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For Melissa,

For always showing me the encouragement, support and love, so

I can keep writing what I love.

And to Charlie,

Thank you for fighting the fight, keeping Christ Jesus and God first,

And pointing out the evils around us.

May he rest in peace always.

For the latest news on upcoming publications, consider joining my mailing list: Author Mark S. R. Peterson

Want more to read?  For a list of all my books by your favorite retailer, please click on this link for a complete listing.

For more thriller books, check out the Central Division Series.  Please click on this link.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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I am an unnoticeable.

I sit in the back of the room, watching both victim and prey.  I am the wolf hunting other wolves.  I blend in crowds.  Nobody sees me.

The wolves may think they’re clever, hunting prey the way they do.  But I see them.  And of me, all they see is a shadow.  A figment of their imagination.  A perfect blending in the crowd.  I go by unnoticed.

Whether they like them strong or weak, I’ll be there to interfere.

Whether they like to sneak under the cover of darkness or be bold to do their deeds in broad daylight, I’ll be waiting.

Their victims may be young or old, men or women, boys or girls, elderly, teens, many of those oblivious to what awaits them.  But I’m not oblivious.  I see them.

And I will end them.

I am their worst nightmare.  The one they never expected to encounter.

They like to call themselves god, but I will be the one to make them face the Almighty in the end.

I am an unnoticeable.

PART

ONE:

The Fine Art

Of

Real Estate
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CHAPTER ONE




[image: ]


Megan Dust waddled toward the two-story house, her hands on either side of her swollen belly.

The house was bright yellow with a white wrap-around porch.  A pair of dormer windows faced the cul-de-sac.  On the porch, off to the left, there was a wooden swing, large enough for a couple to intimately sway and enjoy the peaceful surroundings.  The lawn was cut to utter perfection.  Not one blade of grass strayed above the rest, be it along the edge of the house or in the middle of the yard.  Not one dandelion could be found among the lush greenery.  This perfection cascaded throughout the other three yards of the entire cul-de-sac, as if they had all hired the same landscaper.

There was a long driveway on the right side of the house, leading to an unattached two-stall garage, with matching yellow siding.  Woods bordered the back of the spacious yards of the cul-de-sac.  There was a light breeze, bringing with it a hint of evergreen.  The only sounds besides the shuffling footsteps behind her were the chirping of crickets, the haunting wail of a loon, and the leaves fluttering in the mild wind.

Even the neighbors, if there were any, would appear to be absent, either away to do their daily tasks or inside enjoying a cool glass of crisp lemonade.

In front of the house was a metal sign staked in the ground.  It was bright orange with black letters on it for:

WICKER

AND ASSOCIATES

REAL ESTATE AGENCY

Along the bottom was a picture of a smiling man, who appeared to be in his early thirties, with a house and lake on the backdrop.  There was a name, PETER WICKER, and a phone number.

A man resembling the smiling man in the sign came up behind her, dressed in khaki pants and a robin egg blue polo shirt.  He carried a brown leather briefcase.

“Beautiful place, isn’t it?” the man asked Megan.

He wore a strong cologne that smelled like sandalwood.  His blond hair was trimmed short and he had a neatly chiseled goatee, accenting the rest of his smooth face.  He wore glasses with thin black frames, unlike his photo where he wore no glasses.

“Any trouble finding the place, Melanie?” he asked.

“No, you gave easy directions, thank you.”

“My pleasure,” he said, putting a hand to his heart.  He then switched the briefcase from his right to his left hand.  He held out a hand.  “Peter Wicker.  Nice to finally meet you, Melanie.”

She shook his hand.  His skin was smooth, tan, and veiny.

“Are we waiting on anyone else?” he asked.

She peered toward the road leading out of the cul-de-sac.  “I thought my parents might be coming, but Mom said something about a doctor’s appointment at ten.  She didn’t know if they’d make it or not, in case they had more tests to run.”

The sun was almost at its zenith.  The summer sky was clear with a few wisps of clouds way up.  Even with the mild breeze, it was going to be a warm one today.

“You want to wait on them or would you like me to show you around?” he asked.

“I’m sure you’re a busy guy, so why don’t you show me the property.”  She glanced back one last time.  “If they show up, they show up.  If not . . . we’ll cross that bridge then.”
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Peter walked up to the small set of steps leading up to the porch, then held out a hand.  “I never like to assume all women need assistance, but I still offer.  Call me old fashioned, I guess.  It’s okay if you don’t need a hand.”

“You are too kind, thank you,” Melanie said, then took his hand as she slowly climbed the four steps.

One of his targets were chicks who were a little on the heavier side.  They were easier to control when he started to put his plan into motion.  He spent too much time in college and his later years chasing the chicks with the killer bodies.

They weren’t worth the hassle.

But this one was pregnant.  Interesting.  He never did a pregnant chick before.

“If you don’t mind my asking, do you know what you’re having?” he asked.

She grinned.  “I want it to be a surprise.”

“Good for you.  That could be called a little old fashioned too.  Nowadays, it seems like everyone is doing gender reveal parties and such.  Is this your first?”

“It is.”

“Well, congratulations.  Children can be such a blessing.  So, Melanie, what do you do?”

“I work for an insurance broker in Bloomington,” she said.

“Ah, so, if you do like the place, it won’t be too far for work.  Been there long?”

“A little over a year.”

“Renting now, I assume?”

“An apartment over in St. Paul,” she said, nodding.  She stood next to him—he caught a whiff of baby powder and had to force himself not to get hard.  Not yet.  He had to wait for the right time.

Also, he had to be careful.  The advances in DNA forensics almost forced him to quit.  Almost.

He entered a code on the lockbox, then took out a pair of keys.

Once the doors were unlocked and opened, he gestured inside.  “Ladies, first.”  He held out a hand, and she took it and crossed the threshold.
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CHAPTER THREE
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A hint of vanilla and baked bread wafted through the cool interior.

“The house is equipped with central air,” Peter said.  “Believe it or not, the house was built back in 1968, and has been recently upgraded four years ago with new painting, both inside and out.  It has new wiring, new LED lighting, and plumbing.  There is even new LED lighting along the outside of the house too.  You can change colors to fit whatever mood you desire.  I’ll show you the controls for that a bit later.  All of the furniture you see in here comes with the house too.”

Megan looked up at him, her eyes wide.  “It does?”

The entryway was small, with a bench to the left and a walk-in closet to the right with enough space for a sizable family.  The door leading to the living room was open.  There was a flat screen TV on the wall to the far left.  Below it was a fireplace with a screen across it.  In front of it was a long black leather couch, with a matching loveseat on one side and a recliner on the other.

Through the living room toward the back was a dining room with a long wooden table with at least a dozen chairs situated around it.

Nodding, Peter said, “The owners moved to a gated retirement community down in Florida.  Instead of hauling all of their stuff down there, they decided to purchase what they needed down there.  Now, there are four bedrooms.  The master is down here and the three other bedrooms are upstairs.  There is a full bathroom upstairs too.  Next to the master bedroom is a private master bathroom.  The first floor also has a half bath.  Oh, and the major appliances have all been upgraded within the last five years too.  The homeowners contemplated turning this into a rental property or an Airbnb, but decided against it.  Apparently they didn’t want the hassle.”

“What about a basement?” she asked.  “Is that furnished too?”

He set down the briefcase and opened up the folder.  “It . . . has a cement floor, working fridge and large chest freezer, electric furnace with a fuel oil backup . . . oh, yeah.”  He closed the folder.  “The basement floor might need a good cleaning and the railing on the stairs are a bit loose, so that may be the only big thing that needs to be repaired.”

“My Dad is pretty handy.  I’ll have him look at it.”

He grinned.  “Good.  When I show you the basement, please be careful with the railing.  There is a bulkhead door for the basement on the back of the house, but the owners have never used it and asked me not to bring anyone out that way.”

“The listing said something about a shed too, right?”

Nodding, he said, “Yes, the shed in the back is quite new.  It’s empty though.  If your Dad is as handy as you say he is, he might be able to turn it into a great she-shed for you.  If you so desire.”

She strolled into the dining room and took in the secluded view of the yard.  The shed was wide enough for a pair of riding mowers, with a large pair of swinging doors, and was tall enough for a storage loft.  The exterior matched the house with yellow siding and crisp white trim.

There was a small deck out back with a pergola, constructed with heavy cedar, to offer decent shade during the day.

“Sitting out here looks like the perfect place for you to watch your little one run and play,” he said.

“It sure would,” she said, beaming.  “Might have to get Dad to build a swingset eventually.  I can’t believe someone hasn’t bought this already.  How long has it been on the market?”

“Three weeks,” he said.

“I hate to ask, but . . . any offers?”

Smirking, he said, “A few.  But the offers weren’t quite right with the seller.  Now, I do have to mention this, and honestly think this may turn off a few.  Since this is so far out of the city, it isn’t hooked up to the city water and sewer.  It has well water—there’s the well house behind the shed—and its own septic system.”

Turning to take in the rest of the house, she said, “I grew up on a farm, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”  She froze, a chill running down her back like a melting ice cube.

“Oh, you did?  Where?”

Damn, she had already said too much about her personal life.  “Up north.  Way, way, way up north.  A town you probably haven’t ever heard of.”

“Wow.  What brought you all the way down here?”

She made her way through the kitchen.  The walls were a light minty green, the cabinets made of dark mahogany with dark brass hardware.  The floors throughout the rest of the house and kitchen were constructed of a lighter gray hardwood.  “I like that it has no carpet,” she said.  “It’ll be easier to clean.  My apartment is all carpet.  It’s a pain to vacuum.  I might have to get one of those . . . what do you call it?  Those robot things to help clean.”

“A Roomba?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“I have one of those for my place,” he said, scanning the floor.  “I agree, one of those would work great for here.  Just press a button and let it go.  My cats hate it though.  They jump up on the couch and swat at it as it goes by.”

“I don’t have any pets, but I could see myself getting a dog out here.”

“A dog would be a great idea.  Single lady like yourself.  You never know what kind of creeps would come by.”  He opened the folder again.  “Speaking of crime, this area has one of the lowest crime rates in the Twin Cities.  Also, there are motion detector lights on the front and back of the house.  I’ll point them out when we go outside.  So, where up north did you say you were from?”

Taking a deep breath and stretching her back, she rubbed her belly.  “Is this the way upstairs?” she asked, shuffling her way through the kitchen toward a set of stairs leading up to the second floor.
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Why was she ducking his questions?

Melanie Pillsbury had little in the way of social media.

Peter loved it when chicks literally put their entire lives out on social media.  It made his job so much easier.

Even without social media, there were ways of finding out so much about chicks with just a little information.  The state’s marriage license website was a goldmine of information, along with the online court records system.

He shied away from dating sites.  He didn’t want to leave a trail of crumbs leading back to him.  He had to be careful.

That was why he loved the real estate gig.

Melanie had the usual social media accounts, but must have kept them private so guys like him couldn’t stalk them as well.

Oh, well.  It just made it all the more challenging.

And he loved challenges.

Life was more interesting that way.

But in all of his research, he didn’t know she used to live up north.  He wondered where up north.

Having travelled across the state before when he worked as a delivery driver for a restaurant equipment company based out of Anoka, he knew there was life north of St. Cloud.  There were plenty of small communities and opportunities for a guy like him.  Plenty of space to put bodies.

He just needed the right chicks.

Heavy drug users seemed to be his bread and butter lately.

But those were easy.  Too easy at times.  He wanted to expand his boundaries.  If he stayed with one type, he’d get pigeon holed like Dahmer and Bundy, Rader and Ridgway.  So many were known for their one type.

He didn’t want that.

Israel Keyes seemed to have it all.  Until he fucked up.  Got sloppy.  Arrogant fucking prick.

Peter had to be careful.  He couldn’t risk fucking up.

Now if this bitch will just tell him where up north she came from, it would set his mind at ease.  He absolutely hated not knowing something.
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Peter pointed toward the woods.  “Based on a recent land survey, the property line goes about ten feet into the woods and beyond that is county and state property.  The house sits on almost two acres.  It’s one and three-quarters of an acre to be precise.”

Megan and he stood in the middle of the yard, the sun beating down on them.  She was starting to sweat places only reserved for her significant other—there currently wasn’t any—her doctors, and herself.  He pulled out an aerial photo of the property, with a red line marking off the property line.  Then, he pointed at a dark jagged line along the top of the photo.  “Roughly a hundred or so yards into the woods is this small river.  I don’t know if it would be good for fishing or not.  Probably perch and smallmouth bass would be my guess.  You ever fish, Melanie?”

“When I was young, I did.  With my . . . my Dad.”

Again, she had to deflect him away from her personal life.  Her true personal life.  This was her first time doing this alone.  Before, she helped the others.  But with this one, her playing the pregnant single lady was the perfect ruse.

“Sorry, I was under the impression that your parents lived down here,” he said.

“They do.  It’s just . . . that you mentioning fishing sure brings back a lot of memories.  That’s all.”  Turning back to the house, she pointed at a set of bright white bulkhead doors at the rear.  “Does that go into the basement?”

“It does,” he said.  “But the owners don’t suggest going that way.  I guess they’ve never used it and said it might be dirty with leaves and stuff.”

She cocked a thumb at the shed.  “Can I see in there?”

“Of course.”

The Master padlock was already unlatched, and he opened the double doors wide.  There was a bench along the left and right sides, with hooks for a variety of tools.  The floor was cement, swept clean save for a few stray pieces of cut grass here and there in the far corners.  There was a pull-down wooden ladder on the rear wall that led to the storage loft in the rafters.  There was enough space to fit two regular riding lawn mowers side by side.  There was a faint odor of gasoline and exhaust.

“Garage next or basement?” he asked.

“Basement, I think.”

As they turned toward the house, a pair of white-tailed deer came out from the front of the house.  They were does, one a bit smaller than the other.

“That’s not something you see often down here,” she said, keeping her voice down.  The deer stared right at them, then quickly ran off, leaping away with their white tails at full-mast.

“Probably more common out here than one thinks,” he said.  They continued walking to the house.  “If you don’t mind my asking, how far along are you?”

“Twenty-eight weeks.”

“I might have asked you this, but is this your first?”

“Yes.”

“Any names picked out yet?”

Shrugging, she said, “A few I’m thinking about.  But nothing firm yet.”

He held out a hand to help her up the front steps.  Once they were back inside, he led her through the living room to the basement door.  He opened it.  A faint musty odor wafted out from the inky darkness.

At the top of the stairs was the lightswitch.  She snapped it on, and the darkness vanished with the soft glow of LED lighting.  The stairs were open to the left, revealing an expansive basement area.  The railing on the left was so loose and flimsy.

“I wonder why this hadn’t been fixed when the rest of the house had been upgraded so well?” she asked.

“Good question,” he said.  “I wish I knew.  Remember to take the stairs one at a time.  Too bad there isn’t a railing along the wall.”

She turned her body to the side, taking the stairs one at a time.  The basement was split into two rooms.  At the bottom was the largest area, with an empty set of bookshelves on one end and a flat screen TV along with two leather recliners on the other end.  There was a door next to the shelves.

“Where does that go?”

“The laundry room,” he said.  “That’s where those outside bulkhead doors come down too.”

“There’s a lot of space down here.  This could be like a guest room or something.”

“That would be a great idea,” he said, opening the folder again.  He walked into the laundry room, then pointed to the far wall, toward the front of the house.  “Depending on how handy your Dad is, you could easily put in a bathroom.  I have a feeling that the basement was the last thing to get remodeled.  Not sure if they ran out of money or just didn’t see the need for improvements down here.”

“What are the property taxes like?”

“Wow, another great question,” he said, beaming.  He ran a finger down the sheet in the folder.  “Roughly thirteen to fourteen hundred the last three years.  The school district is ranked one of the best in the Twin Cities.  So, just a curiosity question, Melanie.  Your last name is Pillsbury.  Any relation to the Pillsbury company?”

She chuckled.  “Don’t I wish.”

The washer and dryer were fairly new, from the sleek look of the electronic panels on them.  The outer cement wall behind them showed a few spots of moisture seeping down in places.

Along the wall on the back of the house was a sliding barn door on black case iron hinges.  She slid it over, revealing cement stairs going up.  “This must be the bulkhead doors you were talking about.”  The stairs looked to be grimy with a few dry leaves and damp dirt.

“See what I mean?” he asked, standing next to her.  “They said they hadn’t used those stairs in so many years, they didn’t want anyone getting hurt.”

Her cell buzzed in her pocket.

“No worries,” she said.  “One more thing for Dad to fix.”

“Your Dad sounds like one handy guy,” he said.  “Does he do construction?  If he’s looking to make some extra money, I could use him from time to time on a few projects.”

Scrambling to come up with a lie on the fly, she said, “No, he used to farm, but now he drives bus for the city.”

“Sounds like a dangerous job.”

“He doesn’t talk much about it.”  Turning, she took out her cell and read the text.  She sighed.  “Looks like they’re running late.  Sorry, we might have to come out here another time.  I’m not gonna lie, I do love this place.  And the price . . . seems about right.  Might be a tad bit high though.”

“I don’t have another showing until four this afternoon.”

“For this house?”

“No, it’s a property over in Minnetonka.  Whatever you feel this property is worth to you, I’d suggest making an offer.  Who knows, the owners might love to sell it to a single mother who’s expecting her first.”

She leaned her back against the washer.  “How long have you been in real estate?”

“About three years.”

“You must put in some long days.  I hope you have an understanding wife.”

“Oh, I’m not married,” he said, showing his left hand.  He wiggled his ring finger, indicating the lack of jewelry.  “Not even dating anyone.”

“Three years, huh?”  She shook her head.  “Why don’t you have a real estate sign out front?”

His eyes grew wide.  “A . . . a sign?  But I do.  I’m positive I put one out there.”

She scanned the floor, cocking her head a little.  “I didn’t think I saw one.”

Slapping the folder shut, he turned to the stairs and ran up, taking them two at a time.  “No, I’m positive I have one in front of this house.”

She followed swiftly behind him.

He froze at the top.  “Whoa, what’s all this?  Who are all you?”
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A middle-aged couple stood by the dining room table.  Next to them was a Hispanic chick, dressed in khakis and a dark polo shirt.  A police badge was hooked to her duty belt.

How the fuck they got in here without him knowing was unknown.

In the center of the table was his briefcase, closed and standing on edge, and newspaper clipping and crime scene photos spread out in front of it.

“Have a seat, Mr. Wicker,” the chick cop said, gesturing to one of the dining room chairs situated in front of the table.  “We have much to discuss.”

His fingers curled around the folder in his left hand and he started to reach his right hand back.
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Minneapolis PD Investigator Kelly King, from the Central Division’s Violent Crime Unit, noticed the striking similarities with the dead white girl lying next to the alley dumpster, her decapitated head with matted dirty blond hair cradled in her lap, and another one three months prior.

And with that, she knew there was a budding serial killer in their midst.  One that needed to be stopped.

Both white girls, despite being on the chunkier side when compared to her counterparts, were known prostitutes and heavy drug users.  She had counseled both, as well as hundreds of others, in her street patrol days.  Even though most never clawed their way out of the vicious cycle of drugs and prostitution, a few did and remained productive members of society.  Still, she tried as much as she could with all of them.

Aside from the decapitated head in their laps, there were deep marks from a rope tied tightly around their wrists and ankles.  There were shallow cuts along their arms, legs, and chest, indicating a prolonged series of violent torture.  Cause of death on both were strangulation by asphyxiation.  This was evident from the petechial hemorrhage found in the eyes.  Manner of strangulation was with a rope.  The same style of rope was used in the binding of the wrists and ankles as well as around the neck.  No rope was found at either scene.

Decapitation was post mortem, and possibly used as a countermeasure to hide the actual cause of death.

Forensics linked the rope fibers together.  Not only were fibers embedded in the skin on both, a unique red, white, and blue dye from the rope also linked them.  Leaves, grass, and dirt were also found on both bodies, and concluded to be not from the area of the dump site.

Therefore, both were tortured and killed elsewhere, and staged by the dumpsters.

Given their line of work, DNA from seminal fluids on both had multiple identifiable candidates, seven on the first and eleven on the second, yet none were the same between the two.

An FBI Forensic report indicated that the rope brand itself was one of the more popular brands, found at hundreds of stores throughout the Twin Cities, yet the red, white, and blue color dye made it more unique.

One of the store chains it was narrowed down to was Menard’s.

“Most of the dyed ropes are either solid colors, like white or yellow or even black,” a clerk in the Brooklyn Park store said.  He led Kelly to the collection of ropes.  He pointed at the red, white, and blue one.  “Is this what you’re looking for?”

“It is,” Kelly said, after examining the brand and model.

“Kinda patriotic, if you ask me.”

“Do you recall anyone ever purchasing this rope within the last six months?”

He went over to the computer, punched in the number, and then shook his head.

“How about any other stores?”

“None of the stores are linked up that way, unfortunately,” said the clerk.  “Our corporate headquarters might be able to help you in that way.”

“I already tried that,” said Kelly.  “All they did was give me the stores that sold it.  But you have sold some of this kind, so just going around to see if you know who it might be.”  Kelly had a list of stores that had sold more than ten feet of the unique rope.  The only thing she wasn’t able to get was a list of customers.

The last Menard’s on the list was the Burnsville location.  Even though they sold a small amount of it in the last six months, they did sell quite a bit on one order close to a year ago.  It was a cash purchase, and one that she figured was a long shot.

“You know,” said Rose, the department manager at the Burnsville store, pointing at the spool, “I do recall selling a guy quite a bit of this rope.”

“But wasn’t that almost a year ago?” Kelly asked, noting that Rose fit the weight class on the two dead prostitutes.

“Of course.  But the only reason I remember him was because he tried to hit on me.  And this was before he asked if I was in the market for a house.”

“That’s strange, don’t you think?”

“Of course.  He asked for . . . oh, God, what was it?  Like . . . forty or fifty feet of rope.  Maybe more.  It was insane, whatever it was.  Especially for someone who wasn’t a contractor.  If he was a contractor or had some kind of party planning business, I wouldn’t have thought anything of it.  But he wasn’t, and somehow in the conversation I said that I might be looking for a new place to live after breaking up with my boyfriend Casey.  Or was it Tim?  Or maybe Rudy?  No, pretty sure it was Casey then.  Anyway, he asked me what time I got off, if I was available for dinner sometime soon, and if I might be looking to upgrade to a house of my own.”

“Do you normally get customers who hit on you?”

Grinning, she said, “We either get guys who think I’m too dumb to work in a hardware store.  LIke I don’t know jack shit about this stuff.  Which I do.  Probably more than them, if I’m being honest.  Or I get ones who get their rocks off with a chick who knows a lot about guy stuff.”

“But this one you remembered?”

Rose crossed her arms.  “It was strange too.  Like, I just found out I was pregnant.  So he kept eyeing me up and down like he didn’t believe me.  Said I looked good for being pregnant.  In fact, that’s why Casey broke up with me.  Or was it Tim?  Anyway, about a month later, I had a miscarriage so he begged me to come back.”

“The guy who
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