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Jack is back.

Hosted by an FBI agent with wavering respect for the rules of law and no faith in the courts, the demon Jack is helping him exterminate the world’s worst criminals. His pursuit is abruptly interrupted when seven young teens are abducted in a mysterious series of kidnappings. With no ransom note and no witnesses, the FBI is called in, and Jack soon takes a special interest in the victims.  

Meanwhile, one of Jack’s oldest enemies tracks him down to bring disturbing news. Something worse is on the hunt and has already left a trail of dead bodies—including her husband—and is inexplicably linked to one of the kidnapped teens.

Time is short and racing toward seven graves waiting to be filled. Jack and his host must move fast to save the kids before any more are buried.  

And a much worse threat strikes closer every day.

The clock is ticking to save friends and enemies alike.

“There are things in this world worse than humans or demons.”

When Butterflies Scream

— Whisper Killer 2 —

Foreword

Stephen King once said monsters and ghost are real and they live inside us. This was at an event I attended some time ago. Later that same year, I was present at a concert where Jethro Tull sang of old ghosts and occasional demons, and Alice Cooper crooned about Steven, a character with demons of his own. That was awesome... but a story for another day.

Monsters do exist. The problem is that they often look like your next door neighbor, co-worker, or a politician on TV. This makes them hard to outwit. They’re on a different level than are we.

Albert Camus said, “Those who write clearly have readers, those who write obscurely have commentators.”  I will try to write as clearly as possible and in the next three to four hundred pages convince you of my premise that monsters do exist, but so do heroes and kindness. I will attempt to be as honest as I can. I am not a good writer, but most days I can fake it.

I wrote The Whisper Killer to soften your heart. I wrote this sequel to try to strengthen it. And possibly scare you just a little. Good luck to us both.

— Rod L.
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In fifty years of hunting monsters, the thing that still surprises me is how many of them walk among us and how few hide under the bed.

— Philip Gustaf

––––––––

— o —

By twenty-five, it’s been beaten out of you, but at eight, you believe in boogeymen and rainbows. At fourteen, you still have enough of that belief to consider the possibility of ghosts, demons, lucky charms and aliens. You still believe in miracles.
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Christine crouched in the attic, listening to strangers torture her husband in the living room below her. She didn’t know how many intruders had come. She hadn’t seen them, but she knew who they were. Her husband had known they were coming for a long time. 

At the first sign of their arrival, he shoved her to the back of the closet and instructed her to crawl up the hidden staircase to the attic. Soon after, she heard someone drag Philip into the living room, then his cries of pain as they tortured him. In her tiny crawlspace, she lay on her stomach and closed her eyes, trying not to imagine the scene below her. This day had been planned for years, but it still shocked her in its unfolding.

The intruders now began ransacking her home. None of them spoke—not a single word—but she could hear their frenzy, ripping apart drawers and closets, likely turning the beds over. The sound of furniture scraping across the floor was no less disturbing than the holes being smashed into the walls. She knew what they wanted, but they wouldn’t find it here. Her husband wasn’t that stupid.

At seventy-two years old, she wasn’t sure how much abuse her husband could withstand. She herself wasn’t sure how long she could stay crumpled like a pretzel in this narrow space under the roof. She shifted slightly. Her knees protested, and a bolt of pain shot up her back.

It was half past midnight. The intruders would only have until one to complete their search. The minutes ticked by. She heard her husband claim not to know anything of use to them. His pleas for mercy went unanswered. The others did not say a word, but the sounds of their violence never stopped. Philip cried out in pain. As his cries shrank, a cold presence chilled the air, deposing the summer heat. She felt its icy fingers reach up through the boards. 

The sound of wood splintering startled her. A blade against a chair? Philip cried out no more. It seemed their torture session had been brought to a close. A low guttural word was uttered, the voice of the leader. A second thwack, a metal blade hitting hard against the floor. Or bone? Soon after, the cold drained from the air, and she started to sweat. She waited.

Outside, a car started and roared into the night, screeching its tires. But that would not be them; they did not drive cars. She waited a few more minutes. Silence settled in. Not even a moan from her husband. She could hear her own breathing. It sounded loud to her.

She waited until her digital watch glowed 1:12. They had to be gone, if what her husband told her was true. They could not be here past one. 

She needed to see him and get help.

Carefully, she worked her way backward down the narrow staircase to the false rear of the closet. She kicked the small doorway open and paused a moment to listen. The noise hadn’t stirred anything to life. She wagered all the men had left—a high stake; she was betting her life—and now wrangled her body through the doorway. Her dress ripped at the hem as she spilled onto the floor. She grabbed the closet door handle to pull herself up. Her legs shook. She stumbled into the living room.

There her husband lay motionless on the floor, a pool of blood swelling around him on the carpet. Two stab wounds were visible in his abdomen. There may have been more, but she didn’t want to look. She knelt next to him and took his head in her hands. His eyes were glassy.

“You need to get help,” he said. His voice rattled, weak and fading. When she reached for her phone to call 911, he stopped her with a frail hand. “Not for me. I’m already done. Get help for you. And keep the two safe, keep them both hidden.”

“What help? What do you mean, Philip?”

His voice no longer had the strength to hold any volume. She leaned into him, and he whispered instructions to her, the name of a man and a place she was to find. 

“Go now, fast.”

She knew he was right. He had explained it to her many times in the planning. The men he called Shadows or Shadow Men would be back. Not tonight, but soon. They would kill her and remove her body, should she remain. She had never seen these so-called Shadow Men, but her husband had spoken of them often. Lately, it had been all he talked about.

Philip wheezed his last words.

“Christine. Go quickly. Find him again.” 

Then he left this world for the next.

It was unlikely they meant to kill him. Their killings looked much worse, and they would want him alive for more interrogation. This was almost certainly an accident, misjudging the torture Philip’s aged body could endure.

She held his head for several minutes and wept. But time to grieve was a foolish luxury. She could be foolish no longer. Urgency propelled her to the bedroom. She found a large purse, filled it with only the necessities, then rifled through the overturned room for a few personal items, clothing, and money. These men had made no attempt to get into their safe. Money was not what they sought. Now she spun the dial with quivering fingers—two tries to get it right—and took out all that was in there: $45,000 in cash and a few valuables. Everything went into her swollen purse. By the time she was ready to leave, it bulged like a sated python.

She took one last look at the tossed living room, then at her husband’s body—the blood now congealing around his form—and rushed through the kitchen and out the back door. She slipped into the night, crossed into her neighbor’s lawn, and walked a mile to the next subdivision. This was no easy feat for a woman of her age, but she managed. Her heartbeat throbbed in her ears as her lungs gulped air. A dog barked when she passed its fenced yard. She cursed it, recovered from the start, and kept walking.

Their back-up car was parked exactly where Philip had left it. An unassuming beige compact, Phil kept its tank full and drove it once a month to keep it tuned. After years of thinking he was being absurd and overly cautious, she now thanked him silently for his foresight.

In the car’s trunk were two guns, a revolver and a shotgun, along with a small satchel that held two fake passports. She dropped her overstuffed purse in the trunk and picked up the satchel and the revolver. She carried them with her to the front seat.

Her tires did not squeal. She drove out of town at a respectably slow speed, careful not to break any laws. She could afford no traffic stops tonight. She needed to find her husband’s old acquaintance before the Shadow Men found her. Or before they found what they had been looking for in her house. The quiet, dark suburban streets led her to the highway, and from there she escaped the town of her last real home.

“Go to Pittsburgh. Find Rowan,” her husband’s last breath had told her. “And there you’ll find Jack.”

She knew what that meant, and she knew what Jack was. She and her husband had hunted him years ago. Now she needed his help. She wondered if he might kill her on sight. Part of her hoped it.

The small car rattled as she passed seventy miles an hour, and the check engine light flashed on. She slowed down. Pittsburgh was still four hundred miles away. Not far behind her, the dead body of her husband lay alone in an empty house, unknown to the sleeping neighbors. The Shadows would come back the next night and find his body had expired and had slipped away from them.

And then they would come after her.
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Jack tucked the small knife into the sleeve above his right hand and stepped into the hallway. Ten p.m., long after business hours, the building was quiet and dimly lit, just as he had planned. The elevator door spat out a high-pitched ping and closed behind him. He walked alone down the hall and past lesser rooms toward the commanding corner office. There were no security cameras on this floor. He could guess why.

He had flashed Agent Rowan’s FBI credentials to get into the building under guise of questioning a suspect in a kidnapping case. That was a lie. He knew Bryce McConnell wasn’t involved in any kidnapping. But he also knew that McConnell, Vice-President of Marketing at the Musotech Corporation, was financing half the cocaine shipments coming into the U.S. 

Jack knocked and entered McConnell’s plush office without waiting for an answer. An impressive sweep of windows made up one wall. A portly man in a perfect suit looked up from his broad desk, feigning surprise. McConnell. In a panic move, he stabbed a cigarette into an ashtray and shoved the ashtray into a drawer. He flashed a serpent’s smile when Rowan’s badge came out. McConnell waved him in enthusiastically and extended his hand. He reeked of whiskey. Jack noted the empty glass on the desktop behind him.

“Come on in, officer. Smoking’s not against the law yet, is it?” His laugh was forced. “Don’t arrest me.”

In an office building, yes, it is illegal.

“Not today, Mr. McConnell. But it is bad for your health.”

“So are a dozen other things. Donuts! Eggs now, I read. Tomorrow even broccoli will be bad for you!”

“Unlikely.”

McConnell offered him a chair, which Jack declined. Jack closed the door. McConnell spoke fast. Likely he was sampling some of his own coke. 

“The lobby guard called up. He told me you have some questions for me. Is this about that unpleasant incident with Henry’s secretary? Because I had nothing to do with that.” 

“No.”

“Oh, I see. Well, a little late, isn’t it? Most of the staff are gone for the day.”

“I only need to speak with you, Mr. McConnell. Only you.”

“Oh, sure. Sure. What can I do for you, officer?”

“It’s Special Agent, not officer.” Jack finally shook the man’s hand, noting the expensive watch on his wrist. It made his skin crawl. “And crime doesn’t keep banker’s hours, Mr. McConnell, but I’ll try to make this quick. I know you’re a busy man.”

“Yep. Yes I am. What can I do for you?”

“A few quick questions about two of your bank accounts.” Jack pretended to consult a notebook, but he had already memorized the information he needed. “One in Guzman, Utah, and one in Miami.”

McConnell’s smile dropped for a second. He quickly propped it back up. “Sure. What about them?”

“Well, for starters, the bank in Guzman seems to be little more than a single office with two employees.”

“It’s State of Utah approved. And insured. FDIC.” McConnell motioned again to the two chairs across from his desk. “Would you like to take a seat, agent?”

Special Agent, you nit!

“I’m fine.” 

Jack remained standing and stared into the man’s eyes. It was there that lack of fear told McConnell’s story. Sweat slid from his bad comb-over to his temples, possibly from the stuffy smoke-filled room. He certainly wasn’t afraid. He leaned against his desk and tried to hide his impatience with a toothy grin. He loosened his tie, took his glass in hand, and sucked the last of the whiskey off the ice cubes. Then he crunched them. The sound disgusted Jack as much as the smell of smoke that still poisoned the room’s air.

“Would you feel better if I used a larger bank?” McConnell asked. “Perhaps WaMu? Oh wait, they failed in 2008. Or Colonial Bank? Six billion in assets. Oh dear, they also failed. 2012 on that one.” 

The man was feeling his weight. Jack knew the type and was starting to hate him. These men with wealth who thought they were above the law, who flinched at a badge but soon realized they had nothing to fear. They were bold, impudent pricks.

“I get your point,” Jack said.

“Right. Big banks aren’t any safer.”

“That wasn’t the point I got from that,” Jack said. “You’re a smartass. That’s the point I got.”

McConnell tugged at his tie and hoisted an expression rife with indignation. “Look, agent, do you have any real questions for me? Or are you fishing on my tax dollars? A bit of overtime going to waste here on invading my privacy. I see you’ve wasted no money on shoes. That’s thrifty.” McConnell wore $3,000 Italian shoes, while the FBI agent wore $78 Rockports. “Now, please... I have a lot of work to do.”

“Your tax dollars, sir? You don’t pay taxes on the cocaine you smuggle into the country, though, do you?” Jack was almost finished playing with the man. He needed him to squirm a little first, just for the fun of it—Jack still had his dark side. And it was always nice to be sure he had the right man. “Yes. I know every inch of your pipeline.”

That threw McConnell off balance. A chink appeared in his facade, but it was a small chink. It would take more to bring down such a man. “Poppycock. You have no proof.”

“I have all the proof I need. Now... off the record, tell me you’re sorry and I won’t press charges.”

McConnell chuckled. He stood up and went to his liquor cabinet, refilled his glass, and offered one to Agent Rowan, who waved it away. “If you had proof, this office would be swarming with police. I’d be in handcuffs. But as you can see...” he displayed his free hands, then sipped his drink, “... in cuffs I am not.”

“Clever.”

“I didn’t get to the top by being stupid, Mr. Special Agent.”

“You’re not at the top. You’re only vice-president.”

“Ah. That isn’t the top I meant, now, is it? Are you sure I can’t pour you a drink? It’s expensive Scotch, imported. The best money can buy.”

“I’m fine.” Jack crossed his arms. “You mean you’re at the top of the cocaine pipeline.”

McConnell smiled but didn’t answer.

“But again, you’re wrong.” Jack found it. He now knew how he could get under the man’s skin, piss him off. “You’re only at the top of your little coke ring. By my calculation, you’re number five or six in the world hierarchy. Maybe seventh.”

McConnell didn’t take the bait. “What exactly do you want here tonight, agent? I mean, why did you come all the way upstairs to my office all alone? Was it to tease me, play with me, or did you have something specific in mind?”

“Just asking questions, sir.”

“No such thing. You people always say, only a few questions... it’s ludicrous. You’re looking for a noose. Most of the time, you’re fishing without a hook. But... not tonight.” He looked at the agent sidelong. “You came alone.”

This guy has more idioms than a 70s cop show.

“Yes, I did.”

“So,” said McConnell, “an agent from the F-B-I alone in my office after hours.” He stressed each letter. “Go ahead. Ask me the question you really want to ask. Be brave. Go for it.”

“What question is that?”

McConnell patted his belly. “How much money. That’s what you want to know. Am I right?”

“I don’t get your meaning, Mr. McConnell.” Jack smiled. Here it comes.

“You want money. A bribe to stay quiet.” McConnell snickered. “You want to know how much you can get from me to keep your officious little mouth shut. Am I buying your silence, Mr. FBI agent?”

“If you’re game, you’re buying a bit more than that.”

“Oh?” McConnell leaned against his liquor cabinet and finished his drink. “Tell me, please. What will my money buy?”

“I can steer all current and future investigations away from you, and I can warn you when searches are happening, when and where. The whole package.”

“Interesting. A man on the inside.” McConnell shifted his weight and tucked a thumb into his belt loop. “It’s hard to put a man like me in jail, you know. And even if you did, it would be nearly impossible to keep me there. But I don’t like the distraction. No, I prefer the idea of owning a man on the inside. It’s much neater that way.”

So he doesn’t already have one. Good to know.

“Then we are in agreement.”

“How much do you want?”

“First things first. You need to tell me everything about the operation,” Jack said. “I know most of the details, but I want to hear it from you. I need to be sure you’re the guy on top.”

McConnell raised an eyebrow.

“I have no recording devices,” Jack assured him. “It would be your word against mine. Don’t worry.”

McConnell shook his head and smiled. “Worry? I don’t worry. Go fuck yourself. I’m not telling you a damn thing. But if you want on the payroll, something can be arranged.”

“Then you’re not the guy. You have a boss to check with. You’re not number one—”

McConnell slammed his hand on his desk. “I’m in charge! Me!” He tossed his glass on the desk. It spun and eventually rattled to a stop. “I’m at the top of the food chain. You’re nothing. If you work for me, you’re at the bottom. You got that? You’re a roach, a bug under my heel.”

Jack shrugged. “Relax. I know who I am. I simply need to be sure who you are.”

“I’m the king. And don’t you forget it.”

“How much did you make on coke last year?”

“Six million. I’ll pay you a hundred K to join in.”

Liar. It was ten times that much.

McConnell squinted at the agent. “I would not have pegged you for a dirty cop. Go figure.”

“Yeah.”

I’m done playing.

Behind his back, Jack’s knife slipped into his right hand. “Your instincts are spot on, Mr. McConnell.”

He brought his hand around front and stabbed the man in his bulbous belly. It was one fast fluid motion, the same as extending a hand to shake it or reach for a drink. The blade sank deep. He twisted it.

McConnell’s eyes shot wide. He flailed backward against his liquor cabinet, knocking over a glass decanter, then toppled to the floor on his back. The decanter followed him and rolled across the floor; the pungent smell of whiskey hit the air. Jack descended on him and stabbed below his heart. He was so skilled at killing that not one drop of blood found his suit. His fingers had been splotched, but those could be washed. He stepped back and watched the man suffer his last minutes of life. His technique was perfect. McConnell would not die for ten more minutes.

When the expiration happened, he drank the man’s death and revived his own spirit. It was satisfying. More so knowing such crass evil was gone from this world. A job well done.

“Fait accompli. Okay, Michael, it’s your turn. You’re up.”

Jack slipped back and gave the body back to Special Agent Michael Rowan. This was how it worked. Jack had the knowledge and skill—and lack of guilt—to commit the murders. Agent Rowan knew how to escape detection in the modern world.

Quickly, Rowan took three tissues from a Kleenex box on the desk and wiped his right hand. He produced a plastic bag from his suit pocket and dropped the small knife inside with the bloody tissues. One last tissue to be sure. Next, he opened the desk drawers and found a small box of cocaine. McConnell was predictable, if nothing else.

Never use your own product, idiot.

He scattered a small amount of coke around the body, then tossed the rest of it into the bag with the knife. Finally, the bag went into a large manila envelope that had been on McConnell’s desk. Someone wouldn’t get their contracts tomorrow. Those papers would soon be at the bottom of the river, along with a knife and two ounces of white powder.

He took a wet wipe from his back pocket and more thoroughly cleaned his right hand. On his way out, he wiped prints off the door handle. The hallway was still dim and empty. In the elevator, he wiped the buttons, even though there was no need. He would admit to being in the building and to questioning McConnell. Time of death would only be an estimate, between ten p.m. and two a.m. He could claim the man was alive when he left. It was now 10:25.

Rowan thanked the desk guard and signed out. He made sure to be seen leaving with a smile by as many employees as possible. He waved to both the cleaning man and second guard in the lobby. None would be credible witnesses. The cleaning man had thick Coke-bottle glasses, and the guard smelled of alcohol. Rowan walked two blocks to his car and drove away. Sated, Jack slept.
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At this time of night, the street was usually a still painting. Tonight, there was an unusual amount of traffic. Two cars and a van. The car circled twice, then a third time, before stopping. The teenage boy positioned himself under the streetlight and took a selfie with his phone. He stood close enough to Mr. and Mrs. Washington’s house to steal the Wi-Fi and upload the pics to his social media page.

He had to take a leak. Away from the light, he edged into the bushes on the dark side of the house. When he finished, he zipped up and started for the street but stopped short. The van was back. It crept past him. He hugged the wall and stayed in the shadows. Best not to be seen when he wasn’t supposed to be out.

The van stopped two houses up.

He slipped the phone into his back pocket, brushed the brown hair out of his eyes and spied on the windowless van. It idled for several minutes. Then two men wearing ski masks dashed out the van’s sliding door and scurried to the house. Employing a ruler-like tool, they levered open a first-floor window and climbed inside.

“What the hell?” he whispered.

He stalked the van from the shadows and stole his way to a stoop across the street. He felt exposed. These row houses had few places to hide, only an unruly hedge. The van was blocking his view of the window, so he ran across the street and sidled up to the van, keeping low to the ground. Noises of a struggle came from inside the house. Something fell over and crashed, a lamp or vase.

“Fuck this,” he said.

He turned to run away and smacked into the chest of a large, bearded man. This one had no mask but wore thick driving gloves. The man grabbed him by the neck with one hand and covered his mouth with the other. It smelled bad, like the school nurse’s station. There was no time to cry out. The man’s grip was tight and cruel. He squeezed harder, as the teen’s small hands clawed at the gloves in vain.

The kid fixated on the streetlight in the distance, until it was no more.
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Special Agent Michael Rowan viewed mornings as a time to ramp up, start slow. He needed two coffees before truly digging into work. Starting into real work too early or too fast could give one brain freeze. “Fuel before fire,” was his motto. Work was the fire.

This morning he sat at his desk and read a report on a talented jewel thief in Montreal. It was the kind of case Rowan ached to tackle, but Jack would never allow it. It didn’t fit within his template of true evil. Like art, jewels were meant to be stolen. It was often a victimless crime. That was fine. There were other rotten carp to catch in the lake. And the lake was vast.

Jim Gold, assistant director of the FBI’s Pittsburgh field office, knocked on the door frame and poked his head in. “Good morning, Mike. Meeting in five.”

“What’s up?”

“Another kidnapping.”

Shit, Jack. Another one.

Jack didn’t respond. He didn’t always feel like talking, and this pairing with an adult was a new experience for him. As a demon, Jack had limited experience in this world—a century, give or take—and had previously forged possessions only with young teens, usually so he could grow with them. When a twelve-year-old suddenly hears a voice in his head, he doesn’t jump out the window. He can learn to live with it and can even form a bond, a relationship. There were benefits. Also, twelve-year-old boys didn’t have wives or complicated social lives to contend with. A wife always knows something is different in her husband. Mothers don’t always know their sons have changed.

This time, however, Jack wanted access to a whole new world of victims. Ben, his last host, had changed him. Jack was no longer content with killing druggies and mean cheerleaders. Now he wanted bigger victims, the true stink of the world. He wanted crooked CEOs, senators, and drug lords at the top of the crime chain. To gain access to these vile men and women, he needed a badge. He found one in the FBI. 

Michael Rowan was the youngest single agent without attachments. Rowan didn’t keep in touch with family and had few friends. Eccentric and obsessed with his job, he was the perfect host. To Rowan, only his job mattered, and Jack could help him do it well and send his career to the moon. Unlike Ben, who always resented Jack and wanted nothing more than to be free of him, Rowan welcomed the change. Before Jack, Rowan was a mediocre agent, a flunkee moving sideways. Now, he was on the rise. Jack was supernaturally good at finding criminals as long as Rowan allowed him to cut and take a few of the ones who were above prosecution. It was a good match.

Most adults turned to drugs or alcohol when they heard a voice inside them—those who didn’t hit the ledge—but not Rowan. After the initial shock, he quickly settled into the new arrangement. His adjustment was remarkable. Jack assumed it was the man’s firm belief in ghosts that made him much easier to assuage than others might have been.

At thirty, Rowan was in good shape physically. Mentally, he was far from perfect, no worse off than any of his jaded colleagues, but none of them were poster children for stability. According to his sister, his problems stemmed from only caring for his work and himself. “You know what your problem is, you think too much and work too much,” she had said. That was three years ago. He hadn’t spoken to her since. She and his mother loved starting a sentence with, “You know what your problem is...?” And what followed was usually a pip, so buckle up.

His girlfriend in college lasted a record-breaking seven weeks. “In all fairness, that was my fault,” he freely admitted to everyone. “Women need attention. Who knew!” He was using her as a physical outlet for all the stress in his studies. The expiration of that relationship was the end of any relationship with anyone, including his family. He married his work. Thus far, it was a strong marriage.

He read once that single-minded focus, obsession over work or art, was as much a mental illness as schizophrenia or delusional psychosis. On that point, he could not disagree.

—
[image: image]


THE CONFERENCE ROOM had no windows but imprisoned a bleak metal table. Around it sat seven suited agents, including his partner, Avery Anderson, whose tie was a bright yellow—the only splash of color in the entire room. Anderson was a good agent, but Rowan already smelled a faint whiff of alcohol on the man. He handed his partner a breath mint, and Anderson took it without the slightest bit of offense. They had an agreement: Anderson didn’t complain about Rowan’s quirks or mumbling under his breath, and Rowan never mentioned the rum in his partner’s coffee. 

The other agents at the table held serious expressions bordering on grim, but none more so than Susan Kitlinger, the sixty-one-year-old director of the Pittsburgh FBI branch. She perpetually wore an iron face that never cracked a smile. Today was no different as she stood at the front of the room and lectured them on the case at hand.

“We have a fifth abduction,” Kitlinger announced. “Kenneth Radson from Beechview. That’s the second case in that neighborhood, but otherwise our unidentified abductor is all over the place. The only common thread is that each child is fourteen years old.” She put her glasses on and pointed to the whiteboard. Five names were written on it. “There is no commonality for gender or race, or even location. Sherry Jones was first, a white female also from Beechview. But victim two is Jayson Takashi, an Asian male from Oakland. Three was Violet Williams, a Black female from the North Side. Maria Stamato, Caucasian female from Carrick. Number five is Kenneth Radson, a Caucasian male. Our child snatcher is not discriminating, but all of the victims are fourteen years old.”

“Are we looking at a pedophile?” Anderson asked.

“We don’t think so.” Kitlinger removed her glasses. “The behavioral analysis unit says it’s extremely rare for a sex criminal to snatch both genders.”

“No ransom demands for any of them?”

“None yet. And with the abductions from all parts of the city, we can’t narrow down a location. All of the abductions were performed during the night. Each child was an only child with his or her own bedroom on the first floor. Someone came in during the night and took them. Usually a window was left open, but two of these had closed and locked windows. We have one very skilled unsub, if he can sneak inside a house and get a fourteen-year-old out without waking the parents... or neighbors. Not a single neighbor reported seeing or hearing anything.”

Special Agent Karen West raised her hand. “Times for the first three abductions were estimated close to one or two a.m. Was this one the same?”

“The parents found Kenneth missing the next morning after eight. The last time they saw him was before ten the night before. His bedroom window was open, and this time a trace amount of blood was found on the sill. It matches to Kenneth, but the amount was small, so he may not be seriously hurt.”

“And we’re sure none of these children ran away?”

“Not at all,” Kitlinger said. “We can’t be certain. But they are all from good homes that appear to be happy, and there was no apparent motive for running away... that we know of. They also all share one detail that wasn’t picked up until today. All five had a burnt candle in the room on the dresser. The first and third and fourth parents didn’t notice it, at first. Their daughters had a great many candles already in the room. Jayson’s parents reported it, but it didn’t raise any alarms until Kenneth’s parents also reported a used candle. All the candles are red, same shape and dimensions, and looked to have been burned for a few minutes before being put out.”

“What does that mean?” West asked.

“Nothing yet. But it does connect them. As you can see from the timeline, they were all taken two days apart. Five abductions in ten days. We need to find this guy before he takes another.”

“What’s our next move?”

Kitlinger raised her voice. “We waited too long to alert the public. I want bulletins on the news and social media. Parents need to take extra precautions with their children at night. No child should stay alone in a room at night until further notice. Especially any teens.”

“We do have one possible suspect,” Jim Gold said. He was standing off to her side with a piece of paper in his hand and now moved closer to the whiteboard. “Larry Graham spent a decade in prison for abducting two young girls. He was released on parole the same day our first victim went missing. At the moment, the police cannot locate him. He’s our top priority at this time. That’s all I have for now.”

Gold and Kitlinger issued assignments to their teams. Two agents were tasked to locate Graham, others were to interview the parents and neighbors of the first victims again. West and her partner were sent to the newest victim’s home in the southwest quarter of the city. The meeting dispersed with rumblings of one theory or another. Rowan and Anderson were pulled aside by Gold.

“I want you two to check something else out,” Jim said. “This morning, social services did a random check of a foster home in Troy Hill and found a boy missing. Initially, the parents didn’t want to admit that he ran away. They didn’t want to lose their monthly check, you know?”

“No, I don’t know,” Anderson said. “But why does that concern the FBI? Don’t foster kids go missing all the time?”

“Yes. But his brothers and sisters say he went missing during the night. There’s no candle, but the window was open.”

“And let me guess, he’s fourteen years old,” Michael said. “Am I right?”

“Close but no cigar,” said Jim. “He’s thirteen. Can you check it out, anyway? This may be a coincidence, especially with no candle. But if it does connect, we need a timeline. When did he go missing? The foster parents are lying, so do your best to drill into that hornet’s nest.”

“Hornet’s nest?”

“I’ve yet to meet a foster mother who isn’t paranoid when the law steps in and starts asking questions. Half are overprotective of their kids, half are overprotective of their extra income.”

“Got it, boss.” Avery tapped his partner’s arm and headed out. “Let’s roll, Mike. Time to grill some liars. Unlike my weekend hamburgers, they aren’t going to grill themselves.”

In the elevator, Rowan checked his phone and scrolled down his social media feed. With few friends and no relatives on his list, he stopped on a video of a cat trying to catch a dragonfly on the other side of a window. As always, he reacted with a somber, “huh.” Rarely did these types of videos evoke any outward emotion, but he watched them anyway, and he watched them often.

“More cat videos?” Anderson asked. “What’s with you and those things?”

“They relax me, Avery. Cats are soothing.”

“You never smile when you watch them.”

“I’m smiling on the inside. Sometimes I’m even laughing. Like really laughing loud.”

“On the inside? You’re an enigma, my friend.”

They stepped out of the elevator at the third floor and negotiated parking lot security to reach their car. Anderson drove. While the car wound down the layers of parking levels to the exit, Rowan watched another video on his phone.

“You know you can get a real cat,” Anderson said. “It’s perfectly legal in all fifty states.”

“I can barely take care of myself, Avery, and you want to put me in charge of a living animal?”

“You’re right. Videos and magazines are safer for you. I’ll get you a goldfish.”

“It would be flushed in two weeks. I can’t even keep a plant green! I take that back. I have a cactus that may or may not still be alive. It doesn’t do anything, so it’s hard to tell.”

“Hmm. Sounds like my oldest daughter. I’m pretty sure she’s still alive. I mean, we feed her and water her, but she only grunts at the dinner table. We hear a lot of noise from her bedroom, which she claims is music, but I’ve no evidence to support that.”

“The kidnapped kids would be noisy, too. Of course, that’s assuming they are still alive.”

“Yeah, Mike, they probably are. It makes no sense to abduct them, transport them, and then kill them. Why not kill them in their bedrooms? But I get your point: dead men make no sounds. Nor do dead teens.”

“Just pointing it out,” Rowan said. “I agree with you for now. I think they’re still alive. And living teens can be hard to handle. They make noises and cause trouble. That might be a clue to where they’d be hidden.”

“Let’s hope, my friend. Let’s hope.”
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​Chapter 5
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Rows of three-story townhouses huddled shoulder to shoulder in Troy Hill. The house in question was not a wreck but could have used a fresh coat of paint ten years ago, same as the other houses on the street. Seven children lived in the house with Mr. and Mrs. Kirkendom, both in their fifties and showing signs of wear from raising too many children. They may have been equally exhausted from their constant scheming to get more money from social services. These things weigh on a person.

Nicholas Habinger was the missing foster child. Mr. Kirkendom explained that Nick shared a room with three other boys on the third floor. The girls shared a room across the hall. The youngest girl slept in a small bed in the parents’ room on the second floor.

Mrs. Kirkendom gathered the children downstairs, while the agents climbed the narrow staircase and inspected the boys’ room. Anderson touched the slanted third-floor ceiling with a hand, only inches from his head. This could have been an attic. Mr. Kirkendom fidgeted in the room’s doorway and kept one eye on the agents, anxious over everything they touched or examined.

A large bay window looked out on the roof. Rowan opened it and poked his head outside. The roof shingles had seen better days. He noticed shoe prints, small sizes. The boys definitely went out on the roof at least once.

“Hell of a job to get up here and then back down, toting anything heavier than a melon.”

Anderson regarded the two sets of bunk beds. “Small room for four boys.”

“The kids get along well,” Kirkendom said. When neither replied, he added, “They’re very happy here. We give them everything they need, and we stress the importance of homework.”

Michael leaned farther out the window and inspected the roof more closely. The sneaker prints on the shingles went every direction. “The boys ever go out on the roof?”

“Oh no, that would be unsafe,” Kirkendom said too quickly. “We keep them safe. Very safe.”

Liar. The kids go out on the roof all the time, Jack said. I bet one of them pushed Nick off.

Rowan ignored him, but he agreed the boys had definitely been on the roof more than once. He looked out over the narrow street. A neighbor on the other side came out to wash her front window. In her thirties, long hair pulled back in a ponytail, she kept a keen eye on the foster home and the black FBI sedan in front. Rowan waved to her, but she bent to her task and didn’t acknowledge him. Further up the street, he saw two police cars parked in front of a house on the next block.

A floorboard creaked. A boy of eleven or twelve was suddenly in the doorway, and Mr. Kirkendom had moved back. The boy sheepishly eyed the FBI agent in his room. At his age, he was likely Nick’s closest confidant. Rowan approached him with a smile that was not returned.

“You slept here with Nick?”

The boy nodded and pointed to a lower bunk. “That’s mine. Nick slept on top.”

“Looks fun, bunk beds. What’s your name, son?”

“Tyler.” His voice cracked.

“Tell me the truth. Do you think Nick ran away?”

“No, sir! I know he didn’t.”

“You seem sure.”

“We’d go out on the roof sometimes, middle of the night or early morning, but...” the boy shrugged, “usually just to get fresh air. Sometimes I’d see him there at like five in the morning, just sitting there. But he always came back in. If he left, it was just to get first to the computer at the library. But he always showed up at school. Maybe an hour late, once or twice, but he showed up.”

“He likes the computer at the library?”

“Sure. He likes the inner-net. He thinks his mom is still alive. He keeps having dreams about her. I told him it doesn’t mean nothing. Maybe he broke into social services once. No big deal. He wanted to look at the files. I told him that won’t work. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, he always comes back by lunch.”

“But this time he didn’t. He didn’t come back.”

“Right.” That was all the boy had to say. He shut down and looked at his feet.

Anderson engaged Mr. Kirkendom in conversation and pulled the man further down the hall to give his partner a little privacy with the kid.

“You guys have computers at school and the library?” Rowan asked. “I need to check Nick’s interactions.”

The boy looked up. “What does that mean?”

“Anything he posted online might be a clue.” He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “He might be hurt or worse. I just want to find him. I don’t mean to jam him up. I promise.”

For a moment, Tyler contemplated a fib, but then gave in. “Yeah, okay. His Facebook page is his name spelled backwards and a number on the end.”

Michael handed him his notebook. “Write it down for me, please.” The boy scribbled Nick’s profile name then handed the notebook back. Rowan spirited it into his jacket. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

Tyler picked up a two-inch plastic superhero figure—half shark, half man—from the top of the set of drawers they shared. “This is his good luck piece. He never leaves without it. Takes it everywhere. School, basketball, even guitar lessons. So, I know he didn’t leave on purpose.”

From downstairs, Mrs. Kirkendom’s voice called for the boy. He put the figurine back on the dresser and ran out of the room. Rowan picked up the plastic toy and ran his thumb over its smooth ridges.

Anderson poked his head in. “Anything?”

Without comprehending he’d done so, Rowan put the plastic figure in the front right pocket of his pants. Only later would he realize Jack had pushed him to do it.

Take it. I want it.

Rowan shoved both hands into his pockets.

“He went out on the roof to get some fresh air,” he told Anderson. “But he intended to come back in. Instead, something he saw made him leave. Or someone took him.”

“From the roof? Without waking the other kids? Unlikely.”

“Right. So, he saw something and went down to the street. A friend, maybe?”

“Or a raccoon or a dog. Kids do strange things, Mike. This is a dead end. It doesn’t relate to our abduction case. It doesn’t fit. We need to write it up and move on.”

“Yep, I hear you. Maybe take one last run at the kids first.”

Downstairs, all six remaining children were seated on the floor: three girls and three boys. Anderson asked them the usual questions. Had they seen anything? Of course, no one had. They needed to separate the parents from the kids. He cast his partner a signal.

“Mr. and Mrs. Kirkendom, can I show you something upstairs?” Anderson asked. “I have a few questions about the safety of the windows up there.” When only the husband followed, he added, “Both of you, please.”

“Oh, well one of us should stay with the children,” Mrs. Kirkendom recited from her foster care handbook. 

“It’s fine. Special Agent Rowan will look after them. He’s a decorated officer. They’re in good
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