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      Former FBI agent turned full-time drifter, Karen Pantelli pursues a promising lead on her long missing mother to Orcas Island, Washington. Toiling as a hotel maid, she reaches a dead end until an encounter with an eccentric math professor raises a gruesome possibility. Her mother may have been murdered by a serial killer, the work of a cunning monster who has claimed hundreds of lives and evaded detection for decades by camouflaging his kills as accidents, suicides, or random acts of violence.

      Aided by recent advances in artificial intelligence, the professor believes he can finally predict the killer's pattern. But then a shocking turn of events changes the game, propelling Karen on a frantic, country-spanning quest to save innocent lives before the trail goes cold forever.
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      The Maid Service sign was hanging on the knob, but inside room 1109 I found a man in a wheelchair.

      Heavyset with a woolly, red beard, he was working at a folding table he'd situated near the glass doors that overlooked Cascade Bay. With the overhead lights off and the curtains half closed, he was cast mostly in shadow. Beyond his MacBook Pro, the edge of the computer's silver frame glinting in the late morning sun, I could just make out the fluttering white jib of a sailboat headed onto the sound.

      I didn't know his name, not then, but I recognized him as one of the attendees of the math conference taking place at the Orcadia.

      "Oh, I'm sorry," I said, figuring he'd just flipped the sign to the wrong side; the other read do not disturb. "I'm happy to come back when you're—"

      "No, no, it's quite all right," he said in a hoarse voice, barely glancing up. For how expansive his beard was, he had only a little hair on top, like strands of red yarn strewn across a wet volleyball. He coughed. "Sorry, not sick, just allergies. Bathroom's fine, but if you could just change the sheets, I'd appreciate it. I have some business to attend to before I rejoin my colleagues."

      He gestured idly toward the bed, which was in the alcove out of my sight, then jotted something on a yellow legal pad. Even without the wheelchair or the mountain-man beard, he would have been memorable. His green plaid shirt and red bow tie would have set him apart even from some of his more eccentric fellow conference-goers, and that was before adding the camel-hair blazer draped over the back of the couch, the jacket I'd seen him wearing when he'd rolled his way up to the Amovar mansion for breakfast.

      Although he was hard to make out in the dimly lit room, I pegged him as midfifties, perhaps even early sixties, judging by the silver threads in his beard.

      I wheeled my cart inside and let the door swing shut. Should I turn on the overhead? Nah, there was enough light to clean, and I didn't want to disturb him. The room was pleasantly cool—not from an air conditioner, even in late June nobody on Orcas Island needed air conditioning—but from the cracked-open slider. A lot of guests arrived with the mistaken belief that summers on the island would be warmer, then overcompensated by cranking up their gas fireplaces and forgetting to turn them off when they left for the day, which made cleaning their rooms unbearable. More than once, I'd been tempted to work in my underwear, but I did that last year at the Hilton in Miami and paid the price. So did the macho Cuban salesman who walked in on me and took my state of undress as an invitation to join him in the horizontal salsa.

      He'd ended up with a broken nose, courtesy of my well-honed front kick, and I'd ended up looking for another job. Which was fine. There were always other jobs.

      Partly because of this experience, and a few similar ones over the years, I wasn't keen on cleaning with a guest in the room, but it was just a sheet change, after all, and the guy was in a wheelchair. As I pushed my squeaky cart toward the bed, he didn't say anything, which was fine too. I abhorred small talk. Actually, I abhorred most talk.

      Metal crutches leaned against the wall, making it a tight squeeze for my cart. Fishy marina air blew through the screen. The room also smelled of the orange-scented bathroom air freshener, so I figured that was probably the real "business" he'd come back to do. Breakfasts at the Amovar were wonderful, but they could be on the rich side. Not that I was speaking from personal experience. They were on the rich side in another way too, far too rich for my meager wage.

      The last I checked, I had 167 dollars in my bank account.

      The Bayside rooms were some of the Orcadia's nicest, which made me wonder how much a math professor took home a year. This was what I was thinking when I wheeled the cart to the foot of the bed, a California king with a downy pastel-blue bedspread and a brass frame. Not only was the bed already made, but the pillow still had the mint on it from when I'd placed it there yesterday.

      Confused, I turned to the professor. He'd closed his MacBook and was staring at me.

      "Sorry for the deception," he said. He coughed and cleared his throat, but when he spoke again, his voice was still rough. "I actually find it easier to sleep in my wheelchair these days. Peculiar, I know, but it works for me." He nodded toward the end of the bed. "Would you take a seat, please?"

      That was when I saw that he now had something else on the folding table: a S&W .38 Special, a black, snub-nose revolver. His hand rested on the walnut grip, but he wasn't pointing it at me—yet.

      "Don't be alarmed," he said. "It's not for you. It's just for my own protection."

      The pounding of my heart, the adrenaline shooting through my veins, the tunneling of my vision so the gun grew ten times in size—these were unavoidable human responses to danger, but I was too well-trained to panic. What I needed was time. Time to assess the situation. Time to weigh my options. Rush him? Swing the mop at his head?

      My position relative to both the cart and the bed made neither choice ideal. The .38 Special was popular among the concealed carry crowd for its small size, but it wasn't very accurate beyond a dozen feet. The problem was that I was well within a dozen feet.

      "If the gun's not for me," I said, keeping my voice light and easy, "then why did you hide it? Listen, if you're looking for something kinky, I'm not the sort who—"

      "It's nothing like that," he said curtly. "Please, Karen, if you'll just sit down, I will explain."

      This, more than the gun, made my body go cold: He'd used my name. I wasn't wearing a name tag. The Orcadia issued them upon hire, but nobody was required to wear them, so of course I never did. I wasn't a name tag-wearing sort of person. In fact, if there were a national referendum to ban name tags, I'd be the first in line to vote.

      I glanced down just to make sure nobody had affixed one to my chest when I wasn't looking, but nope, no name tag.

      I swallowed. "Who are you?"

      "My name is Colin Welk," he said. "I'm a professor of mathematics at the University of Washington—computational analysis and modeling, actually, but usually I just—"

      "How do you know who I am?"

      He coughed again, long enough that I actually debated diving for the gun, but he never took his eyes off me. "Sorry again. Must be all the cedar trees. I know a lot about you, Ms. Pantelli. In fact, I've been waiting for you, knowing at some point you'd walk through that very door. Actually, I'm the reason you're working at the Orcadia at all."

      The shadow and his beard made it hard to detect, but I thought I could make out a slight grin—not a happy smile, but more of an anxious one. His gaze kept flitting to the door. Maybe this wasn't that complicated. Maybe he'd recognized me from some of the unfortunate press I'd gotten in the past. Concocted a fantasy with the purpose of … what, exactly? What did this woolly-bearded, plaid-wearing, wheelchair-bound man think he was actually going to do?

      "What's stopping me from shouting for help?" I asked. "Another maid is cleaning next door right now." This was a lie. Elena was actually working at Hillside, but I doubted he knew that. "No way you get away with this."

      "I'm not trying to get away with anything. The very idea is insulting. I'm a Rhodes scholar, a chess grandmaster, the holder of seven patents, and I have an IQ of 172. Please, if you'll just—"

      "I'm leaving."

      I turned toward the door, figuring sweaty-faced Professor Welk wasn't the sort of person capable of shooting anyone. He picked up the revolver and pointed it at me. I stopped. He didn't seem comfortable holding the gun, but he didn't seem like he was playing an elaborate game of pretend either.

      "You'd shoot me?" I said. "Really?"

      "I'd prefer not to. I've never shot anyone, and I'd rather not start today. I actually find violence of any sort quite distasteful."

      "You know there's no way you'll escape. This room is registered in your name—and we're on an island for God's sake!"

      "If you walk out that door and shout for help, I'm a dead man anyway."

      "What?"

      "But I wouldn't shoot you to save my own life. I'd do it for …" Other than his cough, his manner of delivery was consistently polished, but this actually got him to choke up a little. He shook his head. "Please just sit down. This is all coming out more bungled than I'd hoped. That bit about you being here because of me is true, but I shouldn't have led with that. That was my ego getting in the way. I'm not here to threaten you. In fact, I have some information about your mother. That is why you're here, correct? You were following a lead that she worked at the Orcadia as a housekeeper in the early nineties?"

      My mother. Now there was something I hadn't expected this wackadoodle to bring up, and it forced me to completely reevaluate the situation. It was possible he'd heard from the staff or others on Orcas Island that I'd been asking about my mother—I hadn't been secret about it since I hadn't thought I needed to be—but the specific way he'd phrased it, following a lead, suggested that his interest in me may have been more than an opportunistic coincidence.

      "See," he said, "I should have mentioned that first. Got your attention, didn't I?"

      "How did you know that? Who are you?"

      "As I said—" he began but then stopped abruptly and touched his temple with his left hand, wincing noticeably. "Oooh. Sorry. A bit … a bit of a headache there. Allergies again. Hits … hits me in all sorts of ways."

      His gun, unfortunately, hadn't wavered. It was still pointed directly at me even as he rubbed his forehead.

      "Are you sure this isn't more than allergies?" I said. "Your health is nothing to take lightly. Maybe you should take a good nap? You'll definitely be able to shoot me better when you're feeling better."

      "Please stop. I'm not going to shoot you."

      "Oh yeah? Then maybe you should put the gun down and we can hit the reset button on whatever's happening here."

      He looked at me steadily, long enough that I heard a seagull cawing out on the bay, then sighed. He placed the .38 on this legal pad, turning it slightly so it wasn't pointed at me. "Fine," he said, "I've put down my weapon as a show of good faith. I just … panicked a little. Will you please just sit down? I have a very urgent task for you, a matter of life and death ideally suited for a former FBI special agent turned dead-eyed drifter, and I'll tell you what I know about your mother if you just hear me out first."

      "Dead-eyed drifter?"

      "Sorry. Sounds pejorative, doesn't it? I don't mean it as such. There's something romantic about being so unencumbered. It's just a look you sometimes get. Some of the photos of you have a sort of … emptiness about them. Not that you have that look now. No, right now you're looking at me as if you're imagining separating my head from my body."

      "Picking up on that, are you?"

      "Quite clearly, yes. And after researching you, I have no doubt you are capable of such violence."

      Now this guy was really getting under my skin. "Listen, pal, I don't know what kind of stupid game you're playing—"

      "No, no, no. Sorry, again. I'm really botching this. Will you at least hear me out? I promise, you'll understand why I went to such elaborate lengths once you know what I know. I will make no effort to stop you afterward, whatever you decide. I just need you to hear me. Please."

      I crossed my arms. I wasn't about to sit, but I wasn't ready to bolt either. "Tell me about my mother first."

      "I will. After I explain—"

      "No. First. I give you my word I'll hear whatever you have to say, but you tell me what you know about Mom first. And no more of this cockamamie bullshit about you arranging me to come here. I don't see how that could possibly be true. I don't like lying. And I don't like games, Professor Welk. If that really is your name."

      "It is, it is. But please, call me Colin. Professor Welk is such a formal—"

      "I'm not calling you anything until you start making sense, and quick, or I'm out of here."

      He raised his hands. "Fine, fine, we'll do it your way. In the end, it gets us to the same place. And we'll keep our relationship formal. Maybe it's better. Last September, you were in Boise, Idaho, investigating one of your mother's last known addresses—also named Karen Pantelli. Interesting that she named you after herself, isn't it? Men have been doing that sort of thing for generations, but it's far rarer for—"

      "How did you know I was in Boise? I didn't tell anyone I was there—or why." Then I thought about it some more. "Hope."

      "Yes. Your sister hired a private investigator a year and a half ago to search for your mother. She ran out on your family when you were, what, six? It was actually on Mother's Day, of all days, wasn't it?"

      I gritted my teeth. "What does that have to do with anything?"

      "Well, it apparently mattered a great deal to your sister because she wrote a lengthy Facebook post about it—a little over fourteen months ago, on Mother's Day. You'd think, being only three years old, her recollection would be foggier, but the way she tells it, every detail is seared in her memory."

      "Sorry?"

      "You're not active on social media, so you're probably not aware of it, but the post was quite heartfelt. About how her husband hired a private investigator as a Christmas gift, but all he could come up with was a last known address in Boise. About how she was going to stop thinking about her own mother on Mother's Day and focus on being the best mother for her own kids instead. About how she suffered from the same mental illness—she didn't mention it, but I know she's bipolar—and yet she was determined to rise above her disease in a way her mom never could."

      My face felt warm. Hope resisted taking her medication. She refused to see Ronnie as the abusive husband I knew him to be. She messed up her life in countless other ways … but I'd always known she wanted to be better. She'd told me so many times. What I hadn't known was that she was at least partly motivated to be better because of Mom's failures. Hope, who'd always said she didn't remember a single thing about Mom, could have told me that herself, and yet she hadn't. Why?

      "She told me her social media is locked down just for friends," I said.

      Welk waved his hand dismissively. "Please. Any moron with even a rudimentary understanding of how the internet works can get past Facebook's simple security measures. What you should really be asking me is how that idiotic private investigator in Atlanta found your mother's last known address in the first place."

      "Uh huh. You're not about to tell me you gave the address to him, are you?"

      Welk started to answer, but his voice was so scratchy that he had to stop and clear his throat before he could continue. "That's exactly what I'm telling you. I modified key online databases. He never would have found it otherwise. That wasn't all that difficult either, at least for someone with my abilities. The real trick was leaving a trail of breadcrumbs so that you would end up working here—at the Orcadia on Orcas Island, in housekeeping, during the very weekend that the Northwest Academic Computation Analysis Conference was taking place."

      I laughed. He didn't.

      "You're actually serious," I said.

      "Absolutely."

      "Impossible."

      "No. Difficult, yes. A challenge, even for a man with my abilities, most definitely. But not impossible."

      "You're saying that my mother never worked here?"

      "Oh, no, that part is absolutely true. She worked as a waitress at the Amovar mansion in the summer of '93 under the name Karen Westlin. You didn't find any of her timesheets because they were burned up in a kitchen fire in '98, but the IRS has a record of her time here, I assure you. And I have access to anything the IRS has." He offered up another fleeting smile. "Karen Westlin was the same name she was using in Miami when—"

      "She worked at the Electric Flamingo," I finished. I was starting to feel light-headed. "A night club. She got a job as a waitress."

      "Exactly. It's called Dazzle Dazzle now, with a different owner, but it was called the Electric Flamingo back then. You found that out from Bob Loughlin, the man she rented a house from in Boise, once you tracked him down in that nursing home in Spokane. You probably figured she'd want her mail forwarded, and you were right. Did Mr. Loughlin actually remember the address, or did you find something in his records?"

      I chewed on my bottom lip. So Professor Welk didn't know everything. I found that at least somewhat reassuring. "He knew it was a nightclub. She told him her friend's brother was working as a manager and could get them jobs. I figured out the rest, based on the time frame and an article in the Herald about the club's opening."

      "Of course! Once you got to Loughlin, I knew you would eventually figure it out. If he didn't remember anything—he is suffering from early Alzheimer's, after all—you would have tracked down your mother's friend, Lucy Hoffvenk, who would have pointed you in the same direction."

      I wasn't rattled by much, but my legs felt wobbly. I half sat, half leaned against the bed. This little island in the Salish Sea was about as far from Miami as I could get and still be in the continental United States—over 3,300 miles, which I knew because I'd driven it in my beat-up Honda Civic, including the ferry that brought me the last leg to Orcas Island itself. It was unfathomable that this strange man in a wheelchair was the reason I was here.

      "But you couldn't—couldn't have gotten me to the Orcadia," I insisted. "That tip came from Jenna … Jenna something. A waitress who used to work with Mom at the Electric Flamingo and then moved to Orlando. She called a few months after I talked to her and said she found a postcard from the Orcadia that Mom sent her, saying she got a job there. She said she'd forgotten about it. She even emailed me a picture of the postcard!"

      This time Welk's impish smile, obscured as it was by shadow and beard, wasn't so fleeting. In fact, it looked quite cocky. "Did she now?"

      "You're saying I'm lying?"

      "Nothing of the sort. I'm saying that while the person you talked to in Orlando was, in fact, Jenna Blochmedt, the person who called you later with information about the postcard wasn't. Nor was the person who sent you the email. I'm saying the postcard wasn't really from your mother. You see, Ms. Pantelli, while I'd already discovered that your mother worked at the Orcadia, I also discovered that other than the IRS, there was no other record of her time here. As resourceful as you are, I doubted you would be very likely to discover she worked here—at least not in the time frame I required."

      "I'm sorry, time frame?"

      Welk winced again, a very subtle twitch above his eyebrows, and he started to reach for his temple before letting his hand fall away. "Um, yes, that's right. You don't really think this conference is happening at the Orcadia by mere chance, do you?"

      "Come on. You're saying—you're saying you actually—"

      "Arranged it, yes. I'm chair of NACA this year—again, not by accident, mind you—and I put my finger on the scales quite heavily to ensure that the conference met here. Then it was simply a matter of making sure you got the information that your mother worked here, in the appropriate amount of time that would allow you to drive here and get a job at the Orcadia … so that I could then rent the room you would clean … and that we could meet at this very moment, on this warm Saturday morning, with a breeze off Cascade Bay blowing through the window behind me, to discuss the very urgent task I have for you."

      "Wait, you're not telling me—"

      "A task, as strange as it may seem, that could not be discussed in any other manner. Now, can I tell you about what it is I need you to do? I grant that it will seem equally far-fetched at first, but—"

      I put my hand up. "Hold on. You actually arranged for me to get the job with housekeeping?"

      "No. But the Orcadia always hires summer help, usually after Memorial Day, so I knew the odds were extremely high that if you stopped in at some point in late May and asked if there were openings, you would be hired on the spot, given your … experience with such menial work. Which you did. And you were. It's your pattern, after all, so I was just playing the odds. Many things in life are about playing the odds, Ms. Pantelli. I may be a man of numbers, but my specialty has always been about probabilities. Predictions, based on—"

      "But why? Why go to all this trouble?"

      He coughed into his hand. His voice had gotten increasingly weaker and softer. "Ah! Finally, we come to the task at hand, the raison d'être of our meeting today, and my singular obsession for over a decade. It is an obsession that has cost me almost everything, an obsession that still carries great risks to those closest to me but one with stakes too high for me to stop now."

      "Professor—"

      "I need you to catch the worst serial killer this country has ever seen."

      Of all the tasks I'd imagined he'd wanted me to do, catching a serial killer hadn't been on the list. I'd had a hard time imagining any tasks, bizarre as this whole encounter was, but because I'd already pretty much accepted the great lengths he'd gone to get me here, it wasn't a stretch to believe he was sincere. Crazy, yes, but at least sincere. Even crazy people could be certain that what they were saying was true.

      For a long time, neither of us said anything. I heard the hum of the mini fridge in the kitchenette. I heard water in the bay lapping against the dock. I heard myself swallow.

      "You want to repeat that?" I said.

      "I want you to catch a serial killer. Unfortunately, I don't know his identity, as much as I have tried, but—"

      "Why me?"

      He sighed. "Well, for many reasons. Your skills, obviously. You've proven yourself to be quite resourceful against … nearly insurmountable evil. You operate outside traditional law enforcement, which is critical. If Mr. Grim gets even a whiff you're pursuing him, the results could be tragic. He already knows I'm onto him, which is why I've had to be so incredibly careful about how I arranged this meeting. It may seem like an elaborate Rube Goldberg machine to you, going to all this trouble, but I assure you it was necessary."

      "Mr. Grim?"

      "Yes, that's what I've taken to calling him. I know, I know, it seems a little on the nose naming him after—"

      "And why the heck would I take that kind of risk? Assuming he really does exist, you think I'm such a … such a do-gooder that I can't resist going after him?"

      "Oh, trust me, he exists. And yes, I wouldn't use such a prosaic term as do-gooder, but I do believe that you are someone who can't stand by if a great injustice is taking place. I'm staking everything on it, Ms. Pantelli. I also believe that you are determined, maybe even desperate for redemption for the tragic reasons you left the FBI."

      I shook my head. "I've moved on from that."

      "You may have moved on, but you haven't gotten over it."

      "What, you have a PhD in psychology too?"

      He put up his hand. "I don't mean to offend. Unfortunately, I have a penchant for being … unnecessarily blunt."

      "So, what, you're offering to pay my expenses while I travel around the country looking for this guy? Is that what you're saying? If this was a TV show, you'd be the behind-the-scenes techie while I'm the one doing the footwork in the field? No thanks."

      He shook his head. "I don't need to pay you. I'd be happy to do so, of course. I'd give you my life savings, but I can't do that. In fact, it's vital that there be no more communication between us after this weekend. However, I am quite certain you will take up this task anyway."

      "Is that so?" I was back to crossing my arms, irritated that he thought I was this easy to manipulate—assuming this wasn't all bullshit, a weird game he was playing for kicks. "And what makes you so confident?"

      "It's not confidence, Ms. Pantelli. Again, it's just playing the odds. There is simply one more piece of information that I have yet to disclose, information that practically guarantees you will want to go after Mr. Grim yourself."

      "Uh huh. And that is?"

      Professor Colin Welk looked at me steadily. I still couldn't see his face well because of the shadows, but there was something in his expression, a softening he hadn't shown before now. I may have been a dead-eyed drifter in his book, someone who usually kept her emotions buttoned up and battened down, a characterization I couldn't really dispute, but so far he'd struck me as someone who'd buried his own emotions so deep that it would have taken an excavator to unearth them.

      So his sympathetic expression caught me off guard, and it gave extra weight to what he said next.

      "I believe your mother was one of his early victims," he said.
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      The cell phone attached to my hip buzzed. The phone was set on mute, but in the stillness of the room, in the long, weighty silence as I tried to process what Welk had just said, even the vibration was like a thunderclap. I'd also forgotten I was wearing it. Management may not have required me to wear a name tag, but they'd insisted I wear one of their damn cell phones on the job.

      Not much could get me to flinch these days, but that buzz certainly did. Welk didn’t flinch, though. The professor didn't even blink. Even if he'd known the cell phone was there, showing so little reaction was impressive. Or disturbing. I didn't know him well enough yet to know which.

      The buzzing was rhythmic and steady, which meant a call, not a text.

      "You better answer it," Welk said.

      "What did you say about my mother?"

      "I'll explain in a moment. You better take the call."

      "It's probably just Steve. The manager."

      "I know. He'll grow suspicious if you ignore him, and we can't afford anything that raises suspicion, no matter how small. Whatever he wants, just tell him there was a bit of a mess in the bathroom and it's taking a lot longer than you thought. Since I'm in a wheelchair, this won't surprise him. Tell him nothing else, Karen. It's critical that you tell him nothing else—truly a matter of life and death."

      I didn't want to, but I answered it. My head was still spinning from what Welk had said about Mom, so I found it hard to concentrate on anything else. I was no longer worried that Professor Welk was going to shoot me, but I still saw him watching me closely. Did he think I was going to make a plea for help? Even if what he was saying was true, his cloak and dagger routine seemed over the top and hysterical, but I was willing to humor him. For now.

      It was indeed Steve. In his high, nasally voice—I always thought he sounded like Alvin the Chipmunk with a head cold—he informed me that a guest in 1302 needed extra towels pronto. Steve was always using the word "pronto," no matter what the request, as if he assumed his housekeepers needed constant horsewhipping to do their jobs. I told him I'd get there as soon as I cleaned up a mess in the bathroom in 1109.

      "The guy in the wheelchair, right?" Steve said.

      "That's right."

      "Okay. Just get to 1302 pronto, all right?"

      "Yes, sir."

      I clicked off and slipped the phone back onto my hip. "Well, you certainly nailed the wheelchair thing," I said to Welk.

      "When someone's handicapped," he replied, "or differently-abled, as my more enlightened students would prefer to say, people make lots of erroneous assumptions. I'm used to it."

      "Tell me about my mother."

      "She looks a lot like you, you know, from the pictures your sister posted on Facebook. At the same age, you could almost be twins. But the world is full of doppelgängers, more than people might realize. Have you ever had that happen? Run into someone who looks almost exactly like you? It happened to me once. It was quite unnerving."

      "Tell me about my mother!"

      "Right. Sorry. Rambling a bit. It happens when I get nervous. I can see that I've upset you. Again, that is not my intention. Please understand. I used the word ‘believe’ quite intentionally. I said I believed your mother was one of his first victims. While there is lots of evidence that would point to that conclusion, I cannot say so definitively."

      "Why? What evidence are you talking about?"

      "Please, Karen. It's vital that you don't raise your voice. Someone might—"

      "Damn it, you just told me that my mother was murdered. Tell me why you think that."

      Welk didn't flinch, but he did blink. He glanced at the cracked-open glass door. Beyond two Adirondack chairs on his concrete patio, down a grassy slope, I could just make out the sidewalk that ran between the Bayside rooms and the marina. I didn't see anyone down there. I didn't hear anyone either. I didn't hear much of anything except for the steady hum of that mini fridge and, somewhere on the sound, the distant drone of an outboard motor.

      The breeze shifted, and I caught the scent of grilling hamburgers wafting over from the Amovar, a sign that the kitchen was already switching to the lunch menu. The sun laid tracks on the bay that looked like gold bars. It was gorgeous, as usual, the kind of day, and the kind of place, for enjoying a burger after a sail, then lounging on those Adirondack chairs and drinking lemonades fitted with tiny umbrellas. Not the kind of day for speculating about a mass murderer. When I spoke again, I tried to lower my voice. It was difficult, but I tried.

      "What, you think your serial killer is out there right now?" I said. "Is that it? He followed you to the Orcadia?"

      "The possibility is remote, but it is not zero." He tapped his hand on his revolver. "There is a reason I brought this along."

      "Oh, it wasn't to scare me?"

      "Hardly. I told you, I panicked."

      "You don't strike me as the sort of person who panics, Professor Welk."

      "Oh, I can panic, I can assure you of that. If I'm displaying a steely sort of resolve, it's because the task at hand demands it. Now, we must be quick since my colleagues will soon miss me. As to your mother, here is what I know for certain: She left employment at the Orcadia on Thursday, September 9, 1993. The previous Saturday, she met a Hollywood actor, John Grolin, who stopped at Cascade Bay when he was on holiday sailing up the coast. I learned that from a busboy who worked with your mother here. Grolin apparently took a liking to your mother, who was his waitress when he came to dinner at the Amovar, and they had what you might call a lover's tryst."

      "And you think this guy is your serial killer?"

      Welk may have appeared preternaturally calm under pressure, but he wasn't beyond irritability. This question was enough to get him to grimace. "Please. Don't you think a man of my intelligence would have ruled out such an obvious suspect?"

      "Sorry."

      Welk stared at me another moment, then sighed. "No, it's just my ego getting in the way again, and we don't have time for that. It's a perfectly valid question. There are many reasons Grolin could be eliminated as a suspect, but chief among them is that he died of lung cancer in '04—he smoked like a chimney, you see. And the murders continued."

      "Ah."

      "The reason I mention Grolin is that he gave your mother the business card of his Hollywood agent, Marv Friedman, and wrote a note on the back to Friedman saying that Karen Westlin was a star in the making. This former busboy, Juan Garcia, said your mother showed him the card and said it was "her ticket to the good life." Garcia, an illegal alien, returned to Mexico not long after and never returned to the US. And no, Friedman is not a suspect either. He died not long after Grolin, mostly of old age, though I'm sure the office liquor cabinet he accessed regularly didn't help."

      Mom had always wanted a much more glamorous life than being the wife of an Air Force officer, so I didn't find it hard to believe that she would latch onto the possibility of becoming a Hollywood starlet, no matter how flimsy that possibility was. "Did my mother ever go see him? This agent?"

      "I'm getting to that. While I wasn't able to speak to Grolin or Friedman, I was able—well, not me, but through an intermediary—to speak to Friedman's longtime secretary, Anne Lambert. She's quite old herself now and didn't remember your mother, but she had something better: all her appointment books dating back to '89, the year she first started working for Friedman. She said Karen Westlin had a 10:00 a.m. meeting scheduled with Marv on Monday, September 13, but she was a no-show."

      "She's sure?"

      "Lambert said the appointment had a line through it in her book, which means the person didn't show up. Apparently Friedman always left the first hour on Mondays open for urgent business or last-minute appointments, so Anne said he was probably seeing Ms. Westlin as a favor to a client. She also said that Friedman left for a two-week business trip to London the following morning, so he wouldn't have been in LA during that time period to see her."

      "So what happened to my mom?"

      "She vanished."

      "Excuse me?"

      "At some point between when she left the Orcadia on Thursday, September 9, and when she was supposed to show up at Marv Friedman's office on Monday morning, she vanished off the face of the earth. Believe me, I have used all my formidable abilities to try to find her."

      "And you think this … this Mr. Grim killed her?"

      "Here's where we get into conjecture, though it is built on a chain of suppositions each grounded in some degree of likelihood. Because of when your mother left the Orcadia, and when the appointment with Friedman was, I believe she called Friedman that very Thursday. He probably told her that if she could get to Los Angeles by Monday at 10:00 a.m., he'd at least see her, and I believe that prompted her to quit on the spot and head immediately for LA."

      "All right, I'm with you so far."

      "The one other thing I learned from Garcia is that your mom said she hitchhiked across the United States to work at the Orcadia. Because of this, because I can find no records at all that your mother ever owned a car or traveled by plane, train, or bus that weekend—I can't rule it out, but I'd say it's unlikely—I believe she hitchhiked to LA."

      "And it's also why she quit so abruptly," she said. "She needed time to make her way down I-5."

      "Exactly."

      "And that's important why?"

      "Because, Ms. Pantelli, that time frame, the middle of September 1993, and that location, Interstate 5 between Seattle and Los Angeles, would have been when Mr. Grim killed his sixteenth victim."

      My shoulders sagged. There was a lot to unpack in what Professor Welk had said, but the number stood out. "Sixteen," I said. "You said my mother was one of his early victims."

      Welk nodded. "She was. Very early."

      "How many—"

      "There's a reason I call him Mr. Grim, Ms. Pantelli, aside from the need to call him something. I'm not usually prone to flights of fancy, but what other name would suffice other than some variation of the Angel of Death? The evidence indicates he has been killing one person a week, perhaps occasionally more, if circumstances dictated it, but certainly no less, since June 1993."

      I stared at him. "That's almost thirty years."

      "Twenty-nine years, two weeks, actually."

      "That—that would mean—"

      "That Mr. Grim has killed over fifteen hundred people."

      The number sat in the air, like one of those word bubbles in a cartoon. It didn't seem real.

      "Impossible," I said.

      "At first, I thought so too. It's such an unfathomable number, but the evidence is unmistakable."

      "What evidence? What could possibly lead you to believe that someone has killed that many people? Without getting caught? No way. The worst serial killers in the world have killed, what, a couple hundred people?"

      "Thereabouts. Luis Garavito is believed to have killed over three hundred in Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela. Javed Iqubal of Pakistan murdered at least a hundred but perhaps more. There are, of course, many others. But Ms. Pantelli, these are the serial killers who were caught. Most depraved individuals are, frankly, not very intelligent. I have reason to believe that Mr. Grim is every bit as smart as I am. And there are other reasons why he has flown under the—"

      "But fifteen hundred! No matter who was being killed or how, people would notice. They'd have to!"

      "You think so? There are anywhere from ten to twenty thousand murders a year in the United States alone. Even in a single year, fifty-two murders is a drop in the bucket, especially if they are spread far and wide across the country, as Mr. Grim has done. And fifteen hundred over thirty years? Sad to say, it's barely a blip. I'm sure, as someone who used to work in law enforcement, that you know how many of those go unsolved each year."

      I sighed. "About 40 percent."

      "Correct. Most people find that number shocking, but I'm sure you know that if the victim exists at the margins of society—transients, prostitutes, or others without family or friends who'd press the police to investigate—the odds are extremely low their murder will be solved unless it's truly a slam dunk case. You remember Sam Little, of course."

      "The serial killer who killed all those prostitutes? He died in prison a couple years ago."

      "Yes, but six decades after his first murder."

      "But he killed, what, a hundred people? Not a thousand. Not even close. There's just no—"

      "My point is that it proves that if even a psychopath with average intelligence, one smart enough to target people on the margins, can potentially get away with killing all those women, then imagine what someone with genius-level intelligence could get away with. Especially one whose thinking is not clouded by the sadistic tendencies that bedevil so many serial killers."

      "Clouded?"

      "I don't mean that as a compliment. Like Mr. Little, many serial killers are rapists, pedophiles, sadists, and the like. Not all, but probably the majority, and it is usually their undoing. Much of the rest are attention seekers who end up getting caught because they want credit for what they've done. But not Mr. Grim. In fact, many of his victims, like your mother, are never discovered. Quite a few of the deaths were even attributed to natural causes, though I know this is not the case."

      "Natural causes? Really?"

      "Yes."

      "How can you possibly know that? What is your proof for any of this? If this guy is so good, how do you even know he exists? You still haven't given me any real evidence that this isn't just some … some weird fantasy of yours!"

      He rubbed his forehead again. "Please. Ms. Pantelli, I will be happy to answer any of your questions in that regard and give you all the proof you need that Mr. Grim is real, but let's hold off on that until tomorrow."

      "Tomorrow?"

      "Yes. I'd like to propose we meet one more time, when you clean the room again on Sunday at a similar time. I'll be heading back to Seattle on Monday morning. Speaking much longer is a risk we can't afford to take. Anything out of the ordinary, anything at all, risks drawing his attention. We can't do that."

      "You make it sound like he's watching your every move."

      "I'm quite sure he is. You see, he already killed my wife."

      "What?"

      Welk put up his hand. "I may not get emotional about much, but I do get emotional about—about my family, so let me only say this for now. Thirteen years ago, my wife—Mona … Excuse me, this is difficult, even keeping it short. She fell off a cliff while hiking alone in the Olympic National Forest. She frequently hiked alone. It was … it wasn't something I liked to do. I probably should have, though. Back then, I could walk, you see." He swallowed.

      "I'm sorry," I said.

      "No, no, I don't want your sympathy. I tell you this because it's necessary for you to understand how I determined that her death was not an accident. At first, it was just a feeling. A gut thing. She'd hiked that trail many times. She was careful. She showed no … no suicidal tendencies. Sorry, again, this is difficult. But you must know."

      "And you think this Mr. Grim killed her?"

      "I do."

      "And why is that?"

      Welk cleared his throat. "We'll … we'll talk more about that tomorrow. I'm serious when I say we can't risk talking much longer. It would put my son in further danger."

      "Your son? What does your son—"

      "No, no, let's not … not get into that until tomorrow. I didn't mean to—Isaac is one of the few things I just can't … can't … " He shook his head. "For now, let me just say that when someone like me has data sets large enough, and computational power significant enough, you can find patterns in just about any amount of noise. The order in the chaos. And I found those patterns, Ms. Pantelli."

      "But what patterns?"

      Rather than answer, Welk tore off the top sheet from his yellow legal pad and handed it to me. I took it. It was a list of names in two columns along with dates and cities next to each name. They were in chronological order, usually one a week, very occasionally two or even three, dating back to January. Welk's handwriting was so neat and tidy that it was almost like type.

      "What's this?" I said. "His victims?"

      "His recent victims. I knew that no matter what I said today, I wouldn't convince you. You'd have to see it for yourself. Simply get the Rand McNally map of the United States that you keep in your Honda and mark off each of these people with a black dot. There's more that will help you narrow your search—this is really the overall pattern that he wants us to see—but I will tell you that tomorrow. He essentially repeats this one every year, enough that you'll always recognize it anyway, which is why what I'm giving you here should be enough by itself to put you in a more receptive state of mind."

      "How do you know I keep a Rand McNally atlas in my car?"

      Welk rolled his eyes at me. "I thought we were beyond such banal questions. Just do it, but please, please, don't show anyone. Don't make any copies of this list. I made this just now, after committing the victims to memory. After Mr. Grim made it abundantly clear how closely he was watching me, everything I record in permanent form is handwritten, locked in a safe in my house, but I knew you would need proof. And don't tell a single soul about this, do you understand?"

      "All right, all right." I was highly skeptical that the technology existed that could predict Mr. Grim's victims if he were truly targeting random people, but I was willing to play along if it got me closer to finding out what happened to Mom. Looking at the list again, I noticed something I'd missed at first. "Wait a second. The last three names. The dates—they haven't happened yet. And the last one says 'J. Doe.' As in John or Jane Doe?"

      "Correct. While I can't predict exactly when or how he will kill his victims, I believe I can predict both the city and his most likely victim—at least with a 92 percent confidence level for the next two. I list J. Doe until I have a name. Mr. Grim is occasionally opportunistic too, as he was with your mother, though rarely the city. Just the person."

      "Opportunistic?"

      "Yes, like a spider that has the good fortune to have a second bug get ensnared in his web when he was only hoping for one, he will not pass up an opportunity that presents itself or a secondary opportunity that he creates for … other purposes."

      "I see. You're saying my mother wasn't even on his list then. How special for her."

      "It has nothing do with being special or not, Ms. Pantelli. You must know that. And my wife wasn't on his list either."

      "What?"

      He dismissed this with another wave of his hand. "We'll talk about that later. Just know that if he varies at all from what I predict, then new data is fed into the formula and changes who the next predicted victims are. And while sometimes more than one person dies in one of his killing events, he always kills at least one person in a seven-day period. Do you understand? Always at least one every seven days, without fail. So if he kills on a Monday, then he will kill again before the following Monday."

      "Killing events?"

      "Yes. Again, sorry to make it sound so clinical. The seven-day period seems to match his particular complex, one that fits the pattern you will see when you do what I ask. His most recent victim, Mary Hathfield, was just killed yesterday in Medford, Oregon, and she was on the list, so that means the odds of Mr. Chen dying in the next six days are high indeed. The clock is ticking, as they say."

      I looked at the paper again. "Zhao Chen, Butte, Montana. This is insane. You're saying these last three people have a death sentence on them?"

      "Not a certainty. But a probability of death, yes."

      "A probability of death?"

      "Remember, we're talking about predictions based on massive data sets. You simply can't remove that many people from the population through deliberate means without there being a pattern. Mr. Grim has two main weaknesses. The first is that while I believe he is also some kind of drifter—maybe not a drifter in the literal sense, like you, but at least a drifter through life, without permanent attachments to people—he still prefers to choose his victims. It's safer. He's mostly selecting victims who won't be missed, whether because they're from the margins of society or because he can make their deaths look like accidents. Even homeless people, he's mostly selecting them ahead of time. There is other data that can help, but we'll discuss that tomorrow."

      "What other data?"

      "Tomorrow. We'll discuss it tomorrow. I must—"

      "Hold on. How long have you been able to, you know, predict his victims?"

      Welk swallowed. "Well, I've had some ability for about five years, but it's only in the last six months, with the help of machine learning and AI analytics, that my accuracy has really—"

      "Five years!"

      "Shh. Ms. Pantelli—"

      "And you didn't warn any of them?"

      "Oh, yes, I most definitely did—and it cost me dearly. That's why I have to be so very careful this time."

      "What? What are you—"

      "Please, tomorrow. I must get back to my colleagues, and you must get back to work. For now, put that list in your pocket. Look at this later, when you have total privacy. And if possible, don't use the internet from one of your own computers."

      "Seriously?"

      "He could already be one step ahead of us—watching you. Monitoring what you do, just as he did with me. It's possible. I won't underestimate him again. Going forward, if you must get on the internet for something related to Mr. Grim, don't use your own devices, and do so in some kind of incognito mode. Even better, always assume he could be watching."

      I folded the paper into quarters and stuck it in the back pocket of my jeans. "Fine. I'll play it your way. But I have to tell you, I'm still not sure I really believe any of this."

      "I know. I predicted that too." He smiled faintly. "But once you think more about what I told you overnight, and do what I told you with the atlas, I think you'll come to see it my way. We simply have no alternative, Ms. Pantelli. We can't let him continue. He's an abomination."

      "Okay, say I grant that Mr. Grim is real. What's his other weakness?"

      "What's that?"

      "You said he had two main weaknesses."

      "Oh. While he's definitely not an attention seeker in the literal sense, I believe he does want a worthy opponent."

      "He wants an opponent? After thirty years of getting away with this?"

      "Not just an opponent. A worthy one. While I doubt he believes he'll ever be caught, he can't stand the idea that somebody he considers unworthy catches him. I think he likes having somebody on his tail. The thrill, that is. Within reason. He's obviously extremely careful. Plus it validates what he's doing, you see. Like most serial killers, much of his joy comes from the fact that he's getting away with it."

      "And you're not worthy? As smart as you are? It sounds like you'd be a perfect match for each other, Moriarty to your Sherlock Holmes."

      "Hardly. For one, he's a psychopath."

      "Look, I didn't mean—"

      "No, no. It's all right. I'm sensitive to this because Mona's frequent complaint about me was my … my lack of sympathy for anyone except for those closest to me. If I were a little farther over that line, I might be a psychopath myself. I don't know what Mr. Grim considers a worthy adversary—my data doesn't tell me that—but I know that whatever it is, I don't have it. I know that for certain. Otherwise, once he determined I was onto him, he would have killed me instead of …" He trailed off.

      "Instead of what?"

      Welk gazed at the bay, as if searching for something. He shook his head, not as if he was answering no but as if he was shaking something off. "There are fates worse than death, Ms. Pantelli. I'm sure you, of all people, know that. Now, if you'll excuse me, I do need to use the restroom again. I'm afraid those breakfasts at the Amovar, while wonderful, are a bit …" He winced and rubbed his forehead.

      "On the rich side?" I finished for him.

      Still grimacing, either from the headache or from his upset stomach, he offered the briefest of smiles. "That's right."

      "In more way ways than one," I said.

      "What's that? Oh, the cost. Right. That reminds me." He reached into his inside jacket pocket, retrieved his wallet, and pulled out a twenty dollar bill, which he handed to me.

      "What's this?" I said.

      "Your tip," he said. "For cleaning my room. We must keep up appearances, you know. And if you'd like to apply it toward lunch at the mansion, it's on me."
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      I wasn't too proud to take the twenty, but I certainly wasn't going to spend it at the Amovar. That would barely cover the cost of a mimosa.

      With the sun gleaming on the cars parked outside Bayside, I left Professor Welk and made my way to the elevator. It was a good thing I was pushing my rattling cart ahead of me because my legs still felt like jelly, and I might have toppled over the railing into the junipers if I wasn't holding on to something.

      The breeze swirled across the concrete walkway, making the red cedars at the back of the parking lot, the ones probably giving Welk's sinuses fits, sway like slow-moving dancers. Mom used to dance like that—alone, usually a goblet of red wine in hand, Elton John or Celine Dion on the stereo. It was one of the few times I ever saw her happy. She never danced if she knew I was watching. It was probably no coincidence that she was only happy when she thought her family wasn't around.

      Between the last room and the elevator, the path was open to the air, with a partial view of the marina and the backside of the stately white Amovar mansion, where guests lounged in white lawn chairs around the pool. There was a lot of white—beach towels, sunshades, the picket fence around the perimeter … the people. Generally, it was a pretty lily-white crowd at the Orcadia.

      The sidewalk along the bay was lined with blooming pink orchids. I could still smell hamburger on the breeze, but I was no longer hungry. In fact, I felt downright queasy.

      Waiting for the elevator, I leaned against the rail, breathing in the fresh air, steadying myself. I didn't like being manipulated. I didn't like people telling me what to do at all—my old partner at the FBI, Ben Wilde, joked that the best way to get me to follow an order was to tell me to do the opposite—and Welk was doing far more than telling me what to do. He was trying to control me like a kid with a high-tech drone. And he was using my emotions to do it.

      I resented him for it. It didn't mean I'd ruled out what he was saying, but I still resented how he was manipulating me. When I got off shift in a couple hours, I'd drive back to my place in Olga, a sleepy little hamlet on Buck Bay, and I'd perform his experiment with the atlas in the privacy of my room, but I'd also use the internet to do my own research despite his warning. I'd dig into Colin Welk too. Maybe I'd even call Ben to see what he could find.

      Leaning far over the rail, feeling the weathered wood biting deeper and deeper into my palms, I was struck with a wild thought. What if the killer was Welk? Sure, the guy was in a wheelchair, but maybe that was fake. What great cover, pretending to be handicapped, and what great misdirection, pretending that he was the one looking for the killer instead of being the killer himself.

      It was tin-foil hat stuff, and I felt silly for thinking it, especially since it wouldn't be that hard to verify that Welk was really handicapped, and I couldn't think of a reason why the killer would take such a big chance when he'd been getting away with this for thirty years. Still, as I finally punched the elevator's up button, I couldn't shake the feeling that there was something about Welk, or his story, that wasn't quite what it seemed.

      When the elevator doors opened, a woman with a stroller got off. As I rode up, my sense of gloom only deepened. Room 1113, a few doors down from Welk's, was the next on my list to clean, but I had towels to deliver for Steve first. The stairs would have been faster, but I'd learned from experience to always bring the cart. A guest may ask only for towels over the phone but then remember that they also needed shampoo, Keurig packets, and quite a few other things once I arrived.

      Even so, my whole trip to the third floor of the complex and back, including chatting with the gray-haired Iowan in 1309 who was on the island for her fortieth wedding anniversary and wanted to tell me about each of her seven grandchildren, took no more than ten minutes.

      I was wheeling my cart back toward 1113—there was nobody on the path outside the doors but me—when my cell phone rang. It was Steve.

      "1109 just called," he said before I'd even gotten out a hello. That was Welk's room, but Steve never referred to the guests by name, just by room. "He said there's a mess in the bathroom that needs to be cleaned up, and that the maid must have missed it." He sighed. "Weren't you just there, Karen? You told me you were cleaning the bathroom!"

      "I was! The bathroom was spotless when I left it." This was a lie, or at least not a truth I could verify, because I hadn't seen the state of the bathroom during my visit, but I wondered what Welk was up to now. Did he have something urgent he needed to tell me before tomorrow? "Are you sure this was 1109?"

      "You think I'm an idiot? Go take care of it—fucking pronto! I probably don't have to tell you, Karen, but you're on thin ice here. Thin ice!"

      He clicked off, his shouting still ringing in my ears. I was annoyed. If Welk thought getting me fired was the surest way to get me to help him, he wasn't as smart as he thought he was.

      I pushed the cart a little past 1109 and knocked on the door. No answer. The Maid Service sign was gone. Did Welk really just make that call, then head back to the Amovar? What kind of game was he playing? I looked over the parked cars gleaming in the sun, past the low-cut grass and up the path to the Amovar. I saw the lady pushing the stroller, the one I'd passed in the elevator, but nobody else.

      I knocked again. Still no answer. Wondering if I had it in me to punch somebody in a wheelchair, I swiped my housekeeping fob over the electronic lock and opened the door.

      The bathroom fan—we had some of the loudest fans of any hotel I'd worked at—roared like a jet turbine. Professor Welk no longer sat by the patio doors, but the folding table was still there. The sunlight glared off the bay. I saw his wheelchair next, positioned outside the bathroom door, which was open. The light was on, and that orange-smelling scent still hung in the air. Letting the door to 1109 swing shut behind me, I stepped inside to see what kind of mess was waiting for me and saw blood on the yellow tiles. Just a few drops.

      Then, craning my head around the corner, I saw Welk sitting on the can—or what was left of him anyway since most of his face was a bloody mess.

      He was dead.
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      A self-inflicted gunshot wound. That was what it looked like—or at least, what it had been made to look like—since the .38 Special was on the tiles next to the wheelchair, underneath his limp right hand, and it was obvious that the bullet had entered underneath his hairy chin. It didn't take a forensics expert to know that was the only way so much blood and brain matter could have ended up on the ceiling.

      There was no need to check for a pulse, that was for sure. Welk was slumped on the toilet with his head tilted way back, what was left of his mouth gaping open and blood dripping onto the tiles. There were still plenty of the left side of his face intact, including his left eye, which was wide and unblinking, the picture of someone gripped by terror. His chin was gone, though weirdly his beard was still holding a lot of that gory mess in place.

      Next to all that blood, Welk's hair looked more orange than red. It was a strange thing to notice, but then I often noticed strange things in moments like this—a coping mechanism, maybe, a way to distance myself from the visceral nature of what I was seeing, to bottle up my emotions behind observation and the cataloging of details. Whatever it was, it often served me well in my past life in the FBI because not only did this reaction keep me calm, the heightened sense of awareness helped me if there was danger close at hand.

      The bathroom fan, a steady drone, was loud enough that it might have been hard to make out the discharge of such a small caliber gun even if I'd been standing on the landing right outside, especially with the heavy, fire-resistant door that most hotels used. The shower curtain was pushed all the way open, bunched up on the rod, but there were still red speckles on the vinyl. Plenty on the back of the toilet, the mirror, and the pastel-blue countertop. Metal crutches leaned against the counter next to him, and blood dotted those too. There was blood everywhere.

      Not on my black Converses, though, at least not yet. I was making sure not to get any on me.

      Welk's jeans were still buttoned and up around his bulky thighs. He was sitting on the closed lid. I absorbed all this in the span of a second or two, then my training kicked into gear. This couldn't have happened more than a few minutes ago. I didn't believe Colin Welk's death was a suicide, not for a second, and that meant his killer was still nearby.

      Maybe even in the hotel room.

      Leaning just out of the bathroom door, looking past the empty wheelchair, I spied the unoccupied folding table and the patio doors, still cracked open, the sun so bright on the bay that I had to squint. The way the hall ran down the center of the
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