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Chapter One
“And he believes that someone  

killed the patient?”

S
ara arrived at the hospital shortly after five a.m. She was greeted by 
several nurses and Doctor Brian Cantor. Tamara Jenkins’ body was 
under a blood-covered sheet. Angela Sparks, the head nurse, was 

typing information into a computer tablet while Sara spoke to Brian.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know, Sara. The patient tanked; it made no sense.”
Sara looked at Brian. “Why are you up here and not in the ER?”
“I was doing my rounds and checking patients when Jenkins went 

into arrest. I was the only physician on the floor, so I tried to revive her.”
“Angela, who’s the attending?”
“Doctor Beth Cantor.”
“Have you called her?”
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“She’s on her way in.”
Sara stood looking over the body. The machines had been turned 

off, and the room was quiet. Sara looked at Brian. “Why do you want 
an autopsy?”

“I think this is a wrongful death.”
“And what makes you think that?”
“Someone else was on this ward and I think in this room.”
“Not this again, Brian.”
“Sara, I saw someone here on the floor. I saw someone walking the 

corridors and just as the code was called on Jenkins, I saw them go out 
the stairwell doors right there.”

“Did you get a good look at the person?”
“No.”
“Did you see the person come out of this room?”
“No.”
“Then how the hell can you say that anyone was here and had 

anything to do with this patient’s death? Shit, Brian. Have you looked 
at the woman’s chart?”

“Yes. She had stage three melanoma that had metastasized to her 
lungs.”

“Brian, Beth operated on her this morning. She was here in ICU for 
a reason. There was little to no chance she was going to survive.”

Beth walked into the room and looked at everyone and asked, “When 
did Jenkins code out?”

Angela answered, “Around three-thirty.”
“Poor kid. Why is the body still in the room?”
“We tried to reach her family but were unable to get anyone on the 

line. Brian was on the floor when she coded, and he swears that he saw 
someone near the room just before she died.”

“Brian, not again.”
“Beth, there was someone on this floor. I didn’t imagine it, and 

they were heading down that stairwell outside this room when the code 
was called.”
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Beth had sleepy eyes and asked, “Why are you here, Sara?”
“Angela called me. Brian wants an autopsy. He thinks that the 

patient’s cause of death is not cancer or the complications of the 
same.”

“Come on, Brian. This poor kid has gone through hell over the past 
six weeks here in the hospital. Her cancer was out of control. I had her 
staged at three, but in reality, after the surgery yesterday, I was going to 
break it to her that it is stage four, and that there is nothing more I could 
do. I was going to send her to hospice.”

“That doesn’t explain her sudden death, Beth. Angela was in the 
room talking to her just minutes before. I understand that the patient was 
terminal, but you hadn’t told her that. It doesn’t make sense.”

“People die, Brian. You know that,” Sara said as she signed off on 
the chart. “You need to sign the death certificate, give a cause of death, 
and move on. There are no signs of foul play; the patient was terminal. 
There is no reason for an autopsy. She died in this hospital under our 
care. The death will go under review as all deaths do, but there is no 
reason to go any further with this case. Have the morgue techs come up 
and move the body and keep trying to contact her family.”

Sara walked out of the room followed by the nurses. Beth was 
standing next to the bed with Brian. “How many pills have you taken in 
the past twenty-four hours?”

“This has nothing to do with the pills.”
“Was it the same person you thought you saw last year?”
“I didn’t hallucinate, Beth. Someone was on this floor and in this 

room. At least draw some blood and give it to Mark Bench, and let him 
run a tox screen on it.”

“No, Brian. This is my patient. She’s dead. She’s going to the morgue, 
and you’re going back down to the ER. What time are you off?”

“Six. I think my relief is already in the building.”
“Go find whoever it is, make sure they can take your shift, and go 

home and get some sleep.”
Beth watched Brian leave the room and enter the stairwell. When he 
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was gone, she pulled the sheet down off of Tamara’s face and looked at 
her and shook her head. “I don’t know why I got into thoracic oncology. 
It’s the young ones that are always the most upsetting.”

Angela had come back into the room and heard Beth speaking, “It 
could be tougher. You could have gone into pediatric oncology. I worked 
the peds for several years until I just couldn’t handle it anymore. At least 
Tammy had some life. The kids are tough. They are just getting a start, 
then their lives end almost as quickly as they began. All the promise 
gone and nothing but mourning and heartache left in the wake of the 
ravages of cancer.”

John was swimming laps when Sara got back home. She grabbed a 
cup of coffee and a bagel then sat down on the patio and watched. He 
pulled himself up out of the water, and she threw him a towel.

“How did it go at the hospital?”
“Bad. We lost a young cancer patient this morning, but the doctor 

who tried to save her was convinced that there was someone on the ward 
and in the room just before the patient died.”

“Interesting.”
“Not as interesting as you might think. The doctor was Brian Cantor.”
“The guy who melted down last year? The doctor you saved from 

losing his license due to drug dependency?”
“Yes.”
“Do you think he’s using again?”
“I don’t think so. I sure as hell hope not. He has been through detox 

and has been in a pain management program at the hospital.”
“What’s his illness?”
“Advanced disc degeneration disease.”
“Is he fit to practice?”
“Yes. He’s a brilliant surgeon as is his sister. The dead patient was 

his sister’s patient. She had stage four metastatic melanoma. It was 
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throughout her whole body and had settled in her lungs. Brian happened 
to be doing rounds when she coded and swore someone was in her room 
before she died.”

John grabbed a bottle of water from a small fridge on the deck. 
“Well, it’s a big hospital. He could have seen someone, right?”

“I suppose, but he thinks the death is suspicious and wants an autopsy. 
I’m not going to call for an autopsy on a terminal patient, John. Brian 
is a general surgeon and a damn good one. He doesn’t lose patients like 
his sister does as an oncologist. He is passionate about his work, but I 
hope he isn’t slipping again. If he goes over the edge this time, I won’t 
be able to save him.”

“Well, this is your area, Sara, not mine. If you don’t think there was 
foul play, then leave it be. I would suggest, however, that you keep an 
eye on Doctor Cantor and perhaps drug test him. He is on staff, right?”

“Yes. I will talk to HR when I get in later and see what they think.” 
Sara stood up and removed her clothes and jumped into the pool. John 
was already nude, and Sara came to the surface and asked, “So, do you 
want to join me?”

“I’d rather take this to the bedroom. I just got out of the pool.”
Sara smiled and swam over to the ladder and climbed out. She 

smacked John on the rear with a towel and said, “I was hoping you 
would say that. We haven’t fucked in over a week.”

“My bad.”
“No. Our work keeps us apart, so let’s hit the bedroom before one or 

both of our phones goes off.”

Molly Harold was seated in her office at the hospital when Angela 
walked in. Molly was a middle-aged woman who was prematurely gray, 
a bit round for her five-foot two frame, and had clear green eyes and 
attractive features. She had been promoted to head nurse at Northridge 
four years ago by Sara, and she was known for being a fair but firm 
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person to work for.
“So, I hear you had an adventurous night.”
“Indeed. One of Doctor Cantor’s cancer patients died, and her 

brother Brian was on the floor when they called the code.”
“I know. I read the report. So, he thinks he saw someone again, huh?”
“Yep. It was like last year all over again, Molly. He wanted an 

autopsy and believed that someone had been in the patient’s room.”
“And he believes that someone killed the patient?”
“He didn’t come out and say that.”
“Did he have to? He wants an autopsy. You only ask for an autopsy 

if you feel there is foul play.”
“Yes, well, I didn’t see anyone and neither did the two other nurses 

on duty. Beth and Sara overrode his request, and he left a lot less happy.”
“He seems to have a problem with the death part of medicine. He’s 

a brilliant general surgeon, but when it comes to patient loss, he has a 
really hard time with it. Do you know if he’s one of those doctors who 
prays in the operating room?”

“I have no idea. He is passionate about saving lives. That’s all I 
know, and he went above and beyond to save this patient, even opening 
her up and performing heart massage to try and get her back.”

“Well, he needs to develop a thicker skin, or he is going to melt 
down like he did last year.”

“You tell that to him, Molly. Everyone in the room was talking about 
the fact that the patient was terminal and going to die. Beth said she 
had just changed her prognosis from stage three to four yesterday after 
surgery and was going to break the news to the patient today that she 
had only days or a few weeks to live. She was planning to discharge her 
to hospice.”

“Huh. Sounds like the patient lucked out and died a quick death as 
opposed to a slow and agonizing one.”

“That’s one way of looking at it. Here are the reports from last night. 
I’m off, and I’m going home to get some sleep.”

“Have a great day. I will see you when you come back on shift at 



Comforter • 76 • Chapter One

seven before I leave for the night.”
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Chapter Two
“See? Total peace.”

B
rian slipped into bed after taking a muscle relaxer and downing a 
couple shots of whiskey to help him sleep. It was ten after nine as he 
drifted off. The two-bedroom house that he owned in Granada Hills 

was a modest one for a doctor who made as good a living as he did. The 
back yard had a lap pool and hot tub and was impeccably manicured. 
His home was the same inside and out. His housekeeper, Irma Vasquez, 
arrived at ten and could hear Brian snoring in his bedroom, so she 
closed the French doors and began working in the laundry room. The 
house was well lit, and the maid had all of the doors and windows open 
except for those in Brian’s room, and she worked with a pair of earbuds 
in while listening to her favorite music. She was so occupied with her 
work that she didn’t notice the shadowy figure that walked through the 
living room from the back door and into Brian’s bedroom.
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Brian didn’t awaken when the person entered and shut the French 
doors. The gloved intruder had a small case and took out several syringes 
and bottles of medication. The unknown person wrapped a tourniquet 
around Brian’s arm, but he didn’t move. The person had a black lace 
headdress on like something you would wear to a funeral. The person 
filled two syringes then set a small IV line. The prick of the needle made 
Brian jump in his sleep, but he didn’t awaken. The person whispered, 
“From the smell of the booze on your breath, you really tied one on, 
Doctor Cantor.” The person made sure the tourniquet on Brian’s left 
arm was tight, and the lower part of his arm was turning blue when the 
two syringes of drug were administered. Once they were in, he was 
awakened by a light slap on the side of his face.

He roused lethargically and blinked several times to clear his eyes. 
He looked at the hooded person sitting next to him on the bed and asked, 
“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m here to give you peace, Doctor Cantor, eternal peace from the 
pain you are in.”

“What? Wait.” He looked over at his left arm spread out with the 
tourniquet on it. He tried to move his fingers, but his arm was completely 
numb. “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m the comforter, doctor. I take the pain away.”
“Wait. I saw you this morning at the hospital.”
“Yes, you did, and I can’t have a repeat of last year. Someone might 

believe you this time or believe that I’m moving in the halls of the 
hospital and helping to end suffering, and I can’t allow that to happen. 
I’m needed, doctor. I know you understand.”

“I don’t understand. Why are you here?”
“To end your suffering. As soon as I release this tourniquet, you will 

go right into cardiac arrest. Don’t worry. You won’t feel the pain. I have 
given you a nice natural undetectable sleep agent that will take hold of 
your central nervous system as your heart stops. No more pain from 
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your back, doctor. No more addiction or abuse, just eternal bliss.”
“I don’t want to die. Are you insane?”
“Good night, Brian. Have a wonderful voyage.”
Brian tried to yell, but once the tourniquet was removed his eyes 

widened, and he gasped two or three times then died.
“See? Total peace.”
The person got up and put the things in their bag and put an ear 

against the door and heard Brian’s housekeeper singing in Spanish at the 
far end of the house then slipped out of the bedroom and out the back 
door. This time, though, Irma caught the movement out of the corner of 
her eye, and she walked through the small kitchen to the living room 
and to the back door, but there was no one there. She walked into the 
yard, but no one was there either. She pulled her earbuds out as the side 
gate opened, and the gardener entered. Irma asked, “Did you see anyone 
on the driveway just a minute ago?”

“No.”
“I thought I saw someone, but it must have been a shadow. Have you 

been working back here?”
“No. I just got here. I’m late from another job. Is Doctor Cantor 

home?”
“Yes, but he’s asleep, so keep the noise down. He worked all night.”
Irma walked back into the house and looked at the grandfather clock 

in the living room. It was one p.m. She put her earbuds back in and went 
back to work in the laundry room without noticing the silence in Brian’s 
bedroom.

Beth got to the hospital at five p.m. She had rounds to make and 
paperwork to do at her office in the professional medical building next 
door. She noticed that her phone’s voicemail light was blinking, and she 
put the phone on speaker and listened. There were four messages, three 
from the night before and one from Brian earlier that morning.
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“I’m sorry if I upset you, Sis. I’m just really, really tired of being 
in pain. I promise I’m not doing anything bad, and I was sure I saw 
someone in the hall outside the patient’s room. I’m not freaking out. I 
just want you to know that I love you. Thanks for caring. I will see you 
the next time I do morning rounds.”

Beth saved the message and had a smile on her face as she pulled her 
laptop out of her bag and began looking at the day’s patient load.

It was ten after six, and Irma was finished for the day outside of 
cleaning Brian’s room. She listened but didn’t hear him snoring and 
tapped lightly on the door. “Señor Cantor? I’m finished with the house, 
and dinner is in the oven.” There was no response. “Señor Cantor?” 
Irma opened the doors, and the room was dark. She could see Brian 
in bed, and she moved in slowly as not to scare him. When she got 
to the edge of the bed, she called his name a few more times with no 
response. She reached out and touched his left arm, and it was ice 
cold. She turned on a lamp on Brian’s nightstand, and Brian’s eyes 
were wide open and grayed over. Irma leaped back and screamed then 
called 9-1-1.

Paramedics were on scene in a matter of minutes as Irma stood near 
the bedroom doors crying. “This one has been dead for hours. There is 
nothing we can do,” one of the paramedics said to the other. He looked 
at Irma and asked, “Are you his wife?”

“No. Housekeeper. Is Señor Cantor dead?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry, but he has passed away. You need to call 

the police.” Irma stood still in the hall, and the paramedic spoke again, 
“Ma’am, you need to call the police.”

“Doctor Cantor can’t be dead. There is no way; he is so young.”
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“This is Doctor Brian Cantor? The surgeon?”
“Yes. He was fine when I got here this morning. He can’t be dead.”
The paramedic pulled his radio off his hip. “Central, this is unit 

fifty-two. We have a deceased party here in Granada Hills. You need to 
roll black and whites. The deceased is Doctor Brian Cantor.”

“Roger that, unit fifty-two. Putting out a call now. Do you have any 
idea of cause of death?”

“Looks natural to us, but that’s for the coroner to determine. No 
signs of foul play that we can see. Out.”

Irma was now standing in the hall weeping, and the paramedic 
told her she needed to remain at the house until the police arrived. She 
nodded her head, and he helped her over to a nearby chair in the dining 
room. The first car rolled up quickly, and in a matter of minutes there 
was a CSI team, and a call to the coroner was made as Brian lie still on 
the bed.

It was seven thirty when the call came into the coroner’s office about 
a body in Granada Hills. Jade and Jessica had just finished up a long day 
and wanted to leave, but their teams were out on calls. Jade looked at 
Jessica and said, “We have to take this one, Jess. There’s no one around 
to do it.”

“Just once I would like to go home at a reasonable hour and eat 
dinner like the living not in the middle of the night or early morning like 
the undead.”

Jade laughed as she threw her the keys to the van. “It sounds pretty 
straightforward. A natural causes situation, so nothing time consuming 
or gruesome.”

“I hope you’re right, but it seems like the ordinary become the 
extraordinary most of the time after we get on scene.”
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Chapter Three
“I thought he was clean and sober.”

J
im was sitting in his office reading over a report when his cellphone 
rang. “WHAT?” he yelled.
“Good evening to you, too.” Cindy’s voice was calm on the other 

end of the line.
“I’m sorry, Cindy. Your number came up out of area, and I thought 

it was a scam call. What’s up?”
“I am on my way home and wanted to see if you were going to get 

out of the office on time.”
“Yeah. I’m just reading reports, but I can do it at home or tomorrow 

here in my office. Javier told me he hired a new chef for a second 
restaurant he is opening next to the bar.”

“Really? What type of food?”
“Italian.”
“Oh, sounds nice. Can we try it?”
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“It’s not open yet, but he has the chef preparing meals for his 
patrons at Santiago’s until the new place is open, so we can get it right 
there.”

“Well, okay then. Do you want to pick me up at the house or meet?”
“I will pick you up. I’m leaving now and will see you in a few 

minutes.” He hung up the phone, grabbed his briefcase, and walked out 
of the office. He was just getting into his car when his cellphone rang. 
He looked down at the caller ID and saw Jade’s name and answered. 
“No! I don’t give a rat’s ass what type of crime scene you are on. I’m 
going home and having dinner with Cindy.”

“Okay, you’re just a little on edge.”
“I’m not on edge, Jade. I’m pissed off, and I don’t want this night 

ruined.”
“Well, what I’m about to tell you isn’t going to make you happy, but 

you don’t need to come to the scene. It appears to be a natural causes 
death.”

“So, why the damn call?”
“Because the deceased is Doctor Brian Cantor.”
“Brian is dead?”
“Yeah. No signs of foul play so far, but I thought I would tell you 

before word gets out on the street. I didn’t think you would want me to 
call Karen and tell her. Was I wrong?”

“No, no. They were inseparable in medical school, at least as study 
partners. Jesus! Has anyone called Beth?”

“No. Jessica and I just got on scene and after a quick look at the body 
there appears to be no foul play. It looks like natural causes, though he 
reeks of bourbon.”

“Well, he had an alcohol and drug problem, Jade.”
“It looks like it might have caught up with him. We have tagged and 

bagged him. I will notify Beth. Do you want to speak to Karen, or do 
you want me to do it?”

“I will deal with it; Cindy and I are going to Santiago’s for dinner.”
“What a fuckin’ surprise.”
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“Oh, kiss my ass. I will pick Cindy up then go over to Chris and 
Karen’s house. This is news better given in person.”

“I don’t know that this is news that you ever want to give.”
“No, but it’s news that’s given every day. Call me when you know 

more on Brian’s death. If you are going to deliver this news to Beth, 
don’t do it over the phone, Jade. It’s tacky and insensitive. If you can’t 
see her face to face, send one of the LAPD chaplains to do it.”

“I will deal with it, and I will let you know the cause of death when 
I get a work-up on Brian.”

Jim hung up the line and headed onto the 110 Freeway toward 
home. “Jesus. Brian Cantor? He’s just a kid. What the fuck could have 
happened to him?” He lit a cigarette as he drove to the 10 Freeway and 
called Karen’s cellphone. When she answered, he asked where she was.

“I’m with my half-sister, Lori, at our parents’ house.”
“What the fuck are you doing there?”
“Helping Lori with some homework. She was accepted to UCLA 

and at seventeen she is like a fish out of water. Why do you care?”
“I don’t. When will you be home?”
“I don’t know. About eight. Why?”
“I need to talk to you. Cindy and I are going to Santiago’s for dinner.”
“Breaking with tradition, I see.”
“As a matter of fact, we are. Javier is opening a new Italian restaurant, 

and he is allowing his patrons to test out some of the new items the chef 
is making.”

“Wow! I’m impressed. You’re going to eat Italian food in a Mexican 
joint. Shit. The next thing you know you will be eating in Santa Monica 
at one of the trendy places.” Karen laughed as she said it.

“Look, I’m going to stop by after dinner. We need to talk.”
“Why can’t we talk on the phone?”
“I think home would be better, Karen. I will call when Cindy and I 

are coming by.”
Jim hung up the line, and Lori, who had been listening to the 

conversation, asked, “What was that all about?”
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Karen hung her head, and tears began to well up in her eyes. “That 
was a call from Sheriff O’Brian, who is about to tell me that someone I 
know and care about is dead.”

Lori reached out her hand and put it on Karen’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, 
Karen. You don’t know who?”

“No, but it’s not a person who is really, really close to me, or he 
would have driven over here.”

“I can finish this paper, Karen. You have answered all of my 
questions.”

“Okay. How are you enjoying college?”
“It’s challenging. Mom and Dad have been great in helping me. I 

am majoring right now in criminal justice, though I’m not officially 
declared yet. My advisor asked me to wait until my junior year even 
though I’m committed.”

“Hold off. You never know where you might end up on the road to 
your undergrad degree.” Lori nodded and kissed Karen on the cheek. 
“Have I told you how thankful I am for you?”

“Many times, sweetheart, many times, and you show it with your 
hard work. If you don’t have plans for the weekend, would you like to 
come over to the house for a little swimming party?”

“I would love it. Do I have to wear a swimsuit?”
“Well, you’re under eighteen, Lori.”
“Are you planning a photo shoot? I’m not going to have sex for 

crying out loud. I just like the feel of the water without a bikini. Think 
of it as skinny dipping.”

“I will talk to Chris. You’re a beautiful young woman. I just don’t 
want problems.”

“Can I invite a couple of my girlfriends from school? They are all 
way over eighteen, so I will be the youngest person there.”

“Sure. Saturday at one. Chris and I will have some food and drinks, 
and we can have a nice afternoon.”

Lori smiled. “If you’re uncomfortable with me being nude, my 
friends are hot, and they are free spirits. Will that be okay with Chris?”
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Karen laughed. “It will be just fine with Chris. He knows he can 
look. He just can’t touch.”

Jade and Jessica left Brian’s home in their own car as the van pulled 
out and headed back to the morgue. Jessica was staring out the windshield 
from the passenger seat. “How well do you know Beth Cantor?”

“She is a little older than her brother. She teaches at UCLA School 
of Medicine and has her private practice in Northridge. She’s a brilliant 
thoracic surgeon and oncologist.”

“You don’t think that she will drop to the floor when we show up?”
“No. She’s level headed. I have taught some classes with her dealing 

with death and the role of the medical examiner in the death process.”
“Sounds like a fun class.”
“It was. I did it a few times. She has also brought her classes to the 

office for tours and to witness autopsies.”
They pulled into the parking lot at Northridge and went to Beth’s 

office in the medical building. There were two people in the waiting 
room, and Jade introduced herself and Jessica and asked to see Beth. 
The receptionist called Beth, then she hung up and showed the two 
women to Beth’s office.

Beth walked in with a smile on her face, “So, what brings Doctor 
Morgan out when there’s still some daylight left?”

“I’m afraid Jessica and I are here on official business.”
“Okay. What type of official business?”
“You better take a seat.” Beth sat down, and Jade and Jessica sat as 

well. “Beth, Jessica and I just left a death scene.”
“Murder?”
“No, at least I don’t think so. It was Brian’s home, Beth. He was 

found unresponsive by his maid about two hours ago. EMTs tried to 
resuscitate him, but they were unsuccessful.”

“My brother’s dead?”
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“I’m sorry, Beth. Jim asked me to come down and see you in person. 
You know this is not my cup of tea, breaking news to family, but we 
were all friends, and Jim didn’t want you to learn about it on the news.”

“Wait, you’re telling me that my little brother is dead?”
“Yes.”
“Brian died?”
“Yes.”
Beth threw her hands in the air as tears began to run down her face. 

“Son of a bitch. He lied to me.”
“What do you mean?”
“I caught him with Vicodin last night while on break after he had 

finished an emergency operation. He told me he was using it for his 
back. I knew he was lying. I knew he was using again.”

“There were no pill bottles in the bedroom. My CSI team is going 
over the house, so anything that is there will end up at my office. He did 
smell heavily of bourbon. I won’t know what his BAC was until we can 
run a tox screen. Do you think that this was an accidental overdose?”

“Did you find a suicide note?”
“No.”
“Then it’s an accidental overdose, Jade. The tox reports are going 

to come back with high levels of narcotics in his body. The alcohol 
intensified their suppressive effects, and Brian unwittingly killed 
himself. Jesus Christ. I just talked to him. I had such high hopes that he 
was going to stay clean. I knew this was going to happen. I just knew it.”

“If you were so sure, why didn’t you do another intervention?”
“I just found the drugs yesterday, Jade. He didn’t have many of 

them, and he was telling me it was under control.”
“Sounds like denial to me,” Jessica said.
“Thank you, Doctor Holmes. My brother is dead, and you want to 

throw that in my face?”
Jade shook her head. “No one is throwing anything in your face. If 

he died of an overdose, we will find out. There was nothing more that 
you could have done based on what you have told me. I’m sorry for your 
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loss, Beth. We will do everything we can to get an autopsy completed 
as soon as possible.”

“With the workload you have in your office, it could be weeks 
before you get to autopsy him and months before we get the toxicology 
reports.”

“I will make it a priority, Beth. I promise we will have answers in a 
few days.” Jade and Jessica stood. Beth stood, too, and Jade gave her a 
hug as she cried.

“I know you will, Jade. I’m sorry for snapping at you. I just can’t 
believe Brian is gone.”

“I am stunned, too. I hadn’t seen him in a few months, but he was a 
great doctor and person.”

“He was, but he was tormented by pain, pain that he couldn’t get 
rid of.”

“He didn’t seem suicidal to you, did he?”
“Not at all. The last time I talked to him he was coming off shift after 

trying to save one of my patients who was dying of lung cancer. The 
nurses said he had done everything that he could, but she passed. He 
hated losing patients and always wondered why I went into oncology. 
He saw it as a depressing field. Brian liked the action of being a general 
surgeon. No two cases were the same, and his surgical skills were 
constantly being tested.”

“Outside of the loss of your patient, was there anything else going on?”
Beth hesitated for a few seconds. “He thought he saw someone on 

the ICU floor just before my patient coded.”
“Did anyone else see the person?”
“No. I was concerned that he was having another episode like he did 

last year that sent him into detox and put Sara in the hot seat to help him 
keep his license as well as sanity.”

“It’s likely that he could have really seen someone, Beth. It’s a big 
hospital, and there are several wings on the ICU ward. She would have 
been in respiratory ICU, correct?”

“Yes.”
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“I’m sure whoever he saw wasn’t bad. It could have been anyone.”
Beth nodded, and Jade hugged her again and then she and Jessica 

left. Beth sat down in her office chair with her head in her hands and 
cried. Her receptionist came back to her office to remind her that she 
had patients, and her physician’s assistant, Tina Vincent, was with her. 
She told the two what had happened, and Tina said, “I can see the people 
that are here, Beth. Why don’t you take the rest of the night off? There 
are only a few people to see and no emergencies.”

“I’m going home. I need to clear my head. Tina, you take any 
emergency calls tonight, please, and we will come back at it fresh 
tomorrow.” 

Karen got home just after seven and found Chris in his workout 
clothes, drinking a bottle of water. “When did you get home, honey?”

Chris smiled at her. “John and I knocked off early because it’s been 
quiet. So, I have been here for about an hour or so. How was your day?”

“Good so far. I was with Lori this afternoon helping her prepare for 
an exam.”

“Then why the so far part?”
“Jim called me and wants to speak to me.”
“If he called, then he spoke to you.”
“He wants to speak to me in person. He and Cindy are having dinner 

at Santiago’s and then he is going to stop by on his way home.”
Chris kissed her then undressed and jumped in the pool. He did a few 

laps as Karen sat on the deck. He stopped after two and put his arms on 
the side of the pool and said, “Jim wants to talk to you because someone 
is dead. You know that, right?” Karen nodded, and Chris went back to 
his swimming as she went back into the house and poured herself a glass 
of wine and then went back out to the pool. She sipped it as Chris was 
getting out of the water. He didn’t dry off. He just laid down on a lounge 
chair next to her. “So, how is Lori doing?”
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“Great. She’s still getting the hang of college life, but she’s doing 
great. I hope you don’t mind, but I invited her over for a little pool party 
on Saturday.”

“Of course not. She’s always welcome.”
“She asked if she could bring a couple of her friends from school 

and if they could swim nude.”
Chris looked over at Karen, “Lori is sixteen or seventeen?”
“Seventeen. However, her friends are adults from college, so I would 

guess, at minimum, eighteen, but most likely early twenties.”
“I don’t care about her friends being nude. I am a little uncomfortable 

with Lori, though.”
“It’s not a photo shoot, Chris. It’s not exploitation. The kid wants to 

be a free spirit with her friends. I don’t see a problem with it.”
“Well, it needs to be controlled and only close friends while they are 

here. I don’t want people gawking at her.”
“You have seen Lori nude before.”
“I know I have, but that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t make me 

uncomfortable.”
“It sure as hell didn’t bother you with Jessica when she was 

running around nude at John’s with everyone there when she was under 
eighteen.”

“Because that was John’s house. I’m just asking you to make sure it 
is just a few people and to keep it low-key.”

“It will be fine, Chris.”
The doorbell rang, and Karen looked down at her watch. “Eight 

thirty already? That must be Jim.”
She got up as Chris laid nude on the chair. Jim and Cindy were at 

the door, and Karen showed them out onto the deck. Cindy was a bit 
shocked when she saw Chris on the lounge chair. Jim started laughing, 
and Karen threw him a robe.

“I haven’t known you to be so open, Chris.”
“Well, Jim, it’s a little late to go ducking around a corner, isn’t it? 

Besides, Cindy has seen me nude before.”
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Jim sat down at a table on the deck, and Cindy sat next to him. Karen 
offered them a drink, and Jim asked for scotch as did Cindy. Chris put 
the robe on and sat down at the table as Karen came back with the 
drinks. Once everyone was settled, she asked, “What couldn’t you tell 
me over the phone?”

“Brian Cantor was found dead this evening at his home.”
“Oh God! What happened?”
“I don’t know. Jade called me and broke the news to Beth. She said 

there were no signs of foul play, and she thinks it was a natural causes 
death but wanted you to know.”

“I just saw him this morning as he was going off shift.”
“Was there anything out of the ordinary with him?”
“No. He was fine. He lost a patient overnight and was upset about 

that, but he didn’t go into detail. We spoke for only a few minutes and 
then he left for home. Wow. I can’t believe it.”

“I wanted to tell you in person, so you didn’t hear it on the news or 
from someone else. I know how close you two were in school.”

“Yes, we were. We were inseparable in medical school before I 
moved on to study psychiatry.”

“Were you lovers?”
“Just good friends. He had a girlfriend, and I was quite a bit younger 

than him. It was also right around the time that I met Chris.” Karen put 
her head on Chris’s shoulder as tears welled up in her eyes.

“I’m sorry to deliver such sad news, but I thought you should hear 
it from a friend.”

“So, Jade didn’t give a cause of death?”
“Nope. She said it looked like natural causes, but he smelled strongly 

of bourbon.”
“I thought he was clean and sober.”
“Beth told me she caught him with Vicodin last night, and she feared 

he had relapsed.”
“Oh, I hope that’s not what happened. When will we know for 

sure?”
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“I’m sure it is on top of Jade’s list, so it’ll be a few days max. Why 
is Chris home so early?”

Chris had a hold of Karen who was lightly crying. “We had a slow 
day at the office, so John and I took off early.”

“That has to feel good. We aren’t all running around with our hair on 
fire or hunting out some deranged fuckin’ killer for a change.”

Chris laughed. “Give it time, Jim. Just give it time. There are plenty 
of them out there, just no one that is on our radar yet.”

“The key word is yet.”
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Chapter Four
“I’m sorry for being a bitch,  
Ji Su. I’m just tired of this.”

S
tephanie Hanson was sitting in an infusion chair as the last bag of 
chemo drug was being removed. She had a bandana on her bald 
head. Her eyes were sunken, and her skin was ashen. Ji Su Lee was 

an oncology nurse at Northridge Hospital as well as several others and 
was also a hospice nurse. She held the empty bag in her hand and said, 
“That is the last round, Stephanie. Are you feeling sick?”

“I’m starting to. Are you going to remove the IV from my chest?”
“Doctor Cantor will make that call. I called, but she is out. I’m sure 

she will see you tomorrow.”
“I’m tired of this, Ji Su. I’m tired of being sick and weak.”
“I know, Stephanie. You’re finished for now. We just have to wait 

for the blood tests to see where we stand with the cancer.”
“We don’t stand anywhere. It is where I stand with this damn 
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cancer.” She coughed a little and asked for a bed pan. Ji Su gave her 
one, then took the bag out of the infusion room. Stephanie sat back 
in the overstuffed chair and pressed her back hard into it then leaned 
forward and threw up.

“I see that you’ve finished your final infusion.” Tina Vincent was 
standing in the room as Stephanie sat back in her chair.

“Yeah, yippie, and I’m going to be sick for a week. Where is Doctor 
Cantor?”

“She had a family emergency, so she left for the day, and I’m doing 
her rounds.”

“Can you please take out this damn IV?”
“Yes, I can. Come with me to an exam room, and I will take that out 

for you.”
“Thank God, something good has come out of this day.” The two 

women walked the hall, and Ji Su followed them into an exam room 
where Tina removed the catheter IV and taped Stephanie up. “So now 
what, Tina? Ji Su has been a doll and helped me a great deal. Do I get 
to go home, or do I have to spend another night in this damn hospital?”

“I can’t release you, Stephanie. Only Doctor Cantor can do that. 
I’m sure she will release you in the morning. You just need to hold on 
until then.”

“Hold on? That’s what I have been doing for six months. Surgeries, 
radiation, chemo, more surgery, radiation, and chemo, and through it all 
I have been holding on. My family has been holding on. I’m forty-five 
years old and have breast cancer. I just want a clean bill of health, so I 
can get back to my life.” Tina nodded.

Ji Su asked, “Would you like a little water or soda for your stomach, 
Stephanie? You do need to put something in.”

“What I want in me that I can’t have at the moment is a man. I will 
wait until I get back to my room and for the great hospital food to be 
brought to me.”

Ji Su laughed. “The food isn’t the best, is it?”
Tina helped Stephanie up off the exam room table and out into the hall 
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where Ji Su had brought her a wheelchair. Stephanie sat down in it, and 
Tina wished her a good night as she was pushed down the hall and back 
into the hospital. “I’m sorry for being a bitch, Ji Su. I’m just tired of this.”

“You’re not being a bitch, and I do understand. I have had my own 
battle with breast cancer.”

“You have?”
“Yes, and I’m still having it. I have been on chemo for the past three 

months.”
“And you’re still working?”
“There is no one to pay my bills. I have to work. My cancer appears to 

be responding to the treatments, so I know what you’re going through.”
“Wow. I’m so sorry. To look at you, you would never know you 

were ill. You’re a beautiful young woman. You’re Korean, right?”
“Yes. I was born in Seoul and immigrated here when I was ten. I lost 

my mother and younger sister to breast cancer, so it is in our genes. I 
refuse to quit, and you need to do the same.” Stephanie had tears in her 
eyes as Ji Su helped her get into bed. “What’s wrong?”

“I feel like such an ass. You’ve been caring for me off and on for 
months, and I have been bitching up a storm while you have been 
fighting the same battle.”

Ji Su smiled. “There was no sense in telling you early on. You were 
in the fight of your life, but things are looking better. I know you want 
to get out there and live, and you will. But right now, you need to put up 
with this place for at least another night. I will pray that your labs come 
back good and that you don’t have to deal with this anymore.”

“I will do the same for you. You’re a beautiful young woman inside 
and out, Ji Su, and I’m lucky to have you on my side.” Ji Su smiled and 
asked Stephanie if she needed anything else. “No. I will be fine. I’m 
going to try and get some sleep. Are you working the night shift?”

“I will be on until eight tomorrow. If you need anything, you can 
have the nurses page me. I am sitting in for one of the nurses in the 
cardiac ICU because her kid is sick.”

“I don’t know how you can do this.”
“Death doesn’t scare me. I see it as a friend. I don’t want to die 
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right now, but when it’s time, it’s time. If I can ease suffering and bring 
comfort to the sick and dying, that’s what I want to do.”

Ji Su left the room, and Stephanie took a deep breath and shook her 
head. “I am such a selfish bitch.”

John and Sara were having dinner in their robes. Sara had released 
all of the house staff except the kitchen, and the two ate and talked 
while sipping wine. She stopped mid-sentence, and John looked at her 
strangely and asked, “Are you okay?”

She smiled and got a little misty-eyed. “I just can’t remember the 
last time that I felt like we were a normal married couple. You came 
home early. We worked out, then we made love, and that is always a 
workout. We are eating dinner together without interruption. There 
aren’t any cases hanging over your head or mine. It’s strangely normal, 
oddly quiet, and a little scary.”

John smiled as he took a bite of his steak. “I do understand. Chris was 
shocked when I told him we were knocking off early. Life has been so 
hectic. It seems like case after case turns our personal and professional 
lives upside down. If only for an afternoon and evening we had a little 
normalcy, a little time together without all of the people running through 
our lives. At least that’s what I thought about this afternoon and decided 
to act on it.”

Sara sipped her wine and asked, “Is this what it would be like if you 
become the FBI Director in Washington?”

“What? Home every night for dinner? Not running from crime scene 
to crime scene or extracting justice from the worst of the worst?”

“You would stop being the Iron Eagle?”
“I will always be the Eagle, but I would pass the torch here in LA. 

I don’t know what a job in Washington would entail. I know it is a 
lot more political, and I hate politics. I would have more control over 
how the Bureau operates and could set higher standards for our agents. 
Jim can’t see me shining a seat with my ass, and I agree. I’m not one 
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for public speaking, lecturing, or teaching. I like being in the trenches 
with my agents. I enjoy the thrill of the hunt and putting the pieces of 
the puzzle together. What about you? Would you keep the hospital and 
apply to practice in the District?”

“The First Lady asked me if I would be her personal physician if you 
accepted and were confirmed as the new director next year.”

“You never told me this.”
“I didn’t want to get too excited about it. I’m flattered, and I’m sure 

it would be a great job, but there is only so much I can do if I have only 
one patient. I would be at her beck and call. She tells me she’s healthy. 
I don’t know if I would like that or not.”

They finished their meal, and Sara grabbed the wine bottle and said, 
“Let’s take this conversation to the hot tub, big guy.”

John laughed as Sara dropped her robe in the middle of the room as 
two members of their kitchen staff cleared the dining room table. She 
called out to them that they could leave after the kitchen duties were 
finished, and John walked to the deck where he dropped his robe and 
slid down into the hot water with her. She poured two glasses of wine 
and handed one to him and said, “I want to propose a toast.”

“Okay. To what?”
“To more nights like this. To less hatred and killing and more free 

time and love.”
John smiled and clinked her glass and took a sip. “It’s one day, Sara, 

and it is a long way until January, so let’s enjoy the moment before it is 
shattered by yet another monster because it will happen sooner rather 
than later.”

Stephanie Hanson was asleep in her bed with a small amount of 
oxygen tubing wrapped around her face and into her nose. Her breathing 
was labored, and Angela Sparks was checking her vitals at ten p.m. and 
noted the raspy breathes she was taking then rustled Stephanie a little 
to wake her, and the rasp went away. Stephanie looked at Angela and 
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asked, “Why do you always wake me when you come in here?”
“It’s part of the care to make sure you’re able to wake up. How does 

your chest feel?”
“Tight and sore, but Doctor Cantor told me it would be like that for 

a while after the surgery and the chemo.”
“Your vitals aren’t too bad, but you’re having trouble breathing.”
“I will be fine once I am home and in my own bed.”
“Yes, well, I still think we need to keep an eye on you.”
“I’m going home tomorrow, Angela. I have been in and out of this 

hospital for months. I want to go home.”
“That is up to Doctor Cantor, Stephanie; you know that. I will check 

on you again in a half hour. Try and get some rest.”
“Then stop waking me up.” Stephanie laughed and coughed a little, 

and Angela laughed, too, and left the room.

Stephanie had started to drift off to sleep when she smelled a sweet 
odor in her oxygen. She opened one eye weakly to see a slender person 
in shadow next to her bed. The curtain had been pulled, and the light 
was on just above her head. “Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m the comforter, Ms. Hanson. I’m here to help you stop hurting.”
“What did you give me? My oxygen smells funny.”
“Just a little nitrous oxide to relax you. Your bloodwork came back 

from the lab. I saw your chart, but Doctor Cantor hasn’t seen it yet.”
“What did it say?”
“It isn’t good, Ms. Hanson. The chemo and surgery didn’t work. The 

cancer is in your major organs.”
“That can’t be right. I know the doctor is waiting for the results, but 

how did you see them before she did?”
“They are on our computer chart in the nurse’s station, and I just 

happened to be updating charts and saw yours.”
“You’re a nurse?”
“Sort of.”
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“What the hell does that mean? What are you doing to me?”
“You don’t have much time, Ms. Hanson. Perhaps a few weeks, and 

those will be filled with agony. I know Doctor Cantor, and she will try 
and talk you into doing yet another clinical trial or more chemo and 
surgery. Do you want that?”

“Of course not. I’m feeling very light-headed.”
“But you are breathing more easily, aren’t you?”
“Yes. What’s happening? I want to speak to Doctor Cantor.”
“Stephanie, I am here to send you home.”
“I’m going home in the morning.”
“No, you’re not. You are going home now. I’m going to give you an 

injection of potassium chloride, and you’re going to sleep.”
“What the hell is that?”
“It won’t hurt, Stephanie. You will be out of pain, and you can go 

home.”
“You’re here to kill me? I don’t want to die. I want to live.”
“That’s not going to be possible. Doctor Cantor will come into this 

room tomorrow and tell you everything that I have told you. You will 
then be given choices. Assisted suicide in hospice. Go home and wait to 
die in agony or allow the hospital and drug companies to profit off your 
final days by experimenting on you and possibly making your last days 
even more painful than the ones you have already endured.”

“That can’t be right.”
“It’s right, Stephanie, yet I am here. With one needle injected into 

your IV, you will die quickly, quietly, and painlessly, and no one will 
even know what killed you. I’m here to help you, Stephanie, not to hurt 
you.”

“Jesus Christ. You’re here to kill me. Who are you? What’s your 
name?”

“I told you.” The woman sitting next to Stephanie looked up at the 
clock on the wall then back over to Stephanie. “The nurse will be back 
in a few minutes. It’s time for you to rest.” Stephanie was now sedated 
by the nitrous and wasn’t able to get enough air to scream as the woman 
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stood over her. The unknown woman took a syringe out of her lab coat 
pocket and inserted the needle into the IV in Stephanie’s arm. Stephanie 
could only watch, then her pupils dilated, and the woman said softly, 
“Go in peace, Stephanie, go in peace.” She put the syringe in her pocket 
and pulled the headdress off then left the room.

Angela was at the nurse’s station with Molly Harold and said, “I 
need to make rounds again, Molly. You have the front.”

“No problem, but why isn’t Stephanie Hanson on any monitors?”
“I don’t know. Doctor Cantor didn’t order any monitoring equipment, 

just an IV to push fluids, and she seems stable. She is having a little 
trouble breathing, but that is to be expected.”

“Have you looked at her chart?” Molly asked.
“No. Why?”
“You might want to take a look at it. Her results were uploaded 

about an hour ago. I just happened to have noticed them.”
Angela pulled the tablet and scanned the screen then shook her head. 

“Poor thing. She is going to be devastated.”
“So is Doctor Cantor. She thought that she had gotten the cancer, but 

it’s through her whole body.”
Angela walked around the front of the station and was greeted by 

Tina Vincent and Ji Su Lee. “What are you two doing up here?”
Tina smiled. “Beth took the night off, and I’m covering for her, so I 

was just coming up to do rounds. I am her PA, and I do have privileges 
here, Angela.”

“I know. I just thought that Doctor Cantor would see the patient in 
the morning. What are you doing here, Ji Su? I thought you were gone.”

“I was asked to help out in the cardiac ICU for one of the nurses. Her 
daughter is sick, and I agreed to fill in tonight. I ran into Tina, and we started 
chatting. How are you doing, Angela? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Good. Busy. And yourself?”



32 • Chapter Four

“Busy as well with PT and working here and hospice; it gets a little 
hectic.”

“How is your health?”
“I’m holding my own. Thanks for asking. I appear to be in remission 

right now, so I’m keeping my fingers crossed.”
“Well, I’m always keeping a good thought for you, Ji Su. I hope you 

know that.”
“I do, Angela.”
Tina pulled one of the tablets from the nurse’s station and looked 

over several of Beth’s patients’ charts and stopped at Hanson’s. She read 
the report and asked if Beth had seen the results. Angela told her no and 
that they had just been uploaded. “Have you spoken to the patient about 
these, Angela?”

“Of course not. That is the doctor’s job. I’m not going to break that 
kind of news to the poor woman. She has been through hell.”

“I’m going to check in on her.”
“I was just about to do my rounds, Tina. I’ll go with you. It’s eleven 

thirty. You’re not going to tell her, are you?”
“No. That’s Beth’s job, but I will check in and see how she’s doing. 

Do you want to come with us, Ji Su?”
“No. I need to get back over to the cardiac ICU. There are only two 

over there right now, and if there’s a crisis they will need me.”

Beth was asleep on a sofa in her bedroom when her phone rang. She 
managed to get up and grab it before it went to voicemail.

“Beth, it’s Tina. I’m sorry to call, but I have some bad news.”
“It has been a day of bad news, Tina. What’s going on?”
“Stephanie Hanson has died.”
“Died? What are you talking about?”
“I was doing your rounds, and I found her dead.”
“Did you try to resuscitate her?”
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“We did, but she had been dead for at least a half hour. Her labs 
came in a few hours ago. The cancer had spread. It was all throughout 
her body. There was nothing that could be done for her.”

“Jesus. Okay. I’m on my way in. Keep her in the room until I get 
there.”

“I know you’re having a tough time, Beth. There isn’t anything you 
can do. Why not just have her body moved to the morgue? I can notify 
her family. She is under your care and died here in the hospital, so there 
is no need for any other involvement. You can do the paperwork in the 
morning.”

“You’re right. I can’t bring her back. Have her body taken to the 
morgue, and call her family. I will see you first thing in the morning.”
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Chapter Five
“So, potassium poisoning?”

J
ade and Jessica were performing the autopsy on Brian Cantor. Both 
were working on him. As Jade spoke into the microphone, Jessica 
went over his body and took photographs. Jade had Brian’s body 

open and was looking over the internal organs and said, “All organs 
appear to be in good condition on visual inspection. No sign of trauma 
and no visual signs of disease of the heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, or other 
internal organs.” She paused as Jessica lifted Brian’s arm and pointed to 
a small needle mark. “Upon external examination of the body, a small 
injection site has been found on the left arm near an artery.”

Jessica was looking at Brian’s upper arm and said, “It appears there 
is a slight ligature mark on the upper bicep on the left arm consistent 
with the application of a tourniquet.”

Jade looked at the internal organs again then moved Brian’s heart as 
Jessica pulled a microscope over to the table, and Jade peered through 
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it while speaking. “Upon closer examination, the heart appears to have 
stopped mid-beat, and the muscle has not relaxed. Severe spasm of the 
heart muscle appears to have contributed to death.” Jessica and Jade 
removed Brian’s heart and took it to a testing station in the room and 
began to go over it systematically. “We need the toxicology reports on 
his potassium levels.”

“Are you thinking potassium poisoning?” Jessica asked.
“Nothing else makes sense.”
Jessica called down to the pathology lab and asked if they had a 

work-up on Brian Cantor’s blood. One of the techs was on speakerphone 
and said, “We have some tests in. The patients’ blood alcohol level is 
zero point zero nine. There is Diazepam and Vicodin in the patient’s 
blood but not lethal levels.”

“Do you have his blood gases?” Jessica asked.
“All are within normal limits.”
Jade called out, “What about his potassium levels?”
“I don’t have those numbers yet; they are still processing.”
“How long before you think you will have them?”
“Give me a second. I have some readings coming over now. 

Potassium levels are… WOW!”
“What?” asked Jade.
“I haven’t seen anything like this. His levels are off the charts.”
Jade looked at Jessica then called out to the tech on the other end of 

the phone, “So, potassium poisoning?”
“That’s usually hard to trace, Jade, but it would appear so. It looks 

like this guy got one big push of drug all in one shot, so the body didn’t 
clear it.”

“Thank you. Get me those results as soon as possible.” Jade turned to 
Jessica and said, “The ligature mark was a tourniquet. Someone injected 
the drug and held it in one place for a few minutes.”

“So, Brian knew his killer?” asked Jessica.
“We will never know that one, but the person who administered the 

lethal dose wanted to be seen before he or she killed him. They must 
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have pushed the drug via IV then released the tourniquet after speaking 
to him. It rushed to his heart, stopping it immediately, which means that 
if we draw what blood is left in the heart it is most likely going to be 
filled with the potassium.”

“So, Brian is a homicide victim?”
“It appears so. Brian was murdered but why?” 

Jim was in his office when Jade and Jessica knocked on his door. 
He waved them in as he was on the phone. “Look, Paul, I don’t give a 
rat’s ass about your case overload. We all have an overload of cases. It’s 
the gift of the bureaucrats who run this fuckin’ state. They want crimes 
solved and people protected, but they won’t give us the funding to do it. 
I have the mayor and the city council breathing down my neck because 
I told them they are a bunch of dumb asses who talk tough on crime and 
then cut our funding. Just do the best job that you can with what you 
have. I will keep bitching, and I’m sure that will help!” Jim slammed 
his phone down and walked to his window and lit a cigarette. “You two 
would only be here if there was a homicide, and I’m guessing that Brian 
Cantor didn’t die of an accidental overdose.”

Jade and Jessica were standing on each side of Jim. Jade pulled 
out her tablet and said, “Brian Cantor was murdered using potassium 
chloride.”

“Really? Not exactly something that you can buy at your local 
pharmacy.”

“Not in the dose and form that was used. It was pure in form and 
injected via a local IV. It is usually untraceable. When used carefully, it 
makes it look like the person died of a heart attack, but in Brian’s case, 
someone talked to him before they killed him and then pushed a huge 
dose into his heart, killing him instantly.”

“Well, I guess we need to see who might have had a hard-on for 
Brian.”



Comforter • 3736 • Chapter Five

“Someone got into his home and administered this drug while he 
was in bed. His maid and gardener were the only ones at the house, and 
the maid is the one who found him.”

“Did you talk to her?”
“That’s not my job, Jim. LAPD spoke to her, but she was distraught 

when we arrived on scene. I doubt she had anything to do with his 
death.”

“I guess I need to pay her a visit.”
“But this would be LAPD’s case.”
“Cantor lived in an unincorporated part of Granada Hills, so it’s 

technically a county case. That means it’s mine.”

John and Chris were talking in John’s office when Jim called. John 
put him on speakerphone, and Jim asked, “Do you two have anything 
special going on?”

John laughed. “Police work, Jim. Why? What’s up?”
“I have a homicide case that might interest you.”
“Really? Why?”
“Jade and Jessica just left my office after letting me know that 

Doctor Brian Cantor, a general surgeon at Northridge Hospital who 
was found dead in his bed yesterday of what was first thought to be 
natural causes, was, in fact, murdered by someone using potassium 
chloride.”

“Potassium chloride is usually an undetectable means of killing.”
“Yep, but they think the killer kept him alive to speak to him before 

filling his heart with the drug.”
“And why would this be of interest to me?”
“Hey! Don’t you trust me?”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“Humor me. I think we might have something here.”
“And you don’t want to let me in on what that something is?”
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“Not yet. I’m going to speak to the guy’s maid at his home. If you’re 
interested, meet me there in an hour. If not, I will keep you posted.”

Jim hung up the line as John’s cellphone buzzed with a text message 
with Brian Cantor’s address. Chris was seated across the desk from John 
and asked, “Is Jim playing a game?”

“I don’t know, but it’s lunch time, so let’s go out and meet Jim then 
grab a bite.”

“That’s one hell of a long way to go for lunch!”
“Yeah, but if Jim suspects something, I want to pay attention.”

Irma Vasquez was cleaning Brian’s front porch when Jim pulled 
up in a sheriff’s cruiser. She paused for a moment then went back to 
sweeping. “Ms. Vasquez?” Jim asked. She nodded. “I’m Sheriff Jim 
O’Brian. I would like to have a word with you.”

“I know who you are. Are you here to deport me?”
“I’m not with immigration and customs, Ms. Vasquez, but given the 

fact that you asked the question you must be in this country illegally.”
“I was born in Mexico but have lived here my whole life. Now that 

Mr. Cantor is gone, there is no one to protect me, so I am waiting for 
immigration to come for me.” Jim was about to speak when John and 
Chris pulled up, and the two men got out of John’s truck with their FBI 
windbreakers on. “Oh great. Not them!” Irma was pointing at the two 
men walking up the driveway.

Jim shook his head and called out to John and Chris, “Ms. Vasquez 
is an illegal and thinks you’re here to deport her.”

John walked up with Chris behind him. “I’m not with ICE, Ms. 
Vasquez. You have nothing to fear from me or my colleague.”

There was a porch swing near the front door, and Irma sat down 
on it and started crying. She looked to be in her early thirties and was 
wearing tight jeans and a T-shirt that showed off her voluptuous figure. 
Jim sat down next to her and put his hand on her shoulder. “We are 
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here to ask you some questions about Doctor Cantor’s death yesterday. 
That’s all.”

“You’re not here to take me away?” All of the men shook their 
heads, and she began crying even louder. “I loved Brian so much. He 
was so good to me for so many years. We were lovers. I can’t believe 
he’s gone.”

Jim kept his arm on her shoulder. “You were lovers?”
“Yes. I spent my days as his housekeeper and nights as his lover.”
“Was he paying you for sex?”
“No. We were in love with each other. He just didn’t want to 

broadcast it to the world. I have an accent, but I’m educated, Sheriff. 
I met Brian ten years ago when he was in medical school, and I was in 
business school at UCLA. I had to drop out my senior year due to my 
father being deported, and I had to help my mother survive, so I took up 
housekeeping and other jobs until her death. Brian and I kept in touch, 
and after my mother’s death from diabetes, we started a relationship.”

“Were you and Brian intimate yesterday?”
“No. He was asleep when I got here. He had worked an all-night 

shift, and I didn’t want to wake him. He has a hard time sleeping as it 
is. It seems like when he does, he ends up getting paged and is off to the 
hospital for another surgery. He was an emergency room surgeon and 
in demand.”

Jim nodded and asked, “Did he have any enemies?”
“Enemies? Like people who would want to hurt him?”
“Yes.”
“Not that I know of. He had an episode last year where he thought a 

woman was haunting him. He would tell me of a woman who he would 
see on different units of the hospital. After he saw her, patients would 
die.”

“Patients would die?” John asked.
“Yes, but he was abusing pain medication and alcohol and having 

hallucinations.”
“Unexplained deaths at a hospital are easy to track, Ms. Vasquez.”
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“No, they are not, Deputy Director Swenson. People die all the time 
in the hospital. Some of the stories that Brian told me about the ER have 
made me afraid to go.”

“What kind of stories?”
“Mean nurses and doctors hurting people rather than helping them. 

Making people who are sick and or dying wait for hours and hours to 
be seen. Evil people who like to watch human agony and who are ill-
tempered and abusive.”

“And all of this was at Northridge Hospital?” John asked.
“No. He was glad to get the job at Northridge. He told me it was a 

great hospital. The stories he told were from when he was an intern at 
the VA downtown and at the county hospital where he did his residency. 
The things he told me were horrible.”

“Tell me about the woman.”
“He didn’t know her, but he said he started seeing her about two 

years ago. He said that she would just appear in hallways or in patients’ 
rooms. He never saw her face. She wore some kind of head covering. 
One night, about a month ago, he told me that he saw the woman on the 
ICU ward at the hospital after she walked out of a patient’s room. He 
chased her down a stairwell, but she got out of there before he could 
confront her. He said that as he was turning to go back up to the ICU a 
young nurse entered the door that the woman had just run through. He 
asked her if she had seen the woman, but she had not. He told me that 
the two went up to the ICU and as they were walking, he told her about 
this person he kept seeing. He told me that the nurse looked at him and 
said, ‘Oh, you are seeing the comforter.’”

“Comforter?”
“Yes. She said that it was the ghost of a nurse who worked at the 

hospital many years ago who had died of cancer and who wanders the 
halls of the hospital trying to comfort the sick and dying.”

Jim took his hand off her shoulder, “He was supposedly seeing the 
ghost of a dead nurse?”

“That’s what he was told.”
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John was leaning against a railing on the porch. “Did he tell you the 
name of the nurse that told him this story?”

“No. He just told me what she said with no other details.”
“In the police report taken yesterday, you stated that you saw a 

person here in the house about the time that Mr. Cantor died.”
“Yes. Twice. When I first got to the house, I saw a shadow pass by 

the kitchen from the back of the house. Fifteen minutes later, I saw it 
leaving from the same direction.”

“A shadow?” John asked.
“Yes. I didn’t see the person, only a shadow. I asked the gardener if 

he saw anyone, but he told me no, then I went to check on Brian, and 
he was dead.”

“So, you never saw the person?”
“No. I just chalked it up to clouds or trees moving in the breeze. I 

didn’t even think of it until now. Could that be the person they call the 
comforter?”

Jim laughed. “Have you ever seen that shadow in this house before?”
“No.”
“Do you believe in ghosts?”
“I have seen things that I can’t explain, Sheriff.”
“Well, I have never heard of a ghost committing murder.”
Irma’s head snapped around to Jim’s face. “Murder? Brian was 

murdered?”
“Yes, Ms. Vasquez. I can’t give more detail than that. That’s why 

I wanted to know if you could think of anyone who would want to 
hurt him.”

“I can’t believe this! Brian was murdered in his own bed?”
“Yes.”
“No one would want to hurt Brian. He was a loving man. He was 

a great doctor and suffered from an autoimmune disease that caused 
him great pain. He fought to overcome the pain every day, but I can’t 
imagine who would want to hurt him.”

John and Chris moved away as Jim sat with Irma.
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“Did you see that coming, John?”
“No, but if there is a ghost at the hospital, I know the person who 

would know all about it.”
“Sara?”
“Yes. Jim, Chris and I are going to take off. Ms. Vasquez, I’m sorry 

for your loss. I’m sure that Sheriff O’Brian and his team will work very 
hard to find whoever did this to Dr. Cantor.”

John and Chris got in his truck and left, and Irma asked, “Do you 
think they are going to send immigration after me?”

“No. I think Director Swenson is on his way to chat with someone 
who might know more about this ‘comforter.’ I need to look in Brian’s 
room.” Irma led Jim into the house and to the bedroom. “Have you 
touched anything in here since Brian’s body was found?”

“No. It’s just as it was when I found him.”
“Thank you, Ms. Vasquez. Please excuse me. I want to do a little 

looking around in the room.”
Irma left him as he was putting on a pair of latex gloves. Jim pulled 

out a small bag and a black light wand from a kit and turned off the lights 
and scanned the room. He could see on the bed where there had been 
liquid spilled on the left side near where Brian’s body had been found 
and several drops of blood that had been wiped up. He took photos of 
the room and bagged some evidence. He looked around the rest of the 
room and was about to leave when he spotted a piece of black material 
on the floor near the bed. He used a pair of tweezers to pick it up and 
bagged the lacey material and left the room.
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Chapter Six
“That’s not a kindness,  

Ms. Pascal. That’s murder.”

T
he comforter? You drove all the way over here to ask me about 
a ghost story?” Sara was sitting at her desk in the administration 
office as John and Chris sat across from her.

“Yes, Sara. Brian Cantor was murdered.”
“Oh my God!”
“Potassium poisoning.”
“Okay, John, but what does that have to do with some old ghost 

story about this hospital?”
“Brian Cantor had told his lover that he had been seeing a woman 

in the halls and stairwells over the past several weeks, and one of the 
nurses told him about a ghost called the comforter.”

“Do you know who the nurse was?”
“No, but Brian was shaken up by the situation.”

“
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Sara shook her head. “Brian was using again, John. He was having 
hallucinations about this last year before Beth and I committed him, 
and we got him into detox. This is an old hospital, and there are all 
kinds of ghost stories about this place. There are always ghost stories 
about places where people die, John. There is no ghost here, just some 
overactive imaginations.”

“Well, that might be, but a ghost didn’t set an IV, push a needle full 
of potassium chloride into his vein, and trigger sudden heart failure, 
Sara. He was murdered. His lover, who also worked at his home, saw a 
shadow twice before his death but couldn’t give any description. Have 
you noticed a spike in deaths here at the hospital recently?”

“Patients die, John. It happens every day. People are sick. Some get 
better; others die.”

“Has there been an increase?”
Sara picked up the phone and called for her assistant. A much older 

woman entered her office, and Sara introduced her, “John and Chris, 
this is Claire Pascal. She is my executive assistant and has worked here 
at the hospital for over forty years. Claire, do you have the mortality 
reports for all units of the hospital for the past year?”

“Not off the top of my head, but I can compile a report. What’s up?”
“It appears that the comforter has popped her ugly head up again.” 

Sara laughed as she said the words.
Claire had a serious look on her face. “That’s not something to laugh 

about, Sara.”
She stopped laughing and looked at Claire with a bit of 

disillusionment. “Why not?”
“The comforter is very real, Sara.”
John looked at Claire and asked, “What do you mean real? We were 

told it’s a ghost story.”
“Hardly. I’ve seen her walking the halls late at night. I’ve seen her 

here in the executive offices. This used to be the morgue decades ago 
when the hospital first opened.”

“So, this comforter, is it a real person or a ghost?” asked John.
“Both. There have been deaths, Director Swenson, over the years 
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that have never been explained. When they happen in clusters, the old 
timers like me suspect that the comforter is working the wards again.”

“Working the wards?”
“It’s said that she is a nurse who kills the sick and dying. She comes 

to them in the early morning hours after reading their charts. If they 
are terminal, in comas, or have other serious life-threating or permeant 
maladies, she kills them as an act of kindness or mercy.”

“That’s not a kindness, Ms. Pascal, that’s murder.”
“Some of us don’t see it that way, Director. The deaths are quick 

and, in most cases, not even reported as suspicious. These are people 
already on death’s door. She just gives them that last push to send them 
on their way.”

“Murder is murder, Ms. Pascal, and ghosts don’t murder people.”
“No, they don’t, but the inspiration of a ghost sometimes guides 

those with sick minds to do strange things. We had a mercy killing 
doctor here in the 1950s. He murdered fifteen cancer patients, including 
men, women, and children.”

“Doctor Arthur C. White.”
“You know the case?”
“I do. Did you know Doctor White?”
“I met him when I was a candy striper here in 1959 about two months 

before he was caught.”
“And what was your impression of him?”
“He was a nice man, a good doctor who was loved by his patients. 

No one would ever have suspected him of what he was doing.”
“But someone did, and he was caught.”
“Yes. He made a mistake that was witnessed by one of his residents, 

who took note of it and started following him around until a pattern 
developed and called police.”

“But not before dozens died.”
“That’s correct. And of the dead that he admitted to killing, there 

were hundreds if not thousands that were never learned of in his forty-
year career in medicine.”

“I don’t recall him having a nickname.”
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“He didn’t have an official one, but he was known here at the hospital 
as the comforter after he was captured. It never got into the media, but 
we all understood, even though what he was doing was misguided.”

“And what was that?”
“Ending suffering, Director. Helping people die more quickly.”
“As I recall, he killed many people who weren’t dying at all.”
“Yes, well, that is one of the mysteries surrounding his killings.”
“Not a mystery, Ms. Pascal. The doctor was a sociopathic serial 

killer, and he used his medical degree to get away with murder for many 
decades. He was only stopped by that resident you speak of through his 
own error, but he also almost killed that person before they could talk.” 
Claire didn’t respond but told the group she would pull a report and get 
it over to Sara. After she left the office, John asked, “Sara, is Ms. Pascal 
a nurse?”

“She was but retired from nursing about a decade ago. She has been 
working here in administration as long as I can remember. She’s over 
seventy, John.”

“Does she work nights?”
“Her hours are seven a.m. to five p.m. Monday through Friday. You 

don’t think that she had anything to do with Brian’s death, do you?”
“Everyone is a suspect until they’re not, Sara. You know the rule.”

“Use caution. I just spent several minutes talking to Sara, her 
husband, who’s the Deputy Director of the FBI, and his assistant Chris 
Mantel about the comforter,” Claire said while speaking on her cellphone 
on the private patio outside her office.

“Why would the FBI be asking about the comforter?”
“Doctor Cantor was murdered.”
“Murdered? How could they tell he was murdered?”
“I don’t know details, but the comforter obviously screwed up, and 

Sara wants a mortality report, and I can’t fix those numbers.”
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“I don’t see that as an issue. People die in the hospital all the time. I’m 
more concerned with how they figured out that Brian was murdered.”

“Well, I would guess that you did something wrong. How did you 
kill him?”

“Potassium chloride, like always. Why?”
“Did you do something different?”
“He was asleep when I got into his bedroom. His maid was working 

only a room away but couldn’t hear me because she had earbuds in. I 
tied off Brian’s arm and injected him with a large dose and woke him to 
tell him what I was doing.”

“You made a fatal mistake. The drug would have hit his heart and 
killed him instantly but instead of being slowly absorbed through the 
body it must have built up in the dead heart. They probably discovered 
the levels of potassium on autopsy as well as the needle mark. Killing 
in the hospital and hospice is one thing. The patients have needle marks 
from IVs and injections. Doctor Cantor wouldn’t have had those marks. 
This is bad.”

“It will be fine. I sent Stephanie Hanson home this morning, and I 
also sent Tammy Jenkins home as well. Both were terminal, and no one 
is the wiser. The only reason I took out Brian Cantor is he spotted me a 
few times, and I was afraid he could identify me.”

“He couldn’t identify you, but now you have set the system in 
motion to be investigated. There will be tighter scrutiny on deaths, and 
the mortality numbers are high when you’re on shift at the hospital. That 
can tie directly back to you.”

“Not really.”
“Why not?”
“I have been killing other nurse’s patients as I get to know them. I 

check charts. I look for the sickest and send them on their way. I don’t 
just deal with patients that are in my care. I work the wards. Brian kept 
seeing me because I was all over the hospital, and so was he. I think the 
statistics will be pretty even across the board between all of us nurses. I 
made a bad judgment call with Brian.”



48 • Chapter Six

“It’s too late to have regrets over killing him.”
“I have no regrets over killing him. I just regret the way I did it. I 

should have just killed him outright.”
“Well, that’s water under the bridge. I’m seventy-one years old, and 

I killed here for years and was never suspected. When I retired, and you 
took over, I thought you would follow my lesson plan.”

“I have, Claire, I have. There hasn’t been a single case questioned in 
all of the years I have done this. Brian Cantor is the only one. I have a 
feeling this will blow over. I just need to lay low for a few days.”

“Well, I’m pulling the reports now and getting them to Sara. Watch 
your back. If you go down, I will go down, too, and I’m too old to go to 
prison for the rest of my life.”

“And I’m way too beautiful for prison. This will pass. You’ll see. 
I’m sorry that I upset you.”

Claire hung up the phone as Sara and John came out onto the patio. 
Sara looked at her and asked, “I thought you were pulling the reports?”

“They are compiling now, Sara. I will email them over to you as 
soon as I have them. I just needed some fresh air, that’s all. I’m seventy-
one years old.”

“Seventy-one? Jesus, Claire! You should retire and enjoy your 
years.”

“I love what I do. I am enjoying my years. Too many of my friends 
retired and ended up dead in a matter of months because they didn’t have 
anything to do. I don’t miss nursing, but I love the administration side 
of things, and it keeps me sharp.” Claire walked back into the building.

“When you get those reports, I want to see them, Sara.”
“HIPAA laws won’t allow me to share that type of data with you 

without a subpoena.”
“You’re not sharing it with me. You’re sharing it with the Eagle.”
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Chapter Seven
“Tell me about these nurses.”

C
laire sent over the mortality statistics for the hospital an hour after 
Sara requested them. She was having a late lunch with John and 
Chris when they came over. She reviewed them then sent a copy 

over to John’s tablet.
“Nothing out of the ordinary here, John. Our reported statistics are 

very good. Our readmission rates are low, and our mortality rates are 
well within normal levels. Patient satisfaction is high as reported to 
Medicare and the state.”

John was eating his lunch and looking over the reports on his tablet. 
“How often do you do these reviews?”

“We report our statistics to Medicare once a month. It’s required in 
order to stay in compliance.”

“How often does the board of directors go over them?”
“We have monthly meetings and all in-hospital patient deaths go under 
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review by an inquiry board, but in my time as the head of the hospital we 
have only had a handful of deaths that were suspicious or due to medical 
misconduct or malpractice. It happens, but we also care for an older 
population at our facility, and we have onsite hospice as well as a long-
term care facility. These factor into the death rates. People being referred 
to hospice aren’t usually going to leave any other way than feet first.” 

“What about home hospice?”
“We don’t track that. It has nothing to do with the hospital. If a 

patient has the money and people to care for them in a home hospice 
environment, there are dozens of companies that provide those services. 
I mean, Brian’s murder really has little to do with us. It is a police matter.”

John nodded as he took a bite of salad and flipped his hands over the 
screen on his tablet. Chris was watching the patrons come in and asked, 
“How can you be certain on a cause of death, Sara?”

“I don’t understand the question.”
“Let’s say you have a patient who is admitted with chest pain, and 

you start to work him up and while you’re doing it he suddenly dies for 
no apparent reason. What’s the protocol? How do you determine a cause 
of death for a death certificate?”

“The attending physician will call a code then a time of death. 
Depending on the patient and their family, we may do an autopsy, or the 
family will order a private autopsy.”

“Do you ever get the coroner involved?”
“Sure. If it’s a gunshot wound, that goes to the coroner. If we have 

an unusual death that we feel needs special attention, we will request a 
coroner’s inquest. It’s pretty rare.”

“You did it with my daughter.”
“Yes, I did, Chris, but that was different.”
“How so?”
“You’re family. Your daughter’s death took us all by surprise. I 

wanted to double-check myself and my staff to make sure we wrote up 
the correct cause and to learn from your tragedy.”

“And what did you learn?”
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“That we are not perfect, that we missed her true gestation period, 
and that there was no way that we could have saved her.”

“What happens if you can’t come up with a conclusive cause of 
death?”

“That depends on the patient and their history. In most cases, the 
patient had an underlying or chronic medical condition that would lead 
to death, outside of the cases of heart attack and stroke. Again, we are 
dealing with an aging population at my hospital, which means that more 
people are going to die. But even given patient density in a populated 
area like the San Fernando Valley, and being one of only two certified 
trauma centers, our numbers are low.”

“So, in some cases your doctors just guess at a cause of death, and 
the patient is buried or cremated?”

“We don’t guess, Chris. It is important that we thoroughly investigate 
all deaths. It’s in the best interest of the general public. We have to be 
thorough in our reporting. If we are not, something could slip through 
that could jeopardize the whole city, state, country, or even the world.”

John stopped reading and handed Sara a piece of paper with several 
names, then he asked, “Tell me about these nurses.”

She looked it over then put it down and continued eating. “Angela 
Sparks, Molly Harold, Ji Su Lee. They have some of the toughest duties 
in our facility. They handle the ICUs. Angela supervises the ICU staff, 
and Molly and Ji Su as well as many others work for her.”

“Are they good nurses?”
“No, John. They’re shit nurses. I make it a practice to hire the 

worst of the worst. What the fuck kind of question is that? Of course 
they are good nurses, some of the best in their fields. Angela has the 
job of overseeing all of the ICUs and is an excellent nurse. We are a 
four hundred and twenty-five bed hospital and the only hospital with a 
certified pediatric trauma center. We staff two full-time nurses to each 
patient and one part-timer per floor. So, I have over nine hundred full-
time RNs and another three hundred part-time nurses giving quality 
healthcare to the people of Los Angeles on top of a physician’s staff of 
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hundreds in all different fields. We are a damn good hospital with damn 
good people.”

John pushed away from the table. “You’re right about all of that, but 
you have one small problem.”

“And what’s that?”
“You have a serial killer on staff and while she thinks she is bringing 

mercy to people, she’s a killer, and not all of these deaths have been 
properly investigated. I believe that she killed Doctor Cantor because she 
feared he would out her, and if I’m right, others who aren’t terminally ill 
could die if they discover her identity.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”
“Believe it, Sara, and watch your back.”

Jim was back at his office going over the crime scene photos from 
Brian’s home when John called. “So, how did it go at Cantor’s place 
after we left?”

“It’s definitely a homicide. I found residue on his sheets, most likely 
potassium chloride. The killer was seated next to him when she killed 
him.”

“How do you know that?”
“I found some pieces of black lace on the floor next to the bed where 

the body was found. I have been to enough funerals to know what it is. 
The killer wore a black headdress to cover her face.”

“Our killer is a woman, and she is a nurse on staff at Northridge 
Hospital. She has most likely been on staff for years. Chris and I had a 
very interesting afternoon with Sara and her assistant.”

“Oh, so you finally met Claire?”
“You know her?”
“Of course. Claire Pascal is a legend in nursing. I can’t believe she’s 

still working. She’s got to be in her early seventies.”
“Seventy-one and an interesting woman.”



Comforter • 5352 • Chapter Seven

“You bet she is. She worked for Doctor Arthur White, the serial 
killer doctor, when she was a kid. If I remember correctly, the hospital 
was opened in nineteen fifty-five, and Claire worked as a candy striper 
there.”

“She told us.”
“So, Sara got herself a great assistant who knows that hospital 

backward and forward and knows its history as well.”
“She spoke of the comforter and not as a ghost story.”
“Good because it’s not a ghost story. There have been many unsolved 

deaths at the hospital throughout its history. White might have started it, 
but others have kept up the mercy killings since the hospital opened.”

“Yeah, Ms. Pascal spoke about it. It appears to be a well-kept secret.”
“Most people just think of it as a ghost story. You know how that 

shit works. When you’re dealing with a hospital of that size and with 
the diversity of patients they deal with coupled with the trauma centers, 
you’re going to have stories floating around.”

“So, what’s your take on Cantor’s murder?”
“He must have seen the killer. I can tell you this killer is good and 

while not a literal ghost, she’s a talented one. She is well trained, and I 
would expect she is following in the footsteps of White and others who 
took on the role of angels of death through the years.”

“It’s murder, Jim.”
“In the case of Cantor, it is. I am split on the mercy killing situation. 

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t like murder, but this nurse serves a purpose 
much like the Eagle does.”

“You’re comparing the Eagle to a cold-blooded murderer?”
“The Eagle is a cold-blooded murderer, John, and you know that 

he’s just killing people who are even worse than himself. Fuck, man. 
You know this shit. I investigated a death at the hospital about a decade 
ago. It was the death of an older man who died suddenly of what were 
determined to be natural causes. The only reason we got involved was 
the guy was a former deputy sheriff. I was new to the force in those 
days, and we didn’t have the advances in criminology and CSI that we 
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do today. In the end, we closed the case as suspicious. I worked closely 
with Claire on the death as she was his attending nurse when he died. 
She was calm about the whole thing and explained the man’s condition 
and the events that led up to his death. You’re not thinking that Claire is 
the comforter, are you?”

“It’s crossed my mind.”
“Don’t waste your time. She’s not. She’s a committed nurse and 

now administrator. She is not a killer.”
“Did you have a fling with her?”
Jim was quiet for a few seconds. “She is sixteen years older than me. 

Of course, I had a fling with her when she was a nurse.”
“Great. That makes you as unbiased as the paint on your office 

walls.”
“She’s not a killer, John. Do you want me to talk to her?”
“No. There has to be something that we are missing in the Cantor 

killing that would shed light on the killer.”
“Well, I know that you’re working this as the Eagle and not as the 

FBI. I will do what I can to help. I agree that we have a killer. It’s one 
thing to kill the sick and dying; it’s another to kill a young, healthy 
doctor.”

Beth Cantor had been down in the morgue with Stephanie Hanson. 
She had gone over the chart and was reading over labs as she checked 
the body. One of the morgue workers saw her leaving and said, “I’m 
sorry, Doctor Cantor. I know it is tough to lose a patient. She is in good 
hands, and once you and Doctor Swenson release the body, the family 
has a funeral home ready to pick her up for cremation.” Beth nodded as 
she pressed the elevator button to go back upstairs.

The doors opened, and Tina stepped out. “Tina, what are you doing 
down here?”

“Looking for you. One of the nurses told me you were with Hanson.”



Comforter • 5554 • Chapter Seven

“So, you came all the way to the morgue?”
“Sure. I was there when she died, Beth. There was nothing you 

could have done. She was in total cardiac arrest when we got to her 
room. Angela called a code, and I worked on her, but she had been dead 
at least a half hour.” Beth nodded and stepped into the elevator. “So, 
what have you got there?”

“The lab reports on Hanson.”
“I see, so you see that she was terminal?”
“Not exactly.”
“What are you talking about?”
“These labs aren’t for Hanson. I am on my way to see Mark Bench. 

Somehow, the labs for Hanson got mixed up with the labs from a 
deceased patient.”

“I don’t understand.”
“It happens all the time but doesn’t usually lead to death. These labs 

were for a patient named Tamara Jenkins who was indeed terminal and 
died yesterday morning. Somehow, the lab mixed up the final results 
and put the wrong patient name on them. I have Hanson’s labs right 
here, and guess what?”

“What?”
“Stephanie Hanson was in full remission; her bloodwork was close 

to perfect, and if I had been on duty when these results came over, I 
could have called Mark to double-check, and Stephanie should not have 
died. Her death now falls under suspicious circumstances, and I need to 
report it to Sara and the board as well as the police.”

“But she…she was terminal.”
“Was is the key word here. Yesterday’s labs show a full remission. 

She had no history of cardiac issues. She was as healthy as she could be 
for what she had been through, and she should be at home not lying in a 
cooler waiting for release for cremation.”
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Ji Su was in the infusion center when her cellphone rang. When she 
answered, the caller said, “We need to talk.”

“About what?”
“A murder.”
Ji Su was with a patient, and the look on her face startled the patient. 

“Are you okay, Ji?” She nodded and told the caller she would call her 
back. She hung up the line, and the male patient who had just stopped 
vomiting from the second round of chemo looked at her and asked, “You 
look like you saw a ghost. I’m supposed to be ashen, not you.”

Ji Su laughed. “Just a surprise call. Most likely a prank. You know 
how it is. How are you feeling, Howard?”

Howard Epstein was pressing his back into the infusion chair. “Well, 
I have thrown up twice, so not too great.”

“Hang in there, Howard.”
Howard got a sad look on his face. “I have stage four pancreatic 

cancer, Ji. I’m wasting my life sitting in this chair. I need to make the 
most of my time. This isn’t going to save me. The doctors know it. I 
know it, yet I keep coming back.”

“And you have lived five months longer than you were supposed to.”
“Lived? Did you really say lived? You’re a young beautiful woman 

with your whole life ahead of you. I haven’t been living. I have been in 
this damn hospital day in and day out. Infusions, transfusions, ICU stays, 
people pouring every drug cocktail they can into this dead body, and for 
what? So there will be living samples of my DNA in test tubes when 
my body is in the ground? You don’t get it, Ji Su. I messed up. I should 
have taken the road of quality over quantity. The road I swore I would 
take when I was healthy. But instead I have done this to my body. I’m 
emaciated, in agony, and just want this to be over. I’m tired of chasing 
daylight, Ji Su. I’m fifty-three years old and for the past two years I have 
been trying to hold on to life with both hands. I’m down to hours, and 
I’m sitting in this little room expected to watch uplifting videos while 
poison flows into my veins. And why have I done all of this? To hold 
on for a few extra months for the sake of my family. My family never 
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sees me as my kids are in college, and my wife is working her ass off to 
pay the bills until I die, so she can collect my life insurance. Hell. Call 
it what it is. Death insurance. When I take that last breath, my wife can 
breathe. She will be set for life, and I will be gone, and the memories 
she will have of my last years will be of hospitals and treatment centers, 
chasing any type of hyped cure only to go broke.”

Harold slumped over in the chair, and Ji Su felt his neck for a 
pulse. It was very weak. Harold’s breathing was becoming more and 
more labored, and she sat there holding his hand, not calling a code, 
not letting anyone know what was happening until Howard stopped 
breathing and his pulse had ceased. She sat for ten more minutes with 
him after he passed then called a code when she knew he could not be 
resuscitated. Just before she called the code, she leaned in to Howard’s 
ear and whispered. “I’m sorry you had to suffer like this. Letting you die 
was the merciful thing to do. Go in peace.”
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Chapter Eight
“I heard her say ‘comforter.’”

W
ho was murdered?” Ji Su was sitting in the corner of the hospital 
cafeteria sipping a cup of green tea.

Angela was sitting across the table from her speaking softly. 
“Doctor Brian Cantor.”

“How do you know this?”
“Claire called me. She said that the comforter took him out.”
“The comforter? The ghost killed Doctor Cantor.”
“It was no ghost. It was a real murder, and the cops and feds know 

about it.”
“Doctor Cantor was using again. He was also seeing things. I had 

a run-in with him a few nights ago. He cornered me in a stairwell and 
insisted that he had seen someone leaving a dead patient’s room.”

“I heard about that. Did you see anything?”
“No.”

“
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“Why was Tina on the ward last night?”
“She was checking on Beth’s patients. She told you that. Why?”
“I don’t know. Something’s wrong.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. What’s wrong?”
“I’m going to tell you, but you can’t tell a soul. Agreed?”
“Sure.”
“I have seen Tina on the ICU floor several times over the past week 

in the early morning hours between two and four a.m.”
“What’s so unusual about that?”
“We had four deaths last week in the pulmonary ICU. Tina was on 

the ward when all of them happened.”
“Were these people terminal?”
“Yes.”
“Did you see Tina in their rooms before their deaths?”
“Not those rooms, but the other night I saw her come out of the 

stairwell at the far end of the cardiac ICU when I was doing my rounds. 
I followed her to one of the rooms and watched her go in.”

“Was it one of her patients or Beth’s?”
“No. It was another doctor’s patient, but she was under my care.”
“So, what happened?”
“She had a satchel over her shoulder.”
“Like the one she had last night?”
“Yes, the same one. I kept out of sight and watched her sit down next 

to the patient and start talking to her quietly. I couldn’t hear all of what 
she said, but I did hear her say comforter, and as she said it, she pulled 
something out of her bag, and I walked in.”

“What happened?”
“She rushed to put whatever she had in her hand back in her bag and 

said that the patient was a friend of hers, and she was stopping in to see 
how she was doing.”

“Strange.”
“It gets stranger. After she kissed the woman on the head, she 

woke up and looked at Tina and asked who she was. Tina laughed and 
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told the woman she was her niece, but the woman was insistent that 
she wasn’t.”

“Did you confront her?”
“A little. The woman was pretty out of it, and Tina chalked her non-

recognition up to the open heart surgery and drugs and left the room.”
“Did you speak to the patient in the morning?”
“I couldn’t. I was too busy then went off shift.”
“It doesn’t sound like the patient is going home anytime soon. You 

should speak to her.”
“I can’t”
“Why not?”
“She went into cardiac arrest yesterday afternoon and died.”
“Was Tina on the floor?”
“I don’t know. I wasn’t there, and the day team was too busy trying 

to save the woman to do much else.”
Ji Su sipped her tea and asked, “Have you told anyone?”
“No. I’m not going to accuse a physician’s assistant of foul play. She 

is almost a doctor, you know?”
“It seems to me that her behavior is odd enough that you should at 

least tell Sara or Claire.”
“You’re right. I have to tell someone. I don’t want to start shit with 

Sara. I will talk to Claire. She always puts the best spin on these things. 
She knows this hospital backward and forward.” Angela paused and 
asked, “What are you doing in here so early? Didn’t you have a patient 
in the infusion room?”

“Yes. Howard Epstein.”
“The psychologist?”
“Yes. He had pancreatic cancer and had lived months past what he 

was supposed to. He passed about a half hour ago.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Can I confide something in you”
Angela nodded. “He was suffering so badly, and he was talking 

about all of his regrets when he coded. I couldn’t bring myself to call the 
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code right away. I waited ten minutes until I knew he was gone before 
I called the code.”

Angela didn’t respond right away but could see the pain in Ji Su’s 
eyes. “I have done the same thing. I have been a nurse a long time 
and when someone has suffered the pains of hell and doesn’t want to 
be saved, or they have a DNR, I have been known to just leave the 
room and go back out to my station until either someone else finds 
the body or the alarms that I had shut off when the patient coded are 
turned back on from my station when I know they have been dead 
long enough.”

Ji Su smiled, “So, did I do wrong?”
“Howard had a DNR?”
“Yeah. He had just put it in place in the past week.”
“And it was on file?” Ji Su nodded. Angela put her hands on 

her shoulders and said, “You did nothing wrong. There would be no 
resuscitation, but you also knew that someone might not have known 
of the DNR and would have started heroic measures. It happens all the 
time, and the hospital makes the news or, worse, gets sued. You allowed 
a man to have some peace. I don’t think you did a damn thing wrong.”

It was six thirty p.m., and Angela stuck her head into Claire’s office. 
She was on the phone and motioned to Angela to sit, and she did. When 
she hung up, Claire looked at Angela and said, “You look tired.”

“I am. I have pulled two seventy-two-hour shifts this week. I am off 
for four days starting tomorrow, and I’m going to sleep for the first two 
of them.”

Claire laughed. “I remember those days, and I don’t miss them.” 
Angela nodded and fidgeted a little in her chair. “What brings you to 
see me?”

“I have something on my mind, and I didn’t want to go to Sara 
because you know how she overreacts.”
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“What’s troubling you?” Angela sat for the next half hour and told 
Claire everything. When she was finished, she sighed and sat back in her 
chair. Claire had listened intently to everything that Angela had to say 
and when she was done and had caught her breath, she smiled and said, 
“I see your concern, but I don’t think that you need to worry about Tina.”

“How can you say that after everything I have told you? I think we 
should at least report it to the police.”

“You want to risk the career of a PA on some strange coincidences? 
Are you willing to possibly ruin a career over nothing? These types of 
specters don’t go away after an investigation even if the party is cleared. 
It follows them and their career for life. I think I should have a chat 
with Tina and get her side. Don’t you think she is entitled to an informal 
conversation with me?”

“I suppose. I have been working a lot of hours. I might have my 
times and dates confused.”

“Let’s not let confusion ruin a career.”
“Claire, if she is the comforter, she isn’t going to admit that to you.”
“You let me worry about that. I have been doing this a long time. 

I know when someone is lying to me and if I think for a fraction of a 
second she is, I will call the police myself.”

Angela stood up and shook Claire’s hand. “I feel better. I have been 
keeping this to myself for a while.”

“Let me deal with it. You have a long night ahead of you. Try 
and relax. When you come back to work, I will let you know what, if 
anything, I discovered.”

Angela nodded and walked out of Claire’s office. Claire had pulled 
out her cellphone when Sara came walking in. “There are a few things 
in that report that I want to go over with you, Claire.”

“No problem, Sara, but can we do it tomorrow? I’m beat.”
Sara laughed. “Of course, Claire. Go home and relax.”
Sara walked out of her office, and Claire dialed her cellphone as she 

walked out onto the patio. When the caller answered, Claire asked, “Did 
you have a run-in with Angela Sparks?”
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“I wouldn’t call it a run-in, but we had some words last week. Why?”
“Because she has seen you in people’s rooms just before they died, 

and your ICU incident has her feathers ruffled.”
“Okay, so what do you want me to do about it?”
“Kill her. She’s off for a few days. I want you to kill her.”
“You don’t think two staff murders in less than two days isn’t going 

to grab the attention of everyone? Besides, she can’t prove anything. 
What did you tell her you were going to do?”

“Talk to you.”
“Okay. You spoke to me, and I’m not the comforter. Everything is 

good.”
“Angela will be off for four days. You need to end her. I didn’t spend 

decades in the shadows putting people out of their misery only to have 
it all go to hell at this age.”

“Claire, you’re hysterical. You have to calm down. Angela isn’t 
going to speak to anyone. She will get some rest. You will speak with 
her when she comes back, and this will drop off her radar.”

“How can you do the work of compassion and comfort if you can’t 
get on the floors? You’re not a doctor, Tina. You’re a PA. Beth is a doctor, 
and she has patients on these floors all the time. You really screwed us 
with Brian. I had the FBI here asking questions, and the sheriff’s office 
is involved in Brian’s death. I was able to talk Sara down as her husband 
looked on, but there is something about Sara’s husband John that makes 
me feel ill at ease.”

“Well, he’s an FBI agent who runs the behavioral science unit of 
the Bureau. He oversees a team of agents whose sole job is to hunt 
down killers, and he is known for his very, very acute sense about 
people. I have met him a few times, and he creeps me out as well, but 
I think that we should just take a step back here and allow things to 
be quiet for a few days. If I take out Angela, then all hell is going to 
break loose.”

“Not if you make it look like an accident.”
“What do you mean?”
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“Angela is a heavy exerciser as well as drinker when she is off 
duty. I have caught her taking a snoot full on the job as well but never 
reported it. Slip her a mickey before she gets in her car, and she will 
have an accident.”

“And risk her surviving or killing others? That’s not what I do. I kill 
the terminally ill. I don’t kill innocents.” There was a pause. “Okay, I 
killed Brian, but that was self-preservation. I have never killed anyone 
for sport.”

“Well, I have to think this through. How is Beth doing?”
“She is doing okay. Losing Brian hurt. They were close, but she will 

be fine with time.”
“Just think about what I said. There are any number of ways to get 

rid of Angela.”
“Think about what I said. I don’t kill innocents, and she is not a 

threat to me.”

Sara was reviewing the reports Claire had sent her when Karen 
knocked on her office door then asked, “What are you so intense about?”

“Oh, John was here with Chris this afternoon asking about the 
comforter.”

“Why would they be asking about an old ghost story? Neither of 
them believes in ghosts.”

“They think that the comforter is real, and Claire didn’t help my 
case that it is just a ghost story. Claire believes that the comforter killer 
is a real person but wouldn’t elaborate too much on that.”

“Huh. How old is Claire?”
“Seventy-one. Why?”
“It might be time for her to retire, or you should check her cognitive 

function. She obviously has been around this place a little too long.”
“Maybe. You don’t see any of the mortality reports for the hospital, 

do you?”
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“No. I don’t have patients who are ill here, well, not physically. A 
couple of my patients have committed suicide while on psych holds, but 
those were resolved quickly. Why do you ask?”

“I had Claire pull a mortality report for the past year, and we have 
lost a fair number of patients. I mean, we still have a five-star overall 
mortality ranking on the Medicare charts, but we have lost quite a few 
patients.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. We treat an older population and are a 
trauma center, so that would factor into patient deaths.”

“It does, but John wants these reports for himself.”
“The Bureau is investigating the hospital?”
“The Eagle.”
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Chapter Nine
“Sara stands behind these  

nurses wholeheartedly.”

J
ohn and Chris were sitting with Jim at Santiago’s. John was looking 
over the reports Sara had emailed him, and he had shared the reports 
with Jim and Chris. Jim was smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer 

while John and Chris drank tonic water.
“I don’t know, John. I don’t see anything out of the ordinary here,” 

Chris said while staring at his tablet.
“Me either, and that’s what bothers me.” Jim hadn’t said anything 

in nearly a half hour. He had his tablet on the table in front of him and 
opened another bottle of beer. John was shaking his head as he looked 
over the reports then looked up at Jim and asked, “Why are you so 
quiet?”

“Me? I don’t know. Perhaps it’s because I’m waiting for you two 
idiots to get a clue.”
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John frowned. “Why can’t you just come out and say it if you see 
something?”

“Because you will never learn. For a guy who’s always saying, ‘I 
pay attention,’ you aren’t paying attention here.”

“Okay. What am I missing?”
Jim took a swig of his beer and pushed his tablet over to John. “Look 

very, very closely.”
John stared down at Jim’s tablet for several seconds, then his eyes 

went wide. “Son of a bitch.”
Jim started laughing. “What do you see?”
“A pattern that led to Cantor’s murder.”
“Uh, huh. Go on.”
“Tamara Jenkins died in the ICU. She was terminal, but Doctor Beth 

Cantor hasn’t seen her chart according to the notes from the nurses, 
so she would not have known that before she died. She coded out. 
Brian Cantor tried to save her but couldn’t and asked around about a 
mysterious person he had seen on the floor just before the death. Beth 
Cantor also had another terminally ill patient with only days or weeks 
to live. Brian was on the floor when that patient coded, but he couldn’t 
save her either. He told everyone he saw someone in the area before the 
death, but no one believed him, and then he was murdered in his own 
bed with the same M.O.”

Jim nodded as he lit another cigarette. “Cantor either knew the 
person doing the killing or was getting too close and got himself 
killed.”

Chris was looking over his tablet and said, “If this comforter is a 
mercy killer, why would he or she kill someone who wasn’t ill?”

John sat back and looked at Chris. “To remain anonymous. To keep 
killing undercover and to avoid going to prison. Brian Cantor was a 
chronic alcoholic and drug user. According to his sister, he’d relapsed 
and was spiraling out of control. He was going to kill himself or one of 
his patients if he wasn’t stopped, so the killer seized the opportunity and 
ended his perceived suffering.”
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Jim put his hands on the table and said, “Someone knows the identity 
of the killer and as John has said, this ghost story has been going around 
for decades. This killer was trained by another to do this work. These 
killings have been going on pretty much from day one at the hospital. 
Arthur White was the first killer, and someone took over after his 
capture. I would guess there have been at least one or two other killers 
before this one. Also, if you look at the bulk of the deaths at the hospital, 
after you take out the trauma center and other factors, the people who 
have died have been either in the cardiac care or pulmonary care ICUs, 
and all of them were terminal cancer patients or had severe heart issues. 
The bulk of the cancer patients who died were Doctor Beth Cantor’s 
patients, and the nurses who were caring for them were Angela Sparks 
and Molly Harold. Both work the graveyard shift, no pun intended, and 
both have been with the hospital for over a decade.”

John looked over the reports carefully. “You think either Sparks or 
Harold is the killer?”

“It would appear that way, and it might not be just one person. Sparks 
and Harold could be working together, or one could be working alone.”

“No,” said Chris. “If one of these women was the killer, the other 
would know it. There is no way that these two could work together for 
this many years and not suspect something was wrong with the other.”

“Unless one of them is keeping her mouth shut because she’s an 
accessory to murder. This has gone on for decades, which means the 
other would be culpable for not reporting what she knew.”

Both John and Chris nodded, and John said, “Sara stands behind 
these nurses wholeheartedly.”

“She’s a fuckin’ administrator, John. Of course, she’s going to stand 
behind them. The patterns up to the Cantor killing are so subtle and with 
the patients being terminal, unless there was a sudden rash of killings 
this would fly right under the radar of most at the hospital, including 
Sara. This killer is good, and nursing is a good cover for a killer.”

“I don’t know, Jim. These deaths were all reviewed by hospital 
administration, and there was nothing out of the ordinary.”
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Jim shook his head. “Jesus Christ. When a person dies in the hospital, 
there is rarely an autopsy. They are bagged and tagged, sent to the morgue, 
and then picked up by funeral homes. For those with no next of kin, their 
remains are stored and offered to medical schools or cremated. Most 
hospitals are subsidized for this, so they can work out agreements with 
local funeral homes to cremate the remains. This is the world of the perfect 
crime, man. We have seen mercy killings before. They happen way more 
than anyone knows. It’s legal for doctor-assisted suicide for people with 
six months or less to live, so these killers are rarely caught. What makes 
this killer unique is she’s been caught killing an innocent outside of the 
hospital. Even if Cantor was a druggy and alcoholic, he had more than six 
months to live. He was killed off to protect the identity of the killer. It also 
means that this killer is not just a ‘comfort’ killer but a serial killer.”

“Jim, anyone who kills multiple people is a serial killer. It doesn’t 
matter if it is in the hospital or on the streets, sick or well. The killer gets 
off on killing. I know how serial killers think. I have been dispatching 
them for decades.”

Chris laughed. “Yes, you have, John, but you don’t consider yourself 
a serial killer, right?”

“I’m a serial killer, Chris, but unlike my prey, I’m killing the worst 
of the worst. I’m methodical in making sure that my victims have 
victimized others, then I kill them. I don’t run around randomly killing 
people for the sheer pleasure it brings. I kill as a means of justice. I 
understand that it seems like a contradiction in terms, but I’m the good 
guy when it comes to killings. I kill to save lives, but that’s not what this 
killer is doing. We have no notes and no motive outside of illness and 
or discovery. We have a pure sociopath, and there is no way that I can 
connect these two women to these deaths beyond a reasonable doubt. 
We know that the killer slipped up when killing Cantor, but who was it? 
One way to learn if it might be one of these two is to find out where they 
were on the evening of Doctor Cantor’s death.”

Jim laughed. “That’s a great speech, John, and I know where these 
two were the night that Cantor was killed.”
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“Where were they?”
“On duty in the ICU at the hospital, according to the hospital records. 

So, that eliminates the two of them. Now, if neither of these two is the 
killer, who the fuck is?”

Angela Sparks unlocked her apartment door where she was greeted 
by her cat. She threw her suitcase on the couch along with her nurse’s 
uniforms and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and collapsed onto 
the sofa. She turned on the TV and watched the morning news as 
she sipped her beer. She could see her landline on the end table and 
saw that she had messages. She picked up the phone, muted the TV, 
and went through the calls that had come in over the past four days. 
Two of them got her attention; one was from Claire, and the other 
from Tina. Both were cryptic, only asking her to return their calls. She 
saved the messages and went back to watching the news as her cat laid 
on her lap. She was starting to doze off when there was a knock on 
her front door.

She looked through the peep hole but saw no one. She waited for 
several minutes, but there was no movement and no more knocking. She 
had a latch chain lock on the door and slowly opened it with the chain 
still in place. There was no one in sight, so she removed the chain and 
found a small package on the ground with a UPS label on it. She picked 
it up and brought it into her apartment then locked the door. The box had 
no return address. Inside, there was a box of chocolates and a card with 
hearts on the cover.

‘Sweets for my sweet. I hope to see you very, very soon. Your admirer.’
She put the card on an end table as well as the chocolates. “Who 

the hell is my admirer?” she asked herself as she walked down the hall, 
disrobed, and stepped into the shower.
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Beth Cantor had finished her rounds when Tina asked, “How are 
you feeling?”

“Still tired and in shock. How are things here at the office?”
“No issues. I have seen the bulk of our patients, and things are under 

control. There is a young man in the waiting room. I ran some bloodwork 
on him and some X-rays. I need a consult from you.”

“What’s the issue?”
“He has several dark shadows on his lungs, and I’m concerned.”
“How did the bloodwork come back?”
“A lot of things were out of range. He also has elevated ProGRP 

levels as well as CSA levels.”
“So, he has lung cancer?”
“It would appear so, but he’s not having symptoms.”
“If he’s not having symptoms, why is he here?”
“He had to have a physical for work, and the doctor had ordered a 

full metabolic panel and chest X-ray then referred him over to you.”
Tina handed Beth the chart, and she looked it over. “Jesus! He’s 

only twenty-one. Poor kid. Get him into an exam room, and I will take 
a look.”

Tina left Beth’s office and called the young man. “David, come on 
back.” David Grace followed her to an exam room and had a seat. “Doctor 
Cantor will be with you shortly. Would you please remove your shirt?”

“What’s going on?”
“Doctor Cantor will explain more.”
“I thought you were a doctor.”
“I’m a physician’s assistant. I’m not a doctor.”
“Then why did you run all of those tests and X-rays?”
“I can do almost everything that a regular doctor does, but when it 

comes to treatment options and issues for patients, I pass those off to 
Doctor Cantor. She is a thoracic surgeon and pulmonary specialist.”

David started to speak when Beth entered the room. She introduced 
herself then put David’s X-rays up on a light board. “Mr. Grace, my 
name is Doctor Cantor. I’m an oncologist.”
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“You’re a cancer doctor?”
“Yes, and I’m afraid that I have some unsettling news for you. Do 

you see the spots on your lungs here on the X-rays?” David nodded. 
“You have cancer, Mr. Grace. I believe it is a carcinoma. I don’t know 
the extent or severity yet. I need to biopsy your lungs and look at the 
tissue under a microscope.”

“You’re kidding, right? I’m twenty-one. I have never smoked a day 
in my life, and I feel fine.”

“The fact that you feel fine is relatively normal. Most people don’t 
start feeling ill until it’s too late to treat them. Your age doesn’t matter, 
nor whether or not you ever smoked. There are all kinds of genetic 
factors as well as exposure factors that can make you susceptible to 
cancer.”

“I want a second opinion.”
“I agree wholeheartedly with you on that, and I will get you referrals, 

but you can’t get a second opinion without a definitive diagnosis. We 
need to run the tests first. When I have the diagnosis, you can take it to 
another doctor for a second opinion.”

David was stone-faced, and Tina said, “It’s normal to be in shock in 
these situations, but it is important to get the test done right away, so we 
know what we’re dealing with.”

“Okay, so what now?”
Beth said, “I would like you to go over to the hospital. They will 

check you in, and I will come over in about an hour to do the tests. We 
don’t want to wait on this. It’s important.”

David nodded, and Beth asked Tina to take him over to the hospital. 
Tina walked him out of the exam room and through a long hall that 
connected the medical building with the main hospital. The two walked 
without speaking, and Tina spoke to the staff to get him admitted and 
then prepared for the biopsy.
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Chapter Ten
“The FBI is investigating  

Brian’s murder?”

S
ara was in the operating theater when Beth walked in and asked 
how she was doing. “I’m hanging in there. I have a new patient in 
the OR with Tina. We need to biopsy his lungs.”
“Ultrasound needle-guided biopsy?”
“Yes. I want it to be less invasive. The patient is twenty-one. If the 

bloodwork matches the biopsy, I’m afraid I won’t have a patient for 
very long.”

“What are you thinking?”
“Carcinoma, and it looks like it’s pretty extensive in both lungs.”
“Is Tina helping with the biopsy?”
“She’ll be my ultrasound guide.”
“Have you notified Mark Bench that you have one on the table for 

pathology?”
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“He’s coming down now and will stain the slides and look them 
over as we work on the kid.”

“Well, stop by my office when you’re done. I want to speak with 
you.”

“Is there a problem?”
“No. I just want to ask you some questions.”
“Has there been a break in Brian’s murder case?”
“I’m afraid not. The sheriff’s department is hard at work on the case, 

and my husband is involved as well.”
“The FBI is investigating Brian’s murder?”
“Unofficially. Sheriff O’Brian often asks my husband and his 

second-in-command to help out with cases. You have some of the best 
criminal minds in the country working on this, and I know they will 
figure it out.”

Beth was teary-eyed and hugged Sara as Tina came around the 
corner. “Is everything okay?”

“Beth is just emotional, that’s all. She wants to know who killed her 
brother.”

“We all want to know who did it. I will feel much safer when the 
killer is caught.” Beth nodded and thanked Sara for the update and told 
her she would stop by her office later. Tina followed Beth into a scrub 
room, and the two prepped for the procedure on David. “So, did Sara 
say if there were any leads on Brian’s killer?”

“No, but the sheriff’s department and the FBI are working together 
on the case.”

Tina’s face dropped. “The FBI is involved?”
“Not in an official capacity, but her husband and his partner are 

working with Sheriff O’Brian on the case.”
“Wow! That’s some fire power there.”
“I only hope they can find my brother’s killer.”
“I understand these things take time. I dated a cop for a few months 

years ago, and he would tell me about the backlog in cases and the lack 
of manpower to get through them all.”
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“The fact that the sheriff’s department and the FBI are working 
together makes me feel more hopeful that the killer will be caught 
sooner rather than later.”

The two walked into the operating room where David was 
under general anesthesia. Mark was sitting at a microscope, and the 
anesthesiologist was monitoring David as he slept. The two women 
began the procedure and handed the tissue to Mark. They removed ten 
samples, and Mark processed them as quickly as possible. When they 
had finished, he turned on a monitor connected to the microscope then 
pointed to three slides. “Squamous cell carcinoma, Beth. The kid is full 
of it.”

Beth and Tina looked at the screen, and Beth asked, “Can you 
stage it?”

Mark looked at the screen. “I will need to run some labs on them, 
but based on my experience it looks to be stage four. I’m sorry.”

Beth and Tina went back over to the operating table, and David’s 
anesthesia was reduced. He jolted awake and asked, “So, what’s the 
word?”

“It’s not good, David. You have a very rare, aggressive form of lung 
cancer that doesn’t typically respond to traditional treatments.”

“I don’t understand. I feel fine.”
“That has me baffled as well because you shouldn’t feel fine. You 

should be in agony and having trouble breathing.”
David took several deep breaths and released them. “I feel fine. I’m 

sore from what you did, but outside of that I feel fine.”
Tina nodded, and Beth said, “I would like to start you on 

chemotherapy this afternoon to see if we can shrink some of this, then 
we’ll see if there are any surgical options to try and remove the tumors.”

“I want a second opinion.”
Tina stood over him. “Mr. Grace, if you choose to forgo treatment 

right now and put this off while looking for second and third opinions, 
the only thing that you’re going to get for your efforts is dead. You 
have stage four lung cancer. The prognosis for that type of cancer is 
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days or weeks. You might feel just fine right now, but that is going to 
change very quickly. Doctor Cantor didn’t give this diagnosis to you in 
a vacuum. Doctor Mark Bench, one of the nation’s leading pathologists, 
stained and read your biopsy as we did it.”

Mark stepped into view. “Tina is correct, Mr. Grace. If you decide 
to put this off, you will most likely die within a month. While there 
is no guarantee that Doctor Cantor can save you, if I were in your 
position, there is no other doctor I would want on my team. I am a 
cancer specialist, Mr. Grace, and I believe the diagnosis is correct. 
Failing to start aggressive treatment will lead to a faster, more 
agonizing death.” 

“I want a second opinion from another doctor and that’s all there is 
to it. So, release me, and I will make some calls and appointments. I’m 
not taking your word for it.”

Beth shook her head. “As you wish, Mr. Grace.” David was fully 
alert, and Tina and Beth helped him up off the table and walked him to 
the changing room where his clothes were stored. He dressed, and Beth 
handed Tina a piece of paper. “Give this to Mr. Grace. Tell him if he 
begins to experience any of these symptoms that he needs to come back 
to the ER.”

“Beth, you can’t just let him walk out of this hospital. The man is 
dying. By the time he feels any of these symptoms, he’ll be dead.”

“I can’t force him to stay. There is a list of oncologists on that paper. 
Recommend that he call any one of them today. It’s two p.m. He might 
be able to get in with one or two by tomorrow. Now, if you will excuse 
me, I need to see Sara.”

Tina walked back into the changing room where David was putting 
on his shoes. She handed him the sheet of paper. “Doctor Cantor wants 
you to have this list of oncologists that we recommend for the second 
opinion. There is also a list of symptoms. If you start to feel any of them, 
you need to get back to the ER ASAP.”

“Thank you, Tina. If this checks out, I will come back to Doctor 
Cantor for treatment.”

“I hope so, Mr. Grace. Every minute you wait you are putting 
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yourself that much farther from treatment and a possible cure.”
David nodded and coughed a little. “Can I get some water?”
“Of course. Sit down, and I will get you some.” Tina left the room and 

returned with a cup of water, which he drank down quickly. “Thank you. 
I will be in touch.” He stood up to leave but fell back into the dressing 
room chair. He shook his head a couple of times. “Something’s not right.”

“What’s wrong, David?”
“I don’t know. I’m dizzy and feel like I’m going to puke.”
Tina told him to relax, but he got more and more animated until he 

collapsed on the floor in a seizure. Tina called a code, and a team got 
David to a room. Tina began to resuscitate him and was successful, but 
he was laboring to breathe. Tina called to have David intubated. One of 
the nurses working with her on David was Molly Harold and while she 
was helping work on David, she was also watching Tina. When he was 
finally stabilized, Tina asked to have Beth paged and asked Molly to 
stay with David, who nodded.

Once everyone was out, Molly grabbed a phlebotomist’s kit, tied 
off David’s arm with a tourniquet, and took several vials of blood. She 
looked around to see if anyone had seen her and quickly slid them into 
her lab coat and called for another nurse to take over as she needed to 
get back to the ICU.

John and Jim were talking in his office as Chris had been sent to 
assist Sandy down in the lab. Jim was standing near one of the office 
windows when John asked, “Are you thinking about Sam?”

“Of course. Not a moment goes by that I don’t think about her. I wish 
she were here for this case. She always challenged me, which made me 
better at what I do.”

John nodded as he swiped his hand over his tablet. “Well, we have 
ruled out Angela Sparks and Molly Harold as the killers. This type of 
killing is usually someone in a nursing position.”

“Yeah, it is, but what if it’s not a nurse?”
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“Go on.”
“Let’s look at the players. Nurses are pretty much locked into their 

positions, right? So, they are pretty easy to track. Look at the other sick 
fucks that were caught doing this type of killing. They were nurses, and 
they were almost always caught by other nurses. But what if the killer 
is a doctor?”

“A doctor? Come on, Jim. That’s one hell of a stretch.”
“Is it? They come and go on the wards all the time. Some doctors 

with great bedside manners like to visit their patients and see how they 
are doing, then you have the ones who don’t give a rat’s ass and send 
staff or PAs to do the rounds for them.”

John got a thoughtful look on his face. “You have a great point. The 
bulk of the deaths in the reports were Beth Cantor’s patients.” 

“She’s an oncologist, John. She’s bound to have more dead bodies 
than a PCP.”

“Yes, but it’s the perfect cover for mercy killings. She loses patients 
all the time, right? Who’s really going to question her when she does?” 
John had the tablet in his hands. “If you look at her stats in inpatient 
deaths, there is an interesting blip.”

“Blip? What fuckin’ blip?”
“She has been practicing for fifteen years and only at Northridge. 

For the first five years she was there, her patient mortality rate was very 
consistent. About ten years ago, her numbers began to rise, not enough to 
draw attention but enough for me to notice something. Then about five 
years ago, she had a rash of deaths in the hospital, and there was an inquiry, 
but nothing was done about it. Since then they have leveled off, but she 
still has the highest mortality rates among her peers at the hospital.”

Jim pulled his tablet and looked over the reports John was talking 
about. “I see it, but what changed? Did Cantor become a killer after she 
started in oncology?”

“No. A killer is a killer. If she were a killer, her numbers would have 
been high from the start. There’s something else here. If her patients 
are being preyed upon, something changed. She’s not the only doctor 
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whose mortality rates climbed about a decade ago. Several others in 
oncology also climbed. The thing is, it is so subtle that no one picked 
up the pattern.” 

Jim was looking over his tablet. “I need a cigarette. Where is your 
smoker’s lounge?”

“Outside. Come on. I will take you down.”
The two men left the office for the ground floor, and Chris met them 

at the elevator. “Where are you two off to?”
“Jim needs a cigarette. How did it go with Sandy?”
“No problem. She is working on some new AI and just needed me to 

help her with programming.”
“Wow. You guys really are on the cutting edge of this shit.”
“Someone has to be, Jim. Chris and I are always looking for new 

ways to use AI in crime fighting.” Chris followed the men into the 
elevator and went down to the smoker’s area with them.

Mark Bench was back in his lab when Molly came in. She walked 
up behind him and kissed the back of his neck. Mark smiled but didn’t 
turn around. “Angela, how many times have I told you not to do that. 
My fiancé might see you?” Molly turned him around, and he laughed. 
“What brings you to my lab, gorgeous?”

“I hope nothing.” Molly pulled the vials of blood out of her coat. 
“Can you run toxicology on these?”

“I can do anything. Who’s the patient? The tubes aren’t marked.”
“He is a new intake. He was just diagnosed with cancer.”
Mark looked at the vials then at Molly. “This wouldn’t be blood 

from David Grace would it?”
“Yeah. How did you know?”
“I was just in the OR with Beth and Tina doing a biopsy on him. 

What is he still doing here? He was leaving for a second opinion.”
“A second opinion?”
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“Yeah. It’s a pesky thing some people do when given a terminal 
diagnosis. He’s got a rare but aggressive form of cancer. I was with Beth 
and Tina to stain and test the biopsy. The kid was leaving to get a second 
opinion against our urging. What happened?”

“That is the million-dollar question. He collapsed in a changing 
room after the procedure and went into full cardiac arrest. Tina was able 
to revive him, but he is on a ventilator and in a coma.”

“This type of cancer wouldn’t do that to a patient that quickly.”
“I know. I need you to run this blood and tell me if there are any 

toxins or high levels of potassium hydrochloride.”
“You think the kid was poisoned?”
“I don’t want to, but I have a bad feeling.”
“Do you have a suspect?”
“Yes, but I don’t want to say anything until you run the tests. How 

long before you have answers?”
“Um. You have isolated the first suspect, so I will run that first. I 

should have results in a half hour or so.”
“Okay. I’m heading back to the pulmonary ICU. Call me when you 

get the results.”
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Chapter Eleven
“Come see me ASAP.”

S
ara was reading when Beth knocked on her office door. Sara invited 
her in and asked her to shut the door then closed the adjoining door 
to Claire’s office.
“What’s going on, Sara? Is there word on Brian?”
“No. I have been asked to pull mortality rate reports for the hospital 

for law enforcement.”
“Okay.”
“I have been going over them, and I pulled them for the past decade.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
“I found an anomaly in your results. A very, very subtle anomaly, 

but one that law enforcement is going to pick up on.”
“And what is the anomaly?”
“Your mortality rates.”
“What about them?”



82 • Chapter Eleven

“You have been consistently losing more and more patients year 
after year.”

“That’s not an anomaly, Sara. That’s a fact of life. Cancer rates have 
increased every year and being a thoracic oncologist, I get the worst 
cases. Lung and bronchial cancers are some of the leading causes of 
death among all other forms of cancer. That means that year after year 
I’m going to lose more patients.”

“There has been an overall increase in cancer deaths at this hospital 
over the past decade with your unit having the largest incidence of death 
due to cancer.” 

“Just what are you implying, Sara?”
“I’m not implying anything. I’m stating a fact. I know the facts 

around the cancers you treat, but there seems to be an angel of death 
hovering around your patients.”

Beth sat back in her chair. “Are you suggesting that I’m killing my 
patients?”

“Yeah, Beth. I called you into my office without police and had you 
shut the door because I think you’re a murderer. The police are trying to 
find your brother’s killer. I think that Brian accidently stumbled onto a 
killer here at the hospital. I don’t think he was hallucinating last year or 
before his death. I think that he had been seeing someone who was with 
patients just before they died.”

“A nurse?”
“I don’t know. In most mercy killing cases, nurses are the usual 

suspects, but I don’t think so in this case. I think that we have a very, 
very low-profile killer working among us, and I don’t think it’s a nurse. 
I think it’s a doctor.”

“Jesus Christ, Sara! You sound as paranoid as Brian did. Do you 
hear yourself? We take an oath to save lives not end them.”

“I know, but Brian is dead. He was killed with a very common drug 
used in mercy killings. He had been seeing someone at the hospital who 
was on the wards at the time of several deaths, and I don’t think that any 
of this is a coincidence.” 
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“Okay, so if I’m not the suspect, who is?”
“That’s where I’m lost. I believe that someone does know who the 

killer is. I had a disturbing conversation yesterday with one of my nurses 
about some things that she has seen with one of our employees.”

“Do you want to be more cryptic?”
“I can’t say anything right now, but I would appreciate it if you 

would report anything out of the ordinary.”
“Well, that should be easy!”
The two women were in a stare down when Beth was called over the 

PA to come to the operating theater. Sara picked up her phone and called 
the paging service. “This is Doctor Swenson. I have Doctor Cantor with 
me.” Sara listened for a few seconds then hung up the line. “Do you 
have a patient named David Grace?”

“Sort of. I just diagnosed him with stage four lung cancer, but he left 
the hospital for a second opinion. Why?”

“That was a page from Tina Vincent. The patient just went into 
cardiac arrest, but she was able to revive him, and he is now in a coma 
and on a ventilator.”

“Oh my God! That makes no sense.”
“Let’s get down there and find out what happened.”

Molly had gone down to the hospital chapel before going back to the 
ICU. She walked in and saw Ji Su sitting in one of the pews praying. She 
approached and sat down next to her. Ji Su looked over and smiled then 
lowered her head as tears fell down her face. Molly lowered her head, 
too, and after a few minutes both women rose and left the chapel. Molly 
invited Ji Su to the lounge, and the two went in and got drinks and sat 
out on the patio.

“Are you okay, Ji Su?”
“Troubled, that’s all.”
“Is it something I can help with?”
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“No. I spoke to Angela about it before she left, and she was comforting.”
“I see. Lost a patient, huh?”
“Yes.”
“It’s not the first patient you have lost, is it?”
“No. I just got a little too close to him.”
“An occupational hazard. You either become callous and thick-

skinned, or you fall apart every time someone loses their battle. For 
those who fall apart, they aren’t long for this type of work.”

“I know. I’m not jaded, and I’m not overly sensitive. Occasionally, 
a death gets to me, and I have a hard time with it.”

“I understand. I have been doing this for over a decade, and the loss 
of patients gets to me, too.” Molly took a deep breath and said, “I have 
to get back to the ICU. Angela is off for a few days, and I am working 
with a new nurse, and I can’t leave her alone for long.”

Ji Su smiled, and Molly gave her a hug and walked off. Molly’s 
cellphone buzzed in her pocket, and she saw a text from Mark Bench. 
“Come see me ASAP”

She texted back that she had to go to the ICU and asked, “Was I 
right?”

There was a long pause, then Mark texted back, “Worse!”

Sara and Beth arrived at David Grace’s bedside in a matter of 
minutes. Tina was working up a chart on him, and two other nurses were 
setting up monitoring equipment. Beth looked at the unconscious young 
man and asked, “What the hell happened?”

Tina didn’t look up from the chart as she answered. “I don’t know. I 
walked him back to the changing room, and he started dressing. He said 
he didn’t feel right then went into a seizure and then cardiac arrest. I was 
able to call a code blue and get a crash cart to him and get him back. I 
just got an EEG in place, and there is brain activity. He was out for less 
than two minutes.”



Comforter • 8584 • Chapter Eleven

Sara asked to see the chart that Tina was working on, and she handed 
her the tablet.

Beth walked over to David and checked his pupils and heart rate. 
“This almost looks like an allergic reaction, Tina.”

“If it is due to the anesthesia, it is an awful late reaction, Beth.”
“Well, that’s all we gave him, and it was a really, really low dose.” 

Beth looked puzzled then said, “He might have thrown a clot after our 
biopsy. He might have a pulmonary embolism. Let’s get him to MRI 
right away. We need to take a look at his heart and lungs.”

Angela woke up on her couch just before seven p.m. She had slept 
for nearly twelve hours, and the card and chocolates were still on the 
end table. She yawned and stretched then made herself a pot of coffee. 
“Three more days of rest. What the hell am I going to do tonight?” She 
poured herself some coffee and grabbed the card off the table and read 
it again. She looked hard at the handwriting then walked to a bureau in 
her dining room and pulled out several pieces of paper and looked them 
over. She dropped the coffee cup to the floor. It shattered as she put her 
hand to her mouth and whispered, “Jesus, this is from Brian. Oh my 
God. This was sent by Brian.” She got the box and looked for the date 
it was sent. She was able to retrieve the UPS tracking number, and the 
package had been sent three days earlier. She started to cry. “Oh, Brian. 
Why didn’t you just tell me? God, it would still have been our secret.” 
She was sobbing with the card still in her hands and broken glass all 
over the tile floor of her dining room when her cellphone rang. She 
pulled herself together and answered.

“Angela, it’s Molly. I have Mark on the line.”
“Hi guys. What’s going on?”
Molly’s voice was shaky, and she said, “I don’t want to believe what 

I’m about to tell you.”
“Then have Mark tell me. What’s up?”
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“Doctor Beth Cantor and her PA Tina Vincent ended up with a new 
cancer patient today.”

“Okay.”
Molly spoke, “The patient was diagnosed with lung cancer late this 

afternoon and was going to leave the hospital for a second opinion when 
he collapsed in a dressing room.”

“These things happen all the time, so what’s different about this 
case?”

“Tina did something to him!”
“Wait. What?”
Mark interrupted, “You don’t know that, Molly. Did you see her do 

anything to him?”
“No, but she was alone with him before he collapsed. Tell Angela 

what was in his blood.”
“Fentanyl. He needs an injection of naloxone immediately.”
Angela yelled into the phone, “The guy is a user, and no one checked? 

Jesus, Molly! Get over there now and tell Beth and Tina that they need 
to administer the drug now!” Molly hung up the line and left Angela and 
Mark on the phone alone. “How did you figure this out, Mark?”

“Molly was suspicious of Tina and drew blood. She wanted me 
to look for potassium chloride, but the symptoms didn’t fit. With the 
epidemic of fentanyl abuse, and the fact that I’m testing samples dozens 
of times a day, I was able to get a reading immediately.”

“Jesus. I hope she can get over there and save this guy.”
“Me, too. The drug interacted with the propofol that was used during 

his biopsy for sedation. The fact that the kid even got off the table is 
amazing.”

“He wasn’t on the operating table and under when this occurred?”
“No. Molly said that he was getting ready to leave the hospital after 

the procedure, and Tina was helping him when he went into arrest.”
“That’s not right. If this guy was a user, he would have gone into 

arrest when the drug was introduced into his body. It would have 
happened on the table.”
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“I have heard of delayed reactions but not more than a minute or 
two.”

Angela was nodding to herself as she ended the call. She wasted no 
time calling Sara. When she picked up, Angela said, “I just received a 
disturbing call from Molly Harold and Mark Bench.”

“What’s going on?”
“Beth Cantor has a patient who went into cardiac arrest.”
“I know I’m in the room with him as well as Beth.”
“Is Tina there?”
“She was, but she left. What’s going on?”
“I don’t want to speak to you in front of Beth or Tina. We need to 

talk right away, privately and preferably in person.”
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Chapter Twelve
“Claire knows about this?”

A
ngela, Molly, and Mark know what you did, Tina.”
“That’s impossible.”
“No, it’s not. They know that Beth’s new patient David Grace 

received a large dose of fentanyl, and they just gave him naloxone to 
counteract the overdose.”

“So, they will just think that the kid is a user and that the drug 
interacted with the propofol we used to sedate him.”

“How did you give it to him?”
“Who says I gave it to him, Claire?”
“Molly Harold drew a blood sample that she gave to Mark. She said 

that you were behaving strangely, so she drew the blood.”
“I was acting as I always act. I saved his life.”
“No, you got him on life support. Beth and Sara are going to save his 

life, and as soon as they do, that kid is going to come to, and when they 

“
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ask him about using, he’s going to deny it.”
Tina was calm. “What do ALL drug abusers do when confronted? 

Deny, deny, deny.”
“Did you give him anything before he fell ill?”
“A cup of water.”
“And was there anything in that cup other than water?”
“No. Just water from the cooler off the OR.”
“Well, you better batten down the hatches because you’re about to 

become front and center in Brian Cantor’s death as well as others.”
“I’m not worried about it, Claire.”
“Well, I am.”

Molly administered the antidote, and David responded almost 
immediately. He was off the ventilator in a matter of minutes and asked, 
“Where am I? What the hell happened?”

Beth was standing with Molly and said, “You had a reaction to the 
drug we used to put you to sleep, Mr. Grace. How long have you been 
abusing fentanyl?”

“Abusing WHAT?”
“Fentanyl. It’s a powerful opioid. Had it not been for Tina Vincent 

and Molly Harold, you would be dead.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t drink, smoke, or do 

drugs. I’m a Mormon and just returned from my mission a few weeks ago.”
“Where were you sent?”
“I was a missionary in Detroit, Michigan for two years. What does 

that have to do with anything?”
Molly was staring at David. “Mr. Grace, there is no shame in admitting 

you have a drug problem. The first step in healing is admitting it. Don’t 
you understand the gravity of this situation? You were technically dead.”

“Look, I DON’T USE DRUGS!” David was speaking loudly even 
with a sore throat from the ventilator tube. “You people are trying to kill 
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me. I want out of here NOW!”
Beth shook her head. “I can’t release you right now, Mr. Grace. We have 

diagnosed you with what looks to be terminal cancer, and you have had 
a reaction to anesthesia due to an interaction from a street drug. We can’t 
risk another episode. You have to stay here overnight for observation.”

“I’m not staying here another minute. You release me, or I’m calling 
the police.”

Beth looked at Molly and said, “Call Karen Mantel and ask her to do 
a quick evaluation on Mr. Grace to see if he is psychiatrically sound. If 
not, I want him held on a seventy-two-hour psych hold.”

“Don’t you think that is going a little too far?”
“No. If Mr. Grace is not a user, Karen can get to the bottom of that. 

If he is, and we release him, he will die, and I, the hospital, and Tina will 
get sued.” Molly nodded and called for Karen to come to the room while 
David was restrained by orderlies.

Angela was waiting at an all-night diner for Sara to arrive when she 
saw several police officers walk in and sit down. When she walked in, 
Angela waved to her then led her to another table far away from the police.

“So, what’s so important that we need to meet in private?”
Angela pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the table. Sara 

read it and folded it back up. “How can you be so sure?”
“It all just fell into place, but I don’t think she is alone in this.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Sara, there is no way that something like this could be kept under 

wraps for decades. The comforter killer has been a hospital ghost story 
since it opened in nineteen fifty-five. Doctor White was the impetus for 
the story, but there have been many unexplained deaths at the hospital 
since his capture in fifty-nine.” 

“Angela, I run a damn hospital. One of the unfortunate aspects of 
it is that people die. You’re accusing Tina of murder. That’s a serious 
allegation.”
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Angela nodded her head. “That’s what Claire said when I told her.”
“Claire knows about this?”
“Yeah. Before I went off shift last night, I went to talk to her. I 

didn’t want to get you involved because you get emotional. I spoke 
to Claire. She told me that she would speak to Tina and let me know 
how the conversation went. When I got home last night, there were two 
messages on my voicemail, one from Claire and another from Tina.”

“Did they say what they wanted?”
“No. They just asked me to call them. I’m off for two more days. 

What really set this in motion for me was a package I received via UPS 
today.”

“Okay.”
“It was from a secret admirer.”
“You have an admirer?”
“I know who he is. It’s a game we played before his death. Brian 

Cantor and I were secretly dating.”
“I had no idea.”
“That’s why it’s a secret, Sara. Beth and I don’t always get along, and 

Brian wanted to keep things undercover. He had had such a hard road 
over the past couple of years. He just wanted a low-key relationship. No 
drama, no demands, and I was the same.”

“Did he talk about the ghost he was seeing?”
“Yes.”
“Did he have any ideas about who it might be?”
“No. He never got a really good look at them.”
“Was it male or female?”
“He didn’t know, but he was leaning toward female.”
Sara sat for several minutes digesting the information. A waitress 

brought the women a pot of coffee, and Angela poured herself a cup and 
then one for Sara. She took a few sips and asked, “How do you want to 
handle this, Sara?”

“I don’t know. If any of this is true, Tina has done an excellent job 
of covering her tracks. Connecting her to even one killing could be very 
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difficult.”
“But Molly called me about the situation with a new patient that 

Tina supposedly saved but who had high levels of fentanyl in his blood 
that sent him into cardiac arrest.”

“That’s true, but Tina and Beth had been treating that patient, and he 
is in denial over his diagnosis and prognosis.”

“That wouldn’t have put high levels of fentanyl into his blood, Sara. 
Was Beth present when the patient coded?”

“No.”
“Tina was, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well?”
“There is an ongoing investigation into Brian’s murder. My husband 

and Sheriff O’Brian are working the case along with some of their 
people. I think it’s time that I call him.”

“You do what you feel is best, but this killer is no longer a mercy 
killer, Sara. When she murdered Brian at his home, she became a straight 
up cold-blooded murderer.”

“If any of this is murder, it’s all cold-blooded. You need to watch 
your own back. If Claire has spoken to Tina, and she is indeed the killer, 
your own life could be in jeopardy.”

“I know. I live alone in a one-bedroom apartment with no security 
system. Believe me, I’m on edge.”

Sara excused herself and left the restaurant. Angela finished her 
coffee and ordered some breakfast before going home.

Sara was driving home when she called John. When he answered, 
she said, “We have a problem.”

“Okay. What’s the problem?”
“I have just been informed by one of my nurses that she believes 

the comforter killer is Beth Cantor’s physician’s assistant Ms. Tina 
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Vincent.”
“And what did she base this on?”
“Speculation but there are ways to track her, and one of those ways 

was a near fatal situation with one of Beth Cantor’s patients this evening 
who is believed to have been poisoned with fentanyl.”

“Fentanyl? You people use that drug for surgery and other things, 
right?”

“Yes, and he did have a surgical procedure, but fentanyl was not 
used. He received a very light dose of propofol and had a reaction to the 
drug after the procedure.”

“Is the patient a user?”
“He claims he’s not. He’s a Mormon and just returned from his 

mission. He claims he doesn’t do drugs and has never done any.”
“Fentanyl can be administered several different ways. Who 

discovered the overdose?”
“Nurse Molly Harold.”
“Nurse Harold?”
“Yes. She claims that Tina was behaving oddly after the patient 

collapsed and went into cardiac arrest. After Tina resuscitated him, 
Molly drew down some blood and sent it to Mark Bench for testing. He 
found the drug right away.”

“How’s the patient now?”
“He’s recovering but is combative. Beth has asked Karen to assess 

him for a psych hold, which I approved, and I have been with Angela 
Sparks for the past half hour.”

“Why?”
“Angela believes that Tina is the comforter killer, but she doesn’t 

believe that she works alone.” Sara spoke to John for nearly twenty 
minutes as she drove home and told him everything she knew. As she 
pulled into the driveway, John told her to follow up with Karen on the 
patient and to steer clear of Tina and Claire until morning.

John hung up his cellphone and looked over at Chris, who was 
sitting in his office, and said, “We need to call Jim. This case has just 
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taken a bizarre turn.”
“Doctor Cantor’s assistant is the suspected killer?”
“Yeah, but it gets even stranger.”
“How so?”
“Claire Pascal might be involved.”
Chris shook his head. “As a killer?”
“I don’t know. I have a feeling things are going to snowball quickly.”
“So, what are we going to do?”
“We are going to pay Beth Cantor and her assistant a visit.”
John called Jim and asked him to meet them at the hospital. After he 

hung up the phone, Chris said, “Tina Vincent is nowhere on our radar.”
John nodded. “Indeed. That’s what makes this even more concerning 

to me. She’s not on anyone’s radar.”
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Chapter Thirteen
“Shit! Do you think she told her?”

K
aren was sitting with David, who was extremely agitated and 
combative. “I don’t need a shrink. I need to get the hell out of here.”
“Mr. Grace, please calm down. I want you to go home, too, but I 

need to make sure you’re not a danger to yourself or others.”
“I know my rights. I can check myself out against doctor’s orders, 

Doctor Mantel. I want a second opinion, and I want out of here before 
I end up dead.”

“You feel that someone is trying to kill you?”
“Yes. I don’t do drugs. I was told that they found a powerful drug 

in my body that caused complications in my surgery. Since I don’t use 
drugs, and they claim that a drug that they didn’t administer was in my 
system, that tells me that someone gave it to me.”

“After your procedure, I was told that you were upset and went to 
change to go home.”
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“Yes.”
“What’s the last thing you remember before blacking out?”
“The physician’s assistant, Tina, got me a cup of water. I drank it. 

I don’t remember anything until I came to in this bed. I’m not nuts. I 
walked in here this morning feeling a little under the weather, and now 
I’m faced with a terminal diagnosis. I don’t know about you, but when 
something like that happens to you, you get a second opinion. When 
you suddenly have a drug in your body that you have never heard of that 
nearly kills you, you get the hell out of the hospital.”

Karen was recording the conversation, and David was calming down 
as she continued speaking with him. Molly was outside along with 
another nurse. Beth and Tina had left the floor and gone back to their 
offices. Karen emerged from the room and told the nurses that he could 
be discharged but to note it is against doctor’s orders. Molly was shaking 
her head. “Do you have an issue with my orders, Nurse Harold?”

“Yes, Doctor Mantel. I do. That patient is very sick. He nearly died, 
and the drug that was in his system can have long-term effects. He could 
even relapse. If he does and he is not in the hospital when it happens, 
he will die.”

“I have explained all of that to him, and he still wants to be released.”
“May I speak with him?”
“Sure.”
Molly left Karen and the nurse and went into David’s room and shut 

the door behind her. David was sitting up in bed, still restrained, and he 
looked at Molly and asked, “Will you please have these removed? I’m 
going home.”

Molly walked over to the bed and started releasing the leather wrist 
and ankle restraints. “Mr. Grace, I understand you’re upset. I understand 
that you’re scared, and I understand the confusion over the interaction 
that you had. I believe you. I don’t believe you are a drug addict. I don’t 
know how you got the drug in your system, but if you truly aren’t a drug 
addict, then you would be wise to remain in the hospital overnight.”

“Give me one good reason.”
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“Fentanyl is an extremely powerful opioid. It is eight times more 
powerful than heroin and, in some cases, just touching it in powder form 
can send a person into cardiac arrest. We will get to the bottom of how 
you came in contact with the drug, but if you leave right now, and you 
have never used that drug before, you will most likely die.”

David shook his head. “You’re just trying to scare me.”
“Mr. Grace, I have been a nurse for over a decade. I have had a front 

row seat to more tragedy than the average person will ever endure. I 
don’t want you to die. I don’t want to have an ambulance rushing your 
lifeless body into our ER later tonight only to learn you didn’t make it. I 
am going to be on shift here all night. I work in the pulmonary ICU here, 
and you are one of Doctor Beth Cantor’s pulmonary patients. I can ask 
Doctor Cantor to put you on the ward and in my care. We have a room 
that is right in front of the nurse’s station where you can see me, and I 
can see you. Please reconsider and stay the night. I will watch over you. 
No one is going to hurt you. The enemy right now is time. The drug we 
gave you to counteract the other drug wears off and, in many first time 
users, fentanyl remains in their systems. After several hours, you may 
need another dose of antidote if you start exhibiting symptoms. If you’re 
here, I can do that; if you’re not, I can’t.”

David had tears in his eyes as did Molly. “Are you LDS?”
“No, David. I’m not a Mormon.”
“Do you believe in God?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Do you pray?”
“Yes.”
“Will you pray with me right now?”
“Of course.”
The two bowed their heads, and David began to pray. When he was 

finished, he said, “I’m trusting you, Nurse Harold.”
“Call me Molly. I know that I can’t make your cancer better, but I 

will not let you down. If everything is good in the morning, you have 
several options. You can be released for a second opinion, or you can 
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have our oncology team here at the hospital look over all your labs and 
the biopsy report and give you a second, third, and fourth opinion.”

“I want my own doctor.”
“Is your doctor an oncologist?”
“No, but he has been my doctor since I was a little kid. He will give 

it to me straight.”
“What’s his name?”
“Doctor Harris Stone.”
Molly smiled. “Harry Stone?”
“Yes.”
“He’s a great doctor, and he has privileges here. Would you like me 

to page him and ask him to come and see you tonight?”
“You can do that?”
“Of course. I have known Harry for years. I know when he finds 

out one of his lifelong patients is here and is terminal, he will be in this 
hospital faster than greased lightning.”

David laid his head back on the bed and took a deep and obviously 
painful breath and said, “Thank you, Molly. If I can see Harry, and if 
you will watch over me, I will stay.” Molly smiled and told him she 
would get his transfer started and left the room.

Karen was standing in the hall alone, and Molly said, “Mr. Grace 
will stay the night.”

“Impressive. How did you manage that?” 
“I treated him like a human being and not a patient. His PCP is 

Harris Stone. He wants him to come to the hospital. I will call him then 
Beth and have David transferred to the ICU where I am working. He 
isn’t out of the woods yet, but I can keep an eye on him.” Karen nodded 
and left the ward. 

Angela got back to her apartment and was dressing to go to the gym 
when she heard a noise outside her bedroom door. She walked into the 
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small hall and called out, but there was no response. All of the lights 
were off except the kitchen light, and she walked down the hall slowly 
in a tube top and spandex pants with her shoes in her hand. She crossed 
the living room and went into the kitchen and was startled to see Claire 
Pascal sitting at her dining room table dressed in a long-sleeved black 
dress and black gloves with a funeral hat on her head.

“Claire? How did you get into my apartment?”
“I’m friends with the landlord. I was worried because you hadn’t 

returned my call and wanted to do a welfare check on you.”
Angela walked into the room and sat down at her table. “I don’t need 

a welfare check. You know I’m off for a few days. Why are you really 
here, and what the hell are you wearing?”

“I’m in mourning over Brian, and this is how I deal with it. I can’t 
wear this at work. I came here to make sure you were okay.”

“Why do I doubt that? Did you speak to Tina?”
“I did last night.”
“And?”
“Well, she was really offended and angry by your allegations. I think 

you would feel the same.”
“Go on.”
“She denies any connection to the comforter killer and is very, very 

upset with you. She has a bright future and what you have accused her 
of is serious.”

“I am well aware of how serious it is. So, you came here to tell me 
that Tina denies being involved in the deaths?”

“Yes.”
“So, you want me to drop the matter?”
“It would be the best thing for all involved, Angela. There is no 

evidence that Tina has done anything wrong. She is in a high mortality 
field of medicine where people die. She and Beth handle diseases of the 
lungs. Beth is an oncologist and while Tina is not a doctor per se, she is 
well trained and has been in her field for many years and knows what 
she’s doing. She and Beth deal with lung cancer, so I think that what you 
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have witnessed is coincidence, that’s all. I don’t think Tina had anything 
to do with killing anyone.”

Angela sat calmly looking into Claire’s good-natured eyes. Her face 
had deep lines from years of nursing, but she was attractive in her own 
way. “Well, if you feel secure in what Tina has told you, then I guess 
there isn’t anything else to do here.”

Claire nodded and stood up. “Indeed. I’m glad you are okay. You 
look like you’re getting ready for a workout?”

“I’m going down to the gym.”
“I thought you were going to sleep for a few days.”
“I slept plenty. I stay on my regular schedule when I’m off duty. 

So, nights are days for me, and days are nights. It’s too hard to try and 
reverse that. I have been on the graveyard shift for too many years.”

“That’s got to make it hard to date.”
“Not really. I don’t date very often and when I do, I am able to go 

out to dinner, hang out, and not get tired out, so being a night owl has 
its advantages.”

“I suppose it does. It was hell for me when I stopped nursing as I 
worked the same shifts that you work. When I went to days, it took me 
a good year to get my rhythms for sleep back in order, but now I sleep 
like a baby.” She patted Angela on the back. “I’m sorry for startling you. 
Enjoy your workout and time off. I will see you when you come back 
on shift.”

Angela walked her to the door and saw her out then went back into 
the kitchen and looked around, but nothing was out of order. She opened 
the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of Gatorade she had been drinking 
for a couple of nights. She put on her shoes then grabbed the bottle and 
headed down to the gym.

It was quiet outside of a few people who were finishing up a spin 
class. She set up one of the treadmills and stepped on, placing the bottle 
into a cup holder. She started off in warmup mode then started going 
faster and faster until she was at a full run. Sweat was pouring off of 
her, and she blotted her face and neck with a towel and took a drink 
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from her bottle. She kept running for several minutes until she lost her 
balance, and the speeding treadmill threw her to the floor. There was 
one trainer still in the gym, and he saw her hit the floor and ran to her. 
Angela had struck the end of the treadmill with her face, and blood 
was running from her nose and lips. Her eyes were wide open, but she 
wasn’t responsive. The trainer checked her for a pulse but found none 
and dialed 9-1-1 then started CPR as he waited for an ambulance.

Claire was sitting in her car outside the gym at the apartment and 
witnessed Angela’s collapse. She dialed her cellphone and said, “Angela 
Sparks is dead.”

“How?”
“Heart attack.”
“Is it traceable?”
“Unlikely. I used a low dose of potassium chloride in a bottle of 

sports drink as well as other liquids in her home. She was working out 
and working it through her system. By the time they get her to the ER, 
she’ll be dead. They can run all the tests they want. All they will find is 
a middle-aged woman who died of a heart attack. Now, I am told that 
Beth’s patient that I know you drugged this afternoon has agreed to stay 
overnight in the hospital.”

“He has.”
“Leave him alone, Tina. Stay off the ward. Don’t go near the patient.”
“Okay. You sound stressed out. What’s going on?”
“I killed Angela, but not before she had coffee with Sara at a diner 

near her apartment.”
“Shit. Do you think she told her?”
“Yes. Are you an idiot? She was off duty, and Sara had been at the 

hospital with David Grace and the rest of you before she received a 
message and left.”

“So, what now?”
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“Just stay away from the patient. Molly Harold and Ji Su are working 
the ICU tonight. The naloxone is going to wear off and based on the 
amount of fentanyl in his blood stream he is going to slip back into 
cardiac arrest. When he does, Molly and Ji Su will be the nurses on 
record, and if they can’t revive him, all eyes will fall on them. Just lay 
low for the night. I will call you tomorrow at work.”

Claire hung up the phone as paramedics arrived on scene. She 
watched as they worked on Angela. She had been bagged to help with 
breathing, and the EMTs had put her on a gurney and had rushed her 
out of the room. Claire watched the movements of the paramedics then 
pounded her fists on the steering wheel of her car. “Shit. They got her 
back. I couldn’t have dosed the bottle wrong.”

She followed the ambulance down the street from a distance until 
she was sure where they were taking her. Once she saw the sign for 
the ER at Northridge, she shook her head and drove off. “She better be 
brain dead. She has to be brain dead. I have been doing this for decades. 
I don’t mess up when killing.” Claire kept speaking to herself as she 
drove home and passed the hospital as the ambulance pulled into the 
emergency bay.
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Chapter Fourteen
“Oh, for crying out loud.  
This hospital is cursed.”

S
o, what’s the damn plan, John? It’s eleven p.m.” Jim was on his 
cellphone and was standing near the ER entrance, smoking, when 
John and Chris pulled in as an ambulance roared into the ER bay.

“Sara called and told me that Angela Sparks asked her to meet, and 
she slid her a piece of paper stating that the comforter killer is PA Tina 
Vincent.”

Jim took a hit off his cigarette. “Vincent? The woman that works 
with Doctor Beth Cantor?”

“Yes.”
“Okay, so why are we here?”
“Sara told me that they have a patient that nearly died this afternoon 

while in the care of Tina Vincent, and that he’d been given a near lethal 
dose of fentanyl.”

“
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“We’re here because some guy is a junkie?” Jim said in a snarky 
way.

“He was saved by the actions of Tina Vincent and Nurse Molly 
Harold.”

Jim perked up. “Molly Harold, huh? Is she working tonight?”
“Yes, Jim, and I want to speak with her.”
“What about the other nurse? Angela Sparks?”
“She is off for the next several days. That’s why she asked Sara to 

meet her off-site. Sara tells me that Sparks is convinced that Vincent is 
the killer, but that she doesn’t think she works alone.”

Jim stubbed out his cigarette and asked, “So, what are we going 
to do?”

“We are going to interview Molly Harold. Sara also told me that 
Angela Sparks is a night owl due to her work schedule, so when we 
finish with Harold we can go to Sparks’ apartment. It’s only a few blocks 
from the hospital.”

“I think you are spinning your wheels and keeping Chris and I up 
late again for no reason.”

“That might be, Jim, but right now Cantor and Vincent are at home. 
At least that’s where they should be. We have an opportunity to interview 
these two nurses who only hours ago were suspects.”

Jim shrugged. His suit coat was wrinkled and his tie undone. “Lead 
the way, Deputy Director. Let’s get this over with, so I can go home and 
get some sleep.”

Angela had been rushed into the ER, and an emergency team was 
working on her. The entire staff erupted in conversation upon learning 
who the patient was. Molly was working at her station when John and 
the others walked up, and she looked at Jim and asked, “What are you 
doing here, Jim?”

“Director Swenson and I want to speak to you.”



Comforter • 105104 • Chapter Fourteen

“And who is the tall monster behind you?”
“This is Special Agent Chris Mantel, John’s assistant.” Ji Su looked 

at the men as they stood in front of the nurse’s station. Jim was dwarfed 
by John and Chris. “Molly, can we speak in private?” Jim asked. She 
nodded and asked Ji Su to keep an eye on David as she pointed to a 
small office behind the nurse’s station. The four started for the office 
when the ICU phone rang.

Ji Su answered it then said, “Oh dear God.”
Molly looked at her and asked, “What?”
“It’s the ER. Angela Sparks is unresponsive and has just been rushed 

in from the gym at her apartment.”
Chris didn’t hesitate. “Ms. Harold, we will escort you to the ER.”
The four took off down the corridor as Ji Su looked on, and David 

roused to see the four running away. He called out, and Ji Su entered the 
room. “Yes, Mr. Grace.”

“What’s going on? Nurse Molly said she would be with me all 
night.”

“She will be back. One of our fellow nurses who is one of Molly’s 
friends has just been brought into the ER in crisis.”

David laid his head back on his pillow and said, “For crying out 
loud. This hospital is cursed.”

There wasn’t a dry eye in the emergency department by the time the 
four had made it to the main entrance. There were several doctors and 
nurses mulling around. There was a body covered with a white sheet 
and blood on the floor. John came into the room with his ID out and 
asked, “What happened?”

One of the young doctors looked up at John and said, “We lost a 
patient. Someone that we all really cared about.”

“What’s the patient’s name.”
“I’m not allowed to give out that information, Director Swenson.”
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“Is it Angela Sparks?”
The doctor nodded with tears in his eyes. “Yeah. I just pronounced 

her.”
“Do you have a cause of death?”
“Based on what I saw, it was a heart attack, but we will call the 

coroner’s office to do an autopsy as the death needs to be formally 
investigated.”

“May I see her chart?”
“As I stated, Director, HIPAA laws require that we keep that 

information secret unless you have a warrant or a subpoena.”
Jim stepped up. “I’m the goddamn Sheriff of Los Angeles County. 

I am investigating several homicides that are directly related to the 
deceased. Now give us the fuckin’ records, or I will have units roll 
and will arrest your ass for interfering in a joint state and federal 
investigation.” The doctor handed Jim a paper chart and while John and 
Jim looked it over Chris spoke with the EMTs who were first on scene. 
Jim looked at the reports but said nothing.

Chris came into the room, and John asked, “What did the EMTs 
tell you?”

“They rolled about twenty minutes ago on a 9-1-1 call from a gym 
trainer at Ms. Sparks’ apartment complex. She collapsed while running 
on a treadmill. They said the trainer was pretty shook up. LAPD is on 
scene. I think we should get over there.”

Molly was standing in the doorway to the room with a look of sheer 
terror on her face. John saw it and asked, “Are you okay, Ms. Harold?”

“No, Director Swenson. I’m far from okay. That’s my friend laying 
there, and she might have died of a heart attack, but I guarantee you 
she did not die of a natural heart attack. Angela was in peak physical 
condition. She was an avid runner and health nut. She didn’t die of a 
natural heart attack. She was murdered.”

Everyone within earshot heard her say the words, and the murmuring 
started. “Chris, please take Ms. Harold to a private room where she can 
sit and speak with you.”

Chris nodded and asked for a private office, and two ER nurses led 
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them away. John pulled out his cellphone and called Jade.
“It’s nearly midnight, John. What’s up?” Jade said in a groggy voice.
“I need you and Jessica at Northridge Hospital now. I have a 

suspicious death, and I want an autopsy done tonight.”
“Jesus Christ, John. I’m not your personal coroner. I have a backlog 

of people to deal with, and they are almost all homicides.”
“Jade, there is a limited window to get what we need from this 

person. I need this.”
“Okay, okay. We are on our way. I will send a van out. Where is the 

crime scene?”
“The body is on its way to the morgue at Northridge Hospital. 

The crime scene is at the woman’s apartment. Chris and I are going 
over there right now. Once you transport and finish the autopsy, call 
me with your results.” John hung up the phone and looked at all of 
the people in the room. “I want the body taken to the morgue. I don’t 
want anyone touching the body until Doctor Jade Morgan gets here. 
Am I clear?” Everyone nodded as John and Chris left the hospital.

“Angela Sparks is dead.”
Sara’s sleepy eyes went wide with those words from John. “That’s 

not possible. I just spoke to her a few hours ago.”
“Well, she’s dead in your ER, and Jade and Jessica are retrieving her 

body for an emergency autopsy. Chris is at the hospital speaking with 
Molly Harold, and you are going to need another body in the ICU. There 
is only one nurse there right now.”

“Where did she die?”
“She collapsed while running on a treadmill in her apartment gym. 

There was one trainer on duty, and he saw the whole thing.”
“What happened?”
“The trainer told us that he had finished a late spin class and saw 

Ms. Sparks come into the gym and set up the treadmill, which he says is 
normal for her as she works out late. He said she seemed perfectly fine. 
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He turned his head for a second then looked back as she lost her footing 
and fell face first onto the treadmill. She had no pulse when he got to her.”

“Jesus, John! She just told me that she believes that Tina Vincent is 
the killer and now she’s dead?”

“According to information I have obtained, Ms. Vincent would have 
to be omnipresent if she killed Ms. Sparks. She is at an AMA meeting 
downtown and is still there and has been there since five p.m.”

“She must have gone with Beth. I was going to go, but I just had too 
much going on. What the hell is going on, John?”

“I don’t know. We are securing the scene, and Jim has sent in his 
own CSI team, and I have already gone over the scene. The only things 
she had with her were an MP4 player, earbuds, and an open bottle of 
Gatorade.”

“Gatorade isn’t going to cause a heart attack, John.”
“I have it in evidence. I’m going to take it to Jade and Jessica to test, 

but outside of that, this appears to be a natural causes death.”
“Not a chance, John. She was in perfect health. Do you know where 

Claire Pascal is or has been?”
“No.”
“Let’s look for her.”
“We will get all of the security video that we can from the complex. I 

spoke to the building manager, and he said there was no unusual activity 
today or tonight and that he had seen Ms. Sparks when she walked over 
to the gym but didn’t speak to her.”

“Okay, I will get a nurse over to the ICU. Let me know if you learn 
anything new.”

John hung up the line and held the bottle of liquid up to the lights 
in the gym. “I have a feeling the answer to Ms. Sparks’ death is in this 
bottle.” Jim nodded as the two men went over to Angela’s apartment. 
Jim’s CSI team was on scene, and John called out to them, “I want 
all unsealed food and liquid in this apartment put into evidence and 
delivered to the coroner’s office. If it requires refrigeration, make sure it 
is kept that way, and I want it over there as soon as possible.”



Comforter • 109108 • Chapter Fourteen

Everyone agreed, and Jim looked at John and asked. “So, what now?”
“We go back to the hospital and talk to Chris and Molly to see what 

she knows about this situation.”
“And what about Claire Pascal?”
“We will have to wait for the video, which we should have by 

morning. If she was here, we will see her, and if we see her, we will 
grab her.”

“Isn’t that just a bit premature?”
“No. The pieces are starting to fall into place.”
“Okay. What the fuck are you seeing?”
“A retired killer nurturing a new generation of killer.”
“A passing of the torch?”
“Exactly. I think that Claire Pascal picked up where White left off 

when she became an RN in nineteen-sixty-nine and kept it going low 
key for over forty years. When Tina Vincent came to the hospital, she 
recruited her and trained her in the art of killing without leaving a 
trail. But Vincent screwed up, as ALL killers do. In her case, it was 
murdering Brian Cantor. Now she is trying to cover her tracks by 
ridding herself of anyone who suspects or connects her to the killings, 
but she is not doing it alone. Pascal knows that if Vincent is caught, she 
will rat her out. I think she will try and take Vincent out then will drop 
off the radar completely.”

“And just how the hell is she going to do that? She is in your cross 
hairs.”

“I can’t prove any of this, Jim, which means I can’t take her out. 
I can’t take either of them out. I’m not going to kill two women just 
because of suspicion of murder. The only way I’m going to get them is 
to catch one of them in the act.”

“Why not just grab them and interrogate them?”
“As the Deputy FBI Director or the Iron Eagle?”
“The Eagle!”
“Not a good plan. If and when they meet the Eagle, he will be the 

last person they see before they die.”
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Chapter Fifteen
“I know about it because I killed her.”

J
ade and Jessica arrived at the hospital just after one a.m. Angela’s 
body had been placed in a body bag and was covered with a sheet in 
the morgue. The van was at the loading entrance, and the body had 

been transferred to the van and then driven away.
John and Jim had come back to the hospital, and John handed Jade 

the bottle of liquid and said, “Test it for potassium chloride.”
“There’s potassium in Gatorade, John,” Jade said as she took the bag 

with the bottle in it.
“Not at levels that would cause cardiac arrest.”
“So, you think that this woman was killed the same way as Brian 

Cantor?”
“Yes, but I don’t think we are going to find the evidence you found 

in the Cantor case.”
“How do you mean?”
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“I think that this is all going to look natural. I don’t think the drink 
is going to be way over the top, but if Ms. Sparks was what her friends 
have said, a health nut, she would probably be taking in more potassium 
than the average person. So, it might only take a slight elevation in her 
potassium levels to bring on an arrhythmia as she exercised. All of us 
who do extreme sports have felt that extra beat when we get our hearts 
moving too fast, but we tend to ignore it. And ninety-nine percent of the 
time, it is fine to do. But every once in a while, we come across a case 
too strange for science and that is what this one is going to be. You are 
going to have to really take your time on this one, ladies. You’re going 
to have to look for the subtlest changes in the heart, blood vessels, the 
liquid in the bottle as well as her stomach and blood. This one is going 
to be very difficult to rule a homicide, and while I’m sure it is, without 
conclusive proof I can’t make a move.”

Lori Fleming was sitting at her desk at home working on a paper 
for school. She stopped working for a few minutes and rubbed the back 
of her neck and her head. Her mother had come in to check on her 
before starting her own day. “Lori, honey, I know you want to do well at 
school, but you have to sleep.”

“I know, Mom. I’ve been working on this paper for the past two 
days, and I’m so close to having it finished. Karen helped me with it, 
too, and I don’t want to let her down.” Lori had her head in her hands as 
she leaned on her desk.

“Headache?”
“Yeah. I can’t shake it. It’s another reason I haven’t been able to 

sleep. It has been keeping me awake.”
“Have you taken anything for it?”
“Just Tylenol, but it isn’t touching it.”
“Why don’t you give Karen a call in the morning and see about 

getting checked out?”
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“I don’t have time.”
“You do have time. You’re not going to do well in school if you 

can’t concentrate. You could have a low-grade migraine that’s causing 
the problem, and there are medications for that.”

“I will call Karen in the morning, now I’m going to try and get a few 
hours of sleep. I don’t have classes until late afternoon.”

It was just after five a.m., and Claire was drinking a cup of coffee 
and reading the morning paper when her home phone rang. Tina’s voice 
came on the line, and she said, “Angela Sparks is dead.”

“I know.”
“How could you know? It happened early this morning. I just 

happened to learn about it when I stopped at the hospital after a late 
night AMA meeting.”

“I know about it because I killed her.”
“I thought you were retired.”
“Yes, well, your actions have caused me to unretire, and I couldn’t 

get to Angela before she got to Sara.”
“Oh shit. What happened?”
“I don’t know what they talked about. They were at a diner, but I’m 

pretty sure you were the main subject.”
“If Angela told Sara, this could become an explosive situation. Her 

husband is the second in command at the FBI.”
“Yes, well, there is nothing we can do about that now.”
“We could kill Sara.”
Claire was shaking her head. “You have already compromised 

decades of hard work in easing the suffering of terminal patients by 
murdering Brian Cantor not to mention Tamara Jenkins. And what about 
your antics with David Grace yesterday? You are under a microscope 
right now. There is no way that we are killing Sara or anyone else for 
that matter. Angela is going to look like a simple heart attack. I, unlike 
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you, know how to kill without being discovered. After all of these years 
of training, how you have lost your way and gotten out of control is 
beyond me.”

“Brian had to go.”
“No, he didn’t. You’re a loose cannon and are jeopardizing all that 

Doctor White started and I have continued. We are mercy killers not 
damn murderers, Tina. You’ve crossed over to being a full-blooded 
murderer.”

“I’m just trying to get control of the situation, Claire.”
“By trying to kill a kid who hasn’t even had a full diagnosis? I know 

you put fentanyl in that kid’s water when he asked for a drink. What the 
hell were you thinking?”

“I wanted to help him.”
“Help him by reviving him? Jesus, if you had let him code and die, 

then fine, but you had to get heroic and revive him. Now he’s in the 
hospital recovering from your antics and what you did got you on staff 
radar. What part of comforter do you no longer understand? The idea is 
to bring a peaceful death to the suffering and terminal. It’s not to start a 
free for all in such a small hospital environment. I think you’re losing it. 
You’re a danger to yourself and others.”

Tina drew a deep breath. “I messed up with Brian. Jenkins was 
a terminal case, and I was doing what the comforter has been doing. 
You’re talking about me being out of control. You just murdered Angela 
Sparks, the nurse who came to you about me. Don’t you think that was 
part of her conversation with Sara? Who is out of control here? Molly 
drew blood from Grace and found the fentanyl, but I’m not worried 
about it. The kid will either die due to a second reaction as the naloxone 
runs out of his system, or he will die of his cancer. He is no threat. If you 
ask me, you have put us in more danger by killing Angela than I did by 
killing Brian.”

Claire was staring out her dining room window as the night was 
turning to day. “Do you know what the number one cause of capture is 
for serial killers?”
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“Serial killers? Who the hell are you talking about?”
“The number one cause of capture for serial killers is arrogance. It is 

one simple mistake that brings the whole house down.”
“I’m not a serial killer.”
“Yes, you are, and so am I. We kill the terminally ill, but in the 

eyes of the law, we would be categorized as serial killers. I have 
checked on David Grace off and on through the night and from what 
I’m being told by the ICU nurses he is stable. So, it is unlikely that 
he is going to have an issue with his heart again. I also learned that 
he may remain in the hospital as his PCP Doctor Harris Stone is now 
his attending, and the kid trusts Stone. That means he’s most likely 
starting aggressive treatment today for his cancer with Beth leading 
the treatment.”

“So? I mix up a few vials of medication; Beth administers them. The 
kid dies and game over.”

“You stay away from Grace. His disease will progress at its own pace. 
What we need is someone close to Sara or even Karen to treat. Someone 
that they would be wanting desperately to save to draw attention away 
from this whole mess.”

“I don’t know of anyone, Claire. There are no patients in Northridge 
that have any known connections to either.”

“I know. I will keep my ear to the ground on that one. In the 
meantime, you need to be prepared to be questioned in all of the recent 
deaths, and you also need to lay low. See patients in your practice with 
Beth and resist the desire to comfort anyone for a while.”

“That is contrary to the very mission you started.”
“Perhaps, but you have compromised that, and I’m hoping that 

Angela’s ‘natural’ death will minimize the attention to both of us. Now, 
I’m going to shower for work. I suggest you do the same and be ready 
for anything.”
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Karen was sitting in the kitchen having a cup of coffee when her 
cellphone rang. “Hi Mom! What’s up?”

Emily Faber was hesitant on the line, “Good morning, Karen. Sorry 
to call so early, but I’m concerned about Lori.”

“It’s fine. What’s going on with Lori?”
“She isn’t sleeping, and she has been complaining of a pretty bad 

headache for the past several days.”
Karen laughed. “She is a freshman in college, Mom. If you 

remember, I didn’t sleep much, and if you can think back to your school 
days neither did you.”

“It’s more than that, Karen. Something is off with her, but I can’t put 
my finger on it.”

“Psychological?”
“Not exactly. She is agitated and working really hard. I think she 

might have some type of migraine situation. I want her to see someone.”
“I’m sure Sara would be happy to see her. We can run some tests, 

perhaps an MRI, and see if there are any structural abnormalities. I will 
call Sara. Why don’t you have Lori swing by the hospital about nine, 
and I will get with Sara, and we will do a complete work-up on her.”

“Okay. She doesn’t have classes until later today, so that should 
work for her. I will pass the information on.”

“How are you doing?”
“I’m tired. I’m not getting any younger. Your father is settling into 

his retirement well, which is a godsend to me right now. He had been 
driving me crazy.”

“I know he is used to going at a hundred miles an hour. He never 
slept.”

“He sleeps now. He even takes a nap every afternoon between three 
and six.”

“It’s good that he is settling into a routine.”
“I need to get to the office, so I will ask Lori to stop by the hospital. 

Please let me know once Sara has seen her. Lori tends to keep things close 
and is still not great at sharing. She does call me mom now and your father 
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dad, so that’s a huge accomplishment for her, but she has been through 
so much. I don’t want there to be anything really wrong with her health.”

“I’m sure it is just student fatigue, Mom. I will let you know more 
after Sara sees her.” They both said I love you and hung up. Chris 
staggered into the kitchen, poured a cup of coffee, and plopped down in 
a chair. “Look what the cat drug in.”

“It didn’t just drag me. It ate me and crapped me out then tried to 
bury me in the sand.”

“You really need some time off, Chris.”
“Yeah, well, tell that to Deputy Director Swenson. We have been 

burning the candle at both ends, and those ends are about to meet.”
Karen started to fix breakfast and said, “Mom called. She’s worried 

about Lori. She hasn’t been sleeping and is suffering from headaches. 
Mom’s concerned that she might have a medical problem.”

“She has forgotten how much you struggled when you were going to 
school at seventeen. Is she still coming over with her friends tomorrow 
for that pool party?”

“As far as I know. Why?”
“Well, if there are going to be a lot of hot young college girls 

freestyling in the pool, I probably should be elsewhere.”
Karen laughed. “What? You don’t trust yourself?”
“I trust myself just fine, but you know what happens when a bunch 

of girls get together. All but Lori are over twenty-one, right?”
“Yep.”
“You’re not going to stop them from drinking, are you?”
“Nope.”
“And what do young women like that do at college parties?”
“This is not a cliché chick movie. I doubt that they are going to be 

having orgies and experimenting at the house.”
“Five young women running nude around my house. I think it would 

be best if I weren’t home.”
“Oh, grow up. They are all of age in college, and I doubt that they 

are going to be hitting on you or playing stink finger with each other.”
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“And if they hit on me or you? And what if they do start an orgy? 
Then what?”

“You have been hanging around with Jim for too long.”
“No. I remember my college days.”
“You were experimenting with other guys?”
Chris got red-faced. “No, but I went to enough parties and had 

enough sexual experiences with WOMEN to know if they are hot, nude, 
and throwing themselves at me, I’m going to do something I will regret, 
you know, after I enjoy it.”

“You’re not going to get into an orgy, and if you did, I would be in it 
with you, so you wouldn’t get in trouble. I understand your concern, but 
if you’re uncomfortable, hang out with John.”

“You want me to hang out with John and Sara?”
“With John. Sara is going to be here for the party along with Jim 

and Cindy.”
“Oh, that’s not fair. Why isn’t John coming?”
“He is, but if you decide you can’t be trusted with young women, 

I’m sure he will hold your hand at his place.”
Karen handed him a plate of eggs and toast. “Fine. I will be here, but 

if things get wild, I’m not responsible for it.”
“Just relax and eat your breakfast.”
As the two ate, Karen called Sara and told her about Lori. She agreed 

to see her at nine and once the meal was finished Karen asked, “So, do 
you want to take a shower with me?”

Chris smiled. “Have you ever known me not to want to shower 
with you?” Karen jumped up and dropped her robe. She was nude 
underneath, and Chris chased her down the hall to the master bathroom 
as she screamed with excitement.
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Chapter Sixteen
“Will it hurt?”

L
ori was sitting in a hospital gown on an exam room table kicking 
her feet like a little kid when Sara walked in. “Well, you look fit 
to me.”

Lori laughed. “I’m fine. My mom and Karen are worried about me, so 
I am here a little under protest but also to make sure I have a clean bill 
of health.”

“Well, let’s do a few tests.” Sara checked all of the routine things 
that a doctor would do in an annual physical examination. She pulled 
out a small mallet to check Lori’s reflexes and thumped her right knee, 
and it jerked. She did the same to the left, but it didn’t respond. “Hmm. 
I must have missed the patellar tendon.” Sara struck Lori’s knee again, 
but there was no reaction. She checked out the rest of her reflexes then 
her eyes. “How long have you been having these headaches?”

“It’s just one long headache, Sara. About two weeks.”
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“Is it interfering with your sleep?”
“Very much. Is something wrong?”
“Your pupils aren’t as responsive to light as they should be, and your 

left side is lacking in reflexes.”
“What does that mean?”
“Give me a minute. I’m going to call one of my neurologists and 

have her check you out.”
Sara paged Doctor Catrina Hilt to the exam room and made small 

talk with Lori until she arrived. Catrina knocked on the door, and Sara 
invited her in. She was a tall woman with a slender build. “Jesus! How 
tall are you?” Lori asked.

Catrina laughed. “I see your sense of humor is intact. I’m six-two, 
and yes, I played basketball in high school and college.”

“You also played professionally. I recognize you.”
“Indeed, I did for three years after medical school.”
Lori nodded, “I saw a layout you did in Playboy.”
“That was several years ago.”
“Well, you’re still hot and a natural blonde. I remember from the 

layout.”
Catrina smiled and asked, “Are you flirting with me, young 

lady?”
“No. I’m straight, well, bi, maybe. I’m not sure.”
“Well, I’m a happily married neurologist now, so what seems to be 

the problem?”
Sara explained the situation and after several neurological tests 

Catrina looked at Lori and asked, “Have you had any other symptoms 
outside of the headache?”

“Um. I have been a little clumsy, and my left arm has been weak.”
“I would like to run an NCS.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s short for nerve conduction study. It will allow me to see how 

well your nerves and muscles are talking to your brain.”
“Will it hurt?”
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“It’s a bit uncomfortable, but there are no long-lasting issues from 
the test. It will take a half hour, and we can do it in my exam room 
across the hall.”

Sara looked at Lori and said, “You need the test. Come with us, and 
we will get it done.” Lori nodded and followed the two women across 
the hall.

Fifteen minutes later, Catrina looked at Sara who was watching the 
screen as she ran the test and said, “We need an MRI.”

Lori started to look concerned. “What’s going on?”
Catrina said, “Lori, we need to take a look at your brain.”
“Okay. Why?”
“There are several possible things going on here, but I won’t be able 

to answer that question until I see for myself.”
Lori laughed. “So, the mouse fell off the wheel?”
Catrina and Sara laughed, and Sara said, “I doubt it, but let’s take a 

look. Okay?”
Lori nodded and asked, “Am I going to make it to class?”
“What time is your first class?” asked Sara.
“Three.”
“No problem. Come with us, and we will take you down to MRI.” 
“Down?”
Sara smiled again. “The MRI machine is on the main level of the 

hospital. It’s a complicated machine, and we have five of them of 
varying strengths and weights. The machine we are going to use on you 
weighs over eighty-thousand pounds and required us to build a custom 
wing to the hospital in order to have the right protection for the unit and 
the public. That was your MRI lesson part of the day.”

Lori laughed as they entered the room, and the tech came in and got 
her into the machine as Sara and Catrina entered the booth where the 
scan could be watched. Once Lori was set, the tech came in and smiled 
at both women. “Good morning, Administrator and Doctor Hilt.”

“Good morning, Robert. I want you to do the thinnest cuts you can, 
and this is going to be with and without contrast.”
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“Yes, Doctor Hilt. Are you going to stay for the whole scan?”
“We will see once you get into her head.”

Jim was standing in Jade and Jessica’s office when they arrived at 
the lab. “What the hell are you doing here, Jim?” Jade asked.

“Have you finished the autopsy on Sparks?”
“No. We do sleep, you know.”
“Yeah, well, let’s get to it. We have a lot going on, and John and 

Chris are coming over this morning and will expect the reports to be 
finished.”

“That’s not how this fuckin’ works, Jim, and you know that. I’m 
getting really sick of you people pushing us for quick autopsies on your 
pet cases while dozens of others sit in the cooler.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go.”
Jessica slapped Jim in the face. “You don’t tell us what to do, 

O’Brian. We are in charge, not you. Jade is right. You people push and 
push, and we accommodate at the cost of others who are waiting for 
answers.”

Jim was holding the right side of his face when John and Chris 
walked in. John looked at the two women and asked, “What the hell is 
going on here?”

Jade stared up at John and Chris for a few moments then the look on 
her face changed from anger to sadness. Jessica saw it, and the two began 
to cower in the office. Jessica looked at Jim and said, “I’m sorry, Jim.”

“I asked a question. What’s going on?”
“Jade and Jessica are understaffed and overworked, and we are 

pressing them to put our needs in cases over many, many others.” 
Jim paused. “And she’s right. We are chasing our tails on a case of a 
possible hospital serial killer, and they have bodies stacked up in need of 
autopsies and other law enforcement agencies who are waiting patiently 
for reports that seem to never come.”
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“We are not chasing ghosts. We are chasing a killer.”
Jade looked at John. “So are hundreds of others in law enforcement, 

John. You guys just keep pressing us to do your work above others, and 
it’s not right. There are a shitload of unsolved murders. You’re not the 
only damn cop in this city or county. Do you have any idea how many 
bodies come into this office in a twenty-four-hour period?”

“Between twenty-four and twenty-five per day.”
“Do the math, John. That’s nearly nine thousand people a year, not 

to mention serious catastrophes like the tower collapse last year. We had 
to call in help from across the state and country in that matter.”

John drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry. If I could do something about 
your funding, I would. This case is important on multiple fronts, and 
while we are trying to find a killer, I can’t do that without your help. 
The difference between this case and the others is this is an active serial 
killer situation, and every minute I don’t have answers another person 
could die.”

Jessica was standing next to Jade and shook her head. “We will get 
the body out of the cooler, John, and open her up. The toxicology reports 
are not going to be done overnight.”

“Yes, they will. Draw down some blood, and I will take it to Mark 
Bench at Northridge and have him run it. That will take some pressure 
off the two of you.”

Jade called an orderly and asked that Angela’s body be made ready 
for examination. She sat back in her chair and asked, “So, are you three 
going to remain here while we do the examination?”

“No. We have video from the apartment complex to look over, so we 
are going back to my office. Please call me when you’ve finished.” John 
paused as Jim and Chris left the office. “Thank you both for doing this. 
If I could do it myself, I would.” The two women nodded as John left, 
then they went to scrub for the autopsy.
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Lori had her eyes closed as the machine buzzed and knocked 
around her. The technician pulled her out of the MRI machine, and she 
opened her eyes to see him with a long tube and a syringe. “What are 
you giving me?”

“It’s called gadolinium. It’s a contrasting agent and will make your 
brain light up, so the doctors can see more of what might be going on.”

“Will I feel anything?”
“Just a pinch when I insert the needle.” The tech gave her the 

contrast agent then put her back in the machine. Sara and Catrina had 
been there the whole time watching the MRI as it showed images of 
Lori’s brain and spine. The tech called out to Lori over an intercom in 
the machine and asked if she was okay. She said yes, and he told her it 
would be just a few more minutes then started the machine again. Sara 
and Catrina were watching the scans and when they were finished, they 
asked the tech to take her back to the examination room while they went 
over the images.

Catrina was looking over the MRI scans from multiple angles as 
Sara watched. “What do you see?” asked Sara.

“Nothing major. The physiology of the brain is unremarkable. I don’t 
see any clots, lesions, or tumors.” Sara was looking at the images as 
well when Catrina spotted something. She pointed with a pen to several 
small pockets of black space near the back of Lori’s skull. “Do you see 
those voids?”

“Yes.”
“Lori has suffered several concussions, almost like shaken baby 

syndrome.”
“There is a long story that goes along with that diagnosis. This 

young woman was tortured and abused for several years, so that doesn’t 
surprise me.”

“Yes, well, that is most likely the source of the headaches. She has 
some slight swelling in the brain. I would like to give her a course of 
Solu-Medrol by IV. Five hundred milligrams. Two rounds today. That 
should take down the swelling and restore normal function. I think she is 
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experiencing silent migraines. I think the steroid, while an acute therapy, 
will stop the headache, then we could even look at doing peripheral 
nerve blocks.”

“I’m sure the steroid will help her feel better in a few minutes, but 
do you think you need to do a thousand milligrams of IV?”

“If you want quick results, we could do one dose today, monitor her, 
and then do another in the morning and send her home.”

Sara stared at the MRI images and Catrina then said, “It could be a 
hell of a lot worse.”

“Indeed, Sara, indeed. She will have an overnight stay here, and she 
will be ready to go by morning. I would be happy to take her on as my 
patient if you like. I treat this type of condition in my practice.”

“Well, let’s go talk to Lori. She’s having a swim party tomorrow and 
is going to have to miss classes today.”

“One day won’t hurt her, and the party will be a good way for her to 
wind down after this round of treatment.”

Lori was sitting on the gurney when the two women walked in. 
Catrina explained what was going on and what she wanted to do. Lori 
wasn’t excited about a night in the hospital but when she learned it 
would not impact her pool party she perked up and agreed to treatment.
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Chapter Seventeen
“I might have a way to get everyone  

off our backs once and for all.”

S
ara had John on the phone. “I am admitting Lori for an overnight 
stay here at the hospital.”
“What’s going on?”
“She has been having terrible headaches, and Emily and Nick were 

worried about her as was Karen, so they got her to come in, and we 
found some abnormalities.”

“Anything serious?”
“Not really. After doing an MRI, we discovered that Lori is suffering 

from migraines. Catrina consulted and wants her to have two doses of 
steroids to bring down the swelling in her brain. The poor kid has had 
repeated concussions, most likely at the hands of those slave masters. 
That type of brain injury isn’t reversible, but Catrina thinks that it can be 
managed. The important thing is to get her out of pain.”
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“So where is she going to stay at the hospital?”
“I have her being put on a neurological ward where she can be 

monitored. I have already given her the first dose of steroids and will 
give her the second round tonight, which should make her feel a lot 
better. Catrina will take care of her and her treatment.”

“So, is she still having her party tomorrow?”
“Oh yes! She had to miss school today, but she isn’t going to miss 

her party and hopefully she will be feeling much better and be able to 
get back to having fun and learning without the pain.”

“Who knows that Lori is in the hospital?”
“Karen, Catrina, and admissions. Why?”
“Do people know how close you and Karen are to Lori?”
“A few. I don’t think we need to keep it a secret. In fact, she will 

most likely get VIP treatment because she is close to us.”
John laughed. “Have you spoken to Claire Pascal yet this morning?”
“No.”
“When you do, let her know about Lori and how close she is to all 

of us, myself and Chris included.”
“Um, okay. Is there a reason you want me to tell her?”
“There is, but I want to keep that to myself for a while. Make sure 

that someone keeps a close eye on Lori.”
“What’s going on, John?”
“I don’t know, but having someone who is like family to us in your 

hospital right now is concerning me.”
“What are you plotting?”
“I hope an uneventful stay for Lori, but she might be just the person 

I need to flush out a killer.”
“You want to use her as bait for the comforter killer?”
“Well, if I’m right, yes. I can’t be there in Lori’s room at all times, 

and I don’t want to put formal security on her, so it is up to you to make 
sure you have your most trusted nurses watching over her.”

“Okay, John. I will do my part. I think this is just a bit over the top, 
but I trust your intuition and will keep a close eye on Lori. On another 
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note, that young man David Grace, who we almost lost yesterday, do 
you remember him?”

“Yes.”
“He stayed the night and is meeting with several of our oncologists. 

He didn’t have a relapse from the fentanyl, but he is terminal and might 
have a few weeks to live.”

“That’s how life goes. One minute you feel great and the next you’re 
on death’s door.”

“He isn’t taking it very well, and Karen has been with him this 
morning. If there is anyone who I would think would be in danger, it 
would be him. That is if this killer exists.”

“The killer exists. Angela Sparks told you that, and she is dead. 
Things are far more dangerous than you can imagine. I’m going over 
evidence from Sparks’ apartment with Jim and Chris. I will come over 
to the hospital later this afternoon. Call me if anything comes up.”

“Are you coming or is the Eagle?”
“We will both be there. Just be safe.”
“I will. I’m going to check on Lori once more before I go to my 

office. I have several board meetings today, and Claire will be with me 
at all of them.”

“You will break for lunch, right?”
“Of course.”
“So, she won’t be with you every second.” With that, John hung up 

the line as Jim and Chris looked on.

Claire Pascal was in her office when Sara returned from checking 
Lori in for an overnight stay and making sure that she was responding 
well to the steroids. Claire was sipping a cup of tea in her office when Sara 
popped her head in. “Good morning, Claire. How are you this morning?”

“I would be better if I had not just learned that Angela Sparks passed 
away last night.”
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“How did you hear about that?”
“Everyone was talking about it. She was brought into the ER last 

night unresponsive, correct?”
“Yes. I didn’t know you and Angela were close.”
“We weren’t, but I hate losing any part of our hospital family, 

especially so young.”
“Well, we are waiting on the results of the autopsy to really 

understand what happened to her.”
“I heard it was a massive heart attack.”
“We don’t know. It appears that way, but, as you know, all deaths 

that are unexplained have to be sent on to the coroner. They are doing 
the autopsy today.”

Claire nodded and asked, “How was your night?”
“Pretty good. Karen’s stepsister was ill, so she had her brought into 

the ER this morning, and I was seeing her along with Catrina Hilt.”
“A neurological problem?”
“Thankfully nothing too serious. I admitted her for an overnight 

stay. Catrina is giving her a couple of doses of steroids via IV for silent 
migraine syndrome.”

“Ouch. There is nothing worse than migraines. Well, it could be a lot 
worse, but when you have one you feel like you’re going to die then you 
wish you would.” Sara nodded in agreement, then Claire asked, “Were 
the mortality reports I pulled for you helpful?”

“They were interesting. I turned them over to law enforcement. 
They wanted to go over them.”

“Why would law enforcement want those reports?”
“Just as an investigative tool, so how was your night?”
“Quiet.” Sara walked out of the office, and Claire called out and 

asked, “What’s Karen’s stepsister’s name?”
“Lori Fleming. She’s a freshman in college and hopefully this will 

resolve her problem. She has a party planned at Karen’s house tomorrow, 
and you know how young women like to party.”

“Indeed, I do. College girls gone wild, right?”
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“I don’t think it will be too crazy. I mean, she is going to be at 
Karen’s home, and Karen’s husband is a special agent with the FBI.”

“It sounds like this young lady is a real family member.” Claire had 
walked into Sara’s office with cup in hand as she was speaking. Sara 
nodded as she was unpacking her tablet and paperwork for the day.

“She is. She and Karen are really close. She was adopted by the 
same people who adopted Karen.”

“The Fabers?”
“Yes.”
“I thought that Nick was retired, and that Emily was soon to retire. 

Emily and I had lunch a few months back, and she didn’t tell me she 
had any children at home. In fact, she told me that they were happy to 
get the last one out.”

“Yes, well, they made an exception for Lori. She is a genius at 
seventeen and a freshman at UCLA. She’s on a fast track program. I’m 
pretty sure that she will be on her own by the time she is eighteen. She 
just needed some help, that’s all.” Sara looked up at Claire who had a 
thoughtful look on her face, “Are you okay?”

“Yes, yes. I’m just surprised that Emily kept that from me. So, is 
Lori an important part of your circle as well?”

“I care for her as does John. She’s important to all of us and wants 
to work for John at the FBI.” 

“You don’t say? Such high aspirations so young. She sounds like a 
very, very smart and talented young girl.”

“Indeed. Do you have all of the reports from yesterday? We have a 
medical board meeting in an hour.”

“I’m sure they are in the system. I will pull them, so they are ready 
for the meeting.” Claire left Sara’s office and went back to her desk. She 
typed in Lori’s name and got her information then sent a text to Tina. 
“Meet me at the deli across the street at noon. I might have a way to get 
everyone off our backs once and for all.”
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Jim was sitting near John’s office window looking at the security 
film from Angela’s apartment complex from the night before. There was 
a camera right at the foot of the stairs that led up to Angela’s apartment 
with a full view to the bottom of the stairs. Chris asked John to pause the 
tape and pointed to an image that appeared at the bottom of the stairs. 
“What the fuck is that?” Jim asked.

Chris was staring at it, too, and John said, “It looks like someone in 
mourning. A dark black veiled hat and a black dress. Who else lives on 
that floor with Angela?”

Chris pulled up the manager’s resident report. “Um…college students.”
“That’s not a teenager, guys,” Jim said slowly and deliberately. 

“That’s a woman, fully sleeved, in that black dress wearing black gloves. 
If you watch the way she walks, there appears to be a bit of a limp as she 
walks up the stairs.”

John nodded. “And she is completely covered. There is no way to 
make out facial features or even body features.”

Chris asked, “Are we looking at the comforter?”
“I think we are, Chris,” Jim said as they slowly moved the video 

frame by frame. Once the image was out of sight, it reappeared a half 
hour later going down the stairs in the same fashion then disappeared 
into the blackness. There were no other images of the woman on 
any of the other cameras. Her movements were slow and deliberate. 
John had backed up the tape several times to watch the woman’s 
movement. Jim was looking at it closely and said, “This isn’t a young 
person, John. This is a fuckin’ old person.” He pulled a cigarette out 
of his top left pocket as he spoke and put it in his mouth and continued 
speaking. “Look, there goes Angela down the stairs heading to the 
gym. So, we know she had to have known the person that came and 
went. She had to have let her in, and she had to be someone she 
trusted.”

Chris watched as Angela ran down the stairs with the bottle in her hand 
and disappeared. “Jim’s right, John. There’s no way someone dressed 
that eerily got into that small apartment without Sparks knowing.”



Comforter • 131130 • Chapter Seventeen

“She could have gotten into the apartment without Sparks knowing, 
and she could have gotten out without Sparks knowing, Chris.”

Jim shook his head. “No, John. I agree that she might have gotten 
into the apartment without Sparks knowing, but she was there too long 
for Sparks not to have noticed her. I think she slipped in, and the two had 
a conversation before Sparks went to her workout.”

“Sara met Sparks only a few hours before her death, and Sparks 
told her that she thought that Vincent was the killer. However, Vincent 
has an alibi. She was at an AMA meeting last night. Claire Pascal was 
approached by Sparks a few days ago over her suspicion that Tina Vincent 
was the comforter killer. Claire just told Sara about the meeting, which 
means through the process of elimination this is most likely Pascal.”

Jim looked at the video more and said, “Okay, so let’s just go on the 
idea that this is Pascal and that she is responsible for Angela Sparks’ 
death. Let’s go even fuckin’ farther and say that Claire Pascal is a 
disciple of Arthur White, the original comforter, and that she killed at 
the hospital for decades unnoticed and is now teaching Vincent. It’s all 
speculation, and the fuckin’ Eagle doesn’t kill on speculation. So, we 
are just as fucked as we were before Sparks’ death. I can arrest these 
two and interrogate them, but that’s going to cause a PR nightmare for 
Sara and the hospital. Think about it. As soon as we grab one of them, 
it’s going to get leaked. When that hits the media, every family member 
who has lost someone since nineteen-fifty-five is going to come out 
of the woodwork with lawsuits. The hospital is going to end up under 
state and federal investigation. Patients and doctors are going to flee 
in droves, and the whole place will be a ghost town in a few months. 
You don’t want the FBI involved; Jade and Jessica are losing their shit 
because we keep calling in favors over their other cases. We all know 
that Sparks’ death is going to be ruled natural causes.”

John motioned to speak, but Jim held his hand up. “Just let me finish. 
I have a stream of consciousness going here. David Grace almost died 
from a drug that he claims he has never used. We have several terminal 
patients on wards at the hospital who are ALL going to die in the coming 
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days or weeks, and the majority of their deaths will be due to their illnesses 
and not our killer. If Claire is the mastermind behind the killings, she is 
most likely going to be looking for a distraction, something that would 
throw us all off our game, most likely by attempting to frame another 
nurse in the ICU with a death or kill Beth Cantor as a distraction or go 
after someone close to any one of us and make a kill again using another 
nurse and send us all careening into a mess of emotions.”

“Lori Fleming is in the hospital,” John said coldly. Jim and Chris 
both whipped their heads around.

Chris asked, “What is Lori doing in the hospital?”
“She has been having headaches, and Emily and Nick were worried 

about her, so they asked Sara to check her out. Sara just admitted her 
this morning for an overnight stay for a steroid treatment for migraines.”

Jim smiled, “And does Pascal or Vincent know about it yet?”
“They will any minute. Sara is going to tell Pascal, and we know 

that she and Vincent talk.”
Both men nodded, and Jim asked, “And is Lori on an IV?”
“Yes.”
“Is she in a private room?”
“Yes.”
“Is she near an ICU?”
“No.”
“Son of a bitch, John. We need to get to that hospital. Once they 

learn that someone close to all of us is there, they will move in for the 
kill.” Jim was standing as he said the words. John motioned for him to 
sit down.

“I agree, Jim, but neither one of them are going to make a move 
in broad daylight. I asked Sara to put nurses in charge of Lori that she 
really trusts. Sara told me that she and Claire will be in meetings all day 
with the only break being for lunch. Chris, I want you to tail Vincent.” 
John beamed all of Vincent’s information to Chris along with a hack on 
her GPS for her phone and car. “I want you to sit on her. If she moves, 
you move. Jim, here is the information on Pascal. I want you to tail her. 
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I have hacked the GPS on her phone as well as her car. I want you to 
follow her every move.”

“You just said she will be in meetings with Sara all day.”
“They will break for lunch and that might be our break to see her 

and Vincent together.”
Chris nodded and said, “Even if all of that is true, seeing the two of 

them having lunch isn’t enough to make the Eagle move.”
“No, but if they are seen together, I will know what they are planning, 

then I can set a trap using Lori.”
Jim was biting hard on his cigarette. “Jesus Christ, John. You’re not 

planning on using that poor kid as bait, are you?”
“I don’t have to. She’s already in the hospital. I have told Sara to let 

Pascal know how close we all are to her. They are going to make a move 
one way or another if they are the killers. The only question in my mind 
is how I can both protect Lori and grab her would-be killer when they 
make their move.”

Chris was looking down at his tablet. “I have an idea.”
Jim laughed. “You have a damn idea?”
“Yes. Do you want to hear it?”
“Oh, hell yeah. I’m all a fuckin’ tingle.”
“John works with Sara to block Lori’s IV.”
Both men looked on, and John asked, “What do you mean?”
“Well, so far, everyone who has died has had an IV. Brian Cantor, 

Jenkins, others, and if it’s a nurse or doctor, that is going to be the most 
direct way to make the kill. The Eagle needs to catch the killer in the 
act. If she feels that she’s being watched, she won’t make her move. 
However, if the Eagle is in the room with Lori and the killer makes her 
move, once that needle goes into the IV, he can grab her, and if there is 
another, he can radio you or me, and we can grab the other.”

John and Jim looked at each other, and John smiled. “That is a hell 
of an idea, Chris.”
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Chapter Eighteen
“You wanna catch me up?”

C
hris and Jim were sitting in their cars watching the GPS trackers on 
Claire and Tina. Both had radio microphones in their ears, and Jim 
was humming a song that was pissing Chris off.
“Jim, we are on a stakeout, and while we aren’t in the same damn 

car, I can hear you.”
“So?
“So stop humming that damn song. I’m going to end up with an ear 

worm.”
Jim laughed while blowing smoke from his lungs. “What’s wrong? 

You don’t like the Beach Boys?”
“No. I like modern music.”
“Sorry. I wouldn’t want to upset your millennial sensibilities. I’ll 

use a trigger warning the next time I’m going to hum music from a 
strong generation.”
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Chris started laughing as the two sat watching their tablets.

Sara had cleared the nurse’s stations and closed the doors of the rooms 
on the floor where Lori was being treated. She had called a meeting of 
the nurses, allowing the Eagle to enter Lori’s room undetected. Lori was 
dozing when he entered and shut the door and closed the blinds. She 
opened her eyes to see his lifeless mask. “Oh great, so you’re going to 
take me out?”

The Eagle shook his head. “You’re in danger.”
“I can’t catch a break. First, I’m abused, then enslaved and abused, 

and now someone wants to hurt me again?”
“It’s a bit more complicated than that.”
“I have nowhere to be. Wanna catch me up?”
“I’m here. No one is going to hurt you.”
“I’ve heard that before. I want a weapon in this bed.” The Eagle was 

standing next to her and working on her IV line. “What are you doing?”
“Making sure that a killer can’t hurt you.” There was a standalone 

wardrobe next to the bed, and the Eagle opened it and cleared out its 
contents, so he could get in. Lori looked at the IV line then at the Eagle 
and said, “I’m starting to feel better for the first time in weeks, and 
you’re stopping my treatment?”

“No. You’ve had two doses, which is all you were supposed to 
get.” The Eagle replaced the IV bag with another bag that had the same 
markings.

Lori looked on as he worked and when he was finished, she asked, 
“Who wants to kill me now?”

“A serial killer.”
“Are you shitting me? Come on. I’m in the fuckin’ hospital, and 

there is a serial killer who is going to try and kill me? Why?” 
“Because there are a lot of people in law enforcement who care 

about you, and the killer needs a distraction.”



136 • Chapter Eighteen

“Oh, gee, that makes sense. I’m a target because people care 
about me?”

“Sadly, yes.” The Eagle opened a drawer next to the bed and pulled 
out a scalpel and handed it to Lori. “I know you know how to use a sharp 
blade. Don’t kill the killer. I need her alive.”

“I can deal with a killer without killing them. You know that.”
The Eagle handed her a syringe with a capped needle on the end. 

“This is a tranquilizer. The killer is going to try and kill you by using 
your IV. As soon as she puts the needle in the tube, stab her with this, 
and I will handle it from there.”

Lori looked at the blue green liquid and the long needle on the end 
of it. “So, I can stab the person anywhere, and it will stop them?”

“Yes, now I’m slipping in here. I will know when she is on the move 
and will let you know when she is coming.”

The Eagle slipped into the closet, and Lori pulled the cap off the 
needle, looked at the shining stainless steel tip, then recovered it and 
put it under her blankets and closed her eyes. “I’m trusting you to 
protect me.”

“I know that, and I will not let anyone hurt you.”

“I have movement on Vincent, Jim. You stay on Pascal.”
“Yeah, I have movement, too. I’d say it is lunch time.”
Chris was watching the blip on Tina’s GPS as he followed it in his 

truck. The two stopped at a deli across the street from the hospital, and 
Chris and Jim parked in a far corner of the lot. Chris had a parabolic 
amplifier in his lap and when the two women sat, they were at a table 
in Chris’s direct line of sight. He lifted the unit up to the rolled down 
window of his truck, mounted it, and turned on the midi recorder and 
put in the earbuds.
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Claire ordered a sandwich as did Tina, and the two made small 
talk until the food arrived. Once they were alone, Claire said, “There 
is a young woman in the hospital named Lori Fleming. She’s on the 
neurology ward and is being treated with IV steroids.”

“So?”
“She is close to those in law enforcement that I feel are onto us.”
“Who exactly?”
“Jim O’Brian, John and Sara Swenson, and Chris and Karen Mantel. 

She’s Karen’s adopted sister. If we take her out, law enforcement will be 
reeling, and it will buy us time to move to another hospital.”

“Claire, if these people suspect we are the killers, going to another 
hospital isn’t the right move. Getting out of the area and changing our 
names and all identifying information is the way to go.”

“Look, Tina, I have been doing this for a long time. If we take out 
this kid, and she is a sudden death situation with no traceable cause 
of death, as long as you’re not seen around the kid it will be natural 
causes, and there will be no way to connect us to the death. And with no 
evidence of our involvement, we can move on without an issue.”

Tina shook her head. “No. O’Brian and Swenson don’t give up. If 
they suspect us as killers, they will keep coming after us until they can 
either prove something or the damn Iron Eagle grabs us.”

“Why would the Eagle be involved in this?”
“Common sense. I’ve read a lot about him. He follows law 

enforcement cases then gets to the killers and those involved with them 
before the police can. If we are on these people’s radar, then we are on 
the Eagle’s.”

Claire shook her head. “Tina, the Iron Eagle isn’t going to come 
after us. Law enforcement is not going to come after us. You took over 
as the comforter after I retired. You have been doing this since you came 
to work with Beth and have NEVER been detected. Your mistake was 
killing Brian. You really screwed up with that killing.” Claire slid a 
piece of paper over to Tina. “That is the information on where Lori 
Fleming is now. I have to get back to Sara, so I will have an alibi when 
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this girl dies. You need to give her the injection without being spotted 
then get back over to your office and start seeing patients before the kid 
codes, so you have an alibi.”

Claire pulled out a small black case and slid it across the table. 
“What’s this?”

“Just inject it into the kid’s IV or into her arm. It is a very, very slow 
acting paralytic that is untraceable upon death. If you inject this now, IV 
being preferred, she will show no signs or symptoms at all. It will take 
up to six hours to kill her, so an injection at one p.m. would cause death 
around seven or eight tonight. She won’t code. She will just die, then we 
can make our plans.”

“Claire, even if this works and I am able to get in and out without 
being spotted, I just don’t see that this is going to solve the long-term 
problem. What if I injected this into Beth? She is not in a hospital. She is 
in her practice. There would be no trace of wrongdoing just respiratory 
or cardiac arrest, and the coroner would come back with a new cause of 
death for Brian and Beth. Some type of genetic anomaly. A dead brother 
and sister. Even with Brian’s death being ruled a homicide, it could 
make the coroner and the cops take a new look at both deaths. If they 
see this as a genetic situation, Brian’s potassium levels might be seen as 
genetic. We would be off the hook completely. If this is how this drug 
works, I think this is the solution.”

“And Angela’s death?”
“They will never connect you to that. You dosed her perfectly. She 

went into natural cardiac arrest. There is no issue there. I think that 
killing Beth is our way out. If they do suspect us, Beth’s death will solve 
more problems than murdering a kid in the hospital will. Instead of me 
trying to get in and out of the hospital and this kid’s room undetected, 
let’s leave her alive and draw all attention to Beth and perhaps, just 
perhaps, get ourselves off the hook all together.”

Several minutes passed, and Claire finished her food then took some 
money from her purse, put it on the check, and said, “You’re right. Kill 
Beth with the drug. You don’t even have to inject it. You can put it in 
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anything she’s drinking, and it will be just as effective. Leave the kid 
alone. Everything that you have said makes perfect sense, and you risk 
nothing doing it. Going after the kid is just going to land us in more 
hot water. Beth’s death will achieve what we want, and we will be off 
the hook in all of this, and you can go back to killing unnoticed while 
carrying out the work of the comforter.” Claire walked off, and Tina sat 
finishing her food.

“John? John?” The Eagle’s earpiece was full of static. He could hear 
Chris’s voice but couldn’t respond. He stepped out of the bureau, and 
the signal cleared up. He looked over at Lori who was sleeping deeply 
in her bed.

“This is the Eagle. Over.”
“There has been a change of plans. I have full confessions on the 

murders of Cantor, Jenkins, Sparks, and others by both Claire Pascal 
and Tina Vincent. They aren’t going after Lori; they are going after Beth 
Cantor. Tina Vincent is going to administer a slow acting drug that will 
throw everything in our case out of whack and will leave a brother and 
sister dead. You have to get the hell out of there and get to Beth Cantor’s 
office now!”

“Someone has to stay with Lori. I don’t trust them.”
“I’m on my way over. You need to get over to Cantor’s medical suite 

fast, or she is going to be the next victim of the comforter.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m in the parking structure heading into the hospital. I will be in 

Lori’s room in a matter of minutes. Beth is the target, and you can take 
Vincent and Pascal down.”

The Eagle called Sara, but her cellphone was off. He ripped off his 
body armor and mask and grabbed a towel out of the bathroom in Lori’s 
room and dried himself off. He was dressed in street clothes, and Chris 
entered the room as he stood there with his body armor in his arms.
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“You have to go, John.”
“I need a distraction. Did anyone see you come into the room?”
“Outside of the cameras that are recording to a remote server, no.”
John shook his head. “I can wipe the film off the remote server later. 

I need to get out of here without being seen.”
“What the hell do you want me to do?”
“Where is Jim?”
“I’m parked in front of the medical building here at Northridge. 

What do you want me to do?”
“We need two distractions, one in the medical building and one here 

at the hospital.”
“I can pull a fire alarm here at the medical building. What do you 

want me to do at the hospital? If I pull an alarm there, every room is 
going to get rushed as they try to protect patients.”

“You can’t pull an alarm here. We need a code on the third floor 
neurological ward.”

“I can’t help with that.”
John pulled out his tablet and began going over it, swiping his hand 

across the screen as he went. “I can set multiple codes up here that 
will send everyone running to the other side of the building, which will 
allow me to get out. Pull the fire alarm, and I will be able to get into 
Cantor’s suite unnoticed.”

“And after that?”
“Go to the suite and wait for Tina Vincent. Talk to her, get her to take 

you to her private office. I will be there and will take her down.” 
“Really? And what about Pascal?”
“I will have Sara take her down. Just get into the suite while the 

alarm is going off. I will get to her office. Chris is here to protect Lori. 
We don’t have much time.”



Comforter • 141140 • Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen
“Jesus Christ! Are you in Lori’s room?”

B
eth Cantor was in an exam room with a patient when the fire alarm 
went off.
“What’s going on, Doctor Cantor?”

“That’s the fire alarm. Please follow me. We need to exit the building.”
Beth took the female patient with her and had those in her waiting 

room follow her out of the building. They made it to street level where 
Tina was standing with a small group of fellow PAs and doctors. Fire 
trucks were roaring up on the scene with paramedic units, and Tina got 
close to Beth and asked, “What the hell is going on?”

“I have no idea. The fire alarms went off, and I followed protocol. I 
guess we wait until the fire department clears us to reenter the building.” 
Tina nodded and moved away while Beth calmed the people around her.
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John entered the suite to find Jim smoking a cigarette and blowing 
the smoke out a window in the waiting room of Cantor’s office. “Are 
you out of your mind, Jim? Fire will be here any second.”

“I’m definitely out of my mind. You know where Vincent’s office is, 
right?” John nodded. “Well, get your ass in there. You are going to have 
to sedate her and hope that Sara sees your message before Pascal gets 
out of the hospital.”

John ran down a back hall, and Jim sat down in a waiting room chair 
as firemen entered the suite, and he told them there was no fire.

Sara had told everyone to take a break when she heard the fire 
alarm go off at the medical building next door. Claire was with her, and 
the two made some calls to check on people then went into a private 
conference room together.

“It’s a false alarm,” Sara told Claire.
“Well, it couldn’t have come at a worse time. It’s the middle of 

the day.”
“Our staff has trained for this, and we train the medical facility staff, 

so it should be okay.” Sara pulled her phone out of her purse and turned 
it on. Her text message tone started chiming, and Claire laughed.

“You don’t get a minute without people wanting you, do you?”
Sara shook her head and started reading through her messages 

while Claire poured two cups of coffee and handed one to her. Sara 
was about to take a sip of the coffee when she saw John’s message. 
She looked at Claire with a look of sadness, and Claire asked, “Are 
you okay?”

“Yeah. We should get everyone back in the conference room, so we 
can wrap up this meeting. We have other things to do today.”

Claire nodded and asked, “Do you want your coffee, Sara?”
“Not now. Let’s wrap this meeting and then we can get a proper 

drink. I think we are both going to need one after the last few days.” 
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Claire nodded nervously as they called the meeting back to order, and 
Sara spoke to all in attendance.

John made his way through the halls into Tina’s office and slid into 
a large coat closet. Jim remained seated in the lobby as people started to 
file in. There were several members of the nursing staff who went back 
into the offices, and two patients sat as well. Jim looked at them and 
asked, “Where is Ms. Vincent?”

The patient who had been with her in an exam room at the time 
of the alarm said, “She told me to come back into her office. She had 
something she needed to take care of at the hospital but said she’d be 
right back.”

Jim stood up when Beth Cantor came into the lobby. She looked 
at Jim with a confused look. “Sheriff O’Brian, what brings you to my 
office? Do you have news on my brother’s killer?”

Jim had his wireless earphone in and shook his head and stepped out 
of the office. He was walking quickly to the elevator and as he did, he 
spoke to John and Chris. “Vincent went over to the hospital. Chris, be 
on alert. She might be heading for Lori.”

“Jim,” John said, “I’m stuck in Vincent’s office. I’m in a closet. 
Chris, where are you at?”

Chris was standing at a urinal on the ward a few doors down from 
Lori’s room. “I needed to use the head.”

“Jesus Christ! Are you in Lori’s room?”
“No. I’m heading there right now.”

Lori was awakened by her door opening then closing. She gently 
opened one eye and could see Tina Vincent moving slowly toward her 
bed. She didn’t say anything to Lori. She was wearing a medical coat 
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with her ID hanging off the front of it, and she put her right hand in 
her pocket and pulled out a syringe. Lori laid perfectly still, breathing 
lightly, as Tina approached her bed. She watched as she removed the cap 
on the needle and grabbed the IV tube that was running into her body. 
Once the needle was in the IV, Lori opened her eyes before Tina could 
push the plunger and smiled at her.

“So, you really are here to kill me?”
“It won’t be painful, and there is even a light sedative, so you won’t 

be alert to speak as this drug kills you.”
“Ah! So I won’t be able to ID you, Ms. Vincent.”
“Indeed.” Tina pushed the plunger on the syringe and as she did 

Lori pulled the blanket back and stabbed her in the right arm with the 
sedative. Tina pulled back, leaving the syringe hanging in the IV, then 
looked at her arm and the syringe that had emptied into her system and 
ripped the needle out. “You little bitch. How the hell did you know?”

“The Iron Eagle told me.”
“What?” Tina started to sway then fell back against the wall. She 

pulled herself up and tried to lunge forward but fell on the bed next to 
Lori as Chris entered the room.

Lori pulled out the scalpel and grabbed Tina’s right ear and said, 
“The Eagle asked me not to kill you, but I can certainly maim you. I 
don’t see a problem with that.” She pulled the blade across Tina’s ear 
and severed a chunk of flesh before Tina hit the floor. Lori looked at 
Chris and asked, “Where is the Eagle?”

“In the medical building next door.”
“He promised not to leave me and that I wouldn’t get hurt.”
Chris nodded. “She was supposed to be going back into her office 

where the Eagle was going to grab her. Are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m getting pretty good at defending myself. I have to be 

honest, though. I thought this shit was over when I was saved from the 
slave master, yet here I am about to be victimized because, according to 
the Eagle, I mean so much to so many of you.”

“You do, Lori. You really do.”
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“I see that, but the Eagle didn’t protect me.”
“He couldn’t have known she was going to make this move.”
“I thought he knew everything.”
Chris pressed his ear piece and responded back to John who was 

asking if Lori was okay. “Lori is fine. She had to fend off Vincent on 
her own and is none too happy with you at the moment, but Vincent is 
down, and Lori is okay.” Chris pulled his hand away from his ear and 
looked at Lori who was still holding a large chunk of Tina’s ear in her 
hand. “I guess she won’t be wearing earrings anymore.”

Lori smiled as she dropped the piece of flesh onto Tina’s body. 
“That’s true, but I have a feeling that the Eagle has more terrifying 
things awaiting her.”

“Indeed.”
“How are you going to get her body out of here without being 

spotted?”
“That’s a good question.”
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Chapter Twenty
“You got off lucky.”

S
ara was walking down the hall toward her office, and Claire grabbed 
a pot of coffee and poured two cups and handed one to Sara. “No, 
thank you. I’m going to need something stronger than that.”
“Where are you going to get it?”
“I’m meeting my husband in a few minutes. I just have some last-

minute business to take care of.”
“And what would that be? We’ve had meetings all day.” Sara pulled 

a small gun from her medical coat and pointed it at Claire, who dropped 
her coffee and stepped back. “What the hell are you doing, Sara?”

“Dealing with the comforter or at least the retired one.”
Claire’s face dropped, and she looked at the gun then Sara and asked, 

“How did you figure it out?”
“You didn’t make it easy, Claire. You and Tina were working 

together, and you were working well until she killed Brian Cantor. My 
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husband has had you and Tina Vincent under surveillance. You two had 
a long conversation this afternoon at the deli, and the conversation was 
picked up by his partner using a parabolic microphone. It’s all been 
recorded. Why Claire?”

“I was just bringing peace to the dying, that’s all. I never killed 
anyone who wasn’t terminal. I brought them comfort at the end of their 
lives. I ended their suffering painlessly. Is that so wrong?”

“What about Angela and Brian?”
“Angela knew too much. She had come to me about Tina, and I 

knew she would get to you.”
“So, you had Tina kill her?”
“No. I killed her last night. I gave her just enough potassium chloride 

to cause a lethal arrhythmia while she was working out. I know you’re 
pressing to get her autopsy and toxicology reports done, but they will 
come back inconclusive, and the coroner will rule her death natural 
causes cardiac arrest.”

“So, Tina killed Brian?”
“Against my instructions, but yes. She killed Brian, and if she has 

done her job right then she has killed someone very close to you and 
your friends this afternoon. You do realize that you might have me, but 
Tina is going to go underground once she has finished with Lori Fleming 
if she doesn’t hear from me.”

Sara smiled as she aimed the gun at Claire. “She tried to pull a fast 
one on us, but Lori got her. Tina’s down and will be moved to meet her 
judge and jury.”

“The Iron Eagle?”
“Indeed.”
“So, you know who he is?”
“I do, and I have helped him kill many, many bad people through 

the years.”
“You’re a killer? You took an oath to do no harm.”
“Yes, well, that oath went out the window when I started seeing the 

monsters the Eagle was dealing with, so I have been working with him.”
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“So, he’s close to you?”
Sara pulled the trigger, and a tranquillizer dart struck Claire in the 

left breast. She recoiled from the shot. She was sliding down the wall 
next to her desk and into the spilled coffee on the floor. “Who is the Iron 
Eagle?”

“You are going to meet him soon enough. You know him as Deputy 
Director John Swenson or more directly as my husband. You are going 
to sleep now and when you wake up, the nightmare will begin.”

Claire’s eyes began to close, and she breathed loudly and said, 
“There will be no nightmare. What you just gave me will most likely 
stop my heart.”

Sara checked her for a pulse, and there was none. She pulled the dart 
from Claire’s breast and started CPR. She couldn’t call out for help, and 
there was no one in the back office. She worked on Claire for twenty 
minutes until she knew she was dead. Sara sat down on the floor next to 
her body with tears in her eyes. “You got off lucky, Claire. You got off 
really, really lucky. Tina won’t enjoy your fate. She will suffer and tell 
us your tales as well as her own.”

Jim had gone back into Beth’s office, and the last patient that had 
been in there was walking out. He asked the receptionist to page Beth, 
who came to the front right away. He looked around and asked, “Are 
you finished for the day?”

“I think Tina has another patient, but I’m finished.” Jim asked Beth 
to close her office early, so they could talk. She did as he asked, then led 
Jim to her private office. The two sat, and Beth asked, “What’s going 
on, Jim?”

“We think we have a lead on your brother’s killer.”
“But you can’t share the information with me right now?”
“No.” Jim looked around the office and the open office door and 

asked if he could close it, and Beth nodded. He pressed the side of his 
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left ear and said, “I’m glad the office is empty and that we can take this 
time behind ‘closed doors’ to speak.”

John heard Jim through his headset and exited the office and ran 
back over to the hospital. Chris was sitting on the bed next to Lori. Tina 
was on the floor in a pool of blood. Lori looked up at John as he entered 
and said, “So, you’ve returned.”

“Lori, what the hell happened?”
“The Iron Eagle was here. He was going to protect me, then Chris 

said he went to another location to get this cunt on the floor next to my 
bed only to have her double back on him and come after me.” John looked 
at Chris, who was trying desperately not to laugh. Lori continued, “So, 
I got the fun of almost being murdered by this psycho bitch. The Eagle 
promised to protect me then vanished. Chris just happened to pop up in 
my room as I cut this cunt’s ear off, and now here you are. How fuckin’ 
bizarre is this? I walked into the hospital this morning due to a headache, 
and I have been drugged, admitted to the hospital, tapped with an IV, 
and had two rounds of steroids all before five o’clock. But it gets better. 
The Iron Eagle, who’s supposed to know everything, left me to fend for 
myself, and this cunt tried to kill me because I’m so fuckin’ beloved. 
What’s next, John? Are you going to arrest me for cutting this bitch?”

Chris couldn’t hold it in any longer as tears were running down his 
face, and he broke out into hysterical laughter. Lori looked at him for 
several seconds then began laughing as well. John stood staring down at 
the two of them and Tina on the floor and broke down as well. The three 
laughed for a good five minutes until John finally pulled it together and 
said, “I’m sorry, Lori. You are loved by all of us and that’s what got you 
into this mess. At least you were in a controlled environment where we 
could get to you and not in your dorm room or on campus.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better? Jesus Christ! This woman 
wanted to kill me. Where is the Iron Eagle?”

“I don’t know.”
Lori looked John up and down. “I know where he is. He’s standing 

right in front of me. Don’t bother trying to tell me you’re not him. I 
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know better, and I don’t give a rat’s ass either. I’m not going to tell 
anyone that you’re a sadistic killer because you are a good killer, if such 
can exist. But goddamn it, man, when you make a promise to protect 
someone, protect them. If it weren’t for the drug you gave me to jab the 
bitch with and the scalpel, I would most likely be dead now. She was 
eyeballing the IV, and I think she could see that the drug wasn’t getting 
into my vein.”

“You’re safe now.”
“The fuck I am. I am leaving this damn hospital. Since Sara is so 

worried about my well-being, I’m staying with you tonight at your 
house.” She pulled the IV out then stepped down onto Tina’s body and 
walked to the bathroom. She didn’t turn around as she dropped her 
hospital robe. “And I’m having my pool party at your house tomorrow, 
Chris, and you’re going to be there. Karen told me how you have been 
pouting about me being underage. Get the fuck over it. I have been 
raped, ass fucked, beaten, branded, tortured, and whipped. But I’ve 
killed people, too. I may be seventeen, but I think you can handle me 
and a few of my ‘of age’ friends prancing naked around your damn 
pool without worrying about us trying to seduce you.” The bathroom 
door was open, and Lori was sitting on the toilet. “And another thing, 
I’m bisexual. I like men and women, so if me and my friends, who I 
have already been having sex with, decide to eat each other out, you 
can watch or go to another part of the house.” Lori flushed the toilet 
and walked back into the room. “Now, will one of you hand me my 
clothes?” She stopped talking momentarily and kicked Tina on the 
floor before continuing, “And tell me what we are going to do with this 
cunt? I know the Eagle wants her, and I know she’s an evil person, so 
why don’t you two try rubbing your heads together to come up with a 
plan to get her and me the fuck out of this place before something else 
happens to me.”



Comforter • 151150 • Chapter Twenty

“Claire Pascal is dead on the floor of her office. What am I supposed 
to do with her?” John read the text message that Sara had sent to him 
as Lori helped Chris load Tina’s body into one of the industrial laundry 
hampers.

“Dead? Did you kill her?”
“No. She had a heart condition I didn’t know about.”
“I will come for her. Give me a few minutes. We’re removing Vincent 

from Lori’s room.”
“Is Lori alright?”
“She’s fine…in a mood, but fine. She won’t stay in the hospital, so 

I will be taking her to the house.” John looked at the two of them and 
said, “The second suspect is down. Dropping Ms. Vincent down the 
laundry chute could be dangerous. I need her alive and unhurt.”

“You mean other than her new ‘van Gogh’ look, right?” Lori said.
Chris laughed, and John shook his head. “Chris, go downstairs to 

the laundry and find out where the chute for this floor comes out, then 
clear any workers from the area and create a soft-landing point for her 
body. I will drop her feet first.”

“I know where she will come out, John. You forget I’ve dropped 
bodies from here before. With her being unconscious, there is no way 
that we can guarantee that she won’t break her neck going down and 
hitting the floor.” John looked around and then told the two of them to 
wait and left the room.

Lori was looking at Tina’s sleeping face. “So, this chick is a serial 
killer?”

“Yes.”
“She doesn’t look like a serial killer.”
“Really? What does a serial killer look like?”
“Good point. I guess the more unassuming they look the more 

dangerous they are.” 
“You have that right.”
John came back into the room holding a hard neck brace and put 

it around Tina’s neck. “There. She will be somewhat stabilized when 
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I drop her. You be there and guide her body into a cart, then take her 
to your truck and get her out of here.” Chris left the room, and Lori 
finished putting on her bra and panties then her jeans and blouse. “Are 
you ready to go?” John asked.

“Yeah. What do you want me to do?”
“Just follow me.”
“Aren’t the nurses going to ask us why we’re leaving the floor with 

a laundry basket?”
“No. The floor is clear for the next several minutes, so we need to 

move quickly.”
The two left the room, and the nurses’ station was empty, and all of the 

other room doors were shut. They pushed the cart into a cleaning room, 
then John called out to Chris to make sure he was in position. When he 
was given the all clear, he lifted Tina out of the basket and dropped her 
down the chute. Chris caught her at her midsection and laid her in the 
basket then took her to his truck. John and Lori walked down the stairs 
and out the back door to his truck. When they were seated, John drove 
around the hospital to the administration offices. He parked outside a 
pair of double doors and told Lori to remain seated. He left her and went 
into the executive building to Sara’s office. Sara was sitting in a chair in 
Claire’s office when John walked in. “So, she had a heart condition?”

“Yes. She was a killer with a bad ticker, John. She got off lucky. 
What do you want to do with her?”

“Well, we will have to get all we can from Vincent.”
“She was a mercy killer, John. They both were.”
“That doesn’t excuse murder, Sara.”
“Yes, it does. It doesn’t excuse what Tina did to Brian or what 

Claire did to Angela, but outside of those killings everyone that they 
killed was enduring an agonizing death, and they did bring comfort to 
the dying, John.”

John leaned down and picked up Claire’s body. “Meet me at the 
house. I have Ms. Vincent in my truck as well Lori. I need to get Lori to 
the house, and these two to the lair.”
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“What are you going to do with Claire’s body?”
“Cremate her. Rigor mortis is setting in.”
“What does Lori know?”
“A lot more than you can imagine. She knows I’m the Eagle, though, 

I haven’t confirmed it. She is one sharp young woman and wise beyond 
her years. I hope that she decides to come into law enforcement. She 
will make a great agent.”

“Yes, maybe, but I think the events of the past few days might 
change her mind.”

“I don’t think so. She cut off Tina Vincent’s right ear because she 
pissed her off. According to Chris, she handled Vincent like I would 
have handled her.”

“Catching a mercy killer is a far cry from what the Eagle does.”
“I agree. I will meet you at the house, and we will go from there. I 

need a full confession from Vincent.”
“Where’s Jim?”
“He’s at Beth Cantor’s office.”
“What is he telling her?”
“That we have found her brother’s killer. I imagine he’ll head for 

Santiago’s when he is finished with her.”
“And how will we explain Vincent and Pascal’s disappearance to 

her and others?”
“One issue at a time, Sara. Let’s just get everyone situated, then I 

will work from there.”
Sara nodded as John left the offices. He put Claire’s body in the back 

seat, and Lori looked at her and then John and said, “You pick up dead 
people now?”
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Chapter Twenty-One
“You will be surprised by the answer.”

J
im was holding Beth as she cried in his arms. He tried to comfort 
her as best he could. She pulled away and asked, “What happens 
now? Will I get a notice when the person has been arrested and is in 

custody?”
“I’m afraid it won’t work like that.”
“I don’t understand. The police know who the killers are, so you will 

arrest them, right?”
“Someone got to the killers before we could.”
“Who?”
“The Iron Eagle.”
“How do you know?”
“We received a message that he has the killers. Once the Eagle has 

his victims, we never see them again unless it is in a video that he leaves 
behind with the confession and evidence of guilt.”
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“So, I won’t get to face the killers in a court of law?”
“No. The Eagle works very hard to make sure that the worst of the 

worst never see the light of day. He tortures them beyond anything that 
you could begin to imagine. These killers face a death that they pray 
for long before it comes. There are no long years spent on death row 
appealing their sentences. There is the swift and agonizing administration 
of justice.”

“But I want my face to face.”
“You think you do, Beth, but, believe me, you don’t. You think 

it will make you feel better, but it won’t. Most brutal killers like to 
grandstand. They like to make a mockery of the system and insult 
and berate their victim’s family, so they can relive what they did to 
their victims. Victim impact statements are total bullshit, Beth. There 
is no real closure when a loved one is murdered. Hearing the details 
of the death over and over and watching as the monster who did it 
takes joy in reliving the whole thing is how these things usually go. 
In the end, people are even more distraught and more devastated. 
Many murderers go off to prison and live long healthy lives. Some 
write books. Movies get made about them and so on. The Eagle takes 
that away from them. I’ve been in the room when the Eagle has 
killed his prey, and I have seen the look of terror on the faces of the 
condemned.”

“So, you know him?” Jim nodded. “And you support him and his 
tactics?”

“Yes, I do.”
Beth sat for several minutes, drying her eyes. She took a few deep 

breaths then stood and walked to her office window. “Will you be 
present when Brian’s killer is put to death?”

“I can be.”
“Then do me a favor.”
“Anything.”
“Tell the Eagle that it is my deepest desire that the killer endures the 

pains of hell and, if such exists, that whatever torture the Eagle chooses 
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be like a day at the beach compared to the eternity of agony that he or 
she has earned.”

Jim stood up and hugged Beth. “I will relay that to the Eagle and to 
the killer.”

Beth stood staring out the window that overlooked the parking lot 
and front of the hospital. “Well, I have rounds to make. I have patients 
that I need to attend to.”

Jim nodded. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“How do you feel about the new law that allows you to give a 

terminally ill patient with six months or less to live a lethal drug cocktail 
that will send him or her off in peace?”

“You’ve been a cop for a long time, Jim. There is no peaceful 
death. We all suffer in the end. I was a bit conflicted when the law 
passed, then I remembered the faces of patients who took their own 
lives or attempted to, only to make their situations even worse. I took 
an oath to protect life, but I realized that by giving the dying the 
option of terminating their lives on their terms, I was doing them a 
service.”

“How many people have asked you for that since the law went into 
effect?”

“You’d be surprised.”
“Try me.”
“Two out of a hundred have asked for the cocktail, but only one 

used it.” 
“Interesting. What do you think stops them?”
“Hope. Hope for a miracle, thinking they can beat the disease. 

Humans have an instinct to live not die. Suicide, for a rational person, 
isn’t something taken lightly. I have had many patients who wanted it at 
the very end, but it was too late. In order to follow the law, the patient 
must be able to take the drugs on their own. They cannot be assisted. By 
that time, most are dying at home or in hospice.”

“But you can make sure that hospice speeds up the process?”



Comforter • 157156 • Chapter Twenty-One

“Hospice is an animal unto itself. Once I release a patient to hospice, 
they are in the hands of the hospice nurses and personnel. I will go see 
my patients in their final days, but hospice is about doing what both the 
patient and the family wants. But to answer your question, yes, hospice 
nurses hasten deaths all the time. A little extra pain medication to induce 
coma, some extra medications to dull pain and hasten death.”

“You have heard of the mystery killer here at the hospital nicknamed 
the comforter, right?”

“Sure. She’s real.”
“Do you know who she is?”
“I used to, or I thought I did.”
“Really?” The shock in Jim’s voice was clear. Beth had had her back 

to Jim as they spoke, and she turned around and nodded. “Who is she?”
“For years I thought it was Claire Pascal. She had a higher than 

usual death rate when she was on shift, and the patients who were 
dying on her shifts were not only terminal but usually dying alone and 
in agony.”

“Yet you didn’t report her?”
“No. If it was her, she was doing patients a favor. In listening to 

you speak about how the Eagle works, that’s how the comforter works, 
only bringing comfort and peace, not turmoil and torture. She eases 
pain and allows people to die quickly and nearly painlessly. That is not 
murder, Jim; it’s mercy. It’s someone who is willing to put their life on 
the line to help the dying. I think she’s brave. If she gets caught, it’s a 
lifetime in prison or worse, but she will risk it to allow people who are 
already on death’s door to go as peacefully as possible. Claire worked 
with Doctor White, who was demonized for killing the terminally ill. 
I never saw those killings as wrong. I’m an oncologist. I know what is 
happening to patients as they progress through their diseases. You don’t 
know what it’s like to be on my side of all of this. When I diagnose 
a patient with the exception of very, very few, I know what they are 
in for and how much time they have. I don’t usually hand out death 
sentences to people spontaneously. I want to keep hope alive for them 
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and their families. So, in a lot of cases, even though I know they are 
hopeless, I will do surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, and other things 
to help extend their lives. In most cases, all I have done is extended 
the patient’s suffering. Every now and then, I will have a patient who 
will just ask me to lay it out on the table. The ‘give it to me straight’ 
patient. I always do, and most of the time it is met with the denial that 
almost all of my patients go through. But every once in a while, I get 
one who stuns me.”

Jim smiled. “That would have been my Barbara. When she learned 
she had cancer, she didn’t skip a beat. She just kept on going until the 
very last breath.”

“Those patients are rare. They don’t fear the inevitable. They 
embrace life and then live whatever time they have left with gusto. I 
respect those patients who look death in the eye and then say ‘Screw it. 
I’m going to live,’ and go on.”

“That was my wife. She never looked back, and she lived every day 
to the fullest. She lived way longer than expected and even as she was 
dying, she kept it to herself until the morning I woke up next to her, and 
she was gone.”

“If the Eagle has the comforter, I know this is contrary to everything 
I said when I found out, while she deserves to die for what she did to 
Brian, he should take into account all of the good she has done. I started 
off angry, now I’m feeling compassion for her.”

“She didn’t do right by some. She murdered and was an accomplice 
to murder, and that can’t be understated, Beth.”

“I know, I know, but Brian was on a one-way trip to death. He was 
addicted to drugs and alcohol, and it was only a matter of when, not if, 
he killed himself or a patient. He was using again, and I found out the 
night of his death. I don’t like how he died, and I don’t know that he 
deserved to die. I should have just turned him in to Sara and the state, 
so, in some strange way, the comforter helped save lives while taking 
Brian out.” She paused as tears welled up in her eyes. “I’m sounding 
pretty sick now, aren’t I?”
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Jim gave her a hug and said, “No. It makes perfect sense. I have to 
go, but I will pass our conversation onto the Eagle.” Beth kissed him 
gently and thanked him, then Jim left her office and headed for the lair.

Jade and Jessica were finishing the autopsy report on Angela Sparks 
when Jade’s cellphone rang.

“Jade, it’s John.”
“Hi, John. We are just finishing up the reports on Angela Sparks.”
“Let me guess. Natural causes?”
“Yep. She had a massive coronary while on the treadmill. She also 

had arteriosclerosis due to type one diabetes as well as high ketone 
levels. She should never have been on that treadmill with ketone levels 
as high as hers. It was the main cause of death aggravating her other 
symptoms. She was dead before she hit the floor and was obviously not 
monitoring her blood glucose levels properly. If this was a murder, then 
the killer knew exactly what to exploit, and there is no way that Jessica 
and I can call this a homicide.”

“I have a confession.”
“You have a confession?” Jade’s voice was quiet but angry.
“We got it this afternoon. Her killer just died of a heart attack, and 

the person who was the comforter killer is in my custody now.”
“You couldn’t pick up the phone and call me?”
“I’m sorry, Jade. We just got this information. Chris and I have 

spent the day trying to keep Lori Fleming alive while trying to catch the 
admitted killers.”

“So, what now, John? Is there another body that we need to run out 
and take care of for you? Is there another case we should drop everything 
for because you need us?”

“No, Jade. Thank you for the work on Sparks. It means a lot to me. 
We have the killer, and I’m going to deal with her. I just wanted you to 
know. Did the bloodwork come back from Mark?”
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“Yeah. We got it this afternoon. I had planned on stopping by with 
the results tonight after Jess and I are off, but there is no need now.”

“I don’t take what you do for granted, Jade. You or Jessica. You 
have helped me stop many killings and catch many killers through your 
work. I’m sorry I couldn’t call sooner, but thank you for doing this on 
short order.”

Jade took a breath, and Jessica sat down in a chair in her office as 
Jade put the call on speakerphone. “So, what now, John?”

“It’s after five. Are you two done for the day?”
“We need to wrap up a few things, then we are going home.”
“Well, I want to take you and Jessica out for dinner.”
“Let me guess. Santiago’s?”
“If you like or anywhere else you prefer.”
“Santiago’s is good. I heard he is doing Italian food now.”
“Yes. He’s opening a second restaurant next door to his place, but 

he is serving now.”
“Then, we will call you when we leave the office.”
Jade hung up the line, and Jessica had her feet up on her desk. “You 

know how hard it was for John to make that call?”
“Yes.”
“We were too hard on him. He has the world on his shoulders. He is 

Atlas, and at any time he can decide it is just too much for him and drop 
the thing.”

Jade nodded. “Let’s get finished, so we can get out of here. I’m 
hungry, and you’re hungry, and I think there is more to learn from John.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
“I wasn’t born the Iron Eagle.”

J
im arrived at the lair and found it, much to his surprise, empty. He 
poured himself a glass of scotch and walked out onto the deck, lit a 
cigarette, and waited.
John pulled up to the house with everyone in his truck. He took 

Lori into the house where they were greeted by Karen and Sara. Karen 
grabbed her and hugged her hard and said through tears, “Jesus, was I 
scared for you!”

Lori was smiling. “Why? I had the Iron Eagle NOT looking after 
me. Chris was off taking a piss while a killer was trying to kill me, and 
from what I understand, it was all to make you folks feel sad.”

John was shaking his head as Chris walked in the front door. “Yes. 
I was taking a piss. People have to do that every once in a while.” He 
paused then said, “Unless, of course, you’re the Iron Eagle. He never 
pees. He will just blow up when he turns sixty.”
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There was light laughter, and Sara and Karen took Lori out of the 
room, and John and Chris went back to the truck and drove over to 
the lair.

John saw Jim sitting on the deck in the setting sun as he and Chris 
put Tina in operating room one. They took Claire’s body out of the truck 
and placed it on a steel gurney and put it in the incinerator and closed the 
door but didn’t start it. The two men entered the lair and were heading 
for the operating room when they heard Jim call out. “Before you start 
on Vincent, we need to talk.”

Chris came out onto the deck first with a bottle of water, and John 
followed with the same. “Okay,” John said with a softer tone than he 
had struck in a long time.

“I had a long conversation with Beth Cantor. She had a pretty good 
idea who the comforter was at the hospital.”

“She knew it was Tina Vincent?”
“No. She knew it was Claire Pascal, dumbass. She knew Pascal was 

doing the killings, but she said nothing.”
“But Pascal has been retired for over a decade, and the killings 

continued.”
“Pascal was still pulling the strings as she was training Vincent. 

Cantor didn’t know that Vincent had taken up the cause, but she knew 
the killings were still going on.”

“And she didn’t report it.”
“No.”
“So, what? Does that justify her actions?”
“At first, when I told Beth that we knew who the killer was and 

that the Eagle had her, she was angry and wanted blood. She even told 
me what she wanted the Eagle to tell her before he killed her. But over 
several minutes her tone softened, and she explained the world of the 
dying from the viewpoint of an oncologist, and when she was finished, 
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her brother’s murder aside, she felt that the comforter, while the polar 
opposite of the Eagle, did her killing out of mercy, while the Eagle did 
his out of justice.”

“Okay, Jim. I have known you for a long time. Is Beth suggesting 
mercy for this killer, or are you?” John asked.

“Mercy, clemency? No. A measured response to the killings? Yes.”
“A measured response? These women have murdered hundreds if 

not thousands of people over a series of decades.”
“Beth doesn’t see it as murder; she sees it as mercy.”
“Mercy? Was Brian Cantor’s murder mercy? Angela Sparks’?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes. I’m not going to get into the details of 

our conversation. We talked about a lot of subject matter, John, but the 
one thing she came to at the end was that all of these killers from White 
to Pascal to Vincent were doing a kindness to the dying. Beth feels that 
she should have turned her brother in because he was using drugs and 
alcohol again and sooner rather than later was going to kill himself or a 
patient, but she didn’t.”

“Alcoholism and drug abuse can be treated, Jim.”
“Yeah. I’m the poster child for that one. You don’t even know how 

many times I was through rehab. I have been off and on the wagon so many 
times that I finally gave up, and I have been happier for it ever since.”

“Yes, well, you didn’t kill anyone because you were drunk.”
“Yes, I did.”
John and Chris both looked at each other, then they moved over 

in front of him as he sat at a deck table with his drink and lit another 
cigarette. “What are you talking about?”

“When I was in the U.S. Marshals Service, Steve Hoffman and I 
went out one night and got hammered. It was only a few weeks before I 
was shot, and the Eagle saved me. Anyway, Steve insisted that we get a 
cab, but I would have nothing to do with it. So, we got into my service 
vehicle and headed back to his house. We were only a few blocks away 
when I hit something. The street was blacked out, and I didn’t see 
anything. I remember Steve saying that we hit something. I backed up 
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and ran over it again. I thought it was a speed bump and rolled the car 
back over it when I realized it had changed in its form; it was softer in 
the middle. We got out of the car with our flashlights to find a homeless 
man that had been nearly severed in two by my tires dead on the street.”

“Did you render aid?”
“There was no aid to render. The guy was dead! I mean, his brains 

and guts were splattered all over the street.”
“What did you do?”
“I took Steve home, and we washed my car in his driveway. There 

was little damage to it as I had a full steel cage across the front, so it was 
about getting the blood and clothing off the wheels, tires, and front grill.”

“You never radioed for help?”
“No. After we cleaned up the car, I slept it off in Steve’s guest room, 

and the next morning, thinking it had been some kind of dream, I went 
on about my business. I even drove back down the same street, but there 
was no sign of the victim.”

“What happened?”
“I heard about the hit-and-run on the radio going into the office. Bits 

and pieces came back to me, but I kept it under wraps as did Steve, and 
an innocent man died because I refused to take a cab. I never did that 
again, but I’m a murderer, just the same, and Steve was an accessory to 
murder.”

Chris was standing near the doorway. “Jesus, Jim! Have you ever 
told anyone about this?”

“Only Barbara, years later. We all have our secrets.”
“You messed up, but that doesn’t make you a murderer.”
Jim looked at John. “Are you losing your objectivity? I killed a man 

while driving drunk. That’s murder or manslaughter, and there is no 
statute of limitations on murder.”

“What happened with the case?”
“It happened in an unincorporated part of LA County. When I went 

to work for the sheriff’s department, it was a cold case, and I buried it. 
When I became Sheriff, I killed it once and for all.”
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“What does this have to do with Vincent?” John asked.
“It has everything to do with her. She was trying to help the dying 

go in peace. She fucked up with Brian, but even she knew he was on the 
way out. What the comforter did was wrong, and Beth doesn’t want her 
to get away. She just doesn’t feel she should suffer at the hands of the 
Eagle as the average killer does.”

John was still sitting back in his chair but leaned forward and asked, 
“What should the Eagle do about you?”

“I have paid my dues and worked for the good of humanity. I have 
helped the Eagle take out bad people. I have been shot, beaten, and 
stabbed for the sake of humanity. The Eagle heard my confession, and 
that should be it.”

John stood up. “So, you want the Eagle to send Ms. Vincent on her 
way without extracting the justice he normally would for someone who 
has killed repeatedly over the past decade?”

“Yes. I believe that this case deserves a modicum of mercy. She 
should die for her sins, but she shouldn’t endure the torture that you 
extract out of your regular victims.”

Chris was still leaning on the door frame drinking his water. He 
didn’t know, nor did the others, that Sara had been listening in the foyer 
as Jim confessed his own sins as well as pleaded for mercy for Tina. She 
walked out onto the deck, and the men went silent. “Lori is resting in 
one of the guest rooms; she’s fine. I heard Jim’s confession and while 
he couldn’t have saved the person, he should have at least made an 
anonymous call for help.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t.”
“No, you didn’t, but Molly Hoffman did. After you and Steve got 

home, he told her what had happened, and she called 9-1-1 from one 
of the Bureau’s untraceable lines and reported the accident and got 
paramedics and police on scene.”

John looked at Sara, “She did?”
“Yes. She told me about it not long before she vanished and died. 

She was purging herself of her own guilt for not having reported who 
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did it because of what would happen to Jim and Steve.” She paused. 
“And since we are in a confessing mood, I have allowed patients to die.”

John’s head whipped around with a look of shock on his face. “You 
have?”

“Yes, John, I have. Many times. You can’t work in the ER and 
deal with the types of situations that come through those doors and 
not feel compassion. I remember the first patient I allowed to code 
and didn’t resuscitate. He was in his late twenties and had been in a 
horrible motorcycle accident. His skull had been crushed as well as his 
chest cavity. We had done everything we could do, and we were able to 
stabilize him, but the EEG showed no brain activity. He was breathing 
on his own, but it was labored. We were getting ready to intubate him 
when the head doctor was called out on another case. The nurses went 
with him and left me alone with him. I knew that the best this man could 
hope for was life in a vegetative state. He wasn’t going to wake up. 
Half his brain was gone, so while everyone was out on other things, I 
gave him an injection of potassium chloride that stopped his heart after 
turning off the alarms. He coded, and I turned the alarms back on and 
halfheartedly started CPR and pronounced him.”

“Sara,” John said the words softly.
“It wasn’t the only one, John. It was just my first. As a doctor, I have 

sworn an oath to save lives, but there are situations where that just isn’t 
possible. I have to make decisions. When dealing with hopeless patients 
dying in agony, I allowed their deaths or hastened them. I’m not going 
to apologize for it. In a way, I see it as part of my job. Working with the 
Eagle has made me more callous, not to life, but to the inevitability of 
death. This whole movement of death with dignity is a bunch of bullshit. 
Death is death, and there is no such thing as a dignified death. We all 
die the same way; our hearts stop beating, then our brains die. You of all 
people know how the brain functions after death. You use it as a form of 
torture for the worst of the worst.”

John was staring at the horizon as the last of the sunlight vanished. 
No one spoke, and Karen came out and told everyone that she was 
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hungry, and that Jade and Jessica had called from Santiago’s. John stood 
up and said, “I guess we have all committed our sins in life, haven’t 
we?” Everyone nodded. “Is there anyone else who feels the need to 
confess their sins before I deal with Ms. Vincent?” 

Sara looked up at John and asked, “Is Vincent restrained and 
sedated?”

“Yes.”
“Then let’s get some food, and the Eagle can deal with her when we 

come home.” John nodded, and the group filed out into the lair foyer 
and broke off into groups and headed for the restaurant.

Cindy arrived at Santiago’s to find the somber group at their usual 
table. She ordered a drink and grabbed a menu and looked at all the long 
faces. “What the hell happened to you people?”

Jim was smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. “Just another day 
in paradise.”

“That good, huh? I haven’t seen you all like this since Barbara’s 
passing. Who died?”

No one spoke as Javier hobbled over to the table with Cindy’s drink. 
He looked at the people and went back and poured himself a glass of 
tequila. “I want to propose a toast.” Everyone looked at the old man 
with confusion on their faces but grabbed their glasses. “To life and 
death. May we embrace one while running from the other because no 
one gets out of this life alive.”

Jim laughed at the old man, who swigged his drink down then moved 
to the right, so Jim had a line of sight to the bar. Sitting at the bar was 
Beth Cantor. She had her glass raised with a smile on her face and tears 
in her eyes.
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Tina Vincent was strapped to the hospital gurney with the heat of 
the surgical lights beating down on her. She was nude and could see 
her body on several monitors in the room. She could see an IV running 
into her right arm and tried to look around, but her head was restrained. 
She called out for help, but there was no response, and she cried out and 
fought the restraints until she was exhausted.

Beth Cantor was blindfolded, and the Eagle was leading her into 
the operating room. He had his mask on and a pair of blue coveralls. He 
closed the door then removed her blindfold. She blinked several times 
in the bright lights, then looked down at Tina.

Tina could see a shape out of the corner of her eye and called out, 
“Where am I? What’s going on?”

Beth’s voice was soft but firm, “You’re in the lair of the Iron Eagle, 
Tina.”

“Jesus Christ! Beth, is that you? You’re the Iron Eagle?”
“No, Tina. I’m not the Eagle, but some friends of mine know him 

and were kind enough to make introductions.”
“Where the hell are we? If you’re here, he is going to kill you and me.”
“I don’t know where we are, and I don’t know who the Eagle is. I 

can tell you that he is here in this room and is going to follow my wishes 
for you and not do to you as he has done to all of his other victims.”

“Beth, what are you saying?”
“I know you killed Brian. I know now that you have been the 

comforter for the past decade taking over for Claire.”
“Claire? Where is Claire? She can clear all of this up.”
“Claire’s dead.”
“Oh God! You monster! You murdered her?”
The Eagle spoke, “I didn’t kill Ms. Pascal. Her heart gave out when 

she learned what her fate would be. Ms. Cantor has asked for mercy for 
you.”

“Beth, I did kill Brian, but he had no pain.”
“That doesn’t matter, Tina. You killed my brother, an innocent man, 

and for that you deserve to be punished.”
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“I don’t deserve to die!”
The Eagle spoke, “Oh, but you do, Ms. Vincent. I’m not going to 

argue that there have been many impassioned speeches about what you 
did at the hospital and how much good there was in what, on first blush, 
looks to be evil. You, however, chose to take an innocent life as did Ms. 
Pascal in killing Angela Sparks.”

“They were getting too close and were going to destroy everything 
we had worked for.”

“You knew the risks of what you were doing. You knew you could 
be caught. You should have run. You might have been able to move on 
without ever being caught, but instead you and Ms. Pascal decided that 
murder was the better way to go to keep what you were doing alive at 
Northridge.”

“Claire can’t be dead. She can explain it to you. She could make you 
understand.”

Beth spoke out as she took a syringe from the Eagle and stuck it 
into Tina’s IV. “No, the Eagle is right. You wanted death, and you were 
going to stop at nothing to keep it going even if that meant the innocent 
must die. When I push the plunger on this syringe, you are going to feel 
a sharp pain in your chest, then your heart is going to start to have an 
arrhythmia. Within five minutes, and after some pain, you will go into 
full cardiac arrest.”

The Eagle took Beth’s hand off the syringe. “I will push the drug, 
Ms. Cantor. You are a witness; you aren’t a killer.” Beth moved back 
away from the table, and the Eagle said, “Believe it or not, this is a huge 
concession on my part, Ms. Vincent. I don’t usually allow admitted 
killers to die as peacefully as you will die.”

The Eagle pushed the plunger, and Tina drew several deep breaths 
then cried out. “I was only helping people die in peace; I was only trying 
to help.”

Beth spoke up, “You killed my brother, Tina. If there is anything 
after this, I’m sure he will be there, and you can tell him all about the 
good you were trying to do that got him murdered.”
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Tina heaved a few more times then began to pant. 
“You are in the final throws of death, Ms. Vincent. Just a few more 

minutes, and you will be gone. At this point in an execution, I would 
usually say to the condemned, ‘May God not have mercy on your soul.’ 
In your case, I will make an exception. If there is a God, I hope that it 
does have mercy on you.”

Tina breathed a few more times hard then shuddered and pressed 
her back against the gurney and stopped breathing. The Eagle put the 
blindfold back on Beth, and she was led out of the lair.

Chris helped John move Tina’s body to the incinerator where Claire’s 
body was waiting. The two men put the bodies inside, and Chris asked, 
“Was this a tougher case for you?”

“Tougher? No. Murder is murder, and what this person did to Brian 
Cantor is inexcusable.”

“So, all of those people that we both know are committing mercy 
killings right now are just murderers and nothing more?”

“No. I have learned a great deal from this case. There are shades 
of gray and lines that should be crossed for the comfort and care of 
the dying. It takes a very special type of person who has both the self-
discipline as well as emotional stability to stay on task and deal in cases 
like this with the dying. Many cases of this type start off as altruistic 
only to have the killer spiral into insanity and expand into cruelty.”

“You see yourself as altruistic in your mission as the Eagle?”
“I see myself as supplying an alternative to the basic tenets of the 

law. I see myself as someone who, when I learn of the worst of the worst, 
takes action. Instead of criminals dealing with years of litigation and 
all the trappings of the system, I kill them straight out. Once guilt has 
been established, I kill them using methods that are based on the killer’s 
methods. In my administration of justice, there is no way that an innocent 
is going to get caught up in the system and end up living their last days 
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on this planet in a prison while the guilty run free. I oversee every case 
and painstakingly work to make one hundred percent sure the person 
receiving the punishment earned it. I have never killed an innocent.”

Chris pressed the button on the incinerator and as it fired up, he 
looked at John and asked, “Who will replace you as the Eagle when you 
retire, move on, or die?”

“That is a question that will only be answered when it happens.”
“Do you think I have what it takes to do what the Eagle does?”
“Yes.”
“But you don’t want me to take over?”
“That’s up to you, Chris. There are others who can step into this 

position and distribute justice as I have done.”
“Not with the power you exert and the inside knowledge that you 

have about killers.”
“Of course, there are. I don’t just use brute strength to overpower 

my prey. I don’t work in a vacuum. I have a team of people. You, Sara 
and Karen, Jade and Jessica. I have Lance and Philly, and, of course, I 
have always had Jim.”

“On their own none of these people are killers like the Eagle, John, 
and you know that.”

“I wasn’t born the Iron Eagle, Chris. I evolved over the course of 
decades. I didn’t start this as a hobby for cruelty; it was brought out in 
me by every one of my victims. Over the years, I adapted and overcame. 
I used my training, my instincts, and my gut to seek out the people I have 
captured. The majority of those people were never on the police’s radar, 
and most of them never will be. It will be the same for my successor. 
Someone will have to step into my shoes then move as I move and do as 
I did, being ever mindful of the tightrope he or she is walking between 
sanity and madness. It’s become second nature for me. After all of these 
years, it’s a discipline that I learned.” John walked back into the lair, 
and he and Chris began cleaning up the operating room. The two didn’t 
speak anymore on the subject. Sara entered, and John asked, “Did you 
get Beth back to her home?”
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“Yes. She is thankful for the closure and at the same time sad that the 
killers were two people who were so close to her and Brian.”

“The nature of the beast, Sara. It is the nature of the beast. There 
are two types of serial killers: the ones who pounce from the darkness 
and the confidence killers. These people know their victims for months 
or even years and gain their trust, then, when the opportunity presents 
itself, they pounce, and the victims never see it coming.”

“The Eagle is the former?” Sara asked.
“Indeed. My victims rarely see me coming, and I pounce like an 

eight-hundred-pound gorilla.”
“Well, it’s late, John. I think we could all use some sleep and time 

to reflect. Lori is sleeping comfortably; everything appears to be fine. 
Karen is asleep on the couch in the lair’s foyer. Chris, you and Karen 
have a big day with Lori tomorrow. I think it’s time to call it a night and 
take what rest we can before the next situation arises.”

John and Chris both nodded, and the three left the lair. Chris picked 
Karen up, and she looked at him with sleepy eyes. “It’s good to see you, 
my love.”

“Ditto, angel.” He walked out to his truck with Karen in his arms, 
and they drove off.

Sara opened a bottle of wine and sat down in the hot tub as John 
came out and jumped in the pool and did a few laps. When he got out, 
he grabbed a bottle of water and slid down next to her. She sipped her 
wine while looking up into the unusually clear night sky. “The stars are 
beautiful, aren’t they?”

John rested his head on one of the tub’s pillows and stared up into 
the night sky. “Yes, yes, they are. I don’t look at them much anymore. 
I’m concentrating on too many other things.”

“Well, take a few moments to look around once in a while, Director 
Swenson. Life only moves in one direction, and you don’t want to miss 
these moments.” She leaned over and rested her head on John’s chest as 
she looked up once more in silence.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“Jesus! I’m starving.”

T
he sun had risen just above the Santa Monica Mountain range and 
sent a cascade of light across PCH and into the window of the 
guest room where Lori slept. The sunlight caught her eyes at just 

the right angle, and she pulled her arm up over her face and yawned. 
“That’s a hell of a way to get awakened.” She rolled out of bed and 
stumbled to the bathroom, slapped some cold water on her face, then 
looked at the clock. “Five forty-five a.m.! Am I in hell?” She staggered 
through the room then down a long hall following the smell of freshly 
brewed coffee.

Sara and John were in the kitchen. Sara was sitting in a sheer robe 
drinking a cup of coffee while John was standing near the patio doors 
in a pair of shorts drinking a bottle of white fluid, his muscles bulging 
from his workout.

“Is this your normal ‘get out of bed’ time?”
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Sara laughed. “No. John gets up at three-thirty, and I get up at four-
thirty. Good morning. How are you feeling?”

“Pretty good. No headache except the one I got from the sun burning 
through my retina. You need better blinds for that room.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“Please.” Sara got up and poured her one and asked what time her 

friends were going to be at Chris and Karen’s for her party. “I told them 
one. It’s Saturday, so, unlike me, they are asleep in their dorm rooms 
while I’m sitting here wide awake wondering what the hell I’m doing.” 
John turned around with the sports bottle in his hand, and Lori said, “I 
would not take you for a milk drinker, John.”

“I’m not. It’s a post-workout protein supplement.”
Lori nodded while sipping her coffee. “So, do you two eat breakfast, 

or does John live on that supplement?”
“We eat. Our chef doesn’t start work until seven.”
“Chef? Jesus! How much money do you have?”
“I wouldn’t spill coffee on the rugs if you get my meaning,” Sara 

said playfully as John was cleaning out his sports bottle.
Lori shook her head as John cleaned the bottle in the sink. “Man, 

that smells like shit.”
“Yeah, well, you should taste it.”
“No thanks. I’ll pass. So, how did you two sleep?”
Sara was reading the paper as John started the dishwasher. “We slept 

fine. Outside of having your retinas burned, did you sleep well?” 
Lori was staring at the dishwasher. “You’re only washing one thing 

in there?”
“Yes.”
“You have a chef, and I would assume other household staff to take 

care of this mansion. Why would you be doing your own washing?”
“It’s my routine. How did you sleep?”
“Good, really good. It’s so nice to be headache-free. Thanks to Sara 

and Catrina, I am cured.”
Sara shook her head. “Not cured. The steroids will give you relief 
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for a week or so, but you will need pain management, and Catrina will 
work with you on that.”

“So, the headaches are permanent?”
“I’m sorry, but yes, they are. You suffered severe trauma from the 

beatings you endured through the years and have what are called silent 
migraines. It’s a common condition and can be treated with little trouble, 
but it is permanent.”

“I guess it could be worse.”
“A lot worse. I feared you had brain cancer at one point, but Doctor 

Hilt found the problem immediately.”
Just before seven, the chef poked her head in and asked what was 

wanted for breakfast. All three told her what they wanted, and she went 
back into the kitchen. Lori looked at the two of them and said, “It’s like 
being in a restaurant.”

Sara smiled. “We have a small staff on premises. They have their 
own homes and work exclusively for us. We don’t have time to do the 
general household things, so our staff takes care of that, and it allows me 
and John to live a somewhat normal life.”

“Hey, if you have the cash, more power to you. That’s my goal, to 
get rich and be able to have a staff work for me.”

John laughed. “Well, if you think you will get there on an FBI agent’s 
salary, it won’t happen.”

“You’re an FBI agent. How did you get here?”
“Sara inherited a lot of money. That’s how we live this way.”
“So, you two have enough cash that you don’t have to work?” Sara 

nodded as John poured himself some coffee. “If you don’t have to 
work, why the hell are you doing it? John is risking his life every day; 
you’re busting your hump as a doctor. Shit! If I were as rich as you two, 
I would be living on some tropical island somewhere being waited on 
hand and foot.”

“It’s not what it’s cut out to be, Lori. Money without effort is 
meaningless. When Sara inherited her money, it was one of the first 
things we confronted, and we both agreed that we aren’t the kind of 
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people who just drop our work and ride off into the sunset. I risk my 
life and so does Sara, but we are still functioning members of society.”

Lori laughed. “Or is it the Iron Eagle that’s keeping you here? You’re 
supposedly hunting him, and, Sara, you’re supporting what he’s doing.”

“We can assure you that the Eagle isn’t keeping us here. We have 
our own lives and are trying to do good by the local population and the 
state as well as the American people.”

One of the kitchen staff entered with food and put the plates on the 
table as well as several different types of juices and pastries. Lori lunged 
forward and grabbed a pastry and started eating as if she hadn’t eaten in 
a week. “Jesus! I’m starving.”

“It’s a side effect of the steroids. You’ll have an appetite for a few 
days, so be careful. You can overeat,” Sara said while laughing.

Lori opened her robe to expose her nude body. “Yeah. Do you 
remember what I looked like when you found me?” Sara nodded as did 
John. “Now I have the body of a woman and not a five-year-old. I am 
the perfect weight, and I’m healthy, so I can risk a few extra calories in 
order to stay happy.” John motioned to her to close her robe, and she 
hiked a leg up on the table and allowed the whole robe to fall open. 
“What’s wrong, John? Do I make you hard?”

“No. You’re a seventeen-year-old girl, and I don’t want you showing 
off your body. We wear clothes at our table.”

“You’re shirtless and eating bacon and eggs, so it’s okay for you but 
not me or Sara? That’s some macho male shit.”

Sara looked at Lori. “Please close your robe. I’m nude under mine, 
too, but it’s closed, so show a little decorum.” 

Lori closed her robe and apologized. “I don’t know what got into 
me. I’m like a manic.”

Sara smiled as Lori ate. “It’s the steroids. You’ll be back to normal 
in a day or two. That’s another reason why I wanted to keep an eye on 
you. Your judgment is going to be a little off, and I want to make sure 
you’re safe.”

“Do you think it will be okay to have the party?”
“You’ll be fine. You’ll be with friends, so no one can hurt you.”
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Jim and Cindy were lying in bed. Both were covered in sweat and 
breathing hard. Cindy said, “I can tell you one thing, Jimmy. There is 
nothing wrong with your heart.”

“Don’t talk like that. If people learn I have a fuckin’ heart, I will 
never hear the end of it.”

Cindy laughed and grabbed a bottle of water next to the bed and 
took several large gulps. “So, we are going to Chris and Karen’s for 
Lori’s party?”

“Yep. Five college girls, all free spirits according to Karen. It should 
make for an interesting afternoon.”

“So that’s why you were trying to fuck me into a coma? Thinking 
about all that young flesh?”

“Hardly. I’m very happy with your sexy body. I’m sure there will be 
young hot bodies running around, but I’m the Sheriff. You and Sara are 
doctors. John is the Deputy Director of the FBI. There will be plenty of 
people there to keep things under control.”

“Yeah, well, just make sure those phones and tablets are confiscated 
when they arrive. You don’t need a college girl video leaking out with 
all of our faces in it, if you get my drift.”

“Got it. I’m hungry. What do we have to eat?”
“Not a lot. I haven’t been able to get to the store this week, so the 

pickings are slim.”
“I know I shouldn’t do it, but we need some help here at the house. 

Between your work and my work and the crazy hours we keep, we need 
someone who can cook, clean, and take care of the day to day things 
around here. I have a gardener and a pool man. I guess it’s time to spring 
for some house staff.”

Cindy flung her arms around Jim’s neck and kissed him. “I have been 
waiting for you to see it. I really do try, Jim, but I’m only one person, 
and you’re right. Between my schedule and yours, we just never know. 
We have a second house on the property. With a few upgrades you could 
make it into a multipurpose staff house, and people would be breaking 
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their necks to get a job working for us.” Jim got a sad look on his face, 
and Cindy knew why. “I’m sorry, Jimmy. That was out of line. I know 
how hard it has been for you to even look down the beach and see that 
house and the promise you thought was going to be there with Sam.”

“Sam’s dead. Life goes on. You’re right. The house could hold a 
staff of four to eight people with the pool and patio and communal area. 
I could then offer room and board along with a stipend, but no kids. 
Only single or married couples, and no more than eight full-time staff. 
They are far enough away that they shouldn’t bother us, and we will 
have the help we need.”

Cindy nodded as the two walked nude through the house into the 
kitchen where Cindy was able to pull together some breakfast. Jim 
helped her, and the two sat down to eat. Cindy asked, “What was the 
deal with Beth Cantor last night?”

“The Eagle found her brother’s killer yesterday, and she wanted 
closure.”

“So, he found the comforter?”
“Yeah. What do you know about that?”
“Not a lot. There have been stories about an angel of death at the 

hospital. Some of it I always thought was urban legend, and the other 
was just a way of comforting those caregivers into feeling that the 
suffering they were witnessing would somehow be relieved by someone 
other than God.”

“The comforter was a real person, actually two.”
“They were employees, weren’t they?” Jim nodded. “Are you going 

to tell me, or am I going to have to figure out who’s missing?” 
“Claire Pascal and Tina Vincent.”
Cindy gasped. “Wow! Claire was such a sweet old woman, and Tina 

was so vibrant and full of life.”
“Maybe, but they crossed a line and ended up in the arms of the Eagle.”
“Murder is a line unto itself, Jim.”
“It’s so much more complicated than that.”
“I don’t understand.”
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“That’s good because I don’t understand it either.” Jim finished his 
breakfast and walked out onto the deck to smoke. He pulled a small box 
from his pocket and opened and closed it several times before Cindy sat 
down in the sun. He lifted his face to the sun and closed his eyes. “I have 
something that I want to ask you.”

Cindy was wearing sunglasses and a robe and said, “Ask.”
Jim walked over to the table and placed the ring box on the table. 

“I’m too goddamned old to get down on one knee. I have loved you 
all of my life, and I missed out on a lot with Kevin and you. When 
Barbara was still living, she knew how much I loved you. We talked 
about it several times after Kevin’s murder. Barbara wasn’t faithful. 
She confessed a lot to me in the months and weeks before she died, but 
I knew about all of her affairs. I, on the other hand, was, for the most 
part, faithful. I had a few moments of weakness, but that was when the 
marriage was on the rocks, and I wasn’t getting sex.”

“So, lack of sex was a reason to cheat?”
“Not in and of itself. Barbara was getting plenty of sex just not with 

me. The past is in the past.”
“So, what do you want to ask me?”
“There’s an open ring box on the table with a wedding ring in it. Can 

you get a clue from that?”
“So, you’re asking me to marry you?”
“No. I want you to take the ring to a pawn shop ‘cuz I need some 

extra cash. Yes, Cindy, I’m asking you to marry me. With all of my 
flaws and shit, I want you to be my wife.”

Cindy had tears running down her face. “This had to have been one 
hell of a hard decision to make.”

“Not really. I love you and while I’m a bastard who drives you and 
others crazy, I want us to be together until one of us dies. My life is so 
much happier with you in it. I hope you feel the same.” Cindy nodded 
slowly. “So? What do you say? Will you be my wife?”

“You are such a romantic, Jimmy. You know how to sweep a woman 
off her feet.”
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“I just poured my fuckin’ heart out to you. You know I’m not one for 
mushy sentiments. I love you, and I want you to be my wife. Are you 
in or out?”

Cindy started laughing. “Jesus! Is this a proposal or a poker game?” 
She picked up the box and took out the ring and looked at it. “It’s 
beautiful, Jimmy.”

Jim took the ring out of her hand and slipped it on her finger. “In 
your hand, it is nice. On your finger, it’s beautiful.”

Cindy started crying harder and said, “Yes, Jim. I will marry you. 
Cindy O’Brian has a nice ring to it.” The two kissed, and Jim picked her 
up and carried her back into the house and laid her on their bed. “So, are 
we going to make a big deal of this with friends?”

“I was thinking we could elope and tell them later.”
Cindy smiled as Jim removed her sunglasses. “I think that’s a smashing 

idea. I’ll pack a bag and when the party at Karen’s is over, we’ll do it.”

Beth Cantor was making her rounds at the hospital and had stopped 
in to check on David Grace. He was sitting up in his hospital bed with 
a bedpan on his lap and a tablet in his hands. He had multiple IV bags 
hanging off two poles. His skin was ashen, and he looked weak.

“How are you doing, David?”
“How do you think I’m doing, doc? This chemo shit is killing me 

faster than the cancer, or at least it feels like that. Six months. That’s not 
much time.”

“I’m hoping that we can get you more time, perhaps get you into 
remission with this course of treatment.”

“You’ve been doing this for years, doc. How many patients with my 
type of cancer live more than six months? How many have you seen go 
into remission?”

Beth had her tablet in her hands and was looking down at it as she 
answered, “In all honesty, David, no one.”
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“If they would’ve allowed me to die, it would be over, and I wouldn’t 
have to go through this shit. I have the right to die here in California. 
One of the hospice people told me that.”

“You do. It is a process, but, in your case, it wouldn’t be hard to get 
it done. You’re young and strong. I know it’s hard right now, but give the 
treatments a few weeks. Let me run the tests and see if we can stop this.”

“We? There is no we here, doc. It’s just me. I’m the one dying. 
Harris has been in several times, and we have talked.”

“What does Doctor Stone recommend?”
“He doesn’t. It’s my life as he told me, and it is up to me.”
“That’s not very helpful.”
“He has known me pretty much my whole life. He knows when to 

cut his losses. He’s not going to tell me to do anything. He will honor 
my wishes if I decide to die. He doesn’t share your optimism with regard 
to the prognosis. He thinks I might have a few weeks, and I really don’t 
want to spend those in a hospital bed waiting for some miracle that’s 
never going to come.”

“I understand if you want to stop the treatment. I will honor your 
wishes. It will take a few days to regain your strength, but you should 
be asymptomatic until near the end. And if you plan it correctly, Doctor 
Stone or I can prescribe the death cocktail for you. As long as you can 
administer it yourself, you can go that way.”

David had tears in his eyes as he laid his tablet on his lap and put his 
head back on the pillow. “I don’t want to die, doc. I really, really want 
to live. I have such big plans. Marriage, kids, building my business after 
finishing school, and all of that is out the window. I’m fucked no matter 
how I cut it and leaving here just sends me back to my studio apartment 
in North Hollywood with hot and cold running cockroaches, paper thin 
walls, and the constant sound of gunshots, screams, and sirens. That’s 
not my dream way of dying.”

“What about your family?”
“We’ve been estranged for years. They don’t want me, and to be 

honest, I don’t want them. There’s no cash to be made off my death. 
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That would be the only way they would want to be in this with me at 
all. No. I have been on my own since I was fifteen, and I have been the 
better for it. This is a shit show, knowing how much time I have left and 
that I must face this alone.”

“We all face death alone, David. Whether you’re on a crowded bus 
or alone in your bed, we all face death alone.”

“Thanks. That makes me feel so much better.” David dried his 
eyes and heaved a few times into the tray in his lap. Beth took it to 
the bathroom and cleaned it out and brought it back to him. He smiled 
slightly. “You’re a doctor. I figured you would call a nurse for that. 
‘Clean up on aisle three.’”

The two laughed. “No. I have held many a patient’s hand all the way 
to the end.”

“You’re something else, doc. I’m sorry for being such a dick the past 
few days.”

“It’s okay. We all react to this news differently. You said it yourself. 
You have your whole life ahead of you and all of a sudden, I walk in 
and tell you it’s over. You had every right to be angry. I’m pretty thick-
skinned, David. I can take it.”

“How many more rounds of the chemo are you going to run?”
“Two more days, then I will run the labs to see how you are 

responding, then we will talk options.”
“I will stick around for a few more days then. This place is nicer 

than my apartment. The food’s not so great, but at least the room’s clean 
and well lit. Shit. Who knows? Maybe someone will try and off me. I 
heard the nurses talking about a person that roams the hospital halls 
and kills off the terminally ill patients. I think they called the killer the 
comforter. You ever heard of that one?”

“It’s just an old hospital legend.”
“Well, legend or not, she might just pay me a visit, so I can go in 

peace.”
Beth felt David’s head then smiled. “Just try and rest. I will check 

in on you again before I leave tonight.” She turned to leave but stopped 
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and turned around. “What types of food do you like?”
“What?”
“Well, I don’t have plans tonight. I thought I could pick up some 

food and bring it in, and we could have dinner together.”
“Are you hitting on me, doc? Because if you are, well, I’m interested!”
Beth started laughing. “No. Just dinner and conversation.”
“I love Italian food. There’s a great place up the street from here 

called Antonio’s. They make the best ravioli I have ever had.”
“Then I will see you around seven for dinner, and we can talk more 

about those hopes and dreams.”
David smiled as Beth left the room. She walked down the hall and 

into the stairwell and broke down in tears. “Pull it together, Beth, pull 
it together. You’re just going to share a meal with a lonely man.” She 
tugged on her medical coat, dried her eyes, and walked back onto the 
floor to the next patient.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
“Come on, Jim. There are kids here.”

C
hris had the grill going as the girls were swimming and splashing in 
the pool. Karen had brought out several serving trays of food and 
drinks, and John and Sara were helping when Jim and Cindy arrived. 

Jim walked out onto the deck and looked at the girls. Lori was running 
to a diving board in a string bikini that left little to the imagination. He 
walked over to John and asked, “Is she really only fuckin’ seventeen?”

“Yes, Jim, and there will be no fucking. Got it?”
Jim laughed. “Jail bait, man. I will hang close to you folks. There are 

a lot of young hot bodies in that pool.”
Cindy was looking at the girls, and Karen asked, “Hard to believe 

that this time yesterday she was in a hospital bed.”
“Kids are resilient like that, Karen. I remember Kevin would play 

hard when he was a kid no matter how sick he was. I remember doing 
the same way back when I was young. Shit. It was a little gathering 
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like this that brought Jim and I together, and Kevin arrived nine 
months later.”

“There won’t be any babies coming out of this party. I can promise 
you that.”

John had taken a seat on a lounge chair, and Jim had followed. He 
sat down next to him and lit a cigarette. “Come on, Jim. There are kids 
here.”

“Kids? Are you fucking kidding me? Lori is the youngest from what 
I’m told. The rest of these girls are not only of drinking age, but they are 
also really, really hot.”

“Don’t go there, Jim.”
“Go where? I’m just stating a fact. Lori is jail bait, but the rest, well, 

if I were not in a relationship.”
John grabbed him by his Hawaiian shirt and pulled him in close. 

“They are innocent kids and that’s all that you are going to say. Got it?”
“Okay, okay. Relax. I’ll just enjoy the view.”
Jim was sitting on a lounge chair smoking when one of the girls 

climbed out of the pool, topless, and walked over to him. “Can I have a 
cigarette please, Sheriff?”

Jim was stammering at first then asked, “Are you over eighteen?”
“Well over.”
“Do you have any ID?”
She ran her hands down her body. “Where would I keep it, Sheriff? 

I’m over twenty-one, now may I please have a cigarette?” Jim pulled 
one out of his top left pocket and handed it to the girl. “May I have 
a light?”

Jim opened his Zippo and lit the smoke, and the girl sat down in 
a chair next to him and took a few long drags off of the cigarette. Her 
large white breasts were glistening in the afternoon light, and he looked 
over at John then back to the girl sitting next to him. She had long 
blonde hair and perfect skin. She winked her left eye at him, which was 
marine blue, and he just shook his head. Cindy was watching the action 
with Karen and Sara near a picnic table, and Chris called out that lunch 



186 • Chapter Twenty-Four

was ready. Everyone got out of the pool and ran for the table. All of the 
girls were topless, and all of them were stunning. Chris made himself a 
burger and sat down on one of the benches.

Lori and two others made up plates then sat down across from 
him and started eating. Karen and Sara made plates and sat down on 
each side of Jim, who had joined Chris as John stood near the back 
door eating a piece of chicken as everyone made small talk. The young 
woman who had been smoking with Jim got some food then squeezed 
in with the others and ate slowly and deliberately while smiling at Jim 
the entire time. Lori saw it and finally said, “Gail, leave Jim alone. He’s 
a nice man and that’s his girlfriend right over there.” Lori pointed to 
Cindy, who waved.

“I didn’t know you were taken, Sheriff.”
“They are all taken, Gail, so knock it off.”
“I was just flirting, Lori, just like you. You know you do it all the 

time.”
Cindy walked over and stood behind Jim, “This is my man, and you 

are a child, now have fun with your friends. What you do at school is 
your business, but leave my man alone. Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
Lori and the other girls laughed, and one of them said, “That’s the 

first time I have ever seen Gail put in her place.”
Lori said, “Believe me, if you knew the company you were in as 

well as I do, you would be running for the hills.”

Beth finished with her patients just before six p.m. She went home 
and showered then picked up the meal order and drove back to the 
hospital. When she got to David’s room, the nurses had set up a small 
table for two with a candle in the middle of it, and David had showered 
and put on his street clothes and was sitting at the table.

“Well, this is romantic.”
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“It was Ji Su and Molly’s idea.”
“Was it now?”
Molly and Ji Su were both in the room, and Beth unpacked the food 

and plated it then served David and herself. While David and Beth 
made small talk, the nurses went back to their station. Ji Su looked at 
Molly then down to the closed-doored room and asked, “Did we do the 
right thing?”

“If you mean by giving a dying young man some company that Beth 
offered, then, yes, we did.”

“I have never seen Beth so moved by a patient.”
“I have seen her be compassionate, but I have not seen her go to 

these lengths. I think she has some real feelings for Mr. Grace.”
“He is so sick. She is setting herself up for a hard fall.”
Molly shook her head. “No. Beth has a good head on her shoulders. 

They aren’t that far apart in age. I think that she wants to give him a little 
more to live for, if only for a few days or weeks.”

Ji Su was putting some files in a drawer. “Well, in my experience, 
love can conquer a lot of stuff, Molly. If by some miracle he gets better 
or goes into remission, she might regret this dinner idea.”

“I don’t know, Ji. I have seen a lot of strange things in this job. 
People at death’s door suddenly recover. Others come in with a hangnail 
and die within hours due to some bizarre infection. Life is fickle like 
that. I guess the only thing we can do is our jobs and be there for both of 
them no matter what happens.”

The party was in full swing at Chris and Karen’s house. The girls 
were dancing on the patio overlooking the sea and had been back and 
forth between the ocean, pool, and hot tub all afternoon. Once they were 
no longer going to the beach, they abandoned their clothes. Jade and 
Jessica showed up just before seven. Jessica started laughing the second 
they walked in. “Oh, tell me this isn’t a pussy fest?”
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Karen frowned, and Sara said, “Lori has some friends from school 
over for a little pool party.”

Jessica laughed again. “You don’t know where this is heading?”
“They’re just having fun.”
“I see that. Who’s pouring the booze?”
“One of the girls brought a bottle. She’s over twenty-one as are all 

of the girls except Lori, and she isn’t drinking.”
“You are in such denial. You don’t know much about lesbian sex, 

do you?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Jade stepped in and kissed Sara on the cheek. “You might want 

us to take things from here because this is going to get really kinky 
really fast.”

Karen was in earshot and said, “Nothing is going to get kinky.” The 
words had no sooner come out of her mouth then the blonde had her lips 
locked around the lips of another girl, and Lori and another were laying 
on the floor with each other in an embrace. Karen started to step into the 
room, but Jade put her hand on her chest. “Don’t do it, Karen.”

“That’s my kid sister. I can’t allow this type of behavior.”
“They are exploring their sexuality, and there is nothing wrong with 

it. If you start shit with them, all you are going to do is piss off Lori and 
the other girls and leave them with a bad memory.”

“What the fuck do you think watching this is going to do to me?”
“That’s why I said you should leave. You, Chris, John, Sara, 

everyone. Just split. Go to Santiago’s for a couple of hours. Jessica and 
I will chaperone.”

“Chaperone? Are you insane? There is no chaperone here. It’s a 
damn free for all.”

“Just leave. We’ll handle it.”
Chris grabbed Karen and pulled her into the front foyer. Karen called 

out to Jade, “My sister is seventeen, just remember that.”
Jade yelled back, “No problem. She’s not old enough to drink, but 

she can fuck, now go.”
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The group gathered out in front of the house as the music blared 
inside. John went over to his truck and said, “The girls are in good 
hands. Let’s all go to Santiago’s.”

Jim stepped up. “Oh, hell yeah. Let’s see if we can wash away the 
burnt flavor of Chris’s cremated grilling attempts.”

“Fuck you, Jim. I didn’t hear any complaints when you were 
eating it.”

“That’s because I had a really great view. Food was the last thing on 
my mind.” They all got into their cars and drove off.

Sara was sitting next to John and asked, “Do you think we are doing 
the right thing?”

“It’s not our kid; it’s not our problem. Jade and Jessica are the best 
role models for these young women, so let’s just let them do their thing.”

Sara nodded and looked out the passenger window. “You have 
always been right.”

“Right about what?”
“There is no way on this earth I would ever want to have children.”
“Well, they aren’t really children.”
“Yeah, well, if that’s a picture of what eighteen years of child rearing 

is all about, screw that. We can get a cat.”
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Savage
The Iron Eagle Series: Book Twenty-Seven

Prologue

D
enise Kline arrived at LAX slightly after three p.m. from 
Washington D.C. As Speaker of the House, Kline had her own 
Secret Service detail for protection, but she was notorious for 

ditching them to have more time for herself. This made for a troubling 
job for her security detail, and today was no different. Kline had 
followed her detail through several private security checkpoints and 
as her luggage was being placed in one of the security vehicles, she 
slipped out a back entrance to a parking structure and an awaiting car 
that had been arranged for her by one of her servants. She fired up the 
Mercedes Benz-Maybach S650 sedan and headed out of the airport 
via Sepulveda Boulevard. Instead of heading for her home in Beverly 
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Hills, she drove Sepulveda into Santa Monica. The two-hundred-
thousand-dollar car was not an unusual vehicle to see on the streets 
of Los Angeles. What was unusual was seeing a rich, well known 
politician driving herself around in a car that was usually driven by 
chauffeurs.

Special Agent Kelly Bach had called Washington and the local 
Secret Service field office to let them know that Kline had slipped her 
security detail again. Kelly had just hung up her cellphone when it rang 
again, and she saw the caller ID. “Shit, shit, shit. Bach.”

“Again, Kelly? She fuckin’ slipped you again?” Liz Yates, the head 
of the Los Angeles field office of the Secret Service was yelling over 
the phone.

“What do you want me to tell you, Liz? You try protecting the bitch. 
She won’t listen to my people. She runs off every chance that she gets. 
She has more help escaping us than our team has people.”

“She’s a sixty-five-year-old woman for God’s sake. She can’t be that 
damn hard to keep track of.”

“Oh, you’re so wrong. You are so fuckin’ wrong. She thinks that 
because she is a mega millionaire that no one can touch her. She thinks 
she is loved by the people of California for being the second female 
speaker of the house. She is so puffed up with her own pride and is so 
detached from reality that she thinks she can fuckin’ walk on water, that 
no one would ever do her any harm.”

“The majority of people hate her.”
“I know that; you know that. Even the dog shitting in my line of 

sight right now knows that. But as far as Speaker Kline is concerned, 
she is God’s gift.”

“This is not going to go over well. The third in line to the presidency 
is gone without protection? Oh, this is bad. POTUS is going to flip  
his shit.”
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Kelly was nodding as her people were trying to figure out where 
Kline had gone. “I know. Let’s keep it under wraps for a couple of hours. 
We’ll find her. We always do.”

Liz was shaking her head. “I will dispatch a team. Do you have any 
idea how she got away?”

“One of her servants dropped off a car at the airport. She’s in a new 
Mercedes-Maybach sedan.”

“A two-hundred-thousand-dollar car?”
“Yes.”
“Color?”
“Red.”
“Well, she won’t stand out too much. She’s on TV every day here in 

Southern California, so everyone will know her on sight. She’s driving 
a yacht of a car, and I’m sure she is, as always, bejeweled.”

“She is.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“She was last seen heading north on Sepulveda toward Santa 

Monica.”
“Then get your asses in gear. I will send people as well as put out an 

APB for the car.”
“Liz?”
“Yes.”
“She’s not right in the head. Kline has been having cognitive issues 

that have been kept out of the media and even from others in Congress.”
“What kind of issues?”
There was a long pause, and Kelly breathed deeply. “She’s been 

diagnosed with the first stages of dementia and is on medication, but she 
doesn’t have any of that with her.”

“How bad?”
“Very mild, but she is still ill and needs medication.”
“Oh, this just keeps getting better and better.”
“She will most likely go to the pier. She was talking about it on the 

flight from D.C. We should start there.”
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Liz was looking out her office window. “I will call Deputy Director 
Swenson at the FBI. He needs to know what’s going on. We might need 
his resources.”

“Don’t get Swenson involved. He hates Kline.”
“With good reason.”
“It was a long time ago, Liz.”
“Yeah, maybe, but John is like an elephant. He never forgets, and he 

never forgives.”

Denise Kline parked her car and walked up the concrete stairs to 
the Santa Monica pier. She took a deep breath, smiled, and walked to a 
vendor and bought a hot dog and a soda. She walked the pier from the 
carousel to the end then stopped and sat down on a bench and stared 
out at the sea. It was nearly five p.m., and the pier was beginning to 
get crowded. She finished her food and smiled as some children went 
running past her. There were several people staring in her direction, but 
she didn’t notice until a man and woman walked up to her and asked, 
“Are you Denise Kline?”

“Speaker of the House of Representatives Kline. That’s who I am. 
Who are you?”

“California voters.”
“Did you vote for me?”
“No. My wife and I think you are a snotty dimwit who needs to have 

her head examined.”
Kline looked over at the young couple. “Ah. Those simpletons who 

don’t appreciate what I’m trying to do to make their lives better.”
“We are both academics, and we think you are a detached from 

reality millionaire as you just proved in your last statement.”
“Go away, you little thugs, or I will have you arrested.”
“Arrested for what? Speaking our minds? Letting you know how we 

feel about you? We have rights under the First Amendment, Ms. Kline.”
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“Those rights don’t allow you to insult me. I am third in line to the 
presidency. You will treat me like royalty or get away from me. Do I 
make myself clear?”

The young woman tapped her husband on the shoulder. “Leave her. 
She’s a whack job, and we don’t need any trouble.”

The two walked away, and Denise was starting to get cold. She got 
up and wrapped her arms around her bare skin and walked back to her 
car. She was almost there when a male voice called out to her. “Speaker 
Kline, is that you?”

Denise saw a tall handsome young man in a suit and tie and said, 
“I’m Speaker Kline. Who are you?”

The man pulled out a Secret Service badge. “I think that you are being 
sought. I heard on the radio that you slipped your security detail again.”

“I just wanted a few minutes of peace.”
“Well, you have had it, now please give me the keys to your car, and 

I will drive you home.”
Denise resisted for a few minutes then saw the young couple over 

the man’s shoulder looking down on her from the pier. She grabbed her 
purse and handed him the keys. “Get me out of here. I don’t like being 
with the unwashed masses.”

The man took the keys and kept his face hidden from view as he put 
Kline into the back seat. He got into the driver’s seat and drove them out 
of the area. He was looking at her in the rear-view mirror and said, “You 
are still very attractive for your age, Speaker.”

“Aren’t you sweet. I work hard to keep up my appearance.”
“You are a beautiful woman, and I would like to take you out 

some time.”
Denise looked surprised and said, “That is just a bit forward, young 

man. I’m the Speaker of the House. You are out of line.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am. Please forgive my forwardness.”
The man had driven them onto PCH and turned onto Malibu Canyon 

Road. “This isn’t the way to Beverly Hills.”
“There’s an accident en route to your home, so I’m taking a detour.”
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“This is one hell of a detour. Are all of the freeways jammed?”
“It’s rush hour in Los Angeles, ma’am, so they are all congested. I 

will have you home in no time. We will take the canyon to Mullholland 
then cut across to Beverly Hills. Your home is right on Mullholland, 
correct?”

“You’re a Secret Service agent, and you’re asking me where my 
home is?”

“No, just stating a fact.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“I told you, Ms. Kline. I’m with the Secret Service.”
“I don’t recognize you.”
“I’m with the Los Angeles office. Just relax. I’m going to have you 

home in no time.”
Kline started to get more aggressive in the back seat, and as she did, 

the driver drove faster and faster through the canyon. “Jesus Christ! 
You’re going to get us killed. Slow the hell down.”

The agent wasn’t responding to her anymore, and he drove deep 
into the canyon then pulled off on a dirt road where a white van was 
parked under some trees. He got out of the car and opened the back door. 
Denise was trying to undo her seatbelt, and the large man reached in and 
punched her in the face several times. She was groggy and bleeding, and 
he said, “Now, perhaps you will shut the hell up.”

He opened the back of the van and threw Kline onto a small mattress 
in the back then zip tied her hands behind her back and tied off her feet 
at the ankles. He struck her several more times then shut the doors. He 
left her car running and all of her belongings behind and drove back out 
onto Malibu Canyon Drive.

John and Chris had received the call from Liz about Kline and had 
dispatched several people to Santa Monica in search of her. The two 
men were sitting in John’s office when his phone rang.
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“John, it’s Jim.”
“Good evening, Sheriff. What has you calling me after six p.m.?”
“One of my deputies was driving Malibu Canyon Road when he 

spotted a red Mercedes parked but still running on the side of the road.”
“What does that have to do with me?”
“I’m on scene as is the Secret Service. The car belongs to Speaker 

Kline.”
John sat up in his chair. “Let me guess. She’s gone, and all of her 

stuff is there?”
“You’ve got it.”
“Is there a note?”
“No.”
“Chris and I are on our way. Try to keep the scene as intact as 

possible.”

The speaker’s face was red and purple, and her right eye was nearly 
swollen shut. She was sitting in a steel chair. Her hands and feet were 
taped to it, and she was cold. She could see the figure of a man in front 
of her, but it was blurry. “Where am I?” she asked.

“You’re in my torture room.”
“Oh, God! Who are you?”
“Me? Right now, I’m a really, really lucky man. I didn’t think when 

I went hunting today I was going to bag the Speaker of the House. How 
cool is that?”

“What do you want? I have money.”
The man got closer to Kline’s face and waved a silver blade in front 

of her eyes. “I have no desire for money, Denise, absolutely no want or 
need of it. I want you.”

“I don’t understand.”
The man slid the blade into Denise’s right eye socket and twisted 

it as she screamed then removed her eyeball. He allowed it to hang out 
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of the socket on her cheek as he cut away her blouse, bra, skirt, and 
panties then ripped them away from her body. He ran his hands across 
her breasts and down her stomach to her thighs. “You have a beautiful 
body, and I’m going to use it to make myself feel so good.” She was 
still screaming, so he put a piece of duct tape across her mouth. He 
lifted her eyeball up with the blade and looked into it. “First, I’m going 
to fuck you, then I’m going to gut and filet you for my main course. 
For dessert, I’m going to cook your sweetbreads in your body cavity 
while you watch and will wash them down with your blood mixed in 
a nice Cabernet. I’m not going to whitewash it for you. You’re going 
to feel every cut of my blade, every burn as I use your abdomen to 
cook. You will watch me dine, and, when I’m ready, I will kill you. So, 
you might as well relax and get ready to spread those legs because the 
longer you please me in bed the longer you will remain intact while I 
build up an appetite.” 
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