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Chapter 1

“It’s not pretty, Nate.”

“They never are.”

The murder was graphic, more so than the last few cases. The girl’s body was splayed, her arms stretched out on the pavement, splattered with blood, her side an angry, dark purple. Her face was bruised and bloody from some sharp object. Her head slumped to one side, and a Nate had suspected and found a dent in the side of her skull—blunt trauma, like the other two victims. Her clothes were stained with blood, slightly ruffled out of place, and her pants were hanging awkwardly on her hips. Her hands were bound behind her back, and a gag lay limply in her mouth. Her shirt had been peeled off, leaving only her blood-stained bra. On her stomach, etched in her blood, were the words, “Ultio Ultonis”

Revenge.

Nathan sighed, turning to his partner, James Barnes, a thin black man with a slightly British accent. “Any leads?”

Barnes shook his head. “None. Same as the others. Blunt trauma, probably used some sort of rock, and so the tracking of a murder weapon is a dead end, and the girl’s body is scrubbed clean, save for his little love-note. Whoever is doing this knows FBI policy thoroughly, and he’s bold enough to go into the theatrics. This is going to be tricky.”

Nathan cursed. The last thing he needed was a complicated case. Lily would kill him if he was gone again for another dinner meal. Tony’s grades were slipping, and she had confronted Nathan about “having a real talk with Tony, son-to-man.” 

Barnes seemed to follow Nathan’s train of thoughts. “Nate, this’ll take all afternoon for forensics to take a look at this and catalogue everything. Maybe you should head home. I know Lily would be happy to have you home for dinner once.”

Nathan shook his head. “No, we need to investigate this thoroughly, while it’s still fresh. We might find something. I’m not going to let another innocent girl die because I wanted to sip tea with my wife. I owe the city that much.”

Barnes sighed, but didn’t object. He knew the urge, as any FBI agent. The case always came first. “Let’s run through it again.”

“August 21st, 18 year-old girl shows up dead down at the old bakery. Blunt trauma, minimal blood. Suspected rape attempt gone wrong. The girl was known to have been dealing with drugs.”

“Victim #2, a friend of the first, is found dead in a forest by a lumberjack. Same set of circumstances, except for this time, the message appears.”

“The murderer knows that the first victim has been caught, but he suspects that we don’t know who he was-”

“-Which we don’t.”

“-so he goes off and kills another one, but he’s more careful this time.”

“He’s nervous at this point, and he lies low for a couple of weeks.”

“Then, he goes and does this. The girl knew both the other victims, but this time, there’s no blood, and no obvious sign of rape, though that’s still a possibility.”

“Why is this murder different than the others? It’s almost as if he was trying to make sure the victim stayed dead.”

“Do you think perhaps she knew the murderer? Perhaps she confronted him, and, spooked, our murderer kills her to keep her quiet. It would explain the excessive amount of force used, as opposed to the other cases.”

“What do you think those words mean? Ultio Ultionis. Revenge. Hold any significance?”

“Perhaps a grudge?”

“Maybe...is there any connection between the three girls?”

“They all went to the same high school, Carroll High, and they all belong to the track team.”

“Maybe our killer has a vendetta against that group for one reason or another?”

“If we can narrow down targets, we can narrow down suspects.”

“There’s a track meeting coming up. We keep a close enough eye, talk to some people, maybe we can get a lead.”

Barnes nodded, still not quite convinced. It wasn’t the best thing to work off of, but it was the best they had.

It would have to be enough.  

Chapter 2

When Nathan stepped into the kitchen, a thick silence fell over the two occupants. The sky was dark, and the streets were illuminated with too-bright lamp lights. Lily and Tony looked up from their meal, which they were just about finished.

Nathan trudged through the silence, sitting down and pouring himself some of the soup from the Crockpot. He was still wearing his uniform. He sipped the soup, trying to ignore the cold gaze of both his wife and son. He missed how his wife used to give him that look of love when he came home. 

He missed how his young son used to look up to him. As if here the boy's hero. 

Superman in the flesh. 

“Sorry I’m late.” Nathan finally said, trying to break the silence. Was it too much to ask for, to miss family dinner and not be judged for it?

Lily cleared her throat. “So, uh, honey...Tony got an award at the high school for academic and athletic achievement. There was an assembly, and then Tony went out with some friends in the track team.”

Nathan’s eyes widened as realization dawned on him, but he tried to come off naturally. “Really? That’s great, Tony. You worked hard for it.” How had he completely forgotten about the assembly?

Tony shrugged. “No big deal. Only a few other people got it.”

He was digging into the wound, and Nathan knew it. He couldn’t very well apologize, could he? Tony would never accept it. Still, it irked Nathan, if at least a little bit, that Tony didn’t understand how important his work was. If it had been any other case, Nathan wouldn’t have been so preoccupied. As it were, however, the city had a serial killer on their hands, and Nathan had to catch him.

Lily swallowed, glancing back and forth from Tony to Nathan nervously. “How’s the case going, honey?” she said, holding her breath.

“Not well. There was another murder this morning. Girl, 18. Same high school as the others. Same track team, too. We think there’s a connection. We’re going to stakeout at the next track meet in Watersbridge. We got these new cameras to put onto our uniforms. Supposed to help with court cases.”

Tony perked up at this. He was always interested in different kinds of technology. 

Lily clapped her hands. “That’s perfect! Well, no, that’s horrible, but Tony going to Watersbridge for his track meet! You can bring him there.”

Nathan started to say, “I don’t think that’s a good idea”, just as Tony started to say, “I don’t want to go with him.”

They both looked at each other.

“What do you mean, don’t want to go with me? Do I embarrass you?”

“Well, it’s not like you care.”

“Now wait just a minute, young man. I-”

“-Nathan-”

“No, honey, this is important. Tell me, Tony, why you think I don’t care.”

Tony gritted his teeth. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“No, I want to know.”

Tony slapped the table. “Fine, you want to know? You’re never there for my meets, whenever I need help on homework, my awards ceremonies, never cared that I was sick this entire week, basically everything a dad should be, that’s why! You care more about your next case then you do about us.”

Nathan clenched his fists, his soup forgotten. Something was causing him to reach for his holster, where his gun still was. He blinked, mortified by his actions. Had he really just reached for his weapon?

“Go to your room. Now.” His voice was clipped and stilted. He tried to remain calm, or at least angry, but part of his voice trembled. How had his relationship deteriorated so quickly?

“Fine.” Tony stomped up the stairs.

Nathan watched his son march up the stairs before sighing and slumping in his chair.

“Nathan...”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, I think we need to talk about it.”

Nathan sighed. “What did I do, Lily? I can’t just take off time from work. You know that, and Tony should know that, too.”

“He does, but that doesn’t change the fact that he still feels a little...forgotten, sometimes.”

“What do you think I should do? Well, for one thing, I think you should start talking with him. The last time you two really talked was months ago. The least you owe him is some time, starting with this track meet.”

“Honey, this is FBI work. I can’t have Tony distracting me. Besides, if I suspect there might be some foul play, I probably shouldn’t have Tony anywhere near the field.”

Lily sighed. “I know, honey, but I really think you need to be there for him. Work is important, yes, but so is family.”

Nathan sighed. “Alright.”
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Nathan sat with his hands huddled in his coat pockets in a vain attempt to keep warm. He cursed, readjusting the camera pin on his jacket—the blasted thing felt alien on his chest, like a tumor on his skin, and it felt off, as if it had been placed on the jacket awkwardly.  His breath condensed in front of him, little droplets in the air. He looked down at the racers, trying to remember which number was Tony. He was stretching with the other boys from his school, but he looked nervous. He kept jumping around, constantly pacing and looking to the side. Nate supposed that it might’ve all just to keep himself warm, but Nathan could tell that something was bothering Tony. Nathan frowned. Was Tony normally that jittery for sports?

Neither of them had been particularly thrilled when Nathan had said he would drive Tony in his FBI surveillance van to the track meet, but Nathan tried to be upbeat, at least for Lily. 

He was beginning to think he and Barnes stake out for nothing—it might’ve been a relief, because then he could just focus on Tony—but still, something felt off.  Nathan reached underneath his jacket to assure himself again that his gun was in the proper place.

Barnes sat beside him, zipping his own coat a little tighter. “I just talked with the Caroll girls. They’re a little spooked, naturally, after losing three of theirs, but they don’t know
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