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PROLOGUE — More than Life Itself




The Giver was what they called him. He would give you whatever you wanted, for a price. It was uncanny. The Giver would find you when you were at your lowest point, offer you exactly what you needed, what you had to have more than life itself. 

Not what you wanted. He would dig down to the depths of your soul, like he knew you better than your mother knew you. Like he knew you better than you knew yourself.

He would deliver on his promises. Or, more likely, he knew which promises he could deliver on.

And then he would kill you. Torture you to death.

It wasn’t a shock to the people who made deals with him. It was all part of the agreement.  

It was just that the things the Giver offered were that good. That necessary.  

Literally worth more than life itself.


      [image: ]The Giver was stalking one of his victims. The chase had started out in a small, two-bedroom apartment south of the University. The area was an overpriced, semi-spoiled part of town, the kind where old brick buildings had been torn down in favor of prefab and cement. The kind of place that looked clean. 

She’d eluded him at the apartment. Once out on the street she’d caught a bus for downtown. But she was easy to predict. He knew her. He’d observed her in detail before he’d made the offer, and then he’d probed her even further as he broke a few rules in order to satisfy his end of the deal.

He knew where she’d run.  

Try to run, that was.

He knew where she would try to hide first at that time of the evening: one of the big clubs downtown. She was clever. She wasn’t just going to hide the needle in the haystack, but bury it in a stack of other needles.

But she forgot that observing something has an effect on the observed. She watched for him. She couldn’t help it. And the people around her, sensing that she wasn’t there to enjoy the thumping bass or the flashing lights or even the joy of movement around her, couldn’t help separating themselves from her. Giving her room.

The Giver entered the club through the rear service doors, dressed as a delivery man shoving a cart full of silvery bags of soda syrup. They let him in without a question despite the lateness of the hour. For a moment he worried that one of the two guards at the back door might be a Mindsight addict. Their artificial empathy was a risk. But the two guards were normals. He was safe.

After delivering the supplies he stripped off his uniform in a bathroom and pushed his way onto the club floor. Here there were Mindsight addicts galore, and at least one of them had to be sensitive enough to pick up on his presence. That meant that his time here was limited.  

Get the girl and drag her out with him.  

If he found and caught her, she would go willingly. She’d make one plan, and if that failed, she’d give up. It was the story of her life. She wanted to be controlled. By her father. By fear. By someone.  

And now by him.

It was fair. More than fair, considering what he’d given to her.

His eyes skimmed across the crowd.  

There she was, back to the left-hand wall, on the balcony over the dancers. A position that allowed her to see from the front doors to the bathrooms to the service doors to the stairs up to the second floor.

Around him, people were starting to respond to his presence, clearing a path in front of him. He turned away from Katherine, who stood out further by wearing all black, and began walking toward the stairs.

The sheep in front of him cleared a path. They always did.

He could feel Katherine’s attention fall on him, raising hairs on the back of his neck. Let her look.

He climbed the stairs one by one. The music was so loud he couldn’t hear his own footsteps. He even felt the pounding rhythm through his feet. He was pleased that his footsteps stayed independent of that rhythm, in a room full of people swaying to the same beat.

At the top of the stairs he turned to face her.

She hadn’t moved. Not an inch.

She was standing on a chair. Otherwise she would have been too short to see over the heads of the other dancers. Even though the second floor wasn’t as crowded as the first, it was still packed enough to make running toward the stairs to escape a less than desirable option.

What she should have done was to take cocaine, dress like a slut, and spend the night dancing in the middle of the floor. She should have let the first person to grope her take her home for the night.  

She hadn’t. You couldn’t change your mind, not really. You could only strip off the filters between the real you and the rest of the world’s half-blind awareness.

Layer by layer.  

The Giver hadn’t become a monster.

He had become himself.

He circled around the edge of the balcony. Katherine jumped down off her chair and began making her way around the opposite side. Her idea was—he knew how she thought so well that he could almost read her thoughts printed in the air over her head, like comic book captions—that she could keep opposite him on the balcony until she reached the stairs. And then she could go down the stairs and escape before he could circle back around to catch her.

And if he tried to play cat-and-mouse with her too long?

Then she would eventually run into one of the security guards wandering the floor, and point the Giver out. He’s trying to follow me. I need help getting out of here.

The guards, of course, wouldn’t understand that the Giver owned her now, body and soul, and that she was the one in the wrong. He might be a devil, but she was the one who had signed her soul away.  

And the devil always gets his due.

Locking eyes with Katherine, he pulled out his phone, dialed a number, and let it ring.  

A deep male voice answered. “Yeah? Now?”

“Thirty seconds,” he said. He cut off the call and replaced the phone in his pocket, then changed direction.  

Katherine froze for a second. She was a freezer. She found it hard to think in an emergency.

Unlike her, the Giver’s thoughts were sharpened, seeing the future laid out in front of him in all its possibilities. She would double back, not daring to let him get an inch closer to her.

He circled back to the top of the stairs. If she wanted out of the situation, she would have to either confront him or take the emergency exit, which would set off an alarm.

That would be the more intelligent option of the two. But she didn’t have it in her. And neither would she throw herself off the balcony and hope for the best. She would stand on the knife’s edge of inaction, paralyzed by the possibilities.

Meanwhile the guy that the Giver had hired was coming for her.  

She didn’t see the other man. He was big. Remarkably huge, in fact. The rest of the crowd that weren’t sitting at the small tables around the periphery of the room reacted to him by moving out of the way. A big man in a black leather vest. You couldn’t miss him.

Unless you were Katherine. Her eyes were still fixed on the Giver as if he were the only important thing in her universe.

Which was true.

The hired man grabbed Katherine around her waist and swung her in for a kiss. The Giver couldn’t hear what the man was saying to her, but she seemed more startled than anything else. The larger man had broken her out of her trance. Her face assumed a grimace of regret. The two of them looked toward the Giver. The man pointed at him, and she nodded. The man crossed his bare arms over his chest.

Then he took her hand and started striding toward the Giver and the stairs, glaring the entire way.

The Giver scowled at him, as though the man had disrupted his plans.

Katherine came closer and closer. Her short, punk-cut dyed-blue hair seemed almost to stand on end as she approached. He could almost smell the fear on her, tart and delicious.

The man approached with his arm out, pushing the Giver in the chest. The Giver stumbled backward, almost losing his balance. Someone behind him helped him steady himself. The Giver spluttered.  

The man escorted Katherine down the stairs, pushing her in front of him and glancing back over his shoulder to scowl at the Giver over and over again.

For a moment, the Giver wondered if the man had been swayed by Katherine’s charm. She hadn’t the slightest amount of practiced social graces—she was an awkward loner—but there was something about her that spread over the people around her like an umbrella of calm and safety.

She was vulnerable. And soothing. People flocked to her like she was a sort of drug.

In a way, she was.


      [image: ]Sulking, the Giver went downstairs and bought an overpriced beer, retreated back up to the balcony, and let his eyes scan idly over the dancers below while an increasingly wide berth was left around him. Slowly and subconsciously, the awareness was moving through this herd of sheep that there was a wolf among them. 

When he finished his beer, he went downstairs and out the rear service door, taking his abandoned uniform with him. Why not? It hadn’t been touched, and it fit him. He might need it again.  

He chuckled to himself, wondering if a legend would spring up around a deadly beverage delivery man.

Outside, his truck was still parked behind the building. It had lingered there almost too long. It was starting to attract attention. He unlocked the door, climbed in, and started the engine, giving a little wave to the guard smoking just outside the back door.

You weren’t supposed to do that. Smoke within twenty feet of a doorway. But the Giver understood. Sometimes one’s needs were more important than one’s duties.

He backed out of the alleyway carefully, letting his safety lights flash in the darkness as he pulled onto the street. They lit up the fog that had risen up while he was in the club.  

He pulled up to a stop sign.

There were three other clubs that she might have gone to. He sent a text to the other men he had had waiting, informing them that they had performed their duties well for the night, many thanks and check your accounts for a bonus. It had only been happenstance that he’d found her at the first place he’d looked.

On the driver’s side window was a smeared X, a licked thumb rubbed across the delivery truck’s dirty window.  

A signal that all had gone according to plan.

The Giver drove across town to a beverage distribution facility, dropped off the truck, and took his uniform out to his car. It looked satisfyingly low on its axles. As though it were carrying extra weight.

He drove out of town. It was well past midnight. He arrived at three a.m. at an isolated cabin beside one of the lakes, the kind of place that even desperate city-dwellers turn their noses up at as a possible summer dwelling. Rust, peeling paint, and cars without tires were the main elements of the decor.

He pulled to a stop, then stood behind the trunk, running his hand across the fiberglass. He sensed no movement, and only the heat of the car. But he seemed to feel a heartbeat, and that satisfied him immensely. Katherine had given him a little bit of a chase, enough to whet his appetite, but no real challenge. Nothing that could have driven him to distraction.

He reached into his pocket for the key fob, and pressed the button to pop the trunk.  

Home sweet home.  


      [image: ]Twelve hours later, Katherine was shivering in a prison cell with her hands still cuffed together. She was soaking wet, covered with mud, weeds in her hair. When the police had come for her, she had run out into the lake and tried to swim across. 

The dead man, who had proved to be a man named William “Bill” Conover, Jr., was mangled almost beyond recognition. It would take dental records to be sure of his identity.

Shot once in the face, then twice in the chest, then beaten to a pulp with a tire iron. He had been dragged into the dilapidated cabin and shoved into the freezer like a piece of meat, the blood clumsily wiped away.  

The police had been alerted to the death by an anonymous phone call. A man had called the cops, saying that Conover owed him money and hadn’t been answering his phone. He was concerned, the anonymous caller said, that Conover had gotten involved with a woman who was “out of his league.”

Katherine had tried to explain what had happened. But no dice. Conover was a police officer. She might be a rich man’s kid, but until they found some kind of proof that Conover had abducted her, she was on her own.

During her one phone call, her father had said, “I’m hiring a private detective to look into this outrage.” But she didn’t have much hope. They had already “lost” the evidence—hair, fingerprint, fiber, and DNA samples—that she had ever been in the trunk of Conover’s car. Instead, her hair was found in the front seat. As if they had ridden home together, as lovers do.

Conover hadn’t been a lover. Instead he made her a different kind of offer, one she hadn’t refused.

You don’t want to be afraid anymore. I can fix that.  

She knew who he must be. The Giver. She had almost collapsed in fear.

But what if he could stop her from being afraid? It seemed obvious to her that he was a psychopath on Mindsight, only it hadn’t killed him. It had made him stronger.

If Mindsight hadn’t killed the Giver, then maybe he knew how to hack it. Maybe he knew the cure for fear.

He did. It had changed everything for her.

It had changed her enough that she’d been able to fool Conover.

She was shivering in the cell because she was cold, not because she was afraid.  

She felt doomed…but also strangely free.  








  
  
CHAPTER ONE — The Victim




It was 2025. A new drug had hit the streets a few years previously, called Mindsight. It wasn’t an ESP drug. It didn’t give anyone telepathy. But the users felt like it did. 

What it did was amp up the reactions of the brain’s mirror neurons without messing with the rest of the brain’s chemistry. In and of itself that was pretty remarkable. Mostly drugs don’t jump the blood-brain barrier well. The ones that do tend to be as much of a curse as a blessing. Cocaine jumps that barrier. Meth does a flying leap over it. Morphine-based drugs like heroin convert themselves into other chemicals as soon as they hit your blood vessels, get passed through the blood-brain barrier like some kind of undercover agent, then reconstitute themselves on the other side.

Mindsight, nobody’s sure how that works yet. But the street version seemed to enter the nervous system via the nerves themselves, get carried up the spinal cord, and drift into the brain. It wasn’t an immediate high. It took a couple of weeks, up to a month, before you started feeling the benefits. Mindsight users had to plan ahead. On the other hand, the high lasted a long time. Some said it never truly left your nervous system. Maybe in a hundred years we’ll know for sure.

You know what else works like Mindsight does? Rabies.  

Kids those days. Injecting themselves with a drug that replicated one of the deadliest diseases known to man, with the utter confidence that nothing could possibly go wrong.

The symptoms of a Mindsight high go like this:

At first your mouth feels dry and you can’t swallow. And you feel like your clothes are too tight. You turn horny. At first users took Mindsight as an erotic aid. Then they noticed something.

They were feeling the feelings of the people around them. Both pleasure and pain.

Joy. Despair. Apathy. Excitement. Anger. Greed. Lust.

Unlike ecstasy, Mindsight didn’t damage neurons. It didn’t overload the body with neurotransmitters, then drain them. If you had other neurological problems, Mindsight didn’t affect them one way or the other.  

And if you focused, if you remembered, and if you kept taking the drug, you could reinforce which feelings stuck with you. Whose feelings you felt. What mood you stayed in.

People with chronic depression learned how to feel happy again.  

People with anxiety issues learned how to regulate their fear.

People who had been without sexual response could suddenly handle a lot of sex.

A few people with schizophrenia swam back to the shores of the reality most of us know. The severity of epilepsy was reduced in some cases. People with autism, well, they didn’t change much. But other users sought them out, like moths around a flame. Because suddenly the neurotypicals could understand.

The state of research into the human brain changed forever.  

And yet some people didn’t fare so well. Two of the biggest groups of people who initially got into Mindsight were psychopaths and narcissists. People who didn’t know and couldn’t even guess about what was missing from their lives. They were desperate for things that they saw other people have, the things that seemed constantly out of reach. Love. Family. Acceptance.

A lot of them killed themselves.

In a way, Mindsight lets you see yourself through others’ eyes. And if the person who’s seeing you is on Mindsight, too, there’s a feedback loop.  

And when someone who is suffering from a lack of empathy, who only sees things in selfish terms, can grasp how other people see them…and the people they’ve hurt can make them understand that hurt…

It’s easy to get judged.

And hard to get forgiven.  

Word got around. Get yourself tested for the dark triad before you take Mindsight. For psychopathy, narcissism, and Machiavellianism—a.k.a. manipulativeness—the Dark Triad of personality traits.  

Because your sins will out. And you will be forced to atone for them, inside the hell that your own mind becomes.

Some people swear by it.


      [image: ]You could say that I took one look at Mindsight and turned tail. No way in hell was I going to take the stuff. I’ve been tested. I’m not off the scales by any means. I’m well within normal ranges. 

But there are secrets in my past that don’t need to be dragged out into the light. Let’s just leave it at that.  

I’m a detective who used to work on the Minneapolis Police Force. Now I work for a syndicate of private investigation agents. Someone calls into the main office, and if you’re in good with the secretary, then you get assigned a case. Most of it’s sitting in front of a computer screen for hours on end, doing research. But sometimes you get dragged out of the office to take photos of a cheating spouse, to deliver court papers to an ex-spouse or an ex-business partner. To do research on another company, to see whether it’s worth buying out. To find someone who’s fallen off the map and gone underground, willingly or otherwise. I’ve tracked down more than my fair share of missing kids.  

I’ve gone down into the dark enough times to know that the depths of ugliness of the human spirit knows no bounds. And I’m terrified that if I ever start using Mindsight, I’ll run into someone I can’t handle.  

Another psychopath’s psychopath. I’d be toast.

I knew a murderer once who ate people. Literally ate people. Not Jeffrey Dahmer, although I couldn’t blame you for thinking that. This was a different guy.

I still have the scars.


      [image: ]I got a call from the agency telling me that I had a client interview at ten p.m., but that was all right, I liked doing night shift. It was early August. The days were hot and muggy, and the fog crept out of the ground at nights like a horde of the undead as the temps finally fell. The streetlights covered the sidewalks in cones of light that seemed to pop up out of nowhere, then vanish as I drove past. The skyscrapers downtown rose overhead, their windows shimmering with light. Images raced across the giant plates of glass, advertising big summer blockbuster movies, chain restaurants, high fashion, a business review site, political ads for the city council. An unending string of red LED letters scrolled overhead, a constant stream of news and ads and stock market reports. 

I was supposed to meet the client downtown. He owned a building there, as well as other assorted properties around the Twin Cities. The one downtown wasn’t one of the skyscrapers, but a seven-story brick building a bit more discreet. The main floors were dedicated to property insurance, a high-end delicatessen, and an information-filter agency. That last was a new thing, or maybe an old one, like an old-fashioned clipping service for the Internet. A crack team of Internet geeks would sift through articles and find the kind of news you wanted to hear. For an additional fee you could even invite your friends to receive the same feed. Like a private, high-end replacement for Facebook, without all the crappy ads and coworkers whining about their jobs.

I parked in a private parking garage under the building, then rode the elevator up to the top floor. In a building with only seven floors, you couldn’t really call it a penthouse.

I was met by a man in an old-fashioned suit, one whose cut looked straight out of the 1920s. An age of extravagance. His office was decorated the same way. Intricate, sharp-edged lines of art deco patterns everywhere. But the rugs were rayon, not silk. The marble half-columns on the walls were painted plaster. And the gold trim was fake.

“James Bronte,” he said. He was medium-height, bald on top, had a bit of a gut.  

“Frank Mallory, private investigator with Private Eyes, Inc.”

I was invited to take a seat in an overstuffed leather chair across a coffee table from the client. He had some sort of whiskey at a small table by his elbow. I was offered a drink and asked for a bourbon on the rocks, just to be polite. I was brought a far classier bourbon than someone like me deserved, served over a single, flawless cube. I got the message: this guy was all about appearances, and while I was on the job, I had better be, too. Good thing I’d worn a suit.

“What have you heard about my daughter?” Bronte said.

I hadn’t heard anything. I had had my social feeds turned off all day while I slept. After I got up, I’d showered, shaved, checked my mail, eaten breakfast and drunk a cup of coffee at a small café near my apartment on the southeast side of town, a scummy dive kind of place where you could see elbow marks worn into the countertops. I’d read a book on my phone.

The only alert that had come through was the one for work saying that I had been calculated to be “the most appropriate available agent” but really meant that my friend Sheila was staffing the front desk and I was the only one available at the last minute.

I grunted noncommittally. I hate going in “blind.” I said, “Tell me about it. I like to hear the story fresh.”

“She’s been arrested for murdering a man at a cabin on Rush Lake while she was pumped full of Mindsight,” he said. “Brutally. She shot him in the face, twice in the chest, then beat the hell out of him with a tire iron.”

“She did?”

“She admitted that she killed him. But she says it was in self-defense. She claims the killer was the Giver. Heard of him?”

I nodded. The official news sources were mum on the subject, but it had been a long time since I had relied solely on the official news sources for what I needed to know.

“Who was the victim?” I asked.

“It was supposed to be her,” her father said shortly.

“Sorry,” I said. “Who was the man she says is the Giver?” Old habits of phrasing die hard.

“William Conover, Jr.” He picked up his glass and swirled the bourbon around inside, then downed it, got up and poured himself another double, neat.

Conover had been on the police force the same time I was, a beat cop while I’d made detective. We hadn’t played well together the few times that we’d run into each other. He was the kind of guy who takes the bribe without a second thought, the kind of guy that beats a suspect with the butt of his pistol and then claims the suspect was resisting arrest. A seize-first-search-later kind of guy who had screwed up more than one of my crime scenes.

“You know him?”

“Yeah. Used to work with him on the force.”

“I should call someone else.”

“Don’t worry. I have nothing good to say about the guy.” I told him about a time that Conover had destroyed evidence on a murder case “by accident,” destroying a blood sample that would have pointed back toward a local gang leader with money to spend. The gang leader had walked.

“Good.” Bronte leaned back in his leather chair. “I’m always glad to pay a man to carry out a personal vendetta, as long as it works in my favor.”  

He explained in detail what he wanted, which was dirt on Conover, and fast. He wanted proof that the guy really was the Giver. That he had killed before. Preferably, he wanted some bodies to provide grisly proof.

A week or less and I’d get a bonus. A fat one.

I waited until he had run down.  

“Any questions?”

“One more, I think. What was it that the Giver promised your daughter? What did he give her that was worth dying for?”

Bronte made a face and looked out the window. “You’ll have to find out yourself. She’s not talking to me, or the press. And I can’t say that I blame her.”

I decided not to pry.  

Yet.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO — Until Proven Otherwise




The first thing to do was to talk to Katherine Bronte. Since I wasn’t a lawyer and didn’t have attorney-client privilege, I knew it was going to be tricky. 

Katherine was being held at the Hennepin County Jail and it was after visiting hours. I asked her father to send word to her that I’d visit her first thing the next day, then spent the rest of the evening doing research, both online and in some obscure databases that I shouldn’t still have access to, as well as in the syndicate files. I found out more than I ever wanted to know about Mindsight addiction, what it was supposed to do to psychopaths, cases where lovers had drugged each other only to discover unpleasant truths. Mindsight was supposed to be a great “love drug.” But what it really did was expose parts of your soul that should have stayed scabbed over. The number two cause of death among Mindsight users was being killed by a loved one who couldn’t handle the truth. Number one was Mindsight users who killed themselves. Ironically, it wasn’t the ones with chronic depression who did that, but the so-called “normal” ones.

It just solidified my resolve never to take the stuff. At least it wasn’t something that could be sneaked into your food, added to the water, or sprayed in the air. It would break down harmlessly in the first two cases, and be too weakly concentrated in the third. You had to inject the stuff, snort it, rub it onto your eyeball. There were even less pleasant ways of self-administering that involved a suppository.  

People. They’re imaginative. And disgusting.

I also researched the Giver. The information I had was less public news and more rumor and supposition that other detectives in the syndicate had added to the PEI databases. As far as anyone could tell, the Giver had clusters of strikes. He’d pick out victims, make them an offer they couldn’t refuse, then harvest them, all in the same two- or three-county area. His kills clustered around major metropolitan areas. San Francisco had been the first one, then Richmond. Now the Minneapolis-St. Paul area.  

The victims had disappeared from the Twin Cities, but their bodies had reappeared outside of town: in garbage dumps and fields, loosely covered by whatever surrounding material was available. In other words, the bodies weren’t well hidden (which would have served to broaden the possible time of death and thereby help conceal the killer) or fetishized (which would have helped show the killer’s motive). The victims didn’t seem to show a pattern. In fact the only reason “the Giver” was known as a serial killer at all was rumors picked up from the Mindsight community. A body would be found that fit the minimal profile, and a few days later, the whispers would start coming in.

The victims across all three clusters had been male and female, young and old, of several different races.  

They left behind nothing. No suicide notes, no secret encrypted confessions that they had been contacted by the Giver, no lingering goodbyes to friends. And yet, if the Giver operated as the rumors said, they had to know they were going to die. That was part of the deal.

Their families received anonymous, untraceable gifts of wealth. Suddenly, funding for an experimental treatment appeared, just in the nick of time. Aging parents without a cent to their name were taken in by expensive nursing homes. Businesses suddenly took off. Grants were made in the victims’ names, opening libraries, endowing university chairs, funding charities.

Long-standing enemies of the victims disappeared, their bodies never to be found. Ex-spouses were humiliated in public. Politicians were assassinated.  

It wasn’t like the victims were saints, after all. They just had to want something more than life itself.

What had Katherine Bronte wanted?  

Her father had denied knowing anything about it. He’d even implied that he hadn’t had the right to do so. And that struck me as strange. I’m not a family man. The one relationship that I’d tried to see through had gone badly.  

But if anyone should know what a daughter wanted more than life itself, it was a close family member.  

Maybe I was just being naïve.


      [image: ]I was given permission to visit Katherine Bronte at nine in the morning, which for me was about the time that I was normally going to sleep. But, as is true of detectives of all kinds throughout history, I relied on caffeine to see me through. 

The Hennepin County Jail is a big, self-respecting building in downtown Minneapolis. Downtown Minneapolis has a strange sense of architecture. Shiny glass high rises that project ads all night long stand next to friendly white castles with green rooftops. It keeps things from feeling settled and ordinary.

After the necessary bureaucratic steps were completed and my personal possessions had been handed over to the guards, I was allowed in to a visitation cell to see her.  

My first impression of her was that she must look like her mother. She had remarkable eyes of a smoky blue color that wasn’t quite green, and a long face with a long nose, long, pointed chin, high cheekbones. Under the circumstances, you couldn’t have said she was pretty or beautiful. She was twenty-three years old and hadn’t settled down yet. Her father was wealthy enough to support her for the rest of her life. She didn’t need to work, or get married, or even pick up a hobby. As far as the PEI researchers had been able to find out, Katherine hadn’t been addicted to Mindsight previously. Her father was wealthy enough to support her but didn’t have the kind of wealth it would have taken to clean up a record of arrests or medical treatment.  

“Hello, Ms. Bronte,” I said. “I’m the detective your father hired to research your case. He’s attempting to demonstrate that Mr. Conover, an officer with the Minneapolis Police Force, was a serial killer known as ‘the Giver.’ I’d appreciate any help that you can give me. Please be aware that this meeting is not covered under attorney-client privilege. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” she said calmly.

She didn’t look like the photos that I had of her. I mean, she was obviously the same person. But she didn’t have the same feel in person as in her photographs. It was almost understandable. The pleasant-looking girl from her college graduation photographs a year ago wasn’t the same person who had been through the trauma of surviving an attack by a serial killer. Or the person who was currently trying to survive what was clearly, at least to me, some kind of police cover-up.

“Do you consent to have this interview recorded?”  

No hesitation.  

“Yes.”

I turned on my phone’s voice-recording app and put it on the table between us. I stated the date, time, and my name, then her name. I asked her to state her consent for the record and she did.

Boxes checked off. Ducks in a row.

“Because I’m a private detective, I like to start things off with a general description of what you think happened, where you think the situation began and how it unfolded. My phone is fully charged. Take all the time you need.”

She started talking. As it turned out, she didn’t need much time at all.

She had first met Conover during a routine traffic stop. One of her taillights was out. He wrote her a warning. After that, she said, she had the feeling that someone was following her, although she didn’t have any proof of that. She had been too scared to find out for sure.

I listened to her talk and wondered what she must have gone through. She didn’t strike me as the kind of young woman to be too frightened to do, well, anything. And my respect for her only rose as she continued her story.

After a month or two, she had talked to her father about obtaining some kind of protection. She had recently graduated with a degree in literature from the University of Minnesota. She planned to take a year off to travel Europe before applying for graduate schools. She said that she had had her eyes on a couple of prestigious writing programs in Washington.

Then, suddenly, her plans had changed. The sense that someone was following her had turned into an active stalking. One of her ex-boyfriends, Mack Soderholm, began aggressively pursuing her, with the intent to rekindle their relationship.

“Were you interested in doing so?” I asked.

“Not after he stated stalking me,” she said drily.  

Soderholm had followed her to and from her apartment, intruded on meetings with friends and on dates, contacted her former professors, and began volunteering at the same library program that she served. He delivered hundreds of long, handwritten letters by hand to her apartment building. He called her cell phone constantly, even after two different changes of number.  

He broke into her apartment and filled it with flowers.

It was that last incident that had really gotten him in trouble: the police finally had enough to justify an arrest. They did so. Then Soderholm had made the following statement: If I can’t have you, I’ll die. I’ll kill myself.  

He was currently in prison for breaking and entering. In a couple of months he would be released. Katherine had started to allow herself to relax for the time being.

And then it had started happening again.

Someone had started following her, sending letters—

“The same kind of letters that Mr. Soderholm sent?”  

“No. Different handwriting. Different style. The police are still trying to find out who sent them.”

“Conover’s handwriting?”

“No.”

—and flowers and making untraceable prank calls to her cell phone.

“It had started all over again,” Katherine said. “I was scared.”

If so, she didn’t look scared now. She continued, saying that it was just over a month ago that Conover had contacted her again. At first he had claimed to be working on her case, trying to track down the letters from the new anonymous stalker. She said she’d had a bad feeling about him.

Then he had offered her a deal.

He would give her whatever she truly wanted, in exchange for her life.  

The rules went like this: She couldn’t tell or hint or indicate to anyone that she was going to die. She could make no new wills, give away no property to friends, write no notes and post no posts. She could not change her habits in any way whatsoever. She would receive what she needed, what she truly wanted—this was something that had to be clearly defined to the satisfaction of both parties before the agreement could be made—and then, when she agreed that she had what she wanted, she was then obligated to turn herself over to Conover, no questions asked, for whatever he wanted.

“He said he would kill me,” she said. “He stated it outright. I would have to submit to torture. That was a stated part of the deal.”

“And you agreed?”

She didn’t bother to answer that question. It had been rhetorical, anyway.

Conover gave her an injection. About a month later, she received what she wanted. He contacted her to confirm that she had what she wanted. She confirmed it.  

“I knew then what I would have to do,” she said. She described her plans. They were cold and calculating. She had let herself be kidnapped. She had faked her reactions of fear toward Conover and allowed herself to be driven into the arms of a thug. When they had reached “safety,” the thug had drugged her. She had wakened in the trunk of Conover’s private car.  

“I did my research,” she said. “I found out that Conover had taken a weekend off here and there at the same times as the Giver murders, and that he always took his own car. I hired someone to break into his trunk and hide a pistol and a pair of wire cutters there for me. I studied escapology. I had a few tricks on me that Conover’s goon didn’t find when he searched me. He didn’t look too closely. I was a scared little girl, as far as he knew.”

I had asked several times throughout her story what it had been that she asked for. She had put me off each time. I asked again.

This time she answered.

“I wanted to never be afraid again,” she said.

My eyebrows rose on their own. A few pieces were falling into place, in a way that brought up more questions than answers. “You think the injection had something to do with it?”

“Yes.”

“It sounds like something related to Mindsight.”

“Yes.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

Her eyes widened and her brows dropped, a strange facial expression. It took me a second. Then I realized she was making the kind of face that my ex used to make at me when I described the rules for getting office supplies at my old job on the force. Incredulity at stupidity.

“What?”

“Of course you’ve heard about something like that before. You’ve heard of the Giver, haven’t you? He’s a psychopath who can read his victims like a book. Mindsight doesn’t just increase your empathy. It can do other things, too. Didn’t my father talk to you about that? We talked about it just before I disappeared. He seemed fascinated.”
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