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PROLOGUE

 

It was nearly impossible for Cindy Jenkins to leave her sorority’s spring party at the Atrium. The massive penthouse space had been fitted with strobe lights, two stocked bars, and a stellar crystal ball that sparkled down on a dance floor packed with partygoers. Throughout the night, she’d danced with no one and everyone. Partners came and went, and Cindy swung her auburn hair and flashed a perfect smile and sky blue stare at any dancer that happened to appear. This was her night, a celebration not just for Kappa Kappa Gamma pride, but for the many hard years she’d strived to be the best. 

Her future, she knew, was assured. 

For the last two years, she’d interned at a major accounting firm in town; they recently offered her a position as a junior accountant. The starting salary would be enough to buy a posh new wardrobe and afford an apartment only a few blocks away from work. Her grades? Top of the class. Sure, she could coast until graduation, but Cindy didn’t understand the word “coast.” She was all in, every day, no matter what she was doing. Work hard and play hard, that was her motto; and tonight, she wanted to play. 

Another cup of the highly alcoholic “Dreamy Blue Slush,” another Kappa Kappa Gamma cheer, and another dance, and Cindy couldn’t keep the smile off her face. In the strobe lights, she moved in slow motion. Her hair whipped back and her perky nose crinkled at a boy she’d known for years that wanted a kiss. Why not? she thought. Just a peck; nothing serious; nothing to hurt her current relationship, just enough to let everyone at the party know that she wasn’t always a Type-A goodie-goodie that followed the rules. 

    Friends spotted her and cheered in approval. 

Cindy pulled away from the boy. The dancing and alcohol and heat had finally taken its toll. She swooned slightly, still smiling, and held onto the boy’s neck so she wouldn’t fall. 

“Do you want to go to my house?” he whispered.

“I have a boyfriend.”

“Where is he?”

That’s right, Cindy thought. Where is Winston? He hated sorority parties. It’s just a bunch of stuck-up girls getting drunk and cheating on their boyfriends, he always said. Well, she thought, I guess I can finally agree! Kissing a boy when she was already committed to another man was probably the raciest thing she’d ever done. 

You’re drunk, she reminded herself. Get out of here.

“Gotta go,” she slurred.

“One more dance?”

“No,” she replied, “really, I’ve got to go.”

The boy begrudgingly accepted her terms. Staring lovingly at the popular Harvard senior, he backed away into the crowd and offered a wave goodbye.

Cindy slid a lock of sweaty hair behind her ear and made her way off the dance floor, eyes low, happiness beaming on her face. Her favorite song came on and she spun and swayed to the edge of the crowd. 

“Noooo!” her friends moaned, as they saw her trying to leave.

“Where are you going?” one demanded.

“Home,” she insisted.

Her best friend, Rachel, pushed through the group and grabbed Cindy’s hands. A short, stocky brunette, she wasn’t the prettiest or even the smartest of the pack, but her aggressive, sexual nature usually made her the center of attention. She wore a skimpy silver dress, and every time she moved, her body seemed ready to burst out of the garment.

“You can-not-go!” she commanded.

“I’m really drunk,” Cindy pleaded.

“We haven’t even played our April Fool’s prank! That’s the highlight of our party! Please? Just stay a little longer?”

Cindy thought of her boyfriend. They’d been together for two years. That night, they were supposed to have a late-night rendezvous at her apartment. She inwardly groaned at her uncharacteristic dance-floor kiss. How am I supposed to explain that one? she wondered. 

“Seriously,” she said, “I have to go,” and, appealing to Rachel’s outrageously erotic nature, she glanced at the boy she’d kissed and humorously added, “If I stay? Who knows what could happen?” 

“Oh!” her friends cheered. 

“She is out of control!”

Cindy kissed Rachel on the cheek and whispered, “Have a great night. See you tomorrow,” and headed for the door.

Outside, the cool spring air made Cindy take in a deep breath. She wiped the sweat off her face and skipped up Church Street in her short yellow summer dress. The downtown city block was mostly composed of low brick buildings and a few stately houses nestled among trees. A left turn onto Brattle Street and she crossed over and walked southwest. 

Streetlamps lit most corners, but a section of Brattle Street was blanketed in darkness. Rather than be worried, Cindy picked up her pace and spread her arms wide, as if the shadows could somehow cleanse her system of alcohol and exhaustion and energize her for the rendezvous with Winston.

A narrow alleyway came up on her left. Instinct told her to be careful; it was, after all, extremely late and she wasn’t oblivious to the seedier side of Boston, but she was also too high to believe anything could possibly stand in the way of her future. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement, and too late, she turned. 

She felt a sudden sharp pain in her neck, one that made her catch her breath, and she glanced back to see something shimmering in the light.

A needle.

Her heart plummeted, and her buzz wore off in a single instant.

At the same moment, she felt someone pressing into her back, a single lean arm trapping hers. The body was smaller than her own, but strong. With a yank, she was pulled backwards into the alley. 

“Shhh.”

Any thought that it could be a prank vanished the moment she heard the evil, strong voice.

She tried to kick and scream. For some reason, her voice wouldn’t work, as if something had softened the muscles in her neck. Her legs, too, began to feel like Jell-O, and she could barely keep her feet on the ground. 

Do something! she implored herself, knowing if she didn’t she would die.

The arm was around her right-hand side. Cindy turned out of the hold, and at the same time jerked her neck back to head-butt her attacker. The back of her skull smacked into his nose and she could almost hear a “crack.” The man swore under his breath and released her. 

Run! Cindy pleaded.

But her body refused to comply. Her legs gave out from beneath her, and she fell hard on the cement.

Cindy lay on her back, legs splayed and arms out at opposite angles, unable to move.

The attacker kneeled down beside her. His face was obscured by a sloppily placed wig, a fake moustache, and thick glasses. The eyes behind the glasses sent a chill through her body: cold and hard. Soulless.

“I love you,” he said.

Cindy tried to scream; a gurgle came out. 

The man nearly touched her face; then, as if aware of their surroundings, he quickly stood. 

Cindy felt herself gripped by the hands and pulled through the alley. 

Her eyes filled with tears. 

Someone, she mentally pleaded, help me. Help! She remembered her classmates, her friends, her laughter at the party. Help!

At the end of the path, the small man lifted her up and hugged her tight. Her head flopped on his shoulder. He lovingly stroked her hair. 

He grabbed one of her hands and twirled her around like they were lovers. 

“It’s all right,” he said loudly, as if it were meant for others, “I’ll get the door.”

Cindy spotted people farther off in the distance. Thinking was difficult. Nothing would move; an effort to speak failed. 

The passenger side of a blue minivan was opened. He plopped her inside and carefully closed the door so that her head rested on the window. 

On the driver’s side, he entered and placed a soft, pillow-like sack over her head.

“Sleep, my love,” she said, turning the ignition. “Sleep.”

The van pulled away, and as Cindy’s mind faded into darkness, her final thought was of her future, her bright, unbelievable future that had suddenly, horribly been snatched away.




 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Avery Black stood in the back of the packed conference room, leaning into a wall, deep in thought as she took in the proceedings around her. Over thirty officers packed the small conference room of the Boston Police Department on New Sudbury Street. Two walls were painted yellow; two were glass and looked out upon the department’s second floor. Captain Mike O’Malley, early fifties, a small, powerfully built Boston native with dark eyes and hair, kept moving around behind the podium. He seemed to Avery to be perpetually restless, uncomfortable in his own skin.

“Last but not least,” he said in his thick accent, “I’d like to welcome Avery Black to Homicide Squad.” 

A few perfunctory claps filled the room, which otherwise remained embarrassingly silent. 

“Now, now,” the captain snapped, “that’s no way to treat a new detective. Black had more arrests than any of you last year, and she nearly singlehandedly took down the West Side Killers. Give her some respect,” he said and nodded toward the back with a noncommittal smile.

Head low, Avery knew her bleached-blond hair hid her features. Dressed more like an attorney than a cop, in her sharp black pantsuit and button-down shirt, her attire, a throwback from her days as a defense lawyer, was yet another reason that most within the police department chose to either shun her or to curse her name behind her back.

“Avery!” The captain raised his arms. “I’m trying to give you some props over here. Wake up!”

She looked around, flustered, at the sea of hostile faces staring back. She was starting to wonder whether coming to Homicide was a good idea after all.

“All right, let’s start the day,” the captain added to the rest of the room. “Avery, you, in my office. Now.” He turned to another cop. “And I want to see you too, and you, Hennessey, get over here. And Charlie, why you running out of here so fast?”

Avery waited for the throng of police officers to leave, then as she began to make her way toward his office, a cop stood in front of her, one she had seen around the department but had never formally greeted. Ramirez was slightly taller than her, lean and sophisticated in appearance, with tan Latin skin. He had short black hair, a shaved face, and although he wore a nice gray suit, there was an ease about his stance and appearance. A sip of coffee and he continued to stare without emotion. 

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“It’s the other way around,” he said. “I’m the one that’s going to help you.” 

He offered a hand; she didn’t take it.

“Just trying to get a bead on the infamous Avery Black. Lot of rumors. Wanted to figure out which ones were true. So far I’ve got: absentminded, acts like she’s too good for the force. Check and check. Two for two. Not bad for a Monday.” 

Abuse within the police force was nothing new for Avery. It had started three years ago when she entered as a rookie cop, and it hadn’t let up since. Few in the department were considered friends, and even fewer trusted colleagues. 

Avery brushed past him.

“Good luck with the chief,” Ramirez sarcastically called out, “I hear he can be a real asshole.” 

A limp, backhanded wave was offered in reply. Over the years, Avery had learned it was better to acknowledge her hostile partners than avoid them completely, just to let them know she was there and wasn’t going away. 

The second floor of the A1 police department in central Boston was an expansive, churning engine of activity. Cubicles filled the center of the expansive workspace, and smaller glass offices surrounded the side windows. Cops glared at Avery as she passed. 

“Murderer,” someone muttered under his breath.

“Homicide will be perfect for you,” said another.

Avery passed a female Irish cop whom she had saved from the clutches of a gang den; she flashed Avery a quick glance and whispered, “Good luck, Avery. You deserve it.”

Avery smiled. “Thanks.”

Her first kind word of the day gave her a boost of confidence that she took with her into the captain’s office. To her surprise, Ramirez stood only a few feet outside the glass partition. He lifted his coffee and grinned. 

“Come on in,” the captain said. “And close the door behind you.” 

Avery sat down.

O’Malley was even more formidable close up. The dye job on his hair was noticeable, along with the many wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. He rubbed his temples and sat back.

“You like it here?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean this, the A1. Heart of Boston. You’re in the thick of it, here. Big City Dog. You’re a small-town girl, right? Oklahoma?”

“Ohio.” 

“Right, right,” he muttered. “What is it about the A1 you like so much? There are a lot of other departments in Boston. You could have started at Southside, B2, maybe D14 and got a taste of the suburbs. Lots of gangs out there. You only applied here.”

“I like big cities.” 

“We get some real sickos here. You sure you wanna go down that road again? This is homicide. A little different than beat.”

“I watched the leader of the West Side Killers flay someone alive while the rest of his gang sang songs and watched. What kind of ‘sickos’ are we talking about?” 

O’Malley watched her every move. 

“The way I hear it,” he said, “you got played—hard—by that Harvard psycho. He made you look like a fool. Destroyed your life. From star attorney to disgraced attorney, then nothing. And then the switch to rookie cop. That had to hurt.”

Avery squirmed in her chair. Why did he have to rehash all this? Why now? Today was a day to celebrate her promotion to Homicide, and she didn’t want to ruin it—and certainly didn’t want to dwell on the past. What was done was done. She could only look forward.

“You turned it around, though”—he nodded in respect—“made a new life for yourself down here. On the right side this time. Gotta respect that. But,” he said, looking her over, “I want to make sure you’re ready. Are you ready?”

She stared back, wondering where he was going with this.

“If I wasn’t ready,” she said, “I wouldn’t be here.”

He nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“We just got a call,” he said. “A dead girl. Staged. It doesn’t look good. Guys on the scene don’t know what to make of it.” 

Avery’s heart beat faster.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“Are you?” he asked. “You’re good, but if this turns out to be something big, I want to make sure you won’t crack.”

“I don’t crack,” she said.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said and pushed some papers on his desk. “Dylan Connelly supervises Homicide. He’s over there now working with forensics. You’ve got a new partner, too. Try not to get him killed.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Avery complained, and she inwardly bristled at the recent Internal Affairs investigation, all because her former partner—a prejudiced hothead—had jumped the gun and tried to infiltrate a gang all by himself and take credit for her work.

The chief pointed outside.

“Your partner’s waiting. I’ve made you lead detective. Don’t let me down.” 

She turned to see Ramirez waiting. She groaned.

“Ramirez? Why him?”

“Honestly?” The captain shrugged. “He’s the only one that wanted to work with you. Everyone else here seems to hate you.”

She felt that knot in her stomach tightening.

“Tread softly, young detective,” he added, as he stood, signaling their meeting was over. “You need all the friends you can get.”




CHAPTER TWO

 

 “How did it go?” Ramirez asked, as Avery exited the office. 

She lowered her head and kept on walking. Avery hated small talk, and she didn’t trust any of her fellow cops to talk to her without trading barbs.

“Where are we headed?” she replied.

“All business.” Ramirez smiled. “Good to know. All right, Black; we’ve got a dead girl placed on a bench in Lederman Park, by the river. It’s a high-traffic area. Not really a place you’d put a body.” 

Officers slapped palms with Ramirez.

“Go get her, tiger!”

“Break her in right, Ramirez.”

Avery shook her head. “Nice,” she said.

Ramirez raised his hands.

“It’s not me.”

“It’s all of you,” she sneered. “I never thought a police station would be worse than a law firm. Secret boys’ club, right? No girls allowed?”

“Easy, Black.”


She headed toward the elevators. A few officers cheered at getting under her skin. Usually, Avery was able to ignore it, but something about her new case had already shaken her tough exterior. The words the captain had used weren’t typical of a simple homicide: Don’t know what to make of it. Staged.

And the cocky, aloof air of her new partner wasn’t exactly comforting: Seems cut and dry. Nothing was ever cut and dry. 

The elevator door was about to close when Ramirez put his hand through. 

“I’m sorry, all right?”

He seemed sincere. Palms up, an apologetic look in his dark eyes. A button was pressed and they moved down. 

Avery glanced at him. 

“The captain said you were the only one that wanted to work with me. Why?” 

“You’re Avery Black,” he replied as if the answer were obvious. “How could I not be curious? Nobody really knows you, but everyone seems to have an opinion: idiot, genius, has-been, up-and-comer, murderer, savior. I wanted to sort out fact from fiction.”

“Why do you care?” 

Ramirez flashed an enigmatic smile.

But he said nothing. 

 

* * * 

 

Avery followed Ramirez as he walked easily through the parking garage. He wore no tie and his top two buttons were open. 

“I’m over there,” he pointed.

They passed a few uniformed officers that seemed to know him; one waved and flashed a strange look that seemed to ask: What are you doing with her?

He led her to a dusty, crimson Cadillac, old, with torn tan seats on the inside. 

“Solid ride,” Avery joked. 

“This baby has saved me many times,” he relayed with pride as he lovingly pat the hood. “All I have to do is dress like a pimp or a starving Spaniard and nobody pays me any mind.” 

They headed out of the lot. 

Lederman Park was only a few miles from the police station. They drove west on Cambridge Street and took a right on Blossom. 

“So,” Ramirez said, “I heard you were a lawyer once.” 

“Yeah?” Guarded blue eyes flashed him a sidelong glance. “What else did you hear?”

“Criminal defense attorney,” he added, “best of the best. You worked at Goldfinch & Seymour. Not a shabby operation. What made you quit?”

“You don’t know?”

“I know you defended a lot of scumbags. Perfect record, right? You even had a few dirty cops put behind bars. Must have been living the life. Huge salary, an endless stream of success. What kind of person leaves all that behind to join the force?”

Avery remembered the house she’d grown up in, a small farm surrounded by flat land for miles. The solitude had never suited her. Neither had the animals or the smell of the place: feces and fur and feathers. From the beginning she’d wanted to get out. She had: Boston. First the university and then the law school and career.

And now this.

A sigh escaped her lips. 

“I guess, sometimes things don’t work out the way we plan.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

In her mind, she saw the smile again, that old, sinister smile from a wrinkled old man with thick glasses. He’d seemed so sincere at first, so humble and smart and honest. All of them had, she realized.

Until their trials were over and they went back to their everyday lives and she was forced to accept that she was no savior of the helpless, no defender of the people, but a pawn, a simple pawn in a game too complex and rooted to change. 

“Life is hard,” she mused. “You think you know something one day and then the next day, the veil gets pulled down and everything changes.” 

He nodded.

“Howard Randall,” he said, clearly realizing.

The name made her more aware of everything—the cool air in the car, her position on the seat, their location in the city. Nobody had said his name aloud in a long time, especially to her. She felt exposed and vulnerable, and in response she tightened her body and sat taller. 

“Sorry,” he said, “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine,” she said.

Only it wasn’t fine. Everything had ended after him. Her life. Her job. Her sanity. Being a defense attorney had been challenging, to say the least, but he was the one that was supposed to make it right again. A genius Harvard professor, respected by all, simple and kind, he’d been charged with murder. Avery’s salvation was supposed to come through his defense. For once, she was supposed to do what she had dreamed about since childhood: defend the innocent and ensure justice prevailed.

But nothing like that happened. 




 

CHAPTER THREE

 

The park had already been closed off to the public. 

Two plainclothes officers flagged down Ramirez’s car and quickly waved them away from the main parking lot and over to the left. Among the officers that were obviously from her department, Avery spotted a number of state police.

“Why are the troopers here?” she asked.

“Their home base is right up the street.” 

Ramirez pulled over and parked next to a line of police cruisers. Yellow tape had sectioned off a large area of the lot. News vans, reporters, cameras, and a bunch of other runners and park regulars stood by the tape to try to see what was happening. 

“Nobody beyond this point,” an officer said.

Avery flashed a badge.

“Homicide,” she said. It was the first time she’d actually acknowledged her new position, and it filled her with pride. 

“Where’s Connelly?” Ramirez asked. 

An officer pointed toward the trees. 

They made their way across the grass, a baseball diamond on their left. More yellow tape met them before a line of trees. Under thick foliage was a walking path that wound its way along the Charles River. A single officer, along with a forensics specialist and a photographer, stood before a bench. 

Avery avoided initial contact with those already on the scene. Over the years, she’d come to find that social interactions strained her focus, and too many questions and formalities with others sullied her point of view. Sadly, it was yet another characteristic of hers that had incurred the scorn of her entire department. 

The victim was a young girl placed askew on the bench. She was obviously dead, but with the exception of her bluish skin tone, her position and facial expression might have made the average passerby think twice before they wondered if something was wrong. 

Like a lover waiting for her paramour, the girl’s hands were placed on the bench-back. Her chin rested on her hands. A mischievous smile curled on her lips. Her body was turned, as if she’d been in a sitting position and had moved to look for someone or breathe out a heavy sigh. She was clothed in a yellow summer dress and white flip-flops, lovely auburn hair flowing over her left shoulder. Her legs were crossed and her toes rested gently on the path. 

Only the victim’s eyes gave away her torment. They emanated the pain and disbelief.

Avery heard a voice in her mind, the voice of the old man that haunted her nights and daydreams. In regards to his own victims, he had once asked her: What are they? Only vessels, nameless, faceless vessels—so few among billions—waiting to find their purpose. 

Anger rose up in her, anger born at being exposed and humiliated and most of all, from having her entire life shattered.

She moved closer to the body. 

As an attorney, she’d been forced to examine endless forensics reports and coroner’s photos and anything else related to her case. Her education had vastly improved as a cop, when she routinely analyzed murder victims in person, and could make more honest assessments.

The dress, she noticed, had been washed, and the victim’s hair cleaned. The nails and toenails were freshly polished, and when she took a deep whiff of skin, she smelled coconut and honey and only the faint hint of formaldehyde. 

“You gonna kiss it or what?” someone said. 

Avery was bent over the victim’s body, hands behind her back. On the bench was a yellow placard labeled “4.” Beside it, on the girl’s lower waist, was a stiff orange hair, barely perceptible among the yellow of her dress. 

Homicide Supervisor Dylan Connelly stood akimbo and waited for an answer. He was tough and rugged, with wavy blond hair and penetrating blue eyes. His chest and arms nearly tore out of his blue shirt. His pants were brown linen, and thick black boots adorned his feet. Avery had noticed him often in the office; he wasn’t exactly her type, but he had an animal ferocity about him that she admired.

“This is a crime scene, Black. Next time, watch where you’re walking. You’re lucky we already dusted for prints and shoes.”

She looked down, baffled; she had been careful where she had walked. She looked up at Connelly’s steely eyes and realized he was just looking for a reason to ride her.

“I didn’t know it was a crime scene,” she said. “Thanks for filling me in.”

Ramirez snickered. 

Connelly bit down and stepped forward. 

“You know why people can’t stand you, Black? It’s not just that you’re an outsider, it’s that when you were on the outside, you had no real respect for cops, and now that you’re on the inside, you have even less respect. Let me be perfectly clear: I don’t like you, I don’t trust you, and I sure as hell didn’t want you on my team.” 

He turned to Ramirez.

“Fill her in on what we know. I’m going home to take a shower. I feel sick,” he said. Gloves were removed and thrown to the ground. To Avery, he added: “I expect a full report by the end of the day. Five o’clock sharp. Conference room. You hear me? Don’t be late. And make sure you clean this mess up, too, before you leave. State troopers were kind enough to step aside and let us work. You be kind enough and show them some courtesy.”

Connelly walked away in a huff.

“You have a real way with people,” Ramirez admired. 

Avery shrugged.

The forensics specialist on the scene was a shapely young African American named Randy Johnson. She had large eyes and an easy way about herself. Short, dreadlocked hair was only partially hidden behind a white cap. 

Avery had worked with her before. They’d formed a fast bond during a domestic violence case. The last time they’d seen each other was over drinks. 

Excited to be on another case with Avery, Randy held out a hand, noticed her own glove, blushed, guffawed, and said, “Oops,” followed by a wacky, eek! expression and the proclamation: “I might be contaminated.”

“Good to see you too, Randy.” 

“Congrats on Homicide.” Randy bowed. “Moving up in the world.”

“One wacko at a time. What have we got?” 

“I’d say someone was in love,” Randy replied. “Cleaned her up pretty good. Opened her up from the back. Drained her body, filled her up so she wouldn’t rot, and stitched her up again. Fresh clothes. Manicure. Careful too. No prints yet. Not much to go on until I get to the lab. Only two wounds I can find. See the mouth? You can either pin this from the inside, or use gel to get a corpse to smile like that. From the puncture wound here,” she pointed at the corner of a lip, “I’d guess injection. There’s another one here,” she noted on the neck. “By the coloring, this came earlier, maybe at the time of abduction. Body has been dead for about forty-eight hours. Found a couple of interesting hairs.”

“How long has she been here?”

“Bikers found her at six,” Ramirez said. “The park is patrolled every night around midnight and three a.m. They didn’t see anything.” 

Avery couldn’t stop staring at the dead girl’s eyes. They seemed to be looking at something in the distance, yet close to the shoreline, on their side of the river. She carefully maneuvered to the back of the bench and tried to follow the line of sight. Downriver, there were a bunch of low brick buildings; one of them was short; a white dome rested on its on top.

“What building is that?” she asked. “The large one with the dome?”

Ramirez squinted.

“Maybe the Omni Theatre?”

“Can we find out what’s playing?”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, just a hunch.”

Avery stood up. 

“Do we know who she is?”

“Yeah,” Ramirez replied and checked his notes. “We think her name is Cindy Jenkins. Harvard senior. Sorority sister. Kappa Kappa Gamma. Went missing two nights ago. Campus police and Cambridge cops put her picture up last night. Connelly had his people check through photos. Hers was a match. We still need confirmation. I’ll call the family.”

“How are we on surveillance?” 

“Jones and Thompson are on that now. You know them, right? Great detectives. They’re assigned to us for the day. After that, we’re on our own unless we can prove we need the extra resources. No entrance cameras to the park, but there are some up the highway and across the street. We should know something this afternoon.” 

“Any witnesses?” 

“None so far. The bikers are clean. I can troll around.”

Avery surveyed the surrounding area. Yellow tape encompassed a large swath of the park. Nothing out of the ordinary could be found near the river or on the bike path or grass. She tried to form a mental picture of events. He would have driven in through the main road, parked his car close to the water for easy access to the bench. How did he get the body to the bench without causing suspicion?

She wondered. People might have been watching. He had to prepare for that. Maybe he made it look like she was alive? Avery turned back to the body. It was a definite possibility. The girl was beautiful, even in death, ethereal almost. He had obviously spent a lot of time and planning to ensure she looked perfect. Not a gang kill, she realized. Not a scorned lover. This was different. Avery had seen it before.

Suddenly, she wondered if O’Malley was right. Maybe she wasn’t ready.

“Can I borrow your car?” she asked.

Ramirez cocked a brow.

“What about the crime scene?”

She offered a confident shrug.

“You’re a big boy. Figure it out.”

“Where are you going?”

“Harvard.”




CHAPTER FOUR

 

He sat in an office cubicle—superior, victorious, more powerful than anyone on the planet. A computer screen was open before him. With a deep breath, he closed his eyes, and remembered. 

He recalled the cavernous basement of his home, more like a garden nursery. Multiple varieties of poppy flowers lined the main room: red, yellow, and white. Many other psychedelic plants—each one accrued over countless years—had been placed in long troughs; some were alien-like weeds or intriguing flowers; many had a more common appearance that would have been overlooked in any wildlife setting, despite their potent abilities. A timed watering system, temperature gauge, and LED lights kept them thriving. 

A long hallway made of wooden beams led to other rooms. On the walls were pictures. Most of the pictures were of animals in various stages of death, and then “rebirth” as they were stuffed and positioned: a tabby cat on its hind legs playing with yarn; a white and black spotted dog, rolled over and waiting for a tummy rub.

Doors came next. He imagined the door on the left opened. There, he saw her again, her naked body laid out on a silver table. Strong fluorescent lighting lit the space. In a glass case were many colorful liquids in clear jars. 

He’d felt her skin when he’d rubbed his fingers along the outside of her thigh. Mentally, he reenacted each delicate procedure: her body drained, preserved, cleaned, and stuffed. Throughout the rebirth, he took photos that would later cover more walls saved for his human trophies. Some of the photos had already been placed. 

Tremendous, surreal energy flowed through him.

For years, he had avoided humans. They were scary, more violent and uncontrollable than animals. He loved animals. Humans, however, he discovered to be more potent sacrifices for the All Spirit. After the girl’s death, he’d seen the sky open, and the shadowy image of the Great Creator had looked at him and said: More.

His reverie was broken by a snapping voice.

“You daydreaming again?”

A grumbling worker stood overhead with a scowl on his face. He had the face and body of a former football player. A sharp blue suit did little to diminish his ferocity.

Meekly, he lowered his head. His shoulders slightly hunched, and he transformed into a forgettable, diminutive worker. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Peet.” 

“I’m tired of the apologies. Get me those figures.”

Inwardly, the killer smiled like a laughing giant. At work, the game was almost as exciting as his private life. No one knew how special he was, how dedicated and essential to the delicate balance of the universe. None of them would receive an honored place in the realm of the Overworld. Their everyday, mundane, earthly tasks: dressing up, having meetings, pushing money around from place to place—were meaningless; it was only meaningful to him because it connected him to the outside world and allowed him to do the Lord’s work. 

His boss grumbled and walked away. 

Eyes still closed, the killer imagined his Overlord: the shadowy, dark figure that whispered in his dreams and directed his thoughts. 

A song of homage formed on his lips, and he sang in a whisper: “Oh Lord, oh Lord, our work is pure. Ask and I give you: More.”

More. 




 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Avery had a name: Cindy Jenkins. She knew the sorority: Kappa Kappa Gamma. And she was fully aware of Harvard University. The ivy league school had rejected her as an incoming freshman, but she’d still found a way to soak in Harvard life throughout her own college career, as she’d dated two boys from the school. 

Unlike other colleges, the sororities and fraternities of Harvard weren’t officially acknowledged. No Greek houses existed on or off campus. Partying, however, happened regularly at multiple off-campus houses or apartment complexes under the name of “organizations” or specialized “clubs.” Avery had witnessed firsthand the paradox of college life during her own college tenure. Everyone pretended to be solely focused on grades until the sun went down and they transformed into a bunch of wild, partying animals.

At a red light, Avery performed a quick Internet search to discover that Kappa Kappa Gamma rented two areas on the same block in Cambridge: Church Street. One of the locations was for events, the other for meetings and socializing. 

She drove over Longfellow Bridge, past MIT, and hung a right onto Massachusetts Avenue. Harvard Yard appeared on her right with its magnificent red brick buildings set among a forest of trees and paved pathways. 

A parking spot opened on Church Street. 

Avery parked, locked the car door, and lifted her face to the sun. It was a warm day, with temperatures in the high seventies. She checked the time: ten thirty.

The Kappa building was a long, two-story structure with a brick facade. The first floor housed a number of clothing shops. The second floor, Avery guessed, was reserved for office space and sorority operations. The only designation next to the second-floor buzzer was the blue fleur-de-lis symbol of Harvard; she pressed it.

A scratchy female voice came on the intercom system.

“Yeah?”

“Police,” she growled, “open up.” 

Silence for a moment.

“Seriously,” the voice replied, “who is this?” 

“It’s the police,” she said in earnest. “Everything is fine. No one is in trouble. I just need to speak with someone in Kappa Kappa Gamma.”

The door buzzed open.

At the top of the steps, Avery was greeted by a sleepy, haggard girl in an oversized gray sweatshirt and white sweatpants. Dark-haired, she appeared hard-partying. Wisps of hair hid most of her face. There were dark circles under her eyes, and the body that she normally took so much pride in accentuating appeared thick and formless. 

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Calm down,” Avery offered. “This has nothing to do with sorority activities. I’m just here to ask a few questions.”

“Can I see some identification?”

Avery flashed her badge. 

She sized up Avery, inspected the badge, and stood back. 

The space for Kappa Kappa Gamma was large and bright. The ceiling was high. A number of comfortable tan couches and blue bean bags littered the area. Walls had been painted dark blue. There was a bar, a sound system, and a huge, flat-screen TV. The windows were nearly floor to ceiling. Across the street, Avery could see the top of another short apartment complex, and then the sky. A few clouds rolled by. 

She guessed her college experience was a lot different from that of most of the girls in Kappa Kappa Gamma. For one, she had paid for school herself. Every day after classes she went to a local law firm and worked her way up from a secretary to an honored paralegal. She also rarely drank in school. Her father had been a raging alcoholic. Most college nights, she was either the designated driver or in the dorm studying. 

A burst of hope flashed on the girl’s face.

“Is this about Cindy?” she asked.

“Is Cindy a friend of yours?”

“Yeah, my best friend,” she said. “Please, tell me she’s all right?” 

“What’s your name?”

“Rachel Strauss.”

“Are you the one that called the police?”

“That’s right. Cindy left our party pretty drunk on Saturday night. No one has seen her since. That’s not like her.” She rolled her eyes and offered a slight smile when she added, “She’s usually very predictable. She’s just like, Ms. Perfect, you know? Always to bed at the same time, same schedule that never changes—needs like, five years’ notice for any changes. Saturday she was crazy. Drinking. Dancing. Threw the clock away for a while. It was nice to see.”

A distant gaze took Rachel for a moment. 

“She was just, really happy, you know?” 

“Any particular reason?” Avery wondered.

“I don’t know, top of her class. Has a job lined up for the fall.”

“What job?”

“Devante? They’re like, the best firm in Boston. She was an accounting major. So boring, I know, but she was a genius when it came to numbers.”

“Can you tell me about Saturday night?”

Tears came to Rachel’s eyes.

“This is about Cindy, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Avery said. “Maybe we can sit down?”

Rachel crashed on the couch and cried.

Through sobs, she tried to speak. 

“Is she all right? Where is she?”

It was the part of the job Avery hated the most—talking to relatives and friends. There was only so much she was allowed to discuss. The more people learned about a case, the more they talked, and that talk had a way of getting back to the perpetrators of crimes. No one ever understood that or cared in the moment: they were too distressed. All they wanted were answers.

Avery sat beside her.

“We’re really glad you called,” she said. “You did the right thing. I’m afraid I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation. What I can tell you is that I’m doing everything in my power to find out what happened to Cindy that night. I can’t do it alone,  I need your help.”

Rachel nodded and wiped her eyes.

“I can help,” she said, “I can help.” 

“I’d like to know everything you remember about that night, and Cindy. Who was she talking to? Was there anything that stood out in your mind? Comments she made? People that took an interest in her? Anything about when she left?”

Rachel broke down completely.

Eventually, she raised a hand and nodded and pulled herself together. 

“Yeah,” she said, “sure.”

“Where is everyone else?” Avery asked as a distraction. “I thought sorority houses were supposed to be packed with hungover girls in Kappa gear.” 

“They’re at class,” Rachel said and wiped her eyes. “A couple of girls went out to get breakfast. By the way,” she added, “we’re not technically a sorority house. This is just a place we rent to crash when we don’t want to go back to our dorm. Cindy never stayed here. Too modern for her. She has more of a ‘homey’ air.”

“Where does she live?”

“Student housing not far from here,” Rachel said. “But she wasn’t headed home on Saturday night. She was supposed to meet up with her boyfriend.”

Avery’s senses heightened.

“Boyfriend?”

Rachel nodded.

“Winston Graves, big-time senior, rower, asshole. None of us ever understood why she dated him. Well, I guess I did. He’s handsome and comes from tons of money. Cindy never had any money. I think, when you don’t come from money, it’s really appealing.”

Yeah, Avery thought, I know. She remembered how the money and prestige and power of her previous law firm job had made her believe she was somehow different from that scared and determined young girl who had left Ohio.

“Where does Winston live?” she asked.

“In Winthrop Square. It’s really close to here. But Cindy never made it. Winston came over early on Sunday morning looking for her. He assumed she’d just forgotten about their plans and passed out. So we went to her house together. She wasn’t there, either. That’s when I called the police.”

“Would she have gone anywhere else?”

“No way,” Rachel said. “That’s not like Cindy at all.”

“So when she left here, you’re sure she was headed over to Winston’s house.”

“Absolutely.”

“Was there anything that might have changed those plans? Anything that happened to her early in the evening, or even at the end?” 

Rachel shook her head.

“No, well,” she realized, “there was something. I’m sure it’s nothing, but there’s this boy that’s had a crush on Cindy for years. His name is George Fine. He’s handsome, tough-looking, a loner, but a little weird, if you know what I mean? Works out and jogs around campus a lot. I had a class with him once last year. One of our jokes was that he’s been in a class with Cindy nearly every semester since freshman year. He’s been obsessed with her. He was here Saturday, and the crazy thing is, Cindy was dancing with him, and they even kissed. Totally not like Cindy. I mean, she’s dating Winston—not that they have the perfect relationship—but she was really drunk, and raging. They kissed, danced, and then she left.”

“Did George follow her out?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Honestly. I don’t remember seeing him after Cindy left, but that might be because I was totally wasted.”

“Do you remember what time she left?”

“Yeah,” she said, “at exactly two forty-five. Saturday was our annual April Fool’s Night party, and we’re supposed to play this great joke, but everyone was having so much fun we forgot about it until Cindy left.” 

Rachel lowered her head. Emptiness filled the air for a while. 

“Well look,” Avery said, “this has been really helpful. Thank you. Here’s my card. If you can remember anything else, or if your sorority sisters have something to add, I’d love to hear about it. This is an open investigation, so even the smallest detail might give us a lead.”

Rachel faced her then with tears in her eyes. And as the tears began to roll down her cheeks, her voice remained calm and steady. 

“She’s dead,” she said, “isn’t she?” 

“Rachel, I can’t.”


Rachel nodded, and then she cupped her face in her hands and completely broke down. Avery leaned over and hugged her tight.




 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Outside, Avery turned her face to the sun and breathed out a heavy sigh.

Church Street was busy, and there were numerous storefront cameras. Even in the middle of the night, she couldn’t believe it was where the abduction had taken place. 

Where did you go? she wondered.

A quick check on her phone revealed the easiest route to Winthrop Square. She took a stroll up Church and turned left on Brattle. Brattle Street was wider than Church, with just as many shops. Across the street, she noticed the Brattle Theatre. A small alley was on one side of the building, buttressed by a coffee house. Trees hid the area in shadows. Curious, Avery crossed over and entered the narrow strip between buildings. 

She moved out onto Brattle again and checked every storefront within a one-block radius on both sides of Church Street. There were at least two stores with cameras outside. 

She headed into a small smoke shop. 

The bell on the door clanged. 

“Can I help you?” said an old, white hippie with dreadlocked hair. 

“Yeah,” Avery said, “I notice you have a camera out front. What kind of range do you get on that thing?”

“The whole block,” he said, “both directions. Had to install it two years ago. Goddamn college students. Everyone thinks these Harvard kids are so special, but they’re just a bunch of assholes like everyone else. For years they’ve been smashing my windows. Some kind of college prank, right? Not for me. You know how much those windows cost?”

“Sorry to hear that. Listen, I don’t have a warrant,” she said and flashed her badge, “but some of those idiot kids might have caused a disturbance right up your street. No cameras there. Any way I can take a look? I know the time. Shouldn’t take too long.”

He frowned and mumbled to himself. 

“I don’t know,” he said, “I’ve got to watch the shop. I’m the only one here.” 

“I’ll make it worth your while.” She smiled. “How about fifty bucks.”

Without a word, he lowered his head, walked around the counter, and turned the sign on the door from “open” to “closed.”

“Fifty bucks?” he said. “Come on in!”

The back of the shop was cluttered and dark. Hidden among boxes and spare supplies, the man uncovered a small television set. Above the set—on a higher shelf—was a series of electronic equipment attached to the TV.

“Don’t really use it that often,” he said, “only when there’s trouble. Tapes get erased every week on Monday night. When was your little incident?” 

“Saturday night,” she said.

“All right, then, you’re in luck.”

He turned on the set.

The black-and-white image was from right outside the shop. Avery could clearly see the entrance to the store, as well as the opposite side of the street and right up Brattle. The area she specifically wanted to investigate was about fifty yards away. The image was grainier, and it was nearly impossible to make out shapes in front of the alley.

A small mouse was used to scan backwards. 

“What time did you say?” he asked.

“Two forty-five,” she said, “but I’ll need to check some other times as well. Do you mind if I just sit down and look for myself? You can get back to the shop.”

A suspicious brow greeted her.

“Are you going to steal anything?”

“I’m a cop,” she said. “That goes against my motto.”

“Then you’re not like any cop I know,” he laughed. 

Avery pulled out a small black chair. She wiped off the dust and took a seat. A quick review of the equipment and she was able to easily scan forward and back. 

At two forty-five, a few people walked up and down Brattle Street. 

At two fifty, the street appeared empty. 

By two-fifty two, someone—a girl by the hair and dress—came into view from the direction of Church. She walked across Brattle and turned left. Once she passed the coffee shop, a dark image from under the trees merged with hers, and they both disappeared. For a moment, Avery could only see the indecipherable motion of various shades of black. As the scene continued, the tree shapes took on their original form. The girl never reappeared. 

“Shit,” Avery whispered. 

She unclipped a sleek, modern walkie-talkie from the back of her belt.

“Ramirez,” she said. “Where are you?”

“Who is this?” came a crackling voice.

“You know who this is. Your new partner.”

“I’m still at Lederman. Almost finished here. They just took away the body.”

“I need you down here, now,” she said and gave him the location. “I think I know where Cindy Jenkins was abducted.”

 

* * *

 

An hour later, Avery had the alleyway blocked off on both sides by yellow tape. On Brattle Street, a police car and the forensics van were pulled up onto the sidewalk. One officer had been stationed to discourage visitors. 

The alley opened into a wide, darkened street about halfway into the block. One side of the street housed a glass real estate building and a loading dock. On the other side were housing complexes. There was a parking lot that could support four cars. Another police car, along with more yellow tape, was at the end of the alley. 

Avery stood in front of the loading dock.

“There,” she said and pointed to a high camera. “We need that footage. It probably belongs to the real estate company. Let’s get in there and see what we can find.”

Ramirez shook his head.

“You’re crazy,” he said. “That tape didn’t show shit.”

“Cindy Jenkins had no reason to walk down this alley,” Avery said. “Her boyfriend lives in the opposite direction.”

“Maybe she wanted to go for a walk,” he argued. “All I’m saying is, this is a lot of manpower for a hunch.”

“It’s no hunch. You saw the tape.” 


“I saw a bunch of black blurs I couldn’t understand!” He fought. “Why would the killer attack here? There are cameras everywhere. He’d have to be a complete idiot.”

“Let’s go find out,” she said.

Top Real Estate Company owned the glass building and the loading dock. 

After a brief discussion with front desk security, Avery and Ramirez were told to wait on the plush leather couches for someone of higher authority to arrive. Ten minutes later, the head of security and the president of the company appeared. 

Avery flashed her best smile and shook hands. 

“Thanks for seeing us,” she said. “We’d like to access the camera right above your loading dock. We don’t have a warrant,” she frowned, “but what we do have is a dead girl that was abducted on Saturday night, most likely right outside your back door. Unless something comes up, we should be in and out in twenty minutes.”

“And if something comes up?” the president asked.

“Then you made the right choice to assist the police in an extremely timely and delicate matter. A warrant could take an entire day. The body of that girl has already been dead for two days. She can’t talk anymore. She can’t help us. But you can. Please help. Every second we waste, the trail gets cold.”

The president nodded to himself and turned to his guard. 

“Davis,” he said, “show them up. Give them whatever they need. If there are any problems,” he said to Avery, “please come and find me.”

When they were on their way, Ramirez whistled to himself. 

“What a charmer,” he said.

“Whatever it takes,” Avery whispered. 

The security office at Top Real Estate was a buzzing room filled with over twenty television screens. The guard sat down at the black table and keyboard.

“OK,” he said. “Time and place?”

“Loading dock. About two fifty-two and then let’s move forward.”

Ramirez shook his head.

“We’re not going to find nothing.” 

The real estate cameras were of a much higher quality than the smoke shop, and in color. Most of the viewing screens were of a similar size, but one in particular was large. The guard put the loading-dock camera on the larger screen and then spun the image backwards. 

“There,” Avery called. “Stop.”

The image halted at two-fifty. The camera showed a panoramic view of the parking lot directly across from the loading dock, as well as left, toward the dead-end sign and the street beyond. There was only a partial view of the alley that led toward Brattle. A single car was parked in the lot: a minivan that appeared to be dark blue.

“That car’s not supposed to be there,” the guard pointed.

“Can you make out the license?” Avery wondered.

“Yeah, I got it,” Ramirez said.

All three of them waited. For a while, the only motion came from cars on the perpendicular street, and the motion from trees. 


At two-fifty-three, two people came into view. 

They might have been lovers. 

One was a smaller man, wiry and short, with thick, bushy hair, a moustache, and glasses. The other was a girl, taller with long hair. She wore a light summer dress and sandals. They appeared to be dancing. He held one of her hands and spun her around from the waist.

“Holy shit,” Ramirez said, “that’s Jenkins.”

“Same dress,” Avery said, “shoes, hair.”

“She’s drugged,” he said. “Look at her. Feet are dragging.”

They watched the killer open the passenger door and place her inside. Then, as he turned and walked around to the driver’s side, he looked directly into the loading-dock camera, bowed in a theatrical way, and twirled to the driver’s side door.

“Holy shit!” Ramirez howled. “Motherfucker is playing with us.”

“I want everyone on this,” Avery said. “Thompson and Jones are full-time surveillance from now on. Thompson can stay at the park. Tell him about the minivan. That will narrow down his search. We need to know what direction that car was heading. Jones has a harder job. He needs to get over here now and follow that van. I don’t care how he does it. Tell him to track down any cameras that can help him along the way.”

She turned to Ramirez, who stared back, shocked and impressed.

“We’ve got our killer.”




 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Exhaustion finally hit Avery at close to six forty-five in the evening, on the elevator ride up to the second floor of the police station. All the energy and impetus she’d received from the morning revelations had culminated in a day well spent, but a night with countless unanswered questions. Her light skin was partially burned from the sun, her hair a mess, the jacket she’d worn earlier strung over her arm. Her shirt: dirty and untucked. Ramirez, on the other hand, appeared even more refreshed than he had in the morning: hair slicked back, suit almost perfectly pressed, eyes sharp and only a dab of sweat on his forehead. 

“How can you possibly look so good?” she asked.

“It’s my Spanish-Mexican bloodline,” he proudly explained. “I can go twenty-four, forty-eight hours and still keep this shine.” 

A quick, squeamish glance at Avery and he moaned: “Yeah. You look like shit.” 

Respect filled his eyes. 

“But you did it.”

The second floor was only half full at night, with most of the officers either at home or working the streets. The conference room lights were on. Dylan Connelly paced around inside, obviously upset. At the sight of them, he threw open the door.

“Where the hell have you been?!” he snapped. “I wanted a report on my desk at five o’clock. It’s almost seven. You turned off your walkie-talkies. Both of you,” he pointed out. “I might expect that from you, Black, but not you, Ramirez. No one called me. No one answered their phones. The captain is pissed too, so don’t go crying to him. Do you have any idea what’s been happening around here? What the hell were you thinking?”

Ramirez raised his palms. 

“We called,” he said, “I left you a message.”

“You called twenty minutes ago,” Dylan snapped. “I’ve been calling every half hour since four thirty. Did someone die? Were you chasing down the killer? Did God Almighty come down from Heaven to help you out on this case? Because those are the only acceptable answers for your blatant insubordination. I should take both of you off this case right now.”

He pointed to the conference room.

“Get in there.”

Angry threats were lost on Avery. Dylan’s fury was background noise that she could easily filter out. She’d learned the skill long ago, back in Ohio, when she had to listen to her father scream and yell at her mother almost nightly. Back then, she’d held her ears tight and sang songs and dreamed about the day she would finally be free. Now, there were more important matters to hold her attention. 

The afternoon paper lay on the table. 

A picture of Avery Black was on the cover, looking startled that someone had just shoved a camera in her face. The headline read “Murder in Lederman Park: Serial Killer’s Defense Attorney on the Case!” Beside the full-page image was a smaller picture of Howard Randall, the old and withered serial killer from Avery’s nightmares with Coke-bottle glasses and a smiling face. The heading over his photo said: “Trust No One: Attorney Or Police.” 

“Have you seen this?” Connelly growled. 

He picked up the paper and slapped it back down.

“You’re on the front page! First day on Homicide and you’re front page news—again. Do you realize how unprofessional this is? No, no,” he said at Ramirez’s expression, “don’t even try to speak right now. You both screwed up. I don’t know who you talked to this morning, but you stirred up a shitstorm. How did Harvard get wind of Cindy Jenkins’ death? There’s a memorial for her on Kappa Kappa Gamma’s website.”

“Lucky guess?” Avery said. 

“Fuck you, Black! You’re off the case. You hear me!?”

Captain O’Malley eased into the room.

“Wait,” Ramirez complained. “You can’t do that. You don’t know what we’ve got.”

“I don’t care what you’ve got,” Dylan roared. “I’m not finished yet. It just gets better and better. The Mayor called an hour ago. Apparently, he used to play golf with Jenkins’ father, and he wanted to know why a has-been defense attorney—who got a serial killer released from prison—is dealing with the murder of a close friend’s daughter.” 

“Calm down,” O’Malley said. 

Dylan spun around, red-faced and mouth open. At the sight of his captain—who was smaller and quiet but seemed coiled and ready to explode—he eased back. 

“For whatever reason,” O’Malley said in an even voice, “this case just blew up. Therefore, I’d like to know what you’ve been doing all day, if that’s OK with you, Dylan?” 

Connelly muttered something under his breath and turned away. 

The captain nodded to Avery. 

“Explain yourself.” 

“I never told anyone the victim’s name,” Avery said, “but, I did interview a girl from Kappa Kappa, Cindy Jenkins’ best friend, Rachel Strauss. She must have put two and two together. I’m sorry about that,” she said with a genuinely apologetic look to Dylan. “Small talk isn’t my strong suit. I was looking for answers, and I got them.”

“Tell them,” Ramirez urged.

Avery moved around the conference table.

“We’ve got a serial killer on our hands.”

“Oh come on!” Dylan lamented. “How can she possibly know that? She’s been on the case for a day. We have one dead girl. There’s no way.”

“Will you shut up?” O’Malley yelled. 

Dylan bit down on his lower lip.

“This is no ordinary murder,” Avery said. “You told me as much yourself, Captain, and you must have seen it too,” she said to Dylan. “The victim was made to look alive. Our killer worshipped her. No bruises on her body, no forced entry, so we can rule out gangs or domestic violence. Forensics confirmed that she was drugged with a powerful, probably a natural anesthetic the killer might have created himself, flower extracts that would have instantly paralyzed, and slowly killed. Assuming he keeps these plants underground, he’d needs lights, a water system, and food. I made some calls to find out how these seeds are imported, where they’re sold, and how to get my hands on the equipment. He also wanted the victim alive, at least for a little while. I wasn’t sure why, until we caught him on surveillance.”

“What?” O’Malley whispered. 

“We got him,” Ramirez said. “Don’t get too excited. The images are grainy and hard to see, but the entire abduction can be seen from two separate cameras. Jenkins left the party a little after two thirty on Sunday morning to go to her boyfriend’s house. He lives about five blocks from the Kappa Kappa Gamma suite. Avery took the same walk she assumed Jenkins took. She noticed an alley. Who knows what possessed her to do it, but on a hunch, she checked a surveillance camera at a nearby smoke shop.”

“You need a warrant for that,” Dylan cut in.

“Only if someone asks for it,” Avery replied. “And sometimes a friendly smile and engaging conversation go a long way. That shop has been vandalized about ten times in the last year,” she went on. “They recently had an outside camera installed. Now, the store is on the opposite side as the alley, and it’s about half a block down, but you can clearly see a girl—and I believed it was Cindy Jenkins—get accosted under some trees.”

“That’s when she called me,” Ramirez took over. “Now, I thought she was crazy. Seriously. I saw the video and I wouldn’t have blinked twice. Black, on the other hand, had me call forensics and bring in the whole team over this shit. As you can imagine, I was pissed. But,” he said with excited eyes, “she was right. There’s another camera at a loading dock in the back of the alley. We asked the company to let us see what was on it. They agreed and boom,” he said and opened his arms wide. “A man comes out of the alley holding our victim. Same dress. Same shoes. He’s slight of frame, shorter than Cindy, and dancing. He was actually holding her and dancing. She was clearly drugged. Feet dangling and everything. At one point, he even looks in the camera. That sick fuck was taunting us. He puts her in the front seat of a minivan and just drove away like it was nothing. The car is a Chrysler, dark blue.”

“License plate?” Dylan asked. 

“It’s a fake. I already ran it. Must have had a dummy plate on. I’m compiling a list of all the Chrysler minivans in that color sold in the last five years within a five-county radius. It will take a while, but maybe we can narrow down the list with more information. Also, he had to be wearing a disguise. You could barely see his face. Wore a moustache, possible wig, glasses. All we can gauge is the height—around five-five or five-six—and maybe skin color: white.”

“Where are the tapes?” O’Malley asked. 

“Downstairs with Sarah,” Avery responded. “She said it might take a while but she’ll try to get sketch of the killer based on what she sees by tomorrow. Once we have facial recognition, we can compare it to our suspects and put it through the database to see what comes up.”

“Where are Jones and Thompson?” Dylan asked. 

“Hopefully, still working,” Avery said. “Thompson is in charge of surveillance at the park. Jones is trying to track that car from the alley.”

“By the time we left,” Ramirez added, “Jones had found at least six different cameras within a ten-block radius from the alley that might be able to help.”

“Even if lose the car,” Avery said, “we can at least narrow down the direction. We know he turned north out of the alley. That, matched with whatever Thompson finds at the park, and we can triangulate an area and go house by house if we have to.”

“What about forensics?” O’Malley asked. 

“Nothing in the alley,” Avery said.

“Is that it?”

“We’ve got some suspects, too. Cindy was at a party on the night of her abduction. A guy named George Fine was there. He’s apparently been following Cindy around for years: takes classes she takes, seems to randomly bump into her at events. Kissed Cindy for the first time, danced with her all night.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“Not yet,” she said and looked right at Dylan. “I wanted your approval before a potential shakedown at Harvard University.”

“It’s a good thing you have some sense of protocol,” Dylan grumbled. 

“There’s also the boyfriend,” she added to O’Malley. “Winston Graves. Cindy was supposed to go to his house that night. Never showed up.”

“So we’ve got two potential suspects, footage of the event, and a car to track down. I’m impressed. What about motive? Have you given that any thought?”

Avery looked away. 

The footage she’d seen, as well as the victim’s placement and handling, all pointed to a man that loved his work. He’d done it before, and he’d do it again. Some kind of power trip must have motivated him, because he had little care for the police. The alleyway bow to the camera told her as much. That took courage, or stupidity, and nothing about the body dump or the abduction pointed to a lack in judgment. 

“He’s toying with us,” she said. “He likes what he does, and he wants to do it again. I’d say he’s got some kind of plan. This isn’t over yet.”

Dylan snorted and shook his head. 

“Ridiculous,” he hissed. 

“All right,” O’Malley said. “Avery, you’re clear to talk to your suspects tomorrow. Dylan, contact Harvard and give them the head’s-up. I’ll call the chief tonight and let him know what we’ve got. I can also see about getting you some blanket warrants for cameras. Let’s keep Thompson and Jones on their toes. Dan, I know you’ve been working all day. One more gig and you can call it a night. Get the addresses of those two Harvard boys if you don’t have them already. Roll by on your way home. Make sure they’re tucked in tight. I don’t want anyone bolting.”

“I can do that,” Ramirez said. 

“OK.” O’Malley clapped. “Get going. Great job to both of you. You should be proud of yourselves. Avery and Dylan, hang out for a minute.” 

Ramirez pointed at Avery.

“Want me to pick you up in the morning? Eight? We’ll head over together?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll keep on Sarah about that sketch. Maybe she’ll have something.” 

The sudden eagerness of a partner to help—on his own and without prodding—was new for Avery. Everyone else she’d been paired up with since the moment she’d joined the force had wanted to leave her dead in a ditch somewhere. 

“Sounds good,” she said.

Once Ramirez had gone, O’Malley made Dylan sit on one side of the conference table and he had Avery sit on the other. 

“Listen up you two,” he said in a quiet yet firm voice. “The chief called me today and said he wanted to know what I was thinking, handing this case over to a well-known and disgraced former criminal defense attorney. Avery, I told him you were the right cop for the job and I stand by my decision. Your work today proves I was right. However, it’s almost seven thirty and I’m still here. I’ve got a wife and three kids waiting for me at home and I desperately want to go and see them and forget about this miserable place for a while. Obviously, neither one of you shares my concerns, so maybe you don’t understand what I’m saying.”

She stared back at him, wondering.

“Get along and stop bothering me with your bullshit!” he snapped.

A tense silence blanketed the room.

“Dylan, start acting like a supervisor! Don’t call me with every whiny detail. Learn how to handle your people on your own. And you,” he said to Avery, “you better cut out the wacky humor act and the I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude and start acting like you care for once, because I know you do.” He stared at her for a long time. “Dylan and I have been waiting on you for hours. You want to turn off your radio? Not answer phones? Maybe it helps you think? Good for you. You go right ahead. But when a superior calls, you call them back. The next time this happens, you’re off the case. Understood?” 


Avery nodded, feeling humbled.

“Understood,” she said. 

“Got it.” Dylan nodded. 

“Good,” O’Malley said.

He stood taller and smiled.

“Now, I should have done this sooner but there’s no better time than the present. Avery Black, I’d like you to meet Dylan Connelly, divorced father of two. Wife left him two years ago because he never came home and he drank too much. Now they live in Maine and he never gets to see his kids, so he’s pissed off all the time.”

Dylan stiffened and was about to speak, but said nothing. 

“And Dylan? Meet Avery Black, former criminal defense attorney that screwed up and released one of the world’s worst serial killer onto the streets of Boston, a man that killed again and destroyed her life. She leaves behind a multimillion-dollar gig, an ex-husband, and a kid that barely talks to her. And, like you, she’s usually drowning her sorrows in work and alcohol. You see? You two have more in common than you think.”

He turned deadly serious.

“Don’t embarrass me again, or you’re both off the case.”




 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Left alone in the conference room together, Avery and Dylan sat across from each other for a few moments in absolute silence. Neither one of them moved. His head was low. A grimace lined his face and he seemed to be mulling something over. For the first time, Avery felt some sympathy for him.

“I know what it’s like—” she began.

Dylan stood up so fast and stiffly that his chair slid back and hit the wall. 

“Don’t think this changes anything,” he said. “You and I are nothing alike.”

Although his menacing body language emanated anger and distance, his eyes said something different. Avery was sure he was on the verge of a breakdown. Something the captain had said affected him, just like it had affected her. They were both damaged, lonely. Alone.

“Look,” she offered, “I just thought.” 

Dylan turned away and opened the door. His profile on the way out confirmed her fears: there were tears in his bloodshot eyes. 

“Dammit,” she whispered.

Nights were the worst for Avery. She had no steady group of friends anymore, no real hobbies other than the job, and she was so tired that she couldn’t imagine doing more legwork. By herself at the large, blond table, she hung her head low and dreaded what came next.

The way out of the office was like every other day, only there was a charged feeling in the air, and many on the force were even more emboldened by her front page story.

“Hey, Black,” someone called and pointed to her cover photo. “Nice face.”

Another officer tapped on the image of Howard Randall.

“This story says you two were very close, Black. You into gerontophilia? You know what that means? It means you like to fuck old people.” 

“You guys are hilarious.” She smiled and shot her fingers out like guns.

“Fuck you, Black.” 

 

* * *

 

A white BMW was parked in the garage; five years old, dirty and worn. Avery had bought it at the height of her success as a defense attorney. 

What were you thinking? she mused. Why would anyone buy a white car? 

Success, she remembered. The white BMW had been bright and flashy, and she wanted everyone to know she was a boss. Now, it was a reminder of her failed life. 

Avery’s apartment was on Bolton Street in South Boston. She owned a small two-bedroom on the second floor of a two-story building. The place was a downgrade from her former penthouse high-rise, but it was spacious and neat, with a nice terrace where she could sit and relax after a hard day’s work. 

The living room was an open space with shaggy brown carpeting. The kitchen was to the right of the front door, and separated from the rest of the room by two large islands. There were no plants or animals. A northern exposure ensured the apartment was usually dark. Avery threw her keys on the table and shed the rest of her belongings: gun, shoulder harness, walkie-talkie, badge, belt, phone, and wallet. She undressed on the way to the shower. 

After a long soak to process the events of the day, she put on a robe, grabbed a beer from the fridge, then her phone, and headed out to the terrace. 

Nearly twenty missed calls flashed on her cell, along with ten new messages. Most of them were from Connelly and O’Malley. There was a lot of screaming. 

Sometimes Avery was so single-minded and driven she refused to pick up for anyone that wasn’t essential to her task, especially when all of the pieces hadn’t been put together; today was one of those days. 

She scrolled down through last numbers dialed—and all the people that had called her in the past month. Not a single one was her daughter, or her ex-husband. 


Suddenly, she missed them both.

Numbers were dialed. 

The phone rang. 

A message answered: “Hi, this is Rose. I’m not here right now to take your call, but if you leave a brief message, and your name and number, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Thanks so much.” Beep. 

Avery hung up. 

She toyed with the idea of calling Jack, her ex. He was a good man, her college sweetheart with a heart of gold: a truly decent person. They’d had a torrid affair when she was eighteen, and she, with a sickening ego after her dream job, had ruined everything.

For years, she blamed other people about the split, and for the rift with her daughter: Howard Randall for his lies, her old boss, the money, the power, and all those people she had to constantly entertain and beguile to stay one step ahead of the truth: Little by little, her clients had become less reliable, and still she wanted to keep going, to ignore the truth, to bend justice one way or the other—simply to win. Only one more case, she often told herself. Next time, I’ll defend someone truly innocent and set the record straight. 

Howard Randall had been that case. 

I’m innocent, he’d cried at their first meeting. These students are my life. Why would I hurt one of them? 

Avery had believed him, and for the first time in a long time, she had begun to believe in herself. Randall was a world-renowned psychology professor at Harvard, in his sixties, with no motive and no known history of his unhinged personal beliefs. More than that, he appeared weak and broken, and Avery had always wanted to defend the weak. 

When she got him off, it was the highlight of her career, the highest of heights—that is, until he purposely killed again to expose her as a fraud. 

All Avery had wanted to know was: why? 

Why would you it? she’d asked him once in his cell. Why would you lie and set me up, just to go to prison for the rest of your life? 

Because I knew you could be saved, Howard had replied.

Saved, Avery thought. 

Is this salvation? she wondered and viewed her surroundings. Here? Now? No friends? No family? A beer in hand and a new life hunting down killers to make amends for my past? She took a swig of her drink and shook her head. No, this isn’t salvation. At least not yet.

Her thoughts turned to the killer. 

A picture of him had begun to form in her mind: quiet, lonely, desperate for attention, a specialist with herbs and corpses. She ruled out an alcoholic or drug addict. He was too careful. The minivan harked to a family, but his actions seemed to indicate a family was what he wanted, not what he had. 

Her mind swirling with thoughts and images, Avery downed two more beers before she suddenly fell asleep in her cozy outdoor chair. 




 

CHAPTER NINE

 

In her dreams, Avery was with her family again. 

Her ex was an athletic man with cropped brown hair and dazzling green eyes. Avid climbers, they were on a hike together with their daughter, Rose; she was only sixteen and had already received an early admission to Brandeis College, even though she was only a junior in high school, but in the dream she was six. They were all singing and walking along a path surrounded by dense trees. Dark birds fluttered and cried out before the trees morphed into a shadowy monster and a knife-like hand stabbed Rose in the chest. 

“No!” Avery screamed. 

Another hand stabbed Jack and both he and her daughter were hoisted away. 

“No! No! No!” Avery cried. 

The monster lowered.

Dark lips whispered in her ear.

There is no justice.


Avery jolted awake to the sound of incessant ringing. She was still on the terrace in her robe. The sun had already come up. Her phone continued to blare. 

She picked up. 

“Black.”

“Yo Black!” Ramirez answered. “Don’t you ever pick up? I’m downstairs. Get your shit together and get out here. I’ve got coffee and sketch samples.”

“What time is it?”

“Eight-thirty.”

“Give me five minutes,” she said and hung up. 

The dream continued to permeate her thoughts. Sluggishly, Avery rose and headed into the apartment. Her head pounded. Faded blue jeans were tugged on. A white T-shirt was made respectable by a black blazer. Three chugs of orange juice and a downed granola bar was breakfast. On the way out, Avery glanced at herself in the mirror. Her attire, and her morning meal, were a far cry from thousand-dollar suits and daily breakfast at the finest restaurants. Get over it, she thought. You’re not here to look pretty. You’re here to bring in the bad guys. 

Ramirez handed her a cup of coffee in the car. 

“Looking good, Black,” he joked.

As always, he appeared to be the model of perfection: dark blue jeans, a light-blue button-down shirt, and a dark-blue jacket with light-brown belt and shoes. 

“You should be a model,” Avery grumbled, “not a cop.” 

A smile displayed his perfect teeth. 

“Actually, I did do a little modeling once.”

He pulled out of the breezeway and headed north.

“You get any sleep last night?” he asked.

“Not much. How about you?”

‘“I slept like a baby,” he said proudly. “I always sleep well. None of this gets to me, you know? I like to let it ride,” he said and waved his hand through the air. 

“Any updates?”

“Both boys were home last night. Connelly put a watch on them just to make sure they didn’t bolt. He also talked to the dean to get some information and make sure no one freaks out about a bunch of plainclothes cops hanging around campus. Neither kid has a file. Dean said they’re both good boys from good families. We’ll see today. Nothing yet from Sarah on the facial recognition. We should hear something this afternoon. A few dealerships called me back with names and numbers. I’m just going to keep a list for a while and see what happens. You see the morning paper?”

“No.”

He pulled it out and threw it on her lap. In big, bold letters, the headline read “Murder at Harvard.” There was another picture from Lederman Park, along with a smaller photo of the Harvard campus. The article inside rehashed the editorial from the previous day and included a smaller picture of Avery and Howard Randall from their days in court together. Cindy Jenkins was mentioned by name but there was no photo given. 

“Slow day in the news?” Avery said. 

“She’s a white girl from Harvard,” Ramirez replied, “of course it’s big news. We gotta keep those white kids safe.”

Avery raised a brow. 

“That sounds vaguely racist.” 

Ramirez vigorously nodded.

“Yeah,” he agreed, “I’m probably a little racist.” 

They wove through the streets of South Boston and headed over the Longfellow Bridge and into Cambridge. 

“Why’d you become a cop?” she asked. 

“I love being a cop,” he said. “Father was a cop, grandfather was a cop, and now I’m a cop. Went to college and got bumped up quick. What’s not to love? I get to carry a gun and wear a badge. I just bought myself a boat. I go out on the bay, chill out, catch some fish, and then catch some killers. Doing God’s work.”

“Are you religious?”

“Nah,” he said, “just superstitious. If there is a god, I want him to know I’m on his side, you know what I mean?” 

No, Avery thought, I don’t. 

Her father had been an abusive man, and while her mother faithfully went to church and prayed to God, she was more of a fanatic than anything else. 

The voice from her dream returned.

There is no justice.

You’re wrong, Avery replied. And I’m going to prove it.

 

* * *

 

Most Harvard seniors lived off-campus in some of the residential housing units owned by the school. George Fine was no exception. 

Peabody Terrace was a large high-rise set along the Charles River near Akron Street. The white, twenty-four-story building included an expansive outdoor patio, beautiful lawns, and a clear view across the river for those students lucky enough to be placed on the higher floors; George was one of them.

A number of buildings connected Peabody Terrace. George Fine lived in Building E on the tenth floor. Ramirez parked his car along Akron Street and they made their way inside. 

“Here’s his picture,” Ramirez said. “He should be asleep right now. His first class isn’t until ten thirty.”

The image was a smaller crop of a larger picture pulled of the Internet. It showed a disgruntled, extremely cocky student with oily black hair and dark eyes. A slight grin was on his face; he seemed to be challenging the photographer to find a flaw with his perfection. A strong jaw and pleasant features made Avery wonder why he was called a weirdo. He looks confident, she thought. So why stalk a girl that obviously has no interest in him? 

Ramirez flashed his badge at the doorman.

“You got problems?” the doorman asked.

“We’ll know soon enough,” Ramirez replied. 

They were waved up.

On the tenth floor, they turned left and walked down a long hallway. Carpets were tan brown swirls. Doors were painted glossy white. 

Ramirez knocked on Apartment 10E.

“George,” he said, “you around?” 

After a brief silence, someone said: “Get lost.”

“Police,” Avery interrupted and banged on the door. “Open up.” 

Silence again, then ruffling and then more silence.

“Come on,” Avery called. “We don’t have all day. We just want to ask you a few questions.”

“You got a warrant?” 

Ramirez raised his brows.

“Kid knows his stuff. Must be ivy educated.” 

“We can have a warrant in about an hour,” Avery called out, “but if you make me leave and jump through hoops, I’m going to be pissed. I already feel like shit, today. You don’t want to see me pissed off, too. We just want to talk about Cindy Jenkins. We heard you knew her. Open the door and I’ll be your best friend.”

The bolt unlocked.

“You really do have a way with people,” Ramirez realized. 

George appeared in a tank top and sweatpants, extremely muscular and toned. He was about 5’6”, the same height Avery associated with the killer based on Cindy’s records. Despite the look of someone that was either on drugs or who hadn’t slept in days, a fearlessness burned in his stare. Avery wondered if he’d been bullied for years and had finally decided to strike back.

“What do you want?” he said. 

“Can we come in?” she asked.

“No, we can do this right here.”

Ramirez put his foot inside the room. 

“Actually,” he said, “we’d rather come in.”

George looked from Avery to Ramirez—to the foot holding the door open. Resolved, he shrugged and backed away. 

“Come on in,” he said. “I have nothing to hide.”

The room was large for a double occupancy, with a living space, terrace, two beds on opposite sides of the room, and a kitchen area. One bed was neatly made and piled with clothing and electronic equipment; the other one was a mess. 

George sat on the messy bed. Hands beside him, he gripped the mattress. He appeared ready to lurch forward at any moment. 

Ramirez stood by the terrace window and admired the view. 

“This is some place,” he said. “Only a studio, but grand. Look at this view. Wow. You must love looking out at the river.”

“Let’s get this over with,” George said.

Avery pulled a chair and sat down facing George.

“We’re looking into the murder of Cindy Jenkins,” she said. “We thought you might be able to help us, seeing as you were one of the last people to see her alive.” 

“A lot of people saw her alive.”

The words were meant to sound tough, but there was pain in his eyes. 

“We were under the impression you liked her.”

“I loved her,” he said. “What does that matter? She’s gone now. No one can help me.” 

Ramirez and Avery shared a look.

“What does that mean?” Ramirez asked.

“The way I understand it,” Avery said, “you left the party right after her.”

“I didn’t kill her,” he declared, “if that’s what you mean. I left the party because she practically stumbled out of the door. I was worried about her. I couldn’t find her when I got downstairs. I had to say goodbye to a few people. Ask around. That’s the truth.”

“Why would you need to say goodbye to anyone?” Ramirez asked. “If you were in love with her, and worried, why wouldn’t you just help?”

“Talk to my lawyer.”

“You’re hiding something,” Ramirez pointed out.

“I didn’t kill her.”

“Prove it.”

George lowered his gaze and shook his head. 

“She ruined my life,” he said. “She ruined my life and now you’re trying to ruin my life too. You think you’re so important.”

Ramirez gave Avery a look as if to say this kid is loco! and moved out to admire the spectacular view from the terrace.

Avery knew better. She’d seen his type before, both as an attorney and a cop. There was something damaged about him, and powerful. Coiled and ready to strike, she thought, just like some of the gang members she’d interviewed: an innocence mixed with indignation that quickly turned to violence. A hand went to her belt. Her fingers slid close to her holster without actually making a move toward the gun. 

“What did you mean by that, George?” she asked. 

When he looked up, his body was flexed. A wild grimace marred his features. Eyes were wide and lips pulled in. He cringed. On the verge of tears, he sucked it back. 

“I matter,” he cried. 

A cocky swagger took over. He stood up and extended his arms wide. Tears came and surprised him, and he then he gave in to the tears.

“I matter,” he sobbed and squatted down. 

Avery stood up and moved away, hand close to her gun.

“What’s this all about?” Ramirez asked.

“Leave him alone,” Avery said. 

Oblivious to the desperation that reeked out of their broken suspect, Ramirez squatted down beside George and said: “Hey, man, it’s OK. If you did it, just admit it. Maybe you’re crazy or something. We can get you help. That’s why we’re here.”

George stiffened and went still.

A whisper came from his lips. 

“I’m not crazy,” he said, “I’m just sick of you people.”

As deftly as a trained soldier, a hand went behind his back and pulled a hidden blade. In the next instant, he spun around Ramirez and clinched his neck. He quickly stabbed his right side, just below his chest, and as Ramirez screamed out, George sank back into a sitting position, using Ramirez as a shield. 

Avery drew her weapon. 

“Don’t move!” she called. 

George held the blade to Ramirez’s temple.

“Who’s the loser now?” he said. “Who!?” he screamed. 

“Drop it!”

Ramirez groaned from the wound between his ribs. The arm around his neck clearly made it difficult for him to breathe. He reached for his gun but the point of the blade pressed deeper into his temple. George hugged him tight and whispered in his ear. 

“Be still.”

A groan from Ramirez and then he screamed out. 

“Shoot this fucker!” 

Avery watched as George pressed the knife tight against Ramirez’s head, and a trickle of blood began to flow—and in that moment, she knew she had no choice. It was her partner’s life or this creep’s—and any second could make the difference.

She fired.

Suddenly, George screamed out in pain and went stumbling backwards, releasing his grip on Ramirez.

Avery looked over and saw him covered in blood, grabbing his shoulder. She was relieved to see it was a clean shoulder shot, just as she had hoped.

Ramirez scrambled to get his gun, but before he could react, suddenly George was back up on his feet. Avery couldn’t believe it. Nothing could stop this kid.

Surprising her even more was that George did not charge Ramirez, or her.

He was charging for the open balcony.

“WAIT!” Avery screamed.

But there was no time. He had a good ten feet on her, and she could see from his sprint that he was going to jump.

Again, she made a hard choice.

Again, she fired.


This time, she aimed for his leg.

He went down, face first, grabbing his knee, and this time he didn’t get back up. He lay there, groaning, feet from the balcony.

Ramirez stood and whirled around. With a hand on his wound, he grabbed his gun and pointed the muzzle at George’s face.

“You fuckin’ cut me!”

“I’ve got him,” Avery said. 

Ramirez threw a kick to George’s side and Ramirez cringed from the pain as he did so, holding his wound tighter. 

“Fuck!” he screamed.

On his side on the ground, George smiled, blood pouring from his lips.

“Did that feel good, cop? I hope it did, because I’m going to get out of this.”

Avery stepped forward, pulled out her cuffs, yanked his arms behind his back, and clamped them tight.

“You,” she said, “are going to jail.”




 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Avery called 911 with her gun trained on George. She used her walkie-talkie to dial backup. Ramirez couldn’t get over how stupid he’d been, or how much the wound actually hurt. Every so often, he’d shake his head and mumble to himself.

“Can’t believe this punk got the jump on me.”

“He’s fast,” Avery said. “You have training, George? Army? Navy? Is that how you were able to abduct Cindy?”

George sat cross-legged and silent with his head low. 

“How’s the wound?” Avery asked Ramirez. 

“I don’t know. I can breathe, so maybe he missed the lung. But the fucker hurts.”

He then stopped and looked at her with awe.

“Thanks, Black. You had my back. I owe you one.”

When the ambulance arrived, the EMT applied pressure to the wound and asked Ramirez a few questions. The initial diagnosis was that the knife might have missed the lung. The entire time, Ramirez kept shaking his head. “Stupid,” he said. “Stupid.”

A gurney was brought in to take him away.

“I’ll be back,” he said to Avery. “Don’t worry. This is nothing. Just a scratch. Hey, George,” he called out. “You assaulted a cop. That’s six years maximum. And if you killed a little girl, you get life.” 

Harvard security stayed with Avery until the police came for George. Nobody spoke the entire time. Avery had been around killers before, lots of killers, in her three years on the force, but it was kids with guns and knives that always gave her pause: kids like George. College student. Harvard University. Someone that seemingly had it all, and yet on the inside he was fractured, broken. 

Once the cops came and took George away, Avery stood alone in the apartment. The word “why” kept going through her head. 

Why did he do this? 

Why? Why? Why? 

The face of Howard Randall kept appearing. What’s wrong with this world? she wondered. Look at this place. Sky view. Luxury all the way. Young, good-looking, physically fit, and yet he just attacked and stabbed a police officer. Other faces came to mind: gang faces and angry husbands and drunken psychos that killed innocent people and other kids, some six years old with Uzis strapped around their chests.

Why? 

Was it pain? The pain of such a hard life? 

A memory came: her father, unkempt gray hair, missing teeth, a shotgun in his hand. “You want to talk about pain?” he’d snapped. “I’ll shoot you in the fucking head! Then you’ll know pain, won’t you, girl? Won’t you!?” 

Avery stood up.

It had been had been hard to focus on the apartment until everyone was gone. Now she made the room, and George Fine, her top priority. 

Who are you? she asked.

The walls were practically bare except for one picture of George, proudly displaying a medal he’d won for a race. On his desk, Avery found keys and a wallet. At least ten keys were on the chain. What do you need all these for? she wondered. 

No password locked his computer. A check of his recent Internet activity proved useless: a bunch of porn videos, relationship advice, and workout locations around campus. Two social networking sites were open. He had thirty-two friends on one of them. Mr. Popularity, she sarcastically thought.

Hidden in his closet was a box full of pictures: George with a group of men in the woods all wearing Army Reserve T-shirts; George between his parents with Harvard in the background; and Cindy Jenkins, hundreds of photos of Cindy Jenkins: Cindy at the mall, Cindy in Harvard Yard, Cindy at a party. Every photo appeared to have been taken in secret, from afar, or sometimes from right beside her, without her knowledge. 

“Jesus.” 

Anger welled up inside of her, not at the find or what George might have done if left unchecked, but at Harvard, the dean, and a life of secrecy that had nearly killed her partner.

A few minutes searching on her phone and Avery dialed a number. 

“I want to speak to Dean Isley, right now,” she said. 

“I’m sorry,” the assistant replied, “the dean is in a meeting.”

“I don’t care if he’s on the fucking moon,” Avery snapped. “This is Avery Black, Boston PD, Homicide. I’m standing in the room of one of your students: George Fine. Does Isley know about George? He must, because your ‘normal’ Harvard senior just stabbed a cop. Get him on the phone right now!”

“Hold, please.”

Two minutes later, the dean came on.

“Hello, Detective Black,” he said, “sorry about the wait. I’ve just been briefed on your activities this morning.”

“I just want to understand something,” Avery said. “My supervisor, Dylan Connelly, called you last night for a background check on George Fine and Winston Graves. You said, and I quote my partner here, the one that was stabbed, ‘They’re both good boys from good families.’ Do you want to revise that statement?”

The dean cleared his throat.

“I’m not sure what you’re asking,” he said.

“Really? Because I think I’m being crystal clear. Let me say it in another way. We’ve got one downed cop. We’ve got one dead girl. Now we have a prime suspect who you said wasn’t a problem. I’m giving you one last opportunity to revise your statement before I seriously consider pressing charges. I just discovered George Fine was an army reserve. That might have been relevant information, don’t you think? He’s also a trained martial artist. Again, relevant. Good boy from good family just doesn’t cut it. What else do you know about him?”

“Officer Black, our relationship to our students is—”

“Tell me now or I hang up and you’re on your own.”

“Ms. Black, I can’t just—”

“Five…four…at one I hang up…”

“We have—”

“You have a dead girl and a possible murderer on your hands…three…two…”

“All right!” he yelled, flustered.

His voice went low.

“Now mind you,” he said, “no one here actually believes that one of our students could possibly be responsible for—”

“He stabbed a cop. My partner. Tell me what you know.”

“He was on disciplinary probation his first two years at the college,” the dean admitted. “He’d followed a young girl here from Scarsdale: Tammy Smith. There were…problems. No charges were filed. We didn’t want the press. He was under strict orders to stay two hundred yards away from her and have weekly meetings with our school psychologist. I was under the impression his sessions were going well. He’s been a model student ever since.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s all. The files are here if you care to look through them.”

‘What about Winston Graves?”


“Graves?” The dean nearly laughed, “He’s one of our top seniors, a standout in every way. I hold him and his family in the highest regard.”

“No secrets?” Avery pushed.

“Not that I’m aware.”

“That means maybe,” Avery said. “I’ll check on my own. And the next time a cop calls you for information, you might want to be as forthcoming as possible. ‘Cop stabbed in Harvard dorm’ probably isn’t a great headline for school admissions.”

“Wait a minute, I thought we—”

Avery hung up.

The next call was to Jones, a skinny, humorous Jamaican who complained about everything, even when he was having the time of his life. 

“Jones here,” he said. 

“This is Black. Where are you on the street surveillance?” 

Jones was cramped in a dark office space surrounded by two technicians in blue. He leaned forward on his keypad and cocked his eyes like he was about to jump off a roof. 

“You crazy, Black,” he complained. “You know that, right? How much longer I gotta do this maddening shit? It’s like a guessing game out here. I have to guess where he might have gone, then I gotta access those cameras and punch in the right times and see what happens. Hours and hours I stare at nothing. Only once I get lucky.” 

“You got lucky?”

“Yeah,” he said and watched the screen. “I’m in traffic control right now with Stan and his girlfriend Frank. These guys are great. They helping me out all day. So here’s what I do. I accessed the cameras on the street lights on Auburn, at Hawthorn. You know what I find? I find your minivan. He go straight up Auburn, past Hawthorn. I check on Auburn further west, just past Aberdeen, and I see the minivan again. He’s heading west.”

“Where did he go after that?”

“Are you fuckin’ serious!” Jones cried. “What I look like? I ain’t no satellite imagery system over here! That took me like, five hours!”

“Keep on it,” Avery said and hung up.

The minivan was headed west, she thought. Out of the city. If George is our guy, he definitely had a house somewhere. 

Her next call was to Thompson, longtime partner of Jones, a huge, brutish man who looked almost albino from his coloring, with blond hair, full lips, and the facial features of a woman. Thompson was kicked back in an office with a bunch of state troopers, eating donuts and telling a story about when he caught Jones sleeping and painted a bunny face on him.

“Thompson,” he answered in a deep voice.

“It’s Black. What’s the update?”

“The minivan headed north up Charles Street. That’s all I’ve got. Wasn’t sure if I should check the bridges or not.”

“We’ve got a murderer on the loose,” Avery snapped. “You check everything. Your partner Jones is already way ahead of you. Where did he go after Charles Street?”

“Let me figure that out,” he said. 

“No,” she replied. “You’re off surveillance duty for the day. I need you on something more important: George Fine. Harvard student. I’m here now. Ramirez’s been stabbed. He’s at the hospital. I need everything you can find on George Fine. Contact his parents if you have to. He’s in police custody. Does he have a house somewhere, maybe northwest of Harvard? Keys are right here on his desk. Any previous medical history? Talk to his friends, family, anyone you can, you understand? No password on his computer so you can go through that too. You’re on Harvard duty for the rest of the day.” 

“I’ll be there in a minute.”

“No—you’ll get here now!” she yelled and hung up.

North, she thought. He went north from Lederman Park. Maybe over the bridge and right into Harvard? Then why would you go west after you picked up Cindy from the alley? 

Talk to me, Fine, she thought and gazed around the room. Talk to me.

 

* * * 

 

An hour later, Avery was at the hospital.

The knife had only slightly perforated Ramirez’s lung. Luckily, it had missed all the other major organs, but doctors needed to go in and stitch up the internal wound. 

She headed to the waiting room. 

Three plainclothes cops were already there. One of the cops had a frog-like face; he was pudgy but solid, with cropped black hair and narrow eyes. 

Great, Avery thought. Finley. 

Finley Stalls was one of the worst bullies in the department, a deeply unhappy Irishman who drank every night and walked around the office in a foul mood every day. He had a sardonic sense of humor, and although he was never the first person to pick on Avery, he was always the last one laughing.

All three officers gave her the same emotionless expressions that she was used to in the department. She was about to wave and try to dilute their typical charm when Finley nodded in her direction and spoke in his fast, practically incomprehensible Boston accent. 

“Wicked good work,” he said. 

She couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not.

The second officer chimed in. 

“You trying to get the record for most partners killed, Black?”

Ah, she thought. Kidding.

“Come on,” the third officer scoffed. “Give her a break. It’s not her fault. Ramirez is a fuckin’ fairy around suspects. Always acts like the hand of God won’t get him hurt or something. Fuckin’ idiot. She got him here in one piece, didn’t she?” 

“You catch the killer?” the second officer asked. 

“We’ll see,” Avery said. 

She waited for the next joke, the next verbal assault, but none came. The officers simply mulled around, and for the first time in a long time, Avery was able to mentally relax around a bunch of cops and try to focus. 

She called forensics.

“Randy, any updates?”

Randy sat in a white lab in the basement of the department. A microscope was on her desk and she peeked through it while she talked. 

“I’m glad you called,” she said. “Remember those natural drugs we talked about, the plants he might have had to paralyze and ultimately kill his victim? I received confirmation on that. The toxins in her body pointed to about sixty percent opium. Very pure. Has to be his own plant. Did you get any leads on that?”

“I talked to a drug supplier I know,” Avery said. “Asked who would be stupid enough to sell just the poppy seeds and have their heroin sales go down the drain. Waiting to hear back. I was hoping you had some other leads. I’m nowhere on LED lights and gardening supplies. You can get them anywhere.”

“Looking at fibers right now taken off the girl’s body,” Randy said. “One of them is definitely cat, maybe a tabby? I think our killer likes animals. Hopefully, he doesn’t just stuff them for show. There are dirt specks, too. Typical garden variety. I’d say you’re looking for a green thumb, and someone that has plants, animals, a real garden nut.”

Avery couldn’t fit the pieces together. 

George Fine had no plants and no cats. 

Maybe it’s at his other location, she thought. But wouldn’t there have been some evidence of that in his dorm? Books on botanicals, drugs? 

“All right,” Avery said. “Call me if you find anything else.”

 

* * *

 

Later in the afternoon, Avery knocked on Ramirez’s door and entered. 

Ramirez waved her in with his arms high and a smile.

“Look who it is,” he called. “My savior.”

“Not really,” Avery replied. “What did I do?”

“You kept your cool,” Ramirez pointed out, “and you acted like a real cop with a suspect in there, not some stupid rookie like me. It’s all good, though,” he scowled, “I’ll be out of here in no time. Doctor said I can leave tomorrow. I’ll be back at the desk by Friday.”

“That’s not what I hear,” Avery said. “Doctor said you need at least two weeks to heal. He wants you off your feet.” 

“What?” Ramirez complained. “You better not tell the captain about that. Don’t make me go home and sit on my ass. You don’t know what my home life is like.”

“What’s your home life like?” she wondered.

Ramirez was an enigma to her: good-looking, in great shape, perfectly dressed, and seemingly bothered by nothing. The attack by George had shown another side: a bit careless, angry, and no real defensive training to have dealt with George’s speed and surprise. At first, he’d reminded Avery of all the men she’d had random one-night stands with a few years back. They, too, had been shiny on the outside, but once she’d peeled back a layer or two, they were a mess. She hoped that wouldn’t be the case with her new partner.

“Aw, man, you really want me to dispel the mystery?” he said. “OK, why not. I am in a hospital bed. I know I come off like Superman, but honestly? I’m just a normal guy on the inside, Black. I love the job but I don’t like to sweat, so I’m rarely in the gym and I’m definitely not the most deadly man on the force. You see this amazing physique? I was born with it.”

“Anybody at home?” Avery asked.

“Used to have a girlfriend. Six years. She left me a while back. Said I had too much trouble committing. Come on, Black! Let’s be honest. Why would a man as fine as myself commit to one woman, when there are millions out there?”

Lots of reasons, Avery thought. 

She remembered Jack, her ex-husband. Although they hadn’t spoken in a long time, the urge to marry him had been strong when she was younger. He’d offered stability, kindness, love, and support. No matter how intense or aloof Avery had become, he was always there, waiting and eager to give her a hug.

“I guess people commit because they want to feel safe,” she said. 

“That’s no reason to commit,” he said. “Gotta be for love.”

Avery had never really understood the concept of love until her daughter Rose was born. As a young college student, she thought she’d loved Jack. The feelings were there and she missed him when he wasn’t around, but if she’d really been in love, she wouldn’t have taken him for granted so much, or left. 

She had Rose when she was barely twenty. Jack had wanted to start a family early, but when Rose was born, Avery had felt trapped—no more time alone with Jack, no more time for herself, no more life, career. It had been a mess. She’d been a mess, and it had showed—the end of her marriage, the end of her being a mother. But even though she and Rose were still estranged, she knew, now, she knew.

“What do you know about love?” she asked.

“I know it means I have to make my woman feel good.” He smiled with a sheepish, seductive stare.

“That’s not love,” Avery said. “Love is when you’re willing to give up something you care about for someone else. It’s when you care more about the other person than your own desires, and you act on it—that’s love. It has nothing to do with sex.”

Ramirez raised his brows in respect.

“Whoa,” he said. “That’s deep, Black.”

The memories were painful for Avery to recall. Instead, she tried to stay focused on the task at hand: a killer on the loose and a suspect in custody.

“I gotta go,” she said. “Just wanted to make sure you were going to be all right. All I need is another dead partner on my hands.”

“Go, go,” Ramirez said. “Where’s our Navy Seal?” 

“In custody. And you’re actually not that far off. He’s army reserve. Very good with his hands. I already lambasted the dean for withholding information about a possible lethal weapon. Thompson is over at the dorm now.”  

“You think he’s our killer?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What’s the hesitation?”

Pieces, she thought. Puzzle pieces that didn’t fit.

“He could be our guy,” she said. “Let’s see what happens.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

An hour later, Avery stood in a small, dark side chamber with O’Malley and Connelly. Ahead of them, through one-way glass, sat George Fine. His hands were handcuffed to a metal table and he had bandages on his shoulders and legs from the gunshot wounds. He was lucky, Avery realized, that she had just grazed him. Her aim had been true.

Every so often he muttered something under his breath, or twitched. Blank eyes sought out nothing but seemed deep in thought. 

In her hand, Avery held a picture that displayed six different black-and-white interpretations of a man’s face, based off the surveillance videos of the killer. Each picture showed a Caucasian perpetrator with a narrow chin, high cheekbones, small eyes, and a high forehead. In three of the photos, the wig, glasses, and moustache had been removed, and the artist had given the killer various hairstyles and facial hair. The last three images maintained at least one aspect of the disguise in case it wasn’t a disguise. 

Avery took time to absorb every photo. 

The face she’d seen on the cameras was embedded in her mind, and now, with a bunch of clear sketches, she was able to infer other looks: a wider chin, lower cheekbones, a bald head, larger eyes, glasses, and multiple colors for the eyes.

Every so often, she looked up Fine. There were similarities: Caucasian, high cheeks… He seemed to have a leaner frame, but they were both light on their feet. The graceful movements Avery had seen on camera were a lot like the ones she’d observed when George overtook Dan. Still, Avery wasn’t sure. There were the plants and animals. Also, the killer on camera had a fiendishness about him, a spritely humor that was lacking in George. Would George Fine have bowed to a camera? 

As if Connelly could mentally hear her doubts, he pointed at the window and said: “This is our guy. I’m sure of it. Look at him. He’s barely said two words since he came here. Can you believe he wants a lawyer? No way. He gets nothing. We need a confession.” 

O’Malley had on a dark suit and red tie. He pulled at his lips and frowned and said: “I might have to agree with Connelly on this one. You said you found pictures of Jenkins in his room. He attacked and nearly killed a cop.  He also fits the profile. Those sketches are a near match. What’s the hesitation?” 

“The pieces don’t all add up,” she said. “Where did he take Cindy after the abduction? How did he learn how to embalm? Randy Johnson said those hairs on Jenkins’ dress were from a cat. Fine doesn’t own a cat. What he does have is a lot of Internet searches for porn and relationship advice. Does that sound like a killer?” 

“Listen, Black, this is a courtesy here,” Connelly said with finality. “As far as I’m concerned, this case is over. We got him. He must have a safe house somewhere. That’s where we’ll find the cat and the minivan and the murder weapon. Your job is to find that house. Jeez, why do you always have to act like you’re so much better than everyone else?” 

“I just want to get it right.”

“Yeah? Well, that wasn’t always the case, was it?”

A feral energy pulsed from Connelly, cheeks red, eyes bloodshot as if he’d been drinking or had a rough night. He was busting out of his shirt, as usual, and he appeared ready to punch someone in the face. 

She addressed O’Malley. 

“Let me talk to him.”

“He’s your perp.” O’Malley shrugged. “You can do what you want. But we think this is our guy. We’ve got a lot of people breathing down our necks on this one. Unless you can prove something else, and quick, let’s wrap this up, OK?”


She gave him the thumb’s-up.

“You got it, boss.” 

The door to the interrogation room buzzed and Avery pushed through. Everything was gray, including the steel table where the shooter sat, and the mirror and walls. 

George blew out a frustrated breath and lowered his head. He wore the same tank top and sweats. 

“You remember me?” Avery asked.

“Yeah,” he said, “you’re the bitch that pointed a gun in my face.”

“You tried to kill my partner.”

“Self-defense.” He shrugged. “You busted into my room. Everybody knows Boston PD have itchy trigger-fingers. I was just trying to protect myself.”

“You stabbed him.”

“Talk to my lawyer.”

Avery took a seat.

“Let me see if I can get this straight,” she said. “You’re an economics major. Average student. Army reserve. No criminal record, well, at least not before today. By all accounts, a quiet, harmless student. Only a few friends.” She shrugged. “But I guess that’s what you get when you’re not a hard partier in college. Successful parents. One lawyer. One doctor. No siblings, but,” she noted with emphasis, “a history of hard crushes. Yeah,” she almost apologized, “I talked to the dean and learned all about your crush on Tammy Smith, the girl you followed from Scarsdale? Is she the reason you went to Harvard, or was that just coincidence?”

“I didn’t kill anyone,” he said, and looked her right in the eyes with a determined, unrelenting gaze as if he dared her to say otherwise.

Nothing about the interview felt right to Avery. 

Instinct told her she’d already made the correct assessment: he was unstable and lonely, a teenager on the verge of a breakdown before the girl of his dreams was suddenly murdered, and then he snapped. But a meticulous murderer that drained bodies and put them in angelic, lifelike positions? She had trouble believing it. There was just no solid proof. 

“Do you like movies?” she asked.

He frowned, uncertain about her line of questioning.

“Can you tell me what’s currently playing at the Omni Theatre?” she added. “The cinema across from Lederman Park?”

A blank expression greeted her.

“There are three movies playing there,” she answered. “Two of them are 3D summer action flicks. I don’t really care about those,” she said with a flick of her wrist. “The third is called L’Amour Mes Amis, a little French film about three women who fall in love with each other. Have you ever seen that movie?”

“Never heard of it.”

“Do you like foreign films?” 

“Talk to my lawyer.” 

“All right, all right,” she said. “How about this? One more question. You give me an honest answer and I’ll leave here and get you a lawyer. OK?”

He said nothing. 

“No strings attached,” she added. “I’m serious.”

Avery took a moment to formulate her thoughts. 

“You could be my killer,” she said. “You really could. We have a lot of avenues to still explore but some of the pieces add up. Why else would you attack a cop? Why is your room so clean? Makes me think you have another place somewhere. Do you?”

An unreadable stare greeted her. 

“Here’s my problem,” Avery said. “You could also just be a stupid kid that was destroyed over the death of a crush. Maybe you were furious and miserable, and obviously a little unstable because you attacked a cop. But,” she emphasized and pointed to the two-way glass, “my supervising officer and my captain both think you’re guilty of first-degree murder. They want to see you burn. I’m going to give you a choice. Answer one question for me and I’ll rethink my position and give you what you want. OK?”

She leaned forward and peered deep into his eyes. 

“Why did you attack my partner?” 

A complex set of emotions passed through George Fine. He frowned and mulled over his words, and then he looked away and back at Avery. 

A part of him seemed to be calculating a response, and figuring out what that response would mean in a court of law. Finally, he settled on something. He moved in closer, and although he tried to act tough, his eyes were glassy.

“You all think you’re so big, so important. Well, I’m important too,” he said. “My feelings matter. You can’t just say we’re friends and then ignore me. That’s confusing. I’m important too. And when you kiss me, that means you’re mine. Do you understand?” 

His face cocked and tears rolled down his cheeks and he screamed: 

“That’s means you’re mine!”




 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

He checked his watch. It was close to six o’clock. 

The sun was still out and people were everywhere on the massive lawn. 

He sat against a tree along Killian Court on the MIT campus. Easily seen among the shade of the high foliage, he wore a cap and glasses. 

His destination had been reached only a few minutes before. Problems at the office had facilitated a last-minute spreadsheet for his boss. Often, he asked the All Spirit why his boss couldn’t be killed, as well as anyone else he deemed a nuisance. Without a word—only through strange sounds and disturbing images—the All Spirit had let him know that his thoughts and feelings were meaningless: all that mattered were the girls.

Young. Vibrant. Full of life. 

Girls that could release the All Spirit from his prison. 

A temple of girls, college girls ready to take on the world, a spring well of thriving, potential energy easily given over to the All Spirit, enough power to break through his interdimensional realm and reach the Earth as a physical presence. No more need for apostles and minions. Freedom. At last. And all those who helped him? Those who were patient and strong, who had built the temple of these young college morsels out of love and care? What about them? Well, they would be assured a place in Heaven, of course, as gods in their own right. 

It was Tuesday, and on Tuesday night, Tabitha Mitchell always went to the great dome library to study with friends after class. 

At six fifteen, he spotted her. Tabitha was half Chinese and half Caucasian. Pretty and popular, she was laughing with friends. She flipped her dark hair and shook her head at something that was said. The group walked across the lawn. 

There was no need to follow. Her destination was already known—back to the dorms to change, and then out to the Muddy Charles Pub for the Tuesday Special: Ladies Night. All girls drink for free. Tuesday was her favorite night to party. 

He took a sip of a smoothie, closed his eyes, and mentally prepared. 

 

* * * 

 

The build-up was his favorite part, the waiting, the yearning, and the near explosion of his desire. Love was an emotion easy to feel with these girls. Every one of them had vivacity of spirit and energy and an incredible purpose they all shared, bigger than anything they could have ever achieved on their own. They were princesses in his mind, queens, worthy of his adoration and perpetual worship.

The rebirth was hard for him. 

After they’d been changed, they were no longer his own. They had moved on to become sacrifices for the All Spirit, building-blocks in the temple of his eventual return, so all he had to remember them by were pictures, and the memories he had of a budding love cut too short, as always cut too short.

He stood along the Charles River and stared out at the rolling waves of water. Night had come and he was always the most introspective at night, before the induction. Behind him, across Memorial Drive, Tabitha Mitchell walked with her friends to the Muddy Charles Pub. They would stay there for at least two hours, he knew, before they all split apart and Tabitha headed back to her dorm, alone. 

Stars were barely visible in the dark sky. He spotted one, then two, and he wondered if the All Spirit lived in those stars, or if he was the sky itself, the universe. As if in answer, he saw the image of the All Spirit: a darker shadow among the sky that seemed to encompass the entire sky. There was a patient, expectant look on the All Spirit’s face. No words were spoken. All was understood in that moment. 

At around nine, the killer headed back toward the pub and waited on a narrow passage between the bar, which was in the large, white-columned building of Morss Hall, and the Fairchild Building. The area wasn’t well lit. A number of people ambled about. 

At nine thirty-five, she appeared. 

Tabitha said her good-byes in front of the hall. At the bottom of the steps, they all went their separate ways. Her two friends turned toward their apartment on Amherst Street, and she turned right. As was her habit, she moved into the passway. 

Regardless of the many people nearby and on the street, the spirit of an actor embodied the killer. He took the persona of a drunkard and ambled over to Tabitha. In the palm of his hand, attached to his fingers by silver rings, he cupped a handmade plunger-needle.


Quickly passing behind her, he simultaneously stung the back of her neck, gripped her neck so she wouldn’t move, and pulled her in close.

“Hey, Tabitha!” he said in a very familiar, loud, phony British accent, and then, to lower her guard, he added, “Shelly and Bob told me you’d be here. Let’s make up? OK? I don’t want to fight anymore. We belong together. Let’s sit down and talk.”

Initially, Tabitha jerked and attempted to dislodge herself from the assailant, but the quick-acting drugs made her throat numb. In the seconds that followed, the names of her friends confused her. Combined with the dwindling speed of her mind and body, she hopefully thought that her sorority sisters were playing some kind of joke. 

He was meticulous about how he held her. One hand wrapped around her back to catch her from a fall. The other hand, which held the anesthetic, placed the needle into his right cargo pants pocket, and then he cupped her cheek. In this way he held her up with his strong arms and continued to talk as if they were truly an arguing couple on the verge of a possible mend. 

“Are you drunk again?” he declared. “Why are you always drinking when I’m gone? Come here. Let’s sit down and talk.”

At first, many people on the street or walking through the grassy breezeway—directly past the killer and Tabitha—believed something was obviously wrong: her unnatural movements said as much. A few even stopped to watch, but the killer was such an expert in his handling of Tabitha’s body that after the initial injection and her brief struggle, Tabitha appeared like any other intoxicated college student being helped by a best friend or lover. Her feet tried to walk. Her arms grasped at him—not in an aggressive way but as if she were in a dream and needed to shoo clouds. 

Gently, lovingly, the killer led her over to a wall, sat down with her, and stroked her hair. Even the most watchful and vigilant passersby soon assumed everything was fine and continued on with their evening. 


“We’ll be happy together,” the killer whispered. 

He kissed her softly on the cheek. The excitement he felt was even stronger than with Cindy. Strangely aroused, he peered up into the dark sky to see the All Spirit, watching him with a grimaced look of disapproval. 

“All right.” The killer blanched.

A deep hug brought Tabitha closer to his body. He smelled her scent, squeezed her arms and legs. Slight moans came from her lips, but he knew they would be fleeting; the drugs would erase her mind in just over twenty minutes. 

Two boys played Frisbee Golf right beside them. A group of rowdy college freshmen sang songs. Cars raced by along the Charles River. 

Amid the populated area, the killer picked Tabitha up and slung her over his shoulders for a piggy-back ride. Although her feet dangled, he held her hands on his chest and jogged to his car, which was parked on Memorial Drive. 

“Come on!” he cried in his accent. “Put your legs around me! You’re making me do all the work. At least help me out a little bit? Please?”

He continued the dialogue by the blue minivan, where he rested her on the car, opened the passenger door, and gently placed her inside. 

For a few seconds, he remained squatted by the door, not only to keep up the concerned-boyfriend charade, but to observe her features, to watch her chest rise and fall, and to wonder—as he had so often—what it would be like to kiss her, for real, and to make love. The All Spirit grumbled from his heavenly position, and the killer, with a sigh, closed the passenger side door, took his place by the steering wheel, and drove away. 




 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

On Wednesday morning, bright and early, Avery entered the office to check her messages and see if any new leads had come in. The disturbing interview with George had only confirmed one thing: he was crazy. Could he be the killer? Sure, Avery had begun to suspect, but there were still other avenues she needed to pursue. 

One last suspect remained: Cindy Jenkins’ boyfriend, Winston Graves. Graves was a Harvard fencing champion from an elite family. His father owned a number of supermarket chains and his mother was a regular on QVC. By all accounts, he was a dedicated student and athlete who would never have to work a day in his life, but he still received top grades and had aspirations of representing his country in the Olympics. 

Slim, she thought, but worth checking out.

“Hey, Black,” the captain called, “come on in here.” 

Finley Stalls sat before the captain’s desk, like a thief about to be caught red-handed. Despite their brief moment of camaraderie the day before, Avery wanted nothing to do with him. A beat cop usually assigned to whatever homicide squad division was in need, he was, she believed, lazy, mean, untrustworthy, and he had an accent so thick and fast it was nearly impossible to understand what he was saying half the time. 

“What’s up, Cap?”

O’Malley wore a navy blue long sleeve shirt and tan slacks. Stubble lined his face and he appeared to have gotten little sleep. 

“Looks like Thompson kicked down the right doors,” he said. “We received a call this morning from Shelly Fine, mother of our assumed perp. Looks like she lent him some money to rent out a cabin on Quincy Bay for the entire month. Here’s the address,” he said and handed her a slip of paper. “That might be our spot. Get down there now. If this is it, I’ll meet with the chief this afternoon to schedule the news conference.”

Avery checked the address.

Southwest, she thought, on the water. Far from the abduction site or car routes. Intel from Jones had the killer driving in the opposite direction after the alleyway in Cambridge. And Thompson had the car going north. 

“Sure,” she said, “I’ll head there this afternoon.”

“What are you? Drunk?” he snapped back. “I just handed you the potential address of our killer, and you tell me you’ll wait until this afternoon?”

“Thompson and Jones spent most of the day yesterday going over car routes. They had the minivan heading north from the park and west from the alley. Not once did it veer south. I’m not saying Fine isn’t our killer. I just think.”

“Listen, Black. You can think all you want. You want to follow-up on other leads? You go right ahead. After you search this cabin. You hear me? As far as I’m concerned, this case is over. I want it tied up with a pretty ribbon on top. You better make me look good for the chief.” 

“Sure,” she said, “no problem.”

“That ‘sure’ sounds a lot like ‘I’ll do what I want,’” O’Malley said. “Look, Avery,” he said and settled down, “I know you’re smart. That’s why you were promoted, yeah? And I know you’ve got great instincts. But what I need now is closure. If I’m wrong? Great. Rub it in my face all you want. But for now? We’ve got the best lead so far and I expect you to follow it.” 

“Understood,” she said.

“Good,” he replied, “now take your new partner and get out of here.” 

“Finley?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You got a problem with that?”

“Seriously?” 

“What?” the captain challenged. “You think I’m giving you a good cop? Your first partner was killed. Your second one is in the hospital. Finley is perfect. Solves all my problems. If he does good? Great. If he gets killed? Not a problem. I can at least tell the chief I finally got rid of some dead weight around here.” 

“I’m right here!” Finley yelled. 

O’Malley pointed at him.

“Don’t you disappoint me,” he snapped. “I’m tired of it, you hear me, Fin? You prove yourself on this case and maybe I’ll rethink my opinion about your dedication as an officer. For now, you’re just a racist cop that gets moved around from department to department because no one wants to fire you. Is that what you want? You like that title? Good. No more jerking around. You do what she says and clean up your act. Understand?”

 

* * * 

 

“What crawled up his ass?” Finley snapped when they’d left. The words were spoken extremely fast, and with such a heavy accent that Avery thought it sounded like “Whacawlup-is-ass” and she had to take a minute to figure it out. 

She was at least a head taller than Finley and seemed like a supermodel compared to him with his frog-like lips, chubby cheeks, large eyes, and short, stout frame. 

Barely a word was spoken until the reached the car. 

The white BMW seemed to offend Finley. 

“Whoa!” he shouted. “I’m not getting in that thing.” 

“Why not?”

“It’s a girly car.” 

Avery hopped inside. 

“Suit yourself.”

Finley—completely out of his element in his blue patrol uniform standing next to a white convertible BMW—appeared as dejected as a kitten in a rainstorm.

“Hey, Fin,” a distant cop shouted. “Nice ride.”

“Ah, man,” Finley moaned. 

“It’s called karma,” Avery said when Finley begrudgingly hopped in and closed the door. “What comes around goes around.”

She headed out of the lot and turned west.

“Hey,” he said, “where you going? Quincy Bay is in the other direction.”

“We’ll get there,” she said.

“Now wait a minute,” Finley complained. “I was in that office too. Cap said we go to Quincy Bay. No exceptions.”

“He also said you need to listen to me.”

“No way. No way,” Finley shouted. “You can’t screw this up for me, Black. Turn the car around. This is my last shot. Captain hates me. We gotta do what he says.” 

His dropped consonants and verbal speed made Avery shake. 

“Do you ever listen to yourself?” she asked. “I mean, do you ever record yourself and then go back and try to understand what you said?”

Finley looked lost.

“Forget it,” she motioned. 

“Black, I’m serious,” he pushed.

“Have you ever encountered a serial killer?” she asked.

“No. Yes. Well, maybe.” Finley thought.

“There’s something about them,” Avery said, “something different from other people. I didn’t know that until I represented one as a lawyer and thought he was innocent. After it turned out that I was wrong, I started to see things differently. His house, what he collected. On the outside, they looked like normal things, but in hindsight, they were clues. A shadow veiled everything,” she remembered, “a shadow that longed to be lifted.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Finley whined. 

Avery breathed out a heavy sigh.

“George Fine might be our killer,” she said. “He stalked girls and he attacked a cop. But what I saw around him, it doesn’t add up. Points to something different, like a crazy kid who’s stuck in his own head. There’s no solid proof of anything else, which makes me think the house is a getaway, some place he goes to try and get out of his own head. I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong. We’ll get to the house. I promise. Just give me an hour.” 

Finley shook his head.

“Shit, man, I’m fucked.”

“Not yet,” she said. “Just a brief detour to Harvard to interview one final suspect and then it’s on to Quincy Bay.” 

Dead silence lasted the rest of the way into Cambridge. At one point, slightly curious about Finley and their difficult past together, Avery cocked a brow and asked a question. 

“Why are you always such an asshole?” 

“To you?”

“Yeah, to me.”

Finley shrugged as if the answer was obvious. 

“You’re a chick,” he said. “Everyone knows chicks don’t make good cops. Heard you were a lesbian too. You like to bang serial killers, right? Crazy shit. You’re a crazy chick, Black. Besides, you always look like you belong somewhere else. So I say to myself: why doesn’t she go work somewhere else if she don’t like it here? That’s all. Busting your balls. Gotta fight back if you want respect,” he said and punched the air. “Pop, pop, pop.” 

Avery began to wonder if he was slightly special. 

 

* * *

 

“Can I help you with something?”

Winston Graves looked just like he’d been portrayed by the sorority girls: cocky, aloof, tall, dark, and athletic. He had dreamy green eyes and a toned, tan body. Although not a perfect match to the man Avery had seen in the surveillance videos, she tried to imagine him in disguise and slumped over to make him seem shorter. 

On the porch of his first-floor apartment house, he wore white and red basketball shorts, flip-flops, and a tank-top. Books were in his hand. He glanced over at Finley, who stood further away on the sidewalk and glared at Winston like a pit bull ready to strike. 

‘My name is Avery Black,” she said and flashed her badge. “I’m with Homicide. I’d just like to ask you a few questions about Cindy Jenkins.”

“It’s about time,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I called the cops on Sunday. This is the first time anyone thought it might be important enough to talk to me? Huh,” he fake laughed, “I’m touched.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Avery said. “Did you have anything to add to the case? Is that why you wanted the police to call you back?”

“No,” he said, “I’m just forever amazed at the stupidity of our public servants.”

Avery winced. 

“Ouch,” Finley said. “You better mind your smart-ass tongue, Harvard boy, or I’ll bring in your clean ass for Obstruction.”

Winston looked over at Finley, haughty at first; but then when he caught a good look at his raging eyes, he seemed to show the slightest bit of self-doubt and humility.

“What do you want?” Winston demanded.

“You can start by telling me where you were Saturday night,” Avery said.

Winston laughed.

“Are you serious?” he said. “I’m a suspect now? This just gets better and better.”

A powerful, protected air surrounded Winston, like he was untouchable, above them all, and blessed by money and birthright. He reminded Avery of all the multimillionaires she’d worked with as an attorney. During that time in her life, she probably acted just like him. 

 “Just going through the motions,” she said.

“I was playing poker with my friends. Everyone was at my house until about midnight. You want to check? Go right ahead. Here are some names,” and rattled off a few of his Harvard classmates.

Avery took notes. 

“Thanks for that,” she said. “And, how are you?”

He frowned.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“I don’t know, just trying to be empathetic. How are you feeling? I assume this must have been very difficult for you. The way I understand it, you and Cindy were in a long-term relationship. Two years, isn’t that right?”

“Great detective work,” he said sarcastically. “Cindy and I were over. Not officially, but in the past few months, it became painfully obvious that we were not meant to be together. We were moving in different directions. I was going to break up with her. So no, I wasn’t that broken up. It’s a terrible tragedy. I was upset when I heard what happened, but if you’re looking for tears, you came to the wrong place.”  

“Wow,” Avery said. “It’s only been three days.”

“I’m sorry,” Winston snapped, “is there something I’m missing here? You come to my house, make me feel like I’m a suspect, question my relationship, and then try to make me feel guilty about my emotions? You might want to be careful with your words, Detective, or I’ll call my lawyer and make sure you’re put on a tighter leash.” 

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth!” Finley yelled with a pointed finger.

Avery flashed him a look that said “you are not helping.”

Her phone rang. 

“Black,” she said. 

O’Malley was on the line.

“Stop whatever you’re doing,” he said in an urgent, soft-spoken tone. “Turn the car around and head over to Violet Path in the Mount Auburn Cemetery over in Watertown. Plug it into your phone and get there now. Ask for a detective named Ray Henley. He’s in charge. The cabin can wait.”

“What is it?” she asked.

There came a three-second pause.

“They just found another body.” 




 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Mount Auburn Cemetery was a luxurious property of winding roads, lakes, and lush forests with gravestones strewn throughout. 

A number of Watertown police cruisers, along with unmarked cars, an ambulance, and a forensics van, made it impossible to drive very far into Violet Path. Trees obscured most of the overhead sunlight. Multiple groups of onlookers and bikers craned their necks to see something just outside of Avery’s view. She parked at the bottom of a grassy knoll, just at the intersection of Walnut Avenue and Violet. 

“Hey you,” a plainclothes cop shouted when she exited her car, “you can’t park there. Move that car. This is a crime scene.”

Avery flashed her badge. 

“Avery Black,” she said, “Homicide. Boston PD.” 

“You’re out of your jurisdiction, Boston. We don’t need you here. Go home.” 

Avery smiled: reasonable and pleasant.

“I was told to contact Ray Henley?”

“Lieutenant Henley?” Suspicious, the officer grumbled, “Wait here.”

“What’s up his ass?” Finley interjected. 

He stood right behind Avery, practically against her shoulder.

“Am I being punished?” she asked. “Is that why you’re here?” 

“This is my big break, Black. You’re going to help me reach detective.” 

“God have mercy on my soul.” 

A lean, attractive man in slacks and a red plaid shirt came over the hill. He looked more like an outdoorsman than a detective; only the badge around his neck and the gun on his hip gave it away. He had a sunburned face and wavy brown hair. An aura of wellness and patience exuded from his being, and he smiled at Avery as if they knew each other. 

“Detective Black.” He waved. “Thanks for coming.”

A strong hand gripped hers, and when he peered into her eyes, a calm feeling came over Avery, like she could sink into his arms and instantly be forgiven for all her sins. 

An awkward pause followed.

“I’m Ray Henley?” he said. 

“Right,” Avery replied, flustered, “sorry. I was told you found another body, similar to the one we discovered over in Lederman Park?” 

Her immediate discussion of the case turned him off slightly, and he breathed a wistful sigh and rubbed his cheeks. 

“Yeah,” he said, “come up and see for yourself.”

He updated her on the way.

“A runner found her this morning around six. For a second, she thought the girl was some kind of Satan worshiper from the way she was positioned. We believe her name is Tabitha Mitchell, an MIT junior that never showed up at her dorm last night. Her roommate called the police around two, and then again eight. Cambridge police would have normally waited forty-eight hours to post a picture but since she’s a connected college student, we caught a break.”

“What’s she doing out here?”

“I thought you could help us with that.”

The body was at the top of the knoll. Small gray tombstones marked the area. She was draped over a larger stone that resembled a chess piece pawn. He had once again done incredibly lifelike work. She was squatted and hugging the monument. Her cheek rested on the top. Eyes were open and there was a lasciviousness about her appearance. Red blush painted her cheeks. Some kind of glue had been sprayed on her forehead and hair tips to imitate sweat, and her mouth was puckered in a sense of breathlessness. 

“She’s not wearing any undergarments,” Ray said. 

Cindy Jenkins wore undergarments: panties and a bra. What does that mean? Avery wondered. Is the killer becoming bolder? Did she just leave the house that way?

Tabitha’s eyes were open and focused on something in the distance. 

Avery tracked the line of sight to a bunch of white, short tombstones on an opposite, grassy decline. 

“Finley,” she said, and inwardly bristled at his name, “write down whatever you see on those graves over there. Mark them down so I know which one’s first, second, third, got it? Then take a walk around the area. Serial killers usually return to the scene of the crime to get a cheap thrill. Maybe ours is still here.”

“A serial killer?” He beamed. “Oh wow. You got it, Black,” and he flashed her a can-do attitude and pointed a finger in her face to express seriousness.

“Is that your partner?” Ray asked.

“No,” she insisted.

Once again, he tried to start a conversation. 

“Saw you in the paper a couple of days ago.” He smiled. “And,” he emphasized, slightly embarrassed, “I saw you in a lot of papers a few years ago.” 

His implication wasn’t clear until Avery glanced at him and realized: He’s flirting.

It was hard for her to do anything in front of a dead body except analyze what happened and try to piece together the puzzle. She wondered if that was some kind of mechanical flaw born from her past guilt and torment, but then she remembered she’d always been that way, even as an attorney: focused, relentless, and eager to find the connections that would lead to success. Now, the only difference was that those connections weren’t just ways to get her clients off—they were ways to stop murderers.

Ray sensed her discomfort and changed the subject.

“You think this is your guy?”

Avery cleared her throat. 

“Absolutely,” she said. “This is his work.” 

“Well then,” he sighed, “I’ll share whatever we have. We don’t get many crime scenes like this in Watertown. And, if you like, we can even have the body sent to your lab and you can take things over from there. You OK with that?” 

“Of course,” she said, genuinely appreciative. “That would be great.”

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” he added with a smile, “I’m not just a nice guy. Truth be told? I’m a little OCD when it comes to sharing. It makes my skin crawl trying to imagine two sets of paperwork on something this important, and timely.” 

“Still,” she offered, “thank you.” 

He held her look for as long as possible; Avery blushed and turned away, excited by the attention but eager to get back to work. Thankfully, another officer flagged him down.

“Lieutenant, we have a situation over here.”

“Be right back,” Ray said. 

The cemetery was peaceful, calming, just like the area where Cindy Jenkins was placed in Lederman Park. Why? Avery wondered. What’s the significance of parks? Mentally, she checked off avenues to pursue: Was Tabitha a sorority girl like Cindy? She’s a junior, and half Asian. So the killer can’t be hunting down seniors, or specifically white girls. Cindy came from an established family. What about Tabitha? They were both abducted from Cambridge. Why? Is that where the killer lives? Where was Tabitha last seen? Who saw her alive? Can we get surveillance? The list seemed endless.

What do we know? she pushed. 

Nothing, she mentally replied. We know absolutely nothing. 

No, she rallied, we know something: the relative size and shape of the killer, his ethnicity, MO, and the specific drugs he used. Ramirez was compiling a list of hallucinogenic plant suppliers, as well as car dealerships and Internet sites that sold Chrysler blue minivans. We can pursue those leads. We can also share the killer’s sketch with Cambridge police. See if there’s a match. We can also try to track that minivan from Lederman. 

I just need more people, she thought. And not Finley.

Police sirens blared. 

Cops spun into action.

“We got a runner! We got a runner!”

Farther off, on another path visible from her position, a black car, maybe a Mustang, revved up and burned smoke out of the cemetery. Ray was below shouting orders. Two police officers and a photographer around the body perked up and started to head toward the action.

“No, no,” Avery called and pointed. “You stay here. Someone has to guard the body.” 

Finley, she thought. Where is Finley? 

Her walkie-talkie buzzed to life.

“Hey, Black,” came Finley’s voice, “we got him! I got him!”

“Where are you?” she demanded.

“I’m in a Watertown police cruiser with—hey, what’s your name,” he said to someone. “Shut up, man!” came a different voice. “I’m trying to drive!” “I don’t know,” Finley added, “some cop. We’re the first ones out. Following a black Mustang. Heading northwest out of the cemetery. Hop in that pretty white pony of yours and back us up. We got him!” 




 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Avery jumped in her car and stuck a siren on the roof. The red light whirled. Her walkie-talkie, a new model as sleek and small as a cell phone, was thrown aside. Instead, she turned on the car transreceiver and clicked the frequency she’d been assigned to Finley.

The car started. A backup curve and she hit the pedal and peeled forward out onto Walnut Avenue. The paths in the cemetery were a maze-like jumble. Through distant trees, she caught the tail end of a police cruiser. She abandoned the road and jumped onto the grass. Shit, she thought, I’m going to get into trouble for this. Headstones were avoided. The car turned onto another paved road and she was behind a pack of police vehicles. 

Avery followed the chase out of the cemetery and onto Mt. Auburn Street. She narrowly avoided two cars. A crash resounded behind her. The line of red and blue police lights shifted onto Belmont Street.

Avery picked up her transreceiver mouthpiece.

“Finley,” she called, “where are you?”

“Oh man,” Finley replied, “you guys are way behind. We’re ahead of everybody. This is great. We’re going to catch this son of a bitch.” 

“Where are you?” she demanded.

“On Belmont, just past Oxford. No wait. He’s turning onto Marlboro Street.”

Avery checked her speedometer. Sixty-five…seventy. Belmont went in two directions. Her side was a one-lane street with enough room to slip by any slow cars on the right. Thankfully, all the police cruisers had already diverted traffic. She caught up to the last car.

“Made a left on Unity Avenue now,” Finley called. 

The line of police turned right on Marlboro and then made a quick left. 

“We stopped. We stopped,” Finley cried. “I’m out of the car. Mustang on the lawn of a small brown house, left side. Heading into the house.”

“Don’t go into the house!” Avery shouted. “Do you hear me? Do not go in!”

The line went silent. 

“Shit,” she said aloud.

All the police cars had converged on a single brown two-story house with a short lawn and no trees. The Mustang had nearly smashed into the front staircase. The police cruiser beside it, Avery assumed, had been the one with Finley inside. 

Avery hopped out and pulled the Glock out from her shoulder strap. Other officers had their weapons drawn. No one seemed to know what was happening. 

“Is this our guy?” Henley called out. 

“We don’t know,” another cop answered.


Yelling came inside. 

Shots were fired.

“You two!” Henley roared to his men. “Go around back. Make sure no one leaves. Sullivan, Temple, keep your eyes on me.”

He squat-ran up the stairs and into the house. 

Avery made a move to go after him.

“Hold up. Hold up,” a cop shouted. 

Finley exited the house with his arms wide in pleasant victory, gun in hand. 

“That’s right,” he said. “Game over for the serial killer.” 

“Finley, what happened?” Avery shouted. 

“I got him,” he declared, no sense of remorse or social etiquette. “Shot that mother-fucker. He pulled a weapon and I shot him. Saved some cop’s life and shot his white ass. That’s how we do it on the south side,” he declared and threw up a gang symbol Avery immediately recognized as the South Boston D-Street Boys.

“Slow down,” she said. “How do you know he’s our guy?”

Finley cocked his neck and opened his eyes wide.

“Oh yeah,” he declared, “That’s our guy all right. Caught him in the basement. Lot of sick shit down there. You gotta see it to believe it.”

Henley came out of the house.

“Sullivan,” he called, “get an ambulance out here, now, and get down in that basement. Dickers was shot. He needs support. Travers,” he said, “I want this place sealed off. No one in. No one out. You hear me? We don’t need anyone else contaminating the scene. Marley! Spade” he yelled to the back. “Get out here.”

“I need to see what’s in there,” Avery said.

“Go,” Henley waved, “she’s OK, Travers. Both of them,” he indicated Finley. “No one else.” And to Finley he added: “I’m going to need a statement from you, young man.”

“No problem,” Finley said. “Heroes tell tales.” 

“Tell me everything, slowly,” Avery snapped.

Finley—still on an adrenaline rush—was hyped and bouncy.

“I did what you asked,” he said in his speedy, accented tone, “wrote down those tombstone names. A bunch of girls, maybe eighteen or twenty years old. I don’t know. I’m no good at math. Died in WWII. Then I saw this old guy watching everything from afar. Looked shady, you know? I alerted one of the other cops, because I’m a team player and all, and we went over to have a little chat. We get about halfway toward this guy and he bolts: hard run to the car. Who knew old people could run so fast? Jumps in and peels out. Wait until you see what we found. Solved the case single-handedly,” he said and slapped his chest. “Don’t worry. I’ll give you some props,” he added. “Who’s lazy now?!” he yelled to the sky. 

All Avery heard was “tombstones…girls…died in WWII…” and she made a mental note to find out everything about those markers and the women they served.

Gun drawn, Avery moved through the front door.

The house had an old, musty scent to it, like someone hadn’t lived there in a long time. Carpets were dusty white. A staircase led to the second floor. Through the ceiling, Avery heard footsteps and someone yell, “Clear.”

“Down this way,” Finley said. 

He led her around the stairs. A kitchen was on the left. To the right was a door that led to the basement. The scent was strong around the door: rotting corpses and scented oils. Oils, Avery thought; maybe this is our guy.

Creaky steps led to an expansive, dark basement with a stone floor. The smell was so strong Avery nearly retched: dead bodies and decomposition mixed with sweet-smelling fragrances to hide the scent. Air fresheners hung everywhere between the beams and exposed padding of the ceiling. Boxes lined nearly every wall, hundreds and hundreds of boxes. The only empty space held a long table marred with dried blood and cutting implements 

Towards the back was a soiled bed. 

A dead body lay on the bed, practically blue and decomposed from time, legs splayed open and tied to posts, along with the hands. It was a girl, someone young that Avery guessed had died years earlier. 

Strange, sexual devices surrounded the area: bondage chairs; chains from the ceiling, and a swing. One of the boxes in the back was opened. Avery peeked inside and caught a glimpse of a woman’s body parts.

She held her nose from the stench.

“Jesus.”

“What did I tell you?” Finley beamed. “Crazy shit, right?” 

A man lay dead at the foot of the wooden-post bed, 6’2” or 6’3”. He was old and lean, with long gray hair. Maybe sixty, Avery thought. A shotgun was by his hand. 

The downed cop sat against a side wall being aided by his friend. Luckily, he’d worn a vest, but some of the shotgun shells had gone through his neck and face. 

“My wife’s going to fucking kill me,” the cop said.

“Nah,” the other cop replied, “you’re a hero.” 

The basement was dirty. Dust balls were everywhere. The tools on the desk, the desk itself, even the sex equipment had obviously never received a thorough cleaning. Boxes along the back were soiled and nearly falling over. 

“I need to make a sweep,” Avery said. “Finley. Check the garage. See if you can find our blue minivan, and disguises, plants, needles: anything related to our case.”

“On it,” he said and bounded up the stairs.

The rest of the house appeared old and unlived in, with no pets and no plants. It was neat, tidier than the basement, but still caked in dust. No indication of any other perversions could be found on the higher floors. Pictures that lined the walls were quaint copies of artists like Bruegel and Monet. The suspect, it seemed, spent most of his time on the second floor, where Avery found his personal effects and clothing. 

She headed outside. 

The neighborhood had come alive. Police lights still turned. Crowds had gathered around the areas sectioned-off area.

Finley came panting back. 

“Just an empty garage with a lot of junk lying around,” he said. 

A picture of the killer had already taken shape in Avery’s mind, based off what she’d seen on the surveillance tapes and what she believed from previous experience. She imagined a strong, dainty young man—educated and anti-social, a man that liked art and had a mind for medicinal concoctions. The way he placed his women were like Parish paintings, or works by Alphonse Mucha. Similarly, the drugs he administered were artlike in their own way, drawn from a number of rare, illegal plants and flowers. He was also fastidious about details, and clean, just like the placed bodies with their washed clothing and clean skin. 

This house?

The man dead in the basement?

George Fine?

They were all pieces of the puzzle, but they felt like different puzzles, with their own pieces, and all the pieces were strewn together. 




 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

The police department stood on their feet when Avery and Finley appeared from the elevator banks. Finley basked in the attention. He bowed, hooted at his friends, and repeatedly yelled: “I’m the man, right? You see how we do it on the South Side?”

“Great job.” People clapped.

“You got him!” 

In a dark place, Avery heard none of it. The office was a shell with no one inside, the sounds: white noise. Images swirled in her mind: George Fine, Winston Graves, and the old dead man in his sick, twisted basement of horrors. 

O’Malley came out of his office to personally shake Avery’s hand.

“Talk to me,” he said. “How did it go?”

“Guy’s name is Larry Kapalnapick. Works at Home Depot as a loader,” Avery said. “From the looks of it, all the bodies in the basement were already dead.”

“Fuckin’ grave digger!” Finley chimed in. 

“He must have been doing it for years,” Avery said. “Watertown police estimated there were body parts from at least twenty different people down there. Best guess is, he digs up a body, plays around for a while, and then cuts it up and stores it in the basement. Henley’s department is having everything shipped to the lab just to make sure.”

“Son of a bitch,” O’Malley whispered.

Finley laughed. 

“Motherfucker had Pine Scents hanging all over the basement ceiling.” 

“What about our victim?” 

“We went back to the scene after the chase. Coroner was there and forensics. Randy says it was the same perpetrator as Cindy Jenkins, same MO, and from the smell of it, probably the same anesthetic. She’ll check into that here.”

“So, Fine isn’t our guy.”

“Can’t be,” she said. “He was locked up tight the night before. He’s guilty of something. But not this. As a precaution, I asked Thompson and Jones to check out the cabin in Quincy Bay. Then Jones will continue street surveillance for the minivan, and Thompson has been assigned to dig up everything he can on Winston Graves.”

“Graves? Jenkins’ boyfriend.” 

“It’s a long shot,” Avery admitted. “In the meantime, Finley takes over on the Tabitha Mitchell case. He can start now with friends and family.”

“Finley?” 

“He worked his ass off today.”

To Finley she added: “Remember to think beyond Tabitha Mitchell. We need any connections between her and Cindy Jenkins. Childhood history. College majors. Favorite foods. After-school activities. Friends and family. Anything.”

With a fire in his eyes, Finley banged on his heart.

“I’m your pit bull,” he said. 

The captain nodded at her.

“What are you going to do?” 

Avery imagined the blue minivan heading west from Boston. She believed the killer had to reside in one of the counties that followed: Cambridge, Watertown, or Belmont. The combined populations of those counties totaled almost two hundred thousand. An endless sea of faces.

“I need to think,” she said. 

 

* * *

 

Avery sited her Glock 27 at a distant target. Orange goggles covered her eyes. Plugs had been stuffed into her ears. She imagined the face of Howard Randall as a placeholder for the new, faceless killer. She fired. 

Pop! Pop! Pop! 

Three shots hit the target almost dead center. 

Thinking had always been her strong suit: time away from a case when she could decompress and process what she knew.

A blank wall greeted her this time.

No leads. No connections. Just a wall that kept her away from the truth. Avery had never believed walls. Walls were for other people, other attorneys, other cops that simply didn’t know how to break through those walls and see what others couldn’t.

What am I missing?

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Her bullets faded to the right. At the start of her session, she’d hit nothing but bull’s eyes. Now they were off. Just like you, she thought. Off. Missing the target. Missing something.

No, she mentally rallied. 

Breathe in…breathe out…

Pop! Pop! Pop! 

All bull’s eyes.

Howard Randall, she thought. 

Suddenly, she realized: That’s it. A fresh perspective. 

Stupid, she thought. Crazy. Connelly would go nuts. The media would have a field day. Fuck the media. Would he even do it? Of course he would; she knew for certain. He went to jail for you. He has this sick fascination about you. He’s probably following the case already. No, she swore. I won’t do it. I won’t go down that road again. 

She put in a fresh clip in her gun.

She fired. 

Pop! Pop! Pop! 

Every shot went wide.

 

* * *

 

In the darkness of the police station, well past midnight, Avery sat hunched over her desk. Pictures lay spread out before her: Cindy Jenkins, Tabitha Mitchell, Lederman Park, the cemetery, and the alleyway and screenshots of the minivan and the killer. 

What am I missing?

Photos were meticulously analyzed. 

Finley had already taken a few sworn statements. From the early looks of it, Tabitha had been abducted right out in the open, just like Cindy, probably only steps away from the bar she visited every Tuesday night. Only, there was no boyfriend or frequent stalker to question. According to those interviewed, Tabitha had been single for a while. Tabitha was in a sorority—Sigma Kappa—but the connections to Cindy Jenkins ended there. Tabitha was a junior economics major. Cindy was a senior in accounting. 

Sororities.

Is that the link? 

She made a mental note to check nationwide sorority gatherings.

The movie playing at the Omni was about three women. The gravestone pointed to three women. Does that mean he kills in threes? The movie and the WWII tombstone girls were compared and contrasted for any leads. 

She surveyed multiple car routes around Cambridge and Watertown and imagined where the killer might live, and why he might have chosen those routes. The list of dark blue Chryslers was now being supervised by Finley. They already had two thousand listed with owners for cars made and sold in the past five years. What if he bought it six years ago? she thought. Or seven?

Howard Randall continued to invade her thoughts. She even imagined she heard his voice: “You can come to me, Avery. I won’t bite. Ask me your questions. Let me help you. I’ve always wanted to help.”

She banged on her head.

“Go away!” 

Still, the image came, and laughed. 




 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

At seven-thirty the next morning, Avery sat in her car a half block down from the home of Constance and Donald Prince.

They lived in Somerville, just northeast of Cambridge, in a small yellow house with white trim on a quiet suburban street. A white picket fence surrounded the property. There were two porches: one on the first floor up, and another on the second level, where chairs and a table had been set for sunlit morning breakfasts. 

The scene appeared to be the perfect setting: trees lined the sidewalks, the sun was coming up, and birds chirped in the sky. 

Screams were all Avery could remember, the endless screams from the one and only time she had visited the Princes, and tears and plates being thrown against the wall as both of them had desperately tried to drive her away. 

Constance and Donald Prince were the parents of Jenna Prince, the last Harvard student killed by Professor Howard Randall, nearly four years ago. The murder had come only weeks after superstar defense attorney Avery Black had done the impossible and gotten Professor Randall off for the murder of two other Harvard students, despite the overwhelming circumstantial evidence stacked against him. 

Those brief few days between Avery’s jury win and the killing of Jenna Prince resounded in Avery’s mind. At the jury verdict, the celebration had begun. Nights were spent downing expensive bottles of wine and sharing her bed with numerous, nameless faces. One night in particular, she’d even called her ex to ask if he wanted to get back together again. She never even waited for a response. Avery had just laughed after her question and swore she’d never be with a loser like him again. The shame she felt over that moment continued to burn on her cheeks even now, years later.

Her victory had been short-lived. 

She learned the truth from the papers a few days later: “Freed Harvard Killer Strikes Again.” Like his previous victims, the many body parts of Jenna Prince had been carefully reconfigured near Harvard landmarks. But unlike the other murders, this time, Howard Randall had immediately stepped forward. He appeared in Harvard Yard almost as soon as the body was discovered, hands up in surrender and covered in blood. “This is for you, Avery Black,” he had told reporters. “This is for your freedom.” 

And her belief that she was a decent, honorable person? That she’d finally done good and freed an innocent man? 

Gone.

Everything she believed in was destroyed. Her husband had always known the truth about her faulty overconfidence and ego, but her daughter? It was a shocking revelation. “Was it all about the money?” Rose had wondered. “You set a serial killer free. How many other murderers have you let off so you could wear those shoes?” 

Avery glanced at the tan interior of her BMW. 

The leather was faded and old. The black dashboard had been removed and updated with her transreceiver, police scanner, and a computer for when she was on stakeouts. The car, bought at the height of her arrogance and fame, now served as a memory of her indulgent past, and a testament to her future.

“You won’t die in vain,” she swore to the memory of Jenna Prince. “I promise.”

The walk to the house felt like forever. The sound of her shoes on the cement, birds, distant cars, and noises all made her more aware of herself, and what she intended to do. “I hate you,” Constance had spit all those years ago. “You’re the devil. You’re worse than the devil.” “Get out of our house!” Donald had cried. “You already killed our daughter. What more do you want? Forgiveness? Who can ever forgive someone as sick and depraved as you?”

Avery walked up the steps.

A phone call would have been inappropriate, even more so than an impromptu visit. They needed to see her face, her desperation. And she needed them.

She rang the doorbell.

A middle-aged female voice cried out: “Who is it?”

Footsteps moved closer.

The door opened. 

Constance Prince was white, with an unnatural tan and cropped, bleached-blond hair. Although she rarely left the house except for chores or Mahjong with friends, she had on a mask of heavy make-up: blush, eyeliner, and red lipstick. Wrinkles lined her mouth and eyes. She wore a light sweater and red slacks. Golden bracelets clinked on her wrists. Jewels hung from golden threads on both ears. 

A few blinks and she seemed to focus in on Avery. The welcoming air of her posture and appearance quickly faded. A breath was sucked in and she stepped back as if in shock.

Another voice called out.

“Who is it, honey?”

Without a word, Constance tried to shut the door.

“Please,” Avery said. “I just need to ask a favor. I’ll be gone before you know it.”

A sliver of Constance’s face could be seen between the door and frame. Head low, she stood unmoving for a moment.

“Please,” Avery begged. “I need something, but I can’t do it without your approval.”

“What do you want?” Constance whispered.

Avery searched the porch and street before she turned back to the door. 

“Have you read the papers?”

“Yes.”

“There’s another killer on the loose. He’s a lot like, the last one,” Avery said without mentioning Howard Randall, “smart and hard to track. Another body was found, today. That makes two so far, but he might work in threes, which means another body isn’t far off. I’m a cop now,” she added. “That life, who I was back then, that’s not who I am now. I’m trying to make amends. I’m trying to be different.”

The door opened.

Donald Prince had replaced his wife. Older, extremely large and out of shape, he had short gray hair, reddish skin, and a look that spoke to his shock and fury. He wore a dirty T-shirt, shorts, and green clogs. A dirt-covered glove was over one of his hands. 

“What the hell do you want?” he said. “Why are you here?” He looked down the street. “You’re not welcome in this house. Haven’t you done enough to our family?”

“I came to get your permission,” she said. 

“Permission?” he spit and almost laughed. “You don’t need our permission for anything. We want you out of our lives! You killed our daughter. Don’t you understand that?” 

“I never killed your daughter.”

His eyes widened. 

“You think that excuses what you did?”

“What I did was wrong,” she said, “and I have to live with that—every day. I’m different now. I’m a cop. I try to right these wrongs, not allow them to go free.”

“Well, good for you.” He aggressively nodded. “Too little, too late for us, though. Isn’t it?”

He tried to close the door.

“Wait,” Avery said. 

She held a palm on the painted wood.

“There’s a new killer. Just like Howard Randall. Right in our backyard. He’ll kill again. I’m sure of it. And soon. My leads are cold. I need a fresh perspective. I need to go visit Howard, see if he can help. I want your permission.” 

A laugh came from inside.

The door opened. 

Donald leaned back, impervious. 

“You want my permission?” he said. “To talk to the killer of my daughter, so you can stop another killer?”

“That’s right.”

“Sure,” he said with a fake smile. “Good luck.” 

Any familiarity left his face, and a dark, murderous glare penetrated Avery. 

“I don’t care who you are now. You hear me? You come to my house again? You talk to my wife?” Violence burned in his eyes. His voice turned into a whisper. “I’ll kill you,” he swore. “And that will be justice. True justice.”




 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

South Bay House of Corrections was a tremendous brown complex that spanned over six square blocks in the South End of Boston. The fortress was laid out in the shape of a triangle, with few windows and even fewer ways to enter. Multiple smaller buildings, high walls, and endless gates around the property made its entrance an enigma to the average visitor. 

Avery had been to South Bay a few times before, both as an attorney and a cop. Even though it was easy for her to navigate Massachusetts Avenue to the number of side streets that needed to be utilized in order to park on Bradson Street and gain access to the main building, it was always a time-consuming and overly complicated process. 

Visitors normally had to give written permission to enter at least a day in advance. If no advanced warning was given, they were usually turned away at the door for security reasons, regardless of their name, position, or excuse. The fact that Avery was a cop meant little to the overseers at South Bay. Prisons were like private islands, states unto themselves where employees were only accountable to their warden and the major. 

Avery, however, wasn’t a typical visitor. 

A pseudo-celebrity at South Bay, she was known by nearly everyone on staff. The trial where she had Howard Randall acquitted of murder had been televised. What had also been televised was his bloody surrender only days later. During both ordeals, her face had been plastered everywhere, and until her disappearance and eventual reemergence in the Boston PD, her name had become synonymous with corrupt lawyers and a legal system in need of a massive overhaul.

At the metal detector, a guard shouted.

“Hey, Ms. Black. Check it out, Joey! Look who’s here. Avery Black is back.”

“What’s up, Ms. Black?”

Avery offered a limp wave.

“Hi, guys.”

She placed her items on the table and moved through the scanner. 

Another guard bowed.

“To what do we owe this honor, Ms. Black?”

“I’m here to see Howard Randall.”

“Oh!” a bunch of guards cooed. 

“Wish I was a fly on that wall,” someone said. “Careful, Black. Randall got moved to B-Block two months ago. He carved up an inmate pretty-bad. That old man can move!” 

After the metal detectors, she was frisked and allowed to move into the visitors’ room.

“Name?” said a chubby, dour woman inside a gated office.

“Avery Black. Homicide. Boston PD.”

“I don’t see you on our list, Black. You’ll have to come back another time.”

A passing guard made a face. 

“Nah, nah,” he said, “let her through. Do you know who this is? Avery Black. Got that crazy old geezer Randall off for murder. Most riveting case I ever watched.”

“You’ll take the heat?”

“Yeah, yeah. Give her a pass. I’ll get someone down to Randall. See if he’s up for a chat. Sorry, Ms. Black, but if Randall don’t want to see you, there’s nothing we can do.”

“Understood,” she said. 

The caged waiting room was large and painted green. Buzzers continually resounded beyond the gates, along with slamming doors. Multiple tables and chairs were occupied by visitors waiting for their chance to see loved ones. A Mexican couple was fighting while their three children ran around and tried to talk to others.

What am I doing here? Avery wondered. 

“Black! It’s your lucky day,” the guard called. “Randall said he’s been expecting you. No public visiting room, though. He’s got to stay caged. The moment he opens his mouth, he gets in trouble. I’ll walk you downstairs and set you up outside his cell. More privacy for you too, right? And besides, you were his attorney once. Don’t you have lawyer-client privileges?” 

The walk down to the basement was everything Avery remembered. 

Prisoners cried out and clanked on their cells. “Get me out of here! I’m innocent!” Guards screamed. “Shut or it’s in the Box!” Whispers reached her, from passing guards to prisoners alike. “Hey, sweet thing. You want a private?” 

The basement level was darker than the rest of the prison, with poor lighting and thick black doors against gray-painted concrete. White numbers were painted on each door. B1…B2…B3. The guard passed by every door and opened another gate.

“We put him in the conference room for you,” he said. “You should be more comfortable there. When you’re done just yell out.”

One unmarked black door among many was opened. 

Howard Randall sat at one end of a long metal table in an extremely narrow room. He had a large head with minimal, gray shaved hair on the sides. Thick glasses adorned his wrinkled face. Small eyes peered out at Avery with excitement. He was dressed in an orange jumpsuit. Withered hands were clasped on the table and kept in place by handcuffs. Similarly, his feet had been cuffed and latched to the table legs to prevent any real movement. 

“Here you go, Howard,” the guard said. “See what I do for you? They didn’t want to let her down. She didn’t call first. But I got her in. That’s got to be worth something, right?”

Howard gave him a smile and a thankful nod.

“Of course, Officer Roberts,” he said in a soft-spoken, confident voice. “Why don’t we talk about payment later?”

The beefy, stubble-faced guard smiled back. “Good deal,” he said. “Remember,” he reminded Avery, “just holler when you’re done. I’ll be right outside. Don’t carve her up now Howard,” he laughed.

The door slammed shut.

The last time Avery had seen him was three years earlier, an uneventful trip she hoped would give her some answers. All Howard had done was talk about how thankful she should have been, for all he’d given her.

He appeared meeker than he had during her last visit. Poor food and no exercise, Avery thought. But his eyes…his eyes shone bright like stars.

“How are you, Howard?”

“How are you, Avery?”

“Always the therapist,” she said. “What was that all about?” she asked with a look over her shoulder. “What kind of payment does he expect?”

“Officer Roberts likes to be fondled,” he said. “He appreciates older men. I excite him. He’ll want some private time later.”

“I thought you were asexual?”

Howard offered a shrug.

“It gets lonely in here,” he explained. “We do what we do to survive, don’t we, Avery?”

She stiffened and squinted in defense.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

A lighter, more carefree air came to Howard. He attempted to open his palms and sit back and relax; the chains held him close to the table. 

“Come now, Avery,” he said, “why so guarded? You came to me. I’m a simple prisoner. How can I possibly hurt you any longer?”

“I heard you sliced up another inmate to get down here.”

“That was different.” He nodded in understanding. “My actions were completely warranted given the situation. Please, come. Sit down. Visits are so rare these days. Trust me. I won’t bite,” he said with a coy, sinister smile that exposed small teeth.

The sickness that Avery had felt toward him came back and hit her full force. She had the urge to wretch. He manipulated me, she thought, lied to me, set out to destroy my life. Why did I come here? Why would I trust him? He can’t help me.

As he if he could read her mind, he said, “You came about the case, didn’t you?”

“What case?”

“In today’s paper, they’re calling him the Sorority Killer, if I remember correctly. Two victims, both college students, unusually…placed, yes? Like mannequins.” 

“What do you know about it?”

“Sit, ” he said again.

Reluctantly, Avery pulled the seat away from the table and sat down.

“That’s better now, isn’t it?” he cooed. 

“The guard said you were expecting me.”

“Yes,” he said. 

“How did you know I would come?”

“I didn’t know, Avery. I’m not a mind-reader. But I do know things,” he whispered and leaned forward. “I know you’ve recently been promoted to detective, homicide division, and that you’re in charge of this case, yes? The papers say as much. And I know you have one great skill, Avery, and that is your tenacity of will. You’ll stop at nothing to win. But you’re a little out of your league on this one, aren’t you? Defending the common man is one thing. Hunting down gang members is another; those people have basic needs and desires, and easy motives to understand. But people like me?” He let the words hang in the air. “We’re a very different breed. Our motives, our purpose is often harder to perceive by…lesser mortals.” 

“Are you calling me a lesser mortal?”

He tipped his head as if to say “yes” without acknowledging the fact. 

“I know you’re here,” he said, “which means you must need something. I’m guessing you want me to help you solve this case. A bold move, Ms. Black. I thought you despised me, and yet here you are, coming to me for aid. We’re partners, again.”

“We were never been partners.”

“We’ve always been partners,” he instantly corrected. “I came to this place for you, Avery, to show you the light, to change you—not your clothes but who you are on the inside. One person, one life, can change the world, and you are proof—my greatest gift to humanity. You’re different now. I can see it. The cocky swagger is gone. The pretentious air has been vanquished. You sit before me a humble servant of justice, not wealth or power or greed. I like this new you, Avery. I wholeheartedly approve.”

The person he was talking about, the person he seemingly loved, was a shell of the woman Avery felt she’d been, a damaged, struggling shell that had fallen so far she almost never combed her hair or thought about what she might wear from day to day. She was a ghost, a ghost that drove around in her old car and dressed in clothes from her old life but was completely dead except for her strength of will, a will that forced her to seek out justice wherever she could so that one day, she might right the wrongs of her past and be set free. 

“I hate who I’ve become,” she said.

“And if you could go back,” he wondered, “would you?”

No, Avery thought. She would never go back. That life was over. But this new life…it wasn’t yet complete. She was still disgraced, still fighting from the shadows. Memories of her dark, empty apartment returned, of her life without friends or family—a daughter that wanted nothing to do with her. Suddenly, Avery felt herself slipping off a mental ledge, to a place she’d been only once before, a dark place. 

“I can never go back,” she said. 

“So,” Howard realized, “the past is gone, but the future is not yet bright. I can help you Avery. I want to help you.”

Avery looked up, back in the room again, sitting before Howard Randall and immersed in a case that already seemed cold. 

“I need your help,” she admitted. 

“And I need something from you, Avery.” 

His small brown eyes opened wide with passionate intensity, and he leaned forward as far as he could go and repeated: “I need something from you.” 

“What do you need?” she asked.

Randall’s entire persona changed. Hands slapped on the table and he leaned forward and practically yelled in her face with intense, rapid-fire words.

“Father,” he said, “Grover Black. Alcoholic. Rapist. Beater. Molester. Murderer.”

The words, like shots to her heart, launched Avery back to the past and she was there again, with her father and mother in that house in Ohio.

“No,” she declared. 

“Mother. Layla Black. Alcoholic. Drug addict. Insane!” 

Avery had been to therapists, lots of therapists, after the incident with Randall, but it was nothing like this. She’d been guarded then, in control the whole time. Now, Randall had reduced her to a six-year-old child with only a few words and incredible passion. 

Tears came, the instinctual tears of a young girl that wanted to save her mother from a gun-toting father that knew no bounds. 

“Father! Alcoholic. Shamer. Murderer!”

Desperate, out of her head, Avery stood up and banged on the door.

“Let me out,” she called. 

Randall closed his mouth. He leaned back and raised a brow.

“Your killer is an artist, yes?” he said. “The bodies are positioned like lovers? He’s an introvert, a dreamer. Not someone that would pick girls randomly off the street. He has to find them, watch them, know them from somewhere. Think, Avery. Think…”

The guard opened the door.

Avery rushed out. 




 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Avery sat hunched over the wheel of her car, still in the prison parking lot, destroyed, a mess, a husk, tears streaming down her face. Horrible sobs broke free from her throat. At one point, she jerked up and screamed and slammed the wheel.

Words.

Every time she heard one of his words, she cried harder. 

Molester. Alcoholic. Murderer. 

“No, no, no.” 

She banged her head to get the images out: her father in the woods, gun in hand. The body behind him. Varicose veins. Gray hair. That green dress. 

“Get out, get, out, get out,” Avery begged. 

She’d almost forgotten until then. So many years had been spent trying to forget the past, to get out of Ohio and wipe away her terrible history. In only a few words, Howard Randall had brought it all back. 

You’re just like them, she cried in misery. 

Murderer.

Alcoholic.

Just like them…just like them.

No! She mentally rallied. You’re nothing like them! You’re no murderer or drug addict. You’re not sick in the head. You do your best every day. Mistakes? Sure, but you try your hardest, all the time. 

Get him out of my head.

Get him out of my head. 

Fists rubbed away her tears. 

Sobs were stifled.

Pull yourself together, she commanded.

Tears came again, only this time, they were softer, gentler—not about her old, painful past, but her new life, her lonely, tormented existence. 

She hit the wheel. 

“Pull it together!”

A detailed clarity came to her in that moment. Everything felt sharp and focused: the border of the windshield, her arm, the cars parked around her, the sky. Not exactly herself but fully in control, Avery picked up her phone to call Finley.

“Yo, yo,” he answered.

“Finley,” she said, “where are you?”

“I’m in the office working my ass off. Where the hell are you? I should get a raise for this, you know? Aren’t I supposed to get the day off for finding a psycho? I just had one of the greatest chases of my life and now I’m stuck in an office. I should be out there having a beer.”

His entire monologue had come out like a single word. 

Avery rubbed her eyes.

“Finley, slow down. What have you found so far?”

“Why are people always telling me to slow down?” he complained as if he were truly upset. “I talk just fine. Everyone in my crew understands me perfectly. Maybe other people are the problem, ever think about that? My mother used to say.”

“Finley! The update.”

“The body is with the coroner,” he said, calmer and slower. “Crime scene wrapped up. They found some fibers but it looks like they’re the same ones from Jenkins: cat hair, a few dabs of plant extract on her clothes. Last few hours I’ve been looking for connections, like you asked. Different majors: economics and accounting. One a junior, one a senior. Different sororities, no family connections at all. Blah, blah, blah. Talked to Ramirez. He said Cindy’s parents mentioned an art class she took in Cambridge last semester. Place called Art for Life. Located on Cambridge Street and Seventh. Called Tabitha’s friends for a connection. Waiting to hear back.” 

Artist, Avery thought. He said our killer is an artist.

“Who teaches there?” she asked. “Who owns the studio?” 

“How the fuck should I know?” Do I have a thousand hands, now?” he barked. “You gave me like, a hundred jobs. I have no idea who teaches that fuckin’ class. I told you, I’m waiting to hear back.” 

She closed her eyes. 

“OK,” she said. “Thanks.” 

“You coming back to help me out or what?” Finley complained. 

“I need to tie up some loose ends,” she said. “You have Cindy’s address? And Tabitha’s? I want to swing by their dorms and see what I can find.” 

“I was already at Tabitha’s dorm. Just some chick room. Fancy clothing and stupid posters. Nothing there.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

 

* * *

 

Cindy had lived in a house not far from the Kappa Kappa Gamma suite, or from her boyfriend. The two-story white Tudor with blue trim housed two people. Cindy rented out the first floor; the second floor was inhabited by another Harvard senior. 

Avery called ahead to ensure Harvard officials would let her inside.

A spare set of keys was under a rock by the front porch.

Cindy’s apartment smelled like stale air. There were four main rooms: living room, bedroom, a spare room she’d converted into an office, and the kitchen. A few pieces of modern art adorned the walls. 

The office was filled with a slew of library-issued texts, along with a number of paperback romances. Papers were stacked on the desk.

Avery checked through the files. Medical bills, class folders, job interview letters, resumes. Everything was neat and orderly. Avery took notes on her phone: Cindy’s medical provider, every teacher she’d had, the places she’d interviewed, and her current employer: Devante Accounting Firm. The letter of her acceptance as a junior accountant in their firm was proudly displayed on the desk. 

No mention of the art class could be found, but there was a framed, hand-painted picture on the wall that had Cindy’s signature at the bottom. The image was a bowl of fruit. Avery turned the picture over. On the back was a stamp: Art for Life, their address, and the logo of a hand depicted as a paint palette. Avery put everything back the way she found it, headed outside, and hopped in her car.

MIT was called ahead to ensure they would allow her into Tabitha’s room. The dean’s assistant said he would take care of everything. 

As soon as she hung up, Avery’s phone rang.

“It’s Jones,” came a Jamaican voice. 

“Tell me something,” Avery said. 

“Nothing out here, man. The cabin is empty.”

“What the hell have you been doing all day?”

“Research, man,” Jones complained, “investigating. Took a while to get up here. Had to get the keys, right? Then Thompson wanted to drive and he has absolutely no sense of direction. GPS got us all screwy. But,” he admitted with another swig of his beer, “we got here and turned the place over. Nothing. You sure the kid stayed here?”

“You wasted a whole day,” Avery said.

“You’re not listening, Black! We been working hard.”

“Two girls are dead,” Avery said. “Or maybe you forgot that? We’ve got a serial killer on the loose and you’re jerking around in a lakeside cabin. Get back on Cambridge surveillance. And this time,” she snapped, “I want a detailed report on my desk by tomorrow afternoon. I want to know exactly how you spent every hour. You hear me?”

“Aw, come on! Black. I’m begging you,” Jones cried. “That job is crazy. Ain’t no way to track a car for miles and miles like that. It’s impossible. I need like, ten other people.”

“Take Thompson.”

“Thompson?” Jones laughed. “He’s worse than Finley.”

“Remember,” Avery emphasized. “A detailed report on my desk tomorrow afternoon. Make sure Thompson understands. Screw this up and I call Connelly.”

She hung up.

How am I supposed to do anything in Homicide if half my team won’t even respect my authority? she fumed. 

By the time she reached her next destination, the sky was dark. 

Tabitha had lived in the heart of the MIT, just off Vassar Street. Her roommate answered the door; she was a small, mousy girl with long black hair, glasses, and a face covered in pimples. The room was large: a main living area, open kitchen, and two bedrooms.

“Hi,” the girl said, “you must be Avery.”

“Yeah, thanks for letting me in.”

“That’s her room, there,” she pointed.

The girl appeared dour and miserable.

“Were you two friends?” Avery wondered.

“Not really,” she said and walked away. “Tabitha was popular.”

Tabitha’s room was extremely cluttered. 

The filing cabinet was more of a place to cram loose papers. A quick search uncovered everything from receipts to a resume and a smelly sandwich wrapper. The most revealing item was the number of pictures that lined the walls, all seemingly done by Tabitha herself: farm scenes, the MIT skyline, a bowl of fruit. 

Avery looked at the back of one of the framed paintings. 

A stamp read: Art for Life. 




 

CHAPTER TENTY

 

Molly Green was having a rough night. She puffed a lock of blond hair out of her face, wiped her brow, and pretended to roll up her sleeves.

“Luke and Gidget!” she cried. “I’ve had just about enough of this!”

The house where she worked as a part-time nanny appeared large and empty. She stood in the oversized living room on the first floor and searched behind couches. Face against the sliding glass doors that led to the back porch, she cupped her eyes from the interior light and thought: They better not be out there. 

No one was in the kitchen, closets, or downstairs bathroom. 

A small side guest room was equally vacant. 

“I’m serious,” she called, “it’s way past your bedtime.” 

She stomped up the stairs in high heels, a black leather skirt, and the skimpy tank top she planned to wear to the party later that night. 

“You better be in bed!” 

Sure enough, both Luke and Gidget were hidden under the covers and giggling like mad because they’d once again outsmarted her.

The kids shared the single room and each had their own bed. A stark contrast could be seen between Gidget’s side of the room and Luke’s. Hers had actually been painted pink; it was neat and orderly, with toys in their proper place and clothes in their drawers. Luke’s side of the room was painted dark blue. All of his toys were on the floor, clothing thrown everywhere, and the walls were smudged with dirt and markers.

“Now I see how it is,” Molly said. “Make me run all over the house and then pretend you were asleep all this time. Nice try.”

The covers were thrown off and both of them vied for her attention.

“Read me a book, Molly.”

“Don’t turn off the hall light,” Luke said.

“Your parents will kill me if they find you up when they get back. You have to go to bed. No more books. I’ll leave the hall light on. You hear me? I find either of you roaming the halls again or trying to scare me downstairs, I become a squealer. And you know what that means.”

“No, no,” Gidget cried.

“Don’t tell Dad,” Luke pleaded.

“All right then. Bedtime. Good night.”

Once again, she shut the door, leaving it open about a quarter of an inch so they could see the hall light.

Back downstairs she thought: Ugh…Kids. 

A quick look in the living room mirror confirmed that she still looked amazing—green eye shadow in place, lashes long, lipstick perfect, blue eyes sparkling.

You look hot, she thought with a squeal. 

About twenty minutes later, as Molly was watching a taped edition of The John Oliver Show, Mr. and Ms. Hachette silently opened the front door. 

Pleasantries were given all around. 

Molly updated them on her night. “Dinner was great. Books were read. I gave them both baths. We ran around for a while and they went to bed. Nothing special.” 

As always, the Hachettes asked if she wanted to say any longer, eat something, or just crash in the guest room. Molly declined.

All she could think about was the party, a huge Brandeis bash given by one of the biggest fraternities on campus. Three boys that she’d been seeing would all be there, but none of them were actually considered boyfriend material. Tonight, she was hoping to find someone new.

She grabbed her bag and skipped out the door. 

Let the games begin, she thought, smiling. 

 

* * *

 

He had been waiting outside for a while, hidden in the shadows of his minivan interior. For the last hour, he’d been there, watching and preparing for the right moment. He’d silently watched as Molly had searched the house for the kids and found them in bed. He’d seen the Hachettes enter the house.

He was parked on a very quiet street in a tree-lined neighborhood just northeast of Brandeis University, only a few minutes’ drive to the college and about a twenty-minute walk. Molly, he knew, would choose to walk. She would hop down the stairs, make a left onto Cabot Street, and then a right onto Andrea Road. After that, she usually altered her route based on where she needed to be on campus. 

As he suspected, Molly skipped down the house steps and turned left. 

He silently exited his minivan and moved to the back, where he pretended to be unloading something from the trunk space. He loudly shut the trunk, sighed, and stepped onto the street. Molly was headed directly toward him. He took off his cap and looked up.

Immersed in her own thoughts, Molly nearly bumped right into him. “Oh, sorry,” she mumbled. 

“That’s fine,” he replied.

“Hey!” She suddenly brightened. “I know you. How are you?”

“I’m all right.” He smiled. “Having a bit of car trouble here. Wait a minute.” He frowned and rubbed his chin. “I thought you lived somewhere on the Brandeis campus?”

“Yeah, I do,” she acknowledged, “I just work here. See that house,” and she turned to point it out, “I nanny for their kids during the week. But don’t worry, I…”

The moment she swiveled, he quickly punctured her with his needle.

“Hey! Ow! What the…”

Molly began to fall. He slid behind her to catch. 

“Are you all right?” He pretended to panic. “Molly?” He tapped her cheeks in mock concern. “Molly, are you OK?” He scanned the area. 

The streets were dark and empty. 

“Don’t worry,” he whispered, “I’ll take care of you.”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Large glass windows buttressed both sides of the glass door of Art for Life Studios. Avery could see a narrow, packed gallery space inside with all kinds of modern art: sculptures, paintings, drawings, and retro collages. Further back, the room opened up into a much larger area, with a circle of easels for what she assumed was the art class meeting area.

Her phone rang.


“Black,” she answered.

“Who’s your boy?” Finley said. “I just got a call back from one of Tabitha’s friends. The victim definitely took an art class at that studio.”

“I already figured it out. Didn’t you notice all the art when you were in her dorm?”

“What art?”

“In her room.” 

“That wasn’t art.” Finley blanched. “That was garbage. I thought she bought it at a yard sale. Look, Black, don’t bust my balls. I just got you a good lead.”

“I’m here now,” she said. “The studio is closed.”

“I’m at a bar,” he replied. “My shift ended two hours ago. I’d invite you down here, but I don’t think they let lesbians in this place.”

“I’m not a lesbian,” she said.

“Really? Could have fooled me.”

“You’re a disgusting human being, you know that, Finley?”

“Nah, nah,” he said, “I’m a good guy. Just my upbringing. It was all messed up. I’ll do better next time. I promise. You’re cool, even if you’re a lesbian. Seriously. I got your back. See you in the morning. I gotta go get fucked up.”

Too hyped up on adrenaline to relax or sleep, Avery headed home to investigate Art for Life in the comfort of her living room. On the way, she ordered takeout Chinese.

The apartment was kept dim. A single lamp was turned on by the couch. She sat at the table in the living room and chowed down on food while she worked.

Art for Life had been in business for over five years. The owner was a man named Wilson Kyle, a former artist and businessman who also owned a restaurant near the studio and two buildings near the area. A quick search on her police database turned up nothing on Kyle.

Two people were employed at his studio: a full-time salesman named John Lang and a part-time female employee who came in on the weekends. Kyle himself taught the art classes on Wednesday and Thursday nights, but Lang taught two classes on alternate Saturdays.

Lang had a record.

A registered sex offender, with two incidents filed from seven years ago. One was from a boy he apparently babysat, and the other was from a girl who had lived on his block. Both sets of parents said their children had been molested. Lang pleaded not guilty but then flipped his plea to avoid a trial and possible jail time. He was given five years probation, mandatory counseling for a year, and a stigma that would remain with him for life.

According to the police files, his height and weight matched the estimates for the killer.

Avery sat back.

It was close to midnight. She was wide awake and ready to bang down the door of John Lang. This could be the guy, she thought. 

High from the possibility of catching the killer, Avery wanted to share the good news with someone. Strangely, Ray Henley came to mind, but the thought of an awkward, late-night call with someone she’d only recently met was too daunting to face. Finley was out of the question, and the captain had given specific orders about disturbing him at home. 

She thought about calling her daughter. 

The last time they’d spoken was months earlier, and it had not gone well. 

Avery sent her an email instead. “Hey,” she wrote, “been thinking about you a lot lately. Would love to talk in person. How about lunch this weekend. Maybe Saturday? Our usual place? Noon? Let me know. I love you. Mom.”

Still eager to talk to someone, she dialed the hospital. 

The phone rang numerous times before a sleepy voice picked up.

“Hello?”

“Ramirez,” she said, “how you doing?”

“Damn, Black. What time is it?”

“Almost one.”

“This better be good,” he mumbled, “I was in the middle of a great dream. I was in a boat on a clear blue ocean, and this mermaid comes up to me and we start making out.”

“Wow,” she said, but she wasn’t in the mood to listen to him describe his sex dreams. 

 “I’ve got a good lead,” she went on, “Art for Life. Guy that works there is named John Lang. Has a sheet. Both girls took classes there. Could be our guy.”

“I thought Finley had already solved your case,” Ramirez joked. “He said he took down a genuine serial killer yesterday.”

“Finley wouldn’t know a serial killer from a box of cereal.” 

Ramirez laughed.

“He’s crazy, right? Heard about the old man with the dead bodies in his basement. Wild shit. I guess some people. You just never know.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Better, better. I really just want to get the hell out of here and back to work.”

“I know, but you need to rest.”

“Yeah, yeah, and it’s not that bad really,” he said. “I got a private room, nice bed, paid leave, decent food. You’re the one I’m worried about. I mean, Finley? Cap must be out for you.”

“I don’t know, I’m coming around. Take away the bigotry and racism and that foul mouth of his, and he’s actually not that bad. I just wish I could understand him.”

A laugh was instantly cut short.

“Ah man, that hurt,” Ramirez groaned. “Gotta be careful. Stitches are killing me.  Yeah, he’s hardcore,” he said. “Irish from the south side. He used to be a D-Boy. Did you know that? They nearly killed him when he switched sides. You see all his tats? He’s got a full body.”

“No. I haven’t seen his full-body tats yet.” 

Ramirez snorted. 

“Well, look, Avery, thanks for the call. I feel a little tired so I’m going to go. Good luck with this new lead. I’ll be praying for you.”

Avery grabbed a beer and moved out onto the balcony. Fast-moving clouds were scattered across a moonlit sky. 

She took a long swig. 

I got you, she thought. 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Avery took two pills to sleep that night and set the alarm for seven; Art for Life didn’t open until nine, but she wanted to be ready. 

At six forty-five she awoke on her own, groggy and eager to start the day. She dressed in her usual attire and just swapped out the colors: brown slacks and a blue button-down shirt. Blue is calming, she thought. I want everyone to be calm today. The walkie-talkie was hitched to the back of her belt. Gun was locked in its holster. Badge was visible near her buckle.

She glanced in the mirror. 

According to most people, she still looked like a knockout. However, flaws were all Avery could see: lines that hadn’t been there a few years ago, the weighed worry in her eyes, hair made unhealthy by so many bleachings. 

With a pouty face, a dancing twirl, and a pucker of her lips, Avery smiled.

That’s the girl I know, she thought. 

Cambridge Street only had light traffic that early in the morning. Avery stopped for coffee and a bagel, and then parked her car on the opposite side of the street from the studio, about two doors down. The wait was the most annoying part of the job, and Avery settled in for the long stretch. 

Surprisingly, John Lang appeared in Avery’s rearview mirror at close to eight thirty. 

He was lean and tall, not exactly a perfect body match to the killer, but it was her only lead, and there was a connection, and the way he walked reminded her of the killer: with a flair in his steps, all hips and hard feet. 

When he reached the office, Lang unlocked the door. 

Avery exited her car.

“Excuse me,” she called from across the street. “Can I have a word?”

Lang had an unpleasant face, thinning blond hair, and glasses. A frown wrinkled his brow as he watched Avery for a moment and then headed inside.

“Hey!” Avery yelled. “Police.”

She flashed her badge.

Surprise and worry overcame John Lang. He tentatively peeked out the windows. Across the street, two people with coffee watched Avery jog to the studio. Resigned, Lang took on an imperious air and opened the door.

“The shop is currently closed,” he said.

“I’m not here about art.”

“What can I help you with, Officer?”


“I’d like to talk about Cindy Jenkins and Tabitha Mitchell.”

A befuddled look crossed his face. 

“Those names mean nothing to me.”

“Are you sure? Because both of those girls took art classes at this studio, and now they’re both dead. Maybe you’d like to revise that statement? Can I come inside?”

During a long pause, Lang peered into the studio, at his computer, and then again out toward the street.

“Yes,” he said, “but only for a minute. I’m very busy.”

The studio was cool as if an air conditioner had been timed to turn on early. Lang dropped a bag on his desk, sat in a large black swivel chair, and turned to Avery. No seat was offered for her. A couple of cushioned stools were scattered around the space. Avery stood.

“Cindy Jenkins and Tabitha Mitchell,” she said.

“I told you, I don’t know them.”

“They took classes here.”

“A lot of people take classes here. Can I get a time period?”

“Why don’t you look them up on your computer?”

He flushed red.

“Those files are routinely purged,” he said. 

“Really? You don’t keep client names and addresses so you can send fliers and emails? I find that hard to believe.” 

“We keep the names and addresses,” he said. “But the documents that we use when they first arrive for classes are destroyed, so I wouldn’t be able to give you a time period.”

“You’re lying,” she said.

“Am I being charged with something?” he demanded.

“Have you committed a crime?”

“Absolutely not!” 

Avery wasn’t convinced. There was something about the way he said the words, and the drift of his gaze, and the computer he refused to turn on. 

“How long have you worked here?” she asked.

“Five years.”

“Who hired you?”

“Wilson Kyle.”

“Does Wilson Kyle know you’re a registered sex offender?”

Shame blushed on Lang’s cheeks, and the beginning of tears. He sat taller in his chair and glared at her with malice.

“Yes,” he said, “he does.”

“Where were you on Saturday night? And on Wednesday night?”

“Home. I watch movies.”

“Can anyone vouch for that?”

On the verge of a breakdown, Lang practically shook from anger.

“How dare you,” he hissed. “What are you trying to do? I’ve made amends for my past. I went to jail and had to seek out professional help and perform community service and have a red flag waved around for the rest of my life: ‘Sex Offender.’ I’m better now,” he swore as his body relaxed and the tears began to fall. “I’m different. All I ask is that you people just leave me alone.”

He was hiding something. Avery could feel it.

“Did you kill Cindy Jenkins and Tabitha Mitchell?”

“No!”

“Show me that computer.”

A scrunched face and a shake of his head told Avery all she needed to know.

“If you won’t log on and let me look at your search history right now, I’ll be back this afternoon with a warrant for your arrest.” 

“What’s going on here?” someone roared. 

A large, extravagant man stood in the doorway. He had perfectly cut, flowing white hair combed back from his face and a trimmed white goatee. Small, chunky black glasses framed angry green eyes. A crimson summer sweater was twirled over a white T-shirt. He wore jeans and black Crocs. 

Lang covered his face and instantly fell apart. 

“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”

Avery flashed her badge.

“And you would be?” 

“Wilson Kyle. I own this establishment.”

“My name is Avery Black. Homicide. Boston PD. I have reason to believe Mr. Lang here might be implicated in two possible homicides.”

He raised his brows in disbelief.

“John Lang?” he said. “You mean him? The man cowering before you? You think he could be responsible for murder?” 

“Two girls from two different colleges,” she said and scrutinized every movement of John Lang, “positioned: one in the park and one in a cemetery.” 

“I’ve read about this case,” Kyle confirmed. 

A large palm went on John’s shoulder.

“John?” he asked with a sensitive tone. “Do you know anything about this?” 

“I don’t know anything!” John cried. “Haven’t I been through enough?”

“How exactly have you implicated him in these crimes?”

“Those two girls both came here. He has a record. He has no alibi for the nights of the abductions and he won’t let me see what’s on that computer,” she said. 

“Do you have a warrant?”

“No, but I can get one.”

Wilson Kyle lowered down with his immense presence and, with incredible patience and empathy, he tried to get John to hold his gaze. 

“John,” he said, “it’s all right. The police are trying to solve a crime. What’s on the computer that you don’t want her to see? You can be honest with me.”

“I had to look!” he sobbed.

“It’s all right, John,” he said and leaned forward to whisper, “I won’t judge you.”

He rubbed John’s back, helped him up, and logged onto the computer. 

“Password?” he asked. 

John sniffled and rubbed his nose. A shake of his head and a soft, barely perceptible reply was whispered. 

Wilson Kyle typed in his password. 

“There you are, Officer Black,” he said. “Look and see. Come, John,” he added. “Let’s wait over here. It’s going to be all right. I promise. The officer just wants to confirm you’re not involved in a mass murder. You’re no murderer, are you, my boy? No, of course not, John. Of course not.”

Avery sat at the desk.

A quick search of the history revealed nothing. Art sites. Scrabble Word help and multiple artists and their works. She went through each day. On Tuesday, early in the morning, she saw a slew of pornography sites. 

She looked up.

 John was seated in a chair, his head down, hands in his face. Wilson Kyle stood behind him and glared at Avery like a great lord being forced to watch something unthinkable, and that fact made him angrier and angrier. 

Back to the computer, Avery clicked on a few of the links. Young children appeared, naked or half naked. Ages ranged from six to twelve. Utterly disgusted by what she saw, Avery clicked on other sites to try to make some rational argument as to why she should ignore what she found. Based on his proclivity for little children, it was hard for her to imagine him as the killer.

“Do you know where he was on Saturday night?” she asked.

“I do,” Wilson said. “John was home watching a movie called Night of the Hunter. I know this because I recommended the movie, and he called me afterwards, I believe around ten o’clock, to express his feelings. I was unavailable, but I’m sure you can find that call if you check his phone records.” 

“Can you account for your actions this past week?” she asked Wilson.

Wilson laughed.

“Do you know who I am, Officer Black? No, of course not. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not famous in any way, or especially well connected, but I have a deep interest in my community, and if I’m not out with friends, I’m usually feeding the homeless or at a charity auction somewhere in town. So, to answer your question: Yes. I can account for my actions all month, but I’m afraid I’ll require a warrant before this can go any further.” 

You were wrong, Avery thought. This isn’t your guy. She could see right through these people. John was sick, and Wilson was a pompous, self-righteous prick. But they weren’t serial killers. They were too weak, both of them.

She sighed. She was wasting her time here.

She’d been in this place before—alone, no leads, out on a limb and bending the rules of her profession—but this time it felt personal. This time, it was about a serial killer. The last time Avery had dealt with a serial killer, she freed him and he killed again. Now it was as if that old case had been reborn again with this new killer, and if she could stop him somehow, she could free herself. 

“I’ll be in touch,” Avery said and made her way out.

“Ms. Black,” Wilson called.

“Yes?”

“I’ll deal with the pornography you just found, have no doubt. I’m curious, though. Do you know why John might have searched for those images? And do you know why he molested those children so long ago? Let me tell you so that you can get some perspective, and maybe you won’t walk into another house or office space later on, half-cocked and full of prejudice and insinuation. You see, John here was raped repeatedly by his father and his mother as a child.” 

John sobbed softly in his hands. 

Wilson held onto John’s shoulders like a protective angel. 

“I’m assuming you don’t know what happens to children that are molested, Ms. Black. They learn that such behavior is normal, and expected. And as they get older, they become aroused by small children because that’s what they were trained to do—become aroused. It’s a sick, frightening cycle that is almost impossible to break, but John here has been trying very hard. Very hard indeed. This simple lapse,” he said and pointed to the computer, “shouldn’t erase how hard he’s worked to reconstruct his past. If you knew anything at all about human nature, you might understand that.”

“Thanks for the lesson,” Avery said.

“And one more thing,” Wilson added and walked toward her with his face red from withheld anger. “You had no right to come into this studio and interrogate anyone without proper authorization. The second you leave here, I’ll be on the phone with your commanding officer, and anyone else I have to contact, and I’m going to recommend you be fired, or at the very least, suspended for your blatant disregard of the laws and some common human decency.”

 

* * * 

 

Avery was in a haze when she walked out of the studio. 

Positive she’d found her killer only a few hours before, now she was almost certain John Lang was a dead end, and that she would face a lot of fury should Wilson Kyle call the office. 

Embarrassed at her actions, she hopped into her car and drove.

The words of Howard Randall echoed in her mind: Your killer is an artist…not someone that would pick girls randomly off the street….

I followed your lead, she argued. I found a connection. 

Randall’s last words turned into a whisper. 

He has to find them from somewhere…

Where? she fought. Where does he find them? There has to be another connection, something I missed.

There has to be something else, something I’m missing, another link. 

The office was her de facto destination, but something kept telling her that any answers wouldn’t come from the office. They would come from leads. She decided to assist Jones on the surveillance routes out of Cambridge. Thompson had already followed up on Graves. The cocky senior’s alibi was solid: three friends confirmed his location on Saturday night. 

She stopped off for another cup of coffee and some breakfast. 

Her phone rang.

“Black,” she said.

The voice on the other line sounded grim and unsatisfied.

“It’s Connelly.”

A shutter of worry passed through Avery. Did Wilson Kyle already call? Did we finally get a break on the case?

“What’s up?” she said. 

“You’ve having a real party out there, aren’t you?” Connelly whispered. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“This is getting out of control, Black. We look like a bunch of fucking idiots. The cap is pissed. And so am I, I knew you were all wrong for the job.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked. “Did you just call to harass me?” 

“You don’t know?” he asked.

After a moment of silence, Connelly spoke again.

“Just got word from Belmont Police. They found a body over at the Children’s Playground in Stony Brook Park. Sounds like our guy.”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Avery parked her car on the eastern edge of Stony Brook Park and walked down Mill Street to the entrance.

The Stony Brook Children’s Playground was an expansive water park for children, combined with three separate playgrounds and a huge wooden fort, all nestled within a circle of trees and behind a fence near a gated community. 

A number of Belmont police cruisers, along with news vans and reporters and crowds, surrounded the area by the gate. 

“There she is!” someone shouted.

Before Avery could even think, a number of reporters made their way toward her. In her previous life, when she’d been fired from her law firm, Avery had assumed the cameras and lights and microphones would eventually fade away. Unfortunately, that had never been the case. She could always find herself as the butt of jokes in one paper or another on slow news days. 

A small reporter with bobbed black hair shoved a mic in her face.

“Ms. Black,” she said, “are you in a relationship with Howard Randall?”

“What?” Avery demanded. 

Someone else extended a mic.

“You went to visit him yesterday. What did you two talk about?”

“Where are you getting this information?” Avery asked.


A paper was held out in front of her, and as Avery scanned the front page and turned to the news article inside, cameras were rolling, and everyone waited for a response. 

The headline read “Two girls dead and no leads.” The picture was from the cemetery. A sub-headline on the bottom said: “A Cop and A Killer: Romance Blooms.” Avery saw herself sobbing inside her car, right beyond the prison walls. 

The guards, she realized. They took pictures. 

The actual news article was on the third page: “Who Runs The Boston PD?” Words like “incompetent,” “mishandling,” and “negligence” practically jumped off the page. One line: “Why would Boston PD allow a former attorney with questionable ethics to handle another possible serial killer case?”

Sick to her stomach, Avery handed the paper back.


“Can you give us a comment?” someone asked. 

Avery pushed ahead in silence. 

“Officer Black!? Officer Black!?”

A woman that couldn’t have been more than ninety pounds found her way to Avery and punched her in the chest.

“You fucking piece of shit!” she cried. “My tax money pays for you? No way! I’m going to have you fired—you murdering son of a bitch.”

The crowd moved in. 

“Why are you on this case?” someone else shouted. 

“Don’t let her near kids!” 

At the gate, Avery flashed her badge and an officer pushed her through. 

“Who’s in charge here?” she said.

“Right over there,” the cop pointed. “Talbot Diggins. Lieutenant Diggins.”

Normally, the abuse was easy for Avery to ignore, but today, after her dismal interrogation of John Lang and another dead body, and no leads, and the paper, and everything else, it took all of her energy just to stand tall and walk forward. 

Even separated from the mob beyond the gate, she could hear people voicing their outrage as reporters pushed cameras through the bars.

Cops around the area turned and watched Avery pass. Some muttered under their breath. Others just looked at her with scorn.

When will it end? she wondered. 

Talbot Diggins was an extremely large black man with a shaved head. He wore sunglasses and was sweating hard in the early morning heat. He was dressed in a slick gray suit and a T-shirt underneath, and the only items that gave him away as a cop were the badge around his neck and gun peeking out from the back of his jacket. 

He noticed her and pointed.

“You Black?” he said.

“Yeah.” 

“Follow me.”

The actual park was ignored. Behind the wide pool that normally sprayed water in countless directions, they passed a playground for toddlers and headed directly toward a wooden castle, complete with bridges, a moat, and a wooden city. 

Lights from a police photographer flashed inside the wooden structure. 

“Kid found her this morning,” Talbot said. “Ten-year-old girl. Said she was trying to play with her but the body wouldn’t move. So she touched her. Cold as ice.”

The wooden structure had an opening at its front that served as a castle entrance. 

A dead girl sat in the entrance, positioned as if she’d simply taken a break from play. She was eighteen or nineteen, Avery guessed. Blond hair. Dressed in a tight-fitting shirt and skirt. A whimsical, humorous expression lined her face. Hands were up and had been bound to a bar over her head with very fine fiber, like fishing line. The eyes themselves, like the others Avery had seen, appeared drugged and tortured. 

“Do you know who she is?” Avery asked. 

“Not yet.”

A quick look and Avery could tell the victim wore all her undergarments. Maybe that last girl was a fluke? she wondered

Like the other girls, this one appeared to be looking at something. Avery tracked the line of sight to the toddler playground. Immediately, she knew what the victim had been meant to see: a painted mural of children that lined one of the plastic borders. The children were boys and girls, multicultured, and there were a lot of them, all holding hands.

Talbot eyed her suspiciously.

“Is it true?” he asked.

“Is what true?”

“You and Randall. Papers say you two are an item. Is it true?”

“That’s disgusting,” she said.

“Maybe,” he offered. “But is it true?”

“None of your business,” she said.

“Man, you really screwing up my day, you know that? First, I have to deal with some serial killer fallout because you can’t do your job, and now you won’t even answer a simple question. Come on, we’ve got a big office pool riding on this.” 

“You don’t have to worry about this,” Avery said. “My department will—”

“Nah, nah, nah,” he complained, “that’s not going to happen. This is my crime scene, you understand? I called your department out of courtesy. I can’t give you this,” he declared and indicated the dead body. “You already have two dead girls in under a week. Now we’ve got a third in Belmont. You know what that spells? Team up.”

“We don’t need to—”

“Oh, we do need to,” he said with his eyes rolled back. “Honestly. How close are you to cracking this case?”

“We have a lot of solid leads that—”

“Beep! Incorrect answer!” he cried like an alarm and pretended to be a robot. “I don’t believe that,” he calmly indicated. “Look at you. You look as messed up as they say in the papers. And you won’t even give a fellow cop a hint about your personal life. What’s that all about? So you know what? We’re teammates now, and in Belmont, we solve cases quick.”

 “Oh yeah?” Avery said. “How many bodies have you ever seen like this?” 

“Pssss,” he sang. 

“No, I’m serious.” 

“That don’t matter.”

“I’ll tell you what matters,” she said. “I’ve been on the case for under a week and I know the general area where the killer lives. I know his height and a description of his body. I know he has a soft spot for pets and what he drives, and from the looks of this third body?” she said and pointed to the dead girl, “I know he’s not finished yet. Three used to be his magic number. Now that’s changed. I know a lot of other things,” she spit. “But you know what? You’re right. This is your jurisdiction. Figure it out for yourself.”

She spun around to walk out.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Talbot howled. “Hold on there, white lion!” 

Talbot had a completely different demeanor when Avery looked back. His arms were open wide and he displayed a stunning smile with large white teeth. 

“Here I thought I was dealing with a kitty cat, but what I really got is a white lion.”

He sidled up to Avery, who was about an inch shorter and smaller in every way. 

“I can’t come between a lead detective and possible serial killer on a major case like this,” he said. “Shit is all over the news. I gotta help you, whether I like it or not. Take your time,” he said and waved around. “Check things out.” 

“But you just said—”

“Nobody likes you,” he emphasized in earnest. “My people can’t think we’re buddies. Hard enough being a black man out here. How about this: I’ll have my people take care of this crime scene. We’ll get the body to our coroner, try to figure out who she is and have forensics sweep the area. What’s your number? Whisper it to me. Whisper…”

Avery whispered her number and Talbot made a nasty face, like he was taking down the digits of her supervisor so she could be reprimanded.

“I just called you,” he said. “There it is… Now you have my number too. Once I hear back from everyone on my team. I’ll send you a detailed report. Not happy? Talk to your captain, and have him call my captain, but I can tell you this already: this shit happened in my town this time, and that means Belmont police are involved. You wanna help me out? Share what you got?”

“Sure,” she said, “we can do that. I’d also want my team to view the body and consult with your coroner.” 

“No problem.”

“And I want complete access to this crime scene.”

“You got it. We good?”

“Yeah,” she said and frowned, “I think.” 

“I don’t give a shit what you think!” Talbot yelled and backed up so everyone could hear. “That’s just the way it is, Black!” 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Talbot walked away right after his trash-talk to consult with his team. Most of the Belmont cops flashed nasty looks at Avery, or shook their heads. One of them could be heard saying, “Why do we have to share shit? This is a Belmont crime.” 

Avery took her time to walk around the area. 

She stared at the body from multiple perspectives. Everyone ignored her, but every so often she could hear mothers screaming from beyond the gates, or hear reporters calling out questions.

A sense of the killer had begun to inhabit Avery. It had started in Lederman Park, and then at the cemetery, a feeling that she understood him somehow. He’d chosen quiet places, respectful places for dead. This one was different. Although the girl was placed in a park among trees and woods, it was a children’s park, which had a more excitable energy than a cemetery or a bench near the river. 

Why here? she wondered.

The visual of the girl, too, was different: she viewed multiple children, different genders and colors. 

Something happened, she thought.

What changed? 

Forensics and the coroner’s report would be able to tell her if there were differences within the body or at the crime scene, but even if they found nothing, Avery was certain about her instincts. After working on cases involving killers for years—and before killers, on cases involving sleazy people in general as an attorney—she’d become an expert on subtle differences within people, and at crime scenes. 

Alone, with no new leads, an abysmal morning and with protestors, parents, and Belmont police glaring at her like she was an unwanted guest, Avery put her head down and headed back to the car.

Her arrival at the A1 office was the perfect topping for a terrible day. The moment the elevator doors opened and Avery was seen, the entire office went silent. Sneers were on their faces. Jones shook his head and looked away and Thompson turned his back on her. Not a single nasty joke or laugh only made it worse. 

Finley was at his desk. Slightly more empathetic than the rest of his department, he offered a sympathetic glance and lowered his head. 

The morning paper, with her scandalous article about the visit with Howard Randall, was on a number of desks, and a few computer screens showed a similar picture of Avery, crying in her car outside the prison. 

“Black,” someone called, “get in here.”


O’Malley waved from his office.

Connelly stood up.

“No. No,” O’Malley pointed. “Not you. Just Black.”

“This is my case,” Connelly argued. 

“If you want to keep it that way, you’ll sit down and shut up.”

Connelly stood defiantly and pushed out his chest. 

“Am I in trouble?” Avery asked.

“Come on in.” O’Malley waved and closed the door behind him. “What makes you think you’re in trouble, Black? You tell me.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I went to see Howard Randall for a lead. He gave me one, well, not a good one, but a connection between those girls. He knew something.”

A deep sigh came from O’Malley.

“What could Howard Randall possibly know about your case?” he said. “The guy’s in jail. All he knows is what he reads in the paper.”

“He has the mind of a killer,” Avery insisted. “He thinks like our guy.”

O’Malley frowned.

“Stop,” he said, “stop, please. Listen to me, Avery. I like you. I saw you do some amazing things on the beat: fearless, dedicated, honest, and most of all, smart. Other people saw it too. They might give you shit but that’s because they’re jealous and afraid. People are afraid of what they don’t understand, and I’m beginning to feel that fear.”

“Captain, what are you—”

A palm stopped her. 

“Please,” he said, very calm, almost torn, “let me finish. This case, it’s a big one. Bigger than I thought. We’ve got bodies spread out over three counties so far, three dead girls, no further leads, and a lot of pissed off people. You’re an animal, Avery. I see it. I see it even now. You’re consumed by this case. You really want to find this guy, so bad that you’ve been making some really stupid rookie mistakes.”

He held up a finger.

“One,” he said, “you harassed a civilian this morning in Cambridge.”

“I had reason to believe—”

“I don’t care what you believed,” he yelled. “You accosted a man in an art shop, a very well-connected man, I might add, a man that’s already been through the wringer a hundred times because of his past. Guy had a breakdown after you left. Tried to commit suicide in the bathroom. His boss had to tear down the door. Ambulance was called. Then he called me, and he called the chief, and he called the mayor. And do you know what he said? He said we allowed a psycho to lead this case. Luckily, he hasn’t pressed charges, yet.”

“Suicide?”

Avery lowered her head. The burning stare of Wilson Kyle came into her mind, and she remembered his passionate speech about Lang’s history. 

“That was a mistake,” she said. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Two,” O’Malley said and held up two fingers. “You got yourself in the papers. Now, I know that’s not your fault. You walk around like you’re the only person in the universe half the time. Makes me wonder how you can possibly see anything, but you do. What you didn’t see were all these paparazzi scumbags having a feeding frenzy at your expense. The photo from the park I can handle. What I can’t handle is that picture from the prison. You went to see the most famous serial killer in Boston’s history, a man you got off, a man that then killed again in your name, and you didn’t think to ask? Or watch for cameras? Or to at least give me the heads-up so I could tell you you were nuts?”

“I needed the perspective.”

“Then you call me, or Connelly, or anyone else connected to this case. You don’t go to a federal prison to hunt down an old flame. I mean, Jesus. Don’t you even read the papers? They made it look like this entire department is a bunch of morons, and that the only leads we could get had to come from a former flame. It’s bad, Avery, real bad.”


“Captain, I’m—”

“Three,” he said and held up three fingers, “you’ve got dissention in your ranks. Thompson and Jones are complaining about the surveillance gig.”

“They wasted an entire day yesterday!”

O’Malley held up a hand.

“Connelly won’t even talk to you—”

“That’s not my fault!”

“I don’t know what you did to Finley,” he said, shocked, “but he’s actually been working his ass off and he’s genuinely upset about all this.” 

Suddenly, Avery began to realize where the conversation was headed.

“Upset about all what?” she said. 

“Maybe I promoted you too soon,” O’Malley mumbled to himself. 

“Captain, wait.”

He shook his head and made a face.

“No more, Avery, please. No more. OK? I’ve got the chief barking up my ass. The mayor is pissed. I’ve got complaints coming in from who-the-fuck-knows, and they’re all about you. But the worst of it all, seriously,” he said with true sorrow in his eyes. “The worst thing is, this isn’t about you at all, or any of this petty bullshit. We’ve got three dead girls in under a week. Three dead, Avery. And no leads. And a dead trail. Am I right?”

Avery flashed on the killer’s twirl and bow in the parking lot camera.

“I’m going to find him,” she said, “I swear it.” 

“Not on my watch,” O’Malley replied. “You’re off the case. Effective immediately. Connelly is taking over.”

“Captain—”

“Not a word, Black. Not a word because I’m calm right now, right? I’m calm because this is upsetting to me too, but if you push me I’m going to get really angry because of all the pressure I’m under over this case. You’re off. I want all your research on Connelly’s desk in the next hour. Any information from the latest crime scene in Belmont. Where are we on that? Where’s the body? No, I don’t want you to tell me now. I want it all written down, along with any leads you’re pursuing, anything. Leave nothing out. Understood? Then you’re free to go. Take the rest of the day off. Come back on Monday and we’ll talk about what happens next. I need the weekend to think it over.” 

“I’m off the case,” she said.

“You’re off.”

“For good?”

“For good.” He nodded. 

“Am I still on homicide?”

O’Malley wouldn’t answer.




 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Avery had nowhere to go. Her favorite place, the shooting range, was for cops, and she no longer felt like a cop. Her house was dark and empty, and she knew that if she went home, she would simply crawl into bed and remain there for days. 

A local pub, right around the corner from her house, was open. 

She started the morning off right.

“Scotch,” she said, “the good stuff.”

“We have a lot of good stuff,” the bartender replied.

Avery didn’t recognize him. She’d only ever visited the bar at night. Not any longer, she thought with reckless abandon. I’m a day drinker now. 

“Lagavulin!” she demanded and pounded the bar.

There were only a couple of other people in the bar at that hour, all locals, two old men that looked like they drank for a living. 

“Another!” Avery called.

After four shots, she was wasted. 

Strangely, the sensation reminded her of the past. After Howard Randall had killed again after his release through Avery’s genius defense, she’d gone on a bender for weeks. All she remembered from that time were lonely nights in her dark room, and hangovers, and the constant media coverage that seemed to run in a loop.

She stared down at herself, at her hand and clothes and the people in the bar.

Look how far you’ve fallen, she thought. Not even a cop anymore. 

Nothing. 

Her father’s face came to mind, laughing: “You think you’re so special,” he’d once told her with a gun pointed at her temple. “You ain’t special. I made you, and I can take you.” 

Avery stumbled home. 

Images of the killer merged with car routes and her father and Howard Randall, and the last thing she remembered before she blacked out was her own sobs.

 

* * * 

 

Avery spent the rest of the day in bed, the blinds closed. Randomly throughout the afternoon and night, she got up to hydrate or down a beer or stuff her face with leftovers in the refrigerator before she headed back to her room and crashed.

At ten o’clock on Saturday morning, the phone rang. 

The caller ID read Rose.

Avery picked up, groggy and still consumed with sleep.

“Hey.”

The voice on the other end was tough and unrelenting. 

“You sound asleep. Did I wake you?”

“No, no,” Avery said and sat up to wipe the spittle from her chin. “I’m up.”

“You never answered my email.”

“What email?”

“I responded to your email. I said yes to lunch. Are we still on?”

It took a second for Avery to understand what she meant, but then she remembered having emailed Rose at the height of her own excitement, when she thought she was on the verge of catching a killer. Now, hung over, a pariah at work, and not even sure about her own position, she was loath to dress up her misery in clothes and makeup and try to act like a loving mother in front of her estranged daughter.

“Yeah,” she said. “Of course. I can’t wait to see you.”

“Are you sure? You sound terrible.”

“I’m just, I’m fine, honey. Noon. Right?”

“See you then.”

The line went dead.

Rose, Avery thought with a sigh. 

They were strangers. Avery had never admitted it to anyone, but nursing Rose and trying to be a mother had been a nightmare. At the time, the idea of motherhood had been beautiful: a new life, the wonder of childbirth, the possibility that Rose could save her relationship with Jack. In practice, however, she’d found it to be exhausting, unrewarding, and yet another reason to battle with Jack. Any chance she could get, Avery had hired a nanny, or put Rose in daycare, or handed her over to her ex-husband. Work had been her only refuge.

I was such a bad mother, she thought.

No, she tried to remind herself. It wasn’t all bad. 

She had truly loved Rose. 

There were plenty of great memories. Sometimes they would laugh and dress up together. Avery even taught her how to wear high-heeled shoes. There were hugs and tears and late-night movies and ice cream. 

All of that seemed so far away now.

They’d been apart for years. 

After Howard Randall, Jack had filed for custody, and he got it. He said that Avery had been an unfit mother, and cited numerous incidents, including pictures of when Rose had started to cut herself, and texts and emails to her mother that had never been answered. 

When was the last time I saw her? Avery wondered.

Christmas, she thought. No, a few months ago. You passed her on the street. You hadn’t seen her in so long she was practically unrecognizable. 

Now, Avery wanted to be a mother, a real mother. She wanted to be the person Rose called for advice and had sleepovers with and went on ice-cream binges.

Pain continued to stand in Avery’s way, the endless pain in her heart and stomach over what she’d done in the past, and what she still had to make up for as a detective. It was all consuming, a giant, dark monster that demanded to be fed.

There is no justice.

Avery pulled herself together. 

In jeans, T-shirt, and a brown blazer, she stared at herself in the mirror. Too much makeup, she thought. You look tired. Depressed. Hung over.

A bright smile did little to hide her inner turmoil. 

“Fuck it,” she said. 

Jake’s Place on Harrison Avenue was a dark, cavernous diner with maroon booths and lots of places where people could enjoy a good meal and remain largely anonymous. On multiple occasions, Avery had spotted movie stars and celebrities. Rose had first picked the location during the custody dispute, and although Avery was sure it was because Rose didn’t want to be seen with her own mother, it had become the string that kept them together, and the only place they ever met after long months apart. 

Rose was there early, already seated in a booth far away from other customers.

In many ways, she was a clone of Avery when she was young: blue eyes, light brown hair, a model’s features, and excellent taste in clothing. She wore a short-sleeved blouse that exposed her toned arms. A tiny diamond nose ring had been placed near her left nostril. With perfect posture and a guarded stare, she gave a perfunctory smile before her features once again turned blank and unreadable. 

“Hi,” Avery said.

“Hi,” was the curt reply. 

Avery leaned in for an awkward hug that wasn’t returned. 

“I like the nose ring,” she said.

“I thought you hated nose rings.”

“It looks good on you.” 

“I was surprised by the email,” Rose said. “You don’t contact me that often.”

“That’s not true.”

“I take that back,” Rose thought. “You only contact me when things are going really well, but from what I read in the papers, and from what I can see for myself,” she said with a squinted observation, “that’s not the case.”

“Thanks a lot.”

To Avery, who only saw her daughter in spurts every year, Rose appeared far older and more mature than her sixteen years might have indicated. Early admission to college. Full scholarship to Brandeis. She even worked as a nanny for a family near her house. 

“How’s Dad?” Avery asked.

The waiter came by an interrupted them.

“Hello, there,” he said. “My name is Pete. I’m new here so bear with me. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“Just water,” Rose said.

“Me, too.”

“OK, here are your menus. I’ll be back in a minute to take your order.”

“Thanks,” Avery said.

“Why do you always ask about Dad?” Rose snapped when they were alone.

“Just curious.”

“If you’re so curious, why don’t you call him yourself?”

“Rose—”

“Sorry,” she said. “I don’t know why I said that. You know what? I don’t even know why I’m here,” she lamented. “To be honest, Mom, I don’t know why you want me here.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m seeing a therapist,” Rose said.

“Really? That’s great.”

“She says I have a lot of mommy issues.”

“Like what?”

“Like, you left us.”

“Rose, I never—”

“Hold on,” Rose insisted, “please. Let me finish. Then you can talk, OK? You left. You handed custody over to Dad and you were gone. Do you have any idea how that destroyed me?”

“I have some idea—”

“No, you don’t. I was like, super popular before that whole thing went down. Then, practically overnight, I’m the girl everyone has to stay away from. People teased me. Called me a murderer because my mom let off a killer. And I certainly couldn’t talk to you, my own mother. I needed you back then. I really did, but you practically abandoned me right then and there. You refused to talk to me, refused to talk about the case. Do you realize that everything I knew about you from that time, I learned from the papers?”

“Rose—”

“And of course, there was no money,” Rose laughed with a flip of her hand. “We were broke after you lost your job. You never thought about that, did you? You went from a star attorney to a cop. Great move, Mom.”

“I had to do that,” Avery snapped back.

“We had nothing,” Rose insisted. “You can’t just start a new career over in the middle of your life. We had to move. Did you ever think about that? About how it would affect us?”

Avery sat back.

“Is this why you came here? To yell at me?”

“Why did you want to come here, Mom?”

“I wanted to reconnect, to see how you were, to talk to try and work things out.”

“Well, none of that is going to happen unless we get over this first, and I’m not over it. I’m just not.” 

Rose shook her head and looked to the ceiling. 

“You know? For years I thought you were a superstar. Incredible personality, big job, we lived in a great house, and it was like—wow—my mom is amazing. But then it all fell apart, and everything went along with it, the house, the job and you—most of all, you.”

“My whole life collapsed,” Avery said. “I was devastated.”

“I was your daughter,” Rose complained. “I was there too. You ignored me.” 

“I’m here now,” Avery swore, “I’m here right now.” 

The waiter came back.

“OK, ladies! Do we know what we want?”

Simultaneously, Avery and Rose yelled: “Not yet!”

“Whoa, OK. Why don’t you just flag me down when you’re ready.”

No one answered.

The waiter backed away and left. 

Rose rubbed her face. 

“It’s too soon,” she realized. “I’m sorry, Mom. But it’s too soon. You asked why I wanted to come here? Because I thought I was ready. I’m not.”

She edged out of her seat and stood up.

“Rose, please. Sit down. We just got here. I miss you. I want to talk.”

“It’s not about you, Mom. It was never just about you. Don’t you get that?”

“Give me another chance,” Avery said. “Let’s start over.”

Rose shook her head.

“I’m not ready yet. I’m sorry. I thought I was, but I’m not.”

She walked out.

“Rose! Rose!?”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

For a long time, Avery remained in the diner booth, alone. She ordered eggs and toast, a small salad, and a cup of coffee and just sat there, going over everything that had been said.

My daughter hates me, she realized.

More depressed than she’d been in years, she wanted to crawl in a hole and die. Instead, she paid the check and walked out. 

Sunlight made her cringe. 

Why can’t it be a rainy day? she wondered. 

People on the street seemed to race by. Cars whizzed past her view. She stood alone among the activity like a spirit, not yet dead, not truly alive.

This is what the killer wants, she thought. He’s in your head. He’s laughing at you. Just like Howard. Just like Howard.

Avery went back to her car and drove.

Without any conscious thought to a destination, she found herself headed south—toward the prison. The bodies of all three girls kept flashing in her mind, and the killer and the car and the routes and some house, a house she imaged he might live in: small, hidden by trees with an unkempt lawn, because he had better things to do than mow a lawn. Her suspects were discarded, every one of them. 

She needed a fresh start. A new perspective. 

The prison parking lot was as she remembered. The walk inside was the same. Guards whispered behind her back and pointed. The woman behind the gates chided her for no appointment. 

“He said he knew you’d back,” a guard laughed. “What are you, in love now? I guess I should believe everything I read in the papers.”

There was no real reason to go back. She didn’t actually believe he would help her, or could help her, not after the disastrous turn at Art for Life. He just liked to play games, she understood. But Avery was in the mood for games. She had nothing left to hide, nowhere else to go, and for some strange reason—at that moment in time—Howard Randall seemed like the only real friend she had in the world. 

Howard sat in the basement meeting room as he had before, only this time, the smile was gone, he appeared concerned. 

“You don’t look quite yourself today, Avery. Are you all right?”

Avery laughed.

If she had a cigarette, she might have taken it out and begun to smoke. She hadn’t smoked since she was a kid, but that’s how she felt: reckless, untouchable.

She took seat and placed her elbows on the table.

“Your last tip was bullshit,” she said. “An artist? Did you mean John Lang?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 

“Bullshit!” 

She aggressively smiled.

“You played me,” she said. “Nice move. Was that all so we could take a trip down memory lane and you could watch me break down in tears?”

“I take no comfort in your pain,” he said in earnest.

“Fuck you!” she yelled. “You’re playing games with me right now. You told me he was an artist. You practically handed him to me on a platter.”

“Your killer is an artist,” he said. “A true artist.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“He takes great pride in his work. He’s no random killer. He’s no butcher. There is a purpose to his cause. These girls mean something to him. He knows them, personally, and in exchange for their lives he gives them immortality, in art.”

“How can you possibly know that?”

Howard leaned forward.

“You never asked me how I chose my victims,” he replied, “or why they were positioned in such ways.”

As Howard’s defense attorney, Avery had covered every possible avenue to get him acquitted. One of those avenues had involved understanding the killer’s mind and why he had committed such heinous acts, so that she could effectively distance Howard from the murders based on his own personal history. 

“It was a statement on people that act dead in real life,” she said. “You picked your best students and charged them with some crime against humanity, and then you dismembered them and placed their parts on the ground to look like multiple people trying to escape from the underworld.” 

“No,” Howard snapped.

He leaned back.

“What is life?” he urgently asked. “What does it mean? Why are we here?”

“How is that relevant to anything?”

“It’s everything!” he yelled and hammered the table.

A guard peeked through the viewing hole.

“Everything all right?”

“Yes, Thomas,” Howard said, “I’m just getting, excited.”

The guard left. 

“Life is short,” Howard tried to explain, “and it’s cyclical. We live and we die again and again in a constant cycle within this atmosphere. How we live—in this life—affects all the other times we are reborn, the very energy of ourselves and our world. My victims were chosen because they had flaws, certain flaws that they would never have corrected in this life. That’s why I had to help them, so they could thrive in the next life.”

“Is that how you justify your actions?”

“This world is what we make of it, Avery. Anything we wish can be ours. My actions are based on my beliefs. How do you justify your actions?”

“I’m trying to make amends for my past, and I do it every day.”

He sighed and shook his head and appeared ready to blush, like a man that had finally, startlingly, found the woman of his dreams. 

“You’re so special,” he gushed, “so very special. I knew it the moment I saw you. Tough and smart and funny and yet, flawed, broken by your past. I can help you fix that, Avery. Let me help you. There’s still time. Don’t you want to be happy, free?”

I want my daughter back, she thought. 

“I want to find a killer,” she said aloud.

Howard eased forward, as sharp as a hawk.

“How did it feel when your father murdered your mother?”

Avery stiffened.

How does he know about that? she wondered. It was in all the papers, she told herself. It’s public record. Anyone can find that information. 

“You want to dig up my past again?” she said, “Make me cry? Not today. I’m already at rock bottom. There’s nowhere else for me to go.”

“Perfect,” he said. “Now you can rise.”

The day of her mother’s death was clear in Avery’s mind. 

It happened behind the house, after school. She came home and heard the shot. She was only ten at the time. One shot, silence, and then another. A run into the forest and she saw her father there, standing over her body, the shotgun in his hand. “Go get me a shovel,” he’d said. 

“I felt nothing,” Avery admitted to Howard. “My mother was a drunk and never there for me. She made it clear I was a mistake. I felt nothing when she died.”

“What kind of mother are you?”

A crack. Avery felt a crack in the empty, desolate shell of her existence. And although she was empty and depleted, she began to realize she could still be hurt.

“I don’t want to talk about Rose.”

A deep frown furrowed Howard’s brows.

“I see,” he said. “I understand.” 

He searched the ceiling, thought about something else, and turned back to her.

“Your killer knows these girls,” he said. “What do they all have in common?”

Avery shook her head.

“The third girl is a mystery for now,” she said. “The first two, both in college, both in sororities. One’s a senior, one’s a junior, so that’s no connection.”

“No,” he whispered.

“What?”

“No,” he said again. “You’re wrong.”

“About what?”

Disappointment sank his gaze. 

“Have you ever heard the story about the boy and the butterfly?” he asked. “When a caterpillar transforms into a butterfly, the butterfly uses its body and wings to break free from the cocoon. It is a difficult, time-consuming task, but as the butterfly struggles and works, it gains muscle, and strength, and when it finally does breaks free, it is able to launch it into the sky and capture food with ease and survive. However, one day, a boy that kept caterpillars as pets saw one of his cocoons shake and move. He felt sorry for the budding creature and wanted to help it, so that it would not have to suffer so much. He asked his mother to cut a slight opening in the cocoon to aid in its escape. But that simple act, born of love and care, robbed the butterfly of its power, and when it finally emerged—all too soon—its body and limbs and wings were not yet strong enough to hunt or fly, and within days, it died.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Avery asked. “Am I the butterfly or the boy?”

Howard wouldn’t answer.

He simply lowered his head and remained silent, even when Avery continued to ask, and then shout, and then pound on the table for an answer. 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Agitated.

Avery was agitated by her meeting with Howard, angry and agitated. 

What did he mean? she wondered. Everything I said was fact. Both in college. Both in sororities. One a senior. One a junior. What was wrong with that?

Arg! she mentally cried. 

The streets were filled with people and cars. It was a Saturday, and she was officially off the case. Still, she didn’t just want to just kill time. She wanted to act. Start from scratch, she thought. The beginning.

Lederman Park was thriving with runners and dogs by the time she arrived. On the baseball diamond near the river was a softball game between men in blue and red. 

Avery parked the car and walked to the bench where Cindy Jenkins had been found. The memory of the body was clear in her mind, the placement, the slight smile, and the look toward the cinema. He wanted to kill in threes, she thought. But that changed. Why did it change? Nothing about the three bodies had seemed very different. They were all handled with care, and except for the last body, they were all staring at threes—three women in love, three girls from WWII. What’s the connection? she wondered.

She sat down, not on the spot where Cindy had been placed, but on the opposite side of the bench, and searched her phone for any information about the number three: it was a magical number in most religions. It sounds like the word “alive” in Chinese. It was the first number that meant “all.” Noah had three sons. The trinity is three. Three. Three. Three.

Avery put down her phone. 

You wanted to kill three, she thought. There was power in three. But then something changed. What changed? What made you want to kill more? 

From her meeting with Howard, Avery was beginning to believe the killer had some kind of higher belief system, maybe of a religious god, maybe of his own type of god. A god that needed young girls. Why? Avery thought. Why do you need young girls? 

Both in college. Both in sororities. One a senior. One a junior.

No, Howard had said. 

She drove to Auburn Cemetery.

As she stood before the spot where Tabitha Mitchell had been placed and as she stared across the great cemetery, Avery felt like she was in some kind of surreal world that wasn’t completely her own. The drive to Lederman Park. The drive to the cemetery. They were calming, peaceful. He would have experienced the same thing. No fears. No worry that he would be caught. Just another beautiful day. 

Stony Brook Children’s Playground in Belmont was a hotbed of activity. Avery was surprised that the crime scene had already been cleaned up. Children ranging in ages from babies to eight-year-olds could be seen everywhere. The older kids ran through the sprinklers and climbed up and down the wooden castle. Mothers cried out and chased their young. Kids cried from bumps on their heads. Some of the mothers and nannies glared at Avery, as if they knew her or they were trying to place her face. 

She headed over to the castle entrance where the third girl had been placed. 

A child peeked out from the opening.

“Hi,” he said and scrambled away. 

Avery imagined the way the girl had looked, and then she turned to stare at the mural with countless children holding hands. 

What’s the connection? she wondered. 

Both in college. Both in sororities. One a senior. One a junior.

No.

She dialed a number. 

The gruff voice of Talbot Diggins answered.

“What’s up, Black? Thought you were dead.”

“Why would I be dead?” she asked. 

“Don’t you ever read the papers? East Coast is in a panic over this killer. Three girls in a week? You’re front page news again. Says you’re off the case. On official leave.”

“I’m not on official leave.”

Children could be heard around Talbot. They squealed. He said, “Hold on a sec,” and then his voice muffled and she heard, “Quiet, rascals. Can’t you see papa’s on the phone. Go bother your mother. Get out of here! Go I’ll be there in a second.”

‘Sorry,” Avery said, “I’m disturbing you.”

“Nah,” he came back, “just another Saturday in the park. What’s up, Black?”

“I called to find out about the third victim.”

“Yeah, I got a call from Lieutenant Connelly at your office. He said he’s heading up the investigation now. Wanted to know what we found. He sounds like a real dick. Ran her prints through the system and got a match. Was involved in some stupid college prank last year. Her name is Molly Green. Media hasn’t been informed yet, so keep this to yourself. She was a Brandeis senior. Finance major. Not a very good student. Not a sorority girl either, so no more ‘Sorority Killer.’”

“Did you talk to anyone at Brandeis?”

“Spoke to the dean. Again, very hush, hush for now. He doesn’t want anything revealed until he can make his own statement on Monday. He referred me to a guidance counselor named Jessica Givens. Apparently, Molly was having panic attacks about the job market.”

“Job market? Did the victim have a job?”

“Counselor didn’t say. But she did tell me that it all worked out in the end.”

“Can I have the number for that counselor?” 

“Yeah,” he said. The phone moved away from his face as he searched for the number and yelled it out so that Avery could hear. “Got that?” Avery typed it into her phone and wrote down the name Jessica Givens. “I got it,” she said. 

“You talk to her friends?” Avery asked. 

“My team reached out to friends and family yesterday. Some are still on it today. She worked as a part-time nanny for a family near the school. Last time anyone saw her alive. Killer snatched her around the house on her way home Thursday night.”

“How do you know that?”

“My squad took some testimony from a young kid, fifteen years old, that lives across the street from the house where Molly worked. Kid said he couldn’t sleep. At about the time Molly got off from work, he saw a girl that matches her description exit the house and start talking to some guy near a blue minivan.”

Avery sucked in a breath.

“That’s what he drives,” she said, “a blue Chrysler minivan.”

“Yeah,” Talbot agreed, “that’s what your supervisor told me. Said they still had no leads on who owns that car, but they’re narrowing down the search. Kid said the perpetrator was wearing a hat and glasses. White guy, about five-six or five-five, lean but strong, between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five. That’s your guy, right?”

“That’s our guy.”

“Kid didn’t know what he was seeing. Says it looked like the girl passed out. The guy called for help and then put the girl in the car and drove away.”

“Did the kid call anyone?”

“No, he said it looked like the guy was taking care of her. Kid’s only fifteen.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s not enough?”

“Just trying to put all the pieces together.”

“You’re lucky I’m even talking to you, Black. Shit, that Connelly hates your ass.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“I guess I just have a thing for desperate, reckless white chicks that I read about in the papers,” he joked, and then his voice muffled again and he said, “Aw, come on, baby. I’m just playing. She’s a detective. No, I’m not interested in her. Hold on one sec.” Back in the phone he said, “All right, Black, I’ve got to go. Nice chat.”

The line went dead.

Brandeis, Avery thought. The third girl went to Brandeis University in Waltham—the furthest county west so far. The first victim went to Harvard, which is in Cambridge, right next to Boston. The second one went to MIT in Cambridge and was dropped off much further west at the cemetery in Watertown. Brandeis University is even further west, but the victim was taken east, into Belmont.

He lives in either Belmont or Watertown, she realized. 

The logic seemed to make sense. He wouldn’t have wanted to travel further to find and place each girl he killed. Based on where he dropped off the bodies and took them, his travel time would have been shorter and shorter each time. Lederman is a long drive from out here in Belmont, she thought. All the way to Boston. Still, it was the first body and he wanted to make a statement—and create some distance from his home. Then he got bolder. The second body was further west, in Watertown. The third was even further, in Waltham. He can’t live in Waltham, she thought. Why would he want to drive all the way to Boston from there? 

She called Finley.

Extremely loud and obnoxious heavy metal music could be heard in the background when Finley picked up.

“Yo, yo,” he cried.

“Finley, it’s Black.”

In nearly a whisper, she heard, “Oh shit,” and then the music went down and Finley was all business. “Look, Black,” he said, “I’m not supposed to talk to you about the case.”

“Are you still on car dealership duty?”

“Yeah?”

“The killer lives in either Belmont or Watertown. Narrow your search to those two counties and it will save a lot of time.”

“How do you know that?”

She hung up.

Accounting. Economics. Finance. All business majors. 

Talbot said the third victim was stressed out about job interviews. Cindy had a job lined up at an accounting firm. What was the name? Devante, she remembered. Biggest firm in Boston. Did Molly have a job? Tabitha was a junior. Would she have a job? 

She headed to her car. 

On the way to Brandeis, she dialed Finley again.

“What the fuck!?” Finley snapped. “Leave me alone. It’s Saturday. This is the first time in two years I don’t have a shift on a Saturday or Sunday. Let me enjoy myself. Call Connelly. He’s on. Call Thompson. He’s on too.”

“Tabitha Mitchell,” she said, “did she have a job lined up somewhere?”

“A real job?”

“Yeah, a real job. Not a princess at Disneyland.”

“Why would she need a job? She was a junior, right?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I called you. Didn’t you talk to her family?”

“Yeah, the mother.”

“She never said anything about a job?”

“No.”

“Call her again. Find out if Tabitha had something lined up for the summer.”

“I’m off-duty.” 

“You’re in the middle of a case!” 

“I don’t have to fucking answer to you, Black!”

“There’s a killer on the loose!” Avery cried, “And he’s going to kill again. And I’m close, Finley, real close. I can feel it. Call the mom. Tabitha’s friends. Whoever you have to. I need an answer. Soon. Please. Call me when you know.” 

“Fuck!” Finley screamed before she hung up. 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

Avery took Route 20 all the way to Waltham County. The drive was slow. 

Every few miles she had to stop at a light.

Jessica Givens never picked up her phone. After the fourth call, Avery realized it must be her work number. She left a message and called the operator.

“Hi there,” she said, “I need the number of a Jessica Givens in Waltham.”

“We have ten Givenses in Waltham,” the operator said. “Do you know where she lives?”

“No.”

An answering machine picked up at the dean’s office.

Avery drove on South Street directly into Brandeis. It took a while to figure out where to park.

Brandeis was one of the top-ranked financial institutes in the state. The central campus was a series of winding streets on a large hill that was incredibly difficult to navigate and walk. A number of antique-looking brick buildings dotted the property and were occasionally broken up by a stone castle, or a modern glass structure with eccentric architecture. After she parked, she walked up quiet paths and asked anyone she passed where to find the registrar. Eventually, she was directed to a small building that was almost completely empty. A single person worked a counter inside.

“We’re closed,” he said. 

Avery flashed her badge.

“My name is Avery Black. I’m looking for Jessica Givens. I understand she’s a guidance counselor that works somewhere on campus.”

A very warm, friendly smile greeted her.

“Heyyyy,” he said. “You’re Avery Black. You hunt serial killers, right? Cool.”

“There’s nothing cool about a serial killer.”

“No, no,” he backtracked. “Of course not. I didn’t mean the serial killer. I meant you. You’ve been all over the news. I know who you are. They’re crucifying you in the papers.”

“I’m surprised you’re still talking to me.”

“Yeah,” he smiled, “you’re hot.” 

The words seemed to have slipped out, and when he realized they’d been said aloud, he blanched and blushed and tried to backtrack. 

“I’m sorry. That was totally unprofessional. I—”

“It’s fine.” She flirted with her most winning smile. “Seriously.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” She nodded and leaned in close. “Really. Can you help me?”

“Sure, sure. You’re lucky I’m still here. I was supposed to be off by now. Let’s see,” he thought and scanned his computer. “What do you need?”

“The cell phone number and home address of Jessica Givens.”

He peeked up over his screen. A lock of his wavy black hair covered one eye. He was young, probably in his early twenties.

“You know, I’m not supposed to give out personal information.”

Avery leaned closer. 

“What’s your name?” she whispered. 

“Buck.”

“Buck,” she said with her lips, and then she lowered her voice and looked both ways as if they were being secretly watched, 

“I’m close to finding this killer, Buck. Jessica Givens has information that could help.”

Suddenly, he appeared worried.

“Did he attack someone here? I thought it was just Harvard and MIT.” 

“Let’s just say no one is safe, Buck. Every college girl is a target. But Jessica Givens,” she stressed and pointed toward the door, “she knows something. Something important. A piece of information that could solve this whole case. I can’t trust anyone else. I’m on my own here. Can you help me? Just between us. No one else has to know.” 

“Shit, ” he whispered. “Sure,” he said. “Sure, if it’s that important, all right,” he cheered, determined, and he gave her what she needed. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I hope you realize that you could have just single-handedly helped me catch this killer.”

“Really?”

“Really,” she whispered in her best, seductive voice.

A finger went to her lips.

“Remember, our secret.”

“Definitely,” Buck said. “Just between us.”

Avery quietly backed away and slipped out the door. The second the sunlight hit her face, she dialed the number given.

“Hello?” someone answered.

“Is this Jessica Givens?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

“Hi, Jessica. My name is Avery Black. I’m one of the investigators on the Molly Green case. I understand you already spoke to Talbot Diggins?”

“How did you get this number?”

“Are you the counselor Detective Diggins spoke with about Molly Green?”

“Yes, I am. But this is a private line. I’m with family right now.”

“Molly Green is dead, Ms. Givens. We’re trying to track her killer. This will only take a second. You said the victim was stressed about her job interview process, is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“How was that problem resolved?”

“She received a job offer from an accounting firm about a month ago.”

Accounting firm, Avery thought. 

Cindy Jenkins was hired by an accounting firm.

“Do you remember the name?”

“Of course,” Jessica said, “it’s one of the biggest firms in Boston. I was surprised she was hired. Her academic performance wasn’t like some of the other students who applied to the same company. It was Devante. Devante Accounting in Boston financial.” 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

Just after sunset on the Bentley University Campus in Waltham, the killer parked his car in a lot to the north of College Drive and walked south, across the pavement. 

An uneasy feeling churned in his stomach. 

He was on the hunt for his fourth victim, and yet it was such an unexpected activity.

Months before he began to plan for his first human kill, he was assured by the voice of the All Spirit—who had guided him in each and every phase of the operation—that three was the number of girls needed: three kills to unlock the doors of heaven. 

The radical change had come during his drop-off of Molly Green. 

As the killer had driven to the predetermined spot for her placement in Belmont, a spot that he was sure would please the All Spirit, an angry voice had screamed in his mind: More. It had to be a mistake, he was sure. The All Spirit had only needed three. More, the voice had repeated—again and again. Worried, sweaty, and unsure of himself, the killer knew the drop-off for Molly Green would have to be changed to account for the shift. In a panic—and he never panicked—he’d scouted Belmont and was lucky enough to find the children’s park with the mural that would at least hark to the future and please his god. 

He, however, had not been pleased. 

A new girl meant not just one, but more, a seemingly never-ending supply. 

He had other interests, other desires. Animals, for one. His passion for collecting animals off the streets. He loved cats, a wounded bat had even made it into his house once, a creature that he had loved and cared for, before it was given immortality. 

Botany was another hobby. No time had been allowed in the previous months to augment his mixtures and test them out on live animal subjects. Everything had been for the All Spirit, a god that had become an increasing presence in his life. 

More girls…he thought.

More…

His reward for the trinity was supposed to be immortality in human form, and a place in heaven with the other celestial beings. But now, he didn’t feel immortal, in fact, he felt feverish and extremely emotional. This new game, this new plan, it went against his innermost desires, and he began to think cruel thoughts about the All Spirit. 

High in the sky, the face of his god frowned, and a booming echo seemed to shake the land itself: More!

Yes, I know, the killer mentally shouted to the sky. More! Don’t you see, I’m here? I’ve been watching her? I know where she is. The plan is set. The placement is set. Everything is under control! he assured the All Spirit. Only he didn’t feel under control.

Unlike the other kills, where he’d been imperious, where he had felt the protection of the All Spirit—to the degree that if he’d killed someone in public, in broad daylight, not a single person would have noticed now, all eyes seemed to gaze on him. 

Outside of the parking lot was an expansive grass lawn. 

A movie screen had been erected.

It was Saturday Night Movie Night at Bentley, and the classic cinema on display was the black and white masterpiece Casablanca.

Hundreds of individuals and couples and groups of students were splayed out on the lawn to watch the movie. Some of them were on blankets, others in chairs. The boldest among them had brought wine and beer to the event. 

He carried with him a blanket and sunglasses.

His target? A senior named Wanda Voles. A reconnaissance mission the night before had informed him of her destination this night. Apparently on the outs with her boyfriend, she’d decided to come to the movie and be alone. Her friends had begged her not to spend a precious Saturday night at such a lame event, but Wanda had been adamant. “Casablanca is like, my favorite movie,” she had told those in attendance. 

He picked this night for several reasons. One of the main reasons was that in the back of his mind, he hoped she wouldn’t show up. The thought had been blasphemous and yet undeniable. “I don’t want to do it! I don’t want to do it!” he’d screamed. The All Spirit had refused to listen. Pain had wracked his body in that moment. 

Now, he moved along the outskirts of the large crowd. Every so often, he peeked up to see Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman embrace or fight. 

Wanda sat on the western edge of the lawn, alone but surrounded by other students. 

He picked a spot about twenty yards behind her. Wanda’s dorm, he knew, was about a ten-minute walk east, through the parking lot and over a number of winding and narrow pathways where they might be alone.

On his blanket, the killer pretended to watch the movie.

Don’t do it, his mind blared. Don’t do it!

I have to do it, he roared back. 

The pain in his stomach, like a hand that suddenly closed into a fist, made him curve forward. The All Spirit filled his mind. More! the god blared. More! More! MORE!

I know, he pleaded. I’m sorry.

No joy could be taken in the movie. Every climactic scene only reminded him of the desperate urgency of his own situation, and the people everywhere, and his guilt. It was wrong, all wrong, and he couldn’t say it out loud; he couldn’t even think it. 

When the credits rolled, Wanda Voles collected her blanket and personal items and headed home. Many of the students remained on the lawn. There was a lot of kissing and laughing. Numerous small exoduses took place along the edges. A few people moved beside Wanda. 

He stood up only seconds after Wanda had passed and followed her out. Just another ordinary student, he told himself. Lies, his mind blared. Stop it! he fought. More! the All Spirit roared. The decree shook him and reverberated throughout his being. To those nearby, he seemed to have an epileptic shiver. 

Calm yourself, he thought. 

He tracked Wanda through the parking lot. She passed right by the killer’s car. A few lines of students were headed in the same direction, only they were further away. 

Alone, he thought. She’s alone. Now!

None of the joy, the ease, and the personal investment were there. The power of the All Spirit had left him. Yet he had to go on. As always, the All Spirit watched and waited.

Wanda was ten feet in front of him. She began to hum a tune.

His ruse was prepared. He would greet her, pretend that he’d come to see the movie with his daughter and then complain about his car tire. She would lower down to help him check the pressure and that’s when the needle would be placed. No fuss. No witnesses. Just a young girl that disappeared in a parking lot.

Five feet behind her. 

He prepared his needle.

Four feet and she was about to enter a new line of cars. 

Three feet and he opened his mouth to speak.

In front of Wanda, a student jumped out from behind a car.

“Rah!” he roared with his arms up.

Wanda jerked back in fright.

He instantly turned and walked in a perpendicular direction. Behind him, he could hear the boy laughing. “I got you good!” Wanda screamed back, “You scared me half to death!” “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he apologized, “but man, that was good! I saw you coming and I just had to do it. What are you up to? It’s too early to.”

Their conversation faded in the background. 

Relief flowed through the killer, a desperate relief at being saved from his crime. It wasn’t right, he told himself. I knew it wasn’t right. I have to rethink. I have to replan. Don’t worry. Don’t worry, he placated his god. This will be fine. I promise.

High above, the All Spirit growled in disapproval. 




CHAPTER THIRTY

 

A dreamy, surreal quality had taken control of Avery Black. 

There was no memory of her final words with Jessica Givens, or when she’d hung up or where she’d put her phone. 

She stood in the dark of the Brandeis campus. Ahead of her were a rolling green field and a line of trees and the stars. Behind her were red brick buildings illuminated by lower lights. 

Calm down, she told herself. 

You’ve been down this road before.

The memory of her near-assault on John Lang from Art for Life was still fresh in her mind, along with the captain’s reprimand and the extended weekend she’d been given to think about her actions. 

You were taken off the case, remember?

Not anymore, she answered. 

Cindy Jenkins had been hired by Devante. Molly Green had been hired by Devante. What about Tabitha Mitchell?

On the way to her car, Avery dialed Finley. The phone rang numerous times before his voicemail picked up. He’s avoiding me, she thought. Five more calls were placed. The results were the same. Every time, Avery left the same message, only with more urgency: 

“Finley. We’ve got a connection. Jenkins and Green were both hired by the same firm in Boston. You have to get back to me. Did Tabitha Mitchell have any kind of job lined up for her senior year? Call me back as soon as you get this.”

Avery sat in her BMW and logged onto her dashboard computer. 

Devante was a private company based in Boston. 

General information was all she could find online: the founder of the company, chairman of the board, the CEO, and the statewide structure. 

A quick search revealed the vast number of jobs within an actual accounting firm: staff accountant, junior and senior level accountants, tax manager, tax auditor, CPA…. The list was seemingly endless. 

Who hires college girls? she wondered. It has to be some kind of human resources head that scouts out colleges and finds likely applicants. That person would most likely then take resumes and distribute the promising ones to the people in charge of whatever positions happened to be open within the company. 

How would I find out who scouted and saw the resumes of those two girls?

The answer was obvious, and tricky given her currently diminished status within the Homicide division. You have to get to the Chairman or the CEO, she realized. Only they can give you access to the right people. She laughed. OK, how do I do that? 
A warrant, she thought.

You’re going to need a warrant.

Warrants were difficult to get. Probable cause was necessary. In this case, Avery was confident that the connection between the girls and the company that planned to hire them was enough probable cause for a warrant. However, a judge would also want to know that items connected to the crime might be found at the offices of Devante. That might be a problem, she thought, unless the affidavit included computer information. If the killer has anything related to the case on his computer, I can use that to bolster a warrant.

Sleep on it tonight, she thought. Don’t make a mistake. Wait for Finley to call. Get everything in place before you go to the captain. 

Her mind blared back: Not on your life.

She put the car in gear and headed out.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

Avery sauntered into the A1 police department at just past ten in the evening. The first-floor receptionist was dealing with an officer and a prostitute. Throughout the rest of the office, plainclothes officers booked drunken college students and took statements. A fight broke out in the back and it took three cops to subdue a tremendous white man. 

Police jobs weren’t like normal jobs. 

The majority of officers didn’t just come in at eight or nine and leave at five everyday. Similarly, weekends were almost never free unless an employee had seniority or the entire department was on a revolving schedule. In the A1, everyone worked in shifts—five-day shifts that could be from Wednesday to Sunday, and if someone was on a case, they could work all night, every night, and well into the morning. 

Avery recognized a few familiar faces. However, no one seemed to pay her much mind. Weekend night shifts had a certain feel to them, like being in a cemetery after staying up for forty-eight hours straight: everyone was in a haze and had a rhythm all their own. 

On the second floor, Connelly was arguing with Thompson. 

Thompson looked like two men rolled into one, a giant that loved to hit the gym, and combined with his pale skin and full lips and light blond hair, he usually made other police—and perpetrators—extremely uncomfortable. 

“Why am I still here?” Thompson complained. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Connelly snapped. “I just gave you a job and you didn’t do it. I don’t care if you’re here until four AM.”

“Car dealerships!?” Thompson roared and stood to his full height. “How many fucking dealerships are open on Saturday night? My shift ended hours ago. Here’s a list from Watertown and Belmont.”

“I asked for Waltham, too. And I asked you for numbers, and for the direct contacts at each company. I don’t see anything here for Belmont,” he complained and flipped through a list.

Avery sat back on someone’s desk and waited for them to finish.

Connelly glanced up.

“What the fuck are you doing here? Didn’t the captain tell you to take a rest?”

“Can we talk?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I’ve got nothing to say to you. Get lost. You’re not back until Monday.”

She indicated Thompson.

“You’re wasting his time.”

“I told you!” Thompson followed. “This is a waste of my fucking time.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Connelly snapped and pointed in his face. “Black, I swear to God. If you’re not out of my sight in five seconds I’m going to personally see you off Homicide and back to beat for the rest of your life.”

Avery lowered her head.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said in a calm, even tone. “And you need to listen to me. I’ve got a lead. A big one,” she emphasized and looked him right in the eyes. “We need to talk this through. And we need to be on the same team. Do you want to catch a killer? Or do you want to stay pissed off at me because you think you know me, or because I was assigned to your team, or because I used to have a better life than you?”  

She pushed off the desk.

“I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to offend you,” she said, “but I’m right here. Right now. Just like you. Swimming in the shit. And I haven’t let up on finding this killer, and I’ve finally got a lead. This can’t wait until Monday. If you kick me out, I’ll just call the captain, and then the chief, and then anyone else who will listen to me.”

Thompson pointed at Avery with heartfelt concern. 

“Listen to her,” he pleaded. 

“Shut the fuck up, Thompson! Sit down.”

He curled a finger at Avery and pointed to the conference room.

“Three minutes,” he said. “You’ve got three minutes.”

Once they were alone, Avery laid it out. “I know I’ve made some mistakes.” 

“Some!?”

“Stupid mistakes,” she added, “but it was all in the line of duty. I made a few other mistakes today. I went back to see Howard Randall.” 

Connelly howled and waved a hand.

“He gave me a clue,” Avery continued, “or,” she added, “something like a clue. I couldn’t figure it out until I went to Brandeis.”

Connelly slapped his head.

“You went to Molly Green’s college? You were told to stay off this case.”

“Will you shut up!” she yelled. “Just for once? Please?”

Surprised, he folded his arms and stood back. 

“I talked to someone in the guidance department. She told me that Molly had a job lined up with Devante Accounting. Well, guess what? Cindy Jenkins also had a job with Devante. I don’t know about Tabitha yet. Finley was supposed to talk to the mother. I haven’t heard back from him. Tabitha was a junior, but if she was hired by them too, that’s too much of a coincidence to ignore, don’t you think?”

“Your last connection turned out to be shit.”

“But it was a connection, the only one between two of those girls, until now. If we can link the third girl to Devante, we’ll be closer than we’ve ever been.”

“Finley’s off duty,” he mumbled. 

“So?”

Connelly walked away and mulled over the situation. In a gray suit and blue shirt that appeared too small for his muscular frame, he rolled his shoulders and rubbed the blondish stubble on his skin, seemingly annoyed but intrigued. 

“Wait here,” he said.

“What are you—” 

“I said wait!” he snapped and walked out.

Beyond the glass, she could see him give instructions to a very flustered Thompson before he went to his own desk and started to make a call. 

Avery sat in the conference room for nearly twenty minutes. With nothing to do, the burden of her knowledge finally out, she felt more relaxed and oddly comforted. An intense desire to call her daughter made her reach for the phone. 

What would you say? she wondered.

Tell her that you were an idiot, and that you still are. Tell her the truth: that you love her and you’ll make this right, no matter what. 

The conference door opened.

“Tabitha Mitchell was a junior,” Connelly said. “She was graduating early, top of her class. And she was offered a job at Devante Accounting.”

Avery sat up.

“Holy shit.” 

The connection was there. Howard Randall had been right. His words rang out: He has to find them, watch them, know them from somewhere. When she went down the list with Randall—one a senior, one a junior—he’d said no.

He knew, she realized. 

The sickness Avery had felt at having to visit Randall and ask for help now began to wash away. The connection had been made, and if she could fit all the pieces together, there was hope: for her, for her future, to leave the past behind. 

“Three of them,” Connelly said. “All of them had jobs at Devante.”

“How did you find out?” 

“Finley’s been calling the Mitchell house. I called the mother’s cell. She was sleeping. Started crying the second I told her it was about her daughter. But she had the information we needed. What’s fucked up is, I think the papers said the same thing yesterday or the day before.”

That’s how he knew, Avery realized. Randall read the papers.

They both stared at each other in silence. 

“What do we do now?” she asked. 

“You tell me.”

She glanced away and bit down on her lower lip.

“We need a name. Who was the hiring manager that met with all those girls?”

“Whoever it is,” Connelly said, “he must know that at least two of the girls he hired are dead. It’s been all over the news.”

“If two girls you hired were found dead in under a week, would you call someone?” 

“Not if I was guilty.”

Connelly immediately put the conference room phone on speaker and called the captain. Agitated and sleepy, a remote O’Malley listened to both Avery and Connelly on speakerphone and took his time before he answered.

“Wait until the morning,” he said. “There’s nothing we can do right now. I’ll call the chief and the mayor first thing Sunday. Shit,” he mumbled. “Devante. They’re huge.”

“We’ll start with the CEO and work our way down,” Avery said. “Someone has to have a list of names and job titles. I’m assuming our killer works in human resources.”

“Try to get some sleep tonight,” the captain said, “both of you. It might be a big day tomorrow.  I’ll meet you in the office at eight. Avery, if you can’t sleep, start on the warrants: one for the company and one for an unnamed individual within the company. You can also call Devante and see if there’s a weekend staff. I doubt anyone will pick up at this hour, but it’s April. You never know.” 

The line went dead. 

Uneasy in his stance, Connelly refused to look at her. 

“Let’s hope this works out,” he said and left.

Avery completed as much paperwork as she could on two warrants. She called at least ten numbers listed for Devante’s Boston office. No one answered.

Go home, she told herself. 

Sleep was the furthest thing from her mind.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

Sunday felt like a Monday for Avery. 

She was up and energized at seven. Strangely enough, she slept like a baby the moment she’d arrived home, probably the best night’s sleep she’d had in months. 

She threw on a black pantsuit and white button-down. As always, she wore black Skechers sneakers on her feet. The days of high-heel Manolo Blahniks were long gone. After breakfast and a cup of coffee, she stood in her foyer and stared at herself.

Go get him, she said. 

A twinge of doubt invaded her thoughts. There had been so many close calls already, so many leads that had turned up dead. No, she thought. This is the one. It has to be. 

On the way to her car, she surveyed the landscape of her life as a cop: traffic duty, petty crimes, domestic disputes, gang warfare, and now this, her biggest case, a homicide detective on the trail of a serial killer. This is what you’ve been working toward for the last three years, she told herself: a chance to make amends for the past, to close the Howard Randall chapter for good and to step out of the shadows of miserable regret, and live. 

Weekend morning shifts at the A1 changed at eight. Most of the office was empty from the transition, with a large majority of the force either on the streets or on their way into work. Connelly was already there, along with the chief and Thompson.

The chief was in jeans and a red BPD T-shirt, the most casual Avery had ever seen him. On the phone, he waved her into his office with the rest of the group.

“Hold on,” O’Malley said into the line, “I’ve got Black here. Let me put you on speaker and we can get this handled right now.”

A gravelly voice emanated through the room.

“Hello? Can everyone hear me?”

O’Malley mouthed “The mayor.” 

“We’re here,” he said.

“Detective Black,” the mayor said as if the words were distasteful in his mouth, “I hear you’ve been relentless on this case, even after you were dismissed. How sure are you about Devante? You know Miles Standish is a good friend of mine.”

O’Malley mouthed “The owner.” 

“I highly doubt that Mr. Standish has anything to do with this,” Avery said. “We believe the killer is someone within his offices, most likely a human resources manager or liaison that would have met with these girls, read their resumes, and then passed them on to the proper departments.”

“I asked how sure you are about Devante, Ms. Black. Are you positive this is the best lead? I have a very difficult call to make.”

“Three girls are dead,” she said. “Each one of them is from different schools, and yet they all had jobs lined up at Devante. It’s the only connection that makes sense. I’m one hundred percent sure.”

“Good,” the mayor said. “Mike,” he added, “I’ll call Miles now. Expect to hear from him soon. If he doesn’t cooperate, get your warrant and do what you have to do. I want this case wrapped up by Monday.”

“Yes sir,” O’Malley said. 

When the mayor hung-up, O’Malley addressed the group.

“OK,” he said, “here’s how we’ll do this. Avery, you’re lead. That shit you pulled the other day was way out of line, but since you cracked this thing, you should see it through. We’ll discuss your future later on. Connelly is your supervisor. You’ll have Thompson and whomever else we can pull together once we have all the information. Thompson.” he said and paused for a minute to find the right words, “I used to think you were this freakish Irish giant that would come into this office and make things happen. Sadly, none of that happened In fact, I think you’re lazier than Finley. Scratch that,” he instantly corrected, “I was wrong about Finley. He’s been working his ass off. Everyone makes mistakes. You, however, had better amaze me today. Is that understood?” 

“Yes, sir,” Thompson swore.

Fifteen minutes later, the call they’d been waiting for arrived. O’Malley instantly touched speakerphone.

“O’Malley here,” he said.

A perky young voice filled the room.

“Hi there!” she said. “This is Laura Hunt. I’m the personal assistant to Mr. Miles Standish. I was told to call and provide whatever information you might need about Devante.” 

O’Malley waved at Black.

“You’re on,” he said.

“This is Avery Black,” she said. “I’m not sure if you’ve been informed, but we have a serial killer on the loose with a possible connection to the Devante Accounting Firm.” 

“Yes, Ms. Black, I’ve been fully briefed.”

“What we need is a name, someone that would have met with each of these college students and then either offered them jobs, or rerouted them to another department within the company where they were hired.”

“OK,” she said. “Can I ask which Devante firm we’re talking about?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we have offices in Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio.” 

“The Boston office.”


“OK, hold on one second. Here it is. Timothy McGonagle is the president of Human Resources for the Boston office. I don’t think he deals directly with college recruiting, but you can either talk to him or someone on his staff,” and she offered his cell phone number, home number, and home address. 

“How many people does McGonagle have under him?” Avery asked.

“There are twenty-eight other human resources workers.”

“If I have problems, can I call you directly?”

“Absolutely,” she said and gave Avery her number. “Mr. Standish wants to help in any way possible. He simply asks that you try and keep the Devante name out of the papers if possible. We wouldn’t want people to associate any crimes with our accounting firm.”

“Understood,” Avery said.

The phone call ended shortly after and O’Malley surveyed the group.

Avery wanted to see Timothy McGonagle for herself, up close and personal. Even if he wasn’t the person directly responsible for the crimes, it was becoming almost certain that he hired a killer, or he hired someone that had hired a killer. A quick background check revealed nothing on McGonagle: not even a parking ticket.  

“All right,” he said, “get to it. I have a sweet sixteen to attend.”

 

* * *

 

McGonagle wasn’t far from the A1. He lived in the affluent neighborhood of Beacon Hill just north of the offices, close to Lederman Park. Connelly stayed behind to oversee two gang-related squads and to try and pull together a team for Avery if needed. 

Thompson was assigned as her partner for the day. He kept his mouth shut for most of the ride and sat awkwardly in Avery’s passenger seat, his body scrunched in tight.

“Where you from?” Avery casually asked.

“Boston,” he mumbled. 

“Where in Boston?”

“All over.”

“What made you want to be a cop?”

A frown appeared on his albino-like face, and his fat lips curled in a sneer.

“What is this? Twenty questions?” he barked. 

Avery parked on Pinckney Street.

McGonagle lived in a large, brick-faced home with white shutters and a red door sunken into an outdoor foyer space. Thompson remained on the edge of the entrance and looked like he wanted to be anywhere but around Avery Black. His size and strange appearance, however, were a magnet for people that walked by; even if they were on the other side of the street, they crossed and stared closely into his face as they passed. 

The bell rang and was quickly answered.

“Hello?” someone called.

Tim McGonagle was younger than Avery had expected, maybe in his mid-thirties, with black hair and bright green eyes that seemed to always be calculating figures. He was dressed in gray slacks and a pink button-down shirt and a green tie. 

Five eight or five nine, she thought. Too tall. The height doesn’t match up. 

“Can I help you with something?” he asked. 

“Avery Black,” she said, “Boston Homicide.”

“Yes, I see. A celebrity officer in person.” He smiled.

He noticed Thompson before he turned back to Avery. 

“What can I do for you?”

“Have you been following the serial killer case?” Avery asked. 

“I have,” he said. 

“Are you aware that three of the victims were recently hired by your firm?”

“No,” he said, “my god, that’s awful.”

‘What exactly do you do at Devante?”

He waved inside.

“Would you like to sit down?” 

“No, thank you.”

A female voice called out from somewhere deep in the home. 

“Timmy? Who is it?”

“Hold on one second, Peg,” he called. “I’m the president of the Devante Human Resources Department for the Boston Division,” he said to Avery. “My main responsibilities are to hire and manage the staff. I oversee problems within the company, any major employee/employer disputes, things of that nature. The only resumes I see are for high-level staff we may need, such as a CEO position or a head auditor.”

“Who recruits for the colleges?”

“One of my employees. His name is Gentry Villasco, but honestly, I can’t imagine him doing anything like this. He’s an administrative director. He heads up a team of four. They oversee colleges, college resumes, and they do scouting on campuses.”

“If a college student wanted a position at your firm, they’d have to go through him?”

“That’s right. His team might sift through applicants and weed out the best resumes, but eventually they’d go to him. If Gentry liked what he saw, he would then pass them onto the appropriate department where a position had opened.”

“Can you tell me anything about him? Is he single? Married? What does he like to do on weekends? Does he have friends?”

Timothy laughed.

“Gentry is definitely not a killer,” he said. “He’s a loner, that’s for sure, a little older than I am. Maybe in his fifties? Has a house out in West Somerville. Commutes to work. He’s a people-person but he keeps to himself, if you know what I mean? He’s worked at Devante longer than I have, about fifteen years.”

Avery gave him the hard stare.

“Are you sure you have no knowledge of the three victims in question? Let me tell you their names again, in case you forgot: Cindy Jenkins, Tabitha Mitchell, and the last one hasn’t hit the papers yet. Molly Green.”

“I’ve never heard of any of them,” he said and then instantly corrected himself. “Well, I’ve heard of the first two, but not within the company. I read the papers. I’m familiar with the case,” and he stood taller and held her gaze.

“Are you going to be home all day?” Avery asked.

“Well, my family and I are planning on going to church in a little while. We’re just having breakfast with the kids.”

He seemed both honest and genuinely disturbed by the connection to Devante. A family man, Avery thought. She stepped back and tried to imagine a killer with a wife and family.

“Here’s my card,” she said. “Please call me if you can think of anything else.”

“Of course,” he said. “I’m sorry to hear about all this.”

Thompson was leaning on the brick facade with his foot kicked up, oblivious to everything except the sky. 

Avery slapped him in the chest as she walked past.

“Hey!” he complained. 

“Next time you want to act like a doorstop,” she said, “go back to the office.”




 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

A quick conversation with Laura Hunt and Avery was in possession of the cell phone number and address of Gentry Villasco, as well as the names, addresses, and contact information for everyone on his team, just in case Villasco turned out to be a dead end. 

Of the four people who worked for Gentry, two were women and two were men. The women lived in Chelsea and Boston, respectively, both well outside of Avery’s general range of the killer’s home. The first man commuted from South Boston, also outside the range. The last one lived in Watertown: Edwin Pesh. Watertown was one of Avery’s hotspots. She circled his name and hopped in the car. As she drove, Thompson plugged in all the names into the database for a background check. One of the girls had ten outstanding parking tickets. The man from South Boston had been arrested for drunk and disorderly conduct a year earlier. No records were found on the other two. 

Gentry Villasco lived on a wide-open street in Somerville. His house was a very small, narrow, two-level Tudor home painted white with brown trim and a brown roof. Multiple trees shaded his driveway. A white Honda Civic was parked before a closed garage. 

Avery and Thompson were in the middle of a heated debate.

“I’m just saying, try to look like you care,” Avery sighed.

“I do care,” he said.

“Look around,” she said. “If I’m talking to a suspect, observe the premises, put on a smile, pretend to take notes. Whatever. Don’t just stare at the sky.”

“I’ve been a cop a lot longer than you have.”

“Really? That’s hard to believe. When was the last time you were promoted?”

Thompson pinched his lips in anger and tried to reposition himself in the tiny space of the BMW passenger seat. 

When they exited the car and walked up to the front door, Avery was slightly ahead, with the hulking Thompson behind her like a bodyguard ready to devour any opposition.

The doorbell rang. 

A gracious, humble man appeared to greet them. He reminded Avery of a monk, or of some saintly being. Tan and balding on the top with cropped white hair on the sides, he had eyes that were small and squinted. Everything about him was small—his chin, his hands and shoulders. He wore tan slacks and a black sweater over a T-shirt, even though it was at least eighty-five degrees outside. 

He’s the right build, Avery thought. A little small, but if he was wearing a disguise, he could have also been he wearing heights.

“Hello,” Villasco said in the sweetest, most gentle voice imaginable. “Would you like to come in?”

Surprised, Avery said, “Do you know why we’re here?”

“Yes,’ he nodded with a sad frown, “I think I do.”

He turned and headed back inside

“Mr. Villasco, where are you going?” Avery called. “Mr. Villasco, can you please just—excuse me, sir? I need to see.”

She and Thompson shared a look. 

‘Call it in,” she said and pulled her gun.

Thompson drew his own gun.

“I’m with you.” 

“Not a chance,” she snorted and pointed to the lawn. “You call it in. Wait for the others. I work better on my own.”

The house was extremely cold, possibly through central heating as Avery hadn’t noticed any air conditioners. She closed the door behind her and stepped inside. 

Beyond the gray-blue foyer was a staircase to a second level. A gray cat with green eyes watched her from one of the steps. She turned right and into a small living room. Lots of plants lined the windowsills and hung from the ceiling. 

Her heart was racing fast. 

The gun was held low.

“Mr. Villasco?” she called. “Where are you?”

“In my office,” he replied.

Slowly, she headed toward a small doorway at the back of the living room. After every step, she turned to make sure she wasn’t followed. Only once in her life had she been shot. She took two bullets: one in the leg and one in the shoulder. 

Gentry Villasco sat behind a large mahogany desk on the right. A green lamp was on one side of the desk, and paperwork was stacked on the other. His hands were hidden in his lap. A small green couch was on Avery’s left, under a window. 

“Mr. Villasco,” she said, “please show me your hands.”

“You work so hard,” he sighed, “all your life.”

“Mr. Villasco. I really need to see those hands.”

“It’s all for family. You know that, right? I did it for family.”

“Please—your hands.”

“It just seems right.” He nodded. “I’ve already lived. What do I need to be here for anyway? My wife died of cancer two years ago. Did you know that? Terrible disease.” 

Avery inched closer toward the desk. 

“Your hands!”

“Those girls,” he said. “I knew, I knew. A horrible tragedy. It truly is. But who are we to judge? Everyone deserves to exist.”

He quickly lifted a gun from his lap and placed it under his chin. The weapon had to be at least fifty years old, a six-shooter: silver with a white handle, like something that could be bought at a garage sale, or from an antique shop.

Avery raised a hand.

“Don’t do it,” she cried. 

Villasco fired.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

“No!”

The shot echoed through the room. His head jerked from the blast and blood shot out from the back and sprayed the wall behind him.

“Shit,” Avery whispered. 

Thompson ran in with his gun aimed at everything. 

“What the fuck?!” he cried. “Oh shit.”

Avery turned to him. 

“Did you call it in?” 

“Everyone’s on the way.” 

Avery stood there staring at the dead man, just a few feet before her, who had been alive but moments before, and her heart broke in a million pieces.

 

* * *

 

Gloves and bags were retrieved from her car. Thompson was given a set and told to check the perimeter. Avery took the first floor. 

In the living room, carpets were gray and walls were painted a muddy white. Apart from the living room and Villasco’s office, there was a kitchen on the opposite side of the stairs. Kitchen cabinets were dark wood. The counters were dark blue and the floors white tile. 

A small door led to a grassy backyard enclosed by a wooden fence. All different kinds of flowers were in bloom along the fence, and there as a dark gray patio setting for guests. 

Back in the house, Avery found a door to the basement behind the steps. Creaky wooden stairs led to a wholly ordinary space: cement floor, nice wooden shelving along the walls, and other storage areas. She opened a plastic container and found clothing for the winter. 

On the first level, she bumped into Thompson. 

“Nothing outside,” he said. “Garage is filled with cans and gardening tools.” 

Together, they headed to the second floor. 

Avery took the lead, gun held low. The cat she’d seen earlier scurried across the top steps and disappeared. She put two fingers to her eyes and pointed them left. Thompson nodded, turned left at the stairs, and moved down the hallway. Avery went into the cat room. The small guest bedroom was painted a grayish green. Three cat litter boxes rested on wooden floors. Two cats were on the bed, the fat, gray one she’d seen before, and a white kitten. The only closet held moth-ridden, female clothing. 

She moved around the banister in the direction where Thompson had headed. The master bedroom to her right held a large bed. Multiple mirrors lined the walls. The carpet was white. She opened a few of the mirrored doors to find clothing and shoes. 

“Hey, Black,” she heard, “up here.”

The last room was more like a closet with a short staircase up to an attic. The space was too small for Thompson to fit inside. Instead, he sat on the steps and pulled down an item from above for Avery to investigate. 

“Two others up here as well,” he said. 

Avery grabbed a furry statue. 

It was a cat, a black cat that had been stuffed and mounted on a wooden base. No inscription lined the wood. 

“Is there a tabby up there, too?” she asked.

“How did you know?” 

Thompson handed down another taxidermy statue. It was a smaller, orange-colored cat with black lines and dark eyes. She handed it back. 

“Bag some of those hairs,” she said.

“Just this one?”

“Yeah. Forensics found tabby hairs on the first two bodies.”

Police sirens could be heard in the distance. As they moved closer, Avery headed downstairs and walked out the front door. 

She should have been ecstatic, or relieved.

Instead, Avery felt empty, unsettled. Puzzle pieces swirled in her mind, unconnected: the killer’s car routes had all headed north and west outside of Boston. He lives northwest of Boston, she thought. It’s a match. That didn’t explain the blue minivan heading even further west outside of Cambridge. A second house, she thought. He must have a second house. That’s where he keeps the minivan. Everything else fit. He grew flowers. Cats lived in the house. 

If the tabby cat hairs matched what Randy had found on the bodies, and if some of those plants were psychedelic, Avery knew the case would be closed. 

Thompson appeared behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder. 

“See what you can find in the office,” she said. “Try not to disturb the body. We need a second house. And we need to find that dark blue minivan. You’re looking for rent bills, a mortgage address, auto insurance forms, anything like that.”

“On it.” 

The last words of Villasco were seared into her mind. 

I did it for family. 

Who are we to judge? 

Everyone deserves to exist.

 

* * *

 

Avery watched as Somerville and Boston PD cruisers raced down the street with sirens blaring, parked wherever they wanted, and exited their vehicles with guns drawn.

Connelly was among them.

None of the anger he routinely harbored against Avery was visible in his gaze, none of the uncertainty or distrust. Wonder appeared on his face, a sense of disbelief that what he witnessed could possibly be true: that a woman—a disgraced public figure turned cop—had done it again, solved another case and made the rest of the force look like slugs.

“What have we got?” he said.

Somerville police began to surround the house and enter. 

The entire scene unfolded like a dream. Avery could barely see Connelly or the others. She was miles away in her own mind. The puzzle wasn’t complete, and yet she had no real facts to base it on except for instinct and Gentry Villasco’s last words. I did it for family. Who are we to judge? Everyone deserves to exist. 

Could Gentry have abducted all those women? Avery wondered. He seemed sweet, almost hapless, like he was roped into something he couldn’t control.

“Avery. Are you all right? Talk to me,” Connelly insisted. 

“He’s inside,” she said, “Gentry Villasco. Dead. Shot himself. Said something about doing it for family. Thompson is looking for a paper trail that might lead to the minivan or another home.”

“Is this our guy? Avery?”

Everyone deserves to exist.

“I have to make a call,” she said.

Avery walked out into the street and dialed Tim McGonagle. His phone went directly to voicemail. She left a message. 

“Mr. McGonagle,” she said, “this is Avery Black. I need to know if Gentry Villasco has any family that might work with you in the office, a cousin or nephew—anyone. This is extremely important. Please call me back as soon as you can.”

The list she’d taken earlier, of all the people that worked under Villasco, was unfolded and scanned. A circle surrounded the name Edwin Pesh.

You can’t just leave a crime scene, she told herself. This is your crime scene. Connelly would never forgive you. O’Malley would never forgive you. You have to follow through. Take statements, complete a more thorough search of the house.

Patience had never been one of Avery’s strong suits. Although her outwardly calm and sarcastic demeanor had—over the years—lulled a lot of people into a false sense of security, inside she was really a machine that refused to stop.

If Villasco is your killer, he’s dead now, she reasoned. There’s nothing more you can do. The house is being watched and searched. 

You can’t leave, she mentally cried. 

Avery turned back to the house. There was no sign of Thompson or Connelly. A few of the Somerville police talked amongst themselves. Children had begun to creep up to the scene from further down the street, as well as parents in nearby homes.

Go, she thought and made a beeline to her car.

No one stopped her. 

The Watertown address of Edwin Pesh was thirty minutes away from the Somerville house of Villasco. Just a short trip, she told herself. If you don’t see anything unusual, you turn around and come back. Say you went for a coffee run, or you were sick. 

Avery took her time. She slowed down at stop signs and kept her speed under the limit. There’s no need to rush, she thought. 

About halfway into her ride, she imagined Rose, distressed from their lunch and in a miserable mood all weekend long. 

You have to make things right with her, she mulled. No matter what happens here she’s your daughter, and not that crying, pooping, and peeing lump anymore. She’s a woman now, a real person, and she needs a mother. 

She dialed her number.

Voicemail picked up.

“OK, I’m an idiot,” Avery said. “Rose, this is your mom. God, I don’t even deserve to call myself that, do I? I know I haven’t been there for you. I’ve probably never been there for you the way you needed. I was a terrible mother. That’s true, I know it. But I was young, and stupid, and having a child is hard. That’s not an excuse,” she immediately corrected. “This is all on me. Jack was great, he really was great, especially with you. Give me another chance, Rose. I hate what’s happened to us. Please. One more chance. I promise to make amends for the past. You might not accept me as a mother anymore, but I’d like to at least try to be.”

Voicemail cut her off. 

“Shit,” Avery whispered.

She was about to call back when she entered Watertown. The area wasn’t as familiar to her as Cambridge or Boston. At a stoplight, she plugged in the address for Edwin Pesh and watched the red dot blip on her screen. 

Five minutes away. 

Two.

The house of Edwin Pesh was in a dismal state. Grey paint was chipped off the wood-panel exterior. A blue shutter hung from a single latch, and the roof was piled with leaves and branches. Unlike any other house on the block, trees enveloped the entire property in a gloomy shade. The lawn hadn’t been cut in months, and any flowers were limp or dead. 

A dark blue minivan sat in the driveway. 

This is it, she thought. This is his house. 

Everything came back to her: her conversations with Randall, the car routes from Lederman Park and Cambridge, the abduction of Cindy Jenkins, and the killer, as he bowed and twirled and entered his vehicle to drive away. 

She kept the car at a slow roll and moved right up the street. At the intersection, she turned and parked. An extra clip was shoved in her back pocket. A powerful, portable flashlight was attached to her belt. The walkie-talkie was left in the car seat. 

Don’t go in there alone, she thought. Call for backup. 

What if he has another victim? she wondered. Right now, you have the element of surprise. Don’t make a scene. Go in alone. Silent. Quick. 

You need help! she fought. 

For a second, she thought about calling Connelly or Thompson, or even Finley. No, she argued, not them. Why? she demanded. You don’t trust Connelly or Thompson, and Finley is a loose cannon.

A voice came into her head, one of the speakers at her police academy graduation, a woman who had said, “Everyone needs help. You’re not alone as a police officer. You’re part of a team. Rely on them.” 

For years, she’d been on her own. No one had been her friend after her world had collapsed. During her early years on the force, nearly everyone had been an enemy. Strangely, one person stood out in recent memory: Ramirez. From the start, he’d been honest with her, and appreciative, and a true partner in every sense of the word. He’s hurt, she thought. Out of commission. Still.

She dialed his number. 

Ramirez picked up on the first ring.

“Where you been, Black?” he said. “Heard O’Malley took you off the case. What the hell happened?”

“Where are you?” she said.

“I’m at home. Hospital let me go. I’m not supposed to do any strenuous lifting for a while but I’m bored out of my mind. Please tell me you’re in my hood.”

“I found the killer,” she said. “His name is Edwin Pesh. He lives in Watertown. I’m right outside his house.”

“Whoa.” 

“How soon can you get here?”

“Did you call it in?”

“I called you,” she said. 

“All right,” he muttered and thought it through. “All right.” 

“Take down this address,” she said and gave him the details. 

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he replied, “maybe sooner if I blow all the lights. Don’t go in there without me, understand?” 

She hung up.

As if she were just another stroller on a balmy Sunday afternoon, Avery shut her car door and headed down the street. 

Her heart was beating fast. 

At the house, she crouched low and ran up the drive. 

She placed a hand on the back of the minivan and stared at the side of the house. No lights were on. The interior was slightly visible through the first and second floor windows. Basement windows had been painted black. 

Her fingers ran over the license plate and instantly felt an extremely sticky substance around the edges. Minivan, she thought. Fake license, taped on. Family. Villasco had talked about. The dark house loomed above. In one of the windows, she spotted a gray cat. 

Probable cause. 

Avery drew her gun. 




 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

Edwin Pesh was having a tormented weekend. The All Spirit refused to leave him alone. No sleep had come on Saturday night; the voice in his head had continually asked for more, more, and the many responsibilities he still had to deal with on his own began to take a toll.

Beaten down and weary, he sat in one of the rooms on his second floor surrounded by cats. Cats of all shapes and varieties purred and tried to sit in his lap. There were at least ten of them in that room alone. Some stared out the windows. Others slept in corners or on the single bed, or they ate from one of the many food dishes available on the wooden floors.

Wanda Voles…the name of Wanda Voles was repeatedly mentioned by the All Spirit, so much so that Edwin knew what he had to do. Pick yourself up, he thought. Take care of the cats, walk the dogs, and then go back to Bentley and get Wanda Voles. 

No! his mind screamed.

Yes! he screamed back.

A bark came from downstairs, and then multiple barks.

Instantly alert, Edwin stood up and looked out the windows. 

The backyard was empty. 

On the side of the house, someone was crouched behind his minivan. 

Police, he thought.

An initial moment of fear slipped away from his thoughts and Edwin prepared to become the vessel of the All Spirit, a living body inhabited by a god. 

Eyes closed, he took in a deep breath, opened his arms wide, and pressed his hands together above his head. A simple squat, performed three times, and he opened his eyes anew, lit by an internal fire.

In his mind, he imagined the All Spirit had taken control of him; the celestial being was inside of his body, forming his fists and directing his thoughts and actions. 

I accept you wholeheartedly, he swore. 

No traditional exercise had ever appealed to Edwin. Instead, he typically performed a series of hops, flips, and taut-muscle motions that had been mentally provided by the All Spirit to prepare him for hunts and in the event of an outside attack. 

After years of practice within his home—and now with the All Spirit inside of him—Edwin was sure that he could overtake any foe. 

They threaten our cause, the All Spirit moaned within Edwin’s mind. We cannot allow them to thwart our plans. Go, my fledgling. Go…and hunt.

 

* * * 

 

Dogs barked from inside the house. There had to be two or three of them. One was a large pit bull that kept appearing in the first floor window.

Shit, she thought. Move. 

Crouched low, Avery ran into the backyard. 

The dogs followed and barked. 

A basement door was painted blue. She tried to open it. Locked. There was a porch and a back door. She shuffled up and peeked inside. Instantly, the pit bull’s face appeared again. The barking turned ferocious. There were two other dogs, both tiny: a pug and what appeared to be a tea cup poodle. She also spotted numerous cats. 

The back door was locked.

She hammered her gun onto one of the glass plates near the lock. 

The glass shattered. 

The muzzle of the pit bull snapped in the opening. Avery stood up and tracked the movements of all three dogs. When the way was clear, she reached in and unlocked the door. 

A squat took her down low. With her back protected by the wooden door, Avery put one hand on the knob. The gun was in her other hand. She listened for the timing: the pit bull barked and jumped, stayed on the floor for a bit, then repeated the process. 

When the pit bull was about to jump, Avery opened the door. 

The dog rushed out. A light tap with her foot and the pit bull stumbled down the steps. The two other dogs appeared and grasped for footing so they could turn and reach Avery. She simply held the doorknob, spun inside the house, and closed the door. 

Barking continued, but it no longer bothered her. 

Avery was in.

A cat purred against her leg.

The kitchen was beside her. To her left was a small dining area, and straight ahead were a living room and two more cats. A few plants dotted the kitchen windowsills. They seemed like the easiest variety to maintain: cactus and pothos.

Gun held low, Avery moved through the house.

Stay alert, she thought. He has to know I’m here.

“Edwin Pesh!” she yelled. “This is the police. Make your hands visible and step into view. There are two other officers outside,” she lied. “Backup is on the way. In a few minutes, this entire block will be crawling with cops. Edwin Pesh!”

Around a corner was the staircase to the second level. More cats lined the steps. 

Avery crept up the carpeted stairs, gun pointed straight ahead and above, where she could see a wraparound banister. Cats continued to get in her way. She gently nudged them aside. 

The second floor was empty, but she found even more cats. No pictures lined the walls. No photos of any kind. Only two spartan bedrooms that were completely blanketed in cats. Every closet was opened. She looked under beds and in nooks. Edwin Pesh was nowhere. 

The basement door was in the kitchen. 

Beside the door was a phone. 

Avery picked it up and dialed 911.

“This is emergency services,” a woman said. “How can I help you?”

“My name is Avery Black. I’m with the Boston A1,” she replied and offered her badge number. “I’m in the house of a possible serial killer and need support.”

“Thank you for your call, Detective Black. Can you please…”

Avery left the phone hanging.

The basement was dark. A light switch to her right illuminated another door at the bottom of the steps. She made her way down. The walls were lined in bare wood.

At the bottom of the steps, she opened the second door. 

Another hallway was perpendicular to the staircase. More dim lights hung from the wooden ceiling and lit the space. She turned left, and was forced to make another quick left into a much longer passageway. 

Every square inch of the walls in the longer passage was lined in pictures, hundreds of pictures. The pictures seemed to be arranged horizontally. If she followed one all the way to the right, it told a story. A black cat was in one frame, just sitting on a ledge. In the next frame, the cat was seemingly dead on the ground. In the next, the cat was partially opened to reveal its interior. Each consecutive picture showed the cat in some stage of taxidermy. 

Doors interrupted the walls on both sides.

It’s like a maze, she thought. 

“Edwin Pesh!” she yelled. “This is the police. Make yourself known! Put your hands where I can see them and step out into the hall.”

She listened for a response.

Nothing, only dogs barking from a distance, and the motion of an orange cat that had followed her down into the basement. 

The first door on her left was opened. Darkness obscured the room. Avery clicked on her flashlight, held it in line with her gun muzzle. She spun inside. Jars were visible along the back wall, row after row of jars with multicolored substances. A silver medical table was to her left, along with medical equipment and embalming fluid and tools. 

Holy shit.

A cat rubbed against her leg.

Startled by the contact, Avery pointed her weapon down and nearly fired.

“Jesus,” she whispered.

For a moment, her eyes closed.

Floorboards creaked behind her. In the second that it took for Avery to rouse herself and spin, she felt a sting in the back of her neck and heard someone run farther down the hall.

Shit!!

Wooziness spread through her. 

Not like this, she fought. I can’t go out like this. 

Energized by the thought that she only had moments before some strange concoction took effect, Avery screamed a muted, barely perceptible howl and stumbled up the hall. She slammed against walls on her way. Pictures flew off and smashed to the floor. Every door she found was opened. The flashlight whipped from one side to the other. 

Blindly, she fired.

Images appeared in a dreamy blur: a room that was more like a holding cell with bars and a straw floor; another room full of stuffed cats and dogs. 

When she reached the last door, Avery sank to her knees. 

The flashlight dropped from her hand.

She turned the doorknob and pushed it open.

Edwin Pesh could be seen on the outer edge of the flashlight’s glow.

Avery sank to her chest. She held the gun ahead of her and prepared to fire. Suddenly, as light as a feather, Edwin hopped from one side of the room to the other, again and again, in fast, catlike bursts that made him difficult to target.

Woozy. Avery’s mind was woozy and fading fast. The gun was heavy, too heavy to hold up. She lowered the weapon to the ground. Her cheek touched the cold floor but she continued to watch Edwin Pesh.

Edwin settled into his low crouch, yellow eyes illuminated from the flashlight. 

Avery could feel herself slipping out of consciousness. 

Edwin stood to his full height and walked toward her. 

“Shhhhh,” he whispered. 

Not like this, Avery thought.

With great effort—and her wrist balanced on the ground—Avery raised the muzzle of her gun toward Edwin’s groin and fired three times. Crack! Crack! Crack!

The gun dropped from her hand.

Edwin’s feet were in front of her. She could see his legs buckle. Suddenly, he dropped down and sank to the side. 

Edwin lay there, collapsed, beside her. His face was but inches away from hers. The two of them lay beside each other, each frozen, each dying, eyes locked on each other’s.

His eyes locked on hers. In the dreamy haze of whatever drug had poisoned her system, his eyes appeared incredibly large, wide open pools of darkness. A smile curled on his lips.

“More,” he whispered. “More.” 

Nothing else came out of him, nothing else moved. The lips remained in a partial curl, and his eyes, fully open, burned into her soul. 

In her mind, Avery heard, More. MORE!

A male voice resounded through the halls. 

“Avery!?”

A hand touched her neck and checked for a pulse. Someone cursed and then spoke in a warped, barely recognizable voice: “Talk to me, Black. Can you hear me? Try to stay alive. Help is on the way.” 

But she felt herself weakening.

His voice came again, this time panic in it.

“Shit, Black, don’t die on me now!”




 

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

Avery awoke in a hospital bed, groggy with a very dry and painful sore throat. Everything in her body ached, as if she’d had all of her blood flushed out and replaced with some kind of heavy, toxic fluid. An IV bag was hooked up to her arm. A heart monitor bleeped from somewhere outside of her view. 

The room was filled with balloons and flowers. 

On a chair beside her, slumped over in sleep, was Ramirez. He was just as relaxed and perfectly dressed as the first day they’d met. A shiny blue suit adorned his form; the white shirt was bright and highlighted his tan and his slicked-back dark hair. 

A nurse walked in.

“You’re awake,” she noted in surprise.

Avery opened her mouth.

“Don’t try to speak just yet,” the nurse said. “I’ll call the doctor. You must be hungry. Let me see what I can rustle up.”

Ramirez roused himself from sleep and yawned. 

“Black.” He smiled. “Welcome back to the land of the living.” 

Avery whispered a very painful, scratchy question.

“How?”

“Three days,” he said. “You’ve been out for three days. Oh, man. That was some crazy shit, I can tell you that. You’re at Watertown General Hospital. You OK? You want to rest more? Or do you want me to talk?” 

Avery never felt so vulnerable in her life. Not only was she laid up in a hospital bed practically unable to move, but she could barely speak. 

She nodded and closed her eyes. 

“Talk.”  

 “Well, you are one crazy loca, Avery Black. At least somebody gave you the good sense to call me, and to dial 911 when you were in the house. Now, if you’d waited, maybe you wouldn’t be here today. But that’s for another time. 

“You got him,” he said. 

The smile came again.

“Three shots, every one of them hit. One in the groin, one through the heart, and the last one in the face. He’s dead. No more girls for him. 

“You’re lucky to be alive.” He whistled. “You know that? He pumped you full of some real nasty stuff. Paralyzes the body for about six hours and it slowly eats away at your insides until you die. Doctors had never seen anything like it, but they were able to concoct an antidote based off the syringe he used. Still, it was touch and go there for a while.”

She glanced at the flowers and balloons.

“You had a lot of visitors,” he said. “Cap came by, Connelly. Even Finley. Wasn’t a big deal for them, really. They all followed me to the house.”

She gave him a look.

He smirked.

“You might be crazy,” he said, “but I’m not. I called Connelly the second you got off the phone with me. I needed backup!”

Avery gave him a deep, curious look. His dark brown eyes, typically playful and inquisitive, reached out to her with a warmth and care, as if to offer more. 

“You?” she asked.

A blush painted his face red.

“Well,” he mumbled and had a difficult time getting the rest out. “I’ve been here for a while, that’s true. Just wanted to make sure my partner was all right. Besides,” he shrugged, “I still have to rest up the wound, right? I just thought: why not just do it here? Gets a little lonely sometimes in my apartment, you know? Anyway, I’m glad you’re all right,” he said and had trouble meeting her gaze. “I’ll leave you alone. Doctor keeps saying you need rest.” 

“No, ” she whispered. 

Meekly, she reached out her hand. 

Ramirez gripped her fingers and held them tight. 




 

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

 

When word got out that Avery was alive and well, the list of visitors increased. Finley came by in the afternoon, along with Captain O’Malley and Connelly, who waited by the door with his head low.

“Crazy bastard,” O’Malley said. “Had a whole garden in that basement of his, on the other side of that medical room. Guy was growing every kind of hallucinogenic plant you can imagine. Had a few contacts lying around too, so we’re going to put a stop to that trade route immediately. Great work, Avery.” 

“Found out about the bodies, too,” Connelly chimed in. “He might have worshipped ‘The Three Graces’ from Roman myth. They were followers of the goddess Venus: three young girls that worshipped beauty. We think maybe that’s why he kept them so lifelike in death. Had a bunch of drawings around the house.”

Finley kept touching the gifts piled up on the windowsill. 

“God damn,” he said, “the mayor sent you flowers? I never got nothing from the mayor. I bet if you’d have called me for backup, the mayor would have sent me flowers, too. Fuckin’ Ramirez,” he said. “I was your partner. Me.” 

O’Malley scrunched his face at Avery. 

“We’ll talk about your lack of protocol when you’re ready,” he said. “For now, rest up and get better.”

 

* * *

 

Randy Johnson came to visit Avery later that night. The spunky, short forensics analyst had her hair poofed out into a wild afro. She wore a red polka-dot dress and brought flowers and a newspaper. Avery had just finished her dinner and was already exhausted.

“Hey, girl!” Randy said. “Heard you were up.”

Avery attempted a smile. 

“Don’t try to talk. Don’t try to talk,” Randy insisted. “I know you’ve had a busy day already. Just came by to make sure my girl was alive and kicking.” Her eyes went wide. “And gossip!”

She sat down beside her.

“First of all, I think Dylan Connelly definitely has a crush on you. No joke. He came by a few times to check on the case and twice he asked about you. First time was like ‘Hey, have you gone to visit Black yet?’ Real casual and all. And the second time was today. He was like ‘How’s Black doing?’ I don’t think that man has ever spoken to me outside of case-related questions. Seriously!? You got yourself a boy toy if you want it.”

A disapproving frown lined Avery’s face. 

“Yeah, he’s not for you,” Randy said, “but Ramirez? Now he’s dreamy. You go and get that boy, girl. He saved your life!”

She smiled, then slowly her smile faded.

“Can we please talk about that lady killer?” she added. “Is it too soon?” 

Avery gave her the thumbs-up.

“Thirty-six cats,” Randy huffed in disbelief. “Thirty-six! Who has thirty-six cats? And three dogs? And you want to know what was even crazier than that? They were all female. Not a single male among them. And all those pictures on his wall in the basement? I don’t know if you remember that but he had lots of sick pictures of all these cats and dogs and the girls he killed, and each picture showed a different stage of their conversion into stuffed animals, you know? All girls. Crazy white man had a little girls’ club all his own. Connelly said it had to do with Roman mythology and Aphrodite and all these women, but I just think the man was nuts.” 

A sound escaped Avery’s lips. 

She cleared her throat and focused on a single world. 

“Family?”

“Did he have any relatives?” Randy asked to confirm. “Is that what you want to know? Oh, yeah. That guy that shot himself was his uncle. I thought you knew that. It’s all here in the paper,” she said. “Uncle hired the killer about a year ago. Killer met all those girls at a job fair. Got to know them when they came to the office.” 

She placed the paper on Avery’s chest. 

The headline read “College Killer Captured” with a picture of the crime scene. A smaller burst read “Disgraced Attorney Turned Cop in Critical Condition” with an article about how she left a viable crime scene to find the actual killer.

“You’re a hero!” Randy cheered. 

It was hard for Avery to think of herself as a hero or anything else. Her mind was too groggy to focus on anything for very long, and her body remained in a post-paralysis shock that made movement difficult. 

Hero. That was not what she wanted. That was never what she’d wanted. She’d just wanted to set wrongs right, to put these bastards away forever.

To make amends, she realized, for something for which she would never be able to make amends.

Her eyes grew heavy, and as sleep fell on her, it was hard for her to believe that she’d ever be able to walk again.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

 

On Thursday morning, surprisingly, Avery awoke, alert and physically capable. She could easily move her arms without the sluggish weight, sit up on her own, and think clearly. A short conversation with the morning nurse confirmed her throat muscles were stronger. 

Events from the house were difficult to recall. She could see the dogs, all the cats, and the strange basement walls made of wood and picture frames. There was even a frightening image of Edwin Pesh like a spider with two glowing eyes, hopping from one side of a room to the other. How she’d gotten out alive? She only remembered a whisper and the face of Ramirez. 

The door opened, and Avery looked up in shock. Her heart soared at the sight: Rose came running into the room. 

“Mom!” she cried and hugged her tight. “I was so worried about you.” 

Avery closed her eyes and gripped her daughter just as strongly. Tears fell down her face, as the tight hug warmed her heart.

Avery remembered pieces of their dismal lunch, the message she’d left her before she stupidly entered the house of a killer alone. 

She’s back, she thought. My Rose came back to me.

Rose eventually let her go. 

“I’ve been calling everyone,” she said. “I had no idea where you were. No one would give me any answers. Finally, your captain called me back and told me you were here and awake. I came as soon as I could.”

Avery smiled, hardly able to speak through her tears.

“Mom, I was sick about the way we left things. I’m so sorry. This whole week, all I could think about was: if Mom dies, you’ll have to live with the way you acted for the rest of your life. I’m so sorry. It’s just…”

Tears ran down Avery’s cheek.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “Don’t you take the blame, Rose. I’m the one to blame. I’m your mother, and I promise I’ll make this right.” 

They cried and held hands and in that grip, Avery felt all the heaviness that had been draped around her neck all these years slowly lifting away. This, she realized, was what was restoring her. More than catching any killer could.

They talked and talked, as they had in old times, and didn’t release each other’s hands for hours. Finally, Avery felt, it was time to live again.

 

* * *

 

Ramirez dropped by again around noon. He appeared more relaxed in designer jeans, a light pink button-down T-shirt, and white sneakers. 

“Hey, Avery,” he said as if he belonged there. “I brought lunch,” and he held up a picnic basket. “Hope I’m not too much of a nuisance, but my mother always said the way to a woman’s heart is through food.”

“You trying to get to my heart?” Avery asked. 

“You know, you know,” he said without meeting her gaze. “You saved my life. You’re my partner. I saved your life.”

He glanced up.

Dark brown eyes sought out her innermost feelings. 

“If you don’t want me to stay,” he added and opened a basket full of fried chicken and cherries and soda, “I guess I could just go back home.”

Avery smiled.

During the difficult times in her life, she’d always sought the company of men like Ramirez. No, she realized. Not exactly like him. The other men were harder around the edges, players, more interested in one-night stands than an actual relationship. But Ramirez, she thought, he’s sweet. And cute. And he really does seem to care. 

He’s your partner! her mind blared.

So what? she thought with abandon. This is the new you, and the new you can do whatever she wants. 

“Stay,” she said with a mischievous grin. “I love lunch.” 




 

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

 

Avery was released on Friday. 

Ramirez picked her up and drove to her car, which was parked a half block away from the killer’s house. As they passed, Avery gave it a long, solemn stare. 

“You all right?” Ramirez said. “This doesn’t freak you out or anything?”

“I’m fine,” she replied. 

She didn’t just feel fine. She felt better than fine.

Everything about her life now seemed different, better. She had plans to see Rose again soon. Ramirez had come by every day to keep her company. The cards she’d received in her hospital room had been humbling. So many people had sent her well wishes that she realized even when she’d felt alone in the past three years, she’d never been alone.

Avery hopped out and smiled at Ramirez over the hood.

“Well,” she said, “this is my stop. Thanks for everything.”

“You headed back to the office?” 

“Yeah.”

“Want me to tag along?”

“Nah,” she said. “That’s OK. Enjoy your time off. I’m sure I’ll have to put you in another life-or-death situation soon.”

Ramirez flashed her a winning smile.

“I hope so.” 

The ride back to the office was extremely emotional for Avery. Excitement and fear swirled through her thoughts. Despite solving the case, she’d stepped over some lines: she had ignored direct orders from her commanding officer and left a crime scene to purse her lead with Edwin Pesh.

It’ll be fine, she thought. You got him.

In the police garage, officers gave her purposeful stares and raised their thumbs and fists as she passed. 

“Way to go, Black,” someone yelled out. 

The elevator to the second floor was through the garage itself and inside the ground level of the A1 offices. At the sight of Avery, half the station clapped. Some officers ignored her to do their work, others had blank expressions as if they felt forced to comply with their enthusiastic co-workers, but for the most part, Avery reveled in the moment.

She raised a humble hand, lowered her gaze.

“Thanks.”

On the second floor, her reception was even more boisterous. For at least a minute, all work stopped in Homicide so people could stand and clap and nod their heads.

“Serial killers beware!” someone shouted.

“You got him, Black!”

“Good to have you back.” 

Finley ran up to her, and while he was reluctant to touch or give her too much physical praise in front of the others, he patted her professionally on the back and pointed in her face.

“That’s my partner,” he said. “You see that? We solve crimes. Fuckin’ killers don’t stand a chance with the Black and the Finley at her back.”

“Back to work.” O’Malley clapped from his office door. “Black,” he called and waved her forward. “In my office.”

Connelly watched her from his desk; gave a curt, grimaced nod to Avery before he turned back to his desk. To Avery, it seemed like he was just shuffling papers around to try and look busy. She kept her eyes on him. After a few seconds—as suspected—he glanced back up. Pissed that he’d been caught, he growled and walked away. 

“Close the door,” O’Malley said. “Sit down.”

Avery closed the door and sat.

“Good to have you back,” he said with averted eyes. “How you feeling?”

“I’m better. Thanks.”

“As I told you in the hospital, we have a few questions to tie everything up. Let me just go through those first.” 

He read something off a piece of paper.

“Why did you abandon the crime scene at Villasco’s house?”

“He wasn’t our guy,” she said.

“How could you know that?” he asked and looked at her with curious intent. “The guy shot himself in the head. He worked at Devante. Case closed.”

Avery frowned.


“It didn’t feel right. He said something, something about family. I can’t remember it exactly, but it was like he was covering for someone. No minivan at the house, no room for taxidermy. He seemed lonely, lonely and afraid. It was bugging me, I couldn’t let it go, and on the list McGonagle gave me, I had one more lead to check.” 

“How did Edwin Pesh become a suspect?” 

“He lived in Watertown. It made sense that the killer lived in either Watertown or Belmont given the direction of his car from Lederman Park and Cambridge.”

“So on a hunch, you abandoned a crime scene, and your partner, and you headed over to Watertown on your own.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“Hold on,” he said. “Not now. First answer the question.”

“Correct,” she replied. 

“What made you call Ramirez? He’s out of commission. And 911?”

“As soon as I saw the minivan, I called Dan. I realized I might need help. The 911 call was made in the house. I was getting creeped out by all the animals.”

“Why not call Connelly? Or Thompson? Or even Finley. All of them were on your team.”  

Avery looked up.

“Honestly? I wasn’t sure I could trust them.” 

“So you decided to trust a guy that was recovering from a stab wound? Not a smart move, Avery. It worked out. Ramirez was smart enough to call for backup, but I expect more from someone I just promoted to lead detective. They’re your new teammates and you’ve got to learn how to play well on a team.” 

When Avery was an attorney, it was every man for himself. Even when she’d been assigned to other lawyers in a research group, everyone was always trying to outdo the other so they could look good in front of the boss. It had been a cutthroat, soulless existence, and that existence had followed her into the A1. 

“I can do better,” she said.

“Yeah, well, no one’s been very welcoming to you since you came upstairs, I get that. And until you personally handled those West Side Killers, you were pretty much persona non gratis downstairs too, right? Things are different now, Avery. You just solved a really big public case.”

“Am I back on Homicide?” She asked.

O’Malley raised his brows.

“‘Am I back on Homicide?’ Seriously? You defied my orders to stay away from the case. You left a crime scene. You ignored your partners and nearly got yourself killed. Do you think you deserve to be back on Homicide?”

“Yeah,” she said with a determined glint in her eyes. “I do.”

O’Malley smiled. 

“How can I say no to a hero?” 

He grinned wider.

“Of course you’re back!” he said. “Now get out of here. Take the rest of the day off. Come back Monday and start the week fresh. And while you’re basking in your current glory, do me a favor?” He ruffled around for a few pieces of paper. “Call the mayor. Here’s his personal line. And Miles Standish, too, the owner of Devante. I noticed both of them sent you flowers and a card.”

He stood and saluted her, and she was touched by the gesture.

“Great work, Avery.” 




 

CHAPTER FORTY

 

On Saturday morning, Avery purged her apartment. 

Boxes of photos were sifted through, along with newspaper articles from the time when she’d defended Howard Randall; clothing she’d worn as an attorney, everything from her past life—a life that no longer defined her. She kept photos of Rose, clothing that had special meaning, but most of it went into the trash. 

Lights were turned on—all of them, which she’d never done before—and when she viewed the painted walls and the carpet and kitchen, she thought: you bought this place after Randall and right before you became a cop; it still reeks of your misery from that time. Just like you, this place needs to change.

It’s time, she realized, to sell it. To move on. To buy a new place in town, maybe somewhere closer to Rose—if she’d let her.

Avery stood out on her porch and stared at the sky and realized there was still something she had to do, something that would really put an end to the past.

She grabbed her car keys and headed out. 

The ride to the South Bay House of Corrections was easy for her now; she’d made the trip so many times. She made a call on the way to reserve an appointment with Howard Randall. 

“You can’t make appointments on the day of,” the woman said.

“This is a big step for me,” Avery replied. “I’m making an appointment.”

“I’m sorry, but we…”

Avery hung up.

At the prison, the guards were quick to congratulate her on finding—and stopping—what had become known as the College Girl Killer. Once again, the female officer inside her green booth was annoyed that Avery hadn’t made an appointment, but she recognized her from previous pictures, and now, from the papers.

“You stopped that killer, right?”

“Yeah,” Avery said with pride, “I did.”

“OK, no appointment needed for you today. Nice work.”

Howard Randall had a smile on his face when Avery was led into the conference room in the basement. Hands were cuffed and steepled on the table. 

“Congratulations,” he said. 

“Thanks,” Avery replied. 

He seemed older than she remembered, and not as powerful. The power he’d had over her life was now, surprisingly, almost gone.

She took a seat.

“I’ve wanted to say something for a while now,” she said. “I’ve never told this to anyone but, I knew.” Her blue eyes gazed deeply into his. “I knew you were guilty when I took your case. Not completely. I mean, you put on a good show but, I had this feeling that everything was about to fall apart because of you.”  

Randall leaned forward. 

Genuine tears glossed his eyes. 

“I know,” he whispered. 

“How could you have known?” 

“I was caught,” Randall said. “There was no denying the connections: they were both students. We’d had lunches and dinners together many times. The murders were presented on campus. One of them had kept a journal. However,” he said with a sly smile, “I was certain I could convince a jury of my innocence, a lie detector test, a lawyer, anyone, because you see, Avery, I don’t believe in your concepts of right and wrong. The murder of those two students was right in my mind. It would ultimately help them, and the world. Therefore, I was innocent of any wrongdoing, any crime. I was prepared to be set free and to continue my work, only smarter. That is, until I met you.”

A sigh escaped him. 

“What did I see?” he wondered. “A beautiful woman, lost and in desperate need of salvation. You believed you were doing right. You believed you were doing good, and that belief—that false belief—was eating you alive. You couldn’t see it, but I could. The only way I knew how…was to show you. To tear down the lie and force you to face the rubble of your life.”

“Why?” Avery whispered. “Why me?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Howard said. “I love you, Avery.”

The declaration was too much for Avery to handle. She turned away and shook her head. 

Love? He destroyed you. Did he? she wondered. Or did he free you from that path you were on? No, she assured herself. He’s a killer, a manipulator; no good can come from someone like him. And yet, she was happier now than she’d ever been. The dark gloom that had followed her during her rookie years as a cop had lifted. Her past life as an attorney was now understood for what it had been: a desperate move to escape her former life and be someone she’d never truly enjoyed being in the first place. 

Avery stood up to leave. 

“Don’t go,” Howard begged. “Please. Not yet.”

“What else do you want?”

“You never finished your story,” Howard whispered, and a twisted smile formed on his lips, and his eyes were shiny beads.

“My father?” she asked. “You want to know what happened?”

Silently, Howard watched her.

Avery turned away. This part of the story she had never relayed to anyone, not Jack or Rose or the reporters that had interviewed her as a young girl. She remembered her mother’s legs in the grass, and the blood on her dress, and her father, standing overhead with the shotgun in his hand.

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and prepared to face her deepest demons. She wasn’t sure if she was ready.

“I heard them yelling,” she began, her voice tremulous. 

Then she paused for a good minute before continuing.

“Before the shots,” she added. “He was calling her a whore, a worthless, drunken whore, and she was saying vile things to him,” she whispered and glanced at Howard for only a moment. “Vile things. Then I heard the shot and saw him there. He laughed, he actually laughed at me, like it was some joke that I’d shown up. He said: ‘Go get me a shovel. You have to bury your mother.’”

Avery faced him with tears in her eyes. 

“And he made me do it,” she said. “I was there until nightfall. I dug that hole all by myself. My arms were shaking, my legs were black with dirt. I honestly thought that whole time that he was going to shoot me and throw me in there with her. I was so scared. Every second felt like an eternity. It was very dark when I was done. No lights anywhere except for the stars. He watched me the entire time. ‘Good job,’ he said when I was done, and he touched me, he touched me like he’d done before, only this time he was harder, more forceful. I guess now that he’d taken care of my mother, he thought he could finally have his way with me.”

She looked up and sucked in a deep breath.

“That’s when I left,” she said. “That very night I ran away from home. Police found me and tried to take me back. I told them, I told them everything. A few months later, I was a ward of the state and assigned to a family. You don’t want to know about that time,” she said. “In some ways, it was worse than with my father.”

“I do want to know, Avery,” he whispered like a craving alcoholic that only wanted one more drink, “I do.” 

In that moment, Avery saw him for what he truly was: the ugliness, his shriveled features and demonic stare. He reminded her of the story of the butterfly and the cocoon. He was more like the caterpillar in the story, she realized, a slimy, odd creature that was capable of transforming into a beautiful butterfly, but never had. 

“You’ve helped me,” she said, with true affection. “In my life, and on the case. I won’t be coming back. I don’t need to anymore.”

Howard leaned back and slowly, demonically, he broke into a grin. But unlike the other times, it was a weak grin, one that showed a crack in his confidence, that showed that he was no longer so sure.

“Oh, you will,” he said. “You will.”

 

* * *

 

Outside the prison the sky was overcast, the first cloudy day in over a week. Since the first day of the case, Avery had longed for rain, longed for clouds to match her mood. Now, she didn’t even care. 

As Avery walked across the vast parking lot toward her car, she felt lighter than she’d ever had. For the first time in a long time, nothing seemed to matter. In fact, the cooler air and dark clouds felt good: the start of something new. 

She stopped and took in the cool breeze, and for the first time in the longest time she felt she had a life ahead of her.
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PROLOGUE

 

Any other time, the dawn’s first light on the tops of the cornstalks would look beautiful to her. She watched as the first light of day danced along the stalks, creating a muted gold color, and she tried with all she had to find the beauty in it.

She had to distract herself—or else the pain would be unbearable.

She was tied to a large wooden pole that ran up her back and stopped two feet above her head. Her hands were bound behind her, tied together behind the pole. She wore only black lace underwear and a bra that pushed her already generous breasts closer together and higher up. It was the bra that got her the most tips at the strip club, the bra that made her breasts look like they still belonged to a twenty-one-year-old rather than a thirty-four-year-old mother of two.


The pole grated against her bare back, rubbing it raw. But it was not nearly as bad as the pain that the man with the dark, creepy voice had been doling out.

She tensed as she heard him walking behind her, his footsteps falling softly in the clearing of the cornfield. There was another sound, too, fainter. He was dragging something. The whip, she realized, the one he’d been using to beat her. It must have been barbed with something, and had a fanned tail to it. She’d only caught sight of it once—and that had been more than enough.

Her back stung with dozens of lashes, and just hearing the thing being pulled across the ground gave her a rush of panic. She let out a scream—what felt like the hundredth one of the night—that seemed to fall dead and flat in the cornfield. At first, her screams had been cries for help, hoping someone might hear her. But over time, they had become garbled howls of anguish, cries uttered by someone who knew that no one was coming to help her.

“I will consider letting you go,” the man said.

He had the voice of someone that either smoked or screamed a lot. There was some sort of odd lisp to his words as well.

“But first, you must confess your crimes.”

He’d said this four times. She wracked her brains again, wondering. She had no crimes to confess. She had been a good person to everyone she knew, a good mother—not as good as she would have liked—but she had tried.

What did he want from her?

She screamed again and tried bending her back against the pole. When she did, she felt the briefest give to the ropes around her wrists. She also felt her sticky blood pooling around the rope.

“Confess your crimes,” he repeated.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” she moaned.

“You will remember,” he said.

He’d said that before, too. And he’d said it just before every—

There was a soft whispering noise as the whip arced through the air. 

She screamed and writhed against the pole as the thing struck her.

New blood flowed from her new wound but she barely felt it. Instead, she focused on her wrists. The blood that had been collecting there over the last hour or so was mixing with her sweat. She could feel empty space between the rope and her wrists and she thought she might be able to get away. She felt her mind trying to drift away, to disconnect from the situation.

Crack!

This one hit her directly on the shoulder and she bellowed.

“Please,” she said. “I’ll do anything you want! Just let me go!”

“Confess your—”

She yanked as hard as she could, bringing her arms forward. Her shoulders screamed in agony, but she was instantly free. There was a slight burn as the rope caught the top of her hand, but that was nothing compared to the pain laced across her back.

She yanked forward so hard that she nearly fell to her knees, almost ruining her escape. But the primitive need to survive took control of her muscles and before she was even aware of what she was doing, she was running.

She sprinted, amazed that she was really free, amazed that her legs worked after being bound so long. She would not stop to question it.

She went crashing through the corn, the stalks slapping at her. The leaves and branches seemed to reach out for her, brushing her lacerated back like old withered fingers. She was gasping for breath and focusing on keeping one foot in front of the other. She knew the highway was somewhere nearby. All she had to do was keep running and ignoring the pain.

Behind her, the man started laughing. His voice made the laughter sound like it came from a monster who had been hiding in the cornfield for centuries.

She whimpered and ran on, her bare feet slapping against the dirt and her mostly bare body knocking cornstalks askew. Her breasts bobbed up and down in a ridiculous manner, her left one escaping the bra. She promised herself in that moment that if she made it out of here alive, she would never strip again. She’d find some better job, a better way to provide for her kids.

That lit a new spark in her, and she ran faster, crashing through the corn. She ran as hard as she could. She’d be free of him if she just kept running. The highway had to be right around the corner. Right?

Maybe. But even so, there was no guarantee that anyone would be on it. It wasn’t even six AM yet and the Nebraska highways were often very lonesome this time of the day. 

Ahead of her, there came a break in the stalks. Dawn’s murky light spilled toward her, and her heart leapt to see the highway.

She burst through, and as she did, to her disbelief she heard the noise of an approaching engine. She soared with hope.

She saw the glow of approaching headlights and she ran even faster, so close that she could smell the heat-drenched blacktop.

She reached the edge of the cornfield just as a red pickup truck was passing by. She screamed and waved her arms frantically.

“PLEASE!” she cried.

But to her horror, the truck roared by.

She waved her arms, weeping. Maybe if the driver happened to look into his rearview mirror—

Crack!

A sharp and biting pain exploded along the back of her left knee, and she fell to the ground.

She screamed and tried to get to her feet, but she felt a strong hand grab her by the back of her hair, and soon he was dragging her back into the cornfield. 

She tried to move, to break free, but this time, she could not.

There came one last crack of the whip when, finally, gratefully, she lost consciousness.

Soon, she knew, it would all come to an end: the noise, the whip, the pain—and her brief, pain-filled life.




CHAPTER ONE

 

Detective Mackenzie White braced herself for the worst as she walked through the cornfield that afternoon. The sound of the cornstalks unnerved her as she passed through them, a dead sound, grazing her jacket as she passed through row after row. The clearing she sought, it seemed, was miles away.

She finally reached it, and as she did, she stopped cold, wishing she were anywhere but here. There was a dead, mostly naked body of a thirty-something female tied to a pole, her face frozen in an expression of anguish. It was an expression that Mackenzie wished she’d never seen—and knew she would never forget. 

Five policemen milled around the clearing, doing nothing in particular. They were trying to look busy but she knew they were simply trying to make sense of it. She felt certain that none of them had seen anything like this before. It took no more than five seconds of seeing the blonde woman tied to the wooden pole before Mackenzie knew there was something much deeper going on here. Something unlike anything she had ever encountered. This was not what happened in the cornfields of Nebraska.

Mackenzie approached the body and walked a slow circle around it. As she did, she sensed the other officers watching her. She knew that some of them felt she took her job far too seriously. She approached things a little too closely, looked for threads and connections that were almost abstract in nature. She was the young woman who had reached the position of detective far too fast in the eyes of a lot of the men at the precinct, she knew. She was the ambitious girl that everyone assumed had her eyes on bigger and better things than a detective with small-town Nebraska law enforcement.

Mackenzie ignored them. She focused solely on the body, waving away the flies that darted everywhere. They hovered spastically around the woman’s body, creating a small black cloud, and the heat was doing the body no favors. It had been hot all summer and it felt as if all of that heat had been collected in this cornfield and placed here. 

Mackenzie came close and studied her, trying to repress a feeling of nausea and a wave of sadness. The woman’s back was covered in gashes. They looked uniform in nature, likely placed there by the same instrument. Her back was covered in blood, mostly dried and sticky. The back of her thong underwear was caked in it, too. 

As Mackenzie finished her loop around the body, a short but stout policeman approached her. She knew him well, though she didn’t care for him. 

“Hello, Detective White,” Chief Nelson said.

“Chief,” she replied.

“Where’s Porter?”

There was nothing condescending in his voice, but she felt it nonetheless. This hardened local fifty-something police chief did not want a twenty-five-year-old woman helping to make sense of this case. Walter Porter, her fifty-five-year-old partner, would be best for the job.

“Back at the highway,” Mackenzie said. “He’s speaking to the farmer that discovered the body. He’ll be along shortly.”

“Okay,” Nelson said, clearly a little more at ease. “What do you make of this?”

Mackenzie wasn’t sure how to answer that. She knew he was testing her. He did it from time to time, even on menial things at the precinct. He didn’t do it to any of the other officers or detectives, and she was fairly certain he only did it to her because she was young and a woman.

Her gut told her this was more than some theatrical murder. Was it the countless lashes on her back? Was it the fact that the woman had a body that was pin-up worthy? Her breasts were clearly fake and if Mackenzie had to guess, her rear had seen some work as well. She was wearing a good deal of makeup, some of which had been smeared and smudged from tears.

“I think,” Mackenzie said, finally answering Nelson’s question, “that this was purely a violent crime. I think forensics will show no sexual abuse. Most men that kidnap a woman for sex rarely abuse their victim this much, even if they plan to kill them later. I also think the style of underwear she is wearing suggests that she was a woman of provocative nature. Quite honestly, judging by her makeup style and the ample size of her breasts, I’d start placing calls to strip clubs in Omaha to see if any dancers were MIA last night.”

“All of that has already been done,” Nelson replied smugly. “The deceased is Hailey Lizbrook, thirty-four years old, a mother of two boys and a mid-level dancer at The Runway in Omaha.”

He recited these facts as if he were reading an instruction manual. Mackenzie assumed he’d been in his position long enough where murder victims were no longer people, but simply a puzzle to be solved.

But Mackenzie, only a few years into her career, was not so hardened and heartless. She studied the woman with an eye toward figuring out what had happened, but also saw her as a woman who had left two boys behind—boys that would live the rest of their lives without a mother. For a mother of two to be a stripper, Mackenzie assumed that there were money troubles in her life and that she was willing to do damn near anything to provide for her kids. But now here she was, strapped to a pole and partially mauled by some faceless man that—

The rustling of cornstalks from behind her cut her off. She turned to see Walter Porter coming through the corn. He looked annoyed as he entered the clearing, wiping dirt and corn silk from his coat.

He looked around for a moment before his eyes settled on Hailey Lizbrook’s body on the pole. A surprised smirk came across his face, his grayed moustache tilting to the right at a harsh angle. He then looked to Mackenzie and Nelson and wasted no time coming over.

“Porter,” Chief Nelson said. “White’s solving this thing already. She’s pretty sharp.”

“She can be,” Porter said dismissively. 

It was always like this. Nelson wasn’t genuinely paying her a compliment. He was, in fact, teasing Porter for being stuck with the pretty young girl who had come out of nowhere and yanked up the position of detective—the pretty young girl that few men in the precinct over the age of thirty took seriously. And God, did Porter hate it.

While she did enjoy watching Porter writhe under the teasing, it wasn’t worth feeling inadequate and underappreciated. Time and again she had solved cases the other men couldn’t and this, she knew, threatened them. She was only twenty-five, far too young to start feeling burnt out in a career that she once loved. But now, being stuck with Porter, and with this force, she was starting to hate it.

Porter made an effort to step between Nelson and Mackenzie, letting her know that this was his show now. Mackenzie felt herself starting to fume, but she choked it down. She’d been choking it down for the last three months, ever since she’d been assigned to work with him. From day one, Porter had made no secret about his dislike for her. After all, she had replaced Porter’s partner of twenty-eight years who had been released from the force, as far as Porter was concerned, to make room for a young female.

Mackenzie ignored his blatant disrespect; she refused to let it affect her work ethic. Without a word, she went back to the body. She studied it closely. It hurt to study it, and yet, as far as she was concerned, there was no dead body that would ever affect her as much as the first she had ever seen. She was almost reaching the point where she no longer saw her father’s body when she stepped onto a murder scene. But not yet. She’d been seven years old when she walked into the bedroom and saw him half-sprawled on the bed, in a pool of blood. And she had never stopped seeing it since.

Mackenzie searched for clues that this murder had not been about sex. She saw no signs of bruising or scratching on her breasts or buttocks, no external bleeding around the vagina. She then looked to the woman’s hands and feet, wondering if there might be a religious motive; signs of puncture along the palms, ankles, and feet could denote a reference to crucifixion. But there were no signs of that, either.

In the brief report she and Porter had been given, she knew the victim’s clothes had not been located. Mackenzie thought this likely meant that the killer had them, or had disposed of them. This indicated to her that he was either cautious, or borderline obsessive. Add that to the fact that his motives last night had almost certainly not been of a sexual nature, and it added up to a potentially elusive and calculated killer.

Mackenzie backed to the edge of the clearing and took in the entirety of the scene. Porter gave her a sideways glance and then ignored her completely, continuing to talk to Nelson. She noticed that the other policemen were watching her. Some of them, at least, were watching her work. She’d come into the role of detective with a reputation for being exceptionally bright and highly regarded by the majority of instructors at the police academy, and from time to time, younger cops—men and women alike—would ask her genuine questions or seek her opinion. 

On the other hand, she knew that a few of the men sharing the clearing with her might also be leering, too. She wasn’t sure which was worse: the men that checked out her ass when she walked by or the ones that laughed behind her back at the little girl trying to play the role of bad-ass detective.

As she studied the scene, she was once again assaulted by the nagging suspicion that something was terribly wrong here. She felt like she was opening up a book, reading page one of a story that she knew had some very difficult pages ahead.

This is just the beginning, she thought. 

She looked to the dirt around the pole and saw a few scuffed boot marks, but not anything that would provide prints. There was also a series of shapes in the dirt that looked almost serpentine. She squatted down for a closer look and saw that several of the shapes trailed side by side, winding their way around the wooden pole in a broken fashion, as if whatever made them had circled the pole several times. She then looked to the woman’s back and saw that the gashes in her flesh were roughly the same shape of the markings on the ground.

“Porter,” she said.

“What is it?” he asked, clearly annoyed that he’d been interrupted.

“I think I’ve got weapon prints here.”

Porter hesitated for a second and then walked over to where Mackenzie was hunkered down in the dirt. When he squatted down next to her, he groaned slightly and she could hear his belt creaking. He was about fifty pounds overweight and it was showing more and more as he closed in on fifty-five.

“A whip of some kind?” he asked.

“Looks like it.”

She examined the ground, following the marks in the sand all the way up to the pole—and while doing so, she noticed something else. It was something minuscule, so small that she almost didn’t catch it.

She walked over to the pole, careful not to touch the body before forensics could get to it. She again hunkered down and when she did, she felt the full weight of the afternoon’s heat pressing down on her. Undaunted, she craned her head closer to the pole, so close that her forehead nearly touched it.

“What the hell are you doing?” Nelson asked.

“Something’s carved here,” she said. “Looks like numbers.”

Porter came over to investigate but did everything he could not to bend down again. “White, that chunk of wood is easily twenty years old,” he said. “That carving looks just as old.”

“Maybe,” Mackenzie said. But she didn’t think so.

Already uninterested in the discovery, Porter went back to speaking with Nelson, comparing notes about information he’d gotten from the farmer who had discovered the body.

Mackenzie took out her phone and snapped a picture of the numbers. She enlarged the image and the numbers became a bit clearer. Seeing them in such detail once again made her feel as if this was all the start of something much bigger.

 

N511/J202

 

The numbers meant nothing to her. Maybe Porter was right; maybe they meant absolutely nothing. Maybe they’d been carved there by a logger when the post had been created. Maybe some bored kid had chiseled them there somewhere along the years.

But that didn’t feel right.

Nothing about this felt right.

And she knew, in her heart, that this was only the beginning.




 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Mackenzie felt a knot in her stomach as she looked out of the car and saw the news vans piled up, reporters jockeying for the best position to assault her and Porter as they pulled up to the precinct. As Porter parked, she watched several news anchors approach, running across the precinct lawn with burdened cameramen keeping pace behind them. 

Mackenzie saw Nelson already at the front doors, doing what he could to pacify them, looking uncomfortable and agitated. Even from here she could see the sweat glistening on his forehead.

As they got out, Porter ambled up beside her, making sure she was not the first detective the media saw. As he passed her, he said, “Don’t you tell these vampires anything.”

She felt a rush of indignation at his condescending comment.

“I know, Porter.” 

The throng of reporters and cameras reached them. There were at least a dozen mics sticking out of the crowd and into their faces as they made their way past. The questions came at them like the buzzing of insects.

“Have the victim’s children been notified yet?”

“What was the farmer’s reaction when he found the body?”

“Is this a case of sexual abuse?”

“Is it wise for a woman to be assigned to such a case?”

That last one stung Mackenzie a bit. Sure, she knew they were simply trying to land a response, hoping for a juicy twenty-second spot for the afternoon newscast. It was only four o’clock; if they acted quickly, they might have a nugget for the six o’clock news. 

As she made her way through the doors and inside, that last question echoed like thunder in her head.


Is it wise for a woman to be assigned to such a case?

She recalled how emotionlessly Nelson had read off Hailey Lizbrook’s information.

Of course it is, Mackenzie thought. In fact, it’s crucial.

Finally they entered the precinct and the doors slammed behind them. Mackenzie breathed with relief to be in the quiet.

“Fucking leeches,” Porter said.

He’d dropped the swagger from his step now that he was no longer in front of the cameras. He walked slowly past the receptionist’s desk and toward the hallway that led to the conference rooms and offices that made up their precinct. He looked tired, ready to go home, ready to be done with this case already.

Mackenzie entered the conference room first. There were several officers sitting at a large table, some in uniform and some in their street clothes. Given their presence and the sudden appearance of the news vans, Mackenzie guessed that the story had leaked in all sorts of directions in the two and a half hours between leaving her office, heading to the cornfield, and getting back. It was more than a random grisly murder; now, it had become a spectacle.

Mackenzie grabbed a cup of coffee and took a seat at the table. Someone had already set folders around the table with the little bit of information that had already been gathered about the case. As she looked through it, more people started filing into the room. Porter eventually entered, taking a seat at the opposite end.

Mackenzie took a moment to check her phone and found that she had eight missed calls, five voice messages, and a dozen e-mails. It was a stark reminder that she’d already had a full caseload before being sent out to the cornfield this morning. The sad irony was that while her older peers spent a lot of time demeaning her and throwing subtle insults her way, they also realized her talents. As a result, she kept one of the larger caseloads on the force. To date, though, she had never fallen behind and had a stellar rate of closed cases.

She thought about answering some of the e-mails while she waited, but Chief Nelson came in before she could get the chance. He quickly closed the conference room door behind him.

“I don’t know how the media found out about this so quickly,” he growled, “but if I find out that someone in this room is responsible, there’s going to be hell to pay.”

The room fell quiet. A few officers and related staff started to look nervously at the contents of the folders in front of them. While Mackenzie didn’t care much for Nelson, there was no denying that the man’s presence and voice commanded a room without much effort.

“Here’s where we stand,” Nelson said. “The victim is Hailey Lizbrook, a stripper from Omaha. Thirty-four years old, two boys, ages nine and fifteen. From what we can gather, she was abducted before clocking in for work, as her employer says she never showed up the night before. Security footage from the Runway, her place of employment, shows nothing. So we’re working on the assumption that she was taken somewhere between her apartment and the Runway. That’s an area of seven and a half miles—an area that we currently have a few bodies investigating with the Omaha PD right now.”

He then looked to Porter as if he were a prized pupil and said:

“Porter, why don’t you describe the scene?”

Of course he’d choose Porter. 

Porter stood up and looked around the room as if to make sure everyone was paying close attention.

“The victim was bound to a wooden pole with her hands tied behind her. The sight of her death was in a clearing in a cornfield, a little less than a mile off the highway. Her back was covered in what appeared to be lash marks, placed there by some sort of a whip. We noted prints in the dirt that were the same shape and size of the lashes. While we won’t know for absolutely certain until after the coroner’s report, we are fairly certain this was not a sexual attack, even though the victim had been stripped to her underwear and her clothes were nowhere to be found.”

“Thanks, Porter,” Nelson said. “Speaking of the coroner, I spoke with him on the phone about twenty minutes ago. He says that while he won’t know for sure until an autopsy is conducted, the cause of death is likely going to be blood loss or some sort trauma—likely to the head or heart.”

His eyes then went to Mackenzie and there was very little interest in them when he asked: “Anything to add, White?”

“The numbers,” she said.

Nelson rolled his eyes in front of the entire room. It was a clear sign of disrespect but she trudged past it, determined to get it out to everyone present before she could be cut off.

“I discovered what appeared to be two numbers, separated by a slash, carved into the bottom of the pole.” 

“What were the numbers?” one of the younger officers at the table asked.

“Numbers and letters actually,” Mackenzie said. “N 511 and J 202. I have a picture on my phone.”

“Other pictures will be here shortly, just as soon as Nancy gets them printed out,” Nelson said. He spoke quickly and forcefully, letting the room know that the issue of these numbers was now closed.

Mackenzie listened to Nelson as he droned on about the tasks that needed to be carried out to cover the seven-and-a-half-mile area between Hailey Lizbrook’s home and the Runway. But she was only half-listening, really. Her mind kept going back to the way the woman’s body had been strung up. Something about the entire display of the body had seemed almost familiar to her right away, and it still stuck with her as she sat in the conference room.

She went through the brief notes in the folder, hoping some small detail might trigger something in her memory. She leafed through the four pages of information, hoping to uncover something. She already knew everything in the folder, but she scanned the details anyway.

Thirty-four-year-old female, presumed killed the previous night. Lashes, cuts, various abrasions on her back, tied to an old wooden post. Cause of death assumed to be blood loss or possible trauma to the heart. Method of binding suggests possible religious overtones while woman’s body type hints at sexual motivations.

As she read through it, something clicked. She zoned out a bit, allowing her mind to go where it needed without interference from her surroundings.

As she put the dots together, coming up with a connection she hoped she was wrong about, Nelson started to wind down.

“…and since it’s too late for roadblocks to be effective, we’re going to have to rely mostly on witness testimony, even down to the most minute and seemingly useless detail. Now, does anyone have anything else to add?”

“One thing, sir,” Mackenzie said.

She could tell that Nelson was containing a sigh. From the other end of the table, she heard Porter make a soft sort of chuckling noise. She ignored it all and waited to see how Nelson would address her.

“Yes, White?” he asked.

“I’m recalling a case in 1987 that was similar to this. I’m pretty sure it was right outside of Roseland. The binding was the same, the type of woman was the same. I’m fairly certain the method of beating was the same.”

“1987?” Nelson asked. “White, were you even born yet?”

This was met with soft laughter from more than half of the room. Mackenzie let it slide right off. She’d find the time to be embarrassed later.

“I was not,” she said, not afraid to tangle with him. “But I did read the report.”

“You forget, sir,” Porter said. “Mackenzie spends her free time reading cold case files. The girl is like a walking encyclopedia for this stuff.”

Mackenzie noticed at once that Porter had referred to her by her first name and called her a girl rather than a woman. The sad thing was that she didn’t think he was even aware of the disrespect.

Nelson rubbed at his head and finally let out the thunderous sigh that had been building up. “1987? You’re sure?”

“Almost positive.”

“Roseland?”

“Or the immediate surrounding area,” she said.

“Okay,” Nelson said, looking to the far end of the table where a middle-aged woman sat, listening diligently. There was a laptop in front of her, which she had been quietly typing on the whole time. “Nancy, can you run a search for that in the database?”

“Yes sir,” she said. She started typing something into the precinct’s internal server right away. 

Nelson cast Mackenzie another disapproving look that essentially translated to: You better be right. If not, you just wasted twenty seconds of my valuable time.

“All right, boys and ladies,” Nelson said. “Here’s how we’re going to break this out. The moment this meeting ends, I want Smith and Berryhill heading out to Omaha to help the local PD out there. From there, if needed, we’ll rotate out in pairs. Porter and White, want you two to speak with the kids of the deceased and her employer. We’re also working on getting the address of her sister.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Nancy said, looking up from her computer.

“Yes, Nancy?”

“It seems Detective White was right. October of 1987, a prostitute was found dead and bound to a wooden line pole just outside of the Roseland city limits. The file I’m looking at says she was stripped to her underwear and flogged severely. No signs of sexual abuse and no motive to speak of.”

The room went quiet again as many damning questions went unspoken. Finally, it was Porter that spoke up and although Mackenzie could tell he was trying to dismiss the case, she could hear a hint of worry in his voice.

“That’s almost thirty years ago,” he said. “I’d call that a flimsy connection.”

“But it’s a connection nonetheless,” Mackenzie said.

Nelson slammed a hefty hand down on the desk, his eyes burning into Mackenzie. “If there is a connection here, you know what it means, right?”

“It means we may be dealing with a serial killer,” she said. “And even the idea that we may be dealing with a serial killer means we need to consider calling in the FBI.”

“Ah, hell,” Nelson said. “You’re jumping the gun there. You’re jumping an entire arsenal, in fact.”

“With all due respect,” Mackenzie said, “it’s worth looking into.”

“And now that your hardwired brain has brought it to our attention, we have to,” Nelson said. “I’ll make some calls and get you involved in checking it out. For now, let’s get cracking on things that are relevant and timely. That’s it for now, everyone. Now get to work.”

The small group at the conference table started to disperse, taking their folders with them. As Mackenzie started out of the room, Nancy gave her a small smile of acknowledgment. It was the most encouragement Mackenzie had gotten at work in more than two weeks. Nancy was the receptionist and sometimes fact-checker around the precinct. As far as Mackenzie knew, she was one of the few older members on the force who had no real problem with her.

“Porter and White, hold on,” Nelson said.

She saw that Nelson was now showing some of the same worry she had seen and heard in Porter when he spoke up moments ago. He looked almost sick with it.

“Good recall on that 1987 case,” Nelson told Mackenzie. It looked like it physically hurt him to pay her the compliment. “It is a shot in the dark. But it does make you wonder…”

“Wonder what?” Porter asked.

Mackenzie, never one for beating around the bush, answered for Nelson.

“Why he’s decided to go active now,” she said.

Then she added:

“And when he’ll kill again.”




 

CHAPTER THREE

 

He sat in his car, enjoying the silence. Streetlights cast a ghostly glow on the street. There weren’t many cars out at such a late hour, making it eerily tranquil. He knew that anyone out in this part of town at such an hour was likely preoccupied or doing their dealings in secret. It made it easier for him to focus on the work at hand—the Good Work.

The sidewalks were dark except for the occasional neon glow of seedy establishments. The crude figure of a well-endowed woman glowed in the window of the building he was studying. It flickered like a beacon on a stormy sea. But there was no refuge in those places—no respectable refuge, anyway.

As he sat in his car, as far away from the streetlights as he could get, he thought about his collection at home. He’d studied it closely before heading out tonight. There were remnants of his work on his small desk: a purse, an earring, a gold necklace, a chunk of blonde hair placed in a small Tupperware container. They were reminders, reminders that he had been assigned this work. And that he had more work to do.

A man emerged from the building on the opposite side of the street, breaking him from his thoughts. Watching, he sat there and waited patiently. He’d learned a great deal about patience over the years. Because of that, knowing that he must now work quickly made him anxious. What if he was not precise?

He had little choice. Already, Hailey Lizbrook’s murder was on the news. People were searching for him—as if he were the one who had done something bad. They just didn’t understand. What he had given that woman had been a gift.

An act of grace. 

In the past, he’d let much time pass between his sacred acts. But now, an urgency was upon him. There was so much to do. There were always women out there—on street corners, in personal ads, on television.

In the end, they’d understand. They’d understand and they’d thank him. They would ask him how to be pure, and he would open their eyes. 

Moments later, the neon image of the woman in the window went black. The glow behind the windows died out. The place had gone dark, the lights cut off as they closed for the night.

He knew this meant that the women would be coming out of the back at any moment, headed to their cars and then home.

He shifted into drive and drove slowly around the block. The streetlights seemed to chase him, but he knew that there were no prying eyes to see him. In this part of the city, no one cared. 

At the back of the building, most of the cars were nice. There was good money in keeping your body on display. He parked at the far edge of the lot and waited some more.

After a long while, the employee door finally opened. Two women came out, accompanied by a man that looked like he worked security for the place. He eyed the security man, wondering if he might be a problem. He had a gun under the seat that he would use if he absolutely had to, but he’d rather not. He hadn’t had to use it yet. He actually abhorred guns. There was something impure about then, something almost slothful.

Finally, they all split up, getting in their cars and heading off.

He watched others emerge, and then he sat upright. He could feel his heart pounding. That was her. That was the one.

She was short, with fake blonde hair that bobbed just over her shoulders. He watched her get into her car and he did not drive forward until her taillights were around the corner. 

He drove around the other side of the building, so as not to draw attention to himself. He trailed behind her, his heart starting to race. Instinctively, he reached under his seat and felt the strand of rope. It eased his nerves.

It calmed him to know that, after the pursuit, there would come the sacrifice. 

And come, it would.




 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Mackenzie sat in the passenger seat, several files scattered in her lap, Porter behind the wheel, tapping his fingers to the beat of a Rolling Stones song. He kept the car tuned to the same classic rock station he always listened to while driving, and Mackenzie glanced up, annoyed, her concentration finally broken. She watched the car’s headlights slice down the highway at eighty miles per hour, and turned to him.

“Can you please turn that down?” she snapped.

Usually, she didn’t mind, but she was trying to slip into the right frame of mind, to understand the killer’s MO.

With a sigh and shake of his head, Porter turned down the radio. He glanced over to her dismissively.

“What are you hoping to find, anyway?” he asked.

“I’m not trying to find anything,” Mackenzie said. “I’m trying to put the pieces together to better understand the killer’s personality type. If we can think like him, we have a much better chance of finding him.”

“Or,” Porter said, “you can just wait until we get to Omaha and speak to the victim’s kids and sister like Nelson told us.”

Without even looking at him, Mackenzie could tell that he was struggling to keep some wise-ass comment in. She had to give him a little credit, she supposed. When it was just the two of them on the road or at a crime scene, Porter kept the wisecracks and degrading behavior to a minimum.

She ignored Porter for the moment and looked to the notes in her lap. She was comparing the notes from the 1987 case and the Hailey Lizbrook murder. The more she read over them, the more she was convinced that they had been pulled off by the same guy. But the thing that kept frustrating her was that there was no clear motive. 

She looked back and forth through the documents, flipping through pages and cycling through the information. She started to murmur to herself, asking questions and stating facts out loud. It was something she had done ever since high school, a quirk that she had never quite grown out of.

“No evidence of sexual abuse in either case,” she said softly. “No obvious ties between the victims other than profession. No real chance of religious motivations. Why not go for the full-on crucifix rather than just basic poles if you’re going for a religious theme? The numbers were present in both cases but the numbers don’t show any clear significance to the killings.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Porter said, “but I’d really rather be listening to the Stones.”

Mackenzie stopped talking to herself and then noticed that her notification light was blinking on her phone. After she and Porter had left, she’d e-mailed Nancy and asked her to do a few quick searches with the terms pole, stripper, prostitute, waitress, corn, lashes, and the sequence of numbers N511/J202 from murder cases over the last thirty years. When Mackenzie checked her phone, she saw that Nancy, as usual, had acted quickly.

The mail Nancy had sent back read: Not much, I’m afraid. I’ve attached the briefs on the few cases I did find, though. Good luck!

There were only five attachments and Mackenzie was able to look through them pretty quickly. Three of them clearly had nothing to do with the Lizbrook murder or the case from ’87. But the other two were interesting enough to at least consider. 

One of them was a case from 1994 where a woman had been found dead behind an abandoned barn in a rural area about eighty miles outside of Omaha. She had been tied to a wooden pole and it was believed that her body had been there for at least six days before being discovered. Her body had gone stiff and a few woodland animals—believed to be bobcats—had started eating at her legs. The woman had a lengthy criminal record, including two arrests for soliciting sex. Again, there had been no clear signs of sexual abuse and while there had been lashes on her back, they had not been nearly as extensive as what they had found on Hailey Lizbrook. The briefing on the murder said nothing about numbers being found on the pole, though.

The second maybe-related file concerned a nineteen-year-old girl that had been reported as kidnapped when she did not return home for Christmas break from her freshman year at the University of Nebraska in 2009. When her body was discovered in an empty field three months later, partially buried, there had been lashes on her back. Images were later leaked to the press, showing the young girl nude and engaged in some sort of lurid sex party at a fraternity house. The pictures had been taken one week before she had been reported missing.

The last case was a bit of a stretch, but Mackenzie thought they could both potentially be linked to the ’87 murder and Hailey Lizbrook.

“What you got there?” Porter asked.

“Nancy sent me briefs from some other cases that might be linked.”

“Anything good?”

She hesitated but then filled him in on the two potential links. When she was done, Porter nodded his head as he stared out into the night. They passed a sign telling them that Omaha was twenty-two miles ahead.

“I think you try too hard sometimes,” Porter said. “You bust your ass and a lot of people have taken notice. But let’s be honest: no matter how hard you try, not every case has some huge link that is going to create some monster case for you.”

“So humor me,” Mackenzie said. “At this very moment, what does your gut tell you about this case? What are we dealing with?”

“It’s just some basic perp with mommy issues,” Porter said dismissively. “We talk to enough people, we find him. All this analysis is a waste of time. You don’t find people by getting into their head. You find them by asking questions. Street work. Door to door. Witness to witness.”

As they fell into silence, Mackenzie started to worry about just how simplistic his view of the world was, how black and white. It left no room for nuance, for anything outside of his predetermined beliefs. She thought the psycho they were dealing with was far too sophisticated for that.


“What’s your take on our killer?” he finally asked.

She could detect resentment in his voice, as if he really hadn’t wanted to ask her but the silence had got the best of him.

 “I think he hates women for what they represent,” she said softly, working it out in her mind as she spoke. “Maybe he’s a fifty-year-old virgin who thinks sex is gross—and yet there’s also that need in him for sex. Killing women makes him feel like he’s conquering his own instincts, instincts he sees as gross and inhuman. If he can eliminate the source of where those sexual urges come from, he feels in control. The lashes on the back indicate that he’s almost punishing them, probably for their provocative nature. Then there’s the fact that there are no signs of sexual abuse. It makes me wonder if this is some sort of attempt at purity in the killer’s eyes.”

Porter shook his head, almost like some disappointed parent.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he said. “A waste of time. You’ve got yourself so far into this you don’t even know what you think anymore—and none of that is gonna help us. You can’t see the forest for the trees.”

The awkward silence blanketed them again. Apparently done speaking, Porter turned the radio up. 

It lasted only a few minutes, though. As they neared Omaha, Porter turned the radio back down without being prompted this time. Porter spoke up and when he did, he sounded nervous, but Mackenzie could also hear the effort he was putting forth to sound like he was the one in charge.

 “You ever interviewed kids after they lost a parent?” Porter asked.

“Once,” she said. “After a drive-by. An eleven-year-old boy.”

“I’ve had a few, too. It’s not fun.”

“No, it’s not,” Mackenzie agreed.

“Well look, we’re about to ask two boys questions about their dead mom. The topic of where she works is bound to come up. We have to handle this thing with kid gloves—no pun intended.”

She fumed. He was doing that thing where he spoke down to her as if she were a child.

“Let me lead. You can be the comforting shoulder if they start crying. Nelson says the sister will also be there, but I can’t imagine she’d be any reliable source of comfort. She’s probably just as wrecked as the kids.”

Mackenzie actually didn’t think it was the best idea. But she also knew that when Porter and Nelson were involved, she needed to choose her battles wisely. So if Porter wanted to take charge of asking two grieving kids about their dead mom, she’d let him have that weird ego trip.

“As you want,” she said through clenched teeth.

The car fell into silence again. This time, Porter kept the radio turned down, the only sounds coming from the shifting of pages in Mackenzie’s lap. There was a larger story in those pages and the documents Nancy had sent; Mackenzie was sure of it.

Of course, for the story to be told, all of the characters needed to be revealed. And for now, the central character was still hiding in the shadows.

The car slowed and Mackenzie raised her head as they turned down a quiet block. She felt a familiar pit in her stomach, and she wished she were anywhere but here.

They were about to talk to a dead woman’s kids.




 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Mackenzie was surprised as she entered Hailey Lizbrook’s apartment; it was not what she had expected. It was neat and tidy, the furniture nicely centered and dusted. The décor was very much that of a domesticated woman, right down to the coffee mugs with cute sayings and the pot holders hanging from ornate hooks by the stove. It was evident that she had run a tight ship, right down to the haircuts and pajamas on her sons.

It was very much like the family and home she always dreamed of having herself.

Mackenzie recalled from the files that the boys were nine and fifteen; the oldest was Kevin and the youngest was Dalton. It was clear as she met him that Dalton had been crying a lot, his blue eyes rimmed with puffy red splotches.

Kevin, on the other hand, looked angry more than anything else. As they settled in and Porter took the lead, it showed perfectly clear when Porter tried speaking to them in a tone that was somewhere between condescending and a preschool teacher trying too hard. Mackenzie winced inside as Porter spoke.

“Now I need to know if your mother had any men friends,” Porter said. 

He stood in the center of the room while the boys sat on the living room couch. Hailey’s sister, Jennifer, was standing in the adjoining kitchen, smoking a cigarette by the stove with the exhaust fan running.

“You mean like a boyfriend?” Dalton asked.

“Sure, that could be a male friend,” Porter said. “But I don’t even mean like that. Any man that she might have spoken to more than once. Even someone like a mailman or someone at the grocery store.” 

Both of the boys were looking at Porter as if they were expecting him to perform a magic trick or maybe even spontaneously combust. Mackenzie was doing the same. She had never heard him use such a soft tone. It was almost funny to hear such a soothing tone come out of his mouth.

“No, I don’t think so,” Dalton said.

“No,” Kevin agreed. “And she didn’t have a boyfriend, either. Not that I know of.”

Mackenzie and Porter looked to Jennifer over by the stove for an answer. All they got in response was a shrug. Mackenzie was pretty sure Jennifer was in some sort of shock. It made her wonder if there might be another family member that could take care of these boys for a while, since Jennifer certainly didn’t seem like a fit guardian at the moment.

“Well, how about people that you and your mom didn’t get along with?” Porter asked. “Did you ever hear her arguing with anyone?”

Dalton only shook his head. Mackenzie was pretty sure the kid was on the brink of tears again. As for Kevin, he rolled his eyes while looking directly at Porter.

“No,” he said. “We’re not stupid. We know what you’re trying to ask us. You want to know if we can think of anyone that might have killed our mom. Right?”

Porter looked as if he had been punched in the gut. He glanced nervously over to Mackenzie but managed to get his composure back fairly quickly.

“Well, yes,” he said. “That’s what I’m getting at. But it seems clear that you don’t have any information.”

“You think?” Kevin said.

There was a tense moment where Mackenzie was certain that Porter was going to get harsh with the kid. Kevin was looking at Porter with pain in his expression, almost daring Porter to keep at him.

“Well,” Porter said, “I think I’ve bothered you boys enough. Thanks for your time.”

“Hold on,” Mackenzie said, the objection coming out of her mouth before she was able to think about stopping it.

Porter gave her a look that could have melted wax. It was clear that he felt they were wasting their time talking to these two grief-stricken sons—especially a fifteen-year-old that clearly had issues with authority. Mackenzie shrugged his expression off and knelt down to Dalton’s eye level.

“Listen, do you think you could go hang out in the kitchen with your aunt for a second?”

“Yeah,” Dalton said, his voice ragged and soft.

“Detective Porter, why don’t you go with him?”

Again, Porter’s gaze toward her was filled with hate. Mackenzie stared right back at him, unflinching. She set her face until it felt like stone and was determined to stand her ground on this one. If he wanted to argue, she’d take it outside. But it was clear that even in a situation with two kids and a nearly catatonic woman, he didn’t want to be embarrassed.

“Of course,” he finally said through gritted teeth. 

Mackenzie waited a moment as Porter and Dalton walked into the kitchen.

Mackenzie stood back up. She knew that around the age of twelve or so, the tactic of getting down at eye level with kids stopped working.

She looked at Kevin and saw that the defiance he had showed Porter was still there. Mackenzie had nothing against teenagers, but she did know that they were often difficult to work with—especially in the midst of tragic circumstances. But she’d seen how Kevin had responded to Porter and thought she might know how to get through to him.

“Level with me, Kevin,” she said. “Do you feel like we showed up too soon? Do you think we’re being inconsiderate by asking questions so soon after you received the news about your mom?”

“Sort of,” he said.

“Do you just not feel like talking right now?”


“No, I’m fine with talking,” Kevin said. “But that guy is a dick.”

Mackenzie knew this was her chance. She could take a professional, formal approach, as she normally would—or she could use this opportunity to establish a rapport with an angry teenage boy. Teenagers, she knew, above all, cherished honesty. They could see through anything when driven by emotion.

“You’re right,” she said. “He is a dick.”

Kevin stared back at her, wide-eyed. She had stunned him; clearly, he had not expected that response.

“But that doesn’t change the fact that I have to work with him,” she added, her voice layered with sympathy and understanding. “It also doesn’t change the fact that we’re here to help you. We want to find whoever did this to your mother. Don’t you?”

He was silent for a long time; then, finally, he nodded back.

“Do you think you could talk to me, then?” Mackenzie asked. “Just a few quick questions and then we’ll get out of here.”

“And who comes after that?” Kevin asked, guarded.

“Honestly?”

Kevin nodded and she saw that he was close to tears. She wondered if he’d been holding them back this entire time, trying to be strong for his brother and his aunt.

“Well, after we leave, we’ll call in any information we can get and then social services will come to make sure your aunt Jennifer is suitable to care for you while final arrangements are made for your mom.”

“She’s cool most of the time,” Kevin said, looking over to Jennifer. “But her and Mom were really tight. Like best friends.”

“Sisters can be like that,” Mackenzie said, having no idea if it was true or not. “But for now, I need to see if you can focus on my questions. Can you do that?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Now, I hate to ask you this, but it’s sort of necessary. Do you know what your mom did for work?”

Kevin nodded as his eyes dropped to the floor.

“Yeah,” he said. “And I don’t know how, but kids at school know about it, too. Someone’s horny dad probably went to the club and saw her and recognized her from a school function or something. It sucks. I got ribbed about it all the time.”

Mackenzie couldn’t imagine that kind of torment but it also made her respect Hailey Lizbrook a hell of a lot more. Sure, she stripped for money at night but during the day she was apparently a mother who was involved with her kids.

“Okay,” Mackenzie said. “So, knowing about her job, you can imagine the kind of men that go to those places, right?”

Kevin nodded, and Mackenzie saw the first tear slide down his left cheek. She almost reached out and took his hand as a sign of comfort but she didn’t want to antagonize him.

“I need you to think about whether or not your mom ever came home really upset or mad about something. I need you to also think about any men that might have…well, any men that might have come home with her.”

“No one ever came home with her,” he said. “And I hardly ever saw Mom angry or upset about anything. The only time I ever saw her mad was when she was dealing with the lawyers last year.”

“Lawyers?” Mackenzie asked. “Do you know why she was speaking with lawyers?”

“Sort of. I know that something happened at work one night and it made her end up talking to some lawyers. I heard bits and pieces of it when she was on the phone. I’m pretty sure she was talking to them about a restraining order.”

“And you think this was in regards to where she worked?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Kevin said. He seemed to have brightened a bit once it seemed that he had said something that might be of assistance. “But I think so.”

“That’s a huge help, Kevin,” Mackenzie said. “Is there anything else you can think of?”

He shook his head slowly and then looked into Mackenzie’s eyes. He was trying to remain strong but there was so much sadness in the boy’s eyes that Mackenzie had no idea how he hadn’t broken down yet.

“Mom was ashamed of it, you know?” Kevin said. “She worked from home some during the day. She was this sort of technical writer, doing websites and stuff. But I don’t think she was making much money. She did the other thing to make more money because our dad…well, he split a long time ago. He never sends money anymore. So Mom…she had to take this other job. She did it for me and Dalton and…”

“I know,” Mackenzie said, and this time she did reach out to him. She placed her hand on his shoulder and he seemed to be grateful. She could also tell that he wanted to cry quite badly but probably wasn’t going to allow himself to do it in front of strangers.

“Detective Porter,” Mackenzie said, and he emerged from the other room, glaring at her. “Did you have any further questions?” She shook her head subtly as she asked this, hoping he’d pick up on it.

“No, I think we’re good here,” Porter said.

“Okay,” Mackenzie said. “Again, guys, thank you so much for your time.”

“Yes, thanks,” Porter said, joining Mackenzie in the living room. “Jennifer, you have my number so if you can think of anything that might help us, don’t hesitate to call. Even the smallest detail could prove helpful.”

Jennifer nodded and let out a croaky, “Thanks.”

Mackenzie and Porter made their exit, walking down a set of wooden steps and into the apartment complex parking lot. When they were a safe distance away from the apartment, Mackenzie closed the distance between them. She could feel the immense anger coming off of him like heat but ignored it.

“I got a lead,” she said. “Kevin says that his mother was working toward filing a restraining order against someone at work last year. He said it was the only time he had ever seen her visibly mad or upset about something.”


“Good,” Porter said. “That means that something good came out of you undermining me.”

“I didn’t undermine you,” Mackenzie said. “I simply saw a situation falling apart between you and the oldest son, so I stepped in to resolve it.”

“Bullshit,” Porter said. “You made me look weak and inferior in front of those kids and their aunt.”

“That’s not true,” Mackenzie said. “And even if it was true, what does it matter? You were talking to those kids like they were idiots that could barely comprehend the English language.”

“Your actions were a clear sign of disrespect,” Porter said. “Let me remind you that I’ve been at this job for longer than you’ve been alive. If I need you to step in to help me, I’ll damn well tell you.”

“You ended it, Porter,” she replied. “It was over, remember? There was nothing left to undermine. You were out the door. That was your call. And it was the wrong call.”

They had reached the car now and as Porter unlocked it, he looked over the roof, his eyes blazing into Mackenzie.

“When we get back to the station, I’m going to Nelson and put in a request to be reassigned. I’m done with this disrespect.”

“Disrespect,” Mackenzie said, shaking her head. “You don’t even know what that word means. Why don’t you start by taking a close look at how you treat me.”

Porter let out a shaky sigh and got in the car, not saying anything else. Deciding not to let Porter’s tense mood get the best of her, Mackenzie also got in. She looked back to the apartment and wondered if Kevin had allowed himself to cry yet. In the grand scheme of things, the beef that existed between her and Porter really didn’t seem all that significant.

“You wanna call it in?” Porter asked, clearly pissed that he had been overstepped.

“Yeah,” she said, taking out her phone. As she pulled up Nelson’s number, she couldn’t deny the slow satisfaction that was building inside of her. A restraining order placed a year ago and now Hailey Lizbrook was dead.

We got the bastard, she thought.


But at the same time, she also couldn’t help but wonder if wrapping this thing up would really be this easy.




 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Mackenzie finally arrived home at 10:45, exhausted. The day had been long and draining but she knew that she would not be able to sleep for quite a while. Her mind was too focused on the lead that Kevin Lizbrook had supplied. She’d called the information in to Nelson and he assured her that he’d have someone call the strip club and whatever law firm Hailey Lizbrook had been working with to get her restraining order.

With her mind firing off in hundreds of directions, Mackenzie put on some music, grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, and ran herself a bath. She was typically not fond of baths, but tonight every muscle in her body was wound entirely too tight. As the tub filled with water, she walked through the house and tidied up from where Zack had apparently waited until the last minute to go to work again.

She and Zack had moved in together a little over a year ago, trying to take every possible step they could in their relationship that might prevent marriage for as long as possible. Mackenzie felt that she was ready to get married, but Zack seemed terrified of it. They’d been together for three years now and while the first two of those years had been great, the latter part of their relationship had been based on monotony and Zack’s fear of being alone and getting married. If he could stay somewhere in between those, with Mackenzie as his buffer, he’d be happy.

Yet as she picked up two dirty plates from the coffee table and stepped over an Xbox disc on the floor, Mackenzie wondered if maybe she was done being a buffer. More than that, she wasn’t even sure she’d marry Zack if he asked her tomorrow. She knew him too well; she had seen a picture of what being married to him would be like and, quite frankly, it wasn’t too promising.

She was stuck in a dead-end relationship, with a partner who didn’t appreciate her. In the same way, she realized, she was stuck in a job with colleagues who didn’t appreciate her. Her entire life felt stuck. She knew changes needed to be made, but they felt too daunting to her. And given her level of exhaustion, she just didn’t have the energy.

Mackenzie retired to the bathroom and cut off the water. Waves of steam rolled from the top of the water, as though inviting her in. She undressed, looking at herself in the mirror and becoming even more aware that she had wasted eight years of her life with a man who had no real desire to commit his life to her. She felt that she was attractive in a simple sort of way. Her face was pretty (maybe a bit more so when she wore her hair in a ponytail) and she had a solid figure, if a bit thin and muscular. Her stomach was flat and hard—so much so that Zack sometimes joked that her abs were a bit intimidating.

She slipped into the tub, the beer resting on the small towel table beside her. She let out a deep exhale and let the hot water do its work. She closed her eyes and relaxed as best as she could, but the image of Kevin Lizbrook’s eyes returned to her on a constant loop. The amount of sadness in them had been almost unbearable, speaking of a pain that Mackenzie herself had once known but had managed to push far back into her heart.

 She closed her eyes and dozed, the image haunting her the entire time. She felt a palpable presence, as if Hailey Lizbrook were in the room with her now, urging her to solve her murder.

 

*

 

Zack came home an hour later, fresh off a twelve-hour shift at a local textile plant. Every time Mackenzie smelled the scents of dirt, sweat, and grease on him, it reminded her of how little ambition Zack had. Mackenzie had no issue with the job in and of itself; it was a respectable job made for men that were built for hard work and dedication. But Zack had a bachelor’s degree that he had intended to use to land a spot in a master’s program to become a teacher. That plan had ended five years ago and he had been stuck in the role of shift manager at the textile plant ever since.

Mackenzie was on her second beer by the time he came in, sitting in bed and reading a book. She figured she’d try to fall asleep around three or so, getting a solid five hours before heading in to work at nine the next morning. She’d never cared much for sleep and had discovered that on nights she got more than six hours, she found herself lethargic and out of sorts the next day.

Zack came into the room in his dingy work clothes. He kicked his shoes off by the side of the bed as he looked her over. She was wearing a tank top and a pair of high-riding bicycle shorts.

“Hey, babe,” he said, his eyes taking her all in. “So, this is nice to come home to.”

“How was your day?” she asked, barely looking up from her book.

“It was okay,” he said. “Then I came home and saw you like this and it got a lot better.” With that, he crawled onto the bed and directly toward her. His hand went to the side of her face as he angled in for a kiss.

She dropped her book and pulled away at once. “Zack, have you lost your mind?” she asked.

“What?” he said, clearly confused.

“You’re absolutely filthy. And not only have I taken a bath, but you’re getting dirt and grease and God only knows what else on the sheets.”


“Ah, God,” Zack said, annoyed. He rolled off of the bed, purposefully covering as much of the sheets as he could. “Why are you such a tight-ass?”

“I’m not a tight-ass,” she said. “I just prefer to not live in a pig sty. By the way, thanks for cleaning up after yourself before you left for work.”

“Oh, it’s so nice to be home,” Zack sneered, walking into the bathroom and shutting the door behind him.

Mackenzie sighed and chugged down the rest of her beer. She then looked across the room where Zack’s dirty work boots were still on the floor—where they would stay until he put them on tomorrow. She also knew that when she got up in the morning and went into the bathroom to get ready, she’d find his dirty clothes in a pile in the floor.

To hell with it, she thought, returning to her book. She read only a few pages while she listened to the water from Zack’s shower in the bathroom. She then set the book aside and walked back into the living room. She picked up her briefcase, carried it into the bedroom, and pulled out the most up-to-date files on the Lizbrook murder she had retrieved from the station before coming home. As much as she wanted to rest, even for a few hours, it would not let her.

She looked through the files, digging for any detail that they might have overlooked. When she was certain that everything had been covered, she once again saw Kevin’s tear-filled eyes and it pushed her to look again. 

Mackenzie was so enamored with the files that she didn’t notice Zack coming into the room. He smelled much better now and, with only a towel around his waist, looked much better, too. 

“Sorry about the sheets,” Zack said almost absently as he dropped the towel and slid into a pair of boxers. “I’m…I don’t know…I just can’t remember the last time you actually paid any attention to me.”

“You mean sex?” she asked. Surprisingly, she found that she was actually up for sex. It might be just what she needed to finally unwind and get to sleep.

“Not just sex,” Zack said. “I mean any kind of attention. I get home and you’re either already asleep or looking through casework.”

“Well, that’s after I’ve picked up your crap from the day,” she said. “You live like a boy that’s waiting for mommy to clean up after him. So yeah, sometimes I jump back into work to forget about how frustrating you can be.”

“So it’s back to this again?” he asked.

“Back to what?”

“Back to you using work as a way to ignore me.”

“I don’t use it as a way to ignore you, Zack. Right now I’m more concerned with finding out who brutally killed a mother of two boys than making sure you get the attention you need.”

“That right there,” Zack said, “is why I’m in no hurry to get married. You’re already married to your work.”

There were about a thousand remarks she could have spat back at him, but Mackenzie knew there was no point. She knew that he was, in a way, right. Most every night, she found the caseloads she brought home more interesting than Zack. She still loved him, without a doubt, but there was nothing new to him—nothing challenging.

“Good night,” he said bitterly as he crawled into bed.

She looked at his bare back and wondered if it was, in some way, her responsibility to give him attention. Would that make her a good girlfriend? Would that make her a better investment for a man that was terrified of marriage?

With the idea of sex now a forgotten impulse, Mackenzie simply shrugged and looked back to the case files.

If her personal life had to melt into the background, then so be it. This life, the life inside the case, felt more real to her anyway.

 

*

 

Mackenzie walked into her parents’ bedroom, and before she made it through the doorframe, she smelled something that made her seven-year-old stomach buckle. It was a tangy sort of smell, reminding her of the inside of her piggy bank—a smell like the copper of pennies. 

She stepped into the room and saw the foot of the bed, a bed that her mother had not slept in for a year or so—a bed that looked far too big for just her father.

She saw him there, legs dangling over the side of the bed, arms splayed out as if he were trying to fly. There was blood everywhere: on the bed, on the wall, even some on the ceiling. His head was turned to the right, as if he were looking away from her. 

She knew he was dead right away. 

She stepped toward him, her bare feet padding down in a splatter of blood, not wanting to get closer but needing to.

“Daddy,” she whispered, already crying.

She reached out, terrified, but drawn in like a magnet.

Suddenly, he turned and stared at her, still dead.

Mackenzie screamed.

Mackenzie opened her eyes and looked around the room in a glare of confusion. The case files were in her lap, spread out. Zack was sleeping beside her, his back still to her. She took a deep breath, wiping the sweat from her brow. It was just a dream.

And then she heard the creak.

Mackenzie froze. She looked toward the bedroom door and slowly got out of bed. She’d heard the weak floorboard in the living room creaking, a sound that she had only ever heard when someone was walking in the living room. Sure, she had been asleep and in the midst of a nightmare, but she had heard it.

Hadn’t she?

She got out of bed and grabbed her service pistol from the top of her dresser where it sat by her badge and small purse. She quietly angled herself around the doorframe and walked out into the hallway. The ambient glow of streetlights filtered in through the living room blinds, revealing an empty room.

She stepped into the room, the gun held in an offensive position. Every gut instinct told her that there was no one there, but she still felt shaken. She knew she’d heard the floorboards creaking. She walked to that area of the living room, just in front of the coffee table, and heard it creak.

Out of nowhere, the image of Hailey Lizbrook crossed her mind. She saw the lashes on the woman’s back and the prints in the dirt. She shuddered. She looked dumbly down to the gun in her hands and tried to remember the last time a case had ever gotten to her this badly. What the hell had she been thinking? That the killer had been here in her living room, sneaking up on her?

Irritated, Mackenzie headed back to the bedroom. She quietly placed the gun back on top of the dresser and went to her side of the bed. 

Still feeling slightly spooked and with the remnants of her dream still floating in her head, Mackenzie lay back down. She closed her eyes and tried to find sleep again.

But she knew it would be a hard time coming. She was plagued, she knew, by the living and the dead.




 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Mackenzie couldn’t remember a time when the station had been so chaotic. The first thing she saw when she walked through the front doors was Nancy rushing down the hallway to someone’s office. She’d never seen Nancy move so quickly. Beyond that, there were anxious looks on the faces of every officer she passed on her way to the conference room.

It looked like it was going to be an eventful morning. There was a tension in the air that reminded her of the thickness of the atmosphere just before a bad summer storm.

She’d felt some of that tension herself, even before she left her house. She’d gotten the first call at 7:30, informing her that they would be moving on the lead within hours. Apparently, while she’d been sleeping, the lead she had managed to pull out of Kevin had turned out to be a very promising one. A warrant was being acquired and a plan was being put into place. One thing had already been established, though: Nelson wanted her and Porter to bring the suspect in.

The ten minutes she spent in the station was a whirlwind. While she poured a cup of coffee, Nelson was barking orders at everyone while Porter sat solemnly in a chair at the conference table. Porter looked like a pouting child looking for any attention he could get. She knew it must be eating at him that this lead had come from a boy that Mackenzie had spoken with—a boy that he had been prepared to walk away from.

Mackenzie and Porter were given the lead, and two other cars were assigned to fall in behind them to assist as needed. It was the fourth time in her career that she had been tasked with such a takedown, and the rush of adrenaline never got old. Despite the surge of energy coursing through her, Mackenzie remained calm and collected. She walked out of the conference room with poise and confidence, starting to get the feeling that this was now her case, no matter how badly Porter wanted it.

On her way out, Nelson approached her and took her softly by the arm.


“White, let me talk to you for a second, will you?”

He led her to the side, guiding her into the copy room before she could answer. He looked around conspiratorially, making sure no one was within hearing distance. When he was sure they were safe, he looked at her in a way that made her wonder if she had done something wrong.

“Look,” Nelson said, “Porter came to me last night and asked to be reassigned. I flat out told him no. I also told him he’d be stupid to drop out of this case right now. Do you know why he wanted to be reassigned?”

“He thinks I stepped on his toes last night,” Mackenzie said. “But it was clear that the kids weren’t responding to him and he wasn’t going to try hard to get through to them.”

“Oh, you don’t have to explain it to me,” Nelson said. “I think you did a damn good job with that oldest kid. The kid even told some of the other guys that showed up—including the social services guys—that he really liked you. I just wanted to let you know that Porter is up in arms today. If he gives you any shit, let me know. But I don’t think he will. While he’s not a big fan of yours, he all but told me that he respects the hell out of you. But that stays between you and me. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Mackenzie said, surprised at the sudden support and encouragement.

“All right then,” Nelson said, clapping her lightly on the back. “Go get our guy.”

With that, Mackenzie headed out to the parking lot where Porter was already sitting behind the wheel of their car. He gave her a what the hell is taking so long sort of look as she went hurrying to the car. The moment she was in, Porter pulled out of the parking spot before Mackenzie had even closed the door all the way.

“I take it you got the full report on our guy this morning?” Porter asked as he pulled out onto the highway. Two other cars pulled out behind them, carrying Nelson and four other officers as backup if needed.

“I did,” Mackenzie said. “Clive Traylor, a forty-one-year-old registered sex offender. Spent six months in prison for assault on a woman in 2006. He currently works at a local pharmacy but he also does some woodwork out of a small shed on his property.”

“Ah, you must have missed the last memo Nancy sent out,” Porter said.

“Did I?” she asked. “What did I miss?”

“The bastard has several wooden poles cut out behind his shed. Intel shows that they’re just about the same size as the one we found out in that cornfield.”

Mackenzie scrolled through her e-mails on her phone and saw that Nancy had sent the memo out less than ten minutes ago. 

“Sounds like our guy, then,” she said.

“Damn right,” Porter said. He was speaking like a robot, like he had been programmed to say certain things. He did not look over at her a single time. It was clear that he was pissed, but that was okay with Mackenzie. As long as he put that anger and determination into bringing the suspect down, she couldn’t care less.

“I’ll go ahead and kick the elephant out of the car,” Porter said. “It pissed me off bad when you took over last night. But I’ll be damned if you didn’t work some kind of miracle on that kid. You’re sharper than I give you credit for. I’ll admit that. But the disrespect…”

He trailed off here, as if he wasn’t sure how to finish the statement. Mackenzie said nothing in response. She simply looked ahead and tried to digest the fact that she had just received what could almost be considered compliments from two very unlikely sources in the last fifteen minutes.

She suddenly felt that this could be a very good day. Hopefully, by the end of the day, they’d bring in the man responsible for the death of Hailey Lizbrook and several other unresolved murders over the last twenty years. If that was the reward, she could certainly tolerate Porter’s sour mood.

 

*

 

Mackenzie looked out and felt depressed as she watched the neighborhoods change before her eyes as Porter drove into the more derelict suburbs of Omaha. Well-to-do subdivisions gave way to low-rent apartment complexes which then faded away into seedier neighborhoods.

Soon enough they reached Clive Traylor’s neighborhood, consisting of lower-income houses sitting in mostly dead lawns, punctuated with crooked mailboxes along the street. The rows and rows of houses never seemed to end, each one looking less cared for than the next. She did not know what was more depressing to her: their neglected state, or the numbing monotony.

Clive’s block was quiet, and as they turned down it, Mackenzie felt the familiar rush of adrenaline. She sat up involuntarily, readying herself to confront a murderer.

According to the surveillance team who had been watching over the property since 3 AM, Traylor was still at home. He was not due to clock in at work until one o’clock.

Porter slowed their car as he drove further up the street and parked directly in front of Traylor’s house. He then looked to Mackenzie for the first time that morning. He looked a little on edge. She realized she must have looked the same. And yet, despite their differences, Mackenzie still felt safe walking into potential danger with him. Sexist hard-ass or not, the man had a seasoned record and knew what he was doing most of the time.

“You ready?” Porter asked her.

She nodded and pulled the mic from the dashboard radio unit.

“This is White,” she said into the mic. “We’re ready to head in on your word.”

“Go,” came Nelson’s simple reply.

Mackenzie and Porter got out of the car slowly, not wanting to give Traylor any cause for alarm if he happened to look out the window to see two strangers walking up his lawn. Porter took the lead as they walked up the rickety porch steps. The porch was covered in flaked white paint and the shells of countless dead insects. Mackenzie felt herself tensing up, preparing. What would she do when she saw the face of the man who had murdered those women?

Porter pulled open the flimsy screen door and knocked on the front door.

Mackenzie stood beside him, waiting, heart pounding. She could feel her palms begin to sweat.

A few seconds passed before she heard approaching footsteps. There came the clicking of a lock being disengaged, the door opened a little more than a crack, and Clive Traylor looked out at them. He looked confused—and then very alarmed.

“Can I help you?” Traylor asked.

“Mr. Traylor,” Porter said, “I’m Detective Porter and this is Detective White. If you have a moment, we’d like to speak with you.”

“In regards to what?” Traylor asked, instantly defensive.

“About a crime that was committed two nights ago,” Porter said. “We just have a few questions and as long as you answer honestly, we’ll be out of your hair in five or ten minutes.”

Traylor seemed to consider this for a moment. Mackenzie was pretty sure she knew the train of logic that was chugging through his head. He was a registered sex offender, and any resistance to help the police when they asked for it would raise alarms and maybe even further investigation into Traylor’s current activities.

And that was the last thing a man like Clive Traylor wanted.

“Yeah, come on in,” Traylor finally said, clearly not pleased with the situation. Still, he opened the door and led them into a house that looked like a college dorm room. 

There were books stacked everywhere, empty beer cans strewn here and there, and piles of clothes sporadically placed on any available surface. The place smelled like Traylor had recently burned something on the stove.

He led them into his small living room, and Mackenzie took it all in, analyzing everything at rapid speed to determine if this were the house of a killer. There were more clothes bundled up on the couch and the coffee table was littered with dirty dishes and a laptop. Seeing such disarray made Mackenzie realize that maybe Zack’s living habits weren’t as bad as she had thought. Traylor did not ask them to have a seat—which was good, because there was no way Mackenzie was going to sit anywhere in this house.

“Thanks for your time,” Porter said. “As I said, there was a crime committed two nights ago—a murder. We’re here because you have a rather shaky past with the victim.”

“Who was it?” Traylor asked.

Mackenzie watched him closely, studying his facial expressions and posture, hoping she’d find some clues there. So far, all she could tell was that he was very uncomfortable having police inside his house.

“A woman named Hailey Lizbrook.”

Traylor seemed to think about this for a second and then shook his head.

“I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“Are you sure?” Porter asked. “We have proof that she placed a restraining order against you last year.”

Realization dawned over him and he rolled his eyes.

“Oh. Her. I never knew her name.”

“But you knew where she lived?” Mackenzie asked.

“I did,” Traylor said. “Yeah, I followed her home from the Runway a few times. I had policemen come to my house and talk to me about that. But I haven’t gone against that order. I swear it.”

“So you don’t deny that you stalked her at some point?” Porter asked.

Mackenzie saw the embarrassment flush over Traylor and her heart dropped. She was pretty certain this was not their man.

“No. I’ll admit that. But after that restraining order, I stayed away. I even stopped going to that strip club.”

“Okay,” Porter said. “Can you tell me where you were two nights ago?”

“Well, I worked until nine o’clock and then I came home. I watched some TV and went to bed around midnight.”

“Do you have proof of that?” Porter asked.

Traylor looked taken off guard, trying to come up with a suitable answer. “Hell, I don’t know. I logged into my bank account online. Can you use that?”

“We can,” Porter said, pointing to the laptop on the coffee table. “Show us.”

Traylor started wrestling with something in that moment. He slowly reached for the computer but then hesitated. “That’s, well, that’s a breach of my privacy. Come back with a warrant and I’ll—”

“This isn’t my first rodeo,” Porter said. “We’ve got more officers outside and I can have them in here within thirty seconds. We already have a warrant. So make this as easy as possible and show me your browsing history.”

Traylor was practically sweating now. Mackenzie was pretty sure he was not the murderer, but he was certainly hiding something.

“What’s the problem?” Mackenzie asked.

“You’ll have to get that information directly from my bank,” he said. 

“Why?”

“Because there’s no trace of my history on this computer.”

Porter stepped forward and repeated his earlier command. “Show us.”

Mackenzie and Porter stood around Traylor, one on each side. Mackenzie watched closely, noticing that Traylor pulled up his browser very quickly. Still, Mackenzie had seen his home screen and was pretty sure she had seen enough.


She stepped away from Traylor as he showed Porter that his search history was at zero. She also listened to him explain to Porter that he always deleted his browsing history to get rid of cookies and junk in his cache. She let Porter discuss this age-old excuse with him while she peeked out into his hallway. There were no pictures on his walls, just clutter on the floor along the walls. Among the mess, she saw an empty box that raised an alarm.

Mackenzie walked back into the living room as the conversation between Porter and Traylor continued to get a little more heated.

“Excuse me,” she said, speaking over them. “Mr. Traylor, I don’t doubt you. I’m fairly certain you had nothing to do with the murder of Hailey Lizbrook. I will tell you that a lot of factors were pointing to you, right down to the poles behind your shed out back. But no, I don’t think you killed anyone.”

“Thank you,” he spat sarcastically.

“White,” Porter said, “what are you—”

“But I am going to need you to tell me what other inappropriate things you’ve been involved in.”

He looked surprised, almost insulted. “Nothing,” he said. “I know my record isn’t stellar. Once you’re a registered sex offender, your life never goes back to the way it was. People look at you differently and—”

“Save it, please,” Mackenzie said. “Are you sure you haven’t been involved in anything you shouldn’t?”

“I swear it.”

Mackenzie nodded and then looked to Porter with a thin smile. “Detective Porter, would you like to cuff him or should I do it?”

Before he could answer, though, Traylor was on the move. He collided with Mackenzie, trying to knock her down and make his way to the hall. He clearly hadn’t been expecting her to be so solid, though. She braced her feet and locked her knees as Traylor rammed into her, causing him to rebound in confusion.

“Shit,” Porter muttered, fumbling for his service pistol.

As he scrambled for his gun, Mackenzie threw a hard elbow into Traylor’s chest as he tried to pivot around her. He let out a whoof and gave her a surprised look. He started dropping to a knee, but before it even touched the floor, Mackenzie grabbed him by the back of the neck and slammed him down to the floor.

Traylor cried out as Mackenzie planted a knee into his back and whipped out her handcuffs like a magician working with handkerchiefs.

“Never mind,” Mackenzie said, cutting her eyes at Porter. “I’ll do it.”

With that, she slapped the cuffs on Traylor’s wrists as Porter stood motionless, his hand still frozen by his hip where his gun still remained holstered.

 

*

 

Mackenzie looked at the plastic bag and was sickened by what she was pretty sure was on the USB drives inside. There were eleven of them in all. After some harsh interrogation, they’d discovered that these USBs were what Traylor had been going for when he’d made the mistake of trying to dash past Mackenzie.

“Hot damn,” Nelson said, looking a bit too happy as Clive Traylor was placed into the back of a police cruiser. “It’s not the arrest I wanted today, but I sure will take it.”

A little less than an hour had passed since Traylor had denied being involved in anything suspicious. In that hour, his laptop had been confiscated and his history had been recovered. Several USB drives had also been found in the house, filled with photos and videos. With what was found on his computer, including websites visited in the last two days, and the USB drives, Clive Traylor had been in possession of more than five hundred images and twenty-five videos of child pornography. More than that, he was selling the files online. The most recent transaction had been to an IP address in France for a sum of two hundred dollars—a transaction that had been confirmed by Traylor’s bank.

Clive Traylor had been nowhere near the cornfield where Hailey Lizbrook had been killed two nights ago. Instead, he had been online, distributing child pornography.

When Mackenzie had seen the icon for incognito browsing software on Traylor’s home screen and then the box for IP-blocking hardware in Traylor’s hallway, she had been able to put the pieces together. The fact that Traylor was a known sex offender had made the equation all the easier to solve.

Nelson was standing with Mackenzie and Porter while Traylor was driven away.

“We think we just touched the surface of this,” he said. “Once we can get past that software he had installed, I think we’re going to find a hell of a whole lot more. Damn good work, you two.”

“Thanks, sir,” Porter said, clearly at odds with taking the praise that Mackenzie mostly deserved.

“By the way,” Nelson said, looking directly at Mackenzie now, “I sent some guys to the shed out back. There was nothing there—just some unfinished handmade stuff—a bookshelf, a few tables, things like that. I even had them check the poles behind the shed and it turns out they’re made of pine, the same as the stuff he’s building. So it was just a huge coincidence.”

“I was sure this was the guy,” Porter said.

“Well, don’t let this set you back,” Nelson said. “The day is young.”

Nelson left them, heading over to speak with the tech crew that was working on getting deeper into Traylor’s laptop.

“That was sharp thinking in there,” Porter said. “I would have missed both of those things—the software on his computer and the hardware box.”

He sounded depressed, almost sad.

“Thanks,” Mackenzie said, a little uncomfortable. She wanted to tell him how she had come to her conclusions but figured that would only irritate him. So she kept quiet, as always.

“Well,” Porter said, clapping his hands together as if the matter were now totally resolved. “Let’s get back to the station and see what else we can dig up on our killer.”

Mackenzie nodded, taking her time to get into the car. She looked back to Clive Traylor’s house and the shed in the backyard. She could see the ends of the poles from where she stood. On the surface, yes, this had seemed like a sure thing. But now that it had turned out to be something else entirely, she was again faced with the fact that they were pretty much back to square one.

There was still a killer out there and with each minute that passed, they were giving him another chance to kill again.




 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

As a boy, one of his favorite pastimes was to sit out on the back porch and watch their cat stalk around the yard. It was particularly interesting whenever it came upon a bird or, on one occasion, a squirrel. He’d watched that cat spend up to fifteen minutes stalking a bird, toying with it until it finally pounced on it, tearing out its neck and sending its little feathers into the air.

He thought of that cat now, as he watched the woman arrive home from yet another night at work—a place of employment where she stood up on a stage and pandered her flesh. Like that cat from his childhood, he had been stalking her. He’d nixed the idea of taking her at her workplace; the security was tight and even under the murky glare of the early morning streetlights, there was too much of a chance of getting caught. Instead, he’d waited in the parking lot of her apartment complex.

He parked directly in front of the stairs on the far right side of the complex, as those were the ones she used to go to her apartment on the second floor. Then, after three o’clock, he’d climbed those stairs and waited on the landing between the first and second flight of stairs. It was poorly lit and dead quiet at this time of the night. Still, as a decoy, he had an old cell phone that he would quickly place to his ear and pretend to talk into if someone happened to pass him. 

He’d followed her for two nights now and knew that she’d get home sometime between three and four in the morning. On both of the occasions where he had followed her and parked on the opposite side of the street, he had only seen one person use those stairs between three and four in the morning, and they had been clearly drunk.

Standing on the landing, he had seen her car pull up and he now watched as she got out. Even dressed in street clothes, she seemed to flaunt her legs. And what had she been doing all night? Showing those legs, making men yearn.

She approached the stairwell and he brought the phone to his ear. A few more steps and she’d be right in front of him. He felt his calf muscles tightening, waiting to spring, and he once again thought of his childhood cat.

Hearing the light sounds of her footfalls below, he started pretending to talk. He spoke quietly but not in a conspiratorial way. He thought he might even give her a smile when she showed up.

And then she was there, coming up around the landing, heading for the second flight of stairs. She glanced at him, saw that he was occupied and looked harmless, and gave him a little nod. He nodded back, smiling.

When her back was to him, he acted quickly.

His right hand went into his jacket pocket, pulling out a rag that he had soaked in chloroform seconds before getting out of the car. He used his other arm to wrap around her neck, dragging her backwards and off of her feet. She was only able to let out a tiny little yelp of surprise before the rag was pressed against her mouth.

She struggled immediately, biting down and somehow managing to dig into his pinky. Her bite was hard and he was sure she had bitten clean through his finger at first. He pulled back for just a moment, but it was enough for her to get away from him, wrenching away from the grip he had applied around her neck with the crook of his left arm.

She started up the stairs and let out a whimper. This whimper, he knew, would evolve into a scream in no time. He dove forward, reaching out and grabbing that silken bare leg. The stairs struck him in the chest and stomach, knocking the wind from him, but he was still able to pull hard at her leg. With a desperate little cry, she went falling to the ground. There was a shuddering crack as her face struck the stairs. 

She went limp and he instantly crawled up the stairs to get a closer look. She’d struck her temple on the stair. Surprisingly, there was no blood, but even in the weak light, he could tell that a knot was already starting to form.

Moving quickly, he put the cloth back into his pocket, finding that she had gnawed into his pinky pretty good. He then picked her up and found that there was no sturdiness in her legs. She had been knocked out cold. 

But he’d dealt with this before, too. He picked her up from the side the knot was forming on and leaned all of her weight on that side. He then dragged her down the stairs with one arm around her waist, her feet dragging uselessly behind her. With his other hand, he brought the dead phone up to his other ear just in case they passed someone in the fifteen feet or so that separated them from his car. He had his lines prepared just in case that happened: I don’t know what to tell you, man. She’s drunk—like passed out drunk. I figured it was best to take her back to her house.

But the late hour didn’t necessitate that bit of acting. The stairs and the parking lot were absolutely dead. He got her into his car without incident, never seeing anyone.

He cranked his car and pulled out of the parking lot, heading east.

Ten minutes later, as her head knocked softly against the passenger window, she muttered something that he could not understand.

He reached over and patted her hand.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s all going to be okay.”




 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Mackenzie was reading over the final report on Clive Traylor, wondering where she went wrong, when Porter stepped into her office. He still looked a little disgruntled from the morning. Mackenzie knew he’d been sure Traylor had been their guy and he hated being wrong. But his constant irritable mood was something Mackenzie had gotten used to a long time ago.

“Nancy said you were looking for me,” Porter said.

“Yes,” she said. “I think we need to pay a visit to the strip club that Hailey Lizbrook worked at.”

“Why?”

“To speak with her boss.”

“We’ve already spoken to him on the phone,” Porter said.

“No, you spoke to him on the phone,” Mackenzie pointed out. “For a grand total of about three minutes, I might add.”

Porter nodded slowly. He stepped fully into the office, closing the door behind him. “Look,” he said, “I was wrong about Traylor this morning. And you impressed the hell out of me with that takedown. It’s clear that I haven’t been showing you enough respect. But that still doesn’t give you the right to talk down to me.”

“I’m not talking down to you,” Mackenzie said. “I’m simply pointing out that in a case where our leads are next to zero, we need to exhaust every possible avenue.”

“And you think this strip club owner might be the murderer?”

“Probably not,” Mackenzie said. “But I think it’s worth talking to him to see if he can lead us to anything. Besides that, have you checked the guy’s rap sheet?”

“No,” Porter said. The grimace on his face made it clear that he hated to admit this.

“He has a history of domestic abuse. Also, six years ago, he was involved with a case where he supposedly had a seventeen-year-old working for him. She came out later on and said she only managed to get the job by performing sexual favors for him. The case was thrown out, though, because the girl was a runaway and no one could prove her age.”

Porter sighed. “White, do you know the last time I stepped foot in a strip club?”

“I’d rather not know,” Mackenzie said. And by God, did she get an actual smile out of him?

“It’s been a long time,” he said with a roll of his eyes.

“Well, this is business, not pleasure.”

Porter chuckled. “When you get to be my age, the line between the two sometimes blurs. Now come on. Let’s go. I imagine strip clubs haven’t changed that much in the last thirty years.”

 

*

 

Mackenzie had only seen strip clubs in movies and although she hadn’t dared tell Porter, she hadn’t been sure what to expect. When they walked inside, it was just after six o’clock in the evening. The parking lot was starting to fill with stressed out men coming off of their work shifts. A few of these men gave Mackenzie a little too much attention as she and Porter walked through the lobby and toward the bar area.

Mackenzie took the place in as best she could. The lighting was dim, like a permanent twilight, and the music was loud. Currently, two women were on a runway-like stage, dancing with a pole between them. Wearing only a pair of thin panties each, they were trying their best to dance in a sexy manner to a Rob Zombie song.

“So,” Mackenzie said as they waited for the bartender, “has it changed?”

“Nothing except the music,” Porter said. “This music is terrible.”

She had to give it to him; he wasn’t watching the stage. Porter was a married man, going on twenty-five years. Seeing how he was focused on the rows of liquor bottles behind the bar rather than the topless women onstage made her respect for him go up a notch. It was hard to peg Porter as a man who respected his wife that much and on such an account, she was happy to be proven wrong.

The bartender finally came over to them and his face went slack right away. While neither Porter nor Mackenzie wore any sort of police uniform, their attire still presented them as people that were there on business—and probably not business of the positive kind.

“Can I help you?” the bartender asked.

Can I help you? Mackenzie thought. He didn’t ask us what he could get us to drink. He asked if he could help us. He’s seen our kind in here before. Strike one for the owner.

“We’d like to speak to Mr. Avery, please,” Porter said. “And I’ll have a rum and Coke.”

“He’s busy at the moment,” the bartender said.

“I’m sure he is,” Porter said. “But we need to speak with him.” He then took his badge out of his interior coat pocket and flashed it, returning it back as if he had just pulled off a magic trick. “But he needs to speak to us or I can make some calls and make it really official. It’s his call.”

“One second,” the bartender said, not wasting another minute. He walked to the other side of the bar and went through double doors that reminded Mackenzie of the kind she’d seen in saloons in those cheesy Western movies.

She looked back to the stage where there was now only one woman, dancing to Van Halen’s “Running with the Devil.” There was something about the way the woman moved that made Mackenzie wonder if strippers lacked dignity and therefore did not care about exposing their bodies, or if they were just that confident. She knew there was no way in hell she could ever do something like that. While she was confident in many things, her body was not one of them, despite the many lewd glances she received from random men from time to time.

“You look a little out of place,” someone beside her said.

She looked to her right and saw a man approaching her. He looked to be about thirty years old and as if he had been sitting at the bar for a while. He had that sort of gleam to his eyes that she’d seen in many a drunken altercation.

“There’s a reason for that,” Mackenzie said.

“I’m just saying,” the man said. “You don’t see many women in places like this. And when they are here, they’re usually here with a husband or boyfriend. And quite frankly, I don’t see the two of you,” he said, pointing to Porter, “as being an item.”

Mackenzie heard Porter chuckle at this. She wasn’t sure what annoyed her more: the fact that this man had gotten brave enough to sit beside her or that Porter was enjoying every minute of it.

“We’re not an item,” Mackenzie said. “We work together.”

“Just here for the after-work drinks, huh?” he asked. He was leaning in closer—close enough for Mackenzie to smell the tequila on his breath. “Why don’t you let me buy you one?”

“Look,” Mackenzie said, still not looking at him. “I’m not interested. So just move along to the next unwitting victim.”

The man leaned in closer and stared at her for a moment. “You don’t have to be a bitch about it.”

Mackenzie turned to him finally and when they locked eyes, something in the man’s gaze shifted. He could tell she meant business, but he’d had a few drinks too many and apparently just couldn’t help himself. He placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled at her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “What I meant to say is, well, no, I meant what I said. You don’t have to be a bitch about—”

“Get your hand off of me,” Mackenzie said softly. “Last warning.”

“You don’t like the feel of a man’s hand?” he asked, laughing. His hand slid down her arm, groping now rather than simply touching. “I guess that’s why you’re here to look at naked women, huh?”

Mackenzie’s arm came up with lightning speed. The poor drunk man didn’t even realize what had happened until after she’d thrust her forearm into his neck and he was falling off of his barstool, gagging. When he hit, it made enough noise to attract one of the security guards that had been standing by the edge of the lounge area.

Porter was then on his feet, stepping in between the guard and Mackenzie. He flashed his badge and, to Mackenzie’s surprise, stood nearly toe-to-toe with the much larger guard. “Slow down, big boy,” Porter said, all but rubbing the guy’s face with his badge. “In fact, if you want to avoid the spectacle of having someone arrested in this seedy establishment, I suggest you toss this jack-off out of here.”

The guard looked from Porter to the drunk man on the floor, still coughing and gasping for air. The guard understood the option he was facing and nodded. “Sure thing,” he said, hauling the drunk man to his feet. 

Mackenzie and Porter watched as the guard escorted the drunk man to the door. Porter nudged Mackenzie and chuckled. “You’re just full of surprises, huh?”

Mackenzie only shrugged. When they turned back around to the bar area, the bartender had returned. Another man stood beside him, staring down Mackenzie and Porter as if they were stray dogs that he didn’t trust.

“You want to tell me what that was all about?” the man asked.

“Are you Mr. William Avery?” Porter asked.

“I am.”

“Well, Mr. Avery,” Mackenzie said, “your patrons need to do a better job of keeping their mouths shut and their hands to themselves.”

“What’s this about?” Avery asked.

“Is there somewhere more private we can speak?” Porter asked.

“No. Here is fine. This is the busiest time of the day for us. I need to be here to help tend bar.”

“You sure do,” Porter said. “I ordered a rum and Coke five minutes ago and I still haven’t seen it.”

The bartender scowled and then turned to the bottles behind him. In his absence, Avery leaned forward and said, “If this is about Hailey Lizbrook, I already told your other cop buddies everything I know about her.”

“But you didn’t talk to me,” Mackenzie said.

“So what?”

“So, I take a different approach than almost everyone else, and this is our case,” she said, nodding toward Porter. “So I need you to answer more questions.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Well, if you don’t,” Mackenzie said, “I can interview a woman named Colby Barrow. That name sound familiar? I believe she was seventeen when she started working here, right? She got the job by performing oral sex on you, I believe. The case is dead, I know. But I wonder if she’d have anything to tell me about your business practices that might have been swept under the rug six years ago. I wonder if she might be able to tell me why you don’t seem to give a damn that one of your dancers was killed three nights ago.”

Avery looked at her like he wanted to slap her. She almost wanted him to try it. She had encountered far too many men like him in the last few years—men that cared noting for women until the lights were out and they needed sex or something to punch on. She held his gaze, letting him know that she was much more than a punching bag.

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

Before she answered, the bartender finally delivered Porter’s drink. Porter sipped from it, smiling knowingly at Avery and the bartender.

“Did Hailey have men that came in and usually flocked to her?” Mackenzie asked. “Did she have regulars?”

“She had one or two,” Avery said.

“Do you know their names?” Porter asked.

“No. I don’t pay attention to the men that come in here. They’re just like any other men, you know?”

“But if it came down to it,” Mackenzie said, “do you think some of your other dancers might know their names?”

“I doubt it,” Avery said. “And let’s face it: most of the dancers ask for the man’s name just to be nice. They don’t give a shit what their names are. They’re just trying to get paid.”

“Was Hailey a good employee?” Mackenzie asked.

“Yes, she was, actually. She was always willing to work extra shifts. She loved her two boys, you know?”

“Yes, we met with them,” Mackenzie said.

Avery sighed and looked out to the stage. “Listen, you’re welcome to talk to any of the girls if you think it will help figure out who killed Hailey. But I can’t let you do it here, not right now. It would upset them and screw with my business. But I can give you a list of their names and phone numbers if you absolutely need it.”

Mackenzie thought about this for a minute and then shook her head. “No, I don’t think that will be necessary. Thanks for your time, though.”

With that, she got up and tapped Porter on the shoulder. “We’re done here.”

“I’m not,” he said. “I still need to finish my drink.”

Mackenzie was about to argue her point when Porter’s phone rang. He answered it, pressing his free hand to his other ear to block out the godawful noise of the current Skrillex song blaring from the PA. He spoke briefly, nodding in a few places before hanging up. He then downed the remainder of his drink and handed the car keys to Mackenzie.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It seems I am done,” he said. Then his face became set. “There’s been another murder.”




 

CHAPTER TEN

 

They drove a little over two and a half hours from the strip club after receiving the call, night falling slowly the entire way, increasing Mackenzie’s depressed mood, and when they arrived at the scene, night had fallen. They finally turned off the main highway onto a strip of unpaved blacktop, and then onto a dirt road that led to a large open field. As they neared their destination, she started to feel an impending sense of doom.

Her headlights glowed just ahead of her as she carefully drove down a bumpy dirt track, and slowly, she started to see the numerous police cars already on the scene. A few of them were pointed to the center of the field, their headlights revealing a grisly, yet familiar sight.

As much as she tried not to, she flinched at the sight.

“My God,” Porter said.

Mackenzie parked, but never took her eyes from the scene as she stepped out of the car and walked slowly forward. The grass in the field was high, coming to her knees in places, and she could see the slightly worn trail that the officers had been using. There were too many officers here; she already worried that the scene was contaminated.

She looked up and took a sharp breath. It was another woman, stripped to her underwear, bound to a pole that looked to be roughly eight feet tall. This time, seeing the woman strung up in such a way, Mackenzie was unable to repress a memory of her sister. Steph had been a stripper, too. Mackenzie wasn’t exactly sure what Steph was up to these days, but it was too easy to imagine her ending up like this.

As Mackenzie approached the victim, she glanced around the crime scene and counted seven officers in all. Two officers were off to the side, speaking with two teenagers. Up ahead, standing a few feet away from the pole and the victim, Nelson was speaking with someone on his phone. When he saw them, he waved them over and quickly ended his call.

“Anything of substance from the strip club?” Nelson asked.

“No sir,” Mackenzie said. “I’m convinced Avery is clean. He’s offered the names and numbers of all of his employees if we need them, but I don’t think we’ll need his help.”

“We need someone’s help,” Nelson said, looking to the pole and looking as if he might get sick.

Mackenzie approached the body and saw right away that this one was in worse shape than the body of Hailey Lizbrook. For starters, there was a large lump and bruise on the left side of the woman’s face. There was also dried blood in and around her ear. The lashes on her back looked to have been made with the same weapon, only this time they had been applied with more force and in greater succession.

“Who discovered the body?” Porter asked.

“Those two kids over there,” Nelson said, pointing toward where one of the officers was still speaking to the two teens. “They admitted they came out here to make out and smoke some weed. They say they’ve done it for a month or so. But tonight, they found this.”

“Same body type as Hailey Lizbrook,” Mackenzie said, thinking out loud. “I think we can probably assume the same profession, or similar, too.”

“I need answers on this, you two,” Nelson said. “And I need them now.”

“We’re trying,” Porter said. “White is on fire with this thing and—”

“I need results,” Nelson said, close to fury. “White, I’ll even take some of your out-of-the-box thinking on this one.”

“Can I borrow a flashlight?” she asked.

Nelson reached into his coat pocket and took out a small Maglite which he happily tossed to her. She caught it, flicked it on, and started looking around the scene. She tuned out Nelson’s nervous banter and let him release his steam with Porter.

With the dead-on precision that took over her in moments like this, the world melted away as she started scouring the scene for any clues. There were several that stood out right away. For instance, she knew that Nelson and the other officers had used the same beaten path to get to the body to prevent contaminating the scene; outside of their worn-down footpath from their cars to the body, there were several other indentations in the tall grass, likely placed there by the killer.

She strayed a bit outside of the footpath and slowly arced the flashlight beam around the field surrounding the post. She took some mental notes, looked back over to the two teens, and then headed back to the pole. She looked the body over for any further clues and became certain that this body, like that of Hailey Lizbrook, would show no signs of sexual abuse.

 She wondered if setting up the pole was more than just a theatrical device. Something about it seemed resolute, almost like a necessity for the killer. For a brief moment she could see him, his hands falling on the pole and going to work.

 He drags it with pride, maybe even hoisting it up along his back. There’s labor to the task, a prerequisite to the killings. Struggling with the pole, bringing it to the site, digging the hole and installing it—there’s a sweat-of-the-brow satisfaction in it. He is readying the site for the murder. He takes just as much satisfaction from this work as he does the murder.

“What are your thoughts, White?” Nelson asked as he watched her circle the body.

Mackenzie blinked, being torn from the image of the killer in her mind. Realizing just how deep she’d gone there for a moment, she felt a slight chill pass through her.

“A few easy ones right off the bat are that you can see the trail where he dragged the pole from the dirt track to here,” she said. “That concludes that the pole was not here originally. He brought it with him. And that denotes that he drives either a pickup truck or a van of some kind.”

“That’s what I figured,” Nelson said. “Anything else?”

“Well, it’s hard to be sure at night,” she said, “but I’m pretty sure the killer had the victim wrapped in something when he brought her out here.”

“Why’s that?”

“I don’t see any blood at all on the grass but some of the wounds on her back—especially those around her buttocks—are still fairly wet.”

As Nelson digested this, Mackenzie went to her haunches at the back of the pole and pressed the grass down with one hand. With the other, she shone the flashlight beam along the bottom of the pole.

Her heart raced as saw the numbers: N511/J202.

He uses a knife or a chisel, and he takes a lot of time and effort to make sure the carvings are legible. These carvings are important to him and, more than that, he wants them to be seen. Whether consciously or subconsciously, he wants someone to figure out why he’s doing this. He needs someone to understand his motives.

“Chief?” she said.

“Yeah, White?”

“I’ve got those numbers again.”

“Shit,” Nelson said, coming to where she was kneeling. He looked down and let out a heavy sigh. “Any idea what they mean?”

“None at all, sir.”

“Okay,” Nelson said. His hands were on his hips and he was looking up to the dark sky like a man defeated. “So we have a few more answers here, but nothing that’s going to tie things up for us anytime soon. A man driving a truck or van that has access to wooden poles and—”

“Wait,” Mackenzie said. “You just said something.”

She went back to the rear of the pole. She leaned down to look at the place where the woman’s wrists were bound with rope.

“What is it?” Porter asked, coming over to have a look.

“You any good with knots?” she asked.

“Not really.”

“I am,” Nelson said, also coming over to have a look. “What have you got?”

“I’m pretty sure this is the same knot that was used for Hailey Lizbrook.”

“So what if it is?” Porter said.

“It’s a bit unusual,” Mackenzie replied. “Can you tie a knot like that? I can’t.”

Porter looked at it again, seeming stumped.

“I’m pretty sure it’s a sailor’s knot,” Nelson said.

“I thought so,” Mackenzie said. “And while it might be a long shot, I’d consider that our killer might be familiar with boats. Maybe he lives near the water or has lived near the water at some point.”

“Drives a truck or a van, maybe lives near water, and has some sort of mommy issues,” Nelson said. “Not much to go on, but it’s better than where we were yesterday.”

“And given the ritualistic manner of these killings,” Mackenzie said, “and the short time frame between the two, we can only assume he’s going to do it again.”

She turned and looked at him, summoning all the seriousness she could.

“With all due respect, sir, I think it’s time we call in the FBI.”

He frowned.

“White, their processes alone would slow us down. We’d have two more bodies before they even sent anyone out here.”

“I think it’s worth a try,” she said. “We’re getting in over our heads.”

She hated to admit it but the look on Nelson’s face showed her that he agreed. He nodded solemnly and looked back to the body on the pole. “I’ll make the call,” he finally said.

From behind them, they heard a very punctuated curse from one of the other officers. They all turned to see what was going on and saw the bouncing glow of headlights coming down the dirt road.

“Who the hell is that?” Nelson asked. “No one else should know about this and—”

“A news van,” said the officer who had let out a curse.

“How?” Nelson said. “Dammit, who the hell keeps getting information to these assholes?”

The scene became a flurry of activity as Nelson did everything he could to prep for the arrival of a news crew. He was fuming and looked like his head might explode at any moment. Mackenzie took the opportunity to take as many photos as she could: of the depressed sections of the field, of the knot at the victim’s wrists, of the numbers at the bottom of the post.

“White, Porter, get out of here and get back to the station,” Nelson said.

“But sir,” Mackenzie said, “we still need to—”

“Just do as I say,” he said. “You two are the leads on this case and if the media gets a whiff of that, they’ll constantly be on your asses and slow you down. Now get out of here.”

It was a sensible train of thought and Mackenzie did as she was asked. But as she headed back to the car with Porter, another thought occurred to her. She turned back to Nelson and said: “Sir, I think we should have the wood tested, on this pole and the last one. Get a sample and have it analyzed. Maybe the kind of wood being used for these posts could lead us to something.”

“Damn good thinking, White,” he said. “Now haul ass.”

Mackenzie did just that as she saw two more pairs of headlights trailing in behind the first set. The first set belonged to a news van with WSQT written on the side. It had just parked on the far side of the police cars. A reporter and a cameraman came bustling out and Mackenzie instantly thought of them as vultures circling a fresh kill.

As she got into the car, taking the driver’s seat again, another member of the news crew got out of the van and started snapping pictures. Mackenzie was mortified to see that the camera was pointed in her direction. She lowered her head, got into the car, and started the engine. As she did, she saw that three officers were already storming toward the news van, Nelson in the center. Still, the reporter did her best to bully her way forward.

They took off, but Mackenzie knew it was already too late.

Come tomorrow, her picture would be on the front page of all the papers.




 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

As it turned out, Nelson had been wrong about the FBI. Mackenzie got the call at 6:35 in the morning requesting that she drive to the airport to pick up an agent that had flown in. She’d had to hurry, as the flight arrived at 8:05, and was embarrassed that she’d have to make a first impression without even having time to fix her hair.

Her hair, though, was the least of her concerns as she sat in the uncomfortable airport chair, waiting at the gate. She was pounding down a cup of coffee, hoping to push her mind beyond caring that her body had only managed five hours of sleep the night before. It was her third cup of the morning and she knew she’d get the jitters if she didn’t slow down. But she couldn’t afford to be tired and sloppy. 

She reviewed everything in her head as she waited for the agent to get off the plane, recircling the gruesome scene from the night before. She couldn’t help but feel as if she had missed something. Hopefully, the FBI agent would be able to help get them on a clearer path.

Nelson had e-mailed her the agent’s dossier, which she had read quickly while eating a breakfast of a banana and a bowl of oatmeal. Because of this, Mackenzie spotted the agent right away as he stepped off the jet bridge and into the airport. Jared Ellington, thirty-one years old, a Georgetown graduate with a background that included a stint in profiling in counterterrorism cases. His black hair was slicked back as it had been in his picture and the telltale suit he wore painted him as someone on official duty.

Mackenzie walked across the gate to meet him. She hated the fact that she kept going back to her stupid hair. She felt frazzled and out of sorts, having been rushed earlier in the morning. More than that, she had never really cared much about first impressions and had never been the sort of person to worry too much about her appearance. So why now?

Maybe it was because he was from the FBI, an agency she revered. Or maybe it was because, despite herself, she was struck by his looks. She hated herself for that, not only because of Zack, but because of the urgent and gruesome nature of their work.

“Agent Ellington,” she said, extending her hand, forcing her tone to be as professional as possible. “I’m Mackenzie White, one of the detectives on the case.”

“Good to meet you,” Ellington said. “Your chief tells me you’re the lead detective on the case. Is that right?”

She did her best to hide her shock but nodded.

“That’s correct,” she said. “I know you just got off the plane, but we need to hurry and get you to the station.”

“Of course,” he said. “Lead the way.”

She led him through the airport and back out to the parking lot. They were silent during the walk and Mackenzie took the time to size him up. He seemed a little relaxed, not stiff and rigid like the few Bureau guys she’d encountered. He also seemed very serious and intense. He had a much more professional air than any of the men she worked with.

As they drove onto the interstate, fighting through morning airport traffic, Ellington started scrolling through a series of e-mails and documents on his phone.

“Tell me, Detective White,” he said, “what sort of person do you think we’re looking for? I’ve looked through the notes that Chief Nelson sent me and I have to say that you seem pretty sharp.”

“Thanks,” she said. Then, quick to dismiss the compliment, she added: “As for the type of person, I’m thinking it stems from abuse. When you consider that the victims were not sexually abused, yet stripped to their underwear, it indicates that these are murders based on some need for revenge on some woman that wronged him earlier in life. So I think it might be a man that is embarrassed by sex or, at the very least, finds it gross.”

“I see you have not ruled out religious contexts,” Ellington said.

“No, not yet. The very nature of how he displays them has obvious crucifixion overtones. Plus the fact that the women he’s killing are all representations of male lust makes it hard to rule out.”

He nodded, still scrolling through his phone. She cast glances in his direction as she made her way through traffic and was struck by how handsome he was. It wasn’t obvious at first, but there was something very plain yet rugged about Ellington. He’d never be a leading man but would make an attractive addition to the hero’s team.


“I know this seems rude,” he said, “but I’m trying to make sure I’m well-versed in this. As I’m sure you know, I was called in on this case less than six hours ago. It’s been a whirlwind.”

“No, not rude at all,” Mackenzie said. She found it refreshing to be in a car with a man and not have the conversation be filled with sideways insults and sexism. “Do you mind if I ask what your initial thoughts on the killer are?”

“My big question is why he displays the bodies at all,” Ellington said. “It makes me think the murders aren’t just out of some personal vendetta. He wants people to see what he’s done. He wants to make a spectacle out of these women, which denotes that he’s proud of what he’s doing. I’d go so far as to guess that he feels he’s doing the world a favor.”

Mackenzie felt a stirring of excitement as they neared the precinct. Ellington was the polar opposite of Porter and seemed to have the same sort of approach to profiling as she did. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been able to freely share her thoughts with a co-worker without fear of being ridiculed or spoken down to. Already, she could tell that Ellington was easy to talk to and valued the opinions of others. And, quite frankly, it didn’t hurt that he was nice to look at.

“I feel like you’re on the right track,” Ellington said. “Between the two of us, I think we can nail this guy. Looking at the information about the knots, the fact that he drives a van or truck, and apparently uses the same weapon each time, there’s a lot to go on. I look forward to working with you on this, Detective White.”


“Likewise,” she said, catching another glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye as he continued to dutifully read through e-mails on his phone.

Her excitement continued to bloom; she felt a sense of motivation she had not felt toward her work in a very long time. She felt inspired, reinvigorated—and that things were about to change in her life.

 

*

 

A little over an hour later, Mackenzie was quickly brought back to reality as she watched Agent Jared Ellington stand in front of a conference room filled with local police that clearly felt like they didn’t need his help. A few sitting around the table were taking notes, but there was a tension in the air that showed on everyone’s face. She noticed that Nelson sat near the head of the conference table, looking nervous and uncomfortable. It had ultimately been his call to contact the FBI and it was clear that he wasn’t sure if it had been the right choice.

Meanwhile, Ellington did his best to keep control of the room as he went through a short spiel where he went over the same material that he and Mackenzie had discussed on the way from the airport—that they were looking for a killer that likely had some aversion to sex and was also proud of the murders. He also went through a review of all of the clues they had to go on and what they might mean. It wasn’t until he got to the topic of having the wood from the posts analyzed that he got any sort of response from the officers scattered round the table.

“In regards to the wood samples,” Nelson said, “we should have results from that within a few hours.”

“What good would that do, anyway?” Porter asked.

Nelson looked over to Mackenzie and nodded, giving her permission to field that question. “Well, based on the results, we could look into local logging companies or mills to see if anyone has recently purchased that certain type of post.”

“Seems like a long shot,” an older cop in the back of the room said.

“It does,” Ellington said, quickly taking back control of the room. “But a long shot is better than no shot at all. And please, make no mistake about it; I am not here to assume total control over this case. I’m just here as a moving part of the solution, a point-man to make sure you have full access to any resources the Bureau can provide. That includes research, manpower, and anything else to help bring this killer in. I’m here only temporarily—probably no more than thirty-six or forty-eight hours—and then I’m gone. This is your show, guys. I’m just the hired help.”

“So where do we start?” another cop asked.

“I’ll be working with Chief Nelson following this briefing to divide you up as appropriate,” Ellington said. “We’ll have a few of you head out to speak with Hailey Lizbrook’s co-workers. And as I understand it, we’ll have fully autopsy results and information on the deceased discovered last night. As soon as we have a positive ID, some of you will need to visit her family and friends to mine for information. We’ll also need someone to check with local mills when we get the results of the wood test back.”

Again, Mackenzie noticed the stiff posture of most of the police around the table. She found it hard to believe they were so proud (or perhaps, she thought, too lazy) to take direct orders from someone that they did not know well, regardless of his place in the food chain. Was small-town mentality that hard to break away from? She’d often wondered this in the midst of the demeaning way most of the men in this room had treated her since she arrived.

“That’s all I have for now,” Ellington said. “Any questions?”

Of course, there were none. Nelson, however, got to his feet and joined Ellington at the front of the room.

“Agent Ellington will be working with Detective White, so if you need him, you can find him in her office. I know this is a little unorthodox, but let’s take it for what it is and take full advantage of the Bureau’s generosity.”

There were mumbles and grumbles of acknowledgment as officers got up from the table and headed out on their way. As they filed out, Mackenzie noticed that a few of them were looking at her with more reproach and angst than usual. She looked away as she got up and joined Nelson and Ellington at the front of the room.

“Is there something I should know?” Mackenzie asked Nelson.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m getting nastier looks than usual,” she said.

“Nasty looks?” Ellington asked. “Why do you usually get nasty looks?”

“Because I’m a determined younger woman who speaks her mind,” Mackenzie said. “Men around here don’t care for that. There are a few that think I should be home, in the kitchen.”

Nelson looked highly embarrassed, and a little pissed, too. She thought he might actually say something to defend himself and his officers, but he didn’t get a chance. Porter joined them and slapped the day’s local newspaper down on the table.

“I think this is the reason for the dirty looks,” he said.

They all looked down to the paper. Mackenzie’s heart grew cold as Nelson let out a curse behind her.

The front page headline read “SCARECROW KILLER STILL AT LARGE.” Under that, the subtitle read: “Beleaguered police force seems to have no answers as another victim is discovered.”

The picture beneath it showed Mackenzie getting into the car she and Porter had driven out to the field yesterday. The photographer had captured the entire left side of her face. The hell of it was that she looked rather pretty in the picture. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, this picture placed directly beneath the headline essentially painted her as the face of the investigation.

“That’s not fair,” she said, hating the way it sounded coming out of her mouth.

“The guys think you’re getting off on it,” Porter said. “They think you’re bent on breaking this case for the publicity.”

“Is that how you feel?” Nelson asked him.

Porter took a step back and sighed. “Personally, no. White has proven herself to me over these last few days. She wants this guy captured, no matter what.”

“Then why don’t you stand up for her?” Nelson said. “Run some interference while we wait for the latest victim to be ID’d and for the results on that wood sample.”

Looking like a child that had just been scolded for lying, Porter put his head down and said, “Yes, sir.” He made his exit without looking back.

Nelson looked back down to the paper and then at Mackenzie. “I say you make the most of it. If the media wants to put a pretty face to this investigation, let them run with it. It’ll make you look that much better when you bring this bastard in.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Agent Ellington, what do you need from me?” Nelson asked.

“Just your best detective.”

Nelson grinned and hitched a thumb toward Mackenzie. “You’re looking at her.”

“Then I think we’re good.”

Nelson headed out of the conference room, leaving Ellington and Mackenzie alone. Mackenzie started to gather up her laptop and notes while Ellington looked around the room. It was clear that he felt out of place and wasn’t sure how to handle it. She was a little out of place herself. She was glad everyone else was gone. She enjoyed being alone with him; it made her feel as if she had a confidant in all of this, someone who saw her as an equal.

“So,” he said, “they really look down on you because you’re young and a woman?”

She shrugged.

“Seems that way. I’ve seen rookies come in—men, mind you—that get some ribbing, but they aren’t spoken down to the way they speak down to me. I’m young, motivated, and, according to a few, not too bad to look at. Something about that combination throws them off. It’s easier for them to write me off as the over-ambitious piece of ass than a woman under thirty years of age that has a harder work ethic than them.”

“That’s unfortunate,” he said.

“I’ve felt a slight shift in the last few days,” she said. “Porter in particular seems to be coming around.”

“Well, let’s wrap this case up and bring them all around,” Ellington said. “Can you arrange to have every photo from both sites brought into your office?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Meet me there in about ten minutes.”

“You got it.” 

Mackenzie decided right there and then that she liked Jared Ellington a little too much for her own good. Working with him for the next few days would be challenging and interesting—but for reasons other than the case at hand.




 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Mackenzie got home just after seven that night, knowing full well that she could be called at any moment. There were so many avenues open now, so many different leads that could potentially require her attention. She could feel her body getting tired. She had not been sleeping well since visiting the first murder scene and she knew that if she didn’t allow herself time to rest, she’d end up making clumsy mistakes while at work.

When she walked through the door, she saw Zack sitting on the couch with an Xbox controller in his hand. A bottle of beer was on the coffee table in front of him, with two empties lined up in the floor. She knew he’d had the day off and assumed this was how he’d spent it. It made him look like an irresponsible child in her eyes and it was not what she wanted to see after coming in from a day like today.

“Hey, babe,” Zack said, barely looking away from the television.

“Hey,” she said dryly, heading for the kitchen. Seeing the beer on the coffee table, she had the urge to enjoy one. But honestly, feeling exhausted and on edge, she decided on a cup of peppermint tea instead.

As she waited for the kettle to boil, Mackenzie walked into the bedroom and changed clothes. She had overlooked dinner and was suddenly faced with the fact that there was very little in the house to eat. She hadn’t been grocery shopping in a while and she knew damn good and well that Zack hadn’t thought to do it.

When she had changed into gym shorts and a T-shirt, she walked back out to the enticing whistle of the tea kettle. As she poured the water over the bag, she heard the muted gunfire from Zack’s game. Curious and wanting to at least broach the topic to see how he’d respond, she was unable to keep her frustration to herself.

“What did you do for dinner?” she asked.

“Haven’t eaten yet,” he said, not bothering to look away from the television. “Were you going to make something?”

She glared at the back of his head and, for a moment, wondered what Ellington was doing. She doubted that he played videogames like some loser locked in his childhood. She waited a moment, letting her rage pass, and then took a step into the living room.

“No, I’m not making anything. What have you been doing all afternoon?”

She could hear his sigh even over the explosions from the game. Zack paused the game and finally turned to look at her. “And just what in the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It was just a question,” she said. “I asked what you had been doing this afternoon. If you hadn’t been playing your little game, maybe you could have made dinner. Or at the very least picked up a pizza or something.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, sarcastically and with volume. “How am I supposed to know when you’re going to get home? You never communicate that stuff with me.”

“Well, call and ask,” she snapped.

“What the hell for?” Zack asked, dropping the controller and getting to his feet. “The few times I do bother calling you at work, the call goes straight to your voicemail and you never call me back.”

“That’s because I’m working, Zack,” she said.

“I work, too,” he said. “I bust my ass at that damn factory. You have no idea how hard I work.”


“Yes, I do,” she said. “But tell me this: when was the last time you saw me just sitting on my ass? I come home and I’m usually faced with your dirty clothes on the floor or dirty dishes in the sink. And you know what, Zack? I work hard, too. I work damn hard and I have to see shit on a day-to-day basis that would make you crumble. I don’t need to come home to a little boy playing video games and asking what we’re having for dinner.”

“Little boy?” he asked, nearly shouting now.

Mackenzie hadn’t meant to go that far, but there it was. It was a plain and simple truth she’d been holding in for months now and now that it was out, she felt relieved.

“That’s how it seems sometimes,” she said.

“You bitch.”

Mackenzie shook her head and took a step back. “You have three seconds to take that back,” she said.

“Oh, go to hell,” Zack said, coming around the couch and approaching her. She could tell he wanted to get in her face, but he knew better than to do that. He knew that she could easily take him in a fight; it was something that he had no problem telling her whenever he vented about things that made him unhappy in their relationship.

“Excuse me?” Mackenzie asked, almost hoping that he’d get aggressive and get in her face. And as she felt that, she felt something else with absolutely clarity: their relationship was over.

“You heard me,” he said. “You’re not happy, and neither am I. It’s been that way for a while, Mackenzie. And quite frankly, I’m tired of putting up with it. I’m tired of coming second and I know I can’t compete with your work.”

She said nothing, not wanting to say anything else to provoke him. Maybe she’d get lucky and this argument would be over soon, bringing them to the end they both wanted without an extensive knock-down-drag-out fight.

In the end, all she said was, “You’re right. I’m not happy. Right now, I have no time for a live-in boyfriend. And I certainly don’t have time for arguments like this one.”

“Well then, sorry to waste your time,” Zack said quietly. He picked up his beer bottle, gulped down what remained in it, and set it hard on the table—so hard that Mackenzie thought the glass might break.

“I think you should leave for now,” Mackenzie said. She held eye contact with him, holding his gaze so he’d know this was non-negotiable. They’d had fights in the past where he’d almost packed his things and left. But this time, it needed to happen. This time, she’d make sure there were no apologies, no makeup sex, no manipulative conversations about how they needed each other.

Zack finally looked away from her and when he did, he looked furious. Still, he made sure to leave a few inches between them when he stomped past her and toward the bedroom. Mackenzie listened to him go, standing in the kitchen and idly stirring her tea.

So this is what I’ve become, she thought. Alone, cold, and emotionless. 

She frowned, hating the inevitability of it all. She’d once had a mentor who had warned her about this—how if she pursued a career in law enforcement with high ambition, her life would become too busy and hectic for anything resembling a healthy relationship.

After a few minutes, Mackenzie heard Zack start muttering to himself. As drawers in the bedroom opened and closed, she heard the terms fucking bitch, work obsessed, and heartless fucking robot.

The words hurt (she didn’t try to pretend to be so hardened that they didn’t), but she shrugged them off. Instead of focusing on them, she started cleaning up the mess Zack had accumulated during the day. She cleaned up empty beer bottles, a few dirty dishes, and a pair of dirty socks as the man who had created the mess—a man she had, at one time, fallen in love with—continued to curse and call her names from the bedroom.

 

*

 

Zack was gone by 8:30 and Mackenzie was in bed an hour later. She checked her e-mail, seeing a few reports flying back and forth between Nelson and other officers, but there was nothing that needed her immediate attention. Satisfied that she might actually get a handful of uninterrupted hours of sleep, Mackenzie cut off her bedside lamp and closed her eyes.

Experimentally, she reached out and felt the empty side of the bed. Having Zack’s side of the bed empty wasn’t too jarring because he was often not there when she went to sleep because of his work shifts. But now, knowing that he was gone for good, the bed seemed much larger. As she stretched out and felt that empty side of the bed, she wondered when she had fallen out of love with him. It had been at least a month, she knew that for sure. But she’d said nothing in the hopes that whatever had existed between them might resurface.

Instead, things had gotten worse. She often thought that Zack had sensed her becoming more distant as her feelings had died down. But Zack was not the type to acknowledge such a thing. He avoided conflict at all costs and, as much as she hated to admit it, she was pretty sure he would have stuck around for as long as possible just because he feared change and was too lazy to move out.

As she sorted through all of these things, her cell phone rang. Great, she thought. So much for sleep.

She switched her lamp back on, fully expecting to see Nelson’s or Porter’s number on her display. Or maybe it would be Zack, calling to ask her if he could please come back. Instead, she saw a number she did not recognize. 

“Hello?” she said, doing her best not to sound tired.

“Hi, Detective White,” a man’s voice said. “This is Jared Ellington.”

“Oh, hi.”

“Did I call too late?”

“No,” she said. “What’s up? Do you have something new?”

“No, I’m afraid not. In fact, I got word tonight that we won’t have the results on that wood until morning.”

“Well, at least we know how the day will start,” she said.

“Exactly. But listen, I was wondering if you could meet me for breakfast,” he said. “I’d like to go over the case details with you. I want to make sure we’re on the same page and not missing even the smallest detail.”

“Sure,” she said. “What time do you—”

She stopped here, looking toward her bedroom door. 

For a split second, she’d heard something move out there. Once again, she’d heard that damned floorboard creak. But more than that, she’d heard a shuffling sound. Slowly, she got out of bed, still holding the phone to her ear.

“White, you still there?” Ellington asked.

“Yes, I’m here,” she said. “Sorry. I was asking what time you’d want to meet.”

“How about seven o’clock at Carol’s Diner? You know it?”

“I do,” she said, walking to the doorway. She looked out and saw only shadows and dark, muted outlines. “And seven sounds good.”

“Great,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”

She barely heard him as she stepped out of her bedroom and into the small hallway that led to the kitchen. Still, she managed to get out a “Sounds good,” before hanging up.

She cut on the hallway light, revealing the kitchen and making the living room look murky. Just like several nights ago, there was no one there. But, just to make sure, she walked into the living room and cut on the light.

Of course, there was no one there. The room offered no places to hide and the only thing unchanged about it was the missing Xbox that Zack had taken with him. Mackenzie looked around the room one more time, not liking the fact that she had spooked so easily. She even walked across the creaky board, testing its noise and comparing it to what she had heard.

She checked the lock on the front door and then headed back to her bedroom. She looked back behind her one more time before cutting out the lights and returning to sleep. Before she turned her lamp off, she took her service pistol out of the bedside drawer and placed it on top, within arm’s reach.

She looked at it in the gloom of the bedroom, knowing that she’d not need it but feeling safer that it was right there, in plain sight.

What was happening to her?




 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

“Daddy? Daddy, it’s me. Wake up.”

Mackenzie stepped into the bedroom and braced herself, turning from the sight of her dead father.

“What happened, Daddy?”

Her sister was in the room, too, standing on the other side of the bed, looking at their father with a disappointed look on her face.

“Steph, what happened?” Mackenzie asked.

“He called out for you and you didn’t come. This is your fault.”

“No!”

Mackenzie stepped forward again and then, knowing it was lunacy to do so, she still crawled onto the bed and snuggled up next to her father. Soon, she knew, his flesh would be cold and pale.

Mackenzie woke with a start, the nightmare jarring her awake at 3:12 AM, matted in sweat. She sat there, breathing hard, and despite herself, she started to cry.

She missed her dad so much that it hurt.

She sat there, alone, crying herself to sleep.

But it would be hours, she knew, before she fell back asleep. If at all.

In a strange way, she yearned to throw herself back into the case. Somehow, that was less painful.

 

*

 

When Mackenzie arrived at Carol’s Diner a few hours later, she was awake and alert. Looking across a small diner table at Agent Ellington, the idea of how much her nightmare had affected her, of how easily she had gotten spooked last night, was embarrassing. What in the hell was wrong with her?

She knew what it was. The case was getting to her, stirring up old memories she thought she had laid to rest. It was affecting the way she lived. She’d heard of this happening to others before but had never experienced it herself until now.


She wondered if Ellington had ever experienced it. From her side of the table, he looked well-polished and professional—the spitting image of what Mackenzie expected an FBI agent to be. He was well built but not massive, confident but not cocky. It was hard to imagine him being rattled by much of anything.

He caught her looking and rather than looking away embarrassed, she held his gaze.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing, really,” she said. “I’m just wondering what it’s like to know that with a single phone call, you can get the Bureau looking into something that it would take me several hours to convince the local PD to look into.”

“It’s not always that smooth,” Ellington said. 

“Well, with this case, the Bureau seems motivated,” Mackenzie pointed out.

“The ritualistic set-up of the murder scenes practically screams serial killer,” he said. “And now, with another body discovered, it seems that’s exactly what we have.”

“And has Nelson been accommodating?” she asked.

Ellington smiled and it showed signs of a subtle charm lurking under his finely composed exterior. “He’s trying to be. Sometimes the small-town mentality is hard to break out of.”

“Don’t I know it,” Mackenzie said.

The waitress came by to take their orders. Mackenzie opted for a veggie omelet while Ellington ordered a huge breakfast platter. With that distraction over, Ellington clasped his hands together and leaned forward.

“So,” he said. “Where do we stand on this?”

Mackenzie knew he was giving her a chance to show him how she worked. It was in his tone and the slight smile that barely touched the edges of his mouth. He was ruggedly handsome and Mackenzie was slightly uncomfortable with how often her eyes were drawn to his mouth.

“We have to wait on the leads for now and really study them,” she said. “The last time we had what we thought was a promising lead, we were dead wrong.”

“But you busted a guy that was selling kiddie porn,” Ellington pointed out. “So it wasn’t a total waste.”


“That’s true. But still, I’m going to assume you’ve noticed the hierarchy of our local PD. If I don’t figure this out soon, I’ll be stuck in my position for a very long time.”

“I’m not so sure about that. Nelson thinks highly of you. Whether or not he’d admit it to the other guys, well, that’s a different story. That’s why he has me helping you. He knows you can get this done.”

She looked away from him for the first time. She wasn’t sure how she’d get this case wrapped up if she didn’t stop jumping at every little sound in her house and sleeping with her gun on the nightstand.

“I figure we start with the wood sample,” she said. “We visit whoever is the local supplier of that sort of wood, right down to how it’s sawed. If that doesn’t produce anything, we’re going to have to really start grilling the women that Hailey Lizbrook worked with. We may even have to get as desperate as to look through security cameras from the club she worked at.”

“All good ideas,” he said. “Another idea I’m going to pitch to Nelson is to have undercover officers on site at some of the strip clubs within a one-hundred-mile radius. We can pull some agents from the Omaha office if we need to. Looking back through old cases—which, I must say, you nailed right on the head during an earlier meeting according to Nelson—we may also be on the lookout for a man that’s pursuing prostitutes as well. We can’t just assume it’s strippers.”

Mackenzie nodded, even though she was beginning to doubt that the case she had recalled from the ’80s where a prostitute had been strung from a line pole was related to this case. Still, it was nice to have her efforts acknowledged by someone with experience.

“Okay,” Ellington said. “So I have to ask.”

“Ask what?”

“It’s clear that you’re undermined at the local level. But it’s also clear that you bust your ass and know your stuff. Even Nelson has told me that you’re one of his most promising detectives. I had a look at your records, you know. Everything I saw was impressive. So why stay here where you’re sneered at and not given a fair chance when you could easily be working as a detective anywhere else?”

Mackenzie shrugged. It was something she had asked herself multiple times and the answer, while morbid, was simple. She sighed, not wanting to get into it but, at the same time, did not want to pass up the opportunity. She’d spoken about her reasons for staying local with Zack a few times—back when they had still been communicating—and Nelson knew some of her history as well. But she could not remember the last time someone had willingly invited her to speak about it.

“I grew up just outside of Omaha,” she said. “My childhood was…not the best. When I was seven years old, my father was killed. I was the one that discovered the body, right there in his bedroom.”

Ellington frowned, his face filled with compassion.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

She sighed.

“He was a private investigator,” she added. “He’d been a beat cop for about five years before that, though.”

He sighed, too.

“It’s my theory that at least one out of every five cops has some sort of unresolved trauma from their past that is related to a crime,” he said. “It’s that trauma that made them want to protect and serve.”

“Yeah,” Mackenzie said, not sure how to respond to the fact that Ellington had just sized her up in less than twenty seconds. “That sounds about right.”

“Was your father’s killer ever found?” Ellington asked.

“No. Based on the case files I’ve read and the little bit my mother has told me about what happened, he had been investigating a small group that dealt in smuggling drugs in from Mexico when he was killed. The case was pursued for a while but was dropped within three months. And that was that.”

“Sorry to hear it,” Ellington said.

“After that, when I realized that there was a lot of lazy, sloppy work in the justice system, I wanted to do something in law enforcement, to be a detective, to be exact.”

“So you achieved your dream by the age of twenty-five,” Ellington said. “That’s impressive.”

Before she could say anything else, the waitress came by with her food. She set the plates out and as Mackenzie started to dig in on her omelet, she was surprised to see Ellington close his eyes and say a silent grace over his food. 

She couldn’t help but stare for a moment as his eyes were closed. She had not thought of him as a religious man and something about seeing him pray over his food touched her. She stole a glance at his left hand and saw no wedding ring. She wondered what his life was like. Did he have a bachelor pad with beer stocked in the fridge, or was he more of the type to have a wine rack and IKEA bookshelves lined with classic and modern literature?

She was working with an open book here. More interesting was how he had become an FBI agent. She wondered what he was like in an interrogation room, or in the heat of the moment when guns were drawn and a suspect was within a hair of either surrendering or opening fire. She knew none of these things about Ellington—and that was exciting.

When he opened his eyes and started eating, Mackenzie looked away, back to her food. After a moment, she couldn’t help herself.

“Okay, so how about you?” she asked. “What led you to a career with the FBI?”

“I was a child of the eighties,” Ellington said. “I wanted to be John McClane and Dirty Harry, only with more refinement.”

Mackenzie smiled. “Those are pretty good role models. Dangerous, but risky.”

He was about to say something else when his cell phone rang. 

“Excuse me,” he said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out the phone.

Mackenzie listened in to his side of the conversation, which turned out to be short. After a few affirmative responses and a quick Thanks, he killed the call and looked forlornly at his food.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “We’re going to need to box this up, though. The results from the wood sample came in.”

He looked right at her.

“The lumber yard it originated from is less than half an hour away.”




 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Mackenzie had always loved the smell of freshly cut wood. It went back to Christmas holidays spent with her grandparents after her father had died. Her grandfather had heated his house with an old wood stove and the back end of the house had always smelled of cedar and the not entirely unpleasant smell of fresh ash.

She was reminded of that old wood stove as she stepped out of the car and into the gravel lot of Palmer’s Lumber Yard. To her left, a saw mill was set up, running a huge tree down a belt and toward a saw that was roughly the size of the car she had just stepped out of. Beyond that, several piles of freshly downed lumber waited its turn for the saw.

She took a moment to watch the process. A loader that looked to be a mix of a small crane and a toy-grabbing machine lifted the logs and deposited them onto an archaic-looking machine that pushed them into a belt. From there, the logs were led directly to a saw which she assumed was adjusted for each log by a mechanism or control panel that she could not see from where she sat. As she turned away from this, she saw a truck going out of the lumber yard’s exit with a trailer of crudely cut timber stacked about twelve feet high.

Oddly enough, she thought of Zack as she watched it all. He had applied to work at a place like this on the other end of town right around the time he’d landed the job at the textile mill; when he’d discovered the rotating shifts available at the mill, he’d taken it, hoping for more time off. She thought he might have been good working with lumber; he’d always had a knack for building things.

“Looks like hard work,” Ellington said.

“Ours is pretty rough, too,” she said, happy to have the thoughts of Zack out of her head.

“That it is,” Ellington agreed.

In front of them, a basic concrete building was identified only by black stenciled letters over the front door reading OFFICE. She walked alongside Ellington to the front door and was once again taken aback when Ellington opened the door for her. She didn’t think she’d ever been shown such a display of chivalry or respect from anyone on the force since the first day she’d carried a badge.

Inside, the noise from outside was muffled to a dull roar. The office consisted of a large counter with rows of filing cabinets behind it. The smell of cut wood permeated the place and there seemed to be dust everywhere. A single man stood behind the counter, writing something in a ledger as they entered. When he regarded them, it was clear that he was a bit confused—probably by Ellington’s suit and Mackenzie’s business-casual attire.

“Hey there,” the man behind the counter said. “Can I help you?”

Ellington took the lead, which Mackenzie was fine with. He’d shown her the utmost respect and had more experience than she did. It made her wonder where Porter was. Had Nelson kept him back at the office to go over the photos? Or was he on interview detail, maybe speaking with Hailey Lizbrook’s co-workers?

“I’m Agent Ellington, and this is Detective White,” Ellington said. “We’d like to speak with you for a moment about a case we’re trying to wrap up.”

“Um, sure,” the man said, clearly still confused. “Are you sure you have the right place?”

“Yes, sir,” Ellington said. “While we can’t reveal the full details of the case, what I can tell you is that a pole has been found at each of the scenes. We took a sample from the wood and our forensics team led us here.”

“Poles?” the man asked, looking surprised. “Are you talking about the Scarecrow Killer?”

Mackenzie frowned, not liking the fact that this case was already becoming a staple of public conversation. If a lonely man in a lumber yard office had heard about it, the chances were good that news of the case was spreading like wildfire. And among it all, her face was plastered to newspapers featuring the story.

Indeed, he looked her over, and she thought she could see recognition in his face.

“Yes,” Ellington said. “Have you had anyone out of the ordinary come by to purchase these poles?”

“I’d be happy to help you,” the man behind the counter said. “But I’m afraid it’s going to be something of a rabbit trail for you. See, I only receive and sell lumber from companies or smaller wood yards. Anything that leaves here is usually going to another lumber yard or to a company of some sort.”

“What sort of companies?” Mackenzie asked.

“It depends on what kind of wood we’re talking about,” he said. “The majority of my wood goes to construction companies. But I also have a few clients that are into wood crafting for things like furniture.”

“How many clients run through here in the course of a month?” Ellington asked.

“Seventy or so on a good month,” he said. “But the last few months have been pretty slow. So it might be easier to find what you’re looking for.”

“One more thing,” Mackenzie said. “Do you place any sort of markings on lumber that goes out of here?”

“For larger orders, I’ll sometimes place a stamp on one piece per load.”

“A stamp?”

“Yeah. It’s done by a small press I have outside. It puts the date and the name of my lumber yard on the piece.”

“But nothing engraved or carved?”

“No, nothing like that,” the man said.

“Would you be able to pull up the records on which clients have brought pre-cut cedar poles?” Ellington asked.

“Yes, I can do that. Do you know what size?”

“One moment,” Ellington said, reaching for his phone, presumably to pull up the information.

“Nine feet,” Mackenzie said, pulling the figure from memory.

Ellington looked over to her and gave her a smile.

“One foot underground,” Mackenzie said, “and eight feet above the surface.”

“The poles were also rather old,” Ellington said. “The wood was not fresh. Our tests indicate it had never seen any sort of treatment, either.”

“That makes it a little easier,” the man said. “If it came from here, older wood would have come out of my scrap stock. Give me a few minutes and I can get you that information. How far back do you need to go?”

“Let’s go three months, just to be safe,” Ellington said.

The man nodded and went to one of the ancient-looking filing cabinets sitting behind him. As they waited, Mackenzie’s cell phone started to ring. When she answered it, she was deathly afraid that it might be Zack calling to request some sort of reconciliation. She was relieved to find that it was Porter.


“Hello?” she said, answering the call.

“Mackenzie, where are you right now?” Porter asked.

“I’m with Ellington at Palmer’s Lumber Yard checking on the test results from the chip we took from the pole.”

“Any results?”

“It looks like another lead to several other leads.”

“Well shit,” Porter said. “I hate to tell you, but it doesn’t get any better.” He hesitated for a minute and she heard a shaky sigh on the other end before he added:

“We’ve got another body.”

 




 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

When they arrived at the new crime scene forty minutes later, Mackenzie was more than a little uneasy that this one was closer to home. The scene was exactly thirty-five minutes from her house, in the backyard of a ramshackle house that had been abandoned long ago. She could practically feel the shadow of this newly murdered woman stretching across the flat land, across the city streets, and falling across her front door.

She did her best to hide her frazzled nerves as she and Ellington walked toward the pole. She looked toward the old house, particularly into its empty window frames. To her, they looked like huge looming eyes, peering out and mocking her.

There was a small crowd of officers around the pole, Porter standing in the center of them. He regarded Mackenzie and Ellington as they approached the pole, but Mackenzie barely noticed. She was too busy taking in the sight of the body, noticing two very distinct differences about this victim right away.

First, this woman had small breasts, whereas the previous two victims had been well-endowed. Second, the lashes that had previously been on the other victims’ backs could also be seen on this woman’s stomach and chest.

“This is getting out of hand,” Porter said, his voice soft and haggard.

“Who discovered the body?” Mackenzie asked.

“The land owner. He lives two miles to the east. He had a chain up on the private dirt road and he just happened to notice it was cut. He says no one comes down here, except an occasional hunter during deer season, but as you know, deer season is several months away. And besides, he says he knows all the men that hunt here.”

“Is it a private road?” Mackenzie asked, looking back to the dirt road they had just taken to get here.

“Yes. So whoever did this,” he said, nodding at the hung body, “cut the chain down. He knew where he was going to come to show off his next trophy. He preplanned this.”

Mackenzie nodded. “That shows willful intent and purpose rather than just some unhinged psychological need.”

“Is there any chance the land owner is involved?” Ellington asked.

“I’ve got two men questioning him at his home right now,” Nelson said. “But I doubt it. He’s seventy-eight years old and limps when he walks. I can’t see him hailing poles around or successfully luring strippers into his truck.”

Mackenzie stepped closer to the body, Ellington following suit. This woman looked considerably younger than the others—maybe in her early twenties. Her head hung low, looking to the ground, but Mackenzie made note of the dark red lipstick, smeared around her cheek and chin. Her dark mascara had also run, leaving dark streaks down her face.

Mackenzie started around to the back of the pole. The lashes were the same as the other two. Some were still fresh enough to offer a wet edge, the blood not quite dry yet. She hunkered down to the bottom of the pole but was stopped by Nelson.

“I already checked,” he said. “Your numbers are there.”

Ellington joined her and hunkered down for a look. He looked up at Mackenzie. “No clue what these numbers represent?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“I think this goes without saying,” Nelson said, “but this case is now going to take top priority over everything. Agent Ellington, how soon can we get some more bodies on this?”

“I can make a call and probably have a few more out here by this afternoon.”

“Do it, please. Any results from the lumber yard?”

“We got sixteen names,” Mackenzie said. “Most of them are construction companies. We have to check each one and see if they can offer any useful information.”


“I’ll get some men on it,” he said. “For right now, I need you and Ellington chasing down the more promising leads. You two are the point men on this thing, so do whatever the hell you need to do to get it wrapped up. I want this sick fucker sitting in an interrogation room by the end of the day.

“Meanwhile, I’m going to have my men go over maps of the surrounding hundred miles or so. We’ll split it up and start staking out isolated areas like this one, the field from the last murder, and cornfields that are easily accessed.”

“Anything else?” Ellington asked.

“Nothing I can think of. Just keep me posted on even the smallest detail you might come across. I’ll talk with you more about that in a second,” Nelson said. He then looked over to Mackenzie and gave her a nod of the head, toward the right. “White, can I talk to you for a second?”

Mackenzie stepped away from the post and followed Nelson off to the side of the dilapidated house, wondering what this was about.

“Are you comfortable working with Ellington?” he asked.

“Yes sir. He’s been on point and incredibly helpful in terms of talking things out.”

“Good. Look, I’m not an idiot. I know your potential and I know that if there’s anyone under my employ that can bring this bastard in, it’s you. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to just let the feds swing in and take it from us. So I want you working with him. I’ve spoken with Porter already and reassigned him. He’s still on the case, but I’ve got him helping with the door-to-door stuff.”

“And he was okay with that?”

“That’s not for you to worry about. For now, you just stick to this case and go with your gut. I’m trusting you to make the right decisions; you don’t need to check in with me on every little thing. Just do what you need to do to end this. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I thought so,” Nelson said with a little smile. “Now you and Ellington get the hell out of here and bring us some results.”

He gave her a gentle clap on the back which, all things considered, was nearly the equivalent of Ellington opening the door for her at the lumber yard. It was a huge stretch coming from Nelson and she appreciated it. They walked back to the body together and Mackenzie looked back at the numbers. She felt that there was something there, that the key to cracking this whole thing lay in those damned numbers.

A part of him, she sensed, wanted to get caught. He was baiting them.

“You okay?” Ellington asked, standing on the other side of the pole.

She nodded, getting to her feet.

“Have you ever been on a case like this before?”

“Just two,” he said. “One of them resulted in eight murders before we caught him.”

“Do you think that’ll happen here?” she asked. 

She hated that the questions made her sound uncertain and maybe even inexperienced, but she had to know. All she had to do was remember how frightened she had been for several minutes in her own home, spooked at what had likely been an imagined sound of a creaking floorboard, to understand just how much this case was starting to affect her. She’d lost a boyfriend, she was slowly losing her cool, and she’d be damned if she’d lose anything else as a result of it.

“Not if we can help it,” Ellington answered. He sighed. “So tell me, what do you see here that’s new?”

“Well, the fact that the killer chose a road in the middle of nowhere seems odd. The chain across the road didn’t stop him. Not only that, but he knew it would be there. He was prepared to cut it down.”

“Meaning what?”

She knew that he was testing her, but he was doing it in a way that was not insulting her intelligence. He was challenging her, and she was thoroughly enjoying it.

“Meaning that the areas he’s choosing aren’t just random. He has chosen them for a reason.”

“So not just the murders are predetermined, but the locations as well.”

“Seems like it. I think I—” she said, but then stopped. 

To the right, at the edge of the thin forest, she saw movement. 

For a moment, she thought she’d imagined it.

But then she saw it again.

Something was moving, heading deeper into the woods. She could make out just enough of the shape to see that it was a human figure.

“Hey!”

It was all she could think to say and it came out a bit excited. At the sound of her voice, the shape took off even faster, any attempt at stealth now gone as they snapped branches and rustled foliage while they escaped.

Acting on instinct, Mackenzie took off toward the woods at a sprint. By the time Ellington had caught on and followed behind her, Mackenzie was already out of the yard and in the woods. The trees around her seemed just as forgotten and colorless as the house that sat behind her, its black windows still gazing out at her.

She slapped branches away as she ran through the woods. She could just make out the sound of Ellington following behind her but she didn’t waste her time or effort looking back. 

“Stop!” she demanded.

She wasn’t surprised when the figure continued to run. Mackenzie had estimated within a matter of seconds that she was faster than her objective, closing in with a quickness that she had always prided herself on. She caught a few branches to the face and felt cobwebs clinging to her skin but she blasted through the forest, undaunted.

As she closed in on the figure, she saw that it was a man dressed in a black hooded sweatshirt and a pair of dark jeans. Because he did not fully look back a single time, Mackenzie couldn’t tell how old he was, but she could tell that he was slightly overweight and apparently a little out of shape. She could hear him wheezing as she closed in on his heels.

“Dammit,” she said as she reached him, stretching out her arm and grabbing him by the shoulder. “I said stop!”

With that, she gave him a hard push which sent him down to the ground. He rolled once before skidding to a stop.

I got him, Mackenzie thought. 

The man tried to get to his feet but Mackenzie delivered a swift kick to the back of his knee that sent him down again. He banged his face on a tree root as he fell.

Mackenzie planted a hard knee into the man’s back and reached for her weapon. Ellington finally arrived and he also pinned the man to the ground. Now that Ellington’s full weight was on him, he’d stopped wriggling. Mackenzie reached to her belt and retrieved her handcuffs, while Ellington pulled the man’s arms behind his back to yet another cry of pain. Mackenzie slapped the cuffs on and then pulled the man roughly to his feet.

“What’s your name?” Mackenzie asked.

She stepped in front of him and saw him for the first time. The guy looked harmless, overweight and probably in his late thirties.

“Aren’t you supposed to ask me things like that before you assault me?”

Ellington shook him a bit and applied some pressure to his shoulder. “She asked you a question.”

“Ellis Pope,” the man said, visibly shaken.

“And why are you here?”

He said nothing at first and in the silence, Mackenzie heard more commotion in the woods. This noise came from her right and when she turned in that direction, she saw Nelson and three other officers come scrambling through the thin trees and foliage.

“What the hell is going on?” Nelson shouted. “I saw you two take off in my rearview and—”

He stopped when he saw the third person with them, his hands cuffed behind his back.

“He says his name is Ellis Pope,” Mackenzie said. “He was hanging out at the edge of the forest, watching us. When I called out to him, he went running.”

Nelson got in Pope’s face and it was clear that Nelson was struggling not to physically assault him. “What were you doing here, Mr. Pope?” Nelson asked. “Did you stay close by to admire your handiwork?”

“No,” Pope said, now more frightened than ever.

“Then why were you here?” Nelson asked. “It’s the only time I’ll ask you before I start to lose my cool.”

“I’m a reporter,” he said. 

“For which paper?” Mackenzie asked.

“No paper. A website. The Oblong Journal.”

Mackenzie, Nelson, and Ellington shared an uncomfortable glance before Mackenzie slowly reached into her pocket for her phone. She pulled up her browser, searched for The Oblong Journal, and opened up the page. She quickly navigated to the Staff page and not only did she find the name Ellis Pope, but the picture in the bio was clearly the same man that stood before him.

It was rare that Mackenzie cursed, but she handed her phone to Nelson and let out a strained, “Fuck.”

“Now,” Ellis Pope said, realizing that he was slowly gaining control of the situation. “Which one of you pigs do I have to talk to about pressing charges?”

 

 

 




 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Mackenzie felt a little out of her element in Ellington’s company and oddly enough, it was a feeling that was only magnified as they sat side by side in a bar two hours later. She knew they both looked tired and a little worn, making them fade into the rest of the patrons. They were not the only ones dressed relatively nicely; people coming in off of work were also dressed slightly above casual, pulling up to the bar in the shirts and ties and pantsuits they had worn to work. Dim afternoon light spilled in from the two windows along the other side of the bar but it was the neon behind the bar and the reflection of the overheads from the shelved liquor bottles behind the bar that set the mood.

“Any idea how Pope found out about the scene so quickly?” Ellington asked her.

“None. There has to be a mole on the force.”

“That’s what I figure,” Ellington said. “And because of that, I don’t see how Nelson can be too hard on you. There’s no way you could have even suspected that the movement in the woods was a journalist. Especially not when Pope took off running like that.”

“Let’s hope so,” she said.

Mackenzie knew she’d gotten off easy. Her superior had watched her take a chubby and defenseless online journalist to the ground in a pretty harsh tackle. And while Pope had gotten nothing more than a slight gash on his temple from falling on a root, and while he had been trespassing on private property, it was still grounds for punishment. Still, she’d gotten what basically equated to a slap on the wrist. She’d seen Nelson dish out much worse for less. It made her wonder, though, just how much faith he had in her. To let her go on her merry way while Ellis Pope was likely making phone calls spoke volumes about his confidence in her.

Of course, he had also demanded that she get the hell out of his sight and go somewhere to re-orient herself before she assaulted the next poor bastard that just happened to get in her way. Sensing a small window of escape before he could think better of his decision to keep her actively on the case, she’d done exactly that.

As she was sipping as responsibly as possible on a locally brewed stout from the tap, she tried to remember the last time she had come to a bar as a means of escaping the world. She’d usually used work for that—something that was much easier to admit to herself now that Zack was out of the picture. But now that work had sent her away for a bit, it felt surreal to be sitting at a bar.

It was stranger still to be sitting next to an FBI agent she had only met yesterday. In the short span of time she’d spent with Agent Ellington, she had figured out a few things about him. First, he was an old-fashioned gentleman: he opened doors for her, always asked her opinion before making a decision, referred to those older than him as ma’am and sir, and he also seemed to be protective over her. When they had come into the bar, two men had made very little effort to hide the fact that they were checking her out. Noticing this, Ellington had stepped beside her, blocking her from their view.

“You know why the men on your force are so hateful toward you, right?” Ellington said.

“I assumed it was just the way they were raised,” Mackenzie said. “If I’m not in an apron bringing them a sandwich or beer, what good am I?”

He shrugged. “That could be some of it, but no, I think it’s something else. I think it’s because you intimidate them. More than that, I think they sort of fear you. They’re afraid you might make them look stupid and inept.”

“How do you figure?” 

He only smiled at her for a moment. And although there was nothing overtly romantic about the smile, it was nice to be looked at in such a way. She couldn’t remember the last time Zack had looked at her like that—as something to be appreciated rather than used or tolerated.

“Well, let’s get the obvious out of the way: you’re young and you’re female. You’re essentially the brand new computer that’s coming into the office to take all of the jobs. You’re also a walking encyclopedia for forensics and investigation from what I hear. Throw in the way you chased down that poor journalist today, and it’s the complete package. You’re the new breed and they’re the old dogs. That sort of thing.”

“So it’s a fear of progress?”

“Sure. I doubt they would ever see it like that, but that’s what it boils down to.”

“I’m assuming this is a compliment?” she asked.

“Of course it is. This is the third time I’ve been paired with a highly motivated detective and you’re by far the most accomplished and driven I’ve seen. I’m glad we got paired up.”

She only nodded because she wasn’t sure how to handle his compliments and evaluations yet. On the job, he’d been very professional and by the book—not only in his approach to the job, but also in the way he had approached her. But now that he was being a little less reserved, Mackenzie was having a hard time drawing the line between where on-duty Ellington stopped and where off-duty Ellington began.

“Did you ever think about joining the Bureau?” Ellington asked.

The question stunned her so badly that she was unable to answer for a moment. Of course she had thought of it. She had once dreamed of it as a child. But even as a determined twenty-two-year-old with her sights on a career in law enforcement, the FBI had seemed like some unattainable dream.

“You have, huh?” he asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“A little. You looked embarrassed just now. It makes me think that you have thought about it but never chased it down.”

“It was a dream of sorts that I had for a while,” she said.

It was embarrassing to admit it, but there was something about the way that he was reading her that made her not mind as much.

“You’ve got the skills,” Ellington said.

“Thanks,” she said. “But I think my roots here are too thick. I feel like it’s too late.”

“It’s never too late, you know.”

He looked at her, professional and intense.

“Would you like me to put in a word for you and see if it lands on any interested ears?”

She was blown away by his offer. On the one hand, she wanted to, more than anything; on the other, it brought up all her old insecurities. Who was she to qualify to work for the FBI?

Slowly, she shook her head.

“Thank you,” she replied. “But no.”

“Why not?” he asked. “Not to talk too badly about the men you work with, but you’re being misused.”

“What would I do at the FBI?” she asked.

“You’d make a stellar field agent,” he said. “Hell, maybe a profiler, too.”

Mackenzie looked thoughtfully into her beer, a bit taken aback. She had again been stunned to silence and now felt that she had a lot to consider. What if she could make it as an agent? How drastically would her life change? How rewarding would it be to work a job she loved without the hindrances of men like Nelson and Porter to hold her back?

“You okay?” Ellington asked.

Still peering into the dark beer in front of her, she sighed. She thought about Zack for a moment and could not recall the last meaningful conversation they’d had. When was the last time he’d built her up in the same way Ellington was right now? For that matter, when was the last time any man had spoken so highly of her directly in front of her?

“I’m fine,” she said. “I appreciate everything you’re saying. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“Good,” Ellington said softly, not missing a beat. “But let me ask you: do you have a history of holding yourself back?”

“I don’t think it’s my self,” she said. “I think it’s just…I don’t know. My past, maybe?”

“Your dad’s death?”

She nodded.

“That’s some of it,” she said.

There’s also my string of failed relationships, she thought, but didn’t think it was appropriate to say. And as she dwelled on it, she suddenly wondered if the two were related—her dad’s death and her relationships. Maybe the source of all of it was, after all, the death. 

Would she ever recover from it? She didn’t see how she could. No matter how many bad guys she put behind bars, nothing ever seemed to help.

He nodded as if he understood perfectly. 

“I understand,” he said. 

Then, flashing him a smile so he’d know she was joking, she asked: “Are you psychoanalyzing me, Agent Ellington?” 

“No, I’m talking to you. I’m listening. Nothing more.”

Mackenzie finished her beer and slid the glass to the edge of the bar. The bartender grabbed it right away and filled it again, placing it back in front of her.

“I know that’s why this case has me shaken so badly,” she added. “A man is using women. Maybe it’s not for sex, but he’s inflicting pain and shame on them as a way to express some deranged point.”

“And this is the first case you’ve had like this?”

“Yes. I mean, I’ve been to domestic dispute calls where a husband roughed up his wife, and I’ve questioned two women after they were raped. But nothing like this.”

She drank from her beer, realizing that it was going down far too easily. She had never been a big drinker and this beer—her third of the night—was pushing her to a line that she had tried to avoid crossing ever since college.

“I don’t know if my hunches mean anything to you,” Ellington said, “but this guy will be caught within a few days. I’m pretty sure of it. He’s getting too cocky and one of these leads we keep accumulating will eventually pay off. Plus, the fact that you’re heading it all up is a big plus.”

“How can you be so sure?” she asked. “About my performance, I mean? And why are you being so nice?”

He was filling her with confidence and, at the same time, reinforcing a trait she possessed that she knew was one of the worst things about her. She knew she tended to get defensive around men that complimented her, mainly because it always meant they wanted one thing. Looking at Ellington as he smiled her, she didn’t think it would be too bad if he was looking for that one specific thing. In fact, she was starting to think she might enjoy the hell out of it. Of course, he was going back tomorrow and the chances were very good that she’d never see him again.

Maybe that’s exactly what I need, she thought. One night. No emotion, no expectations, just the dark and this too-good-to-be-true FBI agent that seems to know all the right things to say and—

She shut the thought down because, quite frankly, it was far too enticing. She then realized that Ellington had still not answered her question: Why are you being so nice?

He bit back his smile and finally answered.

“Because,” he replied, “you deserve a break. I got my position because a friend knew a friend who knew a deputy chief. And I can guarantee you that half of the cavemen on your force can say the same thing or something similar.”

She laughed, and the sound of it made her realize that she was just about to tip over that line. As she tried to recall the last time she had gotten drunk, she tipped back the rest of her beer and slid the glass to the edge of the bar. When the bartender came for it, she shook her head.

“Can you drive?” she asked. “I’m a bit of a lightweight. Sorry.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

When the bartender came over with their tabs, Ellington quickly picked hers up before she could lay a hand on it. Watching him do that, she decided that she was going to find out what one emotionless night with a man straight out of a dream might be like. After all, she now had her house and her bed all to herself. What could it hurt?

They walked outside to the car and she noticed that Ellington was walking extremely close to her. He opened her car door for her, furthering his charm in her eyes. When he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side, Mackenzie rested her head against the headrest and took a deep breath. From an abandoned house with a dead woman on a pole to here, on the verge of propositioning a man she had only met yesterday—had this really all happened in the course of less than twelve hours?

“Your car is at the station, right?” Ellington asked.

“It is,” she said. And then, her heart beating, she hesitantly added, “But we pass my place on the way—we could just stop there if you want.”

He gave her a perplexed look and the corners of his mouth seemed to battle between a smile and a frown. It was clear that he knew what she was suggesting; she didn’t doubt he’d had similar offers before.

“Ah, Jesus,” he said, rubbing at his head. “To further show you my strong will and character, this is the part where I tell you I’m married.”

Mackenzie looked to his left hand—the same hand she had glanced at several times in the bar just to make sure. There was no ring there.

“I know,” he said. “I never wear it when I’m working. I hate the way it feels when I have to go for my gun.”

“Oh my God,” Mackenzie said. “I’m—”

“No, it’s okay,” he said. “And believe me, I’m beyond flattered. I meant everything I said in there. And while I’m sure the primal male in me will mentally kick my ass for this for the rest of my life, I love my wife and my daughter very much. I think I—”

“Can you just take me to my car?” Mackenzie asked, embarrassed. She looked out of the window and felt like screaming.

“I’m sorry,” Ellington said.

“Don’t be. It’s my fault. I should have known better.”

He started the car and pulled out of the lot. “Better than what?” he asked as they headed back for the station.

“Nothing,” she said, still refusing to look at him.

But in the silence that hung heavy on the way to the station, she thought: I should have known better than to believe in something too good to be true.

As they drove home in the silence, she wanted to curl up in a ball and die, hating herself, wondering if she had just blown the best opportunity to come along in her life in a long, long time.




 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Mackenzie woke at 6:45 the following morning to the sound of an incoming text. She was already awake, dressed in her underwear. She checked the message and her heart dropped to see it was from Ellington.

 

Heading home. I’ll call you later today to check in.

 

She thought about calling him right then and there. She was well aware that she’d acted like an immature jilted teenager yesterday. Hell, she hadn’t really even been rejected. Ellington had simply stayed true to his character, adding faithful husband to his long list of admirable characteristics.

In the end, she let it go. She still felt embarrassed but more than that, she felt defeated. And that was not something she felt very often. The killer was still out there and they were no closer to catching him than they had been three days ago. She’d lost her live-in boyfriend of three years and then found herself infatuated with an FBI agent less than twenty-four hours later. To make matters worse, she’d seen a promise of what her future could be when she was with Ellington; she had seen what her job could be like with someone that respected her and, in a way, was in awe of her. And now that was gone.


She had only Porter and Nelson to look forward to, surrounding her with doubt in the midst of a case that was getting under her skin.

As she slid a shirt on, she sat on the corner of her bed and looked at her cell phone. Suddenly, it was not Ellington that she wanted to call. She was thinking of someone else—someone else who shared the same traumas and sense of failure that she knew so well.

With a sudden pit in her stomach, Mackenzie picked her cell phone up from the dresser and scrolled through her contacts. When she reached the name Steph, she pressed CALL and then nearly ended it right away.

By the time the phone started ringing, she already regretted making the call. It rang twice on the other end before it was answered. The voice of her sister on the other end was familiar, but one she didn’t hear nearly enough.

“Mackenzie,” Stephanie said. “It’s early.”

“You never sleep past five,” Mackenzie pointed out.

“That’s true. But I was just making a point. It’s early.”

“Sorry,” she said. It was a word she used a lot when she spoke to Steph. Not because she actually meant it, but Steph had a way of heaping on the guilt in an effortless way about the smallest of things. 

“What did Zack do this time?” Steph asked.

“It’s not Zack,” Mackenzie said. “Zack is gone.”

“Good,” Steph said, matter-of-factly. “He was a waste of space.”

There was silence on the line for a moment. It was clear that Steph could have gone the rest of her life without speaking to her sister ever again. It was a fact she had made clear multiple times. They did not hate each other—not by a long shot—but interacting with one another brought up the past. And the past was something that Steph had spent most of her thirty-three years of life running hard from.

As always, Steph sounded half-asleep when she spoke on the phone. 

“No sense in getting into details. Bills barely paid. Alcoholic boyfriend with a reputation for throwing right hooks at me. Constant migraines. Which would you like to hear about?”

Mackenzie took a deep breath.

“Well, how about starting with the boyfriend that’s beating you?” Mackenzie said. “Why don’t you report him for abuse?”

Steph said only laughed. “Too much trouble. No thanks.”

Mackenzie bit back a stream of responses to the other things. Among them were: How about you go back to college, finish working toward your degree, and get out of that dead-end job? But right now was not the time for such advice. Now, over the phone, things would stay at the surface. They had both learned long ago that it was better that way.

“So spill it,” Steph said. “You only ever call when things are going to shit for you. Is it just Zack leaving? Because if it is, let me tell you—that’s the best thing that could have happened to you.”

“That’s part of it,” Mackenzie said. “But there’s also this case that is getting under my skin in a way that I’ve never experienced. It’s making me feel, I don’t know, inadequate. Throw in the fact that I invited a married man into bed yesterday and—”

“Did you get lucky?” Steph interrupted.

“God, Steph. That’s all you took away from that?”

“It was the only interesting thing I heard. Who was it?”

“An FBI agent that was sent down to help with the case.”

“Oh,” Steph said, apparently done with the conversation. Silence fell across the line for about five seconds before she repeated the question: “Well, did he?”

“No.”

“Ouch,” Steph said. 

“Do you not feel like talking?” Mackenzie asked.

“Rarely. I mean, we’re strangers, Mackenzie. What do you want from me?”

Mackenzie sighed, overcome with sadness.

“I want my sister,” Mackenzie said, surprising even herself. “I want a sister that I can call and that will call me from time to time to tell me about the creep at work that has grab-hands.”

Steph sighed. It was a sound that seemed to travel the eight hundred miles that separated them and reach out through the phone to slap her in the face.

“That’s not me,” Steph said. “You know that every time we talk, Dad will come up. And it all goes downhill from there. Even worse, we start talking about Mom.”

The word mom sent another slap through the phone line. “How is she?” Mackenzie asked.

“The same as always. I talked to her last month. She asked me for some money.”

“Did you lend it to her?”

“Mackenzie, I don’t have the money to lend her.”

Another silence filled the phone. Mackenzie had offered to lend Steph money on several occasions but each attempt had been met with scorn, anger, and resentment. So after a while, Mackenzie had simply stopped trying.

“Is that all?” Steph asked.

“One more thing, if you don’t mind,” Mackenzie said.

“What is it?”

“When you spoke to Mom, did she mention me even once?”

Steph was quiet for a while and then finally answered. When she did, her sleepy voice was back. “You really want to do this to yourself?”

“Did she ask about me?” Mackenzie asked, her voice louder now and more demanding.

“She did. She asked if I thought you would lend her any money. I told her to ask you herself. That was it.”

Mackenzie felt overwhelmed with sadness. That was all her mom had ever wanted of her.

She held the phone to her ear, feeling a tear, unsure what to say.

“Look,” Steph said. “For real, I have to go.” 

The phone went dead.

Mackenzie tossed the phone on the bed and stared at it for a moment. The conversation had lasted no more than five minutes but it felt like a lifetime. Still, it had oddly gone much better than their last few phone calls, which had ended with arguments over the family dynamic in regards to who was to blame for their mother’s downfall after their father’s death. Yet in a way, this call was worse.

She thought about the years that sat like a rotting stretch between the night she found her father dead and the night her mother had been taken to the psychiatric ward of the hospital for the first time. Mackenzie had been seventeen when that had happened; Steph had been in college, working toward a journalism degree. After that, things had gone south for the three of them but Mackenzie was the only one who had managed to endure it all, coming out as on top as possible given the dire circumstances. 

She thought of her mother as she finished getting dressed, wondering why the poor woman had chosen to hate her through all of it. It was a question she kept tucked away in the furthest corners of her mind, only bringing it out when she was at her lowest.

Doing everything she could to keep herself from going there, she retrieved her phone, badge, and gun. She then headed out for work, determined. But where did she go from here? What was her next step?

For the first time since being promoted to detective, she felt like she was at a dead end. 

Dead end, she thought, the words starting to build an idea in her mind.

She thought about the dirt road the second body had been found alongside. Hadn’t it come to a dead end in that field?

And how about the abandoned house? The gravel road that had led to it and the third victim had come to a dead end in a small square of dirt in front the house. 

“Dead end,” she said out loud as she left her house.

And suddenly, she knew where she had to go.





 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

His living room was mostly dark, illuminated only by the thin shafts of morning sun that managed to creep through the blinds. He sat in an old ragged armchair and looked to the old roll-top desk against the far corner of the room. The cover was rolled up, revealing the items he had kept from each sacrifice.

There was a pocketbook with a wallet inside. Within the wallet, there was a driver’s license belonging to Hailey Lizbrook. There was also a skirt that had belonged to the woman he had hung up in the field; a chunk of strawberry blonde hair with black dye at the tips from the woman he had placed behind the abandoned house.

There was still room for reminders he would bring back from the rest of his sacrifices—reminders of each woman he took for the sake of the work the Lord had delegated for him. While he was pleased with how things had gone so far, he knew that there was still work to be done.

He sat in the armchair, staring at his reminders—his trophies—and waited for the sun to finish rising. Only when the morning was fully engaged was he to start working again.

Looking at the items on the roll-top desk, he wondered (not for the first time) if he was a bad man. He didn’t think so. Someone had to do this work. The hardest jobs were always left to those who did not fear to do them.

But sometimes when he heard the women scream and beg for their lives, he wondered if there was something wrong with him. 

When the shafts of lights on the floor went from a translucent yellow to an almost too-bright white, he knew the time had come.

He rose from his chair and walked into the kitchen. From the kitchen, he exited the house through a screen door that led into his backyard.

The yard was small and enclosed by an old chain-link fence that looked both out of place and somehow camouflaged by the neglect of the neighborhood. The grass was tall and overrun with weeds. Bees buzzed and other nameless insects scurried as he approached, making his way through the tall grass.

At the back of the yard, taking up the entire back left corner, was an old shed. It was an eyesore on the already ugly property. He went to it and pulled the door open on its old rusty hinges. It creaked open, revealing the dank darkness inside. Before stepping in, he looked around to the neighboring houses. No one was home. He knew their schedules well. 


Now, in the safe light of 9 AM, he stepped into his shed and slid the door closed behind him. The barn was thick with the smell of wood and dust. As he entered, a large rat scurried along the back wall and made its exit through a slot in the boards. He paid the rodent no mind, heading directly to the three long wooden poles that were stacked to the right side of the shed. They were stacked in a miniature pyramid shape, one on top of the other two. Ten days ago, there had been three others there. But those had been put to good use to further his work.

And now, another must be prepared. 

He walked to the poles and ran his hand lovingly along the well-worn cedar surface of the one stacked on top. He went to the back of the shed where a small work table was set up. There was an old handsaw, its teeth jagged and rusty, a hammer, and a chisel. He took up the hammer and the chisel and returned to the poles.

He thought of his father as he hefted the hammer. His father had been a carpenter. On many occasions, his father would tell him that the Good Lord Jesus had also been a carpenter. Thinking of his father made him think of his mother. It made him remember why she’d left them when he’d only been seven years old. 

He thought of the man that lived up the street and how he would come over when his father was not home. He recalled the squeaking bedsprings and the filthy words that came from the bedroom among his mother’s cries—cries that had sounded both happy and hurt all at the same time.

“Out secret,” his mother had said. “He’s just a friend and your daddy doesn’t need to know anything about it, right?”

He’d agreed. Besides, his mother had seemed happy. Which was why he’d been so confused when she left them.

He set his hands on the top pole and closed his eyes. A fly on the wall might have thought that he was praying over the pole or even communicating with it somehow.

When he was done, he opened his eyes and put the hammer and chisel to use.

In the scant light that came in through the cracks in the boards, he started to chisel.

First came N511, then J202.

Next would come a sacrifice.

And he would claim that tonight.




 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Mackenzie found herself walking into a small coffee shop with the barest flicker of hope. After she’d made the awkward call to her sister, she’d placed another phone call to someone she hadn’t spoken to in quite some time. The conversation had been brief and to the point, concluding in agreeing to meet over coffee. 

She looked up now and spotted the man she had called right away. He was hard to miss; in a crowd of rushed people on their way to work, mostly young and well-dressed, his white hair and flannel shirt stood out drastically. 

He was turned away from her, and she approached him from behind and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“James,” she said. “How are you?”

He turned and smiled widely at her as she sat down in front of him. 

“Mackenzie, I swear you just get prettier and prettier,” he said.

“And you just get smoother and smoother,” she said. “It’s good to see you, James.”

“Likewise,” he said.

James Woerner was pushing seventy but looked closer to eighty. He was tall and skinny, something that had once prompted the officers he once worked with to call him Crane, after Ichabod Crane. It was a name that he’d adapted to himself after he retired from the force and had spent eight years as a consultant for the local PD and, on two occasions, for the state police.

“So what’s going on that might be so bad as to have you reach out to an old fart like me?” he asked.

There was humor in the question but Mackenzie felt herself shrinking away from him as she realized that James was the second person in less than two hours to assume that she had called because she was in a spot of trouble.

“I was wondering if you ever had a case that got under your skin,” she said. “And I don’t mean something that just bothers you. I’m talking about a case that affects you so badly that you get paranoid when you’re at home and it feels like every failed lead is your fault.”

“I assume you’re talking about the poorly named Scarecrow Killer?” James asked.

“How…” she almost asked but then realized she knew the answer, even as James answered it for her.

“I saw your picture in the paper,” he said before sipping his coffee. “I was happy for you. You need a case like this under your belt. I seem to remember telling you that you were destined to crack cases like this several years ago.”

“You did,” she said.

“Yet you’re still hanging out in the trenches with the local PD?”

“I am.”

“Is Nelson treating you okay?”

“As well as he can, given the crew he has working for him. He’s all but put me at the front of this case. I’m hoping it’s a way for him to let me prove myself so all of the macho bullshit from the others can come to an end.”

“Still working with Porter?”

“I was, but he was reassigned when an FBI agent showed up.”

“Working with the feds,” James said with a smile. “I believe that was another prediction I made about you. But I digress.”

He smiled and leaned forward.

“Tell me about why this case is affecting you so badly. And if you keep it at a surface level, I’ll take my coffee and leave. I have a busy day of doing absolutely nothing ahead of me.”

She smiled.

“The glamorous retired lifestyle,” she said.

“You’re damned right,” James said. “But don’t try to sidestep.”

She knew better than to dance around a direct request. She’d learned that when he had taken her under his wing five years ago, teaching her the basics of profiling and how to get into the mind of a criminal. The man was stubborn as hell and always got right to the point—which, Mackenzie always thought, was why they had gotten along so well.


“I think it’s because it’s a man that seems to be killing only women. More than that, he’s killing women that use their bodies to make a living.”

“And that bothers you why?”

It stung her heart to say it, but she got it out anyway.

“It makes me think of my sister. And when I think of my sister, I think of my father. And when I go there, I feel like a failure because I haven’t caught this guy yet.”

“Your sister was a stripper?” James asked.

She nodded.

“For about six months. She hated it. But the money was good enough to help her get on her feet after a rough patch. It always made me sad to think of her doing that for a living. And while I don’t see my sister on those wooden poles when I visit the sites, I know that the chances are good that the women this guy is killing probably had lives very similar to Steph.”

“Now, Mackenzie, you do know that always going back to your father when things aren’t going your way on a case is self-abuse, right? There’s no need to torment yourself over that.”

“I know. But I can’t help it.”

“Well, let’s look away from that for now. I assume you called me for guidance of some sort, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, the bad news is that everything I have read in the news is dead-on to what I would say. You’re looking for a man with an aversion to sex that has likely had issues with a wife, sister, or mother in his life. I’d also add, though, that this guy doesn’t get out much. His inclination to display his victims in such rural areas makes me think he’s a small-town boy. He probably lives in a ramshackle part of town. If not this town, then certainly nowhere outside of a one-hundred-mile radius or so. But that’s just a guess.”

“So we could narrow our search for someone that has cedar poles at the ready in the seedier parts of town?”

“For a start. Now, tell me, are there any details you have noticed about the scenes that might have taken the back seat to the overarching horridness of the scenes themselves?”

“Just the numbers,” she said.

“Yes, I read about them, but only twice. The media is too obsessed with the profession of the women to dwell on something they don’t understand right away. Like those numbers. But remember: never take a crime scene for granted. Every scene has a story to tell. Even if that story is hidden in something that is seemingly trivial at first, there’s a story. It’s your job to find it, read it, and figure out what it means.”

She pondered that. What, she wondered, had she overlooked?

“There’s something else I need to ask you,” she said. “I’m about to do something I’ve never done before and I don’t want it to make my situation worse. It could potentially get deeper under my skin.”

James eyed her for a moment and gave her the same sly smile that had sometimes creeped her out when he had served as her mentor. It meant he had figured something out without being told and he now held that over her.

“You’re going back to the murder scenes,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You’re going to try to enter the mind of the killer,” he said. “You’re going to try to see the scenes as a man with some flaw inside of him—with a hatred of women and a deranged sort of fear towards sex.”

“That’s the plan,” she said. 

“And when are you doing this?”

“As soon as I leave here.”

James seemed to consider this for a moment. He took another sip from his coffee and nodded his approval.

“I know you’re fully capable of it,” he said. “But are you mentally ready?”

Mackenzie shrugged and said, “I have to be.”

“That can be dangerous,” he warned. “If you start seeing the scenes through the eyes of the killer, it can also distort the way you’ve been trained to see those sorts of scenes. You need to be ready for that—to draw the line between that sort of dark inspiration and your ultimate need to find this guy and take him down.”

“I know,” Mackenzie said softly.

James drummed his fingers along the sides of his cup. “Would you like for me to come with you?”

“I thought about asking you,” she said. “But I think this is something I’m going to have to do by myself.”

“That’s probably the right decision,” James said. “I must warn you, though: as you try to see things from a killer’s point of view, never allow yourself to jump to conclusions. Try to start fresh. Don’t close your mind off with assumptions like, this guy just hates women. Let the scene talk to you before you project yourself towards the scene.”

Mackenzie grinned in spite of herself. “That sounds pretty New Age,” she said. “Have you turned a new leaf?”

“No. The leaves stop turning after retirement. Now, how much longer do you have before you set out on this little quest?”

“Soon,” she said. “I’d like to visit the first one by noon.”

“Good,” he said. “That means you have some time. So, for the time being, push this Scarecrow Killer crap to the side. Go order yourself a coffee and entertain an old man for a while. What do you say?”

She gave him a look that she had tried so hard to keep from him for the year or so he’d mentored her. It was the look of a young girl looking to her father with a need to please and make him happy. While she had never psychoanalyzed herself to uncover this truth, she had known it right away, from the first week she’d spent two hours of two days with him. James Woerner had been a father figure to her during that time in her life and it was something for which she would be forever grateful.

So when he asked her to grab a cup of coffee and keep him company, she happily obliged. The cornfield, the gravel roads, and that old abandoned house had been sitting for ages, unmoving. They could wait another hour or so.




 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Under James Woerner’s brief tutelage, one of the things he had praised her for over and over again was her instinct. She had a gut, he had said, that was better than reading palms or tea leaves for an indication of what to do next. That’s why she wasted no time with the cornfield where Hailey Lizbrook’s body had been discovered or the open field where the second body had been strung up. 

She went directly back to the abandoned house where the latest victim had been displayed. During her first visit, she’d felt as if the darkened windows had been a set of eyes, watching her every move. She had known it deep in her heart then and there that the scene had more to offer. But after everything that had happened with Ellis Pope, it had been an inclination that she had not been able to investigate.

She parked her car in front of the place and stared at the house through the windshield for a moment before getting out. From the front, the house looked just as foreboding, like the model for every haunted house that had ever been committed to page or film. She looked at the house, trying to see it the same way a murderer would see it. Why choose this location? Was it the house itself or the overwhelming sense of isolation that had appealed to him? 

This, in turn, made her wonder how long the killer had scoped out the sites for where he would display his victims. The coroner’s reports seemed to indicate that the bodies were brought to these sites and killed—not killed beforehand and simply put up for viewing at the display sites. Why? What was the point?


Mackenzie finally got out of the car. Before walking toward the dilapidated porch, she walked around the side of the house and to the place where the third victim had been strung up. The body and the pole had been removed; the area was visibly unsettled, trampled by the foot traffic of the handful of authorities that had visited the site. Mackenzie stood where the pole had been, the hole still visible and the loose dirt perfectly outlining it.

She hunkered down and placed her hand on the hole. She looked to the surrounding forest and the back of the house, trying to see what the killer had seen in the moment he had started to assault the woman. A chill traced her spine as she closed her eyes and tried to envision it.

The whip he was using had multiple lashes at the end, potentially barbed, gauging from the wound patterns. Even still, it had to be used with great force to open up the flesh the way it did. He would probably stalk the victims first, walking circles around the pole, enjoying their cries and their pleading. Then something happens. Something clicks in his head or maybe the victim says something that triggers him. That’s when he starts whipping them.

Here, at this location, he had attacked with more fury than before; the lashes weren’t contained just to the back as they had been before, but reached to the chest and stomach, a few even slicing into her lower buttocks. At some point, the killer thinks his work is done and stops. And then what? Does he make sure they are dead before he leaves the site in a truck or a van? How long does he stay here with them?


If he’s killing for more than just pleasure but out of some aversion to women and/or sex, then he probably hangs out for a while, watching them bleed, watching the life slip out of their eyes. As they die, maybe he is then brave enough to look at their bodies, to cup a breast experimentally with a trembling hand. Does he feel safe or powerful, disgusted or elated to see them bleed, to watch the cloak of death fall over them, leaving their bare bodies on display?

Mackenzie opened her eyes and looked to the hole that her hand still rested on. The reports showed that all three holes had been dug crudely with a shovel, at a rapid pace rather than with much cleaner and more accurate post-hole diggers. He’d been in a hurry to get things started and then he’d placed the poles in each hole and packed the dirt back in. Where had the women been then? Drugged? Unconscious?

Mackenzie stood up and walked back to the front of the house. While she had no real reason to believe the killer had been inside, the fact that he had selected the yard outside as one of his trophy stands made the house guilty by association.

She stepped up onto the porch and it creaked under her weight right away. In fact, the entire porch seemed to settle around her weight. Somewhere out in the forest, a bird called out in response. 

She made her way inside the house, pushing past a mostly deteriorated wooden door that scuffed against the floor. She was instantly assaulted by the smell of dust and mildew, the overall scent of neglect.

Stepping into the house was like stepping into a black-and-white movie. Once inside, that old gut instinct that James had once held in such a high regard told her there was nothing abnormal here, no huge a-ha sort of clue that would bring this case to a close.

Still, she couldn’t resist. She explored the empty rooms and hallways. She observed the cracked walls and peeling plaster, trying to imagine a family once living in this ruined space. Eventually, she made her way to the back of the house where it looked like a kitchen had once thrived. Old cracked linoleum clung to the floor in curling sheets, revealing a rotten floor beneath. She looked across the kitchen and saw the two windows that looked to the backyard—the same two windows that she’d felt were staring at her on her first time out here.

She walked across the kitchen, sticking beside the neglected counter along the far wall in order to avoid the questionable floor. As she moved, she realized how utterly quiet it was in the house. This was a place for ghosts and memories, not a desperate detective reaching blindly for some sense of what a killer was going through. Regardless, she made her way to the rear wall and looked out of the first window, sitting to the left of an old battered kitchen sink.

The location of where the pole and the third victim had been was visible from the window without obstruction. From inside the house, it did not look nearly as intimidating. Mackenzie tried to envision the order of things from her place at the window, as if looking at the imagined scene through a TV. She saw the killer bringing the woman to the pole that he had already placed there. She wondered if she was unconscious or somehow inebriated, wobbling on her feet with his hands under her arms or at her back.

That spurred a thought that no one had bothered checking yet. How does he get them to the pole? Are they knocked out? Drugged? Does he simply overpower them? Maybe we should get the coroner to check for any substance that causes lethargic behavior…

She stared at the scene for a bit longer, starting to feel the seclusion of the forest along the backyard pressing in on her. There was nothing out there, only trees, hidden animals, and just the slightest stirring of wind.

She exited the kitchen and made her way back out into what had once been a living room. An old scarred desk sat against the wall. It was visibly warped along the top and many of the scattered papers on it looked like leaves that had been cast to the ground and rained on for years. Mackenzie made her way over to the desk and rummaged through the few papers. 

She saw invoices for pig feed and grain. The oldest was dated June of 1977 and came from a farm supply in Chinook, Nebraska. Notebook paper that had been aged so badly that its blue lines were missing held someone’s faded handwriting. Mackenzie glanced over the writing and saw what looked to be notes for a Sunday school lesson. She saw references to Noah and the flood, David and Goliath, and Samson. Under the mess of paper were two books: a devotional called God’s Healing Word and a Bible that looked so old that she feared it would crumble into dust at her touch.

Still, she found that she was unable to look away from the Bible. Seeing it brought to mind visions of the crucifixion that she had learned about during the handful of times she had ventured into a church with her mother at an early age. She thought of Christ on the cross and what it had represented, and found herself reaching for the book.

She thought of the cross Christ had died on and superimposed that sight with the sight of those three women on their poles. They had ruled out religious motive but she couldn’t help but wonder.

She opened the Bible and flipped past the front matter, heading directly for the table of contents. She knew very little about the Bible, so half of the names of the books were not familiar to her. 

She scanned the table of contents absentmindedly, about to put it down, when suddenly she spotted something and her heart started beating faster. The names of the books. The numbers beside them.

As she saw the abbreviations, it reminded her of something else.

The pole.

The numbers.

N511

J202

With trembling hands, she started at the top of the Contents page, placing her finger on Genesis. She then scrolled down with her finger, looking for a book that began with “N.”

Within seconds, she stopped at the listing for the book of Numbers.

She flipped through the dusty pages, the smell of rot wafting into her face. She located Numbers and then scanned through for Chapter 5. When she found that, she then ran her finger along the page until she came to verse 11.

N511. Numbers, Chapter 5, verse 11.

She read, and with each word, her heart beat faster. It felt as if the temperature of the house had dropped by about twenty degrees.

 

And the LORD spoke unto Moses, saying, Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them, If any man’s wife go aside, and commit a trespass against him, and a man lie with her carnally, and it be hid from the eyes of her husband, and be kept close, and she be defiled, and there be no witness against her, neither she be taken with the manner; and the spirit of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be defiled: or if the spirit of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be not defiled: Then shall the man bring his wife unto the priest…

 

She read it several times, hands shaking, feeling excited and sick at the same time. The passage filled her with a sense of foreboding that made her stomach a little queasy.

She flipped back to the table of contents. She saw that there were several books that began with J, but solving that little riddle wasn’t her specialty. Besides, she was pretty sure she had enough to go on with the passage from Numbers.

Mackenzie closed the Bible and placed it back with the forgotten papers. She ran out of the house and back to her car, suddenly in a hurry. 

She needed to get back to the station. 

More than that, she needed to speak with a pastor. 

This killer was not as random as everyone thought.

He had an MO.

And she was about to crack it.




 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Mackenzie had not stepped foot into a church since the wedding of her college roommate. After her father died, her mother had tried dragging her and Steph to church on numerous occasions and it was for that very reason that Mackenzie did everything she could to avoid it. 

Still, as she entered the sanctuary of New Life Methodist Church, she had to admit that there was a certain degree of beauty here. It was more than the stained glass windows and the ornate altar—there was something else entirely that, quite frankly, she could not put her finger on. 

As she neared the front of the sanctuary, she saw an older man sitting in one of the pews to the front. He had apparently not heard her enter because he had his head down, reading in a book.

“Pastor Simms?” she asked. Her voice boomed like the Almighty in the cavernous sanctuary.

The man looked up from his book and turned to face her. He was a man in his fifties, dressed in a button-down shirt and khakis. He wore the sort of eyeglasses that instantly made him appear to be infinitely kind.

“Detective White, I presume?” he asked, getting to his feet.

“You presumed correctly,” she said.

He looked a bit shocked but met her at the head of the sanctuary all the same. 

“Forgive my surprise,” he said. “When your Chief Nelson called to request some of my time for your research, I wasn’t expecting a woman. Due to the heinous nature of the crimes, I find it rather odd that a woman would be heading it up. No offense to you, of course.”

“None taken.”

“You know, Clark speaks favorably of you.”

The name Clark threw her off and it took her a moment to realize that he was talking about Nelson—Police Chief Clark Nelson.

“I’ve heard that a lot lately,” she said.

“Well then, that must be nice.”

“And unexpected,” she said.

Simms nodded, as if he understood perfectly. “Nelson’s a bit of a blowhard at times. But he’s also extremely kind when he needs to be. I imagine that’s a hard part of himself to show at work.”

“So he attends this church?” Mackenzie asked.

“Oh yes,” he said. “Every Sunday. But I digress. Please,” he added, gesturing to the pew he had been sitting on. “Have a seat.”

Mackenzie did so and looked to the book Pastor Simms had been reading from and was not at all surprised to find that it was a Bible.

“So, Chief Nelson tells me that you have questions about scripture that may be able to lead to the arrest of the man that has been killing these poor women.”

She pulled out her cell phone and pulled up the picture she had snapped of the old Bible from the abandoned house. She handed it to him and he took it, adjusting his glasses as he looked at it.

“Numbers, chapter five, verses eleven to twenty or so. Do you think you could tell me how you interpret the verse?” she asked.

He glanced at the picture briefly and then handed the phone back. 

“Well, it’s pretty self-explanatory. Not all Biblical passages need to be decoded. This one simply speaks of adulterous women being forced to drink bitter waters. If they were pure, no harm would come to them. But if they had engaged in sexual relations with anyone other than their husbands, the waters would bring a curse upon them.”

She pondered that.

“The killer has carved N511 on each post he has hung a victim from,” she said. “And based on the sort of women he has been choosing, the allegory seems pretty fitting.”

“Yes, I’d agree,” Simms said.

“He’s also carving J202 into the posts. There are too many books of the Bible that begin with J for me to make an educated guess. I was hoping you’d have some insight?”

“Well, Numbers is an Old Testament book and if this killer is killing based on what he thinks is Old Testament law—however misguided his interpretations and actions may be—I think it’s safe to say that this other reference would be Old Testament as well. If that’s the case, I feel certain that it’s referring to the book of Joshua. In Chapter Twenty of Joshua, God speaks of Cities of Refuge. These were cities where people who had accidentally killed others could flee to without prosecution.”

Mackenzie chewed on this for a moment, her heart racing, something starting to click inside. She picked up the Bible and found Joshua and dug up the passage. When she found it, she read it out loud, a bit creeped out by the sound of scripture coming out of her voice in this empty church.


 

Then the Lord said to Joshua: Tell the Israelites to designate the cities of refuge, as I instructed you through Moses, so that anyone who kills a person accidentally and unintentionally may flee there and find protection from the avenger of blood. When they flee to one of these cities, they are to stand in the entrance of the city gate and state their case before the elders of that city. Then the elders are to admit the fugitive into their city and provide a place to live among them. If the avenger of blood comes in pursuit…

 

She trailed off here, astounded, knowing she had finally figured out the source of the numbers. It was both thrilling and deflating. She had a window into his MO now—and yet it was still so vague. None of this could bring her to his front door.

“There’s more, you know,” Simms said.

“Yes, I see that,” she said. “But I think that’s enough. Tell me, Pastor, do you know how many of these Cities of Refuge there were?”

“Six in all,” Simms said.

“Do you know where they were located?”

“Roughly,” he replied.

He picked up the Bible and turned to the back, showing her a series of glossaries and maps. He came to a map that represented Israel in biblical times and, adjusting his glasses again, pointed out six locations.

“Of course,” he said, “these locations may not be exact, but—”

Her heart started beating hard as she made a connection that almost seemed too good to be true. She gripped the book tightly.

“May I take a picture?” she asked.

“Of course,” he replied.

She photographed it with shaking hands.

“Detective, what is it?” he asked, studying her. “Have I been of help in some way I don’t understand?”

“More than you know,” she said.




 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

When Mackenzie entered the conference room, the place was abuzz. Nancy sat at her usual spot at the end of the table, divvying out the most updated reports on the Scarecrow Killer case. Policemen were taking their seats at the table, murmuring solemnly as if they were attending a funeral. As Mackenzie wedged her way to the front of the room where she saw Nelson speaking to another officer, she noticed that she was getting a lot of looks from the officers she passed. Some were still scowling at her as they had three days before in this very same room. But (and maybe this was her imagination) some were looking at her with genuine interest and, dare she say it, respect.

Nelson saw her coming and ended his conversation with the other officer right away. He put an arm around her and turned her away from the crowd that still continued to gather in the room. “This news,” he said. “Is it going to net us an arrest within the next few hours?”

“I don’t know,” Mackenzie said. “But it can certainly narrow our search. It’s going to bring us very close.”

“Then you run this show,” he said. “Can you do that?”

“Yes,” she said, ignoring the pit of worry that bubbled up in her stomach.

“Well then, here we go,” he said. With that, he turned to face the room and slapped his meaty hands down on the table several times. “Okay, everybody,” he shouted. “Take a seat and zip your mouths,” he said. “Mackenzie has a break in the case and you’ll give her your full attention. Save any questions until she’s done.”

To Mackenzie’s surprise, Nelson took one of the remaining chairs against the wall, pushed away from the large conference table. He looked to her and that was when she realized that it was all on her. Maybe it was a test or maybe Nelson was just at the end of his rope. Either way, this was her chance to grab this precinct by the balls and prove her worth.

She looked out to the room and saw Porter sitting among the faces. He gave her a quick smile, almost like he wanted to ensure no one else saw it. It was probably the sweetest thing he’d ever done for her and she found that Porter was starting to surprise her at every turn.

“I revisited one of the crime scenes this morning,” Mackenzie explained. “While the visit itself did not reveal the break, it led me straight to it. As many of you know, each post the killer has strapped the women to has had two code-like groupings of letters and numbers: N511 and J202. After speaking with a pastor earlier today, I discovered that these are references to Numbers 5:11 and Joshua 20:2.

“The Numbers passage talks about an Old Testament approach to adultery. Any adulterous woman was brought to the priests and given what were called bitter waters. The thought was that the blessed water would curse adulterous women and would not affect a pure woman. In essence, it was the church’s way of judging or accusing women thought to be unclean.

“As for the reference to Joshua, that passage refers to Cities of Refuge—cities that men could escape to if they had accidentally committed murder or killed to protect themselves, their families, or their people. In these Cities of Refuge, the murdered could not be prosecuted. In fact, it is said in the passage that all men residing in a City of Refuge would be spared from the avenger of blood.

“Now, according to the pastor I spoke with, there were six of the cities. And that leads me to believe that there are going to be at least three more murders.”

“Why is that?” Nelson asked, disregarding his earlier rule of keeping all questions for the end.

“I believe the killer is killing these women to use them as a representation of each City of Refuge. And, as he is killing them, he believes he is taking on the role of the avenger of blood. More than that, he is, in a sense, building a city.”

The room fell silent for a moment as they waited for her to explain. She turned to the wall behind her where a well-used whiteboard had recently been cleaned. She grabbed a marker and drew a crude map from memory, sketching out the map Pastor Simms had showed her in the church.

“These are the rough locations of the six cities,” she said, placing large dots along her crude map. They made a crude oval shape, each city almost the same distance from one another.

“Now, if you were to take a map of the area containing the sites where we have found each of the bodies,” she said, “it would resemble this almost exactly.”

Right away, Nancy started typing something into her computer at the back of the table. Without looking up from her screen, she said, “I’ll bring up a map,” she said. “Lights, please.”

The officer closest to the light switch hit the lights while another flipped on the projector that sat in the middle of the cluttered conference table. Mackenzie stepped to the side to allow the light to shine directly on the dry erase board.

Nancy had brought up the same map that was attached to the reports that she had handed out earlier. It showed each highway, secondary road, and town within a one-hundred-fifty-mile radius. On the map, three Xs had been placed where each of the victims had been found.

“While the locations don’t line up perfectly,” Mackenzie said, “they are extremely close in proximity. What this means is that if this isn’t simply a coincidence—and at this point, I think it’s clear that it is not—then we can pinpoint the rough location of where the next crime scene might be.”

“How do we know which order he’ll go in?” one of the officers at the table asked. “If there are three remaining, is there any guarantee he’s going on geographical order?”

“No, there’s no guarantee,” Mackenzie admitted. “But so far, that’s been the case.”

“And are we still unsure about how he’s selecting the victims?” Porter asked.

“That’s being checked as we speak,” Mackenzie said. “We have men checking in with the three strip clubs in that hundred-mile radius. But I think we also need to assume that he wouldn’t look beyond prostitutes as well.”

“What about these bitter waters?” someone else asked. “What kind of water is that?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Mackenzie said. “But we’ve already informed the coroner to check the stomach contents of the victims to see if there is anything out of the ordinary: poisons, chemicals, anything like that. I personally believe that it could just be holy water and if that’s the case, it will be impossible to pinpoint it.”

“You mean blessed water doesn’t glow magically?” another officer asked. There were a few chuckles around the table.

“Hey,” Nelson said, taking the front of the room again. He went to the board and grabbed a red marker. He circled the phantom area on the projected map that seemed to align the best with the fourth city on the map Mackenzie had drawn.

“I’m putting White in charge of locking down this area right here,” he said. “I want at least eight available men out there within the next hour to take a survey of the place. Get a lay of the land, learn the roads, and stay on patrol within the area until you hear otherwise from me. Nancy, I need you to get on the phone with the State PD and request the use of a helicopter to sweep the area.”

“Yes, sir,” Nancy said.

“Another thing,” Mackenzie said. “Unmarked cars only. The last thing we want is to tip this guy off.”

Nelson considered this and she could tell something about it irritated him. “Well, with only four unmarked cars, that limits us. So I’m allowing patrol cars, but not to be parked or stationary. Now, with everything we now know, there’s no excuse to not catch this guy before a fourth woman has to die. Any questions?”

No one said anything as everyone within the room got to their feet. There was a tingle of excitement in the air that Mackenzie could almost feel like a physical presence. Officers started to file out eagerly, sensing that the end of this wretched case was upon them. She knew the mentality; at this point, anyone could potentially have the chance to arrest the suspect. Although someone else (in this case, her) had made the connections and presented them with an endgame solution, it was anybody’s ballgame now.

As Mackenzie headed for the door, Nelson stopped her. “That’s some damn fine work, Mackenzie. And I’ll tell you something else, too: Ellington was singing your praises when he got back to Quantico. I got a call from his director and they were complimenting you.”

“Thanks.”

“Now if I could just keep you from chasing down overweight online journalists and scaring the hell out of them, I think you’d have a promising career ahead of you. That Pope creep has had two different lawyers calling after you. I don’t think he’s going to leave this alone.”

“Sorry, Chief,” she said, meaning it.

“Well, push that to the back burner,” Nelson said. “For now, let’s concentrate on catching this killer. Journalists are almost as bad but at least Ellis Pope isn’t stringing women up by poles and beating them to death.”

She cringed internally at how lightheartedly Nelson was referring to the victims. It reminded her that, even in the midst of a sudden and unexpected stream of confidence and praise from the man, he was the same creature of habit he had been when she had first started working under him.

“And if it’s okay with you,” he said, “I’m driving up with you. If I’ve put you in charge of this scene, I’d like to be your wingman.”

“Sure,” she said, instantly hating the idea. 

As they walked out of the conference room, she looked around for Porter. It was funny in an ironic sort of way how much she’d prefer to share a car with Porter as this case drew to a close. Maybe it was familiarity or just the fact that she still felt like Nelson was a little too much of a chauvinist to take her seriously, despite praises from the FBI.

But Porter had gotten lost in the shuffle and excitement as everyone had filed out of the conference room. She did not see him in the hallway as she stopped by her office to retrieve her badge and gun and he was nowhere to be found in the parking lot.

Nelson met her at the car and it wasn’t even a question of who would drive. He instantly got behind the wheel and seemed very impatient as he waited for her to get into the passenger seat and buckle her seat belt. She did her best to hide her irritation but thought it really didn’t matter. Nelson was so caught up in the prospect of catching the Scarecrow Killer that she was basically an afterthought—just the cog in the mostly man-driven machine that had brought them this far.

Suddenly, Ellington’s suggestion of trying to get into the FBI seemed more appealing than ever.

“Ready to catch this asshole?” Nelson asked as they pulled out of the parking lot behind two patrol cars.

Mackenzie bit at her bottom lip to hide the sarcastic smile that tried to spread there and said:

“More than you know.”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Mackenzie’s phone started ringing less than ten minutes into her ride with Nelson. She checked the number on the display and although she had not yet saved it, it was fresh and familiar in her mind. She had nearly forgotten that Ellington had sent a text stating that he would call her. She knew he’d sent the text that morning but it seemed like a very long time ago. She checked the time on her phone’s task bar and saw that it was only 3:16. This day was turning out to be incredibly long.

She ignored the call, not wanting to add another level of complexity to what was turning out to be an already chaotic afternoon. At the same time she was ignoring Ellington’s call, Nelson was on the phone with Nancy. He spoke curtly, straight and to the point. It was clear that he was on edge and beyond stressed out, something that Mackenzie was beginning to feel herself.

He ended the call several seconds later and started nervously tapping at the steering wheel with his thumbs. “Nancy just spoke to the State boys,” he said. “They’ll have a helicopter flying over the area within an hour and a half.”

“That’s good news,” Mackenzie said.

“Tell me,” Nelson said. “Do you think he’s killing the women before he puts them on the poles or does he kill them there?”

“There’s nothing solid to prove either way,” Mackenzie said. “However, the first scene in the cornfield makes me think the women are alive when he puts them on the poles. There were marks on the ground where the whip or whatever he uses was dragged.”

“So?”

“So, he was pacing. He was anxious and biding his time. If the woman was already dead, why wait around with the whip?”

Nelson nodded and gave her a smile of appreciation. “We’re going to nail this bastard,” he said, still drumming on the steering wheel.

Mackenzie badly wanted to join in on his enthusiasm, but something felt incomplete. She almost felt as if she had overlooked something but could not for the life of her figure out what it was. She remained quiet, pondering this silently, as Nelson drove on.

They entered what Nelson was referring to as the Area of Interest twenty minutes later. She had listened to several brief phone calls from Nelson’s end during the drive and gathered that Nelson was setting up a perimeter of sorts to block in an area of thirty square miles. The area consisted of mostly scrub land and secondary roads. A few of those secondary roads were surrounded by cornfields just like the site of the original crime scene that had started all of this madness.

As Nelson drove them down such a road, the BC radio squawked at them. “Detective White, are you out there?” a man’s voice asked.

Mackenzie looked to Nelson, as if for approval. He gestured to the CD radio installed under the dash with a smile. “Go ahead,” he said. “It’s your show.”

Mackenzie unclasped the mic from the radio and clicked down the send button. “This is White. What have you got?”

“I’m out here off of State Route 411 and came across a side road—nothing more than an old gravel road, really. The road heads straight into a cornfield and is not on the maps. It’s about half a mile long and dead ends into a small clearing in the cornfield.”

“Okay,” she said. “Did you find something?”

“That’s putting it lightly, Detective,” the officer on the other end said. “I think you need to get out here as fast as you can.”

 

*

 

It was beyond eerie to find herself standing in another cornfield. It was almost like she had come full circle, only it did not feel like she was coming to the end of something. Quite the contrary, it felt like she was starting all over.

She stood at the edge of the clearing with Nelson and Officer Lent, the man that had contacted her on the radio. The three of them stood among the thinned cornstalks and looked out to the small clearing.

A wooden pole had been erected in the middle of the clearing. Unlike the other poles they had recently seen that were identical to this one, there was no body strung up on it. The pole was bare and looked almost like some weird sort of ancient monolith in the empty clearing.

Slowly, Mackenzie walked up to it. It was cedar, the same as the other three. She got down to her knees and felt the earth around the bottom of the pole. It was soft and had very obviously been loosened and then packed back down rather recently.

“This pole hasn’t been here very long,” Mackenzie said. “The loose dirt is very fresh. I’d almost guess it was done earlier today.”

“So he preps the sites before he brings his victims,” Nelson speculated. “I don’t know if that’s genius or cocky.”

While Mackenzie was repulsed by the word genius being tied to the killer in any way, she ignored him. She went to the back of the pole and instantly spied the etchings along the bottom, several inches from the loose dirt that held the pole into the ground: N511/J202.

“I wouldn’t say it’s either,” Mackenzie said. “What I do know is that he’s essentially left us his business card. We know he’s coming back, and he’ll probably have his latest victim with him.”

As she got back to her feet, she was struck by a sense of vengeance that she had never felt before. The man behind these crimes had somehow shaken her. He had become a specter of sorts, a ghost with the ability to haunt her house, her mind, and her confidence. He had her jumping at the sound of creaking floorboards and getting to such a low point that she was hitting on larger-than-life FBI agents. He’d affected her so much that she hadn’t had the energy or emotion to care that Zack had finally left.


On top of that, he was taking women as his victims simply because they used their bodies as a means to make a living. And who the hell was he to judge them for that?

“I want to be here,” Mackenzie said. “I want to be on patrol or stakeout or whatever we do to make sure we catch him. I want to put the cuffs on the fucker.”

She knew it sounded selfish, but she didn’t care. In that moment, she didn’t give a damn what Nelson thought of her. She didn’t care if he went back to the boys at the station and laughed about how the cute little woman had demanded things from him. Suddenly, catching the man behind these murders was more important than anything—including her job and her reputation.

“I can see to that,” Nelson said with a smile. “Good to see a pissed off spark in you, White. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

She bit back the remark that danced on her tongue, simply thinking it instead. 

Neither did I.

 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Mackenzie felt positive that the killer would not strike until night, and the others agreed with her. That gave them all four more hours of daylight to get ready for what they hoped would be a successful bust. Even if something did happen before nightfall, there were three patrol cars stationed along State Route 411, keeping an eye out for a vehicle entering the dirt road that led to the site the killer had prepared. With the addition of a State PD helicopter on the way to assist, it felt like a victory even before the sun was down.

Mackenzie was in one of the unmarked cars along State Route 411, relieved to be by herself. Nelson had busied himself with heading back to the station to meet with an advisor from the State PD, allowing her to stay behind and keep her eyes on the scene and retain control of the case. Her car was parked a mile and a quarter away from the dirt road, partially hidden from 411 by having pulled backwards into the entrance to what had once been an old cutaway road farmers had used to get from one cornfield to the other.

She’d been sitting there for fifteen minutes and the only car she’d seen go by was a police car, leaving the site and heading back to the station. She still felt certain that there would be no activity until well into the night and knew that she had a long stretch of waiting ahead of her. She wondered if Nelson had given her this duty to keep her out of his hair or if he saw it as giving her a position that kept her front and center of events as they unfolded.

With a sigh and a glance out to the uneventful stretch of State Route 411, Mackenzie picked up her phone and stared at the missed call notification from where Ellington had tried calling her an hour and a half ago. She did her best not to recall the events of yesterday evening when she had made an ass of herself in his presence as she pressed the notification bar. When his number came up, she pressed it right away before she had time to change her mind.

He answered on the third ring and when he did, she hated that it was so good to hear his voice. “Ellington here,” he said.

“It’s Mackenzie White,” she said. “I was returning your call.”

“Oh, hey! I hear you guys have a promising break.”

“Seems like it, but time will tell. We found the next pole, already set up and ready to go.”

“I heard. How do you feel about that?”

“Good,” she said.

“You sound doubtful.”

“It just seems too good to be true. I feel like there’s something missing.”

“Maybe there is,” Ellington said. “Your instincts are pretty sharp. I wouldn’t question them.”

“I usually don’t.”

An awkward silence fell between them and Mackenzie found herself digging for something new to talk about. He’d already heard about the break in the case, so it was useless to rehash it all. This is pathetic, Mackenzie, she thought.

“So,” Ellington said, breaking the silence. “I took the liberty of working up a profile after I got word about the religious ties. The chances are very good that we’re looking for someone with religion in his background. Maybe even a priest or pastor, although history points to an upbringing in a strict religious home. Maybe he went to a private religious school. I’m also thinking he either had no mother at home or a mother that got around. He probably acted out as a kid—not in the extreme ways we’re seeing right now, but more basic kid-trouble.”

“What’s all this based on?” she asked. “Just past cases?”

“Yeah, mostly,” he said. “I can’t take the credit for these insights at all. But truth be told, it’s a formula that works about seventy percent of the time.”

“Okay, so if this site doesn’t pan out, we keep an eye out for one of about one thousand possible suspects.”

“Maybe not so many. Based on my profile, I also assume this guy is a local. If he’s mapping out his own city, as you have pointed out, I’d say he grew up around there. And because of that, I made a few calls. There’s a Catholic grade school within sixty miles of Omaha. There’s one more in the state, but I’m betting the one closest to Omaha is going to be your best bet.”

“That’s amazing,” Mackenzie said.

“What is?”

“Just like that, you’ve narrowed down the search and even have a potential source of background information.”

“Well, the I in FBI does stand for investigation.” He laughed a bit at his own joke but when Mackenzie did not, he shut it down.

“Thanks, Ellington.”

“Sure. One last thing before you go, though.”

“What’s that?” she asked, nervous, hoping he wouldn’t bring up her embarrassing advances of the night before.

“When I gave my report to my director, I told him you were amazing and that I tried to sway you to the dark side.”

She felt flattered.

“The dark side being the Bureau?”

“Right. Anyway, he seemed interested. So if you ever do get that itch to head out our way, I can give you his contact information. It might be a conversation worth having.”

She thought this over and while she wanted to say more, to tell him how much she appreciated him, she only managed a simple “Thanks” in response. The very idea seemed too dreamlike. Great things like that tended not to happen to her.

“You okay over there?” Ellington asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I need to go, though. This thing is wrapping up down here and I need to stay focused.”

“I hear that. Go get ’em.”

She grinned in spite of herself. While he may have been a larger-than-life figure to her, Ellington was also proving that he was just as cheesy and flawed as everyone else.

She killed the call and looked out to State Route 411 again. She started to feel antsy, like she was wasting her time by simply sitting there. She pulled up the web browser on her phone and typed in a search for local Catholic grade schools, and found that Ellington had been spot on with his findings.

She saved the address to her phone and then pulled up Nelson’s number. He answered after the fourth ring and sounded pissed to have been disrupted from brown-nosing the State guys.

“What’s up, White?”

“I want to check on a lead, sir,” she said. “It will require me to leave 411 for two or three hours, though.”

“Absolutely not,” Nelson said. “You’re leading this thing, so you have to stay around. This is your show, White. Don’t even think about letting it get away from you. If we haven’t got this guy by tomorrow, we’ll talk again. If it’s a really promising lead, I can send someone else to check it out.”

“No,” Mackenzie said. “It’s just a hunch.”

“Okay,” he said. “Keep put until I say otherwise.”

She couldn’t even reply before he hung up.

With that, she pulled up the address of the Catholic school on her GPS and saved it. She then looked to the right where, a bit further down State Route 411, a lone pole remained empty in a cornfield, awaiting a sacrifice.

She knew she should stay put, should follow orders and sit here for four hours doing nothing.

But as she sat there, something gnawed away at her. What if he killed the victims before he brought them out?

If so, that meant there was a girl trapped somewhere, right now, being tortured, a girl who would die while Mackenzie merely sat there and waited for her dead body to show up.

She couldn’t stand the thought of it.

And what if that Catholic school—the only one in the area, the one that fit the FBI’s profile perfectly—could give her a name? An ID? 

That could bring them to the killer before he arrived her. It could perhaps save the next victim before it was too late.

Mackenzie sat there, waiting, burning up inside as she could hear the next victim’s screams in her head. Each passing minute was agony.

Finally, she floored the gas and peeled out of there.

She pulled up Holy Cross on her GPS.

Disobeying a direct order like this might mean her job, her entire future.

But she had no choice.

She only hoped she could make it there and back before it was too late.




 

 CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Stupid.

The word ricocheted in his head as he passed the intersection of Highway 32 and State Route 411.

Stupid.

If he needed any proof that God was on his side, it came in the timing of it all. He had been headed for the site of the fourth murder—what would become his fourth city—when he saw the police car heading down State Route 411. When he saw it, he kept heading straight down Highway 32, his heart hammering in his chest.

Maybe it was just a coincidence. Maybe the cop was on routine patrol, looking for speeding drivers.

Or maybe they had found the pole. He knew they were investigating him; he’d seen the Scarecrow Killer stories in the papers but had not bothered to read them or watch the snippets about his work on television. He was not doing this for the attention or publicity. He was doing this to spread God’s wrath, and to teach the world about love, mercy, and purity.

Of course, the police would not understand this. And if they had found the site that had been destined to raise up his fourth city, it could be over for him. He would not be able to finish his work and that would not please God.

The fourth site would have to change. Maybe it would help him, in the long run. Perhaps the police would be so preoccupied with trying to find him at this fourth site that he could finish out his work elsewhere without risk of being caught.

He came to a convenience store on Highway 32 and turned his truck around in the parking lot. He headed back toward the intersection and passed through without giving State Route 411 a passing glance.


With his sacrifice already chosen and readied, he could still build his fourth city tonight, as he had planned.

He would continue his work elsewhere. 

 

*

 

She opened her eyes and a flare of pain exploded in her head. She cried out and found that her voice sounded odd—muffled, almost. She tried lifting her hand to her mouth but realized she was unable to do so. She realized there was a cloth gag over her mouth, tied tightly and cutting into the corners of her mouth.

She blinked rapidly, trying to make the pain in her head go away. As her eyes started to focus and the haze of grogginess departed, she started to get a sense of where she was. She was on a hardwood floor that was layered with dust. Her arms were tied behind her back and her ankles were also tied together. She had been stripped to her underwear.

It was this last fact that brought everything slamming back into her memory. A man had come out of nowhere last night as she had gotten home. It had been four o’clock and she had…God, what had she done?

But the bright pink bra she was wearing made it impossible to forget what she had done last night. She had tried her best to convince herself that an escort was different from what those other women did. She was classier, more controlled.

But at the end of the day, she’d done the same thing those other women did. She’d been paid handsomely (hey, fifteen hundred dollars for an hour and a half of “work” wasn’t too shabby) and afterwards had not felt as bad as she’d expected to.

But then there had been that man, coming out of the shadows. He’d only said hello and then his arm had wrapped around her neck. She’d smelled something for a moment and as she had slipped into blackness, she heard him whispering into her ear about sacrifices and bitter waters.

And now she was here. Her panties were still on and there was no pain, so she was pretty sure she hadn’t been raped. But still, she was in trouble.

She tried getting to her knees but every time she came close, her tied ankles made her tip over, slamming her shoulder into the floor. She lay there, weeping, and tried to remember the last thing the man had said to her before whatever he had placed to her nose and mouth had pulled her under.

Slowly, she remembered it. And surprisingly, the lunacy of it made her want to sag and give up rather than figure a way out of this.

Don’t worry, he said. I will build a city for you.




CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

It took Mackenzie a little over an hour to reach Holy Cross Catholic School, pushing ninety the whole way. School had let out for the day by the time she arrived, and as she hurried up the stairs and was guided by the receptionist, she found she had caught the principal at a good time of day.

The principal was a rotund lady who filled just about every stereotype Mackenzie had ever had about nuns. Warm and inviting at first, Principal Ruth-Anne Costello was all business and rather curt once Mackenzie was in the woman’s office and taking a seat at the front of her desk.

“We’ve heard rumblings about this so-called Scarecrow Killer,” Principal Costello said. “Is that why you’ve come here?”

“It is,” Mackenzie said. “How did you know that?”

Principal Costello frowned, but it was the sort of frown that held more anger than disappointment. Mackenzie thought it was a frown that could be found on most staff members at any given time of the day in a school like this one.

“Well, those poor women are strung up on wooden poles and flogged, correct? The religious symbolism is unmistakable. And whenever a killer does his work in the name of terribly misguided religious principles or a warped and misguided interpretation of religion, it is always the private religious schools that are put under a microscope.”

Mackenzie could only nod. She knew that this was true; she’d seen it several times since she had started working toward her career as a freshman in college. But her silence also came from the fact that Principal Costello was right: the religious undertones to the Scarecrow Killer’s actions were obvious. Mackenzie had felt it herself when they had found the first body. So why the hell had she ignored them?

Because I was afraid to voice it to Nelson and Porter out of fear of being wrong and then promptly ridiculed, she thought.

But now she had a chance to correct that ignorance and she’d be damned if she was going to let it go to waste.

“Well,” Mackenzie said, “we do have a very specific profile. I was hoping that if I could speak to you or maybe someone that has been here for a long time, I could maybe find a potential suspect. And even if not a suspect, maybe someone that knows something about the killings.”

“Well,” Costello said, “I’ve been here for thirty-five years. I was a guidance counselor first and then became the principal, a position I’ve held for nearly twenty years.”

She stood up and walked to the left side of her office where a row of ancient-looking filing cabinets lined the wall. “You know,” Costello said, “you aren’t the first detective to come sniffing around when a crime is committed that seems to have religious influence. Not by a long shot.”

Costello pulled four folders from the cabinet and brought them back to the desk. She plopped them down on the desk with enough force to show that she was clearly irritated. Mackenzie reached out to scoop them up but Costello’s hand was already pointing to them. Without looking at Mackenzie, Costello started talking again, tapping at each folder with her plump index finger.

“This one,” she said, pointing to the first folder, “is Michael Abner. When he was here in the early seventies, he assaulted a girl on the playground and was caught masturbating in the girl’s restroom in fifth grade. However, he died in 1984. A terrible car accident, I believe. So he’s clearly not a suspect.”

With that, Costello removed Michael Abner’s folder from the desk. She then promptly eliminated two other folders, as one of them had died five years ago from lung cancer and another had spent his life in a wheelchair—obviously not the sort of person that could cart around wooden poles to murder scenes.

“This last one,” Costello said, “belongs to Barry Henderson. While attending Holy Cross, he got into several fights, one of which sent two boys to the emergency room. When he returned from his expulsion, he began sending the teachers dirty letters, an activity which culminated in his attempted rape of the school art teacher while singing his mother’s favorite hymn. This happened in 1990. I regret to inform you, though, that he cannot be your suspect either. He has been a resident of the Westhall Home for the Criminally Insane for the last twelve years.”

Mackenzie made a mental note to verify that, then watched as Costello placed the folders back into her cabinet. When she closed it, she gave it a little slam that filled the office like a bomb.

“And those are the only students you’ve had in the last thirty-five years that would be capable of crimes like the Scarecrow Killer is committing?”

“We have no possible way of knowing that,” Costello said. “With all due respect, we do not keep tabs on every student that has the potential for a life of crime. That would involve detailed reports on every child that breaks even the slightest rule. The four I just showed you were the most extreme cases, and I have had those on hand for the last several years because it saves a great deal of time when we are approached by the police, especially when they have come up with what they believe are fitting profiles. They always want to blame religion for crimes they cannot solve on their own.”

“There’s no blame here,” Mackenzie said.

“Of course there is,” Costello said. “Tell me, Detective. Have you come here to simply find the name of a suspect or what sort of religious doctrine warped them so badly that they are now committing these horrible acts?”

“I don’t care how the information comes,” Mackenzie snapped. “I just need to find out who is killing these women. The why is secondary at this point.”

Mackenzie started to feel idiotic for coming to Holy Cross. What had she been expecting, anyway? A nice and tidy solution? An old student that matched Ellington’s profile to a tee?

“Thank you for your time, Mrs. Costello,” she said softly. She got up and headed for the door. As her hand fell on the knob, she was stopped by Principal Costello.

“Why do you think that is, Detective White?”

“What?”

“Why does law enforcement come looking for answers from religion when they can’t solve what they believe are faith-based crimes?”

“It just matches the profiles in most cases,” Mackenzie said.

“Does it?” Costello asked. “Or is it because humans can’t accept evil for what it really is? And because we can’t accept it, we have to find something just as intangible to blame it on?”

A question rose to her lips, one that she was unable to bite back before it came out.

“What is evil, Ms. Costello? What does evil look like?”

Principal Costello grinned thinly. It was a haunting grin, an expression that hinted at some sort of dark understanding.

“Evil looks like you. It looks like me. We live in a fallen world, Detective. Evil is everywhere.”

The doorknob under Mackenzie’s hand suddenly felt very cold. She nodded and took her leave, not bothering to look back at Principal Costello for a goodbye.

As she made her way down the labyrinthine halls of Holy Cross, her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She retrieved it and saw Nelson’s name and number on the display. Her heart fell.

The killer, she thought. He showed up while I was away and Nelson is going to have my ass for it.

She answered the call with a knot of fear in her stomach. “Hey, Chief.”

“White,” he said. “Where are you?”

“Holy Cross Catholic School,” she said. “I’m following up on Ellington’s profile.”

Nelson was quiet for a moment as he considered this. “We can go over why the hell you’d defy my order and waste time going there later,” he said. “For now, I need you to swing by the station on your way back through.”

“But what about Route 411?” she asked. “I’d like to get back out before rush hour.”

“Another reason you had no business wasting time following up on Ellington’s lead. Just come here now.”

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

But Nelson had already ended the call, leaving Mackenzie to listen to nothing more than a dead line.
 




 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Her sense of unease grew even larger when Mackenzie walked into the station and saw Nancy sitting at the front desk. When Mackenzie came in, Nancy gave her only a brief smile and then looked back down to her desk. This was extremely uncharacteristic for Nancy, a woman who usually seemed to stretch her face to accommodate a smile for anyone that came in the station’s front doors.

Mackenzie nearly asked Nancy if she knew what was going on but decided not to. The last thing she wanted was to seem weak and out of the loop as she tried to spearhead the closing to this case. So she bypassed the front desk and headed to the back, marching dutifully toward Nelson’s office.

She opened the door and stepped in, trying to appear confident and as if she were fully in control. But even now, as she closed the door behind her, she knew that taking two and a half hours out of her afternoon to visit Holy Cross had been a mistake. She’d been jumping at shadows in an attempt to be as perfect as possible, making sure she exhausted every opportunity, especially ones offered by impressive FBI agents, to get to the bottom of this case.

Nelson looked up to her and for the briefest of moments, an anxious expression crossed his face.

“Have a seat, White,” Nelson said, nodding to the chairs on the opposite side of his cluttered desk.

“What’s going on?” she asked. The nerves were evident in her voice but that was the last thing on her mind as Nelson seemed to size her up.

“We’ve got a problem,” he said. “And you are not going to like the solution. Our scum-sucking friend Ellis Pope has lodged a formal complaint against you. For now, he’s keeping it quiet—just between us and his lawyer. But he says if immediate action isn’t taken, he’ll take it to the papers. Usually I wouldn’t even care about such a threat, but the papers and even some of the television media have painted you as the head of this investigation. If Pope goes to the media with his complaint, things are going to get very bad.”

“Sir, I was acting on impulse,” Mackenzie pleaded. “A mysterious figure was lurking at the edge of a murder scene. It was private property. He was trespassing. He then took off suspiciously. Was I supposed to just let him run? All I did was stop him. I didn’t assault him.”

He frowned.

“White, I’m on your side on this. One hundred percent. But there’s another factor that I can’t get past. The State PD is involved now. They caught wind of the confrontation with Pope, too. There’s also the fact that you were MIA when they showed up to the scene on State Route 411 this afternoon. I’m pissed about that one myself. But they saw it as sloppy work on your part. Not a good impression.”

He raised a hand before she could talk.

“As if that wasn’t enough, I got a call from Ruth-Anne Costello about half an hour ago. She complained about your being rude and aggressive. She, too, lodged a complaint.”

“Are you serious?” 

Nelson looked depressed as he nodded his head.

“Yes, unfortunately, I am. Add all of that up and we get a shit storm.”

“So what do we do to fix this?” she asked. “What is Pope asking for to stay quiet? How can we appease the State and make the nun happy?”

Nelson sighed and then sneered toward the ceiling, making it apparent that he was not happy with what he was about to say.

“It means that effective immediately, I have to take you off of the Scarecrow Killer case.”

Mackenzie felt her skin grow cold. The thought of the killer out there, continuing to kill, and her being unable to try to stop it, was just too much for her.

She didn’t know what to say.

Nelson’s frown deepened.

“I went to bat for you and tried to get them to ease up,” he said. “I even tried to simply let them allow you to finish up this case and then get expelled for a week or so. But Pope and the State PD weren’t having it. My hands are tied on this one. I’m sorry.”

Mackenzie felt fury replacing the fear that had been boiling up in her stomach. Her first instinct was to lash out at Nelson but she could tell that he was pretty angry about this turn of events, too. Plus, given the way he had been showing her more respect in these last few days, she didn’t doubt him when he said he had tried everything he could. 

This was not his fault. If anyone was to blame, it was Ellis Pope. And, quite possibly, she herself as well. Ever since she’d heard that creaky floorboard three nights ago, she’d not been herself. Things going askew with Ellington had not helped, either.

Yes, this was mostly on her. And that was perhaps the worst thing of all.

“So who handles the case now?” Mackenzie asked.

“The State Police. And they’ve got the FBI on stand-by if they’re needed. But being that we think we have the exact location of where the killer is coming next, we’re hoping it’s going to be a pretty simple case.”

“Sir, I don’t even…”

She stopped here, not knowing what to say. She had never been much of a crier, but she was so angry as she sat in Nelson’s office that her body seemed to have no other way to express it other than the threat of tears.

“I know,” he said. “This sucks. But when it’s all said and done—when this asshole is behind bars and the paperwork is being done—I’m going to make sure your name is all over it in the best ways possible. You have my word on that, White.”

She stood up in a state of shock, looking to the door as if it might transport her to some magical world where this conversation had never happened. 

“So what am I supposed to do now?” she asked.

“Go home. Get drunk. Do whatever you need to do to shake this off. And when the case is closed, I’ll call you and let you know. The State won’t care about this ordeal once the killer is arrested. Ellis Pope will be all we have to worry about and that should be easy once you’re not in the spotlight.”

She opened the door and stepped out.

“I’m sorry as hell, White,” he said before she closed the door. “I really am.”

She could only nod as she closed the door behind him.

She made her way through the hallway, keeping her eyes on the floor so she would not have to look anyone she passed in the eye. As she made her way out to the front of the station, she looked up to Nancy. Nancy, apparently assuming that Mackenzie was now in the know, gave her a polite frown.

“You okay?” Nancy asked.

“I will be,” Mackenzie said, not knowing if it was true or not.




 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

While the idea of getting drunk was certainly an enticing one, it also reminded her of what had happened the last time she’d had a drink. Yes, it had only been yesterday but the embarrassment of what had happened made it seem like it had happened years ago and had haunted her all of the time in between. So rather than drink her anger away, Mackenzie did the only other thing she knew to do.

She went home and placed all of the files concerning the Scarecrow Killer on her coffee table. She brewed a pot of coffee and went over every scrap she had on the case. While part of her felt that having the fourth murder site on lockdown was a sure-fire way to an arrest, her instinct told her that the killer would be smart. All it would take was him seeing the merest sign of a police presence to change his plans. Nelson and the State PD likely realized this, too but the fact that they were so close now might make them a little too conservative in their approach.

Outside, night had fallen. She stared out of her blinds for a moment, wondering how the events of the last few days might affect the course of her life. She thought of Zack and realized, for perhaps the first time, that she was glad he was gone. If she was being honest with herself, she’d only tolerated the relationship so she wouldn’t be alone—something she had feared ever since walking into her parents’ bedroom and finding her dead father.

She also wondered what Ellington was doing. His call with the profile earlier was proof that he was still involved in the Scarecrow Killer case, even if it was only in a background capacity. Thinking of him, she also wondered if she would have taken the profile and the visit to Holy Cross so seriously if it had come from anyone else. Had she been trying to impress him or had she been trying to impress Nelson?

As she looked back to the files in front of her, a very simple yet provocative thought filled her head: Why impress anyone? Why not just do a good job and work to the best of my abilities? Why care what anyone else thinks of me, much less a useless ex-boyfriend, chauvinist supervisors, or a married FBI agent?

As if provoked by such thoughts, her cell phone rang. She picked it up from the clutter of files and folders on her coffee table and saw that it was Ellington. She smirked at the phone and almost didn’t answer it. He was probably calling to receive thanks for the rabbit trail of Holy Cross, or maybe he had some other insightful idea that would lead her astray and get her reprimanded. If she’d had a clearer head in that moment, she would have ignored the call. But, as it was, some of the fury from Nelson’s office was still lurking in her heart and demanded that she answer it.

“Hello, Agent Ellington,” she said.


“Hey there, White. I know I keep bothering you, but I’m wrapping up for the day and wanted to see if anything on that profile panned out for you.”

“No, it didn’t,” Mackenzie said, skipping the niceties. “In fact, it seems that the only thing my visit to a Catholic school did was piss off the head nun.”

Ellington clearly hadn’t been expecting such a response; the other end of the line was quiet for a full five seconds before he responded.

“What happened?” he asked.

“It was a dead end. And while I was there being lectured by the principal on the nature of evil, the State police showed up on the scene of what we believe is going to be the site of the fourth murder. Being that I was not there, they pulled rank.”

“Ah, shit.”

“Oh, it gets better,” Mackenzie snapped. “Remember Ellis Pope?”


“Yeah, the reporter.”

“Yes, him. Well, he decided to press charges today with the threat of going to the media about our little scuffle. The State boys heard about that, too. So they got after Nelson and, as of about an hour ago, I was officially removed from this case.”

“Are you kidding me?” he asked.

His disbelief sparked even more anger in her and, fortunately, it helped her to realize that she was being rude for no reason. The spot she found herself in was not his fault. All he was doing was checking in and lending a sympathetic ear.

“No, I’m not kidding,” she said, trying to keep herself in check. “I have been asked to sit idly by while the good old boys wrap this one up.”

“That’s not fair.”

“I agree,” she said. “But I know that Nelson had no choice.”

“So what can I do?” Ellington asked.

“Not much, I’m afraid. If you really want to help with the case some more, call Nelson. You may actually get in trouble over talking to me about it.”

“White, I’m really sorry about this.”

“It is what it is,” she said.

Silence filled the line again and this time she didn’t give Ellington a chance to pick the conversation back up. If he did, she was afraid her misplaced anger might resurface and he certainly didn’t deserve that.

 “I’ve got to go,” she said. “Take care.”

“Are you going to be okay?” he asked her.

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s just been a shock.”

“Well, take care.”

“Thanks.”

She ended the call without waiting for a response. She tossed the phone back down on the table next to photocopied pages of the Biblical passages they had deciphered from the posts. She read them over and over again but found nothing new. She then looked to the map taken from the back of the Bible and a crude map that Nancy had made, listing all potential murder sites. It seemed so well put together and simple.

And that was why it made Mackenzie uncomfortable. That’s why she felt the need to keep digging, to uncover some truth that they had not yet found. She drank coffee and pored over the files as if it were another day at the office, losing herself in her work despite being off the case.

 

*

 

When her cell phone buzzed again, the display on the clock read 7:44. She blinked her eyes and rubbed at her head, slightly in shock. Nearly two hours had passed between Ellington’s call and this call but it hadn’t felt nearly that long.

She was confused when she saw Nelson’s name on the display. She let out a coarse little laugh as she picked up the phone, wondering what else she might have done that would warrant further punishment.

She answered, her eyes once again traveling to the window and the night outside. Was the killer out there, ready to string up his next victim? Or was he already in the act?

“You’re about the last person I expected to hear from,” Mackenzie said.

“White, I need you to shut your mouth and listen very closely to me,” Nelson said. His voice was soft and almost gentle, something she had never heard out of him before.

“Okay,” she said, unsure of how to take his tone and instruction.

“Twenty minutes ago, Officer Patrick pulled a man over on State Route 411. He was driving an old red Toyota pickup truck. There was a Bible in the passenger seat and strands of rope in the floorboard. This man, Glenn Hooks, is a pastor at a small Baptist church in the town of Bentley. Here’s the kicker: there were eight passages marked in his Bible. One of them dealt with the Six Cities of Refuge.”

“My God,” Mackenzie breathed.

“Patrick has not arrested this man yet, but was pretty insistent that the man come to the station. He put up a stern argument, but Patrick has him right now. As they’re on the way, I’m sending another unit to his house to see if they find anything suspicious.”

“Okay,” was all Mackenzie could manage to say again.

“The State PD knows nothing about this,” Nelson went on. “Between you and I, that’s at my instruction. I wanted first crack at this guy before the State got involved. I just got off the phone with Patrick. They’ll be here at the station in about ten minutes. I want you here to question the guy. And I need you to do it quickly because I don’t know how long we can keep the boys from State in the dark. You might have twenty or thirty minutes before I’ll need to get you out of here.”

“After everything you told me in your office, do you really think that’s the best idea?”

“No, it’s not a good idea,” Nelson said. “But it’s all I have right now. I know I sent you packing less than five hours ago, but I’m not asking if you’ll do this, I’m telling you. You’re still officially off the case. That doesn’t change. This is being done under the table. I need you on this, White. You got it?”

She’d never felt so disrespected yet valued at the same time. Her heart was sparked by a stirring of excitement but it was underpinned by the anger that had been pushing her for most of the afternoon.

Remember, she thought. This isn’t about impressing anyone. This isn’t about being right or wrong or looking good. This is about doing your job and putting a man that tortures and kills women behind bars.

“White?” Nelson snapped.

She looked down at the coffee table and saw the photos. The women that had been stripped of their dignity, terrorized, beaten and killed. She owed them justice. She owed their families some sort of rest.

Gripping the phone tightly and with a look of steeled determination coming over her face, Mackenzie said:

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

When Mackenzie arrived at the station, there were two officers at the front doors waiting for her. She was surprisingly pleased to see that one of them was Porter. He gave her a knowing smile as she reached the doors and without a word, the men opened the doors and led her inside. They had taken three steps into the station when Mackenzie realized that Porter and the other officer were acting as a shield. They walked to either side of her at a brisk pace, helping her to blend in just in case anyone at the station saw her and might want to stir up trouble.

Quickly, they reached the main hall where she saw Nelson standing outside of the interrogation room. He straightened up when he saw them coming and Mackenzie saw that he looked terribly on edge—like he might very well blast off like a rocket at any moment.

“Thanks,” he said when they reached him.

“Of course,” Mackenzie said.

Nelson gave Porter and the other officer a curt nod and they headed away at once. After taking a single step, though, Porter turned back to her and whispered. “Damn fine work,” he said with the same smile he’d showed her at the front door.

She only nodded her head in response, returning the smile. With that, the officers headed down the hall, back toward the front of the building.

“Okay,” Nelson said. “This Hooks guy, he’s being mostly cooperative. He’s just scared and nervous. He’s doing a great deal of talking and hasn’t asked to see a lawyer yet. So don’t push him too hard and we might get out of this one without a lawyer coming and stalling everything.”

“Okay.”


“We’ll be watching in the review room so if anything goes wrong, someone can be in there in less than ten seconds. You good?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

Nelson gave her a reassuring pat on the back and then opened the door for her. To her surprise, Nelson walked away from the room, down the hall toward the review room. Mackenzie looked to the open door for a moment before walking in.

He’s in there, she thought. The Scarecrow Killer is in there.

When she entered the interrogation room, the man at the small table in the center of the room went through a strange series of emotions; first he sat up as rigid as a board, then a frown washed over his face, followed by confusion and then ultimately a vague sort of relief.

Mackenzie went through a similar range of emotions when she saw the killer for the first time. He looked to be in his early fifties, his hair gray around the edges and the lines of age starting to show in his face. He was a skinny man but rather tall. He regarded her with deep brown eyes that were easy to read: he was sacred and deeply confused.

“Hi, Mr. Hooks,” she said. “My name is Detective White. I think if you can answer some questions for me as honestly as you can, you can get out of here pretty quickly. I’m told you’ve been cooperative so far, so let’s keep that up, okay?”

He nodded. “This is all some huge understanding,” Hooks said. “They think I killed three women. They think I’m that Scarecrow Killer.”

“You’re not?” she asked.

“Of course I’m not! I’m a pastor at Grace Creek Baptist Church.”

“That’s what I’m told,” Mackenzie said. “The Bible in your truck was marked to several passages. One of them happens to be closely associated with the Scarecrow Killer case.”

“Yes, that’s what the other officers have said. The Cities of Refuge, correct?”

Mackenzie took a moment to regroup. She was pissed that someone had already revealed their hand and told Hooks about the Cities of Refuge connection. She was going to have to try a different angle here. All she knew for certain was that her gut told her implicitly that Hooks was certainly not the Scarecrow Killer. The fear in his eyes was genuine and, as far as she was concerned, told them all they needed to know.

“What about the strands of rope we found in the floorboard?”

“Grace Creek’s Vacation Bible School is in two weeks,” Hooks said. “The strands of rope were left over from one of the stage decorations we’re creating. We’re going with a jungle theme this year and we used the rope for vines and a little mock swinging bridge.”

“And where is Grace Creek Baptist located?”

“On Highway 33.”

“And that runs parallel to Stare Route 411, correct?”

“It does.”

Mackenzie had to turn her back to Hooks for a moment to hide the expression on her face. How had Nelson and his sycophant officers been so blind and stupid? Had they not done any digging before bringing this poor man in? 

When she managed to compose herself, she turned back to him, trying her best not to show him that she was already convinced that he was not the killer. “Why, exactly, did you have the passage about the Cities of Refuge marked?”

“I’m planning to preach about it in three or four weeks.”


“Can I ask why?” Mackenzie asked.

“It’s to talk about committing sin in a way that doesn’t make the congregation feel guilty. We all sin, you know. Even me. Even the most devout. But many people are raised to believe that sin means eternal damnation and the cities are a great illustration for God’s forgiveness of sin. They are all about degree of sin. They were meant primarily for those who had committed unintentional murder. Not all sins are the same. And even those who commit murder, if unintentional, can be forgiven.”

Mackenzie thought about this for a moment, feeling a connection trying to click in her head. There was something there, but it wasn’t making itself known just yet.

“One final question, Mr. Hooks,” she said. “Your Toyota is rather old. How long have you owned it?”

Hooks thought for a moment and shrugged. “Eight years or so. I brought it used from a member of Grace Creek.”

“Have you ever hauled any sort of wood in it?”

“Yes. I had several sheets of plywood in it last week for more decorations. And from time to time, I help people gather firewood in the winter and deliver it to their homes.”

“Anything bigger than that?”

“No. Not that I can remember.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Hooks. You’ve been very helpful. I feel pretty confident that you’ll be out of here in no time.”

He nodded, as confused as ever. Mackenzie gave him a final look as she left the room, closing the door behind him. The moment she was outside of the interrogation room, Nelson came out of the review room a few doors down. He looked flustered as he approached her and she could feel the tension coming off of him in waves.

“Well, that was quick,” he said.

“He’s not the killer,” Mackenzie said.

“And how the hell are you so sure?” he asked.

“With all due respect, sir, did you even ask him about the rope?”

“We did,” Nelson snapped. “He spouted off some story about needing it for Vacation Bible School at his church.”

“Did anyone bother to check on that?”

“I’m waiting on a call at any moment,” he said. “I sent a car out there about half an hour ago.”

“Sir, his church is about fifteen minutes away from the site in question. He said he had plans to preach on the Cities of Refuge sometime soon.”

“Seems convenient, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” she said. “But when is such a weak connection grounds for an arrest?”

Nelson scowled at her and placed his hands on his hips. “I knew it was a mistake to bring you in. Are you determined to draw this out as long as you can? Do you want the attention so you can stay in the headlines?”

Mackenzie couldn’t help herself when she took a step forward, her anger rising up. “Please tell me that’s just the frustration talking,” she said. “I’d like to think you have a better head on your shoulders than to think such a thing.”


“Check your tone, Mackenzie,” he said. “Right now, you’re just off this case. Get in my face again, I’ll suspend you indefinitely.”

A tense silence fell between them that lasted only three seconds, interrupted by the ringing of Nelson’s cell phone. He broke his gaze with Mackenzie, turned his back to her, and answered it.

Mackenzie stood there and listened to his end of the conversation, hoping whatever the call was about, it might help to clear things up and free Pastor Hooks.

“What is it?” Nelson asked, his back still turned. “Yeah? Okay….you’re certain? Well shit. Yeah…got it.”

When Nelson turned back to her, he looked like he wanted to throw his cell phone down the hall. His cheeks had taken on a bright red color and he looked absolutely defeated.

“What is it?” Mackenzie asked.


Nelson hesitated, looking to the ceiling and letting out a sigh. It was very much the posture of someone that was about to eat a large helping of humble pie.

“The rope in his truck is an exact match to rope used to create stage designs for Vacation Bible School at Grace Creek Baptist. More than that, there were printed papers and handwritten notes in a small office in the back of the church that show where Hooks is indeed planning a sermon on the Cities of Refuge.”

It took every ounce of her will to not make a comment about how he and his officers had been wrong—how they had been so eager to wrap this case up without the help of the State or the FBI that they had arrested a man that had no business ever being cuffed.

“So he’s good to go?” Mackenzie said.

“Yes. He checks out.”

She allowed herself a thin smile. “Should you tell him, or should I?”

Nelson looked like his head might explode at any moment. “You do it,” he said. “And when you’re done, please promptly get the hell out of here. It might be best that you and I don’t speak for a day or so.”

Gladly, she thought.

She turned back to the interrogation room, glad to be out of Nelson’s sight. When she closed the door behind her, Hooks looked up to her with hope in those dark brown eyes.

“You’re free to go.”

He nodded appreciatively, breathed deeply, and said: “Thank you.”

“Do you mind if I ask you one more question before you go?” she asked.

“That would be fine.”

“Why would God designate cities for sinners to escape to? Isn’t it sort of God’s job to punish sinners?”

“That’s up for debate. My own belief is that God wanted to see his children succeed. He wanted to allow them the chance to get right with him.”

“And these sinners believed they could find God in these cities? They thought they could find favor with him there?”

“In a way, yes. But they also knew that God is at the center of all things. It was just up to them to seek Him. And these cities were the designated places for them to do that.”

Mackenzie chewed this over as she headed for the door. She walked Hooks through the motions of checking out but her mind was elsewhere. She thought about six cities located in a circle and how a sometimes wrathful but ultimately forgiving God oversaw it all.

How had Hooks put it?

But they also knew that God is at the center of all things.

Suddenly, Mackenzie felt as if a filter had been removed from her mind’s eye. With that single comment floating in her head, the connection she had nearly made in the interrogation room snapped into place.

Five minutes later, she was speeding back home, letting that single thought wash over every corner of her mind.

God is at the center of all things.

The clock on her dashboard read 8:46, but Mackenzie knew her night was just getting started.

Because, if she was correct, she knew how to find where the killer lived.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

As soon as she returned home, Mackenzie immediately went to the couch and hurried to the clutter of paperwork she had left on the coffee table. It was ironic in a way; she’d thought the house would be tidier after Zack had left, but instead, her work clutter had replaced his mess. For just a moment, she wondered where he was and what he was doing. But the thought lasted only a handful of seconds. It was replaced by the thought that had escorted her home, still whirling through her head like a stray breeze across a desert floor.

God is at the center of all things.

She scoured through the papers on the table and came to the two maps—the Old Testament Cities of Refuge map and the local one showing the area within one hundred miles. She overlaid them against one another and looked at them contemplatively. She then focused on the local map and stared at the Xs she had placed there with a black Sharpie, tracing them with her finger. She then encompassed the Xs, connecting them all with a line and drawing the implied circle that the locations made.

With the circle drawn, she turned her attention to the inside of the circle. Grabbing the nearest pen, she traced a faint line from each of the six “cities” like spokes on a wheel from the edges of the circle.

God is at the center of all things.

The lines all met in the center of the circle. She drew another, much smaller circle where all of the lines connected. It encompassed a section of the downtown district not too far away from where they had apprehended Clive Traylor a few days ago. Along the very edge of this new smaller circle she saw the squiggly line that indicated a river—in this case, Danvers River, the little waterway that etched its way through a park downtown, along the backside of several rundown downtown properties and then eventually emptied out into Sapphire Lake.

It was hard to tell from the map, but she was pretty sure her new circle included two or three different streets and a small cluster of forest that separated the western downtown region from the edge of Sapphire Lake.

This was the center of the killings—the central point that existed between the killer’s sites, so-called cities. If this man felt that he was, in a way, God, or working under the guidance of God, then he probably thought he existed in the center of it all. And if God was at the center of all things, this central point was very likely his home.

She simply sat there for a moment, a familiar twinge of excitement starting to bloom in her heart. She knew she had a decision to make and that it could very well decide the outcome of her career. She could call Nelson and give him this bit of information, but she was pretty sure he wouldn’t take her call. And even if he took her seriously, she feared that the idea would be placed on the back burner. 

The site they had discovered with the pole already in place meant that the killer had been on the verge of striking again. What if he already had a woman ready for his next sacrifice? And what if he had to think outside of the box since his other three murder sites were under surveillance?

To hell with it, she thought.

Mackenzie jumped to her feet, brushing much of the paperwork off of the table in her hurry and excitement. She went into the bedroom to retrieve her service pistol and as she holstered it to her belt, her cell phone rang. The sudden and unexpected sound of it made her jump slightly and she had to take a moment to calm her nerves before answering it. Looking at the display, she saw that it was Ellington again.


“Hello?” she asked.

“Oh wow,” Ellington said. “I wasn’t expecting you to answer. I was just going to leave a message letting you know I was turning in for the night and for you to call me tomorrow with news on the arrest. Are you not there yet?”

“Oh, I’ve gone and already come back. It wasn’t the killer.”

He paused.

“And you found that out in less than half an hour?”

“Yes. It was obvious. Nelson and his men, they, well, they weren’t exactly on top of things.”

“Too eager to make an arrest?”

“Something like that,” she said as she finished holstering the gun.

“You okay?” Ellington asked. “You sound really rushed.”

She almost didn’t tell him—she almost kept her new theory quiet. If she turned out to be wrong on this, it could turn out very badly—especially if someone knew what she was up to beforehand. Yet, on the other hand, she felt that she was not wrong; she felt it in her heart, her gut, her bones. And if she was missing something or jumping to conclusion, Ellington was the most logical person she knew.

“White?” 

“I think I figured something out,” Mackenzie said. “About the killer. About where he lives.”

“What?” He sounded shocked. “How’s that?”

She quickly told him about her conversation with Pastor Hooks and how she had located the center of things with the map. As she spoke it out loud, she became ever more convinced that this was it. This was finally the right path that would lead them to the killer.

When she was done, there was silence on the line for a moment. She braced herself, expecting the usual criticism she always received.

“You think it’s flawed?” she asked.

“No. Not at all. I think it’s genius.”

She was surprised herself, and felt motivated.

“What did Nelson say?” he asked.

“I haven’t called him. I’m not going to.”

“You have to,” he urged.

“No I don’t. He doesn’t want me on the case. And after the exchange we had at the station, I doubt he’d even take my call.”

“Well then let me shoot the lead to the State guys.”

“Too risky,” she said. “If it turns out to be a dead end, who does the blame come back to? You? Me? Either scenario would not be good.”

“That’s true,” Ellington said. “But what if it’s not a dead end? What if you apprehend the killer? You’ll have to call Nelson anyway.”

“But at least I’ll have results. And as long as I catch the bastard, I really don’t care what my consequences are.”

“Look,” he said sounding frustrated, “you can’t do this. Not alone.”

“I have to,” she said. “We have no idea when he’s going to kill again. I can’t sit on this until Nelson is ready to talk to me again or until your guys decide it’s worth their time to come down here.”

“I could present the idea as my own,” Ellington said. “Maybe that would speed things up on the Bureau end.”

“I thought of that,” Mackenzie said. “But when’s the soonest you’d have agents out here?”

His sigh from the other end told her he knew she was right.

“Probably about five or six hours,” he answered. “And that’s being optimistic.”

“So you see my point.”

“And you see how you’re putting me in an awkward position,” he countered. “If you go out there and something happens to you, I have to say something to my supervisor. If you get harmed or killed and it’s discovered that I knew about your plan, that’s my ass on the line.”

“I guess I just have to make sure I don’t get hurt or killed.”

“Damn it, White—”

“Thanks for the concern, Ellington. But this has to be done now.”

She ended the call before he could say anything else that might sway her out of her decision. Even now with the call ended, she wondered if this was being too reckless. She’d be on her own, venturing into darkness with specific orders not to get involved in the case. Worse than that, she’d potentially be on the turf of a killer they knew very little about.

She walked through the living room and out the front door before she could change her mind. Breathing in the crisp night air seemed to push aside any doubt. She ran her hand along the shape of the pistol holstered in her belt and it calmed her a bit.

Wasting no more time, she dashed to her car and started the ignition. She peeled out of her driveway and headed west, the night unrolling before her like some dark curtain on a stage that was finally about to open.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

She’d listened to him rummaging around in the house all day. On occasion, he’d sing hymns, one of which she knew from sitting on her grandmother’s lap in a small pew in a rural Baptist church. She was pretty sure it was called “How Great Thou Art.” Each time he hummed it she felt a fresh wave of nausea and fear, knowing what he had done to her—and what he would do.

As she’d listened to his singing and movements, she’d tried to get to her feet again. If she’d had on clothes, it would have been easier. She’d managed to roll to the far wall, place her back against it, and slowly lift herself up. Even then, though, her calves started to stretch and burn due to her ankles being so tightly tied together. Because she had worked up such a sweat by that point, her back would slip against the wall and she’d slip right back to the ground on her backside.

Now, wrists bleeding from the abrasions the ropes had etched into her skin, she backed up against the wall again. Her legs felt like putty and the scratches she’d gotten along her back stung like bee stings. Whimpering, she tried again, pushing against the wall while she pushed herself up by her feet. When she reached the point where her ankles and calves started to burn, she simply forced herself through the pain and extended her legs.

As she stood up fully, her legs wobbled and she almost fell right away. But she pressed against the wall and managed to keep her balance.

Okay, now what?

She didn’t know. She was just relieved to finally be on her feet. She figured if she could get through the doorway a few feet to her right, she might be able to find a phone and call the police. She’d heard him open the door and close it all day. She supposed he was going outside for small periods of time and coming back in. If she could get just a glimpse of what was going on elsewhere in the house, maybe she could get out of this alive.

She slunk against the wall and made it to the doorway. Her skin broke out into goose bumps as sweat coated her body. She felt her body trembling and she wanted to cry, to sink back to the floor. She scanned the room, looking for any sharp instrument with which she could sever her wrist ties.

But there was none.

She felt like giving up. This was too much, she though, too hard.

With her back to the door, she fumbled for the doorknob. When she had it in her hands, she turned it slowly. There was a slight click as the tumbler removed itself from the doorframe.

She stepped away from the door, letting it slowly swing open. She could feel the fresh air from the other side of the door and she wondered if anything had ever felt so good in her life.

She turned around slowly, trying to move as quietly as she could. She’d find a phone to call someone, or an open window. Sure, her hands and legs were tied up but she’d risk a fall just to get out of here.

But when she fully turned, facing the doorway, he was standing there.

Her scream was blocked by the cloth gag over her mouth. He smiled at her and stepped into the room. He placed a hand on her bare shoulder and caressed her there. Then, with his smile widening, he shoved her. She went sprawling to the ground and when she did, her shoulder bounced awkwardly. She screamed again and it turned into a deep sob.

“You’ll be free soon enough,” he told her.

He got down on his knees and again placed a hand on her shoulder, as if for reassurance.

“We’ll both be free, and it will be glorious.”

He left the room and when he closed it, she could hear an additional clicking noise as he set the lock. She wept, feeling like she might suffocate because of the gag. And all the while, he moved around downstairs, singing hymns to the same God that she found herself desperately praying to on his dusty floor.

 

*

 

He did not like working under pressure. He also did not like change, especially when things had been so carefully planned and thought out. Yet here he was, having to alter his plans halfway through his work. There were three more cities to raise, three more sacrifices. One was propped and ready to go but he still had no idea how he would carry out the other two.

For now, he had to take it one step at a time. For now, the fourth city was all he was concerned about.

He thought he’d adjusted well in light of recent events. It had been the work of God that he had driven by the planned site of the fourth city just in time to see the police presence. The men of the world were on to him and would do whatever they could to stop his work. But God, sovereign and all-knowing, was protecting him. He had prayed then, and God had told him that it was the work that mattered, not the location of the sacrifice.

He had adjusted accordingly. And he had done well, as far as he was concerned.


For instance, the woman was no longer in the upstairs room, the place he had left her in an hour before. Now, she was in the shed. She was in the fetal position, her arms pulled behind her and her knees drawn up. Her ankles and wrists were bound together, the rope given some slack so she would not accidentally pop her shoulder out of its socket. She had to be unblemished when he put her upon the pole. God would not accept sacrifices with flaws.

He studied her for a moment as he stood against the pole that he had just finished erecting in the shed. This woman was quite pretty, prettier than the others for sure. Her driver’s license placed her age at nineteen, and he read she was originally from Los Angeles. He did not know why the woman had come here, but he knew that God had placed her in his path. The girl did not know it, but she should feel honored. She did not realize that she had been selected even before she was born to be sacrificed for the glory of God.

He never bothered trying to explain this to the women. They would not listen.

He had stripped this one completely naked. He’d left the bra and underwear on the others because he did not want to risk temptation. But this one had been such a perfect sacrifice that he could not help himself. He had never seen breasts so perfect, not even in movies or magazines. 

He knew he must be punished for looking at her flesh in such a way. He’d be sure to repent of that sin, to hurt himself many times tonight.

After setting up the pole, he’d gone to the hardware store and purchased a roll of plastic covering. He’d spent half an hour covering the floor of the shed with it, using staples rather than nails, as they would be easier to remove later on. Setting up the pole in the shed and then covering the floor with the sheets of plastic had been laborious work, but it had been good for him. In a way, it had made him more appreciative of the sacrifice to come. Working this hard to make way for a sacrifice made him feel more worthy.

He stopped and took a deep breath, admiring his handiwork.

It was almost time now. 

He had to pray first and then he would string the woman up. He’d have to tighten the gag because he had never given a sacrifice in such a populated area. One slip and a neighbor would hear her screams as the whip came down. But he would worry about that after she was tied to the pole.

First, prayer and repentance. He needed to pray that his cities—his sacrifices—would be pleasing to God and that his work would exemplify His glory and love for man.

He got to his knees in front of the pole. Before he closed his eyes to pray, he looked to the woman again. Quiet understanding seemed to spread across her face and seeing this, he went into prayer with a great sense of peace.

It was almost as if she knew that there was a great reward waiting for her afterwards, as if she knew she would receive that reward and be released from this world of filth before the hour was through.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

Mackenzie parked her car at the end of the block in this dilapidated neighborhood, and pulled up a close-range map of the area on her cell phone before getting out of her car. She knew that her search would consist of a one-block radius along three different streets: Harrison, Colegrove, and Inge.

She knew that Inge Street could be crossed off of her list because the houses along this end of the street were vacant, having been condemned several years ago. She knew this because it was a popular locale for drug deals and gang activity. She’d netted her first drug bust here and had also had to pull her sidearm for the first time in her career just a few streets over.

Colegrove and Harrison streets, though, were fully occupied and managing to hang on in this otherwise deteriorating part of town. These were people with menial jobs that usually spent their paychecks on liquor, lottery tickets, and, if they had money left over, fast food dinners most nights of the week.

Before getting out, she pulled up Ellington’s number. She texted him the street names and then signed off with: If you don’t hear from me within a few hours, call someone and send them here.

She then set her phone to silent and stepped out into the night.

Mackenzie walked down Harrison Street at a steady pace, not wanting to seem overly suspicious at such a late hour even though any single woman walking down these streets after dark would be seen as foolish. She kept an eye out for houses with trucks or vans on the property, and spotted two residences that fit the description.


The first house had a van out front, parked in the small driveway. Worn vinyl lettering along the side of the white van read Smith Brothers Plumbing.

Slinking through the shadows as quickly as she could, Mackenzie went to the side of the van and peered into the passenger side window. She could barely see into the back but she did manage to see a corner of a toolbox. In the front, tucked between the seats and console as well as between the dashboard and the windshields, she saw several invoice sheets. On the top of a few, she saw the same artwork that was on the side of the van, marking the invoices as Smith Brothers Plumbing.

With that house eliminated from her search, she moved on to the next house. A black truck sat outside along the curb. It was a newer model, adorned with a Don’t Tread On Me bumper sticker and a decal in the back glass indicating the owner was a Vietnam vet. She looked into the back of the truck for any sign that it had carried a large cedar pole recently but saw nothing. While she didn’t want to rule a vet out just because of their service to the country, Mackenzie did find the thought of a man reaching seventy putting up those poles by himself hard to imagine.

She reached the end of the block and then turned right toward Colegrove Street. She could hear the thumping of thunderous bass from a nearby house blasting rap music. As she passed by each house looking for trucks or vans, she caught glimpses of the murky Danvers River reflecting the moonlight far behind the houses.

There was one truck parked alongside the street right in front of her. Even before she approached it, she saw that it was not the truck she was looking for. The back tires were flat and it showed signs of neglect that made her think it had been given up on years ago.

She was halfway down the street, peering ahead and seeing nothing but cars the rest of the way down, some in scant driveways but most along the curb. There were six in all, one new model among the other five rusted heaps.

She was just starting to feel that she had unraveled yet another unsuccessful theory when she spotted the house on her left. An older model Honda Accord sat along the curb. A small stretch of overgrown front yard led to a badly maintained chain-link fence that extended to an equally poor wooden fence that separated the yard from the neighboring property. She walked further along the property and froze when she got to the opposite side of the house.

The chain-link fence was nowhere to be seen, apparently coming to a closure point in the backyard. What she did see, though, was a makeshift driveway that was nothing more than flattened grass and thin dirt tracks. She followed the tracks with her eyes and saw that they ended where an old green Ford pickup was parked. It sat front end out, the grille and dead headlights staring right at her.

Mackenzie glanced to the house and saw that a single light was on. It cast very little light, making her think it was a lamp or a hallway light from further back in the house. 

Moving quickly, she dashed into the yard, following the course of the flattened grass to the truck. She looked into the truck through the driver’s side window and saw some old fast food bags and other trash.

Among it all, sitting in the center of the bench-like seat, was a Bible.

With adrenaline pumping into her heart, she reached for the driver’s side door. She was not at all surprised when she found it locked.

She went to the back of the truck and saw that the tailgate was down. She peered into it and saw no clear indication of what it had recently carried, though it was hard see anything in the dark.

She looked behind her into the backyard and saw that her assumption had been correct; the chain-link fence ran the length of the yard and then came up and around where it stopped alongside a shed. She could not see any windows, but she could see a trace of light issuing from a space along the shed door. 

She stepped into the backyard, inching closer to the chain-link fence. As the shed came into view, she started to think the light was indeed something smaller, a candle, perhaps. With her curiosity now morphing into something very close to caution, she came to the edge of the fence. She crouched low to the ground as she neared the faint glow coming from between the small crack along the door and the frame. 

She started to look for a way through the fence, fearing that crawling over it might make too much noise. As she did this, her eyes fell on another shape alongside the shed. She’d missed it before, as it was low to the ground and cloaked in shadows. But now that she was no more than ten feet from the shed, the shape was clear and defined.

Actually, it was two shapes.

Two cedar poles, cut to roughly eight feet in length.

She knew she should wait for backup.

But she sensed, with all that she was, that there was no time.

So, with fire in her muscles and her nerves firing on all cylinders, she reached up and grabbed the chain-link fence.

And then she began to climb.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 

The fence was old and rusted just like everything else on this godforsaken street. She felt the rust cutting into the padding of her finger but at least, because of the rust, the chain-link material made almost no noise as she scaled it. The fence was seven or eight feet tall and soon she reached the top.

She threw one leg over, steadied herself, and then brought the other over.

With a single push away from the fence, she leaped from the top and landed in the yard with a soft thud.

She instantly withdrew her Glock from its holster and crept toward the shed in a crouching position. She made her way to the door and rose up on her legs a bit, trying to find the warped area in the frame that kept the door from shutting all the way. She found it three quarters of the way up the door and peered inside.

She saw the pole right away, standing directly in the center of the shed. A scurrying shadow flew across it, followed by the object that had cast it. She saw the woman first, her legs kicking at the air, and then the man that was holding her from behind. The woman was naked except for a gag around her mouth. A series of muffled cries were coming from behind it as she fought to get away. 

The man was wrestling her toward the pole. A strand of rope was wrapped around his shoulder like a limp snake.

Mackenzie, heart slamming so hard she could barely hear, had seen enough. She knew she’d have to act fast; she had to pull the door open and get inside with her gun raised before the creep had any idea what was happening. 

This is where it would be easier with help, she thought to herself, suddenly regretting that she had ventured out here alone.

She extended her hand to the door’s rusty handle. When she grasped it, a sickening thought filled her head. What if it’s locked from the inside somehow?

That answer was simple enough. Now that she was inches away from the killer, she was willing to take more risks. If that’s the case, she thought, I’ll shoot through the fucking door.

She gripped the handle and took a deep breath. She held it in and didn’t exhale until she had pulled the door open.

She leaped forward, bringing the Glock up. 

“Police! Put the weapon down and your hands—”

She knew she’d made a mistake the moment she stepped inside. Something under her feet felt odd. And there came a noise, something that made no sense. 


Mackenzie looked down for a split second, her eyes leaving the shape of the man in front of her, and saw the plastic sheeting that covered the floor. She was standing on it. And although it took less than a second for her to process what she was seeing, it was a second too much.

The murky figure in front of her dropped immediately to his haunches, grabbed the plastic sheeting in his hands, and yanked with all he had.

Mackenzie felt the ground move. The plastic she was standing on was yanked toward him and she lost her footing and went airborne.

The man then shoved the naked woman in her direction, and she landed on top of her.

Mackenzie, dazed, reached up and shoved the frantic woman off her, but by the time she did, the man was already lunging for her, bringing his fist down. She was halfway up when it struck Mackenzie directly between the eyes and sent her back to the ground. 

As she fell to the ground, Mackenzie got her first glimpse of the killer. He was in his forties and partially bald. His eyes were electric blue and had the look of a crazed animal that has been penned up for far too long and has a pretty good idea of what freedom must be like. He was short but had a stocky look to him. Mackenzie had a pretty good idea that there was more muscle under his shirt than his appearance made it seem. The punch he’d delivered to her was another indication of this.

He was coming in for her now, moving with a quickness that the small space of the shed seemed incapable of containing. He had something in his hand that seemed to slither through the darkness. By the time he had raised his arm, Mackenzie realized what it was. She saw the splintered end sailing toward her.

Mackenzie rolled out of the way just in time.

The whip cracked less than two inches from Mackenzie’s right ear. The sound was deafening.

The killer brought the whip back again, this time aiming it directly for Mackenzie. 

This time, she reached back, raised her gun, steadied her hands, and fired.

The motion he made as he brought the whip down skewed her aim and the bullet hit him high in the left shoulder rather than his heart.

He dropped the whip and stumbled forward, looking to Mackenzie as if the very idea of a gun was absurd to him. 

Still, he was undaunted. He dove for her, going for her gun. Mackenzie fired again, this one grazing his right arm as he came down.

He slammed his full weight on top of her and the jolt of it sent a blast of pain through her body. Her hands opened reflexively and the Glock went to the floor.

The moment she heard the gun hit the floor, the killer rose up and drew his fist back. Before he could bring it down, Mackenzie punched him squarely in the gut. From the floor on her back, she did not get her full force into it, and it only diverted his blow. Yet when he brought it down and his fist only bounced from her shoulder, Mackenzie spun and clubbed him hard in the side of the jaw with her elbow.

He went sliding off of her and she instantly went for the Glock. 

The killer ran as Mackenzie’s hand found the gun. She brought it up and aimed at the door just as he made his exit. She nearly fired, but the naked woman was in the way.

Mackenzie jumped to her feet and looked over at the naked woman, shaking, still bound.

“Stay here,” Mackenzie said. “I’ll come back for you.”

The woman nodded and Mackenzie saw something broken in the woman’s eyes. The events of this night, no matter how they turned out, would traumatize this poor young woman for the rest of her life.

With that haunting thought pushing her, Mackenzie sprinted out of the shed just in time to see the back door to the house closing. Mackenzie gave instant chase, fully expecting the back door to be locked.

When she turned the knob, it did so freely. The back door opened, revealing a small entryway and a darkened kitchen beyond.

He did that on purpose, she thought. He wants me to follow him inside.

She gave only a moment’s thought before she stepped inside and raised her gun, plunging into darkness.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 

Mackenzie stepped into the kitchen and could tell right away that this man did not care much for the way he lived. She smelled spoiled food coming from somewhere, mingled with the smells of dust and old body odor. She felt her palms sweating on her gun as her heart slammed, knowing she could full well die in this house, and she tried to steady them.

Mackenzie crept across the kitchen floor, listening for movement elsewhere in the house. Now that they were inside, she knew that there was no telling what the killer might have access to. At this very instant, he could be getting his own gun.

Mackenzie reached the edge of the kitchen where a dark hallway waited. Halfway down the small hallway, a flight of wooden stairs led to a second floor. The killer had the advantage here and she knew it. It would be foolish to go venturing down that hall. She looked to the right and saw a living room, illuminated by a small lamp on an end table. Another Bible sat on the end table. A bookmark stuck out of it and a pen and pad of paper sat beside it.

From upstairs, the slightest creak of a floorboard sounded out, giving away the killer’s position. Mackenzie acted quickly, wanting to get the jump on him.

Now or never, she thought.

She ran down the hallway and halfway up the stairs in less than three seconds. She paused there, staring into the darkness above her. Her eyes were beginning to adjust and when she thought it was safe to do so, she started up the stairs.

She was in mid-step when she heard footsteps in the kitchen. Confused, Mackenzie looked back down the stairs just in time to see the would-be victim coming toward the stairs. Her eyes looked half-tinged with lunacy and something about seeing such an attractive woman in her underwear in the midst of such a tense scene was abstract in a way that befuddled Mackenzie just enough.

“Please,” the woman said. “You have to call the police. I can’t—”

But she didn’t get a chance to finish. She screamed, her eyes now trailing just above Mackenzie. Mackenzie turned just in time to see the killer’s shape coming at her, racing down the stairs so quickly that Mackenzie barely had time to raise her gun.

Crack!

He whipped her, and a fierce stinging sensation erupted on her right hand right across the knuckles—followed by a blinding pain that raced along her left cheek as he whipped again.

She felt blood flowing instantly, racing down her fingers and face. She saw him coming at her, diving from the top step. She fired blindly, knowing that the pain in her hand affected her shot.

Still, she heard him cry out in pain, as the shot took him low in the stomach. 

Amazingly, the shot only slowed his progress. Once again, his full weight slammed into her and she went falling backwards down the stairs.

She grabbed for the wall, again dropping her gun, but it did no good. They both went falling down the stairs and when Mackenzie’s back hit, it exploded in pain and the wind went rushing out of her.

They tumbled down the remainder of the stairs in a bundle of arms and legs. When they finally hit the floor, Mackenzie’s back was a spasm of pain and the blood from her face was coating her neck and soaking into her shirt.

The killer was getting to his knees now, drawing back the same whip he had attacked her with on the stairs. He turned and whipped the original object of his madness, the woman in the pink bra, who was standing and gaping, frozen in fear. It slapped her across the shoulder, bringing up a red whelp right away, her blood splashing against the hallway wall. 

With the woman falling to the ground and wailing, Mackenzie tried to launch her own attack but her back didn’t seem to want to work for a moment. She felt paralyzed and wondered if she had snapped her spine on the way down the stairs.

The killer turned his attention to her and drew back the whip. The smile on his face was a thing of madness, a smile that belonged in asylums and nightmares.

“I will raise a city in your name,” he said as he readied himself to bring the whip down on her.

Mackenzie could only flinch, waiting for the whip to come down on her flesh with that sick cracking noise, its barbed end to pierce her flesh and disfigure her for good. She wondered what she would look like when he was done—if she survived at all.

Suddenly, there came a booming noise in the kitchen. Mackenzie didn’t understand what it was until she saw a body appear in the hallway. It came racing down the hall and leapt for the killer.

The killer, caught in mid-turn, was tackled to the ground. It wasn’t until the two bodies started fighting for position on the ground that Mackenzie saw, to her shock, who the other person was.

Porter.

It made no sense. A part of Mackenzie wondered if she had hit her head on the way down the stairs and was seeing things.

But as her back finally started to loosen up, she groggily got to her knees and saw what was happening before her. Porter had saved her. He was now fighting with the killer, positioned on top of him and delivering a deft right hand to the face.

With black dots racing in her vision, Mackenzie looked around for her gun. The floor felt like it was swaying beneath her and she could actually smell her own blood now. It was coming out of her cheek in what felt like a river and—

Suddenly, she saw her gun. It was inches from the killer’s hand and he was clearly reaching for it.

“Porter,” she croaked, still finding her back untrusting and her legs wobbly.

She tried to run forward but her back locked up and she went to her knees in a grimace of pain. She could only look on helplessly as the killer grabbed her Glock.

Porter noticed it just in time, reaching out to stop the killer from getting the gun into position to fire.

But Porter lost his balance atop the killer as he did this and the killer took advantage, rolling away, sending Porter to the floor, and grabbing the gun. 

The killer stood and fired.

The gunshot was deafening and the roar of pain from Porter was far too brief. Mackenzie’s heart fell, hoping it didn’t mean what she thought it did.

Mackenzie pushed past the flaring pain in her back and stumbled forward. The killer stood there, his face now also bloodied from Porter’s attack, and Mackenzie attacked him from behind, driving an elbow hard into the space between his shoulder blades.

He went falling to the floor, the gun flying from his grasp.

Mackenzie cried out from the pain in her back as she followed up by driving her knee into the center of the man’s back. She could practically feel the air rush out of him and she took advantage of this right away.

She grabbed him by both sides of his head, her right hand nothing more than a glove of blood from his whip attack, and raised it several inches from the ground. Then, with a scream that was a sublime mixture of pain, frustration, and victory, she slammed his head into the wooden floor. 

He groaned and gasped.

She did it again, in a quick machine-like motion. Up, then down. 

This time, he made no noise.

She rolled off of his back and leaned against the wall. She slid over to Porter and her heart swelled when she saw that he was moving. There was blood coating the left side of his head and he was holding his ear like a frightened child.

“Porter?”

He didn’t respond. He did, however, roll over and look at her. 

“White?”

He looked worried, wiping blood away from his face.

“The damned gun went off right by my ear,” he said, his voice loud. “I can’t hear a thing.”

She nodded, arching her back and trying to stretch out the pain. But the pain was there to stay, or so it seemed. She reached over to the killer and placed her hand to his neck. It was hard to tell through her own surging adrenaline and heartbeat, but she was fairly certain there was a pulse there.

Mackenzie lay on the floor next to Porter and slowly pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket. When she scrolled for Nelson’s number, she left bloody streaks all over the phone.

As the phone started to ring in her ear, she reached out with her free hand and found Porter’s. She gave it a squeeze and despite the sticky blood coating her fingers, Porter squeezed back.




 

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 

Three days after the Scarecrow Killer had been taken into custody, Mackenzie returned to the same hospital she had left just two days previous with fourteen stitches in her cheek and five along the top of her right hand. She went to the third floor and entered a room that was being occupied by Porter. Seeing him in a hospital bed broke her heart, especially considering how he had ended up there.

He smiled at her when she came in. There was heavy padding and bandaging along the left side of his head but she was relieved to see that all of the IVs had been removed since she last saw him.

“There she is,” Porter said.

She smiled, marveling at how much their relationship had changed.

“How are you, Porter?”

“Well, the good news is that I can hear you, which is something the doctors weren’t too sure about two days ago. The bad news is that I can’t hear you very well. The worse news is that my right ear is never going to look the same again. It seems the bullet actually tore off part of the top.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Well, what was I supposed to do?” Porter asked, a little ill-tempered. “Your FBI buddy calls me and tells me that you’re planning on trying to find this guy’s lair all alone. I had to help.”

She shook her head and squeezed his hand.

“How did you find me, anyway?”

“I may have broken into your house,” Porter said with a sly smile. “I saw the map you made, pinpointing the location at the center of the cities. Then when I reached the area, I heard gunshots—I guess that’s from when you got the jump on him in the shed. So I just followed the commotion.”

“Porter, thank you so much. I would have died—”

He shook his head, his jaw set.

“Hell no,” he said. “You would have gotten him somehow.”

Mackenzie nodded, touched by the compliment, but wasn’t so sure. She could still see the killer’s face when she closed her eyes, raising that whip, preparing to kill her. She had awakened the last two nights in a panic attack, sweating, alone in bed, and wondered if she would ever stop seeing it.

She found herself getting lost in reverie, and wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Porter spoke again.

“So, how’s your back?” he asked, quickly changing the subject, probably sensing what was happening to her.

She smiled, forcing herself to snap out of it, forcing herself to stay upbeat. After all, she’d come here to comfort Porter, and she owed him at least that much.

“I had my final X-ray this morning,” she said. “Everything checks out. No spinal injuries, just a bad sprain. I was lucky.”

“To look at the stitches in your face and my mangled ear, I’m not so sure lucky is the word I would use.”

Mackenzie went to the visitor’s chair by the head of the bed and looked at him with as much sincerity as she could muster.

“I came by to thank you,” she said. “And to say goodbye.”

He looked alarmed.

“Goodbye?”

She braced herself.

“Yes. Nelson had to make a hard decision. When things got out that I caught the killer after he had taken me off the case, it got ugly.”

“He actually fired you?”

“No. He suspended me for six months. And after he did that, I quit.”

Porter sat up in bed, grimacing but still managing to sneer at Mackenzie.

“Why the hell would you do that?”

She looked to the floor, unsure how to explain it.

“Because,” she said, “I spent too much time trying to prove that I wasn’t just some young naïve girl that was looking to out-work a mostly older male police force. Now, if you add to that a renegade who openly disregards the chief’s rules, that’s just something else for me to live down.”

He frowned, silent for a long time.

“What do you plan on doing now?” he asked. “You’re too good of a detective to be anything else.”

She smiled and said: “I’m considering other opportunities.”

He grinned at her for a moment and then chuckled.

“You’re going to the FBI, aren’t you?”

She was sure she did a poor job of hiding her shock. She returned his smile as he reached out and took her hand. It reminded her of their final coherent moments in the killer’s house and she found herself wanting to tell him what she had in mind for her future. She left it quiet, though. Now wasn’t the time.

He’d hit the nail on the head and it had surprised her. Had he always been so perceptive? Had he been hiding some sort of genuine care for her beneath the snark and impatience all this time?

“You are,” he said. “And good for you. Let’s be honest here—that’s where you belong. You were always too good for this place. I know that and you damn well better know it. I always rode you so hard because I wanted you to be better. I wanted you to get the hell out. And it looks like I did a fine job.”

She had expected a reprimand, and she was so touched and relieved by his warmth and his genuine happiness for her.

For the first time in a very long time, she felt tears of gratitude. She managed to keep them in, though, letting the silence speak for them as their hands remained clasped together in a solemn gesture of a friendship that had developed far too late.




CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

 

It hadn’t taken her long to pack. She managed to fit about half of her clothes into two suitcases and put the other half in a cardboard box which she labelled PLEASE DONATE using a Sharpie. Another box contained assorted items such as several paperback books, an old iPad, and a record player she’d once wanted to repair but never got around to. It was labelled the same way.


She had called Zack, fully aware that he was at work and would not be able to take her call. She left him a message that she now regretted as she wheeled her suitcases to the front door. It had been brief and even now, as she looked around at the house, unnaturally empty and cleaned, she wondered if she’d owed him more of an explanation.

That was ridiculous, though. If she owed anyone an explanation, it was herself, for staying stuck in this lifestyle as long as she’d had.

“I’m heading out of town for good,” she’d said. “The house is paid for up until the end of next month. It’s yours if you want it. If not, the lease will expire and become available. All of your stuff is still here, so come get it whenever you want. You can have the furniture, TV, and anything else we went halves on. I’m starting a new chapter in my life and it’s clear that you aren’t in it. Please respect my wishes and don’t bother calling. Take care, Zack.”

The bit about a new chapter was clichéd, but true. It was why she could so easily leave behind thousands of dollar worth of furniture and appliances. It simply wasn’t worth the arguments she’d have with Zack over them. It was also why she was leaving half of her clothes. She could buy new clothes—clothes that she’d always wanted to wear but had hesitated to because of what Zack might think, or how Porter or Nelson might react.

This new life she was walking towards offered a new vision of herself that she had only dared to dream of before now. What was the alternative? Was she supposed to stay here and suck up her suspension, then return to work with one more mark against her in a sea of aging men that saw her as an empty threat?

No thanks.

The house had never been so quiet. It was nearly as serene and still as murder scenes she’d seen—almost as stoic as that first cornfield where they’d discovered the first victim. Anything of hers that remained in this house was dead. She felt that with certainty as she reached for the doorknob.

When Mackenzie opened the door and stepped outside, she felt an unseen weight dissolve from her. It only increased as she rolled her suitcases across the small yard and to her car. She put the suitcases in the trunk, slammed it closed, and got behind the wheel.

When she backed out towards the street, she didn’t give the house a second look. Her future was in the other direction. All the house represented was a past that she could already feel sliding from her shoulders, a burden she had carried for far longer than she should have.

 

*

 

The papers had finally gotten tired of the story. Mackenzie had read it five different ways and no matter how it was told, she still felt as if she were reading about someone else. She had not granted interviews, allowing lazy reporters to assume things. She’d even gone online to the Oblong Journal to see if Ellis Pope had written anything about it.

He did not disappoint. He told a story about a violent young woman who thought she was the Punisher, going against her chief’s wishes and nabbing the bad guy anyway. While the article had been scathing and hateful, the comments section tore Pope down, heralding Mackenzie as a bad-ass and, according to a few posters, a hottie.

She was reading that particular story on her iPad in the airport when her flight was announced. She grabbed her bags and thought about the call she’d had earlier in the morning with Ellington. It still felt like she had dreamed it all, even as she started towards the gate.

“I wanted to call to let you know that they’ve asked me to be a part of your initial meeting,” he’d said. “Is that going to be okay with you?”

“Yes, that’s fine.”

“You excited?”

“I am. But I’m nervous more than anything else.”

“No need to be. Everyone here is psyched that you’re coming. And now it’s more than just my praises. The news has been exceptionally kind to you lately. And the fact that you’ve been humble about it—that speaks volumes.”

“Thanks again, by the way,” Mackenzie said.

He’d chuckled then and said: “Special Agent White. That sound good to you yet?”

She began to board the ramp to her flight, and stopped to look back at the airport one last time. She expected to take it all in, one last look at her home—but instead, to her horror, she saw the moment she had slammed the killer’s head into the floor again and again. She recalled how savage it had made her feel—how absolutely untamed and unpredictable. It had scared her in the days that had followed, but she also knew that it was a part of her now—a part she’d known existed ever since she’d found her father’s body.

Now that she had let that part of her out and accepted it as her own, how would that alter the way she worked from now on?

She supposed there was no better way to tell than with a new job where no one knew her. While she wasn’t naïve enough to think that it could be a true fresh start, she did, for the first time, believe that she was capable. 

She shook away the image and walked down the concourse. A plane was waiting for her.

And so was a new future.
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Prologue

 

A new spasm of pain jolted Reba’s head upright. She yanked against the ropes that bound her body, tied around her stomach to a vertical length of pipe that had been bolted to the floor and ceiling in the middle of the small room. Her wrists were tied in front, and her ankles were bound. 

She realized she’d been dozing, and she was immediately awash in fear. She knew by now that the man was going to kill her. Little by little, wound by wound. It wasn’t her death he was after, and it wasn’t sex either. He only wanted her pain. 

I’ve got to stay awake, she thought. I’ve got to get out of here. If I fall asleep again, I will die.

Despite the heat in the room, her naked body felt chilled with sweat. She looked down, writhing, and saw her feet were bare against the hardwood floor. The floor around them was caked with patches of dry blood, sure signs that she wasn’t the first person to have been tied here. Her panic deepened.

He had gone somewhere. The room’s single door was shut tight, but he would come back. He always did. And then he’d do whatever he could think of to make her scream. The windows were boarded, and she had no idea if it was day or night, the only light from the glare of a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Wherever this place was, it seemed that no one else could hear her screams.

She wondered if this room had once been a little girl’s bedroom; it was, grotesquely, pink, with curly-cues and fairytale motifs everywhere. Someone—she guessed her captor—had long since trashed the place, breaking and overturning stools and chairs and end tables. The floor was scattered with the dismembered limbs and torsos of children’s dolls. Little wigs—doll’s wigs, Reba guessed—were nailed like scalps on the walls, most of them elaborately braided, all of them in unnatural, toy-like colors. A battered pink vanity table stood upright next to a wall, its heart-shaped mirror shattered into little pieces. The only other piece of furniture intact was a narrow, single bed with a torn, pink canopy. Her captor sometimes rested there. 

The man watched her with dark beady eyes, through his black ski mask. At first she had taken heart in the fact that he always wore that mask. If he didn’t want her to see his face, didn’t that mean that he didn’t plan to kill her, that he might let her go?

But she soon caught on that the mask served a different purpose. She could tell that the face behind it had a receded chin and a sloped forehead, and she was sure the man’s features were weak and homely. Although he was strong, he was shorter than she, and probably insecure about it. He wore the mask, she guessed, to seem more terrifying. 

She’d given up trying to talk him out of hurting her. At first she had thought she could. She knew, after all, that she was pretty. Or at least I used to be, she thought sadly.

Sweat and tears mixed on her bruised face, and she could feel the blood matted into her long blond hair. Her eyes stung: he had made her put in contact lenses, and they made it harder to see.

God knows what I look like now. 

She let her head drop.

Die now, she begged herself.

It ought to be easy enough to do. She was certain that others had died here before. 

But she couldn’t. Just thinking about it made her heart pound harder, her breath heave, straining the rope around her belly. Slowly, as she knew she was facing an imminent death, a new feeling began to arise within her. It wasn’t panic or fear this time. It wasn’t despair. It was something else.

What do I feel?

Then she realized. It was rage. Not against her captor. She’d long since exhausted her rage toward him.

It’s me, she thought. I am doing what he wants. When I scream and cry and sob and plead, I’m doing what he wants.

Whenever she sipped that cold bland broth he’d feed her through a straw, she was doing what he wanted. Whenever she blubbered pathetically that she was a mother with two children who needed her, she was delighting him to no end.

Her mind cleared with new resolve as she finally stopped writhing. Maybe she needed to try a different tack. She had been struggling so hard against the ropes all these days. Maybe that was the wrong approach. They were like those little bamboo toys—the Chinese finger traps, where you’d put your fingers in each end of the tube, and the harder you pulled, the more stuck your fingers became. Maybe the trick was to relax, deliberately and completely. Maybe that was the way out.

Muscle by muscle, she let her body go slack, feeling every sore, every bruise where her flesh touched the ropes. And slowly, she became aware of where the rope’s tension lay.

At last, she found what she needed. There was just a little looseness around her right ankle. But it wouldn’t do to tug, at least not yet. No, she had to keep her muscles limber. She wiggled her ankle gently, gently, then more aggressively as the rope loosened.

Finally, to her joy and surprise, her heel popped loose, and she withdrew the whole right foot. 

She immediately scanned the floor. Only a foot away, amid the scattered doll parts, lay his hunting knife. He always laughed as he left it there, tantalizingly nearby. The blade, encrusted with blood, twinkled tauntingly in the light. 

She swung her free foot toward the knife. It swung high and missed. 

She let her body slacken again. She slid downward along the post just a few inches and strained with her foot until the knife was within reach. She clutched the filthy blade between her toes, scraped it across the floor, and lifted it carefully with her foot until its handle rested in the palm of her hand. She clutched the handle tight with numb fingers and twisted it around, slowly sawing at the rope that held her wrists. Time seemed to stop, as she held her breath, hoping, praying she didn’t drop it. That he didn’t come in.

Finally she heard a snap, and to her shock, her hands were loose. Immediately, heart pounding, she cut the rope around her waist.


Free. She could hardly believe it.

For a moment all she could do was crouch there, hands and feet tingling with the return of full circulation. She poked at the lenses over her eyes, resisting the urge to claw them out. She carefully slid them to one side, pinched them, and pulled them out. Her eyes hurt terribly, and it was a relief to have them gone. As she looked at the two plastic disks lying in the palm of her hand, their color sickened her. The lenses were bright blue, unnatural. She threw them aside.

Heart slamming, Reba pulled herself up and quickly limped to the door. She took hold of the knob but didn’t turn it.

What if he’s out there?

She had no choice.

Reba turned the knob and tugged at the door, which opened noiselessly. She looked down a long empty hallway, lit only by an arched opening on the right. She crept along, naked, barefoot, and silent, and saw that the arch opened into a dimly lit room. She stopped and stared. It was a simple dining room, with a table and chairs, all completely ordinary, as if a family might soon come home to dinner. Old lace curtains hung over the windows.

A new horror rose up in her throat. The very ordinariness of the place was disturbing in a way that a dungeon wouldn’t have been. Through the curtains she could see that it was dark outside. Her spirits lifted at the thought that darkness would make it easier to slip away.

She turned back to the hallway. It ended in a door—a door that simply had to lead outdoors. She limped and squeezed the cold brass latch. The door swung heavily toward her to reveal the night outside. 

She saw a small porch, a yard beyond it. The nighttime sky was moonless and starlit. There was no other light anywhere—no sign of nearby houses. She stepped slowly out onto the porch and down into the yard, which was dry and bare of grass. Cool fresh air flooded her aching lungs. 

Mixed with her panic, she felt elated. The joy of freedom.

Reba took her first step, preparing to run—when suddenly she felt the hard grip of a hand on her wrist.

Then came the familiar, ugly laugh.

The last thing she felt was a hard object—maybe metal—impacting her head, and then she was spinning into the very depths of blackness. 




 

Chapter 1

 

At least the stench hasn’t kicked in, Special Agent Bill Jeffreys thought.

Still leaning over the body, he couldn’t help but detect the first traces of it. It mingled with the fresh scent of pine and the clean mist rising from the creek—a body smell that he ought to have been long since used to. But he never was.

The woman’s naked body had been carefully arranged on a large boulder at the edge of the creek. She was sitting up, leaning against another boulder, legs straight and splayed, hands at her sides. An odd crook in the right arm, he could see, suggested a broken bone. The wavy hair was obviously a wig, mangy, with clashing hues of blond. A pink smile was lipsticked over her mouth.

The murder weapon was still tight around her neck; she’d been strangled with a pink ribbon. An artificial red rose lay on the rock in front of her, at her feet.

Bill gently tried to lift the left hand. It didn’t budge.

“She’s still in rigor mortis,” Bill told Agent Spelbren, crouching on the other side of the body. “Hasn’t been dead more than twenty-four hours.”

“What’s with her eyes?” Spelbren asked. 

“Stitched wide open with black thread,” he answered, without bothering to look closely.

Spelbren stared at him in disbelief.

“Check for yourself,” Bill said. 

Spelbren peered at the eyes.

“Jesus,” he murmured quietly. Bill noticed that he didn’t recoil with disgust. Bill appreciated that. He’d worked with other field agents—some of them even seasoned veterans like Spelbren—who would be puking their guts up by now. 

Bill had never worked with him before. Spelbren had been called in for this case from a Virginia field office. It had been Spelbren’s idea to bring in somebody from the Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico. That was why Bill was here. 

Smart move, Bill thought.

Bill could see that Spelbren was younger than him by a few years, but even so, he had a weathered, lived-in look that he rather liked.

“She’s wearing contacts,” Spelbren noted.

Bill took a closer look. He was right. An eerie, artificial blue that made him look away. It was cool here down by the creek late in the morning, but even so, the eyes were flattening in their sockets. It was going to be tough to nail down the exact time of death. All Bill felt certain of was that the body had been brought here sometime during the night and carefully posed.

He heard a nearby voice.


“Fucking Feds.”

Bill glanced up at the three local cops, standing a few yards away. They were whispering inaudibly now, so Bill knew that he was supposed to hear those two choice words. They were from nearby Yarnell, and they clearly weren’t happy to have the FBI show up. They thought they could handle this on their own.

The head ranger of Mosby State Park had thought differently. He wasn’t used to anything worse than vandalism, litter, and illegal fishing and hunting, and he knew the locals from Yarnell weren’t capable of dealing with this. 

Bill had made the hundred-plus-mile trip by helicopter, so he could get here before the body was moved. The pilot had followed the coordinates to a patch of meadow on a nearby hilltop, where the ranger and Spelbren had met him. The ranger had driven them a few miles down a dirt road, and when they’d pulled over, Bill could glimpse the murder scene from the road. It was just a short way downhill from the creek.

The cops standing impatiently nearby had already gone over the scene. Bill knew exactly what they were thinking. They wanted to crack this case on their own; a pair of FBI agents was the last thing they wanted to see.

Sorry, you rednecks, Bill thought, but you’re out of your depth here.

“The sheriff thinks this is trafficking,” Spelbren said. “He’s wrong.” 

“Why do you say that?” Bill asked. He knew the answer himself, but he wanted to get an idea of how Spelbren’s mind worked.

“She’s in her thirties, not all that young,” Spelbren said. “Stretch marks, so she’s had at least one child. Not the type that usually gets trafficked.” 

“You’re right,” Bill said. 

“But what about the wig?”

Bill shook his head.

“Her head’s been shaved,” he replied, “so whatever the wig was for, it wasn’t to change her hair color.”

“And the rose?” Spelbren asked. “A message?”

Bill examined it.

“Cheap fabric flower,” he replied. “The kind you’d find in any low-price store. We’ll trace it, but we won’t find out anything.”


Spelbren looked him over, clearly impressed.

Bill doubted that anything they’d found would do much good. The murderer was too purposeful, too methodical. This whole scene had been laid out with a certain sick style that set him on edge. 

He saw the local cops itching to come closer, to wrap this. Photos had been taken, and the body would be removed any time now.

Bill stood and sighed, feeling the stiffness in his legs. His forty years were starting to slow him down, at least a little. 

“She’s been tortured,” he observed, exhaling sadly. “Look at all the cuts. Some are starting to close up.” He shook his head grimly. “Someone worked her over for days before doing her in with that ribbon.” 

Spelbren sighed.

“The perp was pissed off about something,” Spelbren said. 

“Hey, when are we gonna wrap up here?” one of the cops called out.

Bill looked in their direction and saw them shuffling their feet. Two of them were grumbling quietly. Bill knew the work was already done here, but he didn’t say so. He preferred keeping those bozos waiting and wondering. 

He turned around slowly and took in the scene. It was a thick wooded area, all pines and cedars and lots of undergrowth, with the creek burbling along its serene and bucolic way toward the nearest river. Even now, in midsummer, it wasn’t going to get very hot here today, so the body wasn’t going to putrefy badly right away. Even so, it would be best to get it out of here and ship it off to Quantico. Examiners there would want to pick it apart while it was still reasonably fresh. The coroner’s wagon was pulled up on the dirt road behind the cop car, waiting. 

The road was nothing more than parallel tire tracks through the woods. The killer had almost certainly driven here along it. He had carried the body the short distance along a narrow path to this spot, arranged it, and left. He wouldn’t have stayed long. Even though the area looked out of the way, rangers patrolled through here regularly and private cars weren’t supposed to be on this road. He had wanted the body to be found. He was proud of his work.

And it had been found by a couple of early-morning horseback riders. Tourists on rented horses, the ranger had told Bill. They were vacationers from Arlington, staying at a fake Western ranch just outside of Yarnell. The ranger had said that they were a little hysterical now. They’d been told not to leave town, and Bill planned to talk to them later.

There seemed to be absolutely nothing out of place in the area around the body. The guy had been very careful. He’d dragged something behind him when he’d returned from the creek—a shovel, maybe—to obscure his own footprints. No scraps of anything left intentionally or accidentally. Any tire prints on the road had likely been obliterated by the cop car and coroner’s wagon. 

Bill sighed to himself.

Damn it, he thought. Where’s Riley when I need her?

His longtime partner and best friend was on involuntary leave, recovering from the trauma of their last case. Yes, that had been a nasty one. She needed the time off, and the truth be told, she might not ever come back.

But he really needed her now. She was a lot smarter than Bill, and he didn’t mind admitting it. He loved watching her mind at work. He pictured her picking away at this scene, detail by minuscule detail. By now she’d be teasing him for all the painfully glaring clues that had been staring him in the face.

What would Riley see here that Bill didn’t?

He felt stumped, and he didn’t like the feeling. But there wasn’t anything more he could do about it now.

“Okay, guys,” Bill called out to the cops. “Take the body away.”

The cops laughed and gave each other high-fives.

“Do you think he’ll do it again?” Spelbren asked.

“I’m sure of it,” Bill said.

“How do you know?”

Bill took a long deep breath. 

“Because I’ve seen his work before.” 




 

Chapter 2

 

 “It got worse for her every day,” Sam Flores said, bringing up another horrific image on the huge multimedia display looming above the conference table. “Right up to when he finished her off.”  

Bill had guessed as much, but he hated to be right. 

The Bureau had flown the body to the BAU in Quantico, forensics technicians had taken photos, and the lab had started all the tests. Flores, a lab technician with black-rimmed glasses, ran the grisly slide show, and the gigantic screens were a forbidding presence in the BAU conference room.

“How long was she dead before the body was found?” Bill asked.

“Not long,” he replied. “Maybe early evening before.” 

Beside Bill sat Spelbren, who had flown into Quantico with him after they’d left Yarnell. At the head of the table sat Special Agent Brent Meredith, the team chief. Meredith cut a daunting presence with his broad frame, his black, angular features, and his no-nonsense face. Not that Bill was intimidated by him—far from it. He liked to think that they had a lot in common. They were both seasoned veterans, and had both seen it all.

Flores flashed a series of close-ups of the victim’s wounds.

“The wounds on the left were inflicted early on,” he said. “Those on the right are more recent, some inflicted hours or even minutes before he strangled her with the ribbon. He seems to have gotten progressively more violent during the week or so that he held her captive. Breaking her arm might have been the last thing he did while she was still alive.”

“The wounds look like the work of one perpetrator to me,” Meredith observed. “Judging from the mounting level of aggression, probably male. What else have you got?”

“From the light stubble on her scalp, we’re guessing her head was shaved two days before she was killed,” Flores continued. “The wig was stitched together with pieces of other wigs, all cheap. The contact lenses were probably mail order. And one more thing,” he said, looking around at the faces, hesitant. “He covered her with Vaseline.”

Bill could feel the tension in the room thicken.

“Vaseline?” he asked.

Flores nodded.

“Why?” Spelbren asked.

Flores shrugged.

“That’s your job,” he replied.

Bill thought about the two tourists he’d interviewed yesterday. They had been no help at all, torn between morbid curiosity and the edge of panic at what they had seen. They were eager to get back home to Arlington and there hadn’t been any reason to detain them. They had been interviewed by every officer on hand. And they’d been duly cautioned to say nothing about what they’d seen.

Meredith exhaled and laid both palms on the table.

“Good work, Flores,” Meredith said. 

Flores looked grateful for the praise—and maybe a bit surprised. Brent Meredith wasn’t given to making compliments. 

“Now Agent Jeffreys,” Meredith turned to him, “brief us on how this relates to your old case.”

Bill took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair.

“A little over six months ago,” he began, “on December sixteenth, actually—the body of Eileen Rogers was found on a farm near Daggett. I got called in to investigate, along with my partner, Riley Paige. The weather was extremely cold, and the body was frozen solid. It was hard to tell how long it had been left there, and the time of death was never exactly determined. Flores, show them.”

Flores turned back to the slide show. The screen split and alongside the images on the screen, a new series of images appeared. The two victims were displayed side by side. Bill gasped. It was amazing. Aside from the frozen flesh of the one body, the corpses were in almost the same condition, the wounds nearly identical. Both women had their eyes stitched open in the same, hideous manner.

Bill sighed, the images bringing it all back. No matter how many years he was on the force, seeing each victim pained him.

“Rogers’s body was found seated upright against a tree,” Bill continued, his voice more grim. “Not quite as carefully posed as the one at Mosby Park. No contact lenses or Vaseline, but most of the other details are the same. Rogers’s hair was chopped short, not shaved, but there was a similar patched-together wig. She was also strangled with a pink ribbon, and a fake rose was found in front of her.”

Bill paused for a moment. He hated what he had to say next.

“Paige and I couldn’t crack the case.”

Spelbren turned to him.

“What was the problem?” he asked.

“What wasn’t the problem?” Bill countered, unnecessarily defensive. “We couldn’t get a single break. We had no witnesses; the victim’s family couldn’t give us any useful information; Rogers had no enemies, no ex-husband, no angry boyfriend. There wasn’t a single good reason for her to be targeted and killed. The case went cold immediately.”

Bill fell silent. Dark thoughts flooded his brain.

“Don’t,” Meredith said in an uncharacteristically gentle tone. “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have stopped the new killing.”

Bill appreciated the kindness, but he felt guilty as hell. Why couldn’t he have cracked it before? Why couldn’t Riley? There were very few times in his career he had been so stumped.

At that moment, Meredith’s phone buzzed, and the chief took the call.

Almost the first thing he said was, “Shit.”

He repeated it several times. Then he said, “You’re positive it’s her?” He paused. “Was there any contact for ransom?”

He stood from his chair and stepped outside the conference room, leaving the other three men sitting in perplexed silence. After a few minutes, he came back. He looked older.

“Gentlemen, we’re now in crisis mode,” he announced. “We just got a positive ID on yesterday’s victim. Her name was Reba Frye.”

Bill gasped as if he’d been punched in the stomach; he could see Spelbren’s shock, too. But Flores looked confused.

“Should I know who that is?” Flores asked.

“Maiden name’s Newbrough,” Meredith explained. “The daughter of State Senator Mitch Newbrough—probably Virginia’s next governor.”

Flores exhaled.


“I hadn’t heard that she’d gone missing,” Spelbren said.

“It wasn’t officially reported,” Meredith said. “Her father’s already been contacted. And of course he thinks it’s political, or personal, or both. Never mind that the same thing happened to another victim six months ago.”

Meredith shook his head.

“The Senator’s leaning hard on this,” he added. “An avalanche of press is about to hit. He’ll make sure of it, to keep our feet to the fire.”

Bill’s heart sank. He hated feeling as though he were over his head. But that’s exactly how he felt right now.

A somber silence fell over the room.

Finally, Bill cleared his throat.

“We’re going to need help,” he said.

Meredith turned to him, and Bill met his hardened gaze. Suddenly, Meredith’s face knotted up with worry and disapproval. He clearly knew what Bill was thinking.

“She’s not ready,” Meredith answered, clearly knowing that Bill meant to bring her in.

Bill sighed.

“Sir,” he replied, “she knows the case better than anyone. And there’s no one smarter.”

After another pause, Bill came out and said what he was really thinking.

“I don’t think we can do it without her.” 

Meredith thumped his pencil against a pad of paper a few times, clearly wishing he was anywhere but here.

“It’s a mistake,” he said. “But if she falls apart, it’s your mistake.” He exhaled again. “Call her.”




 

Chapter 3

 

The teenage girl who opened the door looked as though she might slam it in Bill’s face. Instead, she whirled around and walked away without a word, leaving the door open.

Bill stepped inside.

“Hi, April,” he said automatically.

Riley’s daughter, a sullen, gangly fourteen-year-old, with her mother’s dark hair and hazel eyes, didn’t reply. Dressed only in an oversized T-shirt, her hair a mess, April turned a corner and plopped herself down on the couch, dead to everything except her earphones and cell phone. 

Bill stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do. When he had called Riley, she had agreed to his visiting, albeit reluctantly. Had she changed her mind?

Bill glanced around as he proceeded into the dim house. He walked through the living room and saw everything was neat and in its place, which was characteristic of Riley. Yet he also noticed the blinds drawn, a film of dust on the furniture—and that wasn’t like her at all. On a bookshelf he spotted a row of shiny new paperback thrillers he’d bought for her during her leave, hoping they’d get her mind off her problems. Not a single binding looked cracked.

Bill’s sense of apprehension deepened. This was not the Riley he knew. Was Meredith right? Did she need more time on leave? Was he doing the wrong thing by reaching out to her before she was ready?

Bill braced himself and proceeded deeper into the dark house, and as he turned a corner, he found Riley, alone in the kitchen, sitting at the Formica table in her housecoat and slippers, a cup of coffee in front of her. She looked up and he saw a flash of embarrassment, as if she had forgotten he was coming. But she quickly covered it up with a weak smile, and stood.

He stepped forward and hugged her, and she hugged him, weakly, back. In her slippers, she was a little shorter than he was. She had become very thin, too thin, and his concern deepened. 

He sat down across the table from her and studied her. Her hair was clean, but it wasn’t combed, either, and it looked as if she had been wearing those slippers for days. Her face looked gaunt, too pale, and much, much older since he’d last seen her five weeks ago. She looked as if she had been through hell. She had. He tried not to think about what the last killer had done to her.

She averted her gaze, and they both sat there in the thick silence. Bill had been so sure he’d know just what to say to cheer her up, to rouse her; yet as he sat there, he felt consumed by her sadness, and he lost all his words. He wanted to see her look sturdier, like her old self.

He quickly hid the envelope with the files about the new murder case on the floor beside his chair. He wasn’t sure now if he should even show her. He was beginning to feel more certain he’d made a mistake coming here. Clearly, she needed more time. In fact, seeing her here like this, he was, for the first time, unsure if his longtime partner would ever come back.

“Coffee?” she asked. He could sense her unease.

He shook his head. She was clearly fragile. When he’d visited her in the hospital and even after she’d come home, he’d been frightened for her. He had wondered if she would ever make her way back from the pain and terror she’d endured, from the depths of her longtime darkness. It was so unlike her; she’d seemed invincible with every other case. Something about this last case, this last killer, was different. Bill could understand: the man had been the most twisted psychopath he had ever encountered—and that was saying a lot.

As he studied her, something else occurred to him. She actually looked her age. She was forty years old, the same age he was, but back when she was working, animated and engaged, she’d always seemed several years younger. Gray was starting to show in her dark hair. Well, his own hair was turning too.

Riley called out to her daughter, “April!” 

No reply. Riley called her name several times, louder each time, until she finally answered.

“What?” April answered from the living room, sounding thoroughly annoyed.

“What time’s your class today?”

“You know that.”

“Just tell me, okay?”

“Eight-thirty.”

Riley frowned and looked upset herself. She looked up at Bill.

“She flunked English. Cut too many classes. I’m trying to help dig her out of it.”

Bill shook his head, understanding all too well. The agency life took too much of a toll on all of them, and their families were the biggest casualty.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Riley shrugged.

“She’s fourteen. She hates me.”

“That’s not good.”

“I hated everybody when I was fourteen,” she replied. “Didn’t you?”

Bill didn’t reply. It was hard to imagine Riley ever hating everybody. 

“Wait’ll your boys get that age,” Riley said. “How old are they now? I forget.”

“Eight and ten,” Bill replied, then smiled. “The way things are going with Maggie, I don’t know if I’ll even be in their lives when they get to be April’s age.”

Riley tilted her head and looked at him with concern. He’d missed that caring look.

“That bad, huh?” she said.

He looked away, not wanting to think about it.

The two of them fell silent for a moment.

“What’s that you’re hiding on the floor?” she asked.

Bill glanced down then back up and smiled; even in her state, she never missed a thing.

“I’m not hiding anything,” Bill said, picking up the envelope and setting it on the table. “Just something I’d like to talk over with you.”

Riley smiled broadly. It was obvious that she knew perfectly well what he was really here for.

“Show me,” she said, then added, glancing nervously over at April, “Come on, let’s go out back. I don’t want her to see it.”

Riley took off her slippers and walked into the backyard barefoot ahead of Bill. They sat at a weathered wooden picnic table that had been there since well before Riley moved here, and Bill gazed around the small yard with its single tree. There were woods on all sides. It made him forget he was even near a city. 

Too isolated, he thought.

He’d never felt that this place was right for Riley. The little ranch-style house was fifteen miles out of town, rundown, and very ordinary. It was just off a secondary road, with nothing else but forests and pastures in sight. Not that he’d ever thought suburban life was right for her either. He had a hard time picturing her doing the cocktail party circuit. She could still, at least, drive into Fredericksburg and take the Amtrak to Quantico when she came back to work. When she still could work.

“Show me what you’ve got,” she said.

He spread the reports and photographs across the table.

“Remember the Daggett case?” he asked. “You were right. The killer wasn’t through.”

He saw her eyes widen as she pored over the pictures. A long silence fell as she studied the files intensely, and he wondered if this might be what she needed to come back—or if it would set her back.

“So what do you think?” he finally asked.

Another silence. She still did not look up from the file.

Finally, she looked up, and when she did, he was shocked to see tears well up in her eyes. He had never seen her cry before, not even on the worst cases, up close to a corpse. This was definitely not the Riley he knew. That killer had done something to her, more than he knew.

She choked back a sob.

“I’m scared, Bill,” she said. “I’m so scared. All the time. Of everything.”

 Bill felt his heart drop seeing her like this. He wondered where the old Riley had gone, the one person he could always rely on to be tougher than him, the rock he could always turn to in times of trouble. He missed her more than he could say.


“He’s dead, Riley,” he said, in the most confident tone he could muster. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”

She shook her head.

“You don’t know that.”

“Sure I do,” he answered. “They found his body after the explosion.”

“They couldn’t identify it,” she said.

“You know it was him.”

Her face fell forward and she covered it with one hand as she wept. He held her other hand across the table.

“This is a new case,” he said. “It’s got nothing to do with what happened to you.”

She shook her head.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Slowly, as she wept, she reached up and handed him the file, looking away.

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking down, holding it out with a trembling hand. “I think you should go,” she added.

Bill, shocked, saddened, reached out and took the file back. Never in a million years would he have expected this outcome.

Bill sat there for a moment, struggling against his own tears. Finally, he gently patted her hand, got up from the table, and made his way back through the house. April was still sitting in the living room, her eyes closed, nodding her head to her music.

 

*

 

Riley sat crying alone at the picnic table after Bill left.

I thought I was okay, she thought. 

She’d really wanted to be okay, for Bill. And she’d thought she could actually carry it off. Sitting in the kitchen talking about trivialities had been all right. Then they had gone outside and when she had seen the file, she’d thought she’d be okay, too. Better than okay, really. She was getting caught up in it. Her old lust for the job was rekindled, she wanted to get back in the field. She was compartmentalizing, of course, thinking of those nearly identical murders as a puzzle to solve, almost in the abstract, an intellectual game. That too was fine. Her therapist had told her she would have to do that if she ever hoped to go back to work.

But then for some reason, the intellectual puzzle became what it really and truly was—a monstrous human tragedy in which two innocent women had died in the throes of immeasurable pain and terror. And she’d suddenly wondered: Was it as bad for them as it was for me?

Her body was now flooded with panic and fear. And embarrassment, shame. Bill was her partner and her best friend. She owed him so much. He’d stood by her during the last weeks when nobody else would. She couldn’t have survived her time in the hospital without him. The last thing she wanted was for him to see her reduced to a state of helplessness.

She heard April yell from the back screen door.

“Mom, we gotta eat now or I’ll be late.”

She felt an urge to yell back, “Fix your own breakfast!”

But she didn’t. She was long since exhausted from her battles with April. She’d given up fighting.

She got up from the table and walked back to the kitchen. She pulled a paper towel off the roll and used it to wipe her tears and blow her nose, then braced herself to cook. She tried to recall her therapist’s words: Even routine tasks will take a lot of conscious effort, at least for a while. She had to settle for doing things one baby step at a time.

First came taking things out of the refrigerator—the carton of eggs, the package of bacon, the butter dish, the jar of jam, because April liked jam even if she didn’t. And so it went until she laid six strips of bacon in a pan on the stovetop, and she turned on the gas range under the pan.

She staggered backward at the sight of the yellow-blue flame. She shut her eyes, and it all came flooding back to her.

 

Riley lay in a tight crawlspace, under a house, in a little makeshift cage. The propane torch was the only light she ever saw. The rest of the time was spent in complete darkness. The floor of the crawlspace was dirt. The floorboards above her were so low that she could barely even crouch. 

The darkness was total, even when he opened a small door and crept into the crawlspace with her. She couldn’t see him, but she could hear him breathing and grunting. He’d unlock the cage and snap it open and climb inside.


And then he’d light that torch. She could see his cruel and ugly face by its light. He’d taunt her with a plate of wretched food. If she reached for it, he’d thrust the flame at her. She couldn’t eat without getting burned …

 

She opened her eyes. The images were less vivid with her eyes open, but she couldn’t shake the stream of memories. She continued to make breakfast robotically, her whole body surging with adrenaline. She was just setting the table when her daughter’s voice yelled out again.

“Mom, how long’s it going to be?”

She jumped, and her plate slipped out of her hand and fell to the floor and shattered.

“What happened?” April yelled, appearing beside her.

“Nothing,” Riley said.

She cleaned up the mess, and as she and April sat eating together, the silent hostility was palpable as usual. Riley wanted to end the cycle, to break through to April, to say, April, it’s me, your mom, and I love you. But she had tried so many times, and it only made it worse. Her daughter hated her, and she couldn’t understand why—or how to end it.

“What are you going to do today?” she asked April.

“What do you think?” April snapped. “Go to class.”

“I mean after that,” Riley said, keeping her voice calm, compassionate. “I’m your mother. I want to know. It’s normal.”

“Nothing about our lives is normal.”

They ate silently for a few moments.

“You never tell me anything,” Riley said.

“Neither do you.”

That stopped any hope for conversation once and for all. 

That’s fair, Riley thought bitterly. It was truer than April even knew. Riley had never told her about her job, her cases; she had never told her about her captivity, or her time in the hospital, or why she was “on vacation” now. All April knew was that she’d had to live with her father during much of that time, and she hated him even more than she hated Riley. But as much as she wanted to tell her, Riley thought it best that April have no idea what her mother had been through. 

Riley got dressed and drove April to school, and they didn’t say a word to each other during the drive. When she let April out of the car, she called after her, “I’ll see you at ten.”

April gave her a careless wave as she walked away.

Riley drove to a nearby coffee shop. It had become a routine for her. It was hard for her to spend any time in a public place, and she knew that was exactly why she had to do it. The coffee shop was small and never busy, even in the mornings like this, so she found it relatively unthreatening. 

As she sat there, sipping on a cappuccino, she remembered again Bill’s entreaty. It had been six weeks, damn it. This had to change. She had to change. She didn’t know how she was going to do that. 

But an idea was forming. She knew exactly what she needed to do first.




 

Chapter 4

 

 The white flame of the propane torch waved in front of Riley. She had to dodge back and forth to escape being burned. The brightness blinded her to everything else and she couldn’t even see her captor’s face anymore. As the torch swirled about, it seemed to leave lingering traces hanging in the air.

“Stop it!” she yelled. “Stop it!”

Her voice was raw and hoarse from shouting. She wondered why she was wasting her breath. She knew he wouldn’t stop tormenting her until she was dead.

Just then, he raised an air horn and blew it in her ear.

 

A car horn blared. Riley snapped back to the present, and looked out to see the light at the intersection had just turned green. A line of drivers waited behind her vehicle, and she stepped on the gas. 

Riley, palms sweating, forced the memory away and reminded herself of where she was. She was going to visit Marie Sayles, the only other survivor of her near-killer’s unspeakable sadism. She berated herself for letting the flashback overwhelm her. She had managed to keep her mind on her driving for an hour and a half now, and she had thought she was doing fine. 

Riley drove into Georgetown, passing upscale Victorian homes, and parked at the address Marie had given her over the phone—a red brick townhouse with a handsome bay window. She sat in the car for a moment, debating whether to go in, and trying to summon the courage.

Finally, she exited. As she climbed the steps, she was pleased to see Marie meet her at the door. Somberly but elegantly dressed, Marie smiled somewhat wanly. Her face looked tired and drawn. From the circles under her eyes, Riley was pretty sure that she’d been crying. That came as no surprise. She and Marie had seen each other a lot during their weeks of video chats, and there was little they could hide from one another. 

When they hugged, Riley was immediately aware that Marie was not as tall and robust as she’d expected her to be. Even in heels Marie was shorter than Riley, her frame small and delicate. That surprised Riley. She and Marie had talked a lot, but this was the first time they had met in person. Marie’s slightness made her seem all the more courageous to have survived what she’d been through.

Riley took in her surroundings as she and Marie walked for the dining room. The place was immaculately clean and tastefully furnished. It would normally be a cheery home for a successful single woman. But Marie kept all the curtains closed and the lights low. The atmosphere was strangely oppressive. Riley didn’t want to admit it, but it made her think of her own home.

Marie had a light lunch ready on the dining room table, and she and Riley sat down to eat. They sat there in an awkward silence, Riley sweating but unsure why. Seeing Marie was brining it all back.

“So . . . how did it feel?” Marie asked tentatively. “Coming out into the world?”

Riley smiled. Marie knew better than anyone what today’s drive took.

“Pretty well,” Riley said. “Actually, quite well. I only had one bad moment, really.”

Marie nodded, clearly understanding.

“Well, you did it,” Marie said. “And that was brave.”

Brave, Riley thought. That was not how she would have described herself. Once, maybe, when she was an active agent. Would she ever describe herself that way again?

“How about you?” Riley asked. “How much do you get out?”

Marie fell silent.

“You don’t leave the house at all, do you?” Riley asked.

Marie shook her head. 

Riley reached forward and held her wrist in a grip of compassion.

“Marie, you’ve got to try,” she urged. “If you let yourself stay stuck inside like this, it’s like he’s still holding you prisoner.”

A choked sob forced its way out of Marie’s throat.

“I’m sorry,” Riley said.

“That’s all right. You’re right.”

Riley watched Marie as they both ate for a moment and a long silence descended. She wanted to think that Marie was doing well, but she had to admit that she seemed alarmingly frail to her. It made her fear for herself, too. Did she look that bad, too?

Riley wondered silently whether it was good for Marie to be living alone. Might she be better with a husband or boyfriend? she wondered. Then she wondered the same thing about herself. Yet she knew the answer for both of them was probably not. Neither of them was in any emotional frame of mind for a sustained relationship. It would just be a crutch.

“Did I ever thank you?” Marie asked after a while, breaking the silence.

Riley smiled. She knew perfectly well that Marie meant for having rescued her. 

“Lots of times,” Riley said. “And you don’t need to. Really.”

Marie poked at her food with a fork.

“Did I ever say I’m sorry?”

Riley was surprised. “Sorry? What for?”

Marie spoke with difficulty.

“If you hadn’t gotten me out of there, you wouldn’t have gotten caught.”

Riley squeezed Marie’s hand gently.

“Marie, I was just doing my job. You can’t go feeling guilty about something that wasn’t your fault. You’ve got too much to deal with as it is.”

Marie nodded, acknowledging her.

“Just getting out of bed every day is a challenge,” she admitted. “I guess you noticed how dark I keep everything. Any bright light reminds me of that torch of his. I can’t even watch television, or listen to music. I’m scared that someone might sneak up on me and I’ll not hear it. Any noise at all puts me in a panic.”  

Marie began to weep quietly. 

I’ll never look at the world in the same way. Never. There’s evil out there, all around us. I had no idea. People are capable of such horrible things. I don’t know how I’ll ever trust people again.”

As Marie cried, Riley wanted to reassure her, to tell her she was wrong. But a part of Riley was not so sure she was.

Finally, Marie looked at her.

“Why did you come here today?” she asked, point-blank.

Riley was caught off guard by Marie’s directness—and by the fact that she didn’t really know herself.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just wanted to visit you. See how you are doing.”

“There’s something else,” Marie said, narrowing her eyes with an uncanny perception.

Maybe she was right, Riley thought. Riley thought of Bill’s visit, and she realized she had, indeed, come here because of the new case. What was it she wanted from Marie? Advice? Permission? Encouragement? Reassurance? A part of her wanted Marie to tell her she was crazy, so she could rest easy and forget about Bill. But maybe another part wanted Marie to urge her to do it.

Finally, Riley sighed.

“There’s a new case,” she said. “Well, not a new case. But an old case that never went away.”

Marie’s expression grew taut and severe.

Riley gulped.

“And you’ve come to ask if you should do it?” Marie asked.

Riley shrugged. But she also looked up and searched Marie’s eyes for reassurance, encouragement. And in that moment she realized that was exactly what she had come here hoping to find.

But to her disappointment, Marie lowered her eyes and slowly shook her head. Riley kept waiting for an answer, but instead there followed an endless silence. Riley sensed that some special fear was working its way inside Marie.

In the silence, Riley looked around the apartment, and her eyes fell upon Marie’s landline phone. She was surprised to see it was disconnected from the wall.

“What’s the matter with your phone?” Riley asked.

Marie looked positively stricken, and Riley realized she had hit a real nerve.

“He keeps calling me,” Marie said, in an almost inaudible whisper. 

“Who?”

“Peterson.”

Riley’s heart jumped up into her throat. 

“Peterson is dead,” Riley replied, her voice shaky. “I torched the place. They found his body.”

 Marie shook her head.

“It could have been anyone they found. It wasn’t him.”

 Riley felt a flush of panic. Her own worst fears were being brought back.

“Everybody says it was,” Riley said.

“And you really believe that?”

Riley didn’t know what to say. Now was no time to confide her own fears. After all, Marie was probably being delusional. But how could Riley convince her of something that she didn’t altogether believe herself?

“He keeps calling,” Marie said again. “He calls and breathes and hangs up. I know it’s him. He’s alive. He’s still stalking me.”

Riley felt a cold, creeping dread.

“It’s probably just an obscene phone caller,” she said, pretending to be calm. “But I can get the Bureau to check it out anyway. I can get them to send out a surveillance car if you’re scared. They’ll trace the calls.”

“No!” Marie said sharply. “No!”

Riley stared back, puzzled.

“Why not?” she asked.

“I don’t want to make him angry,” Marie said in a pathetic whimper. 

 Riley, overwhelmed, feeling a panic attack coming on, suddenly realized it had been a terrible idea to come here. If anything, she felt worse. She knew she could not sit in this oppressive dining room a moment longer.

“I’ve got to go,” Riley said, talking. “I’m so sorry. My daughter’s waiting.”

Marie suddenly grabbed Riley’s wrist with surprising strength, digging her nails into her skin. 

She stared back, her icy blue eyes holding such intensity that it terrified Riley. That haunting look seared into her soul.

“Take the case,” Marie urged. 

Riley could see in her eyes that Marie was confusing the new case and Peterson, blurring them together into one.

“Find that son of a bitch,” she added. “And kill him for me.”




 

Chapter 5

 

The man kept a short but discreet distance from the woman, glancing her way only fleetingly. He placed a few token items into his handbasket so that he’d look like just another shopper. He congratulated himself on how inconspicuous he was able to make himself. No one would guess his true power.

But then again, he’d never been the kind of man who attracted much attention. As a child, he’d felt practically invisible. Now, at long last, he was able to turn his own innocuousness to his advantage.

Just a few moments ago, he had stood right next to her, scarcely more than two feet away. Rapt in choosing her shampoo, she hadn’t noticed him at all.

He knew plenty about her, though. He knew her name was Cindy; that her husband owned an art gallery; that she worked in a free medical clinic. Today was one of her days off. Right now she was on her cell phone talking with somebody—her sister, it sounded like. She was laughing at something the person was saying to her. He burned red with anger, wondering if she were laughing at him, just as all the girls used to. His fury increased.

Cindy wore shorts, a tank top, and expensive-looking running shoes. He’d watched her from his car, jogging, and waited until she’d finished her run and came into the grocery store. He knew her routine for a non-working day like this. She’d take the items home and put them away, take a shower, then drive to meet her husband for lunch. 

Her good figure owed a lot to physical exercise. She was no more than thirty years old, but the skin around her thighs wasn’t tight anymore. She’d probably lost a lot of weight at one time or another, perhaps pretty recently. She was undoubtedly proud of that.

Suddenly, the woman headed toward the nearest cash register. The man was taken by surprise. She had finished shopping earlier than usual. He rushed to get in line behind her, almost pushing another customer aside to do so. He silently berated himself for that.

As the cashier rang up the woman’s items, he inched up and stood extremely close to her—close enough to smell her body, now sweaty and pungent after her vigorous jog. It was a smell that he expected to become much, much better acquainted with very soon. But the smell would then be mixed with yet another odor—one that fascinated him because of its strangeness and mystery. 

The smell of pain and terror. 

For a moment, the lurker felt exhilarated, even pleasantly light-headed, with eager anticipation.

After paying for her groceries, she pushed her cart out through the automatic glass doors and out into the parking lot.

He felt no hurry now about paying for his own handful of items. He didn’t need to follow her home. He’d been there already—had even been inside her house. He had even handled her clothing. He’d take up his vigil again when she got off work. 

It won’t be long now, he thought. Not long at all.

 

*

 

After Cindy MacKinnon got into her car, she sat there for a moment, feeling shaken and not knowing why. She remembered the weird feeling she’d just had back in the supermarket. It was an uncanny, irrational feeling of being watched. But it was more than that. It took her a few moments to put her finger on it.

Finally, she realized it was a feeling that someone had meant her harm. 

She shivered deeply. During the last few days, that feeling had been coming and going. She chided herself, sure that it was completely groundless. 

She shook her head, ridding herself of any vestiges of that feeling. As she started her car, she forced herself to think of something else, and she smiled at her cell phone conversation with her sister, Becky. Later this afternoon, Cindy would help her throw a big birthday party her three-year-old daughter, complete with cake and balloons. 

It would be a beautiful day, she thought.




 

Chapter 6  

 

Riley sat in the SUV beside Bill as he shifted gears, pushing the Bureau’s four-wheel-drive vehicle higher into the hills, and she wiped her palms on her pants legs. She didn’t know what to make of the sweatiness, and she didn’t know what to make of being here. After six weeks off the job, she felt out of touch with what her body was telling her. Being back felt surreal.

Riley was disturbed by the awkward tension. She and Bill had barely spoken during their hour-plus drive. Their old camaraderie, their playfulness, their uncanny rapport—none of that was there now. Riley felt pretty sure she knew why Bill was being so aloof. It wasn’t out of rudeness—it was out of worry. He, too, seemed to have doubts about whether she should be back on the job. 

They drove toward Mosby State Park, where Bill had told her he had seen the most recent murder victim. As they went, Riley took in the geography all around her and slowly, her old sense of professionalism kicked in. She knew she had to snap out of it.

Find that son of a bitch and kill him for me.

Marie’s words haunted her, drove her on, made her choice simple.

But nothing seemed that simple now. For one thing, she couldn’t help worrying about April. Sending her to stay at her father’s house wasn’t ideal for anybody involved. But today was Saturday and Riley didn’t want to wait until Monday to see the crime scene.

The deep silence began to add to her anxiety, and she desperately felt the need to talk. Wracking her brain for something to say, finally, she said:

“So are you going to tell me what’s going on between you and Maggie?” 

Bill turned to her, a surprised look on his face, and she couldn’t tell if it was due to her breaking the silence, or her blunt question. Whichever it was, she immediately regretted it. Her bluntness, many people told her, could be off-putting. She never meant to be blunt—she just had no time to waste.

Bill exhaled.

“She thinks I’m having an affair.”

Riley felt a jolt of surprise.

“What?”

“With my job,” Bill said, laughing a bit sourly. “She thinks I’m having an affair with my job. She thinks I love all this more than I love her. I keep telling her she’s being silly. Anyway, I can’t exactly end it—not my job, anyway.”

Riley shook her head.

“Sounds just like Ryan. He used to get jealous as hell when we were still together.”

She stopped short of telling Bill the whole truth. Her ex-husband hadn’t been jealous of Riley’s job. He’d been jealous of Bill. She’d often wondered if Ryan might have had some reason. Despite today’s awkwardness, she felt awfully good just being close to Bill. Was that feeling solely professional?

“I hope this isn’t a wasted trip,” Bill said. “The crime scene’s been all cleaned up, you know.”

“I know. I just want to see the place for myself. Pictures and reports don’t cut it for me.”

Riley was starting to feel a bit woozy now. She was pretty sure it was from the altitude, as they climbed still higher. Anticipation had something to do with it, too. Her palms were still sweating. 

“How much farther?” she asked, as she watched the woods get thicker, the terrain more remote. 

“Not far.”

A couple of minutes later, Bill turned off the paved road onto a pair of rough tire tracks. The vehicle bounced along jarringly, then came to a stop about a quarter of a mile into the dense woods.

He switched off the ignition, then turned toward Riley and looked at her with concern.

“You sure you want to do this?” he asked.

She knew exactly what was worrying him. He was afraid she’d flash back to her traumatic captivity. Never mind that this was a different case altogether, and a different killer.

She nodded.

“I’m sure,” she said, not at all convinced that she was telling the truth.

She got out of the car and followed Bill off the road onto a brushy, narrow path through the woods. She heard the gurgling of a nearby stream. As the vegetation grew thicker, she had to push her way past low-hanging branches, and sticky little burrs started bunching up on her pants legs. She was annoyed at the thought of having to pick them off.

At last she and Bill emerged onto the creek bank. Riley was immediately struck by what a lovely spot it was. The afternoon sunlight poured in through the leaves, mottling the rippling water with kaleidoscopic light. The steady gurgling of the stream was soothing. It was strange to think of this as a gruesome crime scene.

“She was found right here,” Bill said, leading her to a broad, level boulder.

When they got there, Riley stood and looked all around and breathed deeply. Yes, she had been right to come here. She was starting to feel that.

“The pictures?” Riley asked.

She crouched beside Bill on the boulder, and they started leafing through a folder full of photographs taken shortly after Reba Frye’s body had been found. Another folder was stuffed with reports and photos of the murder she and Bill had investigated six months ago—the one that they had failed to solve. 

Those pictures brought back vivid memories of the first killing. It transported her right back to that farm country near Daggett. She remembered how Rogers had been staged in a similar manner against a tree. 

“A lot like our older case,” Riley observed. “Both women in their thirties, both with little kids. That seems to be part of his MO. He’s got it in for mothers. We need to check with parenting groups, find out if there were any connections between the two women, or between their kids.”

“I’ll get somebody on it,” Bill said. He was taking notes now.

Riley continued poring through the reports and photos, comparing them to the actual scene.

“Same method of strangulation, with a pink ribbon,” she observed. “Another wig, and the same type of artificial rose in front of the body.”

Riley held up two photographs side by side.

“Eyes stitched open, too,” she said. “If I remember right, the technicians found that Rogers’s eyes had been stitched postmortem. Was it the same with Frye?”

“Yeah. I guess he wanted them to watch him even after they were dead.”

Riley felt a sudden tingle up her spine. She’d almost forgotten that feeling. She got it whenever something about a case was just about to click and make sense. She didn’t know whether to feel encouraged or terrified.

“No,” she said. “That’s not it. He didn’t care whether the women saw him.”

“Then why did he do it?”


Riley didn’t reply. Ideas were starting to rush into her brain. She was exhilarated. But she wasn’t yet ready to put any of it into words—not even to herself.

She laid out pairs of photographs on the boulder, pointing out details to Bill. 

“They’re not exactly the same,” she said. “The body wasn’t as carefully staged back in Daggett. He’d tried to move that corpse when it was already stiff. My guess is this time he brought her here before rigor mortis set in. Otherwise he couldn’t have posed her so …”

She suppressed the urge to finish the sentence with “nicely.” Then she realized, that was exactly the kind of word she’d have used when she was on the job before her capture and torture. Yes, she was getting back into the spirit of things, and she felt the same old dark obsession growing inside her. Pretty soon there’d be no turning back.

But was that a good thing or a bad thing?

“What’s with Frye’s eyes?” she asked, pointing to a photo. “That blue doesn’t look real.”

“Contacts,” Bill answered.

The tingle in Riley’s spine grew stronger. Eileen Rogers’s corpse hadn’t had contact lenses. It was an important difference.

“And the shine on her skin?” she asked.

“Vaseline,” Bill said.

Another important difference. She felt her ideas snapping into place with breathtaking speed. 

“What has forensics found out about the wig?” she asked Bill.

“Nothing yet, except that it was pieced together out of pieces of cheap wigs.” 

Riley’s excitement grew. For the last murder, the killer had used a simple, whole wig, not something patched together. Like the rose, it had been so cheap that forensics couldn’t trace it. Riley felt parts of the puzzle coming together—not the whole puzzle, but a big chunk of it.

“What does forensics plan to do about this wig?” she asked.

“The same as last time—run a search of its fibers, try to track it down through hairpiece outlets.”

Startled by the fierce certainty in her own voice, Riley said: “They’re wasting their time.” 

Bill looked at her, clearly caught off guard. 

“Why?”

She felt a familiar impatience with Bill, one she felt when she always found herself thinking a step or two ahead of him. 

“Look at the picture he’s trying to show us. Blue contacts to make the eyes look like they’re not real. Eyelids stitched so the eyes stay wide open. The body propped up, legs splayed out freakishly. Vaseline to make the skin look like plastic. A wig pieced together out of pieces of little wigs—not human wigs, doll’s wigs. He wanted both victims to look like dolls—like naked dolls on display.”

“Jesus,” Bill said, feverishly taking notes. “Why didn’t we see this last time, back in Daggett?” 

The answer seemed so obvious to Riley that she stifled an impatient groan.

“He wasn’t good enough at it yet,” she said. “He was still figuring out how to send the message. He’s learning as he goes.” 

Bill looked up from his notepad and shook his head admiringly.

“Damn, I’ve missed you.”

As much as she appreciated the compliment, Riley knew that an even bigger realization was on its way. And she knew from years of experience that there was no forcing it. She simply had to relax and let it come to her unbidden. She crouched on the boulder silently, waiting for it happen. As she waited, she picked idly at the burrs on her pants legs. 

What a damned nuisance, she thought. 

Suddenly her eyes fell on the stone surface under her feet. Other little burrs, some of them whole, others broken into fragments, were lying amid the burrs she was plucking off now.

“Bill,” she said, her voice quavering with excitement, “were these little burrs here when you found the body?”

Bill shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Her hands shaking and sweating more than ever, she grabbed a bunch of pictures and rifled through them until she found a front view of the corpse. There, between her splayed legs right around the rose, was a group of little smudges. Those were the burrs—the very burrs she had just found. But nobody had thought they were important. Nobody had bothered to take a sharper, closer picture of them. And nobody had even bothered to sweep them away when the crime scene was cleaned up. 

Riley closed her eyes, bringing her imagination fully into play. She felt lightheaded, even dizzy. It was a sensation that she knew all too well—a feeling of falling into an abyss, into a terrible black void, into the killer’s evil mind. She was stepping into his shoes, into his experience. It was a dangerous and terrifying place to be. But it was where she belonged, at least right now. She embraced it. 

She felt the killer’s confidence as he lugged the body down the path to the stream, perfectly sure that he wasn’t going to get caught, in no hurry at all. He might well have been humming or whistling. She felt his patience, his craft and skill, as he posed the corpse on the boulder. 

And she could see the grisly tableau through his eyes. She felt his deep satisfaction at a job well done—the same warm feeling of fulfillment that she always felt when she’d solved a case. He had crouched on this rock, pausing for a moment—or for as long as he liked—to admire his own handiwork. 

And as he did, he had plucked the burrs off his pants legs. He took his time about it. He didn’t bother to wait until he’d gotten away free and clear. And she could almost hear him saying aloud her own exact words.

“What a damn nuisance.”

Yes, he’d even taken the time to pluck off the burrs.

Riley gasped, and her eyes snapped open. Fingering the burr in her own hand, she noted how sticky it was, and that its prickles were sharp enough to draw blood. 

“Gather these burrs,” she ordered. “We might just get a bit of DNA.”

Bill’s eyes widened, and he immediately extracted a ziplock bag and tweezers. As he worked, her mind ran in overdrive, not done yet.

“We’ve been wrong all along,” she said. “This isn’t his second murder. It’s his third.”

Bill stopped and looked up, clearly stunned.

“How do you know?” Bill asked.

Riley’s whole body tightened as she tried to bring her trembling under control.

“He’s gotten too good. His apprenticeship is over. He’s a pro now. And he’s just hitting his stride. He loves his work. No, this is his third time, at least.”

Riley’s throat tightened and she swallowed hard. 

“And there won’t be much time now until the next one.”




Chapter 7

 

Bill found himself in a sea of blue eyes, none of them real. He didn’t usually have nightmares about his cases, and he wasn’t having one now—but it sure felt like one. Here in the middle of the doll store, little blue eyes were simply everywhere, all of them wide open and sparkling and alert. 

The dolls’ little ruby-red lips, most of them smiling, were troubling also. So was all the painstakingly combed artificial hair, so stiff and immobile. Taking in all these details, Bill wondered now how he could have possibly missed the killer’s intention—to make his victims look as doll-like as possible. It had taken Riley to make that connection.

Thank God she’s back, he thought. 

Still, Bill couldn’t help but worry about her. He had been dazzled by her brilliant work back at Mosby Park. But afterward, when he drove her home, she’d seemed exhausted and demoralized. She’d barely said a word to him during the whole drive. Maybe it had been too much for her.

Even so, Bill wished that Riley was here right now. She’d decided it would be best for them to split up, to cover more ground more quickly. He couldn’t disagree with that. She’d asked him to cover the doll stores in the area, while she would revisit the scene of the crime they’d covered six months ago.

Bill looked around and, feeling in way over his head, wondered what Riley would make of this doll store. It was the most elegant of the ones he’d visited today. Here on the edge of the Capital Beltway, the store probably got a lot of classy shoppers from wealthy Northern Virginia counties. 

He walked around and browsed. A little girl doll caught his eye. With its upturned smile and pale skin, it especially reminded him of the latest victim. Although it was fully clothed in a pink dress with lots of lace on the collar, cuffs, and hem, it was also sitting in a disturbingly similar position. 

Suddenly, Bill heard a voice to his right. 

“I think you’re looking in the wrong section.”

Bill turned and found himself facing a stout little woman with a warm smile. Something about her immediately told him that she was in charge here. 

“Why do you say that?” Bill asked.

The woman chuckled.

“Because you don’t have daughters. I can tell a man who doesn’t have a daughter from a mile off. Don’t ask me how, it’s just some kind of instinct, I guess.”

Bill was stunned by her insight, and deeply impressed.


She offered Bill her hand.

“Ruth Behnke,” she said.

Bill shook her hand.

“Bill Jeffreys. I take it you own this store.”

She chuckled again.

“I see you’ve got some kind of instinct, too,” she said. “I’m pleased to meet you. But you do have sons, don’t you? Three of them, I’d guess.”

Bill smiled. Her instincts were pretty sharp, all right. Bill figured that she and Riley would enjoy each other’s company. 

“Two,” he replied. “But pretty damn close.”

She chuckled.

“How old?” she asked. 

“Eight and ten.”

She looked around the place.

“I don’t know that I’ve got much for them here. Oh, actually, I’ve got a few rather quaint toy soldiers in the next aisle. But that’s not the kind of things boys like anymore, is it? It’s all video games these days. And violent ones at that.”

“I’m afraid so.”

She squinted at him appraisingly.

“You’re not here to buy a doll, are you?” she asked.

Bill smiled and shook his head.

“You’re good,” he replied.

“Are you a cop, maybe?” she asked.

Bill laughed quietly and took out his badge.

“Not quite, but a good guess.”

“Oh, my!” she said, with concern. “What does the FBI want with my little place? Am I on some kind of list?”

“In a way,” Bill said. “But it’s nothing to worry about. Your shop came up on our search of stores in this area that sell antique and collectible dolls.”

In fact, Bill didn’t know exactly what he was looking for. Riley had suggested that he check out a handful of these places, assuming the killer might have frequented them—or at least had visited them on some occasion. What she was expecting, he didn’t know. Was she expecting the killer himself to be there? Or that one of the employees had met the killer?

Doubtful that they had. Even if they had, it was doubtful that they would have recognized him as a killer. Probably all the men that came in here, if any, were creepy.

More likely Riley was trying to get him to gain more insights into the killer’s mind, his way of looking at the world. If so, Bill figured she’d wind up disappointed. He simply did not have the mind that she did, or the talent to easily walk into killers’ minds.

It seemed to him as if she were really fishing. There were dozens of doll stores within the radius they had been searching. Better, he thought, to let forensics just continue to track down the doll makers. Though, thus far, that had turned up nothing.

“I’d ask what kind of case this is,” Ruth said, “but I probably shouldn’t.”

“No,” Bill said, “you probably shouldn’t.”

Not that the case was a secret anymore—not after Senator Newbrough’s people had put out a press release about it. The media was now saturated with the news. As usual, the Bureau was reeling under an assault of erroneous phone tips, and the internet was abuzz with bizarre theories. The whole thing had become a pain.

But why tell the woman about it? She seemed so nice, and her store so wholesome and innocent, that Bill didn’t want to upset her with something so grim and shocking as a serial murderer obsessed with dolls. 

Still, there was one thing he wanted to know.

“Tell me something,” Bill said. “How many sales do you make to adults—I mean grown-ups without kids?”

“Oh, those are most of my sales, by far. To collectors.”

Bill was intrigued. He’d never have guessed that.

“Why do you think that is?” he asked.

The woman smiled an odd, distant smile, and spoke in a gentle tone.

“Because people die, Bill Jeffreys.”

Now Bill was truly startled. 

“Pardon?” he said.

“As we get older, we lose people. Our friends and loved ones die. We grieve. Dolls stop time for us. They make us forget our grief. They comfort and console us. Look around you. I’ve got dolls that are most of a century old, and some that are almost new. With some of them, at least, you probably can’t tell the difference. They’re ageless.”

Bill looked around, feeling creeped out at all the century-old eyes staring back at him, wondering how many people these dolls had outlived. He wondered what they had witnessed—the love, the anger, the hate, the sadness, the violence. And yet still they stared back with that same blank expression. They didn’t make sense to him.

People should age, he thought. They should get old and lined and gray, as he had, given all the darkness and horror there was in the world. Given all that he had seen, it would be a sin, he thought, if he still looked the same. The murder scenes had sunk into him like a living thing, had made him not want to stay young anymore.

“They’re also—not alive,” Bill finally said.

Her smile turned bittersweet, almost pitying. 

“Is that really true, Bill? Most of my customers don’t think so. I’m not sure I think so, either.”

An odd silence fell. The woman broke it with a chuckle. She offered Bill a colorful little brochure with pictures of dolls all over it.

“As it happens, I’m heading to an upcoming convention in D.C. You might want to go, too. Maybe it will give you some ideas for whatever it is you’re searching for.”

Bill thanked her and left the store, grateful for the tip about the convention. He hoped that Riley would go with him. Bill remembered that she was supposed to interview Senator Newbrough and his wife this afternoon. It was an important appointment—not just because the senator might have good information, but for diplomatic reasons. Newbrough really was making things hot for the Bureau. Riley was just the agent to convince him that they were doing all that they could. 

But will she really show up? Bill wondered.

It seemed truly bizarre that he couldn’t be sure. Until six months ago, Riley was the one dependable thing in his life. He had always trusted her with his life. But her obvious distress worried him. 

More than that, he missed her. Daunted as he sometimes was by her quicksilver mind, he needed her on a job like this. During the last six weeks, he’d also come to realize that he needed her friendship.

Or, deep down, was it more than that?




 

Chapter 8

 

Riley drove down the two-lane highway, sipping on her energy drink. It was a sunny, warm morning, the car windows were down, and the warm smell of freshly baled hay filled the air. The surrounding modest-sized pastures were dotted with cattle, and mountains edged both sides of the valley. She liked it out here. 

But she reminded herself she hadn’t come here to feel good. She had some hard work to do.

Riley turned off onto a well-worn gravel road, and after a minute or two, she reached a crossroads. She turned into the national park, drove a short distance, and stopped her car on the sloping shoulder of the road.

She got out and walked across an open area to a tall, sturdy oak that stood on the northeast corner.

This was the place. This was where Eileen Rogers’s body had been found—posed rather clumsily against this tree. She and Bill had been here together six months ago. Riley started to recreate the scene in her mind.

The biggest difference was the weather. Back then it had been mid-December, and bitterly cold. A thin blanket of snow covered the ground.

Go back, she told herself. Go back and feel it.

She breathed deeply, in and out, until she imagined she could feel a searing coldness passing through her windpipe. She could almost see thick clouds of frost forming with her every breath.

The naked corpse had been frozen solid. It wasn’t easy to tell which of the many bodily lesions were knife wounds, and which were cracks and fissures caused by the icy cold. 

Riley summoned back the scene, down to every last detail. The wig. The painted smile. The eyes stitched open. The artificial rose lying in the snow between the corpse’s splayed legs. 

The picture in her mind was now sufficiently vivid. Now she had to do what she’d done yesterday—get a sense of the killer’s experience. 

Once again, she closed her eyes, relaxed, and stepped off into the abyss. She welcomed that lightheaded, giddy feeling as she slipped into the killer’s mind. Pretty soon, she was with him, inside him, seeing exactly what he saw, feeling what he felt.

He was driving here at night, anything but confident. He watched the road anxiously, worried about the ice under his wheels. What if he lost control, skidded into a ditch? He had a corpse on board. He’d be caught for sure. He had to drive carefully. He’d hoped his second murder would be easier than the first, but he was still a nervous wreck.

He stopped the vehicle right here. He hauled the woman’s body—already naked, Riley guessed—out into the open. But it was already stiffened from rigor mortis. He hadn’t reckoned on that. It frustrated him, shook his confidence. To make matters worse, he couldn’t see what he was doing at all well, not even in the glare of the headlights which he directed at the tree. The night was much too dark. He made a mental note to do this in daylight next time if he possibly could.

He dragged the body to the tree and tried to put it into the pose that he’d envisioned. It didn’t go at all well. The woman’s head was tilted to the left, frozen there by rigor mortis. He yanked and twisted it. Even after breaking its neck, he still couldn’t set it staring straight forward. 

And how was he to splay the legs properly? One of the legs was hopelessly crooked. He had no choice but to get a tire iron out of his trunk and break the thigh and kneecap. Then he twisted the leg as well as he could, but not to his satisfaction. 

Finally, he dutifully left the ribbon around her neck, the wig on her head, and the rose in the snow. Then he got into his car and drove away. He was disappointed and disheartened. He was also scared. In all his clumsiness, had he left any fatal clues behind? He obsessively replayed his every action in his mind, but he couldn’t be sure.

He knew that he had to do better next time. He promised himself to do better.

Riley opened her eyes. She let the killer’s presence fade away. She was pleased with herself now. She hadn’t let herself be shaken and overwhelmed. And she’d gotten some valuable perspective. She’d gotten a sense of how the killer was learning his craft. 

She only wished she knew something—anything—about his first murder. She was more certain than ever that he had killed one earlier time. This had been the work of an apprentice, but not a rank beginner. 

Just as Riley was about to turn and walk back toward her car, something in the tree caught her eye. It was a tiny dash of yellow peeking out from where the trunk divided in half a little above her head. 

She walked around to the far side of the tree and looked up. 

“He’s been back here!” Riley gasped aloud. Chills surged through her body and she glanced around nervously. Nobody seemed to be nearby now.

Nestled up in the branch of a tree staring down at Riley was a naked female doll with blond hair, posed precisely the way the killer had intended the victim to be. 

It couldn’t have been there long—three or four days at most. It hadn’t been shifted by the wind or tarnished by rain. The murderer had returned here when he’d been preparing himself for the Reba Frye murder. Much as Riley had done, he had come back here to reflect on his work, to examine his mistakes critically.

She took pictures with her cell phone. She’d send those to the Bureau right away.

Riley knew why he’d left the doll.

It’s an apology for past sloppiness, she realized. 

It was also a promise of better work to come.




Chapter 9

 

Riley drove toward Senator Mitch Newbrough’s manor house, and her heart filled with dread as it came into view. Situated at the end of a long, tree-lined drive, it was huge, formal, and daunting. She always found the rich and powerful harder to deal with than folks further down the social ladder. 

She pulled up and parked in a well-manicured circle in front of the stone mansion. Yes, this family was very rich indeed. 

She got out of the car and walked up to the enormous front doors. After ringing the doorbell, she was greeted by a clean-cut man of about thirty.

“I’m Robert,” he said. “The Senator’s son. And you must be Special Agent Riley. Come on in. Mother and Father are expecting you.”

Robert Newbrough led Riley on into the house, which immediately reminded her how much she disliked ostentatious homes. The Newbrough house was especially cavernous, and the walk to wherever the Senator and his wife were waiting was disagreeably long.  Riley was sure that making guests walk such an inconvenient distance was a sort of intimidation tactic, a way of communicating that the inhabitants of this house were far too powerful to tangle with. Riley also found the ubiquitous Colonial furniture and decor to be really quite ugly.

More than anything else, she dreaded what was coming next. To her, talking to victims’ families was simply awful—much worse than dealing with murder scenes or even corpses. She found it all too easy to get caught up in people’s grief, anger, and confusion. Such intense emotions wrecked her concentration and distracted her from her work.

As they walked, Robert Newbrough said, “Father’s been home from Richmond ever since …”

He choked a little in mid-sentence. Riley could feel the intensity of his loss. 

“Since we heard about Reba,” he continued. “It’s been terrible. Mother’s especially shaken up. Try not to upset her too much.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Riley said.

Robert ignored her, and led Riley into a spacious living room. Senator Mitch Newbrough and his wife were sitting together on a huge couch holding each other’s hands. 

“Agent Paige,” Robert said, introducing her. “Agent Paige, let me introduce my parents, the Senator and his wife, Annabeth.”

Robert offered Reba a seat, then sat down himself. 

“First of all,” Riley said quietly, “my deepest condolences for your loss.”

Annabeth Newbrough replied with a silent nod of acknowledgment. The Senator just sat staring forward. 

In the brief silence that followed, Riley made a quick assessment of their faces. She’d seen Newbrough on television many times, always wearing a politician’s ingratiating smile. He wasn’t smiling now. Riley hadn’t seen so much of Mrs. Newbrough, who seemed to possess the typical docility of a politician’s wife. 

Both of them were in their early sixties. Riley detected that they’d both gone to painful and expensive lengths to look younger—hair implants, hair dye, facelifts, makeup. As far as Riley was concerned, their efforts had left them looking vaguely artificial.

Like dolls, Riley thought.  

“I’ve got to ask you a few questions about your daughter,” Riley said, taking out her notebook. “Were you in close touch with Reba recently?”

“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Newbrough said. “We are a very close family.”

Riley noted a slight stiffness in the woman’s voice. It sounded like something she said a little too often, a little too routinely. Riley felt pretty sure that family life in the Newbrough home had been far from ideal. 

“Did Reba say anything recently about being threatened?” Riley asked. 

“No,” Mrs. Newbrough said. “Not a word.”

Riley observed that the Senator hadn’t said a word so far. She wondered why he was being so quiet. She needed to draw him out, but how?

Now Robert spoke up.

“She’d been through a messy divorce recently. Things got ugly between her and Paul over custody of their two kids.” 

“Oh, I never liked him,” Mrs. Newbrough said. “He had such a temper. Do you think that possibly—?” Her words trailed off.

Riley shook her head.

“Her ex-husband’s not a likely suspect,” she said.

“Why on earth not?” Mrs. Newbrough asked.

Riley weighed in her mind what she should and should not tell them.

“You may have read that the killer struck before,” she said. “There was a similar victim near Daggett.”

Mrs. Newbrough was becoming more agitated.

“What’s any of this supposed to mean to us?” 

“We’re dealing with a serial killer,” Riley said. “There was nothing domestic about it. Your daughter may not have known the killer at all. There’s every likelihood that it wasn’t personal.”

Mrs. Newbrough was sobbing now. Riley immediately regretted her choice of words.

“Not personal?” Mrs. Newbrough almost shouted. “How could it be anything but personal?”

Senator Newbrough spoke to his son.

“Robert, please take your mother elsewhere and calm her down. I need to talk with Agent Paige alone.”

Robert Newbrough obediently led his mother away. Senator Newbrough said nothing for a moment. He looked Riley steadily in the eyes. She was sure that he was accustomed to intimidating people with that stare of his. But it didn’t work especially well on her. She simply returned his gaze.

At last, the Senator reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a letter-sized envelope. He walked over to her chair and handed it to her.

“Here,” he said. Then he walked back to the couch and sat down again.

“What’s this?” Riley asked.

The Senator turned his gaze on her again.

“Everything you need to know,” he said.

Riley was now completely baffled. 

“May I open it?” she asked.


“By all means.”

Riley opened the envelope. It contained a single sheet of paper with two columns of names on it. She recognized some of them. Three or four were well-known reporters on the local TV news. Several others were prominent Virginia politicians. Riley was even more perplexed than before.

“Who are these people?” she asked.

“My enemies,” Senator Newbrough said in an even voice. “Probably not a comprehensive list. But those are the ones who matter. Somebody there is guilty.”

Riley was completely dumbfounded now. She sat there and said nothing.

“I’m not saying that anybody on that list killed my daughter directly, face to face,” he said. “But they sure as hell paid somebody to do it.” 

Riley spoke slowly and cautiously.

“Senator, with all due respect, I believe I just said that your daughter’s killing probably wasn’t personal. There has already been one murder nearly identical to it.”

“Are you saying that my daughter was targeted purely by coincidence?” the Senator asked.

Yes, probably, Riley thought. 

But she knew better than to say so aloud. 

Before she could reply, he added, “Agent Paige, I’ve learned through hard experience not to believe in coincidences. I don’t know why or how, but my daughter’s death was political. And in politics, everything is personal. So don’t try to tell me it’s anything else but personal. It’s your job and the Bureau’s to find whoever is responsible and bring him to justice.”

Riley took a long, deep breath. She studied the man’s face in minute detail. She could see it now. Senator Newbrough was a thorough narcissist. 

Not that I should be surprised, she thought.

Riley understood something else. The Senator found it inconceivable that anything in his life wasn’t specifically about him, and him alone. Even his daughter’s murder was about him. Reba had simply gotten caught between him and somebody who hated him. He probably really believed that.

“Sir,” Riley began, “with all due respect, I don’t think—”

“I don’t want you to think,” Newbrough said. “You’ve got all the information you need right in front of you.”

They held each other’s gaze for several seconds.

“Agent Paige,” the Senator finally said, “I get the feeling we’re not on the same wavelength. That’s a shame. You may not know it, but I’ve got good friends in the upper echelons of the agency. Some of them owe me favors. I’m going to get in touch with them right away. I need somebody on this case who will get the job done.”

Riley sat there, shocked, not knowing what to say. Was this man really that delusional?

The Senator stood.

“I’ll send somebody to see you out, Agent Paige,” he said. “I’m sorry we didn’t see eye to eye.”

Senator Newbrough walked out of the room, leaving Riley sitting there alone. Her mouth hung open with shock. The man was narcissistic, all right. But she knew there was more to it than that. 

There was something the Senator was hiding.

And no matter what it took, she would find out what it was.




Chapter 10

 

The first thing that caught Riley’s eye was the doll—the same naked doll she had found earlier that day in that tree near Daggett, in exactly the same pose. For a moment, she was startled to see it sitting there in the FBI forensics lab surrounded by an array of high-tech equipment. It looked weirdly out of place to Riley—like some kind of sick little shrine to a bygone non-digital age.

Now the doll was just another item of evidence, protected by a plastic bag. She knew that a team had been sent to retrieve it as soon as she’d called it in from the scene. Even so, it was a jarring sight.

Special Agent Meredith stepped forward to greet her.

“It’s been a long time, Agent Paige,” he said warmly. “Welcome back.”

“It’s good to be back, sir,” Riley said.

She walked over to the table to sit with Bill and the lab tech Flores. Whatever qualms and uncertainties she might be feeling, it really did feel good to see Meredith again. She liked his gruff, no-nonsense style, and he’d always treated her with respect and consideration.

“How did things go with the Senator?” Meredith asked.

“Not good, sir,” she replied. 

Riley noticed a twitch of annoyance in her boss’s face.


“Do you think he’s going to give us any trouble?” 

“I’m almost sure of it. I’m sorry, sir.”

Meredith nodded sympathetically. 

“I’m sure it’s not your fault,” he said. 

Riley guessed that he had a pretty good idea of what had happened. Senator Newbrough’s behavior was undoubtedly typical of narcissistic politicians. Meredith was probably all too used to it.

Flores typed rapidly, and as he did, images of grisly photographs, official reports, and news stories came up on large monitors around the room.

“We did some digging, and it turns out you were right, Agent Paige,” Flores said. “The same killer did strike earlier, way before the Daggett murder.”

Riley heard Bill’s grunt of satisfaction, and for a second, Riley felt vindicated, felt her belief in herself returning.

But then her spirits sank. Another woman had died a terrible death. That was no cause for celebration. She had wished, actually, that she had not been right.

Why can’t I enjoy being right once in a while? she wondered. 

A gigantic map of Virginia spread out over the main flat-screen monitor, then narrowed to the northern half of the state. Flores tagged a spot high up on the map, near the Maryland border. 

“The first victim was Margaret Geraty, thirty-six years old,” Flores said. “Her body was found dumped in farmland, about thirteen miles outside of Belding. She was killed on June twenty-fifth, nearly two years ago. The FBI wasn’t called in for that one. The locals let the case go cold.”  

Riley peered at the crime scene photos Flores brought up on another monitor. The killer obviously hadn’t tried to pose the body. He’d just dumped her in a hurry and left. 

“Two years ago,” she said, thinking, taking it all in. A part of her was surprised he had been at this for so long. Yet another part of her knew that these sick killers could operate for years. They could have an uncanny patience. 

She examined the photos.

“I see that he hadn’t developed his style,” she observed. 

“Right,” Flores said. “There’s a wig there, and the hair was cropped short, but he didn’t leave a rose. However, she was choked to death with a pink ribbon.”

“He rushed through the set-up,” Riley said. “His nerves got the best of him. It was his first time, and he lacked self-confidence. He did a little better with Eileen Rogers, but it wasn’t until the Reba Frye killing that he really hit his stride.”


She remembered something that she’d wanted to ask.

“Did you find any connections between the victims? Or between the kids of the two mothers?” 

“Not a thing,” Flores said. “The check of parenting groups came up empty. None of them seemed to know each other.”

That discouraged Riley, but didn’t altogether surprise her. 

“What about the first woman?” Riley asked. “She was a mother, I take it.”


“Nope,” Flores said quickly, as though he’d been waiting for that question. “She was married, but childless.”

Riley was startled. She was sure that the killer was singling out mothers. How could she have gotten that wrong? 

She could feel her rising self-confidence suddenly deflate.

As Riley hesitated, Bill asked, “Then how close are we to identifying a suspect? Were you able to get anything off of those burrs from Mosby Park?”

“No such luck,” Flores said. “We found traces of leather instead of blood. The killer wore gloves. He seems to be fastidious. Even at the first scene, he didn’t leave any prints or DNA.”

Riley sighed. She had been so hopeful that she’d found something that others had overlooked. But now she felt she was striking out. They were back to the drawing board.

“Obsessive about details,” she commented. 

“Even so, I think we’re closing in on him,” Flores added. 

He used an electronic pointer to indicate locations, drawing lines between them. 

“Now that we know about this earlier killing, we’ve got the order and a better idea of his territory,” Flores said. “We’ve got number one, Margaret Geraty, at Belding to the north here, number two, Eileen Rogers, over to the west at Mosby Park, and number three, Reba Frye, near Daggett, farther south.”

As Riley looked, she saw that the three locations formed a triangle on the map. 

“We’re looking at an area of about a thousand square miles,” Flores said. “But that’s not as bad as it sounds. We’re talking mostly rural areas with a few small towns. In the north you get into some big estates like the Senator’s. Lots of open country.” 

Riley saw a look of professional satisfaction on Flores’s face. He obviously loved his work.  

“What I’m going to do is bring up all the registered sex offenders who live in this area,” Flores said. He typed in a command, and the triangle was dotted with about two dozen little red tags. 

“Now let’s eliminate the pederasts,” he said. “We can be sure that our killer’s not one of them.”

Flores typed another command, and about half of the dots disappeared.

“Now let’s narrow it down to just the hardcore cases—guys who’ve been in prison for rape or murder or both.”

“No,” Riley said abruptly. “That’s wrong.”

All three men stared at her with surprise.

“We’re not looking for a violent criminal,” she said.

Flores grunted.

“Like hell we’re not!” he protested.

A silence fell. Riley felt an insight forming, but it hadn’t quite taken shape in her mind. She stared at the doll, which was still sitting grotesquely on the table, looking as out of place as ever.

If only you could talk, she thought.

Then she slowly began to state her thoughts.

“I mean, not obviously violent. Margaret Geraty wasn’t raped. We already knew that Rogers and Frye weren’t either.”


“They were all tortured and killed,” Flores grumbled.

A tension filled the room, as Brent Meredith looked worried, while Bill was staring fixedly at one of the monitors.

Riley pointed to close-up pictures of Margaret Geraty’s hideously mutilated corpse. 

“His first killing was his most violent,” she said. “These wounds are deep and ugly—worse even than his next two victims. I’ll bet your technicians have already determined that he inflicted these wounds really rapidly, one right after another.”

Flores nodded with admiration.

“You’re right.”

Meredith looked at Riley with curiosity. 

“What does that tell you?” Meredith asked.

Riley took a deep breath. She found herself slipping into the killer’s mind again. 

“I’m pretty sure of something,” she said. “He’s never had sex with another human being in his life. He’s probably never even been on a date. He’s homely and unattractive. Women have always rejected him.”

Riley paused for a moment, collecting her thoughts. 

“One day he finally snapped,” she said. “He abducted Margaret Geraty, bound her, stripped her, and tried to rape her.” 

Flores gasped with sudden comprehension. 

“But he couldn’t do it!” Flores said.

“Right, he’s completely impotent,” Riley said. “And when he couldn’t rape her, he went into a rage. He started stabbing—the closest he could get to sexual penetration. It was the first act of violence he’d ever committed in his life. My guess is he didn’t even bother to keep her alive for long.”

Flores pointed to a paragraph in the official report. 

“Your guess is right,” he said. “Geraty’s body was found just a couple of days after she disappeared.”

Riley felt a deepening terror at her own words.

“And he liked it,” she said. “He liked Geraty’s terror and pain. He liked all the cutting and stabbing. So he’s made it his ritual ever since. And he’s learned to take his time about it, to enjoy every minute of it. With Reba Frye, the fear and torture went on for more than a week.”

A chill of silence settled over the room. 

“What about the doll connection?” Meredith asked. “Why are you so sure he’s creating a doll?”

“The bodies sure look like dolls,” Bill said. “At least the last two. Riley’s right about that.”

“It is about dolls,” Riley said quietly. “But I don’t know exactly why. There’s probably some sort of revenge element here.”

Finally Flores asked, “So do you think we’re looking for a registered offender at all?”

“Could be,” Riley said. “But not a rapist, not a violent predator. It would be somebody more innocuous, less threatening—a Peeping Tom, or a flasher, or somebody who masturbates in public.”

Flores typed vigorously.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll get rid of the violent offenders.” 

The number of red dots on the map lessened to a handful.

“So who have we got left?” Riley asked Flores.


Flores glanced at a few records, then gasped.

“I think I’ve got him,” Flores said. “I think I’ve got your man. His name’s Ross Blackwell. And get this. He was working in a toy store when he got caught posing dolls in kinky positions. Like they were having all kinds of weird sex. The owner called the police. Blackwell got probation, but the authorities have had their eye on him ever since.”

Meredith stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Could be our guy,” he said.

“Should Agent Paige and I go check on him right now?” Bill asked.

“We don’t have enough to bring him in,” Meredith said. “Or to get a warrant for any kind of a search. We’d better not alarm him. If he’s our guy and he’s as smart as we think he is, he’s liable to slip through our fingers. Pay him a little visit tomorrow. Find out what he’s got to say about himself. Handle him carefully.”




Chapter 11

 

It was very dark by the time Riley got back home into Fredericksburg and, if anything, she felt her night was almost sure to get worse. She felt a spasm of déjà vu as she pulled her car in front of the large house in a respectable suburban neighborhood. She’d once shared this house with Ryan and their daughter. There were a lot of memories here, many of them good. But more than a few of them were not so good, and some were really awful.

Just as she was about to get out of the car and walk up to the house, the front door opened. April came out and Ryan stood silhouetted in the bright light of the doorway. He gave Riley a token wave as April walked away, then he stepped back into the house and closed the door. 

It seemed to Riley that he shut the door quite firmly, but she knew that was probably her own mind at work. That door had closed for good some time ago, and that life was gone. But the truth was, she had never really belonged in such a bland, safe, respectable world of order and routine. Her heart was always in the field, where chaos, unpredictability, and danger reigned. 

April reached the car and got into the passenger seat.

“You’re late,” April snapped, crossing her arms.

“Sorry,” Riley said. She wanted to say more, to tell April how deeply sorry she really was, not just for this night, not just for her father, but for her whole life. Riley so badly wanted to be a better mother, to be home, to be there for April. But her work life would just not let her go.

Riley pulled away from the curb.

“Normal parents don’t work all day and all night too,” April said.

Riley sighed. 

“I’ve said before that—” she began.

“I know,” April interrupted. “Criminals don’t take days off. That’s pretty lame, Mom.”

Riley drove on in silence for a few moments, wanting to talk to April, but just too tired, too overwhelmed by her day. She didn’t even know what to say anymore.

“How did things go with your father?” she finally asked.

“Lousy,” April replied. 


It was a predictable reply. April seemed to be even more down on her father than she was on her mother these days. 

Another long silence fell between them. 

Then, in a softer tone, April added, “At least Gabriela’s there. It’s always nice to see a friendly face for a change.”

Riley smiled ever so slightly. Riley really did appreciate Gabriela, the middle-aged Guatemalan woman who had worked as their housemaid for years. Gabriela was always wonderfully responsible and grounded, which was more than Riley could say about Ryan. She was glad that Gabriela was still in their lives—and still there to look after April whenever she stayed at her father’s house. 

During the drive home, Riley felt a palpable need to communicate with her daughter. But what could she say to break through to her? It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand how April felt—especially on a night like tonight. The poor girl simply had to feel unwanted, getting shuttled back and forth between her parents’ homes. That had to be hard on a fourteen-year-old who was already angry about so many things in her life. Fortunately, April agreed to go to her father’s house after her class each day until Riley picked her up. But today, the very first day of the new arrangement, Riley had been so very late.

Riley found herself close to tears as she drove. She couldn’t think of anything to say. She was simply too exhausted. She was always too exhausted. 

When they got home, April stalked wordlessly off to her room and shut the door noisily behind her. Riley stood in the hallway for a moment. Then she knocked on April’s door.

“Come on out, sweetie,” she said. “Let’s talk. Let’s sit down in the kitchen for a little bit, have a cup of peppermint tea. Or maybe in the backyard. It’s a pretty night out. It’s a shame to waste it.”

She heard April’s voice reply, “You go ahead and do that, Mom. I’m busy.”

Riley leaned wearily against the doorframe.

“You keep saying I don’t spend enough time with you,” Riley said.

“It’s past midnight, Mom. It’s really late.”

Riley felt her throat tighten and tears well up in her eyes. But she wasn’t going to let herself cry. 

“I’m trying, April,” she said. “I’m doing my best—with everything.”

A silence fell.

“I know,” April finally said from inside her room.

Then all was quiet. Riley wished she could see her daughter’s face. Was it possible that she heard just a trace of sympathy in those two words? No, probably not. Was it anger, then? Riley didn’t think so. It was probably just detachment. 

Riley went to the bathroom and took a long hot shower. She let the steam and the pounding hot droplets massage her body, which ached all over after such a long and difficult day. By the time she got out and dried her hair she felt better physically. But inside she still felt empty and troubled. 

And she knew that she wasn’t ready to sleep.

She put on slippers and a bathrobe and went to the kitchen. When she opened a cabinet the first thing she saw was a mostly-full bottle of bourbon. She thought about pouring herself a straight double shot of whiskey. 

Not a good idea, she told herself firmly.

In her current frame of mind, she wouldn’t stop with one. Through all her troubles of the last six weeks, she’d managed not to let alcohol get the best of her. This was no time to lose control. She fixed herself a cup of hot mint tea instead.

Then Riley sat down in the living room and began to pore over the folder full of photographs and information about the three murder cases. 

She already knew quite a bit about the victim of six months ago near Daggett—the one they now knew to be the second of three murders. Eileen Rogers had been a married mother with two children who owned and managed a restaurant with her husband. And of course, Riley had also seen the site where the third victim, Reba Frye, had been left. She’d even visited Frye’s family, including the self-absorbed Senator. 

But the two-year-old Belding case was new to her. As she read the reports, Margaret Geraty began to come into focus as a real human being, a woman who had once lived and breathed. She’d worked in Belding as a CPA, and had recently moved to Virginia from upstate New York. Her surviving family aside from her husband included two sisters, a brother, and a widowed mother. Friends and relatives described her as good-natured but rather solitary—possibly even lonely.


Sipping on her tea, Riley couldn’t help but wonder—what would have become of Margaret Geraty if she had lived? At thirty-six, life still held all kinds of possibilities—children, and so much else. 

Riley felt a chill as another thought dawned on her. Just six weeks ago, her own life story had come fearfully close to ending up in a folder just like the one now open in front of her. Her whole existence might well have been reduced to a stack of horrible photos and official prose. 

She closed her eyes, trying to shake it away as she sensed the memories come flooding back. But try as she did, she could not stop them.

 

As she crept through the dark house, she heard a scratching below the floorboards, then a cry for help. After probing the walls, she found it—a small, square door that opened into a crawlspace under the house. She shined a flashlight inside. 

The beam fell upon a terrified face.

“I’m here to help,” Riley said.

“You’ve come!” the victim cried. “Oh, thank God you’ve come!”

Riley scuttled across the dirt floor toward the little cage in the corner. She fumbled with the lock for a moment. Then she pulled out her pocketknife and pried at the lock until she forced it open. A second later, the woman was crawling out of the cage. 

Riley and the woman headed for the square opening. But the woman was scarcely out before a threatening male figure blocked Riley’s way.

She was trapped, but the other woman had a chance.

“Run!” Riley screamed. “Run!”

 

Riley yanked herself back to the present. Would she ever be free from those horrors? Certainly, working on a new case involving torture and death wasn’t making it easier for her. 

Even so, there was one person she could always turn to for support.

She got out her phone and texted Marie.

Hey. You still awake?

After a few seconds, the reply came.

Yes. How are U?

Riley typed: Pretty shaky. And you?

Too scared to sleep.

Riley wanted to type something to make both of them feel better. Somehow, just texting like this didn’t seem to be enough.

Do U want to talk? she typed. I mean TALK—not just text?

It took several long seconds before Marie replied.

No, I don’t think so.

Riley was surprised for a moment. Then she realized that her voice might not always be comforting for Marie. Sometimes it might even trigger awful flashbacks for her. 

Riley remembered Marie’s words the last time they had spoken. Find that son of a bitch. And kill him for me. And as she pondered them, Riley did have news that she thought Marie might want to hear.

I’m back on the job, Riley typed. 

Marie’s words poured out in a rush of typed phrases.

Oh good! So glad! I know it’s not easy. I’m proud. U r very brave.

Riley sighed. She didn’t feel so brave—not just at this moment, anyway.

Marie’s words continued.


Thank U. Knowing you’re working again makes me feel much better. Maybe I can sleep now. Goodnight.

Riley typed: Hang in there.

Then she put her phone down. She felt a bit better, too. After all, she’d accomplished something, getting back to work like this. Slowly but surely, she really was starting to heal. 

Riley drank the rest of her tea, then went straight to bed. She let her exhaustion overtake her and fell asleep quickly. 

 

Riley was six years old, in a candy store with Mommy. She was so happy about all the candy Mommy was buying for her. 

But then a man walked toward them. A big, scary man. He wore something over his face—a nylon stocking, just like Mommy wore on her legs. He pulled a gun. He yelled at Mommy to give him her purse. But Mommy was so scared that she couldn’t move. She couldn’t give it to him.

And so he shot her in the chest.

She fell to the floor bleeding. The man snatched up the purse and ran.

Riley started screaming and screaming and screaming.

Then she heard Mommy’s voice.

“There’s nothing you can do, dear. I’m gone and you can’t help it.”

Riley was still in the candy store but she was all grown up now. Mommy was right in front of her, standing over her own corpse.

“I’ve got to bring you back!” Riley cried.

 Mommy was smiling sadly at Riley. 

“You can’t,” Mommy said. “You can’t bring back the dead.” 

 

Riley sat up, breathing hard, startled from her sleep by a rattling noise. She looked all around, on edge. The house was silent now. 

But she’d heard something, she was sure. Like a noise at the front door.

Riley jumped to her feet, her instincts kicking in. She got a flashlight and her gun out of the dresser and moved carefully through the house toward the front door.

She peered through the small glass pane in the door, but saw nothing. All was silent.

Riley braced herself and quickly opened the door wide, shining the light outside. No one. Nothing.

As she moved the light around something on the front stoop caught her attention. A few pebbles were scattered there. Had somebody tossed them at the door, causing that rattling? 

Riley wracked her brain, trying to remember if those pebbles had been there when she’d gotten home last night. In her haze, she simply couldn’t be sure one way or the other.

Riley stood there for a few moments, but there was no sign of anybody anywhere. 

She closed and locked the front door and headed back down the short hallway to her bedroom. As she reached the end, she was startled to see that April’s bedroom door was slightly open. 

Riley pulled the door open wide and looked inside.

Her heart pounded with terror.

April was gone.




 

Chapter 12

 

“April!” Riley screamed. “April!”

Riley ran to the bathroom and looked inside. Her daughter wasn’t there either.

She ran desperately through the house, opening doors, looking into every room and every closet. She found nothing.

“April!” she screamed again.

Riley recognized the bitter flavor of bile in her mouth. It was the taste of terror. 

At last, in the kitchen, she noticed an odd smell wafting in through an open window. She recognized that smell from long-ago college days. Her terror ebbed away, replaced by sad annoyance.

“Oh, Jesus,” Riley murmured aloud, feeling immense relief.

She jerked the back door open. In the early morning light she could see her daughter, still in her pajamas, sitting at the old picnic table. April looked guilty and sheepish. 

“What do you want, Mom?” April asked.

Riley strode across the yard, holding out her hand.

“Give it to me,” Riley said.

April awkwardly tried to display an innocent expression. 

“Give you what?” she asked.

Riley’s voice choked back more sadness than anger. “The joint you’re smoking,” she said. “And please—don’t lie to me about it.”

“You’re crazy,” April said, doing her best to sound righteously indignant. “I wasn’t smoking anything. You’re always assuming the worst about me. You know that, Mom?”

Riley noticed how her daughter was hunched forward as she sat on the bench. 

“Move your foot,” Riley said.

“What?” April said, feigning incomprehension.

Riley pointed at the suspicious foot. 

“Move your foot.”

April groaned aloud and obeyed. Sure enough, her bedroom slipper had been covering a freshly crushed marijuana joint. A wisp of smoke rose from it, and the smell was stronger than ever.

Riley bent down and snatched it up.

“Now give me the rest of it.” 

April shrugged. “The rest of what?”

Riley couldn’t quite keep her voice steady. “April, I mean it. Don’t lie to me. Please.”

April rolled her eyes and reached into her shirt pocket. She pulled out a joint that hadn’t been lit.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, here,” she said, handing it to her mother. “Don’t try to tell me you’re not going to smoke it yourself as soon as you get a chance.”

Riley shoved both joints into her bathrobe pocket. 

“What else have you got?” she demanded.

“That’s it, that’s all there is,” April snapped back. “Don’t you believe me? Well, go ahead, search me. Search my room. Search everywhere. This is all I’ve got.”

Riley was trembling all over. She struggled to bring her emotions under control. 

“Where did you get these?” she asked.

April shrugged. “Cindy gave them to me.” 

“Who’s Cindy?

April let out a cynical laugh. “Well, you wouldn’t know, would you, Mom? It’s not like you know much of anything about my life. What do you care, anyway? I mean, does it make any difference to you if I get high?”

Riley was stung now. April had gone right for the jugular, and it hurt. Riley couldn’t hold back the tears anymore.

“April, why do you hate me?” she cried.

April looked surprised, but hardly repentant. “I don’t hate you, Mom.”

“Then why are you punishing me? What did I ever do to deserve this?”

April stared off into space. “Maybe you ought to spend some time thinking about that, Mom.”

April got up from the bench and walked toward the house.

Riley wandered through the kitchen, mechanically getting out everything she needed to make breakfast. As she took the eggs and bacon out of the refrigerator, she wondered what to do about this situation. She ought to ground April immediately. But how exactly could she do that? 

When Riley had been off the job, she’d been able to keep tabs on April. But everything was different now. Now that Riley was back at work, her schedule would be wildly unpredictable. And apparently, so would her daughter.

Riley mulled over her choices as she laid strips of bacon in the pan to sizzle. One thing seemed certain. Since April would be spending so much time with her father, Riley really ought to tell Ryan what had happened. But that would open up another world of problems. Ryan was already convinced that Riley was domestically incompetent, both as a wife and mother. If Riley told him that she’d caught April smoking pot in the backyard, he’d feel absolutely sure of it.

And maybe he’d be right, she thought miserably as she pushed two slices of bread down into the toaster. 

So far, Ryan and Riley had managed to avoid a custody battle over April. She knew that although he’d never admit it, Ryan was enjoying his freedom as a bachelor too much to want to be bothered with raising a teenager. He hadn’t been thrilled when Riley told him that April would be spending more time with him.

But she also knew that her ex-husband’s attitude could change very fast, especially if he had an excuse to blame her for something. If he found out that April had been smoking pot, he might try to take her away from Riley altogether. That thought was unbearable.

A few minutes later, Riley and her daughter were sitting at the breakfast table eating. The silence between them was even more awkward than usual. 

Finally April asked, “Are you going to tell Dad?”

“Do you think maybe I should?” Riley replied.

It seemed like an honest enough reply under the circumstances. 

April hung her head, looking worried. 

Then April pleaded, “Please don’t tell Gabriela.”

The words struck Riley straight to the heart. April was more worried about their housemaid finding out than she was about what her father might think—or her own mother, for that matter. 

So things have gotten this bad, Riley thought miserably.

What precious little that was left of her family life was disintegrating right before her eyes. She felt as if she were barely a mother at all anymore. She wondered if Ryan had any such feelings about being a father. 

Probably not. Feeling guilty wasn’t Ryan’s style. She sometimes envied him his emotional indifference.

After breakfast, as April got ready for school, the house fell silent, and Riley began to obsess about the other thing that had happened that morning—if it had happened. What or who had caused that rattling at the front door? Had there been a rattling at the front door? Where had those pebbles suddenly come from?

She recalled Marie’s panic over strange phone calls, and an obsessive fear was growing inside her, getting out of control. She got out her cell phone and called a familiar number.


“Betty Richter, FBI Forensics Tech,” came the curt reply. 

“Betty, this is Riley Paige.” Riley swallowed hard. “I think you know why I’m calling.”

After all, Riley had been making this exact same phone call every two or three days for the last six weeks now. Agent Richter had been in charge of closing up the details on the Peterson case, and Riley desperately wanted resolution.

“You want me to tell you that Peterson’s really dead,” Betty said in a sympathetic tone. Betty was the very soul of patience, understanding, and good humor, and Riley had always been grateful to have her to talk to about this.

“I know it’s ridiculous.”

“After all you went through?” Betty said. “No, I don’t think so. But I don’t have anything new to tell you. Just the same old thing. We found Peterson’s body. Sure, it was burned to a cinder, but it was exactly his height and build. There’s really nobody else it could have been.”

“How sure are you? Give me a percentage.”

“I’d say ninety-nine percent,” she said.

Riley took a long, slow breath.

“You can’t make that a hundred?” she asked.

Betty sighed. “Riley, I can’t give you a hundred percent certainty about much of anything in life. Nobody can. Nobody’s a hundred percent sure the sun is going to rise tomorrow morning. Earth might get smacked by a giant asteroid in the meantime, and we’ll all be dead.”

Riley emitted a rueful chuckle. 

“Thanks for giving me something else to worry about,” she said.

Betty laughed a little too. “Any time,” she said. “Glad to be of help.”

“Mom?” April called out, ready to go to school.

Riley ended the phone call, feeling a bit better, and prepared to go. After drop-off, she had agreed to pick up Bill today. They had a suspect to interview that fit all the demographics.

And Riley had a feeling he just might be the savage killer they were looking for.




Chapter 13

 

Riley turned off the engine and sat before Bill’s house, admiring his pleasant two-story bungalow. She’d always wondered how he managed to keep that front lawn such a healthy green and those ornamental shrubs so immaculately trimmed. Bill’s domestic life might be in turmoil, but he sure did keep a nice yard, a perfect fit for this picturesque residential neighborhood. She couldn’t help wondering what all the backyards looked like in this little community so close to Quantico.

Bill came out, his wife, Maggie, appearing behind him and giving Riley a ferocious glare. Riley looked away.

Bill got in and slammed the door behind him. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he growled.

Riley started the car and pulled away from the curb.

“I take it all is not well at home,” she said.

Bill shook his head.

“We had a big fight when I got home so late last night. It all started up again this morning.”

He was silent for a moment, then added grimly, “She’s talking about divorce again. And she wants full custody of the boys.”

Riley hesitated, but then she went ahead and asked the question that was on her mind, “And I’m part of the problem?”

Bill was silent.

“Yeah,” he finally admitted. “She wasn’t happy to hear that we’re working together again. She says you’re a bad influence.” 

Riley didn’t know what to say.

Bill added, “She says I’m at my worst when I’m working with you. I’m more distracted, more obsessed with my job.”

True enough, Riley thought. She and Bill were both obsessed with their jobs.

Silence fell again as they drove. After a few minutes, Bill opened up his laptop. 

“I’ve got some details about the guy we’re going to talk to. Ross Blackwell.” 

He scanned the screen.

“A registered sex offender,” he added.

Riley’s lip curled in disgust.

“What charges?”

“Possession of child pornography. He was suspected of more but nothing was ever proved. He’s in the database but no restrictions on his activity. It was ten years back, and this photo is pretty old.”

Sneaky, she thought. Maybe hard to trap.

Bill continued reading.

“Fired from several jobs, for vague reasons. The last time he was working in a chain store in a big mall in the Beltway—really mainstream commercial stuff, and its market is mostly families with kids. When they caught Blackwell posing dolls in kinky positions, they fired and reported him.”

“A man with a quirk about dolls and a record of child pornography,” Riley muttered.

So far, Ross Blackwell fit the profile that she was starting to put together. 

“And now?” she asked.

“He’s got a job in a hobby and model shop,” Bill replied. “Another chain store in another mall.”

Riley was a bit surprised.

“Didn’t the managers know about Blackwell’s record when they hired him?”

Bill shrugged.

“Maybe they don’t care. His interests seem to be entirely heterosexual. Maybe they don’t figure he’ll do much harm in a place that’s all about model cars and airplanes and trains.”

She felt a chill run through her body. Why would a guy like that even be able to get another job? This man seemed likely to be a vicious killer. Why would he be let out every day to cruise around among those who were vulnerable?


They finally made their way through the relentless traffic to Sanfield. The D.C. suburb struck Riley as a typical example of an “edge city,” largely made up of malls and corporate headquarters. She found it to be soulless, plastic, and depressing.

She parked outside the huge shopping mall. For a moment, she just sat in the driver’s seat and stared at the old photograph of Blackwell on Bill’s laptop. There was nothing distinctive about his face, just a white guy with dark hair and an insolent expression. Now he would be in his fifties.

She and Bill got out of the car and made their way on foot through the consumers’ utopia, until they saw the scale model store.

“I don’t want to let him get away,” Riley said. “What if he spots us and bolts?”

“We should be able to corner him inside,” Bill replied. “Immobilize him and get the customers out.”

Riley put one hand on her gun. 

Not yet, she told herself. Don’t cause a panic if we don’t have to.

She stood there for a moment, watching the store’s customers coming and going. Was one of those guys Blackwell? Was he already escaping them?

Riley and Bill walked in through the door of the model shop. Most of the space was taken up by a sprawling and detailed reproduction of a small town, complete with a running train and flashing traffic lights. Model airplanes hung from the ceiling.  There wasn’t a doll in sight. 

Several men seemed to be working in the store, but none of them fit the image she held in her mind.

“I can’t spot him,” Riley said.

At the front desk Bill asked, “Do you have a certain Ross Blackwell working here?” 

The man at the cash register nodded and pointed toward a rack with scale modeling kits. A short, pudgy man with graying hair was sorting the merchandise. His back was to them.

Riley touched her gun again, but left it in the holster. She and Bill spread out so they could block any escape attempt Blackwell might make.

Her heart beat faster as she approached.

“Ross Blackwell?” Riley asked.


The man turned around. He wore thick glasses and his belly protruded over his belt. Riley was especially struck by the dull, anemic pallor of his skin. She thought that he didn’t seem likely to run, but her judgment of “creep” fit him just fine.   

“It depends,” Blackwell replied with a wide smile. “What’s your business?”

Riley and Bill both showed him their badges. 

“Wow, the Feds, huh?” Blackwell said, sounding almost pleased. “This is new. I’m used to dealing with the local authorities. You’re not here to arrest me, I hope. Because I really thought all those weird misunderstandings were a thing of the past.” 

“We’d just like to ask you a few questions,” Bill said.

Blackwell smirked a little and tilted his head inquiringly.

“A few questions, huh? Well, I know the Bill of Rights pretty much by heart. I don’t have to talk to you if I don’t want to. But hey, why not? It might even be fun. If you’ll buy me a cup of coffee, I’ll go along with it.”

Blackwell walked toward the front desk, and Riley and Bill followed close behind him. Riley was alert for any attempt at evading them.

“I’m taking a coffee break, Bernie,” Blackwell called out to the cashier.

Riley could tell by Bill’s expression that he was wondering if they’d gotten the right guy. She understood why he might feel that way. Blackwell didn’t seem the least bit upset to see them. In fact, he seemed to be rather pleased. 

But as far as Riley was concerned, this made him seem all the more amoral and sociopathic. Some of the vilest serial killers in history had displayed plenty of charm and self-assurance. The last thing she expected was for the killer to seem the least bit guilty.

It was only a short way to the food court. Blackwell escorted Bill and Riley straight to a coffee counter. If the man was nervous about being with two FBI agents, he didn’t show it. 

A little girl who was trailing along behind her mother stumbled and fell just in front of them. 

“Whoops!” Blackwell cried out cheerfully. He bent over and lifted the child to her feet.

The mother said an automatic thanks, then led her daughter off by the hand. Riley watched Blackwell eye the little girl’s bare legs beneath her short skirt, and she felt sick to her stomach. Her suspicion deepened.

Riley grabbed Blackwell’s arm hard, but he gave her a look of bewilderment and innocence. She shook his arm and let him go.

“Get your coffee,” she said, nodding to nearby the cafe counter.

“I’d like a cappuccino,” Blackwell said to the young woman behind the counter. “These folks are buying.”

Then, turning to Bill and Riley, he asked, “What are you two having?”

“We’re fine,” Riley said. 

Bill paid for the cappuccino, and the three of them headed toward a table that didn’t have other people seated nearby. 

“Okay, so what do you want to know about me?” Blackwell asked. He seemed relaxed and friendly. “I hope you’re not going to get all judgmental, like the authorities I’m used to. People are so closed-minded these days.”

“Closed-minded about putting dolls in obscene poses?” Bill asked.

Blackwell looked sincerely hurt. “You make it sound so dirty,” he said. “There wasn’t anything obscene about it. Have a look for yourselves.” 

Blackwell got out his cell phone and started showing photographs of his handiwork. They included little pornographic tableaus he had created inside of dollhouses. The little human figures were in various states of undress. They had been posed in an imaginative array of groupings and positions in different parts of the houses. Riley’s mind boggled at the variety of sex acts portrayed in the pictures—some of them quite probably illegal in many states.

Looks plenty obscene to me, Riley thought.

“I was being satirical,” Blackwell explained. “I was making an important social statement. We live in such a crass and materialistic culture. Somebody’s got to make this kind of protest. I was exercising my right to free speech in a thoroughly responsible way. I wasn’t abusing it. It’s not like I was yelling ‘fire’ in a crowded theater.”

Riley noticed that Bill was starting to look indignant.

“What about the little kids who stumbled across these little scenes of yours?” Bill asked. “Don’t you think you were harming them?”

“No, as a matter of fact, I don’t,” Blackwell said rather smugly. “They get worse things out of the media every single day. There’s no such thing as childhood innocence anymore. That’s exactly what I was trying to tell the world. It breaks my heart, I tell you.”

He actually sounds like he means it, Riley thought.

But it was obvious to her that he didn’t mean it at all. Ross Blackwell didn’t have a single moral or empathetic bone in his body. Riley suspected his guilt more and more with every passing moment. 

She tried to read his face. It wasn’t easy. Like all true sociopaths, he masked his feelings with amazing skill. 

“Tell me, Ross,” she said. “Do you like the outdoors? I mean like camping and fishing.”

Blackwell’s face lit up with a broad smile. “Oh, yeah. Ever since I was a kid. I was an Eagle Scout back in the day. I sometimes go off into the wilderness alone for weeks at a time. Sometimes I think I was Daniel Boone in a previous life.”

Riley asked, “Do you like to go hunting, too?”

“Sure, all the time,” he said enthusiastically. “I’ve got lots of trophies at home. You know, mounted heads of elks and deer. I mount them all myself. I’ve got a real flare for taxidermy.” 

Riley squinted at Blackwell.

“Do you have any favorite places? Forests and such, I mean. State and national parks.”

Blackwell stroked his chin thoughtfully.


“I go to Yellowstone a lot,” he said. “I suppose that’s my favorite. Of course, it’s hard to beat the Great Smoky Mountains. Yosemite, too. It’s not easy to choose.”

Bill put in, “How about Mosby State Park? Or maybe that national park near Daggett?”

Blackwell suddenly looked a bit wary. 

“Why do you want to know?” he asked uneasily.

Riley knew that the moment of truth—or its opposite—had finally arrived. She reached into her purse and pulled out photographs of the murder victims, taken when they were alive. 

“Can you identify any of these women?” Riley asked.

Blackwell’s eyes widened with alarm. 

“No,” he said, his voice shaking. “I’ve never seen them in my life.”

“Are you sure?” Riley prodded. “Maybe their names will refresh your memory. Reba Frye. Eileen Rogers. Margaret Geraty.”

Blackwell seemed on the edge of sheer panic.

“Nope,” he said. “I’ve never seen them. Never heard their names.”

Riley studied his face closely for a moment. Finally, she fully understood the situation. She knew all she needed to know about Ross Blackwell.

“Thank you for your time, Ross,” she said. “We’ll be in touch if we need to know anything else.”

Bill looked dumbfounded as he followed her out of the food court.

“What was going on back there?” he snapped. “What are you thinking? He’s guilty and he knows that we’re on to him. We can’t let him out of our sight until we can nail him.”

Riley let out a sigh of mild impatience.

“Think about it, Bill,” she said. “Did you get a look at that pale skin of his? Not even a solitary freckle. That guy’s scarcely spent a whole day outdoors in his life.”

“So he’s not really an Eagle Scout?”

Riley chuckled slightly. “Nope,” she said. “And I can promise you he’s never been to Yellowstone or Yosemite or the Great Smoky Mountains. And he doesn’t know a thing about taxidermy.”

Bill looked positively embarrassed now. 

“He really had me believing him,” Bill said.

Riley nodded in agreement. 

“Of course he did,” she said. “He’s a great liar. He can make people believe he’s telling the truth about anything. And he just loves to lie. He does it whenever he gets a chance—and the bigger the lies, the better.” 

She paused for a moment.

“The trouble is,” Riley added, “he’s lousy at telling the truth. He’s not used to it. He loses his cool when he tries to do it.”

Bill walked silently beside her for a moment, trying to take this in.

“So you’re saying—?” he began.

“He was telling the truth about the women, Bill. That’s why he sounded so guilty. The truth always sounds like a lie when he tries to tell it. He really and truly never saw any of those women in his life. I’m not saying he’s not capable of murder. He probably is. But he didn’t do these murders.”

Bill growled under his breath. 

“Damn,” he said.


Riley didn’t say anything the rest of the way to the car. This was a serious setback. The more she thought about it, the more alarmed she felt. The real killer was still out there, and they still didn’t have a clue who or where he was. And she knew, she just knew, that he would soon kill again. 

Riley was getting frustrated with her inability to figure this case out, but as she wracked her brain, it suddenly occurred to her who she needed to talk to. Right now.




 

Chapter 14

 

They were just a short distance out of Sanfield when Riley suddenly crossed two lanes and veered onto an exit ramp. 

Bill was surprised. “Where are we going?” he asked.

“Belding,” Riley said.

Bill stared at her from the passenger’s seat, waiting for more of an explanation.

“Margaret Geraty’s husband still lives there,” she said. “Roy’s his name, right? Roy Geraty. And doesn’t he own a filling station or something?”

“Actually, it’s an auto repair and supply store,” Bill said.

Riley nodded. “We’re going to pay him a visit,” she said. 

Bill shrugged doubtfully. 

“Okay, but I’m not sure why,” he said. “The locals did a pretty thorough job interviewing him about his wife’s murder. They didn’t get any leads.”

Riley didn’t say anything for a while. She knew all this already. Still, she felt as if there was something yet to be learned. Some sort of loose end must have been left hanging in Belding, just a short drive away through Virginia farm country.  She just had to find out what it was—if she could. But she was starting to doubt herself.

 “I’m rusty, Bill,” Riley muttered as she drove. “For a while back there, I was really sure that Ross Blackwell was our killer. I ought to have known better at first glance. My instincts are shot.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Bill replied. “He seemed to fit your profile.”

Riley groaned under her breath. “Yeah, but my profile was wrong. Our guy wouldn’t pose dolls like that—and not in a public place.”

“Why not?” Bill asked.

Riley thought for a moment. 

“Because he takes dolls too seriously,” she said. “They hold some really deep significance for him. It’s something personal. I think he’d be offended by little stunts like Blackwell’s, the way he posed them. He’d consider it vulgar. Dolls aren’t toys to him. They’re … I don’t know. I can’t quite get it.”

“I know how your mind works,” Bill said. “And whatever it is will come to you eventually.”

 Riley fell silent as she mentally replayed some of the events of the last few days. That only heightened her sense of insecurity.

“I’ve been wrong about other stuff, too,” she told Bill. “I thought the killer was targeting mothers. I was sure of it. But Margaret Geraty wasn’t a mother. How could I get that wrong?”

“You’ll hit your stride soon,” Bill said.

They reached the outskirts of Belding. It was a tired-looking little town that must have been there for generations. But the nearby farms had been bought up by wealthy families who wanted to be “gentleman farmers” and still commute to power jobs in D.C. The town was fading away and one might almost drive through it without noticing it.

Roy Geraty’s auto repair and supply store was impossible to miss. 

Riley and Bill got out of the car and went into the rather seedy front office. No one was there. Riley rang a little bell on the counter. They waited, but no one came. After a few minutes, they ventured into the garage. A single pair of feet poked out from beneath one vehicle.

“Are you Roy Geraty?” Riley asked.

“Yeah,” came a voice from under the car. 

Riley looked around. There wasn’t another employee in sight. Had things gotten so bad that the owner had to do everything by himself?

Geraty came rolling out from under the car and squinted at them suspiciously. He was a bulky man in his middle to late thirties, and he was wearing oil-stained coveralls. He wiped his hands on a dirty cloth and got to his feet.

“You’re not local,” he said. Then he added, “Well, what can I help you with?”

“We’re with the FBI,” Bill said. “We’d like to ask you some questions.”

“Ah, Jesus,” the man growled. “I don’t need this.”

“It won’t take long,” Riley said.

“Well, come on,” the man grumbled. “If we’ve got to talk, we’ve got to talk.”

He led Riley and Bill into a little employee break area with a couple of banged-up vending machines. They all sat down on plastic chairs. Almost as if nobody else was there, Roy picked up a remote and turned on an old television. He fumbled around switching channels until he found an old sitcom. Then he stared at the screen.

“Just ask what you want and let’s get it over with,” he said. “These last few days have been hell.”

Riley found it easy to guess what he meant. 

“I’m sorry your wife’s murder is back in the news,” she said. 

“The papers say there have been two more like it,” Geraty said. “I can’t believe it. My phone’s been ringing off the hook with reporters and just plain assholes. My email inbox is flooded too. There’s no respect for privacy anymore. And poor Evelyn—my wife—she’s really shook up about it.”

“You’ve remarried?” Bill asked.

Geraty nodded, still staring at the TV screen. “We tied the knot seven months after Margaret …”

He couldn’t make himself finish the sentence.

“Folks around here thought it was too fast,” he said. “It didn’t seem too fast to me. I’d never been lonelier in my life. Evelyn’s been a gift from heaven. I don’t know what would have become of me without her. I guess maybe I’d have died.”

His voice grew thick with emotion.

“We’ve got a baby girl now. Six months old. Her name’s Lucy. The joy of my life.”

The sitcom laugh track on the TV erupted with inappropriate laughter. Geraty sniffed and cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair. 

“Anyway, I sure can’t figure what you want to ask me about,” he said. “Seems to me I answered every kind of question you can think of two years ago. It didn’t do any good. You couldn’t catch the guy then, and you’re not going to catch him now.”

“We’re still trying,” Riley said. “We’ll bring him to justice.”

But she could feel the hollowness in her own words.

She paused a moment, then asked, “Do you live near here? I was wondering if we might be able to visit your house, have a look around.”

Geraty knitted his brow in thought.

“Do I have to? Or do I have a choice about it?” he asked.

His question took Riley slightly aback.

“It’s just a request,” she said. “But it might be helpful.”

Geraty shook his head firmly. 


“No,” he said. “I’ve got to draw a line. The cops practically moved into my place back in those days. Some of them were sure I’d killed her. Maybe some of you guys are thinking the same thing now. That I killed somebody.”

“No,” Riley reassured him. “That’s not why we’re here.” 

She saw that Bill was watching the mechanic very closely.

Geraty didn’t look up. He just went on. “And poor Evelyn—she’s home with Lucy, and she’s already a nervous wreck from all the phone calls. I won’t put her through any more of it. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be uncooperative. It’s just that enough is enough.”

Riley could tell that Bill was about to insist. She spoke before he could.

“I understand,” she said. “It’s all right.”

Riley felt sure that she and Bill probably were not likely to learn anything important from a visit to the Geraty home anyhow. But maybe he would answer a question or two.

“Did your wife—Margaret, your first wife—like dolls?” Riley asked cautiously. “Did she collect them, maybe?”

Geraty turned toward her, looking away from the TV for the first time.

“No,” he said, looking surprised at the question. 

Riley realized that no one would have asked that particular question before. Of all the theories the police might have had two years ago, dolls wouldn’t have been among them. And even in the harassment he was undergoing now, no one else would have made a connection with dolls.

“She didn’t like them,” Geraty continued. “It wasn’t like she hated them. It’s just that they made her sad. She couldn’t—we couldn’t—have children, and dolls always made her think about that. They reminded her. Sometimes she’d even cry when she was around dolls.”

With a deep sigh, he turned back toward the TV again.

“She was unhappy about it during those last years,” he said in a low, faraway voice. “Not having kids, I mean. So many friends and relatives, having kids of their own. It seemed like everybody except us was having babies all the time, or had kids growing up. There were always baby showers to go to, mothers always asking her to help out with birthday parties. It really got her down.”

Riley felt a lump of sympathy form in her throat. Her heart went out to this man who was still trying to put his life back together after an incomprehensible tragedy.

“I think that will be all, Mr. Geraty,” she said. “Thanks so much for your time. And I know it’s awfully late to be saying so, but I’m sorry for your loss.”

A few moments later, Riley and Bill were driving away. 

“A wasted trip,” Riley said to Bill.

Riley looked in the rearview mirror and saw the little town of Belding vanishing behind them. The killer wasn’t there, she knew. But he was somewhere in the area that Flores had shown them on the map. Somewhere close. Perhaps they were driving by his trailer right now and didn’t even know it. The thought tortured Riley. She could almost feel his presence, his eagerness, his urge to torture and kill that was becoming an ever more compelling need. 

And she had to stop it.




Chapter 15

 

The man was awakened by his cell phone alarm. At first he didn’t know where he was. But he knew right away that today was going to be important. It was the kind of day he lived for.

He knew that he had awakened in this strange place for a very good reason—because it was to be that kind of day. It would be a day of delicious satisfaction for him, and of sheer terror and indescribable pain for someone else.

But where was he? Still half-asleep, he couldn’t remember. He was lying on a couch in a small, carpeted room, looking at a refrigerator and a microwave. Morning light streamed through a window.

He got up, opened the door to the room, and looked out into a dark hallway. He flipped on the room light beside the doorframe. Light shined out into the hallway and into an open door across the hallway. He could make out a black-upholstered medical examination table with some sterilized white paper stretched along it.

Of course, he thought. The free medical clinic.

Now he remembered where he was and how he’d gotten here. He congratulated himself on his stealth and cunning.  Yesterday he’d arrived at the clinic late in the day, when it was especially busy. In the midst of the bustle of patients, he had asked for a simple blood pressure test. And she had been the nurse who tested him. 

The very woman he had come here to see. The woman he had been watching for days, at her home, when she was shopping, when she came here to work.

After the blood pressure test he’d squeezed himself into a tight space deep inside a supply closet. How innocent all the staff had been. The clinic had closed and everyone had gone home without even checking the closets. Then he’d crept out and made himself at home right here, in the little staff lounge. He’d slept well.

And today was going to be a very remarkable day.

He turned the ceiling light off immediately. No one outside must know that anyone was in the building. He looked at the time on his cell phone. It was just a few minutes before seven a.m. 

She would arrive any minute now. He knew this from his days of surveillance. It was her job to get the clinic ready for both physicians and patients every morning. The clinic itself didn’t open until eight. Between seven and eight, she was always alone here.

But today was going to be different. Today she would not be alone.

He heard a car pull into the parking lot outside. He adjusted the venetian blinds just enough to look outside. It was her, all right, stepping out of the car. 

He had no trouble steadying his nerves. This was not like those first two times, when he had felt so fearful and apprehensive. Ever since the third time, when everything had flowed so smoothly, he knew he had really hit his stride. Now he was seasoned and skillful. 

But there was one thing he wanted to do a little differently, just to vary his routine, to make this time a little different from the others.

He was going to surprise her with a little token—his own personal calling card.

 

*

 

As Cindy MacKinnon walked through the empty parking lot, she mentally rehearsed her daily routine. After getting all the supplies in place, her first order of business would be to sign refill requests from pharmacies and make sure the appointment calendar was up to date. 

Patients would be waiting outside the door by the time they opened at eight. The rest of the day would be devoted to sundry tasks, including taking vital signs, drawing blood, giving shots, making appointments, and fulfilling the often unreasonable demands of the registered nurses and physicians.


Her work here as a licensed practical nurse was hardly glamorous. Even so, she loved what she did. It was deeply gratifying to help people who otherwise couldn’t afford medical care. She knew that they saved lives here, even with the basic services that they offered.

Cindy took the clinic keys out of her purse and unlocked the glass front door. She stepped inside quickly and locked the door behind her. Someone else would unlock it again at eight o’clock. Then she immediately punched in the code to deactivate the building alarm. 

As she walked into the waiting area, something caught her eye. It was a small object lying on the floor. In the dim light, she couldn’t make out what it was.

She switched on the overhead lights. The object on the floor was a rose. 

She walked over to it and picked it up. The rose wasn’t real. It was artificial, made of cheap fabric. But what was it doing there?

Probably a patient had dropped it yesterday. But why hadn’t someone picked it up after the clinic closed at five p.m.?

Why hadn’t she seen it yesterday? She had waited until the cleaning woman was finished. She had been the last to leave and she was sure the rose hadn’t been there.

Then came a rush of adrenaline and an explosion of pure fear. She knew what the rose meant. She wasn’t alone. She knew she had to get out. She didn’t have a split second to lose.

But as she turned to run toward the door, a strong hand seized her arm from behind, stopping her in her tracks. There was no time to think. She had to let her body act on its own.

She raised her elbow and whirled around, throwing her whole weight to the side and back. She felt her elbow strike a hard but pliable surface. She heard a fierce, loud groan and felt the weight of her attacker’s body tilting upon her. 

Had she been lucky and hit his solar plexus? She couldn’t turn around to see. There wasn’t time—a few seconds, if even that.

She ran toward the door. But time slowed down, and it didn’t feel like running at all. It felt like moving through thick, clear gelatin. 

Finally she reached the door and tried to pull it open. But of course she had locked it after coming inside.

She groped frantically through her purse until she found her keys. Then her hands shook so badly that she couldn’t hold them. They fell clattering to the ground. Time stretched out even further as she bent over and picked them up. She fumbled among the keys until she found the right one. Then she stabbed the key at the lock. 

It was useless. Her hand was useless from shaking. She felt as if her body were betraying her.

At last, her eye caught a glimpse of movement outside. On the sidewalk beyond the parking lot a woman was walking her dog. Still gripping the keys, she raised her fists and pounded against the impossibly hard glass. She opened her mouth to scream.

But her voice was stifled by something tight across her mouth, pulling painfully at the corners. It was cloth—a rag or a handkerchief or a scarf. Her attacker had gagged her with merciless and implacable force. Her eyes bulged, but instead of a scream, all she could emit was a horrible groan. 

She flailed her arms, and the keys fell again from her hand. She was pulled helplessly backward, away from the morning light into a dark, murky world of sudden and unimaginable horror.




Chapter 16

 

 “Do you feel kind of out of place?” Bill asked.

“Yeah,” Riley said. “And I’m sure we both look it, too.”

A seemingly random mix of dolls and people were seated in the leather-upholstered furniture of the ostentatious hotel lobby. The people—mostly women, but a few men—were drinking tea and coffee and chatting with one another. Dolls of sundry types, both male and female, sat among them like perfectly behaved children. Riley thought it looked like some bizarre kind of family reunion in which none of the children were real. 

Riley couldn’t help staring at the odd scene. With no more leads to follow, she and Bill had decided to come here, to this doll convention, hoping she might stumble upon some lead, however remote. 

 “Are you two registered?” he asked

Riley turned to see a security guard eyeing Bill’s jacket, undoubtedly having detected his concealed weapon. The guard held his hand near his own holstered gun.

She thought that with this many people around, the guard had good reason to worry. A crazed shooter really could wreak havoc in a place like this. 

Bill flashed his badge. “FBI,” he said. 

The guard chuckled.

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” he said.

“Why not?” Riley asked.

The guard shook his head.

“Because this is just about the weirdest bunch of people I ever saw in one place.”

“Yeah,” Bill agreed. “And they’re not even all people.”

The guard shrugged and replied, “You can bet that somebody here has done something they shouldn’t have.”

The man jerked his head to one side then the other, scanning the room.

“I’ll be glad when it’s all over.” Then he strode away, looking wary and alert. 

As she wandered with Bill into an adjoining hallway, Riley wasn’t sure what the guard was so worried about. Generally speaking, the attendees looked more eccentric than menacing. The women in view ranged from young to elderly. Some were stern and dour looking, while others seemed open and friendly. 

“Tell me again what you hope to find out here,” Bill muttered.

“I’m not sure,” Riley admitted.

“Maybe you’re making too much of the whole doll thing,” he said, clearly unhappy to be here. “Blackwell was creepy about dolls, but he wasn’t the perp. And yesterday we learned that the first victim didn’t even like dolls.”

Riley didn’t reply. Bill might well be right. But when he had showed her a brochure announcing this convention and show, she somehow couldn’t help following through. She wanted to make another try.

The men Riley saw tended to look bookish and professorial, most of them wearing glasses and more than a few of them sporting goatees. None of them appeared quite capable of murder. She passed a seated woman who was lovingly rocking a baby doll in her arms and singing a lullaby. A little farther on, an elderly woman was carrying on a rapt conversation with a life-sized monkey doll.

Okay, Riley thought, so there is a little bit of weirdness going on.

Bill pulled the brochure out of his jacket pocket and browsed it as they walked along.

“Anything interesting happening?” Riley asked him.

“Just talks, lectures, workshops—that kind of thing. Some big manufacturers are here to bring store owners up to date on trends and crazes. And there are some folks who seem to have gotten famous in the whole doll scene. They’re giving talks of one kind or another.” 

Then Bill laughed. 

“Hey, here’s a lecture with a real doozy of a title.”

“What is it?”

“‘The Social Construction of Victorian Gender in Period Porcelain Dolls.’ It’s going to start in a few minutes. Want to check it out?”

Riley laughed as well. “I’m sure we wouldn’t understand a word of it. Anything else?”

Bill shook his head. “Not really. Nothing to help understand the motives of a sadistic killer, anyway.”

Riley and Bill moved on into the next big open room. It was a gigantic maze of booths and tables, where every conceivable kind of doll or puppet was on exhibit. They ranged from as tiny as a single finger to life size, from antique to fresh out of the factory. Some of them were walking and some were talking, but most of them just hung or sat or stood there, staring back at the viewers who clustered in front of each one.

For the first time Riley saw that actual children were present—no boys, only small girls. Most were under their parents’ immediate supervision, but a few wandered loose in unruly little groups, putting exhibitors’ nerves on edge. 

Riley picked up a miniature camera from a table. The attached tag claimed that it worked. On the same counter were tiny newspapers, stuffed toys, handbags, wallets, and backpacks. On the next table were doll-sized bathtubs and other bathroom fixtures. 

The T-shirt station printed shirts for dolls and for full-size people, but the hair salon was for dolls only. The sight of several small carefully styled wigs gave Riley chills. The FBI had already found the manufacturers of the wigs from the murder scenes and knew that they were sold in countless stores everywhere. Seeing them lined up like this brought back images that Riley knew that other people here didn’t share. Images of dead women, naked, sitting splayed like dolls, wearing ill-fitting wigs made out of doll hair.

Riley felt sure that those images would never fade from her mind. The women treated so callously, yet so carefully arranged to represent … something she couldn’t quite pin down. But of course that was why she and Bill were even here.

She stepped forward and spoke to the perky young woman who seemed to be charge of the doll-hair salon.

“Do you sell these wigs here?” Riley asked.

“Of course,” the woman responded. “Those are just for display, but I have brand new ones in boxes. Which one would you like?”

Riley wasn’t sure what to say next. “Do you style these little wigs?” she finally asked.

“We can change the style for you. It’s a very small additional charge.”

“What kind of people buy them?” Riley said. She wanted to ask whether any creepy guys had been around to buy doll wigs.

The woman looked at her, wide-eyed. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said. “All kinds of people buy them. Sometimes they bring in a doll they already have to get the hair changed.”

“I mean, do men often buy them?” Riley asked.

The young woman was looking distinctly uncomfortable now. “Not that I recall,” she said. Then she turned abruptly away to deal with a new customer.

Riley just stood there for a moment. She felt like an idiot, accosting someone with such questions. It was as though she had thrust her own dark world into one that was supposed to be sweet and simple.

She felt a touch on her arm. Bill said, “I don’t think you’re going to find the perp here.”

Riley could feel her face flush. But as she turned away from the doll-hair salon, she realized that she wasn’t the only strange lady that the exhibitors here had to deal with. She almost walked into a woman desperately clutching a newly bought doll, weeping passionately, apparently with joy. At another table, a man and a woman had gotten into a shouting match over which of them would get to buy a particularly rare collector’s item. They were engaged in a physical tug-of-war that threatened to tear the merchandise apart. 

“Now I begin to see why that security guard was worried,” she said to Bill.

She saw that Bill was intently watching someone nearby. 

“What?” she asked him.

“Check out that guy,” Bill said, nodding toward a man standing at a nearby display of large dolls in frilly dresses. He was in his mid-thirties and quite handsome. Unlike most of the other males here, he didn’t look bookish or scholarly. Instead, he cut the appearance of a prosperous and confident businessman, properly dressed in an expensive suit and tie.  

“He looks as out of place as we do,” Bill muttered. “Why is a guy like that playing with dolls?”

“I don’t know,” Riley replied. “But he also looks like he could hire a real live playmate if he wanted to.” She watched the businessman for a moment. He had stopped to look at a display of little girl dolls in frilly dresses. He glanced around, as if to be sure that no one was watching. 

Bill turned his back to the man and leaned forward as if talking animatedly with Riley. “What’s he doing now?” 

“Checking out the merchandise,” she said. “In a way I really don’t like.”

The man bent toward one doll and peered at it closely—maybe a little too closely—and his thin lips curled up into a smile. Then he again scanned the others in the room.

“Or looking for prospective victims,” she added.

Riley was sure she detected a certain furtiveness in the man’s manner as he fingered the doll’s dress, examining the fabric in a sensuous manner. 

Bill glanced at the man again. “Jesus,” he murmured. “Is this guy creepy or what?”

A chilly feeling seized Riley. Rationally, she knew perfectly well that this couldn’t be the murderer. After all, what were the chances of stumbling across him in public like this? Still, at that moment Riley was convinced that she was in the presence of evil. 

“Don’t let him get out of sight,” Riley said. “If he gets weird enough, we’ll ask him some questions.” 

But then, reality blew those dark thoughts away. A little girl about five years old came running up to the man. 

“Daddy,” she called him.

The man’s smile widened, and his face beamed innocently with love. He showed his daughter the doll he had found, and she clapped her hands and laughed with delight. He handed it to her and she hugged it tightly. The father took out his wallet and got ready to pay the vendor.

Riley stifled a groan. 

My instincts miss again, she thought. 

She saw that Bill was listening to someone on his cell phone. His face looked stricken as he turned toward her.

“He’s taken another woman.”




 

Chapter 17

 

Riley cursed under her breath as she pulled into the parking lot beside a long, flat-roofed building. Three people wearing FBI jackets were standing outside, mingling with several local cops.

“This can’t be good,” Riley said. “I wish we’d gotten here before the hordes descended.”

“No joke,” Bill agreed. 

They’d been told that a woman had been kidnapped from inside this small-town medical clinic, taken early this morning. 

 “At least we’re getting on it faster this time,” Bill said. “Maybe we stand a chance of getting her back alive.”

Riley silently agreed. In the earlier cases, no one had known exactly when or where the victim was kidnapped. The women had just disappeared and later turned up dead accompanied by cryptic signs of the killer’s mindset. 

Maybe it will be different this time, she thought.

She was relieved that someone had witnessed enough of the crime to call 911. The local police knew about an alert for a serial kidnapper and killer, and they had called in the FBI. They were all assuming that this was the same deviant at work.

“He’s still way ahead of us,” Riley said. “If it’s really him. This is not the kind of place I expected our perp to grab someone.”

She had thought the killer would be stalking a parking garage or an isolated jogging trail. Maybe even a poorly lit neighborhood. 

“Why a community clinic?” she asked. “And why in daylight? Why would he take the chance of entering a building?”

“Sure doesn’t seem like a random choice,” Bill agreed. “Let’s get moving.”

Riley parked as close to the taped-off area as she could. As she and Bill got out of the car, she recognized Special Agent in Charge Carl Walder. 

“This is really bad,” Riley muttered to Bill as they walked toward the building.

Riley didn’t think much of Walder—a babyish, freckled-faced man with curly, copper-colored hair. Neither Riley nor Bill had personally worked a case under him, but he had a bad reputation. Other agents said that he was the worst kind of boss—someone who had no idea what he was doing, and was therefore all the more determined to throw his weight around and assert his authority.

To make matters worse for Riley and Bill, Walder outranked their own team chief, Brent Meredith. Riley didn’t know how old Walder was, but she was sure that he had risen up the FBI food chain too fast for his own good, or for anybody else’s. 

As far as Riley was concerned, it was a classic example of the Peter Principle at work. Walder had successfully risen to the level of his incompetence.

Walder stepped forward to meet Riley and Bill.

“Agents Paige and Jeffreys, I’m glad you could make it,” he said. 

Without niceties, Riley went right ahead and asked Walder the question that was nagging at her.

“How do we know it’s the same perp that took the other three women?”

“Because of this,” Walder said, holding out an evidence bag holding a cheap little fabric rose. “It was lying on the floor just inside.”

“Oh, shit,” Riley said.

The Bureau had been careful not to leak to the press that detail of his MO—how he’d left roses at the scenes where he’d posed the bodies. This was not the work of a copycat or of a brand new killer. 


“Who was it this time?” Bill asked.

“Her name is Cindy MacKinnon,” Walder said. “She’s an LPN. She was abducted when she came in early to set up the clinic.”

Then Walder indicated the other two agents, a young female and an even younger male. “Perhaps you’ve met Agents Craig Huang and Emily Creighton. They’ll be joining you on this case.”

Bill audibly murmured, “What the—” 

Riley poked Bill in the ribs to shut him up. 

“Huang and Creighton have already been briefed,” Walder added. “They know as much about these murders as you do.”

Riley fumed silently. She wanted to tell Walder that no, Huang and Creighton did not know as much as she did. Not even as much as Bill did. They couldn’t know that much without having spent as much time at the crime scenes, or without having spent uncounted hours poring over evidence. They didn’t have anything resembling the professional investment she and Bill had already put into this case. And she was sure that neither of these youngsters had ever summoned up the mind of a killer to get a sense of his experience.

Riley took a deep breath to stifle her anger.

“With due respect, sir,” she said, “Agent Jeffreys and I have got a pretty good handle on it and we’ll need to work fast. Extra help … won’t help.” She’d almost said that extra help would just slow them down, but had stopped herself in time. No point in insulting the kids.

Riley detected a trace of a smirk on Walder’s babyish face. 

“With due respect, Agent Paige,” he replied, “Senator Newbrough doesn’t agree.”

Riley’s heart sank. She remembered her unpleasant interview with the Senator and something he had said. “You may not know it, but I’ve got good friends in the upper echelons of the agency.”

Of course Walder had to be one of those “good friends.” 

Walder lifted his chin and spoke with borrowed authority. “The Senator says that you’re having trouble grasping the full magnitude of this case.”

“I’m afraid the Senator is letting his emotions run away with him,” Riley said. “It’s understandable, and I sympathize. He’s distraught. He thinks that his daughter’s killing was political or personal or both. It obviously wasn’t.”

Walder squinted his eyes skeptically. 

“How is it obvious?” he said. “It seems obvious to me that he’s right.”

Riley could hardly believe her ears 

“Sir, the Senator’s daughter was the third woman taken out of what are now four,” she said. “His time frame has been spread out over more than two years. It’s purely coincidence that his daughter happened to be one of the victims.”

“I beg to differ,” Walder said. “And so do Agents Huang and Creighton.”

As if on cue, Agent Emily Creighton piped in.

“Doesn’t this kind of thing happen from time to time?” she said. “Like, sometimes a perpetrator will stage another murder before killing his intended victim? Just to make it look serial and not personal?”

“This last abduction could serve the same purpose,” added Agent Craig Huang. “A final decoy.”

Riley managed not to roll her eyes at the kids’ naiveté.

“That’s an old, old story,” she said. “A work of fiction. It doesn’t happen in real life.”

“Well,” Walder said in an authoritative tone, “it happened this time.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Riley snapped. Her patience had run out. “Have we got any witnesses?”

“One,” Walder said. “Greta Tedrow made the 911 call but she didn’t actually see much. She’s sitting inside. The receptionist is in there too, but she didn’t see it happen. By the time she showed up at eight o’clock, the cops were already here.”

Through the clinic’s glass doors, Riley could see two women sitting in the waiting room. One was a slim woman in running clothes, with a cocker spaniel on a leash beside her. The other was large, middle-aged, and Hispanic-looking. 

“Have you interviewed Ms. Tedrow?” Riley asked Walder.

“She’s been too shaken up to talk,” Walder said. “We’re going to take her back to the BAU.”

Riley actually did roll her eyes this time. Why make an innocent witness feel like a suspect? Why play the bully, as if that wouldn’t shake her up even more? 

Ignoring Walder’s gesture of protest, she swung a door open and strode through the entrance. 

Bill followed her in, but he left the interview to Riley while he checked a couple of adjoining offices, then poked around the waiting room.

The woman with the dog looked at Riley anxiously. 

“What’s going on?” Greta Tedrow asked. “I’m ready to answer questions. But nobody’s asking me anything. Why can’t I go home?”

Riley sat in a chair beside her and patted her hand.

“You will go home, Ms. Tedrow, and soon,” she said. “I’m Agent Paige, and I’ll ask you a few questions right now.”

Greta Tedrow nodded shakily. The cocker spaniel just lay there on the floor looking up at Riley in a friendly manner. 

“Nice dog,” Riley said. “Very well behaved. How old is he—or is it a she?”

“It’s he. Toby’s his name. He’s five years old.”

Riley slowly held her hand toward the dog. With the animal’s silent permission, she petted his head lightly. 

The woman nodded an unspoken thank-you. Riley got out her pencil and notepad. 

“Now take your time, don’t rush,” Riley said. “Tell me in your own words how it happened. Try to remember everything you can.”

The woman spoke slowly and haltingly. 

“I was walking Toby.” She pointed outside. “We were just coming around the corner beyond the hedges, over that way. The clinic had just come into view. I thought I heard something. I looked. There was a woman in the clinic doorway. She was pounding on the glass. I think her mouth was gagged. Then someone pulled her backward out of sight.”

Riley patted the woman’s hand again.

“You’re doing great, Ms. Tedrow,” she said. “Did you see her attacker at all?”

The woman wrestled with her memory. 

“I didn’t see his face,” she said. “I couldn’t see his face. The light was on in the clinic, but …” 

Riley could see a flash of recollection cross the woman’s face. 

“Oh,” the woman said. “He was wearing a dark ski mask.” 

“Very good. What happened next?”

The woman became slightly more agitated.

“I didn’t stop to think. I got out my cell phone and called 911. It seemed like a long time before I could get an operator. I was on the phone talking to the operator when a truck came tearing out from behind the building. Its tires screeched going out of the parking lot, and it turned to the left.”

Riley was taking notes rapidly. She was aware that Walder and his two young favorites had come into the room and were just standing there, but she ignored them. 

“What kind of truck?” she asked.

The woman knitted her forehead. “A Dodge Ram, I think. Yes, that’s right. Pretty old—maybe from the late nineties. It was very dirty, but I think it was a really deep navy blue color. And it had something on its bed. Kind of like a camper, only it wasn’t a camper. One of those aluminum tops with windows.”

“A cap?” Riley suggested.

The woman nodded. “I think that’s what they’re called.”

Riley was pleased and impressed by the woman’s memory.

“What about a license number?” Riley asked.

The woman looked a little bit taken aback. 

“I—I didn’t catch it,” she said, sounding disappointed with herself. 

“Not even one letter or number?” Riley asked.

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t see it. I don’t know how I missed it.”

Walder stooped down and whispered intensely in Riley’s ear.

“We’ve got to take her to the BAU,” he said.

He backed up a little as Riley rose to her feet.

“Thank you, Ms. Tedrow,” Riley said. “That’s all for now. Have the police already taken your contact information?”

The woman nodded.

“Then go home and get some rest,” Riley said. “We’ll be in touch again soon.”

The woman walked her dog out of the clinic and headed home. Walder looked ready to explode with rage and exasperation.

“What the hell was that all about?” he demanded. “I said we had to take her to the BAU.”

Riley shrugged. “I can’t imagine why we would do that,” she said. “We’ve got to keep moving on this case and she’s told us all she can.”

“I want one of our hypnotists to work with her. To help her remember the license number. It’s in her brain somewhere.”

“Agent Walder,” Riley said, trying not to sound as impatient as she felt, “Greta Tedrow is one of the most observant witnesses I’ve interviewed in a very long time. She said she didn’t see the license plate number, didn’t ‘catch’ it. Not even one number. That bothered her. She didn’t know how she could miss it. Coming from someone with a memory as sharp as hers, that can only mean one thing.”

She paused, challenging Walder to guess what that “one thing” might be. She could tell by his vacant expression that he had no idea.

“There was no license plate to see,” she finally said. “Either the attacker had removed it or it had been muddied up and made unreadable. All she saw was a blank space where the license plate should have been. If a legible license plate had been there, that woman would have caught at least part of it.”

Bill let out a snort of quiet admiration. Riley wanted to shush him, but figured that would only make matters worse. She decided to change the subject. 

“Has the victim’s next of kin been contacted?” she asked Walder.


Walder nodded. “Her husband. He came here for a few minutes. But he couldn’t handle it. We sent him home. He lives only a few blocks away. I’ll send Agents Huang and Creighton to interview him.”

The two younger agents had been standing apart enthusiastically discussing something. At that moment, they turned toward Riley, Bill, and Walder. They looked very happy with themselves.

“Emily—er, Agent Creighton and I have got it figured out,” Huang said. “There was no sign of a break-in, nothing resembling forced entry. That means the perp’s got local connections. In fact, he knows somebody who works in this clinic. He just might work here himself.” 

“Somehow he got his hands on a key,” Creighton put in. “Maybe he stole it, or maybe he borrowed it and copied it, something like that. And he knew the code for the alarm. He got in and out without setting it off. We’ll interview the staff with that in mind.”

“And we know just who we’re looking for,” Huang said. “Someone with some kind of grudge against Senator Newbrough.”

Riley choked back her anger. These two were jumping to unfounded conclusions. Of course, they could be right. But what had they overlooked? She looked around at the clinic waiting room and adjoining hallway and a different possibility formed in her mind. She turned toward the Hispanic receptionist.

“Perdóneme, señora,” she said to the woman. “Dónde está el cuarto de provisiones?”

“Allá,” the woman said, pointing to a hallway door.

Riley went to the door and opened it. She looked inside, then turned to Walder and said, “I can tell you exactly how he got into the building. He came in through here.” 

Walder looked annoyed. By contrast, Bill looked anything but annoyed—positively delighted, in fact. Riley knew that Bill disliked Walder as much as she did. He was undoubtedly looking forward to seeing Walder get a good lesson in detective work.

The two young agents stared into the open doorway, then turned toward Riley.

“I don’t get it,” complained Emily Creighton.

“It’s just a closet,” echoed Craig Huang.

“Look at those boxes in the back,” Riley said. “Don’t touch anything.”

Bill and Walder joined the cluster of people looking into the big supply closet. Paper supplies and bandages were stored on wide shelves. Clinicians’ apparel was stacked in one area. But several large boxes on the floor looked out of place. Although everything else in the closet was arranged neatly, those boxes sat at odd angles and space was visible behind them. 

 “Boxes pushed away from the back wall,” Bill commented. “Somebody could have hidden back in there pretty easily.”

“Get the evidence crew in here,” Walder snapped to the younger agents. Then he asked Riley, “What’s your theory?”

Her brain was clicking away as the scenario rapidly took shape for her. She started laying it out.

 “He arrived at the clinic yesterday,” she said. “Probably late in the day, at some especially busy hour. In the midst of the bustle of patients, he asked the receptionist for something simple. A blood pressure test, maybe. And she might well have been the nurse who administered that test—Cindy MacKinnon, the woman he had been stalking, the woman he came here to abduct. He would have enjoyed that.”

“You can’t know that for sure,” Walder said.

“No,” Riley agreed. “And of course he wouldn’t give his real name, but have someone check the clinic records for her services to anyone the other staff members don’t recognize. In fact, we should check on everyone who was a patient here yesterday.”

That would take time, she knew. But they had to follow up on every possibility as fast as they could. This man had to be stopped.

“He was here,” Riley said, “mingling with all the patients. Maybe someone will remember something odd. And when no one was looking, he managed to get into this supply room.” 

“It isn’t drug storage and I don’t see anything else that would be valuable enough to steal,” Bill added. “So it probably isn’t watched very carefully.” 

“He squeezed himself into a tight space right under the bottom shelf and behind those boxes,” Riley said. “The staff had no idea he was there. The clinic closed at the usual hour, and everyone went home without noticing. When he was sure that everyone had left, the perp pushed the boxes aside, crept out, and made himself at home. He waited all night. My guess is that he slept just fine.”

The evidence team came in, and the agents moved aside to let them do their search for hairs, fingerprints, or anything else that might carry DNA or provide some other clue.

“You might be right,” Walder muttered. “We’ll also need to go over anywhere he might have been during the night. That means everywhere.”

 “It’s the simplest solution,” Riley said. “That’s usually the best.” 

She put on her plastic gloves and went on down the hallway, looking into each room. One was a staff lounge, with a comfortable-looking couch. 

“This is where he spent the night,” she said with a feeling of certainty.

Walder looked inside. “Everybody stay out of this room until the team has been over it,” he said, doing his best to sound efficient.

Riley returned to the waiting room. “He was already here when Cindy MacKinnon showed up this morning, right on schedule. He grabbed her.” 

Riley pointed toward the end of the hallway.

“Then he made off with her through the back entrance. He had his truck waiting right out there.”

Riley closed her eyes for a moment. She could almost see him in her mind, a shadowy image she couldn’t quite bring into focus. If he stood out someone would notice. So he wasn’t extreme in appearance. Not obese, not unusually tall or short, no weird hairstyle, not marked by odd tattoos or coloring. He would be dressed in well-worn clothes, but nothing that would identify with a particular job. Old casual clothes. That would be natural to him, she thought. That was how he usually dressed. 

“What is his connection with these women?” she muttered. “Where does his fury come from?”


“We’ll find out,” Bill said firmly.

Walder was completely silent now. Riley knew why. His protégés’ overwrought theory about the abductor having an inside connection now seemed perfectly ridiculous. When Riley spoke again, it was in a tone that bordered on patronizing.

“Agent Walder, I appreciate the youthful spirit of your two agents,” she said. “They’re learning. They’ll get good at this someday. I really believe that. But I think you’d better leave interviewing the husband to Agent Jeffreys and myself.”

Walder sighed and gave her a slight, barely visible nod.

Without another word, Riley and Bill left the scene of the abduction. She had some important questions to ask the victim’s husband. 




 

Chapter 18

 

As she drove to the address the clinic receptionist had given her, Riley felt her usual dread at having to interview victims’ families or spouses. She somehow sensed that this time was going to be even worse than usual. But the abduction was fresh. 

“Maybe this time, we’ll find her before he kills her,” she said.

“If the evidence team can get a clue on this guy,” Bill replied. 

“Somehow, I doubt that he’s going to turn up in any database.” The image that Riley was forming in her mind wasn’t of a habitual offender. This thing was deeply personal to the killer in some way that she hadn’t been able to identify. She would figure it out, she was sure. But she needed to figure it out fast enough to stop the terror and agony that Cindy was going through right now. No one else should have to endure the pain of that knife … or of that darkness … of that searing flame …

“Riley,” Bill said sharply, “that’s it right there.”

Riley jerked back to the present. She pulled the car over to the curb and looked around at the neighborhood. It was a little rundown but all the more warm and inviting because of that. It was the sort of low-rent area where young people without a lot of money could pursue their dreams. 

Of course, Riley knew that the neighborhood wouldn’t stay this way. Gentrification was undoubtedly scheduled to kick in any day now. But maybe that would be good for an art gallery. If the victim got back home alive.

Riley and Bill got out of the car and approached the little storefront gallery. A handsome metal sculpture was displayed in the front window behind a sign that announced “CLOSED.”

The couple’s apartment was upstairs. Riley rang the doorbell, and she and Bill waited for a few moments. She wondered who was going to come to the door.

When the door opened, she was relived to be greeted by the compassionate face of FBI victim specialist Beverly Chaddick. Riley had worked with Beverly before. The specialist had been in this job for at least twenty years, and she had a wonderful way dealing with distraught victims and family members.

“We need to ask Mr. MacKinnon some questions,” Riley said. “I hope he’s up for it.”

“Yes,” Beverly said. “But go easy on him.”

Beverly led Bill and Riley upstairs to the little apartment. It immediately struck Riley as heartbreakingly cheerful, decorated with a marvelous clutter of paintings and sculptures. The people who lived here loved to celebrate life and all of its possibilities. Was all that over now? Her heart ached for the young couple.

Nathaniel MacKinnon, a man in his late twenties, was sitting in the combined living and dining room. His lankiness made him look all the more broken. 

Beverly announced in a gentle voice, “Nathaniel, Agents Paige and Jeffreys are here.” 

The young man looked at Bill and Riley expectantly. His voice croaked with desperation. 

“Have you found Cindy? Is she okay? Is she alive?”

Riley realized that she could say nothing helpful. She was all the more grateful that Beverly was here, and that she’d already established a rapport with the distraught husband.

Beverly sat down next to Nathaniel MacKinnon. 

“Nobody knows anything yet, Nathaniel,” she said. “They’re here to help.”

Bill and Riley sat down nearby. 

Riley asked, “Mr. MacKinnon, has your wife said anything recently about feeling fearful or threatened?”

He shook his head mutely.

Bill put in, “This is a difficult question, but we have to ask. Do either you or your wife have any enemies, anybody who might wish you harm?”

The husband seemed to have trouble understanding the question. 

“No, no,” he stammered. “Look, there are sometimes little feuds in my line of work. But it’s all just stupid little things, squabbles among artists, not people who would do something like …”

He stopped in mid-sentence.

“And everybody … loves Cindy,” he said.

Riley detected his anxiety and uncertainty about using the present tense. She sensed that questioning this man was probably futile and possibly insensitive. She and Bill should probably cut things short and leave the situation in Beverly’s capable hands. 

Meanwhile, though, Riley looked around the apartment, trying to pick up the slightest trace of a clue.

She didn’t need to be told that Cindy and Nathaniel MacKinnon didn’t have children. The apartment wasn’t big enough, and besides, the surrounding artworks were anything but childproof. 

She suspected, though, that the situation was not the same as with Margaret and Roy Geraty. Riley’s gut told her that Cindy and Nathaniel were childless by choice, and only temporarily. They were waiting for the right time, more money, a bigger home, a more settled lifestyle. 

They thought they had all kinds of time, Riley thought.

She thought back to her early assumption that the killer targeted mothers. She wondered yet again how she could have gotten it so wrong.

Something else about the apartment was starting to dawn on her. She saw no photographs anywhere of Nathaniel or Cindy. This wasn’t especially surprising. As a couple, they were more interested in the creativity of others than in pictures of themselves. They were anything but narcissistic.

Even so, Riley felt the need to get a clearer image of Cindy.

“Mr. MacKinnon,” she asked cautiously, “do you have any recent photographs of your wife?”

He looked at her blankly for a moment. Then his expression brightened.

“Why, yes,” he said. “I’ve got a new one right here on my cell phone.”

He brought up the photograph on his phone and passed it along to Riley.

Riley’s heart jumped up in her throat when she saw it. Cindy MacKinnon was sitting with a three-year-old girl on her lap. Both she and the child were glowing with delight as they held a beautifully dressed doll between them.

It took Riley a moment to start breathing again. The kidnapped woman, a child, and a doll. She hadn’t been wrong. At least not completely. There had to be a connection between this killer and dolls.

“Mr. MacKinnon, who is the child in this picture?” Riley asked, as calmly as she could manage.

“That’s Cindy’s niece, Gale,” Nathaniel MacKinnon replied. “Her mother is Cindy’s sister, Becky.”

“When was this photograph taken?” Riley asked.

The man stopped to think. “I think Cindy sent it to me on Friday,” he said. “Yes, I’m sure that’s when she sent it. It was at Gale’s birthday party. Cindy helped her sister with the party. She left work early to help out.”

Riley struggled with her thoughts, unsure for a moment just what to ask next.

“Was the doll a gift for Cindy’s niece?” she asked.

Nathaniel nodded. “Gale was thrilled with it. That made Cindy so happy. She just loves to see Gale happy. The girl’s almost like a daughter to her. She called me right away to tell me. That’s when she sent the photograph.”


Riley struggled to keep her voice steady. “It’s a lovely doll. I can see why Gale was so happy with it.” 

She hesitated again, staring at the doll’s image as though it could tell her whatever it was that she needed to know. Surely that painted smile, those blank blue eyes, held a key to her questions. But she didn’t even know what to ask.

 Out of the corner of her eye she could see Bill watching her intently.

Why would a brutal killer pose his victims to look like dolls? 

Finally Riley asked, “Do you know where Cindy bought the doll?” 

Nathaniel looked genuinely puzzled. Even Bill looked surprised. Doubtless he wondered where Riley was going with this. The truth was, Riley wasn’t entirely sure yet herself.

“I’ve got no idea,” Nathaniel said. “She didn’t tell me. Is that important?” 


“I’m not sure,” Riley admitted. “But I think it could be.”

Nathaniel was growing more agitated now. “I don’t understand. What’s this all about? Are you saying my wife was abducted over a little girl’s doll?”

“No, I’m not saying that.” Riley tried to sound calm and convincing. Of course, she realized, she was saying that. She thought that his wife probably was abducted over some little girl’s doll, even though that made no sense at all.

Nathaniel was visibly distressed. Riley saw that Beverly Chaddick, the victim specialist who was seated nearby, was eyeing her uneasily. With a slight shake of her head, Beverly seemed to be trying to communicate that Riley needed to go easier on the distraught husband. Riley reminded herself that interviewing victims and their families was not her own forte. 

I’ve got to be careful, she told herself. But she also felt an urgent need to hurry. The woman was in captivity. Caged or tied, that didn’t matter. She didn’t have long to live. Was this any time to hold back on any source of information?

“Is there any way to find out where Cindy bought it?” Riley asked, trying to speak in a gentler tone. “Just in case we do need that information.”


“Cindy and I keep some receipts,” Nathaniel said. “Just for tax-deductible expenses. I don’t think she would have kept the receipt for a family gift. But I’ll look.”

Nathaniel went to a closet and took down a shoebox. He sat down again and opened the box, which was full of paper receipts. He started looking through the them, but his hands were trembling uncontrollably.

“I don’t think I can do this,” he said.

Beverly gently took the box away from him.

“That’s all right, Mr. MacKinnon,” she said. “I’ll look for it.”

Beverly began to rummage through the box. Nathaniel was near tears.

“I don’t understand,” he said in a broken voice. “She just bought a gift. It could have been anything. From  anywhere. I think she was considering several possibilities, but she finally decided on a doll.”


Riley felt sick to her stomach. Somehow, deciding on a doll had led Cindy MacKinnon into a nightmare. If she had decided on a stuffed animal instead, would she be at home today, alive and happy? 

“Will you please explain to me what this doll business is all about?” Nathaniel insisted. 

Riley knew that the man more than deserved an explanation. She could think of no gentle way to put it.

“I think—” she began haltingly. “I think that your wife’s abductor—might be obsessed with dolls.”

She was aware of the instant responses from the others in the room. Bill shook his head and turned his gaze downward. Beverly’s head snapped up in shock. Nathaniel gazed at her with an expression of hopeless despair.

“What makes you think that?” he asked in a choked voice. “What do you know about him? What aren’t you telling me?”

Riley searched for a helpful reply, but she could see an awful dawning realization in his eyes.

“He’s done this before, hasn’t he?” he said. “There have been other victims. Has this got something to do with—?”

Nathaniel struggled to remember something. 

“Oh my God,” he said. “I’ve been reading about it in the news. A serial killer. He killed other women. Their bodies were found in Mosby Park, and in that national park near Daggett, and somewhere around Belding.”

He doubled over and began to sob uncontrollably.

“You think that Cindy’s his next victim,” he cried. “You think she’s already dead.”

Riley shook her head insistently.

“No,” Riley said. “No, we don’t think that.”

“Then what do you think?”

Riley’s thoughts were in turmoil. What could she tell him? That his wife was probably alive, but utterly terrified, and about to be hideously tortured and mutilated? And that the cutting and the stabbing would go on and on—until Cindy was rescued or dead, whichever came first?

Riley opened her mouth to speak, but no words at all came out. Beverly leaned forward and put one hand on Riley’s arm. The specialist’s face was still warm and friendly, but the fingers were quite firm.

Beverly spoke very slowly, as if explaining something to a child.

“I can’t find the receipt,” she said. “It’s not here.”

Riley understood Beverly’s unspoken meaning. With her eyes, Beverly was telling her that the interview had gotten out of control, and that it was time for her to leave. 

“I’ll take it from here,” Beverly mouthed in a barely audible whisper.


Riley whispered back to her, “Thank you. I’m sorry.”

Beverly smiled and nodded sympathetically. 

Nathaniel sat with his face buried in his hands. He didn’t even look up at Riley as she and Bill stood up to leave.

They left the apartment and went back down the stairs to the street. They both got into Riley’s car but she didn’t start the engine. She felt her own tears welling up. 

I don’t know where to go, she thought. I don’t know what to do.

It seemed to be the story of her life these days.

“It’s dolls, Bill,” she said. She was trying to explain her new theory to herself as much as to him. “It’s definitely got something to do with dolls. Do you remember what Roy Geraty told us in Belding?”

Bill shrugged. “He said that his first wife—Margaret—didn’t like dolls. They made her sad, he said. He said they sometimes made her cry.”

“Yeah, because she couldn’t have kids of her own,” Riley said. “But he said something else. He said she had all kinds of friends and relatives having kids of their own. He said that she was always having to go to baby showers, and to help out with birthday parties.”

Riley could see by Bill’s expression that he was starting to understand now. 

“So she sometimes had to buy dolls,” he said. “Even if they did make her sad.”

Riley struck the steering wheel with her fist.

“They all bought dolls,” she said. “He saw them buying dolls. And he saw them buy the dolls in the same place, in the same store.”

Bill nodded. “We’ve got to find that store,” he said.

“Right,” Riley said. “Somewhere in our thousand-plus-square-mile area, there’s a doll store that all the kidnapped women went to. And he went there too. If we can find it, maybe—just maybe—we can find him.”

At that moment, Bill’s cell phone rang.

“Hello?” he said. “Yeah, Agent Walder, this is Jeffreys.”

Riley stifled a moan. She wondered what kind of hassle Walder was about to cause them now. 

She saw Bill’s mouth drop open with stunned surprise.

“Jesus,” he said. “Jesus. Okay. Okay. We’ll be right there.”

Bill ended the call and stared at Riley, dumbstruck for a few seconds.

“Walder and those kids he brought along,” he said. “They’ve caught him.”




Chapter 19

 

Riley and Bill arrived at the Behavioral Analysis Unit to find Walder waiting for them at the door.

“We’ve got him,” Walder said, ushering them into the building. “We’ve got the guy.”

Riley could hear both elation and relief in his voice. 

“How?” she demanded. 

“Agent Paige, you’ve seriously underestimated Huang and Creighton,” Walder said. “After you left, the receptionist told them about a creepy guy who’d been hanging around the clinic recently. His name is Darrell Gumm. Women patients had complained about him. He was always getting too close to them, they said, not respecting their personal space. He also said some pretty unsavory things to them. And once or twice he actually sneaked into the women’s restroom.”

Riley mulled this over, checking it against her own assumptions about the perpetrator. It could be him, she thought. She felt a flutter of excitement in her throat.

Bill asked Walder, “Didn’t anybody at the clinic call the police about Gumm?” 

“They were letting their own security guy handle it. The guard told Gumm to stay away. At that kind of facility they do get oddballs from time to time. But Huang and Creighton picked up on the description. They realized he sounded like the guy we’re looking for. They got his address from the receptionist, and we all headed over to his apartment.”

“How do you know it’s him?” Riley asked. 

“He confessed,” Walder said firmly. “We got a confession out of him.” 

Riley began to feel a touch of relief herself. “And Cindy MacKinnon?” she asked. “Where is she?”

“We’re working on it,” Walder said.

Riley’s relief faded. “What do you mean, ‘working on it’?” she asked.

“We’ve got field agents sweeping the neighborhood. We don’t think he could have taken her very far. Anyhow, he’ll tell us very soon. He’s doing plenty of talking.”

This had better be the guy, Riley thought. Cindy MacKinnon simply had to be alive. They couldn’t lose yet another innocent woman to this twisted brute. His timeline was tightening up, but surely she wouldn’t already be dead this soon after the abduction. He hadn’t had the pleasure of torturing her yet.

Bill asked Walder, “Where is the suspect now?”

Walder pointed the way. “We’ve got him over in the detention center,” he said. “Come on. I’m headed there now.” 

Walder filled them in as they walked through the extensive BAU complex to the building where suspects were held.

“When we flashed our badges,” Walder said grimly, “he invited us to come right in and make ourselves at home. Self-confident bastard.”

Riley thought that sounded right. If Darren Gumm really was the perp, the agents’ arrival might have been just the denouement he’d been hoping for. He might well have intended to get caught all along, after an all-too-clever, two-year game of cat and mouse with the authorities. Maybe the reward he’d been hoping for all along was fame—a lot more than fifteen minutes of fame. 

The trouble was, Riley knew, he could still use his latest captive to toy with them all. And he could well be the type who would do that.

“You should have seen his place,” Walder went on. “A filthy little one-room pit, with a fold-out couch and a tiny bathroom that stinks to high heaven. And on the walls, absolutely everywhere, he’s got news clippings about assaults and rapes and murders from all over the country. No sign of a computer, he’s completely off the grid, but I’ve got to say, he’s got an analog database of psychopathic criminality that a lot of police departments would envy.”

“And let me guess,” Bill put in. “He had a cluster of stories posted up about our killings—pretty much all the information that’s been made public about them for all of two years.”

“He sure as hell did,” Walder said. “Creighton and Huang asked him a few questions, and he acted as suspicious as hell. Finally Huang asked what he knew about Cindy MacKinnon and he clammed up. It was obvious he knew who we meant. We had enough to arrest him. And he confessed almost as soon as we got him here.” 

At that moment Walder led Riley and Bill into a little room with a one-way window that looked into an interrogation room. 

The interrogation was already well under way. On one side of the table sat Agent Emily Creighton. Agent Craig Huang was pacing the floor behind her. Riley thought that the two young agents actually looked more capable than they had before. On the other side of the table sat Darrell Gumm. His wrists were cuffed to the tabletop.

Riley was repelled by him immediately. He was a little toad of a man, somewhere around thirty, of medium build, and somewhat pudgy. But he looked sufficiently sturdy to be a plausible physical threat, especially to defenseless women caught by surprise. His forehead sloped sharply backwards, making his skull look like that of some long extinct hominid. His chin was all but nonexistent. All in all, he certainly fit Riley’s expectations. And his confession did seem to wrap things up.

“Where is she?” Creighton shouted at Gumm. 

Riley could tell by the impatient crackle in Creighton’s voice that she had already asked that question many times.

“Where is who?” Gumm asked in a high and unpleasant voice. His expression fairly reeked of contempt and insolence. 

“Stop playing games with us,” Huang said sharply.

“I don’t have to say anything without a lawyer present, right?” Gumm said.

Creighton nodded. “We already told you that. We’ll bring in a lawyer any time you ask for one. You keep saying you don’t want one. That’s your right too. You can waive your right to an attorney. Have you changed your mind?”

Gumm tilted his head and looked at the ceiling, mock-thoughtfully.

“Let me think about that. No, I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway.”

Huang leaned across the table toward him, trying hard to look menacing.

“I’m asking for the last time,” he said. “Where did you hide the truck?”

Gumm shrugged. “And I’m saying for the last time—what truck? I don’t own a truck. I don’t even own a car. Shit, I don’t even have a driver’s license.”

Speaking in a low voice, Walder informed Riley and Bill, “That last bit is true. No driver’s license, no voter registration, no credit cards, nothing at all. He really does live off the grid. No wonder the truck didn’t have a license plate. He probably stole it. But he couldn’t have driven it far in the time he had. It has to be somewhere near his apartment.”

Agent Creighton was scowling at Gumm now.

“You think this is funny, don’t you?” she said. “You’ve got some poor woman tied up somewhere. You’ve admitted that much already. She’s scared to death, and I’ll bet she’s hungry and thirsty too. How long are you going to let her suffer? Are you really willing to let her die like that?”

Gumm snickered.

“Is this the part where you knock me around?” he asked. “Or is this when you tell me that you can get me to talk without leaving any visible marks?”

Riley had tried to keep quiet, but she couldn’t contain herself any longer.

“They’re not asking the right questions,” she said. 

She pushed past Walder and headed through the door that led into the interrogation room.

“Hold it, Agent Paige,” Walder commanded.

Ignoring him, Riley charged into the room. She rushed toward the table, planted both hands on it, and leaned intimidatingly toward Gumm.

“Tell me, Darrell,” she snarled. “Do you like dolls?”

For the first time, Darrell’s face showed a trace of alarm.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked Riley.

“I’m somebody you don’t want to lie to,” Riley said. “Do you like dolls?”

Darrell’s eyes darted around the room. 

“I dunno,” he said. “Dolls? They’re cute, I guess.”

“Oh, you think they’re more than cute, don’t you?” Riley said. “You were that kind of boy when you were little—the kind who liked to play with dolls, the kind that all the kids make fun of.”

Darrell turned toward the mirror that was on his side of the one-way window.

“I know somebody’s back there,” he called out, sounding scared now. “Will somebody get this crazy woman away from me?”

Riley walked around the table, pushed Huang aside, and stood right next to Gumm. Then she shoved her face toward his face. He leaned back, trying to escape her gaze. But she wouldn’t give him room to breathe. Their faces were only three or four inches apart.

“And you still like dolls, don’t you?” Riley hissed, pounding her fist on the table. “Little girl dolls. You like to take their clothes off. You like to see them naked. What do you like to do with them when they’re naked?”

Darrell’s eyes widened.

Riley held his gaze for a long moment. She hesitated, trying to read his expression clearly. Was that contempt or disgust that turned his mouth down so sharply? 

She opened her mouth to ask more, but the door to the interrogation room burst open behind her. She heard Walder’s stern voice.

“Agent Paige, I want you out of here right now.”

“Give me just another minute,” she said.

“Now!”

Riley stood over Gumm in silence for a moment. Now he just looked bewildered. She looked around and saw that Huang and Creighton were staring at her in dumbfounded disbelief. Then she turned away and followed Walder out into the adjoining room. 

“What the hell was that all about?” Walder demanded. You’re reaching. You don’t want this case to be closed. It is closed. Get over it. All we’ve got to do now is find the victim.”

Riley groaned aloud. 

“I think you’ve got it wrong,” she said. “I don’t think this guy reacts to dolls the way the killer would. I need more time to be sure.”

Walder stared at her for a moment, then shook his head.

“This really hasn’t been your day, has it, Agent Paige?” he said. “In fact, I’d say you haven’t been at your best during this whole case. Oh, you were right about one thing. Gumm doesn’t seem to have had a connection to the Senator—neither political nor personal. Well, that hardly matters. I’m sure the Senator will be gratified that we brought his daughter’s killer to justice.”

It was all Riley could do to hold her temper.

“Agent Walder, with all due respect—” she began.

Walder interrupted. “And that’s just your problem, Agent Paige. Your respect toward me has been severely lacking. I’m tired of your insubordination. Don’t worry, I’m not going to file a negative report. You’ve done good work in the past and I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt now. I’m sure you’re still traumatized from all you went through yourself. But you can go home now. We’ll handle things from here.”

Then Walder patted Bill on the shoulder.

“I’d like you to stay, Agent Jeffreys,” he said.

Bill was fuming now. “If she’s going, I’m going,” he growled.

Bill led Riley out into the hallway. Walder stepped out of the room to watch them leave. But a short distance down the hallway, certainty caught up with Riley. The suspect’s face had showed disgust, she was sure of that now. Her questions about naked dolls had not excited him. They had just confused him.

Riley was shaking all over. She and Bill continued on their way out of the building. 

“He’s not the guy,” she uttered softly to Bill. “I’m sure of it.”

Bill looked back, shocked, and she stopped and stared at him with full intensity.

“She’s still out there,” she added. “And they have no idea where she is.”

 

*

 

Long after dark, Riley paced the floor at home, replaying every detail of the case in her mind. She’d even fired off emails and text messages in an effort to alert members of the Bureau that Walder had brought in the wrong man. 

She had driven Bill home and been very late yet again picking up April. Riley was grateful that April hadn’t made a fuss about it this time. Still subdued from the pot-smoking incident, April had even been rather pleasant as they put together a late supper and shared small talk. 

Midnight came and went, and Riley felt as if her mind were going in circles. She wasn’t getting anywhere. She needed someone to talk to, someone to bounce ideas off of. She thought about calling Bill. Surely he wouldn’t mind getting called this late. 

But no, she needed someone else—someone with insights that weren’t easy to come by, someone whose judgment she’d learned to trust from past experience.

At last, she realized who that someone was. 

She called a number on her cell phone and was dismayed to hear yet another recorded message.

“You’ve reached the number of Michael Nevins. Please leave a message at the tone.”

Riley took a deep breath, then said, “Mike, could we talk? If you’re there, please pick up. It’s really an emergency.”

No one answered. She wasn’t surprised that he wasn’t available. He often worked all hours. She just wished this weren’t one of those times.

Finally she said, “I’m working on a bitch of a case, and I think maybe you’re the only one who can help me. I’ll drive up to your office first thing tomorrow morning. I hope that’s okay. Like I said, it’s an emergency.”

She ended the call. There was nothing more she could do right now. She only hoped she could get a few hours of sleep. 




Chapter 20

 

The chair was comfortable and the surroundings were elegant, but the soft lighting in Mike Nevins’s office did nothing to raise Riley’s spirits. Cindy was still missing. God only knew what was happening to her right now. Was she being tortured? The way Riley had been?

The agents sweeping the neighborhood still hadn’t found her, not even after twenty-four hours. That came as no surprise to Riley. She knew they were looking in the wrong area. The problem was that neither she nor anyone else had any clues to the right area. She didn’t want to wonder how far away the killer had taken her—or if she was still alive.

“We’re losing her, Mike,” Riley said. “With every minute that goes by, she’s in more pain. She’s closer to death.”

 “What makes you so sure they’ve got the wrong man?” forensic psychiatrist Michael Nevins asked her.

Always immaculately groomed and wearing an expensive shirt with a vest, Nevins had a meticulous, fussy persona. Riley liked him all the more because of it. She found him refreshing. They had first met over a decade ago, when he was a consultant on a high-profile FBI case that she worked on. His office was in D.C., so they didn’t get together often. But over the years they’d often found that weaving together her instincts and his deep background knowledge gave them a unique insight into devious minds. She’d driven to see him first thing this morning.

“Where do I begin?” Riley replied with a shudder. 

“Take your time,” he said.

She sipped at a mug of the delicious hot tea he had given her. 

“I saw him,” she said. “I asked him some questions, but Walder wouldn’t let me spend any time with him.”

“And he doesn’t fit your profile?”

“Mike, this Darrell Gumm guy is a wannabe,” she continued. “He’s got some kind of fanboy fantasy about psychopaths. He wants to be one. He wants to be famous for it. But he doesn’t have what it takes. He’s creepy, but he’s not a killer. It’s just that right now he gets to act out his fantasy to the hilt. It’s his dream come true.”

Mike stroked his chin thoughtfully. “And you don’t think the real killer wants fame?” 

She said, “He might be interested in fame, and he might even want it, but it’s not what makes him tick. He’s driven by something else, something more personal. The victims represent something to him, and he enjoys their pain because of who or what they stand for. They’re not chosen randomly.”

“Then how?

Riley shook her head. She wished she could put it into words better than she could.

“It’s got something to do with dolls, Mike. The guy’s obsessed with them. And dolls have something to do with how he targets the women.” 

Then she sighed. At this point, this didn’t even sound very convincing to her. And yet she was sure that was the right track.

Mike was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I know that you have a talent for recognizing the nature of evil. I’ve always trusted your instincts. But if you’re right, this suspect they’re holding has got everybody else fooled. And not all FBI agents are fools.”  

“But some of them are,” Riley said. “I can’t get the woman he took yesterday out of my mind. I keep thinking about what she’s going through right now.” Then she blurted out the point of her visit with the psychiatrist. “Mike, could you question Darrell Gumm? You’d see through him in a second.”

Mike looked startled. “They haven’t called me in on this one,” he said. “I checked on the case this morning and I was told that Dr. Ralston interviewed him yesterday. Apparently he agrees that Gumm’s the killer. He even got Gumm to sign a written confession. The case is closed as far as the Bureau is concerned. They think that now they just need to find the woman. They’re sure they’ll get Gumm to talk.”

Riley rolled her eyes with exasperation. 

“But Ralston’s a quack,” she said. “He’s Walder’s toady. He’ll come to any conclusion Walder wants.”

Mike didn’t say anything. He just smiled at Riley. Riley was pretty sure that Mike held Ralston in the same contempt as she did. But he was too professional to say so. 

“I haven’t been able to figure this one out,” Riley said. “Will you at least read the files and tell me what you think?”

Mike seemed deep in thought. Then he said, “Let’s talk about you a little. How long have you been back on the job?”

Riley had to think about that. This case had consumed her but it was still new.

“About a week,” she said. 

He tilted his head with concern. “You’re pushing very hard. You always do.”

“The man has killed one woman in that time and taken another. I should have stayed on the case since I first saw his work six months ago. I should never have dropped out on it.”

“You were interrupted.”

She knew he was referring to her own capture and torture. She had spent hours describing that to Mike and he had helped her through it.

“I’m back now. And another woman is in trouble.”

“Who are you working with now?”

“Bill Jeffreys again. He’s terrific but his imagination isn’t as active as mine is. He hasn’t come up with anything either,”

“How is that working for you? Being with Jeffreys every day?”

“Fine. Why wouldn’t it be?”

Mike gazed quietly at her for a moment, then leaned toward her with an expression of concern. 

“I mean, are you sure your head is clear? Are you sure you’re in this game? I guess what I’m asking is—which criminal are you really after?”

Riley squinted, a little surprised by this apparent change of topic. 

“What do you mean, which?” she asked.

“The new one, or the old one?”

A silence fell between them. 

“I think that maybe you’re actually here to talk about you,” Mike said softly. “I know that you’ve always had trouble believing that Peterson died in that explosion.”

Riley didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t expected this; she hadn’t expected the tables to turn on her.

“That’s beside the point,” Riley said. 

 “What about your meds, Riley?” Mike asked.

Again, Riley didn’t reply. She hadn’t taken her prescribed tranquilizer for days. She didn’t want to blunt her concentration. 

“I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this,” Riley said.

Mike took a long sip from his mug of tea.

“You’re carrying a lot of emotional baggage,” he said. “You got divorced this year, and I’m aware that your feelings about that are conflicted. And of course, you lost your mother in such a horrible, tragic way all those years ago.”

Riley’s face flushed with irritation. She didn’t want to get into this.

“We’ve talked about the circumstances of your own abduction,” Mike went on. “You pushed the limits. You took a huge risk. Your actions were really pretty foolhardy.”

“I got Marie out,” she said.

“At great cost to yourself.” 

Riley took a long, deep breath.

“You’re saying maybe I brought it on myself,” she said. “Because my marriage fell apart, because of how my mother got killed. You’re saying maybe I think I deserved it. So I attracted this to myself. I put myself in this situation.”

Mike smiled back with a sympathetic smile.

“I’m just saying you need to take a good hard look at yourself right now. Ask yourself what’s really going on inside.” 

Riley struggled for breath, fighting back tears. Mike was right. She had been wondering all these things. That’s why his words were hitting her so hard. But she’d been ignoring those half-submerged thoughts. And it was high time she figured out if any of it was true.

“I was doing my job, Mike,” she said in a choked voice. 

“I know,” he said. “None of it was your fault. Do you know that? It’s the self-blame I worry about. You attract what you feel you deserve. You create your own life circumstances.”

Riley stood, unable to hear any more.

“I wasn’t taken, Doctor, because I attracted it,” she said. “I was taken because there are psychos out there.”

 

*

 

Riley hurried to the nearest exit, into the open courtyard. It was a beautiful summer day. She took several long, slow breaths, calming herself a little. Then she sat down on a bench and buried her head in her hands. 

At that moment her cell phone buzzed.

Marie.

Her gut told her right away that the call was urgent. 

Riley answered and heard nothing but convulsive gasps.

“Marie,” Riley asked, concerned, “what is it?”

For a moment, Riley only heard sobs. Marie was obviously in an even worse state than she was. 

“Riley,” Marie finally gasped, “have you found him? Have you been looking for him? Has anybody been looking for him?”

Riley’s spirits sank. Of course Marie was talking about Peterson. She wanted to assure her that he was really dead, killed in that explosion. But how could she say so positively when she harbored doubts herself? She remembered what forensics tech agent Betty Richter had told her a few days ago about the odds that Peterson was really dead.

I’d say ninety-nine percent.

That figure hadn’t given Riley any comfort. And it was the last thing Marie wanted or needed to hear right now.

“Marie,” Riley said miserably, “there’s nothing I can do.”

Marie let out a wail of despair that chilled Riley to the bone.

“Oh, God, then it is him!” she cried. “It can’t be anybody else.”

Riley’s nerves quickened. “What are you talking about, Marie? What’s happened?”

Marie’s words poured out in a frantic rush.

“I told you he’d been calling me. I cut off my landline, but somehow he’s got my cell phone number. He keeps calling all the time. He doesn’t say anything, he just calls and breathes, but I know it’s him. Who else can it be? And he’s been here, Riley. He’s been to my house.”

Riley’s alarm mounted by the second. 

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I hear noises at night. He throws things at the door and my bedroom window. Pebbles, I think.”

Riley’s heart jumped as she remembered the pebbles on her own front stoop. Was it possible that Peterson was really alive? Were both she and Marie in danger all over again?

She knew she had to choose her words carefully. Marie was clearly teetering on an extremely dangerous brink.

“I’m coming to you right now, Marie,” she said. “And I’ll get the Bureau to look into this.”

Marie let out a harsh, desperate, and bitter laugh.

“Look into it?” she echoed. “Forget it, Riley. You said it already. There’s nothing you can do. You’re not going to do anything. Nobody’s going to do anything. Nobody can do anything.”

Riley got in her car and put the phone on speaker so she could talk and drive.

“Stay on the phone,” she said, as she started her car and headed for Georgetown. “I’m coming for you.”




Chapter 21

 

Riley struggled against traffic while trying to keep Marie on the phone. She drove through an intersection after a yellow light switched to red; she was driving dangerously and she knew it. But what else could she do? She was in her own car, not an agency vehicle, so she had no lights and siren.

“I’m hanging up, Riley,” Marie said for the fifth time.

“No!” Riley barked yet again, fighting down a surge of despair. “Stay on the phone, Marie.” 

Marie’s voice sounded weary now. 

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “Save yourself if you can, but I really can’t do this. I’m through with this. I’m going to stop it all right now.”

Riley felt ready to explode from panic. What did Marie mean? What was she going to do?

“You can do this, Marie,” Riley said. 

“Goodbye, Riley.”


“No!” Riley shouted. “Just wait. Wait! It’s all you have to do. I’ll be right there.”

She was driving much faster than the flow of traffic, wending among the lanes like a madwoman. Several times, other drivers honked at her.

“Don’t hang up,” Riley demanded fiercely. “Do you hear me?”

Marie said nothing. But Riley could hear her sobbing and keening. 

The sounds were perversely reassuring. At least Marie was still there. At least she was still on the phone. But could Riley keep her there? She knew that the poor woman was plummeting into an abyss of pure animal terror. Marie no longer had a rational thought in her head; she seemed to be almost insane with fear. 

Riley’s own memories swarmed into her mind. Terrible days in a beastlike state in which the world of humanity simply didn’t exist. Total darkness, the feeling of the very existence of a world outside of the darkness slipping away, and a complete loss of any sense of the passage of time. 

I’ve got to fight it, she told herself.

The memories enveloped her …

 

With nothing to hear or see, Riley tried to keep her other senses engaged. She felt the sour taste of fear back in her throat, rising up in her mouth until it turned into an electrical tingling on the tip of her tongue. She scratched at the dirt floor she was sitting on, exploring its dampness. She sniffed the mold and mildew that surrounded her. 

Those sensations were all that still kept her in the world of the living.

Then in the midst of the blackness, came a blinding light and the roar of Peterson’s propane torch.

 

A sharp bump shook Riley out of her hideous reverie. It took her a second to realize that her car had struck against a curb and that she was in danger of veering into oncoming traffic. Horns blared.

Riley regained control of her car and looked around. She wasn’t far from Georgetown.

“Marie,” she shouted. “Are you still there?”

Again, she heard only a muffled sob. That was good. But what could Riley do now? She wavered. She could call for FBI help in D.C., but by the time she explained the problem and got agents sent to the address, God only knew what would happen. Besides, that would mean ending the call with Marie.

She had to keep her on the phone, but how? 

How was she going to pull Marie out of that abyss? She had almost fallen into it herself.

Riley remembered something. Long ago, she had been trained in how to keep crisis callers on the line. She’d never had to use that training until now. She struggled to remember what she was supposed to do. Those lessons had been so long ago.

Part of a lesson came back to her. She was taught to do anything, say anything, to keep the caller talking. It didn’t matter how meaningless or irrelevant it might be. What mattered was that the caller kept hearing a concerned human voice.

“Marie, there’s something you need to do for me,” Riley said.

“What’s that?”

Riley’s brain was rushing frantically, making up what to say as she went along.

“I need for you to go to your kitchen,” she said. “I want you to tell me exactly what herbs and spices you’ve got in your rack.”

Marie didn’t answer for a moment. Riley worried. Was Marie in the right state of mind to go along with such an irrelevant distraction?

“Okay,” Marie said. “I’m going there now.”

Riley breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps this would buy her some time. She could hear the clinking of spice jars over the phone. Marie’s voice sounded truly strange now—hysterical and robotic at the same time.

“I’ve got dried oregano. And crushed red pepper. And nutmeg.”

“Excellent,” Riley said. “What else?”

“Dried thyme. And ground ginger. And black peppercorns.”

Marie paused. How could Riley keep this going?

“Have you got curry powder?” Riley asked. 

After a clink of bottles, Marie said, “No.”

Riley spoke slowly, as if giving life-and-death instructions—because really, she was doing exactly that.

“Well, get a pad of paper and a pencil,” Riley said. “Write that down. You’ll need to get it when you buy groceries.”

Riley heard the sound of scribbling.

“What else have you got?” Riley asked.

Then came a deathly pause.

“This is no good, Riley,” Marie said in a tone of numb despair.

Riley stammered helplessly. “Just—just humor me, okay?”

Another pause fell.

“He’s here, Riley.”

Riley felt a rock-hard knot in her throat. 

“He’s where?” she asked.

“He’s in the house. I get it now. He’s been here all along. There’s nothing you can do.”

Riley’s thoughts churned as she tried to make sense of what was happening. Marie might be slipping into paranoid delusions. Riley understood this all too well from her own struggles with PTSD.

On the other hand, Marie might be telling the truth.

“How do you know that, Marie?” Riley asked, looking for an opportunity to pass a slow-moving truck.

“I hear him,” Marie said. “I hear his footsteps. He’s upstairs. No, he’s in the front hallway. No, he’s in the basement.”

Is she hallucinating? Riley wondered.

It was entirely possible. Riley had heard more than her share of nonexistent noises in the days after her abduction. Even recently she sometimes couldn’t trust her five senses. Trauma played awful tricks on the imagination.


“He’s everywhere in the house,” Marie said. 

“No,” Riley replied firmly. “He can’t be everywhere.”

Riley managed to pass a sluggish delivery truck. A sense of futility was rolling over her in what felt like tidal waves. It was a terrible feeling, almost like drowning. 

When Marie spoke again, she was no longer sobbing. She sounded resigned now, even mysteriously tranquil.

“Maybe he’s like a ghost, Riley. Maybe that’s what happened when you blew him up. You killed his body but you didn’t kill his evil. Now he can be in a whole lot of places at once. Now there’s no stopping him, ever. You can’t fight a ghost. Give it up, Riley. You can’t do anything. I can’t either. All I can do is not let the same thing happen to me again.”

“Don’t hang up! I need you to do something else for me.”


There was a moment’s silence. Then Marie said, “What? What now, Riley?”

“I need you to stay on this line, but I need you to call 911 on your landline.”

Marie’s voice turned into a slight growl. “Jesus, Riley. How many times do I have to tell you that I cut off my landline?”

In her confusion, Riley had forgotten. Marie actually sounded a little irritated. That was good. Anger was better than panic. 

“Besides,” Marie continued, “what good’s it going to do to call 911? What can they do to help me? Nobody can help. He’s everywhere. He’ll get me sooner or later. He’ll get you too. We both might as well give up.”

Riley felt stymied. Marie’s delusions were taking on an intractable logic of their own. And she didn’t have time to persuade Marie that Peterson was not a ghost.

“We’re friends, aren’t we, Marie?” Riley finally said. “You once told me that you’d do anything for me. Was that true?”

Marie started crying again.

“Of course it’s true.”

“Then hang up and call 911. There doesn’t have to be a reason. It doesn’t have to do any good. Just do it because I want you too.”

A long pause fell. Riley couldn’t even hear Marie breathing. 

“I know you want to give up, Marie. I understand. That’s your choice. But I don’t want to give up. Maybe it’s stupid, but I don’t. That’s why I’m asking you to call 911. Because you said you’d do anything for me. And I want you to do it. I need you to do it. For me.”

The silence continued. Was Marie even still on the line?

“Do you promise?” she asked.

The call ended with a click. Whether Marie would call for help or not, Riley couldn’t leave anything to chance. She picked up her cell phone and punched in 911.

“This is Special Agent Riley Paige, FBI,” she said when the operator answered. “I’m calling about a possible intruder. Someone extremely dangerous.”

Riley gave the operator Marie’s address. 

“We’ll have a team there right away,” the operator said.

“Good,” Riley said, and ended the call.

Riley then tried Marie’s number again, but got no response. 

Someone has to get there in time, she thought. Someone has to get there right now. 

Meanwhile, she struggled against a renewed flood of dark memories. She had to get control of herself. Whatever was about to happen next, she needed to keep her wits about her. 

When Marie’s red brick townhouse came into view, Riley felt a surge of alarm. No emergency vehicles had yet arrived. She heard police sirens wailing in the distance. They were on their way.

Riley double-parked her car and dashed for the front door, realizing she was the first responder. When she tried the doorknob, the door swung open. But why was it unlocked?

She stepped inside and drew her gun.

“Marie!” Riley called out. “Marie!”

No answer came.

Riley knew for certain that something awful had happened here—or was happening right now. She stepped further into the front hallway.

“Marie!” she called again. The house remained silent. 

The police sirens were louder now, but no help had yet arrived.

Riley was starting to believe the worst now—that Peterson had been here, and perhaps still was here.

She made her way along the dimly lit hallway. She kept calling Marie’s name as she studied every door. Might he be in the closet to the left? What about the bathroom door over to the right? 

If she encountered Peterson, she wouldn’t be taken by him again. 

She would kill the bastard once and for all.




 

Chapter 22

 

In spite of Riley’s calls, no answer came from Marie. There were no sounds in the house other than those she made herself. The place felt empty. She made her way up the stairs and turned carefully into an open doorway. 

As she turned the corner, Riley’s breath stopped in her throat. She felt as if the world were collapsing beneath her.

There was Marie: suspended in mid-air, hanging by her neck from a cord tied to a light fixture on the high ceiling. An overturned stepladder lay on the floor.

Time seemed to stop as Riley’s mind rejected reality. 

Then her knees buckled and she caught herself against the door frame. She let out a long harsh sound.

“NOOOO!”

She dashed across the room, turned the ladder upright and scrambled up on it. She wrapped an arm around Marie’s body to relieve the pressure and fingered Marie’s neck, searching for any sign of a pulse. 

Riley was sobbing now. “Be alive, Marie. Be alive, goddammit.”

But it was too late. Marie’s neck was broken. She was dead.

“Christ,” Riley said, collapsing back onto the ladder. Pain surged up from somewhere deep in her abdomen. She wanted to die here, too.

As moments passed, Riley became dimly aware of sounds downstairs. The first responders had arrived. A familiar emotional mechanism kicked in. Basic human fear and grief gave way to a cold, professional efficiency. 

“Up here!” she shouted.

She wiped her sleeve across her face to blot the tears.

Five heavily-armed, Kevlar-clad officers charged up the stairs. The woman in front was visibly surprised to see Riley.

“I’m Officer Rita Graham, the team chief,” she said. “Who are you?”

Riley got off the ladder and flashed her badge. “Special Agent Riley Paige, FBI.” 

The woman looked uneasy.

“How did you get here before we did?”

“She was a friend of mine,” Riley said, fully in professional mode now. “Her name was Marie Sayles. She called me. She told me something was wrong, and I was already on the way when I called 911. I didn’t get here on time. She’s dead.”

The responder team quickly checked and confirmed Riley’s declaration.

“Suicide?” Officer Graham asked.

Riley nodded. She had no doubt at all that Marie had killed herself. 

“What’s this?” the team leader asked, pointing at a folded notecard sitting on an end table next to the bed. 

Riley looked at the card. Written in a barely legible scrawl was a message:

 


This is the only way.

 

“A suicide note?”

Riley nodded again grimly. But she knew that it wasn’t the usual kind of suicide note. It wasn’t an explanation, and it certainly wasn’t an apology.

It’s advice, Riley thought. It’s advice for me.

The team took pictures and made notes. Riley knew that they would wait for the coroner before removing the body. 

“Let’s talk downstairs,” Officer Graham said. She led Riley down to the living room, sat down on a chair, and gestured for Riley to sit down too. 

The curtains were still drawn and no lights were on in the room. Riley wanted to throw open the curtains and let in some sunlight, but she knew better than to change anything. She sat down on the sofa.

Graham turned on a table lamp beside her chair. 

“Tell me what happened,” the officer said, taking out a notepad and a pencil. Although she had the toughened face of a seasoned cop, there was a sympathetic look in her eyes.

“She was the victim of an abduction,” Riley said. “Almost eight weeks ago. We both were victims. You may have read about it. The Sam Peterson case.”

Graham’s eyes widened.

“Oh, my God,” she said. “The guy who tortured and killed all those women, the guy with the blowtorch. So that was you—the agent who escaped and blew him up?”

“Right,” Riley said. Then, after a pause, she said, “The trouble is, I’m not sure I really did blow him up. I’m not positive that he’s dead. Marie didn’t believe that he was. That’s what finally got to her. She just couldn’t take not knowing. And maybe he was stalking her again.”

As Riley continued her explanation, the words flowed automatically, almost as if she’d learned the whole thing by heart. She now felt completely detached from the scene, listening to herself report how this horrible thing had happened.

After helping Officer Graham get a handle on the case, Riley told her how to contact Marie’s next of kin. But as she talked, anger was building beneath her professional veneer—a cold, icy anger. Peterson had claimed another victim. Whether he was dead or alive didn’t matter. He’d killed Marie. 

And Marie had died absolutely certain that Riley was doomed to be his next victim, whether by his hand or her own. Riley wanted to take hold of Marie and physically shake this wretched idea out of her head. 

This is not the only way! she wanted to tell her.

But did she believe that? Riley didn’t know. There seemed to be too damned much she didn’t know.

The coroner arrived while Riley and Officer Graham were still talking. Graham got up and went to meet him. Then she turned to Riley and said, “I’ll be upstairs for a few minutes. I’d like you to hang around and fill me in a bit more.”

Riley shook her head.

“I’ve got to go,” she said. “There’s someone I need to talk to.” She pulled out her card and put it down on the table. “You can get in touch with me.” 

The officer began to object, but Riley didn’t give her a chance; she got up and walked out of Marie’s dark home. She had urgent business.

 

*

 

An hour later, Riley was driving west through the Virginia countryside.

Do I really want to do this? she asked herself again. 

She was exhausted. She hadn’t slept well last night, and now she had been through a waking nightmare. Thank goodness she’d talked with Mike in between. He had helped steady her, but she was sure he’d never approve of what she was going to do now. She wasn’t altogether sure she was fully in her right mind. 

She was taking the quickest route from Georgetown to Senator Mitch Newbrough’s manor house. That narcissistic politician had a lot to answer for. He was hiding something, something that might lead to the real killer. And that made him partly responsible for this new victim.

Riley knew that she was headed for trouble. She didn’t care. 

It was late afternoon when she pulled into the circular drive in front of the stone mansion. She parked, got out of the car, and walked up to the enormous front doors. When she rang the doorbell, she was greeted by a formally dressed gentleman—Newbrough’s butler, she assumed.

“What may I do for you, ma’am?” he asked stiffly.

Riley flashed her badge at him. 

“Special Agent Riley Paige,” she said. “The Senator knows me. I need to talk with him.”

With a skeptical look, the butler turned away from her. He raised a walkie-talkie to his lips, whispered, and then listened. The butler turned back toward Riley with a rather superior smirk.

“The Senator does not wish to see you,” he said. “He’s quite emphatic about it. Good day, ma’am.”

But before the man could shut the doors, Riley pushed straight past him and strode on into the house.

“I’m going to notify security,” the butler called after her.

“You go right ahead and do that,” Riley shouted over her shoulder. 

Riley had no idea where to look for the Senator. He could be anywhere in the cavernous mansion. But she figured it didn’t matter. She could probably get him to come to her.

She headed into the living room where she had met with him before and plopped herself down on the huge couch. She fully intended to make herself right at home until the Senator showed himself.

Only a few seconds passed before a big man clad in a black suit stepped into the room. Riley knew by his manner that he was the Senator’s security man.

“The Senator has asked for you to leave,” he said, crossing his arms.

Riley didn’t budge from the couch. She looked the man over, assessing just how much of a threat he really was. He was big enough to probably be able to remove her by force. But her own self-defense skills were very good. If he took her on, more than one of them was going to get pretty badly hurt, and doubtless some of the Senator’s antiques would be damaged.

“I hope they told you that I’m FBI,” she said, locking eyes with him. She doubted very much that he’d actually draw his weapon on an FBI agent.

Not easily intimidated, the man stared back at her. But he didn’t move toward her.

Riley heard footsteps approaching behind her, and then the sound of the Senator’s voice.

“What is it this time, Agent Paige? I’m a very busy man.”

The security man stepped aside as Newbrough walked in front of her and stood there. His photogenic politician’s smile had a sarcastic cast to it. He was silent for a moment. Riley sensed right away that they were about to engage in a battle of wills. She was determined not to move from the couch.

“You were wrong, Senator,” Riley said. “There wasn’t anything political about your daughter’s murder—and nothing personal either. You gave me an enemies list, and I’m sure you passed along that same list to your lapdog at the Bureau.”

Newbrough’s smile twisted into a slight sneer.

“I take it you mean Special Agent in Charge Carl Walder,” he said.

Riley knew that her choice of words was rash and that she’d live to regret it. But right now she didn’t care.

“That list was a waste of the Bureau’s time, Senator,” Riley said. “And meanwhile another victim has been abducted.”

Newbrough stood firmly rooted to his spot. 

“I understand that the Bureau has made an arrest,” he said. “The suspect has confessed. But he hasn’t said much, has he? There’s some connection to me, you can be sure of it. He’ll tell all in due time. I’ll make sure that Agent Walder follows through on it.”

Riley tried to hide her amazement. After yet another abduction, Newbrough still considered himself to be the primary target of the killer’s wrath. The man’s ego was truly outrageous. His capacity to believe that everything was about him had no limits.

Newbrough tilted his head with seeming curiosity.


“But you seem to be blaming me somehow,” he said. “I take umbrage at that, Agent Paige. It’s not my fault that your own fecklessness has led to the capture of another victim.”

Riley’s face tingled with rage. She didn’t dare reply. She’d say something far too rash.

He walked over to a liquor cabinet and poured himself a large glass of what Riley assumed to be extremely expensive whiskey. He was obviously making a point of not asking Riley if she wanted a drink.

Riley knew that it was high time for her to get to the point.

“The last time I was here, there was something you didn’t tell me,” she said.

Newbrough turned to face her again, taking a long sip from his glass.

“Didn’t I answer all your questions?” he said.

“It’s not that. You just didn’t tell me something. About Reba. And I think it’s time you did.”

Newbrough held her in a penetrating stare.

“Did she like dolls, Senator?” Riley asked.

Newbrough shrugged. “I suppose all little girls do,” he said.

“I don’t mean as a little girl. I mean as an adult. Did she collect them?”

“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know.”

Those were the first words Newbrough had said so far that Riley truly believed. A man this pathologically self-centered knew little about anybody else’s likes and interests—not even those of his own daughter.

“I’d like to talk to your wife,” Riley said.

“Certainly not,” Newbrough snapped. He was adopting a new expression now—one that Riley had seen him use on television. Much like his smile, this expression was carefully rehearsed, undoubtedly practiced thousands of times in a mirror. It was meant to convey moral outrage.

“You really have no decency, do you, Agent Paige?” he said, his voice shaking with calculated anger. “You come into a house of grief, bringing no comfort, no answers to a bereaved family. Instead you make veiled accusations. You blame perfectly innocent people for your own incompetence.”

He shook his head in a gesture of injured righteousness.

“What a mean, cruel little woman you are,” he said. “You must have brought terrible pain to a great many people.”

Riley felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. This was a tactic she hadn’t been prepared for—a complete turning of the moral tables. And he’d hit her own genuine guilt and self-doubt. 

He knows exactly how to play me, she thought.

She knew that she had to leave right now or she’d do something she’d regret. He was practically goading her in that direction. Without a word, she got up from the couch and walked out of the living room toward the front entrance.

She heard the Senator’s voice call after her.

“Your career is over, Agent Paige. I want you to know that.”

Riley brushed past the butler and charged out the front door. She got in her car and started to drive. 

Waves of rage, frustration, and exhaustion crashed over her. A woman’s life was at stake, and nobody in the world was rescuing her. She was sure that Walder was just expanding the search area around Gumm’s apartment. And Riley was sure they were looking in the wrong place. It was up to her to do something. But she no longer had any idea what to do. Coming here certainly hadn’t helped. Could she trust her own judgment anymore?

Riley hadn’t driven for more than ten minutes before her cell phone buzzed. She looked down at it and saw that it was a text from Walder. She had no trouble guessing what it was about.

Well, she thought bitterly. At least the Senator didn’t waste any time.




Chapter 23

 

When Riley reached Quantico and walked into the Behavioral Analysis Unit, both the chief and Bill were waiting for her in Walder’s office. She realized that Bill must have been called in especially for this meeting. 

Special Agent in Charge Carl Walder rose from his desk.

“The Senator’s lapdog?” Walder said, his babyish face knotted with anger.

Riley lowered her eyes. She really had gone too far with that remark.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said.

“Sorry isn’t going to cut it, Agent Paige,” Walder said. “You’ve completely gone off the rails. What were you thinking, going to the Senator’s house to confront him like that? Do you have any idea the damage you’ve done?”

By “damage,” Riley was sure that Walder meant his own personal embarrassment. She couldn’t get very worried about that. 

“Have you found Cindy McKinnon yet?” she asked in a low voice.

“No, as a matter of fact, we haven’t,” Walder said sharply. “And frankly, you’re not helping us find her.”

Riley was stung. 

“I’m not helping?” she replied. “Sir, I keep telling you, you’re charging the wrong man, and you’re looking in the wrong—”

Riley stopped herself in mid-sentence

Cindy MacKinnon was what mattered right now, not Riley’s ongoing battles with Walder. This was no time for petty squabbling. When she spoke again, it was in a milder tone.

“Sir, even though I feel he may be withholding something, I may have been wrong to unilaterally go and see the Senator without checking with you, and I apologize. But forget about me for a moment. That poor woman’s been missing for well over twenty-four hours. What if I’m right, and someone else is holding her captive? What’s she going through right now? How long has she got?”

His voice cautious, Bill added, “We’ve got to consider the possibility, sir.”

Walder sat down and said nothing for a moment. Riley could see by his expression that he, too, was concerned about the possibility. Then he spoke very slowly, giving weight to each word.

“The Bureau will handle it.”

Riley didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even quite understand what Walder meant. Was he acknowledging his possible mistake? Or was he still determined not to veer from his present course?

“Sit down, Agent Paige,” Walder said.

Riley sat in the chair next to Bill, who glanced at her with mounting concern. 

Walder said, “I heard about what happened with your friend today, Riley.”


Riley was jolted a little. She wasn’t surprised that Walder knew about Marie’s death. After all, word that she’d been first on the scene was sure to make its way back to the Bureau. But why was he bringing it up now? Did she detect a note of sympathy in his voice?

“What happened?” Walder asked. “Why did she do it?”

“She couldn’t deal with it anymore,” Riley said in a whisper.

“Couldn’t deal with what?” Walder asked.

A silence fell. Riley couldn’t shape an answer to that question.

“I’ve heard you don’t think Peterson is dead,” Walder said. “I guess I can understand why you can’t shake that idea. But you’ve got to know that it doesn’t make sense.”

There came another pause.

“Did you tell your friend about it?” Walder asked. “Did you tell her about this obsessive idea of yours?” 

Riley’s face flushed. She knew what was coming next.

“She was too fragile for that, Agent Paige,” Walder said. “You should have known it would make her snap. You should have used better judgment. But frankly, Agent Paige, your judgment is shot to hell. I hate to say it, but it’s true.”

He is blaming me for Marie’s death, Riley realized. 

Riley was fighting back tears now. Whether they were tears of grief or indignation, she didn’t know. She had no idea what to say. Where could she begin? She hadn’t planted that idea in Marie’s head and she knew it. But how could she make Walder understand? How could she explain that Marie had her own reasons to doubt that Peterson was dead? 

Bill spoke up again. “Sir, go easy on her, okay?”

“I think I’ve been going too easy on her, Agent Jeffreys,” Walder said, his voice becoming stern. “I think I’ve been too patient.”

Walder held her gaze for a long moment.

“Give me your gun and your badge, Agent Paige,” he finally said.

Riley heard Bill let out a gasp of disbelief. 

“Sir, this is crazy,” Bill said. “We need her.”

But Riley didn’t need to be told twice. She rose from her chair and took out her gun and her badge. She placed them on Walder’s desk. 

“You can clean out your office in your own good time,” Walder said, his voice steady and unemotional. “Meanwhile, you should go home and get some rest. And get back into therapy. You need it.”

As Riley turned to leave the room, Bill stood up as if to go with her.

“You stay, Agent Jeffreys,” Walder demanded. 

Riley eyes met Bill’s. With a look, she told him not to disobey. Not this time. He nodded back to her with a stricken expression. Then Riley left the office. As she walked down the hall, she felt cold and numb, wondering what to do now.

When she stepped out into the cool night air, tears finally started to flow. But she was surprised to realize that they were tears of relief, not despair. For the first time in days, she felt liberated, free from frustrating limitations.


If nobody else was going to do what had to be done, it was still up to her. But at long last, nobody was going to tell her how to do her job. She’d find the killer, and she’d save Cindy MacKinnon—no matter what it took.

 

*

 

After Riley, later again, picked up April and drove home, she found as they arrived home that she couldn’t deal with fixing dinner. Marie’s face still haunted her and she felt more exhausted than she had ever been.

“It’s been a bad day,” she told April. “A terrible day. Will you settle for grilled cheese sandwiches?”

“I’m not really hungry,” April said. “Gabriela keeps me stuffed all the time.”

Riley felt a deep pang of despair. Another failure, she thought.

But then April took another look at her mother, this time with a hint of compassion.

“Grilled cheese will be good,” she said. “I’ll fix them.”

“Thank you,” Riley said. “You’re a sweetheart.”

She felt her spirits lift a little. At least there would be no conflict here at home tonight. She really needed that little break.

They had a quick and quiet supper, then April went to her room to finish homework and go to bed.

As exhausted as she was, Riley felt she had little time to waste. She went to work. She opened her laptop, pulled up a map of the victims’ locations, and printed out the section she wanted to study.

Riley slowly drew a triangle on the map. Its lines linked the three places where the victims had been found. The northernmost point marked where Margaret Geraty’s body had been dumped in farmland two years ago. A point to the west marked where Eileen Rogers had been more carefully placed near Daggett some six months back. Finally, the point to the south marked where the killer had achieved full mastery, posing Reba Frye by a stream in Mosby Park.

Riley circled the area again and again, thinking, wondering. Another woman might soon be found dead somewhere in this area—if she wasn’t dead already. There was no time to lose. 

Riley hung her head. She was so tired. But a woman’s life was at stake. And it now seemed to be up to Riley to save her—without official help or sanction. She wouldn’t even have Bill to help her. But could she solve this case entirely on her own? 

 She had to try. She had to do it for Marie. She had to prove to Marie’s spirit—and maybe even to herself—that suicide wasn’t the only option.

Riley frowned at that triangle. It was a good guess that the victim was now being held somewhere in that area of a thousand square miles. 

I’ve just got to look in the right place, she thought. But where?

She knew that she would have to condense her search area, and it wasn’t going to be easy to do. At least she was familiar with some of the general area.

The uppermost part of the triangle, the point closest to Washington, was mostly upscale, rich, and privileged. Riley was all but sure that the killer didn’t come from that kind of background. Besides, he had to be holding the victim in a place where no one could hear her scream. Forensics had found no sign of the other women’s mouths being gagged or taped. Riley drew an X through that well-to-do area. 

The two southern points were both parklands. Might the killer be holding the woman in a rented hunting cabin or on a campsite?

Riley thought it over.

No, she decided. That would be too temporary.

Her every instinct told her that this man operated out of his own home—perhaps a house where he had lived all his life, where he had passed an unusually miserable childhood. He would enjoy taking his victims there. Taking them home with him.

So she crossed out the park areas. What was left was primarily farmland and small towns. Riley strongly suspected that she was looking for a farmhouse somewhere in that area.

She looked again at the map on her computer, then zoomed in closely on the area under consideration. Her heart sank at the sight of a tangle of secondary roads. If she was right, the killer lived on some old dirt farm in that maze. But there were too many roads for her to search quickly by car—and besides, the farm might not even be visible from the road.

She groaned aloud with despair. The whole thing seemed more hopeless by the moment. The terrible pain of loss and failure threatened to surge up again.

But then she said aloud, “Dolls!”

She reminded herself of the conclusion she had come to yesterday—that the killer had probably spotted all of his victims in a single store that sold dolls. Where might that store be?

She drew another smaller shape on the paper map. It lay just to the east of the large triangle, and its corners marked the places where the four women had lived. Somewhere in that area, she felt pretty sure, was a store where all the women had bought dolls, and where the killer had targeted them. She would have to find that store first, before she could track down the place where he took the women.

Again, she brought up the map on her computer and zoomed in on it. The easternmost point of the smaller area wasn’t very far from where Riley lived. She saw that a state road formed an arc that reached westward through several small towns, none of them wealthy or historic. They were just the sorts of towns she was looking for. And each of them undoubtedly had some kind of toy or doll store.

She printed out the smaller map, then ran another search, locating stores in every town. Finally, Riley shut down her computer. She had to get some sleep. 

Tomorrow she would go out in search of Cindy MacKinnon. 




 Chapter 24

 

Dusk was falling by the time Riley pulled into Glendive. It had been a long day, and she was feeling desperate. Time was passing much too fast, and so was any possibility of finding any life-saving clues.

Glendive was the eighth town on her route. In every town so far, Riley had gone into stores that sold toys and dolls, questioning anyone who would talk to her. She felt sure that she hadn’t found the store she was looking for. 

Nobody in any of the stores remembered seeing the women in the photographs she had showed them. Of course, the women in question were similar in age and appearance to a dozen others that a storekeeper might meet in any given week. To make matters worse, none of the dolls Riley saw on display struck her as the likely inspiration for the arrangement of the victims. 

When she drove into Glendive, Riley had an odd sense of déjà vu. The main street looked uncannily like those in most of the other towns, with a brick church flanked on one side by a movie theater and on the other side by a drug store. All these towns were starting to blur together in her exhausted mind. 

What was I thinking? she asked herself. 

Last night she had been desperate to sleep, and she had taken her prescription tranquilizers. That hadn’t been a bad idea. But following it with a couple of shots of whiskey had been unwise. Now she had a severe headache, but she had to keep going. 

As she parked her car near the store she planned to check out, she saw that daylight was waning. She sighed with discouragement. She had one more town and one more store to check out tonight. It would be at least three hours before she could get back to Fredericksburg to pick up April at Ryan’s house. How many nights had she been late now? 

She took out her cell phone and dialed the house number. She hoped against hope that Gabriela would answer. Instead, she heard Ryan’s voice. 

“What is it, Riley?” he asked.

“Ryan,” Riley sputtered, “I’m terribly sorry, but—”

“You’re going to be late again,” Ryan said, finishing her sentence.

“Yeah,” Riley said. “I’m sorry.”

A silence fell.

“Look, it’s really important,” Riley finally said. “A woman’s life is in danger. I’ve got to do what I’m doing.”

“I’ve heard it before,” Ryan said in a disapproving tone. “It’s always a matter of life and death. Well, go ahead. Take care of it. It’s just that I’m starting to wonder why you bother to pick up April at all. She might as well just stay right here.”

Riley felt her throat tighten. Just as she had feared, Ryan sounded like he was gearing up for a custody fight. And it wasn’t out of any sincere desire to raise April. He was too busy living it up to concern himself with his daughter. All he wanted was to cause Riley pain. 

“I’ll come and get her,” Riley said, trying to steady her voice. “We can talk about all this later.”

She ended the call. 

Then she stepped out of the car and walked the short distance to the store—Debbie’s Doll Boutique, it was called. She went inside and saw that the name was a little presumptuous for a store that sold pretty standard, brand-name merchandise. 

Nothing quaint or fancy here, she realized.

It seemed unlikely that this was the place she was looking for. The store she had in mind had to be at least a little bit special, a place that inspired a word-of-mouth reputation that attracted customers from surrounding towns. Still, Riley had to check this one out to be absolutely sure.

Riley walked up to the counter, where a tall, elderly woman with thick glasses and birdlike features was at the cash register. 

“I’m Special Agent Riley Paige, FBI,” she said, once again feeling naked without her badge. So far, other clerks had been willing to talk to her without it. She hoped that this woman would as well.

Riley pulled out four photographs and put them on the counter.

“I wonder if you’ve seen any of these women,” she said, pointing to the pictures one by one. “You probably wouldn’t remember Margaret Geraty—she would have been here two years ago. But Eileen Rogers would have come here about six months ago, and Reba Frye would have bought a doll six weeks ago. This last woman, Cindy MacKinnon, would have been here late last week.”

The woman peered at the pictures closely.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Let me take a closer look.”

She picked up a magnifying glass and examined the photos. Meanwhile, Riley noticed that there was someone else in the store. He was a rather homely man of average height and build. He was wearing a T-shirt and well-worn jeans. Riley might well have overlooked him if it weren’t for one important detail.

He was carrying a bunch of roses.

These roses were real, but the combination of roses and dolls could signal a killer’s obsession.

The man wasn’t looking at her. He had surely heard her announce herself as FBI. Was he avoiding eye contact?

Just then the woman’s voice piped up. 

“I don’t think I’ve seen any of them,” she said. “But then, like I said, I don’t see at all well. And I’ve never been any good with faces. I’m sorry not to be of more help.”

“It’s all right,” Riley said, putting the photos back in her purse. “Thank you for your time.”

She turned to look again at the man, who was now browsing a nearby rack. Her pulse quickened.

It definitely could be him, she thought. If he buys a doll, I’ll know it’s him.

But it wouldn’t do for her to stand here and watch him. If he was guilty, he wasn’t likely to give himself away. He might slip away from her.

She smiled at the storekeeper and left. 

Outside, Riley walked a short distance down the block and stood there waiting. Only a few minutes passed before the store’s door opened and the man came out. He was still holding the roses in one hand. In the other he held a bag of newly purchased merchandise. He turned and started walking along the sidewalk, moving away from Riley.

Taking long strides, Riley walked after him. She assessed his size and build. She was slightly taller than he was, and possibly a good bit stronger. She was probably better trained. She wasn’t going to let him get away.

Just as he was passing a narrow alley, the man must have heard steps behind him. He turned suddenly and glanced back at her. He stepped to one side, as though to get out of her way.

Riley pushed him sideways into the alley—pushed him hard and roughly. The space was narrow, dirty, and dim. 

Startled, the man dropped both the package and the roses. The flowers scattered across the pavement. He raised an arm as though to ward her off.

She took hold of that arm and twisted it behind his back, pushing him face-first against a brick wall.

“I’m Special Agent Riley Paige, FBI,” she snapped. “Where are you holding Cindy MacKinnon? Is she still alive?”


The man was shaking from head to foot.

“Who?” he asked, his voice trembling. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t play games with me,” Riley snapped, feeling more naked than ever without her badge—and especially without her gun. How was she supposed to bring this guy in without drawing a weapon? She was a long way from Quantico, and she didn’t even have a partner to help her.

“Lady, I don’t know what this is all about,” the man said, bursting into tears. 

“What are these roses for?” Riley demanded. “Who are they for?”

“My daughter!” the man cried out. “Her first piano recital is tomorrow.” 

Riley was still holding him by his right arm. The man’s left hand was flat against the wall. Riley suddenly noticed something that hadn’t caught her eye until now.

The man was wearing a wedding ring. She’d been all but sure that the murderer wasn’t married.

“Piano recital?” she said.

“Mrs. Tully’s students,” he cried. “You can ask anyone in town.”

Riley loosened her grip a little.

The man went on, “I bought her roses to celebrate. For when she takes her bow. I bought her a doll too.”

Riley released the man’s arm and walked over to where he had dropped the package. She picked it up and pulled out its contents.

It was a doll, all right—one of those teenage-girl dolls that always offended and disturbed her, all sexed up with full lips and an ample bosom. But as creepy as it was, it looked nothing like the kind of doll she’d seen near Daggett. That doll was of a little girl. So was the doll she’d seen in the picture of Cindy MacKinnon and her niece—all frilly and golden-haired and dressed in pink.

She had the wrong man. She gasped for breath.

“I’m sorry,” she said to the man. “I was wrong. I’m so, so sorry.” 

Still shaking with shock and confusion, the man was picking up the roses. Riley bent over to help him.

“No! No!” the man exclaimed. “Don’t help! Stay away! Just—get away from me!”

Riley turned and walked out of the alley, leaving the forlorn man to gather up his daughter’s roses and doll. How could she have let this happen? Why did she go so far with it? Why had she not noticed the man’s wedding ring the moment she saw him? 

The answer was simple. She was exhausted, and her head was splitting. She wasn’t thinking straight. 

As she walked dazedly down the sidewalk, a neon storefront sign for a bar caught her eye. She wanted a drink. She felt like she needed a drink.

She went into the dimly lit place and sat down at the bar. The bartender was busy waiting on another customer. Riley wondered what the man she had just accosted was doing right now. Was he calling the police? Was she about to be apprehended herself? That would certainly be a bitter irony.

But she guessed that the man probably wouldn’t call the police. After all, he’d have a hard time explaining what had happened. He might even feel embarrassed at having been attacked by a woman.

Anyway, if he had called the police, and they were on their way to get her, it wouldn’t do to make a run for it. If she had to, she’d face the consequences of her actions. And maybe she deserved to be arrested. She remembered her conversation with Mike Nevins, how he’d drawn her attention to her own feelings of worthlessness.

Maybe I’m right to feel worthless, she thought. Maybe it would have been better if Peterson had just killed me.

The bartender stepped toward her.

“What will you have, ma’am?” he asked.

“A bourbon on the rocks,” Riley said. “Make that a double.”

“Coming right up,” the bartender said.

She reminded herself that it wasn’t like her to drink on the job. Her agonizing recovery from PTSD had been marked by occasional bouts of intense drinking, but she’d thought that was behind her. 

She took a sip. The rough drink felt comforting going down.

She still had one more town to visit, and at least one more person to interview. But she needed something to calm her nerves. 

Well, she thought with a bitter smile, at least I’m not officially on duty.

She finished the drink quickly, then talked herself out of ordering another. The toy store in the next town would close soon, and she had to get there right away. Time was running out for Cindy MacKinnon—if it hadn’t run out already.

As she left the bar, Riley sensed that she was walking on the edge of a familiar abyss. She had thought she’d left all that horror, pain, and self-loathing far behind. Was it catching up with her again? 

How much longer, she wondered, could she evade its deadly pull?




Chapter 25

 

Riley’s cell phone buzzed early the next morning. She was sitting at her coffee table, looking at the map she had followed yesterday, planning a new route for today. When she saw that the call was from Bill, her nerves quickened. Would this be good or bad news?

“Bill, what’s going on?”

She heard her former partner sigh miserably.

“Riley, are you sitting down?”

Riley’s heart sank. She was glad that she was sitting down. She knew now that Bill’s tone of voice could only mean one terrible thing, and she felt her muscles weaken with dread.

“They’ve found Cindy MacKinnon,” Bill said.

“And she’s dead, isn’t she?” Riley said with a gasp.

Bill said nothing for a moment. But his silence answered Riley’s question. Riley felt tears welling up—tears of shock and helplessness. She fought against them, determined not to cry.

“Where did they find her?” Riley asked.

“Pretty far to the west of the other victims, in the national forest, almost to the West Virginia line.”

She looked at her map. “What’s the nearest town?” He told her and she found the approximate location. It wasn’t inside the triangle made by the other three sites where bodies had been found. But still, there must be some sort of relationship with the other sites. She couldn’t quite place what it was.

 Bill continued describing the discovery.

“He put her next to a cliff in an open area, no trees around it. I’m at the scene right now. It’s horrible. He’s getting bolder, Riley.”

And acting faster, Riley thought with despair. He’d only kept this victim alive for a few days. 

“So Darrell Gumm really is the wrong guy,” Riley said.

“You’re the only one who said so,” Bill replied. “You were right.”

Riley struggled to comprehend the situation.

“So has Gumm been released?” she asked.

Bill grunted with annoyance.

“Not a chance,” he said. “He’ll be facing obstruction charges. He’s got a lot to answer for. Not that he seems to care. But we’ll try to keep his name out of the news as much as we can. That amoral prick doesn’t deserve the publicity.”

A silence fell between them.

“Damn it, Riley,” Bill said at last, “if only Walder had listened to you, maybe we could have saved her.”

Riley doubted that. It wasn’t as if she’d had any solid leads of her own; but maybe with all that redirected manpower, something could have been turned up in those precious hours.

“Have you got any photos?” she asked. Her heart was pounding.

“Yeah, Riley, but—”

“I know you’re not supposed to show them to me. But I’ve got to see them. Could you send them to me?”

After a pause, Bill said, “Done.” 

A few moments later, Riley was looking at a series of ghastly images on her cell phone. The first was a close-up of that face she had seen in a picture just a few days back. Then the woman had been beaming with love over a happy little girl and her brand new doll. But now that face was pallid, its eyes stitched open, a hideous smile painted over its lips. 

As she looked through more pictures, she saw that the display was a match for how Reba Frye’s corpse had been arranged. All of the details were there. The pose was precise. The body was naked and splayed, sitting stiffly upright like a doll. An artificial rose was on the ground between her legs. 

This was the killer’s true signature, his message. This was the effect he’d wanted to achieve all along. He’d achieved mastery with his victims number three and four. Riley knew perfectly well he was all ready to do it again. 

After looking at the pictures, Riley got back on the phone with Bill.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice choked with horror and sadness.

“Yeah, me too,” he said. “But have you got any ideas at all?”

Riley ran the images she had just seen through her mind.

“I assume the wig and rose are the same as the others,” she said. “The ribbon, too.”

“Right. They look the same.”

She paused again. What clues could Bill’s team hope to find?

“Did you get the call early enough to check for tracks, footprints?” she asked.

“The scene was secured early this time. A ranger spotted her and called the Bureau directly. No local cops tromping around. But we didn’t find anything useful. This guy is careful.”

Riley thought hard for a few moments. The photos had showed a woman’s body sitting in the grass, leaning against a rock formation. Questions were buzzing through her mind.

“Was the body cold?” she asked.

“It was by the time we got to it.”

“How long do you think it had been there?”

She could hear Bill thumbing through his notebook.

“I don’t know for sure, but she was put into this pose soon after death. According to discoloration, within a few hours. We’ll know more after the coroner gets to work.”

Riley felt her familiar impatience well up. She wanted to get a clearer sense of the killer’s chronology.

She asked, “Could he have posed her where he killed her and then brought her to the location after the body was in rigor mortis?” 

“Probably not,” Bill said. “I don’t see anything awkward about the position. I don’t think she could have already been stiff before he brought her here. Why? Do you think he brought her here and then killed her?” 

Riley closed her eyes and thought hard.


Finally she said, “No.”

“You’re sure?”

“He killed her wherever he kept her and then brought her to the site. He wouldn’t have brought her there alive. He wouldn’t want to struggle with a human being in his truck or on the site.” 

Her eyes still shut tight, Riley reached inside herself for a sense of the killer’s mind.

“He would only want to bring the raw materials for the statement he was making,” she said. “Once she was dead, that’s what she was to him. Like a piece of artwork, no longer a woman. So he killed her, washed her down, dried her, prepared the body just the way he wanted it, all covered with Vaseline.”

The scene was starting to play out in her imagination in vivid detail.

“He got her to the location when rigor mortis was setting in,” she said. “He timed it perfectly. After killing three other women, he understood just how that would work. He made the onset of rigor part of his creative process. He posed her as she hardened, little by little. He molded her like clay.”

Riley found it hard to say what she saw happening next in her mind—or the killer’s mind. The words came out slowly and painfully. 

“By the time he’d finished sculpting the rest of her body, her chin still rested on her chest. He felt the muscles of her shoulders and neck, sensing the exact state of remaining pliability, and tilted the head up. He held it there until it stiffed. It might have taken two or three minutes. He was patient. Then he stepped back and enjoyed his handiwork.”

“Jesus,” Bill murmured in a hushed, shocked voice. “You’re good.”

Riley sighed bitterly and didn’t reply. She didn’t think she was good—not anymore. All she was good at was getting into a sick mind. What did that say about her? How did it do anybody any good? It certainly hadn’t helped Cindy MacKinnon.

Bill asked, “How far away do you think he holds the victims while they’re still alive?” 

Riley did some swift mental calculations, visualizing a map of the area in her head.

“Not very far from where he posed her,” she said. “Probably under two hours away.”

“That still covers a lot of territory.”

Riley’s spirits were ebbing by the second. Bill was right. She wasn’t saying a single thing that could be any help.

“Riley, we need you back on this case,” Bill said. 

Riley groaned under her breath.

“I’m sure Walder doesn’t think so,” she said.

I don’t think so, either, she thought.


“Well, Walder’s wrong,” Bill said. “And I’m going to tell him he’s wrong. I’m going to get you back on the job.”

Riley let Bill’s words sink in for a moment. 

“It’s too much of a risk for you,” she said at last. “Walder’s liable to fire you too if you make waves.”

Bill stammered, “But—but Riley—”

“No ‘buts,’ Bill. If you get yourself fired, this case will never get solved.”

Bill sighed. His voice was tired and resigned. 

“Okay,” he said. “But have you got any ideas at all?”

Riley thought for a moment. The abyss she’d been peering into for the last couple of days yawned wider and deeper. She felt what little was left of her resolve slipping away through her fingers. She’d failed, and a woman was dead.

Still, maybe there was one more thing she could do. 

“I have some ideas brewing,” she said. “I’ll let you know.” 

As they ended the call, the smell of coffee and fried bacon reached Riley from the kitchen. April was in there. She’d been making breakfast ever since Riley had gotten out of bed. 

Without even being asked! Riley thought.

Maybe spending time with her father was making her appreciate Riley, at least a little. April never liked having to be around Ryan. Whatever the reason, Riley was grateful for even the smallest comfort on a morning like this.

She sat there thinking about what to do next. She’d been planning to drive west again today, following the new route she’d mapped out. But she felt defeated, completely beaten down by this terrible turn of events. Yesterday she hadn’t been at her best, and had even succumbed to that drink in Glendive. She couldn’t do the same thing today, not in her present state of mind. She’d surely make mistakes. And too many mistakes had been made already. 

But the location of the store was still important—maybe more important than ever. The killer would target his next victim there, if he hadn’t already. Riley got on her computer and composed an email for Bill, with a copy of her map attached.

She explained to Bill which towns and which stores ought to be checked. Bill himself should probably stay focused on finding the killer’s house, she wrote. But maybe he could persuade Walder to send someone else along Riley’s route—as long as Walder didn’t find out that it was her idea.

She sat there, staring at the map again and again, and slowly she began to spot a pattern she had not seen before. It was not that the sites related to each other, but that they were spread out in a lopsided fan from another mark on her map—the area enclosed by the four women’s addresses. As she studied it, it made her more convinced than ever that the selection of victims was centered around some particular place that they all went, a particular doll store. And wherever the killer took his victims, it probably wasn’t a long distance from where he first saw them.

But why hadn’t she been able to find the store? Was she taking the wrong approach? Was she so stuck on a single idea that she couldn’t see any other clues? Was she just imagining a pattern that was leading her completely astray?

Riley scanned her map and sent it along to Bill with her notes. 

“Breakfast is ready, Mom.”

As she sat down with her daughter, Riley found herself fighting back tears again.

“Thank you,” she said. She began to eat silently. 

“Mom, what’s wrong?” April asked.

Riley was surprised at the question. Did she hear a note of concern in her daughter’s voice? The girl was still pretty taciturn with Riley most of the time, but at least she hadn’t been openly rude for a few days. 

“Nothing’s wrong,” Riley said.

“That’s not true,” April said.

Riley said nothing in reply. She didn’t want to drag April into the horrible reality of the case. Her daughter was troubled enough already. 

“Was that Bill on the phone?” April asked.

Riley nodded silently.

“What did he call about?” April asked.

“I can’t talk about it.”

A long silence fell between them. They both kept on eating.

Finally April said, “You keep trying to get me to talk to you. That cuts both ways, you know. You never talk to me, not really. Do you ever talk to anybody anymore?”

Riley stopped eating and stifled a sob as it rose up in her throat. It was a good question. And the answer was no. She didn’t talk to anybody at all, not anymore. But she couldn’t bring herself to say so. 

She reminded herself that it was Saturday, and she wasn’t taking April to school. And she’d made no plans for April to stay with her father. And even though Riley wasn’t going to drive west in search of clues, there was still something she had to do.

“April, I’ve got to go somewhere,” she said. “Will you be okay here by yourself?”

“Sure,” April said. Then, in a truly sad voice, she asked, “Mom, could you at least tell me where you’re going?”

“I’m going to a funeral.”





Chapter 26

 

Riley arrived at the parlor in Georgetown shortly before Marie’s service was scheduled to begin. She dreaded funerals. To her, they were worse than arriving at a crime scene with a freshly murdered body. They always got inside her gut in some terrible way. Yet Riley felt she still owed something—she wasn’t sure what—to Marie. 

The funeral parlor had a facade of prefab brick panels and white columns on the front portico. She entered a carpeted, air-conditioned foyer that led into a hallway wallpapered in muted pastel colors gauged to be neither depressing nor cheery. The effect backfired on Riley, adding to her feeling of despair. She wondered why funeral homes couldn’t just be the gloomy and uninviting places they really ought to be, like mausoleums or morgues, with none of this phony sanitization. 

She passed several rooms, some with caskets and visitors, others empty, until she arrived where Marie’s service was to be held. At the far end of the room she saw the open casket, made out of burnished wood with a long brass handle along the sides. Perhaps two dozen people had showed up, many of them seated, some of them mingling and whispering. Bland organ music was being pumped into the room. A small viewing line was passing the coffin. 

She got in line and soon found herself standing beside the coffin, looking down at Marie. For all of Riley’s mental preparation, it still gave her a jolt. Marie’s face was unnaturally passive and serene, not twisted and agonized, as it had been when she was hanging from that light fixture. This face was not stressed and fearful, as it had been when they had talked in person. It seemed wrong. Actually, it seemed worse than wrong. 

She quickly moved past the coffin, noticing a somewhat elderly couple sitting in the front row. She assumed that they were Marie’s parents. They were flanked by a man and woman closer to Riley’s age. She took them to be Marie’s brother and sister. Riley reached back into memories of conversations with Marie and recalled that their names were Trevor and Shannon. She had no idea what Marie’s parents’ names were.

Riley thought of stopping to offer the family her condolences. But how would she introduce herself? As the woman who rescued Marie from captivity, only to find her corpse later? No, surely she was the last person they wanted to see right now. It was best to leave them to grieve in peace.

As she made her way to the back of the room, Riley realized that she didn’t recognize a single person there. That seemed strange and terribly sad. After all their countless hours of video chatting and their single face-to-face meeting, they didn’t have one friend in common. 

But they did have one terrible enemy in common—the psychopath who had held them both. Was he here today? Riley knew that killers commonly visited the funerals and graves of victims. Deep down, as much as she owed it to Marie, she also had to admit that that was the real reason she had come here today. To find Peterson. It was also why she was carrying a concealed weapon—her personal Glock that she normally kept boxed in her car trunk.

As she walked toward the back of the room, she scanned the faces of those already seated. She had glimpsed Peterson’s face in the glare of his torch, and she’d seen pictures of him. But she’d never gotten a really good look at him face to face. Would she recognize him? 

Her heart pounded as she looked at all the faces suspiciously, searching for a murderer in each one. They all soon became a blur of grief-stricken faces, staring back puzzlingly at her.

Seeing no obvious suspects, Riley sat down in an aisle seat in the back row, separated from anyone else, where she could watch anyone who entered or exited.

A young minister stepped up to a podium. Riley knew that Marie hadn’t been religious, so the minister must have been her family’s idea. The stragglers sat down, and everybody became quiet. 

In a hushed and rather professional-sounding voice, the minister began with familiar words.

“‘Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.’”

The minister paused for a moment. In the brief silence, a single phrase echoed through Riley’s mind …

“I will fear no evil.”

Somehow, it struck Riley as a grotesquely inappropriate thing to say. What did it even mean to “fear no evil”? How could it possibly be a good idea? If Marie had been more fearful months ago, more wary, maybe she wouldn’t have fallen into Peterson’s clutches at all.

This was definitely a time to be fearful of evil. There was plenty of it out there.

The minister began to speak again.

“My friends, we have gathered here to mourn the loss and celebrate the life of Marie Sayles—daughter, sister, friend, and colleague …”

The minister then launched into a boilerplate homily about loss, friendship, and family. Although he described Marie’s “passing” as “untimely,” he made no mention of the violence and terror that had haunted the last weeks of her life. 

Riley quickly tuned out his sermon. As she did, she remembered the words in Marie’s suicide note.

“This is the only way.”

Riley felt a knot of guilt swelling inside of her, growing so large that she almost couldn’t breathe. She wanted to rush up to the front of the room, push the minister aside, and confess to the congregation that this was all, all her own fault. She had failed Marie. She had failed everyone who loved Marie. She had failed herself.

Riley fought back the urge to confess, but her unease started to take on a brutal clarity. First there had been the funeral home’s prefab bricks, silly white columns, and pastel-colored wallpaper. Next had been Marie’s face, so unnatural and waxy in the coffin. And now here was the preacher, gesturing and talking like some kind of toy, a miniature automaton, and the congregation of little heads bobbing as he spoke to them.

It’s like a doll house, Riley now realized.

And Marie was posed in the coffin—not a real corpse, but a pretend one, in a pretend funeral. 

Horror cascaded over Riley. The two murderers—Peterson and whoever had killed Cindy MacKinnon and the others—merged together in her mind. It didn’t matter that the pairing was completely groundless and irrational. She couldn’t disentangle them. They became one to her.

It seemed as though this well-crafted funeral was the monster’s final touch. It announced that there would be many more victims and many more funerals to follow.

As she sat there, Riley noticed out of the corner of her eyes someone slip in quietly to the service and sit on the other end of the back row. She turned her head slightly to see who had arrived in the middle of the service and saw a man dressed casually, wearing a baseball cap drawn low, shielding his eyes. Her heart beat faster. He looked large and strong enough to be the one who overpowered her when he caught her. His face was hard, jaws clenched, and she thought that he had a guilty look about him. Could it be the killer she was looking for?

Riley realized that she was almost hyperventilating. She slowed her breathing down until her head cleared. She had to restrain herself from leaping up and arresting the latecomer. The service was obviously coming to a close, and she couldn’t disrupt it and disrespect Marie’s memory. She had to wait. What if it wasn’t him?

But then, to her surprise, he suddenly got to his feet and quietly left the room. Had he spotted her?

Riley jumped up and followed him. She sensed heads turn at her sudden commotion, but that didn’t matter now.

She trotted through the funeral parlor hallway toward the front entrance, and as she threw open the front door, she saw that the man was walking briskly away along the city sidewalk. She drew her handgun and charged after him.

“FBI!” she shouted. “Stop right there!”

The man whirled around to face her. 

“FBI!” she repeated, once again feeling naked without her badge. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”

The man facing her looked utterly baffled.

“ID!” she demanded. 

His hands were shaking—whether from fear or indignation, Riley couldn’t tell. He fished out a wallet with a driver’s license and as she scanned it, she saw it identified him as a Washington resident. 

“Here’s my ID,” he said. “Where’s yours?”

Riley’s resolution started to slip away. Had she ever seen this man’s face before? She wasn’t sure. 

“I’m an attorney,” the man said, still very shaken. “And I know my rights. You’d better have a good reason for pulling a gun on me for no reason. Right here on a city street.” 

“I’m Agent Riley Paige,” she said. “I need to know why you were attending that funeral.”

The man looked at her more closely.

“Riley Paige?” he asked. “The agent who rescued her?”

Riley nodded. The man’s face suddenly sagged with despair.

“Marie was a friend,” he said. “Months ago, we were close. And then this terrible thing happened to her and …” 

The man choked back a sob.

“I’d lost touch with her. It was my fault. She was a good friend, and I didn’t stay in touch. And now I’ll never get a chance to …”

The man shook his head.


“I wish I could go back and do everything differently. I just feel so bad about it. I couldn’t even make it all the way through the funeral. I had to leave.” 

This man was feeling guilty, Riley realized, and in pain. For reasons very much like her own. 

“I’m sorry,” Riley said softly, deflated, lowering her gun. “I really am. I will find the bastard who did this to her.”

As she turned to walk away, she heard him call out in a perplexed tone.

“I thought he was already dead?”

Riley didn’t reply. She left the bereaved man standing on the sidewalk. 

And as she walked away, she knew exactly where she needed to go. A place where no one else on earth, except Marie, could possibly understand.

 

*

 

Riley drove through city streets that transitioned from Georgetown’s elegant homes to a ramshackle neighborhood in a once-thriving industrial area. Many buildings and stores were abandoned, and the local residents were poor. The deeper she drove, the worse it became.

She finally parked along a block that consisted entirely of condemned row houses. She got out of the car and quickly found what she was looking for.

Two vacant homes flanked a broad, barren area. Not very long ago, three deserted houses had stood here. Peterson had lived as a squatter in the middle house, using it as his secret lair. It had been the perfect spot for him, too separated from living inhabitants for anyone to hear the screams coming from beneath the house.

Now the space had been leveled flat, all evidence of the houses cleared away, and grass was starting to grow there. Riley tried to visualize what it had looked like when the houses had been there. It wasn’t easy. She’d only been here once when the houses were standing. And then it had been night.

As she walked into the clearing, memories started to come back to her …

 

Riley had been trailing him all day and into the night. Bill had been called away on an unrelated emergency, and Riley had unwisely decided to follow the man here alone. 

She watched him enter the wretched little house with boarded up windows. Then, just a few moments later, he left again. He was on foot, and she didn’t know where he was going. 

She briefly considered calling for backup. She decided against it. The man had gone away, and if the victim was really inside that house, she couldn’t leave her alone and in torment for another minute. She walked up onto the porch and squeezed her way between boards that only partially blocked the doorway.

She turned on her flashlight. The beam reflected against at least a dozen tanks of propane gas. It was no surprise. She and Bill knew that the suspect was obsessed with fire. 

Then she heard a scratching below the floorboards, then a weak cry …

 

Riley paused the flow of memories. She looked around. She felt sure—uncannily sure—that she was now standing on the very spot that she both dreaded and sought. It was here where both she and Marie had been caged in that dark and filthy crawlspace. 

The rest of the story was still raw in her mind. Riley had been captured by Peterson when she set Marie free. Marie had staggered a couple of miles in a state of complete shock. By the time she was found, she had no idea where she had been held captive. Riley was left alone in the dark to find her own way out. 

After a seemingly endless nightmare, tormented repeatedly by Peterson’s torch, Riley had gotten loose. When she did, she had beaten Peterson nearly unconscious. Every blow gave her a great sense of vindication. Maybe those blows, that small vindication, she reflected, had allowed her to heal better than Marie.

Then, crazed and maddened with fear and exhaustion, Riley had opened all the tanks of propane. As she fled the house, she threw a lighted match back inside. The explosion threw her all the way across the street. Everyone was amazed that she’d survived. 

Now, two months after that explosion, Riley stood looking around at her grim handiwork—a vacant space where nobody lived or was likely to live for a long time. It seemed like a perfect image of what her life had become. In a way, it seemed like the end of the road—at least for her.

A sickening feeling of vertigo came over her. Still standing in that grassy spot, she felt as if she were falling, falling, falling. She tumbled straight into that abyss that had been yawning open for her. Even in broad daylight, the world seemed terribly dark—even darker than it had been in that cage in that crawlspace. There seemed to be no bottom to the abyss, and no end to her fall. 

Riley recalled once again Betty Richter’s assessment of the odds that Peterson had been killed. 

I’d say ninety-nine percent.

But that nagging one percent somehow rendered the other ninety-nine meaningless and absurd. And besides, even if Peterson really had died, what difference did it make? Riley remembered Marie’s awful words on the phone on the day of her suicide.

Maybe he’s like a ghost, Riley. Maybe that’s what happened when you blew him up. You killed his body but you didn’t kill his evil.

Yes, that was it. She had been fighting a losing battle all her life. Evil, after all, haunted the world, as surely as it did this place where she and Marie had suffered so horribly. It was a lesson she should have learned as a little girl, when she couldn’t stop her mother from being murdered.  The lesson was hammered home by Marie’s suicide. Rescuing her had been pointless. There was no point in rescuing anybody, not even herself. Evil would prevail in the end. It was just as Marie had told her over the phone.

You can’t fight a ghost. Give it up, Riley.

And Marie, so much braver than Riley had known, finally took matters into her own hands. She’d explained her choice in five simple words.

This is the only way.

But that was not courage, to take your life own life. That was cowardice.

A voice broke through Riley’s darkness.

“You all right, lady?”

Riley looked up.

“What?”

Then, slowly, she realized that she was on her knees in a vacant city lot. Tears were running down her face. 

“Should I call someone for you?” the voice asked. Riley saw that a woman had stopped on the nearby sidewalk, an older woman in shabby clothes but with a concerned look on her face.

Riley got her sobbing under control and rose to her feet, and the woman shuffled off. 

Riley stood there, numb. If she couldn’t put an end to her own horror, she knew a way that she could numb herself against it. It wasn’t courageous, and it wasn’t honorable, but Riley was past caring. She wasn’t going to resist it any longer. She got into her car and drove toward home.




Chapter 27

 

Hands still shaking, Riley reached into a kitchen cabinet for the bottle of vodka she’d stashed, the one she promised she would never touch again. She unscrewed the bottle cap and tried to pour it quietly into a glass, so that April wouldn’t hear. Since it looked so much like water, she hoped she could drink it openly without lying about it. She didn’t want to lie. But the bottle gurgled indiscreetly. 

“What’s going on, Mom?” April asked from behind her at the kitchen table. 

“Nothing,” Riley answered.

She heard April groan a little. She could tell that her daughter knew what she was doing. But there was no pouring the vodka back into the bottle. Riley wanted to throw it away, she really did. The last thing she wanted to do was drink, especially in front of April. But she had never felt so low, so shaken. She felt as if the world were conspiring against her. And she really needed a drink. 

Riley slipped the bottle back into the cabinet, then went to the table and sat down with her glass. She took a long sip, and it burned her throat in a comforting way. April stared at her for a moment.

“That’s vodka, isn’t it, Mom?” she said.

Riley said nothing, guilt creeping over her. Did April deserve this? Riley had left her at home all day, calling occasionally to check up on her, and the girl had been perfectly responsible and had stayed out of trouble. Now Riley was the one being furtive and reckless.

“You got mad at me for smoking pot,” April said.

Riley still said nothing.

“Now is when you’re supposed to tell me that this is different,” April said.

“It is different,” Riley said wearily.

April glared.

“How?”

Riley sighed, knowing her daughter was right, and feeling a deepening sense of shame.

“Pot’s illegal,” she said. “This isn’t. And—”

“And you’re an adult and I’m a kid, right?”

Riley didn’t reply. Of course, that was exactly what she had been starting to say. And of course, it was hypocritical and wrong. 

“I don’t want to argue,” Riley said.

“Are you really going to start into this kind of thing again?” April said. “You drank so much when you were going through all those troubles—and you never even told me what it was all about.”

Riley felt her chin clench. Was it from anger? What on earth did she have to be angry with April about, at least right now?

“There are some things I just can’t tell you,” Riley said.

April rolled her eyes. 

“Jesus, Mom, why not? I mean, am I ever going to be grown up enough to learn the awful truth about what you do? It can’t be much worse that what I imagine. Believe me, I can imagine a lot.”

April got up from her chair and stomped over to the cabinet. She pulled down the vodka bottle and started to pour herself a glass.

“Please don’t do that, April,” Riley said weakly.

“How are you going to stop me?” 

Riley got up and gently took the bottle away from April. Then she sat down again and poured the contents of April’s glass into her own glass. 

“Just finish eating your food, okay?” Riley said.

April was tearing up now. 

“Mom, I wish you could see yourself,” she said. “Maybe you’d understand how it hurts me to see you like this. And how it hurts that you never tell me anything. It just hurts so much.”

Riley tried to speak but found that she couldn’t.

“Talk to somebody, Mom,” April said, beginning to sob. “If not to me, to somebody. There must be somebody you can trust.”

April fled into her room and slammed the door behind her.

Riley buried her face in her hands. Why did she keep failing so badly with April? Why couldn’t she keep the ugly parts of her life separate from her daughter? 

Her whole body heaved with sobs. Her world had spun completely out of control and she couldn’t form a single coherent thought.

She sat there until the tears stopped flowing. 

Taking the bottle and the glass with her, she went into the living room and sat on the couch. She clicked on the TV and watched the first channel that came up. She had no idea what movie or TV show she’d happened upon, and she didn’t care. She just sat there staring blankly at the pictures and letting the meaningless voices wash over her.

But she couldn’t stop the images flooding through her mind. She saw the faces of the women who had been killed. She saw the blinding flame of Peterson’s torch moving toward her. And she saw Marie’s dead face—both when Riley had found her hanging and when she’d been so artfully displayed in the coffin.

A new emotion started to crawl along her nerves—an emotion that she dreaded above all others. It was fear. 

She was terrified of Peterson, and she could feel his vengeful presence all around her. It didn’t much matter whether he was alive or dead. He’d taken Marie’s life, and Riley couldn’t shake the conviction that she was his next target. 

She also feared, perhaps even more, the abyss that she was falling into now. Were the two really separate? Hadn’t Peterson caused this abyss? This was not the Riley she knew. Did PTSD ever have an end?

Riley lost track of time. Her whole body buzzed and ached with her multifaceted fear. She drank steadily, but the vodka wasn’t numbing her at all. 

She finally went to the bathroom and combed the medicine cabinet and found what she was looking for. Finally, with shaking hands, she found it: her prescription tranquilizers. She was supposed to take one at bedtime, and to never mix it with alcohol.

With shaking hands, she took two.

Riley went back to the living room couch and stared at the TV again, waiting for the medication to take effect. But it wasn’t working.

Panic seized her in an icy grip.

The room seemed to be spinning now, making her feel nauseous. She closed her eyes and stretched out on the couch. Some of the dizziness went away, but the darkness behind her eyelids was impenetrable.

How much worse can things get? she asked herself.

She knew right away that it was a stupid question. Things were going to get worse and worse and worse for her. Things would never ever get better. The abyss was bottomless. All she could do was surrender to the fall and give herself over to cold despair. 

The pitch-blackness of intoxication folded itself around her. She lost consciousness and soon began to dream.

 

Once again, the white flame of the propane torch cut through the darkness. She heard someone’s voice.

“Come on. Follow me.”

It wasn’t Peterson’s voice. It was familiar, though—extremely familiar. Had somebody come to her rescue? She rose to her feet and began to follow whoever was carrying the torch. 

But to her horror, the torch cast its light on one corpse after another—first Margaret Geraty, then Eileen Rogers, then  Reba Frye, then Cindy MacKinnon—all of them naked and horribly splayed. Finally the light fell on Marie’s body, suspended in mid-air, her face horribly contorted.

Riley heard the voice again.

“Girl, you sure as hell botched things up.”

Riley turned and looked. In the sizzling glare, she saw who was holding the torch.

It wasn’t Peterson. It was her own father. He was wearing the full dress uniform of a Marine colonel. That struck her as odd. He’d been retired for many years now. And she hadn’t seen or spoken to him in more than two years. 

“I saw some bad shit in ’Nam,” he said with a shake of his head. “But this really makes me sick. Yeah, you botched it bad, Riley. Of course I learned long ago not to expect anything from you.”

He waved the torch so that it shone on one last body. It was her mother, dead and bleeding from the bullet wound.

“You might as well have shot her yourself, for all the good you did her,” her father said.

“I was just a little girl, Daddy,” Riley wailed.

“I don’t want to hear any of your damn excuses,” her father barked. “You never brought a single human soul a moment of joy or happiness, you know that? You never did anybody a lick of good. Not even yourself.”

He turned the knob of the torch. The flame went out. Riley was in pitch-darkness again.

 

Riley opened her eyes. It was night, and the only light in the living room came from the TV. She remembered her dream clearly. Her father’s words kept ringing in her ears.

You never brought a single human soul a moment of joy or happiness.

Was it true? Had she failed everybody so miserably—even the people she loved most?

You never did anybody a lick of good. Not even yourself.

Her mind was foggy and she couldn’t think straight. Maybe she couldn’t bring anybody any real joy and happiness. Maybe there was simply no real love inside of her. Maybe she wasn’t capable of love. 

On the verge of despair, reeling for a crutch, Riley recalled April’s words.

Talk to somebody. Somebody you can trust.

In her drunken haze, not thinking clearly, almost automatically Riley tapped a number on her cell phone. After a few moments, she heard Bill’s voice.

“Riley?” he asked, sounding more than half-asleep. “Do you know what time it is?”

“I’ve got no idea,” Riley said, slurring her words badly. 

Riley heard a woman ask groggily, “Who is that, Bill?”

Bill said to his wife, “I’m sorry, I’ve got to take this.”

She heard the sound of Bill’s footsteps and a door closing. She guessed that he was going somewhere to talk privately.

“What’s this all about?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Bill, but—”

Riley stopped for a moment. She felt herself on the brink of saying things that she’d regret—maybe forever. But somehow she couldn’t pull herself back.

“Bill, do you think you could get away for a while?”

Bill let out a growl of confusion.

“What are you talking about?”

Riley drew a deep breath. What was she talking about? She was finding it hard to collect her thoughts. But she knew that she wanted to see Bill. It was a primal instinct, an urge she could not control.

With what little awareness she had left she knew she should say I’m sorry and hang up. But fear, loneliness, and desperation overtook her, and she plunged ahead.

“I mean…” she continued, slurring her words, trying to think coherently, “just you and me. Spend some time together.”

There was only silence on the line.

“Riley, it’s the middle of the night,” he said. “What do you mean spend time together?” he demanded, his irritation clearly rising.

“I mean…” she began, searching, wanting to stop, but unable to. “I mean…I think about you, Bill. And not just at work. Don’t you think about me, too?”

Riley felt a terrible weight crushing upon her as soon as she had said it. It was wrong, and there was no taking it back.

Bill sighed bitterly.

“You’re drunk, Riley,” he said. “I’m not going to meet you anywhere. You’re not going to drive anywhere. I’ve got a marriage I’m trying to save, and you … well, you’ve got your own problems. Pull yourself together. Try to get some sleep.”

Bill ended the call abruptly. For a moment, reality seemed to hang in a state of suspension. Then Riley was seized by a horrible clarity.

“What have I done?” she whimpered aloud.

In but a few moments, she had thrown away a ten-year professional relationship. Her best friend. Her only partner. And probably the most successful relationship of her life.

She’d been sure that the abyss she’d fallen into had no bottom. But now she knew she was wrong. She’d hit the bottom, and shattered the floor. Still, she was falling. She didn’t know if she’d ever be able to get up again.

She reached for the vodka bottle on the coffee table—she didn’t know whether to drink the last of its contents or to pour it out. But her hand-eye coordination was completely shot. She couldn’t take hold of it. 

The room swam around her, there came a crash, and everything went black.




 

Chapter 28

 

Riley opened her eyes, then squinted, shielding her face with her hand. Her head was splitting, her mouth dry. The morning light from the window was blinding and painful, reminding her uncannily of the white flash of Peterson’s torch. 

She heard April’s voice say, “I’ll take care of that, Mom.”

There came a slight rattling and the glare diminished. She opened her eyes.

She saw that April had just closed the venetian blinds, shutting out the direct sunlight. She came over to the couch and sat down beside where Riley still lay. She picked up a cup of coffee and offered it to her.

“Careful, it’s hot,” April said.

Riley, the room spinning, slowly eased herself into a sitting position and reached for the mug. Handling the cup gingerly, she took a small sip. It was hot, all right. It burned both her fingertips and her tongue. Still, she was able to hold it, and she took another sip. At least the pain gave her a feeling of coming to life again.

April was staring off into space.

“Are you going to want some breakfast?” April asked in a distant, vacant voice.

“Maybe later,” Riley said. “I’ll fix it.”

April smirked a bit sadly. Doubtless she could see that Riley was in no condition to fix much of anything. 

“No, I’ll do it,” April said. “Just let me know when you feel like eating.”

They both fell silent. April kept on staring elsewhere. Humiliation gnawed at Riley’s gut. She vaguely remembered her disgraceful phone call to Bill last night, then her last thoughts before passing out—that hideous knowledge that she’d truly hit rock bottom. And now, to make matters worse, her daughter was here to witness her ruin.

Still sounding distant, April asked, “What are you planning to do today?”

It seemed both an odd question and a good one. It was time for Riley to make plans. If this was rock bottom, she needed to start pulling herself out.

She flashed back to her dream, her father’s words, and as she did, she realized it was time to confront some of her demons. 

Her father. The darkest presence of her life. The one who had always lingered in the back of her consciousness. The driving force, she sometimes felt, behind all the darkness she had manifested in her life. He, of all people, was the one she needed to see. Whether it was a primal urge for a father’s love, her urge to face head-on the darkness in her life, or a desire to shake off being haunted by her dream, she did not know. But the urge consumed her.

“I think I’ll drive out to see Grandpa,” she said.

“Grandpa?” she asked, shocked. “You haven’t seen him for years. Why would you go see him? I think he hates me.”

“I don’t think so,” Riley said. “He’s always been too busy hating me.”

Another silence fell, and Riley sensed that her daughter was gathering her resolve. 

“I want you to know something,” April said. “I dumped out the rest of the vodka. There wasn’t much left. I also poured out the whiskey you still had in the cabinet. I’m sorry. I guess it was none of my business. I shouldn’t have done that.”

Tears came to Riley’s eyes. This was surely the most grown-up and responsible thing she’d ever known April to do.

“No, you should have,” Riley said. “It was the right thing to do. Thank you. I’m sorry I couldn’t do it myself.” 

Riley wiped away a tear and gathered up her own resolve.

“I think it’s time we really talked,” Riley said. “I think it’s time I told you some of the things you’ve wanted me to tell you.” She sighed. “But it won’t be pleasant.”

April finally turned and looked at her, anticipation in her eyes.

“I really wish you would, Mom,” she said.

Riley took a long, deep breath.

“A couple of months back, I was working on a case,” she said. Relief poured through her as she began to tell April about the Peterson case. She realized that this was much too long overdue.

“I got too eager,” she continued. “I was by myself and I came across a situation, and I wasn’t willing to wait. I didn’t call for backup. I thought I could take care of it by myself.” 

April said, “That’s what you do all the time. You try to take care of everything alone. Without me even. Without even talking to me.”

“You’re right.”

Riley steeled herself.

“I got Marie out of captivity.”

Riley hesitated, then finally plunged ahead. She heard her own voice shaking.

“I got caught,” she continued. “He held me in a cage. There was a torch.”

She broke down crying, all her pent-up terror rushing to the surface. She was so embarrassed, but couldn’t stop.

To her surprise, she felt April’s reassuring hand on her shoulder, and heard April crying herself.

“It’s okay, mom,” she said.

“They couldn’t find me,” Riley continued, between sobs. “They didn’t know where to look. It was my fault.”

“Mom, nothing’s your fault,” April said.

Riley wiped away her tears, trying to get a hold of herself.

“Finally, I got away finally. I blew up the place. They say the man is dead. That he can’t hurt me now.”

There came a silence.

“Is he?” April asked.

Riley so desperately wanted to say yes, to reassure her daughter. But instead she found herself saying:

“I don’t know.”

The silence thickened.

“Mom,” April said, a new tone to her voice, one of kindness, of compassion, of strength, one Riley had never heard before, “you saved someone’s life. You should be so proud of yourself.”

Riley felt a new dread as she slowly shook her head.

“What?” April asked.

“That’s where I was yesterday,” Riley said. “Marie. Her funeral.”

“She’s dead!?” she asked, flabbergasted.

Riley could only nod.

“How?”

Riley hesitated. She didn’t want to say it, but she had no choice. She owed April the whole truth. She was done withholding things.

“She killed herself.”

She heard April gasp.

“Oh, Mom,” she said, crying. “I’m so, so sorry.”

They both cried for a long, long time, until finally they settled into a relaxed silence, each spent.

Riley took a deep breath, leaned over, and smiled at April, pulling the hair off her wet cheeks with love.


“You’ll have to understand that there will be things I can’t tell you,” Riley said. “Either because I can’t tell anybody, or because it wouldn’t be safe for you to know, or maybe just because I don’t think you should be thinking about them. I have to learn how to be the mother here.”

“But something as big as this,” April said. “You should have told me. You’re my mother, after all. How was I supposed to know what you were going through? I’m old enough. I can understand. “

Riley sighed.

“I guess I thought you had enough to worry about. Especially with Dad and I splitting up.”

“The split wasn’t as hard as having you not talk to me,” April countered. “Dad’s always ignored me except when he felt called upon to give orders. But you—it’s like suddenly you weren’t there anymore.”  

Riley took April’s hand and squeezed it tightly. 

“I’m sorry,” Riley said. “For everything.”

April nodded.

“I’m sorry too,” she said.

They hugged, and as Riley felt April’s tears flow down her neck, she vowed to be different. She vowed to make a change. When this case was behind her, she would become the mother she always wanted to be.




 

Chapter 29

 

Riley drove reluctantly into the heart of her early childhood. What she expected to find there she didn’t know. But she knew this was a crucial errand—for herself, anyway. She braced herself at the idea of seeing her father. Yet she knew she needed to face him.

Sloping all around her were the Appalachian Mountains, far to the south of her recent investigations. The trip down here had been a tonic in some ways, and with the windows down, she was beginning to feel better. She’d forgotten how beautiful the Shenandoah Valley was. She found herself steering upward through rocky passes and alongside flowing streams. 

She passed through a typical mountain town—little more than a cluster of buildings, a gas station, a grocery store, a church, a handful of houses, a restaurant. She remembered how she’d spent her earliest childhood years in a town much like this. 

She also remembered how sad she’d been when they’d moved to Lanton. Mother had said it was because it was a university town and had a whole lot more to offer. That had reset Riley’s life expectations when she was still very young. Might things have gone better if she’d been able to spend her whole life in this simpler and more innocent world? A world where her mother wasn’t likely to get gunned down in a public place?

The town disappeared behind her in multiple curves of the mountain roads. After a few miles, Riley turned off onto a winding dirt road.

Before too long she arrived at the cabin her father had bought after retiring from the Marines. A battered old utility vehicle was parked nearby. She hadn’t been here in more than two years, but she knew the place well.

She parked and got out of her car. As she walked toward the cabin, she breathed in the clean forest air. It was a beautiful sunny day, and at this altitude the temperature was cool and pleasant. She basked in the splendid quiet, broken by nothing more than bird songs and the rustle of leaves in the breeze. It felt good to be surrounded on all sides by deep forest. 

She walked toward the door, past a tree stump where her father cut his firewood. There was a pile of wood nearby—his only source of heat in colder weather. He also lived without electricity, but spring water was piped into the cabin. 

Riley knew that this simple life was a matter of choice, not poverty. With his excellent benefits, he could have retired anywhere he’d liked. He’d chosen here, and Riley couldn’t blame him. Maybe someday she’d do the same. Of course, a substantial pension looked markedly less likely, now that she’d lost her badge.

She pushed at the door and it opened freely. Out in these parts, there was little to fear from intruders. She stepped inside and looked around. The spare but comfortable single room was dim, with several unlit gas lanterns here and there. The pine paneling gave off a warm and pleasant woody smell. 

Nothing had changed since the last time she’d been here. There were still no mounted deer heads or any other signs of game animals. Her father killed more than his share of animals, but solely for food and clothing. 

The quiet was broken by a gunshot outside. She knew it wasn’t deer season. He was probably shooting at smaller game—squirrels, crows, or groundhogs. She left the cabin and walked uphill past the smokehouse where he stored his meat, then followed a trail into the woods. 

She passed by the covered spring that his fresh water came from. She arrived at the edge of what remained of an old apple orchard. Small lumpy fruit hung from the trees. 

“Daddy!” she called out.

No reply came. She pushed on into the overgrown orchard. Soon she saw her father standing nearby—a tall, gangly man wearing a hunting cap and a red vest and holding a rifle. Three dead squirrels lay at his feet.

He turned his lined, hard, weathered face toward her, looking not the least bit surprised to see her—and not the least bit pleased.

“You shouldn’t be up here without a red vest, girl,” he growled. “Lucky thing I didn’t shoot you dead.”

Riley didn’t reply. 

“Well, there’s nothing out here to shoot now,” he said irritably, unloading his gun. “You’ve run them all off, with your yelling and crashing through the brush. At least I’ve got squirrels for dinner.”

He started to walk downhill toward his cabin. Riley followed after him, barely able to keep up with his long, swift strides. After years of retirement, he still walked with his old military bearing, his whole body coiled like a huge steel spring. 

When they got to the cabin, he didn’t invite her in, nor did she expect him to. Instead, he tossed the squirrels into a basket by the door, then walked over to the stump near the woodpile and sat there. He took off his cap, revealing gray hair that was still cropped short, Marine-style. He didn’t look at Riley.

With no place else to sit, Riley plopped down on the front steps.

“It looks nice inside your cabin,” she said, trying to find something to talk about. “I see you’re still not mounting trophies.” 

“Yeah, well,” he said with smirk, “I never took trophies when I killed in ’Nam. I’m not going to start now.”

Riley nodded. She’d heard this remark often, always delivered with his typical grim humor.

“So what are you doing here?” her father asked.

Riley started to wonder. What on earth had she expected from this hard man, so incapable of basic affection? 

“I’ve got some troubles, Daddy,” she said.

“With what?”

Riley shook her head and smiled sadly. “I don’t know where to start,” she said.

He spit on the ground.

“It was a damn fool thing you did, getting caught by that psychopath,” he said.

Riley was surprised. How did he know? She’d had no communication with him for a year.

“I thought you lived completely off the grid,” she said.

“I get into town from time to time,” her father said. “I hear things.”

She almost said that her “damn fool thing” had saved a woman’s life. But she quickly remembered—that wasn’t true at all, not in the long run.

Still, Riley found it interesting that he knew about this. He’d actually gone to the trouble to find out something that had happened to her. What else might he know about her life? 

Probably not much, she thought. Or at least nothing I’ve done right according to his standards.

“So did you fall to pieces after that whole thing with the killer?” he asked.

Riley bristled at this.

“If you mean did I suffer from PTSD, yes, I did.”

“PTSD,” he repeated, chuckling cynically. “I can’t even remember just what those damn letters stand for. Just a fancy way of saying you’re weak, as far as I’m concerned. I never suffered from this PTSD thing, not after I got home from the war, not after all the stuff I saw and did and got done to me. Don’t see how anybody gets away with using that as an excuse.”


He fell silent, looking off into space as if she weren’t there. Riley figured this visit wasn’t going to end well. She might as well talk a little about what was going on in her life. He wouldn’t have anything encouraging to say about it, but at least it would make conversation.

“I’m having trouble with a case, Daddy,” she said. “It’s another serial killer. He tortures women, strangles them, and poses them outdoors.”

“Yeah, I heard about that too. Poses them naked. Sick business.” He spit again. “And let me guess. You’re at odds with the Bureau about it. The powers-that-be don’t know what they’re doing. They won’t listen to you.”

Riley was startled. How did he guess?

“It was the same with me in ’Nam,” he said. “The brass didn’t seem to even get that they were fighting a damn war. Christ, if they’d left it up to the likes of me, we’d have won it. Makes me sick to think about it.”

Riley heard something in his voice that she hadn’t heard often—or at least had seldom noticed. It was regret. He actually felt regret about not winning the war. It didn’t matter that he was in no way to blame. He felt responsible.

As Riley studied his face she realized something. She looked like him, more than she’d looked like her mother. But it was more than that. She was like him—not just in her horrible way with relationships, but with her cussed determination, her overweening sense of responsibility.

And that wasn’t altogether a bad thing. In this rare moment of felt kinship, she wondered if maybe he really could tell her something she needed to know.

“Daddy, what he does—it’s so ugly, leaving bodies naked and so horribly posed, but—”

She stopped, trying to find the right words.

“The places he leaves them are always so beautiful—forests and creeks, natural scenes like that. Why do you suppose he picks such places do something so ugly and evil?”

Her father’s eyes turned inward. He seemed to be exploring his own thoughts, his own memories, talking as much about himself as about anybody else.

“He wants to start all over again,” he said. “He wants to go all the way back to the beginning. Isn’t it the same with you? Don’t you just want to go back to where you started and begin all over again? Go back to where you were a kid? Find the place where everything went wrong and make life go all different?”

He paused for a moment. Riley remembered her thoughts driving here—how sad she’d been as a little girl when she’d had to leave these mountains. There really was some elemental truth in what her father was saying. 

“That’s why I live here,” he said, slipping deeper into reverie. 

Riley sat there quietly, taking this in. Her father’s words started to bring something into focus. She’d long assumed that the killer kept and tortured the women in his childhood home. It hadn’t occurred to her that he chose that setting for a reason—to somehow reach back into his past and change everything.

Still not looking at her, her father asked, “What does your gut tell you?” 

“It’s something to do with dolls,” Riley said. “It’s something that the Bureau’s not getting. They’re chasing after everything wrong. He’s obsessed with dolls. That’s the key somehow.”

He grunted and shuffled his feet.

“Well, you just keep following that gut of yours,” he said. “Don’t let the bastards tell you what to do.”

Riley was dumbstruck. It wasn’t as if he were paying her a compliment. It wasn’t as if he meant to be nice. He was the same irascible jerk he’d always been. But somehow, he was saying exactly what she needed to hear.

“I’m not going to quit,” she said.

“You’d damn well better not quit,” he snarled in a whisper.

There was nothing more to say. Riley got to her feet.

“It was good to see you, Daddy,” she said. And she actually halfway meant it. He didn’t reply, just sat there looking at the ground. She got into her car and drove away.

As she drove, she realized that she felt different from when she’d come—and in some odd way, much better. Something, she felt, had been resolved between them.

She also knew something that she hadn’t known before. Wherever the killer lived, it wasn’t in some tenement, some sewer, or even some wretched, rundown shack out in the woods somewhere.

It was going to be a place of beauty—a place where beauty and horror were poised equally, side by side.

 

*

 

A little while later, Riley was sitting at the counter in a cafe in the town nearby. Her father had offered her nothing to eat, which was no surprise, and now she was hungry and needed some nutrition for the drive home.

Just when the waitress set her bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich on the counter in front of her, Riley’s cell phone buzzed. She looked to see who was calling, but there was no identification. She took the call warily.

“Is this Riley Paige?” asked a woman with an efficient voice.

“Yes,” Riley said.

“I’ve got Senator Mitch Newbrough on the line. He wants to speak with you. Could you hold, please?”

Riley felt a jolt of alarm. Of all the people she did not want to hear from, Newbrough was at the top of her list. She had the urge to end the call without another word, but then thought better of it. Newbrough was already a powerful enemy. Making him hate her even more wasn’t a good idea.

“I’ll hold,” Riley said.

A few seconds later, she heard the Senator’s voice.

“Senator Newbrough here. I’m talking to Riley Paige, I assume.”

Riley didn’t know whether to be furious or terrified. He was talking as if she were the one calling him. 

“How did you get this number?” she asked.

“I get things when I want them,” Newbrough said in a typically cold voice. “I want to talk to you. In person.”

Riley’s dread mounted. What possible reason could he have for wanting to see her? This couldn’t be good. But how could she say no without making things worse?

“I could drop by your house,” he said. “I know where you live.”

Riley almost asked how he knew her address. But she reminded herself that he’d already answered that question.

“I’d rather we just took care of this right now on the phone,” Riley said.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Newbrough said. “I can’t talk about it on the phone. How soon can you meet me?”

Riley felt herself in the grip of Newbrough’s powerful will. She wanted to refuse, but somehow couldn’t make herself do so.

“I’m out of town right now,” she said. “I won’t be getting home until much later. Tomorrow morning I drive my daughter to school. We could meet in Fredericksburg. Maybe in a coffee shop.”

“No, not a public place,” Newbrough said. “It needs to be somewhere less conspicuous. Reporters tend to follow me around. They get all over me whenever they get a chance. I’d rather stay off their radar. How about Quantico, the BAU headquarters?”

Riley couldn’t keep a note of bitterness out of her voice.

“I don’t work there anymore, remember?” she said. “You should know that better than anybody.”

There came a brief pause.

“Do you know the Magnolia Gardens Country Club?” Newbrough asked.

Riley sighed at the absurdity of the question. She certainly didn’t move in those kinds of circles.

“I can’t say I do,” she said.

“It’s easy to find, about halfway between Quantico and my farm. Be there at ten-thirty a.m.”

Riley liked this less and less. He wasn’t asking, he was giving an order. After wrecking her career, what business did he have demanding anything of her?

“Is that too early?” Newbrough asked when Riley didn’t reply.

“No,” Riley said, “it’s just that—”

Newbrough interrupted, “Then be there. It’s members only, but I’ll notify them to let you in. You’ll want to do this. You’ll see that it’s important. Trust me.”

Newbrough ended the call without saying goodbye. Riley was flabbergasted. 

“Trust me,” he’d said.

Riley might have found it funny if she weren’t so unnerved. Next to Peterson and whatever other killer she was trailing, Newbrough was possibly the person she least trusted in the world. She trusted him even less than she did Carl Walder. And that was really saying something.

But she didn’t appear to have any choice. He had something to tell her, she could feel it. Something, she sensed, that might even lead to the killer.




 

Chapter 30

 

Riley neared the Magnolia Gardens Country Club and was stopped at a little white building at the gate. A green and white striped boom barrier blocked the way, and a uniformed security guard holding a clipboard stepped out of the building and walked up to the driver’s side of her car.

Riley opened the window.

“Your name?” the guard said brusquely.

Riley was not at all certain about the protocol needed to get into the club, but Newbrough had said he’d let them know she was coming.

“I’m Riley Paige,” she said. Then she stammered, “I’m a, uh, guest of Senator Newbrough.”

The guard scanned the list, then nodded.

“Go on in,” he said. 

The boom gate lifted and Riley drove on through.

The entry lane wound through the namesake gardens, extremely luxurious, colorful, and fragrant this time of year. At last she pulled up at a brick building with white columns. Unlike those on the funeral parlor she’d visited recently, these columns were the real thing. Riley felt as if she’d stumbled upon some sort of nineteenth-century Southern plantation. 

A valet hurried up to her car, gave her a card, and took her keys. He drove the car away.

Riley stood alone in front of the grand entrance, feeling as out of her element as she had at the Senator’s home. Dressed in casual jeans, she wondered if she’d even be allowed to enter. Wasn’t there some kind of a dress code in places like this? It was a good thing her jacket draped loosely over her shoulder holster.

A uniformed doorman stepped out to meet her.

“Your name, ma’am?” he asked.

“Riley Paige,” she said, wondering if he’d ask for some sort of identification.

The doorman glanced at his own list. “Right this way, ma’am,” he said.

He escorted her inside, down a long corridor, and to a small, private dining room. She had no idea whether to tip the doorman or not. But then, she had no idea how much the man was paid. Might he make more than she did as an FBI agent? She thought it possible that offering a tip might be more gauche than not tipping him at all. It seemed best not to take chances.

“Thank you,” she said to the man.

He nodded, showing no sign of disappointment, and went back the way they’d come. 

The room was small but by far the most posh dining area she’d ever ventured into. There were no windows, but the single painting on the wall was an original oil of the namesake gardens she’s passed outside.

The single table was set with silver, china, crystal, and linen. She chose a plush covered chair that faced the door and sat down. She wanted to see Senator Newbrough when he arrived.

If he arrives, she thought. She had no real reason to think he wouldn’t. But this whole situation seemed so unreal, she didn’t know what to expect.

A white-suited waiter came in and placed a tray with cheeses and a variety of crackers on her table. 

“Would you like something to drink, ma’am?” he asked politely.

“Just water, thanks,” Riley said. The waiter went out and within seconds popped back in with a crystal pitcher of water and two matching glasses. He poured water for her and left the pitcher and the other glass on the table.

Riley sipped at her water. She had to admit to herself that she enjoyed the feel of the elegant glass in her hand. She only had to wait a minute or two before the Senator arrived, looking every bit as cold and severe as he had before. He closed the door behind him and sat down on the opposite side of her table. 

“I’m glad you came, Agent Paige,” he said. “I’ve brought something for you.”

Without further ceremony, Newbrough placed a thick, leather-bound notebook on the table. Riley stared at it warily. She remembered the list of enemies that Newbrough had given her the first time they’d met. Was this going to be something equally problematic?

“What is this?” she asked.

“My daughter’s diary,” Newbrough said. “I picked it up at her house after she was … found. I took it because I didn’t want anyone to see it. Mind you, I don’t know what’s in it. I’ve never read it. But I’m quite sure it includes things that I’d rather not have become public knowledge.”

Riley didn’t know what to say. She had no idea why he might want her to have this. She could tell that Newbrough was weighing whatever he was about to say next carefully. From the first time she met with him, she’d been sure that he’d been withholding information from her. She tingled with expectancy that he might now tell her what that was.

Finally he said, “My daughter was having trouble with drugs during the last year of her life. Cocaine, heroin, Ecstasy, all kinds of hard stuff. Her husband put her on that route. It was one of the reasons her marriage failed. Her mother and I had been hoping she was pulling out of it when she died.”

Newbrough paused, staring at the diary.


“At first I thought that her death was somehow connected with all that,” he said. “The users and dealers in her circle were an unsavory bunch. I didn’t want it to get out. You understand, I’m sure.”

Riley wasn’t at all sure that she did understand. But she was certainly surprised.

“Drugs had nothing to do with your daughter’s murder,” she said.

“I realize that now,” Newbrough said. “Another woman was found dead, wasn’t she? And doubtless there will be more victims. It appears that I was wrong in thinking this had anything to do with me or my family.”

Riley was stunned. How often did this incredibly egotistical man ever admit that he was wrong about anything?

He patted the diary with his hand.

“Take this with you. It might have some information to help you with your case.”

“It’s not my case anymore, Senator,” Riley said, allowing a trace of her bitterness to emerge. “I think you know that I was fired from the Bureau.”

“Oh, yes,” Newbrough said, tilting his head thoughtfully. “My mistake, I’m afraid. Well, it’s nothing I can’t fix. You’ll be reinstated. Give me a little time with it. Meanwhile, I hope you can make use of this.”

Riley was overwhelmed by the gesture. She took a deep breath.

“Senator, I believe I owe you an apology. I—I wasn’t at my best the last time we met. I’d just been to a friend’s funeral, and I was distraught. I said some things I shouldn’t have.”

Newbrough nodded in silent acceptance of her apology. It was apparent that he wasn’t going to apologize to her, as much as she knew that she deserved it. She had to be content with his admission that he’d made a mistake. At least he was trying to make amends. That mattered more than an apology, anyway.

Riley picked up the diary without opening it.

“There’s just one thing I’d like to know, Senator,” she said. “Why are you giving this to me and not to Agent Walder?”

Newbrough’s lips twisted into a slight semblance of a smile.

“Because there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, Agent Paige,” he said. “You’re nobody’s lapdog.”

Riley couldn’t reply. This sudden respect from a man who otherwise seemed to only have regard for himself simply stunned her.

“And now perhaps you’d like some lunch,” the Senator said.

Riley thought it over. As grateful as she was for Newbrough’s change of heart, she still felt far from comfortable around him. He remained a cold, brittle, and unpleasant man. And besides, she had work to do.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’d better excuse myself,” she said. Indicating the diary, she added, “I need to start making use of this right away. There’s no time to lose. Oh—and I promise not to let anything I find here become public.”

“I appreciate that,” Newbrough said.

He politely rose from his chair as Riley left the room. She exited the building and handed the ticket to the valet. While she waited for him to fetch her car, she opened the diary. 

As she flipped through its pages, she saw right away that Reba Frye had written quite a bit about her illicit drug use. Riley also got the immediate impression that Reba Frye was a very self-absorbed woman who seemed to be obsessed with petty resentments and dislikes. But after all, wasn’t that the whole point of a diary? It was a place where one had every right to be self-absorbed. 

Besides, Riley thought, even if Reba had been as narcissistic as her father, she certainly didn’t deserve such a terrible fate. Riley felt a chill as she remembered the photos she’d seen of the woman’s corpse.

Riley continued flipping through the diary. Her car pulled up on the gravel driveway, but she ignored the valet, mesmerized. She stood there, hands trembling, and read all the way through to the end, desperate for any mention of the killer, of anything, any clue at all. But she was crestfallen to find none.

She began to lower the heavy book, feeling crushed. She couldn’t stand another dead end.

Just then, as she lowered it, a small piece of paper, tucked between two pages, began to slip out of the book. She caught it and studied it, curious.

As she examined it, her heart suddenly slammed in her chest.

In utter shock, she dropped the diary.

She was holding a receipt.

To a doll store. 




 

Chapter 31

 

There it was. After all the dead ends, Riley could barely believe what she was holding. At the top of the handwritten receipt was the name and address of the store: Madeline’s Fashions in Shellysford, Virginia.

Riley was stumped. It didn’t sound like a doll or toy store. 

On her cell phone she found the website for Madeline’s Fashions. It was, oddly, a women’s clothing shop.

But she looked closer and saw that they also dealt in collectible dolls. They could only be viewed by appointment. 

A chill ran up Riley’s spine. 

This has got to be the place, she thought. 

She picked up the diary and with shaking hands, flipped through the pages to find the entry for the date on the receipt. There it was:

 

Just bought the perfect little doll for Debbie. Her birthday’s not for a month, but she’s so hard to shop for.

 

There it was, in plain English. Reba Frye had bought a doll for her daughter at a store in Shellysford. Riley felt certain that all the other victims had bought dolls there, too. And that that was where the murderer had first spotted them.

Riley pulled up a map on her phone, and it showed Shellysford a hour’s drive away. She had to get there as soon as she possibly could. For all she knew, the murderer had already spotted another victim. 

But she needed to get some information in the works. And she needed to make a painful phone call that she’d put off too long already.

She took her keys from the baffled valet, jumped in her car, and pulled out, her tires screeching on the club’s manicured drive. As she sped past the gate, she punched in Bill’s cell phone number, wondering if he’d bother to answer. She couldn’t blame him if he never wanted to speak to her again. 

To her relief, Bill’s voice came over the phone.

“Hello,” he said.

Riley’s heart jumped. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified to hear his voice.

“Bill, this is Riley,” she said.

“I know who this is,” Bill replied. 

A silence fell. This wasn’t going to be easy. And she knew she didn’t deserve for it to be easy.

“Bill, I don’t know how to start,” she said. Her throat swelled with emotion and she found it hard to speak. “I’m so, so terribly sorry. It’s just that—well, everything had gotten so bad, and I just wasn’t in my right mind, and—”

“And you were drunk,” Bill said, interrupting. 

Riley sighed miserably.

“Yes, I was drunk,” she said. “And I apologize. I hope you can forgive me. I’m so sorry.”

Another silence came.

“Okay,” Bill finally said.

Riley’s heart sank. She knew Bill better than she knew anybody else in the world. So she could hear a world of meaning in those two blunt syllables. He wasn’t forgiving her, and he wasn’t even accepting her apology—at least not yet. All he was doing was acknowledging that she had apologized.


Anyway, now was no time to be hashing it out. There was a far more urgent matter to take care of.

“Bill, I’ve got a lead,” she said.

“What?” he asked in a stunned voice.

“I found the store.”

Bill sounded worried now.

“Riley, are you out of your mind? What are you doing, still working this case? Walder fired you, for God’s sake.”

“Since when have I ever waited for permission? Anyway, it looks like I’m going to be reinstated.”

Bill snorted with disbelief.

“Who says?”

“Newbrough.” 

“What are you talking about?” Bill asked, sounding more and more agitated. “Christ, Riley, you didn’t go to his house again, did you?”

Riley thoughts became jangled. There was too much to explain. She had to stick to the basics.

“No, and he was different this time,” she said. “It was weird, and I can’t get into it right now. But Newbrough gave me some new information. Bill, Reba Frye bought a doll at a store in Shellysford. I’ve got proof. I’ve got the name of the store.”

“That’s crazy,” Bill said. “We’ve had agents scouring that whole area. They’ve been to every town out there. I don’t think they even found a doll store in Shellysford.”

Riley was finding it harder and harder to contain her own excitement.

“That’s because there isn’t one,” she said. “It’s a clothing store that sells dolls, but you can only see them by appointment. Madeline’s Fashions, it’s called. Are you at the BAU right now?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then get somebody checking into the place. Get whatever you can on everybody who’s ever worked there. I’m going there right now.”

Bill’s voice was loud and frantic.

“Riley, don’t! You’ve got no authorization. You don’t even have a badge. And what if you find the guy? He’s liable to be dangerous. And Walder took your gun.”

“I’ve got my own gun,” Riley said.

“But you won’t be able to detain anybody.” 

With a growl of determination, Riley said, “I’ll do whatever I have to do. Another life might be at stake.”

“I don’t like this,” Bill said, sounding more resigned now.

Riley ended the phone call and stepped on the gas.

 

*

 

Bill sat in his office staring dumbly at his cell phone. He realized that his hands were shaking. He wasn’t sure why. Anger and frustration? Or was it from fear for Riley, for whatever reckless thing she was about to do?

Her drunken phone call two nights ago had left him confused and devastated. It was something of a cliché that law enforcement partners often felt closer to one another than to their own spouses. And Bill knew that it was true. For a long time, he’d felt closer to Riley than he’d ever felt to anyone in his life.

But there was no room for romance in their line of work. Complications or hesitations on the job could have deadly results. He’d always kept things professional between them and always trusted Riley to do the same. But now she had broken that trust. 

Well, she was obviously aware of her mistake. But what had she meant when she said she would be reinstated? Would they work together again? He wasn’t sure if he wanted to. Was the dynamic and comfortable professional rapport they’d long shared ruined forever?

But he couldn’t worry about all of that now. Riley had asked him to check on the employees of a store. He’d pass that request on, but not to Carl Walder. Bill got on the phone and called the extension for Special Agent Brent Meredith. Meredith wasn’t in the proper chain of command on this case, but Bill knew he could count on him to get the job done. 

He planned to keep the call short and efficient. He had to drive to Shellysford right now and he only hoped he could get there before Riley Paige did something really stupid.

Like get herself killed.




Chapter 32

 

Riley’s heart was pounding in anticipation as she pulled into the little town of Shellysford. Madeline’s Fashions was easy to spot. It was in plain view on the main street, and its name was displayed across the front window. Shellysford was a bit more upscale than she’d expected. Some apparently historic buildings had been kept in good repair, and the main street verged on elegance. The rather chic-looking clothing store fit in well with its prosperous surroundings. 

Riley parked at the curb in front of the store, got out of her car, and took in her surroundings. She immediately noticed that one of the store’s window mannequins was actually holding a doll—a princess in a pink dress, wearing a sparkly tiara. The agents combing this town, though, may have easily have taken this as mere window dressing. Only a small sign in the window suggested otherwise: Collectible Dolls Shown By Appointment.

A bell above the door rang as Riley walked inside, and the woman at the counter glanced in her direction. She looked middle-aged but remarkably youthful, and her graying hair was full and healthy. 

Riley weighed her options. Without her badge, she had to be careful. True, she’d managed to get other retailers to talk to her without it. But she absolutely did not want to spook this woman. 

“Excuse me,” Riley said. “Are you Madeline?”

The woman smiled. “Well, my name is actually Mildred, but I go by Madeline. I like it better. And it sounds better for the name of a store. ‘Mildred’s Fashions’ just wouldn’t have the same ring.” The woman chuckled and winked. “It wouldn’t draw quite the clientele I’m aiming for.”

So far so good, Riley thought. The woman was open and talkative.

“Lovely place,” Riley said, looking around. “But seems like a lot of work for one person. Have you got any help? Surely you don’t do all this by yourself.”

The woman shrugged. 

“Mostly I do,” she said. “Sometimes I’ve got a teenage girl who works the register while I help customers. This is a quiet day, though. There was no need for her to come in.”

Still considering the right approach, Riley walked over to a clothing rack and fingered some of the merchandise. 

“Beautiful outfits,” she said. “Not many stores carry dresses like these.” 

Madeline looked pleased.

“No, you’re not likely to find anything like them elsewhere,” she said. “They’re all high fashion, but I buy them from outlets when styles have been discontinued. So by big city standards, these would be yesterday’s fashion.” Then with another wink and a grin, she added, “But in a little town like Shellysford—well, they might as well be the latest thing.”

Madeline pulled a lavender-colored cocktail dress off the rack.

“You’d look wonderful in this,” she said. “It’s perfect for your coloring—and for your personality too, I suspect.”

Riley didn’t think so. In fact, she couldn’t see herself wearing any of the store’s rather posh outfits. Still, she was sure that this dress would have been more appropriate at the country club than what she was now wearing. 

“Actually,” Riley said, “I was hoping to look at some of your dolls.”

Madeline looked slightly surprised.

“Did you make an appointment?” she asked. “If you did, it seems to have slipped my mind. And how did you find out about our doll collection?”

Riley pulled the receipt out of her handbag and showed it to Madeline. 

“Someone gave this to me,” Riley said.

“Oh, a referral,” Madeline said, obviously pleased. “Well, I can make an exception, then.”

She walked to the back of the store and opened a wide folding door, and Riley followed her into a small back room. Its shelves were lined with dolls, and a couple of racks standing on the floor were filled with doll accessories.

“I started this little side business a few years back,” Madeline said. “I had the opportunity to buy out the stock of a manufacturer that went out of business. The owner was a cousin of mine, so when they closed down I got a special deal. I’m happy to pass on those savings to my customers.”

Madeline picked up a doll and looked it over proudly.

“Aren’t they lovely?” she said. “Little girls love them. Their parents too. And these dolls are no longer being made, so they’re truly collectibles, even though they’re not antiques. And look at all these costumes. Any of my dolls can wear any of these outfits.”

Riley scanned the rows of dolls. They looked much alike, although their hair color varied. So did their clothes, which included modern dress, princess gowns, and historical outfits. Among the accessories, Riley saw doll furniture to go with each style. The prices of the dolls were all above a hundred dollars. 

“I hope you understand why I don’t keep this section open,” Madeline explained. “Most of my walk-in clients aren’t shopping for dolls. And just between you and me,” she added, lowering her voice to a whisper, “many of these smaller items are awfully easy to steal. So I’m careful about who I show all this to.”

Fluffing up a doll’s dress, Madeline asked, “By the way, what is your name? I like to know the names of all my customers.”

“Riley Paige.”

Then Madeline squinted with an inquisitive smile.

“And who was the customer who referred you?” she asked. 

“Reba Frye,” Riley said.

Madeline’s face darkened. 

“Oh, dear,” she said. “The state senator’s daughter. I remember when she came in. And I heard about …” She fell silent for a moment. “Oh, dear,” she added, shaking her head sadly.

Then she looked at Riley warily.

“Please tell me you’re not a reporter,” she said. “If so, I must ask you to leave. It would be terrible publicity for my store.”

“No, I’m an FBI agent,” Riley said. “And the truth is, I’m here to investigate Reba Frye’s murder. I met with her father, Senator Newbrough, just a little while ago. He gave me this receipt. That’s why I’m here.”

Madeline looked more and more uneasy. 

“Would you show me your badge?” she asked.

Riley held back a sigh. She had to bluff her way through this somehow. She had to lie at least a little.

“I’m off duty,” she said. “We don’t carry badges when we’re off duty. It’s standard procedure. I just came here on my own time to find out whatever I could.”

Madeline nodded sympathetically. She seemed to believe her—or at least not to disbelieve her. Riley tried not to show her relief. 

“What can I do to help?” Madeline asked. 

“Just tell me anything you can about that day. Who else came in to work? How many customers came in?”

Madeline held out her hand. “May I see the receipt? For the date, I mean.”

Riley handed her the receipt. 

“Oh, yes, I remember,” Madeline said as she looked at it. “That was a crazy day, several weeks ago.”

Riley’s attention quickened.

“Crazy?” Riley asked. “How so?”

Madeline knitted her brow as she recollected. 

“A collector came in,” she said. “He bought twenty dolls at once. I was surprised that he had the money. He didn’t look all that rich. He was just a rather sad-looking older man. I gave him a special price. Things were really a mess while my girl and I rang up all that merchandise. We’re not used to that kind of business. Everything was in turmoil for a little while there.”

Riley’s mind clicked away, putting this information together.

“Was Reba Frye in the store at the same time as this collector?” she asked.

Madeline nodded. “Why yes,” she said. “Now that you mention it, she was here right then.”

“Do you keep a record of your customers?” Riley asked. “With contact information?”

“Yes, I do,” Madeline said.

“I need to see the man’s name and address,” Riley said. “It’s very important.”


Madeline’s expression grew more wary.

“You said the Senator gave you this receipt?” she asked.

“How else could I have gotten it?” Riley asked.

 Madeline nodded. “I’m sure that’s true, but still …”

She paused, struggling with her decision.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she blurted, “but I can’t do it—let you look at the records, I mean. You don’t even have any identification, and my customers deserve their privacy. No, really, Senator or no Senator, I can’t let you look at it without a warrant. I’m sorry, but it just doesn’t seem right to me. I hope you understand.”

Riley took a long breath as she tried to assess the situation. She didn’t doubt that Bill would show up here as soon as he could. But how soon would that be? And would the woman still insist on seeing a warrant? How much more time might that involve? For all Riley knew, someone’s life might be hanging in the balance right that very minute.

“I understand,” Riley said. “But is it okay if I just look around here a bit? I might find some clues.”

Madeline nodded. “Of course,” she said. “Take as long as you like.”

A distraction tactic quickly took shape in Riley’s mind. She began to browse among the dolls while Madeline tidied up some of the accessories. Riley reached up onto a high shelf as if trying to fetch down a doll. Instead, she managed to knock a whole row of dolls off the shelf. 

“Oh!” Riley said. “I’m so sorry!”

She backed away in the clumsiest manner she could muster. She collided with a rack of accessories and knocked them all over.

“Oh, I’m so, so sorry!” Riley said again.

“It’s all right,” Madeline said with more than a note of irritation. “Just—just let me take care of it.”

Madeline started to pick up the scattered merchandise. Riley hastily left the room and headed for the front desk. Glancing to make sure that Madeline wasn’t watching her, Riley dived behind the desk. She quickly spotted a ledger book on a shelf under the cash register.

Her fingers shaking, Riley thumbed through the ledger. She quickly found the date, the name of the man, and his address. She didn’t have time to write it down, so she committed it to memory.

She had just stepped out from behind the counter when Madeline returned from the back room. Madeline looked genuinely suspicious now.

“You’d really better leave,” she said. “If you come back with a warrant, I’ll be able to help. I certainly want to help the Senator and his family in any way I can. I feel terrible about all they’re going through. But right now—well, I think you should leave.”

Riley made a beeline toward the front door. 

“I—I understand,” she stammered. “I’m terribly sorry.”

She rushed to her car and got in. She took out her cell phone and called Bill’s number.

“Bill, I’ve got a name!” she almost shouted when he answered. “His name is Gerald Cosgrove. And I’ve got his address.”

Remembering carefully, Riley recited the address to Bill.

“I’m only a few minutes away,” Bill said. “I’ll call in his name and address, see what kind of information the Bureau can turn up. I’ll get back to you right away.”

Bill ended the phone call. Riley fidgeted, waiting impatiently. She looked back at the store and noticed that Madeline was standing near the window, looking out at her suspiciously. Riley couldn’t blame Madeline for her mistrust. Her behavior just now had been more than a little odd.

Riley’s cell phone buzzed. She answered it.

“Bingo,” Bill said. “The guy’s a registered sex offender. The address you gave me isn’t far. You’re maybe a little closer to him than I am.”

“I’m driving there right now,” Riley said, stepping on the gas.

“For Christ’s sake, Riley, don’t go in there alone!” he barked back. “Wait for me outside. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Do you hear me?”

Riley ended the call and drove away. No, she could not wait.

 

*

 

Less than fifteen minutes later, Riley pulled up to a dusty, isolated lot. A shabby-looking mobile home sat in the middle of it. Riley parked her car and got out. 


An old car was parked on the street in front of the lot, but Riley didn’t see any sign of the truck the witness described after Cindy MacKinnon’s abduction. Of course, Cosgrove might well be keeping it somewhere else. Or perhaps he had dumped it for fear that it might be traced.

Riley shuddered when she saw a couple of sheds with padlocked doors at the back of the lot. Was that where he had kept the women? Was he holding one right now, torturing her and preparing to kill her?

Riley looked around, taking in the area. The lot wasn’t completely isolated. There were a few houses and mobile homes not far away. Even so, it seemed likely that no one live near enough to hear a woman screaming in one of those sheds.

Riley drew her gun and approached the trailer. It was set up on a permanent foundation, and it looked like it had been there for many years. Some time ago, someone had planted a flower bed alongside the trailer to make it look more like a regular house. But now the bed was overrun with weeds.

So far, the place matched her expectations. She felt certain that she’d come to the right place.

“It’s all over for you, you bastard,” she murmured under her breath. “You’ll never take another victim.”

When she reached the trailer, she banged on the metal door.

“Gerald Cosgrove!” she yelled. “This is the FBI. Are you in there?”

There was no answer. Riley edged her way up onto the cinderblock steps and peered through the door’s little window. What she saw inside chilled her to the bone.

The place seemed to be packed full of dolls. She didn’t see a living soul, just dolls of all shapes and sizes.

Riley shook the door handle. It was locked. She banged on the door again. This time she heard a man’s voice.

“Go away. Leave me alone. I didn’t do anything.”

Riley thought she heard someone scrambling around inside. The trailer door was designed to open outward, so she couldn’t kick it in. She fired her gun at the locked handle. The door fell open.

Riley burst into the small main room. She was momentarily dazzled by the sheer number and array of dolls. There must have been hundreds of them. They were simply everywhere—on shelves, on tables, and even on the floor. It took a moment for her to see a man among them, cowering on the floor against a partition wall.

“Don’t shoot,” Cosgrove pleaded, his hands raised and shaking. “I didn’t do it. Don’t shoot me.”


Riley sprung at him and yanked him to his feet. She spun him around and pulled one hand behind his back. She holstered her handgun and got out her cuffs.

“Give me your other hand,” she said.

Shaking from head to foot, he obeyed without hesitation. Riley quickly had him cuffed and sitting awkwardly in a chair.

He was a weak-looking man in his sixties with thin gray hair. He cut a pathetic figure, sitting there with tears running down his face. But Riley wasted no pity on him. The spectacle of all these dolls was enough to tell her that he was a sick, twisted man.

Before she could ask any questions, she heard Bill’s voice.

“Jesus, Riley. Did you blow open this door?”

Riley turned and saw Bill stepping into the trailer.

“He wouldn’t open up,” Riley said. 

Bill growled under his breath. “I thought I told you to wait outside,” he said.

“And I thought you knew better than to think I would,” Riley said. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. This looks like our guy.”

The man was wailing now.

“I didn’t do it! It wasn’t me! I did my time! I put all that stuff behind me!”

Riley asked Bill, “What did you find out about him?”

“He did some time for attempted child molestation. Nothing since—until now.”

This made good enough sense to Riley. This monstrous little man had undoubtedly moved on to bigger prey—and to greater cruelty.

“That was years ago,” the man said. “I’ve been good ever since. I take my meds. I don’t get those urges anymore. It’s all in the past. You’ve made a mistake.”

Bill asked in a cynical tone, “So you’re an innocent man, eh?” 

“That’s right. Whatever you think I did, it wasn’t me.”

“So what’s with all the dolls?” Riley asked.

Through his tears, Cosgrove smiled brokenly.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” he said. “I collected them little by little. I got lucky a few weeks back, found this great store over in Shellysford. So many dolls and so many different dresses. I spent my whole Social Security check right there and then, bought as many as my money could get me.”

Bill shook his head. “I sure as hell don’t want to know what you do with them,” he said.

“It’s not what you think,” Cosgrove said. “They’re like my family. My only friends. They’re all I’ve got. I just stay home with them. It’s not like I can afford to go anywhere. They treat me right. They don’t judge me.”

Again, Riley worried. Was Cosgrove holding a victim right now? 

“I want to check your sheds out back,” she told him.

“Go ahead,” he said. “There’s nothing there. I’ve got nothing to hide. The keys are right over there.”

He nodded toward a bunch of keys hanging next to the wounded door. Riley walked over and grabbed them.

“I’m going out there for a look,” she said.

“Not without me, you’re not,” Bill said.

Together, Bill and Riley used Bill’s cuffs to fasten Cosgrove to his refrigerator door. Then they stepped outside and walked around the trailer. They opened the first shed’s padlock and looked inside. There was nothing in there except a garden rake.

Bill stepped into the shed and looked around.

“Nothing,” he said. “Not even any sign of blood.”

They walked over to the next shed, unlocked it, and looked inside. Aside from a rusty hand lawnmower, the shed was completely empty.

“He must have held them somewhere else,” Bill said. 

Bill and Riley went back to into the trailer. Cosgrove was still sitting there, gazing wretchedly at his family of dolls. Riley found him a troubling sight—a man with no real life of his own, and certainly no future.

Still, he struck her as an enigma. She decided to ask him a couple of questions.

“Gerald, where were you last Wednesday morning?”

“What?” Cosgrove replied. “What do you mean? I don’t know. I don’t remember Wednesday. Here, I guess. Where else would I be?”

Riley gazed at him with increasing curiosity.

“Gerald,” she said, “what day is today?”

Cosgrove’s eyes darted around in desperate confusion.

“I—I don’t know,” he stammered.

Riley wondered—could it possibly be true? Did he not know what day it was? He sounded perfectly sincere. He certainly didn’t seem bitter or angry. She saw no fight in him at all. Just fear and desperation.

Then she sternly reminded herself not to let him take her in. A true psychopath could sometimes fool even a seasoned veteran with a total lie.

Bill unfastened Cosgrove from the refrigerator. Cosgrove was still cuffed behind his back.

Bill barked out, “Gerald Cosgrove, you’re under arrest for the murders of three women …”

Bill and Riley escorted him roughly out of the trailer as Bill continued with the victims’ names and Cosgrove’s rights. Then they shoved him to the car Bill had driven here—a well-equipped Bureau vehicle with mesh caging between the back and front seats. Riley and Bill pushed him into the back seat. They strapped and cuffed him in securely. Afterwards they both just stood for a moment without saying a word.

“Damn it, Riley, you did it,” Bill muttered with admiration. “You caught the bastard—even without your badge. The Bureau’s going to welcome you back with open arms.”

“Do you want me to ride with you?” Riley asked.

Bill shrugged. “Naw, I’ve got him under control. I’ll get him into custody. You just take your own car back.”

Riley decided not to argue, wondering if Bill still harbored resentment toward her for the other night.

As she watched Bill pull away, Riley wanted to congratulate herself on her success, and her redemption. But any feeling of satisfaction evaded her. Something kept nagging at her. She kept hearing her father’s words.

You just keep following that gut of yours.

Little by little as she drove, Riley started to realize something.

Her gut was telling her that they’d gotten the wrong man.




 

Chapter 33

 

The next morning Riley drove April to school, and as she dropped her off, that gut feeling was still nagging at her. It had bothered her all night, not letting her sleep.

Is he the guy? she kept asking herself.

Before April got out of the car, she turned to her with an expression of genuine concern. 

“Mom, what’s wrong?” she asked.

Riley was a little taken aback by the question. She and her daughter seemed to have entered into a whole new phase of their relationship—a much better one than they’d had before. Still, Riley wasn’t used to having April worry about her feelings. It felt good, but strange.

“It shows, huh?” Riley said.

“It sure does,” April said. She gently held her mother’s hand. “Come on. Tell me.”

Riley thought for a moment. That feeling of hers still wasn’t easy to put into words.

“I…” she began, then trailed off, unsure what to say. “I’m not sure I arrested the right man.”

April’s eyes widened.

“I’m…not sure what to do,” Riley added.

April took a long breath.

“Don’t doubt yourself, Mom,” April replied. “You do it a lot. And you always wish you hadn’t. Isn’t that what you always tell me, too?”

April smiled, and Riley smiled back.

“I’ll be late if I don’t get to class,” April said. “We can talk about this later.”

April kissed Riley on the cheek, got out of the car, and dashed toward school.

Riley sat there, thinking. She didn’t drive away immediately. Instead, she called Bill.

“Anything?” she asked when she got him on the line.

She heard Bill heave a long sigh.

“Cosgrove is a strange character,” he said. “Right now he’s a real mess—exhausted and depressed, and crying a lot. I think he’ll probably crack soon. But …”

Bill paused. Riley sensed that he, too, was struggling with doubt.

“But what?” Riley asked.

“I don’t know, Riley. He seems so disoriented, and I’m not sure even knows what’s going on. He slips in and out of reality. Sometimes he doesn’t seem to understand that he’s been arrested. Maybe all those meds he’s taking are messing him up. Or maybe it’s just plain old psychosis.”

Riley’s own doubts kicked in again. 

“What is he telling you?” she asked.

“Mostly, he just keeps asking for his dolls,” Bill said. “He’s worried about them, like they’re children or pets that he shouldn’t leave at home alone. He keeps saying they can’t do without him. He’s completely docile, not the least bit belligerent. But he’s not giving us any information. He’s not saying anything about the women, or whether he’s holding one right now.”

Riley turned Bill’s words over in her mind for a moment.

“So what do you think?” she finally asked. “Is he the one?”

Riley detected growing frustration in Bill’s voice.

“How could he not be? I mean, everything points to him and nobody else. The dolls, the criminal record, everything. He was in the store the same time as her. What more could you ask for? How could we have got it wrong?”

Riley said nothing. She couldn’t argue. But she could tell that Bill was struggling with his own instincts.

Then she asked: “Did somebody run a search on Madeline’s past employees?” 

“Yeah,” Bill said. “But that didn’t lead anywhere. Madeline always hires high school girls to work the register. She’s been doing it pretty much since she’s been in business.”

Riley groaned with discouragement. When were they going to get a break in this case?

“Anyway,” Bill said, “a bureau psychologist will interview Cosgrove today. Maybe he can get some insights, tell us where we stand.”

“Okay,” Riley said. “Keep me in the loop.”

She ended the phone call. Her car engine was running, but she still hadn’t driven away from the school. Where was she going to go? If Newbrough really was trying to get her reinstated, he hadn’t gotten it done yet. She still didn’t have a badge—or a job.

I might as well go home, she thought.

But as soon as she started driving, her father’s words came rushing back again.

You just keep following that gut of yours.

Right now, her gut was telling her loud and clear that she needed to get back to Shellysford. She didn’t know exactly why, but she just had to.

 

*

 

The bell above the fashion store door rang as Riley walked inside. She saw no customers. Madeline looked up from her work at the front desk and frowned. Riley could see that the shop owner was not at all happy to see her again.

“Madeline, I’m sorry about yesterday,” Riley said, walking to the desk. “I was so clumsy, and I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t actually break anything.”

Madeline folded her arms and glared at Riley. 

“What do you want this time?” she asked.

“I’m still struggling with this case,” Riley said. “I need your help.”

Madeline didn’t reply for a few seconds.

“I still don’t know who you are, or even if you’re FBI,” she said. 

“I know, and I don’t blame you for not trusting me,” Riley pleaded. “But I did have Reba Frye’s receipt, remember? I could only have gotten it from her father. He really did send me here. You know that much is true.”

Madeline shook her head warily.

“Well, I guess that must mean something. What do you want?”

“Just let me look at the doll collection again,” Riley said. “I promise not to make a mess this time.”

“All right,” Madeline said. “But I’m not leaving you alone.”

“That’s fair,” Riley said. 

Madeline went to the back of the store and opened the folding doors. As Riley moved in among the dolls and accessories, Madeline stood in the doorway watching her like a hawk. Riley understood the woman’s misgivings, but this scrutiny wasn’t good for her concentration—especially since she really didn’t know what she ought to be looking for.

Just then the bell above the front door rang. Three rather boisterous customers burst into the store.

“Oh, brother,” Madeline said. She hurried back into the dress store to tend to her customers. Riley had the dolls all to herself, at least for the moment. 

She studied them closely. Some were standing, but others were seated. All of the dolls were decked out in dresses and gowns. But even though they were clothed, the seated dolls were in exactly the same pose as the naked murder victims, their legs splayed stiffly. The killer had obviously taken his inspiration from this kind of doll.

But that wasn’t enough for Riley to go on. There had to be some other clue lurking here. 

Riley’s eyes fell on a row of picture books on a lower shelf. She stooped down and began to pull them off the shelf one by one. The books were beautifully illustrated adventure stories about little girls who looked exactly like the dolls. The dolls and the girls on the covers even wore the same dresses. Riley realized the books and the dolls were originally meant to be sold together as a set. 

Riley froze at the sight of one book cover. The girl had long blond hair and wide-open bright blue eyes. Her pink and white ball gown had a spray of roses draped across the skirt. She had a pink ribbon in her hair. The book was titled A Grand Ball for a Southern Belle.

Riley’s skin crawled as she looked more closely at the girl’s face. Her eyes were bright blue, opened extremely wide, with enormous black lashes. Her lips, shaped into an exaggerated smile, were thick and bright pink. There was no doubt about it. Riley knew for certain that the killer was fixated on this very image.

At that moment, the bell rang again as the three customers left the store. Madeline trotted to the back room, visibly relieved that Riley hadn’t caused any damage. Riley showed her the book.

“Madeline, do you have the doll that goes with this book?” she asked.

Madeline looked at the cover, then scanned the shelves. 

“Well, I must have had several of them at one time or another,” she said. “I don’t see any of them right now.” She thought for a moment, then added, “Now that I think of it, I sold the last of those a long time ago.”

Riley could barely keep her voice from shaking. 

“Madeline, I know you don’t want to do this. But you’ve got to help me look for names of people who might have bought this doll. I can’t begin to tell you how important this is.”

Madeline now seemed to sympathize with Riley’s agitation.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t,” she said. “It’s not that I don’t want to, but I can’t. It’s been ten or fifteen years now. Even my ledger doesn’t go back that far.”

Riley’s spirits fell. Another dead end. She had taken it as far as she could possibly take it. Coming here had been a waste of time.

Riley turned to go. She crossed the store and opened the door, and as the fresh air hit her, something struck her. The smell. The fresh air outside made her realize how stale the air was in here. Not stale, but…pungent. It seemed out of place in a frilly, feminine store like this. What was it?

Then Riley realized. Ammonia. But what did that mean?

Follow your gut, Riley.

Halfway out the door, she stopped and turned, looking back at Madeline.

“Did you mop the floors today?” she asked.

Madeline shook her head, puzzled.

“I use a temp agency,” she said. “They send over a janitor.”

Riley’s heart pounded faster.

“A janitor?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Madeline nodded.

“He comes in during our morning hours. Not every day. Dirk is his name.”

Dirk. Riley’s heart pounded and her skin grew cold.

“Dirk what?” she asked.

Madeline shrugged.

“I’m afraid I don’t know his last name,” she replied. “I don’t write his checks. The temp agency might, but it’s a rather slipshod outfit, really. Dirk’s not very reliable, if you want to know the truth. ”

Riley took long slow breaths to steady her nerves.

“Was he here this morning?” she asked.

Madeline nodded mutely.

Riley approached her, and summoned all her intensity.

“Madeline,” she urged, “whatever you do, do not let that man back in your store. Ever again.”

Madeline staggered back with shock.

“Do you mean he’s—?”

“He’s dangerous. Extremely dangerous. And I’ve got to find him right away. Do you have his phone number? Do you have any idea where he lives?”

“No, you’d have to ask the temp agency,” Madeline said in a fearful voice. “They’ll have all his information. Here, I’ll give you their business card.”

Madeline rummaged around on her desk and found a card for the Miller Staffing Agency. She handed it to Riley.

“Thank you,” Riley said with a gasp. “Thank you so much.”

Without another word, Riley rushed out of the store and got in the car and tried calling the temp office. The phone rang and rang. There was no voicemail.

She made a mental note of the address and started to drive.

 

*

 

The Miller Staffing Agency was a mile away on the other side of Shellysford. Housed in a brick storefront building, it looked like it had been in business for many years. 

As Riley went inside, she saw that it was a decidedly low-tech operation that hadn’t kept up with the times. There was only one nearly obsolete computer in sight. The place was pretty crowded, with several would-be workers filling out application forms at a long table. 

Three other people—clients, apparently—were crowded around the front desk. They were complaining loudly and all at once about problems they were having with the agency’s employees. 

Two longhaired men worked at the desk, fending off complainers and trying to keep up with phone calls. They looked like twenty-something slackers, and they didn’t appear to be managing things at all well. 

Riley managed to push her way to the front, where she caught one of the young men between phone calls. His nametag said “Melvin.”

“I’m Agent Riley Paige, FBI,” she announced, hoping that in the confusion, Melvin wouldn’t ask to see her badge. “I’m here on a murder investigation. Are you the manager?”

Melvin shrugged. “I guess.” 

From his vacant expression, Riley guessed that he was either stoned or not very bright, or possibly both. At least he didn’t seem to be worried about seeing any ID. 

“I’m looking for the man you’ve got working at Madeline’s,” she said. “A janitor. His first name is Dirk. Madeline doesn’t seem to know his last name.”


Melvin muttered to himself, “Dirk, Dirk, Dirk … Oh, yeah. I remember him. ‘Dirk the Dick,’ we used to call him.” Calling out to the other young man, he asked, “Hey, Randy, whatever happened to Dirk the Dick?”

“We fired him,” Randy replied. “He kept showing up late for jobs, when he bothered to show up at all. A real pain in the ass.”

“That can’t be right,” Riley said. “Madeline says he’s still working for her. He was just there this morning.”

Melvin looked puzzled now.

“I’m sure we fired him,” he said. He sat down at the old computer and began some kind of a search. “Yeah, we sure did fire him, about three weeks ago.”

 Melvin squinted at the screen, more puzzled than before. 

“Hey, this is weird,” he said. “Madeline keeps sending us checks, even though he’s not working anymore. Somebody should tell her to stop doing that. She’s blowing a lot of money.”

The situation was becoming clearer to Riley. Despite being fired and no longer getting paid, Dirk still kept going to work at Madeline’s. He had his own reasons for wanting to work there—sinister reasons. 

“What’s his last name?” Riley asked.

Melvin’s eyes roamed about the computer screen. He was apparently looking at Dirk’s defunct employee records. 

“It’s Monroe,” Melvin said. “What else do you want to know?”

Riley was relieved that Melvin wasn’t being too scrupulous about sharing what ought to be confidential information. 

“I need his address and phone number,” Riley said.

“He didn’t give us a phone number,” Melvin said, still looking at the screen. “I’ve got an address, though. Fifteen-twenty Lynn Street.”

By now, Randy had taken interest in the conversation. He was looking over Melvin’s shoulder at the computer screen.

“Hold it,” Randy said. “That address is completely bogus. The house numbers on Lynn Street don’t go anywhere near that high.”

Riley wasn’t surprised. Dirk Monroe obviously didn’t want anyone to know where he lived.

“What about a Social Security number?” she asked.

“I’ve got it,” Melvin said. He wrote the number down on a piece of paper and handed it to Riley. 

“Thanks,” Riley said. She took the paper and walked away. As soon as she set foot outside, she called Bill.

“Hey, Riley,” Bill said when he answered. “I wish I could give you some good news But our psychologist interviewed Cosgrove, and he’s convinced that the man is not capable of killing anyone, let alone four women. He said—”

“Bill,” she interrupted. “I’ve got a name—Dirk Monroe. He’s our guy, I’m sure of it. I don’t know where he lives. Can you run his Social? Now?”

Bill took the number and put Riley on hold. Riley paced up and down the sidewalk anxiously as she waited. Finally Bill came back on the line.

“I’ve got the address. It’s a farm about thirty miles west of Shellysford. A rural road.”

Bill read her the address.

“I’m going,” Riley said.

Bill sputtered.

“Riley, what are you talking about? Let me get some backup there. This guy’s dangerous.”

Riley felt her whole body tingle with an adrenaline rush.

“Don’t argue with me, Bill,” she said. “You ought to know better by now.”

Riley ended the call without saying goodbye. Already, she was driving.




Chapter 34

 

When the farmhouse came into view, Riley felt jarred in a way that she hadn’t expected. It was as if she’d driven into an oil painting of an ideal rural America. The white wood-frame house was nestled cozily in a small valley. The house was old, but obviously kept in decent condition. 

A few outbuildings were scattered on the nearby grounds. They were not in as good repair as the house. Neither was a large barn that looked ready to collapse. But those structures looked all the more charming because of their dilapidation.

Riley parked a short distance from the house. She checked the gun in her holster and got out of the car. She breathed in the clear, clean country air.

It shouldn’t be this lovely here, Riley thought. And yet she knew that it made perfect sense. Ever since she’d talked to her father, she’d dimly realized that the killer’s lair might well be a place of beauty.

Still, there was a kind of danger here that she hadn’t prepared herself for. It was the danger of being lulled by the sheer charm of her surroundings, of letting down her guard. She had to remind herself that a hideous evil coexisted with this beauty. She knew she was about to find herself face to face with the true horror of the place. But she had no idea just where she’d find it.

She turned and looked all around. She didn’t see any truck on the grounds. Either Dirk was out driving somewhere, or the truck was inside one of the outbuildings or the barn. The man himself could be anywhere, of course—in one of the outbuildings, possibly. But she decided to check the house first.

A noise startled her, and her peripheral vision caught a flurry of rapid movement. But it was only a handful of loose chickens. Several hens were pecking the ground nearby. Nothing else moved except tall blades of grass and leaves on the trees as a gentle breeze blew through them. She felt utterly alone. 

Riley approached the farmhouse. When she arrived at the steps, she drew her gun, then walked up on the porch. She knocked on the front door. There was no response. She knocked again.

“I’ve got a delivery for Dirk Monroe,” she called out. “I need a signature to leave it.”

Still no response. 

Riley stepped off the porch and began to circle the house. The windows were too high to see into, and she found that the back door was also locked. 

She returned to the front door and knocked again. There was still only silence. The door lock was a simple, old-fashioned type for a skeleton key. She carried a little lock-picking set in her handbag for just such situations. She knew that the hook of a small flat tension wrench would do the trick.

She slipped her gun back into its holster and found the wrench. She inserted it into the lock, then groped and twisted it until the lock rotated. When she turned the doorknob the door swung open. Drawing her gun again, she walked inside.

The interior had much the same picturesque quality as the landscape outside. It was a perfect little country home, remarkably neat and clean. There were two big soft chairs in the living room with white crocheted pieces on the arms and back. 

The room made her feel as though friendly family members might step out at any second to welcome her, to invite her to make herself at home. But as Riley studied her surroundings, that feeling waned. This house actually did not look as if it were lived in at all. Everything was just too neat. 

She remembered her father’s words.

He wants to start all over again. He wants to go all the way back to the beginning.

That’s exactly what Dirk was trying to do right here. But he was failing, because his life had somehow been hopelessly flawed from the start. Surely he knew that and was tormented by it. 

Instead of finding his way back into a happier childhood, he’d trapped himself in an unreal world—a display that might be in some historical museum. A framed cross-stitch embroidery even hung on the living room wall. Riley stepped closer to look at it.

The little stitched x’s made up the image of a woman in a long gown and holding a parasol. Beneath her were embroidered words …

 

A Southern Belle is always

gracious

courteous

genteel …

 

The list went on, but Riley didn’t bother to read the rest. She got the message that mattered to her. The stitchery was nothing more wishful thinking. Obviously, this farm had never been a plantation. No so-called Southern belle had ever lived here, sipping sweet tea and ordering servants about.

Still, the fantasy must be dear to someone who lived here—or had lived here in the past. Maybe that someone had once bought a doll—a doll that represented a Southern belle in a storybook.

Listening for any sound, Riley moved quietly into the hallway. On one side, an arched doorway opened into a dining room. Her sense of being in a past time grew even stronger. Sunlight streamed in through lace curtains hanging over the windows. A table and chairs were positioned perfectly, as if awaiting a family dinner. But like everything else, the dining room looked as though it hadn’t been used for a long time.

A large old-fashioned kitchen was on the other side of the hallway. There, too, everything was in its proper place, and there was no sign of recent use.

Ahead of her, at the end of the hall, was a closed door. As Riley moved in that direction, a cluster of framed photographs on the wall drew her attention. She examined them as she edged by. They appeared to be ordinary family photos, some black and white, some in color. They reached far back in time—perhaps as long as a century.

They were just the sort of pictures one might find in any home—parents, elderly grandparents, children, and the dining room table laden with feasts of celebration. Many of the images were faded.

A picture that didn’t look more than a couple of decades old appeared to be a boy’s school picture—a cleaned-up student with a new haircut and a stiff, unfelt smile. The picture to the right of it was a woman hugging a girl in a frilly dress.

Then, with a slight shock, Riley noticed that the girl and the boy had exactly the same face. They were actually the same child. The girl with the woman wasn’t a girl at all, but the schoolboy wearing a dress and a wig. Riley shuddered. The expression on the costumed boy’s face told her that this was not a case of a harmless dress-up or comfortable cross-dressing. In this photograph, the child’s smile was anguished, wretched—even angry and hateful.

The final snapshot showed the boy at about age ten. He was holding a doll. The woman stood behind the boy, smiling a smile that glowed with entirely misplaced, uncomprehending joy. Riley leaned closer to view the doll and gasped.

There it was—a doll that matched the picture on the book in the store. It was exactly the same, with long blond hair, bright blue eyes, roses, and pink ribbons. Years ago, the woman had given the boy this doll. She must have forced it upon him, expecting him to cherish and love it. 

The tortured expression on the boy’s face told the real story. He couldn’t fake a smile this time. His face was knotted with disgust and self-loathing. This picture captured the moment when something broke apart in him, never to be made whole again. Right then and there, the image of the doll fastened itself onto his unhappy young imagination. He couldn’t shake it off, not ever. It was an image that he was recreating with dead women.

Riley turned away from the pictures. She moved toward the closed door at the end of the hall. She swallowed hard. 

There it is, she thought. 

She was sure of it. That door was the barrier between the dead, artificial, unreal beauty of this country home and the hideously ugly reality that crept behind it. That room was where the false mask of blissful normalcy fell away once and for all.

Holding her gun in her right hand, she opened the door with her left hand. The room was dark, but even in the dim light from the hall, she could see that it was completely unlike the rest of the house. The floor was littered with debris.

She found a light switch to the side of the door and flicked in on. A single overhead bulb revealed a nightmare spread out before her. The first thing that registered on her mind was a metal pipe standing in the middle of the space, bolted to the floor and to the ceilings. Bloodstains on the floor marked what happened there. The unheeded screams of women echoed through her mind, nearly overwhelming her.

No one was inside the room. Riley steadied herself and stepped forward. The windows were boarded up, and no sunlight entered. The walls were pink, with storybook images painted on them. But they were defaced by ugly smears. 

Pieces of a child’s furniture—frilly chairs and stools really meant for a little girl—were overturned and broken. Scraps of dolls had been thrown everywhere—amputated limbs and heads and snatches of hair. Small doll wigs were nailed to the walls.

Heart pounding with fear, with rage, remembering her own captivity too well, Riley stepped deeper into the room, mesmerized by the scene, by the fury, by the agony that she sensed here.

There came a sudden rustle behind her, and suddenly, the lights went out.

Riley, panic-stricken, spun around to fire her gun but missed her chance. Something heavy and hard struck her arm an agonizing blow. Her weapon went skittering into the darkness.

Riley tried to dodge the next blow, but a rigid, weighty, object glanced across her head, cracking noisily against her skull. She fell and scrambled toward a dark corner of the room.


The blow kept echoing between her ears. Concussive sparkles flickered in the darkness of her mind. She’d been hurt and she knew it. She struggled to hold onto consciousness, but it felt like sand slipping between her fingers.

 

There it was again—that hissing white flame cutting through the darkness. Little by little, the shimmering light revealed who was carrying it.

This time it was Riley’s mother. She was standing right in front of Riley, the fatal bullet wound bleeding in the middle of her chest, her face pale and dead-looking. But when her mother spoke, it was with Riley’s father’s voice.

“Girl, you’re doing this all wrong.”

Riley was seized by nauseating dizziness. Everything kept spinning. Her world made no sense at all. What was her mother doing, holding this awful instrument of torture? Why was she speaking with her father’s voice?

Riley cried out, “Why aren’t you Peterson?” 

Suddenly, the flame was extinguished, leaving only lingering traces of phantom light.

Again, she heard her father’s voice growling in pitch-blackness.  

“That’s your trouble. You want to take on all the evil in the world—all at the same time. You’ve got to make your choice. One monster at a time.”

Her head still swimming, Riley tried to grasp that message.

“One monster at a time,” she murmured.

 

Her consciousness ebbed and flowed, taunting her with bursts of lucidity. She saw that the door was slightly ajar and a man was silhouetted there against the dim hallway light. She couldn’t make out his face.

He held something in his hand—a crowbar, she now realized. He seemed to be in his stocking feet. He must have been somewhere in the house all along, waiting for the right moment to come and take her by surprise.

Her arm and her head hurt horribly. She felt a sticky, liquid warmth on the side of her skull. She was bleeding, and bleeding badly. She struggled against unconsciousness.

She heard the man laugh, and the laughter wasn’t a familiar voice. Her thoughts became hopelessly confused. It wasn’t Peterson’s voice, so cruel and mocking in that darkness. And where was his torch? Why was everything so different?

She groped about in her mind for the truth of her situation.

It’s not Peterson, she told herself. It’s Dirk Monroe.

She whispered aloud to herself, “One monster at time.”

This monster was bent on killing her.

She clawed around on the floor. Where was her gun?

The man moved toward her, swinging the crowbar with one hand, slicing the air with it. Riley got halfway to her feet before he landed a blow across her shoulder and knocked her down again. She braced herself for another blow, but then heard the sound of the crowbar falling to the floor.

Something was looped around her left foot, pulling her. He’d gotten a rope around that foot and was dragging her slowly across the floor, through the litter and toward the pipe in the middle of the room. It was the place where four women had already suffered and died.

Riley tried to probe his thoughts. He hadn’t scouted her or chosen her. He’d never seen her buying one of those dolls he so deeply loathed. Even so, he intended to make the most of her arrival. He was going to make her his next victim. He was determined to make her suffer. She was going to die in pain.

Even so, Riley caught a glimmer of impending justice. Bill and a team would get here soon. What would Dirk do when the FBI stormed the house? He’d kill her, of course, and instantly. He’d never allow her to be rescued. But he was doomed all the same.

But why did Riley have to be his last victim? She saw faces of people she loved—April, Bill—even her father. Now Riley knew she shared with him a stubborn bond of dark wisdom, a comprehension of limitless evil in the world. She thought of the work she lived each day to do, and slowly, a new determination rose up in her. She wouldn’t let him claim her easily. She’d die on her own terms, not his.

She groped around the floor with her hand. She found something solid—not part of a doll, but something hard and sharp. She gripped the handle of the knife. It was surely the very knife he’d used on four women.

Time slowed down to a mind-numbing crawl. She realized that Dirk had just passed the rope around the central pipe. Now he was pulling her foot up against it.

He was turned away from her, too sure that she was defeated already. His mind was occupied with tying her to the post—and on what he would do to her then.

His unwariness gave Riley a moment, and one moment only, before he turned back her way. Still prone on the floor, she wrenched her body into a seated position. He noticed this and started to turn, but she moved quicker. She wrestled her free right foot beneath her, then rose up to face him. 

She plunged the knife into his stomach, then drew it out and stabbed him again and again. She heard him shriek and moan. She kept stabbing madly until she blacked out.




 

Chapter 35

 

Riley opened her eyes. Her whole body was in pain, especially her shoulder and her head. Bill’s face filled her vision. Was she dreaming?

“Bill?” she asked.

He smiled, looking relieved. He was holding something soft against her head, staunching the flow of blood. 

“Welcome back,” he said.

Riley realized that she was still in the room, with the post nearby. She was seized by a moment of panic. 

“Where’s Dirk?” she asked.

“Dead,” Bill said. “You gave him just what he deserved.”

Riley still wondered if she was dreaming. 

“I’ve got to see,” she gasped. She managed to turn her head. She saw Dirk stretched out across the floor face down in a pool of his own blood. Eyes opened. Unblinking.

Bill turned her head back toward him.

“Don’t try to move,” he said. “You’re hurt pretty bad. You’re going to be okay. But you’ve lost a lot of blood.”

A spasm of nauseated dizziness told her that Bill was right. She managed to whisper five words before she lost consciousness again.

“One monster at a time.”




 

Chapter 36

 

Special Agent Brent Meredith shut the thick manila envelope stuffed with photographs and written reports with a note of satisfied finality. Riley felt the same satisfaction, and she was sure that Bill and Flores did too. They were all seated at the table in the Behavioral Analysis Unit conference room. If only Riley weren’t bandaged up and hurting all over, the moment would have felt perfect.

“So Dirk’s mother wanted a daughter instead of a son,” Meredith said. “She tried to turn him into a Southern belle. That was probably just the tip of the iceberg. God knows what else he went through as a kid.”

Bill leaned back in his chair.

“Let’s not give him too much sympathy,” he said. “Not everybody with a lousy childhood turns into a murderous sadist. He made his own choices.”


Meredith and Flores nodded in agreement. 

“But does anybody know whatever happened to Dirk’s mother?” Riley asked.

“Records show that she died five years ago,” Flores said. “His father disappeared long before that, when Dirk was still a baby.”

A sober silence settled over the group. Riley understood exactly what it meant. She was in the presence of three people whose lives were devoted to destroying evil. Even in their satisfaction, the specter of more evil, and much more work to do, hung over all of them. It would never be over. Not for them.

The door opened, and Carl Walder walked in. He was all smiles.

“Great work, everybody,” he said. He slid Riley’s gun and badge across the table toward her. “These belong to you.”

Riley smiled a wry smile. Walder was not going to apologize, much less acknowledge any fault of his own. But that was just as well. Riley didn’t know just how she’d respond if he actually said he was sorry. Probably not gracefully.

“By the way, Riley,” Walder said. “The Senator called me this morning, and he sends you his best wishes for your recovery, and his thanks. He seems to think the world of you.”

Riley now had to stifle her amusement. That call, she was sure, was exactly why Walder was giving her back her gun and her badge. She remembered one of the last things Newbrough had said to her.

“You’re nobody’s lapdog.”

The same thing could never be said of Carl Walder.

“Stop by my office soon,” Walder said. “Let’s talk promotion. An administrative position, maybe. You deserve it.”

Without another word, Walder left the office. Riley heard her companions breathe a shared sigh of relief that he was gone so quickly. 

“You should think about it, Riley,” Meredith said. 

Riley chuckled.

“Can you really see me in an administrative job?”

Meredith shrugged.

“You’ve more than paid your dues. You’ve done more tough field work than most agents do in a lifetime. Maybe you should become an instructor. You’d be great at training agents, with your experience and insight. What do you think?”

Riley thought it over. What would she really have to teach young agents? Her instincts were all she had, and as far as she knew, instincts couldn’t be taught. There was no way to train people to follow their gut. They either had it or they didn’t.

Besides, did she really wish her own gut instincts on anybody? She lived too much in terror of her own thoughts, haunted by her troubling capacity to grasp an evil mind. It was a hard thing to live with. 

“Thanks,” Riley said, “but I like it just where I am.”

Meredith nodded, and rose from his chair. “Well, let’s call it a day. Get some rest, folks.” 

The meeting broke up, and Riley and Bill found themselves walking down the hall together silently. They left the building and sat down together on a bench outside. Whole minutes passed. Neither of them seemed to know what to say. There was too much to say.

“Bill,” she asked tentatively, “do you think we can be partners again?”

After a pause, Bill said, “What do you think?”

They turned and looked into each other’s eyes. Riley could see lingering pain in Bill’s face. The wound she’d inflicted with her drunken phone call still hadn’t healed. It was going to take a long time.

But she now knew something else—something that had long been true, but that she’d never let herself admit before. Her bond to Bill was intense and powerful, and he almost certainly felt the same. It was no longer a secret that they could keep from themselves. There was no way for them to go back to their former ways. 

Their partnership was over. They both knew it. Neither one of them had to say it aloud.

“Go home, Bill,” Riley said gently. “Try to put things back together with your wife. You’ve got your kids to think of.”

“I will,” Bill said. “But I hope I don’t lose you—your friendship, I mean.”

Riley patted his hand and smiled.

“There’s no chance of that,” she said.

They both got up from the bench and walked away to their cars.

 

*

 

“What’s on your mind, Mom?” April asked.

Riley and April had been sitting in the living room long into the night watching television. Earlier that evening, Riley had told April all that had happened—or at least all that she felt she could tell her. 

Riley hesitated before answering April’s question. But she knew that she had to say it aloud. Besides, April knew about it already. It wasn’t a secret. It was just something Riley couldn’t shake off her mind.

“I killed a man today,” Riley said. 

April looked at her with love and concern. 

“I know,” she said. “What does that feel like?” 

“It’s hard to put into words,” Riley said. “It’s terrible. It’s something no one has a right to do—not ever, really. But sometimes it’s the only thing.”

Riley paused. “I feel something else,” she said. “I’m not sure I should say it.”

April laughed quietly. “I thought we weren’t going to do the silent thing anymore, Mom.”

Riley steadied herself and said, “I feel alive. God help me, it makes me feel alive. And any day now, I know that some woman will walk into Madeline’s store and buy a doll and never be in any danger. I’m just … well, I’m just happy for her. I’m glad that I could give her that, even if she’ll never know it.”

Riley squeezed April’s hand.

“It’s late, and you’ve got school tomorrow,” she said.

April kissed her mother on the cheek. 

“Goodnight, Mom,” she said, then went to her bedroom.

Riley felt a new wave of pain and exhaustion. She realized that she’d better get to bed or she’d fall asleep right there on the couch.

She picked herself up and walked toward her bedroom. She was already in her nightgown, and she didn’t bother to stop at the bathroom to brush her teeth. She just wanted to go straight to bed.

When she entered her bedroom and turned on the light, something caught her eye immediately. Her heart skipped a beat.

There, in her bed, was something awry.

It was a handful of small pebbles.
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PROLOGUE

 

He glanced at his watch. 

2:59 PM.

The school bell would ring in less than a minute.

Ashley only lived about twelve blocks from the high school, less than a mile, and almost always made the trek alone. That was his only concern—that today would be one of the rare occasions where she had company.

Within five minutes of school letting out, she was in sight, and his heart sank as he saw her walking with two other girls along Main Street. They stopped at an intersection and chatted. This wouldn’t do. They had to leave her. They had to.

He felt the anxiety rise in his belly. This was supposed to be the day. 

Sitting in the front seat of his van, he tried to control what he liked to call his original self. It was his original self which emerged when he was doing his special experiments on his specimens back at home. It was his original self which allowed him to ignore the screams and begging of those specimens so he could focus on his important work. 

He had to keep his original self well hidden. He reminded himself to call them girls and not specimens. He reminded himself to use proper names like “Ashley.” He reminded himself that to other people, he looked completely normal and that if he acted that way, no one could tell what lurked in his heart.

He’d been doing it for years, acting normal. Some people even called him smooth. He liked that. It meant he was a great actor. And by acting normal almost all the time, he’d somehow carved out a life, one that some might even envy. He could hide in plain sight.

Yet now he could feel it bursting in his chest, begging to be let free. The desire was getting the better of him—he had to rein it in.

He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, trying to remember the instructions. On the last breath, he inhaled for five seconds and then exhaled slowly, allowing the noise he’d learned to escape his mouth slowly.

“Ohhhmmm…”

He opened his eyes—and felt a rush of relief. Her two friends had turned west on Clubhouse Avenue toward the water. Ashley continued south on Main Street alone, next to the dog park. 

Some afternoons she lingered there, watching dogs tear across the wood chip–covered ground after tennis balls. But not today. Today, she walked with purpose, as if she had somewhere to be.

If she’d known what was coming, she wouldn’t have bothered.

That thought made him smile to himself.

He’d always thought she was attractive. And as he inched his way along the street behind her, making sure to give way to the cavalcade of high school jaywalkers, he once again admired her lean, athletic surfer’s body. She was wearing a pink skirt that stopped just above the knees and a bright blue top that hugged her close. 

He made his move.

A warm calmness washed over him. He activated the unconventional-looking e-cigarette that had been resting on the van’s center console and pressed his foot gently on the gas pedal.

He pulled up next to her in the van and called out through the open passenger window.

“Hey.”

At first she looked taken aback. She squinted into the vehicle, clearly unable to tell who it was. 

“It’s me,” he said casually. He put the van in park, leaned over, and opened the passenger door so she could see who it was. 

She leaned in a little to get a better look. After a moment, he saw something like recognition cross her face.

“Oh, hi. Sorry,” she apologized.

“No problem,” he assured her, before taking a long drag. 

She looked more closely at the device in his hand.

“I’ve never seen one like that before.”

“You want to check it out?” he offered as casually as he could. 


She nodded and stepped closer, leaning in. He leaned toward her as well, as if he were about to take it out of his mouth and hand it to her. But when she was about three feet away, he clicked a little button on the device, which made a small clasp open, and which sprayed a chemical right for her face, in a small fog. At the same moment, he raised a mask to his own nose, so as not to breathe it himself.

It was so subtle and quiet that Ashley didn’t even notice. Before she could react, her eyes began to close, her body to slump.

She was already leaning forward, losing consciousness, and all he had to do was reach over and ease her into the passenger seat. To the casual observer, it might even look like she got in of her own accord.

His heart was thumping but he reminded himself to stay calm. He had come this far. 

He reached across the specimen, pulled the passenger door closed, and properly secured her seatbelt and then his own. Finally, he allowed himself one last slow deep breath in and out. 

When he was sure the coast was clear, he edged out into the street. 

Soon he merged with the mid-afternoon Southern California traffic, just another commuter blending in, trying to navigate his way in a sea of humanity.




 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Monday

Late Afternoon

 

Detective Keri Locke pleaded with herself not to do it this time. As the most junior detective in the West Los Angeles Pacific Division Missing Persons Unit, she was expected to work harder than anyone else in the division. And as a thirty-five-year-old woman who’d only joined the force four years ago, she often felt like she was supposed to be the hardest-working cop in the entire LAPD. She couldn’t afford to look like she was taking a break.

All around her, the department buzzed with activity. An elderly Hispanic woman was sitting at a nearby desk, giving a statement about a purse snatching. Down the hall, a carjacker was being booked. It was a typical afternoon in what had become her new normal of a life. And yet that recurring urge was eating at her, refusing to be ignored.

She gave in to it. She stood up and wandered over to the window that looked out on Culver Boulevard. She stood there and could nearly see her reflection. With the dancing glare from the afternoon sun, she looked part human, part ghost. 

That was how she felt. She knew that objectively, she was an attractive woman. Five foot six and about 130 pounds—133 if she was being honest—with dirty blonde hair and a figure that had escaped childbirth relatively unscathed, she still turned heads.

But if anyone looked closely, they’d see that her brown eyes were red and bleary, her forehead was a knotted mass of premature lines, and her skin often had the pallor of, well, a ghost. 

Like most days, she was wearing a simple blouse tucked into black slacks and black flats that looked professional but were easy to run in. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. It was her unofficial uniform. Pretty much the only thing that changed daily was the color of the top she wore. It all reinforced her feeling that she was marking time more than really living.

Keri sensed movement out of the corner of her eye and snapped out of her reverie. They were coming.


Outside the window, Culver Boulevard was mostly devoid of people. There was a running and biking path across the street. On most days in the late afternoon, it was choked with foot traffic. But it was relentlessly hot today, with temperatures in the high nineties and no breeze at all, even here, less than five miles from the beach. Parents who normally walked their kids home from school took their air-conditioned cars today. Except for one.

At exactly 4:12, just like clockwork, a young girl on a bike, about seven or eight years old, pedaled slowly down the path. She wore a fancy white dress. Her youngish mom trailed behind her in jeans and a T-shirt, with a backpack slung casually over her shoulder.

Keri fought the anxiety bubbling in her stomach and looked around to see if anyone in the office was watching her. No one was. She allowed herself to give in to the itch she’d tried not to scratch all day and stared.

Keri watched them with jealous, adoring eyes. She still couldn’t believe it, even after so many times at this window. The girl was the spitting image of Evie, right down to the wavy blond hair, the green eyes, even the slightly crooked smile.

She stood there in a trance, staring out the window long after the mother and child had disappeared from sight.

When she finally snapped out of it and turned back to the bullpen, the elderly Hispanic woman was leaving. The carjacker had been processed. Some new miscreant, cuffed and surly, had slid into his spot at the booking window, an alert uniformed officer standing at his left elbow.

She glanced up at the digital clock on the wall above the coffee machine. It read 4:22.

Have I really been standing at that window for ten solid minutes? This is getting worse, not better.

She walked back to her desk with her head down, trying not to make eye contact with any curious co-workers. She sat and looked at the files on her desk. The Martine case was largely wrapped up, just waiting for a sign-off from the prosecutor before she could dump it in the “complete until trial” cabinet. The Sanders case was on hold until CSU came back with its preliminary report. Rampart division had asked Pacific to look into a prostitute named Roxie who had dropped off the radar; a co-worker had told them she’d started working the Westside and they were hoping someone in her unit could confirm that so they didn’t have to open a file. 

The tricky thing with missing persons cases, at least for adults, was that it wasn’t a crime to disappear. Police had more leeway with minors, depending on the age. But in general, there was nothing to prevent people from simply dropping out of their lives. It happened more often than most people would expect. Without some evidence of foul play, law enforcement was limited in what they could legally do to investigate. Because of that, cases like Roxie’s often fell through the cracks in the system.

Sighing in resignation, Keri realized that barring something extraordinary, there was really no reason to stick around beyond five. 

She closed her eyes and pictured herself, less than an hour from now, kicking back on her houseboat, Sea Cups, pouring herself three fingers—okay, four—of Glenlivet and settling in to an evening of leftover Chinese takeout and a few reruns of Scandal. If that personalized therapy didn’t pan out, she might end up back on Dr. Blanc’s couch, an unappealing alternative.

She had started to pack up her files for the day when Ray walked in and plopped himself in the chair across the large desk they shared. Ray was officially Detective Raymond “Big” Sands, her partner of nearly a year now and her friend for closer to seven. 

He matched his nickname in every way. Ray (Keri never called him “Big”—he didn’t need the ego stroking) was a six-foot-four, 230-pound black guy with a shiny bald head, a chipped lower tooth, a meticulously trimmed goatee, and a penchant for wearing dress shirts a size too small for him, just to emphasize his build. 

Forty years old now, Ray still resembled the bronze-medal-winning Olympic boxer he’d been at age twenty and the professional heavyweight contender, with a record of 28-2-1, he’d been until the age of twenty-eight. That was when a scrappy little southpaw five inches shorter than him took out his right eye with a vicious hook and brought everything to a screeching halt. He wore a patch for two years afterward, didn’t like the discomfort, and finally got a glass eye, which somehow worked for him.

Like Keri, Ray joined the Force later than most, when he was searching for a new purpose in his early thirties. He rose through the ranks quickly and was now the senior detective in Pacific Division’s Missing Persons Unit, or MPU. 

“You look like a woman dreaming of waves and whiskey,” he said.

“Is it that obvious?” Keri asked.

“I’m a good detective. My powers of observation are unmatched. Also, you mentioned your exciting evening plans twice today already.”

“What can I say? I’m dogged in pursuit of my goals, Raymond.”

He smiled, his one good eye betraying a warmth his physical demeanor hid. Keri was the only one allowed to call him by his proper name. She liked to mix it up with other, less flattering, titles. He often did the same to her.

“Listen, Little Miss Sunshine, maybe you’d be better off spending the last few minutes of your shift checking in with CSU on the Sanders case instead of daydreaming about day drinking.”

“Day drinking?” she said, mock offended. “It’s not day drinking if I start after five, Gigantor.”

He was about to come back at her when the line rang. Keri picked up before Ray could say anything and stuck her tongue out at him playfully.

“Pacific Division Missing Persons. Detective Locke speaking.”

Ray got on the line as well but didn’t talk.   

The woman on the phone sounded young, late twenties or early thirties. Before she even said why she was calling, Keri noted the worry in her voice.

“My name is Mia Penn. I live off Dell Avenue in the Venice Canals. I’m worried about my daughter, Ashley. She should have been home from school by three thirty. She knew I was taking her to a four forty-five dentist appointment. She texted me just before she left school at three but she’s not here and she’s not responding to any of my calls or texts. This isn’t like her at all. She’s very responsible.”

“Ms. Penn, does Ashley usually drive or walk home?” Keri asked.

“She walks. She’s only in tenth grade—she’s fifteen. She hasn’t even started Driver’s Ed yet.” 

Keri looked at Ray. She knew what he was going to say and she couldn’t really argue the point. But something in Mia Penn’s tone got to her. She could tell the woman was barely holding it together. There was panic just below the surface. She wanted to ask him to dispense with protocol but couldn’t come up with a credible reason why.

“Ms. Penn, this is Detective Ray Sands. I’m conferencing in. I want you to take a deep breath and then tell me if your daughter’s ever been home late before.”

Mia Penn launched in, forgetting the deep breath part.

“Of course,” she admitted, trying to hide the exasperation in her voice. “Like I said, she’s fifteen. But she’s always texted or called if she wasn’t back within an hour or so. And never if we had plans.”

Ray responded without glancing at what he knew would be Keri’s disapproving glare.

“Ms. Penn, officially, your daughter is a minor and so typical missing person laws don’t apply as they would for an adult. We have broader authority to investigate. But speaking to you honestly, a teenage girl who isn’t responding to her mother’s texts and isn’t home less than two hours after school lets out— that’s not going to command the kind of immediate response you’re hoping for. At this point there’s not much we can do. In a situation like this, your best bet is to come down to the station and file a report. You should absolutely do that. There’s no harm in it and it could expedite things if we need to ramp up resources.”

There was a long pause before Mia Penn responded. Her voice had a sharp edge that wasn’t there before.

“How long do I have to wait before you ‘ramp up,’ Detective?” she demanded. “Is two more hours enough? Do I have to wait until it gets dark? Until she’s not home in the morning? I’ll bet that if I was—”

Whatever Mia Penn was about to say, she stopped herself, as if she knew that anything else she added would be counterproductive. Ray was about to respond but Keri held up her hand and gave him her patented “let me handle this” look.

“Listen, Ms. Penn, this is Detective Locke again. You said you live in the Canals, right? That’s on my way home. Give me your e-mail address. I’ll send you the missing persons form. You can get started on it and I’ll stop by to help you finish it up and expedite getting it in the system. How does that sound?”

“It sounds good, Detective Locke. Thank you.”

“No problem. And hey, maybe Ashley will be home by the time I get there and I can give her a stern lecture on keeping her mom better informed—free of charge.”

Keri gathered her purse and keys, preparing to head to the Penn house.

Ray hadn’t said a word since they’d hung up. She knew he was silently seething but she refused to look up. If he caught her eye, then she’d be the one getting the lecture and she wasn’t in the mood.

But Ray apparently didn’t need to make eye contact to say his piece.

“The Canals are not on your way home.”

“They’re only a little out of my way,” she insisted, still not looking up. “So I’ll have to wait until six thirty to get back to the marina and Olivia Pope and associates. No big deal.”

Ray exhaled and leaned back in his chair.

“It is a big deal. Keri, you’ve been a detective here almost a year now. I like having you as my partner. And you’ve done some great work, even before you got your shield. The Gonzales case, for example. I don’t think I could have solved that one and I’ve been investigating these cases for a decade longer than you. You have a kind of sixth sense about these things. That’s why we used you as a resource in the old days. And it’s why you have the potential to be a truly great detective.”

“Thanks,” she said, though she knew he wasn’t finished.

“But you have one major weakness and it’s going to ruin you if you don’t get a handle on it. You have got to let the system work. It’s here for a reason. Seventy-five percent of our job will work itself out in the first twenty-four hours without our help. We need to let that happen and concentrate on the other twenty-five percent. If we don’t, we end up running ourselves ragged. We become unproductive, or worse—counterproductive. And then we’re betraying the people who really end up needing us. It’s part of our job to choose our battles.”

“Ray, I’m not ordering an Amber Alert or anything. I’m just helping a worried mother fill out some paperwork. And truly, it’s only fifteen minutes out of my way.”

“And…” he said expectantly.

“And there was something in her voice. She’s holding something back. I just want to talk to her face to face. It might be nothing. And if it is, I’ll leave.”

Ray shook his head and tried one more time. 

“How many hours did you waste on that homeless kid in Palms you were certain had gone missing but hadn’t? Fifteen?”

Keri shrugged.

“Better safe than sorry,” she muttered under her breath.

“Better employed than discharged for inappropriate use of department resources,” he countered.

 “It’s after five,” Keri said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’m off the clock. And that mother is waiting for me.”

“It would appear that you’re never off the clock. Call her back, Keri. Tell her to e-mail the forms back when she’s done. Tell her to call here if she has any questions. But go home.”

She’d been as patient as she could but as far as she was concerned, the conversation was over. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Clean,” she said, giving him a squeeze on the arm. 

As she headed for the parking lot and her ten-year-old silver Toyota Prius, she tried to remember the quickest shortcut to the Venice Canals. She already felt an urgency she didn’t understand.

One she didn’t like.




 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Monday

Late Afternoon

 

Keri threaded the Prius through rush hour traffic to the western edge of Venice, driving faster than she meant to. Something was driving her, a gut feeling rising up, one she didn’t like.

The Canals were only a few blocks from tourist hot spots like the Boardwalk and Muscle Beach and it took ten minutes of driving up and down Pacific Avenue before she finally found a spot to park. She hopped out and let her phone direct her the rest of the way on foot.

 The Venice Canals weren’t just a name for a neighborhood. They were a real series of man-made canals built in the early twentieth century, and modeled after the originals in Italy. They covered about ten square blocks just south of Venice Boulevard. A few of the homes that lined the waterways were modest, but most were extravagant in a beachy way. The lots were generally small but some of the homes were easily worth eight figures.

The one Keri arrived at was among the most impressive. It was three stories high, and only the top floor was visible due to the high stucco wall that surrounded it. She walked around from the back, which faced the canal, to the front door. As she did, she noticed multiple security cameras on the mansion walls and the house itself. Several of them seemed to be tracking her movements. 

Why does a twenty-something mom with a teenage daughter live here? And why such heavy security?

She reached the wrought-iron gate in front and was surprised to find it open. She stepped through and was about to knock on the front door when it opened from the inside.


A woman stepped out to meet her, wearing frayed jeans and a white tank top, with long, thick brown hair and bare feet. As Keri suspected from hearing her on the phone, she couldn’t have been more than thirty. About Keri’s height and easily twenty pounds lighter, she was tanned and fit. And she was gorgeous, despite the anxious expression on her face.

Keri’s first thought was trophy wife.

“Mia Penn?” Keri asked.

“Yes. Please come in, Detective Locke. I’ve already filled out the forms you sent.”

Inside, the mansion opened into a commanding foyer, with two matching marble staircases leading to an upper level. There was almost enough room to play a Lakers game. The interior was immaculate, with art covering every wall and sculptures adorning carved wooden tables that looked like they might be art as well. 

The whole place looked like it could be featured on a moment’s notice in Homes That Make You Question Your Self-Worth magazine. Keri recognized one prominently placed painting as a Delano, meaning that all by itself, it was worth more than the pathetic twenty-year-old houseboat she called home.

Mia Penn guided her to one of the more casual living rooms and offered her a seat and a bottled water. In the corner of the room, a thickly built man in slacks and a sport jacket leaned casually against the wall. He didn’t say anything but his eyes never left Keri. She noticed a small bulge on his right hip under the jacket. 

Gun. Must be security.

Once Keri sat, her hostess didn’t waste any time. 

“Ashley’s still not answering my calls or texts. She hasn’t tweeted since school let out. No new Facebook posts. Nothing on Instagram.” She exhaled and added, “Thanks for coming. I can’t even begin to tell you how much this means to me.”

Keri nodded slowly, studying Mia Penn, trying to get a sense of her. Just as on the phone, the barely concealed panic felt real. 

She seems to genuinely fear for her daughter. But she’s holding something back.

“You’re younger than I expected,” Keri finally said.

“I’m thirty. I had Ashley when I was fifteen.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what everyone says. I feel like because we’re so close in age, we have this connection. I swear sometimes I know what she’s feeling even before I see her. I know it sounds ridiculous but we have this bond. And I know it’s not evidence but I can feel that something’s wrong.”

“Let’s not panic quite yet,” Keri said. 

They went over the facts.

The last time Mia saw Ashley was that morning. Everything was fine. She had yogurt with granola and sliced strawberries for breakfast. She’d left for school in a good mood. 

Ashley’s best friend was Thelma Gray. Mia called her when Ashley didn’t show up after school. According to Thelma, Ashley was in third-period geometry like she was supposed to be and everything seemed normal. The last time she saw Ashley was in the hall around 2 PM. She had no idea why Ashley didn’t make it home. 

Mia had also spoken to Ashley’s boyfriend, a jock-type named Denton Rivers. He said he saw Ashley in school in the morning but that was it. He texted her a few times after school but she never answered. 

Ashley didn’t take any medications; she had no physical ailments to speak of. Mia said she’d gone through Ashley’s room earlier in the afternoon and everything was normal.

Keri scribbled it all down on a little pad, making specific note of names she’d follow up with later.

“My husband should be home from the office any minute. I know he wants to speak with you as well.”

Keri looked up from her pad. Something in Mia’s voice had changed. It sounded more guarded, cautious.

Whatever she’s hiding, I bet it’s related to this.

“And what’s your husband’s name?” she asked, trying to keep it light.

“His name’s Stafford.”

 “Wait a minute,” Keri said. “Your husband is Stafford Penn, as in United States Senator Stafford Penn?”

“Yes.”

“That’s kind of important information, Mrs. Penn. Why didn’t you mention it before?”

“Stafford asked me not to,” she said apologetically.

“Why?”

“He said he’d like to address that with you when he arrived.”

“When did you say he’d be here again?”

“Less than ten minutes, for sure.”

 Keri looked at her hard, trying to decide whether to push. Ultimately, she chose to hold off for now.

“Do you have a picture of Ashley?”

Mia Penn handed over her phone. The background photo was of a teenage girl in a sundress. She looked like Mia’s younger sister. Other than Ashley having blonde hair, they were hard to tell apart. Ashley was slightly taller, with a more athletic frame and a deeper tan. The dress couldn’t hide her muscular legs and powerful shoulders. Keri suspected she was a regular surfer.

“Could she just have forgotten about the appointment and be out catching waves?” Keri asked.


Mia smiled for the first time since Keri met her.

“I’m impressed, Detective. You made that guess based on one picture? No, Ashley likes to surf in the mornings—better swells and fewer troublemakers. I checked the garage just in case. Her board’s in there.”

“Can you send me that photo as well as a few close-ups with and without makeup?”

While Mia did that, Keri asked another question. 

“Where does she go to school?”

“West Venice High.”

Keri couldn’t hide her surprise. She knew the place well. It was a large public high school, a melting pot of thousands of kids, with everything that entailed. She had arrested many a student who attended West Venice. 

Why the hell is the wealthy daughter of a US senator going there instead of a fancy private school?

Mia must have read the surprise on Keri’s face.

“Stafford’s never liked it. He’s always wanted her in private schools, on track to Harvard, where he went. But it wasn’t just for better academics. He also wanted better security,” she said. “I’ve always wanted her in public schools, to be in the mix of real kids where she could learn about real life. It’s one of the few battles I’ve actually won with him. If Ashley ends up hurt because of something at school, it will be my fault.”

Keri wanted to nip that kind of thinking in the bud fast.

“One—Ashley is going to be fine. Two—if anything were to happen to her it would the fault of the person who hurt her, not the mother who loves her.”

Keri watched to see if Mia Penn bought it but she couldn’t tell. The truth was, her reassurance was intended to keep a valuable resource from falling apart more than to buck her up. She decided to press on.

“Let’s talk about that for a second. Is there anyone who would want to hurt her, or you or Stafford, for that matter?”

“Ashley, no; me, no; Stafford, nothing specific that I’m aware of, other than what comes with the territory of doing what he does. I mean he gets death threats from constituents who claim to be aliens. So it’s hard to know what to take seriously. “

“And no one’s called demanding ransom, right?”

The sudden stress on the woman’s face was palpable.

“Is that what you think this is?”

“No, no, no, I’m just covering the bases. I don’t think it’s anything yet. These are all just routine questions.”

“No. There have been no ransom demands.”

“You obviously have some money—”

Mia nodded.

“I come from a very wealthy family. But no one really knows that. Everyone assumes our money comes from Stafford.”

“Out of curiosity, how much are we talking about, exactly?” Keri asked. Sometimes this job made discretion impossible.

“Exactly? I don’t know—we have a beachfront house in Miami and a condo in San Francisco, both owned under company names.  We’re active in the market and have lots of other assets. You’ve seen all the art in the house. Altogether we’re probably talking about fifty-five to sixty million.”

“Does Ashley know?”

The woman shrugged.

“To a point—she doesn’t know the exact figures but she knows there’s a lot of it and that the public isn’t supposed to know about all of it. Stafford likes to project a ‘man of the people’ persona.”

“Would she talk about it? Just to her friends, maybe?”

“No. She’s under strict instructions not to.” The woman exhaled and said, “God, I’m really shooting my mouth off. Stafford would be livid.”

“Do you two get along?”

“Yes, of course.”

“How about Ashley? Do you get along with her?”

“There’s no one in the world I’m closer to.”

“Okay. Does Stafford get along with her?”

“They get along fine.”

“Is there any reason she’d run away from home?”

“No. Not even close. That’s not what’s going on here.”

“How’s her mood been lately?”

“It’s been good. She’s happy, stable, all of it.”

“No boy trouble—”

“No.”

“Drugs or alcohol?”

“I can’t say never. But in general, she’s a responsible young lady. This summer she trained as a junior lifeguard. She had to be up at five in the morning every day for that. She’s not a flake. Besides, she hasn’t even had time to get bored yet. This is her second week back to school.”

“Any drama there?”

“No. She likes her teachers. She gets along with all the kids. She’ll be going out for the girls’ basketball team.”

Keri locked eyes with the woman and asked, “So what do you think is going on?”

Confusion washed over the woman’s face. Her lips trembled.

“I don’t know.” She turned her eyes to the front door, then back, and said, “I just want her to come home. Where the hell is Stafford?”

As if on cue, a man appeared from around a corner. It was Senator Stafford Penn. Keri had seen him dozens of times on TV. But in person, he gave off a vibe that didn’t come through onscreen. About forty-five, he was muscular and tall, easily six foot two, with blond hair like Ashley’s, a chiseled jaw, and piercing green eyes. He had a magnetism that seemed to almost vibrate. Keri gulped hard as he extended his hand to shake hers. 

“Stafford Penn,” he said, although he could tell she already knew that.

Keri smiled.

“Keri Locke,” she said. “LAPD Missing Persons Unit, Pacific Division.”

Stafford gave his wife a quick peck on the cheek and sat down beside her. He didn’t waste any time with pleasantries.

“We appreciate your coming down. But personally, I think we can let it rest until the morning.”

Mia looked at him in disbelief.

“Stafford—”

“Kids break away from their parents,” he continued. “They wean themselves. It’s part of growing up. Hell, if she was a boy, we would have been dealing with days like this two or three years ago. That’s why I asked Mia to be discreet when she called you. I doubt this is the last time we’ll be dealing with this kind of thing and I don’t want to be accused of crying wolf.”

Keri asked, “So you don’t think anything’s wrong?”

He shook his head.

“No. I think she’s a teenager doing what teenagers do. To be honest, I’m sort of glad this day has come. It shows she’s getting more independent. Mark my words, she’ll show up tonight. Worst case, tomorrow morning, probably with a hangover.”

Mia stared at him incredulously.

“First of all,” she said, “it’s a Monday afternoon during the school year, not Spring Break in Daytona. And second, she wouldn’t do that.”

Stafford shook his head.

“We all get a little crazy sometimes, Mia,” he said. “Hell, when I turned fifteen, I drank ten beers in a couple of hours. I was literally heaving my guts out for three days. I remember my dad got a good chuckle out of that. I think he was pretty proud of me, actually.”

Keri nodded, pretending that was completely normal. No point in alienating a US senator if she could avoid it.

“Thanks, Senator. You’re probably right. But as long as I’m here, would you mind if I took a quick peek in Ashley’s room?”

He shrugged and pointed to the staircase.

“Go for it.”

Upstairs, at the end of the hall, Keri entered Ashley’s room and closed the door. The decor was about what she expected—a fancy bed, matching dressers, posters of Adele and one-armed surfing legend Bethany Hamilton. She had a retro lava lamp on the bedside table. Resting on one of her pillows was a stuffed animal. It was so old and tattered that Keri couldn’t tell if it was a dog or a sheep. 

She fired up the Mac laptop on Ashley’s desk and was surprised to find it wasn’t password protected.

What teenager leaves her unprotected laptop sitting out on her desk for any nosy adult to check?

The Internet history showed searches for only the last two days; the priors had been cleared. What was left mostly appeared to relate to a biology paper she was researching. There were also a few visits to websites for local modeling agencies, as well as a few in New York and Las Vegas. Another was to the site for an upcoming surfing tournament in Malibu. She had also gone to the site of a local band called Rave.

Either this girl is the most boring goody two-shoes of all time or she’s leaving this stuff out on purpose to present an image she wants her folks to buy. 

Keri’s instinct told her it was the latter.

She sat down at the foot of Ashley’s bed and closed her eyes, trying to channel the mindset of a fifteen-year-old girl. She’d been one once. She still hoped to have one of her own. After two minutes, she opened her eyes and tried to look at the room fresh. She scanned the shelves, looking for anything out of the ordinary. 

She was about to give up when her gaze fell on a math book at the end of Ashley’s bookshelf. It read Algebra for 9th Grade.

Didn’t Mia say Ashley was in tenth grade? Her friend Thelma saw her in geometry class. So why is she holding on to an old textbook? Just in case she needs a refresher?

Keri grabbed the book, opened it, and began paging through it. Two-thirds of the way through, easy to miss, she found two pages carefully taped together. There was something hard in between them. 

Keri sliced open part of the tape and something fell out onto the floor. She picked it up. It was an extremely authentic-looking fake driver’s license with Ashley’s face on it. The name on it was Ashlynn Penner. The date of birth indicated she was twenty-two.

More confident that she was now on the right track, Keri moved quickly through the room. She didn’t know how long she had before the Penns got suspicious. After five minutes, she found something else. Tucked in a tennis shoe in the back of the closet was a spent 9mm casing.

She got out an evidence bag, pocketed it along with the fake ID, and left the room. Mia Penn was walking down the hall toward her as she closed the door. Keri could tell something had happened. 

“I just got a call from Ashley’s friend Thelma. She’s been talking to people about Ashley not making it home. She says another friend named Miranda Sanchez saw Ashley get into a black van on Main Street next to a dog park near the school. She said she couldn’t be sure if Ashley got in on her own or if she was pulled in. It didn’t seem that weird to her until she heard Ashley was missing.”

Kerry kept her expression neutral despite the sudden increase in her blood pressure.

“Do you know anyone who has a black van?”

“No one.”

Keri started briskly down the hall toward the stairs. Mia Penn tried desperately to keep up.

“Mia, I need you to call the detectives’ line at the station—the one you reached me on. Tell whoever picks up—it’ll probably be a guy named Suarez—that I said to call. Give him Ashley’s physical description and what she was wearing. Also give him the names and contact information for everyone you mentioned to me: Thelma, Miranda, the boyfriend Denton Rivers, all of them. Then tell him to call me.”

“Why do you need all that info?”

“We’re going to have them all interviewed.”

“You’re starting to freak me out. This is bad, isn’t it?” Mia demanded.

“Probably not. But better safe than sorry.”

“What can I do?”

“I need you to stay here in case Ashley calls or shows up.”

They got downstairs. Keri looked around.

“Where’s your husband?”

“He got called back into work.”

Keri bit her tongue and headed for the front door.

“Where are you going?” Mia shouted after her.

Over her shoulder Keri called back:

“I’m going to find your daughter.”

 




 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Monday

Early Evening

 

Outside, as she hurried back to the car, Keri tried to ignore the heat reflecting off the sidewalk. Beads of sweat formed on her brow after only a minute. As she dialed Ray’s number, she cursed quietly to herself.

I’m frickin’ six blocks from the Pacific Ocean in mid-September. When is this going to let up?

After seven rings, Ray finally picked up.

“What?” he demanded, sounding winded and annoyed.

“I need you to meet me on Main, across from West Venice High.”

“When?”

“Now, Raymond.”

“Hold on a second.” She could hear him moving around and muttering under his breath. It didn’t sound like he was alone. When he got back on the line, she could tell he’d changed rooms.

“I was kind of otherwise engaged, Keri.”

“Well, disengage yourself, Detective. We’ve got a case.”

“Is this that Venice thing?” he asked, clearly exasperated.

“It is. And could you please cut it with the tone. That is, unless you think the daughter of a US senator disappearing into a black van isn’t worth checking out.”

“Jesus. Why didn’t the mother mention the senator thing on the phone?”

“Because he asked her not to. He was as dismissive as you, maybe even more so. Hold on a second.”

Keri had reached her car. She put the phone on speaker, tossed it in the passenger seat, and got in. As she pulled out onto the street, she filled him in on the rest—the fake ID, the shell casing, the girl who saw Ashley getting in the van—possibly against her will—the plan to coordinate interviews. As she was finishing up, her phone beeped and she looked at the screen.


“That’s Suarez calling in. I want to fill him in on the details. We good? You disengaged yet?”

“I’m getting in the car now,” he answered, not taking the bait. “I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

“I hope you offered her my apologies, whoever she was,” Keri said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“She wasn’t the kind of girl who needs apologies,” Ray replied.

“Why am I not surprised?”


She switched calls without saying goodbye.

 

*

 

Fifteen minutes later, Keri and Ray walked the stretch of Main Street where Ashley Penn may or may not have been abducted. There was nothing obviously out of the ordinary. The dog park next to the street was alive with happy yips and owners shouting out to pets with names like Hoover, Speck, Conrad, and Delilah. 

Rich bohemian dog owners. Ah, Venice.

Keri tried to force the extraneous thoughts out of her head and focus. There didn’t seem to be much to go on. Ray clearly felt the same way.

“Is it possible she just took off or ran away?’ he mused.

“I’m not ruling it out,” Keri replied. “She’s definitely not the innocent little princess her mom thinks she is.”

“They never are.”

“Whatever happened to her, it’s possible she played a role in it. The more we can get into her life, the more we’ll know. We need to talk to some people who won’t give us the official line. Like that senator—I don’t know what’s going on with him. But he definitely wasn’t comfortable with me probing into their life.”

“Got any idea why?”

“Not yet, other than a gut feeling that there’s something he’s hiding. I’ve never met a parent so blasé about their missing child. He was telling stories about pounding beers at fifteen. He was trying too hard.” 

Ray winced visibly.

“I’m glad you didn’t call him on it,” he said. “The last thing you need is an enemy who has the word Senator in front of his name.”

“I don’t care.”

“Well, you should,” he said. “A few words from him to Beecher or Hillman, and you’re history.”

“I was history five years ago.”

“Come on—”

“You know it’s true.”

“Don’t go there,” Ray said. 

Keri hesitated, glanced at him, then turned her gaze back to the dog park. A few feet from them, a little brown-furred puppy was happily rolling on its back in the dirt.

“Want to know something I never told you?” she asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“After, what happened, you know—”

“Evie?”

Keri felt her heart clench at her daughter’s name.

“Right. There was a time right after it happened, when I was trying to get pregnant like crazy. It went on for two or three months. Stephen couldn’t keep up.”

Ray said nothing. She continued. 

“Then I woke up one morning and hated myself. I felt like someone who’d lost a dog and went straight to the pound to get a replacement. I felt like a coward, like I was being all about me, instead of keeping the focus where it belonged. I was letting Evie go instead of fighting for her.”

“Keri, you got to stop doing this to yourself. You’re your own worst enemy, you really are.”

“Ray, I can still feel her. She’s alive. I don’t know where or how, but she is.”

He squeezed her hand.

“I know.” 

“She’s thirteen now.”

“I know.”

They walked the rest of the block in silence. When they got to the intersection at Westminster Avenue, Ray finally spoke.

“Listen,” he said in a tone that indicated he was focusing on the case again, “we can follow every lead that turns up. But this is a senator’s daughter. And if she didn’t just go for some joyride, the claws are going to come out on this one. Sometime soon, the Feds are going to get involved. The brass downtown are going to want in too. By nine tomorrow morning, you and I will be kicked to the curb.”

It was probably true but Keri didn’t care. She’d deal with the morning in the morning. Right now they had a case to work.

She sighed deeply and closed her eyes. After partnering with her for a year, Ray had finally learned not to interrupt her when she was trying to get in the zone.

After about thirty seconds she opened her eyes and looked around. After a moment, she pointed to a business across the intersection.

“Over there,” she said and started walking. 

This stretch of Venice north of Washington Boulevard up to about Rose Avenue was a weird crossroads of humanity. There were the mansions of the Venice Canals to the south, the fancy shops of Abbot Kinney Boulevard directly east, the commercial sector to the north, and the grungy surf and skate section along the beach. 

But throughout the entire area were gangs. They were more prominent at night, especially closer to the coast. But LAPD Pacific Division was tracking fourteen active gangs in greater Venice, at least five of which considered the spot Keri was standing on as part of their territory. There was one black gang, two Hispanic ones, a white power motorcycle gang, and a gang comprised primarily of drug- and gun-dealing surfers. All of them existed uneasily on the same streets as millennial bar-goers, hookers, wide-eyed tourists, homeless vets, and long-time granola-chomping, tie-dyed T-shirt–wearing residents.

As a result, business in the area comprised everything from hipster speakeasies to henna tattoo parlors to medicinal marijuana dispensaries to the place Keri stood in front of now, a bail bondsman’s office.

It was on the second story of a recently restored building, just above a pressed juice bar.    

“Check it out,” she said. Above the front door, the sign read Briggs Bail Bonds.

“What about it?” Ray said.

“Look right above the sign, above ‘Bail.’”

Ray did, confused at first, then squinted his one good eye to see a very small security camera. He looked in the direction the camera was pointing. It was trained on the intersection. Beyond that was the stretch of Main Street near the dog park, where Ashley had allegedly entered the van.

“Good catch,” he said.

Keri stepped back and studied the area. It was probably busier now than it had been a few hours ago. But this wasn’t exactly a quiet area. 

“If you were going to abduct someone, is this where you’d do it?”

Ray shook his head.

“Me? No, I’m more of an alley guy.”

“So what kind of person is so brazen as to snatch someone in broad daylight near a busy intersection?”

“Let’s find out,” Ray said, heading for the door. 

They walked up the narrow stairwell to the second floor. The Briggs Bail Bonds door was propped open. Immediately inside that door to the right, a large man with an even larger gut was settled into a recliner, perusing Guns & Ammo magazine. 

He looked up when Keri and Ray walked in, made the snap decision that they weren’t a threat, and nodded to the back of the room. A long-haired man with a scruffy beard sitting at a desk waved them over. Keri and Ray sat in the chairs in front of the man’s desk and waited patiently as he worked the phone with a client. The issue wasn’t the ten percent cash down, it was the collateral for the full amount. He needed a deed of trust on a house, or possession of a car with a clean title, something like that.

Keri could hear the person on the other end of the line pleading but the long-haired guy wasn’t moved. 

Thirty seconds later he hung up and focused on the two people in front of him.

“Stu Briggs,” he said, “what can I do for you, Detectives?”

Nobody had flashed a badge.  Keri was impressed. 

Before they could answer he looked more closely at Ray, then nearly shouted.

 “Ray Sands—The Sandman! I actually saw your last fight, the one with the southpaw; what was his name?”

“Lenny Jack.”

 “Right, right, yeah, that’s it, Lenny Jack—the Jack Attack. He was missing a finger or something, wasn’t he? A pinky?”

“That was after.”

“Yeah, well, pinky or not, I thought you had him, I really did. I mean, his legs were rubber, his face was a bloody pulp. He was tripping all over himself. One more good punch, that’s all you needed; just one more. Hell, a half-punch would have been enough. You probably could have just blown on him and he would have fallen over.”

“That’s what I thought too,” Ray admitted. “In hindsight, that’s probably why I let my guard down. Apparently he had one punch left he wasn’t telling anyone about.”

The man shrugged.

“Apparently. I lost money on that fight.” He seemed to realize that his loss wasn’t as great as Ray’s and added, “I mean, not that much. Not compared to you. It’s not that bad, though, the eye. I can tell it’s fake because I know the story. I don’t think most people could though.”

There was a long silence as he caught his breath and Ray let him twist awkwardly. Stu tried again. 

“So you’re a cop now? Why exactly is the Sandman sitting in front of my desk with this pretty little lady, excuse me, pretty little peace officer?”

Keri didn’t appreciate the condescension but let it slide. They had bigger priorities.


“We need to look at your security camera footage from today,” Ray said. “Specifically from two forty-five to four PM.”

“Not a problem,” Stu answered as if he got this kind of request every day.

The security camera was operational, necessary, actually, given the establishment’s clientele; it wasn’t just live-time to a monitor but streamed to a hard drive where it was recorded. The lens was wide angled and picked up the entire intersection of Main and Westminster. The video quality was exceptional. 

In a back room, Keri and Ray watched the footage on a desktop monitor. The section of Main Street in front of the dog park was visible to about halfway up the block. They could only hope that whatever happened took place on that stretch of road.  

Nothing eventful happened until about 3:05. School had obviously just let out as kids began streaming across the street, headed in all directions.

At 3:08, Ashley came into view. Ray didn’t recognize her immediately so Keri pointed her out—a confident-looking girl in a skirt and tight top. 

Then, just like that, there it was, the black van. It pulled up next to her. The windows were heavily tinted, illegally so. The driver’s face wasn’t visible as he wore a cap with the brim pulled low. Both sun visors were down and the glare from the bright afternoon sunlight made getting a clear view of the interior of the vehicle impossible. 

Ashley stopped walking and looked in the van. The driver seemed to be speaking. She said something and moved closer. As she did, the vehicle’s passenger door swung open. Ashley continued to speak, appearing to lean in toward the van. She was engaged in a conversation with whoever was driving. Then, suddenly, she was inside. It wasn’t clear if she got in voluntarily or was pulled in. After a few more seconds, the van casually pulled out into the street. No peeling out. No speeding. Nothing out of the ordinary.

They watched the scene again at regular speed, and then a third time, in slow motion.

At the end Ray shrugged and said, “I don’t know. I still can’t tell. She ended up inside, that’s all I can say for certain. Whether it was against her will or not, I’m not sure.”

Keri couldn’t disagree. The clip was maddeningly indeterminate. But something about it wasn’t right. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. She rewound the footage and let it replay to the point when the van was nearest the security camera. Then she hit pause. It was the only moment when the van was completely in shadow. It was still impossible to see inside the vehicle. But something else was visible.

“You seeing what I’m seeing?” she asked.

Ray nodded.

“The license plate is covered,” he noted. “I’d put that in the ‘suspicious’ category.”

 “Same here.”

Suddenly Keri’s phone rang. It was Mia Penn. She dove right in without even saying hello. 

“I just got a call from Ashley’s friend Thelma. She says she thinks she just got pocket-dialed from Ashley’s phone. She heard a bunch of shouting like someone was yelling at someone else. There was loud music playing so she couldn’t tell exactly who was doing the shouting but she thinks it was Denton Rivers.”

“Ashley’s boyfriend?”

 “Yes. I called Denton on his phone to see if he’d heard from Ashley yet, not letting on that I’d just talked to Thelma. He said he hadn’t seen or heard from Ashley since school but he sounded squirrelly. And this Drake song, “Summer Sixteen,” was playing in the background when I called. I called Thelma back to see if that was the song she heard when she got butt-dialed. She said it was. So I called you right away, Detective. Denton Rivers has my baby girl’s phone and I think he might have her as well.”

“Okay, Mia. This is really helpful. You did a great job. But I need you to stay calm. When we hang up, text me Denton’s address. And remember, this could all be completely innocent.”

She hung up and looked at Ray. His one good eye suggested he was thinking the same thing she was. Within seconds, her phone buzzed. She forwarded the address to Ray as they hurried down the stairs.

“We need to hurry,” she said as they ran to their cars. “This is not innocent at all.”    




CHAPTER FOUR

 

Monday

Early Evening

 

Keri braced herself as, ten minutes later, she drove past Denton Rivers’ home. She slowed her car, examining it, and then parked a block away, Ray behind her. She felt that tingling in her stomach she got when something bad was about to happen. 

What if Ashley is in that house? What if he’s done something to her?

Denton’s street was littered with a series of cookie-cutter one-story houses, all way too close together. There were no trees on the street and the grass on most of the tiny front lawns had long since turned brown. Denton and Ashley clearly did not share similar lifestyles. This part of town, south of Venice Boulevard and a few miles inland, did not have any million-dollar homes. 

She and Ray walked quickly together down the block, and she checked her watch: just after six. The sun was beginning its long, slow descent over the ocean to the west, but it wouldn’t be truly dark for another couple of hours. 

When they reached Denton’s house, they heard loud music coming from inside. Keri didn’t recognize it.

She and Ray approached in silence, now hearing shouting—angry and serious, a male’s voice. Ray unholstered his weapon and motioned for her to go around back, then signaled the number “1,” as in they would enter the house in exactly one minute. She looked down at her watch to confirm the time, nodded, took out her own gun, and scurried along the edge of the house toward the back, making sure to duck when she passed open windows.

   Ray was the senior detective and he was usually the more cautious between them when it came to entering private property. But he clearly thought these were exigent circumstances that didn’t require a warrant. They had a missing girl, a potential suspect inside, and angry shouting. It was defensible.

Keri checked the side gate. It was unlocked. She opened it as little as possible to avoid squeaking and squeezed through. It was unlikely anyone inside could hear her but she didn’t want to take any chances.

Once in the backyard, she hugged the rear wall of the house, keeping her eyes open for movement. A ratty, decrepit shed near the property’s back fence made her uneasy. The rusty corrugated door looked like it was about to fall off.  

She crawled up on the back patio and held there for a moment, listening for Ashley’s voice. She didn’t hear it. 

The rear of the house had an unlocked wooden screen door, which led to a 1970s-style kitchen with a yellow fridge. Keri could see someone down the hall in the living room, shouting along with the music and flailing his body as if he were head-banging in some kind of invisible mosh pit.

There was still no sign of Ashley.

Keri looked down at her watch—any second now. 

Right on time, she heard a loud knock on the front door. She opened the rear screen door in tandem with the sound, masking the slight click of the door latch. She waited—a second loud knock let her close the rear door concurrently. She moved swiftly through the kitchen and down the hall, glancing in every open doorway as she went. 

Back at the front door, which was open except for the screen, Ray knocked hard, then even harder. Suddenly Denton Rivers stopped dancing and moved to the door. Keri, hiding at the edge of the living room, could see his face in the mirror beside the door.

He looked visibly confused. He was a good-looking kid—short-cropped brown hair, deep blue eyes, a wiry, sinewy frame that suggested he was more likely a wrestler than a football player. Under normal circumstances he was probably a catch, but right now those good looks were masked by an ugly grimace, bloodshot eyes, and a gash on his temple.

When he opened the door, Ray flashed his badge.

“Ray Sands, Los Angeles Police Department Missing Persons Unit,” he said in a low, firm voice. “I’d like to come in and ask you a few questions about Ashley Penn.”

Panic spread across the kid’s face. Keri had seen that look before—he was about to run. 


“You’re not in trouble,” Ray said, sensing the same thing. “I just want to talk.”

Keri noticed something black in the kid’s right hand, but because his body partially blocked her view, she couldn’t tell what it was. She raised her weapon, training it on Denton’s back. Slowly, she unlocked the safety.

Ray saw her do it out of the corner of his eye and glanced down at Denton’s hand. He had a better view of the item the kid was holding and hadn’t raised his own gun yet.

“Is that the remote for the music, Denton?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Can you please drop it on the ground in front of you?”

The kid hesitated and then said, “Okay.” He dropped the device. It was indeed a remote.

Ray holstered his weapon and Keri did the same. As Ray opened the door, Denton Rivers turned around and was startled to find Keri standing in front of him.

“Who’re you?” he demanded.

“Detective Keri Locke. I work with him,” she said, nodding at Ray. “Nice place you got here, Denton.”

Inside, the house was trashed. Lamps were smashed against walls. Furniture was pushed over. A bottle of whiskey sat on an end table, half empty, next to the source of the music—a Bluetooth speaker. Keri turned the music off. With the room suddenly quiet, she took in the scene more meticulously.

There was blood on the carpet. Keri made a mental note but said nothing.

Denton had deep scratches on his right forearm that could have come from fingernails. The gash on the side of his temple was no longer bleeding but had been at some point recently. The torn shreds of a picture of him and Ashley lay scattered on the floor.

“Where are your parents?”

“My mom’s at work.”

“What about your dad?”

“He’s busy being dead.”

Keri, unimpressed, said, “Welcome to the club. We’re looking for Ashley Penn.” 

“Screw her.”

“Do you know where she is?”

“No, and I don’t give a rat’s ass. Me and her are done.”

“Is she here?”

“Do you see her?”

“Is her phone here?” Keri pressed.

“No.”

“Is that her phone in your back pocket?”

The kid hesitated and then said, “No. I think you should leave now.”

Ray got uncomfortably close to the kid, held out his hand, and said, “Let me see that phone.”

The kid swallowed hard, then fished it out of his pocket and handed it over. The cover was pink and looked expensive.

Ray asked, “This is Ashley’s?”

The kid stood silent, defiant.

“I can dial her number and we can see if it rings,” he said. “Or you can give me a straight answer.” 

“Yeah, it’s hers. So what?”

“Sit your ass on that couch and don’t move,” Ray said. Then to Keri, “Do your thing.”

Keri searched the house. There were three small bedrooms, a tiny bathroom, and a linen closet, all innocuous looking. There were no signs of struggle or captivity. She found the pull line for the attic in the hallway and tugged. Down came a set of creaky, wooden suspension steps leading upstairs. She carefully climbed up. When she got to the top, she took out her flashlight and pointed it around. It was more of a bonus crawl space than a real attic. The ceiling was only about four feet high and cross beams made it difficult to move around, even while crouching. 

There wasn’t much up there. Just a decade’s worth of spider webs, a bunch of dust-covered boxes, and a bulky-looking wooden trunk at the far end. 

Why did someone put the heaviest, creepiest item at the far end of the attic? It had to be hard to get it all the way to that corner.

Keri sighed. Of course someone would put it there just to make her life difficult.

“Everything okay up there?” Ray called out from the living room.

“Yup. Just checking out the attic.”

She climbed up the last stair and squatted her way across the attic, making sure to step on the narrow wooden beams. She worried that a wrong step would send her crashing through the drywall ceiling. Sweaty and covered in dusty spider webs, she finally reached the trunk. When she opened it and shined the flashlight inside, she was relieved to discover there was no body. Empty.

Keri closed the trunk and made her way back to the stairs. 

Back in the living room, Denton hadn’t moved from the couch. Ray was sitting directly front of him, straddling a kitchen chair. When she walked in, he looked up and asked, “Anything?”

She shook her head. “Do we know where Ashley is yet, Detective Sands?”

“Not yet, but we’re working on it. Right, Mr. Rivers?”

Denton pretended not to hear the question.

“Can I see Ashley’s phone?” Keri asked.

Ray handed it to her unenthusiastically. “It’s locked. We’ll have to get tech to work their magic.”

Keri looked at Rivers and said, “What’s her password, Denton?”

The kid scoffed at her. “I don’t know.”

Keri’s dour expression let him know she wasn’t buying it. “I’m going to repeat the question again, very politely. What’s her password?”


The kid hesitated, deciding, and then said, “Honey.”

To Ray, Keri said, “There’s a shed out back. I’m going to go check it out.”

Rivers’ eyes darted quickly in that direction but he said nothing.

Out back, Keri used a rusty shovel to pry a padlock off the shed. A strip of sunlight pierced the interior through a hole in the roof. Ashley wasn’t in there, just paint cans, old tools, and other random junk. She was just about to step back outside when she noticed a stack of California license plates on a wooden shelf. On closer examination, there were six pairs, all with stickers for the current year. 

What are these doing here? We’ll have to have them bagged.

She turned around and started to leave when a sudden breeze slammed the rusty door closed, blocking out most of the light in the shed. Thrust into semi-darkness, Keri felt claustrophobic.

She took a huge gulp of air, then another. She tried to regulate her breathing when the door creaked open, letting some sunlight back in. 

This must have been what it was like for Evie. Alone, thrust into darkness, confused. Is this what my little girl had to face? Was this her living nightmare?   

Keri choked back a sob. She’d pictured Evie locked away in a place like this a hundred times. Next week it would be five years exactly since she disappeared. That was going to be a tough day to get through. 

A lot had happened since then—the struggle to keep her marriage together as their hopes faded, the inevitable divorce from Stephen, going on “sabbatical” from her professorship in criminology and psychology at Loyola Marymount University, officially to do independent research but really because the drinking and sleeping around with students had forced the administration’s hand. Everywhere she turned, she saw the broken pieces of her life. She’d been forced to face her ultimate failure: the inability to find the daughter who’d been stolen from her.

Keri roughly wiped the tears from her eyes and chastised herself silently.

Okay, you’ve failed your daughter. Don’t fail Ashley too. Get it together, Keri!

Right there in the shed, she powered up Ashley’s phone and typed in “Honey.” The password worked. At least Denton was honest about one thing.

She tapped Photos. There were hundreds of pictures, most of them standard fare—adorable little selfies of Ashley with friends at school, she and Denton Rivers together, a few photos of Mia. But scattered throughout, she was surprised to see, were other, edgier pictures.

Several were taken in an empty bar or club of some sort, clearly before or after hours, with both Ashley and her friends visibly drunk and in hardcore party mode, shotgunning beers, lifting their skirts and flashing their thongs. In some they were working bongs or rolling joints. Bottles of liquor were rampant.

Who did Ashley know that had access to a place like that? When was it happening? When Stafford was in DC? How did her mother have no clue about any of it?

It was the photos with the gun that really caught Keri’s attention. It would suddenly be there in the background, a 9mm SIG, sitting inconspicuously on a table next to a pack of cigarettes, or on a couch next to a bag of chips. In one instance, Ashley was out in the woods somewhere, down by a river, shooting at Coke cans.

Why? Was it just for fun? Was she learning how to protect herself? If that was it, then from what?

Interestingly, the photos with Denton Rivers tapered off considerably over the last three months, corresponding with new ones of a strikingly good-looking guy with a long, wild mane of thick blond hair. In many of the pictures, he was shirtless, showing off his six-pack abs. He seemed very proud of them. One thing was certain—he was definitely no high school kid. He looked closer to his early twenties. 

Was he the one who had access to the bar?

Ashley had also taken a number of erotic photos of herself. In some, she was flashing her panties. In others she was naked except for a thong, often touching herself suggestively. The photos never showed her face but they were definitely Ashley. Keri recognized her room. In one she could see the bookcase in the background with the old math book hiding her fake ID. In another she could see Ashley’s stuffed animal in the background, resting on her pillow with its head turned away, almost as if it couldn’t bear to watch. Keri felt the urge to throw up but forced it down.

She went back to the phone’s main menu and tapped on Messages to see the girl’s texts. The erotic pictures from Photos had been sent one by one from Ashley to someone named Walker, apparently the guy with the six-pack. The accompanying messages left little to the imagination. Despite Mia Penn’s special connection with her daughter, it was starting to look like Stafford Penn understood Ashley much better than her mom did. 

There was also a text to Walker four days ago that said, Formally kicked Denton to the curb today. Expecting drama. I’ll let you know.

Keri powered the phone off and sat there in the dark of the shed, thinking. She closed her eyes and let her mind wander. A scene formed in her head, one so real that she might as well have been right there. 


It was a nice, sunny September Sunday morning, filled with endless blue California skies. They were at the playground, she and Evie. Stephen was returning that afternoon from a hiking trip in Joshua Tree. Evie wore a purple tank top, white shorts, lacy white socks, and tennis shoes. 

Her smile was wide. Her eyes were green. Her hair was blond and wavy, pulled into pigtails. Her upper front tooth was chipped; it was a grown-up tooth, not a baby one, and would need to be fixed at some point. But every time Keri brought it up, Evie went into full panic mode, so it hadn’t happened yet.

Keri sat on the grass, barefoot, with papers scattered all around her. She was getting ready for her keynote speech tomorrow morning at the California Criminology Conference. She’d even lined up a guest speaker, an LAPD detective named Raymond Sands whom she’d consulted with on a few cases.

“Mommy, let’s get frozen yogurt!”

Keri checked her watch.

She was almost done and there was a Menchie’s on the way home. “Give me five minutes.”

“That means yes?”

She smiled.

“It means big, big yes.”

“Can I get sprinkles or just fruit toppings?”

“Let me put it like this—how do you spread fairy dust?”

“How?”


“You sprinkle it! Get it?”

“Of course I get it, Mommy. I’m not little!”

“Of course you’re not. My apologies. Just give me five minutes.”

She returned her attention to the speech. After a minute, someone walked past her, briefly casting the page in shadow. Annoyed by the distraction, she tried to regain her concentration.

Suddenly, the quiet was shattered by a bloodcurdling scream. Keri looked up, startled. A man in a windbreaker and baseball cap was running away quickly. She could only see the back of him but could tell he was holding something in his arms.

Keri got to her feet, looking desperately around for Evie. She was nowhere to be found. Keri started running after the man even before she knew for sure. A second later, Evie’s head poked out from in front of the man. She looked terrified.

“Mommy!” she screamed. “Mommy!”

Keri chased after them, breaking into a full sprint. The man had a big head start. By the time Keri was halfway across the grassy field, he was already in the parking lot.

“Evie! Let her go! Stop! Someone stop that man! He has my daughter!”

People looked around but they mostly seemed confused. No one got up to help. And she didn’t see anyone in the parking lot to stop him.  She saw where he was headed. There was a white van at the far end of the lot, parallel parked near the curb for an easy exit. He was less than fifty feet from it when she heard Evie’s voice again.

“Please, Mommy, help me!” she pleaded.

“I’m coming, baby!”

Keri ran even harder, her vision blurry with burning tears, pushing past the fatigue and fear. She had reached the edge of the parking lot. The asphalt was crumbly and dug into her bare feet as she ran but she didn’t care.

“That man has my daughter!” she screamed again, pointing in their direction.

A teenage kid in a T-shirt and his girlfriend got out of their car, only a few spots from the van. The man ran right by them. They looked bewildered until Keri yelled again.

“Stop him!”

The teenager started to walk toward the man, then broke into a run. By then the man had reached the van. He slid the side door open and tossed Evie in like a sack of potatoes. Keri heard the thump as her body slammed against the wall.

He slammed the door shut and started to run around to the driver’s side when the teenage boy reached him and grabbed his shoulder. The man spun around and Keri got her best look at him. He was wearing sunglasses and a cap pulled low and it was hard to see through the tears. But she caught a glimpse of blond hair and what looked like part of a tattoo on the right side of his neck. 

But before she could discern anything else, the man reared his arm back and punched the teenager in the face, sending him crashing into a nearby car. Keri heard a sickening crack. She saw the man pull a knife from a sheath attached to his belt and plunge it into the teenager’s chest. He pulled it out and waited a second to watch the kid tumble to the ground before hurrying around to the driver’s seat.

Keri forced what she’d just seen out of her head and focused on nothing but reaching that van. She heard the engine start and saw the van start to pull out. She was less than twenty feet away.

But the vehicle was picking up speed now. Keri kept running but she could feel her body start to give out. She looked at the license plate, ready to commit it to memory. There was none. 

She reached for her keys, then realized they were in her purse, back on the field. She ran back to where the teenager was, hoping to grab his and take that car. But when she got to him, she saw his girlfriend kneeling over him, sobbing uncontrollably. 

She looked up again. The van was far off in the distance now, leaving a trail of dust. She had no license plate, no description to speak of, nothing to offer the police. Her daughter was gone and she didn’t know how to get her back. 

Keri dropped to the ground beside the teenage girl and began to weep anew, their wails of despair indistinguishable from each other.

When she opened her eyes she was back in Denton’s house. She didn’t remember coming out of the shed or walking across the dead grass. But she had somehow gotten to the Rivers’ kitchen. This was twice in one day.

It was getting worse. 

She walked back into the living room, looked Denton in the eyes, and said, “Where’s Ashley?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why is her phone in your possession?”


“She left it here yesterday.”

“Bullshit! She broke up with you four days ago. She wasn’t here yesterday.”

Denton’s face sagged visibly at the verbal gut punch.

“Okay, I took it from her.”

“When?”

“This afternoon at school.”

“You just snatched it out of her hand?”

“No, I bumped into her after the final bell and snuck it from her purse.”

“Who owns a black van?”

“I don’t know.”

“A friend of yours?”

“No.”

“Someone you hired?”

“No.”

“How’d you get those scratches on your arm?”

“I don’t know.”

““How did you get that bump on your head?”

“I don’t know.”

“Whose blood is that on the carpet?”

“I don’t know.”

Keri shifted her feet and tried to hold back the fury rising in her blood. She could feel herself losing the battle. 

She stared through him and said, without emotion, “I’m going to ask you one more time: where is Ashley Penn?”

“Screw you.”

“That’s the wrong answer. You think about that on the way down to the station.”

She turned away, hesitated briefly, and then suddenly swung back around and punched him with a closed fist, hard, with every ounce of frustration in her body. She got him square in the temple, in the same spot as his previous wound. It split open and blood shot everywhere, some landing on Keri’s blouse. 

Ray stared at her in disbelief, frozen. Then he jerked Denton Rivers to his feet with one powerful yank and said, “You heard the lady! Move! And don’t trip and hit your head on any more coffee tables.”

Keri gave him a wry smile for that one but Ray didn’t smile back at her. He looked horrified.

Something like this could cost her her job.

She didn’t care, though. All she cared about right now was getting this punk to talk.




 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Monday

Evening

 

Keri drove the Prius with Ray in the passenger seat as they followed the black-and-white she’d called to transport Rivers down to the station. Keri listened quietly as Ray worked the phone. 

The captain in charge of the West LA Division was Reena Beecher, but she would be notified of the situation by the head of Pacific Division’s Major Crimes Unit, Keri and Ray’s boss, Lieutenant Cole Hillman. That’s who Ray was filling in now. Hillman, or “Hammer,” as some of his underlings called him, had jurisdiction over missing persons, homicide, robbery, and sex crimes.  

Keri wasn’t a huge fan. To her, Hillman seemed more interested in covering his own ass than putting it on the line to solve cases. Maybe seniority had made him soft. He had no qualms about tearing into detectives who didn’t clear their boards—their running tally of open cases. Thus the nickname “Hammer,” which he seemed to love. But to Keri’s mind he was a hypocrite who got pissed when they didn’t close cases and got pissed when they took risks to solve those very cases.  Keri thought a more appropriate nickname was “asshole.” But since she couldn’t call him that, her little rebellion was to never call him by his preferred nickname either.

Keri sped through the city streets, trying keep up with the squad car in front of her. Next to her, Ray recapped for Hillman how a late afternoon call about a teen who had been missing for a couple of hours had suddenly morphed into a potentially real abduction situation involving the fifteen-year-old daughter of a US senator. He described the bail bond security video, the visit to Denton Rivers’ place (minus some details) and everything in between. 

 “Detective Locke and I are bringing Rivers down to the station for more questioning.”

“Hold on, hold on,” Hillman said. “What’s Keri Locke doing on this case? This is way above her pay grade, Sands.”

“She caught the call, Lieutenant. And she’s uncovered almost every lead we have so far. We’re almost to the station. We’ll fill you more then, sir.”

“Fine. I’ll be in soon myself. I have to call Captain Beecher anyway. She’s going to want a heads-up on this. I’ve ordered an all-hands in fifteen. “

He hung up without another word.  

Ray turned to Keri and said, “We’ll get kicked to the curb as soon as they get a full debriefing out of us, but at least we made some progress.”

Keri frowned.

“They’re going to screw it up,” she said.

“You’re not the only good investigator in this town, Keri.”

“I know. There’s you too.”

“Thanks for the mildly condescending compliment, partner.”

“You bet,” she replied, then added, “Hillman doesn’t like me.”

“I don’t know about that. I think he just finds you a little…brash for someone with so little experience.” 

“That could be it. Or he could just be an asshole. That’s okay. I don’t like him either.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he’s a toady and a paper pusher and can’t think outside the box. Also, when he passes me in the hall, his eyes don’t go above my chest.”

“Oh. Well, if you’re going to hold that against every cop who does that, you’ll be left with nothing but assholes.”

Keri looked over at him knowingly.

“Exactly,” she said.

“I’ll try not to take that personally,” he said.

“Don’t be so sensitive, Iron Giant.’

He sat quietly for a moment in the passenger seat. Keri could tell he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how to bring it up. Finally he spoke.

“Are we going to talk about what happened back there?”

“What?”

“You know, you assaulting an underage boy.”

“Oh, that. I’d rather not. Besides, I thought you said he hit his head on the coffee table.”

“If it turns out he’s not involved in this and he files a complaint, there could be consequences.”

“I’m not worried.”

“Well, I am. Maybe it’s because we’re getting close to the anniversary. Have you called Dr. Blanc lately?”

Keri’s silence gave him his answer.

“Maybe you should,” he said softly.

Keri pulled into the Division parking lot, effectively ending the conversation. 

Denton Rivers was put in an interrogation room while Keri filled out the charging complaint against him for theft of property, specifically Ashley’s cell phone. It would be enough to hold him for a few hours. By then, with any luck, they’d know more.

After that, they headed to Conference A, the big room where watch commanders doled out assignments at the start of shift. Hillman’s all-hands meeting was about to start.

When they arrived, Hillman and six of the Division’s most seasoned detectives were already waiting, including two from homicide. Ray fit right in. Keri wasn’t as confident. Right now, with all their eyes trained on her, she felt like a bug under a magnifying glass.

Don’t sabotage yourself. You belong here, too.

Lt. Cole Hillman stood up to speak. He had recently turned fifty but the deep creases in his face hinted at a man who’d been prematurely aged by the things he’d seen on the job. His salt and pepper hair had begun to recede only slightly. He had a barrel chest and a slight paunch that he tried to hide with loose-fitting shirts. It was after seven in the evening but he still wore a jacket and tie. Keri couldn’t remember ever seeing him without them.

“First of all, thank you all for coming in on such short notice. As many of you already know, this case involves Ashley Penn, the daughter of US Senator Stafford Penn. Even if he wasn’t close friends with the mayor and the governor, this would be a high priority. But he is, so the pressure is really on. We can expect assistance from our friends at the Bureau shortly. But for now, we need to proceed as if this will remain our case. My understanding is that the senator isn’t confident that this was an abduction. He thinks his daughter may be off partying somewhere. That’s possible. The video footage of her getting in that van is inconclusive. But until his suspicions are borne out, we will run every lead to ground, understand?”


Heads nodded and there was a general murmur of understanding from the assembled. Hillman continued.

“Apparently, word has spread among the students at the girl’s school, West Venice High, and this thing is already starting to blow up on social media. We’ve already received the first call from a local reporter poking around. By morning, it’ll likely be the lead story on every news outlet in the state. So let me be clear—when the media approaches you, and they will, you have no comment. No matter who’s asking the question, you refer them to the public information officer. Is that understood?”

Everyone nodded.

“Okay, good,” Hillman said. “Right now, we probably have just a few hours to work this before the Feds formally claim jurisdiction. Let’s make them count.” 

With that, he tuned to Ray and said, “Detective Sands, would you please bring us all up to speed.”

Ray, leaning against a wall in the back of the room, shifted uncomfortably and said, “If it’s all the same, sir, Detective Locke broke this case and knows a lot more about it than I do. I think she’s better prepared.”

Everyone looked at Keri, who was standing next to her partner.

Hillman scowled but said, “Detective Locke, it looks like the floor is yours.”

Her chest tightened. A vision of a white van tearing down a road as her bloody feet burned flashed before her eyes for the briefest of moments. 

“Detective Locke? Are you okay?” Hillman asked.

Ray nudged her.

“Keri—” he whispered.

“Yes sir, just gathering my thoughts,” she said, snapping to. She thought about moving to the front of the room but decided against it. She liked having the wall to lean on for support. 

It only took a moment for her nervousness to subside as she got into the details of the case. She walked them through what had occurred so far, largely in chronological order. She showed the surveillance footage of the van, then connected Ashley’s phone into a large flat-screen monitor and showed pictures from the Photos album. 

She held nothing back, even though she knew that once she shared everything, her value to the case would be gone in Hillman’s eyes and he could remove her. But if that meant Ashley was found, it was a small price to pay.

“What’s the deal with this Rivers kid? Is he a legit suspect?” Detective Manny Suarez asked. He’d been the one Mia Penn had called earlier at Keri’s instruction. A squat, sleepy-eyed man in his forties with permanent stubble, Suarez was much sharper than he let on, which was by design.

“Denton Rivers, the ex-boyfriend, is in Interrogation Two. He hasn’t been especially cooperative so far. He still needs to be thoroughly questioned to see if he was the one driving the black van, if he hired someone to do it, or whether he knows anything useful. Ashley dumped him four days ago. It’s possible he flipped out—thought that if he couldn’t have Ashley, no one could. He has motive, but that’s not going to be enough to hold him if we don’t find more.”

Keri took a breath and glanced around the room. Everyone was at rapt attention. It seemed that at least they were taking this seriously. She continued. 

“CSU needs to process his house on Woodlawn. They need to test the blood on the carpet to see if it’s a match for Ashley. There were also six pairs of apparently stolen license plates in the shed. The owners of those plates need to be questioned about when they went missing and if they saw who took them. Every surveillance camera in the area on Main, Westminster, and the surrounding streets needs to be reviewed as soon as possible. Ashley’s new love interest, Walker, needs to be found and questioned. All of Ashley’s friends and teachers at school need to be located and questioned.”

Detective Suarez piped in at that point. 

“I’ve compiled a list based on what Mia Penn told me on the phone. We can start to reach out as soon as the meeting’s over.”

“Thanks, Manny. We may need to pull in someone from the drug task force too. Ashley was clearly getting pot from someone. Her dealer should be found and questioned. I have a feeling he’ll know more about the other side of Ashley’s life, things her friends might be reluctant to reveal. Same thing for whomever it was that made the fake ID for her.”

In the front of the room, Lt. Hillman took a short call from someone and then waved for Keri to stop talking. 

He switched the monitor to TV mode and flicked to the news. Local anchor Amber Smith, an LA institution, had interrupted tonight’s episode of Jeopardy! with a breaking news update. 

“We are getting reports that Ashley Penn, the daughter of California Senator Stafford Penn, is missing. She reportedly vanished after leaving West Venice High School this afternoon.”

A photo of Ashley appeared on the screen along with a phone number. Amber continued.


“This is a very preliminary report and has not been verified as of this time, but anyone knowing anything about the whereabouts of Ashley Penn should call the Los Angeles Police Department at the number on your screen. We will update this story as news develops and have a full report on Action News at eleven. Now back to your regularly scheduled programming.” 

Hillman turned off the monitor. He looked frustrated but not surprised.

“That’s our cue, folks. We’re going to divide everything up and get going. Also be clear; this is a team effort. I’m going to repeat that. This is a team effort. If you’re thinking of jockeying for position or withholding information for your own advantage or doing anything that doesn’t move this case along as fast as possible, I want you to stand up now and walk out of this room.”

Everyone looked around. No one stood up.

“Okay, then, let’s get moving. Brody, you supervise the search at Rivers’ house on Woodlawn. Edgerton, work with tech to see if we can get any quality location tagging off that phone. Suarez, get Ashley’s friends, Thelma Gray and Miranda Sanchez, in here for interviews. Make sure they each have a parent with them. We don’t need any blowback. Patterson, coordinate with all the local businesses near the school to get any security footage they have. You’re on the black van hunt. Sterling and Cantwell, you’ve got the Denton Rivers questioning. He’s in Interrogation Two.”

Everyone scrambled out of the conference room.

Keri and Ray were left alone in the room with Hillman, unsure what to do. They hadn’t been given assignments. Hillman pointed at them. 

 “You two come with me.”




 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Monday

Evening

 

Hillman led them into his small office. There was a comfy-looking couch against the wall but he directed them to the two uncomfortable metal chairs in front of his desk and sat down across from them. Keri could barely see him over piles of files that took up most of his desk. 

“Good work out there, Detectives. Ray, you know that Brody’s retiring at the end of the year, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That means there will be an opening in Homicide. You interested?”

Keri watched Ray’s mouth drop open. He stared at Hillman, then at her. She smiled at him even as her heart sank. That seemed to help him regain his composure.

“Do I have to answer right now?”

“Of course not. Just don’t wait too long. There’s a lot of interest but I want you to apply for it.”

Thank you, sir.”

Hillman nodded, then turned his attention to Keri.

“Locke, first off, well done. It was your tenacity that got this case rolling. We’d really be behind the eight ball if you hadn’t gotten that head start. And after that rough beginning, you nailed the breakdown in the all-hands meeting in there. I think you’ve got a real future here.”

She felt it coming.

“But…” she said.


Hillman looked genuinely pained.

“But this case is getting political fast. We have to tread lightly considering who’s involved. And we’re probably only hours from the Feds taking over. We can’t have any missteps.”

“There won’t be,” she promised.

Hillman’s eyes flashed. Any sympathy he’d had disappeared from his face.

“Denton Rivers threatened to file a complaint against you for assault.”

“For what?” Keri demanded, displaying more self-righteousness than she felt.

“How about that massive welt on his head?”

“He already had that when we got there. And then he tripped and hit it on a coffee table.”

“Stow that bullshit! Don’t insult my intelligence, Detective. The decision has been made. We can’t have any more suspects tripping into coffee tables. You’re off the case.”

“Off?” she repeated, stunned.

Hillman nodded. 

“We’ll still tap you as a resource if need be. You’re obviously well versed in the case particulars. But beyond that, yes, you’re off. I can’t risk anything that puts a conviction in jeopardy.” 

Ray cleared his throat.

“With all due respect, sir—”

Hillman held up his hand. 

“Don’t waste your breath, Sands. The decision has been made.”

He continued to talk but Keri didn’t hear it. An image flashed through her head of a little girl being tossed into a van, of a loud thud as her body slammed into the wall. Then a voice snapped her out of it.

“Locke, are you there?”

Hillman’s voice was loud, as if he’d asked the question more than once.

She said, “Yes, sir.”

“Okay. That’s it then. Go home and get some sleep.”

Ray stood up and said, “Sir, if she’s off the case, I’m off too.”

Lieutenant Hillman frowned.

“I need you to coordinate the surveillance footage with Patterson.”

Ray exhaled, deciding, then said, “Detective Locke is my partner. We’re both on or we’re both off.”

The look on Hillman’s face was one Keri had never seen before. His mouth twisted into a warped pucker. The lines in his forehead formed even deeper grooves than usual. He seemed to be desperately struggling to contain his temper.  

“It wasn’t a request, Detective Sands,” he finally growled.

“In that case, sir, I’m not feeling very well. I think I need to take some sick time.” 

Keri said softly, “Ray, don’t.”

He ignored her, staring hard at Hillman with his one good eye.

The older man stared back, and after what felt like an eternity, seemed to relent. He shook his head in disbelief and said, “Fine. Take your ‘sick time.’ Now get out of here before I suspend you.”

They walked out of his office.

Keri turned to him; he looked as dazed as she felt.

“What do we do now?” Keri asked.

“Meet me at your car in five minutes. I have to wrap a few things up.”

“Where are we going?”

“To get drunk,” he answered.

 

*

 

Fifteen minutes later, at just after eight, they sat at a tiny corner booth at Clive’s, a Culver City bar popular with cops. Keri was on her second Glenlivet. Ray sipped a light beer.

“Trying to keep your girlish figure?” she teased.

“I have to stay in shape in case the next suspect you attack tries to fight back.”

“I deserved that. You know, I’m starting to think that having me for a partner isn’t all that great for your career, Ray.”

“Starting to think…?” he asked incredulously.

“Seriously—I don’t have much in the way of impulse control and you always to seem to bear the brunt of that. You stood by me with Hillman, so now he’s pissed at you, possibly putting that Homicide job at risk. I’m like a human tire fire. You should stay clear of me.”

“What if I don’t want to stay clear of you?” he asked with more sincerity than Keri was prepared for.

 She downed some more scotch and let it warm her insides. The shots were starting to take the edge off and she considered giving a heartfelt response. Was there a better time to address this than now? Her position in the unit was in question. Ray might be moved to Homicide. Maybe they should finally shoot straight about what exactly they were to each other—partners, friends, more?

But before she could reply, Ray seemed to lose his nerve and spoke up quickly.

“I mean, if I lost you as a partner, who would teach me all those dope Krav Maga moves?”

Keri felt the moment passing and decided to let it go—for now.

“Yeah, you’d be lost without me. Otherwise, you’d have to depend on those boxing hooks and jabs and crewcuts.”

“Uppercuts,” he said softly, smiling.


“Yeah, those.” 

“You know, that’s what I thought Lenny Jack was coming at me with in that last fight, an uppercut. But he surprised me with that hook and—blam—goodbye eyeball. I was too arrogant.”

“Arrogant isn’t a word that comes to mind when I think of you; cocky, maybe, but not arrogant.”

“You didn’t know me back then, Keri. I was arrogant. I was raking in pretty good money. I had nice things. I had a woman who loved me and two kids who adored me. And I took it all for granted. I burned through cash like it was going out of style. I cheated on my wife. I didn’t spend time with my children. I treated people badly. And I went into that fight lazy, feeling entitled. I got what I deserved.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true. I deserved to lose that fight. And I deserved to go bankrupt. I deserved to have Delilah leave me and take the kids. And I deserved to lose that eye too. Looking back, it actually changed my life

for the better. I actually started to give a shit about other people. It gave me the freedom to try to make a difference. It’s weird to say, but it may be the best thing that ever happened to me. Well, almost the best thing.”

Pretending not to pick up on that last comment, Keri nodded. They’d both had life-changing events which sent them on a new career path. The difference was that for Ray, law enforcement was a calling. For her, it was a mission with one ultimate goal—to find her daughter.

“I had the dream again last night,” she said.

“The one at the park?”

She nodded.

“This time I got so close. I was running so fast. I looked down and saw my bare feet leaving bloody footprints in the gravel. I could almost reach out and touch the back of the van. Evie was looking at me through the rear window. She was screaming but no sound came out. The van hit a bump and she dropped out of sight. Then I woke up. I was so soaked in sweat that I had to change clothes.”

“I’m sorry, Keri,” Ray said. She refused to look up at him, afraid to let him see that her eyes were damp.

 “Ray, am I ever going to find her?”

“We’ll find her together. I promise. And when we do, she’ll have a lot of birthday parties to make up. Maybe I’ll come as a clown,” he added, trying to lighten the mood. She decided to go along.

“Because that’s not scary at all.”

“What do you mean? I’m a sweetheart!”

“You’re a pituitary case. Putting you in clown makeup isn’t going to make it better, Paul Bunyan.”

“Whatever you say, Fievel.”

Keri opened her mouth to fire back when Ray’s phone rang. He answered it before she could get a word out.

“Saved by the bell,” she muttered.

“What’s up?” he asked the person on the other end of the line. He listened, pulling out his notepad and writing furiously. He didn’t say a word until the very end.

“Thanks, Garrett. I owe you.”

“What is it?” Keri asked after he’d hung up.

“We gotta go,” he said, standing up and dropping some bills on the table. They headed for the door.

“Who was that?”

“Detective Patterson. Before we left the station I asked him to call me with any major updates. He’s been checking surveillance from near the school. You know how the front license plate on the van was covered up?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, it looks like the guy forgot to cover the rear one. The security camera from a tattoo parlor on Windward caught it. They got a hit. It belongs to a guy named Johnnie Cotton. He’s got a long rap sheet. I can fill you in on the details in the car. But the most important one is that he’s a small-time drug dealer.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because you know one of his clients.”

“Who’s that?” Keri asked as they hurried down the street to her car.

“Denton Rivers. Patterson said the kid just admitted it to Sterling and Cantwell. That’s who gave him the first bump on his head and the scratches too. Apparently Denton hadn’t been paying his bills.”

“You’re thinking that Johnnie Cotton took Ashley as collateral?”

“It’s a theory.”

“So why are we in such a hurry?”

“First give me your keys,” Ray said.


“Why?”

“Because you don’t handle your Glenlivet as well as you think you do.”

Keri had to admit that the warm feeling from the shots hadn’t subsided. She tossed him her keys.

“Now will you tell me why we’re in such a rush?”

“Because Patterson told me that Hillman’s assembling a strike team to hit Cotton’s place. They’ll be there in about forty-five minutes.”

“So what?”

“So, Cotton lives near the Baldwin Hills oil fields.”

“That’s ten minutes from here,” Keri said.

“Yes, it is. Care to go on a field trip?”

“I thought we were off the case.”

“You’re off the case. I’m on sick leave. But I’m feeling better all of a sudden. Can I help it if you were in the car with me when I decided to pursue a viable lead?” He was grinning from ear to ear.

“Hillman’s going to kill you.”

“Not if he wants me to take that Homicide job, he’s not. So are you in or not?”

Keri raised her eyebrows.

Did this guy forget who he’s talking to?

“Drive,” she said.

Within seconds they were tearing down the street, siren blaring. If they made good time, they’d be at Cotton’s place a half hour before the cavalry. 

And if Ashley’s hurt, you’re going to be begging for them to show up.




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Monday

Night

 

As they weaved through the late rush hour traffic, Ray reviewed the info Patterson had given him on Johnnie Cotton. He’d been swept up in a child pornography sting six years ago, when he was twenty-four, and ended up spending two years in Lompoc. Out now, he would be on the sex offender registry for the rest of his life. That might explain why he lived in an industrial section of town, where it was far less likely that he’d violate the rule to stay 100 feet away from any schools or playgrounds.

But as troubling as that offense was, it wasn’t what had them headed to his place now. Instead, it was his van and Denton’s allegation that he was his dealer. Those two things together were enough for Hillman to get a warrant for his strike force. But Lieutenant Cole Hillman was a cautious man. Keri and Ray were both confident that just like the yelling they heard at Denton’s house, these details about Cotton created exigent circumstances that didn’t require a warrant. Neither of them needed to say it out loud: they were going in.

Cotton lived adjacent to Baldwin Hills, a wealthy, primarily African-American neighborhood in the heart of West Los Angeles. Most of the homes were on sloping hills that rose high enough to give panoramic views of the city on light smog days. But Cotton didn’t live in that neighborhood. His place was just to the south, in a mostly desolate stretch of land populated by oil fields and the always pumping derricks that sucked them dry.  

His two-acre property was just off Stocker Street, on a stretch of Santa Fe Road, littered with rock and gravel suppliers, fabrication shops, junk yards, and the ramshackle homes of those businesses’ owners.

Keri and Ray got to Cotton’s place just after sunset. They had turned off the siren when they pulled off nearby La Cienega Boulevard. Now Ray turned off the headlights as well. They parked on the street, several hundred feet down from Cotton’s place, near the adjacent property. It was some sort of graveyard for broken down bulldozers, excavators, and eighteen-wheelers, which cast eerie black silhouettes against the fast darkening sky.

There were no streetlights in the area, exacerbating the shadows. A few of the buildings had small lights over the doorways but they were so far off the road that they weren’t much help to Keri and Ray.

They reviewed the plan before going any further.

“We’ve got about twenty-five minutes, tops, before the strike team arrives,” Ray noted. “Let’s keep our focus on finding Ashley and getting her out safe. We’ll let the pros handle the takedown if possible. Sound good?”

Keri nodded. 

The side gate for the vehicle graveyard property parallel to Cotton’s place was open so they entered as quietly as possible.

I guess the owner of this place isn’t too concerned about anyone making off with his stuff unnoticed.

The properties were only divided by a five-foot-high chain-link fence. They carefully traversed the area for a hundred yards, before they finally saw a structure on Cotton’s property. It was a small one-story house with yellow interior lights peeking through the pulled curtains. 

Behind it, farther back into the blackness, they could now see several other structures, the largest of which looked like a two-story metal building—possibly a welding shop from the look of it—followed by several others, smaller and more shed-like. None of them had any interior or exterior lighting.

They climbed over the fence, landed on Cotton’s property, and approached the house quietly, moving in a wide searching circle, navigating through the broken husks of old rusty cars squatting on flat, airless tires.

Except for the dull hum of traffic a half mile away and the distant barking of one lonely dog, they heard nothing. 

“I don’t see a van,” Keri whispered. She tried to ignore the sweat creeping down her back, making her shirt cling to her clammy skin. Despite the sweltering heat, she felt a chill.

“He might not be home.” 

They kept moving, one careful step at a time, never quite sure if they were about to snag a tripwire or step on a homemade explosive of some sort. With a guy like Johnnie Cotton, who clearly didn’t like unannounced visitors, you could never tell.

They got all the way to the house and peeked through the narrow gap between the curtains. They could see a small living room. An old tube TV with rabbit-ears sat in one corner with nothing but static on the screen. There didn’t seem to be any movement inside. The light they’d seen came from a table lamp. A small fan on the floor oscillated back and forth in a futile attempt to keep the place cool. Other than the hum of the blades, they heard no sound coming from inside.

They crept around the side of the house, passing a blacked out and closed window, and then continued to the back, where a sliding window was in the up position for air flow. Through the screen, they saw a bedroom. A bit of light trickled into the room from a hall, enough to show that the bedroom walls were plastered with magazine pictures of young girls, almost all of whom were in outfits like nighties and bathing suits. It wasn’t kiddie porn—everything on the walls was available at a newsstand. But the sheer volume of it was disturbing.

 “Old habits die hard, I guess,” Ray muttered,

They continued their search, looking in every available window, and finally concluded that the man wasn’t home. They found the back door, which Ray unlocked with a credit card, entered, and did a quick search of the place, flicking on light switches only when necessary and only for a few seconds, in case Cotton came back unexpectedly. 

In the closet off the main bedroom, Ray spotted a shoebox on an upper shelf. He started pull it down when they both heard a noise below them, sort of a scurrying sound. They froze, staring at each other.

“Ashley?” Ray mouthed silently.

“Or maybe Cotton, hiding,” Keri whispered back.

Keri pulled back the area rug in the living room, revealing a trap door. There was a snap lock on it but nothing else to prevent them from opening it. Keri holstered her gun and put her hand on the lock while Ray trained his gun on the door. She silently counted down from three with one hand while bracing herself to open the door with the other. At the end of the count she yanked open the door so that it lay flat on the floor, then stood aside.

For a second there was nothing. Then they heard the scurrying again. As it got closer it sounded more like a gallop. And then something shot out from the basement below, almost faster than the eye could see.

A huge German shepherd landed on the floor on all fours, growling. Its fur was matted and Keri could smell it from halfway across the room. The dog swiveled its head around and caught sight of Ray in the closet. He growled again and bounded in that direction, his clawed paws scraping noisily on the wooden floor.

“Shut the door!” Keri yelled. Ray did as he was told, managing to slam it closed just before the animal reached him. The shepherd turned around immediately, looking for the source of the voice. His eyes locked on Keri. She saw his muscles tense as he prepared to leap.


Unlike Ray, she was in the center of the living room. There was no way she’d make it to a doorway before the dog got to her. 

What am I going to do?

She realized her hand was already resting on her holstered gun. She didn’t want to use it but feared she wouldn’t have much choice. It was clear that the dog had been trained to attack and she doubted he’d go easy on her. Suddenly a voice called out from the closet.

“Hey, ugly! Come and get me!”

The dog turned to glance at the closet door briefly. Keri used the reprieve to glance quickly around the room.

Nowhere to go. He’s faster than me. I can’t outrun him. I can’t outfight him. I don’t even know if I can pull my gun before he reaches me.

The dog lost interest in the voice and returned his attention to Keri. Then an idea popped into her head. But to make it work she’d need another distraction. It was if Ray had read her mind. He opened the closet door a crack and shouted again. 

“What’s the problem, Cujo—scared?”

The shepherd barked and tried to shove his nose through the door, without success.

That was all Keri needed. She knelt down quickly. The dog gave up on Ray and focused on Keri. Ray continued to yell but the animal ignored him. A long strand of saliva hung from his open mouth. His teeth seemed to gleam in the dull lamplight. There was a beat of stillness and then he leapt, a canine torpedo headed straight for her. Out of the corner of her eye, Keri saw Ray open the closet door, his gun pointed at the fast-moving dog.

“No!” Keri shouted as she yanked the trap door upright to create a barrier between her and the dog. The animal, already in the air, could do nothing to avoid it and slammed into the door before falling down the basement stairs. Even as she started to push the door shut, Keri saw the shepherd scrambling back up the stairs, apparently unhurt. She slammed the door closed a fraction of a second before the dog smashed into it. She heard it slip down the stairs again for a second, then gather itself again for another leap. 

She lay down on the trap door, pressing all her weight against it, and braced for the next collision. When it came, it knocked her in the air a few inches. By the time she caught her breath, the dog was roaring up the stairs for a third time.

But by now, Ray had reached her and dove on the trapdoor as well. This time, when the dog slammed into it, there was no movement. They heard a loud yelp, then the soft patter of the dog retreating down the stairs, apparently finally defeated. 

Keri rolled over, snapped the door locked, and let out a huge sigh. Ray lay next to her, breathing heavily. After a few seconds Keri sat up and looked at him.

“Cujo?” she asked.

“It was all I could think of.”

They both slowly got to their feet and looked around. Keri noticed that the shoebox in the closet that Ray had been holding had fallen to the ground, spreading hundreds of photos on the floor. They were all of naked girls ranging in age from five or so to the late teens.

Without even thinking, Keri started tearing through them, looking for Evie, until Ray put his hand on her shoulder and quietly said, “Not now.”

“Ray!”

“Not now. That’s not what we’re here for. Besides, they’re not going anywhere. Come on.”

She hesitated and then snatched the box from the closet floor and ran with it into the living room, closer to the light of the lamp. There she dumped the remaining pictures on the floor before Ray could stop her and began to rapidly shuffle through them. 

Evie’s in here. I know it.

Ray tried to grab her wrist but she twisted free.

“She’s in here, Ray! Leave me alone!”

“Look!” he hissed, pointing at the driveway.

Suddenly the front of the house lit up.

Headlights were coming at them, still a ways off but approaching fast. It was Cotton, coming home.

“Come on!” Ray insisted.

They got the pictures back in the box and in the closet, straightened out the carpet over the trap door, and somehow managed to step out the back door just as Cotton entered through the front. They stood there, motionless, wondering if he’d heard the door shut. A second passed and then another. The back door didn’t open. No head peered out to see if anything was there. Ray tugged softly on Keri’s arm and they quietly worked their way through the darkness further back onto the property.

At the two-story structure, a metal prefabricated building, Keri said, “Let’s go back.”

“No.”

“Ray—”

“No, you’re going to shoot him.”

“Only if he gives me a reason.”

“He’s already given you a reason.”

“Ray, come on.”

“No, it’s for your own good. Remember why we’re here—to find Ashley. We’re Missing Persons, not vigilantes. Besides, the strike force will be here in a few minutes to take care of him.”

Keri nodded silently. He was right. She needed to stay focused now. There was time to review the pictures later. They turned their attention back to the building before them. The front door was unlocked. Inside, it was completely dark. 

Keri softly called, “Ashley!”

No response. 

“Stay here and cover me,” she said. “I’m going to check it out.”

“Don’t turn on any lights.”

“Don’t worry. And let me know if Cotton tries to bail.”


Ten steps inside, she was totally blind. She pulled out her tiny flashlight and slowly waved it around the room.

“Ashley!”

No one answered.

There’s no way this can be a dead-end. She has to be here somewhere.

She checked around corners and behind doors but found nothing. The place was huge and there were too many places to hide—or be stashed away. They needed some real light. 

Just as she had the thought, the building was bathed in light. Keri ducked, unsure of what was going on. Ray hid behind a fifty-five-gallon drum near the entrance. Then she realized that headlights had been turned on from a vehicle next to the house. The lights swung around and then disappeared down the long gravel driveway to Santa Fe Road.

Keri sprinted back to Ray but by the time she reached him, he was already on the phone.

“Suspect is driving a black van, headed north on Santa Fe Road.”

He paused to listen to the speaker on the other end of the line.

“Copy that. No evidence of missing girl in the house. Unknown whether suspect is armed. We’ll remain at the location in case he returns. Sands out.”

He turned to face Keri.

“That was Brody. He’s with the strike team. He says they’ve got Cotton under surveillance. Hillman’s apparently dealing with some other secret crisis right now but he was conferenced in on our call. He doesn’t want to use the strike force until he has to. If Ashley’s not anywhere here on the property, he’s hoping Cotton will lead them to her location.”

Keri started to respond but he interrupted.

“I know what you’re thinking. Don’t worry. There are six vehicles trailing him and he’s driving a big black van. He’s not getting away, Keri.”

“That’s not what I was thinking.”

“It’s not?”

“Okay, yes, it was. But you don’t have to be so condescending about it.”

“Sorry.”

“I forgive you. Now let’s take advantage of the situation.”

They headed back to the two-story metal building. Keri felt around for the light switch and flipped it on. The place sprang to life. It was full of fabrication machinery and tools. A quick search revealed that Ashley wasn’t there. They found a crowbar and proceeded to pry open every shed on the lot. They searched them all. Every one of them was empty.

They shouted at the top of their lungs.

“Ashley!”

“Ashley!”

“Ashley, are you here?”

She wasn’t.

Keri headed back to the house at a fast walk with Ray right behind her. She pushed hard through the back door and went straight to the closet and swung open the closet door. 

The shelf was empty.

The shoebox was gone.

Keri hunted around briefly for it before her frustration got the better of her. She grabbed the lamp from the living room end table and threw it against the wall. The ceramic base shattered all over the floor. The dog below the floorboards began to bark. He’d found his courage again.

She slumped down on the couch and hung her head. Ray, who’d been standing quietly by the back door, walked over and sat down next to her. 

He was about to speak when Keri’s phone buzzed. She picked up. It was Mia Penn. 

“Detective Locke, where are you?”

“Looking for your daughter, Mrs. Penn,” she answered, trying to hide how deflated she felt.  

“Can you come over here right now?”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Please, just get here as fast as you can.” 




CHAPTER EIGHT

Monday

Night

 

The Stafford residence was in chaos. Keri and Ray had to fight their way through a media circus to get in the house. Even inside, they could hear the shouts from reporters. A different security staffer from before led them into a massive kitchen, where they found Mia in tears and Stafford pacing back and forth angrily. When she saw them walk in, Mia wiped her eyes and cleared her throat.

“We had a long visit from a guy who apparently runs everything at Pacific Station,” Mia said. “Cole Hillman.”

“I guess we know what the secret crisis was,” Keri said to Ray. Then to Mia, “Yep, that’s our boss.”

“Well, he said he had this huge experienced team in place and that he’d personally be leading it and that you did a great job but now you were off the case.”

“That’s true,” Keri said. 

“I told him no way,” Mia said. “Then he said you didn’t have the experience.”

Keri nodded. It was true.

“I’ve only been a detective for a year now.”

“When I didn’t back down, he also said you weren’t ready for the pressures of a case like this, that you had a daughter abducted five years ago and that you never really recovered. He said that sometimes you just drift off for minutes at a time or think that every little girl is your daughter.”

Keri exhaled.

Who in the hell did Hillman think he was talking to a civilian like that? Wasn’t this some kind of HR violation?

Still, she couldn’t deny it.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much true also.”

“Well, when he said it, he made it sound like a bad thing,” Mia said. “But I can tell you something right here and now. If Ashley is still missing in five years, that’s exactly what I’ll be doing—seeing her face everywhere I look.”

“She won’t be—”

“Yeah, hopefully, but that’s not the point. The point is, you get it—you get what’s going on here—and he doesn’t have a clue. I told him point-blank that I not only want you back on the case, I want you heading it up. Stafford backed me a hundred percent.”

The senator nodded.

“There wouldn’t be a case right now if it wasn’t for you,” he said.

Keri felt her stomach twist in a knot.

“I think you’re underestimating Lieutenant Hillman.”

“Regardless, Stafford and I want you on the case and we made our opinion clear.”

“What did he say?”

“He said it was a complex matter, he’s been in law enforcement a long time, and he has a far better understanding of who to bring into the case to get things done than either of us did. He was polite about it, but in the end he basically took the position that a couple of civilians, even one who’s a senator, weren’t about to tell him how to run his department.”

“There’s a lot of merit to that.”

“Maybe, but I don’t care. We want you handling this and we told him so.”

Keri considered it and then shook her head.

“Look, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but—”

“But nothing. You’re heading it up as far as we’re concerned. We’re not even going to talk to anyone else.” 

“What about me?” Ray asked with a smile, trying to lower the tension in the room.

“Who are you?” Mia asked, seemingly noticing him for the first time.

“This is my partner, Ray Sands. He taught me pretty much everything I know about being a cop.”

“Then I guess you can stay,” Mia replied in what sounded like a slightly lighter tone. “Now, tell us what’s new—anything?”

Keri brought them up to date on what happened at Denton Rivers’ house, and how they got the license plate of the black van and had just now searched the premises of the van’s owner, an ex-con named Johnnie Cotton, only to find Ashley nowhere around. She didn’t mention that the guy was their daughter’s drug dealer or anything about the surveillance. She didn’t want to raise false hopes.

Stafford looked hard at her and said, “If you were in charge, what would you do, right this minute?”

She considered it.

“Well, we’re following up a few leads I can’t discuss yet. But if they don’t pan out in the next hour, I think I’d get an Amber Alert out. That way, a description of both Ashley and the black van would be broadcast throughout the media. Sometimes we hold off on that if we think it would put the child at greater risk. But I don’t really see a downside in this situation. Ray?”

“No, if our current leads don’t shake out we’d blast out all relevant information and see what came back.”

“Including the license plate number?” Senator Penn asked.

“Correct,” Ray said. “But as Detective Locke mentioned, we need to see how a couple of leads develop before taking that next step.” 

“I understand it was you two who found the black van in the first place?” Mia asked.

“Right,” Ray answered.

“And not Cole Hillman and his huge, experienced team?”

“Mrs. Penn—” Keri started.

“Mia. I think you can go with the first name under the circumstances.”

“Okay, Mia, and please call me Keri. Yes, Ray and I found the van. But Lieutenant Hillman is just doing what he thinks is best. We’re all doing everything we can to get your daughter back. Let’s try to work together rather than at cross purposes, all right?”

Mia nodded.

“How long does it take to get the Amber Alert out?”

“Once it’s approved, only a matter of minutes,” Ray told her. “I can get the preliminaries started now so that we can pull the trigger immediately once we get approval.”

Mia looked at Stafford for his support.

He hesitated.

“Stafford?”

He had a look of doubt on his face and said, “We’ve suddenly got all this craziness going on in her life. Lieutenant Hillman mentioned a fake ID, photos showing pot and alcohol and…nudity. He mentioned some new guy who’s way older than she is. Part of me still wonders if she just went off to party with some guy in a van and is too wasted to get in touch. If she wanders home in the morning drunk, after an Amber Alert goes out, my career, quite frankly, is over. Hell, considering the press frenzy, it may be over anyway.”  

Mia pressed his hand.

“She’s in serious trouble, Stafford, I can feel it. She won’t be wandering in drunk. She needs us now, right this second. She needs everything we can give her. Forget about your career and think about your daughter. If it turns out that she was taken and we didn’t do this, you’d never forgive yourself.”

He exhaled, weighing the options one last time, then looked at Keri and said, “Let’s get it going then, if we can.”

“Okay,” Keri said, “let us track down these last few leads. If nothing materializes, we’ll post the alert within the hour. We should head out.”

“Can I at least offer you something to eat before you go?” Mia asked. “When’s the last time you had a meal?”

Almost immediately upon hearing the question, Keri’s stomach began to growl. She’d had nothing since lunch, almost nine hours ago. Plus, the shots she’d had at the bar had given her a dull headache. She glanced at Ray and could tell he was thinking the same thing.

“Maybe some sandwiches, if it’s not too much trouble,” he said. “It’s not like we can do anything else until we hear back from Brody.”

“You’re not able to tell us what these leads you keep referencing are?” Senator Penn asked.

“Not yet. They could be useful. They could be nothing. We don’t want you riding any more of an emotional roller coaster than you already are.”

“I hate roller coasters,” Mia muttered to no one in particular.

Ten minutes later, as they finished wolfing down their sandwiches, Ray’s cell rang.

“Sands here,” he said through a full mouth. He listened intently for a minute while everyone else remained silent. When he hung up, he turned to them. Keri could tell it was bad news before he spoke.

“I’m sorry to say our leads didn’t pan out. We had a surveillance team following Johnnie Cotton as he drove around town in his van. At some point he made them and they had to take him down. Ashley wasn’t in the van. He’s down at the station right now.”

“Is he being questioned?” Senator Stafford asked.

“He was but he started asking for a lawyer pretty much from the get go. He’s been in this kind of situation before. He knows there’s no advantage for him in talking.”

“Maybe he’d be more receptive if Detective Locke had a conversation with him,” Senator Penn suggested.

“Maybe—she’s great with interrogations. But I don’t think Hillman would go for it. This case has a lot of heat already and I don’t think he wants to do anything to jeopardize a conviction.”

“Lieutenant Hillman left me his card earlier. I think I will use it. Why don’t you two go down to the station? I have a feeling that by the time you get there, he’ll have had a change of heart.”

“Senator, with all due respect, once a suspect asks for a lawyer, there’s a ticking clock. There’s only so long you can hold them before it’s viewed as a gross violation of rights.”

“Then you’d better get down there fast.” He stared at them both with such certitude than they couldn’t help but wonder if it was possible. Keri looked at Ray, who shrugged.

“Let’s go,” he said. “No harm in trying.”

They headed for the door, escorted once again by the security guard. They were almost outside when Mia ran after them. She opened her mouth but before she could speak, Keri beat her to it.

“Don’t worry, Mia. I’ll order the Amber Alert as soon as we get in the car. We’ll get her back soon.”

Mia gave her a small hug, then waved to the security guard to help them navigate the throng of press just beyond the gate. With their shouted questions and bright camera lights, the reporters seemed like jackals now. But very soon, they could be a useful tool to get a teenage girl back home to her family.

So why do I have such a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach?  




 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Monday

Night

 

Johnnie Cotton was already in Interrogation Room 1 when Keri got to the station. She’d dropped Ray off at his car by Denton Rivers’ house and expected him to arrive any second. Hillman wasn’t around but Detective Cantwell caught her in the hall outside the room and told her that Hillman had put her back on the case and that she was authorized to question Cotton. He said it flatly, without emotion, but beneath that she could sense the veteran detective’s disdain. She chose to ignore it.

While she waited for her partner to arrive, she stared at Johnnie Cotton through the one-way mirror of the interrogation room. Since they’d tried to avoid him back at his place, this was her first real chance to get a look at him. 

He didn’t look like the stereotype of a pedophile. His eyes didn’t constantly water. His chin wasn’t especially weak. His shoulders didn’t slope. He wasn’t particularly pudgy or pale. He was just a regular-looking guy—dark hair, medium build, maybe a little pimply-faced for a thirty-year-old man, maybe a little short. But on the whole, he was mostly unremarkable, which was, of course, far more troubling. It would have been preferable if these types were easily identifiable. 

He stood in the corner of the room, his hands cuffed in front of him, with his back pressed against the wall. She suspected that had been his default position in prison just to survive. Pedophiles weren’t popular there.

Keri made a snap decision. She wasn’t going to wait for Ray. There was something about this guy that made her think he’d just shut down if confronted by her partner’s looming presence. She’d use it if necessary, but later. She walked into the room.

Cotton’s eyes darted at her when she walked in, then twisted away almost immediately.

“Come over here,” Keri said. The man complied. “Now follow me.”

She led him outside the interrogation room, into the hallway. Cantwell and Sterling, who had been chatting in the hall, turned to them, stunned.

“Locke, what are you doing?” Sterling demanded.

“We’ll be right back.”

With that, she led him down the hall and into the women’s restroom, as her fellow detectives watched with astonishment. 

“Wait here,” she told them, then closed the door and focused on Cotton.

“There are no cameras in here. There are no microphones in here.” She unbuttoned her blouse, exposing her bra and stomach, and said, “I’m not wearing a wire. Whatever you say, it’s just between you and me. Tell me you want a lawyer.”

The man looked at her, confused.

“Say it,” Keri said. “Say, ‘I want a lawyer.’”

He complied.

“I want a lawyer.”

“No, you can’t have one,” Keri said. “Do you see what just happened? If this place was wired, which it isn’t, nothing you say could ever be used against you now because I just denied you your constitutional rights. The bottom line is that we’re alone. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m not here to trick you. Do you understand?”

The man nodded.

“The only thing I want is Ashley Penn.” The man opened his mouth to speak but Keri interrupted him. “No, no, don’t say a word yet. Let me just set the groundwork a little more. Earlier this evening, I broke into your house, looking for Ashley. You weren’t home. I saw the shoebox in your closet. I saw all the pictures.”

A bead of sweat glistened on the man’s forehead.

“When you came home, you saw that they’d been disturbed. Am I right?”

He nodded.

“You knew someone had seen them. You took them somewhere and destroyed them before you were arrested. Am I correct?”

“Yes.”

“Well, between you and me, that’s not going to work. I saw them and I can testify that I saw them. My testimony will be more than enough to revoke your probation. All I have to do is say the word and you’re going straight back to prison. Here’s the deal. I get Ashley Penn back and you keep your freedom.”

The man paced.

Then he said, “Those photographs, I never wanted them. They just show up in the mail.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, it’s the truth. They just show up.”

“From who?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “There’s never a return address on the envelope.”

“Well, if you don’t want them, why didn’t you just burn them?”

He shrugged.

“I couldn’t.”

“Because you like them too much?”

He exhaled.

“I know it’s hard to understand,” he said. “I think someone’s setting me up. They wanted them in my house. They knew I wouldn’t be able to just get rid of them. They wanted the police to find them. They want to send me back to jail. And now here it is, actually happening. I should have burned them all the second they showed up.”

“You can still get out of this,” Keri said. “Where’s Ashley Penn?”

“I don’t know.”

Keri frowned. 

“Tell me what you did with her.”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t believe you, Johnnie.”

“Honest to God,” he said. “According to the news she got taken after school, right? In the middle of the afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I was at work,” he said. “I work down at Rick’s Autos in Cerritos. I was there all day. I didn’t leave until after five. You can call Rick and he’ll tell you. He warned me that if I missed any more time, he’d fire me.”

“You miss a lot of time lately?”

“I’ll skip a day here and there. But Rick warned me so I was careful to stay the whole day. Besides, they have security cameras there. You can see me in the lot all day long. I never left, not once, not even for five minutes. I even ate my lunch in the break room. Check it out. Call him, he’ll tell you.”

Keri felt a growing unease. His alibi was so specific that it would be easy to poke holes in it if it wasn’t true, which meant it probably was.

“All day?” Keri asked.

“Yeah. At one point, I got a call around two from some dude wanting make a… purchase—”

“Don’t worry, Johnnie, I’m not looking to bust you for dealing. Go on.”

“Well, he wanted me to meet him in the Cerritos Mall parking lot. But I didn’t know the guy and like I said, Rick—” 

“Warned you, I know. So if you were there, then who had your van?”

“No one. It was with me all day.”

“Someone had it.”

“No, no one,” he said. “I had it parked right there on the lot. I was literally walking around it all day long. It was right there.”

“We have it on videotape taking Ashley.”

“That’s impossible. It was with me. Go look at Rick’s cameras. You’ll see.”

Keri took Cotton back to the interrogation room. When she stepped out, Ray was waiting for her.

“I can’t leave you alone for a second,” he said.

“Follow me,” she told him, not feeling playful. 

They headed to the garage where Cotton’s black van was being processed. Keri typed the plate number into the computer. To her astonishment, it didn’t match the van. The plates on Johnnie Cotton’s van were registered to a white Camry owned by someone named Barbara Green from Silverlake.

“What the hell’s going on?” Ray asked, equally stunned.

“You want my theory?” Keri said.

“Please.”

“Whoever took Ashley Penn was trying to frame Johnnie Cotton,” she said. “He used a black van for the abduction, same make and model as Cotton’s. He stole Cotton’s plates so that we’d be able to ID him eventually but covered the front one so it would look like Cotton was being sneaky.”

Ray joined in.

“And he replaced Cotton’s plates with Barbara Green’s so the guy likely wouldn’t notice the difference until it was too late.”

“Exactly,” Keri agreed. “And I’m willing to bet that whoever did all that also sent Cotton those pictures of the little girls. Cotton claimed they just showed up in the mail, no return address. Whoever it was knew the guy wouldn’t be able to toss them and that we’d find them when we searched the house, making him look even guiltier.”

“So Cotton’s not our man,” Ray said.

“No. But that’s not the worst of it. Whoever our guy is has been planning this for a while. He knew Cotton was Denton Rivers’ dealer. He knew he was a pedophile. And he actively tried to undermine Cotton’s alibi by trying to get him to meet at the mall.”

“So we’re right back to square one,” Ray said.

Keri shook her head. 

“Worse than square one,” she said. “We’ve wasted the one thing Ashley Penn doesn’t have: time.”




 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Monday

Night

 

Ashley was having trouble opening her eyes. She knew she was conscious but everything felt heavy and fuzzy. It reminded her of when she was eleven and tore a ligament in her ankle while surfing; she had to have surgery and they’d put her under. When she woke up, she’d had this same feeling, as if she were waking not just from sleep but almost from death.

How long had she been lying there?

Her head already hurt. There was no individual source of the pain. It throbbed all over, so much so that she feared the act of moving would make it worse. 

Despite her anxiety about the pain it might cause, Ashley decided it was time to open her eyes. 

It was pitch-black. She could see nothing.

And that’s when the fear started to hit her. This wasn’t a hospital. 

Where am I? 

She imagined it was what one might feel after being roofied. That set off another spasm of fear.

How did I get to this place? Why can’t I remember anything? 

She tried to control the terror she felt starting to grip her. She reminded herself of how she handled it when a really huge wave knocked her off her surfboard and forced her down toward the ocean floor. Freaking out did her no good. She couldn’t outfight a wave. She had to stay calm and wait it out. She had to feel the fear but let it pass through her so she could take action when the wave passed. 

She forced herself to do the same here. She couldn’t see and she couldn’t remember, but that didn’t mean she was helpless. She decided to try to sit up.

She pushed up on her elbows until she was sitting upright, ignoring the jackhammer in her head. After it subsided slightly, she checked herself in the darkness. She was still wearing her top and skirt. Her bra and panties weren’t missing but her shoes were. She was on a thin mattress, her bare feet resting on the scratchy wooden floor. Other than the general aching and headache she didn’t think she had any injuries.

Her right ear felt funny. She reached up and realized that her earring was missing and her lobe was throbbing. Her left earring was still there.

She reached out to get some sense of her surroundings. The floor was definitely wood but there was something weird about it she couldn’t place. She continued to feel around until her fingers bumped into a wall at the head of the mattress. To her surprise, it was metal. She rapped her knuckle on it. Even though it was thick, the noise echoed throughout. 

She used the wall to brace herself as she stood up and ran her fingers along it, taking tiny, careful steps. After a moment it became clear that the wall was curved. She followed it around in a circle until her feet bumped into the mattress again. She was in some kind of cylindrical room. It was hard to gauge the size of it but she guessed it was about as big as a two-car garage.

She sat back down on the mattress and was surprised by the sound it made. She stomped her foot on the wooden flooring and realized what had seemed odd about it before: it felt hollow below, like she was on a patio deck. 

Ashley sat quietly for a minute, trying to force a memory, any memory, to return to her throbbing head. She could feel the fear beginning to take hold again. 

What is this place? How did I get here? Why can’t I remember anything? 

“Hello!”

A quick echo spit back at her, suggesting a closed structure with a tall ceiling. No one answered.

“Is anybody there?”

Not a sound came. 

Her thoughts turned to her parents. Were they looking for her? Had she been gone long enough to make them worry? Would her dad even notice she was gone?

Tears came to her eyes. She angrily wiped them away with the back of her hand. Senator Stafford Penn didn’t like crybabies.

“Mom!” she yelled, hearing the panic rise in her voice. “Mom, help me!”

Her throat felt like sandpaper. How long had it been since she drank anything? How long had she been here?

She crawled around on the floor, feeling for anything other than the mattress. To her surprise, her hand bumped into a plastic bin in the center of the room. She got the top off and felt around inside. There were several plastic bottles, various containers, and…a flashlight?

Yes!

Ashley turned it on and the room sprang to life. Almost immediately, she realized it wasn’t actually a room. She was in some kind of silo, up near the top where the ceiling funneled to a point ten feet above her head. In the plastic bin were bottles of water, some soup, peanut butter, jerky, toilet paper, and a loaf of bread. Next to the bin was a plastic bucket. She could guess what that was for.

She shined the light along the walls, hoping against hope there might be a door. Nothing. What got her attention, though, was all the writing on the walls.

She moved toward the nearest one, written in black magic marker.

I’m Brenda Walker. I died here July 2016. Tell my mother and father and my sister Hanna that I will always love them.

A phone number followed. It had an 818 area code—the San Fernando Valley.

Jesus!

Ashley moved the light along the walls. There were other messages in different handwriting. Some were short and to the point like Brenda’s. Others were long and rambling, seemingly written over a period of days. There were at least a dozen different names, and their messages literally covered the walls.

Ashley felt herself starting to hyperventilate. Her knees wobbled and she dropped to the floor, grabbing the edges of the bin to steady herself. The flashlight fell on top of the loaf of bread. She closed her eyes tight and breathed slowly in and out, trying to force the messages on the wall out of her head.

After a minute she opened her eyes again and glanced back at the bin. The flashlight had rolled off the bread and was lying on the bottom, next to some peanut butter.

A lot of good that will do me, considering I’m allergic to the stuff.

She picked up the flashlight and gave the container of peanut butter a useless whack. As it shifted position in the bin, she saw something underneath it that she’d missed before. She leaned in, looking more closely. It was a thick black permanent magic marker.

And that’s when Ashley began to scream.




 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Monday

Night

 

Keri waited at the front door, trying to maintain her patience. She’d been standing here for over two minutes.

After the Johnnie Cotton lead had turned up nothing, Hillman told them to start from scratch. They still had to run down everything Cotton had said for confirmation. Patterson was supervising the CSU search of Cotton’s van, just in case something turned up. Sterling was headed to Rick’s Autos in Cerritos to meet up with Cotton’s boss to review his surveillance video and confirm his alibi. 

Edgerton, the tech expert, had taken the cell phone Cotton had happily given him to try to trace the phone of the mysterious caller who wanted to meet up for a drug sale in the mall parking lot. An officer was also bringing him Ashley’s home laptop so he could do a deep scan to discover anything she might be hiding.

Suarez was typing up the reports from his interviews with Thelma Gray and Miranda Sanchez. Cantwell was doing a search of sales of black vans matching the abductor’s in LA County over the last month and checking the owners for criminal records. 

Ray had gone back to Ashley’s high school to meet with the principal and review surveillance footage of the surrounding streets in recent days. They hoped the abductor had cased the school and made some kind of mistake, maybe gotten sloppy and gotten out of the van so he could be identified. 

Brody had been pulled from the search entirely to investigate a drive-by shooting in Westchester. Hillman himself was reviewing recent cases of teen abductions in the county, looking for similarities. 

Keri got Hillman to let her check out Walker Lee, the older guy Ashley seemed to have taken up with in recent weeks. She knew he’d said yes just to get her out of the station and away from the heart of the investigation. But she didn’t mind. She didn’t have much hope for any of those other areas of pursuit and figured she may as well try a fresh lead. 

Walker Lee lived in North Venice just off Rose Avenue. The area was teeming with art galleries, vegan brunch spots, organic spas, and hundreds of artist lofts, which was just a fancy way of describing unfurnished, bare bones studio apartments. But because they were called “lofts” and were located in Venice, the building owners could charge $2,500 a month for 500 square feet. The same place in Sherman Oaks would go for under $1,000.

Lee’s place appeared to be a variation on the theme. It was in what looked like an old auto body shop, in which each repair station had been walled off from the others and transformed into a living space. Keri doubted the loud music his neighbors heard coming from his unit was in any way diminished by the cheap drywall separators.

She banged on the front door again. Minutes earlier, Walker Lee had shouted that he’d just gotten out of the shower and needed a minute to get dressed.

“It’s been long enough, Mr. Lee. Open up now or I’m going to open this door for you.”

A second later, the door opened. 

Walker Lee—Ashley’s new boyfriend—stood in front of her. He looked like the guy in the photos. As in many of them, he was currently wearing no shirt or shoes, only a pair of jeans with an open button and a half-zipped fly that showcased his six-pack abs. His long blond hair was damp and water dripped from a few strands onto the concrete floor at his feet. He was so beautiful that it took effort for Keri not to stare.

“Come on in. You said you had some questions about Ashley?” he said as he rubbed a towel through his hair.

Keri nodded and followed him into the loft, trying not to stare at his backside. No wonder Ashley had been smitten. This guy was eye candy even by Hollywood standards. He led her through the main area, which served as the bedroom, through the kitchen that used to be a body shop office, and into what she guessed had once been the break room. Keri noticed that the door and walls were padded. Her internal alert system went off briefly as she wondered why he was guiding her into a soundproof room. But when she looked inside, she understood. It had been converted into a tiny rehearsal studio, complete with speaker towers, drums, microphones, soundboards, amplifiers, guitars, boxes, crates, endless wires, and even a couch to crash on. There was barely room to move. Lee plopped down on the couch and waited for Keri to speak. She took a seat in a metal folding chair across from him.

 “As I said before, the reason I’m here is Ashley Penn. Do you know where she is?”

The man raked his fingers through his hair, a confused look on his face.

“Home?”

“No.”

 “She’s not here if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Do you own a black van?”

“No.”

“Do you know anyone who owns a black van? Someone in the band, maybe?”

“No. I don’t get it. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

“You don’t watch the news?”

“I don’t have a TV and since we weren’t gigging tonight, I’ve been rehearsing in here all evening. I only quit to shower fifteen minutes ago.”

“Were you alone? Can any of your band mates verify your whereabouts?”

“No. I like to work on new material by myself. Are you asking if I have an alibi? Seriously, what is going on?”

Keri explained how Ashley went missing after school this afternoon, all the while studying his face, trying to detect if he already knew what she was talking about. He betrayed nothing suspicious, only shock. She didn’t know if it was genuine or if his performance skills extended to police interviews.

As she spoke he grabbed two shot glasses, splashed whiskey into both, and handed one to Keri. 

She shook her head so he set it on a speaker.

“Thanks, but no.”

“You don’t drink?”

“Not when I’m on duty,” she lied. “Who’d want to take Ashley?”

Walker drained his glass.

“There’s some stuff going down,” he said. “But man, I can’t be talking to the cops about it.”

“Why not?”

“Because it could all come back to bite me in the ass.” 

“Look, nothing personal but I don’t give a rat’s ass about your ass,” Keri said. “Unless you had something do with it, I’m not interested in you. So drop the drama and just talk to me.”

“Ah, man—”

“You want to help her, right?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then talk. Tell me what you know.”

He seemed to be contemplating his options, then looked Keri straight in the eyes and said, “Drink your glass first.”

“I told you—”

“Yeah, I know, you’re on duty,” he said. “You want me to talk and tell you stuff that might come back to bite me? Fine, then let’s even the score. You do something that can come back to bite you. You drink, I talk. That’s the deal.”

Keri sized him up. Then she picked up the shot glass and leaned in toward him, putting on some of the flirty airs she remembered from a previous lifetime.

 “Let me ask you a question first,” Keri said, already aware of the answer, “you’re how old?”

“Twenty-three. Is that too young for you, Detective?”

“You’d be surprised,” she told him, leaning back again. “And Ashley’s fifteen, if I recall. So what you’ve been doing to her is technically statutory rape. I assume that’s one of the things you’re worried about getting bit by.”

The man nodded. Keri put the shot glass back down and stared at him hard.

“Let’s be clear, Walker. You don’t mind if I call you Walker, do you?”

He shook his head, unsure whether she was still flirting or not. She cleared it up for him.

“Walker, in addition to statutory rape, I’m guessing your phone has a number of nude photos of Ashley. That’s possession of child pornography, which is also a sex crime. In fact, each photo is a separate count. Ordinarily I’d call my very large partner and let him punch you until your internal organs oozed out in your stool, but right now I don’t have time. The only thing I have time for is finding Ashley. So talk. Tell me something, tell me anything, and stop worrying about yourself for ten seconds. If you’re straight with me, you won’t have anything to worry about. If you’re not, I’m going to be your worst nightmare, I guarantee it.”

Walker gulped. It was nice to see the smirk disappear from his face, if only briefly. After he regained his composure, he spilled everything.

 According to him, even though his band, Rave, was doing decently here in LA—they even had a single in rotation on KROQ—he didn’t think they could break out of the pack. There was just too much competition here. Walker—the lead singer and songwriter—was thinking of dumping the band and going to Vegas to try to make it solo. He was the face of the band, he wrote the songs, he played lead guitar. He figured he’d be a big fish in a smaller pond in the desert. Once he established himself, he could come back and fill theatres instead of clubs. Ashley was going to come with him. 

“So you two were going to run away?”

Walker shrugged. “Start living is more like it. I’m going to be huge. She is too. You’ve seen her, right? She’s gorgeous. She’d been looking into some modeling agencies there. They were interested.”

His information fit with the web searches Keri had found on the laptop in Ashley’s room.

“There was just one little wrinkle,” he continued. “She’s always had money—never had to ask for it. She knew her parents wouldn’t give her any if she just took off. So she started to joke about faking her own abduction and ransoming them.”

Keri tried to hide the shock she felt. Could Ashley actually be behind her own disappearance? That didn’t fit with anything about the case so far. 

“Do you think that’s what happened?”

He shook his head.

“No, it was just a joke. If I had to lay money down, I’d put all this crap at the feet of Artie North.”

Keri had never heard the name before.

“Who’s Artie North?”

“He’s a super creepy security guard at Ashley’s school. He caught me and Ashley one day, out behind the bleachers, you know, being …affectionate. He got video of it on his phone. Then the little freak tried to bribe Ashley into having sex with him. Otherwise he said he’d upload it to a bunch of porn sites.”

“So did she? Have sex with him?”

“No. Someone beat the shit out of him instead.”

“You?”

He shrugged.

“I can’t recall. The important thing is, she told me he’s been giving her dirty looks ever since.”

Keri turned it over in her head, trying to make sense of everything she’d been told. Predatory rock star boy toys, creepy security guards, possible faked abductions—she’d just gone from no leads to too many. She stood up.

“Don’t leave town, Walker. I’m going to check out every one of these leads. And if it turns out you’ve been lying to me, I’m going to bring my partner back for an up close and personal visit, you understand?”

He nodded. She grabbed the shot off the speaker, downed it in one swallow, and tossed him the empty glass as she walked out the door.

“And for Christ’s sake, put on a frickin’ shirt.”

 Outside, she called Suarez and asked him to work up anything he had on Artie North and get back to her right away. Then she called Ray.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“I just wrapped up at the school. I’m headed back to the station.”

“I’ll meet you there and pick you up. Don’t even go inside.”

“What’s up?’

“We’ve got a new suspect. And I’d like your company when I have a little chat with him.”

“Okay. You sound peppy.”

“I got multiple new leads while getting hit on by a himbo, so you know, confidence boost.”

“I’m so happy for you,” Ray said sarcastically.

“I knew you would be. See you in five.”

Keri hung up, put the siren on her roof, and turned it on. She loved driving with the siren on.
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Monday

Night

 

Keri and Ray pulled into the parking lot for the Lawndale Division 22 Metrolink maintenance and storage yard. Artie North, it turned out, wasn’t just a security guard at Ashley’s school, but also worked a second job as a security guard at the yard housed just off Aviation Boulevard near Rosecrans Avenue. 

Keri didn’t love the look of the place. Even in the day, it would have been unsettling. But at night, with limited light, the sprawling yard, full of motionless, hulking metrocars, was downright creepy. It was the sort of place she imagined Evie being held when her nightmares got the better of her. 

Suarez had called her back on the drive south and let her know that Artie North owned a van, but it was white, not black. Obviously that didn’t clear him, as painting the thing would have been easy.

And what’s the deal with all the vans? Is every abduction suspect required to have one?

They walked up to the entrance. There was a large automatic gate in front with a security office off to the right. Keri noticed there was no van in the main lot but she couldn’t see the employee lot on the other side of the gate because of the office. No one was visible through the window so Keri pushed the buzzer by the door. Her hand went involuntarily to check her holster. Ray saw her do it and frowned slightly.

“Let’s not shoot anyone until we have to, okay. All we have on this guy is the word of your new boy band boyfriend.”

“And the van—don’t forget the van, Megatron.”

Before Ray could respond, a pudgy, sleepy-looking guy walked in from the back room of the office. It appeared they woke him up. Keri didn’t like to make snap judgments, but looking at him, she didn’t know how he could secure a waist belt, much less a school or a municipal rail yard.

As he walked toward them, Artie North’s whole body jiggled. His uniform shirt spilled over his front, seemingly propelling him forward. His face was pale and pimply and his pale blue eyes watered under the fluorescent lights. He looked to be about five foot eight but was well over 250 pounds.

It wasn’t hard to imagine that a guy who looked like this spent most of his time watching porn by the dull light of a computer monitor and might have to blackmail compromised teens to get any live action.

As he got close to the window, Keri held up her badge.

“LAPD. Are you Artie North?”

“Yes.”

“We’d like to ask you a few questions. May we come in?”

Artie hesitated.

“I should probably call the site manager.” 

“Mr. North, I wasn’t really asking. I was just being polite. You need to open the door.”

He did so without another word. As they stepped inside, Ray picked up the questioning.

“You also work security at West Venice High?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you familiar with a student named Ashley Penn?”

“Sure. She’s a sophomore. Why, is something wrong?”

“She’s gone missing,” Keri said. “You haven’t heard?”

“No, I haven’t.”

That seemed dubious. It had been all over the news. Once they sent out the Amber Alert, the press had been in a permanent frenzy.

Once they were inside, Artie locked the door again and turned back to them. 

“Please have a seat.”

Keri glanced around. Inside was a first-class security center with radios, landlines, all the equipment a guard could want, and a locked gun case. The back section of the building held sleeping quarters, a small kitchen, and a bathroom.

“What happened to Ashley?” Artie asked.

Keri answered his question with a question.

“Mr. North, how is it that you’ve heard nothing about this? It’s been all over the media.”


Artie smiled ruefully as he spread his arm out to showcase the room.

“All this fancy equipment but they don’t allow me a TV. And they monitor web use on the computer so I just leave it on the company website. A guy got fired a few months ago for checking out ESPN dot com while on duty.”

“Is that hard for you Mr. North, not being able to surf the web for such long stretches?” Keri asked.

He looked at her quizzically.

“What?”

“Never mind. Let me get right to the point. We’ve received a report that you have a compromising video of Ashley; that you were threatening to release it publicly if she didn’t have sex with you.”

Artie looked genuinely shocked.

“Absolutely not,” he said. 

“That’s not true?”

“No. Who said such a thing?”

“That’s confidential. Do you ever talk to Ashley at school?”

“A little. I talk to everyone.”

“What do you say to her?”

“Hi, have a nice day, get to class, typical stuff.”

Ray got up and started walking around, as if he were curious about the security equipment. As Artie’s eyes followed him, Keri stifled a smile. This was a standard Raymond Sands maneuver to make a person of interest a little less comfortable—wander, loiter, hover. Having a large African-American cop making himself comfortable in their personal space tended to throw most people off their game. Sometimes they let things slip.

“You’re working two jobs?” Keri asked, forcing Artie’s attention back to her.

 “Yes. I work at the school until three and then come here to the yard. I’m on active duty until ten and then go to sleep but I’m here all night if they need me.”


“Then you go directly to school in the morning?”

“Yes.”

“What days?”

“Monday to Friday. On the weekends I go home.”

“Which is where?”

“I have an old farm up near Piru, west of Santa Clarita. It’s not really a farm anymore but the property is pretty valuable so I try to keep it in decent shape. Why?”

“When were you there last?”

“This morning, when I left to go to the school. I won’t be back there until Friday night, after my shift here ends at ten.”

“Do you have a van?”

“Yes.”

“Can we see it?”

“Sure. It’s at the side of the building.”

They took a look. It was still white and very dirty. Ray went over and scratched at the side with his fingertip. It hadn’t been washed in weeks and Keri doubted it had been painted since it left the plant where it was assembled. She turned back to Artie. 

 “Does the rail yard here have any vehicles?”

“Sure—”

“Are any of them vans?”

“No, no vans. They’re pickup trucks, mostly, and a couple of old SUVs.”

Keri switched topics. She could tell that bouncing around was keeping Artie uncomfortable, which was good.

“Ashley’s been hanging out with a guy with long blond hair,” she said. “He’s the singer in a group called Rave. Have you ever seen Ashley with him?”

The man nodded.

“Oh, yeah,” he said.

“Where?”

“He’d hang around out past the bleachers where some of the equipment sheds are,” he said. “Ashley would go there and meet him after school sometimes.”

“To have sex?”

“And sometimes more,” he added.

“Meaning what?”

“Well, I got suspicious that they were dealing drugs or something, so I started keeping an eye on them. A couple of months ago I snuck up on them. They had actually broken into one of the sheds. When I looked in, they were, you know, having intercourse.”

“Did you take video of it?”

Artie looked horrified. 

“No. I told the guy to get the hell off school grounds. He got this real angry look on his face, like he was trying to scare me or something, but I didn’t back down. I told him to leave, now, and never come back. He looked like he wanted to punch me but he didn’t try. Good thing for him because I was ready for it. In the end he just left. Ashley went with him. The next day she begged me not to tell anyone what I’d seen. I told her I wouldn’t as long as her boyfriend stayed off campus.”

“When was this?”

“Early last week.”

“Did he ever come back?”

“Not that I know of.”

“What about any of that made you think they were dealing drugs?” Ray asked, reminding him why he’d started the story in the first place. 

“Oh yeah. After they left the shed that day, I noticed some vials on the floor, like four of them. It seemed like too much for just personal use.”

“Could you tell what it was?”

“They were all white powder. Could’ve been coke, heroin, maybe meth. I’m no expert.”

“Did you turn it in?”

 “Are you kidding? That girl’s father is a United States senator. What if she said it wasn’t hers and I’m left with all these drugs in my possession? Who are people going to believe? Who’s got more power? I tossed the vials in the trash and moved on.”

 

*

 

Five minutes later, back in the car, Keri drove silently back to the station, lost in thought. Ray finally broke the silence.

“It seems that the stories from Artie North and your boyfriend are a tad contradictory.”

“You think?”

“Who do you believe?”

“Do I have to pick? Maybe they’re both lying. All I know is my brain is fried. Every lead we get ends up leading us back to the beginning. And if she was taken, she’s running out of time.”

“Are you starting to doubt that?”

“Ray, I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

Suddenly her phone rang. She put it on speaker and an unfamiliar female voice said, “Keri Locke?”

“Yes.”

“My name’s Britton Boudiette. I’m a friend of Ashley Penn’s. I’d like to meet with you right away if that’s possible.”

“What about?”

“About some stuff I’d rather not get into over the phone. Please. It might be important. Don’t bring anyone with you. Just you.”

Keri took down her info and hung up. Then she turned to Ray and said in a cynical tone she didn’t even know she was capable of, “Don’t bring anyone with you? In the history of law enforcement, has anything good ever resulted from that sentence?”




 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Twenty minutes later, after dropping Ray back at the station, Keri pulled up in the alley behind Britton Boudiette’s house, flashed the high beams three times like she’d been asked, and then killed the lights and the engine.

Almost immediately, a female figure came out from a back bedroom of the house onto a second-story deck. She worked her way down the structure to the ground level, hurried over to the car, and quietly got in the passenger side. 

Keri felt ridiculous. She was having a secret meeting in her car with a fifteen-year-old girl in the middle of the night. If the kid’s parents found out, she wondered if they could press some kind of charge against her. She put the thought out of her mind and tried to take Britton seriously. 

The girl was African-American, pretty, and athletic—currently dressed in flannel cartoon pajama bottoms and a pink T-shirt. She got right to the point.

“Ashley would kill me if she knew I was meeting with you. You absolutely, positively have to keep this on the down low. You can’t tell anybody that I ever talked to you.”

“I won’t, unless absolutely necessary,” Keri assured her, essentially promising nothing. Britton seemed satisfied anyway.

“Okay,” she said. “I honestly don’t know if any of this is going to help anything. Ashley’s been sort of crazy lately.”

“How so?”

“She has this new boyfriend, Walker Lee, who’s the lead singer of Rave, which you probably never heard of but is a very cool band who just released their first single, “Honey.” It’s pretty awesome. Anyway, Walker’s been a terrible influence on Ashley.”

“In what way?”

“Well, it started with him getting a fake ID for Ashley, so she could come to the clubs and watch the band. Then there was drugs and drinking, not a lot, nothing crazy, but, you know, Ashley’s only fifteen.”

“Britton, you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know,” even though Walker being the source of the fake license was news to her.

Britton seemed to waver for a moment, then went on. 

“Then they started committing thrill crimes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing malicious or violent, just stuff for the adrenaline high, you know? Two weeks ago, they stole a car and went joyriding. They’ve been having a lot of sex in public places where they could get caught. And last week—do you know where the Nakatomi Plaza is on Avenue of the Stars?”

“Yes.”

Keri knew it well.

It was actually called Fox Plaza but it was often referenced as Nakatomi Plaza because that’s what it was called in the movie Die Hard, at least before it blew up. The thirty-five-story skyscraper was located in the heart of Century City, a west-side enclave known for law firms and talent agencies.   

“They hid out in the building until it closed,” the girl said. “Then they spent the night up at the top, drinking wine and smoking pot. The next morning they snuck out. Ashley’s parents thought Ashley was sleeping over at my house that night. I covered for her but between you and me, I didn’t like doing it.”

All this was interesting but if it was getting Keri anywhere, she couldn’t see it.

“Here’s the worst part though,” the girl said. “Walker recently bought a gun.”

“Why?”

“He’s in some kind of trouble. I think someone’s after him, and maybe him plus Ashley, I’m not sure. She said it had something to do with Walker losing some drugs he owed to someone. That’s the main thing I wanted to tell you. She might be mixed up in something. I don’t know. I do know that they were planning on running away to Vegas.”

“To become stars of the music and fashion worlds, right?”

“I don’t think so. I think it’s more to escape whatever it is that’s going on here.” The girl exhaled. “Ashley’s parents don’t know any of this and you have to promise not to tell them. I’m only telling you because something in all this may be behind why she disappeared.”

Keri patted the girl’s arm.

“You’re doing the right thing.”

“Does any of it help?”

“I don’t know yet. Maybe—”

“There’s one more thing that you should know,” the girl said. “This is something that you absolutely have to promise to not repeat because Ashley told it to me in the strictest secrecy.”

“I understand,” Keri said, again making no promises.

The girl studied Keri for a moment and then said, “Ashley’s mom, Mia, comes from a lot of money. Her parents—meaning Ashley’s grandparents—used a law firm here in LA for all their legal work, Peterson and Love. Do you know it?”

Keri nodded. It was one of the largest law firms in the city, very political, with several branches in other states. It had been around forever.

“Yes.”

“Okay, well, they used their pull to get their daughter, Mia, a job at the law firm when she was fourteen, in the summer, between ninth and tenth grade. She did photocopying, ran errands, shelved books, and stuff like that.”

“Okay.”

“Well, Stafford was a partner in that firm at the time,” the girl said. “He was thirty that summer. Anyway, he got Mia in his office one night after everyone left and he deflowered her.”

“Deflowered?”

“Yeah, that means she was a virgin at the time,” Britton said earnestly.

“Oh, right.” Keri tried to keep a straight face.

“Don’t get me wrong, it was consensual, but he was a full-grown man, a lawyer no less, and Mia was just a kid. She got pregnant. He wanted her to get an abortion but she refused and ended up having the child—Ashley. After that, Mia and Ashley moved to Paris for seven years and then came back here. Mia was twenty-two when they came back and Ashley was seven.”

“This is…I don’t know…wild,” Keri said.

“Trust me, I know,” the girl said. “Mia and Stafford struck things up again after that long gap and eventually they got married and he formally ‘adopted’ Ashley. He never technically denied being her birth father but by adopting her, most people just assumed he was her stepdad. Anyway, it was Mia’s idea for Stafford to get into politics and she funded his campaigns. That’s how he became a senator. No one outside their inner circle knows that he is actually the blood father. If the public ever found out how their family was created, his political career would be over. Mia confided all this to Ashley, who then told me when she was a little tipsy one night.”

“I don’t see how this fits into anything,” Keri said.

“I don’t either. I just thought you should know that Stafford isn’t as squeaky clean as he’d like people to think. Personally, I don’t like him.”

 

*

 

After making sure Britton got safely back to her bedroom, Keri headed back to the station. On the drive she realized something. Mia may have wanted Keri to be heading up the case because they had a bond. But when Stafford backed her up, it wasn’t because he thought she was the best person for the job. It was because he thought she was the worst.

If someone was going to end up snooping around in their lives and possibly stumbling on some of their secrets, he wouldn’t mind if that someone was a rookie detective, an emotional basket case, someone who’d been reprimanded multiple times in her short career. If things went south, she was the perfect scapegoat. Keri realized she’d walked right into his trap. 

And she had a bigger problem. She had no idea what else he was hiding. 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Monday

Late Night

 

Pulling back into the parking lot at the station, Keri saw that the media had taken over the place. They swarmed her car until two uniformed officers moved them out of the way enough for her to drive into the lot. Luckily there was a gate separating the employee lot from the general one so they couldn’t get too close.

As she walked from her car to the side entrance, blinding flashes of camera lights and shouted questions all merged together. Even if she’d wanted to answer their questions, she couldn’t tell them apart from each other. It was all just noise.

Glancing at the digital clock as she entered the bullpen, Keri saw that it was well past eleven. If Ashley really had been abducted in that van right after school, by now she could be as far away as San Francisco, Phoenix, Tijuana, or even Las Vegas.

She walked to her desk, noting that almost no one looked up at her. Some people appeared to be focused intently on their work. But other people seemed to be intentionally avoiding eye contact.  

Ray was poring over files at their shared desk. She plopped down in her chair and sighed deeply. Suddenly she felt enormously tired.

“Did that teen Deep Throat have anything earth-shattering to share?” he asked her without looking up.

“She offered some juicy gossip. But nothing that changes things as far as I can tell. What are you up to?”

“Looking at past cases,” he said. “Trying to find similar MOs, black vans, whatever.”

“Evie’s case in there?”

“Yeah, but I skipped it. The pattern didn’t seem to match,” he said, then finally looked up at her. “Do you disagree?”

“No. This guy was much more careful and deliberate than Evie’s abductor. Other than the van, almost nothing else matches up between the cases.”

Ray nodded.

“How you doing, Arrietty?” he asked. She could tell he was concerned. She tried to put a brave face on it but she couldn’t even think of an insulting nickname comeback.

“I’m okay—just tired and frustrated.”

“No missing time lately?”

“Not in the last few hours,” she assured him. “I just feel like we keep hitting brick walls. I know that somewhere in all the crap we’ve been sifting through is an actual clue that will get us to Ashley. But it’s hard to see it right now.”

“Well, plaster a smile on your face because our fearless leader is headed this way.”

Keri looked up to see Lieutenant Hillman walking toward them.

“Anything new, Sands?” he asked brusquely.

“No sir; just looking through old cases for connections.”

“Locke, what about you?” he asked, avoiding mentioning the fact that she’d been removed and reinstated on the case within a matter of hours.

“I just met with a friend of Ashley’s who said Stafford Penn had an affair with Mia when he was thirty and she was fourteen. She said he’s Ashley’s father. It might affect his next campaign but I’m not sure how it helps us. Either Artie North or Walker Lee is lying about their interaction but again, I’m not sure that getting the truth on that question gets us any closer to finding Ashley.”

“We’ve got tails on both of them,” Hillman told her, “but so far neither one has moved. We’re working on getting warrants for the call records of everyone we’ve interviewed tonight to see if there’s anything out of the ordinary but that’s still a few hours away. In fact, I’m not sure there’s anything either of you can do for now. I recommend you both head home and try to get a few hours of shuteye. I’m going to need you both somewhat fresh to go over those phone LUDs tomorrow morning.”

“Maybe I’ll just crash in the break room,” Keri said.

“That wasn’t really a request, Detective Locke.  Ashley’s former boyfriend, Denton Rivers, is bonding out as we speak and he’s been squawking to his lawyer about police brutality. They’ll be coming through here in the next five minutes and I don’t want a scene where he starts yelling or pointing you out.”

“But sir—”

“But nothing. I’m already certain they’re going to talk to the press on the way out. I don’t need that kid all riled up when he does it. If he sees you, he will be. So go home. I’m leaving in ten minutes myself.”

“What’s going to happen with that, by the way?” Ray asked.

“My understanding is that his drug dealer, Johnnie Cotton, admitted to assaulting him. Trying to bring a complaint alleging that he was hit in the same spot on his head on the same afternoon by both his dealer and a cop, all while being under suspicion for abducting his girlfriend? Does that sound like a winning case to you?”

“No sir,” Ray said, smiling.

“To me either. But the less fuel we add to their fire, the better. That’s why I want both of you gone now.”

“Yes sir,” Ray said, standing up.

“Yes sir,” Keri repeated, doing the same. They walked briskly for the exit.


“I’ll see you both here at six AM,” Hillman shouted after them. “We should have the LUDs by then.”

 “You want a ride?” Ray asked her. “I know you said you were tired. Just leave your car here. I could even crash at your place…on the couch. We could go in together tomorrow.”

“Thanks for the offer but I’m cool. I need to stop at the ladies’ room anyway. I’ll see you at six.”

Ray looked like he wanted to say something else but stopped himself and just nodded.

“See you at six,” he agreed and walked out the door to the parking lot. 

 

*

 

Keri waited in a bathroom stall for fifteen minutes to be sure both Ray and Hillman had left.

When she returned to the bullpen, it was mostly empty. Suarez was still at his desk, typing up reports. Edgerton, the detective who loved all things tech, was doing some kind of cell tower triangulation that Keri didn’t completely understand. A detective from Vice was taking a report from a john who said he’d been robbed by the prostitute he’d been with. A homeless guy sat handcuffed to a bench in the corner. He’d defecated on the car hood of a guy he claimed had tossed coffee on him. The car owner, who looked like a real jerk to Keri, seethed as he waited for an officer to take a report. Keri hoped it would be a while. 

She made her way back to her desk as unobtrusively as possible and sat down. She wasn’t going home. And she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep in the break room, no matter how tired she was. There was a teenage girl in desperate need of her help and she couldn’t let her down. Somewhere there was a connection that would solve this case. Keri only hoped she could find it in time.

She grabbed one of the case files on Ray’s desk and started rifling through it. There were no obvious similarities. She picked up another one and got more of the same. She slumped back in her chair and closed her eyes for a few seconds. Then she picked up a third file—nothing.

She stood up and headed over to the windows, the same one where she’d watched the mother and daughter pass by earlier in the afternoon. Outside, the night was quiet. It was approaching midnight. All the normal people were home asleep right now. She considered going to the houseboat, even if it was just to zone out to TV for a couple of hours in the hopes of clearing her head.

Just one more file.

She headed back to the desk and picked one up at random. A ten-year-old black girl named London Jaquet disappeared walking home from school and was never heard from again. That was six years ago. Technically the case was “open” but some pages were stuck together because they hadn’t been touched in so long. 

Similarities to Ashley: female, after school, young.

Similarities to Evie: female, never heard from again, elementary school age.

Keri set the file to the side and picked up another one. It was for a forty-four-year-old Hispanic man who went missing two years ago. His tattoos indicated gang affiliations. The file was thin. No one had worked it all that hard. Keri set it to the side and picked up another one.

A six-year-old Korean girl named Vanda Kang disappeared from the back seat of a car when her mother stepped into a mom-and-pop liquor store on Centinela Avenue to buy a pack of cigarettes. Seven years later, at age thirteen, the girl was found alive and healthy, living with a wealthy white couple in Seattle who claimed they’d adopted her. 

A man named Thomas Anderson, aka The Ghost, had only recently been identified as the abductor, eighteen months ago, in fact. He actually went to trial, defended himself even. The file said that if the evidence hadn’t been so overwhelming he might have gotten off. He was very convincing in the courtroom. He was currently finishing up the first year of a ten-year sentence. He was supposed to be doing his time at Folsom State Prison, but because of overcrowding he was still being held in county lockup at the Twin Towers Correctional Facility in downtown LA. Keri had been there on a few occasions. She didn’t love it.

She sat in her chair, swiveling back and forth, turning an idea over and over in her mind.

The Ghost is a professional kidnapper. It’s a business. And a business like this requires clients, and co-workers, and middlemen. It required an entire network of connections.

Maybe she’d been going at this all wrong. If this was a professional job, and the video from that bail bonds camera sure made it look like one, why was she talking to boyfriends and drug dealers?

If I’m going to catch a pro, I need to talk to a pro. 

Keri stood up, grabbed her bag, and headed for the door. Suarez glanced up, zombie-eyed, and nodded. The homeless guy blew her a kiss. She winked at him and walked out the door. It was after midnight now. That meant it was a new day. And a new day meant a fresh start. And what better way to start than with a ghost.  




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Tuesday

Wee Hours

 

When Keri entered the windowless concrete room at the Twin Towers, she looked at the man who had been pulled out of his cell and dragged there in the middle of the night. He was sitting down so she couldn’t gauge his height, but he appeared to be in his early fifties. Still, she was more than glad that his wrists were chained to the steel table. Even wearing loose prison clothes, the Ghost projected a still, coiled strength. 

Every visible part of his right side was covered in tattoos, from fingertips up his neck to his earlobe. The left side didn’t have a single one. His thick black hair was parted neatly. His dark eyes gleamed with curiosity. He waited patiently for her, not saying a word.

Keri slid into the fixed bench seat on the other side of the table and did her best to hide her uneasiness. She considered how to proceed before deciding to start with more honey than vinegar.

“Good morning,” she said. “I’m sorry to get you out of bed at such a late hour, but I was hoping you could help me. I’m Detective Keri Locke with LAPD Missing Persons.”

 “What can I do for you, Detective?” he purred, as if he’d been awake and expecting her this whole time.”

“You snatched that little Korean girl on behalf of a Seattle couple,” she said. “It was a job for hire.”

“That’s what I was convicted of,” he said coolly.

Keri leaned forward. 

“What I want to know is, how did those people find you?”

“Ask them.”

Keri pressed, saying, “I mean, here they were, seemingly upstanding people, but they were somehow able to find you. How does that connection get made?”

“Why do you ask?”

Keri debated how forthright to be with this guy. She got the sense that if she played the usual cat and mouse games, he’d just shut down. And she didn’t have time for that.

“I’m working on a case. A fifteen-year-old girl was abducted yesterday after school. Every second counts. There’s a chance that the man who did it was hired, just like you were. How would he have been contacted? How did they find him?”

The Ghost thought for a moment.

“Do you think I could get a cup of green tea? I find it very soothing.”

“Milk or sugar?” Keri asked.

“Neither,” he answered, leaning back as much as his cuffs would allow.

Keri nodded to the guard, who muttered something unintelligible into his walkie-talkie.

“You’re asking me to betray a confidence, Detective Locke. That’s a big deal in a place like this. If it got out, I could be at risk.”

“Somehow I think you know how to handle yourself.”

“Be that as it may, I need some assurances from you that my assistance will be reciprocated.”

“Mr. Anderson, if your information is useful in the case, I’m going to write a nice, long letter to the parole board on your behalf, explaining how cooperative you were with me tonight. My understanding is that right now, you’re not even up for a hearing for four more years. Is that right?”

“You’ve been doing your research,” he noted, his eyes twinkling with delight.

“Why do I think I’m not the only one?” she said. The tea arrived in a sad little white Styrofoam cup. As he sipped, Keri couldn’t help but ask the question that had been eating at her.

“You seem like a smart man, Mr. Anderson. How is it that you were caught along with so much evidence that, even with your powers of persuasion, you were still convicted?”

The Ghost swallowed luxuriously before responding. Something about the way he carried himself made Keri wonder what this guy’s background was. She was so focused on the task at hand, it hadn’t occurred to her to look much beyond his rap sheet. But he didn’t have the bearing of any criminal she’d met before. She made a mental note to look into it when time allowed.

“That is suspicious, isn’t it? How can you be certain, Detective, that things didn’t play out exactly as I anticipated? That I’m not exactly where I want to be right now?”

“That sounds like a guy trying to cover for a plan that went south.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” he said, smiling, exposing a mouth of perfectly white teeth.

“So, to business then?” Keri prompted.

“One last thing before we begin. If I assist you and you don’t live up to your end of the bargain, that’s the kind of thing a man like me might remember for a long time. It’s the kind of thing that might keep me up at night.”

“I hope you’re not threatening me, Mr. Anderson,” she said with more confidence than she felt.

“Of course not. I’m just saying it would make me sad.”

“Noted. You have my word,” Keri said, and meant it. “But I’m working off a ticking clock here so it’s time for you to be helpful now.” 

“Very well. How do the connections get made? Sometimes it’s as simple as Craigslist or the online editions of local weeklies. But mostly it’s through the dark web. You’re familiar, I gather?”

Keri nodded. The dark web was an online underground marketplace where buyers and sellers of various criminal endeavors could find each other. Anderson continued.

“If people know what they’re doing, these transactions are almost impossible to trace. Every keystroke is encrypted with state of the art technology. Once you’re in the community, you can communicate freely. One could be as direct as saying, “Looking to have my uncle disappear, Glendale, within two weeks.” Without an encryption key, nobody can ever identify you, including the people who reply to your post. That anonymity works both ways. Once interest has been established, additional communication usually occurs in the real world through anonymous e-mail or burner cell phones via a pre-established code.” 

Keri wasn’t impressed.

“I already know most of this.” she said. “What I need from you are specifics—the names of colleagues who might do a job like the one I’m investigating. I need a lead.”

“I can’t offer you Christian names, Detective Locke. It doesn’t work like that. Everybody has a nickname like mine.”

“The Ghost?”

“Yes. It may seem silly but we refer to each other by them as well. Our proper names only get used if we’re caught.”

“So how does a potential client connect with one of you?”

“A lot of it is run through defense lawyers,” he said. “They end up defending people who get caught. Their clients tell them who’s in the game; those communications are protected under the attorney-client privilege. Lawyers talk to other lawyers, ostensibly for help on their cases, so the privilege stays attached, and the names spread. As we speak, there are lawyers throughout California who could tell you the names of a dozen people who would take an abduction-for-hire assignment, or even a murder for hire. And of course, it’s all privileged.” 

It made sense from a logistics point of view but it seemed too bizarre to actually be true. 

“Not if they’re setting up connections,” Keri said. “Then they’re criminals themselves and the privilege goes away.”

The man shrugged.

“How would you ever know about it?”

“Does your lawyer set up deals?”

The man smiled.

“Answering that question would not be in my self-interest. All I can say is that my attorney is well connected, as any self-respecting barrister should be.”

This guy is a piece of work.

“Give me some nicknames, Mr. Anderson.”


“No can do.”

The words were clear but there was a hesitation in them. He was clearly thinking about that parole letter.

“Okay, forget names. Are you familiar with a guy who worked this area about five years ago? Drove a black van, blond with a tattoo on the right side of his neck?”

“That physical description matches half the guys in this place. I myself have an affinity for skin art,” he said, leaning in so she could get a better look at the tattoo on his own neck.

“What about the van?”

“That narrows things down quite a bit. There’s no way to be sure but the man you described might be someone they call the Collector. I don’t know his real name and quite frankly I don’t want to. I’ve never personally met him or even seen him for that matter.”

“What do you know about him?”

“Word is, he can be commissioned for murders for hire. That’s not his main business though. His primary work is the abduction and sale of people, usually children.”

For sale.

The words sent a chill down Keri’s spine. Was Evie stolen only to be sold to the highest bidder? In some weird way, it was almost comforting. At least then there was the chance that someone actually wanted her to be part of their family, just like with that Korean girl in Seattle. But if she was just randomly taken and put up for sale, there was no telling who would buy her, or for what reason. 

Keri forced herself to focus, shaking herself out of the trance. How long had she been out of it? Two seconds? Twenty?  She glanced at Anderson, who was smiling patiently. Had he noticed anything?  The guard was oblivious, reading a text on his phone. 

She tried to regain her focus.

“How do I get in touch with him, this Collector?”

“You don’t.”

“How do I find out about his upcoming sales?”

“Someone like you, you don’t.”

“Where does he operate out of? What city?”

“I couldn’t say. I know he’s been credited with jobs throughout California, Arizona, and Nevada. I’m sure that’s not all.”

“What’s your lawyer’s name—the one who defended you at trial?”

“It’s in the court file.”

“I know it’s in the court file. Save me some time. It’ll help with your parole letter.”

Anderson hesitated a moment. He reminded her of a chess player thinking ten moves ahead.

 “Jackson Cave,” he finally said.

Keri knew the name.

Jackson Cave was one of the city’s most prominent defense lawyers. His boutique downtown firm was located near the top of the US Bank Tower near the convention center. It was in a nice location but was also conveniently located within a ten-minute drive of this very facility.

Keri stood up.

“Thanks for your time, Mr. Anderson. I’ll get to that letter when I get some downtime.”

“I appreciate that, Detective.”

“Enjoy the rest of your evening,” she said as she headed for the door.

“I’ll do my best,” he replied, then added just before she left, “One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“I would tell you not to contact Mr. Cave but I know that would be useless. I’m sure you will. However, I would ask that you leave my name out of it. I have a long memory for slights. But his is even longer.”

“Good night,” she said, without agreeing to anything. As she walked down the hall, even though they were separated by a wall, Keri could swear she felt the Ghost’s eyes on her.

 

*

 

Back in the car, as she headed toward the station, Keri tried to force the image of Thomas Anderson from her mind and fixate on what he’d said. 

The Collector. Was that the man who’d taken Evie? Had he taken Ashley as well?

She plugged the nickname into her vehicle computer while idling at a light. Over thirty cases came up, just in California. Was he really responsible for that many abductions or did lazy detectives just decide to use him as a boogeyman if they couldn’t make any headway on their cases? She noticed that nowhere in the system did it list a proper name, a photograph, or an arrest. 

She was pretty sure there was someone who could identify him but she doubted he’d be very forthcoming. His name was Jackson Cave. Keri wanted desperately to drive to his home, pound on his door, and begin interrogating him. But she knew she couldn’t and that it wouldn’t do any good. 

When she came at Jackson Cave, keeper of secrets for child abductors, she wanted to be on top of her game. But right now she was exhausted and disoriented. Not only was that not good for a confrontation with Cave, it wasn’t helping Ashley Penn either.

Keri jacked up the air conditioning all the way in the hopes that it would clear her head. Even approaching one in the morning, the temperature gauge said it was eighty-eight degrees outside. When would this heat ever break?

And if she was sweating through her shirt, Keri could only imagine what Ashley was going through. Was she still in the back of some stifling van? Bound up somewhere in a closet? Being abused in some sweaty back room?

Wherever she was, it was Keri’s responsibility to find her. It had been almost ten hours since she’d disappeared. Experience had taught her that every second missing was a second closer to death. She had to find a new lead—or maybe an old one. Who had lied to her since this case began? Who had been hiding the most?

And then it came to her. There was someone. She wouldn’t be going straight back to the station. Keri would be making a pit stop first.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Tuesday

Wee Hours

 

Sweat poured down Ashley’s face as she scanned the walls in a controlled panic. It had to be twenty-five degrees hotter in this metal tube than outside.

She looked up. Four or five feet above her head, at the top of the silo, was a large metal hatch, three feet by five feet, closed shut. The hinges were on the outside. She must have, she realized, been brought in here through that hatch. That meant there must be some type of fixed ladder going up the side of the silo to get to that door. If she could get through it, then there might be a way down to the ground.

She jumped and grazed it with her fingertips—barely.

She climbed the plastic bin, reaching—but it suddenly collapsed under her weight.

She stood again, frustrated. What she needed was a long stick. Maybe it would flip open if she could get some pressure on it.

Then again, maybe it was padlocked on the outside.

A long stick…

She looked around. The wooden boards of the flooring might actually be long enough if she could get one loose. 

How?

They were screwed down.

Nothing in her tub of goodies could be used as a screwdriver. 

Then she saw it: the cans of soup had pull-tabs. She pulled a top off, set the soup to the side, and wiggled the pull-tab back and forth until it broke off from the lid. 

She found that all the screws were sunken into the wood a quarter inch or so, not far in but far enough that the pull-tab couldn’t grab the screws’ surface.

She had an idea. After eating the soup (why let it go to waste?) she scraped away at the wood around a screw with the edge of the can. It was hard going but she eventually got the head of the screw exposed enough that she could get the pull-tab into the thread. Holding the pull-tab as tight as she could and pressing down with force, she was actually able to get the screw moving.

It took a long time, fifteen minutes at least, to get it all the way out. There were ten screws in that board.

The project would take two and a half hours if the muscles in her hand held out, longer if she took breaks. Actually, if she left the last two screws at the end of the board, she might be able to lift it from the opposite side and force them out. That would bring it down to two hours. The flashlight should hold out that long.

There’d be no magic marker on the walls from her.

I’m getting the hell out of here!

 

*

 

Ignoring the silent suffocating air of the silo for what seemed like an eternity, Ashley slowly removed one screw after another. She could picture herself prying open the ceiling door, then jumping up and grabbing the lip, muscling herself up and through, then going down the ladder and running away into the night where she couldn’t be found.

The moment of truth was finally here.

She got the board vertical, yanked it loose from the last remaining screws, raised it until it rested against the edge of the hatch, and pushed.

Nothing happened.

She pushed up with all her might; nothing. She pounded the plank against the hatch with all the power she could summon. It didn’t budge an inch. It was solidly latched shut from the outside.

Ashley slumped to the ground, worn out and beaten. She curled up in a ball and closed her eyes, ready to meet whatever fate was in store for her. But then a memory snuck into her mind, of another time she had felt defeated. 

While surfing in Hawaii two years ago, a wave far bigger than any she’d encountered in Southern California had overwhelmed her. At least twenty feet high, it had slammed her into a coral bed fifteen feet down on the ocean floor. Her bodysuit had snagged on a sharp piece of coral. She couldn’t escape.

She struggled but knew she was running out of breath. Then a second wave came, smashing her even deeper into the coral. She felt it cutting into her flesh. But this time, when the wave passed, she found that it had somehow freed her from the coral she’d been stuck on. 

With her last ounce of strength she’d pushed herself to the surface, her eyes aimed squarely on the dot of sunlight growing ever closer. Her first breath of air upon breaking the surface remained the most powerful moment of her life. It was better than any drug she’d taken, any guy she’d slept with. It was her true north. 

And if she’d found it once, Ashley knew she could find it again.

She sat up.

She fished around and found the flashlight, shining it down into the opening where the board had been. Below the wooden platform she was on, there was some kind of giant rusty funnel. The walls sloped down into a spout that was about two feet in diameter. 

Could her body fit through it? It would be close. She might slide through. She might get wedged in and get stuck. It was hard to tell.

It looked like something might be jammed in part of the spout, four or five feet into it. What was it? Spider webs? Old rotted clumps of grain? It wasn’t a solid blockage and certainly wasn’t part of the structure itself. It looked fragile, as if the weight of her body could crush it. Still, she couldn’t be sure and she couldn’t see past it.

She dropped the empty soup can down.

It rattled against the spout as it bumped up against the blockage, then passed through and fell to the ground. It took a while to hit the bottom. The drop was a long one.

Sweat ran down Ashley’s face.

If she pulled another board out, there would be enough room for her to drop down into the funnel. It was possible—maybe—that she’d fit through the spout without getting wedged in, then fall to the ground below without breaking her back and killing herself, and then find that there was a door or opening of some sort that she could escape through.

It was equally possible that she’d get wedged into the spout, inextricably stuck and unable to move. Her own weight might squeeze her in tight and constrict her chest. She might suffocate or worse, forever be on the verge of suffocating while never actually getting there. 

She wouldn’t be able to kill herself. She’d die a horrible, immobile death.

She screamed at the top of her lungs and beat the side of the silo with the board. The frustration was too much.

“Help me! Somebody help me! I didn’t do anything!”

She stuck the board down into the spout and was just able to reach the blockage. As she moved it around and poked at it, she realized, with horror, what it was.

Bones.

Bones covered with years of dust and cobwebs and stale air. Someone had already tried her idea of dropping down and had gotten wedged in.

Ashley scurried away from the sight until the wall stopped her. She didn’t want to die like that. It was too horrible.

Tears came to her eyes. There was no way out—not up, not down. She was stuck. The fear took over again.

“Mommy!” she screamed. “Help me!”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Tuesday

1 AM

 

Keri’s eyes were heavy as she drove from downtown back to Venice. At 1 AM on a Tuesday morning, the typically brutal Los Angeles traffic was a breeze, but she was in no mood to appreciate it. She realized she was drifting across the lane on Lincoln Boulevard and yanked herself back. She jacked up the radio on some awful-sounding EDM song and lowered all her windows, letting the hot nighttime air whip at her face and hair. 

Someone was lying to her. The stories of boy toy rocker Walker Lee and security guard Artie North were completely at odds. But without evidence to go on, she had to depend on her instincts.

That’s why she was pulling up next to Lee’s apartment. She considered calling Ray but decided he could use the sleep. Besides, if things went south, this would be better as a solo project.

She banged on his door and he answered within seconds. Clearly he hadn’t been sleeping. A suitcase sat open on the couch behind him. It was stuffed to the brim. 

Keri looked at it, then at him, and said, “I talked to the security guard, Artie North. He denied having any footage of Ashley or using anything like that to try to extort her into sex.”

Walker rolled his eyes.

“The little shit’s lying.”

“Even if that’s true, the more I mull it over, the more I think you pointed me to him as a decoy. There’s something going on you haven’t told me about. I told you before, be straight with me and you won’t have anything to worry about. But lie to me…” She let the sentence trail off.

Walker Lee stood in the doorway, clearly unsure how to proceed. Keri tried to help him out. She nodded at the suitcase. 

“Are you leaving town?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Any minute, actually.”

She tried to bite her tongue but couldn’t. “That’s a pretty pathetic thing to do, don’t you think? With Ashley needing everyone in her corner right now?”

His eyes got stony.

“You know what? Enough’s enough. I’m sorry if something’s happened to Ashley but I’m sick of you being here.”

Keri was surprised by the defiance in his tone. He’d played it so cool up to now that she’d been taken in. But he was definitely hiding something. She just wasn’t sure if it had something to do with Ashley’s disappearance.

“Mind if I come in?” she asked after she brushed past him and was already well into the apartment. 

Despite her rising blood pressure, she walked quickly but calmly back to his studio. He tried to keep up, futilely saying, “I do mind.”

Ashley moved to the microphone stand in the middle of the room, slowly removed the mic, and stared at it introspectively, as if she’d never seen one before. Then she suddenly swung it by the cord, in a circle high above her head, allowing the frustration of the day to fuel her. Walker Lee stared for a moment, dumbfounded. Then he found his wits again and opened his mouth.

Hey, don’t—” he started. But before he could finish the sentence, Keri changed the trajectory of the microphone and swung it at him. It struck him flush on the forehead above the left eye. 

He slumped to the floor, dazed. After a moment, he reached up to the spot and then looked at his hand. It was covered in blood, which was flowing profusely down his cheek onto his bare chest.

It took a second for what had happened to register. While Keri waited for him to process it, she walked over to the counter and grabbed a rag she found lying there. She tossed it in his general direction.

“What did you do to my face?” he whined pathetically.

Keri knew she’d probably gone too far but she was committed at this point. She felt wide awake now.  

“I’m sick of you screwing around with me. We’re done with that. Get it?”

The man put the rag to the wound to stanch the bleeding and said, “I’m going to sue you.”

“The only thing you’re going to do is tell me what I need to know, Walker. Otherwise, the other side of your head’s going to get a matching welt. Or maybe I’ll go for your guitar-playing hand next. You lured me into this soundproof studio and came at me. I defended myself forcefully. That’s the story everyone will believe unless you start talking right now.”

Whatever he’d been hiding this whole time, Keri could tell he was about to finally give it up. 

“Look, the only other thing I can think of is, there’s this guy who hangs out near the Boardwalk that me and Ashley buy drugs from now and then; nothing serious, just pot and ecstasy. He goes by the name Auggie.”

Keri had never heard of him before. Either he was small-time or it was an alias. 

“Okay, go on.”

“Well, the last time we did business with him—when was it? Wednesday night, yeah, that’s it—he was looking at Ashley really weird the whole time, like a wolf looking at a bunny or something. I didn’t say anything but I can tell you I didn’t like it. He gave us the stuff, I gave him the money, but then he wanted more. He said the price had gone up. He told me to come back with the rest of the money within the next few days. Then he made a cryptic remark, which I took to be a vague threat against Ashley if I didn’t return to pay him more. I never went back. Screw him, it wasn’t fair. He jacked up the price without telling me. I don’t play those kinds of games. Also, I heard his guys use a van for smashing and grabbing TVs and computers and stuff. Don’t know the color though.”

Keri tried to imagine it. If Walker was telling the truth, then Ashley knew Auggie and wouldn’t hesitate to move closer to a van he was in.

“You should have told me this before.”

“What I should have done before was never get Ashley involved in all this stupid stuff to begin with,” he admitted. “I should have kept her safe. I don’t know how all this got so screwed up.”

Keri looked at him closely. The left side of his face was covered in blood-matted blond hair. But she sensed something approaching sincerity. Maybe there was hope for him yet. But that wasn’t her concern.

“Do you know where Auggie lives?”

“No. But he hangs out in a dive club called the Blue Mist Lounge, at Windward and Pacific, right next to Townhouse. That’s where everybody meets up with him.”

That was only half a mile from Ashley’s house. Keri pulled five twenties from her purse, tossed them on the floor, and said, “Go get that head stitched up. There’s an urgent care clinic ten blocks east of here.” She paused and added, “And don’t trip into any more counters.”


He nodded, understanding. And then he surprised her.

“Be careful with Auggie, Detective. He’s a seriously bad guy.”

“Thanks,” she said as she walked out, not saying out loud what was going through her mind.

I’m feeling seriously bad myself right about now.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Tuesday

Wee Hours

 

Keri called Ray on her way over. She didn’t want to but the Blue Mist Lounge was the kind of place that required backup. 

“Sleeping?” she asked.

“I was,” he snapped, sounding not too happy.

A pause.

“You’re not,” he realized. “And you need me.”

“Bingo,” she said.

He sighed audibly.

“And if you need me, it must be bad.”

“Right again,” she said.


“I hate you, Locke.”

“I love you, Big.”

He sighed audibly. There came a creaking noise, and she knew he was sitting up in bed.

“You’re lucky I’m alone this time,” he said. “What’s the address?”

Fifteen minutes later, Keri pulled up in front of the Blue Mist and waited, knowing Ray would be there any minute. While she waited, she glanced over Auggie’s rap sheet. He was a small-time crook and dealer but had a big-time temper. He’d spent sixteen of his thirty-four years incarcerated, mostly for assaults. There was no record of abductions but he had once kept a girlfriend locked in a bedroom closet for twelve hours because he thought she’d stolen some meth from him.

Ray showed up and she got out of the car and stood beside him.

He looked at the club.

“The Blue Mist, huh?” he asked. “Knew I could count on you to invite me to a classy date.”

They approached the door silently, Ray stiffening, clearly, she knew, preparing for trouble.

Waiting for them at the front door of the club was a pit bull of a guard. But they flashed their badges and after he took one look at Ray, he stepped aside.

They pushed their way past him and up the stairs to the entrance. Loud hip-hop music blasted from the speakers. Keri noted that she was the only white person in the place and felt a little guilty at being relieved that Ray was by her side.

They moved quickly to the back VIP room, which had its own security guard. Ray nodded at him and showed his badge and he stepped aside as they entered.

The door closed behind them, blocking out the music from the main room. In here, a woman on a small stage in the corner was singing Billie Holiday. It was much busier than Keri expected at this hour early in the week.

They looked around. Ray nodded to a darkened corner of the room and muttered, “Mr. Dreadlocks.”

Auggie sat in a large booth away from the crowd. Two women sat on either side of him. Keri recognized them both as working girls. They were snuggled in close, competing for his attention. A bottle of whiskey sat in the middle of the table, half empty, with glasses all around. The women laughed loudly at everything Auggie said and none of them noticed Ray and Keri walking over until they were at the table. 

Ray slid in next to one of the women, who was wearing a low-cut red top. Keri remained standing.

“Hey, folks,” he said pleasantly.

At first the woman looked taken aback, but once she got a good look at him, she smiled. Keri ignored the uncomfortable feeling of being slightly jealous of a prostitute. 

 Auggie didn’t speak but his whole body had tensed up, reminding Keri of a coiled rattlesnake. 

Suddenly the woman on the other side of him, who wore a too-tight tube top, slammed her hand on the table and said, “You’re the Sandman!”

The woman next to Ray didn’t understand.

“The Sandman! The boxer!”

Tube Top swung around to Ray’s side and slid in until her thigh was fully pressed against his, putting him in a hooker sandwich.

“I can’t believe the Sandman’s in here!” she nearly shouted with joy.

Keri had been watching Auggie closely. In the space of about ten seconds, his expression had silently gone from suspicious to envious to fearful. And then she saw something flash across his face that she couldn’t quite identify. It wasn’t until he had jumped up onto the table and leapt down in the direction of the exit that she realized what it was: desperation.

Auggie was quick but Keri had been anticipating something from him and moved over to shoulder check him when his feet landed on the ground. He saw what she was doing and adjusted in mid-air so that they would collide directly, his nearly two hundred pound frame slamming into her. She was giving up nearly seventy pounds to him and knew that even though she was well positioned, she was going to take the brunt of the impact.

She was right.

His body pounded into hers with a force that knocked her off her feet and sent her rolling back across the floor. The back of her head slammed hard on the wooden floor but she used the backward momentum to roll in a backward somersault and pop right back up. She was upright but colors exploded behind her eyes as her skull screamed. 

She realized half a second too late that she was directly in Auggie’s exit path and that he planned to go through instead of around her. She bent at the knees to avoid becoming a tackling dummy but it didn’t help much. He smashed into her and as they both fell, his knee landed in her gut, knocking the wind out of her. She felt the bile rise in her throat as she gasped for breath. Auggie scrambled to his feet and darted out the door.

From her prone position on the floor, Keri saw Ray desperately disentangling himself from the hookers and the booth. He ran to her but she used what little strength she had to wave for him to go after Auggie. He nodded and barreled through the door after his prey.

Keri lay there for a few seconds, gulping down air. As she rolled over and started to get up, she felt arms on her shoulder, helping pull her to her feet. It was Red Top and Tube Top. She nodded her thanks, still unable to speak, and stumbled out the door after Ray and Auggie.

“Which way?” she mumbled to the security guard. He pointed at the back entrance. She ran over to it and shoved open the door, which led to a rickety metal stairway in the club’s back alley. She heard voices.

In the distance, she saw that Ray had Auggie trapped against a fence. The suspect tried to climb it but lost his grip and slipped down to the ground. Ray had been chasing him and was only ten feet away when Auggie whirled around with a gun in his hand. He fired.

Ray kept coming.

Auggie fired again right as Ray leapt onto him. They collapsed in a heap and Keri could no longer tell what was going on. She scurried down the steps, made the six-foot leap from the last step to the street below, and ran in the direction of the men. She was halfway there when she realized what was happening. 

Both of Auggie’s shots had missed. Ray had landed on top of him, pinned him down, and was proceeding to pummel the shit out of him. Auggie’s face was a pulpy mess. He wasn’t moving.

“Ray, stop!” she shouted. “We need him alive!”

Her words seemed to shake him out of his trance and he stopped punching. He rolled off Auggie onto his back and lay there on the asphalt, sucking in huge breaths.

Keri ran over and looked into Auggie’s bloody swollen eyes. He was conscious. His breath was shallow but he was breathing.

“Hi, Auggie.” she said. “We just stopped by to talk to you about one of your clients, a girl named Ashley Penn.”

The man said nothing.

“But now you’re under arrest for the attempted murder of a police officer. This could have gone so differently.”

The man winced in pain and wheezed one word: “Cooperate.”

Keri rolled him roughly over onto his stomach and yanked his arms behind his back to cuff him.

“Oh, you better believe you’re going to cooperate, Auggie. Otherwise, this was just round one with the Sandman.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Tuesday 

Wee Hours

 

From behind the glass of the observation room, Keri, Ray, and Hillman watched as Auggie paced back and forth in Interrogation Room 1. Nobody had said a word to him in the forty-five minutes since Keri had promised him that his health depended on his cooperation. Multiple detectives, black-and-whites, and CSIs were down at the Blue Mist Lounge, processing the alley where a suspect had shot at an officer. Auggie was screwed. He was facing about a dozen charges, not the least of which was attempted murder. Everyone wanted to make it stick.

Hillman looked at Keri. She knew he was pissed about having to come back to the station in the middle of the night.

“You got five minutes, max. If the guy even says the word “lawyer,” I want you to immediately stop talking and leave the room.  I want this guy off the streets and that means we’re going to play it strictly by the book. Just having him here right now instead of at the ER is a risk. I don’t want some sleazy defense lawyer wiggling him free. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes, sir.”

Keri took a second to tuck in her shirt and make sure the hair was out of her face. She had a massive headache and possibly a cracked rib. But she didn’t want Auggie to think he’d made even a dent.

She walked into the interrogation room and said, “Remember me?” 

Auggie started to say something but Keri waved him to a halt. “Don’t say the word lawyer. If you do I have to stop talking and then I can’t help you.”

Auggie scoffed at her.

“You two never identified yourselves,” he said. “I thought you were there to rob me or something. That’s why I ran. Out in the alley, when I shot, that was total self-defense. I have a license for the gun. You can check it out. I didn’t do nothing wrong.”

Keri rolled her eyes.

“Look, you’re going to spend some time in jail, that’s just the way things are. But whether that time turns out to be five or fifty years may very well depend on how many friends you make around here in the next five minutes. So here’s your one and only chance. Tell me about Ashley Penn.”

Auggie didn’t need to be told twice.

“I never personally sold anything to her, or to anyone, for that matter.”

It was a lie but Keri let it slide. She sensed there was more coming. 

“But…?”

“But I heard a rumor that she did frequent the neighborhood now and then, if you know what I mean. I also heard a rumor that she recently made a very large purchase because she was going to head to a different state. She wanted a reserve until she could find a hook-up there.”

“Which state?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who was she going with?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was it a long-haired guy?”

“I know who you mean. That rock star guy,” Auggie said. “No, it wasn’t him. Rumor was that it was with one of her girlfriends.”

This is new. Did Ashley have a side piece and Walker found out? He wouldn’t like that.

“Can you describe this girl?” she asked.

“Nah, man, all I know is rumors. That girl had a lot of rumors about her.”

Keri left the room. Hillman had given her five minutes and she’d used less than two.

Her mind raced. 

Could Walker have learned about the plan and tried to put a stop to it? Could he have pulled Ashley into the van, initially just to talk her out of leaving, but then, maybe things escalated afterward? Maybe things got violent? Walker didn’t have an alibi. But he didn’t have a van either.

She stood outside the interrogation room, turning the options over in her head until Hillman and Ray came out of the observation room to join her.

“There you go. She ran away,” Hillman said.

Keri doubted it.

“Maybe she was planning to but I don’t think that’s what happened.”

“Why not?”

“The girl who got in that van didn’t look like she was going on some big trip,” she said.

Hillman shook his head.

“Maybe she and this mystery girl were headed to the place where they loaded up for the trip. Didn’t Walker Lee say she was considering faking her own abduction?”

“He did. But he said she wasn’t serious. It’s not impossible but it just doesn’t feel right. Everything about this case feels like an abduction.”

Hillman sighed deeply. She could tell he was trying not to lose his cool. 

“It’s almost three in the morning. We’ve been going at this thing nonstop for over ten hours and we don’t have anything firm to indicate that she was taken as opposed to leaving on her own. Unfortunately for you, Detective Locke, we don’t pursue cases based on how they feel. So this gut feeling you have isn’t enough to go on.”

She needed him on her side so Keri fought the urge to come back at him too hard.

“It’s more than just my gut, sir.”

“Then what?”

“I don’t know,” Keri said. “I can’t think right now.”

“Exactly,” Hillman said. “We’re all zombies. What that means is that we’re all going home now to get some rest, which is what you should have done in the first place. That’s an order.” He focused on Keri and repeated the words. “That’s an order.”

“Okay,” she said.

“Sleep,” he repeated, before adding, “but I want everyone back here at seven in the morning.”

 

*

 

Before heading home, Keri made a quick stop at her desk. She wanted to run both Thomas “The Ghost” Anderson and the defense lawyer, Jackson Cave, through the databases to see if anything magically popped up. She was curious about Anderson but time was short so she decided to focus on Cave, who was more immediately relevant right now. There was lots of info but nothing immediately incriminating.

Still, she couldn’t help but suspect that Cave might have information on the Collector. He might even have a real name. Keri had to find out. But how? 

Even if she broke into his office it wasn’t like he’d have a file in a cabinet labeled “abductors for hire.” This was the kind of information that he kept safely tucked away in his head. And she needed to find a way to access it. Maybe she could find some dirt on him, something that would get him disbarred if he didn’t cooperate with her. Blackmail was a useful tool.

She sighed heavily and lost her focus briefly. Almost instantly, thoughts of Evie flooded her head. She saw the expression of terror on her daughter’s face as she looked back at her mother that day in the park, her little body clutched in a stranger’s arms. She heard the cries in her head.  

“Mommy! Mommy!”

She felt tears coming to her eyes and rushed to the restroom before anyone could notice. Once in a stall, she let go, allowing the silent sobs to wrack her body. She sat on the bathroom floor for five minutes before she trusted herself to get up.

When she stepped out of the restroom, Ray was waiting for her. He put his arms around her.

“I thought you went home,” she said.

“Well, it looks like I didn’t. You want me to stay with you?”

She considered it for half a second.

“No, I’m okay.”

“You sure?”

“No.” She smiled and said, “Ray, am I ever going to be okay?”

“You’re already okay,” he said. “It’s just going to take some more time to work all the way through it.”

“I don’t want to work through it. I want to find Evie.”

“You will,” he said. “We will. What you need to do is stay strong until then. Okay?”

She leaned into his hug.

“You’re good people, Jolly Green Giant.”

“You too, Thumbelina,” he said. “Did I say thanks for stopping me before I killed Auggie?”

“No.”

“Thank you,” he said.

Five minutes later Keri was in the Prius. She was both exhausted and tingling with raw energy. She knew she had to go home to crash for a couple of hours if she was going to make any sense of this case. But before she did, there was one small thing she needed to do first.




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Tuesday

Wee Hours

 

Fighting the urge to sleep, Keri drove by West Venice High. She’d heard rumors that there was a vigil going on. She parked near the front entrance and walked over. It was hard to miss. About forty students and teachers stood on the grassy clearing below the main steps, lighting candles, holding hands, and talking about Ashley. Some chatted quietly among themselves. Others spoke dramatically for the cameras from local stations that had set up shop onsite. A few uniformed officers stood off to the side, leaning against the hood of their black-and-white, taking it all in.

Keri moved among them as unobtrusively as possible. These people might be willing to talk, especially outside the intimidating confines of a police station. Maybe she could learn something of value from casual conversations that formal interviews might miss.  

Ashley’s third-period geometry teacher, Lex Hartley, a balding fifty-something potato of a man, said Ashley was a good kid, a normal kid, although he had to admit her grades had dropped lately.  

“Tell me about Artie North.”

Hartley looked surprised. 

“Why? Is he involved?”

“I’m just following up on some rumors. Did you ever hear any rumors that he was extorting Ashley for sex?”

“Absolutely not. I’ve known Artie for five years. He’s a good guy, a little lonely maybe. But he takes protecting these kids seriously.”

“A month or so ago, did he get beat up?”

“Yeah. He has a second job doing security work down at a Metrolink maintenance yard. A couple of homeless guys attacked him when he was trying to get them off the grounds.”

“That’s what he told you?”

“Yes.”

“How banged up was he?”

“I don’t know…a purple eye, a busted lip.” 

In the ongoing war of conflicting stories between Artie North and Walker Lee, Keri wondered if she’d ever learn the truth.  

She pressed on through the crowd, gathering snippets of information from forthcoming students. 

A girl named Clarice Brown said that Ashley had been learning how to shoot a gun. She said it was for protection but wasn’t clear on whether she was protecting herself or someone else. She quietly whispered that Ashley had been doing a lot of drugs lately. To get the money, she’d been taking her mother’s jewelry out of the vault and pawning it.

Miranda Sanchez, the girl who originally saw Ashley enter the van, was there too. She said that a lot of the girls at school were jealous bitches who hated Ashley. They started all kinds of rumors. You never knew what was true about Ashley or what was totally bogus made-up crap spawned by haters. Personally, she liked Ashley.

A junior named Sean Ringer said that Ashley told him a couple of weeks ago that her dad, the senator, was in some kind of trouble. Ashley hadn’t elaborated but seemed sincere when she said it, maybe even a little scared. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Keri saw sudden movement in her direction. A reporter from KTLA had spotted her and was rushing over with a camera crew in tow. She turned her back, put on the baseball cap she’d kept in her back pocket for just this circumstance, and quickly weaved her way through the crowd, back toward the car. She heard a shouted question about thirty feet behind her. 

 

“Detective Locke, is it true that the FBI has taken over the Ashley Penn investigation?”

She kept moving, saying nothing, walking as fast as she could without breaking into a run.

 

*

 

Back in the car on the way to the houseboat, Keri tried to process everything that had been thrown at her in the last few minutes. 

Had the FBI taken over the investigation? She wanted to call Hillman but thought better of it at 3:30 in the morning. 

She tried to sift rumor from fact. Ashley had bought a gun? Artie North had been beaten up by someone? Ashley was pawning jewelry? Senator Penn was in some kind of trouble?

Instead of getting solid leads, all she had now were more questions, almost none of which had easy answers. She realized too late that she’d only made things worse by going to the school. If she’d just gone straight home, she’d be asleep by now. Instead, she was driving through the middle-of-the-night Venice streets, currently populated by dealers, hookers, and their pimps. She was too exhausted to care about any of them. Besides, her head and rib still throbbed after her altercation with Auggie. 

As she approached Windward Circle, only blocks from where Ashley had gone missing, Keri’s thoughts turned to Evie. How could she help some random teenage girl when she couldn’t even help her own daughter?

Then it hit her—Evie was a teenage girl herself now. That is, if she was alive.

Shut up! Don’t even think that. How dare you? She’s counting on you to find her, to save her. If you give up, how is she supposed to stay strong? I will find you, Evie. I will! Don’t give up, baby. Mommy hasn’t. I love you so much.

She shook herself out of it. This was no use. She had to stay focused. When this case was over she’d approach Jackson Cave, find some way to make him tell her about the Collector. She wasn’t just some college professor anymore. She had the full resources of the LAPD at her disposal and she intended to use them. She would find this Collector, or die trying.

And that was when she saw her, right there at the corner of Windward and Main. It was Evie!

She’d seen enough age-progression computer renderings to recognize the similarities. The blonde girl on the corner in the tight black miniskirt had the exact same bone structure and skin color as her daughter. Yes, she was heavily made up and forced to wear a slinky top that was offensive on a girl her age. But she was a match. 

Keri almost retched at the sight of the large, pasty white man beside her, his hand firmly resting on the small of her back. He was well past forty and easily six feet tall and 250 pounds. And he was clearly her pimp.   

Keri slammed her foot on the brakes. The Prius fishtailed to a stop near the curb they stood on. She hopped out and hurried around the car.

“Evie!” she shouted.

The large man stepped forward to block her way.

She tried to shove him aside to get to her girl but he grabbed her hard by the right wrist.

“What do you think you’re doing, you crazy bitch?”

Keri didn’t even look at him. Her eyes were focused solely on Evie.

“You’re going to want to take your hands off me, Jabba,” she growled.

He squeezed her wrist even harder.

“Even middle-aged females don’t get to touch the merchandise before negotiating,” he said.

Keri realized that with him holding her right wrist, her weapon was inaccessible. He was lucky. Otherwise she would have already shot him. 

She stopped pulling and he involuntarily loosened his grip. She knew she couldn’t break free but she’d gotten him to lower his guard. She moved toward him and stomped on the top of his foot with her heel. He grunted and bent over but didn’t let go. She swung around and clocked his now lowered head with her left elbow. He let go and stumbled backward. 

She would have reached for her gun but her wrist felt weak and numb. She wasn’t sure she could hold it, much less shoot it. Instead, she stepped toward him and kicked, hoping to use his backward momentum to knock him to the ground. She made good contact but he managed to grab her ankle as he fell and brought her down with him. 

No longer underestimating her, the pimp immediately rolled over so that his entire weight was on top of her. He pressed his knees into her already tender ribs, causing her to cry out in pain. He reached down and wrapped his arms around her neck. His eyes were bright with fury and spittle dripped from his mouth down into her hair.

Keri sensed she only had a few seconds of consciousness left. She glanced over at Evie, who was standing unmoving and horrified on the curb. Her vision started to blur.

I’m not going out like this!

Keri forced herself to focus on the man on top of her. He was strong but also overconfident.


Use that.

With one swift, deft motion, she raised both hands in unison and jabbed her thumbs in both his wide open eyes. He howled and let go of her immediately. She wasted no time in reaching back and using all her strength to punch him in the Adam’s apple. He gagged and coughed. As he opened his mouth to gasp for air, she slammed his chin up with the open base of her palm. She heard him scream and knew his teeth had slammed shut on his tongue.

She pushed him off and rolled over before stumbling to her feet. Before he could regroup, she kicked him in the back and he fell to the ground, splayed out on his stomach. She dropped on top of him, jamming her knee in the small of his back. Pulling out her handcuffs with one hand, she grabbed one of his arms, cuffed his wrist, and then secured it to the other. She stood up again and placed her foot on the back of his neck.

“Don’t move, asshole,” she told him, “or you’ll be using a colostomy bag for life.”

His body went slack and she could tell he wasn’t going to put up any more of a fight. She allowed herself a long, deep breath before she pulled out her radio and called for backup. Finally, she turned to face Evie, who was still standing petrified under a streetlight.

It was only then, in the harsh light and up close, that she realized it wasn’t Evie at all. In fact, other than being young, blonde, and white, they didn’t really look that much alike.

Keri could feel a sob rising to her throat and forced it back down. She looked down at her radio and pretended to mess with one of the dials so the girl in front of her couldn’t see the devastation in her eyes. When she was sure she could speak without her voice breaking, she looked up again and spoke.

 “What’s your name, honey?”

“Sky.”

“No, your real name.”

“I’m not supposed to—”

“Tell me your real name.”

The girl sized up the man on the ground, as if expecting him to jump up and grab her by the throat, and then said, “Susan.”

“What’s your last name, Susan?”

“Granger.”

“Susan Granger?”

“Yes.”

“How old are you, Susan?”

“Fourteen.”

“Fourteen? Did you run away from home?”

The girl’s eyes watered up.

“Yes.”

“Well, me and some other people are going to help you,” Keri said. “Would you like that?”

The girl hesitated and then said, “Yeah.”

“You won’t have to worry about this guy anymore,” Keri said. “He’s done hurting you. Has he been making you have sex with men?”

The girl nodded.

“Is he making you take drugs?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, that’s all over,” Keri said. “We’re going to get you somewhere safe, starting right now. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Trust me, you’re safe now.”

Two black-and-whites pulled up.

“The officers in one of these cars are going to take you somewhere safe for the night. You’ll meet with a counselor in the morning. I’m going to give you my card and I want you to use it if you have any questions. I’m searching for a missing girl about your age right now. But once I find her I’m going to check back in with you to make sure you’re all right, okay, Susan?”

The girl nodded and took the card.

As the officers led her away, Keri leaned in close to the pimp, still splayed out on the ground, and whispered, “It’s taking everything I have right now to keep from shooting you in the back of the head. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

The man twisted his neck, looked at her, and said, “Screw you.”

Despite her fatigue, Keri’s body vibrated with rage. She stepped away from him without responding for fear of doing exactly what she’d promised him. The uniformed officers came over. As one grabbed the perp to put him in the car, Keri spoke to the other.

“Book him. Make sure he doesn’t get his phone call for at least a few hours. I don’t want him making bail before we can safely place the girl. I’ll be in to write my report after I get a few hours’ sleep.”

She saw the other officer about to guide the pimp’s head down into the back seat of the car and stepped over.

“Let me help with that,” she offered, grabbing the man by the hair and slamming the side of his head against the side of the roof. “Oh, sorry, I slipped.”

She headed back to her car, the sound of his curses in the distance serving as sweet music.

As she drove home, finally headed to the houseboat, she dialed a number she rarely called.

“Hello,” a sleepy female voice said.

“It’s Keri Locke. I need to talk to you.”

“Now? It’s four in the morning.”

“Yes.”

A pause, and then, “Okay.”




 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Tuesday

Predawn

 

“I’m unraveling.” She pictured the disappointment she knew must be on the face her department-ordered psychiatrist, Dr. Beverly Blanc.

“How so?”

Keri explained, letting it all spill out at once.

She was seeing Evie’s face everywhere. She couldn’t stop thinking about her. Maybe it was because the five-year mark was coming up next week. She didn’t know. All she knew was that it was happening, more often than any time since the first six months after the abduction. She hadn’t had any blank time in the last six months. But now she’d had multiple blank-out episodes in the last twelve hours. Worse, she’d gotten violent. She punched a high-school kid in the head. She’d swung a microphone into another guy’s head. And she’d deliberately confronted both a drug dealer and a pimp.

She got a lead that Evie may have been taken by someone called the Collector. A local attorney, Jackson Cave, might know the man’s real name and whereabouts but would never tell anyone voluntarily. Keri was entertaining thoughts of blackmailing him to force him to talk.

Also, she was working the Ashley Penn case.

“I know,” Dr. Blanc said. “I saw you on TV.”

She was on the case, then got kicked off it, then got back on it; right now, she didn’t know what her status was.

Dr. Blanc said, “You have more coming in than you can process. You’re like a balloon with too much air pumping into it. If it doesn’t stop, you’re going to explode. You need to either get off the Ashley Penn case or put Evie on hold. Stop thinking about her until this case is resolved.”


Keri winced.

“I can’t drop the case.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I do, and something ends up happening, I couldn’t live with myself.”

Dr. Blanc exhaled.

“Then you have to let Evie go for now. You have to stop fixating on her. And you have to do the same with the Collector.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Look,” Dr. Blanc said, “here’s the reality. If Evie’s dead—”

“She’s not!”

“Okay, but if she is, setting thoughts of her aside for a while is not going to affect her one way or the other. If she’s not dead, then she’s probably found a way to cope with her current life. The fear and desperation that you saw on her face the last time you saw her, it’s not there right now.”

“We don’t know that,” Keri said.

“Yes, we do,” Dr. Blanc said. “Emotions like that are not sustainable. If she’s alive, wherever she is, the overwhelming chances are that she’s found a way to function day to day. She’s in some kind of a routine. She’s adjusted to it. Setting the Collector and this lawyer guy to the side for a week or two is not going to make a significant difference to Evie in the grand scheme of her life. 

“In fact, if you rush into hunting down this Collector guy, you might even make mistakes that you wouldn’t make later when you’re thinking straight.  You might tip him off that you’re coming. He might slip away. So, clear him from your mind, the lawyer too, and work the Ashley Penn case if that’s what you have to do, then go back at him when you’re healthy and you can give him your full concentration. Does that make sense?”

Keri exhaled. “Yes.”

“You need rest, too, Keri. Rest is extremely important. Go home and sleep at least eight hours. Consider that the doctor’s orders.”

“I can maybe try for three.”

“I’ll take it.”

 

*

 

Keri went home. 

These days, home was a deteriorating twenty-year-old houseboat slipped at Marina Bay in Marina del Rey. There was a fancy part of the marina further west, with expensive apartment buildings and yacht clubs. But Basin H, where Keri lived, was much more working class. Her place was housed among industrial fishing boats and the barely seaworthy vessels of old-timers.  The prior owner had named it Sea Cups, and hand-painted a pink bra on the side. It wasn’t exactly Keri’s style but she’d never worked up the time or energy to scrape it off.

 The good news was that it had electricity, water, a small galley, and a pump-out toilet, and it didn’t tie her down. She could abandon it without a second thought and run off to Alaska if her life suddenly demanded it. The bad news was that it had no shower or laundry. Those tasks needed to be done down the road at the Marina’s comfort station, or at work. 

It also had almost no room to spare. Everything was in something else’s way. If you wanted one thing, you had to move three. For people with houses, the thought of living in a houseboat might seem adventurous or exotic. For someone like Keri, who actually did it every day, the charm had long since worn off. 

Keri went to the galley, poured herself a generous serving of scotch, and headed for the roof deck. As she got to the stairwell, she saw that a framed photo had tipped over. The houseboat didn’t rock much but on occasion it moved enough to cause things to shift or fall over. She righted the photo, glancing at it without really processing what she was seeing.

After a moment, she realized she was staring at what used to be her family. It was one of those posed beach photos they’d done as part of Evie’s preschool fundraiser when she was four. They sat by a section of rocks with the ocean in the background. Evie was in front in a white sundress. Her blonde hair was kept out of her eyes by a green headband that matched her eyes.

Both parents sat behind her. Stephen had on khaki slacks and an untucked white dress shirt. Keri was dressed similarly in a flowing white blouse and a khaki skirt. Stephen had one hand on Evie’s shoulder and the other wrapped around Keri’s waist. That remnant of their casual intimacy flashed through her mind. It had been a long time since anyone had touched her in that comfortable, knowing way.

She remembered that it had been hard not to squint that day because the photo sitting was in the morning and the bright early fall sun was right in their eyes. Evie kept complaining about it but somehow managed to open her eyes wide for this one shot. Keri couldn’t help but smile at the memory.

She left the picture behind as she walked up the stairs to the deck and settled into a cheap chaise lounge she’d ordered from Amazon on impulse. She closed her eyes and tried to feel the nearly imperceptible movement of the houseboat. The photo drifted through her mind again. The Keri Locke in that picture wouldn’t recognize her now. 

It had been taken almost four years before Evie was abducted. Looking back, that was about as close to perfect as Keri’s life had ever been. She’d somehow survived a childhood she wouldn’t wish on anyone to become a successful professor of criminology and psychology at LMU. She was a respected consultant for the LAPD. She was married to a prominent entertainment attorney who never let his work interfere with a preschool recital or Halloween parade. 

And she had a daughter who made her see every day that growing up didn’t have to be about trauma. It could be about wonder and joy. There were pumpkin patches to visit and chocolate chip cookies to bake together. There were furtive, hurried Sunday morning lovemaking sessions to enjoy before little feet could be heard galloping into their bedroom. Those were the salad days and she hadn’t even realized it.

The Keri of the past would be aghast at the current one, gulping liquor like it was water, alone on a houseboat named after a bra size. She tried to reconstruct how it had all fallen apart. First came the drinking to oblivion, then the screaming matches with a husband who had become distant and cold. Keri knew now that it had been a form of self-protection, a way for Stephen to survive the living nightmare they shared, to keep it at arm’s length. But at the time it had infuriated her, made her think he didn’t care what had happened to their daughter.

After he finally left her a year later and moved out, their house felt somehow both empty and too full of memories, so she moved onto the houseboat. She also moved from guy to guy at the university. Sometimes it was grad students, sometimes undergrads—whoever was willing to make her feel good for a few moments and help her forget the anguish that consumed most of her waking hours. 

That went on for about a year, until one particularly naïve, love-struck nineteen-year-old dropped out of school because Keri had casually moved on. His parents threatened to sue. The historically Jesuit school had no choice but to settle quickly and quietly. Part of the agreement was that Keri be fired.

It was around that time that Stephen told her that he was marrying one of his clients, a young actress with sixth billing on a medical drama. They were having a baby, a little boy. Keri had gone on a week-long bender at that news. It was soon after that when a former colleague, a detective from Pacific Division named Ray Sands, had come by the boat with a proposal. 

“I hear things haven’t gone your way lately,” he said, sitting on the same deck Keri was curled up on now. “Maybe you need a new start.”

He told her about his own trip down the rabbit hole of despair and how he’d managed to crawl out by choosing to stop feeling sorry for himself and make a difference with what life he still had.

“Have you ever thought about applying to the Police Academy?” he’d asked.

The marina was quiet now, save for the sound of waves lapping up onto boat hulls and a distant foghorn calling mournfully into the darkness. Keri could feel herself drifting and chose not to fight it. She put down her glass, pulled a blanket over her, and closed her eyes.

 

*

 

Her reverie was interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone. She looked at the screen, blinking away the blurriness. It was 5:45. She’d been asleep for less than two hours. She squinted to see who was calling. It was Ray. She picked up.

“I was finally sleeping,” she said irritably.

“They found the black van!”




CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Tuesday

Dawn

 

Powered mostly by adrenaline, Keri got off the 210 Freeway near La Canada-Flintridge and headed north on the Angeles Crest Highway. The sun was rising on her right and she could see the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in the distance as she followed the winding two-lane road into the Angeles National Forest.

Within minutes, the huge city just to the south was forgotten and she was surrounded by towering trees as she made her way up the side of a steep, craggy mountain. At a little after 6:30 she reached her destination, a rest station and bathroom on a small dirt road just west of Woodwardia Canyon.

Down a quarter of a mile, four police vehicles faced a black van. Two were LAPD and two more were LA County Sheriff. A CSU truck was there too and she could see investigators poring over the vehicle, collecting evidence. Ray and Hillman were off to the side of the road, talking. Detectives Sterling and Cantwell were there too, listening intently. 

Keri got out and headed over. She wished she’d remembered a jacket. At this hour in the mountains it was chilly, even during a heat wave. She shivered slightly, unsure whether it was the cold or the sight in front of her.

The van’s doors were all open. Inside, there was no blood or signs of a struggle. The ashtray was full of butts. In the back, a brown bag full of granola bars, chips, Gatorade, and crackers had split open. The keys were in the ignition.

Ray saw Keri and walked over.

“They were running away,” he said, showing her a handwritten note inside a clear evidence bag.  

 

I’m going to start a new life. 

All I want is for everyone to leave me alone.

If you bring me back I’ll just run away again.

Ashley

 

Keri shook her head.

“This is bullshit.”

“No, it’s legit,” Ray said. “We took a photo of it and texted it to Mia Penn. She says that’s definitely Ashley’s handwriting. Also, the piece of paper is stationery that Ashley got for her birthday. The note was pinned to the dash with an earring, which was also definitely Ashley’s.”

“I don’t buy it,” Keri said.

“Look around, Keri,” Ray said. “You’re on the Angeles Crest Highway headed northeast. My guess is they planned to avoid the authorities by staying on it until about Wrightwood, then hook up with the Fifteen Freeway north to Vegas. From what we can tell, they stopped here to use the facilities. When they got back to the van, it wouldn’t start.”

“How do you know?”

“We tried, watch.” He led her over, adjusted his gloves, and cranked the key. Nothing happened. “The battery terminal is caked with corrosion. The battery’s not making contact with the cable.”

“Hell, all you have to do is work it off and scrape the inside with a key and then twist it back on.”

“You know that, I know that, but a fifteen-year-old girl doesn’t know that,” he said. “It didn’t start and they hitched their way out of here.”

“You keep saying ‘they.’ Who was she with?” she asked.

“God only knows with this girl.”

Keri stood quietly, trying to make sense of it. 

Then she said, “Who does the van belong to?”

“Dexter Long.”

Keri had never heard the name before.

“Who’s he?”

“He’s a college kid at Occidental College,” Ray said. “The van is registered to him. Someone apparently stole it from a campus garage. The kid didn’t even know it was gone. He lives in a dorm and hasn’t even driven it in over a month.”

“He didn’t lend it to anybody?”

“No.”

“Then how did someone get the keys?”

“He leaves them up in the visor.”

“With the door unlocked?”

“Apparently so.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“So, are you getting prints?”

“They already did,” Ray said. “But if she’s with another teenager who’s not old enough to drive, unless the kid’s got a record, they won’t have anything to match them to.”

Hillman came over and said, “We’ve been spinning our wheels for nothing.”

Keri frowned.

“You think it’s legit? That Ashley ran away?”

He nodded.

“There’s nothing else to think,” he said. “I don’t know with who, or why, exactly, but I don’t really care at this point. As far as I’m concerned, it’s no longer an LAPD case.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s no longer in our jurisdiction. County has offered to coordinate with the FBI when they officially take over,” Hillman said. “We’re all going back to cases where people are actually missing. There’s no shortage of them.” 

“But—”

Hillman cut her off.

“No buts,” he said. “We’re off the case. Don’t defy me on this, Locke. You’re on thin ice as it is. By my count you’ve been in physical altercations with at least three people in just the last twelve hours. And that’s only the ones I know about. All this renegade stuff, it’s going to stop. I’m trying to make this as clear as I can because I’m deadly serious.”

Ray put a hand on Keri’s shoulder.

“I think Lieutenant Hillman may have a point on this one,” he said. “We pursued every lead. But nothing definitively shows that Ashley Penn was even abducted, Keri. Meanwhile, we have lots of stuff that suggests she ran away.”

“That could have been planted.”

“Anything’s possible, I guess. But if so, County and FBI will determine that. Let it go, Keri. Ashley Penn isn’t your daughter. She’s a troubled girl but she isn’t our problem anymore.”

“If you’re wrong, then we’re wasting valuable time.”

“I’ll take the heat for that,” Hillman said before walking off.

Yeah, but you’re not the one who will be having nightmares. 

 




CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

Tuesday

Dawn

 

When Ashley woke up, she could tell right away that something was different. The inside of the silo was no longer pitch-black. Rather, faint rays of sunlight squeezed in at the edges of the hatch at the top. It was enough to allow her to make out things without using the flashlight.

She bolted upright. After taking a moment to adjust, she noticed something else. 

A beam of daylight was also squirting through a hole in the wall of the silo. The hole was the size of a quarter, up the wall a bit above her head. When she jumped up, she could almost get an eye to it but not quite.

She needed a stepstool. Rifling through the bin of food, she found some of the soup cans. She stacked them on the floor on either side of the hole and then laid the loose board across them, creating a plank. Gingerly climbing up and resting her hands on the inner wall of the silo, she was able to get an eye to the hole and look out. She saw an old dilapidated barn, a small farmhouse, and rutted dirt roads running through the fields that were long since abandoned and now choked with weeds. Rusty hulks of abandoned cars and distressed farm machinery littered the grounds. 

Looking down, she got a sense of how high she was. The silo was easily forty feet tall. 

She didn’t like heights and never had. She didn’t even like the high diving board at the pool.

There were no signs of life outside—no people, no cars, no dogs, nothing. Her abductor was nowhere to be found. 

Taking another look down the chute, she spied a fair amount of light down below, almost as if it were coming through a door or window at the base of the silo. She hung the board straight down and jammed the end against the bones until they dropped through. With the chute now open, she could see to the bottom. It looked like a dirt floor below with a small pile of old grain. Based on how deep the bones had settled into the grain, she guessed it was two to three inches thick. 

Could I drop down?

Taking another look down, she pictured the fall. It was a long way. She doubted the thin layer of grain would offer much of a cushion. And the chute—was it big enough for her to get through? It would be close. What would be the best position for her body? With her arms straight down at her sides or pointed up above her head? She pictured getting stuck with arms down and then with her arms up. What would be her preferred position if she was wedged in that hole for the rest of her life? She shook the thought from her mind.

Not constructive.

Right now, with only one board removed, she couldn’t drop down even if she wanted to. She’d have to remove another board. She debated her options.

Screw it. I’m doing this.

She could at least get another board out and have the option available.


Ashley was more efficient this time, getting the board removed in two hours. Then she had an idea. Using the pull-off top from a can of soup, she cut the mattress apart and then wedged the foam padding and the outer cotton pieces down through the chute to the ground below. They all landed in the same general area, creating an additional six to eight inches of support. If she landed right on top of the pile, she might have as much as ten inches of cushion. It wasn’t much from that height but it was better than before. Plus, the padding covered most of the bones, so at least the chances of one of them jamming into her on impact were reduced. It was the little things.

She looked at the bin of food, wondering if she should toss some of it down to take with her. It was an intriguing option. But she worried that doing so might mess up the padding or that something hard might get stuck in it. No point in doing all this hard work just to land on a soup can and break her back.

Then a thought occurred to her that made her so proud she actually smiled for the first time since this nightmare started. She pulled off her skirt and top and tossed them down the chute as well. Now wearing only her bra and panties, she grabbed the peanut butter from the bin. 

She might be allergic to the stuff but maybe it could come in handy in another way. She opened it and began slathering the goop all over her body, paying extra attention to her outer thighs, butt, hips, stomach, and rib cage. When she dropped with her arms over her head, maybe being coated in the slick substance would help her get through the chute.

When she was done, Ashley allowed herself a moment to focus quietly. She could feel herself starting to get herself psyched for the drop, like she would before a big surfing competition. Almost involuntarily, her breathing slowed. Everything seemed sharper. It was time.

She stepped to the edge and looked down. 

Although she was in the right position, she didn’t like the idea of dropping into the chute from a standing position. There’d be less of a fall if she got in the hole, hung from one of the remaining boards and then let go. She positioned the flashlight to point into the chute so she’d have a good visual when she dropped. Then she climbed over the edge of the flooring and hung down, dangling above the chute. 

Okay, do it! Goodbye, Mom. Goodbye, Daddy! I love you both. I’m sorry about everything.

I don’t want to die. 

Her breathing got rapid; in and out, in and out. 

She could feel herself freaking out.

No! This is crazy!

She tried frantically to get back up but couldn’t. The strength in her arms just wasn’t there anymore. 

She was stuck with no choice but to drop.

At that realization, her breath slowed again. The inevitability gave her an unexpected feeling of calmness. She closed her eyes for a long second and opened them again, ready to focus on her task. She swayed back and forth slightly so that she could drop directly over the chute opening at the ideal time.

When the moment was right, Ashley Penn released her grip and dropped into a freefall.




CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

Tuesday

Early Morning

 

Keri racked her brain all the way back to Venice. Everything pointed to Ashley having run away, just as Hillman and Ray believed. Factually, it fit all the evidence. Still, it didn’t feel right.  Back in the city, she didn’t go to the station. She didn’t want to deal with the condescending looks and hushed whispers she knew would be waiting for her there.

Instead, she drove aimlessly by all the spots she rushed to last night—Ashley’s school, the Blue Mist Lounge, through the art district where Walker Lee lived, anywhere familiar.  An hour into it, she called Mia Penn and said, “Do you believe that Ashley ran away?”

“I don’t want to. But I have to admit it’s possible.”

“Seriously?”

“Look, based on everything I’ve learned in the last day, it’s pretty obvious that I had no idea who my own daughter was,” she said. “How does something like that even happen?”

“Kids hide things,” Keri said. 

“Yeah, I know, but this was like…I don’t know, so extreme, all the things she was doing. I thought I had a good relationship with her. In the end, though, it’s like she didn’t trust me enough to tell me anything. I’ve been trying to figure out what I did to alienate her…”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Keri said. “I’ve been there. I’m still there. I don’t wish it on anyone.”

“Look,” Mia said. “I’m choosing to believe that Ashley left on her own. She’ll call us sooner or later and we’ll find out what we did wrong. I’m prepared to wait and give her space.”

“I can come over—”

“No.”

“But—”

“It’s not a good idea,” Mia said. “Between you and me, Stafford’s gone into a rage over that Amber Alert. He trashed our bedroom this morning. He thinks he’s going to lose his Senate seat over all the negative publicity, he’s convinced of it.”

“He blames me?” Keri said.

“Just stay away. It’ll pass, but for now, keep your distance.”

“We could review the evidence,” Keri said.

“Keri, nothing personal, but stop!”

The connection died.

Up the road, in a school zone, a black van was abruptly pulling away. Keri saw movement in the back window, what looked like blonde hair bouncing up and down. 

Ashley floored it and managed to get alongside. The driver was a pockmarked man in his mid-thirties with long greasy brown hair and a cigarette dangling from the hand resting on the window. Keri motioned for him to pull over. He gave her the finger and sped up. 

She pursued him, reaching over to put the siren on her roof. Just as she was about to turn it on, the light ahead of them turned red and the van screeched to a halt. Keri swerved to the right to avoid ramming him from behind. She hit the brakes hard and threw the car into park. Stepping out of the Prius, she held up her badge for the man to see through the open passenger side window.

“When I give you an order to pull over, you comply!”

The man nodded.

“Now get out of the goddamn car and walk around to this side.”

The man complied.

Keeping him in one eye, Keri swung open the side door of the van. No one was inside. There were flowers, nothing else. She glanced at the sliding door and noticed something she’d missed before: a sign reading Brandy’s Floral Delivery.

The man had come around the front of the vehicle and was standing in front of her.

“Open the back door,” she demanded.

He did. There were no children inside. Just more flowers. She realized that what she thought was blonde hair was most likely a bunch of sunflowers at the very back of the van.

I am completely losing it.

Keri looked at the driver and could tell he was deciding whether he should be confused, scared, or angry. She decided she had better make the choice for him.

“Listen to me,” she growled. “You pulled out of that side street like a bat out of hell in the middle of a school zone. And then, when I order you to pull over, you flick me off? You’re lucky I don’t bring you in just on general principal.”

“I’m sorry about pulling out like that. But I didn’t know you were a cop. Some lady in a Prius with a crazy look in her eyes wants me to pull over, I’m not automatically gonna do it. You gotta see it from my side.”

“That’s the only reason I’m letting you go with a warning. I was this close to ramming your ass. Drive slow—got it?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Good. Now get out of here.”

He did as he was told. Keri returned to her car and just sat in it for a minute, contemplating how close she’d come to assaulting another random person. And this wasn’t a drug dealer or a pimp or even a preening wannabe rock star. It was just a flower delivery guy. She needed to reel it in but couldn’t seem to figure out how. She still had an itch she needed to scratch. And until she’d gotten satisfaction, she knew she’d never be able to calm down. 

The moment she realized that, Keri knew there was only one place to go and it wasn’t home or the station. In fact, it was less than a five-minute drive from her current location.

 

*

 

As Keri parked her car on the narrow residential street overrun with news vans, reporters, paparazzi, and rubberneckers, she finished up her call. She’d been talking to the Child Protective Services officer assigned to Susan Granger’s case. The woman, Margaret Rondo, assured her that Susan would be sent to a secure women and children’s shelter. It was in Redondo Beach on a neighborhood street and looked like any other house from the outside, except that the exterior walls were a little high and there were a few unobtrusively placed cameras. Susan’s pimp, whom Keri had learned went by the name Crabby, would never be able to find her. 

And thanks to Detective Suarez, Crabby’s paperwork had mysteriously been misplaced and he’d be stuck down at the Twin Towers facility for another forty-eight hours, more than enough time for Keri to write a report that would ensure he didn’t get a reasonable bail.

After some prodding, Rondo reluctantly let Keri speak to Susan briefly.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“Scared. I thought you would be here.”


“I’m still looking for that missing girl I told you about. But when everything settles down, I promise to check in on you, okay?”

“Uh-huh.” Susan sounded deflated.

“Susan—I bet a lot of people have made you promises and broken them, haven’t they?”

“Yes.”

“And I can tell you think I’m going to do the same thing, right?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, I’m not a lot of people. Have you ever seen anyone take care of Crabby like I did last night?”

“No.”

“Do you think someone like that, who had a huge, smelly guy on top of him and ended up with him on his stomach in cuffs, do you think someone who did that can’t find her way to visit you?”

“I guess not.”

“Damn straight, forgive my language. I will be there when I can. And when I get there, I’ll show you some of the moves I used. Sound good?”

“Yeah. Can you show me the thumb in the eyes thing?”

“Of course. But we only use that one in emergencies, okay?”

“I’ve been in a lot of emergencies.”

“I know you have, sweetie,” Keri said, refusing to let her voice crack. “But that’s all over now. See you soon, okay?”

“Okay.”

Keri hung up and sat quietly in the car for a moment. She allowed herself to imagine all the horrors Susan Granger had been through, but only for a few seconds. And when she felt thoughts of Evie in the same situation sneaking into her brain, she pushed them away. This wasn’t the time for wallowing. This was a time for action.

She got out of the car and walked briskly toward the Penn residence. It was almost eight in the morning—late enough for a house call. Truthfully, she didn’t care what time it was. Something about her most recent phone conversation with Mia didn’t sit right. It had been eating at her ever since. And she was about to get some answers.

The second she was spotted, a swarm of reporters surrounded her. She didn’t break stride and a few of them tripped over each other trying to keep up with her. She fought the smile at the corner of her lips. Once she passed through the mansion’s gate, the reporters stopped, as if there were some sort of force field preventing them from going any further.

She banged on the door. The security guard from her first visit opened it.  When she barreled past him into the house, he hesitated, obviously briefly considering stopping her. But one look in her eyes and he stopped himself.

“They’re in the kitchen,” he said. “Please let me lead the way. If you just storm in, they’ll think I’m useless and fire me.”

Keri did him that courtesy and slowed enough to let him take the lead. When they entered the kitchen, Keri saw Mia sitting at the breakfast table in her bathrobe, weakly sipping some coffee. Stafford Penn’s back was to her as he flipped from channel to channel on the kitchen television. Every station was covering Ashley.

Mia looked up and the tired expression on her face vanished. Her eyes flashed with—not anger—something closer to fear. She started to speak.

“I thought I told you—”

Keri held up her hand, and something about her bearing made Mia stop mid-sentence. Senator Penn turned around to see what the commotion was. He opened his mouth, but seeing the look on Keri’s face, he too stopped himself.

“First off, you should know that I’m going to be dispensing with the polite formalities. One, there isn’t time for it. And two, I don’t have the patience.”

“What are you talking about?” Senator Penn demanded.

Keri focused on Mia.

“I know you don’t think Ashley ran away any more than I do. All yesterday and into the night, you pushed for us to investigate. You were certain she was abducted. Then I call you this morning and suddenly you think she left on her own? You want to give her space? I don’t buy it. Not for a second.”

“Frankly, I don’t care what you believe,” Stafford Penn said. “I told you all along that this was a teenage girl sowing her oats. And now it turns out I was right. You just don’t want to look bad.”

Keri studied him closely. The man was a politician, clearly a successful one to reach his current position. And he was adept at making people believe him, whether it be constituents or reporters or teenage girls he knocked up in his law office. 

But Keri wasn’t any of those. She was a detective with the LAPD. And she was pretty good at spotting a liar, even one as practiced as Senator Stafford Penn.

“You’re lying to me. And so help me God, I don’t care if you’re a senator or the president of the United States, I don’t care if it costs me my job. I will take you in for impeding an investigation. And I’ll do it by walking you out those doors in cuffs in front of all those reporters and tossing you in the back seat of my tiny, dented hatchback. Let’s see you get reelected after that.”

Out of the corner of her eye Keri saw the security guard cover his mouth to hide his wide grin.

“What do you want?” Penn hissed through gritted teeth.

I want to know the exact thing you’re hiding from me.

Stafford didn’t hesitate, “I’m not hiding anything.”

Mia looked at him. “Stafford—”

“Mia, stop.”

“Come on, Stafford, enough already.”

“We’re done here,” the senator said, staring at Keri. She stared back for several seconds.

“Apparently we are,” she agreed, pulling out her cuffs and stepping toward him.

Mia stood up. 

“Tell her,” she said in a forceful tone Keri had never heard from her before. 

He shook his head.

“She has no right.”

“Stafford, tell her or I will.”

He exhaled, then shook his head as if astonished at the stupidity of what he was about to do.

“Wait here.” He headed upstairs. A minute later he came back down and handed Keri a piece of paper. “This was in our mailbox this morning.” The paper was plain white and the words were typed.

 

You have wronged me. Now you will be wronged.

Payback is a bitch. Prepare to face the music.

 

“I can’t believe you were sitting on this,” Keri said.

Stafford sighed. “It’s not legit.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I’m ninety percent sure who sent it.”

“Who?” 

“Payton Penn; he’s my half-brother,” Stafford said. “We have the same father, different mothers.”

Keri said, “I still don’t get it.”

“Payton, to put it mildly, is a loser,” Stafford said. “He hates this family. He hates me, because of some events that occurred when we were growing up. Plus, he’s obviously jealous of how my life turned out. He hates Mia, because he could never get someone like her. And he hates Ashley, mostly because Ashley hates him. He knows stuff about our family, including something the public doesn’t know and which I’m sharing with you in confidence:  I’m Ashley’s real father.”

Keri nodded solemnly, pretending to be flattered and surprised by his big reveal.

“I appreciate you trusting me with that information, Senator. I know your privacy is important to you and I won’t violate that. But I’m waiting for the part where you explain why your half-brother shouldn’t be a suspect.”

“We’ve been paying him hush money ever since I became a senator to keep quiet about Ashley and…a few other things we don’t need to go into now. So it makes no sense for him to rock the boat now. He’s putting his guaranteed money at risk. Plus it’s not even really a ransom note.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s typical Payton. He’s not willing to go all the way. Look how vague the letter is. ‘You have wronged me’? That could be from thousands of people here or in Washington. He never even actually asks for money.”

“So what do you think is going on?”

“Knowing my brother, he heard about Ashley being missing and thought he could capitalize on it by writing this letter. But he didn’t have the balls to actually demand a ransom. He just sort of left the option open for the future if he was able to screw up his courage. It’s either that or he figured this was a good time to twist the knife in, when I’m at my lowest point. He doesn’t get many chances to stick it to me. So he didn’t want to waste this one.”

“Okay. But what makes you so confident that he didn’t discover his balls and actually take her?”

“Because when Ashley went missing yesterday after school and Mia started flipping out, I called a private investigator I use occasionally, just to check on him. Payton was at work all day yesterday until five. As you know, Ashley got into the van a little after three.”

“Are you positive he was at work?”

“Yes. The investigator sent me a copy of the building’s surveillance footage. He’s all over it.”

“He could have hired someone.”

“He doesn’t have the money for that.”

“I thought you were paying him.”

“Not enough to hire someone to steal my daughter.”

“Maybe his partner is planning on getting a windfall from the ransom.”

“The ransom he hasn’t asked for? Enough, Detective. I’ve answered your questions. This is a dead-end. And just so you know, I’m calling Lieutenant Hillman to report that you threatened me. With your service record, I’m not sure how well that will go for you.”

“Oh, shut up, Stafford!” Mia yelled at him. “If you cared half as much about your daughter as your career, none of this would be happening!”

He looked like he’d been slapped in the face. His eyes rimmed slightly with tears and he turned away quickly without responding, focusing his attention back on the television.

“I’ll walk you out,” Mia said. As they headed for the front door, a thought occurred to Keri.

“Mia, did Payton ever have access to the house?”

“Well, we tried to reconcile with him a few times over the years. We even let him stay with us for the long weekend last Easter. It didn’t go well.”

“Was he always supervised?”

“No, I mean, that would have defeated the point. We were trying to resolve all these issues. Having security tail him all weekend would have undermined that trust a little, don’t you think?”

“And it ended badly?”

“He and Stafford got into a screaming match and he left early. That’s the last time we saw him.”

“Thank you,” Keri said and quickly left. The press was still outside and she didn’t want to look suspicious so she tried not to sprint to her car.

But she came close.

There was something she needed to do urgently.




CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Tuesday

Mid-morning

 

As Keri sped up the winding roads of Highway 18 toward Lake Arrowhead, her phone rang. She’d hoped that up here in the mountains she wouldn’t have a connection and it would go straight to voicemail. No such luck. Against her better judgment, she picked up, hitting the speaker button on the console.

Lieutenant Hillman’s voice came through loud and clear. 

“Where are you?” he demanded. He wasn’t yelling but she could tell it was taking all his effort. 

“I’m going to Payton Penn’s cabin up at Lake Arrowhead.”

“Turn around now,” he said. “I told you before that the County and the FBI were taking over the case. Instead of following my orders, you decide to harass a US senator?”

“I wasn’t harassing. I was investigating.”

“Keri—” He sounded almost pleading.

“Stafford has a half-brother, Payton Penn, who put a note in his mailbox.”

“I already know that,” Hillman said.

“You do?”

“Yes,” he said. “And we’re checking him out. But so far what the senator said seems to bear out. Everything supports the theory that she ran away. At most, this is an amateurish attempt to take advantage of the situation to extort money. Penn doesn’t want to pursue it criminally. It’s a family issue that he wants to handle quietly.”

“We should at least check it out.”

“The Feds are. And if anything turns up, they’ll pursue it. But you going out there only draws attention to something Penn wants to keep quiet.”

“Do we work for him now?” she asked, more forcefully than she’d intended.

“Detective, stop!” Hillman shouted. “I want you to turn around right now. You are officially off this case.”

“Look, I’m almost to Payton’s. I’ll just check around to confirm that Ashley’s not there. I’ll be in and out in five minutes.”

“Detective Locke,” he said in a calm, quiet voice that worried her more than when he yelled, “you are an enormously skilled cop. But your insubordination is unacceptable. I’m suspending you from active duty, effective immediately. Return to the station and turn in your gun and your badge. You’ll continue to receive pay pending a formal hearing, if you want one. But as of this moment, you are no longer authorized to act as a member of the Los Angeles Police Department. Do you understand me?”

Keri weighed his words, well aware that this was a point of no return. But she’d had many of those in the past. This was far from the worst. She spoke.

“Lieutenant Hillman, are you there?”

“Detective…” he growled.

“Lieutenant, are you there? Hello, hello? I think I’m losing you. You keep cutting out.”

“Locke, don’t you dare pretend—”

Keri ended the call.

 

*

 

Keri parked about a quarter mile down the road from Payton Penn’s cabin, deep in the San Bernardino Mountains. She got out slowly, taken aback by the quiet, the isolation. She felt that familiar knot in her stomach as she braced herself for what she might find as she went the rest of the way on foot.

When she reached his driveway, she discovered it was essentially a wide dirt path, leading up a steep hill into the trees. She couldn’t even see the cabin from the road.

As she started up the incline, Keri wondered for the third time in the last hour if she should call Ray. They hadn’t spoken since he’d embraced Hillman’s theory about Ashley running away back at the van. She knew she shouldn’t let her anger get in the way at a time like this. Sneaking onto a potentially dangerous suspect’s property was a dicey proposition under any circumstances.

But alone was worse. 

Ultimately she told herself that she was protecting him by not calling. Hillman had already suspended her. What would he do to Ray if he helped her? Part of her knew she was kidding herself. Ray would come if she asked, no matter what.

She shook the thought from her head. It was too late for that. She was on her own. And she needed to stay on her toes. 

The scent of pine wafted through the air as she ascended higher. Her breathing was labored. She felt sweat trickle down her back. Keri lived on a houseboat in a marina—the very definition of sea level. The elevation here was closer to 6,000 feet. And the cool morning was starting to give way to the late summer heat. She guessed it was already pushing eighty degrees. And her aches and pains from the run-ins with Johnnie Cotton and Crabby the pimp weren’t helping. Walking was a struggle. 

Suddenly a loud bang pierced the air—gunfire from up above. Apparently Payton Penn was home and he was armed.

Keri confirmed her weapon status and checked her cell phone reception. It was still surprisingly strong. She pressed on, fully aware that she was now technically a civilian with a gun on a private citizen’s property. She was trespassing. Payton Penn could shoot her and make a reasonable case for self-defense.


For a fraction of a second, Keri considered turning back. This was not the wisest course of action. But if she didn’t go up, she wasn’t sure when, or if, anyone else would. How would she feel if she found out later that she was this close to Ashley and didn’t take the last few steps to get to her?

Keri walked up dirt path, one careful step at a time, mindful of nearby boulders and trees in case she needed to duck for cover. She was closer to the gunfire now. It was intermittent, consistent with target practice.

She was far enough up the driveway that she could no longer hear traffic from the road below. Apart from the echoes from the gunfire, it was quiet up here. The tall trees muffled the noise and blocked out the sun. It felt more like dusk than the actual time—9:45 AM. The road snaked up the side of the mountain, leading to the isolated cabin. Keri realized that this far up, no one would likely be able to hear anyone’s screams for help.

It took another ten minutes of walking before the cabin came into sight. The decrepit old place stood in a large clearing in the middle of a circle of trees.  An old pickup truck was parked near the front door. The gunfire, coming from behind the cabin, was now almost at full volume. 

Keri ducked behind a moss-covered boulder and scoped the place out. No one came into view. The gunfire continued. If this was target practice, it was a long session. The guy was clearly enjoying himself. Keri wondered how he’d react if he spotted her, both of them with weapons in hand.

Her heart pounded. Sweat rolled down her forehead and into her eyes. She wiped at it with the back of her hand, steadied her breathing, surveyed the area one last time, and headed rapidly for the cabin. If Payton suddenly appeared around the corner, Keri would be in plain view. 

The gunfire stopped. 

Is he reloading? Is he done and heading back into the cabin?

She got to the pickup and squatted behind it, listening. Somewhere up above, a jet rumbled. To her right, bees worked on a patch of wild cactus, buzzing lightly as they flew from one set of needles to the next. 

Keri stepped out from behind the pickup, stood there in the open for a heartbeat, and then quietly made her way to the side of the cabin, where she peeked through the screen door. The place was pretty much what she expected—a bulky couch, a ratty wooden coffee table with a dusty old laptop on it, a wood-burning stove, a sink filled with dirty dishes, clutter everywhere. Cigarette smoke hung in the air.

There was no sign of Ashley.

Suddenly the back door of the cabin opened and someone entered, not yet visible. Seconds later, he entered the main room. He bore a striking resemblance to Stafford but he looked harder, more weathered. He was unshaven and his eyes were bloodshot. Life had been tougher on him than Stafford. He wore dirty jeans and a loud red T-shirt.  Sweat soaked through it at the armpits. He set two handguns on the coffee table. Then he went to the fridge, got a beer, and popped the top.

Keri decided that was as good a time as any to make her entrance. She pushed the unlocked screen door open and stepped inside. 

“Don’t move!” she yelled, her weapon pointed at his chest. They were only six feet apart.

Payton Penn did as he was ordered. The beer was at his lips and he made no move to bring it down. He seemed surprisingly calm, considering the circumstances. 

“Where’s Ashley Penn?” Keri demanded.

The man smiled.

“Is it okay if I put this beer down? You said don’t move and I don’t want to break the rules.”

Keri nodded. He pulled the bottle away from his lips and reached out to put it on the end table. But at the last second he flicked it in her direction and leapt at her. 

Keri had been prepared for something from him and sidestepped the bottle. She felt some beer splash on her neck but otherwise avoided contact entirely. Payton seemed to realize he had underestimated her but it was too late. She was no longer directly in his path and he couldn’t stop his momentum. 

Keri took her finger off the trigger and lifted the grip upward so that Payton’s head slammed into the magazine butt plate. His legs wobbled and he fell to the ground, conscious but stunned.

“Get up,” Keri ordered, tossing her handcuffs at him. “And put those on. If you try anything else, I’ll shoot you in the kneecap.”

He stumbled to his feet.  

“Well, that was interesting,” he said, smiling, and added, “Are you afraid to shoot me somewhere permanent?”

She pointed the weapon at his chest and narrowed her eyes.

“If you don’t tell me where Ashley is, you’re not much use to me. I may have to take you out back and use you for target practice.”

Part of her hoped he’d come at her. The idea of making him bleed and cry was extremely appealing. But that wouldn’t help Ashley. He seemed to sense that she was on the edge and put the cuffs on without argument. Then he seemed to regain his courage and looked her at her directly. His eyes were twinkling. Keri realized at that moment that he was half crazy.

“Apart from requesting my lawyer, I’d like to invoke my right to remain silent,” he said before adding with a wink, “Now what?” 




CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Tuesday

Late Morning

 

Keri did a cursory pat-down of Penn before cuffing him to the radiator. Then she searched the property, calling out Ashley’s name. She opened as many doors and banged on as many walls as she could without messing things up too much for CSU. When they got to the cabin, they’d want the scene as pristine as possible and she didn’t want to do anything that might compromise evidence. But she found nothing tying Ashley to the place.

Meanwhile, the whole time she searched, Payton Penn repeated the same word over and over like a mantra: “Lawyer.”

Eventually she decided to take him in, but not to Pacific Division, which was a two-hour drive and had an angry lieutenant waiting to confiscate her badge and gun. Nothing that had happened at the cabin was likely to change Hillman’s mind about that. She called the Twin Peaks substation of the San Bernardino Sheriff’s Department to let them know they’d be having visitors.

As she did a more thorough body check of Payton Penn before walking him down the hill, she discovered a phone in his pocket. It was emitting a soft beeping noise every three seconds.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Lawyer,” he answered.

Keri tossed it on the couch in frustration.

“Seriously,” he said, “it’s an alert beacon that goes out to my lawyer. I pushed it while you were illegally searching my home. Since I don’t trust you to let me contact him, I did it myself. So if you’re thinking of roughing me up any more, just know that my attorney will be here soon.”

“What kind of person has an alert beacon on his phone to reach his lawyer? It’s like the bat signal for assholes.”

“Lawyer,” Payton Penn said, returning to his non-cooperative ways.

 Keri left the phone on the couch as they headed down the hill. If the lawyer was tracking it, he’d at least be delayed a bit.

 

*

 

Keri was frustrated. As she sat in the Twin Peaks substation two hours after arresting Payton Penn, she was no closer to finding Ashley than she’d been when she busted through that cabin door.

She had tried to question him multiple times through the small cell in the corner of the room but he just kept saying “lawyer” and repeating a phone number with a 213 area code. That meant his lawyer was based in downtown Los Angeles and not some local bumpkin. The sheriff, a man named Courson, must have realized that too because he eventually pulled Keri aside and told her he had no choice but to call the number. They didn’t want a civil rights violation lawsuit from some rich LA attorney. They couldn’t afford it. 

Then he gave her even worse news. He’d contacted her boss at Pacific Division to read him in, a guy named Hillman, who wanted her to call in immediately. The sheriff told her she could videoconference from his office, where she’d have some privacy. She thanked him and reluctantly made the call from the sheriff’s surprisingly hi-tech video set-up.

Hillman and Ray popped up on the screen. She was at least glad it wasn’t the whole squad.

“Care to explain yourself?” Hillman asked. She launched in.

“Sir, Payton Penn has a motive to abduct Ashley. His own brother suspects that the threatening letter they received came from him. And that note in the van everyone was so sure Ashley wrote could have been forged. Payton stayed with his brother’s family last spring. Mia told me he wasn’t supervised. He could have easily gotten the stationery from Ashley’s room. He could have taken things she’d written and used them to trace a note that credibly looked like her handwriting. If he’s been planning this for a while, then he’d have lots of time to get it right.”

To her surprise, neither man spoke.

“What is it?” she asked.

Hillman looked almost sheepish as he spoke.

“About that—the FBI tells me that they’ve started preliminary analysis on the note from Ashley and they’ve found some…anomalies.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means they’re no longer certain she wrote it.”

Ashley tried not to gloat but couldn’t resist one little dig.

“Do you still want my gun and badge?”

The sheepishness disappeared from Hillman’s face.

“Don’t get cocky, Locke. We both know your phone didn’t cut out earlier. Besides, my understanding is that you didn’t find anything incriminating at the cabin.”

“I only got to do a cursory search. I need to go back and do a more thorough one.”

“And you will, once we get a warrant.”

“Exigent circumstances, sir.”

“When you first busted in, maybe. But that won’t fly anymore. We need to do this by the book from here on out. Give us an hour or two down here and we’ll have the paperwork sorted out. You can wait at the station up there and lead the search once we get approval. I’m sending Sands up to assist. He should be there by the time we get the warrant authorized.”

Ray shifted uncomfortably beside Hillman but said nothing. Sheriff Courson poked his head into the office.

“Penn’s lawyer is here,” he said. Keri nodded.

“I’ve got to go,” she told Hillman.

“Okay. But you’re not to take any further action without authorization. Is that understood?”

“Yes sir,” she said before hanging up and returning to the station bullpen.

Even before the sheriff introduced him, Keri was put off by the lawyer. On the surface, he was attractive. His jet black hair was slicked back like some 1980s Wall Street warrior. He had a broad smile that vaguely reminded her of the Joker from the Batman movies. His teeth were unnaturally white and his skin was unnaturally tan. His suit probably cost upwards of five thousand dollars. Almost everything about him oozed insincerity. Everything, that is, except his eyes, which were bright and alert and currently focused on her.

“Detective Keri Locke,” said Sheriff Courson, “this is Mr. Penn’s attorney, Jackson Cave.”

Cave stepped toward her and extended his hand. Keri forced herself not to react visibly even though every nerve ending was on edge. This was the man who could potentially lead her to the Collector and maybe even to Evie.

“Nice to meet you, Detective,” he said as he clasped her hand between both of his and gave her that cheesy political handshake that was so common these days. “I’ve been hearing a lot about you lately.”

“Right back at you, Counselor,” she said, staring at him unblinkingly.

“Oh, that’s intriguing,” he said, seemingly genuinely curious. “Perhaps we could get a drink sometime and swap war stories, somewhere a little less…rustic.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Keri could see that Sheriff Courson appreciated Jackson Cave about as much as she did.

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“No, of course not. And I suggest you don’t hold your breath when it comes to keeping my client locked up much longer. He’ll be making bail in the next few hours, just as soon as we return to an LA courtroom and show a judge video footage of Mr. Penn at work all day yesterday, including the exact time of his niece’s alleged abduction. It would seem that you wasted a trip up here on a wild goose chase, Detective.”

“I wouldn’t call it a waste, Mr. Cave. After all, I got to meet you. And I have a feeling we’ll be running into each other again.”

She nodded at Sheriff Courson and he followed her into his office.

“Sheriff, I need to ask you a favor.”

“What’s that?”

“Can you drag this thing out as long as possible? Don’t offer to drive Penn back to LA. Demand that LAPD or the County Sheriff come up and take custody. Take your time with the paperwork. In general, drag your heels. I need time to get ahead of this case before that asshole Cave starts mucking everything up. A girl’s life may depend on it.”

“Frankly, Detective, I was inclined to do all that on my own. Payton Penn has been a pain in my rear for years and his lawyer hasn’t endeared himself to me much either.”

“Great. Can I leave here directly from your office? The longer it takes before Cave realizes I’m gone, the more of a head start I can get.”

“The door’s right there,” he said.

Keri didn’t need to be told twice.

 

*

 

She called Ray from the car on the way back out to Payton Penn’s place.

“I’m going back up to the cabin,” she told him, skipping the pleasantries entirely.

“Nice to speak with you too, partner,” he said, clearly as annoyed with her as she was with him. “Don’t do something dumb, Keri. I’m on my way up there now. We’ll have the warrant soon. Just wait it out.”

“Ashley could be dead by then.”

“We’re still not even a hundred percent sure she was abducted at all, much less by this guy.”

“Raymond, would you rather be overly aggressive and be wrong or too lax and be wrong? If I’m wrong, the worst that happens is I get fired or sued. But if she was taken and we slow boat this, a girl could end up dead. It’s not a tough call.”

“Okay, but what if he is the guy and you find something without a warrant? It might be inadmissible in court.”

“I’ve got latex gloves and I’ll be careful not to leave any traces. I was already in the place once to arrest him. So finding my DNA won’t be a shock.”

“Is there anything I can say to get you to hold off?” he pleaded.

“You can tell me Ashley Penn was just discovered safe and sound. Short of that, no.”

She heard Ray sigh heavily.

“I’ll be up there in about ninety minutes. Please be careful.”

“You got it, Godzilla.”




 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Tuesday

Late Morning

 

When she came to, the first thing Ashley felt was pain. It was so intense that at first she couldn’t identify where it was coming from. Part of her was too afraid to open her eyes and check. She knew she was lying on her back at least. But other than that everything was hazy. She didn’t have any idea how long she’d been out.

She took a deep breath and forced her eyes open. The first thing she noticed was that she’d landed pretty squarely in the middle of the padded area she’d created using the mattress. The second thing she noticed was that her head was screaming in pain. Her body may have hit the ground first but clearly the back of her head did too. There was blood everywhere.

She glanced at her aching left hand and saw that the wrist was bent unnaturally. It was clearly broken. Her right leg also throbbed. She tilted her head to get a better look. Something was definitely wrong with her shin. The whole lower leg area was swollen up to about the size of a football. She shifted her weight and involuntarily screamed out in pain. Her tail bone felt like it had cracked in half. If that’s what she landed on, it probably did.

Ashley forced herself to crawl toward the door of the silo. Every move sent stabs of pain throughout her body. Through her watery eyes, she saw what looked like a reconfigured examination table in a corner. There were straps on the sides and a head restraint. She decided not to think about what it might be used for.

There was a small desk and chair by the door, which she used to pull herself up. She sat gingerly on the edge of the desk as she caught her breath. It was brutally hot at the base of the silo and her nearly naked body was slick with peanut butter, sweat, and blood. She realized the clothes she’d tossed down the funnel were still over on the clump of padding but there was no way she could make it back to get them.

She reached for the door handle and a terrible thought occurred to her.

What if I’ve gone through all this and the door is locked from the outside?

She started to laugh, aware that she was slightly hysterical but unable to stop. Eventually she calmed back down, grabbed the handle, and pushed.

It opened. Sunlight flooded in, temporarily blinding her. When her eyes adjusted, she took a moment to assess the area. Outside, everything was quiet and normal. A bird flew by as a gentle breeze ruffled her hair. About a hundred yards away stood an old farmhouse. Behind it was a dilapidated barn. Both were surrounded by barren fields that hadn’t had crops in years. 

She grabbed the chair and headed in the opposite direction, down a rutted dirt road choked with weeds and foliage. She used the chair as a kind of walker, limping on her left leg as she braced herself with her right hand and left forearm. She turned it around and sat when she needed a break.

She followed the road to the top of a sloping hill. When she got there, what she saw made her want to cry out in joy. There was a paved road about two hundred yards off in the distance. It was a long way but if she could make it, then she could flag down some help.

Suddenly she heard the unmistakable sound of a car. Rounding the corner was a silver convertible sedan. Two young women, probably only a few years older than her, sat in the front. 

Without thinking, she called out to them. 

“Hey! Over here! Help me! Please!”

She waved her one good arm desperately. They would have been too far away to hear her anyway, but as the car passed by she heard music blasting from the speakers. They never even looked her way. 

Silence returned to the farm. Then she heard a loud bang, like a screen door slamming shut. She looked in the direction of the farmhouse. A man stood in front of it. He was using his hand to shield his eyes as he scoured the horizon.

Ashley, realizing she was at the top of a hill, immediately dropped to the ground and lay flat. She grabbed at a leg of the chair, trying to pull it onto its side, but the effort required was massive and it took a good ten seconds before it toppled over. 

She waited, panting quietly, hoping against hope.

Then, in the distance, she heard a car door close and an engine turn over. It revved as the vehicle picked up speed. It was getting closer. She rolled down the other side of the hill as best she could, ignoring the pain, trying to get as far as possible from the dirt road.

The vehicle stopped. It idled as a door opened and then closed. She heard footsteps getting closer. A figure appeared at the top of the hill but the sun was in her eyes and she couldn’t make it out. He stepped forward, blocking out the rays.

“Howdy there,” he said amiably.

Memories she’d blocked out flooded into Ashley’s brain quicker than she could process them. She recognized the man. He was the guy she’d seen two nights ago at the convenience store near school. She remembered him flirting with her and how she was flattered because he was cute and probably in his early thirties. His name was Alan. She’d even have given him her number if not for Walker. And he was the same guy who’d pulled up next to her in a black van after school yesterday afternoon. She’d only had a second to register that it was him before everything went dark. That was the last thing she remembered before waking up in the silo.

And now he was standing over her, the man who’d kidnapped her, greeting her warmly, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

“You don’t look so great,” he said as he approached her. “You’re all bloody. Your wrist and leg look pretty bad. And my goodness, you’re half naked. We should really get you back inside and take a look at you. Then we can resume the experiments.”

As he moved closer, even though she knew no one could hear her, Ashley began to scream.  




CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

Tuesday

Noon

 

Keri put on her latex gloves and stepped into Payton Penn’s cabin for the second time today. She walked the surrounding property before coming in, on the off chance that Ashley was being held in some belowground alternate location. She found nothing.

That didn’t surprise her. With his airtight alibi, there was no way Penn could have taken Ashley himself, which meant he had to have help. And if he didn’t want to personally get his hands dirty, it made no sense to have her brought back to his own home. She was being held somewhere else.

That’s why the first thing she did upon entering the cabin was open the outdated laptop sitting on the coffee table. The dust that had accumulated on it made her nervous. That meant it hadn’t been used in a while. One would have expected him to keep in touch with his partner regularly.

A quick search showed that the internet history had been cleared. Not suspicious on its own. But in context it added to her misgivings.

Why does a guy who lives alone in an isolated cabin clear his history? It’s not like he has to hide porn from anyone. So what is he hiding?

She went to his bookmarks and pulled up his Yahoo email account. For a guy who was so cautious about his search history, he was pretty sloppy with this. He hadn’t logged out the last time he’d been online so the page loaded directly to his inbox rather than requiring a password. Keri did a few quick searches—“abduct,” “niece,” “Penn”—no luck. She thought for a moment, then tried “van.” An email popped up with the username bambamrider22487. She searched for any others with that name and hit the jackpot.

The first one was from bambamrider22487 a month ago and read:

 

Re: The Big Game: 

Per our mutual friend, I have agreed to sell you my ticket. It will cost you $20. It will be waiting for you under seat 21, top deck section 13 at Dodger Stadium this Thursday night. If you take it, I will assume you want to attend and that the price is right.

 

    Payton, under the username PPHeeHee, replied:

 

Will be there.

 

The next correspondence was two weeks later, from Payton Penn to bambamrider22487. It read:

 

Per your request, I have a van for the game. It is in the recommended lot. Keys taped to driver side front inner tire. 

 

The next correspondence was a week ago, from bambamrider22487 to Payton Penn:

 

The game is a week from today. 1500-West. Please confirm. This will be last chance to skip attending.

 

Payton replied an hour later:

 

Confirmed.

 

Some of it was easy to figure out. The big game was obviously the abduction. She suspected that the $20 price meant $20,000 to take Ashley. The van was self-explanatory. 1500-West was almost certainly military time for 3 PM at West Venice High. 

But if Payton was at the Dodgers game, he already had a ticket. So what was the “ticket” left under the seat? Then it hit her. There was something in one of the emails saying “Per your request, I have a van for the game.”

But there hadn’t been any email correspondence requesting a van. It must have come verbally. The “ticket” was a phone, most likely a burner. Keri glanced at Payton’s cell phone lying on the couch where she’d tossed it earlier. It was a fancy Android—definitely not a burner. That meant the other one was somewhere else in the house, probably well hidden considering its sensitive nature.

Keri closed the laptop and looked around the room. She tried to put herself in Payton Penn’s shoes. Where would he hide the phone? 

He’s careful enough to know it needs to be hidden. He cleared his search history. But he also left his e-mail accessible. He was smart enough to put some kind of emergency call beacon on his phone to reach his lawyer. But he also admitted that to me. This man is a combination of paranoid, sloppy, lazy, and cocky. Where would a guy like that leave his phone?

It occurred to her that he’d want it easily accessible wherever he was in the small cabin but not personally on him. It was probably in this room. As her eyes scanned her surroundings, Keri imagined Payton rushing over to grab the ringing phone, hoping to get to it before it went to voicemail. 

Close but not too close.

And then her eyes fell on the one item in the cabin that didn’t look like it belonged to Payton Penn. On the mantel above the fireplace, between an empty beer can and an empty DVD case for something called Barely Legal: Volume 23, was a small antique clock, about the size of a tissue box, with ornate Roman numerals on the face. It didn’t strike Keri as Payton’s style. In addition, it read 6:37 and the time right now was 12:09.

She walked over and picked it up. It was much lighter than she expected and she could hear a rattle inside. She felt around the edges until her finger brushed against a small indentation in the wood on the bottom. She pushed it and the entire underside of the clock popped off. Inside was a small cubby holding a cheap flip phone. 

Keri took it out and looked at the call log. Starting three weeks ago, several calls came to Payton from different phone numbers. She dialed them one by one. The first one was a payphone. The second one was a different payphone; same for the third, and the fourth. Then, on the seventh number, after six rings, the call went to a brief voicemail. 

“Leave a message.” The voice was bland and unremarkable, but Keri knew this had to be Ashley’s abductor. She put all the numbers in her own phone, carefully returned Payton’s to the clock, put it back on the mantel, and left the cabin.

Once back in her car and driving down Payton’s endless driveway, she made three calls. The first was to Detective Edgerton, back at the station. He was the tech guru of the unit. She gave him all the numbers and asked him to trace their locations. She also gave him the Yahoo user name “bambamrider22487.” She was almost certain it was an anonymous account. This guy was much more careful than Payton.  Then she put Edgerton on hold while she called Sheriff Courson. She kept it short and to the point.

“Sheriff, I’m headed out of town but I realized no one has secured Payton Penn’s cabin. Our CSU team won’t be there for another hour or so. I would hate for anyone, say a fancy LA lawyer, to head out there and ‘clean up’ the place. Maybe you could have one of your people secure it until our team gets there.”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea, Detective,” Courson agreed. “We’ll have someone out there in ten minutes.

“Thank you,” she said before switching back to Edgerton, who was ready with the information she needed.

Her next call was to Ray but it went straight to voicemail. That wasn’t a shock as he was probably making his way up through the mountains to Twin Peaks right now and in an area with limited service. She left a message anyway.

“Ray. I hope you get this soon. Payton Penn is involved. I found e-mails between him and a hired kidnapper in the cabin. I also found a burner phone with numbers in the log. Edgerton traced them for me. The last one had an address and a name—Alan Jack Pachanga, thirty-two. He’s been in and out of lockup since he was a teenager, mostly for assault, armed robbery, and other good stuff. But he’s stayed off the radar for the last couple of years. He lives on a farm near Acton. Edgerton can give you the exact details if you call him. I’m headed there now. At this time of day, with sirens, I figure it’ll take me a little over an hour. Maybe you want to join me? I’ll try to hold off until you get there. But you know me, always doing something dumb.”

She hung up and tossed the phone on the passenger seat, realizing she must still be a little pissed at her partner for not backing her up earlier. Or was there something more to it?

She pushed the thought out of her head. They’d work out their issues later.

As Keri pulled onto Highway 138 and headed west, she put the siren on her roof and gunned the accelerator, going as fast as the mountain road would allow. 

Hold on, Ashley. I’m coming.




CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

Tuesday

Early Afternoon

 

The quickest way to Acton from Twin Peaks was to take Highway 138 west as it cut through and skirted just north of the Angeles National Forest. Much of the way was only two lanes but with her siren on, drivers pulled quickly to the side and she was able to make decent time. In just over an hour she had merged with Highway 14 in the Antelope Valley and was nearing the outskirts of Acton, where Pachanga’s farm was located.

She passed the entrance to the place, which was gated and locked with a chain, and drove another quarter mile before turning around. She pulled off the road about a hundred yards from the farm and eased the Prius along the dirt shoulder, settling behind an overgrown high patch of bushes that would hide it pretty well unless someone got close.

She got out her binoculars and tried to get a sense of the farm. Unfortunately, the dirt road—more of a trail really—led up a hill and she couldn’t see what was on the other side of the rise.

She grabbed her phone to call Ray, whom she hadn’t heard from.  Only then did she realize why. Now she didn’t have cell service. It wasn’t really a shock so far out. In retrospect, she should have called him when she was passing near Palmdale, where she surely would have had reception.

She noticed the blinking envelope icon and realized she had a text, although she hadn’t heard it come in. It was from Ray and read:

 “Arrived Twin Peaks. Got your message. En route to farm. Don’t be stupid. Wait for me.” 

The timestamp was 1:03, about a half hour ago. If he drove as quickly as she did, he would arrive in about thirty minutes, at just after two. Could she wait that long?

Keri’s thoughts went to Jackson Cave. Payton Penn had obviously spoken to him. What if he’d told Cave to contact Pachanga and tell him that capture was imminent and he should dispose of any evidence of their crime, including Ashley? It wasn’t a far-fetched concern. If that had happened, she might already be too late. Waiting another half hour would be irresponsible. 

She had no choice.

She had to go in. 

 

*

 

Keri grabbed her gun and binoculars, put on her bulletproof vest and a pair of sunglasses, and walked across the quiet road to Pachanga’s property.

Arriving at the gate to the farm, Keri noted that while it and the chain were rusted over, the padlock for them was shiny and brand new. A grungy sign read:

Private Property.

No Trespassing.

Rather than try to climb over it, she shimmied between the barbed wire fencing that ran along the entire property and started up the hill. She didn’t walk on the road itself, in case a car suddenly appeared, but about ten yards next to it, where she could drop into the dense shrubbery to hide.

When she neared the top of the hill, Keri got on her stomach and crawled the rest of the way. She poked her head up and saw the entire area. 

At one time, it must have been a working farm. There were marked fields, a grain silo, a barn, and a farmhouse. But it clearly hadn’t been used for that purpose in many years. The fields were littered with weeds and several old tractors, silently standing guard. It fact, multiple rusted-out vehicles dotted the property. None appeared to be operational. The barn looked to be falling apart. And the silo was rusted over. A dry creek bed cut the middle of the property in half. 

There wasn’t much cover for her to get down the hill and look around. She’d have to crawl another fifty yards through the brush before reaching a wooded area that ran along the creek to the farmhouse. From there she could use some of the trees and abandoned cars to hide her approach to the silo and the barn. It would be slow going but she could do it.

She checked her phone one last time—still no signal. She put it on silent as a precaution, slid the binoculars into her pocket, and started down the hill.

Ten minutes later, she reached the farmhouse. The front door was shut and locked. She circled the house, crouching, peering into windows, but didn’t see any movement. She headed for the barn, darting behind a wheel-less station wagon and several trees along the way. 

She reached the entrance and looked in. She didn’t see anyone but in the middle of the barn, right below the hayloft, was a shiny red pickup truck.

Pachanga must be here somewhere! 

He must have put the vehicle here in the barn to keep it hidden from the road. She carefully made her way over to it and looked in the open window. The keys were in the ignition.

Keri quietly pulled them out and shoved them in her pants pocket. At least now, if she found Ashley, she had a way to get her out. And unless one of those tractors could be fired up, Pachanga wouldn’t have a way to follow.

A loud metal banging sound shook her out her self-congratulatory daydream.

She hurried back out and around the barn to see where it had come from. 

A man was working his way down the ladder fixed on the side of the silo. The sound must have been him closing the hatch at the top. She couldn’t see his face but his hair was sun-bleached blond. He wore jeans, work boots and a white T-shirt that contrasted with his deeply tanned skin. From what Keri could tell, he wasn’t especially tall, maybe five-ten. But his frame was thick and muscular. She guessed he weighed over 200 pounds and his biceps burst against the sleeves of his shirt.

Keri couldn’t help but wonder if this was the Collector. Was this the man who had taken Evie? He was blond and she had thought she saw blond hair under the cap of Evie’s abductor. But that man had a tattoo on his neck and Pachanga clearly didn’t. 

Of course, hair could be changed and tattoos removed. But something didn’t match. This guy looked to be younger, somewhere around thirty. So he would have been in his mid-twenties when Evie was taken. But Keri remembered there were wrinkles near the outside of the other man’s eyes—a detail she hadn’t recalled until this very moment. Evie’s abductor was probably forty or older.

Keri felt herself sliding into one of her mournful reveries and shook herself out of it. This wasn’t the time or the place. She had a job to do and she couldn’t afford to have a grief blackout right now.

Pachanga reached the bottom of the ladder and turned around, wiping the sweat from his brow with his forearm. Keri was stunned at how handsome he was. He had azure blue eyes and a crooked smile. It wasn’t hard to imagine Ashley approaching the van just to get a closer look at him.  

Pachanga glanced around the property for a moment, then disappeared into the base of the silo through a metal door that he closed behind him.

Keri moved quickly through the trees until she was just outside the door. There were no windows in the silo and she was pretty sure she couldn’t be detected. She placed her ear to the door and slowed her breathing so it wouldn’t interfere with her hearing.  

She could identify a voice. It was male and the words were low and calm. She couldn’t understand what he was saying but he sounded almost playful. Then she heard another voice—louder, scared and female. She was mostly whimpering but spoke intermittently. Her words were slurred, like she’d been drugged. Keri couldn’t understand much of what she said. But two were clear:

“Please! No!”

 Keri checked her weapon, removed the safety, took a long, slow, deep breath, and then quietly and slowly turned the door handle. She pulled the door open just enough to peek inside. She could hardly believe her eyes.

Ashley Penn was lying on what looked to be a doctor’s examination table, propped up forty-five degrees at the head. Her legs were strapped into stirrups and her arms were stretched down to the base of the table with leather straps. Her head was stuck in some kind of vise that prevented her from moving it. She was wearing only panties and a bra and her entire body was caked in blood and some brown substance. Something was wrong with her left wrist, which hung limply in its strap. Her right lower leg also looked bad. It was a deep purple and horribly swollen. A device next to the table beeped and Keri saw each strap tighten and pull on Ashley’s limbs about a half inch. She screamed in pain.

It’s like some automated version of the medieval rack. If this goes on much longer, her arms and legs will be ripped from her body.

Keri forced herself not to run right over to the girl. There was no sign of Pachanga. Keri poked her head around the door to see if he was hiding behind it—nothing. Then she noticed another door a few feet behind the table. It was slightly ajar. He must have gone in there. 

Keri looked back at Ashley and saw that the girl was looking directly back at her. Keri put her finger to her lips to indicate silence and stepped inside. Ashley seemed to be desperately trying to form a word without success. Keri glanced at the little table by the door and noticed a small black-and-white monitor on it.

As she stared at it, trying to identify the image on the screen, Ashley managed to blurt out one word:

“Beeyyind!”

Everything after that seemed to happen all at once. Keri realized the monitor was connected to a security camera that was trained on the main silo door. And as she processed that Pachanga must have seen her on it, Ashley’s single word became clear in her head.

Behind!

At that moment, on the monitor, she saw an image flash into view and realized it was Alan Jack Pachanga—and that he was right behind her.




 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Tuesday

Early Afternoon

 

Keri saw the lead pipe in Pachanga’s hands on the monitor. He was holding it overhead, preparing to swing it down toward her gun hand, hoping to knock the weapon loose and shatter her forearm in the process.

She spun quickly to her right. The pipe came down hard where her hand used to be but now it was her left shoulder there. She felt a crunch as her collarbone gave way. She fell backward to the ground, screaming in pain, temporarily blinded by bright white flashes of agony.

As her vision cleared, she saw Pachanga bearing down on her, only steps away. She raised her right hand and fired. His howl told her she’d hit him but she wasn’t sure where. He collapsed on top of her and rolled to the floor beside her. For half a second she thought he was dead.

But he wasn’t. She saw him clutching at his right leg and realized she’d hit him in the upper thigh. She pulled the gun across her body to take a second shot. But he saw her move, grabbed the pipe, and swung it at her, knocking it out of her hand along with the pipe. Both went flying off across the silo floor and stopped under the table Ashley was lying on.

Pachanga leapt at her. Before Keri could stop him, the man had grabbed her arms, pinned them to the ground, and was climbing on top of her. He was unbelievably strong.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am. Sorry it’s under less than preferable circumstances,” he said before punching her in the face.

Keri felt her eye socket crack and once again a shower of light exploded in her brain. She prepared for a second punch but it didn’t come. Another scream from the corner of the room told Keri that Ashley’s limbs had been pulled another half inch apart. She looked up through watery eyes to see Pachanga smiling down at her.

“You know, you’re real pretty for a lady of your advanced years. I was supposed to keep the specimen over there unsullied for negotiating purposes. I could only do limited experiments. But I don’t have any such limitations with you. I think I may have to make you my special experiment, if you know what I mean. Do you know what I mean?”

Amazingly, he was smiling warmly, as if he’d just asked her out for a cup of coffee. Keri didn’t respond, which seemed to make him unhappy. His wide grin twisted into an ugly grimace. Without warning he reared back and punched Keri in the rib, the very same one that was already throbbing from her struggle with Johnnie Cotton. 

If it wasn’t broken before, it definitely was now. Keri gasped for air, so shot through with pain that she didn’t know where to focus. She could hear Pachanga talking but his words were drowned out by the roar of anguish in her own head.

“…gonna get to see my True Self. Not many specimens have had the privilege. But I can tell you’re special. You found my Home Base all on your own. That must mean you chose to be here with me. I’m flattered.”

Keri feared she was going to pass out. If that happened, it was over. She had to do something fast to change the dynamic. Pachanga was prattling on in some kind of delusional ecstasy, talking about home bases and true selves. She didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. His eyes were bright with madness and he was drooling slightly. He seemed oblivious to his leg wound, which was bleeding profusely. The wound—she had an idea.

“Hey,” she said, interrupting his speech. “Why don’t you shut it, you pathetic little loser.”

The rapturous fervor in his eyes disappeared, replaced by fury.

He raised his fist above his head again, ready to pummel her once more. But this time when he did, Keri dug her thumb hard into his bullet wound. He fell off her to the ground. Keri was prepared for that and rolled with him, keeping her thumb in the hole in his flesh, digging hard, rooting around, refusing to break contact. With her left hand, she pulled the pickup truck keys from her pocket, bunched them together and, ignoring the lightning bolt of pain that rocked her from shoulder to fingertip, jabbed down hard at Pachanga’s face. She got him once in the cheek, ripping a gaping hole in it, and once in the left eye before he managed to break free and scramble away.

As he did, Keri used the table to pull herself to her feet. She looked at her assailant. He was curled up in a ball, his hands to his face, blood pouring through his fingers. She started to make a move toward the gun but as she did, Pachanga dropped his hands and stared at her with his one working eye. He knew what she was after and he wasn’t going to let her get to it. Ashley screamed again as the machine stretched her limbs once more.

There were no good choices here so Keri made the only one she could. She turned and ran out the silo door.

 

*

 

She waited until she’d made it about fifty yards before glancing back at the silo. She knew she’d never be able to reach the gun. Her only chance to save Ashley and herself was to draw Pachanga away from the girl; to keep his focus on her. 

When she looked around, he was nowhere in sight.

Oh God, it didn’t work. He’s staying with her. He’s going to kill her. 

She had to do something.

“Hey, Alan,” she yelled, “what’s wrong? You giving up? Can’t handle a real woman? Don’t know what to do unless they’re tied down? I guess we’re seeing your True Self now. And it looks like he’s a wuss.”

She stood there, waiting for some response, praying for some kind of reaction. Nothing. He wasn’t biting.

And then he was in the doorway. He leaned against it for support. He’d taken off his T-shirt and tied it around his leg wound. There was nothing he could do about his face, which was a mask of blood on the left side and mostly clean on the right. He looked like Halloween come to life. 

He stumbled after her, lumbering slowly but with purpose. She staggered ahead of him toward the barn, ignoring her shoulder and her ribs and her face, all of which throbbed remorselessly. When she reached the barn she turned around again.

“Come on, lover,” she shouted, “don’t you want me? You can’t make me scream if you can’t catch me. I thought you were supposed to be in charge, big boy. But you seem like a little weakling to me.”

Pachanga stopped for second beside an old sedan, resting his arm on it to keep from falling. Keri thought he was going to say something. Instead, he pulled a gun—her gun—out from the back of his waistband and aimed it at her.

That must have been what took him so long to come out of the silo. He’d gone back for her gun. He aimed it at her and fired. She darted safely behind the side of the barn and rushed inside. She got into the pickup truck and fumbled for the key before finally managing to shove it in the ignition. She turned it and felt a wave of relief as it roared to life.

Her left arm was mostly useless so she had to reach across her body to close the door. She put the car in drive, hit the accelerator, and smashed thought the back wall of the barn in the direction she’d last seen Pachanga.

She’d hoped he was close enough that she could just run him over. But he was moving slowly and was still a good thirty yards away. She steered directly at him and punched the gas hard.  

Pachanga lifted her gun and started firing. The first shot shattered the windshield. Keri ducked but kept driving. She heard more shots but couldn’t tell where they went. Then there was a loud pop and she knew a bullet had hit one of the tires.  She felt the truck careen to the right toward the creek bed, then roll over. She lost track of how many times it rolled before coming to a stop.

Keri tried to orient herself. Eventually she figured out that the truck had landed on the driver’s side and Keri was lying on the door. She could see the blue sky through the passenger window.

She had no idea if the pain she felt was from new injuries she’d sustained in the crash or old ones. It all blended together. She pulled herself up so that she was upright, standing on the driver’s side door. She reached for the passenger window but something yanked her back. She looked down and saw her foot was trapped under the brake pedal. She tried to wriggle herself free but without the use of her left arm, it was impossible. She was trapped.

Suddenly Pachanga’s face appeared in the open passenger window. Before Keri could react, he swung a chain around her neck, twisted, and yanked it tight. Keri gasped for breath. She tried to slump down but he yanked her up again.

“I thought about using the gun but decided this would be more fun,” he said, unconcerned about the loose chunk of his cheek that flapped when he spoke.

Keri tried to speak, hoping that if she could bait him, he’d drop the chain and try to come in the truck after her. But no words came out.

“You’re done talking, ma’am,” Pachanga growled, all pretense of charm now gone. “You’ll be unconscious in a few more seconds. And then I’m taking you back to Home Base where I’m going to do things to you that will make you wish you were dead.”

Keri tried to get her fingers under the chain but it was too tight. She could feel blackness starting to envelop her. In one futile effort to fight back, she pressed her knee against the steering wheel horn, hoping the blaring would startle him. It didn’t. Still, she pressed on it, her last little bit of rebellion.

The blue sky turned gray and everything went tingly. The light faded. Keri’s eyelids fluttered. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw the shadow of a bird pass overhead. She heard a grunt. And then there was only blackness.

 

*

 

When Keri came to, she realized she must have only been out very briefly. Her knee was still on the horn. The pressure on her neck was gone. In fact, the chain hung loosely and she was able to pull it off. She heard noises above but couldn’t identify them.

And then suddenly two bodies slammed onto the truck above her. Pachanga was on the bottom, squirming to get free. But someone was top of him, pinning him down and repeatedly punching him with blows to the face, the body, the face again.

It was Ray.

He continued to punch until Pachanga lay still. His head slumped to the side and smushed against the truck’s rear window. He was unconscious.

Ray stood up, stared at the man below him, then kicked him in the stomach. Pachanga remained silent.

Ray looked down into the cab of the truck at Keri. 

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’ve been better,” she replied, her voice raw and raspy.

“I told you to wait for me,” he said sternly but with a smile playing at his lips. Keri was about to respond when a loud scream pierced the air.

“It’s Ashley. She’s tied to some kind of rack in that silo. It’s going to rip her limbs off. You’ve got to get to her now!” 

“What about this guy?” he asked, nodding at Pachanga.

“I don’t think he’s going to be much trouble. Just get to Ashley. Now! I’m okay here.”

Ray nodded and disappeared from view.

Keri slumped to the bottom of the cab and closed her eyes.

A few minutes later, Ashley’s screams finally stopped. Ray had gotten to her.

Keri slowly opened her eyes. The world rushed back in and with it, all the pain. She tried to shut it out by focusing her attention on getting her foot free from under the car brake. It took a minute but she was able to ease it out. She pulled herself up, preparing for the next big task—climbing out of the truck. She looked up, searching for the best handholds to grab. Immediately she saw that something was wrong.

Pachanga was gone.

Trying to stay calm, Keri wedged her body against the back window of the cab and put her feet on the dashboard, creating enough tension to inch her way up. Eventually, she got high enough to hook her right arm around the passenger side view mirror. Her left arm still lay limp at her side so she stepped onto the steering wheel and pushed off while she yanked on the mirror. The combined force got the upper half of her body out of the truck. She looked around.

In the distance she saw Pachanga limping clumsily toward the silo. He was almost to the door. In his right hand was Keri’s gun.

She tried to shout out but her voice was still hoarse from being strangled.

He disappeared inside. Five endless seconds later, a gunshot rang through the air.

Keri wriggled her lower half out of the truck and got to her feet. She ran toward the silo, ignoring every throbbing part of her body, ignoring the fact that even breathing was difficult.

As she ran by the sedan that Pachanga had stopped to lean on, she saw a crowbar in the brown grass by the trunk. She bent down, clutched it in her working right hand, and continued toward the silo.

When she approached the open door, she wanted to burst in but forced herself to take it slow. Remembering the security camera, she looked around and saw it perched on an exposed beam, facing away from her location. 

She hurried around behind the silo, hoping that the back door Pachanga had left open earlier was still ajar. It was. She stole a quick look inside.

It was bad.

Ray sat slumped against the wall, blood seeping from a wound in his gut. She couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead.

He had clearly freed Ashley but now Pachanga was strapping her back onto the table. She was fighting desperately but losing the battle. He had all her limbs but her right leg strapped down. The gun was nestled in his waistband.

Keri stepped forward, crowbar in hand. Ashley noticed and glanced involuntarily in her direction. Pachanga saw it too and knew something was wrong.

He spun around and pulled the gun out. Keri was still four feet away, too far to lunge at him. He grinned, making the same calculation.

“You are just full of surprises,” he muttered, a ghastly smile spreading across his ruined face. “We are going to have so much fun toge—”

With her free leg, Ashley kicked Pachanga directly where he’d been shot in the thigh. He gasped and bent over in pain.

Keri stepped forward immediately, pulled the crowbar back above her head, and then brought the curved end down fast and hard on the top of Alan Jack Pachanga’s skull.

He dropped to his knees.

In that moment, Keri knew she could stop, that he would pass out. That it was over.

But she couldn’t stop. 

She thought of Evie. Of all the monsters like this in the world. Of the scumbag lawyers. Of this man getting out somehow, someday.

And she could not allow that to happen.

She raised the crowbar high, and he looked up at her and grinned, blood seeping from his mouth.

“You won’t do it,” he muttered.

She brought it down with every ounce of strength she had left—and it lodged in his skull.

Pachanga remained there motionless for several seconds, then collapsed to the floor. Keri’s gun fell from his hand and rested at Keri’s feet. She picked it up and kept it aimed at him as she rolled him over with her foot. He stared up at her with his one empty azure blue eye. 

Alan Jack Pachanga was dead. 

Keri heard the soft crying from across the room and she realized something even more startling.

Ashley Penn was alive.

It was over.




 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

Thursday

Mid-morning

 

Keri lay awake in bed, enjoying the solitude. She knew there would be visitors later but for now she had the room to herself. She tried to piece together the last few days through the haze of sleep and pain medication.

Because Ray Sands had better foresight than Keri, he had called for backup on his way out to the farm. The first officers had arrived fifteen minutes after Keri killed Pachanga and the farm was swarming with cops and EMTs five minutes after that. After stabilizing Ray, who was clinging to life, they got everyone to nearby Palmdale Regional Medical Center less than ten minutes later. 

Keri had refused to undergo surgery on her collarbone until doctors informed her that Ray was in surgery himself. He’d lost a lot of blood but they were hopeful he’d pull through.

Most of Wednesday was a blur. She drifted in and out of consciousness but stayed awake long enough to learn that Ray was in serious but stable condition. He was in the ICU. Ashley had a fractured left wrist, a shattered tibia, a cracked coccyx, and a concussion, all from her fall. She also had a dislocated left shoulder as a result of Pachanga’s rack device. She was supposedly going to recover from all of them.

For her part, Keri’s left arm was in a sling. The doctors said her collarbone was a clean break and that she’d recover in six to eight weeks. She had a cushioned mask on her face, much like the one Ray used in his Olympic boxing days. It was designed to protect her orbital bone from any further damage. She’d have to wear it for at least another week. Her neck was in a brace to protect the muscles that had been strained by the chain. There was nothing they could really do about her broken ribs except pad the area. She had multiple other scrapes and bruises, as well as a concussion of her own. But it all seemed minor in comparison to what had happened to the other two.

A nurse walked in, pushing someone in a wheelchair.


“You have a visitor,” she said.

Keri couldn’t see who it was while lying down so she pushed the button on her remote to raise her to a seated position.

She was surprised to see that it was Ashley.

Ashley rolled close, then sat there for a while, clearly unsure what to say.

Keri decided to break the ice.

“Looks like it’s going to be a while before you’re surfing again.”

Ashley’s face brightened at the thought.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “But the doctors say I will eventually get back on the board.”

“I’m glad, Ashley.”

“I just wanted to…you know…um, you saved my life,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. “I don’t really know how to thank you for that.” She wiped away the tears with her good hand.

“I know a way you can thank me. Make it matter. Don’t let this be a wasted opportunity.  You’re a teenager and every teenager takes risks. I get that. But you were headed down a dangerous road, Ashley. I’ve seen lots of girls take the path you were on and not come back. You have a good life. Not a perfect one but a good one. You’re smart. You’re tough. You have friends. You have a bed to sleep in each night and a mother who would fight off wolves for you. A lot of kids can’t say that. And now you’ve got a fresh start. Please don’t waste it.”

Ashley nodded. A hug felt appropriate but in their conditions neither was up for it, so smiles had to do. In those smiles, they both said more than they ever could with words. This ordeal had bonded them, a bond Keri sensed would last for life. She would check up on Ashley down the road, and Ashley would stay in touch with her. She knew it.

After the nurse wheeled her away, Keri could not help but think of the other girl she had rescued: Susan Granger.

She summoned a nurse, who helped her call the group home where Susan had been placed. Susan sounded okay, even upbeat. It seemed as if her hearing the news of Ashley’s rescue somehow gave her hope for the future, too. Bad guys, she was learning, were not all-powerful after all.


Susan agreed to give Keri another few days before insisting on an in-person visit. Apparently being hospitalized with multiple injuries was a good enough excuse to get a rain check.

About an hour later, Lieutenant Cole Hillman came into the room. Beside him stood Reena Beecher, captain of the entire West LA Division. She was a tall, sinewy woman in her mid-fifties. She had sharp features accentuated by deep lines caused by years of dealing with the worst of humanity. Her blackish-gray hair was tied back in a tight bun. Keri had seen her in the halls but they’d never spoken before. Beecher walked over to the bed.

“How are you feeling, Detective?” she asked.

“Not too bad, Captain. Give me a week and I’ll be back on duty.”

Beecher chuckled softly.

“Well, we may give you a little longer than that. But I appreciate the attitude. Before the day gets crazy, I just wanted to thank you for your diligence and hard work. If it wasn’t for you, Ashley Penn would almost certainly be dead and no one would even be looking for her.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Keri said, catching Hillman’s annoyed expression out of the corner of her eye.  

“However, in the future, you would do well to more fully read in your superiors on what you’re doing. I’ll be honest—if not for the high-profile nature of this case, you’d be on suspension right now. You understand what I’m saying? No more lone wolf stuff. You’ve got a partner and a force behind you. Use them. Got it?”

“Yes ma’am. How is my partner, do you know?”

“I’ll let Lieutenant Hillman catch you up—on everything.” She smiled tightly, patted Keri on the hand, and left the room. Hillman took a seat in the chair in the corner of the room.

“What does all that mean?” Keri asked him. “Catch me up on everything? The day is going to get crazy?”

Hillman sighed deeply.

“First, Ray is doing better. They’ve been keeping him sedated but they’re going to wake him up later this afternoon. You don’t have to ask—I’ve already made accommodations for you to be there. As to the craziness the captain mentioned, there’s a press conference scheduled for later today in front of the hospital. The mayor will be there, along with the Penns, Beecher, myself, Chief Donald, and reps from the Sheriff, the FBI, Palmdale PD—and, of course, you.”

“Me? I don’t want to be there, sir.”

“I know. Frankly, neither do I. But we don’t really have a choice. You’ll be asked to say a few words. You won’t have to answer any questions—ongoing investigation and all. Mostly you’ll have to sit in a wheelchair for an hour, listening to important people prattle on. Don’t ask me to get out of it. It’s an order.”

“Yes sir,” Keri said reluctantly. She didn’t yet have the required strength to fight back. “Speaking of the investigation, do you know where we’re at?”

“Payton Penn is being held at Twin Towers. With all the evidence they found at his cabin, not even Jackson Cave can bail him out. He’ll probably go on trial in the spring. The search of Pachanga’s place turned up a lot of evidence of previous abductions. Ashley Penn told them to check the top of the silo. Apparently some of his victims wrote their names on the interior walls. Lots of families are going to get closure this week. They also found a laptop in his farmhouse but so far no one has been able to crack his password. Edgerton’s working on it now. In my opinion, he’s better than anyone the Feds have. So that’s where things stand. I recommend you get some sleep before the press conference.”

He got up and went to leave and Keri thought he would go without saying goodbye.

But then he stopped in the doorway, his back to her.

Without turning around, he muttered, reluctantly: “Damn good work, kid.”

Then, without another word, he walked away.

Those few words meant more to Keri than she could say.

Keri watched him go, then buzzed again for the nurse, who helped her make another call, this time to Detective Edgerton.

He’d hit a wall trying to access info on the laptop. Apparently it shut down if you entered either the wrong username or password ten times. He was up to eight and was afraid to try again. Keri thought about it for a moment, picturing Pachanga straddling her, his eyes ablaze with manic ecstasy as he preached his unhinged manifesto. Then an idea popped into her head.

“Can I make a suggestion? If I’m wrong, you’ll still have one more chance.”

“I don’t know, Keri,” Edgerton said reluctantly.

“Listen. I was with him. He talked to me. He was baring his soul. I’m pretty sure I know this guy.”

There came a long silence. Then:

“One guess.”

She breathed deep.

“Okay. For the username go with TRUESELF. For the password, use HOMEBASE.”

She waited while he typed. There was a long, uncomfortable silence, her heart slamming in her chest, praying she wasn’t wrong.

“It worked!” Edgerton shouted. “Oh my God! Holy shit, Keri. This is the mother lode! I’m seeing it now…multiple chat rooms on the dark web…wait a minute, it’s loading…that’s it! We’ve got access to them all. Holy shit! This could help break dozens of cases! I’ve got to let you go so I can concentrate! This is amazing.”

She was about to ask him if he saw the name “Collector” anywhere but he’d already hung up. It was probably for the best anyway. She wanted to keep that detail to herself for now.

The nurse hung up the phone for her and lowered the hospital bed. Keri wanted to thank her but she was wiped out and drifted off before getting a word out.

 

*

 

The press conference was just as Hillman predicted. Important people blathered on. The Penns thanked her. Mia sounded genuine through her tears. Senator Penn put on a good show but Keri could tell he despised her. Even if she had saved his daughter, his career was in ruins and he seemed to hold her responsible.

Finally she was wheeled up to the microphone.

She’d thought about what she was going to say while she listened to the others. After a while, a plan formed in her mind. She would never have a bigger platform. And she was going to use it.

She started by thanking all the right people and expressing how glad she was that Ashley was okay.

“That young woman fought for herself until others came to help. She showed bravery and toughness and an unrelenting will to survive. In fact, it was her quick thinking that helped save my life. I’m proud of her and I know her parents are too.” 

Then Keri paused for a second before deciding to go for it. She held up a photo displayed on her phone.

She saw out of the corner of her eyes Hillman shaking his head furiously at her, warning her not to do it.

But nothing would stop her now.

“This is my daughter, Evelyn Locke. We called her Evie. She was abducted five years ago next week when she was just eight years old.” Keri swiped the screen to reveal another image. “This an age-progression sketch of what she might look like now at thirteen. I appreciate all the kind words of thanks today. But all I want is my little girl back. So if this image looks familiar, please contact your local authorities. I miss my daughter and just want to hold her again. Please help me do that. Thank you.”

She was flooded with a sea of questions, all the attention shifting from the Penns to Evie, and she felt her heart warm.

Maybe they’d find her after all.

 

*

 

An hour later, Keri sat in a chair at Ray’s bedside, waiting for him in the silence to wake up. Her thoughts drifted to what she would do once she was fully recovered. She was toying with the idea of moving out of the houseboat. It was a place for people, she realized, living in a holding pattern. She now realized that. And she felt like she needed to move on if she was going to have any kind of life. 

Maybe she’d get an apartment, one with two bedrooms, so Evie would have a place to sleep once she found her. And she’d start seeing Dr. Blanc more regularly. She hadn’t had a missing time blackout since the surgery, but she didn’t trust that they were gone for good. To make that happen, as much as she hated to admit it, she’d need help.

And maybe it was time to really face up to her feelings for Ray. They’d been doing this delicate dance for a while. She knew he wanted to get closer but she was afraid of letting him in, terrified of allowing herself to truly care for another person who might get ripped away from her. She didn’t want to lose him too.

But then it hit her.

We lose everyone eventually. It’s what we do with our time here together that matters.

She smiled at the thought, sighing deeply. It was the most relaxed she’d felt in a long time. She glanced up and saw that Ray was conscious and smiling at her, his warm eyes twinkling. She didn’t know how long he’d been awake, but the thought of him watching over her gave her comfort.

“How ya doing, Big?” she asked softly.

His voice was weak and raspy but she understood him anyway.

“Better now, Tinkerbell.”
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 “A dynamic story line that grips from the first chapter and doesn't let go.”
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From #1 bestselling mystery author Blake Pierce comes a new masterpiece of psychological suspense.

 

In A TRACE OF MURDER (Book #2 in the Keri Locke mystery series), Keri Locke, Missing Persons Detective in the Homicide division of the LAPD, remains haunted by the abduction of her own daughter. Encouraged by the new lead that has landed, the first in years, she pursues it with all that she has, determined to find her daughter and bring her back alive.

 

Yet Keri, at the same time, receives a phone call from a frantic husband, a famed Beverly Hills plastic surgeon, who reports that his wife has been missing for two days. A wealthy socialite with no enemies and little reason to leave her life, he fears the worst has become of his wife.

 

Keri takes on the case, assigned a new partner whom she hates, as Ray still recovers in the hospital. Her investigation leads her deep into the elite Beverly Hills world of the idle rich, to encounters with lonely housewives, and those with shopping-addicted, empty lives. Keri, in over her head in this world, becomes increasingly puzzled by the conflicting signals: did this woman, with a stalker and a lurid, secret past, run away, or was she abducted?

 

Or did something far more sinister happen?

 

A dark psychological thriller with heart-pounding suspense, A TRACE OF MURDER is book #2 in a riveting new series—and a beloved new character—that will leave you turning pages late into the night.

 

 

“A masterpiece of thriller and mystery! The author did a magnificent job developing characters with a psychological side that is so well described that we feel inside their minds, follow their fears and cheer for their success. The plot is very intelligent and will keep you entertained throughout the book. Full of twists, this book will keep you awake until the turn of the last page.”

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re Once Gone)

 

Book #3 in the Keri Locke series will be available soon.
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