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  Dedication




  Chapter 1




  Jeremy Thomas sat on the couch, looking around the living room. The walls were paneled in dark wood, which matched the room’s chocolate brown carpeting. A white marble fireplace lit the room in a soft glow. The coffee table was covered with books, notes, and files. There was a large bookcase at the back of the room, filled with textbooks, all pertaining to emotional, behavioral, and personality disorders.




  Christine Thomas walked into the living room, dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a white shirt. She was an extremely attractive woman, with a soft oval face, long brown hair, blue eyes, and a gracious smile. Jeremy watched his wife straighten up the coffee table, organizing his things into three neat piles.




  “Feel free to pick up a textbook,” Jeremy said. “Might find it interesting.”




  “Don’t think so. Bores me to tears.”




  “It’s an acquired taste, that’s all. Something that takes time to appreciate.”




  “So is chopped liver. But I’ll never eat it.”




  Since she didn’t share his love of science, Jeremy disliked her touching his personal belongings. He didn’t want to be selfish, but when it came right down to it, he wished they had a lot more in common. Often, he felt alone in his home, like he didn’t have anyone to share his thoughts or ideas with.




  “You shouldn’t be so narrow-minded,” Jeremy said. “It’s a bad character trait.”




  “Give it a rest, will you?”




  “Studying psychology, sociology, and anthropology is interesting.”




  “I find it boring. Like reading a VCR manual. It puts me to sleep.”




  Jeremy loved to study human behavior. He was interested in finding out what made people tick—their thoughts, their ideas, their emotions. People’s personalities were governed by a lot of subconscious issues. Every day, he strived to learn something new about human nature.




  “Whatever,” Jeremy said. “It’s your life, not mine.”




  “Heard you on the phone earlier.”




  “Uh-huh.”




  “Who was it?”




  “Just a friend, that’s all. Nothing important.”




  “Don’t have any friends anymore. Too busy reading, writing, and studying.”




  “Drop it.”




  “It’s the truth, isn’t it?”




  Over the past two years, Jeremy had drifted away from his friends. Swamped with work, he had little time to socialize. To make matter worse, he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to get close to anyone. Realizing his marriage was on the rocks, he buried himself in his work, either teaching extra courses at the university or studying late into the night. Once things got better between him and his wife, he intended to rebuild his relationships.




  “It’s just a phase we’re going through,” Jeremy said. “Friends come and go.”




  “Stop making excuses.”




  “I’m not. It’s just part of life, that’s all.”




  “We’ve lost contact with our closest friends. No one calls us anymore.”




  “It’s their loss, not ours.”




  “Because you would rather be here. All alone. With your nose buried in these textbooks.”




  “I’ve got plenty of free time on my hands.”




  “For once, tell me the truth. It was a business call, wasn’t it?”




  Jeremy thrust his hands into his pockets. He wasn’t looking forward to telling her the bad news. Since her father passed away, she was having a difficult time coping with life in general. He knew she would get upset at him for getting involved in the murder investigation.




  “Hold on a second,” Jeremy said. “How I spend my time is my business, not yours.”




  “Don’t have to be a genius to figure it out.”




  “Meaning?”




  “You work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.”




  “Stop exaggerating.”




  “You get the picture, though. I don’t have to spell it out for you.”




  Jeremy shook his head, upset at her for judging him. Throughout their marriage, he strived to be a good provider. From his perspective, they were enjoying a first-class life style—living in a two story home with a white picket fence and a dog in the backyard. Come hell or high water, he made sure she had plenty of money to spend on pampering herself—manicures, pedicures, and spa treatments. Satisfied with their life together, she used to smile all the time. But over the past two years, she smiled less and less.




  “I’ve worked my fingers to the bone for us,” Jeremy said. “To make our lives better.”




  “To make your life better, not mine.”




  “Drop it.”




  “Can’t take the truth, can you?”




  “I’ve been a good husband, a good provider.”




  “Yes, that’s true. But…but I still don’t have you.”




  Jeremy looked away from her, realizing she had a valid point. He sat at his desk, night after night, taking notes on the important aspects of the human psyche. Each night, he studied until one or two in the morning, always interested in learning new psychological ideas and concepts. He found all of the textbooks interesting. Over the years, everything he’d read kept his mind sharp in all areas of psychology.




  “I’ll make it up to you,” Jeremy said. “But I’ve got to figure something out first.”




  “It’s got to do with the phone call, doesn’t it?”




  “Well, I guess you could say—”




  “Get to the point.”




  Jeremy thought about his conversation with Detective David Bradley. Earlier this morning, Adam Smith, who suffered from pancreatic cancer, was found murdered in the woods. The murderer bound his arms and legs with rope and cut his throat to the bone—a cut so clean and powerful that only the spinal column kept the head attached to the body.




  “I’m afraid I’ve got bad news,” Jeremy said. “It was Detective Bradley on the phone.”




  “Oh, no.” Christine threw up her hands. “Anyone but him.”




  “Before you jump to conclusions, please hear me out.”




  “No. I don’t want to hear anymore about it.”




  “There’s extenuating circumstances here. Things you don’t understand.”




  “Irrelevant.”




  “Stop being so pigheaded.”




  “We both agreed that he’d never call this house again.”




  Sighing, Jeremy realized he couldn’t reason with her. She hated Detective Bradley for interfering in their lives. A few years ago, when he helped the detective solve a murder investigation, things didn’t go as planned. He knew she was still upset at him, that she still blamed him for what happened to her. Knowing her, he feared she wouldn’t let it go, at least not for a long, long time.




  “You’re right,” Jeremy said. “I broke my promise to you.”




  “Can’t count on you anymore.”




  “I’ve always been there for you.”




  “Your needs come first, not mine. It’s always been that way.”




  “I love you.”




  “Actions speak louder than words.”




  “I’m standing here, aren’t I? I’m trying to work things out.”




  “No, you’re not. You’re thinking about your conversation with the detective.”




  Jeremy knew his wife was right. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop thinking about the murder case. Who would kill someone who had pancreatic cancer? Sometimes, the world could be a dark, cold place. He intended to construct the killer’s psychological profile for the detective. Armed with this information, he believed the detective stood a much better chance at catching the killer.




  “If it wasn’t serious,” Jeremy said, “Detective Bradley wouldn’t have contacted me.”




  “Whenever it concerns the detective, it’s always bad news.”




  “Earlier this morning, he found a man murdered in the woods.”




  “It doesn’t concern us.”




  “Someone dumped his body in the woods. Bound and gagged. With his throat slit.”




  “It’s terrible.”




  Jeremy saw her eyes and the pain in them. At the thought of death, he knew she was thinking about her father. He had suffered from Huntington’s disease—a genetic sickness that affects the brain, causing involuntary movements, severe emotional disturbance, and cognitive decline. He remembered how much it bothered her, seeing her father lying inside the black coffin, his head resting on the cream pillow. Sighing, he knew she couldn’t stop thinking about his pale, bloodless face.




  “Come over here,” Jeremy said. “And sit next to me.”




  “No. I’m fine right here.”




  “Come on, honey. It’ll make you feel better.”




  “Stop coddling me.”




  “To make matters worse, the victim had pancreatic cancer.”




  “Oh, that’s awful.”




  Jeremy watched the color fading from her cheeks, giving her face a cold, lifeless appearance. Reaching up, he grabbed her hand and squeezed it. He hated to see her in so much pain. Deep down inside, he loved her more than life itself. He knew they were going through a difficult time in their marriage. In time, he believed everything would work out between them. After all, nothing was stronger than the power of love, at least that’s what he had read in the textbooks.




  “Detective Bradley needs my help,” Jeremy said. “The investigation is at a standstill.”




  “You stopped helping the police two years ago.”




  “I’ve had a change of heart.”




  “You’re content being a psychology professor.”




  “It’s the sixth murder in two months. All the victims suffered from incurable diseases.”




  “Let the detective get someone else to help him.”




  “There’s no one else.”




  “The detective’s got a whole police force at his disposal.”




  Over the years, Jeremy developed an exceptional ability to understand people. In fact, whenever someone had a problem, he was the first person they called for help. Within a matter of minutes, he got them to identify their problems, share their emotions, and develop a plan to resolve their issues. Content with helping people, he loved the field of psychology.




  “I’m still the best man for the job,” Jeremy said. “Gifted at understanding people.”




  “You’ve got obligations. All your students are depending on you.”




  “I’m a good juggler. At least that’s what you used to tell me.”




  “That was a long, long time ago.”




  “I’m still the same person. Nothing has changed.”




  “From your perspective, not mine. Nothing is the same anymore.”




  “I’m going to construct the killer’s psychological profile.”




  “Remember what happened last time?”




  “I’ll never forget it.”




  “It was your fault, not mine. And things will never be the same between us.”




  Jeremy thought about the last time he helped the detective solve a murder investigation. Several years ago, the night stalker had terrorized the residents of Castle Creek Bay, a small town only miles south of Atlanta, Georgia. The night stalker traveled from bar to bar, searching for a woman to victimize. When he found his victim, he followed her home. Once she opened the front door, he would burst into her home and strangle her to death.




  “That was a long time ago,” Jeremy said. “Almost three years now.”




  “No, it wasn’t. More like two years.”




  “A lot of good came from it, though. It made you a stronger person.”




  “No, it didn’t. Still have nightmares over it.”




  “You’re fine.”




  “No, I’m not. I’m scared it will happen to me again.”




  Jeremy clenched his hands into tight fists, upset at her for dwelling on the past. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop her from putting a guilt trip on him. She wouldn’t let him forget how much she had suffered that night. Still holding onto resentments, she never missed an opportunity to make him feel ashamed of himself. Aware their marriage was on the rocks, he made sure she saw the best psychiatrist available, one who specialized in helping women who suffered from traumatic experiences. But even after years of counseling, their relationship still wasn’t any better today than it was a few years ago. Sighing, he took a deep breath and then counted to ten. He was sick and tired of her pushing his buttons. To say the least, he felt like he was fighting a losing battle.




  “But we put him behind bars,” Jeremy said. “Think about how many lives we saved.”




  “What about my life? Ever think about how it damaged me?”




  “It broke my heart, too.”




  “Your pain pales in comparison to mine.”




  “I made sure you saw the best psychiatrist available.”




  “Made you feel better, didn’t it?”




  “Well, I’m a loving and devoted husband.”




  “It suited your own self-interest. Made it easier for you to live with me, that’s all.”




  Gritting his teeth, Jeremy wished she would drop it. She wouldn’t stop rehashing the past, regardless of how many times he apologized to her. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t calm her down. She kept droning on and on, letting her anger get the better part of her. Holding onto resentments, he knew she wouldn’t stop lashing out at him, trying to make him feel like he was a terrible husband. Sighing, he feared she may be right. When it came right down to it, he wasn’t able to protect her from the night stalker.




  “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this,” Jeremy said. “Not in the right frame of mind.”




  “Never should have helped the detective. Big mistake. It ruined our marriage.”




  “There was a murderer on the loose. No one felt safe in this town.”




  “Who knows that better than me?”




  “Stop rubbing it in my face.”




  “You shouldn’t have been so careless.”




  Jeremy hated to admit it, but she had a valid point. When he and Detective Bradley confronted the suspect about the murders in the town, he should have known that things were going from bad to worse. The suspect, showing no remorse for the women who had been murdered, admitted he couldn’t provide them with an alibi for the nights in question. To make matters worse, the suspect told them he hoped they wouldn’t catch the cold-blooded killer.




  “Look on the bright side,” Jeremy said. “You’re fine now.”




  “No, I’m not.”




  “You’re a better person, a stronger person.”




  “No, I’m not.”




  “Not according to the psychiatrist.”




  “It’s psychobabble. It’s just a bunch of nonsense.”




  Jeremy knew the conversation was spiraling out of control. He could see it in her eyes—a deep sense of disappointment in him. Sighing, he felt like he had failed to be a good husband. Even worse, he realized their relationship may be irreconcilable. The damn lump in the back of his throat made it hard for him to swallow. Despite how angry she was at him, he was still in love with her. Right now, more than anything else in his life, he wanted things to work out between them.




  “Things can get better between us,” Jeremy said. “Stranger things have happened.”




  “Don’t keep your fingers crossed.”




  “You’ve got to let it go. Not rocket science.”




  “Not going to happen.”




  “I’ve apologized to you. Over and over again. I don’t know what else to do.”




  “Some bridges can’t be fixed.”




  Realizing she was right, Jeremy looked away from her, wishing he would have handled things differently in the past. Convinced the suspect was the night stalker, he had failed to act on his knowledge and understanding of the human psyche. Long before the suspect admitted he had murdered the women in the town, he should have instructed the detective to handcuff him and take him downtown. Instead of the detective making an arrest that afternoon, the night stalker burst out of his home and disappeared into the woods.




  “You saved people’s lives,” Jeremy said. “Because of you he’s going to be executed.”




  “At what cost?”




  “Time heals all wounds.”




  “No, it doesn’t. It’s a stupid cliché.”




  “Everyone in this town looks up to you.”




  “No, they don’t. They’re just happy it didn’t happen to them, that’s all.”




  “I kept all of their sympathy cards in the kitchen drawer.”




  “I’ve heard them on the streets, whispering, pointing, and snickering at me.”




  “It’s all in your mind.”




  “Skip the fifty cent psychoanalysis, will you?”




  “Everyone in this town wants you to get better, that’s all.”




  “It was the worst night of my life.” She burst into tears. “And you let it happen to me.”




  Jeremy shifted in his seat, suddenly uncomfortable. He wouldn’t wish what had happened to her on his worst enemy. After eluding the police for several days, the night stalker surfaced again, this time determined to get even with him and the detective for hunting him down. Seeking revenge, he broke into Jeremy’s home and raped his wife.




  “Stop dwelling on it,” Jeremy said. “It’s over and done with.”




  “I’ll never be the same.”




  “You’re still the same woman I fell in love with.”




  “That’s not how you felt about me then. Not when it was growing inside me.”




  “Not this again.”




  “I carried it inside of me for a long, long time.”




  “Drop it.”




  “It’s all I think about. Day and night. I can’t get it off my mind.”




  Realizing he probably couldn’t savage their relationship, Jeremy’s eyes filled with tears. Shaking his head, he blamed himself for not putting an end to the night stalker’s reign of terror. Overwhelmed with guilt and shame, he felt like a failure, both as a husband and as a human being. He buried himself in his work, teaching extra courses at the university. He dreaded coming home at night, scared he would say something that would push her over the edge. Uncomfortable to spend time alone with her, he delved into his textbooks, memorizing useless facts and figures. Unless a miracle happened, he feared a divorce was eminent.




  “We took care of it, didn’t we?” Jeremy asked. “Me and you?”




  “No.”




  “I never left your side. Not for one second.”




  “I had the abortion, not you. And don’t you ever forget it.”




  Jeremy felt his throat tighten, the tears running down his face. Her words stung him to the core, as if someone had ripped his heart out. Over the last few years, he’d done everything in his power to help her. Despite his best attempts, he still couldn’t stop their marriage from falling apart. He was a well-respected psychology professor, but tangled in a web of intense emotions, he couldn’t even get his own house in order. At this point, he believed he’d exhausted all possible avenues. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get her to forgive him. Perhaps it was time for him to throw in the towel, too. Unable to cope with what happened to her, she had checked out of the relationship a long time ago, leaving him to pick up the pieces and try to put them back together. He didn’t want to go through this for another minute, let alone spend the rest of his life arguing with her.




  “I can’t hear this again,” Jeremy said, walking to the front door. “I can’t take it anymore.”




  “I’ll never get over it. Hear me. Not ever.”




  “I’m going to help the detective catch the killer.”




  “If you leave this house, don’t ever come back.”




  “I’ll be back later, in time for dinner. Don’t eat without me.”




  “We’ll never see each other again.”




  “Don’t be ridiculous.”




  “If you walk out the front door, I’ll change the locks.”




  Jeremy pulled the front door shut behind him and locked it. He stood on the front porch for a long moment, his head bowed low, his shoulders slouched forward. Sighing, he felt the weight of the word pressing down on his shoulders. Straight ahead of him, parked in front of his house, he saw the detective’s black and white police car.




  Chapter 2




  Jim Jones lay in the hospital bed, tears running down his face. For the last several months, his illness had been progressing, weakening his resolve to live. His lungs were getting worse, making it harder for him to breathe. Confused, he prayed to his creator, begging for a divine healing, though he feared his plea fell on deaf ears. He didn’t want to be sick anymore, just like millions of other people who were suffering from an incurable disease. Weak and discouraged, he lay in the hospital bed, his mouth open, sucking in shallow, raspy breaths.




  Jim heard someone open the door. Dr. Michael Crane, a brilliant surgeon at Lincoln Memorial Hospital, walked into the room. He had rugged good looks, with broad shoulders, high-set cheek bones, and piercing blue-gray eyes. His thick brown hair was parted on the side and flecked with gray, particularly around the temples.




  “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” Jim asked. “I can feel it.”




  “Yes.”




  “It’s not about the experimental drug, is it?”




  “I’m afraid so.”




  “It’s working, isn’t it?”




  “No. It’s not what the blood test reveals.”




  “But you said it would cure me, Doctor. Gave me your word.”




  “Can’t benefit from taking Neurotropein. Unfortunately, you’re immune to it.”




  Shocked to hear the bad news, Jim felt his eyes filling with tears. It was the last thing he expected to hear from the doctor, especially after the doctor informed him only a small percentage of people were immune to the experimental drug. In fact, the doctor went to great length to ease his mind, to tell him he didn’t have a thing to worry about it.




  “No, I’m not,” Jim said. “There must be some mistake.”




  “I’m afraid it hasn’t helped your lung cancer. And it never will.”




  “I just started taking it. Need to give it more time.”




  “Don’t second guess me. Don’t tell me how to do my job.”




  “Well, I just thought—”




  “Well, you thought wrong. I’m the doctor, not you. End of discussion.”




  Jim couldn’t believe his ears. The experimental drug, hailed as the greatest scientific discovery of all time, wasn’t going to cure him. He didn’t want to suffer anymore, to take smaller and smaller breaths until he suffocated to death. It had to be working, healing his lungs, making him strong and healthy. After all, his life depended on it.




  “Got a terrible bedside manner,” Jim said. “Rude, arrogant, and condescending.”




  “Get paid to give people the facts, not offer them a cold shoulder to cry on.”




  “Increase my dosage, Doctor. I want to take more of it.”




  “No. It won’t make any difference.”




  “Double my dosage anyway. Let’s see what happens.”




  “For the last time, don’t bring it up again.”




  Anger flashed in Jim’s eyes. The doctor’s incompetency sent his blood pressure through the roof. Not only was the so-called miracle drug supposed to cure him, but it was also supposed to enhance his memory, sensory perception, and concentration. What a load of crap, he thought. The doctor was a quack, someone who took advantage of the sick and suffering. He was the worst type of person imaginable—a bottom feeder, a slime-ball, a scum-bag.




  “Better make good on your promises,” Jim said. “I know some bad people.”




  “Stop threatening me.”




  “Well, I was in and out of prison my whole life.”




  “More like one time. And that was a long time ago, when you were twenty-two years old.”




  “Still made friends with some rough people, though. Ex-convicts. Really bad people.”




  “We did an extensive background check on you. Part of the screening process.”




  Jim knew the doctor had him at a disadvantage, not sure if he was telling the truth or lying to him. Every hospital he had been admitted to, the doctors always seemed to have the upper hand. Sighing, he closed his eyes, realizing he was on the doctor’s turf. Backed into a corner, he intended to find out how much the doctor knew about his past.




  “Checked out my background, huh?” Jim asked. “To take the experimental drug?”




  “It’s standard hospital procedure. Something everyone has to go through.”




  “It’s an invasion of my privacy, if you ask me. And I don’t appreciate it.”




  “Your feelings are irrelevant.”




  “Don’t keep me in suspense, Doctor. Tell me what you know about my past.”




  “In prison, you were afraid of your own shadow.”




  “No, I wasn’t. I was the boss in there, Doctor. The one who pushed everyone around.”




  “Not according to your case file.”




  “Oh.”




  “The prisoners raped you in the shower, didn’t they?”




  Unfortunately, the doctor knew that he had been the laughing stock in prison. Against his will, the prisoners had gang-raped him in the shower. Even so, he still needed to stay on the doctor’s good side, no matter how much he had humiliated him. He didn’t have a choice in the matter, the cancer spreading through his lungs like wild fire, making it harder for him to breathe. It was just a matter of time before he died. At this point, he struggled not to lose all hope. Weak and discouraged, he lay in the hospital bed, his mouth open, sucking in shallow, raspy breaths.




  “It’s getting harder for me to breathe,” Jim said. “Might not make it through the night.”




  “Probably won’t.”




  “Don’t give up on me, Doctor. I still need your help.”




  “Everyone’s got a number.”




  “But I’m too young to die. Only forty-two years old. Most people live longer.”




  “You’ve got to accept it.” Dr. Crane rolled his eyes. “No one can live forever.”




  Jim felt a sharp pain in his chest. Moaning, he gripped the sides of the bed. He felt something heavy in his lungs, thick yellow mucus. It hindered his breathing, making it extremely painful for him to take a breath. Closing his eyes, he felt lightheaded, as if the room was spinning around him. Gasping for breath, barely able to get any air at all, he curled into the fetal position. With his knees pulled to his chest, he threw up on the white sheets—a slimy mixture of blood and mucus.




  “Let’s try another experimental drug,” Jim said. “One that may get me better.”




  “No. It’s a waste of time.”




  “But I’ve only tried one experimental drug. So there’s got to be a lot more.”




  “I’m afraid I’ve got a busy schedule today.”




  “Let’s do it tomorrow, first thing in the morning.”




  “It’s a shame, isn’t it? That you’re immune to Neurotropein?”




  “Yes.”




  “I thought it was going to cure you. Most people aren’t immune to it.”




  Jim tried to keep his spirits up, but his mind turned to the dark side of his imagination, where he pictured himself lying inside a black coffin. He hugged himself, shivering at the negative images, all his family members and friends paying their last respects. He saw it in their face—the loss, the sorrow, the heartache. Clenching his hands into fists, he had to convince the doctor to help him one more time. Without him on his side, he didn’t stand a chance.




  “Stop dwelling over the past,” Jim said. “And let’s move forward with my treatment.”




  “Nothing’s better than Neurotropein. It’s a miracle drug.”




  “It didn’t do anything for me, except give me a pounding headache.”




  “Well, you’re going to die. Plain and simple. So we’ve got nothing more to talk about.”




  “Don’t give up on me, Doctor. You’re my last hope.”




  “You’ve got to take it like a man, not like a little baby.”




  Jim turned over on his back and, with great effort, sat up in bed. Taking in as much air as possible, he swung his thin legs over the side of the bed. Now, more than ever, he felt alone. He needed to remain calm; his heart was beating faster in his chest, making it harder for him to breathe.




  “Help me get out of bed,” Jim said. “Too weak to do it on my own.”




  “Not this again.”




  “Help me to the bathroom.”




  “My shift is almost over. Besides, I’ve got other patients to see.”




  “Well, you’re here with me now. So you’ve got an obligation to help me.”




  “I’ve got to devote my attention to my patients who are going to get better.”




  Jim was sick and tired of dealing with the doctor’s cold and arrogant attitude. As far as he was concerned, he shouldn’t even be a doctor, let alone practicing medicine at one of the most prestigious institutions in the country. Never in his life had he been in such a precarious situation. For some reason, he wasn’t allowed to consult with any other doctors at the hospital. All his attempts to get a second opinion were denied. Sighing, he realized he had to play his cards right. Unless he could convince the doctor to see things his way, he didn’t stand a chance at receiving another experimental drug. If this turned out to be the case, he knew it would only be a matter of time before he would meet his maker. Regardless of the doctor’s poor bedside manner, he had to remain calm and keep his wits about him. He couldn’t afford to let his anger get the best of him.




  “The patient always comes first,” Jim said. “It’s the right thing to do.”




  “I don’t get paid overtime to treat you. Besides, I’ve got other patients to see.”




  “Well, my well-being should be your first priority. Not how much money you get paid.”




  “Sorry to burst your ego. But that’s not how it is around here.”




  “Send a manager in here.”




  “No.”




  “Forget it. I don’t need your help. I’ll get out of bed myself.”




  “Now, that sounds like music to my ears.”




  Jim stood on the floor, his knees wobbling, his arms outstretched. He staggered across the hospital room, his thin legs almost giving out, but he refused to turn back. Stumbling into the bathroom, he caught a quick glimpse of himself in the mirror. He was in his early forties, with dark skin, thin lips, and greasy black hair. His eyes were cold and dark, reflecting years of pain and suffering. He collapsed to his knees, his hands gripping the sides of the toilet bowl, heaving up blood and mucus.




  “Feel a little better,” Jim said. “Cleared my lungs a little bit.”




  “Not going to last. Only going to prolong the inevitable.”




  “Every second is precious to me, Doctor. I’m going to fight to stay alive.”




  “Nothing good will come from it.”




  “Can’t expect me to give up.”




  “Other people need this hospital room. Patients who are really sick.”




  “No one needs it more than me.”




  “On the contrary, patients who are going to get better need it more than you.”




  “You shouldn’t be a doctor. Not concerned for my well being.




  “Like it or not, you’re wasting valuable space in this hospital.”




  “You’re a disgrace to your profession.”




  “Doesn’t change your predicament, does it?”




  In the midst of gagging, of tasting blood and mucus in his mouth, Jim thought about his wife. How will she cope with my death? he wondered. How will she live without me? Looking down at the ground, he felt tears running down his cheeks.




  “Don’t want to go out like this,” Jim said. “Cold, scared, and alone. I need help.”




  “I’ve decided to help you.”




  “Oh?”




  “It’s going to benefit society, too. Make it a better place to live in.”




  A confused expression crossed Jim’s face. The doctor talked out of both sides of his mouth, one side the truth, the other lies. At this point, he didn’t know what to believe anymore. It was just another thing he hated about doctors, their inability to give people straight answers.




  “Get to the point,” Jim said, gritting his teeth. “Stop talking in riddles.”




  “You’re immune to Neurotropein. So you can’t become one of us.”




  “One of what?”




  “We’re an elite group of people.”




  Jim saw the doctor remove a razor-sharp scalpel from his white coat pocket. Shocked, he just sat there, his mouth open, every muscle in his body tense. What was the doctor going to do to him? A cold chill inched up the back of his spine, causing him to shiver.




  “I... I just want to get better,” Jim said. “Not interested in anything else.”




  “Neurotropein makes people superior. Healthier, stronger, and smarter.”




  “But I’m immune to it. It doesn’t work on me.”




  “It’s a shame.”




  “Stay away from me.”




  “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”




  “Get another doctor in here. Right now.”




  “No, it’s over. No more doctors. No more complaints. No more treatments.”




  The doctor attacked him, one hand grabbing his hair, the other hand pressing the razor-sharp scalpel beneath his chin. Jim felt a terrible pain in his throat as warm blood gushed down his chest. Breathless and wheezing, he fell forward, onto the tiled floor. Moments later, he stopped breathing.




  Chapter 3




  Detective David Bradley pressed down on the accelerator, anxious to get to the crime scene, hoping to get there before the storm. Dark thunderclouds, though, had already gathered in the sky, threatening to unleash one of the most severe thunderstorms in years. Lightning flashed and then flashed again. In the distance, large, jagged shadows darkened the landscape.




  Detective Bradley rolled up the window, irritated at the weather. He gritted his teeth, concerned that the storm may interfere with their murder investigation. With each passing moment, the sky grew darker and darker. The rain would destroy critical evidence, making it impossible for him to catch and prosecute the killer. The detective gripped the steering wheel, his jaw clenched, his knuckles turning white.




  “It’s going to storm,” Detective Bradley said. “Black clouds everywhere.”




  “Might blow over,” Jeremy said. “Time will tell.”




  “No, it won’t. It’s going to ruin everything. Wash away all the evidence.”




  “There’s still going to be clues left behind, no matter how much it rains.”




  Over the years, Detective Bradley had investigated thousands of crime scenes. It was important to secure the area, protect it from becoming contaminated, and go through the evidence with a fine-tooth comb. Since environmental conditions couldn’t be controlled, this was much harder to accomplish when the crime scene was outside.




  “Might be hard to construct the killer’s psychological profile,” Detective Bradley said.




  “Not worried about it.”




  “Might stand at the crime scene, looking down at the victim. Baffled and confused.”




  “Not true. Once I’m there, I’ll learn a lot about the killer.”




  “Not if there’s a torrential downpour.”




  “Focus on your job, Detective. Not mine.”




  Detective Bradley glanced at Jeremy, appraising his characteristics. He was a tall and physically fit man with high cheekbones, a neatly trimmed beard, brown hair, and intelligent probing eyes. To his credit, he’d been a psychology professor for twenty years. However, when it came to investigating crime scenes, he lacked experience. He was still wet behind the ears, not trained to spot important clues that would lead to an arrest.




  “The evidence is important, too,” Detective Bradley said. “Part of catching the killer.”




  “It doesn’t concern me. The skin, the hair, the fingerprints…”




  “Meaning?”




  “Need to examine the victim.”




  “Obviously.”




  “I mean, the rope, the bruises, the cut on the throat, things like that.”




  “Might as well learn how to process a crime scene, too.”




  “Only interested in the killer’s mind. His thoughts, his emotions, his intentions.”




  “Should learn about police procedures, too.”




  “Don’t tell me what to do, Detective. Not looking to change careers.”




  “Don’t have to get so uptight about it.”




  “I’m a psychology professor, not a detective. And I intend to keep it that way.”




  Upset and irritated, Detective Bradley pressed down on the accelerator. The police car sped along a straightaway, passing tall trees that stretched alongside the highway. Straight ahead, as far as the detective could see, more dark thunderclouds formed in the sky and pressed closer toward the earth. The detective tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his biceps bulging.




  “How’s your wife doing?” Detective Bradley asked.




  “Leave her out of this.”




  “I mean, how does she feel about you helping me again?”




  “It’s not important.”




  “I’m just making small talk, that’s all.”




  “Well, to be honest with you, it’s none of your business.”




  Over the past two years, Detective Bradley had spent a great deal of time thinking about Jeremy’s wife. Before the night stalker had assaulted her, he spent most of his weekends at their home. However, in an instant, their relationship changed for the worse. He used to be best friends with them, always spending time together, but they stopped associating with him. He hadn’t visited them in two years, even though he lived fewer than five miles away from their home. Even worse, he never talked to them on the phone, not even on holidays or birthdays. Like it or not, they had wiped him out of his life. Even though he knew Christine’s tragedy wasn’t his fault, he couldn’t stop blaming himself. He shouldn’t have let the night stalker get away.




  “I’ve missed our friendship,” Detective Bradley said. “You were like family to me.”




  “Even brothers and sisters drift apart.”




  “Still doesn’t make it right, does it?”




  “Christine had a nervous breakdown. Part of her died that night.”




  “I’ve never stopped thinking about her.”




  “Sometimes, bad things happen to good people.”




  The detective took a deep breath, trying to make sense out of everything. From the first time he’d met Christine, he felt like they shared a special connection. As time passed, he thought about her all the time. Smitten with her, he caught himself wishing he was married to her. Before he realized it, he had fallen in love with her. Caught between a rock and a hard place, he couldn’t let Jeremy know how he felt about his wife. He felt like he was a terrible person, not because of his love for Christine, but because he felt like he had betrayed his best friend.




  “Shouldn’t have let the night stalker get away,” Detective Bradley said.




  “I blame myself, too.”




  “Things usually work out in the long run.”




  “It’s been a long haul. One marathon after another. I’m exhausted.”




  “Christine will come around in time.”




  “Relationships are complicated. Sometimes, people can’t work things out.”




  “Perhaps we should all hang out again. Start off slow. Perhaps have a cup of coffee.”




  “Not a good idea.”




  “Let’s give it a try and see what happens.”




  “Just give me the details, will you? The victims age, height, weight…”




  Lightening slashed through the dark clouds and the resulting crash of thunder brought fourth heavy rainfall. The rain pelted the police car’s windshield, making it difficult for Detective Bradley to see the highway clearly. The detective switched on the windshield wipers and headlights. Lightning slashed through the dark clouds again, this time followed by two tremendous claps of thunder. Leaning his head over the steering wheel, the detective maneuvered the police car around a sharp bend in the highway. Lightning flashed and then flashed again.




  “He was a sick man,” Detective Bradley said. “Suffered from pancreatic cancer.”




  “Already told me that over the phone.”




  “Interested in hearing my thoughts? On what type of person preys on the terminally ill?”




  “No, not at all.”




  “Might help you construct the killer’s psychological profile.”




  “Spare me the details, Detective. And give me the cold, hard facts.”




  Detective Bradley saw a rabbit dash into the middle of the highway. He slammed on the brakes. The police car slid across the wet blacktop. Spinning the steering wheel from side to side, the detective swept the police car out of the fishtail. Sighing, he was relieved he didn’t run over the rabbit. Racing through the wind and rain, the detective tapped his foot on the brakes slowly, until he could see the road and trees clearly.




  “See what you made me do,” Detective Bradley said. “Almost killed us.”




  “You’re the one driving, not me.”




  “I’ve got tons of experience at investigating crime scenes.”




  “Not arguing with you.”




  “Stop challenging me all the time.”




  “I’m not.”




  “Stop competing with me.”




  “You requested my help, Detective. Not the other way around.”




  Detective Bradley knew his remarks were out of line, his personal feelings clouding his judgment. Less than a month ago, his father had passed away from bone cancer. It was the hardest thing that he’d ever done in his life—attending his funeral. This murder investigation hit a little too close to home for comfort. The detective intended to settle the score, making sure the killer didn’t get another chance to prey upon any more weak and defenseless people. He wanted to catch the killer, lock him up, and throw away the key.




  “Sorry for attacking you,” Detective Bradley said. “Really upset over this case.”




  “Just keep your eyes on the road, will you? The roads are wet and slippery.”




  “I’ve got everything under control now. No need to worry. Sit back and relax.”




  “It’s easier said than done.”




  “I’m upset over burying my father, that’s all. His death hit me hard.”




  “Lincoln Memorial Hospital is just up the street from here. Ten miles, I think.”




  “There’s no reason for us to go there.”




  “The storm doesn’t let up, we’ll pull over there. Sit tight and wait for it to stop.”




  Detective Bradley had dedicated the last twenty years of his life to upholding the law, to chasing and apprehending dangerous criminals. The speed with which he investigated crime scenes, analyzed the clues, and established a list of suspects was critical in his line of work. To save lives, he had to be able to put the criminals behind bars as soon as possible.




  “We’ll be successful,” Detective Bradley said. “Even in the pouring down rain.”




  “Just stick to your job, Detective. And let me concentrate on mine.”




  “Fair enough.”




  “I want to hurry up and get back to my wife.”




  “I hope she gets better. Please let her know I’ve been thinking about her.”




  “Give me the details. The victims age, height, weight...”




  A brilliant bolt of lightning exploded across the dark sky. The subsequent crash of thunder was so loud that it seemed to shake the police cruiser. The wind gusted, whipping the tall trees alongside the highway, sending leaves twisting into the dark sky.




  “The rain isn’t going to let up,” Detective Bradley said. “At least not anytime soon.”




  “Stay focused, Detective. Or take me back home.”




  “All right, all right. Thirty-eight, five six, one hundred and fifty-five pounds.”




  “His ethnic background?”




  “It’s another thing that bothers me about this case.”




  “I’m not a mind reader, Detective. Put your cards on the table.”




  “He was an immigrant.”




  “Cases like these are hard to investigate. Let alone solve.”




  Detective Bradley knew he possessed all the character traits needed to be an outstanding investigator—determination, perseverance, and endurance. But much to his dismay, he didn’t have any leads to go on—no fingerprints, no witnesses, no motives. The detective sighed, realizing he still needed to do a lot more footwork.




  “We’ve got our work cut out for us,” Detective Bradley said. “Not going to be easy.”




  “Tell me everything else you know about the victim.”




  “He snuck across the border. Four months ago. Alone. No known family, wife, or kids.”




  “Everyone’s got someone they’re close to, though. Only human nature to form bonds.”




  “Not according to his neighbors. Preferred to keep his distance. He was a loner.”




  “Employment?”




  “Worked as a handyman. Odd jobs. Cash money. Under the table.”




  “Must have been in and out of the hospital, having his pancreatic cancer treated.”




  Detective Bradley swept the police car around a bend in the highway and onto another long, flat straight away. Frowning, the detective realized he knew very little about the victim. According to his neighbors, he had snuck across the border four months ago, seeking medical attention for his pancreatic cancer. The detective had contacted all the hospitals in the area, hoping to find out where he’d been treated, but no one had a record of him being admitted there.




  “No hospitals have a record of him,” Detective Bradley said. “It’s like he doesn’t exist.”




  “Someone’s gone to great lengths to hide his identity.”




  “Meaning?”




  “In the past two months, six people have been murdered.”




  “It’s starting to sound a little bit crazy. Like a conspiracy theory.”




  “All six people were terminally ill. All their medical files gone, erased.”




  “But the medical field is supposed to help people, not erase their medical records.”




  “Perhaps something’s happening at one of these hospitals. Something dark and sinister.”




  Detective Bradley sat straight up in the seat, shocked. An old woman, standing less than forty feet from them, stood in the middle of the highway. Terrified of running her over, the detective slammed on the brakes. The police car slid across the wet highway again, this time spinning out of control. Its rear axle made a terrible noise—a grinding, a rattling, and a teeth-gritting rasp. After sliding for more than twenty-feet, the tires finally caught traction, bringing the vehicle to a stop.




  Detective Bradley breathed a deep sigh of relief, thankful to see that the old woman was still standing in the middle of the highway. She stood several feet in front of them, her hands on her hips, a blank expression on her face. Upset at her for endangering their lives, the detective felt his blood pressure rising. He opened the car door and, with both hands clenched into tight fists, ran to her.




  “What are you doing out here?” Detective Bradley asked.




  “Doesn’t concern you,” the old women said. “None of your business.”




  “I’ve made it my business, lady. So you’d better answer me.”




  “I’m lost.”




  “Come back to the police car with me. Right this second.”




  “Not until I get another bottle of booze.”




  The old woman turned sideways, staring over the detective’s shoulder, as if she was waiting for someone to walk out of the woods. She had a thin face, long gray hair, and dark eyes that revealed nothing. With the rain beating down on his face, the detective felt himself becoming more and more impatient. He reached forward and grabbed the old woman’s arm.




  “Stop resisting me,” Detective Bradley said. “Or I’ll put the handcuffs on you.”




  “It’s going to happen any second now.”




  “What?”




  “There’s nothing you can do to prevent it. Not prepared. It’s out of your hands.”




  “Stop talking in circles, lady. And spit it out.”




  “He’s going to become a different person. Someone you won’t recognize.”




  Detective Bradley thought she was mentally ill, a sick woman who was out of touch with reality. Two extended, overlapping bolts of lightning flared across the dark sky. The subsequent crashes of thunder boomed so loudly the detective feared for their lives. Between the intermediate bursts of thunder, the detective thought he heard something. Spinning around, he saw a man standing next to the police car.




  “Don’t move,” Detective Bradley said, drawing his gun. “Stay right where you are.”




  “Take it easy,” the man said. “No reason to get upset. I mean, I’m unarmed.”




  “Put your hands over your head. Nice and easy. No fast movements.”




  “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”




  Detective Bradley saw the man slam his elbow against the passenger-side window, causing tiny hairline fractures to form in the glass. He struck it again, this time much harder. The window shattered, sending jagged pieces of glass onto the highway. He reached into the police car and grabbed Jeremy’s throat. Smiling, he shoved a needle into his neck and injected something into his blood stream. He stepped away from the police car, grinning.




  “Leave him alone,” Detective Bradley said, firing a warning shot into the air.




  “All right,” the man said. “Calm down.”




  “If you go near him again, I’ll fire a round into your chest.”




  “No reason to. It’s done.”




  “Put your hands over your head. Nice and easy. And walk over to me.”




  The man stepped away from the police car, but, faster than Detective Bradley had ever seen anyone move, dashed into the dark woods. The detective ran after him, determined to catch him. Weaving through the dense pines, the detective tripped over his feet and fell to the ground. By the time he stood up, the suspect was long gone.




  Hoping Jeremy was all right, the detective ran back to the police car. He whipped open the car door, and saw him sitting across from him, unconscious. Sliding across the front seat, the detective grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. He yelled his name, over and over again, but he couldn’t get him to respond.




  Detective Bradley glanced back at the highway, expecting to see the old woman standing there, but she had vanished, too. At that moment, the detective realized the old woman wasn’t drunk at all. In fact, it had been a rouse, a clever trap. She had lured him out of his police car, determined to give her partner an opportunity to harm Jeremy.




  Anxious to get his friend medical attention, Detective Bradley sped down the highway, heading toward Lincoln Memorial Hospital. He thought about what the old woman had said to him, how his friend was going to become a different person, how he was going to change into someone he wouldn’t recognize. Although he was rushing him to one of the most advanced medical facilities in the country, the detective suspected his friend was far from being out of danger.
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