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Regions of sorrow, doleful shades where peace

And rest can never dwell, hope never comes

That comes to all

What thought the field be lost?

All is not Lost; the unconquerable will,

And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield.

 

~ John Milton, Paradise Lost





CHAPTER 1
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
Something was out there in the woods.
Jessica Young focused on the area ahead to the right, but it was difficult to see through the dense forest. For a second, she was certain she’d spotted a speck of color in the distance.
She locked onto the area.
Nothing.
Just my imagination. Or a trick of the light.
Shrugging it off, she continued walking.
Besides, Cody says hardly anybody else knows about this secluded corner of the mountains. It’s not even on most maps.
Glancing up at the sun’s rays fingering the canopy of trees, Jessica hitched her backpack, easing the ache in her shoulders. Gripping the straps, she looked back at Cody Marshall, a few steps behind her.
“Are ya having trouble keeping up, babe?” Jessica said. “Is this trail too much for my big, tough Marine?”
Jessica knew full well he could nail this trail double-time while carrying her. But Cody loved her teasing and responded with his shy, confident sideways grin that got to her every time.
“Doing my best, Jess.”
“Better keep it that way, buddy.”
It was Cody’s idea to get out of Philly with her to do what he called “the Hemingway Big Two-Hearted River thing” in the mountains. It had been his favorite story in school. When Cody was a boy, his father would bring him on fishing trips to this isolated area, and they’d camp for days. Jessica understood that Cody had needed to do this since he’d returned from his tour of duty in Afghanistan three months ago.
Since coming home, he’d been quiet, never saying much about his time there. Instead, he talked about starting his new job with a security firm and maybe becoming a cop. He would give her that smile whenever she talked about their plans to get married after she got her nursing degree. Then that smile would fade, and she knew he was thinking about Afghanistan. She realized Cody needed to be here to heal.
“Want to rest and have an early lunch?” She nodded up ahead to an inviting flat rock next to a stream.
When Cody didn’t answer, she turned back to him.
He’d stopped in his tracks and was staring into the trees ahead to the right.
“What?” she asked.
“Thought I saw something.”
“Me, too, but I wasn’t sure.”
“Don’t move.” Cody touched his forefinger to his lips. “Listen.”
Both of them stared ahead.
Nothing.
They waited.
Then in the distance, low to the ground, deep within the weave of dark, concentrated forest, there it was—a flash of yellow.
“Hello!” Cody called.
In response, they heard only birdsong and a breeze, carrying the sweet, clean scent of pine, gently caressing the trees around them. Somewhere in the near distance, they heard the flutter of wings. Then they heard the faraway, weak pop of a branch. Cody pulled off his backpack, got out his binoculars, and lifted them to his eyes.
“Jesus!” he said. “I don’t believe it!”
“What is it?”
“It’s a kid, a little kid!” He passed the binoculars to her.
As Jessica adjusted them, the swimming image of a child came into focus. “Looks like a little boy! What the—we haven’t seen another soul for three days! What’s he doing out here all by himself?”
“Let’s check it out.”
Undergrowth crackled and branches snagged and tugged at them as they worked their way quickly toward the boy. They caught up to him in a clearing with a small meadow.
“Hey, kid?” Cody called.
The boy kept walking, as if he’d heard nothing.
Cody and Jessica trotted in front of him. He stopped, and they dropped to their knees before him. He appeared to be about six or seven years old. He was wearing pajamas: a yellow, short-sleeved T-shirt, with Sleep Monster emblazoned on it, and long striped pajama pants.
“Hello?” Cody looked beyond and around. “Where’s your mom and dad?”
The boy didn’t respond.
“Where did you come from? Are you with someone? Where’s your campsite?”
He didn’t look at them or react in any way. His eyes were wide and stared at nothing as Jessica took stock of him. He was trembling.
“Oh, my God, look at you, sweetie.”
The boy’s face, neck, arms and hands were scraped and swollen with bug bites. His shirt was laced with rips and dotted with bloodstains. His feet were bare, bleeding, and coated with lacerations and bites. She noticed that his right hand was gripping something; with gentle coaxing, he opened it to reveal a tiny toy figure of a spaceman.
Jessica studied his eyes and checked his pulse.
“He’s in shock, Cody.”
As she rummaged through her backpack for her first-aid kit, Cody set up his sleeping bag on the ground and positioned the boy so Jessica could tend to him—cleaning his cuts, bandaging him where she could. Cody got him to drink water from his canteen and eat some apple slices and grapes. Jessica wrapped him in her hoodie, slipping woolen socks over his bandaged feet.
“He must’ve been alone out here all night,” Cody said.
“What’s your name, honey?” Jessica asked.
Chewing, the boy stared ahead without speaking.
“It’s as if he doesn’t hear you,” Cody said, examining the little spaceman figure before placing it back in the boy’s hand. “What’s he doing here, all alone? Maybe he wandered from his folks’ campsite in the night.”
“I don’t know. He’s been through some sort of trauma. We’ve got to get him to a hospital.”
Cody considered the situation. “At best, it would take us a day to get back to the trailhead and our car. And that’s using the fastest way I know, with a few shortcuts over some rough territory.”
“Okay.”
“But I say we go that way, where the boy came from.”
“Why?”
“There could be more people who need help. We’ve got to find out what’s happened.”



CHAPTER 2
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
As they set out, Cody carried the boy, who’d fallen asleep, draped over his shoulder.
Cody knew they were taking a gamble trying to retrace his steps.
They had no signal for cell phones out here, no GPS. Nothing guaranteed that Cody had selected the path that the boy had taken.
This would take all of Cody’s tracking skills, but Jessica trusted his instincts.
Cody also had a good compass and good maps, including some old ones he’d inherited from his dad. And he could draw upon his training and experience as a soldier.
Cody knew their approximate location and what area they’d covered. He had a general sense of the way the boy might have come. Every now and then, Cody found a small foot impression in mud, or a broken branch, or bending underbrush, affirming his choices.
Thankfully, much of the terrain was level. They traversed mossy areas and some slippery rocks as they threaded their way steadily through thick woods.
After an hour, Cody consulted his tracker and saw that they’d traveled nearly two miles. They came to a hill overlooking a small clearing and a cabin with an SUV parked out front.
Through the trees, they saw the cabin’s deck, and a lawn with four chairs around a fire pit. A path twisted from the cabin to an outhouse, while another led to a lake.
“This has to be it.” Cody set the boy on the ground and slid off his backpack.
It took a moment before the boy realized where he was. Then, spotting the cabin, he grew agitated, afraid. He threw his arms around Jessica’s legs, giving her a look of concern.
“I’ll stay here with him,” she said. “You go down and check it out.”
“Okay.”
“Cody?” Jessica grabbed his hand and held it tight for a moment.
He looked at her.
She nodded at the boy. “Something’s terrified him. Be careful.”
“I will.” Cody kissed her cheek.
He moved down the slope, first coming to the SUV. He glanced inside. Empty.
He went to the cabin. The planks of the front porch moaned as he stepped on them and approached the front door. The outer door, made of hewn logs, was wide-open. It was secured by a hook to the cabin’s wall, leaving a lighter, full screen door.
Given the shade and angle of light, the screen was black, offering no view inside.
Cody knocked on the doorframe. “Hello?” he called loudly.
He was answered with silence.
He knocked again, harder.
“Anybody home?”
Cody waited 10 seconds, then 30, glancing back at the SUV, listening to birds chirping and the staccato drumming of a distant woodpecker before he reached for the handle. The screen door creaked as he swung it open and stepped inside.
He blinked while his eyes adjusted to the light, absorbing the absolute stillness. He didn’t know what to expect, but if needed, he could quickly draw the combat knife strapped to his belt.
He licked his lips and scanned the inside.
The air smelled of wood and something spoiled—like food gone bad.
To his immediate left was a kitchen counter, covered with empty soda cans, water bottles, half-eaten bags of cookies, overripe bananas, peanut butter, and jam. Dirty dishes waited in the sink, which had an old hand pump for water. To the left was a cast-iron wood-burning stove and oven that looked as if it had survived for more than a century.
Next to the counter were chairs and a small table, circa 1950, with a red-and-white checkered vinyl tablecloth. On the table, tacky newlywed-couple salt-and-pepper shakers from Niagara Falls stood watch over open packages of tarts and a pie, which were strafed by flies.
The kitchen opened onto a large living room with a back door. The walls had paint-by-number images of people fishing and camping. On the floor between the sofas, Cody spotted several tiny toy figures in the style of the spaceman the boy gripped in his hand.
Two closed doors lined the left wall.
Had to be bedrooms.
Cody opened the first door to two single beds, neatly made as if no one had slept in them. On the floor, a small backpack spilled over with clothes, books, and toys. He read the luggage ID tag attached to it: Ethan Nelson, 106 Carter Street, Yonkers, NY.
The little boy had to be Ethan.
The window, with a screen to let in a breeze, was open
Floorboards squeaked as Cody moved to the next door. He reached for the handle but hesitated. A low hum was coming from the other side. Cody was familiar with that sound from his tour. He took a breath and kept one hand on his knife as he entered.
His immediate thought: Who splashed paint on the wall?
Heaped among the sheets of the large bed were two bodies, webbed with blood that soaked the mattress and coated the floor. It had splattered onto the walls, the dresser, the luggage, everything.
Cody’s breathing quickened.
He’d witnessed awful manifestations of death in Afghanistan, but no matter how many times he’d seen corpses, it never got easier.
Bracing himself, Cody walked around the bed to see the faces of the victims.
That’s when the humming grew louder.



CHAPTER 3
En route to Saranac Lake, New York
“Two suspicious deaths in a cabin way out on Starving Wolf Trail. This one’s really bad.”
Ray Wyatt, a veteran reporter, listened to his caller while looking at Manhattan’s skyline from the 20th-floor newsroom of First Press Alliance. The worldwide wire service was headquartered in Midtown, a few blocks from Madison Square Garden and Penn Station.
“So the scene’s up near Saranac Lake?” Wyatt pressed his phone to his ear while taking notes.
“Yeah, but the area’s not easy to access,” said Wyatt’s source, a trooper he’d met while working on a prison escape story last year.
Wyatt made a number of quick calls to upstate police while scanning the regional wires and social media. Nothing had broken yet, but it was only a matter of time. He went to the office of Lou Talbott, his editor. With the newsroom staff cuts and tight budgets in recent years, the lines in Talbott’s face had grown deeper.
After listening to Wyatt, Talbott, who rarely smiled, tapped the arm of his bifocals on his teeth. He placed a few calls before making a decision.
“I’m going to take a lot of heat for this, but I want you up there now and get filing,” Talbott said, standing at Wyatt’s desk. “Get a cab to Teterboro. New York 103TV has a charter going to Saranac and will leave without you if you’re not there in one hour. I got you a seat. We share costs for the plane. We’ll reserve a rental for you up there.”
Now, as Wyatt watched buildings flow by his window, he was relieved that his cab was making good time and was glad he’d always kept a bag ready under his desk. He made a quick call to a friend to take care of his dog, Molly.
The cab used the Lincoln Tunnel, cut through New Jersey, rolled through the Meadowlands, past the stadium and racetrack, and arrived at the charter terminal at Teterboro Airport within 45 minutes. After paying the driver, Wyatt shouldered his bag and entered the terminal’s pre-boarding lounge.
A blonde looked up from her phone to greet him. “You must be Ray Wyatt with First Alliance?”
“Yeah, hi.” As they shook hands, he detected a hint of perfume.
“Roxanne Rowe, 103TV.” She had a blazing, white-toothed smile and nodded to the window. On the tarmac, he saw a bearded, wild-haired man in T-shirt and jeans loading bags and TV gear onto a twin-engine Cessna. “That’s Kurt Sharp, the camera operator. Your editor emailed your ID. You still have to show them your license or something, Ray, and they still have to inspect your gear. Other than that, we’ve essentially all been cleared. Ready?”
“All set.”
Not long after the plane, a cozy six-seater, lifted off and tracked north, the mighty urban sprawl of the northeastern corner of New Jersey and greater New York City gave way to rivers and rolling hills. Kurt pulled his ball cap down over his eyes to grab some sleep, while Roxanne, who’d been making notes on a small pad, nudged Wyatt.
“So what’re you hearing on this story, Ray?”
Always guarded, Wyatt shrugged. “Not much. What’re you hearing?”
“That it’s a double homicide. No names yet, but likely a mom and a dad. Two hikers found their little boy wandering in the woods alone.”
“I heard something along those lines, too.”
“And there’s more to it.”
“Like what?”
“Don’t know. Something disturbing.”
“Yeah?” Ray had learned never to tip his hand with any competitor unless he was working out a deal, and he wasn’t about to do that now. “Any idea what it is?”
She shook her head and retreated to her notes.
Wyatt looked through the wisps of clouds, figuring that they were passing over the Catskills. As he studied the expanse of undulating green hills below, he reflected on his life.
What happened? How did I get here?
***
One day when he was a kid riding his bike, he came upon a dramatic scene a few blocks from his home in Queens. Police cars, their lights flashing. Yellow tape blocking the street. A crowd gathered in front of a house. TV crews, with their cameras and bright lights. News reporters talking to cops, then to residents. Photographers shooting pictures.
Wyatt tugged on the sleeve of a gum-chewing guy with a notebook. “What’s going on?”
“Two people got murdered.”
“How do you know?”
“It’s my job to know, kid. Read it in tomorrow’s paper.” The guy gave Wyatt his business card: Stan Martinex, with the Daily News.
The next day, Wyatt rode to Canelli’s Corner Store and got all the papers. Finding Martinex’s story, right there with pictures, was powerful. He read how a jealous lover, who’d been a neighbor, had murdered a married couple. It was a tragedy, but for Wyatt, it was something else. Watching the way Martinex had talked to cops, to witnesses, taking notes, and then telling him, “It’s my job to know,” had sparked a desire in Wyatt.
At that moment, he knew he wanted to be a reporter, like Martinex. He wanted to work for a big news outfit, with millions of people reading his stories every day.
But Wyatt’s old man, Blaine Wyatt—a semi-employed truck driver who drank and felt so bitter about life that he could start a brawl in an empty room—had told his son to forget about it.
“You’d be wise to get your head out of the clouds there, sunshine, and get a real job, because I can’t afford to pay for no freaking college for you.”
But Wyatt’s mother, who worked at a local bakery and always came home smelling like fresh bread, took Wyatt aside.
“Don’t worry, Ray, honey. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”
Wyatt refused to give up on his dream.
He realized he would never be able to attend a big-name school like Columbia or NYU. So after high school, he moved out of the house. He shared an apartment with a friend and did anything he could to survive.
He worked brutal shifts on factory assembly lines before landing a full-time job driving a forklift at a warehouse near JFK International Airport. He spent his breaks and lunch hours reading literary classics and studying the lives of writers who had worked as journalists.
The whole time, he saved enough money to put himself through community college, where he studied journalism. While at school he hustled, putting in part-time shifts as a reporter for a Queens weekly. He also sold freelance pieces wherever he could.
Wyatt got to know cops and sold a freelance crime feature on a car-theft ring to the New York Daily News. The day Wyatt graduated from college, the editor who’d bought the piece offered Wyatt a full-time job as a staff reporter at the News. Wyatt’s father had died the year before. Wyatt’s mother died a year later, but he was happy that she lived to see he’d made it as a reporter.
While he was at the News, Wyatt met Lisa Sullivan, a copy editor, who, like him, was a diehard Springsteen fan. Their third date was a concert at Madison Square Garden. After that, they fell in love. A year later, they got married. During this time, Wyatt earned his first Pulitzer nomination for his reporting on subway shootings. That led to his position with First Press Alliance.
Not long after he’d joined FPA, Lisa got pregnant, and they had Danny.
Ray would never forget the day his son was born. He was in the hospital with Lisa, who nearly broke his hand squeezing it so hard as he watched their son’s birth. He cut the cord, crying with Lisa at the wonder of their beautiful baby boy. Holding Danny, Ray felt as if he were walking on air.
Soon after that, he got his second Pulitzer nomination, for his reporting on the crash of a South American jetliner.
As the years went by, Ray appreciated that his life with Lisa and Danny was perfect. He felt like the luckiest man in the world. That’s when they planned their dream family vacation to the Canadian Rockies and glorious Banff, Alberta.
Now, everyone in my life is gone.
***
Looking away from the clouds, Wyatt took out his phone and swiped at photos of Lisa and Danny in the gondola ascending the mountain at Banff.
Their faces were filled with joy.
We were going to have the time of our lives.
His mind swam with memories.
The time of our lives.
As the plane engines droned, Wyatt shut his eyes and fought to keep the other images from coming—the horrors that ended it all.



CHAPTER 4
Saranac Lake, New York
A little more than an hour later, they landed at Adirondack Regional Airport, just outside of Saranac Lake.
The crime scene was at least an hour’s drive into the mountainous backcountry, and Wyatt made it clear to Roxanne and Kurt that he was renting a car alone and going his own way.
“No offense,” he told them. “Just business. I prefer to do my own thing.”
“Not a problem,” Kurt said. “We’re cool with that, right, Rox?”
“Sure, no need to be tied to someone else’s agenda. We’ll see you around. We’ll call you on your sat phone before we plan to leave. Okay?” Roxanne placed her card with her number in his hand. “That could be tonight, tomorrow or the next day, depending on how this thing goes. We’ll give you a heads-up to meet us back here. Sound good?”
“Sounds good. See you guys out there.”
Wyatt collected his bags and headed to a different rental agency where Talbott had reserved a car for him.
“Your company was smart to call ahead,” the rental agent said while processing the papers for his vehicle.
“Why’s that?” Wyatt was attempting to pinpoint the scene on a huge wall map of the area that encompassed Starving Wolf Trail. He made notes on his smaller, hand-held map. He didn’t trust his GPS to be accurate in this remote section of the state.
“Got a lot of media people coming in because of the murders up at Starving Wolf. Things are getting pretty active in the region with roadblocks and the helicopters. You’ve got my last SUV. You’ll need the four-wheel drive; the road gets rugged for the last part of the way.”
Wyatt thanked the agent, collected his paperwork, then got into the SUV. After adjusting the seat and mirrors and consulting his map, he pulled away.
Driving along the paved road that threaded through the rolling forests, Wyatt was 10 miles from the airport when he came upon the flashing emergency lights of a county sheriff’s patrol car blocking both lanes. He eased the SUV to a stop, and a deputy with dark aviator glasses approached his door.
“Good afternoon. Where you coming from and where you headed, sir?”
“The airport. Just flew up from Manhattan. I’m a reporter with First Press Alliance, heading up to the scene at Starving Wolf Trail.”
“License and registration.”
Wyatt passed everything, including his press ID, over to him. “This is a rental.”
As the deputy went back to his car to run the information, Wyatt noticed a video camera on a tripod recording everything before the deputy returned.
“Will you consent to me searching your vehicle, sir?”
“Sure.” Wyatt got out and opened the doors and tailgate. “Can you tell me what you’re looking for?”
“It’s related to the incident in the backcountry.” The deputy ran his flashlight under the seats. “That’s about all I can tell you.”
After searching the SUV and finding it empty, except for Wyatt’s bags—which he also searched—the deputy cleared him to continue with some parting words.
“You’ve still some ways to go, close to twenty-five miles, I’d say.”
“Have many other press people come through here so far?”
“A couple from Plattsburgh and Potsdam. Listen, there’ll be other stops, and you’ll want to be careful. The terrain gets a little sloppy for the last segment.”
“Thanks.”
Glad that the road remained paved as he continued, Wyatt went another 15 miles. At this point, the pavement gave way to a gravel road. It wound through sweet-smelling forests for two miles before bringing Wyatt to an intersection and another roadblock.
It was manned by a state trooper, who put Wyatt through the same routine before allowing him to continue.
His source’s words echoed in his mind. This one’s really bad.
He was unsure what he was heading into, but was grateful that there was still plenty of daylight before sunset.
It wasn’t long before he came to Big Walt’s General Store & Gas, a framed building with overflowing flower boxes. The store had a single gas pump and a couple of pickup trucks parked out front. Hand-painted signs in the windows advertised fishing supplies, outdoor gear and groceries.
A fat, drowsy collie was lying on the front porch.
The planks of the porch creaked and the dog raised its eyebrows at Wyatt when he stepped to the door. As he entered, bells on the transom rang.
A large man with white hair, a full beard and suspenders was at the counter reading a newspaper. A customer at the counter, who appeared to be in his 70s, was sipping coffee from a ceramic cup.
“Need gas?” the bearded man asked.
“No thanks. Just came in to pick up a few things.”
The store smelled like wood and a bit like fish. Wyatt grabbed a small plastic basket, filled it with groceries, and brought it to the counter. Then he glanced at the coffee station. “I’ll take a large coffee to go, too. Black.”
“I think I know the answer, but I’ll ask anyway,” the bearded man said as he rang up the items and put them in a bag. “What brings you out this way?”
As if on cue, the store windows rattled as a helicopter thundered by overhead. After it had passed, Wyatt answered.
“I’m a reporter with First Press Alliance from Manhattan.”
“From Manhattan? You don’t say.”
“I came up to cover the murders.”
The bearded man nodded. “A shock, what happened to that family at Starving Wolf,” he said. “Last time I saw the mother, she was in here to buy marshmallows.”
“Really? Do you guys know anything about what happened?”
The bearded man and the silent man exchanged glances. The silent man looked at the floor before speaking. “It just shakes you to your core,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Wyatt said.
The man dragged a wrinkled hand across his stubbled face and glanced out the window at the forest.
“I mean, you never in a hundred years expect something like that out here. This is a peaceful part of the world. Starving Wolf’s so secluded, and that cabin’s on the eastern fringe of it. The family did some work on it, but that cabin was built by the men who logged up there a century ago. The logging road’s overgrown, more like a path now, a little rough and rugged but you can get through. Some of the prettiest country you’ll ever see in your life up there.”
“I can imagine that,” Wyatt said. “But what happened, what’ve you heard?”
The old man swallowed, scratched his chin. “I don’t know if I should say. Police asked people to keep a lid on things.” He turned to the bearded man. “What do you think, Walt? Should I tell him?”
“Folks are going to know soon enough anyway, Burt.”
The old man scratched his chin thoughtfully and nodded.
“Yeah, I suppose that’s right. Makes sense, and seeing as how you come all this way from Manhattan…”
Wyatt said nothing. He just waited.
“Well,” the old man started, “you see, my son’s a hunting guide. He knows this area like the back of his hand. He volunteers with local search and rescue. They help the sheriff and state police when hikers get lost, and when there are crimes, searching for evidence. That sort of thing, you know?”
“I see,” Wyatt nodded, encouraging the man to keep going.
“I was talking to him a little while ago, and he told me this is a big deal. They got all kinds of police working on it, even the FBI.”
“The FBI?”
“Yes. He said two hikers found a little boy alone a couple miles from the cabin, that the boy’s parents were murdered, and that they were from Yonkers.”
“Yonkers? I hadn’t heard that.”
Wyatt wanted to take notes, but didn’t want to interrupt the old man.
“Yes. They took the boy to the hospital.”
“Where?”
“Saranac.”
“Saranac. Okay.”
The old man rubbed his chin hard.
“But here’s the worst part.”
“What’s that?”
“The parents were found decapitated, and the heads are missing.”



CHAPTER 5
Saranac Lake, New York
Wearing an oversized patient hospital gown, 6-year-old Ethan Nelson sat up in his bed, staring vacantly out the window.
Dr. Adam Hart was using a small light to examine his eyes.
The horror this child must have seen is unimaginable, FBI Agent Jill McDade thought, watching the doctor.
“I really need to interview this boy, Doctor Hart,” McDade said.
“I know, but I can’t predict when that can happen.” Dr. Hart slid his light into his breast pocket and updated Ethan’s chart. “As I indicated to you, he’s showing signs of conversion disorder.”
“Conversion disorder?” McDade repeated.
“Nervous system symptoms which can’t be attributed to a neurological disease or a physical injury, but rather, in his case, a colossal traumatic event.”
“And the result is the boy’s silence?” McDade asked.
“Well, the disorder can affect muscular movement or senses, such as the ability to walk, see, hear, or swallow. In this child’s case, it’s clearly affected his ability to speak.”
“So he’s in shock?” McDade asked.
“Yes. He’s also dealing with some hypothermia, dehydration, the impact of his exposure, lacerations to his feet, arms, and face, and the insect bites.”
“But when will he be able to speak?”
“It’s anyone’s guess, really.”
“That doesn’t help us.”
“You’re welcome to stand by,” Dr. Hart offered. “But it could be hours, days, even weeks. A nurse will be posted in this room at all times.” The doctor nodded to the nurse checking Ethan’s IV. “We have your number. We’ll alert you, Agent McDade.”
***
Outside in the hall, McDade stood with her back to the wall, leaning against it and breathing in the antiseptic-smelling air. Time was working against her. So far, she had nothing that even hinted at a possible lead.
She had two dead adults—Phil Nelson, age 38, and Margaret Nelson, age 37, residents of Yonkers, New York. Both were victims of homicide. She clenched her eyes momentarily, considering a key fact held back from public release.
Both had been decapitated, and we can’t find the heads.
Their son, Ethan, aged six, now orphaned, was her only potential witness. But, coupled with his condition from wandering in dense, rugged terrain, he’d been so traumatized by what had happened that he couldn’t speak.
Who murdered his parents? What happened out there?
For a moment, McDade and other investigators had even considered the remote possibility that Ethan had killed his parents. But preliminary investigation suggested the only blood on his body and clothing was his. And given his age, size, and the strength required to be consistent with the savagery of the murders, they ruled him out.
No, Ethan’s not a suspect. He’s my only living witness.
Jessica Young and Cody Marshall, the two hikers from Philadelphia who’d found him and traced him back to the cabin, couldn’t call for help—the signals on their phones were bad. So they used the Nelsons’ vehicle to drive Ethan to the hospital and report the incident to Saranac Police, setting the investigation in motion.
McDade scrolled through her notes on her phone. Saranac’s interviews with the hikers—Marshall, a former soldier, and Young, a nursing student—and background checks had so far shown their statements to be consistent with the known evidence and time frame, diminishing the possibility of them being suspects. Still, McDade kept them in mind.
They’d been urged not to talk to the media.
The Evidence Response Team had started processing the scene. So far, they hadn’t found a murder weapon. They’d gridded the surrounding area, and K-9 units and search teams had begun scouring it section by section, backed by air support.
They were arranging for divers to begin searching the lake.
They’d established roadblocks, but McDade knew it could be too late.
Why are the heads missing? Was this some sort of ritual? Or made to look that way? Why was this couple targeted, and how had Ethan managed to survive?
The Nelsons had been tentatively identified by their IDs, found at the scene, and then confirmed by their fingerprints. Some years ago, both had held jobs that required fingerprinting. Phil had worked for a courier company, and Margaret had worked at the United States Postal Service.
McDade then proceeded with notification of next of kin, an awful task she hated doing by phone. But, using information found in Margaret Nelson’s bag, McDade had called the home number of Margaret’s sister, who lived in Syracuse, New York. Yes, she could’ve had Syracuse PD make the notification in person, but she wanted to do it; it kept her closer to the investigation.
There was no answer, so McDade left a voice mail, asking the woman to call back immediately.
That had been more than an hour ago.
She glanced at her phone for messages, thinking how it had been a long time since she’d been a lead agent on a major case. She was 35 and had put in well over a decade with the Bureau. She’d worked in Denver, and then Los Angeles before coming to New York. For most of her career, she had worked in the Bureau’s field office in Lower Manhattan.
McDade had been considered a rising star until the day her husband died.
Tim.
She glanced at his picture on her phone.
How painful those first months had been for her after his death. She had lived in agony, dreaming of him, reaching for him, waking alone in their bed. Some days, she didn’t know how she could go on. She went through the motions of living without him.
As months passed, she gradually pushed her clothes to the empty side of the closet. God, she missed him. There were days at home when she wore his old shirts that she had saved, loving how they still held his cologne, feeling him wrapped around her.
Tim had been a detective with the NYPD.
Outside of their jobs, they were two solitary, shy people who’d met an eternity ago, it seemed. The first time they were together was during a joint-forces operation that thwarted the detonation of a 500-pound bomb at a Midtown office tower. Police arrested a man who had worked at the tower, but had been fired for allegedly stealing from his company.
As one of the lead investigators, Tim had done excellent work on the case. McDade was impressed. Not only was he smart, but he also had a gentle manner about him that she liked. He wasn’t bad-looking, either.
Not long after that, she met Tim again at a huge law enforcement banquet at the Sheraton at Times Square, where they found themselves seated next to each other at the same table. Later, they went to a quiet bar and talked for much of the night.
Everything seemed right with Tim.
They dated. They hit it off and two years later, they were married in a small ceremony in a chapel on Long Island. They got a gorgeous apartment in Washington Heights. Everything was going according to plan.
A few years later, she had Alison.
Tim was in the delivery room and had tears in his eyes when he held their newborn daughter. And while their jobs were often stressful, McDade knew that what they’d built together was perfect. Back on the job, McDade’s career was going strong for years as she investigated crimes as part of multiagency task forces.
Then it all stopped with Tim’s death.
His killer had come out of nowhere.
It started when she had noticed how Tim’s eyes had begun to look yellow. He started losing his appetite and weight. He was tired all the time, and complained of lower back pain. Tim being Tim, he had shrugged it off until she’d pleaded with him to see a doctor.
He did.
When his test results came back, their lives had changed forever. Tim had an aggressive form of terminal cancer. Within four months, her big, healthy husband, a decorated member of the NYPD, whispered, “I love you and Alison. Tell her that I love her,” then died in her arms at a New York hospital.
Tim was 37.
McDade’s world came crashing down around her. She couldn’t trust the earth beneath her, fearing she was being swallowed by a chasm of despair. She took three months off. She couldn’t go on, yet she needed to find the strength to keep living. Not to think only of her own pain, but to keep being a mother to Alison, her 9-year-old daughter.
They needed each other, and they helped each other heal.
They’d taken things day by day and were moving forward.
Living.
That’s how it had been up to now, just before her supervisor, Steve Loren, assigned her to this breaking case. McDade had taken Alison to see an exhibition about the history of the universe at the Hayden Planetarium in the Museum of Natural History. They were just leaving when Loren called.
“Jill, I know it’s your day off, but we need you.”
“What’s up?”
“Not sure if you got wind of a double homicide upstate in the Adirondacks, along the Starving Wolf Trail?”
“No. I’ve been staring at stars for the past few hours.”
“What?”
“I’ve been at the planetarium with my daughter.”
“Right. Okay, listen. I won’t go into details, but after a lot of wrangling with state police and the county, they’re punting the case to us. It’s been discussed up the chain, and we want you to lead a multiforce investigation. You’ll have everything you need; we’re sending in more agents. I’m sending you all the info we have at this stage. We’ll get you up there ASAP. Are you good with that?”
McDade felt a knot form and twist in her gut. “As you know, sir, I’m working a few other cases at the moment.”
“I’m fully aware. I’ll arrange for others to be assigned to cover your cases in progress. Just pass me any key notes. As of right now, Starving Wolf is your only case, your only priority. Are you good with that, Jill?”
She knew she wasn’t being asked. She was being told. “Yes sir.”
After gathering everything she needed, she arranged for Alison to stay with their good friend and neighbor, Gwen Lansing. McDade then boarded a state police Cessna at LaGuardia and, during the flight to Saranac Lake, digested all the initial reports.
Now, standing outside Ethan Nelson’s hospital room, McDade contemplated heading to the scene when her phone rang. The display was a 315 area code, which she recognized as Syracuse.
Her stomach tightened, and she answered.
“This is Martin Meyer, returning a call from FBI agent Jill McDade.”
McDade gripped the phone, searched the hospital hallway, found an empty room, entered, and shut the door.
“Mr. Meyer, are you related to Margaret Marie Nelson, aged thirty-seven, of Yonkers, New York?”
Silence prefaced his answer. “She’s my wife’s sister, my sister-in-law. Why?”
“Are you also related to Phil Douglas Nelson, aged thirty-eight, of Yonkers, New York?”
“Yes, Phil’s our brother-in-law.” Tension flooded his voice. “What is this about?”
“Mr. Meyer, please sit down, if you’re not sitting already. Please.”
“I’m sitting. What’s this about?”
“Sir, I’m very sorry to inform you that they have both been killed in a cabin in upstate New York. They appear to be victims of homicide.”
Meyer shouted something McDade couldn’t make out. Then she’d heard knocking, as if Meyer had dropped his phone.
“Hello?” she said. “Hello, Mr. Meyer? Are you still there?”
After a few seconds, he came back on the line, his voice trembling. “My God! Are you certain? Are you sure? There’s no mistake?”
“There’s no mistake, sir, I’m sorry.”
“Oh God, Maggie’s just the most wonderful—oh God. And Phil. Everyone loves Phil.”
“Ethan survived. I’m with him at the hospital in Saranac Lake.”
“Ethan! Good Lord, he’s okay?” Meyer was sobbing.
“Yes, I’m with him at the hospital, and we’ll need to have family come for him.”
“Yes, we’ll come right away. What about Emma?”
“Emma?” McDade was puzzled. “Sir, who is Emma?”
“Ethan’s sister.”
“He has a sister?”
“Yes, Emma Nelson. Is she all right?”



CHAPTER 6
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
 Decapitation.
For the next few miles, Wyatt processed what the old man at the store had revealed to him. Grasping the magnitude of the crime, his heart went out to the little boy found in the woods.
That poor kid. Did he see the horror? Is he hurt?
Driving along what had now become a winding gravel road, Wyatt searched the dark forests in vain for answers. The old man had assured him that he had not spoken to any other reporter; and that as far as he knew, no one in the media was aware of all the gruesome details of the crime.
This made Wyatt’s information exclusive.
Still, I can’t help thinking about what that kid’s going through; his mom and dad killed with such brutality. Who did this and why?
Wyatt thought about it as he drove. Then the gravel road narrowed into a hilly earthen trail curling through dense, cool, sweet-smelling forests of cedar, pine, maple and birch. Leafy branches slapped and scraped the car, hiding sudden valleys that hugged small cliff edges in a quilt of shade and light. It was dangerously beautiful, as if he were entering a lost world.
He came to a small clearing where flashing emergency lights splashed the trees bloodred as he stopped at a knot of police vehicles parked in front of a line of yellow tape woven into the woods.
The uniformed officers clustered at the tape were cool to Wyatt when he got out, approached them, showed his press ID, and requested help.
“Is there a press information officer?” he asked, seeing nothing beyond them but the trees.
One stone-faced officer assessed him.
“Nothing to see here,” the officer said. “No chance you media maggots are getting any pictures of anything today. You know, you guys are like flies. You always show up when shit happens.”
The others snickered.
“Go farther down the road, bud,” one of the officers told Wyatt.
Wyatt thanked him while shrugging off the insult. He’d likely been to more homicides than that jerk. Besides, guys like that never deterred him. If anything, he thought, tapping his notebook to his thigh, they made him better.
Less than a mile down the road, he came to a gentle slope and a dozen or so news and police vehicles lining each shoulder. Several people stood near a waist-high rock formation where more yellow tape appeared to seal the mouth of a forest path. State troopers and county deputies protected it.
This has to be the way to the cabin.
After parking, Wyatt walked past emergency vehicles, cars, and media trucks from Saranac, Potsdam, Plattsburgh, Schenectady and Syracuse. The yip of dogs echoed from inside the forest before a helicopter thudded overhead. He saw nothing beyond the tape but an earthen road cutting into the woods.
Wyatt recognized some newspeople from New York City—from the tabs, the Times and the other wires—when he spotted his colleagues from 103TV, Roxanne Rowe and Kurt Sharp.
“Hey, Ray!” Roxanne smiled. “We thought you were lost.”
“What’s going on? Anything?”
“FBI’s about to hold a news conference. Here.” She held out her sat phone. “The signal’s unreliable out here. Maybe you didn’t get this.”
Wyatt read a bare bones statement from the county sheriff’s office saying that the FBI was leading the investigation into the double homicide on the Starving Wolf Trail.
“Thanks. I didn’t get that.”
“Okay, people, can I have your attention.” A man wearing an FBI windbreaker approached the group. “We’ll do this here. It’ll be brief. Ready?”
Cameras were hoisted upon shoulders; bright lights came to life on the FBI man. The group tightened in a half circle before him. Microphones, recorders and phones were thrust toward him, and he began reading from a single sheet of paper. Another agent distributed single sheets of paper to the reporters.
“I’m Special Agent Troy Hirst, spokesman for the FBI. The Federal Bureau of Investigation, supported by local and state authorities, is investigating crimes against Margaret Marie Nelson, thirty-seven, of Yonkers, New York, and her husband, Phil Douglas Nelson, thirty-eight, of Yonkers, New York. Both were found deceased. Their son, Ethan Charles Nelson, age six, of Yonkers, New York, is recovering in the medical center in Saranac Lake from undetermined injuries and is listed in fair condition. Their daughter, Emma Louise Nelson, eight, of Yonkers, New York, is missing and unaccounted for. We ask your viewers, readers and listeners with any information on the case to notify the FBI or your local police.
“We’ve given you our one-page statement with images. The photos of the family are also just being posted now to our FBI New York site. This includes a photo, or ‘selfie’ of the family’s arrival at this cabin site sent by Margaret Nelson to her sister. This photo holds great significance to the investigation because it’s believed to be the last photo taken of the family prior to this tragedy.”
Most of the reporters were studying the images on the sheet they’d received or on their phones and tablets as Hirst continued.
“Please note that Emma is shown holding her favorite stuffed toy, a gray elephant with white footpads. Emma is also wearing a backpack, approximately ten by fourteen inches in size. It is purple in color, with a pattern featuring white butterflies, crescent moons and stars. These two items belonging to her were not found at the site, nor have they been located. This concludes our statement. We’ll provide more information when available. Thank you.”
“Wait, Agent Hirst, will you take questions?” a woman from a Syracuse TV station asked.
“That’s not our intention at this time.”
Wyatt caught Hirst throwing a look to a group of FBI agents and other investigators watching from nearby, where several police vehicles were parked.
“No questions? Are you kiddin’ me?” a reporter from one of the New York tabloids interjected. “Do you have any suspects?”
Hirst glanced toward the law enforcement group. Wyatt noticed one, a woman, had given Hirst a slight nod to continue. Hirst pursed his lips, then said, “Not at this time.”
“Do you believe Emma Nelson is dead? Or is missing in the woods like her brother?” a reporter from a Lake Placid paper asked.
“No conclusions have been drawn. We’ve got teams in the air and on the ground scouring the terrain surrounding the property and divers in the lake. County and state police are helping with an ever-expanding dragnet of road checks. Our search continues.”
“Could she have been kidnapped by the killer or killers?” a reporter from an Adirondack radio station asked.
“Again, we can’t draw any conclusions. Our search continues.”
“Could this be a terrorist attack?” the Adirondack reporter asked.
“We won’t rule anything out, but we’ve found nothing to suggest that.”
“Are you releasing the names of the hikers who found the boy, and are they considered suspects?” the Schenectady reporter asked.
“No and no,” Hirst said.
“Are we to understand that the murders happened at the cabin down this road?” a Saranac Lake reporter asked.
“Yes, on property owned by Phil Nelson. Our Evidence Response Team is on site, processing the scene.”
“Any theories as to why this happened to the Nelsons?” a New York reporter asked. “What is their line of work, their background? Did they have any enemies?”
“We can’t rule anything out, but it’s premature to speculate on motive. And we’ll be looking into family history as part of standard investigative procedure.”
“Has the boy told you anything?” the Saranac Lake reporter asked.
Agent Hirst glanced to the investigators and saw the woman give a very slight headshake.
“We’re still endeavoring to question him. Folks, it’s early in the investigation and that’s all we can say for now.”
“One last question,” Wyatt said. “Can you indicate how the Nelsons were murdered, and have you located a weapon?”
“No. Autopsies will be conducted, and hopefully that will provide us more information.” Hirst raised his voice and his hands. “Folks, we need to emphasize that we implore anyone with information to contact us. We’ll see about access for you to photograph the cabin later. That’s it for now. Thank you.”
Grumbling rippled among the group as it broke up, with reporters going off to contact their desks and file stories.
The news conference was standard fare, Wyatt thought. He was confident he still held an exclusive angle. But he needed more before he could file, and he didn’t have much time. Once Talbott saw the results of the conference online, he’d be demanding something from him.
Wyatt saw the investigators huddled together in an intense conversation. He decided to take his shot before they returned beyond the tape and he lost them to the scene. Making sure he was alone, he walked around the other side of the emergency vehicles.
As he approached, the investigators ended their conversation and eyed him coolly.
“Excuse me. Ray Wyatt with First Press Alliance. I’m looking for the case agent.”
His request was met with silence before the investigators turned from him to duck under the tape and walk toward the scene. But the woman who’d given Hirst subtle signals during the press conference remained and answered.
“That would be me,” McDade said.
She appeared to Wyatt to be in her 30s. He thought she was pretty, but in a haunted way. Her face seemed to betray that she’d seen too much evil for one lifetime.
“And I’m not going to talk to you. All information is being released through the press office.” She turned to leave.
“Wait. Please. I respect that, but the press office is not here investigating two murders and a missing child. You are. And I need to confirm a piece of information. And since you’ve requested the media aid you with your public appeal for help, I’m coming directly to you with a similar request, trusting you’ll acknowledge that this is a two-way street.”
McDade spread her jacket and put her hands on her hips, revealing the grip of her holstered weapon. She took a moment to appraise him, deciding he warranted a few seconds of her time.
“What’s your information, Mr. Wyatt?”
“First, I need to know who you are.”
“I’m not going there. I’m not going to be quoted.”
“All right. Can you confirm the victims were decapitated?”
McDade stared hard at him. In her eyes, he saw a subtle flicker of concern, confirming that his information was correct and she was not happy about it.
“We’re still investigating.”
“But you’re not dismissing my information?”
“I don’t have time for press games, Mr. Wyatt.”
“Could this be terrorist-related? Or ritualistic?”
“I’m not responding to that.”
 “Understood.”
Turning to leave, she muttered something, then stopped.
“Do you have a card?” she asked.
Before he gave her one, he penned his sat phone number on it.
She looked at it, tapped it in her hand, then said, “I don’t know you, but I’m going out on a limb and guessing you’re a pretty experienced reporter, Ray. That you’ve covered a lot of crimes, and that you’re good at your job.”
“I’ve been around.”
“Think about this. I’m not confirming anything to you, but if you were to report a piece of information that only the killer knows, you could be jeopardizing our investigation. And bear in mind, we haven’t located a missing child. Her safety could be at stake. I want you to think about that.”
“I will. Do you have a card? One with the cell phone you’re using?”
She hesitated. Considered it, then gave him one. He studied it.
“Thank you. One last question, Special Agent Jill McDade.”
She waited for it.
“Are you ruling out any connection between this case and other unsolved murders, especially the work of a serial killer?”
She looked at him.
“No, we’re not ruling that out.”



CHAPTER 7
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
We need a break. A lead. Something.
Drinking strong coffee, McDade pushed herself to stay sharp while leading the first case-status meeting inside the mobile command post the FBI was using at the scene.
Parked some distance from the cabin among other FBI, state police and sheriff’s trucks, the vehicle was loaded with high-tech equipment, including Internet access, cell and satellite phones.
McDade began the meeting with a quick round of introductions of investigators gathered at the small table and those on the line.
“All right. Updates.” McDade started with Bill Silvera, an FBI agent.
“Phil Nelson was the owner-operator of SunTop Landscaping of Yonkers. He’s run the company for ten years. Employed about thirty people,” Silvera said.
“Stability of the business?” McDade asked.
“Solid by all accounts so far. Now, Margaret Nelson was a real estate agent with Trusted Globe in Yonkers. She’d been with them for eight years. Been married to Phil for four years. Second marriage for each of them. Phil’s first wife died. Cancer. Margaret’s divorced,” Silvera said.
“What do we know about her ex?”
“He was law enforcement. We tried to reach him, but he’s apparently out of the country.”
“All right. And the kids?”
“The children are hers, and two years ago Phil adopted them,” Silvera said. “As you know, families have been notified, and relatives are waiting at the hospital to take care of the boy.”
“Any threats, debts, or people wishing the Nelsons harm?” McDade asked.
“We’ve got agents working with Yonkers PD, conducting interviews. Nothing’s surfaced so far.”
“All right. Thanks, Bill,” McDade said. “Moving on.”
“The bodies have been removed and transported to the medical center to be autopsied. That might yield something,” FBI agent Larry Scanell said.
“Have we found the weapon yet?”
“Not yet.”
“And the water?”
“Nothing from the divers so far,” Scanell added. “We’re losing light. We’ll have to stop. We’ll resume diving and dragging in the morning.”
“How about the ground search?” McDade asked. “Any trace of the girl?”
“Negative so far,” Randy Langton, the state police search master, said. “We’ve taken her approximate height, weight, and calculated the length of her step. We measured it against the difficulty of the terrain and weather conditions to determine a search perimeter, based on how far she could’ve potentially traveled.”
“How can you do that without us knowing time of death of her parents?” Russ Bedder, a county investigator, asked.
“We had to work on the assumption that the boy departed the cabin in the wake of the murders,” Langton said. “We marked from the approximate location where the hikers located him, then reversed the process to calculate his step, and estimated a time. All to say, we’ve covered sectors here and here.” Langton tapped a detailed map of the area. “Nothing for the girl, so far.”
“Have you factored in the possibility that she could’ve been attacked by wildlife—a wolf or bear?” McDade asked.
“We have,” Langton said. “So far, the dogs haven’t picked up anything, suggesting one possible scenario.”
“Which is?”
“That the girl might have been taken from the scene in a vehicle.”
“That fits.” Herb Tranter, an FBI agent with the Evidence Response Team jumped in. “We’re not finished with our work yet, but we’ve collected some partial latents. We’ll still need a little more time to properly process and identify them. We’ve also got some shoe impressions in the blood in the bedroom, along with shoe and tire impressions outside in the mud, so we’re hopeful.”
“Okay.” McDade made notes. “What about cell phones, computers, tablets, laptops used by the family?”
Sally Sheridan, a senior agent with the FBI’s Computer Analysis Response Team, who were experts in digital forensic processing, studied her laptop.
“We have confirmed and made public that it appears the family’s last communication was from Margaret Nelson’s cell phone to her sister in Syracuse. It was the photograph of the family taken here at the cabin. We were able to confirm it with the sister, who’d received the photo from Margaret,” Sheridan said. “But no cell phones, computers, or laptops belonging to the Nelson family have been located so far here at the scene or in the Nelson family vehicle.”
“The cell phones or laptops or other devices could be critical to establishing who was last in contact with the family,” McDade said. “So where does that leave us, Sally?”
“We can still search for communication without the devices, but it’ll be difficult. We’ve contacted Unidique Global Tele-Systems, the Nelsons’ cellular service provider, based in Houston, Texas. Given the company’s privacy policy, it will not release information to us. So with exigent circumstances at play, we’ll obtain a warrant compelling Unidique to provide us the content and information pertaining to all messages and other communication originating or received on any of the Nelsons’ devices for the past year, beginning with the most recent message.”
“Let’s assume our suspect took the Nelson’s devices. Can we locate them?” McDade asked.
“Already tried that,” Sheridan said. “Here’s the challenge. First, bear in mind that connectivity in this region is spotty at best. Our attempts to locate the mobile devices owned by the Nelsons have failed, likely because they have no Internet connection, rendering any locator feature ineffective. It also means that if the phones or devices were taken from the site, they could’ve been switched off and the batteries and the subscriber identity module cards removed, with the aim of defeating locating them or accessing content.”
“That would be an indication of someone who knows what they’re doing,” McDade said.
“Exactly,” Sheridan said.
“What about the Nelsons’ devices at home or at their offices?” Agent Bill Silvera asked. “They could tell us who the family communicated with, as well. Can we get at them?”
“That’s right,” Sheridan said. “Yes, we’ve started the process to get warrants to allow us to seize those devices.”
“We did recover the family’s bank and credit cards,” McDade said. “Where are we on that front?”
“Nothing jumped out at us so far,” Silvera said. “We’re still processing them.”
“All right, let’s move on.” McDade then raised her voice for the agent on the speakerphone. “Len, what do you think so far?”
“Well, from the video of the scene and other factors,” said Len Resher, a senior agent with the Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico, “I’d say it’s a rage killing. The decapitations are a strong indicator of something at work. Whether to convey a terrorist, religious, ritual, or personal message, is all speculation at this point. Have you found the heads yet?”
“No,” McDade said.
“Their positioning and placement could provide us information. Then again, the killer, or killers, could’ve taken them as trophies. As well, the missing child adds another dimension.”
“What do you make of it, Len?”
“On the missing girl? Not good. The statistics would indicate you’re going to find another body. As to whether this attack was random, ritual, fantasy-driven, or whether the family knew their killer, I’m afraid it’s a little too early to say. Maybe your survivor will come through with something?’’
“I just checked with our agent posted at the hospital. The boy’s still not speaking.”
“We’ve got to continue putting key facts into ViCAP as they come up,” he said, referring to the Violent Crime Apprehension Program, a database used by law enforcement agencies to track and correlate information on violent crime, especially murder.
“Thanks, Len. Anything else, anybody?”
“We’re going to continue operations through the night,” the state police search master said.
“That’s it for now, everyone.” McDade ended the meeting.
 




CHAPTER 8
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
After thanking the team, McDade downed her coffee and then stepped out of the FBI’s command post, breathing in the sweet, fresh air.
It was twilight.
Even over the hum of generators and the soft crackle of radios, she could hear crickets as she gazed at the treetops, silhouetted against the fading light. It was a remote, beautiful part of the country.
She walked the short distance from the mobile command post to a canopy, set up by a local volunteer search and rescue group. It sheltered several tables laden with coffee, drinks, fruit and sandwiches.
Helping herself to a sandwich and fresh coffee, McDade sat down at a table with her tablet and began writing up a status summary of the Nelson case. She worked fast and with efficiency, noting what was known, what had been done, what was being done, and what needed to be done.
When she finished, she quickly reviewed her other pending cases.
The most pressing one concerned her role in a counterterrorism case. In two days, McDade was supposed to meet with members of a joint-forces squad at a parking lot in Brooklyn to conduct surveillance on a female American citizen, known to be affiliated with a terrorist organization. The subject, who’d resided in the Middle East for 10 years, was due to return to the U.S. for a visit, ostensibly to attend a wedding. The squad needed to determine if she was going to meet an American citizen, residing in the Bed-Stuy area, who may have been recruited online.
McDade crafted a detailed note and sent it to her supervisor for the agent who would be replacing her on the operation.
She slowly exhaled.
Although it had been several long hours, she felt as if she’d been away from home for days and suddenly longed to hug Alison. As she walked to a private spot near the forest edge, she called her daughter, relieved that her call got through.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Hey, sweetie. How’s it going?”
“Good, Gwen is teaching me how to cook pasta!”
“Sounds like fun.”
“It is. Tons. Hey, Mom, we’re still going to the zoo and shopping for my new shoes, right?”
“We’ll see. It depends on how my work goes.”
“I know. Hey, Mom, remember there’s going to be a free concert outside Rockefeller Center in two weeks. Can I go with Mandy and her mom?”
“I don’t know honey.”
“That means no.”
“No, it means we’ll see.”
“Mom, please…”
McDade was overcome with a sudden wave of sorrow. At nine, Alison had first-hand experience of how cruel life can be, how both of them had already faced some of the worst that this world can throw at you.
At that moment, McDade saw flashlights probing the forests as search teams continued their work in the dying light. She thought of the Nelsons, of the horrific crime scene, of the evil brutality that had been visited upon the family.
McDade then considered Ethan in the hospital, so traumatized he couldn’t speak. She thought of Emma, his missing sister, and thanked God she still had her daughter to hold.
But McDade had to set her feelings aside.
She had a job to do.
“Mom, I really want to go to the concert with Mandy.”
“I know, honey. We’ll talk about everything when I get home, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Honey, always remember how much I love you, okay?”
“Okay. Love you, too, Mom. When’re you coming home?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ll call you when I can. Be nice to Gwen, now.”
“Okay.”
“Hugs and kisses. Gotta go.”
Returning her phone to her pocket, McDade felt Ray Wyatt’s card, and her thoughts shifted.
For some reason, she liked him, liked the way he carried himself. He seemed a cut above other reporters she’d dealt with, and was easy on the eyes, too.
Yeah, but can I trust him not to burn me?
As McDade listened to the faint radio chatter echoing throughout the woods, she stared into the darkness, praying with all her heart that Len Resher and the statistics were wrong on this one.
Let me find Emma Nelson alive.



CHAPTER 9
Saranac Lake, New York
After talking with Jill McDade, Wyatt got into his SUV.
As expected, he’d received a message on his sat phone from his editor, Lou Talbott.
“Need you to file now.”
Wyatt paged through his notes, cued up points he’d flagged in his recording of the press conference, then turned on his laptop. Most people wrote on their phones, but Wyatt, being old school, was faster on a keyboard.
He took a hit of cold, black coffee and began drafting his lead.
The FBI is heading a multiforce search for an 8-year-old girl whose parents were decapitated at the family’s cabin in a baffling case discovered after the girl’s 6-year-old brother was found wandering in the rugged forests of upstate New York.
A little long but, satisfied with his rough start, he tore into the ham and cheese sandwich he’d bought earlier and continued writing.
It wasn’t long before he’d finished the sandwich and his story. He took another hit of coffee, bit into an apple, and began proofreading.
The magnitude and brutality of what had taken place a short walk from where he was sitting was unimaginable. Wyatt thought of the children, said a prayer for them, then resumed working.
You gotta focus on the story.
While chewing, he reconsidered using the decapitation angle. He’d never promised McDade he wouldn’t use it, but here was a chance to build a bridge with her. And there could come a time when they might need each other. If Wyatt had learned one thing from his years on the crime beat, it was that goodwill with good cops always yielded dividends.
He removed the decapitation angle, changed the word to murdered, and filed his story. Connectivity was spotty up here, but the sat phone did the trick. Seeing his story go through, he rubbed his eyes.
Almost forgot, he thought before calling a number in Queens. A woman answered.
“Hi, Jane. It’s Ray.”
“Hey, Ray. You coming to get Molly?”
“No, I’m out of town working. I may need you to keep her for a few nights. Is that okay?”
“Not a problem.”
“How’s she doing?”
“She’s doing great.”
“Thanks, Jane.”
As Wyatt tidied his mess to get ready for the hour-plus drive to Saranac Lake to look for a motel, his phone rang. It was Talbott.
“Got your story. Can we make it stronger?”
“It’s all we have right now.”
“We need something to put us out in front of the other wire services. We’ve got to beat AP, Bloomberg, the WPA, everybody.”
“I know how things work, Lou.”
Wyatt bit his lip and struggled with the decapitation angle. He didn’t want to let it go, not yet. His gut told him this story had a long way to go, and he’d need McDade.
“We need exclusives to give us a readership bump,” Talbott said.
“I know, Lou, but that’s all I’ve got right now.”
“All right. We’ve got a dead mom and dad from Yonkers and two orphaned kids, one of them missing or dead. This is a compelling story with national interest.”
“It is. We just have to see where this goes.”
“I’ve got Judy Pace digging into the Nelsons’ background in Yonkers. I’ll give you another day up there.”
“Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”
“We’re counting on you to deliver here, Ray. If there’s nothing there, I want you back here.”
After the call, Wyatt finished the last of his coffee and started driving. The sun was setting and, looking into the long shadows as the miles rolled by, his thoughts pulled him to another time…to Canada and Banff, Alberta.
Lisa and Danny loved the Rockies, the gondola ride to the summit of Sulphur Mountain….That evening, Lisa and I went to dinner….The restaurant was across the courtyard from our wing of our hotel….Danny was exhausted; he was sleeping alone in his adjoining room on the fourth floor….We could see it from the restaurant….Everything was perfect….A dream….The server had just poured the wine….Suddenly….
Wyatt knew what was coming, blinked hard and shifted his thoughts.
Much of the last three years were a blur, a soul-crippling blur, he thought as his headlights pierced the darkness.
I’ve got Molly, and she’s been good company.
He wished he was home with her now; it’d be better.
Then Wyatt thought of Jill McDade and was glad he’d pulled the decapitation stuff from his story. He recalled her face and how he was certain he’d seen something behind her eyes. They were blue, soft blue. Yes, he definitely wanted to build a bridge with Special Agent McDade.
As he came upon the fringes of Saranac Lake, he rolled up to the motel he’d passed earlier in the day, Genatta Lee’s Village Motor Inn. Relieved to see that the Vacancy light was on, he got a room.
It was clean, with an overpowering scent of soap.
While eating a slice of apple pie with a glass of milk at the motel diner, he checked his personal phone for emails, scrolling through one from New Zealand.
Mr. Wyatt, a friend passed me your request with the pictures and details. I can confirm my wife and I were in Banff during the time period of concern. We’ll be only too happy to review our photos and our memories. Hope we can help you. Hank Brown, Christchurch.
The message was in response to the hundreds and hundreds—no, it had to be more than a thousand now—of people he’d tracked down and contacted over the years. All part of his ongoing personal investigative work; his private quest for help with what happened in Banff.
He’d follow up on the message as soon as he could.
After finishing the pie, Wyatt returned to his room, went online, read his story on the Alliance site, then read other reports on the Nelson tragedy. No one else had reported what he knew and had held back. But he wasn’t thinking about that so much now. He needed to find out what happened up there in that cabin.
Who would do this? Where’s Emma? What did Ethan see?
Ethan.
Wyatt considered the boy and how the FBI had stated at the press conference that Ethan Nelson was recovering in the medical center in Saranac Lake. Wyatt found the center’s website and checked the visiting hours. There wasn’t much time left.
If I hurry, I can make it.



CHAPTER 10
Saranac Lake, New York
Reporters rarely did well following stories into hospitals.
Doctors and nurses were zealous at guarding patient privacy. Some bottom-feeding hacks Wyatt had run up against over the years had resorted to posing as friends, family, or investigators, or sending flowers with business cards attached, in an effort to gain access to sources.
Tactics like that disgusted him.
You’ve got to be up-front. Be honest, he told himself as he passed under the medical center’s curved roof extending from the entrance.
The doors opened to the small emergency waiting room where a man with tattoo-covered arms and wearing a T-shirt was staring at his phone in his bandaged hand. Several seats away, an older woman talked to a withered man slumped in a wheelchair. Across the room, a woman sat with a girl, who appeared to be sleeping with her head on the woman’s lap.
Wyatt went to the counter where a woman in her 20s was working at a keyboard.
“May I help you?” she said without looking up from the monitor.
“I hope so. I’d like to get a message to the family of a patient.”
“Patient’s name?”
“Ethan Nelson.”
The woman stopped typing and looked at Wyatt.
“Are you a family member?”
“No. I’m a reporter from New York City.” Wyatt slid his card across the countertop. The woman took it as he continued, “I really need to speak in person to a family member. Would it be possible to let them know I’m waiting here? It’s very important.”
She read his card, picked up her phone, punched an extension, and turned away, keeping her voice low. Wyatt heard her say “reporter” and saw her nod. Ending the call, she turned to him. “Someone will be with you. Have a seat.”
“Thank you.
Finding a private corner, he chose to stand and check his phone for messages. In less than two minutes, his name was called, and an older, unsmiling, woman wearing a white coat approached him.
“Mr. Wyatt. I’m sorry, but no one can talk to you. We’re directing all press to the police.” She returned his card.
He sensed from her tone and expression that it would be futile to plead with her. Accepting his card, he thanked her and left.
That went well, he thought, shaking his head and stepping outside.
As the sting of defeat subsided, Wyatt considered his next step when he noticed a couple coming to the entrance. The woman carried a small stuffed toy; it looked like a bear. The man carried a take-out bag and cup from McDonald’s. They were in their late 30s, the same age as Phil and Margaret Nelson.
Wyatt had a hunch.
“Excuse me. Would you happen to know the family of Ethan Nelson?”
The man and woman looked at each other and then at Wyatt, their faces filling with concern.
“We’re Ethan’s aunt and uncle. Who’re you?”
“Ray Wyatt, a reporter with First Press Alliance in New York City.
The man’s face tightened, and he began shaking his head.
“I’m sorry. We’re not making any statements.”
“Forgive me. I realize this is a terrible time. The FBI spoke to us at the cabin site a few hours ago. My news agency has got reporters gathering information here and in Yonkers, and—”
“Did they find Emma?” the woman interjected. “What do you know? The FBI hasn’t told us anything.”
Wyatt took a moment to read her face. He knew that a door had just been opened, but that the couple was vulnerable and grappling with an enormous family tragedy. He would not take advantage of them for a story.
“No, I’m sorry,” he said. “We only know that they’re still searching for Emma and going all out to find the person responsible.”
“How could someone be so evil?” the woman said.
“We have a few thoughts on that, but we have to go,” the man said.
“Yes, I understand,” Wyatt said. “But I’d be willing to share any information we discover.” Wyatt passed two cards to the woman. “May I get your names and numbers, so I can let you know if my news agency learns anything?”
The couple looked at each other. The anguish they were bearing was overwhelming as they weighed Wyatt’s offer. Finally, they nodded to each other.
“Martin and Rhonda Meyer. We live in Syracuse,” the woman said. “Maggie’s my sister.”
“Your number?”
The woman gave Wyatt two numbers, and he wrote them in his notebook.
“Thank you. I know you have to go, but may I ask how’s Ethan doing?”
“He’s still in shock,” his aunt was fighting tears now. “He’s not speaking.”
“He’s not speaking? Really? Not even to the FBI?”
Rhonda shook her head.
“He hasn’t breathed a word. Whatever he saw will be with him for the rest of his life.”
“Mr. Meyer, you said you had a few thoughts about who might want to hurt Phil and Maggie?”
Meyer’s jaw tensed as he mentally debated whether he should reveal them.
“Tell him, Marty,” the woman said.
“Phil runs a landscaping business, and he told me he’d had some trouble with one of his workers, an ex-con, but that’s for the FBI to look into.”
Wyatt nodded. Then Rhonda Meyer said, “And Maggie and the kids were so happy with their new life with Phil. It was all good.”
“Their new life?”
“Maggie had been through some tough times. She got divorced a few years ago.”
“Oh. What’s her ex-husband’s name? What can you tell me about him?”
“Look,” Martin Meyer checked his watch and interrupted, “the doctor said we could get Ethan his favorite food. It’s getting cold, and we have to go. You’re not going to put anything we said in your story, are you?”
“Not without your permission,” Wyatt said.
Rhonda Meyer looked at his card.
“You can quote me on one thing,” she said, covering her face with the stuffed toy as she sobbed. “And it’s this—we pray with all of our hearts that we find Emma safe and as soon as possible.”



CHAPTER 11
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
About 30 miles west of where Ray Wyatt had interviewed Martin and Rhonda Meyers, April Swanson, a volunteer searcher, was deep in the woods adjusting her headlamp.
For the past few hours, as part of the search team, she had been working her way slowly through the dense forest of her sector, glad to be involved in the massive operation to find little Emma Nelson, even if it was part of a dangerous night search.
We’ve got to keep going. Time is against us.
Swanson, a high school physical education teacher, had been with the county search and rescue team for six years. She’d taken every course available to her on SAR procedures and was certified in CPR and advanced First Aid.
Tonight was the first night shift of the operation, and teams stayed clear of cliff areas because they couldn’t be searched safely. Instead, members spread out in a line some 10 feet apart and probed the thick, uneven bush.
“Emma!”
Several people in Swanson’s sector took turns calling her name simultaneously at frequent intervals. They’d call out to her, then stop to let 10 seconds of silence pass, hoping to hear a response. One of the advantages of a night search was that it made sounds easier to detect.
No response, so far.
They continued.
Swanson’s mind was sharp and focused for her shift. She’d eaten an energy bar and had downed an energy drink. Dressed in orange coveralls with yellow and silver reflective striping, she wore gloves for searching bramble and clear goggles to protect her eyes from being whipped by unseen branches.
Swanson was dedicated to her volunteer work. The payoff came every time they’d recovered lost hikers. But searches didn’t always end happily. There were suicides, people who’d fallen and died of injuries, animal attacks, or exposure.
She was aware of the medical estimates for a child’s chance to survive an injury, exposure, or being without water or food in these conditions.
“Emma!”
Swanson waited, listening to the night and hearing nothing but the hoot of an owl.
Hope faded with each passing minute.
If you’re out here, Emma, you got to hang tough. We’ll find you.
Swanson’s heart lifted when her light illuminated a fresh track—a clear shoe impression in the soft ground before her. She squatted down for a better low-angle look for more tracks.
She swept some branches aside and gasped.
Her light had captured two straight sticks speared into the ground.
As she raised her head, her light ascended to reveal what was spiked atop each stick.
Swanson’s screams echoed throughout the forest.



CHAPTER 12
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
Swanson’s discovery of the victims’ heads was made in heavy bush approximately 150 yards from the cabin.
The Evidence Response Team had immediately taped off the scene and started processing it. By daybreak, McDade was back at the command post running high-quality video of the monstrous pictures on one of the computer monitors. Leonard Resher, the BAU analyst, was viewing the images simultaneously in Quantico.
“A number of factors could be at work here,” Resher noted over the speakerphone. “Rage, fantasy, revenge. Keep in mind that the Nelsons could’ve been targeted. They could have some link to the killer. Or the murders could be completely random because the Nelsons fit a type, or they happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
McDade let out a long deep breath.
“That leaves us with a mountain of possibilities,” she said.
“We have to keep running things through ViCAP. Any physical evidence you get should help narrow the focus,” Resher said.
“We’re doing that, but we don’t have much to work with yet.”
“You have a potential witness with the boy.”
“We’ve got agents keeping vigil at the hospital, but he’s still not speaking,” McDade said.
“I’m bringing up a BAU team to conduct an on-site examination.”
“Good. Thanks, Len.”
Biting her bottom lip, McDade cast around to the other investigators around the table, inviting their updates, thoughts, theories.
“Aside from this,” Randy Langton, the state police search master nodded at the images on the monitor, “nothing from the sectors, including, ground, water and air, and we’re checking with every dock, boat launch, trail, or path leading to the water.”
Then Nora Orland, an investigator from the state police, showed the group a large, detailed map marked with red circles, with the cabin being the bull’s-eye.
“We got people checking with every trail, every cabin, every building, every business, every property within these areas,” Orland said. “We’ve got roadblocks wherever possible radiating from us at one-, two-, five-, ten-, fifteen-, twenty-mile intervals and so on. We’re about one hundred and twenty-five miles from the Canadian border. We’ve alerted the Canada Border Services Agency, the Ontario Provincial Police and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.”
“Good.” McDade turned to Bill Silvera with the FBI. “And where are we on the background and time frame for the family?”
“What we’ve got from relatives and coworkers is that the Nelsons left Yonkers a week ago to spend two weeks at their cabin.”
“That gives us the basis for a timeline. Keep going,” McDade said.
“We have a forensic team processing the family’s SUV that the hikers drove to the Saranac Police. They’re checking its black box to help establish a time frame.”
“What about the Nelsons’ phones?” McDade asked.
“We’ve just got the warrants and started working with the Nelsons’ cellular service provider in Texas,” Sally Sheridan with the FBI’s Computer Analysis Response Team said. “We’re reviewing the communications history. Nothing jumps out so far.”
“What’s the preliminary theory from ERT, Herb?” McDade asked Herb Tranter, the Evidence Response Team leader.
“We’re still processing the shoe impression where the heads were found. At this stage it appears consistent with impressions found in the cabin.”
“And tire impressions?” McDade asked.
“From tire impressions, it’s possible that someone drove up, committed the crime, then left. We need to study the casts for a pool of vehicle types and comparison to the Nelsons’ SUV. We’ll determine if the killer drove, walked out, or boated.”
“And the hikers check out?”
“So far,” an agent said. “And they’ve agreed to polygraphs.”
“Okay.” McDade nodded her approval. “On the Nelsons, let’s break things down.”
“We’ve also got an evidence team with a warrant processing their residence in Yonkers, computers, everything,” Sheridan said.
“And what about background on the Nelsons? What do we know?”
Bill Silvera consulted his phone. “Margaret’s a real estate agent. We’ve spoken with her sponsoring broker about any bad clients or threats. Nothing came to mind, but he’ll check further.”
“We know she was divorced,” McDade said. “Was there violence?”
“We’re retrieving the court papers. Her ex is a detective on Long Island with Suffolk County.”
“Did we reach him?”
“Not yet. His supervisor says he’s on vacation out of the country.”
“What about a call number or email?”
“We’ve tried. He’s somewhere in the South Pacific. We’ll keep trying.”
McDade nodded. “What about Phil Nelson?”
“We just got this from the field office in New York.” Silvera was looking at his phone. “According to Phil’s brother in Brooklyn, Phil had a beef recently with a former employee.”
“What sort of beef?”
“It appears that a few months ago, he had to fire the employee, and the guy wasn’t too happy about it.”
“Do we know why, and who this guy is, and if we’ve talked to him?”
“Looks like we’re on it with Yonkers and NYPD.”
“We’ll need to follow that up. Stay on it.”
When the meeting ended, McDade stepped into the morning air and took stock of where they were with the investigation. Glancing toward the cabin, one thought streaked through her mind.
What happened here is unspeakable – pure evil.
McDade considered all the known aspects and possibilities—a ritual killing, an act of revenge, a random act, or something else. As an investigator, she couldn’t allow herself to succumb to tunnel vision or fall victim to speculation and theories.
Nothing could be ruled out.
Opening her phone to pictures of the Nelson family, she stared into Emma Nelson’s eyes, shining like falling stars.
Help us find you, sweetheart.
“Jill.” Herb Tranter appeared beside her.
“What is it?”
“We’ve got something. Better suit up. You need to see this.”



CHAPTER 13
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
Before entering the cabin, McDade pulled on coveralls, shoe covers and gloves.
One of the ERT agents logged McDade’s name and the time that Herb Tranter led her inside.
“Be careful and follow my steps. We want to preserve things.” Tranter pointed to the floor, entered the bedroom where they’d found the bodies, and shut the door.
The bodies were gone, having been removed for autopsies. Everything else was unchanged. The bed was still damp with blood. The room was dark because the morning light had been blocked with tarps put up by the forensic specialist.
“We applied luminol everywhere.”
McDade nodded, her eyes surveying the blood-covered walls. She was familiar with the process, known as chemical luminescence. Once the chemical solution known as luminol is applied evenly to a surface, it detects any blood a suspect may have wiped clean and made invisible to the naked eye. Upon contact with the blood, the solution reacts by glowing blue in the dark for a short period. With advances in technology, the glow now lasts longer and is brighter.
But McDade didn’t understand why an application was needed. “Why luminol, Herb? Isn’t the splatter evident?”
“Procedure. We don’t want to miss anything. Turn around.”
McDade turned. Her eyes widened, and her heart raced.
There on the back of the closed door, smeared in ghostly letters glowing blue in the dark, McDade read the following scrawled words: You can’t…



CHAPTER 14
Manhattan, New York City
Emma Nelson stared at Ray Wyatt from one of the TV screens suspended from the ceiling of First Press Alliance’s newsroom in Midtown.
Emma’s photo was inset over aerial images of the cabin, the vast forests; investigators at the site, searchers, divers and roadblocks.
The graphic at the bottom said Starving Wolf Trail Murders.
As the pictures rolled, Wyatt picked up a remote control and increased the sound to hear the anchor’s voice on the all-news channel.
“The desperate search for 8-year-old Emma Louise Nelson continues in the strange and tragic case of Phil Nelson, a Yonkers business owner, and his wife, Margaret Nelson, a real estate agent. Both were found murdered in the family’s cabin in the remote Starving Wolf region of upstate New York. As we enter Day Four of this baffling case, the FBI continues to be tight-lipped about the cause, motive and suspects, leaving speculation to swirl about the possibility of a random attack, a robbery gone wrong, or some sort of ritual killing. The story emerged when hikers found the Nelsons’ son, 6-year-old Ethan…”
Photos of Ethan, Phil and Margaret joined Emma’s to fill the screen. There they were: an average American family together in tragedy. Wyatt’s heart went out to them as the TV report concluded, and he assessed it.
There’s nothing new here. I’ve got to find a way into this story.
Wyatt dropped his bags, settled at his desk.
He’d returned to the city late last night after three days at the scene, flying back with Roxanne Rowe and Kurt Sharp in the chartered twin-engine Cessna. They’d discussed the case for part of the flight before Wyatt and Sharp had drifted off to sleep.
Now, sipping take-out coffee, Wyatt surveyed the empty desks in the newsroom.
Ghost City.
The once-illustrious news agency had been continually cutting back on budgets and staff. Wyatt had lost count of the times he’d watched friends carry out the remains of their careers in cardboard boxes and make funereal marches to the elevator.
Word on the street from his pals at Bloomberg, AP, and the Wall Street Journal was that the Alliance was poised to make another round of deep cuts.
What if my name is on the list this time?
Being a reporter was all Wyatt knew.
And now that dream, a dream he’d worked so hard to achieve, could be coming to an end. The Internet was exacting a toll on the Alliance. Hell, on the entire news industry.
There were no jobs waiting for guys like Wyatt.
At 41, and given the current context, it didn’t matter how good he was. No one would hire him because everyone was hurting.
Danny and Lisa smiled at him from the framed photo near his keyboard.
Wyatt looked to the glass-walled editors’ offices on one side of the floor. Lou Talbott was on the phone and waved him in as he ended his call.
“How was it up there?” Talbott stood, rolling up his sleeves.
“The scenery’s pretty. The story’s a horrible tragedy, and the FBI’s keeping things real tight about the investigation.”
“I’ve hired a stringer from one of the local papers to stay on the search for us while we work this around town. Did you talk to Judy Pace yet?”
“No, I just got in.”
“She got very little from family and friends in Yonkers. Talk to her, get all her info, and take over. I need you to lead on this. Pump your sources, Ray. We’ve got to break something. I shouldn’t have to remind you what’s at stake for us.”
“You don’t have to remind me, Lou.”
Walking back to his desk, Wyatt recalled a time when 150 people staffed Alliance headquarters in round-the-clock shifts. Now, they were down to 60. And he’d lost count of how many domestic and foreign bureaus had been closed. As he inventoried the vacant desks, he felt a stab of loss. The place was beginning to look more like a cemetery than the headquarters of a global news agency.
He had to keep going.
Wyatt checked his phone for messages, shoved it back into his pocket. Then he looked at the woman sitting on his desk, swiping through her phone.
He smiled.
She had a small, upturned nose. He always thought she was cute and a superb journalist. She had a killer instinct, and was not easily pushed around.
“Well, if it isn’t Judy Pace, girl reporter,” he teased her.
“Raymond. Saw you with Lou. Did he say anything about the rumors?”
“What rumors?”
“Another wave of staff cuts coming any day now.”
“That’s been floating around for a couple months, kid.”
Pace blinked as she scanned the newsroom.
“I don’t believe what’s happening. They’ve already cut us to the bone. If I lose my job here—” her chin crumpled “—we may have to sell our home.”
“I know it sucks, Judy. It’s bad everywhere, but you gotta do what you gotta do to hang on.”
She nodded. “I got a friend at CNN who’s trying to get me a spot there. A couple of producer spots are coming up.”
“There you go. Until then, we’re still working and still getting paid. So, tell me. How’d you do in Yonkers? Did you go to the house?”
“I did.”
“Any leads on who might have done this? Did the Nelsons have any enemies?”
“Nothing like that. Nobody was there. Talked to a couple neighbors, got a few fluffy quotes there. Nice normal family stuff. I tried the real estate office where the mother worked, got a few tribute comments. Then I tried the dad’s landscaping business. I sent you all my stuff—addresses, numbers—but be warned.”
“About what?”
“I approached a couple of workers at the landscaping place, and one asswipe told me to screw myself. I got nothing, so I didn’t push it.”
“You backed off because of one jerk? That’s not like you. You’re a fireball, Judy. We all get told where to go. It’s part of the job.”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I’m just thinking of this place and, like, what’s the point of trying, you know?”
When he didn’t reply, she looked at him, then said, “How do you do it, Ray?”
“Do what?”
She indicated the framed photo of his wife and son next to his keyboard, and his two framed Pulitzer nominations—twice a finalist, but no prize.
“Stay in the game, keep going, with all you’ve been through?”
Wyatt looked at his family and blinked.
“Guess it’s the way I’m built. I won’t give up without a fight.”
He checked his phone, finished off his coffee, stood, and grabbed his jacket.
“Where you headed?” she asked.
“Yonkers. Got to advance the story.”



CHAPTER 15
Yonkers, New York
The Nelsons lived in a big cottage-style house with a wraparound porch. It was situated on a landscaped terrace that offered views of the Hudson River from northwest Yonkers.
Wyatt was surprised when he arrived, for he’d expected to see a few news crews, police, or neighbors. Some sort of activity. But all was calm. He double-checked Judy Pace’s notes, confirming that he had the correct address. Then he climbed the walk to the house and rang the bell.
Three vehicles were parked bumper to bumper in the driveway. The last to enter had a Connecticut plate. Wyatt heard movement inside, then a woman opened the door. She was in her 40s. Her eyes were reddened. Wyatt could hear a voice behind her, a man on the phone.
“Yes?” the woman clenched a crumpled tissue in her hand.
“Ray Wyatt. I’m a reporter with First Press Alliance.”
The woman didn’t respond, so he continued.
“A few days ago, I was in Saranac Lake, at the hospital, where I spoke with Ethan Nelson’s aunt and uncle, Martin and Rhonda Meyer.”
The woman blinked, and he thought she nodded.
“Is this the home of Phil and Margaret Nelson?”
“Yes,” the woman found a measure of composure, “but I’m sorry, this is a bad time.”
“I know. Please forgive me, but would it be possible for me to talk to someone here who is speaking for the family? It’s important.”
“I’m sorry, but this isn’t a good time.”
“I’m just looking for information to get out. It might help find Emma and to let people know about Phil and Margaret, what’s been lost.”
“Phil’s my brother.” She covered her face with her hand. “We’re in shock, and we need to find Emma. I—I’m sorry I—”
Wyatt heard a rush of heavy footsteps, and a large man, about six-four, appeared, pulling the door wide-open.
“Another reporter,” the woman said.
The man’s face hardened as he sized up Wyatt head to toe.
“We’ve already told the police everything we know,” he said. “Go talk to them.”
“I understand, and I’ve spoken with the FBI, but I’m hoping to get a sense of Phil and Margaret, why someone might want to do this.”
“We shouldn’t be talking to you. That’s what the police tell us.”
“With all due respect, that’s what they always say, sir. More attention on this terrible tragedy may help find Emma and the person responsible.”
The man’s jaw muscles bunched as he considered how to respond. Wyatt knew that this was it. Either they’d talk or shut him down. The man’s eyes narrowed.
“We don’t have a clue what kind of animal would do this,” the man said. “Phil and Maggie were kind, loving people.”
Wyatt took out his notebook, nodded and wrote down what he’d said. Fighting back her tears, the woman added, “My brother loved Maggie and the kids with every fiber in his heart. We were so happy he’d found someone after Alice died.”
“Alice?” Wyatt asked.
“Phil’s first wife—she had cancer. They didn’t have any kids. After a few years, he sold their house. That’s how he met Maggie. She was his real estate agent. But she’d been through such a rough time herself.”
“How so?”
The woman looked at the man, then at Wyatt, his pen poised.
“Look, they never talked about it,” the woman said. “Maggie was so private about it, and Phil was protective, but one time he told us that her husband, her ex, was not a nice man.”
“In what way?”
“That’s enough, I think,” the man said. “We’ve got to get up to Saranac Lake.”
“Wait, please. What do you mean, he was not nice? Do police know? What’s his name?”
“Police know,” the man said. “We told the Yonkers detectives who were here. Her ex is Dean Street. He’s a cop with Nassau or Suffolk County. Look, we really have to go. We have to help with arrangements and to bring clothes for Ethan.”
“How’s he doing?”
“From what we’ve been told,” the woman said, “he hasn’t uttered a word.”
“That’s it, we have to go,” the man said.
“Yes, thank you,” Wyatt said. “My condolences. This is a part of my job I don’t enjoy. I’d like to use your comments in my story. May I?”
The man exhaled, then nodded.
“May I get your names and numbers? I can let you know if our news agency learns of any developments.”
“Stowe,” the man said. “We’re Audrey and Cooper Stowe. Hartford, Connecticut.” He spelled their names, then gave Wyatt their number and email.
“Did you get cards from the Yonkers detectives?” Wyatt asked.
Cooper Stowe pulled them from his wallet, and Wyatt photographed them with his camera. Then he passed Cooper his card.
“Thank you. Again, my apologies and my condolences.”
Wyatt turned to leave when Cooper Stowe, his tone warmer now, said, “You might want to check something out with Phil’s business, SunTop Landscaping, here in town.”
“What’s that?”
“He told me at the last family gathering that he’d had some kind of run-in after he fired a guy a few months ago. I think Phil was a little shaken by it. That’s what I told those Yonkers detectives.”
“Do you know that guy’s name?”
“I don’t.”
Wyatt looked at Stowe for a moment.
“Thanks. I’ll check it out.”



CHAPTER 16
Yonkers, New York
SunTop Landscaping occupied a corner lot bordered by an eight-foot-high, neatly trimmed evergreen shrub that hid a chain-link fence.
The low-standing building had an office attached to a triple garage that sat on a paved parking lot. A couple dozen people were outside moving about, loading cars and trucks parked next to landscaping equipment.
Wyatt stepped through the open gate.
Judy Pace’s warning about a hostile reception pinged weakly in his mind as he approached the nearest group. Three men huddled around one holding a phone. They were engrossed by what the phone man was sharing, until they noticed Wyatt.
“Excuse me. I’m Ray Wyatt. I’m a reporter with First Press Alliance. Could you help me find—”
“Reporter?” The man holding the phone sneered, looked to the others, then back at Wyatt. “Are you the kinda reporter who writes this crap?”
Wyatt was at a loss. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you mean. I’m with a wire service.”
The man thrust his phone to Wyatt’s face so he could read an article recently posted online.
The item was short and cited “sources” who’d confirmed that Phil and Margaret Nelson were murdered by righteous forces because they were abusing their children, and that Emma Nelson had been rescued and placed in a safe home with a loving and wealthy family in Manhattan.
Wyatt shook his head.
The story was on the site known as baddogyowling@thebadmoon. The people behind it were a fringe group that fed on high-profile cases, then trafficked in conspiracy theories. The New York Times, Washington Post and Wall Street Journal had proven that they peddled fabrications.
“I asked you,” the man said, “are you one of these lying, dishonest scum in the fake media?”
“Come on,” Wyatt said. “That story’s as real as graffiti on a toilet stall.”
“We don’t think our people should talk to people like you.”
“I’ve got nothing to do with that.”
“We think you should get off the property—now!”
The men started to surround Wyatt. They were tanned, unshaven, their muscular arms sleeved in tattoos. He knew the psychology at work here; he’d seen it before. In the wake of senseless tragedies that rendered people helpless and angry, some felt useful by going after reporters.
“I told you,” Wyatt said. “I’m with First Press Alliance. I’m not linked to that kind of BS.”
“Get the hell out of here now!”
The phone man shoved Wyatt.
“Knock it off, Gino!”
Everyone turned to the woman in the SunTop polo shirt, standing with her hands on her hips. She appeared to be in her early 50s and held an air of authority.
“Are you a reporter?” she asked Wyatt.
“Yeah. Ray Wyatt, First Press Alliance.”
“You got ID?”
He pulled out his wallet and displayed his laminated FPA card.
After looking at it, the woman said, “Come to the office with me, sir.” Then she turned to the others. “Finish loading the truck, and take a freakin’ break.”
She led Wyatt into a cramped office with a desk, steel file cabinets and paneled walls. A SunTop company calendar featuring a beautiful lawn, job schedules and contact lists were tacked to a large bulletin board.
“I know your name from your stories. Have a seat.” She indicated one of the two chairs opposite her high-backed desk chair. Wyatt noticed a tissue box next to the keyboard, and a crumpled tissue on a clipboard holding a page of handwritten notes. “Val Radley. I’m the crew chief. We’re trying to manage things before we shut down for a few days. You know, to mourn. Sorry about Gino and the guys. Emotions are running high.”
She reached for a tissue.
“I understand.”
“We’re still operating. Some of our friends in the business, our competition, are stepping up to help us maintain contracts, and we’re working to organize volunteers who are heading up to Starving Wolf to assist with the search. So it’s been a very rough few days.”
“I understand.”
“It’s been so hard. We can’t believe what’s happened. Why? Why would someone do this? And Emma—my God!” Radley shook her head. “We’ve got to find that child. Are you hearing if the FBI’s got any leads? Anything?”
“No, but they’ve got a lot of people working on it.”
Radley took in a long breath.
“Can you tell me a little about Phil and Margaret, for the stories we’re working on?”
“They’re just—they were—the best people in the world. Salt of the earth, honest, hard-working and so good to the kids. I’ve been with Phil since he started SunTop with Alice, his first wife, before she died.”
“Cancer?”
“Yes. It nearly finished him, but he hung on. Then he met Maggie.”
“What can you tell me about Maggie?”
“She’s a beautiful person, very quiet and devoted to Ethan and Emma, deeply in love with Phil. The two of them just worked perfectly together. Sometimes he’d tell me that it was funny how his life worked out for him—that while he’d never recover from losing Alice, he was so happy he had Maggie and the kids.”
“What can you tell me about Maggie’s ex, Dean Street?”
“The cop?”
“Yes.”
“Not much, just that she’d had a rocky divorce. But she was so private, so soft-spoken. She never really talked about that part of her life.”
Wyatt flipped to a new page in his notebook.
“I understand that Phil had trouble recently with a former employee?”
Radley’s face went taut. Then she stood, walked around Wyatt, and shut the door.
“So you know about that?” She sat down, started twisting a rubber band in her hands.
“I’d heard.”
“I told the detectives that came here everything I know, but they’d asked me to keep it confidential.”
“I know. And since I already know, maybe you can confirm that I have the facts right. I understand that Phil had to fire a worker over a disagreement?”
Radley twisted the rubber band, thinking and thinking.
“Have I got that right?” Wyatt said.
“It was more than that. The guy lied on his résumé,” she said. “He never told Phil that he was an ex-con, released about two years ago after doing time in Rikers for sexual assault.”
Wyatt nodded, taking notes.
“Phil is, or was, the most decent guy—” her voice weakened, but she continued “—the most decent guy I know. He’d give anyone a chance, but this guy lied about his history as a violent sex offender. Maggie and the kids are down here all the time, and we got other women working for us, so when Phil found out, from a cop friend of his, he fired him on the spot.”
“And this was about two months ago?”
“Two months, yes.”
“How’d the guy take it?”
“From what Phil told me, he was angry. One day, about a month after he’d fired the guy, Phil was at the mall with the kids, and the guy was there, waiting to confront him in the parking lot.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know, but Phil was upset.”
“Did he tell police?”
“Maybe. I’m not sure.”
“Was the guy charged or anything?”
“Not sure.”
“Was that the end of it?”
“I don’t know. Phil never said much after that.”
“But the detectives know about this and are checking it out?”
“I believe so. They seemed very interested.”
“What’s the man’s name?”
Radley twisted the rubber band.
“You won’t say that I told you anything about this guy in the story, right? You’ll keep my name off this part?”
“Yes, if that’s what you’d prefer.”
“His name is Mickey Lee Brim.”
Wyatt printed it neatly and showed her his notebook. She nodded.
“Do you have his address and date of birth? I won’t say where I got it?”
Radley hesitated, then stood and went to a file cabinet.



CHAPTER 17
Manhattan, New York
Several miles south of where Ray Wyatt pursued the story, Jill McDade was back in Manhattan at her desk on the 28th floor of the FBI’s New York headquarters at Federal Plaza.
She studied the glowing blue words that had been scrawled on the cabin door where the Nelsons were murdered.
You can’t…
Photos of the letters filled McDade’s computer monitor.
She had returned from the scene last night, too late to collect Alison from their neighbor’s apartment. But McDade had slipped in to kiss Alison’s cheek before going home for a few hours of sleep. Her alarm woke her at 4:30 a.m. She’d taken a hot shower, then the subway to Lower Manhattan.
For the duration of her ride, McDade had stared at Emma Nelson’s picture on her phone, thinking that she was almost Alison’s age, hoping and praying that she was alive.
But McDade knew the odds.
Now, in her office, she concentrated on her computer screen.
She’d been at her desk for several hours this morning, scrutinizing the most recent summary reports. They included statements, videos, diagrams and preliminary results of searches and analysis of the scene. But she kept coming back to the two words scrawled on the bedroom door.
They alarmed her.
McDade’s keyboard clicked as she typed her password into an encrypted case file.
A little over three years ago, several months before her husband’s death, she’d been assigned to a multijurisdictional task force investigating a series of unsolved murders involving victims whose remains were found in several states over a period of 10 years. The investigation was ongoing, but nothing of significance had surfaced in nearly two years.
The case file was flagged UNSUB, the FBI term for Unknown Subject. But among task force members, the suspect had been nicknamed the Hydra Killer, taken from Greek mythology. The Hydra was a many-headed snake; when one head was cut off, it was replaced by two more.
The nickname found its way to the press, and it generated headlines.
The investigation concerned the remains of more than a dozen women, children and men that were discovered in New Jersey’s Meadowlands, in the suburbs of Boston, in Philadelphia, and on Long Island, New York. In most cases, the victims had been dismembered, and there was a common factor in each incident.
On fences, on trees, or, at times, with the remains, the killer had left a short message beginning with, “You can’t.” That aspect was key fact evidence that was held back from other investigators. Only a few task force detectives, including McDade, knew the exact full message that had been found in each case.
Over time, a few news outlets claiming to have had sources close to the investigation had reported the full message to be “You can’t do this to me,” or, “You can’t get away,” or “You can’t go to Heaven.”
All were wrong.
And while the new Starving Wolf case did not involve a full message, McDade grew fearful, and her stomach knotted.
Could the Hydra be active again?
McDade went to Emma Nelson’s photo, then to the photo of Ethan, her traumatized brother.
Are you my only living witnesses?
McDade had instructed the Evidence Response Team upstate to tell no one about the message in the cabin, with the exception of the Behavioral Analysis Unit people.
This is a game changer, and we need to protect the case. We need time to evaluate it, and we need more information.
McDade consulted the autopsy reports that had come in from Saranac Lake. Phil and Margaret Nelson had died from sharp force injuries. Each had suffered several chop wounds, incised wounds that cut into underlying bone. The injuries came from a heavy weapon with a sharp edge, such as a machete or ax. Each victim had multiple defensive injuries to their hands, arms and upper arms. They were deceased, or near death, at the point of decapitation.
McDade clenched her eyes tight for two seconds, absorbing the horror of the attack.
She then resumed scrutinizing other aspects of the case. They still hadn’t found a murder weapon, leaving her to speculate if the killer had taken it. They were still processing for latents, still checking tire and shoe impressions with databases.
In the wake of the press conference, investigators had received some 200 tips on possible information and sightings of Emma Nelson. All were being followed up, but so far nothing concrete had emerged.
McDade let out a long, slow breath.
Don’t get tunnel vision—keep an open mind on everything.
She went to the report on Phil Nelson’s run-in with his fired disgruntled employee, Mickey Lee Brim—the ex-con Nelson fired for not disclosing that he’d done time in Rikers Island for sexual assault.
McDade reached for her phone and called another agent.
“Dwayne, where are we with Brim? Did we grab him and confirm his whereabouts?”
“We’re on it with Yonkers and NYPD. Apparently, they can’t locate him.”
“We’ve got to find him. We’ve got to chase this down.”
McDade then looked at her notes for Margaret Nelson’s ex, Dean Street, the cop from Suffolk County. They needed to confirm notification, given that he was the biological father of Emma and Ethan. She checked her notes. The FBI had called, texted and emailed him.
No response.
Why was this taking so long?
He could’ve been incommunicado. She knew that Dean Street was on vacation in the South Pacific, mountain climbing in New Zealand or hiking in Australia, and they were going through the FBI’s legal attaché in Canberra to confirm his flight records and possibly notifying him through the airlines.
Still, you’d think he’d catch something on the news somewhere.
As McDade rose to get a fresh cup of coffee, a vague and tiny memory niggled at her, but she couldn’t pinpoint what it was.
Back at her desk, she studied the words again. You can’t…
Why isn’t this one a full message, like the others? Has the Hydra returned?



CHAPTER 18
Yonkers, New York
Ray Wyatt found a diner about three blocks from SunTop Landscaping, scanned the torn plastic menu, ordered a club sandwich from the yawning waitress, and then made a call.
The number he dialed was answered on the fourth ring.
“Hey, it’s Wyatt. Have you been following that double murder upstate with the missing girl?”
“I’ve been reading your fine work, pal.”
“I need help on it. I need to see you.”
“When? You sound rushed.”
“At the earliest. I’m in northwest Yonkers.”
“Yonkers? I’m not far. Let me check a few things. Stay on the line.” The server brought Wyatt his ginger ale, and he nodded thanks as his phone partner came back. “Okay, I’ll see you in ninety minutes in Yonkers. I’ll text you the location.”
After finishing his sandwich, Wyatt called Crystal O’Shea at the First Press Alliance news library, thankful she was still on staff. He asked her to contact the legal research firm Alliance used and request they obtain all criminal and prison records for Mickey Lee Brim. He provided Brim’s date of birth. As an afterthought, he also requested copies of Margaret Nelson’s divorce records.
“Okay. Got it, Ray,” O’Shea said.
After eating his dessert of apple pie and vanilla ice cream, Wyatt did more research before calling a cab.
***
The location of the meeting was Tibbetts Brook Park at a bench along County Park Road, far south of the soccer fields.
Wyatt liked that the bench was shaded by tall maple trees. A breeze hissed through them carrying birdsong and the thrum of Saw Mill Parkway traffic.
Within 15 minutes, he saw a familiar Ford sedan stop and park at the side some distance away. A man got out and started toward him—a white man, a few years older than him, wearing a navy sport coat over a blue shirt and jeans. He had aviator glasses and thinning white hair.
This was Tony DeCastilla, a retired NYPD detective.
Wyatt had first met him a few years back when he’d reported on a botched bank robbery in the Bronx. The NYPD had been tipped to the robbery and moved to stop it. Tony D, as he was called, was on the scene and was shot twice. He returned fire, killing the two suspects, aged 24 and 22. They were sisters from Union City, New Jersey.
The women were violent drug addicts who needed to pay off a debt. They thought they could knock off the bank with inside help from a boyfriend who worked there. But the boyfriend got cold feet and alerted police.
In the days that followed, Tony D had agreed to be interviewed by Wyatt. They got along, and had kept in touch ever since. Wyatt wrote a feature on the case. Much later, Wyatt learned how Tony’s excruciating recovery from being shot—one bullet had pierced his lower back, while another chipped his spine—had forced him to walk with a limp. To this day, the full terms of his injury claim remained choked in red tape.
Tony D needed expensive drug therapy to deal with his pain. He lived with his wife, a city clerk, in a 60-year-old two-bedroom house in Brooklyn, where he operated a one-man private detective agency to help make ends meet.
He used Wyatt as an investigative resource.
And Wyatt used him. That’s how it was.
Also, Tony D was respectful of what Wyatt had endured in his life, and their professional dealings had evolved into friendship.
The former detective lowered himself slowly onto the bench.
“So, Raymond, how are you?”
“Same old same old, Tony, and you?”
“Day by day. How’s Molly?”
“She’s always good, and how is your long-suffering wife?”
“Rosie’s good, too.” Tony sighed. “So, you need help on this story?”
“I do.”
Wyatt related everything he knew about Mickey Lee Brim. He noted he hadn’t yet received all of Brim’s criminal records, but that relatives and coworkers had said Brim had done time in Rikers for sex assault.
“The thing is, Tony, it appears that Brim stalked Phil Nelson after he fired him, that he confronted him at the mall. If that’s so, maybe Nelson reported it.”
“There’d be a report,” Tony D said, “something in a responding unit’s log.”
“Exactly. And that’s what I need. I want to know what happened. Did he threaten him? I’d chase it myself, but I need this ASAP. Can you help me?”
Tony D exhaled slowly.
“I know people with Yonkers PD, but I got to caution you. If the FBI is on this guy, and they probably are—”
“They probably are.”
“Right, then this could be a challenge for me.”
“I get that.”
“But I know some YPD guys who owe me, so I’ll see what I can do.” Tony D shrugged. “So you called me all the way out here when you could’ve asked me this on the phone.”
“Hey, I missed you, haven’t seen you in a while.”
“You’re running up a big tab with me.” Tony D smiled. “You’re lucky I have some other business in Westchester.”
“Could you give me a lift to the station?”
“You got a lotta nerve, pal.” Tony D grunted and stood. “Let’s go.”
“Oh, one other thing, Margaret Nelson was divorced from a guy on the job with Nassau or Suffolk County.”
“Is that so?”
“Does the name Dean Street ring a bell?”
Tony D shook his head. “Nah, but I can ask around.”



CHAPTER 19
Manhattan, New York
It was late afternoon when the elevator doors opened at First Press Alliance headquarters.
Wyatt strode by the reception walls with the agency’s prize-winning news photos, through the newsroom and to his desk, annoyed that Talbott wanted him back here when he could’ve filed from Yonkers.
He’d been filing contributions all day for the write-thru on the Starving Wolf murders, but so be it. Wyatt set down his take-out coffee, opened his notes and made asterisks at key points he would use.
Lou Talbott stood before him.
“Ray, I want you to pull together a longer piece encompassing everything we know so far, hard news on top. I’ll send you everyone’s raw copy.” Talbott turned and said over his shoulder. “Get it to me fast. Subscribers are waiting. They’ll go to AP and Reuters if we’re late.”
“Lou, I know this. You don’t have to tell me.”
Talbott stopped. “Let’s go in my office for a sec.”
Talbott shut the door.
Wyatt took a chair.
“Don’t sit, Ray. This will be quick.” Talbott dragged his hand over the back of his head and paced. “This stays in my office.”
“Sure, Lou. Okay.”
“What I’m hearing from my source in corporate is that we’re up for sale or closure. I don’t know the details, but a clock’s ticking on us.”
“It’s that serious. I had no idea.”
“If we could score a few exclusives to give our numbers a bump, it might buy us more time and attract a buyer who’ll keep us going. You understand what I’m saying?”
“Yes, but that’s a longshot, Lou.”
“Look, right now we have an opportunity to keep First Press Alliance going. If we’re worth anything as journalists, we should do everything in our power to seize it. You get what I’m saying, Ray?”
“I do.”
Wyatt knew something like this was in the wind.
At his desk, the first thing he did was review the raw copy from Judy Pace. She had the latest on tips, resources, scope of the investigation. Kevin Levine, the stringer from Saranac Lake, had local color on the tragedy’s impact on the community.
It was all soft, situational stuff.
Wyatt began writing, starting with the desperate search for Emma Nelson and the mysterious murders of her parents.
He wanted to lead with his exclusive angle—the fact Phil and Margaret Nelson had been decapitated. But all he had was the rumor-talk of one local at a store. He needed official confirmation, and the FBI had refused to give it to him.
Wyatt hadn’t told Talbott about the decapitation angle, adhering to his rule to never tell an editor what you’ve got until you nail it. Editors either forced you to push your source until you lose them, or dismissed your tip outright.
Maybe it’s time to push a little?
Wyatt opened his wallet and looked at the business card for Jill McDade, the FBI’s lead agent on the case. He reached for his phone and called her cell. She answered on the second ring.
“McDade.”
“Agent McDade, not sure if you’ll remember me, Ray Wyatt with First Press Alliance. We spoke a few days ago at the scene.”
“What is it, Mr. Wyatt?”
“You’re aware that I held back on reporting that the Nelsons were decapitated?”
McDade was silent.
“I’m planning to report how they were found in our next story, which will go out within an hour. I was seeking your response.”
“I have none. You’re to contact our press officer, Agent Troy Hirst.”
“Please. We both know we’re beyond Journalism 101. I was respectful and held back. All I’m asking for is a little help.”
Seconds ticked by before McDade said, “Do not quote me. Not even with ‘sources close to the investigation.’”
“This is on background.”
“We’re not confirming or denying anything. We’re looking at everything.”
“But that doesn’t address the manner of death?”
“I’m not commenting on that. We’re not ruling out anything.”
“Including relatives, friends, ex-spouses, employees and strangers?”
“Investigation 101, nothing is ruled out. You know how it works.”
“That’s not much help.”
“I don’t owe you any,” McDade said.
“All right, fair enough.”
“I’ll give you some advice, if you like.”
“Shoot.”
“Be careful what you write, Ray. Think of Emma Nelson, who we believe is still alive.”
“You do, despite the statistical odds?”
“I’m not giving you an interview, Ray. I’m telling you to be careful. Think of the families here.”
“I am thinking of them and that they deserve the truth. Do they know about the manner of death?”
“Nice try. Just be careful. I have to go.”
McDade didn’t give Wyatt the confirmation he needed, but he sensed that he was on to something. He decided to continue holding back on reporting the decapitations, confident there was something to it. He’d do some digging on the angle and go back to her.
Besides, he liked how she’d called him Ray.
Twenty minutes after the call, Wyatt finished his story and sent it to Talbott. Then he went into the FPA’s news databanks and searched for articles on murders with decapitations and dismemberment.
Too many came up, mostly run-of-the-mill disgusting items about people across the country, murderers who’d lost their minds and had chopped up spouses or neighbors, then buried body parts in the yard, or put them in the freezer.
Wyatt narrowed his search to only “unsolved” cases and soon found a number of features reaching back years—from the Boston Globe, the Philadelphia Inquirer and Newark Star-Ledger—concerning the elusive Hydra Killer.
The stories jogged Wyatt’s memory. He’d done very little reporting on it, but the case, involving dismemberment, went back more than a decade. There were rumors that the killer had left messages.
It was still unsolved.
There could be something here.
He printed them off to read on his commute home, gathered his things, and headed for the elevator when he heard his name called.
“Ray!” Crystal O’Shea from the news library trotted up to him with a thick manila envelope. “Here are all the documents you’d requested.”
“The stuff on Mickey Lee Brim?”
“Yes, and the divorce records for Margaret Nelson. What happened upstate is such a sad story. I hope they find that little girl.”
Wyatt nodded.
“Thanks, Crystal. I’ll read this tonight.”
Feeling its heft and thickness, Wyatt slipped the envelope into his backpack. His gut told him that if he kept digging, he’d find something.
That’s usually how these things go.



CHAPTER 20
Washington Heights, New York City
Jill McDade climbed from the subway stop at 157th Street and Broadway and stepped into the evening air, happy she was going to see her daughter.
They lived a few blocks away in a 12-story Victorian-era apartment building. They loved the neighborhood, its people, the parks, and their view of the George Washington Bridge, and how at night its glittering lights necklaced across the Hudson.
McDade stopped at the corner deli for take-out sandwiches.
Arriving at her building, she entered the lobby, where a few years back they’d first met Gwen Lansing, a retired paramedic who lived alone two floors below them.
“Your daughter’s so pretty, like her mom,” she’d told McDade that day.
McDade had found Gwen warm, sincere, and maybe a little lonely. After that first meeting, they would get together for coffee, and Gwen soon insisted she look after Alison whenever McDade worked late or traveled.
Now, coming to Gwen’s apartment, McDade noticed the aroma of fresh baking before Alison and Gwen opened the door.
“Hi, Mom! We made tarts!” Alison hugged her mother, then returned to the kitchen table and collected a small tin, her phone, her books and other things to put into her backpack. “Gwen says I can take some home.”
“Okay,” McDade said. “Thanks for everything, Gwen.”
“Any time.” Reading the stress behind McDade’s eyes, Gwen touched her hand and lowered her voice. “How bad is the case, Jill?”
“It’s bad.”
“Just remember, I’m here if I can help you and Alison in any way.”
“Thank you.”
Gwen turned to help Alison with her backpack. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”
At home, McDade and Alison ate their late supper of egg salad sandwiches, coleslaw, and pickles, Alison’s favorite. For dessert, they had Gwen’s butter tarts, which were incredible.
“Did you get me a present, Mom?” Alison took her last bite of tart.
“I did. Get my bag, sweetie.”
McDade produced a small snow globe with a scene of a miniaturized mama bear and two cubs in the mountains. Alison’s eyes widened. She shook it, then hugged her mother.
“Thank you, thank you!”
After eating, they tidied the kitchen and caught up.
“Mom, did you think some more about the concert with Mandy?”
“Still thinking on it, hon.”
“And can we go shopping for new shoes?”
“You don’t need new shoes, Al.”
“I do, Mom! Everybody’s getting this new kind. They’re pink on the inside and on the bottom. They’ve got pink laces. They just rock!”
“Let me think about that.”
They finished cleaning and went to the living room.
“Oh, Mom, I almost forgot. I got invited to Olivia’s birthday party. There’s going to be a sleepover. Can I go, please?”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine, but I’d like to get some more information.”
“I’ll ask Olivia.”
Alison got her phone from her backpack and began typing. McDade had given the phone to her for her ninth birthday after months of relentless pleading. She was aware of the downside—the distraction, online predators and the risk of someone stealing it from Alison. But McDade wanted them to be able to reach each other at any time.
So she got her a basic model that can only send and receive texts or place calls to a locked-down list of contacts. Alison could only talk to people her mother had approved of.
Alison’s face was in her phone and McDade smiled to herself at the panda bear case Alison had selected for it.
“Olivia says she’ll get her mom to call you.”
“Oh, not tonight honey. I’m so tired. There’s no rush.”
“She says in a few days. Mom, can you help me with my book report on Stuart Little for my summer library reading class?”
“You need to get in the tub and get to bed. It’s late.”
“Just tell me what the themes are?”
“I’m not doing your homework for you, kiddo.”
“Well, Stuart is a mouse in a people world, so I thought I could write about that.”
“That’s good. Think about that. Think about how everyone in life is different, and how everyone has the ability to be courageous and heroic. Write about how that applies to Stuart.”
“Yes!”
“Now get going.”
Alison went into the bathroom and started her bath, while McDade checked her phone for the latest on the investigation. Still nothing on the search for Emma Nelson. They were going flat out on the tips, but none had been solid so far. And Ethan was still in the hospital, silent and unable to communicate.
What did that poor little boy see? You’ve got to help us, sweetheart.
She thought of Stuart Little.
Everyone has the ability to be courageous and heroic.
McDade heard taps squeak and the rush of water into the tub.
They had to locate Mickey Lee Brim. They’d flagged him on NCIC, which meant that all police across the country had been alerted to arrest him on sight for questioning concerning his earlier confrontation with Phil and his whereabouts at the time of the murders.
McDade went back to the most troubling evidence of all—the two-word message, and the possibility that the Hydra had returned.
Don’t get tunnel vision. We don’t know all the facts yet. Consult BAU.
Shifting from her phone, she went into her daughter’s bedroom to unpack her backpack and straighten up. She considered doing laundry, but she was beat. Instead, she just sat on the bed blinking at the framed photos on Alison’s night table.
Tim was laughing with Alison on the beach near Daytona, when they’d gone to Orlando. Next to it was the picture of Alison when she was a toddler and had climbed up on Tim’s chest with her bottle. Both of them were asleep.
Will Alison’s memories of her dad fade as she gets older?
McDade wiped a tear from her cheek when her phone rang.
The number was blocked.
She answered. “Hello.”
“Agent Jill McDade of the FBI?”
“Yes, who’s this?”
“This is Dean Street. I got an urgent message to call you.”
Phone pressed to her ear, McDade moved to the hall, keeping some distance from Alison in the bathroom and the rush of the tub water.
“Agent McDade?” Dean Street said over background noise at his end. “Can you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Why did you want me to call you?”
Realization dawned on her that Street, Margaret Nelson’s ex-husband, might be unaware of the tragedy. Had authorities in Australia, or wherever he was, not tracked him down and made a face-to-face notification? Had he not seen the news, or heard from family members? Did it all fall through the cracks and into her lap?
“Mr. Street, have you been informed by anyone of what occurred in upstate New York?”
“Informed of what? I got an email from somebody with the Australian Federal Police to call you, that it was urgent. What’s this about?”
The taps squeaked off. On the line, McDade heard the echoing of a boarding announcement “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Jet Sun Star Flight JQ11 through to Tokyo Narita….”
“Agent McDade! Tell me what the hell’s going on?”
She had to tell him, and she loathed doing this.
“I’m very sorry, Mr. Street, but your ex-wife, Margaret Nelson, has been killed.”
A moment passed. McDade heard something about a Virgin Australia flight to Adelaide, and Alison splashing in the tub before a loud, aching cry roared in her ear.
“Oh God, no! Maggie’s been killed? She’s dead. No!”
“Her husband, Phil Nelson, was also killed.”
“What about my children? What about Emma and Ethan? Are they okay?”
“Ethan’s in the hospital. He’s not hurt, but he’s shaken up pretty bad.”
“What about Emma?”
“She’s missing.”
“Missing? She’s missing? Oh God!”
“We’re doing all we can to find her.”
Street broke down on the line, crying over airline announcements.
“This has to be a mistake!”
“It’s no mistake, Mr. Street. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
She let a moment pass.
“Sir, I need to interview you when you’re able to talk to me.”
“Are you the lead on this?” he asked while sobbing.
“Yes, but I—”
“Ethan’s okay?”
“Yes.”
“Thank God. What’s he telling you?”
“He’s unable to speak. Listen, I need to interview you as soon—”
“Oh God.” Street released a heaving sigh. “I can’t even—”
“Where are you, Mr. Street?”
“Yes—what?”
“Where are you?”
“Australia. Near Brisbane. Gold Coast Airport. I’m just boarding a flight to Tokyo. But I have to come home right away. I-I’m sorry, Agent McDade. I’ll call you.”
The call ended.
McDade hated making notifications, just hated it. She sat on her sofa, staring at her phone, thankful she’d recorded the call, standard practice for her. Then she looked at the ceiling, blinking back tears, staying there until Alison finished.
Later, after Alison went to bed, McDade took a long, hot shower, welcoming the soothing pulse of warm water as steam clouds enveloped her. After showering, she brushed her teeth, dried her hair, pulled on her robe, then slipped into Alison’s room. She was asleep. Kneeling at her bedside, McDade adjusted her blanket, gently pushed aside strands of her hair, and looked at her.
I’m so sorry I’m working a lot, sweetie. I love you so much.
She kissed her cheek, left, and got into her bed.
As she waited for sleep to come, she reviewed her call with Dean Street. He was a cop. A detective. But not once during the conversation did he ask when his ex-wife had been killed, how she had been killed, the exact location, why it had happened, who could’ve done it, or if McDade had any suspects, or had made any arrests.
Not once.
She considered it for a moment, knowing that everyone responds differently when they’re told about the death of a loved one. There was no single way to react to such devastating news.
But he’s a detective.



CHAPTER 21
Queens, New York City
As Ray Wyatt’s subway train barreled through Queens, he searched for a story in Margaret and Dean Street’s divorce records.
The divorce had been granted largely on the ground of an irretrievable breakdown of the marriage. All the money issues had been dealt with, including visitation and support payments, which were to end if, and when, Margaret remarried.
The records showed no physical or mental cruelty, adultery, violence, verbal abuse, gambling, alcoholism, abandonment, nothing like that. The court had deemed this a clean “no-fault” divorce, where neither Margaret nor Dean was judged to be at fault. Wyatt thought this was odd because, according to his notes, relatives had indicated Margaret had had a “rocky” divorce, and that Dean Street was “not a nice man.”
Okay, so maybe no story here.
Maybe Wyatt would find something in Mickey Lee Brim’s records. He’d read them later at home, he thought as he got off at the 63rd Drive stop.
He walked several blocks to the modest home of Jane Dobson, who’d watched Molly, his 4-year-old black lab.
Molly yipped and panted with joy upon seeing him.
“Did she behave?” Wyatt paid Jane, then took the leash from her.
“No trouble, Ray. She missed you, and boy, she sure loves tortilla chips, doesn’t she?”
“Yeah, she gets a silly look on her face whenever you open a bag.”
Outside, Molly was happy, with excitement in her eyes, her demeanor asking Wyatt where they were going.
“We’re going home, girl.”
Home was six blocks away in a pretty section of Rego Park, where tall oak and hickory trees created a natural canopy over the neighborhood of small, neatly clipped front yards of postwar homes. Most were fenced and displayed small signs alerting potential intruders to their security systems. A few front doors were fortified with ornate steel. It was a proud neighborhood of flag-on-the-porch patriots, fourth- and fifth-generation Irish, Italian, Russian and Jewish immigrants that had evolved to include new Albanian, Korean, Colombian and Iranian Americans.
Wyatt lived in a two-story frame house.
When he arrived home, he went to the kitchen, got some food and water for Molly, put a bowl of chili in the microwave for himself, then read his emails as they both ate.
When he got to a new one from Europe, he stopped chewing.
Dear Mr. Ray Wyatt:
My wife and I were in Banff, Canada at the time of the terrible tragedy of which you write. Our hotel was approximately two blocks from yours. After receiving your request, we contacted our friends in Canada. They have informed us that they have a video recording of our time together in Banff. However, due to a recent death in their family, it may take some time before we are able to obtain and share it with you. We will be in touch.
Warm regards,
Salvatore and Donatella Rossi
Naples, Italy
He’d received responses like this in the past, and they’d always dead-ended. Still, the email offered a degree of hope, and he embraced it while contending with the Starving Wolf story.
He turned to Molly. She’d rested her head on his lap, as if to console him. He stroked her and smiled.
“I’m hitting the hay.”
He gathered his phone, laptop and envelope with Brim’s records and went upstairs, stopping when he came to his son’s empty bedroom.
He opened the door and switched on the light, which caught fine dust particles, churning them into the air. The room was cooler, slightly musty, with an underlying sense of desperation.
Time had stood still here.
Danny’s room.
His bed was made with a Star Wars comforter. A stuffed SpongeBob SquarePants was the lone occupant against the pillow. Above the bed, suspended from the ceiling, was a battery-powered model airplane. When you switched it on, it flew in orbital circles from its line, tethered to the ceiling. Wyatt got it for him while on assignment in Texas.
Danny loved it.
This is exactly how his 3-year-old boy had left his room before their dream vacation in Canada.
Wyatt sat on the bed, loving Danny’s crayon drawings and finger paints on the walls. Happy stick people holding hands. He looked at Danny’s favorite picture books on the low bookshelf.
He reached to the night table for the tiny moose figurine. Danny’s cherished souvenir from their vacation. It was small, made of bronzed cast iron, and stood on a marble base. Wyatt had used a knife to scratch the words Danny Wyatt, Banff, Canada on its underside.
Danny loved this moose.
It was blackened, and one of the antlers had broken off.
Wyatt dragged his hand over his face and the memories came, like a whirlwind, hurtling him back over years…
We were going to have the time of our lives.
Lisa and Danny loved the Rockies, the gondola ride to the summit of Sulphur Mountain.…That evening, Lisa and I went to dinner….The restaurant was in the courtyard in our wing of our hotel….Danny was exhausted; he was sleeping alone in his adjoining room on the fourth floor….We could see it from the restaurant….Everything was perfect….A dream….The server had just poured the wine….Suddenly…BOOM-BOOM!…The concussion of the explosion shook everything….Windows rattled….Cutlery tinkled….It came from across the courtyard where our rooms were….Suddenly, flames were everywhere in our wing….It was unreal….People gasped….Lisa and I were frozen….Until…
Danny!
Lisa screamed for him. Flames were spreading fast, licking inside the windows of our floor—of Danny’s room!
Danny! Ray! Get Danny! Oh God! Get him! Oh God!
I ran across the courtyard into the hotel….Everything was a slow-motion dream….Hazy chaotic alarms blasting, people running in and out….I found the stairs, working my way up as soot-covered people, shocked, crying, struggled to get down….I kept going….second floor…third floor…but it was hard to see, harder to breathe….Some people, overcome with smoke, were sitting blocking the stairs….Intense smoke made it nearly impossible to see….I stepped around them, fighting my way to the fourth….People were shouting at me to go back, to get out, yelling that the fourth was gone….The heat was punishing….I got to the fourth floor….Black smoke filled the hall.…DANNY! DANNY WYATT!…I dropped to my knees…coughing…choking from the smoke….People were crawling, passing me in the opposite direction to the exit….DANNY! I searched for his room, 422….Sparks swirled….I could hear the blaze crackling like a bonfire….DANNY!…Coughing and crawling, I saw the Room 420 door was open….My eyes were blurring tears from smoke….Room 421….The door was open, then…Daddy! Daddy!…My heart swelled….It was Danny, alive and calling, but I couldn’t see him in the choking black smoke….DANNY!…He sounded near….I glimpsed a small hand extending from the boiling black clouds….I got down flat on my chest, reached for it and pulled….I felt a child’s weight drawing it near….It was a little girl….Barely conscious, asking for her mom…. You’re going to be okay, sweetie….I’ll take you out when I get my son….I kept going….DANNY!…I crawled on my chest deeper into the smoke….DAD!…I felt my way in the blistering heat, blind until my fingers found Danny’s hand….I could feel he was gripping his little moose, and I grabbed his wrist….I pulled, dragging him to me….I saw his terrified face, streaked with soot, his widened eyes bulging white, when my heart stopped ….My hand held only air….Danny was jerked from me, dragged back into the seething inferno.…No!…Someone was pulling him away from me….No!…DANNY!…Coughing, my lungs filled with smoke, I lunged into the broiling black clouds for Danny….I felt strong hands on my ankles dragging me backward…until…until…
I woke on a stretcher on the street, an oxygen mask on my face….Embers swirled in the night sky….Lisa looked down at me, her face crumpled with fear….Hope died in her eyes as I shook my head….Danny was gone.…Our son was gone.
***
Firefighters had pulled Wyatt from the devastation.
They’d also saved dozens of others, including the little girl he’d found. She was six and vacationing with her grandparents from Australia, who were also rescued.
But there was no accounting for Daniel William Wyatt, aged three, of Queens, New York. He was listed among the 18 people who’d died in the fire. A short in the electrical system had ignited flammable material in an area that was being renovated. The hotel’s sprinkler system had failed because it had been shut off for repairs. Due to a miscommunication, it had not been turned back on.
Wyatt gave his statement to investigators, stressing that he’d gripped Danny but felt he was pulled away. But investigators attributed Wyatt’s account to his finding of the girl, after which he’d become disoriented, confused from the intense smoke and lack of oxygen. They were not confident he ever had Danny in his grasp.
“But I did. I swear to God, I did,” Wyatt had repeated to every official.
He and Lisa stayed for several agonizing days, watching investigators sift through the ruins. Wyatt and Lisa prayed that somehow Danny had survived. That by some miracle he’d been rescued from the horror. But no firefighter, no surviving guest, no local resident, could recall seeing Danny after the fire. The Wyatts spoke to news media, showed pictures of Danny everywhere in the town, imploring anyone with any information to contact them. People listened sympathetically and nodded politely.
In those early days, officials had found the remains of all the dead, except for Danny. Eventually, the Wyatts made their anguished return to Queens. As searchers continued probing the aftermath, they’d requested Danny’s dental records and DNA from home, anticipating that they were going to find him.
But they didn’t.
Weeks turned into months, with no trace of Danny, except his cherished moose, blackened and broken.
The Wyatts never held a memorial service for Danny because they’d refused to believe—without proof—that he was dead. Banff investigators, Canadian government officials, and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police had each offered condolences and sympathies. They said that Danny had died in the tragedy, that his remains could not be recovered because they were incinerated in the intense heat.
In what would be a series of letters on the tragedy, Canadian authorities and attorneys representing the victims’ families noted that the investigation found there was no criminal intent behind the fire, which had been caused by a faulty electrical system. But the Wyatts opted to not participate in any settlement acknowledging Danny’s death.
Wyatt had consulted forensic experts he knew who’d told him that Danny’s dental evidence should’ve survived because tooth enamel is the hardest substance in the body and can withstand temperatures of more than 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit. They said that it was next to impossible that fragments of Danny’s dental evidence hadn’t survived the fire.
Now, sitting on Danny’s bed, Wyatt placed the moose back on the night stand and went to his room. He stood at his dresser and caressed the beautiful marble jewelry box that had belonged to his wife.
I miss you so much.
In her grief, Lisa had never once believed Danny was gone.
A mother knows, Ray. I feel it. He’s not dead. Something happened.
It was a big hotel, with nearly 700 guests from around the world. The confusion and panic during the fire was overwhelming. Guests had leapt from windows and balconies; people and firefighters rushed in and out of exits and windows. Ladders were extended. Some people made ropes from bedsheets. The chaos was indescribable, and the Wyatts felt it reasonable to think that Danny had been pulled to safety by someone who’d left town in fear, or for some inexplicable reason.
In the wake of the tragedy the Wyatts contended with guilt. “We left him alone to have dinner—how could we?” Lisa would say. Wyatt could still feel Danny’s wrist; “I had him—I had him but something pulled him away.”
These feelings were normal, their grief counselors had told them. Parental guilt was a natural emotion. As for Wyatt, one doctor attributed Wyatt’s notion of Danny being “pulled away” from him as hallucinatory due to oxygen deprivation in the moments before he was overtaken by smoke inhalation.
Still, the Wyatts never stopped believing Danny was alive.
It’s what Lisa held in her heart before her death.
She had taken an evening pottery class at Queens College to help her cope. It was about a year after the fire, she was driving home, and she was late.
So late....I tried texting her, but she didn’t answer. I called her phone but it went to her voice mail. When I saw that NYPD car pull up to our house, I knew….I just knew….Two female officers at the door….I saw it in their eyes…. Felt it ripping at me when they asked…“Are you the husband of Lisa Constance Wyatt?”….I refused to sit on the sofa….Just tell me.…“We’re so sorry to inform you that your wife, Lisa, was in an accident.…A driver who was texting collided with your wife’s car on the Long Island Expressway.…The driver is dead…Your wife is critical.”…. My knees buckled.…The cops steadied me….Took me to the hospital….The lights...siren…screaming….Was I screaming?...Rushing through the hospital…the same hospital where Danny was born…holding Lisa’s hand…like when Danny was born….
Her last words to Wyatt before she died: “Find Danny, Ray. Bring him home.”
“I will. I swear, I will. Don’t leave me, please Lisa, don’t leave me!”
But losing Lisa nearly finished him.
If not for his promise to his wife, Wyatt would have no reason to live.
He shook his head, remembering what Judy Pace had asked him in the newsroom.
“How do you do it, Ray? Stay in the game, with all you’ve been through?”
I made a promise to find the truth about my son.
That’s how he’d survived. By adhering to his obsession, his quest to track down every single person who might have seen, or who might know, what happened to Danny.
In the years since the tragedy, Wyatt had tried contacting nearly every one of the 10,000 people who resided in Banff. He asked that his appeal be channeled by officials with the town site, and with every tour group, every charter group, day trippers, every guest of every hotel and those in hotels near Banff. With the thousands and thousands who were there the day of the fire.
“Somebody knows something, right, girl?”
Wyatt smiled at Molly, who’d joined him and nudged his leg. He kneaded her neck.
“Bed time, work time.”
After undressing, brushing his teeth and washing, Wyatt climbed into bed with Molly beside him.
A little girl’s missing, her parents are dead and I’ve got to find out the truth.
Wyatt began reading the criminal records of Mickey Lee Brim.
He soon learned that prior to working for Phil Nelson’s landscaping company, Brim had been a rapist; had nearly murdered a man with a claw hammer; and was a murder suspect in another case.
God help us, if Brim killed the Nelsons and took Emma with him.



CHAPTER 22
Manhattan, New York City
The next morning Jill McDade found Leonard Resher—his glasses perched atop his balding head, concentrating on his laptop—alone in a far corner in the cafeteria of the FBI’s New York office.
“Thanks for agreeing to this private meeting, Len.”
“Part of the job, Jill. I love the coffee here. Stronger than at Quantico.”
“When did you and the BAU team wrap up at Starving Wolf?”
“Yesterday. Got into town late last night. I got your messages on the Hydra Killer, so let’s get to it.”
Resher slid his glasses into place and paged through his notes.
“I was never part of the Hydra task force. That was Pete Dowzing. He’s retired, moved to Sugarloaf Key. After I pulled the task force analysis on Hydra, I called him, picked his brain and together we analyzed what we have at Starving Wolf in terms of a personality profile.”
McDade opened her notebook, poised to write.
“Is it the Hydra, Len?”
His eyes focused on his notes, he held up one hand.
“Our assessment so far leans to an organized personality, but with some disorganized behaviors at the scene. Shades of a mixed personality.
“He’s about the same age as his victims, probably same race. He’s of normal to above-average intelligence, would be in good shape, a guy who takes care of himself, and generally only cares about himself. He’s socially competent, a good talker, a guy you’d have a beer with, skilled at his job and may use his skills to get his way. He may be living alone, in a middle-class community with a middle-class vehicle, so he’s got mobility.
“The crimes may follow some precipitating situational stress in his life. His mood during the crime reflects control, planning. Restraints were used, body parts hidden, and the weapon is absent. He studies police procedure and follows the news reports. He leaves a message to communicate he’s smarter than everyone, that he’s in control and winning.”
McDade shook her head as she wrote.
“So it’s him, it’s the Hydra.”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“The indications are strong, but it’s been a few years before this fresh killing. The real Hydra would want us to know he’s back, and there are a few factors. First, in every Hydra case, the message was the same and complete, but in Starving Wolf, it’s only the first two words.”
“You can’t.”
“Correct. Why the deviation? Another puzzler is the children. Why, or how, did they survive?”
“I don’t know.”
“We know that the Hydra Killer killed five men and four women aged twenty to forty-eight; he also killed four children aged five to twelve. So he’ll kill everyone, but he didn’t in this case. Why? These are two important factors, Jill.”
“What does your gut tell you, Len?”
“Off, off, off the record?”
“Just us talkin’.”
“It’s likely the Hydra.”
McDade let out a long slow breath.
“Okay, thanks, Len. See you at the next case-status meeting.”
McDade went to the 28th floor. Stepping from the elevator, she walked by the framed photos of executive agents and the display honoring the “Service Martyrs”—agents killed in the line of duty as the result of a direct adversarial force.
Entering her section, she saw agents on the case at their desks, working the phones, studying reports, chasing leads. She went to her desk and began reviewing everything.
She gave another read of the news reports on Starving Wolf, relieved that nothing had leaked out about Hydra. Coming to Ray Wyatt’s latest report, she was grateful he hadn’t blasted out the decapitations—hadn’t burned her. Yet.
I don’t know what it is, but there’s something I like about Wyatt.
New work was coming in. Forensic experts had analyzed tire impressions found at the cabin scene of a vehicle not accounted for. They took precise measurements of the width between the wheels and submitted them to several databases. It provided them with a suspect pool of nearly 500 vehicles. All were SUVS, made by Ford, Toyota, Jeep and Nissan.
Investigators were running down the list of vehicles rented in Saranac Lake and surrounding towns at the time surrounding the crime. They were also looking at vehicles associated with guests at area hotels and motels during the time of the crime, running down plates, registrations, owners.
They were continuing to refine a timeline for the Nelsons. It included: when they arrived at the cabin, who knew they were there, their calls, texts, emails, social media posts surrounding their final weeks.
The search for the weapon was ongoing.
McDade let out a long breath.
We still have a lot of work to do and can’t rule out anything.
Taking a hit of coffee, she considered Dean Street, expecting he’d return home soon so she could interview him. Then her thoughts went to a key point of frustration—Mickey Lee Brim.
She opened a folder on her computer and scanned Brim’s records.
Again.
His prison photo stared back at her. The guy was scarred, defiant, ice freaking cold. She examined her notes in relation to Brim’s criminal past and recent activity. He’d done time in Rikers Island for a savage, vengeful, sexual assault; a few years later, Phil Nelson hired him. Then a few months ago, Nelson fired Brim, which resulted in Brim confronting Nelson at a mall parking lot with his two kids present.
Brim’s a nasty piece of work.
McDade went to a note she’d underlined from her talk with Len Resher.
“Crimes may follow some precipitating situational stress in his life.”
Phil had fired Brim, and he was angry enough to hunt him down and confront him. McDade cross-checked the dates of the Hydra murders and Brim’s time in Rikers; no Hydra killings had emerged during Brim’s incarceration. Staring at his face, she bit her bottom lip.
A lot of cherries are coming up for you.
She knew that the FBI and NYPD were working their confidential informants for any intel from the street as to his location.
We’ve got to find Mickey Lee Brim.



CHAPTER 23
Queens, New York City
Earlier that same morning in Queens, in the twilight before sunrise, Ray Wyatt kept pace with the rhythmic clinking of Molly’s leash as they trotted together through the sleeping neighborhood.
Molly panted happily. She loved running with Wyatt, who used the tranquil time to clear his head. Reviewing what he’d read last night about Mickey Lee Brim in the records he’d obtained, he mentally checked off points with each step.
Brim was 42, white, about six feet tall, born in Buffalo, New York. His father had walked out when Brim was 10. Brim’s mother married an alcoholic who’d abused both of them. In high school, there were two separate cases of girls complaining that Brim had assaulted them—grabbing them, forcing his tongue into their mouths, groping them. Brim denied them all. Coincidentally, tires were slashed on the family car of one of the girls who’d complained. And the house of another girl who’d complained caught fire. No one was hurt. While none of the assault complaints against Brim were ever proven, he was expelled each time.
Amazingly, Brim did well in school, driven by a fascination with mechanics, math, science, and medieval history, particularly torture. He had an above-average IQ, and had earned a college scholarship to study engineering. Instead, he enlisted in the U.S. Marines, becoming a combat engineer. But he abused drugs, went AWOL, committed several small crimes, received six months’ hard labor, and was dishonorably discharged.
Brim became a suspect in the murder of one of the officers who’d investigated his AWOL case but was never charged. Brim moved constantly, working at handyman jobs in cities in Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, and New York City, where he found work with contracting firms.
In New York, Brim began dating a woman he considered his fiancée until he caught her cheating on him. Brim abducted her, took her to a remote wooded area, raped her repeatedly, and beat her. Then he tracked down her lover and beat him with a claw hammer, permanently disfiguring him. Brim was sentenced to seven years in Rikers.
While serving time Brim told prison psychologists that he wanted his fiancée to understand the pain she’d inflicted upon him, telling her over and over, “You can’t do this! You can’t do this to me! You can’t get away with this!” And the whole time he was “prosecuting her” and her lover, he’d fantasized about “putting their unworthy heads on sticks.”
“Wait, hold on,” Wyatt said aloud. He stopped cold, causing Molly to yip, as if to ask: What is it? “This could be something. Brim’s fantasy could be linked to the Hydra. What do you think, girl?”
Molly yipped, and a neighbor lady getting the paper from her porch—thank heaven people still did that—looked at them. Wyatt gave her a smiling wave and continued with Molly for another block before his phone rang.
“Hello?”
“Hope you’re still doing your early morning run, Ray,” Tony D said. “I gotta get on a plane to Detroit in a moment, but needed to reach you.”
“Go ahead, Tony.”
“It’s on Brim. Got a pen and paper?”
Wyatt stopped, pulled a pencil and notebook from his pocket, and used a street light pole as a desk.
“All right, Tony. Go.”
“We never had this conversation, okay?”
“Right.”
“The FBI is all over Brim. He is a big-time person of interest because of his thing with Phil Nelson. As you know, he’d lied to Nelson about his criminal past, used friends for phony references. Nelson didn’t know until a cop buddy told him, so he fired Brim on the spot, given his past. Want to know the horrible things he did?”
“I got that. Tell me what happened with Nelson.”
“I got through to the officers involved. It seems that after Brim was fired, he began appearing at the Nelson home, just sitting in his vehicle down the street. Then he confronted Nelson at a mall in Yonkers, in the parking lot while Phil was shopping with his kids.
“Brim complained that his firing was unfair and apologized for misleading Nelson. Brim begged for his job back. His family was struggling because his severance was too small. Brim was living with a woman and her son in Yonkers.”
“What did Nelson do?”
“He refused. Told him it was wrong for him to confront him like he did. Brim lost it and shoved Phil in front of his kids, demanded a huge cash payment, telling Phil, ‘Maybe your family should suffer like mine.’
“Nelson refused to give Brim anything. With people in the lot noticing the argument, Brim backed off.”
“Did Nelson swear out a complaint?”
“He called police. They found Brim in a motel on Long Island in Babylon. He surrendered peacefully, and told investigators that he was awfully sorry for what happened. Said that he’d been drinking, that he’d never intended harm to the Nelsons. That he was only blowing off steam at his chance encounter with Phil, because he was an asshole for firing him.”
“That was it?”
“Police told Brim to stay away from the family. Brim agreed. No charges were filed. Brim was no longer on parole, so no violation. That was that.”
“I get why the FBI needs to grab him. Where is he?”
“No one seems to know.”
Wyatt’s phone pinged.
“I just sent you Brim’s last known address and his girlfriend’s info. I gotta go, Ray. Hope this helps.”
“It does. Thanks, Tony.”
Wyatt looked at the address, knowing what he had to do.
“Let’s take you to Jane’s, girl. I’ve got to get to work.”



CHAPTER 24
Saranac Lake, New York
Ethan Nelson watched the swirl of tiny bubbles under the surface each time the oars cut into the water with a soft slushing.
Ethan, his sister Emma, his mom and his stepdad were going fishing on the lake in their rowboat. Ethan loved the way the sun made everyone glow against the diamond waves, until his dream ended in screams….
Yelling and shouting….Ethan’s brain struggled through the cavern between sleep and consciousness….To shrieking….He caught his breath….What’s going on?...He was wide awake but afraid….Kept his eyes shut tight….You’re only dreaming….But he heard the thud…felt it shake the cabin….By reflex, he opened his eyes to the ceiling over his bed.
Yes, you’re awake in the dark….More screaming and noise….Look at Emma’s bed….She’s not there…. EMMA!…Whispering hard for her….EMMA!...Searching in the dim light….EMMA!....She’s gone…THUD!…The cabin shook….I’m scared….MOM!…No one came….No one’s answering….Captain Sunblaster was standing guard on the night table….Take him for protection….Hold him tight in my hand.
THUMP! THUMP!
The cabin vibrated….The bedroom door’s open….Find Emma….There’s enough light to see….EMMA!...Stepping through the door….She’s there…in the living room…her back to him…standing next to the rocking chair.
THUMP! THUD!
Emma, I’m scared….What’s going on?…Emma’s frozen, staring at her parents’ bedroom through the open door….She turns…trembling…shaking her head….He doesn’t understand.
THUD! THUD!
Emma!...She turns back….They see him….Their eyes wide but disbelieving….It’s not real….What he’s holding is not real.
ONE IN EACH HAND!
BUT IT IS!
IT’S SO REAL!
Emma pees on the floor….His heart stops….Rivulets of fear burn through his body…skin tingling numb…throat tightening….
He sees them and places what he’s holding in each hand gently on the floor….
Come here, he says. You need to know what had to be done….
Emma’s crying, trembling, shaking her head, backing away….
I SAID COME HERE!
No….Emma defies him….He lunges at her like a powerful force….She struggles….But he’s got her….Emma screams…RUN, ETHAN, RUN!
He flies around them…through the door…terror piercing his heart…sobbing…not understanding….Run is all he knows…run through the night…gripping Captain Sunblaster, the only thing he has left to protect him….Invisible creatures screech….But he runs…not feeling the branches and bramble tearing into his feet, pricking into his flesh….All he feels is horror…exploding again and again in his terrified heart…slamming against his rib cage as he squeezes Captain Sunblaster for dear life….Run!…Don’t stop….Don’t ever, ever stop….Run…until….Hands are on him….No….Holding him….Something’s got him….No! NO!
“It’s okay, sweetheart. Shh-shh, it’s okay. Just a bad dream, honey.”
Ethan sees the face of the nurse, smells the hospital smells.
She’s the kind nurse, the smart nurse.
She holds Captain Sunblaster so he can see it.
Then she places it in his hand.
It calms him, but his heart is pounding. He’s too afraid. He can’t speak. He can’t tell them.
I know who did it. I know.



CHAPTER 25
Quantico, Virginia
Far from Ethan Nelson’s hospital, Clea Bissell, an examiner with the FBI’s Questioned Documents Unit in Quantico, Virginia, studied the large photo of the glowing blue letters of the message found at the site of the murders in upstate New York.
You can’t…
Is this the work of the Hydra Killer?
The new message, written in the blood of the victims, was similar to the others found with victims in the Hydra Killer case. In this most recent incident, the message reflected distorted writing, but was incomplete.
You can’t what? Bissell thought.
And messages in the other cases?
Bissell typed commands into her laptop, and the message from the first case, the one from the Meadowlands in New Jersey, appeared next to the newest one on the projection screen near her work station at the lab.
In that first case, the message was also written in the victims’ blood, was also characteristic of writing that was not naturally prepared. The slant and size were incongruous; there was no thickening and thinning; the strokes lacked tapering at the beginning and end.
But it was a complete sentence, unlike the new one.
She displayed the message from the second case, originating from a Boston suburb. Again, the same features. Next, the sentence found with the victims just outside of Philadelphia.
The same.
Next, she pulled up the one from the case on Long Island, New York. All the same characteristics. And so it went with the other previous murders.
This case was challenging—only two words, seven characters.
The writing was from an unknown origin, and Bissell adhered to the principles of her field of expertise—that no two people write exactly alike, and that certain traits can be found in every person’s writing.
Experts also agree that no one writes exactly the same way every time, but there are features and qualities in every person’s writing that can be pinpointed and analyzed.
It was within that context that Bissell’s examination of the new message, to determine if it was written by the same author of the previous Hydra messages, followed the standard analytical process.
As had been done by her predecessors with the previous messages, Bissell had submitted the new specimen to all available databases storing collected writing samples, including the U.S. Secret Service’s Forensic Information System for Handwriting.
Nothing came up, as was the case earlier in the Hydra investigation.
Time swept by as Bissell scrutinized the new message for markers of individuality and variations. She took into account baseline size, height relationships, connection strokes, and repetitions.
The problem was the sample was severely limited.
After reaching her conclusion, Bissell began typing her report.
She wrote that after her examination and based on the prevalence of characteristics in common between the specimens she’d compared, there were indications that the new message was produced by the same individual who’d produced the messages found in the earlier Hydra cases.
“However, some doubt or lack of agreement in detail is observed in some of the baseline and height relationships of the newest lettering. The incompleteness and limited scope of the message are also factors. The passage of time has to be given consideration—and the possibility that the writer may have been interrupted. But there were enough common characteristics observed to indicate that the new writing may have been written by the same individual who wrote the earlier messages found in the Hydra cases.”
Bissell sat back in her chair.
Biting her bottom lip, she glanced at the photo of 8-year-old Emma Nelson she’d taped to her work station.
We’ve got to find you. We’ve got to put a stop to this and find you.



CHAPTER 26
Yonkers, New York
The house lacked a front yard.
The tired porch ended at the city sidewalk; the brown paint of its sagging two-story frame was peeling.
A FOR SALE sign hung in the window, like a flag of surrender.
Ray Wyatt was not optimistic when he knocked on the front door. He’d pressed his ear to it, an old habit of his, to detect sounds of movement.
Nothing but silence.
He cupped his hands around his eyes to shade them and peered inside, unable to see anything through the aged grime.
Stepping back, he considered calling the real estate firm selling the property, but they’d never give him the information he needed. Tapping his notebook against his leg, he weighed trying the fenced gate to the rear, thinking someone may be in the backyard.
He heard car doors shut near him on the street.
“Can I help you?” A woman in her 30s, wearing jeans and a pink shirt, had arrived in a sedan. Two boys about 12 and a girl about 10 climbed out, yawning and wearily hauling suitcases to the house next door.
“Maybe. I need to talk to the people who live here,” Wyatt said.
“If you’re interested in the house, you should call the agent.”
“No, I’m not a buyer. I’m a reporter.”
“Reporter?”
“Mom! We’re hungry!” one of the boys called from their porch.
“T.J., I told you, get your bags upstairs to your rooms, then have some crackers and peanut butter. I’ll be right in to fix you something.” Then to Wyatt. “Who’re you again? What’re you reporting?”
“Ray Wyatt, First Press Alliance.” He took a few steps closer to the woman, deciding on a low-key strategy. He glanced at his notebook, but he had the name memorized. “I needed to talk to Joyce Seleronte, SELL-ERR-RON-TAY, if I’ve got that right; and I think her husband, Mickey Brim, I think that’s his name. Do you know them?”
“Yeah, but they just moved. Why do you need to talk to them?”
“Oh, well, for a story. I need their help. I’m afraid it’s a crime story, and I think they can help me.”
“What? A crime story around here?”
“No, not here. Upstate. You know the case up near Saranac Lake, on the Starving Wolf Trail?”
The woman shook her head.
“For the last two or three days, I’ve been on the road with my kids. So I haven’t heard the news. What’s going on up there?”
“It’s a bad crime. Some people were murdered.”
“Murdered? That’s terrible. Who were they?”
“I’m not too clear. I thought these folks might know them and could help me. The people who were killed were at their cabin upstate, and it might’ve been a robbery or something, I don’t know. I thought—” Wyatt turned to the empty house “—that these folks knew them, but…” He glanced around helplessly. “Well, I guess I’m out of luck reaching Joyce and her husband.”
“Mickey’s not her husband.”
“Oh.”
“They live together.”
“I see.”
“He’s had a rough time since he lost his job. Landscaping, I think.” She nodded to the house. “That’s why they’re selling. The place was her mother’s. She passed seven or eight years ago.”
“Any idea where Joyce and Mickey moved to?”
The woman took a moment to assess Wyatt.
“You got any ID or a card or anything?”
“Sure.”
Wyatt got out his laminated ID and gave the woman his business card. She studied it to her satisfaction.
“Okay. I’m not supposed to tell anybody where they went.”
“Why’s that?”
“Bill collectors, I think, but seeing how you’re not a skip tracer…”
“I am not.”
“Well, seeing how you’re just a reporter I’ll tell you. But you can’t say where you heard.”
He smiled. “I protect my sources.”
“Joyce moved in with a friend in the Bronx. I got the address in the house because I’m supposed to watch her mail for any checks. Wait here.”
“Thank you.”
Wyatt glanced around, scrolled through his phone for messages, then news sites for any developments in the story.
“Here you go.” The woman gave him a slip of paper with the name, address, zip and phone number neatly printed on it.
“I appreciate this.” Wyatt tucked it in his wallet. “Can you tell me what kind of neighbors they were?”
“Joyce is sweet, trusting. Got a little boy, Rocky, same age as mine.”
Wyatt nodded.
“What’s her line of work?”
 “Hairdresser.”
“And Mickey, what was he like?”
“Mickey?” The woman blinked a few times, then looked away and shrugged. “He was quiet, minded his own business. Hey, you’re not going to put this in the news, are you?”
“No, ma’am. Just for me, unless you want me to.”
“No, I don’t.”
“So, was there anything else about Mickey that comes to mind?” Wyatt turned to the house. “I mean, they’re not your neighbors anymore.”
The woman pursed her lips and looked off at nothing. “I got the feeling there was something dark inside that man.”
“Mom!” The girl came to the door. “T.J. won’t share the peanut butter and crackers!”
“I’ll be right in, baby.” The woman looked at Wyatt’s card. “Please, do not put me in the paper.”
“I won’t. I don’t know your name. Tell me something, okay?”
“I got to go.”
“One last thing. In recent days, before you went away, has anyone been around—other reporters, police—to ask you about Joyce and Mickey?”
“Police?”
“Don’t be alarmed, it’s standard stuff. I was just wondering.”
“No. I told you, we’ve been in Georgia. Look, I’ve only had my kids to talk to for the last few days, so I said too much. I’ve got your word you won’t put me in the news?”
“You do, and my thanks.”
The woman nodded, eyed Wyatt uneasily, locked her car, went to her house, and locked the door.
Wyatt glanced at the house where Mickey Lee Brim had lived and thought of the Bronx address in his wallet.
I’m getting closer. A little bit closer.



CHAPTER 27
Starving Wolf Trail, the Adirondacks, New York
Stay focused. Keep going.
Yes, but right now, New York State Trooper Brianne Drew had to rest. She and Jay Fulton got in late last night with a crew from Troop “A” in Niagara County. They didn’t get much sleep. They rose early today to spell other teams.
“I’m over here, Jay!”
In the distance, Fulton raised his hand, signaling he would join her on the rock ledge. The sun was high, and Drew reached for her water bottle. She was glad it was still cool as she drank. She wiped the back of her arm across her brow, then took in the beauty of their assigned sector, one of the most rugged in the region.
Drew and Fulton had been scouring it since dawn.
Drew was a 26-year-old, hard-driving trooper, a rookie with a burning ambition to leave highway patrol to work on homicide investigations. Troop mates nicknamed her Nancy Drew.
She was grateful for this assignment. It was a gut-wrenching case, evident in the faces of some of the investigators; most were fathers. Even case-hardened veterans were pensive.
Drew’s heart went out to the entire Nelson family.
After swallowing more water, she sealed her bottle and chided herself for minding the tiny aches in her calves. She was a state trooper in jeans and a T-shirt, equipped with heavy socks, boots, water, food, a sidearm, bear repellant, bug spray, first-aid kit, radio and training. If a few hours trudging through this terrain had taxed her this much, imagine the toll on a child from Yonkers.
If she’s alive.
“Hey.” Fulton arrived, breathing a little hard. He pulled out his map. “All right, this sector’s been searched three times.” He nodded to a tree with three orange ribbons tied around it. “See? Tagged.” Fulton then consulted his compass. “So, I’m thinking we should go north. What do you think?”
“Let me see the map, Jay.”
As Drew extended her hand, she dropped her water bottle. It tumbled down a slope, swished for a few yards. She groaned at herself, then she climbed from the ledge to retrieve it. It had rolled into a small surface fissure. As she reached for it, a metallic glint seized her attention.
What is that? Looks like something that doesn’t belong there, Drew thought. She pulled out her penlight, switched it on. Shielding her eyes from the sun she aimed the beam into the crack. The opening was about 10 inches wide and three feet deep. She blinked several times to adjust her eyes to the darkness as she probed it with her light.
Drew held her breath when she saw it.
“Jay! Get ERT on the radio. We need them here now!”
Within half an hour, the FBI’s Evidence Response Team had descended upon the ledge. They began by sealing the area with yellow tape. Radios crackled, photographs and measurements were taken.
Drew remained at the scene to maintain the evidence chain.
“You’re Trooper Drew, the one who made the find?” an FBI agent asked her while logging the development.
“Yes, I found it.”
“Good work.”
“Dumb luck, really.”
Drew’s heart was racing as she watched the forensic experts carefully remove a long-handled ax from the crack in the rocky surface.



CHAPTER 28
Manhattan, New York
Finding the ax was a break.
Large, crisp photos of it filled Jill McDade’s monitor at the FBI’s New York office.
Studying the lace pattern of browned blood on the head and handle, she believed that this had to be the weapon used to murder Phil and Margaret Nelson.
When you consider where it was, how it was situated, this has to be it.
Preliminary blood typing was done by the Evidence Response Team at the scene before sending her photos. The tests showed that the dried blood was consistent with the Nelsons’ blood type. The ax had been flown to the lab in Quantico for further processing. Experts there would determine if the blood on the ax matched the blood of the victims. They’d test it for DNA, for latent prints, and they’d conduct tool-mark analysis.
McDade studied the description again. It was a single bit ax with a 3.5-pound steel head and a 34-inch hickory handle. She closed that document, then consulted the autopsy report, reviewing how the Nelsons had suffered sharp-force injuries—chopping wounds from a heavy weapon with a sharp edge, such as a machete or ax.
The report noted that the blows had caused fragments of bones to chip off, hinge fractures and areas where edges of bone seemed to have been peeled back. Tool-mark analysis at the lab would determine if chips in the steel blade of the ax matched the wounds.
McDade then went back to the photos. The bar code on the ax was worn and frayed in spots, but still legible. It would help determine where the ax was sold and who bought it.
She took a large hit of fresh coffee.
More information was flowing in; elements were coming together to provide an emerging picture of what had happened.
All four members of the Nelson family had departed Yonkers for a two-week stay in their cabin, according to friends, coworkers, and those who had last seen and communicated with them.
The killings occurred about one week into the family’s vacation.
According to the autopsies, stomach contents for Phil and Margaret Nelson indicated that the last items they’d eaten were roasted hot dogs, toasted marshmallows, potato chips, and cookies. This suggested the family had eaten around the fire pit. It was consistent with the ashes in the pit and placement of the Adirondack chairs around it.
McDade paused, blinked several times, then looked away at nothing.
Suddenly, she imagined the family, the fire crackling and hissing, embers twirling to the stars, the woodsy aroma of roasted hot dogs, and the sweet goo of toasted marshmallows.
She pictured the fire reflected in the family’s eyes—Phil, Margaret, Emma and Ethan. She could almost hear the children’s laughter.
A portrait of a loving family.
None of them knowing this was their last time together.
Their last time together.
Tim.
McDade suddenly thought about her husband. Her eyes met his in the framed photo on her desk. Tim. She could see his smile, hear his voice, feel his touch. Tim. She contended with brief, intense, aching for him before shifting back to the Nelsons—happy around the fire, happy in their world, not knowing the horror that was about to visit them.
McDade went back to the reports that suggested the killer came at night, attacking after the family had gone to bed.
Where’s Emma? Where’s her backpack? Trace evidence and use of kitchen plates, cups, utensils, indicate she was there. And how did Ethan escape? What did he see? Lord, I wish he could tell me. And who made the children’s beds? And why? If it was the killer, it suggests he took his time. That he was in control.
In control.
Everything is lining up to point to Mickey Lee Brim.
Look at his record. He’s a vengeful, violent man. Is he the Hydra Killer? We’ve got to find him.
A chime sounded, and McDade checked a new email informing her that the bodies were going to be released to the families, who were planning a joint funeral. It prompted her to think of Dean Street, Margaret’s ex.
Shouldn’t he be back in the States by now? I need to talk to him. Maybe he can offer us something that will help.
Her phone rang. The number was blocked.
“McDade.”
“Jill, this is Crenetti.”
The sound of his voice warmed her heart. Will Crenetti was one of Tim’s best friends with the NYPD’s Emergency Service Unit.
“Hey, Will.”
“Wanted to let you know that our guys reached out and pushed hard on their informants, and we got a line on Brim, a good one.”
“What about the girl?”
“We have nothing on her. But with regard to Brim, ESU’s prepping to pick him up. I thought you should know. Thought you might want to be there.”
“I do.”
“Good, I’ll send you the details now.”
“Thanks, Will. As soon as I get the location, I’ll be on my way.”



CHAPTER 29
Neverpoint Park, the Bronx, New York City
“My grandfather lived here.” Wyatt’s cab driver pointed to the new housing development under construction. “Worked in a piano factory that used to be over there.”
This part of the Southeast Bronx was bound by Long Island Sound and the East River. They drove through a mix of pizzerias, pawn shops, hair salons, warehouses, and apartment projects before coming to neighborhoods of one- and two-story houses with small yards.
They turned onto Glanton Road. The address Wyatt needed was 265 Glanton Road. Parked cars lined both sides of the street.
House after house flowed by until there it was—265, a stucco bungalow with a fenced yard. An older Toyota Corolla with a dented right front fender was parked on the street out front. The driveway was empty.
Wyatt told the driver to pull over halfway down the block, paid the fare, and tipped him a twenty.
“Kill your meter and wait. I may need to return to Manhattan fast.”
“I got nowhere to go.” The driver opened his copy of the Daily News.
Wyatt neared the house with questions racing through his mind.
What if Mickey Lee Brim’s really here? What if he’s the one who decapitated the Nelsons and took their daughter?
Now, as he stood in front of the house, Wyatt forced himself to relax.
Just do your job.
He started by writing down the Toyota’s New York plate, then scanning its interior. The passenger seat was covered with flyers and junk food wrappers. He took a few quick pictures, then some of the house.
The curtains were drawn.
All was quiet, except for the jets flying in and out of LaGuardia.
Far off, he heard power tools, a table saw.
In the house, there was a diffusion of light near a window. A shadow passed by a curtain.
Someone was definitely in there.
Wyatt stepped on to the property and headed for the side door that opened to the empty driveway.
He raised his hand to knock when he flinched.
An ear-splitting child’s scream rose from the backyard.
A little girl. Could that be Emma?
Something inside the house vibrated, someone moving around. Wyatt started for the backyard, but was stopped by a wooden fence and a gate that reached to his shoulders.
The gate was locked.
Reaching over it for a latch was futile.
Gripping the top of the fence, he hefted himself over it, landing on a garden hose that snaked to the back. Wyatt followed it to a small deck with lawn chairs and picnic table, a typical family backyard.
He stopped in his tracks upon seeing two children standing in the grass, some 15 feet away—a white boy, about 11, and a white girl, who looked to be four or five, too young to be Emma Nelson.
Both wore swimsuits.
The hose meandered to the boy, who was holding the dripping nozzle, which he still pointed at the girl, who was drenched. For a few awkward seconds, water plunking from the girl to the deck was the only sound before the boy and girl turned to Wyatt. The children’s eyes widened as they stared, speechless, until Wyatt noticed their attention shift to his left.
“I have a gun,” a woman’s voice said from behind him.
Wyatt turned.
The woman’s arms were extended. Her hands were wrapped around the pistol aimed at him.
“Get on your knees and put your hands behind your head!”
Before Wyatt could explain, she shouted, “Do it now, asshole! Or I swear to God, I’ll shoot you dead!”



CHAPTER 30
The Bronx, New York City
Detectives Cheryl Sanger and Phil Campisi were on their first shift after a few days off and five nights on.
They’d closed a gang-related beef and were heading to the precinct for a follow-up interview when they heard the call about ESU getting ready to move on the residence of Mickey Lee Brim.
“This the guy they’ve been trying to grab in that double and missing girl case upstate?” Sanger asked from behind the wheel of their unmarked unit.
“Yeah, they’ve been circulating stuff on him all day.” Campisi studied the information on his tablet. “They just got tipped to his address and vehicle. Guess he’d be driving a different one.”
“I would love to be part of that operation.”
Campisi studied alerts on his tablet.
“Careful what you wish for.”
“Why?”
“The RTCC says he’s nearby. Turn around.”
“You serious?”
“Turn around, Cheryl. Take the next right.”
They turned onto Rampart Avenue and had gone three blocks when Campisi spotted a sedan going in the opposite direction.
“I think that’s him! Get on him, Cheryl! Keep a couple of cars between us!”
As Sanger pulled a 180-degree turn, Campisi reached for his cell, calling the Real Time Crime Center, confirming that their unmarked unit was live in the hot zone with a visual.
“We’re coming up on the suspect vehicle now,” Campisi said.
A van and a motorcycle were ahead of them.
Campisi took small binoculars from the console, focusing on the suspect vehicle, making his confirmation to the analyst at the crime center.
“It’s a 1999 primer gray Chevrolet Malibu. The New York tag matches. Only occupant visible is a lone male driving. We’ve got him. Please advise.”
The Real Time Crime Center, located downtown at One Police Plaza, operated a vast computer network encompassing surveillance cameras and plate readers in all boroughs. It also had access to the NYPD dispatch system. Urgent calls and messages were sent to commanding officers for a decision.
The strategy on Mickey Lee Brim had been for ESU to arrest him at his Glanton Road residence. But perimeters had not yet been established, and the units had not yet set up. Given the new development, given that Brim could flee, or take hostages, and given the gravity of the case, the order was given to dispatch to take Brim into custody.
Every available unmarked unit was sent to the zone with lights and sirens off. Marked police cars took up ever-changing choke points in inner and outer perimeters as the operation flowed with the suspect’s direction.
Along Rampart, Brim’s Malibu led them through a neighborhood dotted with porn shops, used-car lots, barred-up liquor stores, and strip malls before turning onto Glanton Road.
The Malibu proceeded several blocks before stopping at a red light.
“Okay, this is it!” Campisi activated the emergency lights and siren as Sanger rolled their vehicle into a T-bone position, blocking the Malibu.
“NYPD! Get out of the car! On the ground! Hands over your head!”
Guns drawn, badges displayed, Sanger and Campisi, repeated the order. Bewildered, the man complied. More police vehicles braked at the scene as the man was handcuffed and patted for weapons.
His wallet indicated he was Mickey Lee Brim.
FBI Agent Jill McDade was among those responding, walking around Brim’s Malibu searching for signs of Emma Nelson.
Nothing.
The Malibu’s trunk was opened, and McDade braced herself as she looked inside.



CHAPTER 31
Neverpoint Park, the Bronx, New York City
Ray Wyatt lowered himself to the lawn, his hands raised.
The woman had ordered the children into the house, but kept her gun on him and kept her distance as she inched around to see his face.
She appeared to be in her late 20s, but the lines carved deep around her mouth betrayed a hard life. She wore jeans and a T-shirt. Tattoos swirled along her arms.
“Get out your wallet.”
Wyatt pulled it from his pocket and tossed it at her feet. Keeping her gun on him, she retrieved it, and examined his driver’s license and First Press Alliance ID.
“You’re a reporter?”
“Yes.”
“You better not be lying.”
“Why would I lie?”
“You’re not a bill collector? A repo man? Because we already sold our car, got a cheaper one.”
Wyatt said nothing.
“Are you some kind of pervert with fake ID, trespassing, threatening my son and niece?”
“I’m a reporter.”
“Why in hell’re you here?”
Wyatt wondered if she’d called the police. If she’s involved in the case, she wouldn’t want police coming to this place.
“Answer me, asshole!”
“I wanted to talk to Mickey Lee Brim for help on a story, the case upstate where Phil and Margaret Nelson were murdered. Their daughter’s missing. I understand that Mr. Brim knew them, and I was looking for his help.”
“That’s a crock of shit!”
“It’s the truth. I heard a girl scream, and I thought it was the missing girl. That’s why I came into this yard. I’m sorry.”
The woman stared at him, unsure what to think.
“Do you know Mr. Brim?” Wyatt asked.
“Why do you think he’s here?”
“I talk to people. Are you Joyce Seleronte?”
Wyatt saw that her eyes were blue, a bit glassy, as he searched them for her reaction.
“Are you Joyce?”
She didn’t respond. She swallowed, and with each passing second, her hardness started to fracture. She blinked back tears, her mouth began moving. She spoke in a whisper to herself that Wyatt struggled to hear.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “What did you say?”
“This is all wrong, wrong, wrong.”
Her voice quivered and her hands were shaking, signaling that she was losing her will to regard Wyatt as a threat.
“Would you please put the gun down so we could talk?”
“I want you to open the gate and leave.” She tossed his wallet to him.
“Is Mr. Brim here?”
“Get out. Now!”
Wyatt had no choice.
Gripping his wallet and keeping his hands visible, he unlatched the gate. When he got to the street, he searched for his cab. It was gone.
At that moment, sirens wailed, and he saw emergency lights as police cars converged on a car a block away. Someone was being arrested. He rushed toward the activity, stopped, took several pictures with his phone, then continued. As he neared the scene, a man in plainclothes, with a badge chained around his neck, thrust a palm at him while gripping his holstered sidearm.
“Stop right there! Show me your hands!”
Wyatt did as instructed.
“I’m press!”
“It’s all right. I got this guy.” FBI Agent Jill McDade waved off the detective and took Wyatt aside.
“What’re you doing here, Wyatt?” McDade asked.
“My job. I’m looking for Mickey Brim.” Wyatt nodded to the handcuffed man being placed in the back of an unmarked sedan. “Is that him?”
McDade nodded.
“Did you find Emma Nelson with him?”
She didn’t answer, but was watching events behind Wyatt, who’d turned to see detectives, guns drawn, moving in on Brim’s address.
“Tell me, Wyatt, how did you get onto this address so fast?”
“Journalistic investigation. Did you find the girl? What’s in the trunk?”
McDade didn’t answer.
The car with Brim sped off.
“Is Brim the Hydra Killer?”
McDade stared at Wyatt without speaking.



CHAPTER 32
Saranac Lake, New York
“Got it….Right away….Understood.” FBI Agent Doug Ahern ended the urgent call and request he’d received from case agent Jill McDade.
Ahern then studied the file she’d sent to his tablet at his post in the hall outside Ethan Nelson’s hospital room. A moment later, he summoned Ethan’s doctor and nurse and explained what needed to be done.
Puzzled concern blossomed on the doctor’s face, and Ahern sensed resistance.
“Doctor, he’s our only witness. This new development is critical.”
“All right, but on the condition we let Juanita do it.” The doctor indicated the nurse. “He seems to have a slight, positive connection with her.”
“Agreed.”
Ahern passed his tablet to her, demonstrating what she needed to do. Then the three of them entered the room. Ethan, wearing pajamas his relatives had brought him, stood at the window gazing outside. The doctors were concerned about his sustained shock, for he still hadn’t spoken since he was discovered alone in the woods.
“Ethan, sweetheart.” Juanita approached him and lowered herself. “Will you help me with something important?”
The boy seemed oblivious to her presence, staring at the forest beyond the hospital parking lot as she continued.
“See my computer here, my tablet? I’m going to show you some pictures of people, and all I need for you to do is tell me if you recognize any of them who were at your family’s cabin just before you left, okay?”
Ethan continued staring.
Juanita exchanged quick glances with the doctor and Ahern, who was video recording with his phone. Juanita gently turned Ethan so he could see the tablet.
“All right, honey, here we go.”
Juanita swiped through head-and-shoulders shots of six unsmiling men in the photo array McDade had prepared.
Ethan looked at the first face, and nothing registered. It was the same with the second. Nothing changed when the nurse swiped to the third and fourth. The same—no impact on Ethan’s mute, trance-like condition.
When Juanita swiped to the fifth man, Ethan’s jaw dropped. He jerked back. A squeaking sound he made rose to a loud scream.
Juanita tossed the tablet to the bed as she and the doctor comforted Ethan. Ahern retrieved the tablet, still showing Photo Five: the scowling arrest photo of Mickey Lee Brim.



CHAPTER 33
Manhattan, New York City
Mickey Lee Brim looked around at the small, windowless room high up in the FBI’s Manhattan office.
He knew it was wired to record conversations.
Brim was familiar with such rooms.
It had white cinder-block walls, a table with a wood veneer finish and hard-back chairs on either side where FBI Agent Jill McDade and Carl Rudd, a New York State Police investigator, who was a key detective on the Hydra killings, faced him.
Rudd had just read Brim his rights.
“Do you understand these rights, Mr. Brim?”
“Yes.”
“And with these rights in mind, do you wish to speak to us?”
“I don’t need no lawyer. I got nothing to hide.”
Rudd slid a pen and legal form to him.
“Sign the rights waiver.”
The handcuffs jangled as Brim signed.
“Why’re you jamming me, man?” Brim shoved the form and pen back. “I’ve been livin’ straight since I got out.”
“You know Phil Nelson?” Rudd asked.
Brim let out a long breath, shook his head slowly.
“You know I worked for him. You know he fired me for no good reason. Then I saw on the news what happened to him and his wife. It’s tragic. I was shocked, but it’s got nothing to do with me. I wasn’t even around when all this happened. I was in Baltimore, looking for a job.”
McDade looked at Brim for a long time.
“You say he fired you for no good reason.” She leaned forward. “He fired you because you lied about being a violent convicted felon.”
Brim shook his head, looked to the ceiling, blinking rapidly.
“Do you know how hard it is for me to find work? To go straight? I did my time. So, yeah, I didn’t tell him about my mistakes. I had friends be my references. I did it to support my family. And you know what? Phil said I was his best damn worker, never had a problem. Not once. I was good at that job. I liked working for him. I loved it, man.”
“So it pissed you off when he let you go?”
“You’re damned right.”
“That’s why you parked outside his house several times afterward, intimidating him, stalking him?”
Brim shook his head.
“It’s not like that.”
“No?” McDade stared hard at him. “Phil’s got a wife, two young children, and he’s just learned your history, all the things you did. You were angry. You wanted to get back at him, Mickey.”
“No. I was trying to find the nerve to beg for my job back.”
“Did you find it at the mall, where you threatened him and his family?”
Brim pursed his lips, entwined his fingers, clenching his hands together tightly, his voice breaking.
“I’d been invited to his house for dinners, for Christmas parties. Then some motherfucker whispers in his ear that I messed up a long time ago, and Phil Nelson puts me down like I was nothing! Like I was something he wanted to scrape off the bottom of his shoe!”
“You were angry?”
“You’re damn right I was angry! I’d been drinking. I found him at the mall. I was scared, desperate. How was I supposed to support my family? I begged him, pleaded, for a second chance. I had bills to pay, I had car payments. We were going to lose our house. I had to sell the car and get a piece of junk. We had to put the house up and move.”
“You were suffering?”
“Hurtin’ so bad.”
“That’s why you told him, ‘Maybe your family should suffer like mine?’”
Brim looked away without responding.
“You’ve got a vengeful nature, don’t you, Mickey?” Carl Rudd asked.
Brim said nothing.
“I mean, what you did to your fiancée and that guy she was banging,” Rudd said. “That was downright wrath against those who wronged you. Remember what you told her over and over when you abducted her to the woods, raped her, and beat her with a baseball bat? Over and over, you told her ‘You can’t do this! You can’t do this to me! You can’t get away with this!’”
McDade eyed Brim for any reaction to You can’t as Rudd continued.
“Then you took that claw hammer to the guy and destroyed his face. But deep down, I mean the whole time, what you really wanted to do was cut off their heads and put them on sticks, didn’t you?”
Brim said nothing.
“It’s like you turn into another species against anyone who’s wronged you; become another entity. Wouldn’t you say, Mickey?” Rudd spread graphic photos of the remains of the Hydra’s victims before Brim. “This is the work of a very vengeful personality. All of these people were victims of the same killer, the Hydra Killer.”
Brim said nothing.
“And guess what we discovered when we investigated your history?” Rudd said. “We found that you were residing near each one at the time of their deaths—Philadelphia, Boston, New Jersey, Long Island.”
Brim looked away.
“Oh, there’s more. We can place an SUV just like the one you recently got rid of at the Nelsons’ cabin,” Rudd said.
Brim stared at him.
“That’s right,” Rudd said. “You know what we found in the trunk of your car before you had a chance to get rid of it, too? A tarp. With bloodstains.”
Brim said nothing.
McDade placed a photo of the ax on the table.
“This is the weapon used to kill Phil and Margaret,” she said.
Brim looked at it.
“That’s their blood on it, and my, my—we found your prints on it.”
Brim stared at McDade, then Rudd.
“We also have a witness, Mickey,” Rudd said.
Both investigators read the fear and question in Brim’s eyes.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Rudd said. “Everyone knows Ethan Nelson survived.”
Brim said nothing.
“Can you account for your whereabouts for the last week? You said you were in Baltimore looking for a job. We’re going to check that out.”
Brim shook his head slowly, as if the world were closing in on him.
“Mickey, as we speak, we’re executing warrants on your residences, your vehicles. We’re questioning Joyce Seleronte, your partner. It’s over.”
Brim’s handcuffs made a tiny clinking noise as he dragged his hands over his face, then stared at McDade as if he were falling into an abyss.
“Mickey.” McDade put her hand on his handcuffed hands. “Now’s the time to unburden yourself and ease your conscience. Be a man. Do the right thing for you, for Joyce and your boy, Rocky.”
He stared at her.
“Mickey, tell us what happened at the cabin. Tell us where little Emma Nelson is. Tell us what happened to her and all those other people over the years.”
Brim stared at McDade, then Rudd.
He swallowed hard.
“I want a lawyer.”



CHAPTER 34
Manhattan, New York City
Mickey Lee Brim’s hands were cuffed behind his back. His scarred face glowered as detectives ducked him into the back of an unmarked car.
This is a strong news picture.
Ray Wyatt appraised it on his monitor in the newsroom amid the staccato clicking of his keyboard as he crafted the lead of his story.
An arrest has been made in the murder of a Yonkers couple and the disappearance of their 8-year-old daughter in the forests of upstate New York.
It was a start. A deadline was looming. Wyatt continued his rough draft.
Investigators are also looking into a possible link between the double homicide and the Hydra killings, a series of unsolved grisly murders involving 13 victims in four states over a span of several years.
Phil Nelson, 38, owner of a landscaping company in Yonkers, and his wife, Margaret Nelson, 37, a real estate agent, were found slain in the family’s cabin in the remote Starving Wolf region of upstate New York, after hikers discovered their son, Ethan, six, wandering alone in the woods a few miles from the cabin five days ago.
The disturbing case prompted a massive search and dragnet covering thousands of hectares and hundreds of miles of breathtaking rugged terrain reaching to the Canadian border. The operation has yielded nothing so far.
In today’s development, Mickey Lee Brim, 42, a convicted felon who had worked for Phil Nelson’s landscaping company until he was fired two months ago, was arrested near his residence in the South Bronx….
Some 20 minutes later, Wyatt finished his draft. He knew the story was accurate, but he also knew that Lou Talbott would challenge him for not having an on-the-record source. Wyatt needed further confirmation and made an urgent call to Vic Baker, one of his trusted sources with the New York State Police. Upon reaching Baker, Wyatt read the salient points of the story to him.
“Vic, I need to confirm that this is right. Can you check with guys you know who are inside the investigation?”
A moment of silence passed.
“I can’t make any guarantees. I’ll do what I can. Give me a few minutes.”
Wyatt then made a second urgent call and the same request to his friend Tony DeCastilla, the retired NYPD detective.
“Let me see what I can find out. I’ll get back to you, Ray.”
While waiting, Wyatt went to the newsroom kitchen for fresh coffee. On his way back to his desk, Talbott stopped him.
“When am I going to see something, Ray?”
Wyatt had indicated earlier to Talbott that he may have a story on a break in the case, but had not given him details.
“I still have to confirm a few things. I should have it to you soon.”
“Better be something strong.”
“I’m working on it.”
At his desk, Wyatt sipped his coffee and went online to check social media and his competitors to see if he’d been beaten on his exclusive on the Brim arrest. The Associated Press had nothing, Bloomberg, nothing, Reuters, nothing. The New York Times, nothing. Same for Newsday, the Daily News and the Post. Then he checked the TV networks and outlets.
Nothing.
Zip. Looks like this is mine, so far.
Wyatt began polishing the story when his phone rang.
“Wyatt.”
“It’s Vic. My guy says what you have is bang on.”
“Great. Thanks, Vic.”
Wyatt took another sip of coffee when his phone vibrated with a text from Tony D: “Good to go.”
Wyatt thanked him, finished the story, and moved it to Talbott, along with Brim’s arrest photo.
A few minutes later, Talbott summoned him to his office.
“This is good, but you’ve got no one confirming on the record, Ray.”
“I’ve got the FBI spokesguy confirming on the record that a person of interest has been arrested in the Bronx.”
“But that’s as far as they go.”
“I know, but I’ve also got two separate sources, a state police guy and an NYPD guy. And I was there at the arrest where a source confirmed it was Brim. I got the picture. It’s solid, Lou, and it’s all ours.”
Talbott rubbed his chin, thinking.
“Okay, we’ll go with this story. It’s what we need. This piece raises the possibility for the first time that Mickey Lee Brim is the Hydra Killer.”
“I know,” Wyatt said. “But if Brim’s the guy, what did he do with Emma Nelson?”



CHAPTER 35
Manhattan, New York City
“What do you think, Jill?”
Carl Rudd and McDade were at her computer reviewing the video recording of their interview of Mickey Lee Brim. They were waiting as Brim and his attorney talked privately in a separate room.
For nearly an hour now, Rudd and McDade had studied Brim’s body language and responses to their questions on the murders.
“I think we’re close,” McDade said.
“Close? I think we’ve got him.”
“We’ve got a lot of pieces, but we haven’t nailed it. Not yet.”
“The boy, Ethan, just picked Brim out of a photo lineup.”
“But Ethan didn’t say he saw Brim at the cabin, or saw Brim murder his parents. He didn’t say a word, Carl. He could’ve been reacting to witnessing Brim’s altercation with his dad at the mall, which Brim admitted to. We can’t place him at the cabin. Not definitively. Not yet.”
“Jill, come on. We’ve got Brim’s fingerprints on the ax, tire impressions that are consistent with the SUV he just got rid of. We’ve got his bloodstained tarp, which I’m betting he used to carry the heads.”
“Brim said he was in Baltimore looking for work,” McDade said, suddenly remembering something as she went to her phone to search online.
“He’s going to have to prove that alibi,” Rudd said. “We also have his phraseology from his attack on his fiancée, the ‘you can’t,’ which is consistent with the Hydra’s work, and the new message at the cabin, and the fact the killings stopped when Brim was incarcerated. What? Why’re you shaking your head? What is it?”
McDade showed Rudd a news story on the case, the latest from Ray Wyatt for First Press Alliance.
Rudd read it, then said, “Wow, that’s on the money.”
McDade’s phone rang and she answered.
“Hi, Jill. It’s Rachel Curtis, Olivia’s mom. I’m calling to fill you in on the birthday party. Is this a bad time?”
McDade shifted her concentration, moved away and invited Rachel to outline details of the party and sleepover. When Rachel finished, McDade thanked her and ended the call. Seconds later, her phone rang again. Maybe Rachel had forgotten something.
“McDade.”
“This is Dean Street, Agent McDade.”
“Mr. Street, where are you now?”
“Hawaii, on my way to New York,” he said. “Have you found Emma yet?”
“I’m sorry, no. We’re still doing all we can to find her.”
“How’s my son doing? Can he tell you anything?”
“He’s not speaking, but he’s helping us.”
“Helping? How?”
“Mr. Street, I can’t discuss that now. Sir, when are you due to arrive in New York? We need to talk. We could use your help.”
At that moment, McDade heard a boarding announcement. “All New York-bound passengers, please proceed to Gate 50. Boarding will be commencing shortly.…”
“That’s why I’m calling. I don’t have much time before boarding, but you should look at a guy who used to work for Phil. His name is Mickey Lee Brim.”
“We’re aware of him. Why should we look at him?”
“He’s bad news. Convicted of abduction, rape, nearly beat a guy to death. Did time in Rikers. I used to take it upon myself to check on the kind of people Phil hired because Maggie and the kids often went to the landscaping office. I told Phil privately about Brim. I told him you don’t want that guy around. Phil didn’t know about Brim, but did the right thing and fired him. I heard that Brim was really pissed off, threatened Phil. Yonkers PD was supposed to be on him. So you want to take a hard look at Brim for this, Agent McDade.”
She hesitated. Deep in her gut, she was mindful of the call and its timing, but her feeling was eclipsed as she took Street’s tip as affirmation by another detective that they were on the right investigative path with Brim.
“Did you ever speak directly with Brim?” McDade asked.
“No, I didn’t, but I talked to Yonkers PD,” Street said over more background noise. “I’m going to have to go, Agent McDade. See you in New York.”
“Thanks for the call.”
McDade turned to Rudd. “Dean Street’s in Hawaii on his way home. He suggested we look at Brim, said he was the guy who’d told Phil Nelson about Brim’s criminal history.”
“There you go,” Rudd said. “Brim’s looking good for this.”
At that moment, an office support staffer appeared.
“Agent McDade, Mr. Brim’s attorney says that his client is ready to talk to you again.”
“All right. Thanks. Let’s go, Carl.”



CHAPTER 36
Manhattan, New York City
Chairs scraped as Rudd and McDade took their seats across the table from Brim and his lawyer in the interview room.
“Agent McDade, Agent Rudd, I’m sorry we didn’t get introduced properly.” The lawyer’s deep voice held a touch of Southern drawl. He was balding, portly, with a full, walrus-like mustache and thick glasses. He stood and shook their hands.
“Eugene Pine. My firm does some pro bono work for those who’ve paid their debt to society, like my client, Mr. Brim. He’s more than willing to cooperate and prepared now to clear this up, if you’re agreeable.”
“Let’s get to it,” Rudd said, noting, “He’s still Mirandized.”
“Of course.” Pine flipped through notes he’d made on a yellow legal pad. “Now, in my short time conferring with my client, I’ve made a number of calls. The results of which I’m confident you’ll find beneficial to your investigation of this most serious and terrible crime.”
“We’re all ears,” Rudd said.
“My client’s past is far from angelic, on that we all agree. But here are the facts. Yes, he misled Mr. Nelson. Yes, he confronted him while angry and under the influence. Yes, he made a spirited plea for reinstatement, for which he apologized and for which he was never charged.”
“There are a number of other facts. Evidence, Mr. Pine,” Rudd said.
“Indeed. If I may?” Pine reached for his phone. “As to the ax—my client can prove that he was among a group of employees invited to the Nelsons’ cabin to build a deck some time ago.” He scrolled to a photo. “Ah yes, it was two years ago. You’ll see in this photo of the group taken at the cabin. There is Mr. Nelson, smiling with his hand on Mr. Brim’s shoulder. You’ll see my client is holding an ax, which he’d used to cut wood for the family. We believe the ax in the picture is the ax in question, unless you have another?”
McDade and Rudd maintained poker faces while studying the photo.
“I’ll be happy to provide you the original so that you will see it is not altered. And you’ll be able to verify the veracity of this fact with the other employees photographed.”
Rudd tapped his pen on his notebook as Pine continued.
“Now, as to the tarp found in my client’s truck, we would hope your experts are analyzing it, because they’ll find the blood traces are fish blood. Mr. Brim has found temporary, low-paying, employment at the fish market at Hunts Point. His employer allows him to take unsold portions home.”
Rudd and McDade said nothing.
“As to my client’s whereabouts surrounding the time of the tragedy, he stated, and we’ll be able to confirm—with motel, gas, meal receipts, and the recording of an appointment by third parties—that he was in Baltimore to be interviewed for two possible jobs—one with a contractor, the other with a landscaping company.”
Rudd and McDade said nothing.
“Finally, as to this Hydra Killer business, well, that’s a fanciful reach, don’t you think?”
Pine removed his glasses and, while cleaning them, said, “Now, be honest. In arresting my client, you barely met the test for probable cause. And, with the facts just presented, you face an ocean of reasonable doubt to consider him a suspect. I therefore respectfully insist you release Mr. Brim and publicly clear him immediately.”
Pine replaced his glasses, punctuating his argument with a smile.



CHAPTER 37
Washington Heights, New York City
“Mom?” Alison finished her last bite of pizza. “Earth to Mom?”
Jill reeled in her attention, which had momentarily drifted from their dinner conversation to her work, even though she’d left the office hours ago.
“I’m sorry, honey. What was that?”
“I said, did you decide if I can go to Olivia’s birthday party and sleepover?”
“Yes. It’s fine, you can go.”
“Yeah! Thanks, Mom. I need to buy her a present. I know a phone case that she loves.”
“We’ll go shopping tomorrow or the next day.”
“For the cool pink shoes, too?”
“We’ll see. Now, it’s getting late. Before bed, I want you to pick up the clothes in your room while I clean up here.”
“First can I tell Olivia I’m coming to her party?”
“Yes, get going.”
Alison left, and McDade’s smile melted.
It’d only been a couple of hours since they’d released Mickey Lee Brim, but the hot anger that had erupted in her gut continued burning. Everything had pointed to Brim. They’d done everything by the book, but it just wasn’t there. Brim’s lawyer had taken their case apart piece by piece.
Now, as McDade started washing plates and cutlery in the sink, she told herself to adhere to her cardinal rule of investigation: Don’t succumb to tunnel vision.
Night had fallen, and as she watched the twinkling lights of traffic on the George Washington Bridge, something pinged at her—a faint line of thought below her consciousness.
Dean Street.
She thought it was odd that his call had come when they were interviewing Brim. That it had come shortly after Ray Wyatt’s story was posted online. McDade saw the story right away because she’d set up an alert on her phone for press reporting on the case.
Dean could’ve done the same thing, and the story could’ve reminded him about Brim.
No. Hold on.
It’s something else about Street.
McDade dried dish soap from her hands and rushed to her FBI laptop for Wyatt’s story. He’d reported that they had Brim in custody, so why, if Street saw the story, would he call to suggest they look at Brim when they already had him?
Something else about Dean Street was sounding in the back of her mind. As she worked to isolate it, awareness dawned on her like the sun rising on a crystal morning.
“Mom, I finished cleaning my room.”
“Good, sweetie. Go start your bath.”
McDade focused on her laptop, growing uneasy as she pursued her hunch about Street. She searched encrypted files for information on the multijurisdictional task force investigating the Hydra. She found the notes and agenda items for the meetings, going back several years.
Opening the first files, she studied the list of attendees. It was a big list, but she concentrated on who represented Suffolk County at the time. Lucy Castillo and Ted Seznary. McDade thought for a moment before searching the lists chronologically for all meetings.
When she got to the fourth meeting, she saw that Seznary was no longer on the list. An alternate for Suffolk County was listed.
Dean Street.
Unease rolled over McDade, with thoughts pinballing through her mind. Street was on the task force before I joined. So Street would know details about Hydra; he has a connection to the victims.
Street admitted to watching over his family, a vigilant ex-husband. He was interested in what, if anything, Ethan told them about that night.
Listening to the water running in the tub, McDade rubbed her temples.
But there were rational, logical responses to each question she’d raised. Was she jumping to Dean Street now in reaction to losing Brim? It didn’t make sense because during the time of the murders, Dean Street had been out of the country, in another part of the world.
McDade heard taps squeak as the rush of water into the tub stopped.
All was quiet, but for Alison’s gentle swishing.
Dean Street had been in Australia, Japan, Hawaii, hadn’t he? Wasn’t someone on the team assigned to check that? Or did that get by us?
McDade dragged her hands over her face and looked at her computer screen, thinking hard.
He’d been out of the country, right?
She pulled up a contact list on her computer, then reached for her phone.



CHAPTER 38
Manhattan, New York City
It was getting late. Ray Wyatt stood at the window, pondering Manhattan’s skyline from the 20th-floor newsroom of First Press Alliance.
What’s going on with Brim?
He glanced at his phone, frustrated his sources had been unable to confirm the outcome of Brim’s arrest. He was also disappointed that he’d failed to reach anyone in the Nelson family for their response to it. He’d put out calls, left messages, but no one had gotten back to him.
A hand slapped his shoulder.
“Punch out, Ray,” Lou Talbott said. “It’s a good story with great pick up. We’ll need a strong follow tomorrow to keep us out front on this case.”
Wyatt nodded, watching the sun set on the city before grabbing his jacket. Deciding to get something to eat before his subway ride to Queens, he walked to the Shake Shack at Grand Central. He got a cheeseburger, fries, and a vanilla shake, then headed to Bryant Park.
As he ate, he thought of the story.
Is Mickey Lee Brim the killer? Did they charge him?
While people strolled along the beautiful green lawn and parents waved at their children on the park’s carousel, Wyatt searched for answers.
Where do I go next on this story?
Wyatt was considering calling Jill McDade when his phone rang.
He didn’t recognize the number.
“Wyatt.”
“Mr. Wyatt, this is Rhonda Meyer, Maggie Nelson’s sister. You talked to me and my husband at the hospital in Saranac Lake.”
“Yes, Rhonda.” Wyatt sat straighter, wiped his face with a napkin. “Yes, how can I help you?”
Wyatt could hear other voices on her end of the phone, people arguing.
“Mr. Wyatt, would you be able to meet with me and my husband privately in the morning? It’s very important.”
“Absolutely. Are you in Saranac Lake?”
Wyatt heard her catch her breath as if sobbing, while the arguing continued in the background.
“Rhonda? Is everything okay there?”
“Yes, we’re in Yonkers. We’re planning the funerals. But we’ll come into Manhattan to see you. That’s where you are, right? That’s what your card says.”
“Yes, Manhattan, yes. I’ll meet you whenever and wherever you’d like.”
“This has to be private. No cameras or anything, okay?”
“Okay. May I ask what this is about, specifically?”
A moment passed with more arguing at her end before she responded.
“I want to give you something that explains why Maggie and Phil were murdered.”



CHAPTER 39
Manhattan, New York City
Early the next morning, McDade ran the last few steps to her desk at the FBI’s New York office to answer her landline phone.
“McDade.”
“Scott Thurston, legal attaché at the U.S. Embassy in Canberra, getting back to you on your query. Sorry it took so long to get to this.”
“Yes. Wow, you’re working late. What time is it there?”
“Nine thirty. It comes with the job. Agent McDade, there’s no record of your subject, Dean Ezekiel Street, of New York, entering the country. We confirmed with Australian Immigration and Border Protection.”
“Nothing? But he called me from Brisbane. Gold Coast Airport?”
“That’s south of Brisbane. Still, there’s nothing on him. He would’ve had to complete an ETA to enter the country.”
“An ETA?”
“It’s short for an Electronic Travel Authority, which gives an American citizen authorization to travel to and enter Australia. It’s electronically linked to your passport. You can’t enter the country without it, and there’s no record of one for your subject. He was never here.”
“He was never there? I don’t understand.”
“Sorry, there’s nothing more I can tell you.”
“All right. Thanks, Scott.”
Upon ending the call, McDade tossed her bag to her desk, seized her phone and searched for her recording of Street’s first call to her. Finding it, she cued it near the ending and replayed it.
“Sir, I need to interview you when you’re able to talk to me.”
“Are you the lead on this?” he asked while sobbing.
“Yes, but I—”
“Ethan’s okay?”
“Yes.”
“Thank God. What’s he telling you?”
“He’s unable to speak. Listen, I need to interview you as soon—”
“Oh God….I can’t even—”
“Where are you, Mr. Street?”
“Yes—what?”
“Where are you?”
“Australia. Near Brisbane. Gold Coast Airport. I’m just boarding a flight to Tokyo. But I have to come home right away. I’m—I’m sorry Agent McDade. I’ll call you.”
Dismayed and confused, McDade sank to her chair.
What’s going on? There has to be a mistake. Street was in Australia. I know what I heard.
McDade replayed the recording, taking it back further, concentrating on boarding announcements in the background. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Jet Sun Star Flight JQ11 through to Tokyo Narita…” and then later the announcement for a Virgin Australia flight to Adelaide.
McDade was about to replay the recording again when her landline rang.
“McDade.”
“We have a Bernadette Koenig and Audrey and Cooper Stowe, downstairs at reception. They have an appointment to see you.”
McDade’s attention shifted back to the call she’d received yesterday afternoon from Koenig, a lawyer for Phil and Margaret Nelson, requesting a meeting. Collecting her thoughts, McDade alerted two other agents to the appointment, then went to the washroom to check her face. She had no idea what the meeting concerned, only that Koenig had insisted that it was critical, telling her, “We’ve discovered something you need to see, Agent McDade.”
***
Ten minutes later, McDade and two other agents greeted Koenig and the Stowes.
Bernadette Koenig, a tall woman in a well-cut navy skirt suit, carried a slim briefcase. The Stowes were sober-faced, in their 40s. Audrey, Phil Nelson’s sister, wore a print dress and little makeup; her eyes were red from crying. Cooper, her husband, was more than six feet tall. He wore a dark sport coat over a button-down shirt and jeans. McDade ushered them to a small meeting room, shut the door, and let Koenig begin.
“I’m an attorney. Our firm in Yonkers handles business matters for SunTop Landscaping and Phil Nelson, who’s always dealt with my colleague, Dominic Savianto. Dominic underwent surgery at the time the tragedy at the cabin occurred. It was during his recovery that he learned of the horrible events and made an urgent call to me to alert the family and, subsequently, the FBI.”
“Alert us to what?” McDade asked.
“Until Margaret Nelson’s death, no one, except Dominic, was aware that she’d made a confidential arrangement with him.”
“What sort of arrangement? What does this concern?”
“Margaret had given Dominic a key to a safe deposit box with instructions to give her family its contents upon her death, specifically if her death was unnatural.”
Koenig reached down and placed her briefcase on the table.
“You would’ve had this sooner, but as I said, Dominic was in the hospital and asked me to help. To be clear, we’re not estate attorneys. This is entirely different from a will.”
Koenig opened her briefcase, removed a large envelope, and slid it towards McDade.
“What is this?” she asked.
Koenig turned to the Stowes, as if cueing them to speak.
Audrey cleared her throat.
“No one knew, except Dominic, but Maggie was keeping a secret journal that she wanted the FBI—not local police, she was clear about that—that she wanted the FBI to have in the event of her death.”
McDade studied Audrey’s face, then Cooper’s, then the lawyer’s.
“What does this journal say?”
“Just read it,” Cooper Stowe said. “And when you’re done, you should have a clear idea who killed her, Phil, and maybe Emma, too.”
McDade’s eyebrows arched slightly, and her mind raced.
“When did you learn of this?” McDade asked Koenig.
“Yesterday afternoon when I called. I wanted the family to have the chance to discuss the matter first.”
“Are there any other copies?”
“You have the original. Margaret’s sister, Rhonda Meyer, has a copy.”
“Okay, we’ll study this. But we’ll need a list of all the people who’ve handled it, including where the copy was made, for chain of evidence.”
“One other thing you should know, Agent McDade,” Koenig said.
“What’s that?”
“There’s disagreement among the family concerning release of the journal. Some relatives believe that only the FBI should have a copy. But after reading the journal, Margaret’s sister Rhonda became convinced that Margaret would’ve also wanted to provide the press with a copy to ensure all the details about Dean Street were made public. And Rhonda is convinced that Margaret would’ve wanted this story to get out as soon as possible.”



CHAPTER 40
Manhattan, New York City
Ray Wyatt met Rhonda and Martin Meyer in Scotty’s, a Midtown diner two blocks from Grand Central Terminal.
Amid the breakfast crowd, they found a booth at the back and ordered coffee. After a few moments of conversation, Rhonda removed from her bag a manuscript held with a yellow binder clip, placed it on the table, and rested her palms on it with a measure of tenderness.
“Near the end of her life, my sister kept a private journal,” Rhonda began, explaining how its existence had surfaced through the family’s business lawyer. “The FBI has the original. I want you to have this copy because I know that’s what Maggie would’ve wanted.”
Blinking back tears, Rhonda handed the journal to Wyatt.
“We’ll take a walk while you read it, and we’ll be back,” Martin said.
Once they left, Wyatt ordered more coffee. His heart beat a little faster as he began reading the photocopied pages of notes made in Margaret Nelson’s neat handwriting.
She described how her first husband, Dean Street, was a controlling, abusive man, demanding that everything in their lives be ordered, or he’d fly into a rage. “‘Your job is to serve me in every way,’ he told me. Once, Dean grabbed me by the throat for overcooking his pork chops and called me useless.”
In one entry, she wrote how Dean was working in the yard and “turned a garden hose on me for asking questions about where he’d been the night before.”
And one night he put a gun to Margaret’s head, pulling the trigger on an empty chamber. “He told me to stop crying, that it was just a joke.”
Dean often told her that according to the Bible, the husband was “God” in his home, and he had a biblical, procreative duty to share his seed outside of marriage.
Margaret admonished herself for being a weak, subservient woman throughout her marriage. She was terrified to tell anyone of Dean’s abuse because Dean was a smart cop, a computer expert who knew all about investigations, and she feared him.
But somehow, over time, she found the strength to ask Dean for a divorce. He flew into another rage, saying that he would never allow his family to be destroyed by divorce.
“You’re mine. You’ll always be mine. I’ll put us all in the grave before I’ll let that happen!”
Anguished, Margaret weighed going to a shelter, or reporting Dean to the police, but she knew it would be futile – with his connections, he would find her.
Carefully and gently, she pressed him for a divorce, saying she was unworthy of a man of his caliber. She continued pressing him, begging him, saying she would seek no alimony, no child support; not even a share of assets—that she just wanted out with the kids. One day, in a move that shocked her—“like something inside him had been switched on”—Dean agreed, on the conditions that he got to see Emma and Ethan and that the divorce be clean, with no issues whatsoever stated.
Margaret was uneasy, but agreed because the children wanted to see Dean. He gave them expensive presents, telling them that their mother was “having problems thinking right.” During that period, Dean changed. “He pasted on a smile, and became an emotionless robot.”
After the divorce, when Margaret began dating Phil Nelson, she was certain Dean was stalking them. “On the night Phil and I got married, I got a call from Dean on our honeymoon. He’d located our hotel. Remember, he said, while you’re screwing Phil, you’ll always be my wife, and Emma and Ethan will always be my children. It doesn’t matter what court papers say. You’re all mine, and that will never change!”
At this stage, Margaret noted in her journal that she’d kept most of her torment private to shield her children and Phil. Again, she agonized about going to the police, but truly feared it would not only be futile, but would make things worse with Dean. She wrote how she tried her best to live a happy life, and it seemed to work until Dean learned that he had a terminal condition and less than six months to live.
“When Dean told me, I said I was sorry for his illness.” But Margaret was terrified at what he demanded. “I’m not going to die alone. You, Ethan and Emma will leave Phil, and we’ll be a family again. I want what is mine. I’ve been thinking of ways to make this happen before I die.”
Margaret struggled to contend with Dean, keeping it all to herself. “I’m praying this is related to his illness, his medication and his defective personality. Maybe I’m stupid for not telling the police, but I’m afraid it may add to the stress of his condition.”
Margaret wrote how Dean kept calling, demanding she leave Phil. Finally, she told Dean she was not going to leave Phil and that he should seek counselling. That angered him. “I will have you and my children with me before I die,” Dean told her.
In one of her last entries, Margaret wrote that after she’d spotted Dean parked in the street at night outside her Yonkers home, she told Phil, and he confronted Dean. Phil was upset, wanted to file a police report, but Margaret begged him not to do it. “It could make things worse. His police friends will protect him,” she told Phil, assuring him things with Dean would pass. She attributed Dean’s outbursts to his condition and medication, noting that he only had a short time to live.
“Oh God, did I make a mistake?” Margaret wrote. “I fear that Dean might kill us. This is crazy, I know, but if something bad ever happens to us, tell the FBI—not the police, but the FBI—to look at Dean Street.”
That was the last thing Margaret wrote.
The last words of a murdered woman, Wyatt thought, so engrossed in the journal that he almost didn’t notice that Rhonda and Martin Meyer had returned to the diner.
“Well?” Martin said.
“This is powerful, heartbreaking and overwhelmingly points to Dean. Forgive me, but do any other news outlets have a copy of this?”
“No, just you.” Rhonda pulled napkins from the dispenser, touching them to her eyes. “You understand why Maggie kept this secret? She was afraid that nothing would happen to Dean, that his police buddies would protect him.”
“I understand. She was a prisoner of his abuse,” Wyatt said.
“There was debate within the family that we shouldn’t share Maggie’s journal with the press, with you,” Martin said.
“There was no way we were only going to give it to the FBI and keep quiet about it,” Rhonda said. “I wanted to give her journal to you. I refused to let the truth stay buried for a second longer. I want every horrible detail made public. Maybe Maggie’s story will help other abused women. It might give them the courage to tell people what they’re going through, so the same thing that happened to my sister doesn’t happen to them.”
She grabbed Wyatt’s wrist.
“Promise me, Ray, that you’ll tell Maggie’s story. The FBI has to arrest Dean. They have to find him! He, he—” She sobbed into her hands.
Some patrons turned as her voice broke.
“He may have Emma with him!”



CHAPTER 41
Brookhaven, Suffolk County, New York
Dean Street lived on a quiet lane in a small, cream-colored ranch house, with a yard bordered by elm and maple trees.
After watching it for several moments, the New York FBI SWAT commander passed his binoculars to McDade. “We’ve got no vehicle in the driveway, and our team detects no movement.”
McDade rolled the focus wheel, scanning the property, reflecting on how fast developments had unfolded. Within minutes of reading Margaret Nelson’s journal, she’d taken a number of urgent actions.
She’d issued a BOLO for Dean Ezekiel Street, who owned a Ford Escape, noting that he might be traveling with his daughter, Emma Nelson.
McDade obtained expedited warrants on Street’s credit cards, bank cards, computers and phones at home and at work.
Then, citing exigent circumstances of the recent homicides, the potential imminent danger to Emma Nelson, and imminent destruction of evidence, McDade called for the SWAT team to support a possible arrest of Street and rescue of his missing daughter at his home.
“We’re just about good to go,” the SWAT commander said.
The Suffolk County Police Department had set up the outer perimeter. They had choked off traffic into the area and quietly got residents out of all surrounding homes to clear them from the potential line of fire.
The FBI’s SWAT team had taken positions around the house.
The commander made final radio checks with the team leaders at the front and rear. All was good.
The commander said “Go!”
Seconds later, the pop-pop and shattering glass sounds of tear gas canisters being fired into the building echoed down the street. White clouds billowed from the windows, followed by a deafening crack-crack and lightning flashes of flash-bang grenades.
SWAT members in body armor charged through the front and back doors. Flashlight beams and red-line laser lights pierced the acrid fog. The Darth Vader-like breathing of the heavily armed and gas-masked squad filled the house, as they conducted a rapid room-by-room search for Street and his daughter.
The living room: empty. Bathroom: empty. Bedroom Number One: empty. Bedroom Number Two: empty. Kitchen: empty. Halls: empty. Closets: empty. The ceiling, floors, and walls were tapped for body mass. The basement crawl space and the attic: empty.
After the SWAT team had secured Street’s house, garage, and yard, the SWAT commander turned the scene over to McDade, her team, and the forensic experts. The smoke cleared as the chaos gave way to calm. The property was cordoned off.
McDade and the other agents slipped on shoe covers, pulled on gloves, then stepped inside and began searching and collecting evidence.
The kitchen sink was empty; the cupboards had little food; the fridge was empty; the trash was empty. The bathroom was clean; no trace of medication in the cabinet. The beds were made. Few clothes remained in the closet. No obvious signs that Emma had been here.
“Looks like someone cleaned up in a hurry,” McDade said.
An agent who was a cyber expert and another who was an IT expert had been working on Street’s desktop computer. Some 20 minutes into the process, they’d gained access.
“He’s wiped everything—his browser history, his files, and his hard drive. We need to take this unit with us,” one of them told McDade.
Street must know we’re gaining on him, McDade thought, shaking her head in frustration. She was weighing her next steps when someone at the back door called her name.
“We found something.”
McDade hurried to the garage, where agents with face masks and gloves had emptied a trash can’s contents onto a plastic sheet spread over the floor. They’d been probing rotting potato and banana peelings, empty tin cans, wrappers, containers, flyers. One agent had unfolded a single sheet of stained paper.
“Take a look,” the agent passed it to McDade.
It was an invoice from JBD Mini-Storage.
“See. The history, Jill,” the agent said. “Street began renting a self-storage unit three months ago, as if he was preparing for something.”
McDade double-checked the address of JBD Mini-Storage, then reached for her phone.
We’re closing in on him, I can feel it.



CHAPTER 42
Suffolk County, New York
Across the county in Medford, the FBI SWAT team agent positioned the blades of heavy-duty bolt cutters on the shackle of the steel lock on Unit 95 at JBD Mini-Storage.
The facility sat amid a recycling operation and two auto junk yards, close enough to the Long Island Expressway for McDade to hear the drone of highway traffic.
Five minutes ago, she’d shown her ID and the expedited warrant on her phone to JBD’s on-duty managers, who’d cooperated fully. They’d volunteered to help investigators review the past week’s security camera footage for Unit 95, which had been rented by Dean Street.
The unit was an exterior 10-by-12-foot, climate-controlled rental, with enough access space to back a vehicle to the door.

CLIP-SNAP! The cutters bit through the shackle.
Using her bureau car as cover, McDade had her sidearm drawn. Other SWAT members and agents stood to the sides, weapons at the ready, braced for the unexpected as the agent rolled up the door.
When the clanging of metal ceased and light filled the unit, McDade’s heart skipped a beat.
Nobody was inside, but a soiled mattress with pillows and blankets filled one corner, a telling sign that someone had been here.
One agent moved to enter.
“Stop!” McDade said. “Shoe covers and gloves first!”
Suiting up, the agents winced and coughed. Air in the unit reeked like raw sewage. Next to the mattress, a toilet lid was affixed to the top of a five-gallon plastic pail. The floor was littered with take-out food containers, spent duct-tape rolls, and older issues of newspapers.
A folding table—with an array of cheap, disposable, untraceable cell phones and several laptops that looked used and worn—stood to one side. Likely stolen or acquired from pawnshops, McDade thought as one of the agents turned them on and began typing.
“Listen,” the agent said, pushing up the volume.
“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Jet Sun Star Flight JQ11 through to Tokyo Narita.…” The agent played another: “All passengers for Virgin Australia Flight 20 to Adelaide…” Then another from Honolulu: “All New York-bound passengers, please proceed to Gate 50. Boarding will be commencing shortly.…”
“These recordings are all available online,” the agent said.
McDade swallowed, realizing how Street had deceived her into thinking he was out of the country whenever he had called her.
On a corner of the table, McDade spotted sleep aids, tablets, and liquid that could be bought in any drugstore.
“Jill?” Another agent squatted at the mattress and drew back the blankets with his gloved hands, revealing a stuffed toy—a gray elephant with white footpads—and a purple backpack with butterflies, crescent moons, and stars.
“She was here. He kept her here.” McDade blinked quickly, steeling her command of the situation. “We’ll need ERT to process this ASAP.”
Another agent discovered something unusual about a stack of yellowing newspapers in one corner as he turned up corners to inspect them.
“Look at this,” he said as McDade joined him.
They were old editions, going back 10 years, of the Philadelphia Inquirer, Boston Globe, Newark Star-Ledger, Newsday, the New York Daily News, the New York Post and the New York Times.
All had stories on the Hydra Killer.
“What do you make of this, Jill?”
McDade cursed under her breath. That’s when her phone rang. It was one of the agents reviewing the videos at the front desk.
“We got something here you need to see.”
McDade rushed to the office, where agents had huddled around four small closed-circuit monitors.
“This is less than twenty-four hours old. Look,” one of the agents said.
Cameras had captured crisp images of a Ford Escape SUV backing tight to the door of Unit 95. But the driver never got out through the driver’s door. He crawled through the interior and opened the unit door, clearly not wanting to be identified by the camera. The SUV remained parked at the unit for less than five minutes before driving off.
“That’s got to be Street grabbing Emma! We’re right behind him!”



CHAPTER 43
Manhattan, New York City
Ray Wyatt had hurried back to the newsroom and his desk.
He tossed old copies of the New York Times on the floor, clearing a spot so he could flip through Margaret Nelson’s journal to the segments he’d flagged. He logged onto his computer, created a new file, then gulped down the coffee he’d picked up downstairs.
A few other reporters were working nearby. The sounds of them talking on the phone or typing on their keyboards faded as he concentrated, feeling the adrenaline rush that he always got whenever he’d landed a major story.
He began writing his first draft.
The last words of a murdered woman discovered in a secret journal point to her abusive ex-husband, a New York detective, as the suspect, her family believes, in a chilling case that may be linked to the infamous, unsolved Hydra killings.
“I fear that Dean might kill us. This is crazy, I know, but if something bad ever happens to us, tell the FBI—not the police, but the FBI—to look at Dean Street,” Margaret Nelson wrote in her journal’s final entry.
Wyatt continued writing, stopping only to answer his phone and make notes as sources got back to him. He had made several calls and sent text messages in the cab ride after his meeting with the family.
Now that he knew Brim had been released and the focus of the investigation had shifted to Street, he was kicking himself over a call that had been patched through to him earlier that morning prior to the meeting. He replayed his recording of it, hoping that the information he needed was there.
“Ray Wyatt.”
“Mr. Wyatt, I’m a friend of the Nelson family, I’ve been following your stories on the case and was hoping you could tell me what’s happened after Mickey Brim’s arrest. Is he going to be charged?”
“Not likely. My understanding is that he’ll be released, if he hasn’t been already.”
“Really? Do you know if the FBI has any new leads?”
“I’m on my way to a meeting and can’t talk right now. How about you give me your name and I’ll call you back?”
There was background noise at the other end, like a boarding call at an airport.
“I can’t, I’m in Las Vegas right now about to get on a plane.”
“Do you have a cell number, an email? You say you’re a friend of the Nelson family. Could you help me reach Maggie’s ex-husband?”
“Dean? Dean Street? Is that who they’re focusing on?”
“I didn’t say that. But, yeah, I’ve been trying to reach Dean.”
“Yeah, I know him. He’s a good guy. I know he was devoted to his family. I think I have a number for him, but I’ll have to get back to you, I’ve got to get on a plane.”
Disappointed that he never got a number from the caller who might have put him in touch with Street, Wyatt shook his head and resumed writing.
Margaret Nelson, 37, a Yonkers real estate agent, and her husband, Phil Nelson, 38, owner of a Yonkers landscaping company, were found slain in the family’s cabin in the remote Starving Wolf region of upstate New York after hikers discovered their son, Ethan, six, wandering alone in the woods a few miles from the cabin a week ago.
Emma Nelson, the family’s 8-year-old daughter, is missing. Investigators believe she may have been abducted by the killer from the cabin during the attack.
A massive search in the region is ongoing.
In her journal, Margaret Nelson, who’d been divorced from Dean Street, a detective with Suffolk County Police on Long Island, New York, described her ex-husband as an abusive, vindictive man who’d threatened her family after claiming he faced a terminal health condition.
Wyatt continued writing, pulling together every aspect of the case that he knew, finishing the story fast. Frustrated that he’d heard back from all but one cop source, he grabbed his phone and called again. He was surprised that this time the call was answered.
“McDade.”
“Ray Wyatt at First Press Alliance.”
“Not a good time, Ray.”
“I’ve got Maggie’s journal. We’ll be sending out a story within minutes, quoting it and her sister, alleging Dean Street, her ex-husband the cop, is the killer.”
Nothing but static hiss passed between them for nearly six seconds.
“It’d be best if you hold your story for as long as possible.”
“Why?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“I’ve sat on things, Jill, but now I’m going with everything we know—the decapitations, the suspected link to Hydra.”
“You’ve got to hold off.”
“Why?”
Five tense seconds passed.
“If this conversation goes any further, you cannot burn me.”
“You have my word.”
“Ray, we’re close to him, and he may not know it. We need that edge.”
Wyatt glanced at his story on his monitor, thinking hard.
“Do you know exactly where he is?”
“No.”
“Our story will be out in minutes. We’re a global wire service. It’ll be carried everywhere—online, networks, radio, the zippers on Times Square, and news sites across the country. You’ll have everyone looking for him within half an hour.”
“We believe Emma is alive, and he has her, Ray.”
Wyatt was now looking at the last photo of the Nelson family together, his eyes going to Emma, hugging her stuffed elephant.
“Listen, Jill, silence is Street’s ally. If this story goes out now, it’s over for him. Everyone with a cell phone will be looking for him everywhere.”
“We’re putting out a release as soon as we can, making him one of our Most Wanted. We’ll put out an Amber Alert. I have to follow procedure.”
“That’ll take time. Do you have a vehicle and plate? Give it to me.”
McDade was thinking.
“Jill,” Wyatt said. “Do you want to catch him, or do you want to be a bureaucrat and explain later after another tragedy why you stuck to procedure? We’re wasting time arguing about it. Do you want to protect protocol or Emma Nelson? Either way, our story is going out.”
“It’s a Ford Escape. Stand by for the year, color and tag.”



CHAPTER 44
Ramapo, New York
Emma Nelson’s head throbbed.
Her body bounced gently as if on a spring. Swaying. Floating. She was wide awake, knew she was moving.
Traveling in a car, or something.
She was terrified. Tears rolled down her face.
I want my elephant. I want to feel Ella’s soft fur on my cheek. But we left so fast.
Emma opened her eyes to darkness. She was lying on the floor covered by a blanket. She felt the pressure of metal cuffed around one of her wrists. She tugged at it. The other cuff was locked to something solid.
“Are you listening? It’s important that you listen.”
He was up front driving, talking to her again.
She wanted to scream at him.
Please stop doing this! Please let me go! I don’t understand what you’re saying. I don’t know what’s real! I want Mom, I want Ethan and Dad! Please!
But Emma couldn’t say a word.
Her jaws were pried open in a silent scream. Her teeth were biting on something wedged in her mouth. Her tongue probed the object. It was fabric, twisted like a cord that went completely around her head.
Breathing was hard. Swallowing hurt. Her cheeks were wet with drool.
“You’ve gotta be brave for me, okay, honey? It’s like I told you, it’s all top secret. Some very bad people were coming to hurt your mom, you, Ethan and Phil. What you saw that night was fake, not real. All make-believe. Just like in the movies, or at Halloween, okay? They needed me to make it look real in order to fool the bad people who were coming to hurt you guys. The bad people are still looking for us.”
She could hear a turn signal clicking, feel them slowing down.
“So you’ve got to keep being brave like you are and play along. It’ll all be over soon, and we’ll get Ethan back, and we can all be together, okay? I’m going to fix everything, so we’ll all be together. We’re going to a magical place. Mom and Ethan will be there. You’ll see.”
Emma was confused.
She couldn’t believe what he was telling her about that night, but only what was burned into her heart forever. What she heard. What she saw.
The screams, the chop-chop-chopping, the blood, so much blood.
She was crying harder, wondering if she would ever stop.
They were going much slower.
“Now, I’ve got to go in here to get us something to eat. I can’t take you with me, because it’s not safe. The bad people are following us. I’ll put on my cap and big sunglasses so they won’t know me, and I’ll bring you some treats.”
Emma felt the car stop, could hear the growl and grind of diesel engines, hissing air brakes. She guessed they were at a truck stop or something, when he shouted, “HEY! STOP! STOP! NO!”
Suddenly, a crumpling thud at the front jolted the entire car.
Emma slid violently. A sharp pain cut into her wrist and shot up her arm, but she was okay.
Car doors opened. People were freaking out.
“What the hell’re you doing?” he said to someone.
“Oh my God!” A woman was talking. “I’m so, so, sorry, I thought this space was empty—I didn’t see you. It was an accident. I’m so sorry!”
“It’s okay,” he said. “Didn’t even activate the airbags. It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not. Oh my God, look at your front. It looks so bad. We better exchange insurance and call police.”
“No, no need for that. It’s all right. Let’s keep it off the books.”
As they talked, Emma noticed that somehow—maybe it came loose in the bump—the cuff that fastened her to the car had opened. Her hand was now free, with the open cuff dangling from her cuffed wrist. It was heavy and sore, but both hands were free.
“Can you back up a bit?” he asked the woman.
“I don’t know. It looks like our bumpers are hooked together. I’ll try.”
As Emma clawed the gag from her mouth, she heard a transmission shift, heard an engine roar. The car shuddered.
“Stop!” he shouted.
“They’re really stuck together,” the woman said.
“I’ve got something in the back of my SUV to pry us apart,” he said.
The tailgate opened. Emma felt him rummaging in the back, heard a metallic clinking. Then he went to the front.
“This might work.”
Carefully, Emma pulled back the blanket, blinking as she inched her small face into the light. Peeking over the rear seat, she saw him lower himself at the front with the woman watching. Her hands cupped her face; she looked worried.
Then Emma saw the tailgate was open to the parking lot.
And freedom.
Slowly, she slid toward it and, without making a sound, climbed out.
Crouching down, she ran away as fast as she could.



CHAPTER 45
Ramapo, New York
The grounds of the Empire Star Service Center in Ramapo, New York, were well-kept, with flowered hedges planted along the edges. The main building had a rustic oak-beam façade, with massive flags near the arched entrance.
A huge map of New York State and metro New York City dominated one wall of the lobby. On another, a large flat TV monitor was tuned to an all-news channel. Below it, a bulletin board plastered with ads and business cards. An ATM, video games, and soda and snack machines separated the entrances from the restrooms, stores, and other services.
In the restaurant, people waited in line at the hostess stand, chatting above the din of a Faith Hill song and the clink of cutlery. The air carried the aroma of deep-fried food, coffee, and conversations. Booths and tables were occupied by weary men in caps, jeans, T-shirts and plaid, people in uniforms, and office and retail workers.
Rose Ladner was in the booth near the entrance with her friends, Beth and Polly. The women came up once a week from Hillburn to the Empire because they liked the food.
Rose, a junior manager at a textile factory, loved the Cobb salad. Her girlfriends were partial to the BLTs and club sandwiches. But what they truly dined on was gossip.
“Did you see what Evelyn did to her hair?” Beth said between bites. “What is going on with her? Did she lose her mind?”
“Rose, she used to work with you, didn’t she?” Polly said. “Rose?”
Polly and Beth looked at Rose, who was transfixed by what she saw at the entrance—a little girl, dressed in soiled pajamas, her hair stringy as if unwashed. Distressed, almost zombie-like, the girl bumped among the forest of waiting people, who barely noticed her. She was staring wide-eyed into the restaurant, as if she’d arrived from another world.
A handcuff was dangling from her wrist.
“Oh my God!” Rose said, flying to the child. She lowered herself before the girl, comforting her, studying the handcuff.
“Sweetheart, what happened? Who did this? What’s your name?”
The girl didn’t speak.
Conversations near them stopped, heads turned, smiles gave way to dismay. “Is that the missing girl on the news?” a woman said as the little girl’s jaw began moving. Her eyes swam with tears as she looked right through Rose.
“Sweetheart, you’re safe,” Rose said. “It’s okay. Just tell me.”
“My-my-my name is Emma Nelson. I’m eight years old. I have to find my mom and my brother and my dad. I think they’re dead. I think he chopped them up.”
“Oh God!” Rose pulled Emma to her, hugging her tight. “Call the police! Somebody! Call an ambulance! Someone, please help!”
Keys jangled as two officers from Rockland County and two state troopers rushed from their booths to Emma and Rose. One was still chewing her cheeseburger when she spotted the handcuff and reached for her radio.
***
Thirty minutes after Emma’s escape, investigators and staff were crammed into the service center’s control room studying images the security cameras had captured in the parking lot.
A white Ford SUV parks. A second later, a Subaru bumps it head-on. A woman from the Subaru and a man from the Ford get out, inspect the damage. While the man uses a tire iron to pry apart bumpers, Emma slips out of the rear. Seconds later, discovering Emma missing, the man gets into the Ford and rockets from the lot, disappearing from the frame.
The footage set events in motion.
Supporting the FBI, Ramapo, Rockland County and state police launched a dragnet in the area for Dean Ezekiel Street, wanted in connection with the homicides of his ex-wife and her husband. Police were searching for a white Ford Escape with front-end damage.
The New York Thruway Authority was alerted. Police units had been posted at the Harriman toll barrier and others, north and south. Roadblocks had been established.
The New Jersey State Police had also been alerted. Within an hour, roadblocks were active on all major highways and as many secondary roads as possible in both states.
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Rockland County, New York
Even with all the blockades, McDade feared that Street had eluded them.
Her concern was eclipsed by her relief that Emma Nelson was alive. Thank heaven for that, she thought as she stepped into the hospital where they had taken her.
Emma’s room was on the fourth floor.
McDade’s heart wrenched when she entered and saw her on the bed. As with her brother Ethan, McDade could not imagine the horrors Emma had endured, but she needed her to talk about them.
I need your help.
A woman with a ponytail and glasses, and wearing a white coat, stood at Emma’s bedside with a chart.
“Excuse me, who are you?” the woman asked McDade.
“Jill McDade, FBI.” She held up her ID. “I’m the lead agent on the case, and you are?”
“Doctor Eleyna Chernoff. Emma’s sedated right now. Let’s go outside.”
In the hall, they found an alcove.
“How’s she doing, Doctor?”
“She’s exhibiting signs of exhaustion, dehydration, malnutrition, and the impact of a traumatic event. Otherwise, okay.”
“We’ll need results of a sexual assault exam as soon as you can conduct one.”
Chernoff raised an eyebrow, and her jaw tensed.
“We need it, Doctor,” McDade said. “It’s critical to the investigation, and I’ll have the warrant on my phone shortly.”
“Yes, I’m aware. The procedure is invasive, as you can appreciate.”
“I don’t like it, either, but it’s necessary, and I need to talk to her. How soon will that be?”
“Another hour at least, maybe two.”
“I’ll wait.”
McDade went to the local officers at the end of the hall, who were talking to the FBI agents who’d accompanied her to the hospital.
“Guys, this is Agent McDade,” one of the agents said. “Jill, this is Officer Brooke Shaw, Rockland. She took Emma’s initial statement. Video recorded it.”
“You have it on your phone?” McDade asked.
“I do. Would you like to view it?” Shaw said.
McDade nodded to an empty lounge area and sat with Shaw as she played the video.
“We only got a few minutes with her,” Shaw said. “See, she was pretty shaken.”
The footage was clear, and the sound was good. Emma had been placed on a sofa chair in a private office inside the service center. Her face was ashen.
“Can you tell us your name and where you live?”
“Emma Nelson. We live in Yonkers.”
“Can you tell us what happened, honey?”
Emma was trembling, with tears rolling down her face, her little voice quivering.
“I need Ella, my elephant. I need her.…Where’s Ethan?…Where’s my mom?…My dad?…Bad people are after us.…”
“What bad people, sweetheart?”
“He said bad people want to hurt us. That’s why he did it.”
“Who did it? Can you tell us who?”
“My real dad.”
“Your real dad, Dean Street?”
“Yes, my real dad.”
“What did he do?”
Emma’s eyes widened.
“Ethan! I told Ethan to run. Where’s Ethan?”
“He’s safe honey. Ethan’s safe. Why did you tell Ethan to run?”
Emma was shaking her head.
“My dad told me it wasn’t real, that it was make-believe to fool the bad people who were after us.” Emma shook her head harder. “But I think it was real because I could hear it…because I could see what he was doing.…” Her chin crumpled in agony as she said, in great gasping sobs, “He was chopping them up.…My real dad was chopping up my mom and my dad and…there was so much blood…everywhere….Buckets of blood….Oh please, I want Ethan, I want Ella….”
The video ended.
McDade fought to contain her anguish and rage.
After she thanked Shaw, she had her send the video to her phone. Then, after updating her notes, McDade made several calls. One was to Herb Tranter with the Evidence Response Team. His people were still processing the scene at Street’s storage locker in Medford.
“Herb, can you tell me the exact model the stuffed elephant is?”
“I’ll get it and text it to you.”
“Thanks,” McDade said just as her phone rang.
“McDade.”
“Jill, it’s Crocker. We found the SUV.”
“Did we get Street?”
“No, but we’ve got his Ford abandoned in an alley in Hackensack.”
The search of the commercial area where they’d found Street’s car in New Jersey was intense. K-9 units and a helicopter were brought in while officers scoured the area. After an hour, their efforts had yielded no leads.
Then Hackensack PD got a call about a 2015 Nissan Altima being stolen, just half a mile away. A male customer had taken it for a test drive from the lot of Zito’s Golden Deals Car Sales, subdued the sales manager accompanying him, and left him bound in a gas station restroom.
The suspect fit Dean Street’s description.



CHAPTER 47
Ramapo, New York
Nearly four hours after Emma had escaped, more than 150 newspeople from New York City, Newark, Philadelphia, Hartford, and even those who’d rushed from Boston, had claimed a patch of space under the flags at the Empire Star Service Center for the press conference. The air was heavy with speculation that Dean Street was the Hydra Killer.
Ray Wyatt observed the scene as camera operators called for batteries, cables and switches from news and satellite trucks. Information concerning birds, dishes, coordinates and feeds was exchanged over harried calls that were patched to directors, booths and networks. TV reporters primped, checked hair, teeth, earpieces and hand-held microphones. Some were scrolling through Wyatt’s news story, which had been posted online a couple hours earlier.
Police officials came to the folding table and podium holding a small mountain of microphones. Wyatt studied the tripod next to the table bearing enlarged photos of Street and pictures of the sand-colored 2015 Nissan Altima stolen from Zito’s Golden Deals Car Sales in Hackensack, New Jersey.
“Okay, we’ll begin. I’m Special Agent Troy Hirst, spokesman for the FBI. We’re pleased to report the recovery of Emma Nelson, a brave 8-year-old girl who escaped her captor here a short time ago. She is in a local hospital, listed in good condition. That is all we’ll release about her.
“Our search continues for her father, Dean Ezekiel Street, of Brookhaven, New York, wanted in connection to the abduction of Emma Nelson and the homicides of her mother, Margaret Nelson, and stepfather, Phil Nelson, of Yonkers, New York. We’re circulating photographs of Street and the vehicle he was last seen driving, and we ask anyone with any information to call the FBI or local police. We’ll open things up now.”
For nearly half an hour, reporters were unrelenting, with questions that focused largely on whether Street, a New York detective, was the Hydra Killer. The FBI refused to confirm it. Questions were repeated, and reporters’ frustration mounted, until Hirst closed the subject saying, “The investigation is ongoing. More information will be released at a later date.”
The FBI then surprised the press by introducing Lamont Robinson, the used car salesman who Street had threatened and bound; and Diane Fisher, the woman who’d crashed into Street.
“Mr. Robinson and Miss Fisher have agreed to take a few questions,” Hirst said.
In recounting his ordeal, Robinson said, “The dude put a gun to my head, told me, ‘I need this car.’ Then he tied me up with my tie, to the sink legs in the gas station. I wanted to get my shot at him, but he had the gun.”
Adrenaline was still pumping through Fisher, fueling her anger.
“When I crashed into that SOB, I was so upset. He kept saying it was nothing.” Her jaw clenched. “When I think of that poor little girl, it turns out my accident was the luckiest thing that could’ve happened.”
Wyatt underlined her comments, then tapped and swiped his phone until he was looking at the FBI’s photo of Dean Street, thinking. The Decapitation Killer. Wyatt searched his eyes with one question burning through his mind: will he be caught before he kills again?



CHAPTER 48
Rockland County, New York
By early evening, the effects of the mild sedative on Emma had all but worn off.
She had managed a few bites of food—a pepperoni pizza. When she finished, McDade entered. Emma’s face remained blank, like it was in the Rockland County video. Her cheeks were swollen, bruises ringed her wrists.
Emma stared at McDade, her eyes vacant from the trauma of the last few days and the recent examination for sexual assault. The results indicated that Emma had not been sexually assaulted.
Emma was wary as McDade took the chair beside her bed. Another female agent sat far off in the corner, preparing to record everything. A nurse sat nearby on the other side of the room, and Emma watched her closely, as if she didn’t want her to leave.
McDade reached into a paper shopping bag and produced a stuffed toy, an elephant exactly like her Ella. Tears filled Emma’s eyes as she embraced it, never letting go as McDade introduced herself. Chatting softly, McDade told her that she had a daughter, Alison, who was a year older.
“If she ever has to be brave, I hope she’ll be as brave as you,” McDade said before she began asking Emma about the terror she had endured.
At the outset of the interview, Emma wanted the young nurse, who was in the room and with whom she’d formed a bond, to sit closer to her.
“I think that’s a good idea,” McDade said, nodding to the nurse.
While McDade and Emma talked, Emma hugged her elephant with one hand and held the nurse’s hand with the other. Emma never released her hold on the elephant or the nurse. After McDade asked the last of her questions, she thanked her and closed her notebook.
“We have someone who’s been waiting to see you, Emma.”
The door opened, and Emma’s aunt Rhonda and her uncle Martin entered with her little brother, Ethan. He inched toward her bed, staring at Emma, something flickering inside as he struggled to comprehend what he was seeing.
Emma’s eyes ballooned with joy. “Ethan!” She threw off her sheets, leaving her elephant and the nurse and climbing from her bed as Ethan said the first word he’d spoken since that night.
“Emma!”
She rushed to him, and he flung himself into her arms.
No one in the room spoke as the children remained welded to each other for the longest time, little survivors orphaned by a monstrous tragedy.
Finally, McDade touched the corners of her eyes and turned to the window, contemplating the night and the chilling truth confronting her.
Emma’s father was still out there.



CHAPTER 49
Manhattan, New York
The next morning in Manhattan, Wyatt was on the phone with Lou Talbott while walking fast to the First Press Alliance newsroom.
“Does the FBI have any new leads on where Street is, Ray?”
It was 8:20 a.m., and Wyatt was drinking strong coffee as he threaded his way through the crowded sidewalks of Midtown.
He had worked late into the previous night, backtracking on developments in the case. From the press conference in Ramapo, he’d gone to Hackensack, and then way out on Long Island to meet a Suffolk sergeant who had agreed to talk about Street. But the guy clammed up when Wyatt arrived, referring him to official channels. “We’re cooperating with the investigation,” a Suffolk spokesperson said.
Wyatt then went to Medford to see the storage unit that Street had rented, and then to Street’s house in Brookhaven, where he talked to neighbors. All he got from them was the usual: “Quiet guy. Sometimes he’d wave, talk a little about the weather or sports, but he pretty much kept to himself.”
The whole time, Wyatt had been working his sources, calling and texting until his battery nearly died. More of his law enforcement people not involved in the investigation were willing to talk now that the case had broken wide open. The fact Street was a cop had sickened them, but Wyatt was not getting anything on what he needed to know—where Street might be. He was still angry at himself for not getting the number of Street’s friend, the one who’d called from the Las Vegas airport.
I didn’t even get this name.
“Ray?” Talbott said. “Did you hear me? Any new leads?”
“No new leads so far. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
***
Wyatt got to his desk and before he removed his jacket, Talbott slapped his back and read from his phone.
“Just got this memo from corporate. Ray, with your stories we’re killing AP and Reuters. Your stuff’s been picked up or quoted, with credit by—hang on—it’s a list—” Talbott scrolled “—of about seven hundred outlets so far, including FOX, CNN, USA Today, the Washington Post, L.A. Times, Times of London, Le Monde in Paris, Bild in Germany, the Sydney Morning Herald, the South China Morning Post in Hong Kong, papers in Japan, Russia, Turkey, South Africa and Egypt. That’s not to mention all the repeater traffic on social media.”
“Not bad,” Wyatt said.
“Not bad? It’s phenomenal. And get this. Apparently, we’re gaining subscribers, and our stock has ticked up. Can you believe it? Keep up the good work, Ray.”
“I don’t think we should be doing an end-zone dance, Lou. We don’t know how this will play out. They haven’t got Dean Street yet.”
“True, but we might be saving jobs.” Talbott winked as Wyatt’s phone rang and he answered.
“Wyatt.”
“Ray, Tony D. Got something you’ll want to move on.”
“What is it?”
“They just found the stolen Nissan in Newark, at the airport.”
“Really? You sure about that, Tony?”
“Dead certain, pal.”



CHAPTER 50
Newark and Elizabeth, New Jersey
By the time Wyatt’s cab arrived, news cameras had already encircled the stolen Nissan Altima, which had been discovered in one of the airport’s public parking lots by a keen rookie security officer.
The FBI had cordoned off the area around the vehicle, and the Evidence Response Team was already processing it.
The sky roared as an airliner lifted off and climbed overhead.
Scanning the investigators clustered at the tape, Wyatt pinpointed Jill McDade. After catching her attention, she nodded to him and walked to a far corner of the lot where they met behind a van, out of sight of the scene.
“How’s it looking?” Wyatt asked. “Are you closer to him?”
“No. The Nissan has been here for just over a day, leaving him with a lot of time and a lot of transportation options,” she said. “AirTrain, local buses, shuttle buses, a flight, a rental, a cab, steal another car, or walk. We’ve got a lot of security camera footage to review, but for the moment, we lost him.”
“Well, you got the girl, and that’s good. Did she tell you much?”
“I’m not telling you what she said, but we’ve got to get him. Sooner or later, he’ll make a mistake, or someone will tip us.”
Wyatt waited a moment, then said, “He’s the Hydra Killer, isn’t he?”
McDade stared at him without answering.
“Jill, with the journal, recent events, and what my sources are telling me, there’s every indication Dean Street’s the Hydra.”
“An indication is not a confirmation, Ray.”
“I’ll tell you something I’ve learned from my sources.”
“What’s that?”
“That Dean Street was on the Hydra Task Force, and so were you.”
“It was a big task force; a lot of people came and went, Ray.”
“Okay, let’s say you and Street were on it, say, at different times. Still, you’d know him, or know something about him.”
“Meaning?”
“It gives this story a compelling twist, doesn’t it?”
“Where’re you going with this?”
“Look, the fact that Street was on the task force is likely the reason why Street wasn’t identified as the Hydra until now. He was part of the Hydra investigation. He was on the inside. That gave him every advantage. Come on, he’s a detective. He’s smart.”
McDade said nothing as she watched another jet climb away. There was nothing she could say. Her face darkened as she surveyed the lot, the terminals nearby, and the horizon, as if the answers were out there.



CHAPTER 51
Manhattan, New York City
Several days had passed since Dean Street’s trail went cold in New Jersey.
He was now one of the FBI’s Most Wanted.
The media response was ferocious. Tabloids threw up frenzied headlines: Headhunter Cop Hunted, Decapitation Killer At Large, Detective Is Hydra Killer Suspect.
National media gave saturation coverage to Dean Street’s life, reporting memories of childhood friends, teachers, coaches, neighbors and colleagues. They showed photos of his school days, his time as a cop in uniform, and Dean, Margaret, Emma and Ethan together, smiling for the camera like a typical happy American family.
The memorial service for Phil and Margaret was a private one, having been delayed by the families because of Emma’s rescue. The children were receiving counseling from specialists. Arrangements were made for them to live with their aunt and uncle in Syracuse.
As Street continued eluding the FBI’s manhunt, more agents joined the investigation, pursuing every angle while grappling with tips. Given the high profile of the case, calls with potential leads came by the thousands. Many were outlandish like: “I saw Dean Street sitting next to me on my bus to work. He’s been taking this same bus every day for two years;” to “My neighbor, I forget his name, was in a bar and told me he thought he saw Dean Street working as a bartender, I think;” and “My information about Dean Street’s location was channeled spiritually from a deceased psychic.”
Investigators thought they’d hit pay dirt when one of Dean Street’s old high-school classmates called saying that as teens, Dean once told him that if he was ever on the run, he’d hide at his great uncle’s cottage in a wooded area of Pennsylvania. The caller had an address. The FBI followed the tip, but it turned out to be a false lead.
For his part, Wyatt was inundated with requests to be a panelist on TV network news programs to discuss the case. Often, he joined retired FBI profilers, detectives or criminal behavior experts in their analysis of the Hydra case, the Starving Wolf case, and the hunt for Dean Street. As a result, Wyatt received messages from people insisting on providing him their theories, or people with questions about the case. Some suggested places where Dean Street could be.
Most of the calls were irrelevant, but one Saturday around 9:30 a.m., when Wyatt was home with Molly, he got a call from a news assistant in the newsroom.
“Hi, Ray. Got a caller who needs to talk to you about Dean Street.”
“Another one. Who is it?”
“A woman. She won’t give her name. Says it’s urgent.”
Wyatt thought for a second.
“Okay. Put her through.”
Wyatt heard the line click, then said, “Hello, this is Ray Wyatt.”
“Ray Wyatt, the reporter writing about Dean Street?”
“Yes. Who’s this?”
“I won’t give you my name. I want no part of this. I’m not involved.”
“That’s fine. Go ahead. You said this was urgent.”
“Listen, I’m really scared, I’m calling from a pay phone near Central Park, so you won’t find me. I’m only going to offer this once, because Dean Street has police friends.”
Wyatt repositioned his grip on his phone.
“I’m listening.”
“I’ve been following your stories, and I have critical information on how they can nail this creep.”
“What information do you have?”
“I know exactly where Dean Street is.”
“Where is he?”
“I’ll only tell you if you meet me in person near Madison Square Garden in exactly two hours. And you have to make promises, guarantees, or the whole thing is off.”
“What sort of guarantees?”
“You have to be there with McDade, that FBI agent on the case.”
Wyatt paused, then said, “How do you know she’s on the case?”
“I know things.”
“Are you in law enforcement?”
“I can hang up right now. If you’re not interested, maybe I’ll call another news agency.”
“No, hang on. I’m interested. I’m not sure I can reach Agent McDade and get her to agree. Also, I don’t understand why you don’t call her, or simply just tell me what you know now.”
“No, it has to be my way. You need to be there with McDade. Just the two of you. No other police, no cameras, nothing, or I walk away and you’ll never hear from me again.”
“Where exactly are we supposed to meet?”
“I’ll call you in about an hour with the location. Head to the Garden.”
“How will I know you?”
“I’ll know you. I’ve seen you on TV.”
“Look. I get a lot of calls. How do I know yours is legitimate, that this isn’t a prank because you saw me on TV?”
The woman hesitated before responding. “Emma Nelson owns a stuffed elephant toy that she loves.”
“That’s been reported and seen in photos in the news,” Wyatt said.
“But not what she named it.”
Wyatt thought for a moment. The caller was right and continued.
“She named it Ella. Tell that to McDade when you call. She’ll know that this call is real, and she’ll come with you. When I see you two alone, I’ll join you and tell you where Street is. But it has to be in two hours because you could lose him. And I’m scared to death.”
The call ended with Wyatt staring at his phone.
Was that for real?
His heart was beating faster. He knew nothing about the name Emma Nelson had given her elephant. Who could this caller be? Maybe a Suffolk detective friend of Street’s? Or maybe a nutcase? He couldn’t risk dismissing this call. But was it genuine? There was one way to find out.



CHAPTER 52
Manhattan, New York City
McDade had just brought Alison home from her friend’s birthday party sleepover and was in the kitchen making scrambled eggs for a late breakfast.
With her phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, she was following up on a tip that Dean Street had been spotted in Boston.
“Our people have checked it out, right?” she said into her phone while using a spatula to scrape the fluffy eggs onto Alison’s plate. “So they’re certain it’s nothing? Right, good. Okay. Thanks, Jim.”
Ending the call, McDade stopped in her tracks. How had she missed this earlier? Alison was swinging her feet happily at her chair as she ate, but she was wearing new pink sneakers.
“Those aren’t your shoes. Where’d you get them?”
“I traded at the party with my friend Alyssa Silva.”
“What? Oh my God. Does Alyssa’s mom know?”
“Alyssa said it was okay for me to try them. She likes my shoes, too. We’ll change back at school, Mom.”
“What is it with you and those pink shoes, kid? I’ll have to call Alyssa’s mom.” McDade shook her head as her phone rang.
“McDade.”
“Ray Wyatt. You need to know about a call I just got.”
“Now?”
“Yes, now.”
“Make it quick.”
Wyatt related the tipster’s call as fast as he could. When he reached the part about Ella the Elephant, a shiver coiled up McDade’s spine.
“I’ll meet you at the Seventh Avenue entrance in an hour,” she said.
McDade hung up, thinking hard.
“You’re wearing your serious face, Mom,” Alison said.
“I’ve got to go out for an important meeting.”
“But Mom, we’re supposed to go shopping today!”
“I know, sweetie. We’ll go when I’m done. I’ll see if Gwen can swing by.”
Wanting to take precautions, McDade made several calls. Then she quickly fixed her face and got dressed. A knock sounded on her door, and she opened it to her friend Gwen Lansing.
“Oh, Gwen. Thanks! I’m so sorry. Something came up. Thanks for this.”
Lansing waved her hands, smiling.
“No problem. Gives me a chance to hear all about the sleepover.” She smiled at Alison. “Did you talk about boys?”
“Yuck,” Alison said. Then she pointed to her feet. “Look at my cool shoes!”
McDade kissed Alison, then grabbed her bag.
“Thanks a million, Gwen.”
Outside, McDade walked to the corner and flagged a cab. Getting in she thought, This is it, the lead we need.
***
Some 30 minutes later, McDade arrived at Madison Square Garden and met Wyatt near the traffic lights at the 7th Avenue entrance.
“Let’s go,” he said and began walking east. “The woman called me again with the location. It’s a diner three blocks from here.”
The Wyoming Diner was a classic eatery wrapped in battered chrome and blue trim. They found a booth and ordered coffee from a gum-snapping waitress.
“Tell me about the caller,” McDade said.
“Told you everything I know. This woman sounded very scared and had a piece of information I’d never heard of. She also knew you were the case lead and insisted on this meeting.”
Sipping her coffee, McDade very subtly took stock of the people in the diner. An action not lost on Wyatt.
“So, how certain are you that she’s for real?” Wyatt asked.
“I’m sure of it.”
“Why?”
McDade stared into her coffee.
“Outside of a few family members, very few people know that Emma’s toy elephant is named Ella. As for knowing about me being the case agent…” McDade shrugged. “All this information could’ve come from a relative, someone close to the information. You know how it works. It could be a cop friend of Street’s, could be anyone.”
Wyatt nodded, checked the time and glanced around, then studied McDade. He thought she was attractive, but something else struck him.
“Have you got people out there? Are we being watched?”
McDade blinked and looked to the street.
“We’re not taking any chances, Ray.”
Wyatt exhaled while shaking his head.
Half an hour passed. They ordered more coffee. After a full hour elapsed, Wyatt kneaded his neck, ready to call the whole thing a bust, when McDade’s phone rang.
She looked at the number.
Gwen Lansing.
“Hi, Gwen. What’s up?”
Silence.
“Gwen? Is everything all right?”
McDade heard a muffled cry. Then her phone pinged with notifications, a text telling McDade to look at a video that she’d just received.
McDade froze at what blossomed on her screen.
Gwen’s eyes were wide with terror. She was gagged, bound to a chair.
The camera panned to Alison, gagged, bound to a chair, sobbing.
Then the camera shifted to a figure in a grotesque mask.
“It’s been a long time since we worked together, Jill.”
McDade tried to speak.
“Don’t worry Jill. It’s all preordained when you think about it. Did you know that children are the guardians of paradise? My desire to end things with my family didn’t quite work out. Certain events and people got in the way. But now I have little Alison here, a little guardian. It’s all meant to be. I won’t leave this world alone.”
The call ended.
The images died on the screen.



CHAPTER 53
Manhattan, New York City
McDade was frozen, staring at her phone.
“What is it, Jill? Are you okay?” Wyatt asked.
Ignoring him, her eyes filled with fear, she went numb, gritted her teeth, held herself together. Forcing her trembling fingers to cooperate, she made a call.
“It’s McDade! This was a ruse! Street’s got my daughter and my friend!”
She recited her address in Washington Heights.
Within minutes, alerts shot across New York City. The NYPD’s Emergency Service Unit moved on McDade’s building, zeroing in on her apartment. Given the magnitude of the threat at play, the team used flash-bang grenades and a dynamic entry.
Inside, they found Gwen Lansing. She’d been beaten, was gagged and bound to a chair, but alive. The chair next to Lansing’s was empty.
Alison McDade and Dean Street were gone.
An NYPD detective rode in the ambulance with Lansing, preparing to take her dying declaration. She was at risk of going into hemorrhagic shock, but paramedics allowed the detective to lean in close. Lansing told him in rasping breaths that Street had put a chloroformed-soaked cloth over Alison’s face before folding her up into a large suitcase and leaving.
Lansing was taken to New York-Presbyterian Hospital Columbia, but had gone into surgery before McDade arrived. She’d allowed Wyatt to accompany her. Nearly out of her mind with fear, McDade prayed for Lansing, while wrestling to stay in control to find her daughter.
She suddenly remembered something crucial. “Her phone! Alison always has her phone. We can track her!”
McDade gave Alison’s number to investigators at the hospital, along with details on her daughter’s description, the clothes she was wearing, noting the pink sneakers. All the information was updated with the 911 Emergency Call Center.
Across Manhattan, the NYPD was also using its Real Time Crime Center downtown at One Police Plaza and its network of surveillance cameras and plate readers in all boroughs. Investigators there were reviewing all available footage covering the time and location around McDade’s building in Washington Heights.
At the same time, Wyatt had written a short story on his phone, sending it to First Press Alliance as a News Alert, which ensured it went out immediately to all of the newswire’s subscribers and was posted online.
Wyatt had led his alert with: The fugitive wanted for the decapitation murders of his ex-wife and her husband in upstate New York is believed to have abducted the 9-year-old daughter of an FBI agent investigating the case.
Within minutes Wyatt’s story began appearing everywhere, as other news organizations and social media feeds carried it.
Soon after, the NYPD, using phone-locating technology, had locked on to the signal of Alison McDade’s phone and tracked it to a vehicle moving south near Central Park.
All unmarked units in the area were alerted to a blue 2016 Ford F-150 pickup truck, bearing a New Jersey tag, that had been recorded within two blocks of McDade’s building at the time of Alison’s abduction. Soon, one NYPD car had eyes on the truck, southbound on 5th Avenue and East 106th Street. As the suspect’s pickup passed East 97th Street, more units moved in, taking up positions.
The truck stopped for a traffic light at East 89th Street near the Guggenheim Museum.
Police sirens yelped as two unmarked sedans, lights flashing, lurched in front of the pickup. Another pulled up tight to the driver’s side, while two others moved to the rear and passenger side, sealing off any attempt to escape.
Police car doors swung open; guns were pointed at the lone male driver; a voice over a loudspeaker barked orders.
“Police! Get out and get on the ground now. On your stomach, hands out. Now!”
“What? Why?”
“NOW!”
The driver complied and was handcuffed. A quick search of the cab revealed no weapons or any clear trace of Alison. The bed of the truck was empty, except for a tarpaulin. A detective pulled it back, revealing bundled firewood. But something had rattled from the tarp into the bed.
A phone.
With a panda bear case.
Alison McDade’s phone.
Detectives ran the driver’s name and vehicle through NCIC and NYPD databases. Nothing came up. Within minutes of talking to the frightened man, who said he was moving firewood to his mother’s condo, investigators concluded that Dean Street had tossed Alison’s phone into the pickup to throw them off his trail.
When the information was relayed to McDade, her heart sank.
She struggled to keep her sanity when her phone rang.
“McDade.”
“Jill, its Bianca Silva, Alyssa’s mother. I’m calling about the shoes.”
McDade clenched her eyes in anguished frustration.
“Bianca, this is the worst time!”
McDade turned the phone to hang up when she heard Bianca yelling.
“Jill! Don’t hang up! Jill!”
McDade pulled the phone back to her ear.
“You don’t understand!” Bianca said. “My husband Manny’s a computer tech, and knows I worry too much about the kids—”
“Bianca, please—”
“So he installed microchip GPS tracking devices in their shoes and backpacks!”
“What?”
“I saw what happened to Alison on the news. Manny’s on his computer tracking her now!”
“Thank you, Bianca!”
McDade passed the information to the NYPD. They connected with Manny Silva and pinpointed Alison’s location to the Hudson Yards on the west side of Midtown Manhattan.



CHAPTER 54
Manhattan, New York City
The gypsy cab stopped near the construction site of one of Manhattan’s newest condo towers.
Dean Street paid the driver with a generous tip, insisting he not help him heft his large cargo suitcase from the trunk.
After the cab drove off and Street was alone, he opened the wheeled suitcase slightly to check on Alison. She was stirring as he opened it a little wider and withdrew a white hard hat. Then, from the suitcase’s large pockets, he pulled out a fluorescent orange reflective safety vest, laminated ID, and clipboard.
Street assessed the skeletal structure reaching into the sky. All 67 floors were completed, but nothing else—no outer skin or walls. Street rolled the suitcase toward one of the six construction elevators.
Because of his appearance, no one paid much attention to him as he waited his turn to step into the caged elevator car with his case, which was similar to other equipment cases used on the job.
As the elevator ascended, Street heard the sound of approaching sirens.
***
Their lights flashing, NYPD units and FBI cars arrived at the tower’s base. McDade and Wyatt were in one of the vehicles and joined officers in pursuit of Street rushing to seize all the elevators.
Police then ordered work supervisors to alert crews on every floor to report any sighting of a man with a suitcase and 9-year-old girl.
Construction workers’ radios crackled.
“They think they see him on the top floor!” a foreman told police.
A burst of transmissions sounded across police radios as officers, along with McDade and Wyatt, stepped onto elevators.
***
Alison awoke groggy and afraid.
The strange man who’d come to their apartment was now helping her out of the suitcase. As she stood in the sunlight, she wobbled from awful vertigo and wind gusts.
The man steadied her.
Taking stock of her surroundings, she knew she wasn’t dreaming. Her heart was hammering in her chest; blood pulsed in her ears.
She began crying.
“It’s going to be okay.” The man took her hand. “Just do as I say. We’re going over there, and everything will be fine. Just do what I tell you.”
They made their way around stacks of supplies, material, equipment and tools. They progressed beyond the safety barriers toward the edge of the top floor. It was nearly as big as a city block, and a crew working on the opposite side had spotted them.
When the man had brought Alison within two yards of the edge, she stopped, refusing to take another step forward.
He crushed her hand and growled.
“Keep walking, or I swear I’ll throw you off right now!”
Sobbing and trembling, Alison complied.
Slowly, the man inched her forward, sat her down on the edge with gut-tightening daring.
He sat next to her.
Their legs dangled over the lip of the 67th floor. They surveyed the staggering view of the city 1,000 feet below while wind gusts bumped them.
“I brought you here because you’re going to go with me,” he said.
***
Using stacks of building material as cover, McDade, Wyatt, officers, agents, and construction workers moved quickly and unseen toward Street and Alison.
They got within 15 feet when Street turned, saw them, and seized Alison’s wrist.
“Stop right there!” Street said.
“Dean, don’t do this! Please don’t do this!” McDade said.
Weapons were drawn and trained on Street.
“Hello, Jill. It’s good everyone’s here to bear witness,” Street said.
Sirens echoed around the site below. Police and news helicopters were approaching from the distance. As Street paused to absorb it all, some of the construction workers, who’d pulled on safety harnesses and secured them to cables, inched closer to Street.
“Dean, let my daughter go! Please!”
“I’m already dead, Jill, and I don’t want to leave this world alone.”
Suddenly, Alison jerked and twisted, enabling her to break free and crawl with frantic speed toward one of the workers.
Street lunged and grabbed her ankle.
But he lost his balance and started slipping over the edge as the construction worker nearest Alison dove and grabbed her wrists. Alison kicked Street with her free foot, causing him to scuffle and slide farther over the edge while gripping her ankle, stretching her body in a prone position.
Street’s weight caused Alison to scream with pain. As the worker held her wrists, a second worker held her torso.
McDade moved to the edge and aimed her weapon to fire at Street when his hold on Alison’s ankle slipped to her shoe, which, because it was a little too large, slid from her foot.
Staring at McDade, Street plunged to his death.
Alison was hysterical when McDade took her into her arms, held her, and comforted her.
It was a long time before they made their way back to the world below.



CHAPTER 55
Rockland County, New York / Manhattan, New York
News crews lined the driveway outside the hospital’s entrance.
Cameras were focused on Ethan and Emma, their identities shielded under large hoodies while they were carried by Martin and Rhonda Meyer to their car. The family didn’t stop for questions as the press captured the children’s release from the hospital.
“This has to be such an overwhelming moment for these two orphaned innocents,” Sunny Valencia, a network anchor, said from her New York news desk while the live images flowed. “For more, let’s go to reporter Clara Fields at the hospital. Clara, what can you tell us?”
A woman gripping a microphone appeared to the side of the live footage showing the hospital, media people and the family going to their car. She turned back and forth from the car to the camera and Valencia.
“Yes, Sunny, it’s our understanding that the children will live with their aunt and uncle, Martin and Rhonda Meyer in Syracuse, New York. Rhonda, of course, being the sister of Margaret Marie Nelson, who, with her husband Phil Douglas Nelson, was murdered.”
The screen split and Sunny Valencia appeared at the anchor desk, her face creased with empathy and concern.
“Oh my gosh. Such a brave little boy and brave little girl,” she said. “Each of them escaping their respective nightmares, which ultimately helped solve the case. Clara, do we know what the long-term plans are for the children?”
“Nothing formal, but a number of things are expected. We’re hearing from our sources that Ethan and Emma will undergo counseling, and that the adoption process may soon be initiated by the Meyers. We have also learned that funding pages have been set up to support the children along their journey to healing and recovery from one of the most unsettling crimes in New York State history.”
Cameras recorded the Meyers driving away with the children.
“Our thoughts and our prayers go to the children and their relatives,” Valencia said. “Thank you, Clara. That was Clara Fields at the hospital in Rockland County. Now, we go to yet another aspect of this shocking case.”
New images appeared with the small graphic Recorded Earlier.
“If you’re just joining us,” Valencia said, “this was the scene in New York City where not long ago, this incredible, horrific case came to a heart-stopping end.”
Aerial images of Manhattan’s skyline taken from a news helicopter played on the screen, with an inset headshot of Dean Ezekiel Street. The footage pulled tighter, with dizzying pictures of a skyscraper under construction.
“It was here, at the top of this sixty-seven story condo tower in the Hudson Yards section of Manhattan, that the suspect in the Nelson murders—former detective, Dean Ezekiel Street, the ex-husband of Margaret Nelson—fled.
“In a chilling twist, Street had abducted the daughter of an FBI agent investigating the case. Police pursued Street to the top floor, where he had fled with the child. In a tense rooftop standoff and struggle to safely rescue the girl, Street fell to his death.”



EPILOGUE
Gwen Lansing survived Street’s attack. Doctors told her she would make a full recovery, but she’d bear the scars, physical and mental, of it for the rest of her life.
McDade and her daughter underwent counseling, sometimes alone, sometimes together. It would be months before the nightmares stopped for both of them, the psychiatrist said.
Some pieces of the investigation into Dean Ezekiel Street came together. Other parts of the tragedy became the subject of speculation and theory.
After reviewing footage from security cameras, investigators subsequently determined that Street had stalked McDade. They also determined that Street had used a high-quality voice changer in his phone call to lure Wyatt and McDade to the diner. They speculated that Street chose to stab Gwen instead of shooting her so as not to risk detection with a gunshot.
But they could not confirm that Street was the Hydra Killer. DNA comparison with Street and the earlier Hydra killings was inconclusive.
Adding to the uncertainty was the fact that Street had never used the killer’s full message in the Nelson murders. Like most investigators on the Hydra Task Force, Dean Street had knowledge of You can’t being the first two words in the message. But he was not among the few investigators, McDade being one, who knew the full, true message.
“And it had never been released,” she told Wyatt.
McDade and the other investigators believed that Street had used his knowledge of the case to make it appear that the Hydra was responsible for the Nelson murders.
The case remained in the headlines for several weeks.
With McDade’s help, Wyatt wrote a series of articles on the Starving Wolf tragedy. His work got major play and generated talk of a Pulitzer nomination before First Press Alliance was shut down and Wyatt found himself without a job. He had a severance package that would see him through for several months, but his prospects for employment in the news business looked dismal.
Wyatt and McDade started meeting off and on for coffee and lunch, not really dating, just maintaining a friendship that had arisen from events that had changed their lives.
In the aftermath, Wyatt resumed his personal search for answers in his son’s disappearance in the hotel fire.
In checking the photos he’d received from Tessa Van den Berg, a Dutch travel writer, he’d found nothing concrete, but sent her a message of thanks.
Wyatt then opened a new email from a couple in Italy he’d nearly forgotten about.
Dear Mr. Ray Wyatt:
As promised in our earlier letter to you, please find attached the video taken by our Canadian friends of all of us together in Banff. Note, about five minutes in, the people walking behind us in the background, especially the boy in the baseball cap. I am not sure if this will help, but we share it with you in the hope that it will.
Warm regards,
Salvatore and Donatella Rossi
Naples, Italy
The video played on Wyatt’s screen. It showed a couple in their 60s embracing one another in Banff as people streamed through the frame behind them. Someone—it was hard to tell if the person was male or female—was carrying a little boy in a white ball cap. The boy glanced at the camera for less than a second before disappearing.
He looked about three years old.
Wyatt caught his breath. His heart beat faster, hope rising.
This was new. He replayed it again and again, slowing it down, the boy’s face blurring in slow motion in less than a heartbeat.
Is this my son? Is this Danny?
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BOOK 2: THE HOLLOW PLACE

CHAPTER 1
Near the Cold Hollow Mountains, Vermont
The forest rose on both sides of the narrow gravel road like it was swallowing them, Sam Moore thought.
“We’re lost,” she said.
“We’re not lost.” Kevin gripped the wheel of the pickup.
“We need to go back to the interstate.”
“We’re not going back, Samantha.”
She shot him a look. Sam didn’t like being called by her actual name. Kevin did it when he was angry, or to annoy her. Disheartened, she shook her head as stones popped against the truck’s undercarriage. Spruce and fir towered over them, dimming the sunlight.
Then, as if to underscore that they were traveling deeper into a remote section of the state, their GPS stopped working. Sam glanced at her phone and showed it to Kevin.
“Look, we can’t even get service out here. Go back.”
Kevin held up a small folded page with notations in his neat script.
“I’ve got Leo’s directions, and I sketched a map. This will take us to the Canadian border.”
“Why’re we going this way? I thought you were just taking a short detour, and that we’d get back on the interstate.”
“I told you. This way’s better.”
“Better? There are about a dozen other better ways to go. I don’t like this one. There are no signs of civilization, not since that creepy-looking gas station we passed a few miles back. We should’ve stopped for gas.”
“We’re good.”
She leaned over and looked at the dashboard.
“What’re you doing?” Kevin asked.
“Checking. When Leo loaned you his truck, he said the gas gauge sometimes didn’t work.”
The needle indicated the fuel tank was three-quarters full.
“See?” Kevin said. “So, take it easy. Enjoy the scenery.”
Sam turned to the window, biting her bottom lip.
They had been northbound on Interstate 91, and all was fine until Kevin mentioned something about a little-known scenic back road to the border. But Sam wasn’t paying attention. She had been half-asleep, trying to read a Margaret Atwood novel on her phone, when somewhere between West Glover and Orleans, Kevin exited the freeway.
They had headed west on Route 58. Sam saw few cars and only a sprinkling of buildings as the ribbon of paved highway took them into darkened forests. The route began to climb. Then, at a fork, it transformed into a gravel road, dotted with brooks and bogs. A hand-painted sign called one area Lucifer’s Notch.
Now they’d gone far enough on this back road for Sam’s liking.
“I want you to turn around and get back on the interstate.”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“Seriously, why are we going this way?”
Kevin glanced at her, hesitant to answer.
“Tell me. Why are we going this way?”
“All right. Leo dared me.”
“Leo dared you?”
“You know how he is with his conspiracy blogs and stuff. Well, he’d read online that this part of New England was supposedly haunted, cursed or something. And he wanted the video.” Kevin nodded to the dashcam.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I figured you’d think it was lame and not want to go.”
Sam stared at him.
“So, it’s because Leo dared you? Are you ten years old? I can’t believe it.”
“Look, the other reason is that Leo said if we went this way and got video for him, we wouldn’t have to pay him the five hundred for using his truck.”
Sam shook her head.
“Come on,” Kevin said. “This is just a little side route. Look around. This way’s pretty, and it’ll bring us to the border crossing into Canada at Richford, which isn’t busy, and we’ll save five hundred bucks.”
“I don’t care about that. I should’ve had my uncle and aunt move me. Instead, you pull this time-wasting, adolescent prank!”
“Would you just take a breath and calm down?”
“Don’t tell me to calm down. This is beyond stupid to pull this idiotic ghost crap for Leo. And given what you know I’m planning, and what I’m going through, frankly, it’s thoughtless and insulting, Kevin.”
Thoughtless and insulting.
The accusation hung in the air as if Kevin could see the words. His face reddened, and his grip tightened on the wheel. Seconds passed as he searched the horizon for his response.
“Sam, I’m sorry. I was wrong. I never meant to upset you. I thought I could surprise you with a way to save some money, but I messed up.”
She shook her head, watching the forest roll by her window.
“I get that this trip is an epic deal for you,” Kevin said. “It is for me, too.” He looked at her. “You were up all night packing; you haven’t slept. Why don’t you get some sleep? Look, we’ve gone too far on this road. To backtrack now would be pointless. We should keep going. Try and get some rest, okay?”
She allowed him to take her hand, signaling a truce, before she pulled it away.
“Whatever,” she said before grabbing her pillow and punching it into position against her door. She curled up in her seat and looked down at the floor. Swaddled in a towel was a bronze urn. Leaves and doves were engraved in a fine band around its middle.
She blinked away tears.
Kevin was right. She hadn’t slept, she was exhausted, and, yes, short-tempered, because she was at a turning point in her life. Samantha Victoria Moore was 20 years old and leaving her lifelong home in New York City for Canada to study medicine at the University of Toronto.
Sam was born an only child in Queens. Her father, a hospital equipment salesman, was killed when the taxi he was in crashed on the Major Deegan Expressway. Sam was not quite three at the time. When she thought of him, she struggled to see his face. No matter how many times she watched the videos her mom had recorded of her squealing with joy as her dad, laughing, tossed her over his head and caught her, she barely remembered him.
Sam’s mom, Elizabeth, a clerk who’d managed medical records, never remarried, and had raised Sam alone. Sam was in high school when her mom was diagnosed with cancer. It was on visits to see her in the hospital that Sam decided to become a doctor. She’d worked part-time jobs, and did well in school. She earned scholarships and was accepted at several universities.
But after Sam graduated from high school, her mom’s condition worsened. She delayed going to college to comfort her in her final days. When her mother passed, Sam had no family, except for an aunt and uncle in Toronto, where Sam’s mother was born.
The estate lawyer helped settle the insurance money, the sale of their small house in Corona, and debts. With some of the funds, Sam enrolled at the University of Toronto. The school had a stellar international reputation for cancer research, Sam’s desired field, and tuition was a fraction of what it was at U.S. colleges. Sam was drawn to Toronto because of her mom’s connection to the city.
It was her way to honor her mother while dedicating her life to fighting cancer, a killer that we must kill, was how Sam saw it.
Preparing for her move, Sam got all the paperwork completed to live as a foreign student in Canada, even the documentation for transporting her mother’s remains across the border—repatriation, they called it. Sam’s aunt and uncle had helped her find an apartment downtown near the campus. They had wanted to come to New York and help her, but Kevin had insisted that he would handle Sam’s move. In her heart, Sam wanted to make the move alone with Kevin.
Sam and Kevin Tatum were high school sweethearts, even though he was a few years older. Her mom had loved him. “He’s a good-hearted boy, a keeper, Sam,” her mother had said. And it was true. Kevin had been Sam’s rock throughout all her pain with her mother’s sickness. And he was a pretty smart guy, studying business admin at Queens College in Flushing, majoring in finance, while working part-time at a brokerage firm on data analysis and spreadsheet modeling.
So, the day before she turned in the keys to the house, Kevin and his friend, Leo Barzi, helped her load Leo’s pickup truck with her belongings. She remembered Leo telling them about the documents he’d put in the glove compartment with the vehicle registration, in case there were questions about ownership at the border. He reminded them to keep an eye on the gas gauge and keep the portable gas can full. Then he checked the dashcam, hugged them, and wished them a safe trip before his brother picked him up.
Looking at all her stuff tied down under a tarp, Sam had told Kevin, “I feel like a latter-day member of the Joad family.” The next morning, they’d set out to drive to Canada through New England, planning to visit a school friend in Montreal before heading for Toronto.
But so far, not once during the entire drive had either of them raised the underlying, unspoken fear that they each held. With Sam living in Toronto and Kevin staying in New York, would they survive a long-distance relationship?
The future terrified Sam.
Because you never know what’s waiting for you, she thought as they traveled deeper into the darkening forests and she fell into much-needed sleep.
***
The pickup’s engine sputtered for an instant, then resumed.
Alarmed, Kevin scanned the instrument-panel lights and the fuel gauge.
What the —?
The gas needle had plunged and was now resting below the Empty level. The engine stalled and died. Out of gas, the pickup rolled to a silent stop.
No, no, no!
Kevin swallowed hard, telling himself to relax and think.
He turned to Sam, who was snoring softly. Out cold.
His mind raced. That gas station they’d passed couldn’t be more than three or four miles back. Or was it more? He wasn’t sure.
Then another thought stabbed him. I forgot to fill the emergency gas can in the back the last time we stopped! Dammit!
He was struck by another fact—they hadn’t encountered a single vehicle the entire time they’d been on this road.
Kevin noticed the AAA decal on the lower corner of the windshield. Leo, or his dad, whoever, was a member. He reached for his phone to call the number for emergency roadside assistance.
His heart sank. His display told him he was in a no-service area.
He cursed again, then looked at Sam.
She’s going to kill me.
He put his phone in his pocket and dragged his hands over his face.
Okay, the solution is simple. Walk to the gas station. It couldn’t take more than an hour. Maybe I’ll get lucky and get a ride.
He looked at Sam, still sound asleep.
She needed sleep.
If he woke her to their situation, she’d freak out. She’d walk with him, but she’d be upset about leaving her stuff—her mother’s ashes. She’d carry the urn and likely scream at him all the way. He was already in hot water with her for coming this way.
This is shaping up to be a disaster. I’m screwed no matter what I do.
Okay, he had no choice. He’d walk to the gas station alone. If he left now and got a ride he could—if all went well—be back before she woke.
Who am I kidding? She’ll wake before I get back.
He’d leave her a note.
Searching around, he found a pad and pen with logos from a comic book store in the driver’s door storage compartment. When he’d finished writing, he folded the note so it protruded from one of the air vents in front of Sam. He was grateful that she always traveled with her door locked. Then as quietly as possible, he slipped from the driver’s seat, locked his door, and closed it without making a sound.
He got the empty gas can from the bed of the truck and walked fast.
It was well into the afternoon, still light, but the dense woods made everything darker. The air was heavy with a sharp, sweet, piney smell. A series of loud caws echoed from the treetops as a crow patrolled overhead. Kevin crested a hill and turned for one last glance of the distant pickup.
Is this the right thing to do?
He stared at the truck. A wisp of guilt coiled in his conscience as he turned away from the pickup and continued walking to the gas station. For a fleeting moment, he imagined Sam pleading, Don’t leave me alone here. Please don’t leave me.



BOOK 3: REQUIEM

CHAPTER 1
Mexico City and Los Angeles
Wanda Stroud gripped the armrests as the 737 accelerated down the runway at Mexico City’s International Airport.
The fluttering in her stomach increased as the plane left the earth and climbed, the force pushing her into her seat. Taking deep breaths, she glanced out her window at the metropolis rolling below. The jet ascended higher and higher, until finally it leveled off. Relief washed over her.
Wanda might be a nervous flyer—okay, I’m nervous about a lot of things since I lost Ed—but she would not let it prevent her from traveling, especially since it concerned her medical condition. She’d hoped the specialists in Mexico would identify what she had and treat her, unlike the doctors in California.
She’d always been vigilant about her health, constantly checking for signs of illness. Always anxious about whether a sore throat or runny nose was an indication of something serious, then consulting her doctor to see if she needed immediate attention.
One night, a couple of months ago, Wanda had watched a TV program about a woman who had what was feared to be a new form of incurable cancer. Convinced she had the symptoms, Wanda went to her doctor, who ran a number of tests.
“Your results are negative. You’re fine,” Dr. Singer said, smiling at her from behind her red-framed glasses.
But Wanda didn’t believe that she was well. She went to a second doctor, who, after testing Wanda, agreed with the first doctor’s findings; there was nothing wrong with Wanda’s physical health.
Still, Wanda suspected the tests were incorrect, and that she’d been misdiagnosed. She feared that she had the new form of incurable cancer. So, she did what she often did—she went online to do her own research. At her own expense, she arranged to go to Mexico to see doctors there, who—according to the online chat groups—were close to finding breakthrough therapies for the cancer that Wanda was convinced she had.
After spending a small fortune and several weeks being examined in Mexico City—first at the renowned research center, then at the cancer institute—the results came back.
“The cancer you are concerned about is extremely rare, and, I assure you, you do not have it.” Dr. Salazar of the University Center had removed his glasses, and looked at her with a measure of mild, but warm, exasperation. Then he gave her the same advice that her doctors in Los Angeles had given her.
“Mrs. Stroud,” Dr. Salazar said, “when you return to Los Angeles, I suggest you consult your physician about relaxation techniques and refrain from online searches about your health. Your family doctor might recommend medication or therapy to help you with your anxiety and coping skills every time you think you experience a symptom.”
Now, as the jetliner cruised 35,000 feet over the Sonoran Desert, Wanda settled into her new seat. She was late boarding because she had requested to move from her assigned seat, at the back of the plane, to one closer to the front, where she preferred to be. The flight was at 50% capacity, so the attendant moved her up when the plane leveled. Wanda looked at the two vacant seats in her row, then to the seats near her. Most were empty, leaving her to take stock of her life.
It’d been five years since Ed, a city bus driver, clutched his chest in the grocery store, collapsed, and died in the deli section. Some days she swore she still heard him shaving in the bathroom, or making a sandwich in the kitchen. She was a 66-year-old retired librarian, a widow with no children, going home to an empty house, fearing she had an undetected illness.
She swallowed, and felt a tickle in her throat.
What was that? Did they miss something? Maybe I should see a new specialist in L.A.?
She turned to the window and sighed.
Maybe I should just stop acting like a foolish old woman.
Wanda then considered her paperback mystery novel. She decided to take her mind off of her worries, settle in, and resume reading.
That’s when she looked at the lone passenger in the row in front of her—a man, in his 50s, with white hair, and working on his laptop. It had a big screen with a large font, giving Wanda a clear and inviting view over his shoulder. Being interested in what people read, Wanda decided to take a peek.
Just a little one.
Was he reading a book, or working on something business-related? She was curious.
Okay, so I’m nosy.
He had a few files open and was scrolling through them—photos of children.
His children? Grandchildren, nieces, nephews?
Smiling, Wanda thought, whoever they were, it was nice. She often wished she’d had children, but pushed the regret away. Reaching for her book, she thought again.
Wait.
She glanced back at the man’s screen and the little faces flowing by. The children all appeared to be young. Occasionally, he stopped the flow, which allowed Wanda to see how each child’s face was framed exactly the same way. Focusing, she noticed that the bottom right corner of each photo was labeled with a multidigit number.
Like a catalog or gallery of children. Is it a school album?
The man’s keyboard clicked as he typed, with Wanda reading his messages. Several terms and fragments of sentences emerged: adoptee…agreement…transfer of rights to adoptive parents…will obtain a decree…facilitator…fees…will secure authentic-looking records and legal documents…validating legal status as an orphan…
Wanda caught her breath.
 Authentic-looking records? What does that mean?
The man’s keyboard continued clicking as he continued what appeared to be a discussion with other parties.
Correct. This week, we have solid offers for #0247 from Madrid, #6796 from Melbourne, #0055 from Johannesburg, #2095 from Moscow, #8849 from Buenos Aires, #3716 from London, and #9902 from Toronto.
Wanda tried to make sense of what she was seeing, when the man typed, Updating price list offerings now.
Price list? What could that be?
His laptop flickered. The gallery of faces now showed a dollar figure in U.S. currency next to each catalog number. The numbers and young faces scrolled by: $185,000…$130,000…$155,000…
Wanda’s skin tingled.
Something appeared to be very wrong—illicit, even.
Could that man in the seat in front of me be part of some sort of adoption ring?
She cast around for an answer. Finding none, she came to accept that there had to be some rational explanation for what the man was doing. Besides, it was none of Wanda’s business.
She opened her book.
But she couldn’t read as the man continued his work. Again, Wanda was drawn to the faces of the children—their digital names and price tags.
My God! What if something truly horrible is going on right in front of me, and I sat here and did nothing? How could I live with myself? What’s the message about doing something if you see something? I have to do something.
Okay, Wanda thought, she could get evidence, report it and let someone expert in these things decide.
She reached into her bag, got her phone, and casually swiped through it while checking to ensure no one was watching. She silenced the snapshot shutter click on her phone, muted the video recording beep, and then began taking photos of the man’s screen. Carefully, she zoomed in, taking crisp pictures, photo after photo, until she’d lost count. Then she switched to video mode, and recorded the man at work and the contents on his screen. She felt a tinge of embarrassment for invading his privacy.
This is probably nothing, but at least I’m doing something about it.
Suddenly the man stopped typing.
He turned his head slightly toward Wanda without looking at her.
Oh, no! Did he see my reflection on his screen?
He closed his laptop with a snap, and then raised his seat.
Wanda shoved her phone in her bag.
Oh God! He knows! He knows I’ve been watching him!
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