.  “Not his last one.  But the first one.”

“What book?” Keith asked.

“Skillet Page,” said Wade.  “The first Grim book.  Grim Reapings I believe it’s called.  Not a very clever title, but it worked.”

“You mean, the books my wife likes?  This was in one of those?  Christ, you must be spending a fortune on those books.”

“Yes, you should read it,” Wade said.  “The last one is the only one I got in hardcover.  The paperback isn’t out yet.  The others I’ve gotten in paperback.  I promised Tammy that I’d cut back on my Starbucks and Caribou.  Which I have.  Kinda.  Anyway, it’s one of the first murders Burton Grim stumbles upon.  Again, like I said, Burton is a former county deputy and is newly hired on at the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension in the first book.  He’s from the county where the body is, and, like I said, it’s unrealistic because he has two seasoned deputies from two counties away helping him.”

“What about the victim?”

Wade shrugged.  “Blond girl.  Drifter.  I think . . . maybe an out of work hair stylist.”

All of it hit too close to the mark.

Tad gestured to Ace and Keith.  “Lead the way.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Tad Wellstone stood in front of the bookshelf lined with hardcovers by Skillet Page.  All had Grim in the title.  On the shelf below it were hardcovers by John Sandford and his Prey novels.  Same deal.  Prey was also in those titles.

Must be something with the play on words, he ascertained.  He didn’t know if Sandford’s main character was named Prey like Page’s novels.  Tad was more of a puzzle book sort of man instead of a fiction book reader.  Oh, sure, he had read a few books here and there, but the last book he actually sat down to read for pleasure was years ago.

He had a feeling that was all about to change.

Although would this count as pleasure when it was related to work?

The house was quiet, save for the faint hum of the sump pump going off every so often in the basement.  Conner was working—he worked as a sales associate at Scheels, in the hunting and fishing department.  Betty was also working late.  Or she was having an after work thing?

It was odd for him to be home alone, even this late in the afternoon.  In fact, he never thought he’d be as home as early as he was.  He thought it would be another late night.  Once the crime scene techs arrived, however, there wasn’t much more for Wade and him to do until the scene was processed.  The deputies stayed to help secure the area.

He pulled out a Page book here and there.  Skimmed through them.  He then pulled out the one at the end.  The latest one.  The spine cracked when he opened it.  The glossy paper covering wrinkled and popped.

On the inside back cover was a colored photograph of Skillet Page.  Skillet sat on a rock overlooking a river, smiling.  The crisp blue waters, green grass, and blue skies contrasted his stark white polo shirt.  A pair of glasses dangled from one hand, as if to say I only need these for reading and writing my bestsellers.  He had a full head of thick dark brown hair and a sharply chiseled goatee like a Hollywood villain.

The bio on the back flap read:

SKILLET PAGE is the author of twenty-one novels, fourteen from the Grim thriller series, and over twenty short stories.  He was born in the mid-1980’s in small-town Minnesota, outside of Grand Forks, North Dakota.  He graduated from North Dakota State University in Fargo with a degree in Criminal Justice.  His plan of becoming an FBI agent was cut short with the early success of the first Grim thriller, Grim Reapings.  Page is routinely seen on all of the national and international bestseller’s lists.  He currently lives in Whitefish, Montana.

No mention of a wife, kids, or pets.  The dedication was to his agent.

He slipped the hardcover back in, and grabbed the first one.

There it was.  In the dedication.

It read:

To my
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