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			Darkness shrouded them from sight. The three girls giggled, knowing they wouldn’t be seen as they got out of their cars and headed into the foreboding woods. The three of them all wore black catsuits with feather tails bouncing behind them. They were walking so close together that their hips bumped, a sign of teenage camaraderie.  

			That evening, they stole away to the dark heart of the forest, each of their hearts bursting with secrets and fear. They shifted through the shadows toward their destination, whispering and laughing about their plans under cover of the full moon. 

			Those giggles wouldn’t last too much longer.

			The killer followed the girls deeper into the woods. He had mastered the art of moving quietly, like an animal stalking its prey. No one would know that he was there unless he intended it. The girls were none the wiser, chattering excitedly among themselves, talking about something dumb that the killer tuned out of. Something about the fact the full moon had fallen on Halloween night, and how it was perfect for their ritual. The killer looked up to see how it illuminated the night, keeping the woods from falling completely into darkness. He’d have to be careful not to let that ruin his fun. One wrong step and he would be exposed. But he was better than that. He had been doing this for many years and had yet to be discovered. Three teenage girls would never be his downfall.

			The three girls stopped not too far into the woods. They might be brave enough to be running around on their own in the middle of the night, but everyone had a fear of the woods to some extent, especially in Hollow Nest where trouble seemed to stalk the night. The killer himself had feared the deep trees as a child, hating how the branches of trees threaded together to block out the sky, to deny the light an entrance. But he wasn’t afraid any longer. Fear had long since abandoned him.

			He only knew fear now when he inflicted it.

			The killer watched the girls with a keen eye as they sat around in a circle and began lighting candles. He hoped that he could figure out a way to get them all, to make sure they all suffered, but he would have to settle for just one of them. Three at once was too ambitious, and he knew far better than to get greedy. One was better than none. One was better than being caught and never getting to know the thrill of the chase again. That had to be worth patience.

			He took a steadying breath, not wanting to get ahead of themself. It was easy to let the adrenaline take over, to stop rational thoughts from forming in his head. They clouded the vision of what really mattered. That feeling when the victim took their final breath. The feeling when the blood began to spill, when he began his artwork. He had to be careful not to get too carried away, to get swept up in it all.

			There would be plenty of time for release later.

			The killer watched in delight as the girls arranged their silly little ritual. Thirteen black cats were being arranged in the shape of a pentagram, silly stuffed toys they’d found at a dollar store. This was the third year in a row that they had done their ritual, and only a select few knew that they were responsible for it. The girls didn’t trust many people with the secret, but the killer had made sure to acquaint himself with the perpetrators.

			The police had looked for someone to blame for the ritual, of course, wanting to know who was behind the silly prank, but the killer knew all too well about the incompetence of the police. After all, they had never figured out who was behind all the murders in the town and surrounding area. They’d had a serial killer on their hands for years and still never managed to figure out who it was. The killer was confident that this would be no different. The police wouldn’t figure out who the three girls behind the ritual were. 

			Until it was too late to save one of them.

			He licked his lips, wondering which one of them would be a suitable target for this evening’s festivities. That was part of the excitement—not yet knowing who the victim would be. He was meticulous, calculated, and patient. But, in truth, he was an opportunist at heart, and he was looking for the perfect timing. The perfect moment to strike. It was a nice change of pace to have three potential options, and it got his heart racing in his chest. 

			The killer watched as one of the girls got a sharp blade out of her pocket and sliced it across her finger without wincing. She passed it around to the others, who couldn’t hide the pain on their faces as they released their blood. They began to chant among themselves, spilling their blood within the pentagram and on the cats. 

			“Purge our sins, purge our sins, purge our sins…”

			The killer watched on in amusement. What did they know of sin? Three innocent children playing at a ritual. Sin was a stranger to them. But not to him. Sin was something to be indulged in. It had taken a long time for him to realize that, to realize that he didn’t need to feel guilty for what he’d done—or indeed, for what he was about to do—but as soon as he learned the truth, it set him free. Sin and virtue were only two sides of the same coin; a coin that could be flipped over at any moment. Or tossed aside, never to be needed again.

			Sin was a fiction. A burden placed upon Man to become obedient. Tame. Manipulable. It was an invisible yoke tugging them along. Head down, ruthlessly yanked forward, as if humanity was a beast of burden. But he had thrown it off long ago. He had discarded the chains keeping him down and saw sin for what it truly was: a tool.

			And like any tool, it could do great things for its user. It could reshape the world. And the ones pulling the chains didn’t want that. Why else would they discourage and demonize sin so much?

			He didn’t need to be perfect, or even good. He wasn’t interested in saving his own soul or finding the path to heaven. He had much grander designs at play.

			And if these indulgences sent him to hell, then it would all be worth it. 

			The ritual was as anticlimactic as you would expect a teenager’s silly game to be. The chanting ended and the girls took a step back to admire their handiwork. The killer stayed crouched low, listening to the hum of the girls chattering. He couldn’t make out much of what was being said but put it down to silly gossiping anyway. He was beginning to get restless, waiting for them to split up so that he could take a victim. The longer he was forced to wait, the more it felt like he would lose control and get into trouble.

			He ran his calloused fingers gently across his knife, savoring the tiny scrape of pain that sent shivers down his spine. Only a little longer now. Soon, his hunger would be sated, and he’d partake in his own ritual…

			But the killer didn’t expect the moment when the girls began to fight. There was a high-pitched screech and then two of the girls were at one another’s throats, slapping at one another and scratching desperately. The third girl tried to intervene, but the girls seemed determined to hurt one another. The killer smirked, rolling his eyes. Such silly teenage squabbles. Didn’t they know that none of it would matter soon? 

			Didn’t they know that one of them wouldn’t make it through the night?

			It all ended in tears. The smallest of the girls remained behind, clutching her face where she’d been slapped as the other two girls walked away arm in arm. The killer smiled to himself. The target had made herself known. The killer watched as she fell to her knees beside the pentagram, shuddering with tears. 

			If you think life is bad now, it’s about to get a whole lot worse, the killer thought.

			But he liked to play with his food a little. He waited a while until the girl shakily got to her feet and began to head back to her car. Her arms were wrapped around herself as she quietly sniffled. Slowly, cautiously, the killer followed in her footsteps. The thrill of the chase was overwhelming. He could smell the young woman’s cheap perfume and see her dark makeup streaking her face. She was so young, so unsure of the world. Of the dangers lurking in the darkness.

			Dangers that would soon become far more real than a silly Halloween ritual.

			The killer watched as the girl paused, staring ahead at a thick tree. With a wretched sob, she ripped a necklace away from her neck and tossed it to one side, the silver chain landing in a pile of leaves. A brief stab of guilt entered his stomach. The poor girl didn’t know that teenage heartbreak was a rite of passage, that her first love was just the beginning. But for her, it all ended now…

			The killer pushed the pang of guilt aside. It was better she died now before the world really showed its claws to her. 

			It’ll all be over soon, kid.

			The killer’s foot stepped on a branch. It snapped far too loud. The girl whipped around in shock, her mouth opening to form a scream. But the killer leaped forward and smacked his hand over her mouth, hot air from her mouth blowing against his palm. For a moment he looked into her eyes, seeing the fear in her gaze. It sent a jolting thrill through his body. 

			“Shush now,” the killer whispered. “I’ll make this fast.”
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			Halloween morning brought with it a bad feeling in Olivia Knight’s stomach. She woke after a dream about the last moments that had brought her real fear—watching her friends under the thumb of the Gamemaster, fighting for their lives on a boat in the middle of the ocean. The dream had held all of the chaos of that night, all the exhaustion, all the terror. She shuddered at the thought and tried to remind herself that it was over now. She was home and safe in Belle Grove. She had woken up in her own bed in her own home. The island was so far behind them that she shouldn’t ever have to think about it again.

			Except it wasn’t over. Not really. Not since the Gamemaster—Adeline Clarke—had escaped from an armored van that was transferring her to a new prison.

			And with her escaped Yara Montague. 

			If there was one thing that her last big case with Brock had taught her, it was that no one could truly be trusted. Olivia recalled how she had felt unsafe the entire time on the deserted island they had been stranded on only months earlier, but that she thought she could trust their friend to be on their side. She had seemed to support her every step of the way, trying to get them all through the horrific game unharmed. But when she found out that Yara was in on the Gamemaster’s plans, it shattered her faith in everyone around her. The sting of the betrayal poked into her side every single day. It had become clear that day that only she and Brock truly had one another’s backs. Anyone else was capable of letting them down.

			Even the people they loved.

			Olivia blinked away the remnants of the dream and got out of bed. It took her a moment to realize that Brock wasn’t in the bed beside her. Since the island, he hadn’t been sleeping so well, spending many nights trying to fall asleep in front of the TV. He was starting to substitute sleep with coffee during the day. It was a little ironic to Olivia—when they’d met, she had been the one hanging on by a thread, pulling apart at the seams. But nowadays, it was more like the other way around. Everything he had pulled her through had now caught up to him and now he was trying to wade through it, just as she had. 

			She couldn’t blame Brock for his difficulties swallowing the life they were living. He’d seen so much, survived so much. And then to have Yara betray him… it was a new level of hurt to contend with. 

			But it worried her that he seemed to be losing himself in the process of coping with it. He was quieter, broodier, less sure of himself in so many ways. While she became stronger, it was like she was taking away his own ability to stay afloat. She wanted him to know that she was there for him every step of the way, but sometimes, far away as he seemed, it was difficult to reach him. He didn’t like to talk about the things that bothered him at the best of times, but now, he didn’t have a single word to say on the matter of Yara Montague and what she had done.

			Olivia padded into the living room and found Brock sitting with a cup of coffee, staring into space. She approached him gently, as though he was a flighty animal. Her hands found his shoulders, and she noticed that he relaxed ever so slightly under her touch, tension loosening his figure. 

			“Morning,” he murmured, mustering a smile for her. Olivia smiled back, tactfully not acknowledging the newspaper on his lap. Yara’s face stared back at them from the front page— the Hollywood starlet fallen from grace. She had been on the run for several months now, and there hadn’t been even the slightest trace of where she might be. Still, it didn’t stop her from making the front page on slow news days. Everyone was invested in her story, the woman who threw everything away to support the Gamemaster’s schemes. Olivia knew it had been an act of desperation. She had been going through alcohol withdrawal and it had driven her to do bad things. She hadn’t been thinking straight—if she had, she might have considered how her actions would destroy her entire life.

			And yet, how could she ever forgive her for what she had done? Yara had killed a person in cold blood just because she was told to. She had been willing to oversee any number of deaths to ensure her own survival. Olivia knew it was self-preservation. Perhaps she might have done it herself, in Yara’s shoes. But from the outside, Olivia couldn’t help but judge.

			“Did you sleep better last night?” Olivia asked hopefully, her fingers massaging Brock’s shoulders. She felt him suppress a tired sigh. His back was knotted with stress.

			“I think so,” he lied. Olivia knew better than to push the issue. It only made him irritable to be poked and prodded. Brock had a tendency to keep his cards close to his chest until he was truly ready to show his hand. Unfortunately, he usually folded before he got the chance to. Olivia had to try and trust his decision to keep his issues to himself. At least he had his therapist, who he seemed to be calling on a daily basis nowadays. Olivia might’ve been suspicious of Brock’s nightly disappearances if she didn’t trust him so much, but she knew better than to question why he left the room every night at eight to take a call. 

			“That’s good. What’s on the cards today?”

			“Paperwork,” Brock said with a roll of his eyes. “I know Jonathan thinks he’s doing us a favor by giving us all these boring little cases, but I’m going out of my mind. It’s much too slow.”

			Olivia nodded in agreement. Jonathan’s brief involvement in the Gamemaster’s sick games had made him cautious, especially where Olivia and Brock were concerned. It made sense, given that Adeline was back on the streets and likely planning her next move, but Olivia was no stranger to being headhunted by psychopaths. It was just another day in the office, and she didn’t feel the need to shy away from her work as a result.

			And Brock was right—these smaller cases were important too, but they were hardly a distraction. In a quiet town like Belle Grove where not much ever happened, there was simply too much time to sit with their thoughts. Thoughts of the betrayals they’d endured, of the horrors they’d seen. Olivia was handling it better than she thought she would. She was stronger than she had been a few years before, but she wasn’t sure that Brock was. 

			“Maybe something else will come up soon,” she said. “Halloween tends to bring out all kinds of crazy.”

			“You’re probably right. I’m not saying I’m hoping for something horrible to happen… but I guess I kind of am saying that.”

			Olivia smiled as she slid onto the sofa beside Brock, her hand resting on his leg. The darkness of their job was only ever brightened by Brock’s sense of humor. The saddest thing was that he’d lost some of that lately. It was like the whole business with Yara had dulled his shine. His lifelong friend had stabbed him in the back so hard that she’d never dislodge that knife. And while Olivia was used to turmoil in her personal life, it was hitting Brock a little harder. After the business with his grandfather too, it was becoming clearer to Olivia that she was only scratching the surface of what Brock had endured in his time.

			“Well, here’s hoping for a quiet Halloween,” Olivia said with a smile. Brock grinned back, some of his old shimmer returning to his eyes for a moment.

			“Maybe the trick-or-treaters will bring some excitement to our lives. I would even accept a good egging for a distraction.”

			“I mean, if you’re that desperate for a thrill, I’ll head down to the grocery store and get some eggs. I’ll pelt you with them and you can write me up for it.”

			“Now that does sound better than paperwork,” Brock said with a soft smile. Then he leaned in to kiss Olivia’s lips and after a moment of surprise, she kissed him back. She felt his hand slide to the back of her neck, locking her in place. She felt herself melting, losing herself in the moment right up until Brock pulled away again, leaving her with butterflies in her stomach. She had never quite gotten used to the intimacy between them, mostly because she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have landed a man like Brock Tanner. Romance had never been her strong suit in the past. And now, she was faced with the perfect man. It made her smile.

			“What did I do to deserve that?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. But there was a slight sadness in Brock’s eyes that made her stomach settle once again. He shrugged.

			“I just appreciate you, is all,” he said softly. “But I can sense you treading on eggshells around me. Pretending not to notice my mood for my benefit. I appreciate what you’re trying to do… not trying to figure it all out for me when we know that’s not possible, not trying to get me to talk about it all. But I’m fine. Really, I am. You don’t need to keep looking at me like I’m some kind of wounded animal.”

			Olivia chewed her lip, dipping her eyes to her lap. “I didn’t realize I was doing that…”

			“Hey… I know you’re just looking out for me. But you know better than most that sometimes, things just can’t be fixed. What happened… what Yara did… that’s never going to stop hurting. How can it? She… she really messed things up. I’ll get past it in time, I’m sure. But for a while, I just have to let the hurt hurt me. It’s unavoidable, and it’s healthier than trying to brush it under the carpet. But at the same time, I don’t need you to talk me through it. Do you understand?”

			Olivia hesitated before she nodded. She had spent years trying to outrun everything that pained her, pretending like nothing could touch her while she was burning up on the inside. Maybe if she had allowed herself to face it all, she wouldn’t have spent so long being eaten up inside by it all. Maybe Brock had the right idea, even if he never expressed what he was truly feeling to her.

			But seeing him hurting was hard. Seeing him lose himself in his anger and grief made her want to save him, but she didn’t know how. His hand found hers and she squeezed it back, wishing that she could take away some of his pain with the touch of her hand. 

			But that wasn’t how life worked. And with Brock’s comments, Olivia knew she had to leave him to it, no matter how difficult it seemed to her. She was his girlfriend, not his carer. And Brock was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. He’d been tortured and abused, abandoned and dismissed. He was stronger than she gave him credit for, even when his confidence was at an all-time low.

			“Do you want some coffee? I feel like you’re going to need it when you see how much paperwork we have to get through today,” Brock said, his smile almost convincing as he stood up to go to the kitchen. It was clear he was done with talking about it all. Olivia held back a sigh.

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			Brock disappeared from her view and she could hear him preparing her coffee, so she took a moment just to wonder if she was doing the right thing by letting Brock get on with things himself. He was drowning and she wasn’t even going to swim to his aid? She pressed her thumb into her palm and made a fist. She had to learn not to interfere. She couldn’t control everything in life, as much as she might like to.

			The problem was, anything she couldn’t control felt like it was spiraling. 
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			It was later that day when Olivia received a phone call from her mother. As it rang, Olivia chewed her lip and watched it, wondering whether or not to pick it up. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to speak to her, but she knew exactly why she was calling, and she wasn’t in the mood to talk about the subject she had in mind.

			Thanksgiving.

			Since Brock had joined them for Thanksgiving the previous year, Jean had been constantly asking Olivia to get Brock’s family to join them for this year’s celebrations. But, of course, that was way more complicated than Olivia’s mother anticipated. While Brock did have family, he tended to avoid the subject of them as much as possible, and Olivia couldn’t blame him. His family history was almost as complicated as her own, especially with his grandfather.

			And Olivia hadn’t wanted to tell her mother any of this, knowing it was his business and no one else’s. He didn’t even like to speak about it much with her, though he’d become much more trusting in the last year or so. While Olivia liked to lay everything out on the table, Brock preferred keeping his cards close to his chest, and that was fine.

			But Jean was pushy, and it was getting to the point where Olivia couldn’t ignore it any longer. She would have to explain that Brock’s family wouldn’t be attending. She took a deep breath and picked up the call.

			“Hello, darling! How are you?” Jean asked breezily. “I hope you’re almost ready for the holidays…”

			“Boy you really don’t waste any time, do you?” Olivia asked with a sigh. “Hello to you too, Mother.”

			“Well, I like to get to the point. We’re busy people, I see no sense in long drawn-out phone calls, do you? So let’s get down to business. What time will you and Brock be coming? And who from Brock’s family will be joining us?”

			“Mom, we haven’t even done Halloween night yet. Can’t it wait?”

			Jean scoffed. “I prefer not to dwell on such dreadful things. Thanksgiving is so much nicer, don’t you think?”

			Olivia sighed and walked through the bedroom, shutting the door and sitting down on the bed. “Look, Mom, it’s just going to be me and Brock again this year.”

			There was a long pause on the other end of the line. “And why is that?” Jean asked eventually. “Don’t tell me you’re embarrassed to have Brock’s family meet yours… I thought this would be the perfect opportunity to get everyone together, have everyone meet properly for the first time…”

			Olivia took a deep breath. “Well, yes, in an ideal world, that would be great. But… well, it’s more complicated than that, Mom.”

			“Complicated? I thought we were past everything that happened in the last few years. Please don’t tell me there’s something we’ve left unresolved?”

			“No, Mom, it’s not about us. It’s about… well, it’s about Brock’s family.”

			She gave something like a hum. “Oh, I see…”

			“I can tell you’re dying to ask about it, but honestly, I’m not sure he would want me telling you all of his business. His family is just… well it’s complicated, and I know that he wouldn’t want any of them over for dinner.”

			“You mean to tell me you didn’t even ask him if he wanted to invite anyone? Olivia, surely not!”

			“You don’t get it, Mom,” Olivia said, lying back on the bed with a deep sigh. “His family is nothing like ours. Their issues don’t come from a place of love… they’re not the kind of things that can heal with time. He doesn’t see them, doesn’t speak to them… he’s kept to himself for the longest time.”

			“Well, that’s terrible, Olivia. You don’t think we should try and intervene? Family is so important, after all. Maybe if we call them up and ask—”

			“Mom!” Olivia admonished. Who was this woman and what had she done with Jean Knight? It was like ever since she’d reappeared, Olivia’s mother had become a busybody, a caricature, a woman so obsessed with appearances, as if desperately trying to cast off the albatross that had hung around the Knights for so long. And though they’d come to an understanding, and a form of happiness, both of them knew it would never be the same again. Veronica was dead, and she was never coming back. No amount of repairing the family—or Brock’s—would change that. 

			“Well, it’s just so sad, honey! I don’t want Brock to feel like he’s been abandoned on Thanksgiving. It’s a time for family, for love, for sharing…”

			“Well, you and I have had our fair share of bad Thanksgivings too, Mom. Things don’t just fix themselves in time for the holidays. And there’s no chance that Brock would appreciate us trying to meddle for the sake of it being a family holiday. It’s like I said, these issues they have are just… well, I don’t think that Brock’s on speaking terms with pretty much any of them. If it’s going to happen, it has to be on his terms. Not ours. In the same way that it took you and me a while to figure all this out.”

			Jean was quiet for a long moment before she sighed. “Well… I suppose it’ll be just the four of us then, will it? Not what I was expecting…”

			“Don’t be like that. I know you wanted a big family holiday, but you can’t just expect Brock’s life to fix itself for your benefit.”

			“I suppose you’re right. I’m being selfish, I know I am. I suppose… well, I just miss the hustle and bustle of it all. You remember how it used to be… when Veronica was still around.”

			Olivia closed her eyes, saying nothing. Now she understood why her mom was being so pushy. She did remember those days. Things were good back then. Veronica had a way of filling up a room, of making it feel like they were surrounded by people and chatter and love. She would bring handmade gifts for everyone and her husband Paxton would bring enough booze to knock out the guests completely. She would help with the cooking and put on holiday music and make the whole affair truly come to life. Thanksgiving had never been the same since she died. So, it made sense to Olivia that Jean was trying to make up for lost time, to try and recapture some of the magic of the holiday season.

			But it simply wasn’t that easy.

			“Mom… you’re just going to have to accept that Thanksgiving is different now,” Olivia said gently. “It’s never going to be quite the same again. Filling the house full of people isn’t going to help anyone. It’ll be nice, just the four of us, I promise. It might not be the biggest party of the century, but we’ll have a good time. Brock and I will come at about noon, how does that sound? We’ll stay late, maybe even stay over if that’s alright with you? Then we can all have a few drinks.”

			“That sounds lovely,” Jean said, though Olivia was sure she heard a slight wobble in her voice. She felt her heart sink a little, wishing she could reach through the phone to comfort her. It was always harder around the holidays, knowing everything they had lost. While most families spent those days peacefully, enjoying themselves, Olivia knew they were always being chased by some dark cloud, their old Thanksgivings a haunting memory of how things could’ve been if Veronica was still alive. 

			“It will be. I promise,” Olivia said gently. But in the back of her mind, she was thinking she might not be able to keep that promise. Brock wasn’t himself, there were terrifying things pushed to the back of their lives that were haunting them, and now, Olivia knew just how much expectation Jean had put on the event. She didn’t know how she was supposed to make it all work, how she was supposed to pretend everything was fine when it wasn’t. 

			“Alright, sweetheart. I guess I’ll see you then,” Jean said. “Happy Halloween, I suppose.”

			The call ended before Olivia had the chance to say anything further. She closed her eyes, trying not to allow frustration to get the better of her as she lay there. 

			Some things couldn’t ever be simple. 
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			Trouble didn’t arrive on the night of Halloween, and in some ways, that relieved Olivia. They had a very pleasant evening laughing at the costumes of the little kids who approached their little cabin. Halloween was a fairly low-key affair in the little town of Belle Grove, but Olivia had been determined to at least bring some joy to the community. She had splurged for full-sized candy bars at the store and simply watching the way the children’s eyes lit up was a treat enough. Brock even was able to temporarily shake off his funk for a bit and join in the fun, trying to jump out and spook trick-or-treaters from the woods with a shoddy last-minute costume of a mummy made out of toilet paper. It made Olivia laugh so hard she cried, and after all the lights went out and the kids had long gone to bed, they curled up on the couch and watched a spooky movie marathon until they fell asleep on the couch together.

			As the days passed, she began to relax a little bit, feeling as though the holiday was finally behind them for good. But two days later when she saw SAC Jonathan James’s name lighting up her phone, she was glad to hear from him. Boredom was starting to set in once again. She picked up the call immediately, pressing the phone to her ear via her shoulder as she stirred pasta on the stove.

			“Hi, Jonathan.”

			He cleared his throat in lieu of an actual introduction. “Knight, I have something for you to look into. A possible serial killer case. I thought you might be interested.”

			Olivia’s ears pricked up a little. She was certainly interested.

			“Possible serial killer?”

			“Yes. We’re connecting the dots on a whole bunch of murders in a sixty-mile radius. Many of them are situated very close to a small town called Hollow Nest. It’s looking likely that they are related to one another. Same grisly MO with only a few small differences… and the latest murder took place on Halloween.”

			“Of course it did,” Olivia muttered to herself. She always trusted her gut, and she had sensed something wasn’t right that day. Perhaps it hadn’t been such a quiet Halloween after all, even if it had seemed it. 

			“I’d like to discuss the case so far with both you and Tanner… but I decided to call you first. I’m sure you can gather why.”

			Olivia glanced over her shoulder. Brock was in their bathroom taking a shower so that he could go and meet a friend in town. He was well out of earshot of Olivia’s conversation. She knew what Jonathan might want to ask her. She turned the stove off and pushed the pan off the heat. Dinner wasn’t a concern anymore.

			“You want to know if he’s ready for another big case,” Olivia said plainly. Jonathan sighed and Olivia imagined him pinching the top of his nose, staving off a headache. Brock wasn’t the only one who hadn’t quite been the same since their run-in with the Gamemaster. Jonathan had clearly been feeling the strain too, reliving the moment where he was taken on a stage and told to fight Brock to the death. Both of them had made it out of the fight relatively unharmed, but Olivia understood that mental scars could last almost as long as physical ones. The lack of control that they’d had that day was enough to make even seasoned FBI agents to their knees. 

			“Yes, you’re right. I have no intention of keeping him on the back bench forever…but I will admit, I’ve been trying to keep the two of you away from the heat for a while. This isn’t something that you can just forget easily… and I figured that we should wait and see how things might play out.”

			Jonathan was right about that much. Millions of people all over the world had watched them fighting for their lives on a livestream for the purpose of sick entertainment. When they had returned home, friends and family had spent weeks asking them questions, making them rehash the details of what they had all seen with their own eyes. It had taken a toll on them. Not just Olivia and Brock, but the other survivors too. The twins had been hounded by the French press for weeks, unable to leave their homes without being recognized. Melody had gone off the map entirely, and Henry had opted to take some time away from his career, taking a sabbatical of undetermined length. They had all been encouraged to go to therapy, and though Olivia had declined, Brock had doubled his calls to his own therapist the moment he got home. Olivia hoped that talking to his therapist gave him some peace. Especially if he was unwilling to tell her what was really going on in his mind.

			“Honestly… I think he could use a case that he can really throw himself into,” Olivia said in a low voice, still conscious of being overheard. “And I could too. The cases you’ve assigned us… well, we’re feeling a little stir-crazy, to be honest. Something that will get us out of Belle Grove for a little while wouldn’t be unwelcome.”

			“And you’re sure that Tanner can handle it?”

			“I’m sure that we can handle it.”

			He made that trademark hrm. “ Apologies. I just have to be concerned about his mental wellbeing. After everything you two have endured in recent years, I imagined that you’d both need some time to recover. What kind of leader would I be if I sent him off while he wasn’t feeling stable?”

			“I think the best thing for us both is to try and get back to normal, don’t you? We can’t live in the past forever. Besides… this is what we do best,” Olivia said. The island had been a horrific experience, beyond anything she had ever faced before… and yet she felt okay. As okay as she could possibly be, anyway. She spent her entire life dodging bullets, running from past trauma, trying to keep her head above water. The island was just another notch on her belt, proving that whatever was thrown at her wasn’t enough to stop her. It would take something of an insane magnitude to bring her down. 

			“If you think that is the best course of action, then I completely trust your judgment. Tanner can be a closed book… but if anyone knows what works for him, I suppose it’s you. And if you’re sure he can handle it, then I have no issue with assigning this case to both of you. In truth, I need my best agents on this one. Is he around to talk about the case?”

			“Give me five minutes. He was on his way out, but I’m pretty sure he will cancel everything for this.”

			Sure enough, the moment that Olivia told Brock about the case, he was all ears. There was a spring in his step as he headed into the bedroom, which made Olivia shake her head to herself fondly. He quickly dressed and joined Olivia on the sofa to video call with Jonathan. 

			“Tell us everything,” Brock said, sounding more like he was casually asking after some friendly gossip rather than the grisly details of a possible serial killer. Jonathan raised a weary eyebrow on the screen but said nothing about Brock’s sudden change of mood. He was probably as glad as Olivia was to see a glimmer of the old Brock returning.

			“I’ll be sending you out to Hollow Nest. It’s a couple hours west of you, a small town that doesn’t have much going on. It’s a pretty small community, and it’s surrounded by a lot of green land. Doesn’t seem like the kind of place that would attract trouble.”

			Brock raised his eyebrow. “And yet…”

			“And yet, it seems that something pretty dark might be going on there. I was called about a case involving a young girl, Sammy Aldridge. She was found two days ago, butchered in the woods adjacent to the town.”

			“When you say, butchered…”

			“Yes, I mean butchered,” he confirmed grimly. “Her body was barely recognizable by the time it was found. She was just an ordinary teenage girl by all accounts, but there was something of interest at the scene. She had been included in some kind of local tradition that popped up in recent years… thirteen black cats are arranged each year in a pentagram on Halloween.”

			Olivia frowned and a shot of chill ran down her spine. “What?”

			She’d had far too many close encounters with deranged cults and masked figures to even think for a moment about rituals and pentagrams. If another serial killer was playing this kind of game, they were indeed in for a twisted time. Already her detective brain was ticking. Thirteen black cats. Pentagram. Halloween night. 

			Jonathan held up his hand as if he could see her whirling thoughts. “I know what you’re thinking, Knight. There’s no evidence that the killing is related to any cult activity. In this case, I think it’s just kids messing around. I have been informed that the victim was part of setting up the childish ritual. A prank, really. Her two friends, Alexa and Devi, came forward to admit that they helped her with it. But they left Sammy there that night after the ritual. The police found her the next day, chopped up into bits. Her body was arranged in place of one of the cats. As a part of the pentagram.”

			Brock sighed. “Wow… that’s pretty dark.”

			“The two survivors are distraught… They left the scene before things went awry, and only found out what happened the following day. So it looks like it might have been the work of someone else.”

			“You said this was a possible serial killer?” Olivia reminded Jonathan. He nodded.

			“There have been other incidents. Others have been killed in a very similar manner, but not just in Hollow Nest. Local police in a sixty-mile radius have reported other deaths like this in the last few years, generally on or around Halloween night. Another victim was found in Hollow Nest a few years back, and another only a few miles away from the town. Now, the police have called in the FBI to try and figure out how to stop this… starting with Hollow Nest. It seems it might be a hub of some sort for the killer. Maybe they live in the town, or they visit frequently. That’s for you two to figure out, I suppose.”

			“That poor girl. Do the parents have any possible suspects?”

			“I spoke briefly with Sammy’s mother. She didn’t believe that anyone would want to hurt her, but she was sixteen. Who knows what enemies sixteen-year-old girls can make.”

			Olivia nodded. She knew that well enough.

			“What about the other victims? Anything in common with her?” Brock asked.

			“Not that we can tell. Sammy is a young, Caucasian woman, and the other victims have varied in age and race, though all the others were men so far. It could be random, but given the location of the murder, I believe someone knew Sammy would be there that night. Someone who knew about the little tradition the girls performed, at least. It might have been opportunistic, but not personal.”

			“A vulnerable young girl alone in the woods… almost too much for a killer to resist,” Brock said grimly.

			Olivia swallowed. Cases involving young lives always left a bitter taste in her mouth. There was no getting around the horror of it. But she knew that they would get to the bottom of it, as they always did. Sammy’s death would not be left unsolved. Olivia only hoped to give her family and friends some peace after something so horrible.

			“There will be a wake in Hollow Nest the day after tomorrow. I suggest you start there, meet Sammy’s family and the people in the town. Ask questions and get answers. You know the drill. The police will be on standby for anything you need, and I’m in the process of gathering information from the other precincts about the connecting cases. Do you think you can handle this?”

			“Oh absolutely,” Brock said, smiling a little. “We won’t disappoint.”

			“Good. Though perhaps try not to look so happy when you arrive on the scene, Tanner. A young life has been lost.”

			“Sorry… I’m just looking forward to working on an important case again. It’s been a little while. We won’t let you or her family down, I promise.”

			“I should hope not. I’m counting on you,” Jonathan said sternly. He paused, frown lines creasing his forehead. He looks older, Olivia thought to herself. Recent events certainly seemed to have aged them all. He took a deep breath. “I trust you entirely. Let’s see if we can have more luck with this case than the last, hmm?”
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			When Brock and Olivia arrived in Hollow Nest, it was clear that it was a town in mourning. There was a bleakness to the place from the moment they turned into the narrow streets leading up to it. As they drove through the streets, they saw closed curtains and rows of parked cars leading up to the church, as though everyone in the place had turned up to mourn the young woman’s death. Olivia peered out of the window as they saw crowds of people dressed in black heading up to the church for the memorial service, solemn expressions on every face they passed.

			“There’s a lot of people, isn’t there? It’s nice. Looks like Sammy Aldridge really made an impression on her community,” Olivia said. Brock hummed in response.

			“Maybe. Either that or it’s just a small community. You know how it is in small towns. People notice everything. It looks bad if you don’t show up to pay your respects to a teenage girl, right? I wouldn’t dare miss something like that for fear of how it would make me look.”

			“That seems a little cryptic… why do you assume that these people don’t care about what happened?”

			“Olivia, the kid was doing rituals in the forest before she died. Does that sound like a normal thing for a teenager to do?”

			“I mean, kind of,” Olivia pointed out. “You were a teenager once. You didn’t know any kooky-spooky girls who would have done stuff like that?”

			“Well, that’s what I mean. I’ll bet everyone in town just loved that kind of thing. She sounds like an outcast to me. And kids who act like that just don’t fit in.”

			“You don’t know that…”

			“I do. It’s the natural state of things. You know it too, you just don’t want to admit it. Sammy was probably the kind of kid that we all teased at school before we knew any better. She probably rubbed people the wrong way just by being herself. All those people flooding into the church… they won’t have cared about her. They’re just keeping up appearances. Mark my words.”

			Olivia watched as more people headed up to the church. Her eyes locked on a set of teenage girls standing off to one side, giggling and whispering unsubtly behind their hands. Brock was right—they didn’t look like they were mourning Sammy’s loss. Her eyes narrowed. School bullies, she guessed. It looked like Brock might be right about the situation at hand. How sad it was, she thought. A young life had been lost in a horrific manner, and yet high school politics were still at play. It made her sad to see that some things just never changed.

			“Should we go inside?” Olivia asked Brock. He checked his watch.

			“Maybe we shouldn’t disturb the memorial service… we should wait until the wake afterward. We don’t want to upset Sammy’s mother further by poking around. It’s bad enough that we have to be here in the first place.”

			Olivia nodded in agreement. They had been in touch with Sammy’s mother briefly to let her know they’d be coming, but Olivia felt guilty for disturbing the whole process. She was grieving and they were digging it all up, asking questions that no one truly wanted to answer. They would have to make everyone uncomfortable to get the truth. Still, it was the only way that they would get any justice for Sammy. It had to be done.

			It was around an hour and a half later when Olivia and Brock arrived at the wake. Noticeably, much fewer people seemed to be showing up for the aftermath of it all. The small community center felt much bigger when only a few guests occupied the space. Olivia guessed it was one thing to gather in a quiet church and show some respect, but quite another to show up to the wake, acting as though they actually cared about what had happened. Olivia’s heart ached for the young girl. Had she really left such a small impression on her own community?

			Still, more people arrived in trickles. Olivia watched as each set of guests showed up. First were a few distant relatives, who headed straight for the soggy sandwiches on the buffet table and muttered quietly among themselves. A while later, a group of teachers arrived from Sammy’s school, grouping together and keeping quiet. 

			Then, finally, came someone of interest. Olivia clocked a middle-aged man entering the room, his hand firmly on his son’s shoulder. The pair of them had the same scruffy brown hair and dimples, a tell-tale sign of a father and son combination. They were both broad-shouldered, and the older man seemed to be wearing a shirt that hadn’t fit him for at least twenty years. The boy looked visibly upset to be there, and not once did his father let go of him. Olivia eyed them cautiously. The younger boy was the first guest to arrive who seemed to be actually upset by the whole thing. She wondered who he might be and what Sammy had meant to him.

			She intended to find out.

			Olivia stepped forward to introduce herself, inserting herself into their eyeline with a slightly uncomfortable smile.

			“Hi. I’m Olivia, and this is Brock… I know you’re probably not coming here to make chit-chat, and I’m sorry to bombard you like this at such a troubling time, but I’m here with a mission in mind. We’re with the FBI.”

			“Oh, wow. I had no idea that the FBI was getting involved in Sammy’s case,” the older man said, running a hand through his hair. The thought seemed to disturb him. Olivia understood why. The FBI were an intimidating presence, and rarely the bearer of good news. No one was ever happy to see them when they were on the job. 

			“The case was deemed worrying enough to pass it over to us… we’re investigating this incident in connection to others in the area. So yes, we’re investigating what happened and trying to find out who did this to Sammy.”

			The man reached out his free hand to shake Olivia’s. His massive, calloused hands dwarfed Olivia’s and he squeezed firmly, tightly—not like he was trying to intimidate her, necessarily, more that the man’s sheer size and strength couldn’t help it. “Thanks for comin’. That poor girl needs someone fighting her corner… I’m Joshua Caldwell, and this is my son Maxwell.”

			“It’s Max,” the boy said venomously, but his head was bowed, tears pricking his eyes. 

			“...My son, Max,” Joshua amended.

			Brock gave Max a polite, sympathetic smile, which the boy didn’t return. “Did you know Sammy well?” 

			The father nodded while Max just stared at the floor. “She visited our home a few times over the years… birthday parties and such,” Joshua said solemnly. “He was pretty distraught when he found out.”

			“Dad.”

			“Sorry, son. I’m not tryin’ to embarrass you. But these people are here to help, and we need to be honest with them. You understand? They’re going to find out what happened to Samantha…”

			“Whatever. It’s not like it’s gonna bring her back,” Max grumbled, shrugging his dad’s hand off and walking away in a huff. Joshua sighed, glancing apologetically at them.

			“I’m sorry. Teenage boys…”

			“We understand,” Brock said with a nod. “It must be a tough time for him.”

			“He doesn’t want to face up to any of this. I don’t blame him. None of us do.”

			“You can tell your son that we’re going to find out what happened to his friend. That’s a promise.”

			Olivia cut over a glance at Brock. He knew better than to start making promises like that. But the words had left his mouth, and now they hung in the air. There was no taking them back.

			Joshua sighed. “We’d appreciate that, agents. Tell you the truth, I wish I could say things like this don’t happen here but… strange things do seem to happen in Hollow Nest.”

			Olivia tilted her head. “What kind of strange things?”

			“Well, I’m sure you’ve heard about all the other murders in the woods the last few years. And there have been those cats, but I guess that mystery has been solved. God, it makes me think I should’ve packed up my shop and moved away when I had the chance. But it’s been in my family for so long, I just can’t leave it. That’s Max’s inheritance.”

			“What kind of shop is it?” Brock asked in a friendly, conversational tone.

			“Oh, it’s the meat market down on Second. Been passed down ever since my great-granddad. Someday, God willing, Maxwell might be able to pass it on to his kids, too.”

			“Good tradition,” Brock nodded.

			Joshua gave a tight smile. “After something like this though, I give a second thought to the whole thing. I just… I never expected this could happen to one of our kids. All the horrible things out there in the world… it feels like we can protect them from it all. But that’s never really the case, is it? It feels like no one is safe.”

			“We can assure you that the safety of this town is our utmost priority,” Olivia assured him. “That’s what we do. And whoever’s done this will pay for it.”

			Joshua looked around the room nervously. A few more people had arrived and the room was quiet, whispers passing around them as people tried to keep themselves composed. This was no ordinary wake, no celebration of life. A young girl was dead, murdered in the dead of night, and no one in the room could forget it. It brought another level of darkness to a town that had already seen so much darkness if Joshua’s account was true. 

			“I hope you can at least bring an end to this mess,” Joshua said. “I don’t want anyone else to go through what Renee must be going through. To lose her only child… unthinkable. That poor woman. As if she hasn’t been through enough lately…”

			Olivia opened her mouth to enquire further about what he might mean, but at that moment, two more guests entered the room. It was another father-son duo, but this one was arguing not so quietly. The pair were red-faced and making no secret of their feud.

			“I don’t get why you’re making me come here, she was such a sad little weirdo…” the young boy sneered. His tie hung loose around his neck, and his shirt was untucked. An act of teenage rebellion. His father put a hand on his shoulder sternly. The pair of them were handsome with dark hair and eyes, but their faces were contorted by their own anger. 

			“That’s enough, Craig. Have some respect,” the father hissed.

			“Why should I? I barely even knew her. I made sure I didn’t. It’s not like we were ever friends, and we already sat through the freakin’ memorial, so why do we have to be here too? You’re just here to keep up appearances.”

			“I said enough,” the older man said, fixing his son with a warning look. Craig rolled his eyes.

			“If you’re really going to make me stay here then I’m not sticking around. I’m going to find my friends. Oh wait, they’re not here. Because their parents aren’t forcing them to be here.”

			With that, Craig turned his back on his father and walked straight for the buffet table, grabbing a handful of sandwiches before disappearing through the fire exit. His father looked a little lost, standing in the doorway alone. Joshua fixed him a small smile and beckoned him over.

			“Hey, Bobby. Glad to see I’m not the only one dealing with a moody teenager today. Why don’t you join us?”

			Bobby walked over, chuckling softly to himself. There was a slight limp to his step, but he didn’t wince. He clapped a hand on Joshua’s shoulder. “Can’t say I blame the kids, under the circumstances… But it doesn’t make them any less of a nightmare, does it?” He paused, glancing at Olivia and Brock with slightly narrowed eyes. “You two aren’t familiar to me… I assume you’re from out of town. Friends of Sammy’s family?”

			“FBI, actually,” Joshua said.

			Bobby looked surprised at that but reached out and shook their hands.

			“Agents Knight and Tanner, FBI. And you are…”

			“Dr. Robert Wilcox,” he said. “Call me Bobby.”

			“Did you know Sammy?”

			Bobby nodded. “She’s—she was—one of my patients. Sweet girl. Always had a smile on her face. Never had a cavity… I can’t say I knew her beyond our dental appointments, but she seemed like a nice kid. She certainly didn’t deserve this.”

			“We’re hoping we can figure out what happened to her as soon as possible,” Olivia said. “We understand how stressful this must be for everyone living here… just keep a close eye on your sons for a while. We can’t be too careful.”

			“Oh absolutely. I won’t be letting Craig out of my sight. It’ll be a six o’clock curfew as far as I’m concerned,” Bobby said, glancing over at his son with sadness in his eyes. “I’d rather be safe than sorry. Now more than ever, we have to look after one another. Right, Joshua? Maybe we can get our sons together some nights, keep an eye on them so they don’t go stir crazy. I know you work late sometimes at the shop. I could keep an eye on them when I get off work”

			“That might be an idea,” Joshua replied, but there was a stiffness about his response. Olivia noted it mentally. Was it possible that these two men had sons that didn’t get along? Or was it more likely that he didn’t trust anyone else with his son? Olivia couldn’t blame him for that. In a town so small, with a killer loose, how could they really trust anyone at all?

			Guests trickled in slowly. Joshua and Bobby headed off to have a beer together, leaving Olivia to hope for some new guests to speak with. There seemed to be no sign of the people Olivia really wanted to see, though. She spoke briefly to everyone who arrived, but no one of importance. She was looking for Sammy’s two friends, the ones she hung out with at school, and for Sammy’s mother, or for anyone who knew her well when she was alive. But with so few people turning up, it seemed she might be running out of questions to ask anyway. 

			An hour passed before there was any sign of Sammy’s friends. Then, a hush fell over the room as they entered the room. 

			Alexa Warner and Devi Bhinder stood out like sore thumbs. Alexa wore black lipstick and a gaudy fascinator over her dyed gray hair. Her black combat boots were paired with a raggedy purple skirt that looked like it was falling apart at the seams. She didn’t appear to be accompanied by her parents either, standing only with Devi’s family in the doorway. She fixed a sly smile on her face, as though she knew she was the center of attention and was enjoying it. Perhaps she was. 

			Devi was a little more reserved with her outfit, perhaps because she had two stern parents standing behind her, but Olivia saw how thick her eyeliner was on her eyes, her dark hair arranged in two long plaits like Wednesday Addams. It was as though both girls were announcing to the world that they didn’t fit in, and they had no intention of trying to. Given what they’d heard about Sammy, it seemed that her friends were as much outcasts as she had been when she was alive.

			Devi whispered something to Alexa, who rolled her eyes and walked into the room alone. There was no trace of tears on her cheeks and her face was as hard as stone, but Olivia wasn’t buying the act. It looked too polished, something that she had likely perfected over the years. She knew girls like Alexa who leaned into their strangeness to protect themselves, to make sure they proved they couldn’t be hurt by the world. She was used to putting on a mask.

			Either that or she really didn’t care that her best friend was dead.

			Devi, on the other hand, looked like she might burst into tears at any moment. Her parents guided her into the room and she shuffled by, her eyes cast to the ground. Perhaps she realized that everyone was staring at her, wondering what she was thinking. Olivia suddenly understood that the pressure in the room was so high because there was an underlying implication. There had been three strange girls, and now there were two, and the two left alive were the last to see Sammy. It was easy to lay blame at their feet, to buy into the idea that their oddities could make them killers. It was like a window into the minds of the town as a collective.

			They all wanted to lay blame somewhere. Why not on the strange kids who marred their perfect little town?

			Olivia turned to Brock, raising an eyebrow. He let out a breath, shaking his head softly.

			“It’s very uncomfortable in here…”

			“Glad I’m not the only one who thinks so. Those poor girls.”

			“Well, don’t feel too sorry for them yet,” he hedged. “We don’t know what they might’ve been capable of.”

			“They came forward to tell the police about the pentagram. Why would they do that if they were the killers? They’d be exposing themselves. I mean, their DNA will be all over the scene.”

			“Maybe. But what better way to explain that than their little ritual? It places them at the scene, but gives them a loose alibi if they claim they left her there.”

			“She had her own car. They were always going to leave her there. Besides, they’re kids. You think they’ve been butchering people in a sixty-mile radius for the past few years? Since they were preteens?”

			Brock sighed. “Alright, you’ve got me there. But I don’t want to discount anyone. Stranger things have happened than a few goth kids going on a killing rampage. And these kids are strange. They’re giving me the creeps.”

			Olivia rolled her eyes. “Brock, you’re a seasoned FBI agent and a few goth kids give you the creeps? Maybe you’re in the wrong line of work…”

			“Uh oh. Here comes trouble…”

			Olivia glanced up to see Alexa stomping over in her big boots. Half the room was watching her every move, as though she might turn around and do something drastic at any moment. She came to a stop in front of Olivia and Brock, folding her arms defiantly.

			“Talking about me?” Alexa said, cocking her head aggressively. Olivia stood her ground. She didn’t want to be seen cringing away from a teenager. It wouldn’t be a good start to the investigation.

			“I don’t think we’re the only ones, are we?” Olivia replied coolly. Alexa blushed and Olivia almost smiled to herself. Alexa might act like she was bulletproof, but it didn’t mean she was. After all, beneath her exterior, she was still just a kid.

			“Whatever,” Alexa said, rolling her eyes. “Do you want to talk to me or what? Isn’t that why you’re here?”

			“Sure. Why don’t you grab your friend Devi too? And we can go somewhere to talk?” Brock offered. Alexa gave him a snotty look.

			“Fine. Come outside. I could use a vape anyway.”

			Olivia almost rolled her eyes. Alexa was certainly the picture of a teenage rebel, doing the most to seem like she was cool and hardened to the world. But Olivia was sure that underneath the facade, she was a grieving kid trying to get by. She couldn’t judge her for putting walls up.

			She would too if her entire world had just come crashing down.
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			There was a chill in the air as Olivia and Brock stepped outside with Devi and Alexa. Alexa made a point of immediately taking out an e-cigarette and fiddling with it. She seemed more than happy to keep Olivia and Brock hanging. She offered one to Devi who shook her head, looking tearful. Olivia thought she was about to offer one to them too, but at the last minute, she smirked and shook her head to herself.

			Alexa put the vape in her mouth, taking a long drag and trying not to cough as she inhaled the smoke. Olivia allowed her to play out her little performance. She was clearly trying to show them how grown up she was, letting them know that she should be taken seriously, but it was so nearly a perfect metaphor for the situation. It wasn’t a real cigarette, it was a flavored cartridge that wasn’t so harsh on your lungs. Another façade in a way, a cheap performance to keep up appearances, even if that appearance was an attempt to act hard and cool and unbothered. But if Alexa needed to feel like she was in control, then so be it. As long as she gave them answers, that was all that mattered.

			“So. What do you want to know?” Alexa asked as wisps of white vapor curled up out of the corners of her mouth. Devi shifted uncomfortably.

			“Shouldn’t we have a parent or guardian present while we talk to you? Is that a thing? We’re underage.” Devi asked uncertainly. Alexa scoffed.

			“Fat chance of that happening for me. Mom’s long gone and Dad is probably five drinks deep by now,” she said. “But you do you. Go run and get your mommy if you want, Devi. You rely on her for everything else, after all.”

			“Quit being a cow, Alexa,” Devi fired back, her face hardening. The tears in her eyes were long gone. “This isn’t the time.”

			Alexa rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of guilt on her face. She knew she had taken things too far, particularly if she was going to drag Devi through the mud just to make a point. Brock offered Devi a smile.

			“You can go and get your parents if you’d feel more comfortable, Devi. But you’re not in trouble. We just want to talk to you a little. Informally. We want to get to the bottom of what happened to your friend, and since you both saw her close to when she was killed… we thought you might have some insight. Especially since you knew her so well. Is that okay with you? Do you feel like you can level with us?”

			Devi hesitated for a moment, chewing on her thumb nail. Then she nodded. Olivia took a deep breath, hoping to get started before Alexa found a way to derail the investigation again.

			“So… we heard that the two of you came forward about your… well, they called it a ‘ritual in the forest.’ Could you tell us a little more about it? We know you’ve been doing it for a while. Perhaps you can tell us what it means to you and what it meant to Sammy.”

			Devi glanced at Alexa, clearly hoping she would take the lead. Alexa sighed and dramatically huffed, causing a fresh cloud of vapor to billow up into the sky. She ejected the flavor cartridge and dropped it unceremoniously on the ground, almost in open defiance of the trash can barely a few yards away.

			“We already told the police this. It’s just a dumb tradition that we have. It’s nothing, really.”

			“What does it mean? The thirteen cats in a pentagram?”

			Alexa threw her hands up in frustration. “I don’t know! We saw it in a book of witchcraft. We thought it was cool. What more do you want us to say? We weren’t trying to sacrifice Sammy to the devil or something crazy like that. It was just meant to be a bit of fun, a way to blow off steam every Halloween. The ritual was her idea in the first place.”

			“It was?”

			“Of course it was. She was the weirdest of us all,” Alexa said. She smiled a little, thinking affectionately of her friend. “She was always coming up with crazy stuff for us to get involved in. We just tended to go along with it.”

			“And when did this start? This tradition?” Brock asked.

			“Like, two years ago? Yeah, this was our third time doing it. It was fun. It was dumb, but fun. And we kept it under wraps, especially because it freaked people out the first year. It was a great way to mess with everyone. No one knew it was us until we told the police after they found Sammy… but I wish it could’ve stayed a secret. It was nice having something that was ours. Something to get us noticed in the world without anyone knowing it was us…”

			Alexa trailed off, sadness tainting her expression. Olivia understood what was going through her mind. All they’d ever wanted was to mean something to the community, to do something that would make them cool in a way they’d never been before. If they couldn’t be on a level with the other kids at their school, then at least they’d be talked about. Now, they’d been noticed, but for all the wrong reasons. Sammy would always be the dead girl and they would always be her weird friends who were the last to see her before she got chopped into pieces.

			“And you completed the ritual before you left Sammy there?”

			Devi once again looked at Alexa, her eyes wide. 

			“Yeah, we finished it. There were thirteen cats, just like usual, but… I heard that when they found her… only twelve cats were left. And in place of the thirteenth…”

			Olivia’s throat tightened. She was dreading seeing the photographs of the crime scene again. The reality of it was so much worse than just talking about it. It was enough to make anyone’s stomach churn, especially knowing that she’d been so young, so vulnerable. 

			Alexa’s eyes were trained on the ground and she kicked her cartridge with the tip of her boot.

			“What time did you leave the forest? And was Sammy still there when you left?” Brock asked, moving on to the line of questioning. Alexa sighed.

			“I don’t know… maybe 12:15? We always do the ritual at midnight… We stuck around for a little bit, and then when we were done, I took Devi home. Yes, Sammy was still there when we went. She had her own car.”

			“I got home at 12:26,” Devi whispered. “I remember because my mom screamed at me about sneaking out. She made sure I remembered the time…”

			“And you went right on home, Alexa?”

			Alexa sniffed. “I went back to my dad’s place, yeah. He wasn’t too pleased about me stealing his car for the night, but whatever. I got back five minutes after I dropped off Devi. He doesn’t remember me getting back, but I sure do, so there’s no issue there. And no, I didn’t leave the house again that night.”

			“And how did you find that Sammy hadn’t gotten home?” Olivia asked gently.

			“She wouldn’t answer her stupid phone. Which was unlike her. I asked her to send me the pictures of the pentagram we set up, but she wasn’t responding at all. I figured she got in trouble or whatever but… but then I heard the next morning…” For the first time, a hint of real emotion threatened to burst out of Alexa, but she blinked it back harshly and shook her head. “Anyway, Dad was freaking out and locked me in my room but I climbed out the window to go to Devi’s house. I had to get away. I’ve been staying with her ever since.”

			Devi said nothing in response. She seemed like a quiet girl anyway, but her shifty eyes were making Olivia wonder what she was hiding. All teenage girls had secrets, that was a given. But why was she hiding behind Alexa’s words, waiting for her to do the talking? What was it that she wasn’t saying? Surely she had some thoughts to share?

			“Well, Sammy has ruined our favorite holiday by dying on it, that’s for sure,” Alexa said with a bitter sniff. It didn’t even really feel like she was joking. “She was always kind of selfish like that. But I don’t know why we keep going around in circles. These are the same questions the police asked us. The story’s the same every time. We left her there. We shouldn’t have. Now she’s dead, it’s probably our fault, blah blah blah. Whatever.”

			“Why did you leave her?” Brock asked.

			Alexa scowled at him. “What, you’re implying that we abandoned her?”

			Olivia could see that Brock was frustrated, desperate to roll his eyes, but he kept his cool. “Of course not. But why did she get left behind? What reason would she have to not leave at the same time as you?”

			“She came in her own car, I told you that! She was always showing it off, driving around town like she owned it. Her mom gave it to her for her birthday. The most I got from my mom was one sad little card in the mail telling me she was never coming home,” Alexa snapped. “She had everything she could ever want. So yeah, she drove on her own. Didn’t bother to pick us up either, obviously. She could’ve done that, easily, but I guess she had other plans. And we left before she did because we wanted to get home before we got in trouble. I don’t know why she hung back, but she did. That’s all there is to it.”

			Olivia narrowed her eyes. Something was off about the whole conversation. Something was definitely being left out, she could sense it. Why did Alexa seem so angry at Sammy? Were they not supposed to be best friends? Given that she was dead now, there had to be some pretty bad blood between them for Alexa to continue holding a grudge. Was she simply trying to cover up her hurt with harsh words, or did something happen that night? There were fifteen minutes between the start of the ritual and the girls leaving the forest. What had happened in those fifteen minutes to rile Alexa up so much?

			And then there was Devi, who had barely said a word. Was she covering for Alexa? According to Alexa, they had barely been apart since finding out that Sammy was dead. Sure, it seemed like Alexa’s home life was a little rocky, but was there another reason she was glued to Devi’s hip?

			Was she trying to make sure they stuck to the same story?

			“So nothing else happened the night of her death? Nothing that you think we should know about?” Olivia asked, raising an eyebrow directly at Devi. She watched as the young girl crumpled in on herself, her arms wrapping over her chest as she folded herself away from scrutiny. She didn’t look like someone with nothing to hide, despite her innocent youthful face. But Alexa held her ground, putting her hands on her hips.

			“I don’t like your implication,” she said harshly. “Sammy was our friend. If we knew anything, don’t you think we would tell you? You think we wanted this to happen?”

			“No, but—”

			“You think we wanted to wake up one day and find out that our friend had been chopped up and tortured, in the place we last saw her? You think we want to live with that knowledge for the rest of our lives?” Alexa pushed. “No. We don’t want any of this. Devi has cried herself to sleep for two days straight. I can’t stop feeling numb, wondering what the hell we did to deserve this. And now, I’m wondering who would want to hurt her like that, who would choose her to die out of everyone in the world. She drove me up the wall, but I loved her like a sister. So stop asking invasive questions, pretending you care. You don’t know anything at all.” 

			Olivia watched as Alexa grabbed Devi’s arm hard, tugging her back toward the building. Devi winced, glancing back over her shoulder at Olivia and Brock. “Alexa!”

			“We’re going, Devi. We don’t have to put up with this. Come on, I’m starving.”

			The two girls stormed off together and Olivia let out a long sigh. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t glad to see the back of Alexa and her temper for a while. She turned to Brock, wondering what he made of it all.

			“Are you thinking the same thing as me?”

			“Oh, they’re definitely hiding something. I knew they were,” Brock said. “Especially Devi… or maybe she’s just not as good a liar as Alexa. She was definitely feeling shifty, wasn’t she? But you know how teenagers can be. Everything is something and nothing at the same time. They make a big deal out of secrets. They’d have difficult emotions at the best of times. But it definitely feels like they left something out of their story. Something that would help us piece things together, but that they don’t want to tell us about.”

			“I think something must’ve happened in the time between the ritual and them leaving. Something that would’ve made Alexa and Devi get in the car before Sammy did,” Olivia offered. “Because these girls seemed pretty tight. They only had each other, after all. They wouldn’t normally leave one of them alone in a forest, right? They might be brave enough to go out there in the middle of the night as a trio, but I doubt they’d be so brave without the group. So something must’ve angered Alexa and Devi. Or let’s be real, maybe just Alexa. Did you see the way Devi kept looking at her for answers? Like she was scared of slipping up and saying something she shouldn’t? Or she was scared of irritating Alexa?”

			“It was impossible to miss. They know more than they’re saying for sure. But I think you’re right… They both seem pretty upset. I don’t think they had a direct hand in what happened. Whatever they’re leaving out of their story must be important, though. We’re going to have to get it out of them somehow.”

			“Agreed. Maybe we interview them separately once the dust has settled a little. They’ve both got their guard up now. We’ll need to catch them at a better time. And if Alexa is staying with Devi and her family, it might be a little more difficult to catch Devi on her own…”

			“Well, they’re not going anywhere. This town is too small for them to find somewhere to hide. The truth will out eventually,” Brock replied. Olivia could see how the case had piqued his interest. Some of the dullness in his eyes had gone, replaced by determination and intrigue. She was glad to see that work had a way of reviving him, of making him forget his own troubles and focus on solving other people’s issues. At least Yara and the business with the Gamemaster could take a backseat for a while.

			“We should see if Sammy’s mother has shown up yet,” Olivia pointed out. “She might have some insight into Sammy’s relationship with the other two girls too. I think whatever she’s got to say will be important.”

			“Definitely. But before we dive right on her and hound her with questions… I’m starving. I really wouldn’t mind one of those buffet sandwiches right now…”

			Olivia rolled her eyes. “Some things never change.”
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			Renee Aldridge was a mess. There was no other way to describe her, and it didn’t surprise Olivia in the slightest. Olivia could see the woman’s despair despite the fact that her expression was stoic and there were no tears on her face. She was a short woman with a weathered face, like she had long since been suffering even before her daughter’s death. She greeted Olivia with a firm handshake as they found her toward the end of the wake to talk about the case.

			“Thank you for coming. I really appreciate your time. I trust my daughter’s case is in good hands with you,” she said, nodding to Brock too. “They said you’re the best in the FBI.”

			“We certainly try our best,” Olivia assured her, a faint blush on her cheeks at the compliment. “There hasn’t been a case we haven’t solved together yet. We’re sorry to gatecrash the wake. We hate to question you so soon, with all that you have going on…”

			Renee shook her head. “Much rather this than just sitting here making smiles with everyone. Would you like to come back to my house? You can take a look in Sammy’s room if you’d like, see if you can find anything that will help. I’ll have to hitch a ride, though. The car got taken in for evidence.”

			“Of course. We can take you,” Brock said. Renee nodded and Olivia led the way back to their car. The town seemed quiet now. The sky was darkening and all of the guests were making their way home. Olivia watched Renee watching them go, trying to see if there was a crack in her expression, but she didn’t let up. Olivia didn’t know how she could hold it together. After all she had lost, she could easily crumple. In her shoes, Olivia was sure she wouldn’t be able to take the weight of it all.

			But her face didn’t change. Not even when they walked inside her empty house. Not even with the silence of the place, as though the house was grieving the loss of Sammy too. Renee made them all coffee without her mood shifting at all. And even when she sat down to talk to Olivia and Brock, knowing what the topic was going to be, her face didn’t change a bit.

			“Whatever you want to know, I’m ready for questions,” Renee said, sipping from her mug. Olivia cleared her throat and took the lead.

			“Well… perhaps you can walk us through the night it happened. Where were you while Sammy was out with her friends?”

			“I was out on a date,” she admitted with a sigh. “I don’t go out much, especially since Sammy’s father left us… but I have always given Sammy free range of the house on Halloween. She loved it so much, and it made me happy to see her happy. I always trusted her too. She never wanted to have boys over, really. Devi and Alexa were the only friends she had, I suppose, so it wasn’t like she was throwing ragers whenever I left the house…”

			“You didn’t have any issue with leaving her home alone?”

			Renee’s forehead creased. “This is a small town. We all know each other and trust each other. On Halloween each year, my neighbors promise to keep an ear out for anything amiss while I make myself scarce. They always reported back that Sammy and her friends were good as gold… they never made too much noise or caused any trouble. The neighbors have kids of their own that go around pranking half the neighborhood… My Sammy was one of the good ones. So no, I had no issue leaving her home alone. She was mature for her age, and I trusted her. That’s why I let her have a car, why I thought she could be trusted to be sensible. Sure, she put on the black clothes and all, and the crazy music, but she was a good kid. She never got in trouble, never toed the line. I had no issue with her taking the car out… I guess I didn’t expect the girls would leave her there alone in the middle of the woods. Not that I blame them for what happened… but it was odd that they would do that to her. They’re all pretty streetwise… being a young girl alone in the woods was never going to be sensible.”

			“Did you know they were going to the forest?”

			Renee shook her head. “I knew they were going out, but I thought they’d come back to the house, and certainly before midnight. I didn’t suspect that they were the ones behind the ritual prank, but now that seems silly. Of course it was them. It’s right up Sammy’s street to do something like that. But like I said… it wasn’t like them to not come back.”

			“So when did you realize she was missing?”

			Renee swallowed, but her expression barely changed. “My boyfriend dropped me off around one, and the car wasn’t in the driveway. I waited up a while, thinking maybe she was still out with her friends. It wasn’t a school night, I wasn’t going to get too mad about her breaking curfew. But she… she never came back. I called the police at around three.” Renee paused, casting her eyes downward. “They found her early the next morning.”

			“I’m so sorry, Renee. What happened was truly awful,” Olivia said gently. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to circle back to what you know about the girls… Sammy’s friends. You said that Devi and Alexa usually came back with Sammy. Would they spend the night at your house often?”

			“Yes, normally. They’re always over at our place. At least a few nights a week. Alexa is a little troubled… issues with her father. I feel better when she’s in my home than in her own, so I never minded having them here. Devi is a sweet girl, too. Quiet, but sweet.”

			“Okay… so did it strike you as unusual that the girls didn’t spend the night this time? That they were also absent?”

			Renee frowned. “I… I hadn’t really thought about that. I assumed they were with Sammy until the moment I called the police… that was when I called Devi’s mom too. And then I guess when I realized Sammy was the only one missing… I’ve had a one-track mind since. Yes, it is a little weird that they didn’t come to stay… but now that you mention it, Sammy had said that the girls might not stay this time.”

			Olivia scribbled this down. “Did she say why?”

			“Not really… it didn’t seem like a big deal when she mentioned it. But do you think that’s important? That they weren’t here?”

			Olivia didn’t know how to answer that question. If Sammy was preemptively suggesting that she wouldn’t be spending the night with the other girls, did she plan to be alone in the woods? What reason would she have to split off from her friends? A boy, perhaps? Or did she have some Halloween rituals of her own to complete, maybe? 

			Or maybe she had it in her head that the girls wouldn’t want to spend time with her. But why would that be? Had there been some tension between them all that Devi and Alexa were covering up? Were they worried about how an argument with Sammy just before her death would make them look? Olivia could only speculate without more information, but it did open things up a little.

			“I’m not sure for now. It could be nothing,” Olivia assured Renee. “We just have to ask, you understand? We’re just trying to delve down every avenue.”

			Renee nodded. “I get it. I do. And I want to help however I can. But I don’t know why the girls didn’t plan to stay over. I would say it’s unusual that Alexa went home in particular. I don’t know what goes on in that house with her father… but I know she’s a deeply unhappy child. Anyone can see it. If she can avoid being there, she does. So why she wouldn’t choose to come here is beyond me.”

			“We will speak to the girls again. But for now, maybe there’s something else you can help us with. We want to put a lens on your home life and examine that a little further. Why don’t you tell us a little about Sammy’s father? You said that you’re separated… is there any reason he would want to hurt his daughter?”

			Renee sighed, looking uncomfortable. It was the first time her expression had given way even a little bit. “Sammy would hate me saying this. She didn’t like to talk about him at all, really. But her relationship with her father was… very complicated. He and I didn’t have a good marriage. She caught him cheating on me in the house. Twice. He was… brazen. Like he almost wanted to be caught. And not only did it damage her view of him, but of me, for letting him get away with it, I suppose. It damaged her outlook on life when she started to realize just how imperfect our life was back then. But she started to resent him for the way he treated me. She had always been closer to me than to him, for obvious reasons. There was so much to her father that was… off. He’d get drunk, then he’d get angry.”

			Brock leaned forward respectfully. “I’m sorry, I have to ask. Did he ever…?”

			Renee shook her head. “No. He could be aggressive. He’d shout, but he was never… physically violent. He punched a few holes in walls, but he never touched us. He never would have laid a hand on Sammy.”

			“I’m sorry that you both went through that,” Olivia said. “So he left? And when he did, was she in contact with him? How long has he been out of the house?”

			Renee began to twist her ring finger. There was no longer a ring there, but Olivia had the feeling it was an old habit, a nervous habit. “I kicked him out four years ago. She took it better than I expected… I know she was on my side for the whole thing. It was a no-brainer to her. We were close. She had respect for me, and I gave her the freedom to do as she wished. I tried to be neutral when he left me, to let her know that she could make up her own mind about him. It was her choice to start cutting him off. After he left, he would call her every day, but she didn’t always pick up. She had a lot of built-up anger toward him, as you can imagine. And he kept trying for a while before he eventually got bored. Just like he got bored of me. He moved on with another woman. And then another. Had a kid with another and left her too. He was unstoppable, always moving on to the next best thing. But that wasn’t what bothered me… last I heard of him, he was in a spot of trouble.”

			“What kind of trouble?”

			Renee took a deep breath. “A woman accused him of sexual assault. He insisted whatever went on between them was consensual… and the court ruled in his favor. But she was young. Only a few years older than Sammy. That made her hate him even more. I think… I think she believes he wasn’t innocent. She hasn’t returned any of his calls since, but he does try sometimes. I think he knows he’s messed up and wants to make things right. But I guess it’s all too little too late, isn’t it?”

			Olivia chewed her lip. While Sammy’s father sounded like a piece of work, she didn’t think he was involved in her death at all. It didn’t seem to match up with what had happened to Sammy. Even if Sammy’s father was a sexual assaulter, there was no evidence that Sammy had been violated in such a way, or that her father would ever want to do something so foul to his own daughter. Not to mention butchering her afterward. Still, Olivia felt she had to probe, just in case. A man able to cause so much damage to his own family had to be a suspect.

			“And what do you think of his capabilities? You said he was never physically violent… but presumably he could be verbally abusive?”

			Renee took a deep breath. “Yes, you could say that.”

			“And he drank?”

			“Oh, yes. I’m sure he drinks more now than he did even then. That’s probably where his lines started to get blurred. That’s what got him into trouble with the law. But he’s still a free man … so anything could happen.”

			“Would he have been aware that you were out of the house on Halloween? Do you think there’s any chance he’d come back here, try to talk to Sammy… and things went wrong?”

			Renee closed her eyes. “I will never forgive him for the things he did to our family… a family I thought would last. But… but as much as I hate him, I don’t think he could ever do something so… so awful. He was a bad husband and a bad father… but he did love Sammy, in his own way. I can’t bear thinking about that. That he could… do that. Someone took… someone took my baby from me. Chopped her up like meat. Who could do that?”

			Now the cracks were starting to show. Renee’s face crumpled and she let out a small whimper, grabbing for a tissue off the coffee table. 

			“Sorry,” she said shortly, dabbing her eyes. And just like that, she had composed herself once more, blinking away her tears forcefully. She let out a puff of air, like she was pushing out all of her negativity in one blow. 

			“To answer your question… no, I don’t think it was him. I called his landline the night it happened, when I realized she was missing, and his new girlfriend picked up. I told her what happened and she said that he had just got home drunk, and was asleep on the sofa. He lives in New York. He wouldn’t have been able to get back in time. And I know you might wonder if he would get someone to do something so cruel on his behalf… but I don’t believe he would. I think deep down he loved his daughter. He’s not a good man, but he’s not a murderer. But he’s coming to town tomorrow. You can speak to him yourself.”

			“He couldn’t make it for the wake?”

			Renee took a deep breath. “He didn’t want to. And to be honest, I can’t blame him. I barely survived it myself. No one should have to hold a wake for their teenage daughter. It… it hasn’t quite sunk in yet.”

			Olivia nodded in understanding. “Everything you’ve endured must be a shock. Your daughter didn’t deserve this. I’m so sorry.”

			Renee swallowed. “I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy. Put it that way. I don’t think there’s ever going to be a way to come back from this. I only hope you can find who did this so that maybe I can have some semblance of peace.”

			“We will,” Brock said firmly. “We will figure this out.”

			Renee sniffed quietly. “If you don’t have any more questions… please feel free to take a look around. The police took a few things for evidence, but you’re welcome to anything. Once this is all over, I don’t think I can bear to keep anything of hers anyway. It’s… it’s too painful.”

			“Thank you for your help,” Olivia said gently. “If we figure anything out, you’ll be the first to know.”
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			Olivia and Brock spent some time at Sammy’s family home before they headed out to meet with the local police. It had been a dark afternoon, a solemn silence taking over as Olivia and Brock took a look around the room. Nothing looked too strange about the place—it was the room of a teenage girl, and there were notes of her everywhere. The bedspread and walls were bedecked in a garish black and pink combination. There were posters on the wall of metal bands and photographs of her with her friends. She had a diary tucked away down the side of her bed where she wrote about her peers with cryptic nicknames for each character in the story of her life. She had a bag of weed stuffed in the back of her underwear drawer, an act of teenage rebellion. Her clothes were still piled on the floor instead of hung up in her wardrobe. Her bed hadn’t been made since the last time she left it.

			As Brock drove them to the police station, Olivia got a sour, sick feeling in her stomach. It was hard to believe that the girl who had owned that bedroom would never return, that she was gone forever in the most horrifying way possible. And the more that Olivia sat with that fact, the worse it started to feel. 

			And the more unusual it started to seem.

			“Something just doesn’t sit right with me,” Olivia told Brock as they drove to the local precinct. “A teenage girl… the other cases we looked at in the local area didn’t include any young women, did they? It was the same style of kill, but this still feels like a fluke, somehow. It was mostly middle-aged men involved in the other cases. Why suddenly attack someone so young with so much to live for? There’s a sense of disconnect here somewhere.”

			“Either this time it was personal, or the killer simply doesn’t discriminate,” Brock said. “I mean, we’re looking at someone who usually strikes around Halloween, so they’re no stranger to routine… but they’ve been keeping the police on their toes. It’s the kind of holiday that always has the police on high alert anyway, given the nature of it. In some ways, it’s almost easier for the killer to get away with it. While they’re butchering people in the woods, traveling all over the place to make these killings happen… the police are distracted with cases of minor vandalism and underage drinking.”

			“But it’s cocky, isn’t it? Doing it on a night when so many people are on high alert. Maybe it’s the thrill of it. That appeals to a lot of serial killers. They keep hitting the high, killing again and again to get their fix. But then it’s strange that they seem to have kept the killings in a certain radius. They’re not trying to go too far afield.”

			“Familiar territory, maybe? Most of the killings took place in woodland. Perhaps the killer is used to the terrain, likes to hunt or hike. I mean, someone who can do something sick might have an almost animalistic side to them… a tendency to stalk before they make their kill. We could be looking at a total sadist… we’re talking the type of person that likes to experiment on small animals as a kid and grew up to chop people into pieces. Whoever is doing this is pretty far gone, I reckon. This death will be the thirteenth in recent years. They’re not slowing down. And now they’ve killed a kid…”

			“Which shows they’re lacking moral boundaries, for sure. Not that most serial killers are good people, but you know what I mean. Killing an innocent is another thing entirely. This person is a real piece of work.” Olivia clenched her fists in her lap. She kept thinking about Sammy, about Renee, about Alexa, and not to mention, Devi. Four women’s lives destroyed by one horrific act. It was unthinkable, and they’d never recover from that. 

			Outside the window, the whole town was decked out for Halloween. It was clearly a town that appreciated the culture of the holiday, but it felt sick now that a young life had been lost. The carved pumpkins outside people’s houses only reminded Olivia that they weren’t the only thing being carved up that Halloween. The streets had been cleared of people too, as though people were too scared to come out now. Olivia wondered how anyone could ever feel safe again in a place like Hollow Nest. They claimed to know their neighbors, but what if the murderer lived among them? What if the killer was keeping tabs on every single one of them, waiting for the right time to kill them and chop them up? How could they ever escape the knowledge that someone they thought they knew was living life as a serial killer?

			Olivia fended off the shiver threatening to crawl down her spine as they pulled up at the police station. They headed inside together to find that the entire precinct was packed. Every officer appeared to be on duty, all of them looking a little run down as they filled the place with noisy chatter. It seemed that everyone was keen to find out what had happened to poor Sammy Aldridge, even if it meant working overtime. Olivia was glad to see the community spirit coming into play, but she had to wonder whether pooling their resources sooner would’ve helped them catch their killer long before Sammy had to suffer. 

			“Hi, can I help you?” a female officer asked as Olivia and Brock took it all in. She had frizzy orange hair pulled back in a smart bun and square-rimmed glasses. There was a nervous energy about her, and she was practically bouncing on her heels as she observed the newcomers to the room. She examined them both with caution, as though they might be the killer themselves. “You’re not from around here… are you the FBI agents coming to help with the investigation?”

			“That’s us,” Brock said, extending his hand to shake. “Brock Tanner, Olivia Knight. I’m sure you can guess who is who.”

			“I’m glad you’re here,” the woman said, ignoring Brock’s attempt at humor. “Helen McIntosh. I’m trying to gain some semblance of control over this situation. We don’t usually have to face things like this… Hollow Nest is usually a pretty safe place to live. But I’m pulling out all of the stops. We’re all hands on deck until we figure out what went down here. Sammy Aldridge was a valued member of the community.”

			The whole speech felt a little rehearsed to Olivia and she hid a scowl. Though she was glad to see that the police were making themselves useful, she didn’t buy the act for one minute. Olivia knew that at least three murders had happened close to Hollow Nest, much closer in proximity to the other related murders. As far as she could tell, the police in Hollow Nest had a tendency to turn a blind eye to things they didn’t want to see. 

			And now, all of a sudden, they were getting the wheels in motion. Was that because they were concerned about the death of a child, or because they were facing the scrutiny of the FBI? To Olivia, it all seemed like too little too late. But she couldn’t voice those thoughts out loud. 

			“We’re glad to help out. We’re still trying to familiarize ourselves with it all and get up to speed. We were hoping to check out a few of the other cases? I believe your precinct was responsible for finding three of the bodies out in the woods,” Olivia said. McIntosh’s cheeks turned a little red. Perhaps she hadn’t expected the FBI to have done their research, as though it wasn’t their job to be vigilant. It was no wonder a serial killer was running around freely in her town, getting away with literal murder.

			“Of course. Come on back… it’s a little chaotic around here right now, but I should be able to draw up the files pretty easily. Of course, we’ve been keeping tabs on all these cases, making the connections between them all…but I’d be interested to hear your thoughts. Maybe you’ll catch something that we’ve missed.”

			Helen began to squeeze through the corridors and Olivia followed as best as she could, Brock on her tail. It took about five minutes to scoot through the crowded halls, avoiding officers and worried townsfolk who were trying to get the police’s attention, but eventually, Helen ducked into her office and gestured for them to join her. There, they were both offered seats which neither of them took. Olivia had no interest in sitting down and getting comfortable. This wasn’t a social call. Every second that passed, there was a killer out there, maybe escaping as they spoke. Olivia had an awful feeling that if someone was willing to kill an innocent teenager, then their mania might be ramping up. Previously, they’d only killed adults, but maybe that wouldn’t be enough to stop them striking again anymore. Whoever the killer was, it seemed like their thirst for blood was getting stronger. 

			“Right, let me see here,” Helen said, logging on to her computer. “Sorry, this could take a few minutes… our computers out here are ancient. Never had too much of a need for fancy gadgets in a small precinct like ours…”

			Olivia made a short humming sound. She could see that Helen was doing her best to take the blame away from her department. She must’ve been fully aware of how it looked, that she and her officers had let several killings happen right under their noses. Now, she was trying to make it look as though it was out of their comfort zone, which might well be true, but Olivia didn’t think that was a good enough excuse for their incompetence.

			“Alright, we’re in. Let’s see… we’re looking for the case of Raymond Francis first, right? Four years ago?”

			“Right,” Olivia said, folding her arms over her chest. Helen was acting like they should be impressed by her memory of the case, a case she’d claimed to have kept tabs on anyway. Olivia thought it would be pretty hard to forget such an awful case, especially one they’d failed as a team to solve. Helen turned her laptop around to show them the case file.

			“Raymond was found in the woods. Not in Hollow Nest, but just on the border of here and Kennedale.”

			Only just, Olivia thought, checking out the location of the killing. Clearly, Helen hoped once again to shift some of the blame onto the next town over, making it seem like it wasn’t really their problem. Olivia was starting to lose patience with her, but she kept her lips sealed.

			“So he was just at the edge of the next town over… but he was a resident here, wasn’t he? He was the only one of the victims that actually lived in Hollow Nest,” Brock said pointedly. Olivia was glad that she hadn’t had to be the one to point that out. Helen blushed again.

			“Well, he was a part-time resident. He was a travel photographer, so he was away a lot. He spent a lot of time hiking in the woods here when he was home. Knew ‘em like the back of his hand, according to his wife’s testimony. There was no chance of him getting lost out there or stumbling across dangerous territory, so the fact that he ran into trouble… well, it was pretty harrowing.”

			“He was butchered too, wasn’t he?” Olivia asked. Helen shook her head fervently, seemingly glad to have some new information to offer.

			“No, actually. All of the victims you’re looking for were killed in that manner… aside from him. He had been stabbed multiple times. Pretty mutilated by the attack, but not like the others. Not quite. It was brutal, but it didn’t match up to the victim that followed next. It’s why we didn’t make an initial connection to the other victims.”

			“And how long did it take to find him like that?”

			Helen swallowed. “Another hiker found him. Someone from out of town… they were pretty traumatized. But not half as traumatized as the officer who found Warren Navarro. That was a year later. Same woods, different location. But it was worse that time. So much worse. They found him next to a felled deer… both of them were butchered. We presume that Warren was hunting illegally in the forest because he was found with a rifle, and the deer was shot through the skull prior to being butchered. We had no idea that the killer might’ve struck before… but we figured later when the woods kept cropping up as a location that they might be connected. But yes, Warren was the first one to be butchered. The police had a hard time identifying which parts they found on the scene were human and which were deer.”

			Olivia’s stomach churned. She’d seen the photographs of the scene during the brief. She didn’t understand how the case had been left unattended for so long. Did the people of Hollow Nest not have any fear? Olivia knew that their presence there was sorely needed.

			“What about the third? Mickey Delgado?” Brock asked. Helen was looking a little pale now as the conversation progressed.

			“He was harder to find. There was a lengthy missing persons investigation by the police a few towns over… but he showed up several months after Warren in the same woods. Not many people dared to go there after the first two bodies were found, which is why it took them so long to find Mickey. What was left of him was found buried among some tree roots. They had a hard time identifying the body then… especially when he had clearly been dead for some time. But the coroner was able to determine that he was butchered in a similar way to Warren.”

			Olivia glanced at the case file on the screen. Everything made sense to an extent—the MO was mostly the same, and the locations matched up. Three deaths in the woods bordering Hollow Nest, the rest in towns nearby with wooded areas, and most—but not all of them—right around Halloween. It was clear the killer, if it was the same one, was striking in places where people were less likely to go, where it was easy to ambush a person and not be discovered. If the victim screamed, who would be around to hear them? It wasn’t rocket science to figure out why the killer chose those places.

			But what was strange was Sammy herself. Most of the other victims had been men. There had been one other woman, found dead with her husband in a similar fashion, but she too was a hiker. Olivia also thought it was likely she only wound up dead because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time—at her husband’s side. Plus, like the others, she was a regular in the woods. Which meant one thing: most of the victims were people who frequented the woods, people who knew the lay of the land…

			What did that mean for the young woman who had died? Was Sammy just in the wrong place at the wrong time? Had the killer been waiting for someone to stumble into the woods and fall into their trap?

			Or did they know that three young women had been going to the woods three years in a row for their ritual? Did their curiosity get the better of them and make them want to kill the person behind the Wicca ritual? And to then make Sammy a part of the horrible display… it was sick. There was no denying that.

			But it was so much more than that. It was a change of motive. It felt personal. Those hikers seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, but for the three young girls and their ritual… it felt like they’d been watched. If Devi and Alexa had stayed, would they be dead too?

			Or would Sammy still be alive, given that three girls were harder to kill than just one?

			“So what do you think? Any theories come to mind?” Helen probed. Olivia glanced at Brock.

			“There’s definitely something here. But we’re missing some details. We’re going to have to look deeper and figure out what’s changed for the killer. They didn’t strike here for a few years… those girls have been doing their ritual for the past three years. They could’ve struck before, so why now? The girls have been vulnerable this whole time, taking themselves into the woods each year at Halloween. They seemed to be the perfect bait for a killer who loves to strike in the woods. It’s lucky that two of them made it out alive…”

			“The killer seems too cautious to try and ambush them all at once,” Brock pointed out. “There’s only been one double killing: the husband-and-wife hikers. In every other instance, the victims were entirely isolated. This is almost an exception to the rule, given that Alexa and Devi were at the scene possibly moments before it happened. But the killer was ready… these woods are a frequent spot for them. I think whoever it is lives here in Hollow Nest.

			Olivia nodded solemnly. “They’ve been biding their time, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike… and Sammy was never going to make it out of those woods alive.”

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			Stepping into the morgue was never a nice experience, but Olivia knew that this time would be especially bad. She felt as though she had to mentally prepare herself for what she was about to see lying before her on the table. Seeing the body of a teenager that was barely recognizable now, knowing what she had suffered, was a hard pill to swallow. But Olivia also knew that examining the remains would be important to figuring out what had happened to Sammy. With that in mind, she opened herself up to whatever she might be about to see next. Her discomfort was nothing compared to the way Sammy had suffered. 

			But she wasn’t the only one ill at ease. Even the county coroner looked uncomfortable as she stepped up to the examination table, Olivia and Brock standing on the other side. There had been some attempt to rearrange the remains in the semblance of the body’s original shape, but nothing looked quite right. It was like a jigsaw puzzle that had a bunch of pieces missing.

			“Thank you for coming in. I think there’s quite a lot of interest about the body… outside of the obvious,” said the coroner. Claudia Gill was a middle-aged pale woman with equally pale hair, scraped back off her face into a bun. Though she was not a trained forensic pathologist, Helen had spoken highly of her, and she brought decades of experience to the table. Olivia just hoped it was enough. Small, rural towns like Hollow Nest didn’t have the resources of a major FBI lab; that much she was used to, as Belle Grove wasn’t much larger itself. But a case as horrific as this would be a strain for any office, no matter how many fancy gadgets the investigators had at their disposal.

			Her eyes were watery as she tried to figure out where to begin. She swallowed and pointed toward the head area. “As you can see, the head was severed from the rest of the body. Obviously, decapitation would’ve killed her instantly. But I don’t believe that she was butchered alive, and I don’t believe that beheading was the cause of death. If you look at the cuts here and here, there’s no swelling or inflammation of any kind, meaning the cuts were performed after her heart stopped. Take a look here as well, just under the cut on the neck,” she said, passing the magnification viewer over to Olivia, who took a look, then stepped aside so Brock could peek.

			“It took a bit to… piece together, on account of the damage, but there are clear ligature marks imprinted into the victim’s neck. I managed to pull some fibers from the skin… it seems that something was placed over the victim’s head—perhaps a sack of some kind, or a bag. It was then tightly tied around the neck, deep enough to bruise, until she asphyxiated. That would’ve been done while she was still alive.”

			Olivia shuddered. What a horrific way to die. “Anything else notable?”

			Claudia nodded. “We noticed in our reconstruction that several fingers were missing from the body. We extensively combed the scene, and even sent another team out there to take another sweep, but never found them.”

			“Could an animal have taken them?” Olivia asked.

			“It’s possible, but I’m not considering it likely. We extensively documented the scene and found no other missing pieces. These fingers were cut off before death, likely while the victim was unconscious after being placed in the bag. And it’s consistent with the previous… butcherings as well, if we’re under the theory that they were all committed by the same killer.”

			“Trophies,” Brock muttered dejectedly.

			Olivia nodded stoically, feeling a little nauseated. Sammy’s ruined body before her eyes was difficult to detach from emotionally. When children got involved in crimes like these, it was always much harder to see. But knowing that she wasn’t even whole, that some part of her was still out there as a sick kind of reward… it only confirmed to Olivia that the killer had to be a complete sadist.

			“The butchering of the body is not an easy thing to do,” Olivia said. “There are a lot of bones and muscles that are hard to cut through. The person who did this would likely have to have some strength and stamina to attempt something so horrific in such a short amount of time. And of course, a strong stomach.”

			“Agreed. That brings this to mind.” Claudia reached over for a folder and flipped through it before passing it to Brock, who held it out so both he and Olivia could look over the crime scene photos. “In previous killings, there was much less blood on the scene. My determination was that the killer had another location for completing the kill and butchering the body, then transporting the remains to the woods to be found. But in this case, I think the killer must’ve been working with tighter time constraints, meaning they did their killing right where Sammy was found. We presume from the amount of blood on site that she was also butchered on the scene.”

			Brock compressed his lips into a tight line. “You mentioned fibers earlier. Is there anything else that might help us out? Any trace evidence?”

			“Test results came back and there were no other fluids on the scene, if that’s what you’re asking. We can rule out perversion here, I think. There was no sign of saliva or blood from the killer. And as for fingerprints… none other than the three girls who were on the scene before Sammy’s death.”

			“Nothing we can work with?” Brock asked. “What about hair?”

			Claudia shook her head. “We didn’t find any hairs on the scene either. Which is perhaps even more unusual than not finding fingerprints. The killer would’ve been on the scene for quite some time. This is consistent with all thirteen scenes so far. I imagine a seasoned serial killer thought to wear gloves and to cover their skin.”

			Olivia hummed in response. Perhaps if the police had been a little more on the ball, applying more pressure, things would never have gotten this far. She couldn’t help feeling some resentment toward the officers she had met. How had they allowed all this to happen? Four bodies within the radius of Hollow Nest was no coincidence, especially when they had all been so horrifically butchered. And to add nine more in the general area surrounding the town? It was sheer incompetence. She was only glad that she and Brock had been called in to deal with it. Now, the victims might finally get the justice they’d been waiting for.

			“Do you have anything else that might help us out here?” Brock asked. Claudia sighed.

			“Not as of yet. As you can see, we’re working with less than usual here. It’s been near impossible to get any sense of whether anything went on internally. It’s possible she was drugged to stop her from screaming while she was tortured… it seems likely that could’ve happened, but until I get back test results it’s speculation. There are, however, scratch marks and evidence that at least some of her hair was pulled out just before death. And that’s unique to this case.” She chewed her lip, glancing between Olivia and Brock. “I’m glad you’ve been brought in to deal with this case… I think it’s what is necessary. I’m not saying that the police in Hollow Nest don’t know what they’re doing, but this is beyond our capabilities.”

			“This isn’t an ordinary killing. You’re right, I think we’re needed here,” Brock said. “We’re playing one hell of a game of catch-up, but we’ve just gotta keep pushing forward. What about correlations between the bodies you’ve examined? I’ve read the reports from the previous cases, but I wanted to hear it from you. Do you think this is the same person we’re dealing with? Not a copycat? And is there anything you noticed about the way the cuts were made, possibly? Any specific patterns?”

			The coroner threw her hands up in exasperation. “I wish I knew. These cases really keep me up at night, agent. It’s very difficult to tell when it’s like a mismatched jigsaw trying to put these bodies back together… but there are a few things that I would comment on. First off, there had to be some kind of specialist equipment involved in the cutting. I don’t think it could’ve been a saw. The slices were much too clean, where a saw would leave more of a callous imprint on the leftover skin. A knife wouldn’t be anywhere near strong enough to do a job like this, so we’re not looking for someone who simply took a knife from their kitchen and hoped for the best. No, this person came prepared. I think we’re looking at something like a cleaver, something designed to cut through bone and meat.”

			Olivia was really struggling to keep a strong stomach. She had seen a lot of things in her time, and to some extent, she had grown used to it all, but even FBI agents had limits. They were only human, after all. She was glad to see she wasn’t the only one struggling a little. Brock’s face was pale now, the reality of what they were seeing in front of them sinking in.

			“There’s something else. Knowing where to cut the body is knowledge that not everybody has,” Claudia continued. “There are points that are easier to cut through… joints make sense, and the smaller the area, the easier it is to cut. Some of it’s common sense, but I think… given the time constraint they might have been under, I think the killer knew right from the start where to make the cuts. I think they had some specialized knowledge. Though this looks like a mess in front of us, and it is…some of it seemed methodical. I don’t know if that helps…but I just feel as though this killer might have some idea of what they were doing when they set out.”

			“Like a butcher,” Olivia said quietly. She thought about her first interaction with Joshua Caldwell, the local butcher. He had seemed like a pleasant, mild-mannered man. Was it possible that behind the scenes, he was chopping up young girls in dark forests for fun? Was he capable of hurting people in such a horrific way? Stranger things had happened than meeting a charming possible serial killer. 

			It wasn’t enough to go on. Olivia couldn’t go around accusing people simply because of their profession. Olivia imagined that it wasn’t the first time people had wondered about Joshua, given the nature of his job, but still, she’d need more before she started to point fingers. This was going to be a delicate process. They were in a small town. Anything they said or did would make its way around Hollow Nest, including any wild theories they might have. She’d keep Joshua in mind, but first, she had some other priorities. If she dug a little deeper, maybe she could figure out a motive for whoever had begun the killing rampage so many years prior.

			“Thank you for your help, Claudia. Give us a call if you find anything more,” Olivia said. The coroner offered her a kind smile.

			“Will do. Take care.”

			Olivia was glad to turn her back on the butchered remains of Sammy. As she and Brock headed outside, the day was still young, with a cool breeze in the air. They’d stayed the night in the local inn, but Olivia hadn’t slept much. Cases like these often brought her insomnia hurtling straight back, forcing her eyes open even when she was exhausted. She fought off a yawn, turning to Brock.

			“I want to go and speak to Devi this morning. Hopefully without Alexa there,” Olivia said. “I’m sort of hoping that the dust will have settled a bit and we can grill her without her having a shield to hide behind.”

			“You still think she’s hiding something?”

			“I definitely think there’s stuff she’s not telling us about. You saw how she was looking at Alexa, like she was her lifeline, her protector. If we separate the two of them, I think we’ll get to the crux of what’s going on in their heads. It might not all be bad… but the sooner we figure out what they’re keeping from us, the better.”
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			Olivia and Brock made their way to the Bhinder family home on the edge of Hollow Nest, hoping to interview her without any interference. She lived in one of the nicest houses in the town, a large three-story house with a big yard and two cars on the driveway. Olivia could see that Devi wanted for nothing in life, at least not financially. But something told her that there was a darkness in the young girl’s life that she had yet to reveal to them. Something she felt she had to hide away from everyone she knew. Whether it had something to do with Sammy’s death was yet to be seen. Whatever it was that she wasn’t telling Olivia and Brock, they needed to know. It might be vital to figuring out what had happened to their young victim.

			“You think Alexa will still be around?” Brock asked, peering at the house from inside the car. “It sounds like she practically lives with Devi’s family these days.”

			“I don’t know. It sounds like she’s willing to do pretty much anything to stay away from her father, but if we’re lucky, we can speak to Devi alone. If we can’t, I think we’re going to miss out on something crucial. Plus, if Alexa catches on to us trying to get Devi on her own, I’m pretty sure she’ll make our lives even more difficult.”

			The sun was only just starting to rise in the sky, but as they approached the house, parking on the driveway, Olivia could see Devi and her mother talking in the kitchen. Devi had her arms wrapped around herself, looking forlorn and anxious. That wasn’t exactly unusual given the circumstances, but Olivia wanted to know if there was more to the story of her expression. Was she harboring guilt? Was she hiding something that was eating her up inside?

			Olivia politely knocked on the door and waited, hoping that their visit would be a useful one. 

			When Devi’s mother opened the door, she looked a little surprised to see Olivia and Brock standing there. She eyed them up suspiciously, looking Olivia up and down.

			“Hello again. Can I help you?” she asked, an edge to her tone. The first round of speaking to Devi’s parents, though brief, hadn’t gone well. Olivia tried to give her a reassuring smile, but Olivia could already tell that she was going to be on the defensive. It was obvious what they had come for.

			“Hi again, Sanam. I hope you’re well. I was just wondering if we could have a quick chat with Devi? We have some loose ends we’d like to tie up.”

			“I thought you already concluded your interview with my daughter? Why does she need to speak to you again?” Sanam asked bluntly. She clearly had no interest in entertaining them. Brock stepped forward.

			“It’s no big deal, I promise. She’s not in any trouble. We just had a few questions about that night, and if something happened while they were in the woods that might help us narrow things down. We’re drawing some blanks in a few places, and we don’t want to have gaps that might be important.”

			“I don’t see why that’s important…”

			“Mom… it’s okay,” Devi said, appearing behind her mother. There was anxiety written all over her face, but she put a hand on her mother’s arm, trying to pull her back. “I don’t mind talking to them. I have nothing to hide.”

			Sanam wavered for a moment, watching her daughter’s expression carefully, but she eventually sighed before stepping aside to allow Olivia and Brock into the house. Olivia was surprised that Devi had agreed to speak to them so readily when Sanam had been so close to turning them away. Perhaps she wanted to prove she was willing to be helpful if she had to be, that she wasn’t trying to cause any trouble. Plus, there was no sign of Alexa, and that could only be a good thing. Devi ushered them to follow her into the living room. Sanam followed too, but Devi shot her a look that made her scoff and return to the kitchen reluctantly. Devi took them to the living area and sat them down.

			“Sorry about that,” Devi said in a low voice. “My mom and dad… they’re both pretty strict. And overprotective.”

			“They’re looking out for you. We get it,” Brock said gently. “But we meant what we said. We just want to talk a little more… we felt you didn’t get your chance to say your piece the other day. We thought you might be holding back with your friend there. I imagine that a girl like Alexa might be a little…”

			“Overpowering?” Devi said, finishing Brock’s sentence for him. “Yes, that’s definitely one way to describe her. She means well. She knows I’ve been struggling with what happened… and, well, she’s got more experience with hardship than I do. I feel like I’m falling apart every five minutes while she just… you know, she’s Alexa. She always is.”

			“You think it’s not affecting her?”

			“Oh, I didn’t mean that… she’s more sensitive and caring than she lets on. She just is a lot better at shoving it under where nobody notices,” Devi said, fiddling with her hair.

			Olivia didn’t think it was that hard to notice, but she nodded encouragingly for Devi to continue. 

			“Alexa’s a good person, I swear. She puts up a lot of walls, but she’s really a sweetheart. And a good friend. I’m sorry for the way she spoke to you the other day, though. She doesn’t like people poking around in her business.”

			“We really don’t blame her. With everything going on, I understand if both of you are feeling pretty on edge,” Olivia said. 

			“No one appreciates us asking them uncomfortable questions. It’s only natural, and we’ve dealt with worse,” Brock added with a reassuring smile. “But thank you for agreeing to speak to us. Maybe you could tell us a little more about your friendship with Sammy and Alexa, and about the… well, people have been calling it a ritual?”

			Devi sighed. “Well, we kind of all came together when we moved up to high school. None of us really had friends so it sort of made sense to stick together, to make the best of a bad situation. I didn’t always love being friends with Sammy and Alexa… I felt different even with them. They were super into the whole goth vibe… and I was just a nerd with no friends. That’s why I started hanging out with them, trying to change just to fit in with their whole vibe. I still feel a little out of place with them sometimes, but I love them both so much. They’re the best friends I’ve ever had.”

			Olivia smiled kindly. It didn’t sound to her like the three were really that great of friends, but they were what she had. “So you stick together.”

			Devi nodded. “The world chewed us up and spat us back out, so we live life either on the defensive or on the warpath. It’s the only way we figured out how to survive. All the good that did us in the end.”

			“So the ritual… the witchy stuff... was that something you just went along with because the other girls wanted to do it?” Olivia asked. Devi nodded, looking a little guilty.

			“Look… it’s like I said. They’re my friends… but the ritual was always a little dumb to me. It wasn’t really meant to be taken seriously anyway, but I thought it was stupid that we were making such a huge deal out of a dumb prank. Sammy just started reading about Wicca one day and the symbol of the pentagram, and she thought it would be a good way to make our mark.”

			“So you weren’t actually trying to raise the dead or whatever?” Brock asked. “Summon the spirits?”

			“Well, I wasn’t. Anyway, I think it would take more than a bunch of plushies to make that happen. But it was fun. And when we did it that first year, it went all around town. Everyone was talking about it. It was cool to have our little secret, to have outsmarted everyone. To have this private thing just for us.”

			“Until…”

			Devi sighed. “I couldn’t keep it in any longer after they found Sammy. My mom was so furious with me when she found out I was a part of it. She’s so strict about things like that… she doesn’t even like me going out on Halloween or me watching scary movies. It horrifies her that I ever took an interest in this stuff. And now that this happened… I know why it bothered her so much. It started as a game… but it doesn’t feel so fun anymore.”

			Her lip quivered and a tear spilled out of the corner of her eye, where yesterday’s makeup still remained. “I just can’t… I can’t help but think it was our fault. If we hadn’t been out there… if we hadn’t left her alone out there…”

			“It’s not your fault, Devi,” Olivia said gently. “There was no way you could have known. You shouldn’t have to fear your own town, or being alone at night… reckless as it might’ve been to go off into the woods in the night, you could never have predicted something like this. This wasn’t anyone’s fault but the killer. And I promise you, we’ll do everything we can to bring that person to justice.”

			It sounded hollow even as she said it. It was true, and Olivia meant every word, but how could some thirty-something ever convince a dejected, jaded teenager to trust them? Devi didn’t exactly seem convinced.

			“She came in her own car. She chose to hang back for whatever reason. That wasn’t your fault,” Brock reminded her. “Don’t dwell on it, Devi. I know you’re carrying guilt with you, but you shouldn’t. Terrible things happen in life that we don’t have control over sometimes. Maybe instead, you can focus on telling us more about your relationship with Sammy. I take it you were close?”

			Devi shuffled on the sofa, looking uncomfortable. “Of course we were. Maybe not at first, but we’ve been friends for, like, three years. It’s like I said… we only had each other.”

			“So you’d say that everything was good between you on the night she was killed?” Olivia asked, pushing a little. Was it her imagination or could she see Devi squirming? “Nothing was off between the three of you?”

			Olivia didn’t miss the way that Devi’s eyes moved to glance at the ground. She felt more sure than ever that Devi and Alexa had to be hiding something. She wasn’t sure how sinister their secret might be, but she had to find out what it was. She leaned forward in her seat, looking a little closer at Devi.

			“Did something happen, Devi? It’s okay if it did. You can talk to us. You’re not in trouble. We believe you, we know you didn’t hurt her. And if that’s the truth, you have nothing to fear with us. We’re here to help.”

			Devi wiped at her face, where salty tears were staining her cheeks. Olivia hated to push her when she was clearly upset, mourning the loss of her friend, but she had to know what was going on. Devi wasn’t being honest with them, and that was a problem. 

			“Devi, I don’t want to push you, but this is important.”

			Devi sniffled and gasped for air. “I’m sorry… I just want to blow my nose,” she choked out, standing up abruptly and leaving the room. They heard the sound of her footsteps running down the corridor and a door slamming. Moments later, Sanam reappeared, her expression stern.

			“What did you say to upset my daughter? She has locked herself in the bathroom.”

			“I’m sorry. That wasn’t our intention,” Olivia said. “We were asking her about her friendship with Sammy and what happened that night. Maybe you know something we don’t. Do you think you could help us out?”

			“You think I know about what goes on with those girls? Devi tells me nothing. She and Alexa have barely been downstairs since it happened,” Sanam snapped. “She’s a teenage girl. My baby. She has done nothing wrong. Why are you questioning her like this? She is innocent!”

			“We’re not trying to accuse her of anything… we’re just trying to get a clearer picture of what happened that night,” Brock insisted. “Devi is one of the last people to have seen Sammy. Any possible information she could have is so crucial.”

			“She’s just a kid! She’s scared! She doesn’t want people trying to dig it all up again.”

			“We understand, Sanam, we really do. No one wants to have to keep bringing it up. But a girl is dead. We need to find out what happened to her, for the sake of her family and her memory. I know it’s difficult, but—”

			They heard another slam. Olivia’s attention turned toward the bathroom. The door was still closed and there was no sign of Devi. Her thoughts began to race.

			“Sanam… is there a window in your bathroom?”

			She frowned. “Yes.”

			“Big enough for someone to climb out of?”

			Sanam’s face turned ashen. Olivia immediately ran for the front door and out to the side of the house, but the bathroom window had closed and there was no sign of Devi anymore. Olivia whipped her head around, trying to see where she might’ve gone, but the girl had been far too quick. Wherever she was now, she would be running hard, trying to get away. Olivia’s hands squeezed into fists.

			“Damn,” Olivia muttered under her breath. Brock appeared behind her, scanning the area too, but there was no sign of Devi anymore. She was gone.

			“Well, there’s a girl with something to hide,” Brock murmured. “It had to have been bad if she would rather run from us than tell us what happened…”

			“She’s scared,” Olivia said. “I think she knew she would crack under the questioning if she didn’t get away… she said Alexa was stronger than her that way. She knows something, she just won’t say what it is. And it’s holding everything back.”

			“Then we need to question Alexa. Get answers from her.”

			Olivia exhaled out a sarcastic laugh. “We can try. She seems pretty stubborn, and better suited to interrogation. But we need to find Devi before she gets herself hurt. The killer could still be out there, waiting for her to crack under the pressure. We don’t know if they’ll strike again. We need to call the police in… send them looking for her.”

			“I’ll handle that. You go and speak to Sanam. She’s not going to take this well…”

			“Yeah, thanks for leaving that to me then,” Olivia said with a sigh. She couldn’t believe Devi had slipped away from them. She might put on the act of a good girl, but she clearly had the guts to run off into the unknown just after her friend had been killed. Either that or whatever secret she was keeping was much worse than running away from everything she knew…

			Olivia returned to the house, where Sanam was pacing the hallway. She looked worried as he glanced at Olivia.

			“Well? Where is she?”

			“She’s made a run for it,” Olivia said with a sigh. “Brock is calling in some backup. I think your daughter knows more than she’s telling us, Sanam. I’m sorry to put you all through this, to put Devi under so much pressure… but it might be necessary to find Sammy’s killer.”

			Sanam’s eyes flashed with anger. “And now my daughter is out there too! She’s going to get herself killed… foolish girl. Did I not raise her right? What do I do?”

			“Please don’t stress yourself. She’s unprepared and alone. She won’t make it very far. We will find her and bring her back, I promise,” Olivia said, trying to calm Sanam down. “We need to find out what she’s keeping from us. As soon as we find her, she’s going to have to go down to the police station.”

			“No, please…”

			“She won’t be in trouble if she tells us what she’s hiding. Whatever she’s scared of, we can help. That’s what we’re here for,” Olivia promised. “Is Alexa here? We need to question her too Especially now…”

			“She’s upstairs… she sleeps in late,” Sanam said, biting her thumb. “I can’t believe Devi ran. She’s never done anything like this before. I would never have expected this behavior from her…”

			Olivia sighed. “I’m sure that whatever made her bolt is not as bad as we think it is. She’s scared, but she will be fine. Once we figure out what’s scaring her, we can move on from this. Brock’s got this handled. Do you mind if I go and wake Alexa?”

			Sanam put her face in her hands. “Do what you have to. If it helps you track down my little girl.”

			Olivia raced up the stairs to go and wake Alexa. It took her a while to find her in what she assumed was Devi’s bedroom, but she wasn’t asleep. She was looking out of the window, scanning the area as though looking for something.

			“Looking for Devi?” Olivia asked, jolting Alexa into action. She turned and sneered at Olivia.

			“She’s long gone,” Alexa replied with a smug smile. “She’s not going to talk. And neither am I.”

			Olivia folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what kind of game you think this is, Alexa, but it needs to stop. Keeping secrets from us isn’t going to help things at all. Don’t you want to catch Sammy’s killer?”

			Alexa scowled. “Of course I do. But Devi made me promise I’d take her secrets to the grave. She’s all I have left. She wanted me to keep quiet. So I will,” Alexa chirped, miming zipping up her mouth. “You won’t get a word out of me.”

			“What is going—”

			Before Olivia even knew what was happening, Alexa took her phone from her pocket and stomped on it so hard that it cracked. Olivia’s heart jolted, knowing there was likely important evidence on the broken device. Now they’d never get it. Olivia felt angry as she stared at Alexa, knowing she was withholding something from them. She always knew Alexa would be trouble, but this was on another level.

			“Alexa, you’re going to have to come to the station with me.”

			Alexa shrugged. “Good. I’m getting bored of Devi’s bedroom, anyway. Ask whatever you want. I won’t break. I have nothing left to lose.”

			Olivia sighed deeply. “I don’t want to have to do this, Alexa.”

			“That’s what adults always say,” she fired back, and in doing so unknowingly tipped her hand. She was a troublemaker, but she was just a kid. She was only trying to keep her friend safe. And yet their insistence on keeping quiet was worrying. It was getting out of hand.

			But she and Devi knew something. If Devi was on the run, then Alexa was the best chance they had, even if she promised she wouldn’t talk. Until she did, she was a problem. Olivia nodded to the door.

			“Will you come with me or are you going to make it more difficult?”

			“I’ll come with you,” Alexa said casually, already walking to the door. “Let’s go. It’ll be a fun day out. The police in the town just love talking to me. They love that I never answer their questions.”

			Olivia kept her cool as she escorted Alexa to the car. Now she was well and truly stuck. But she would get answers one way or another. Alexa might feel clever at that moment, but she would crack. She had to. Olivia raised an eyebrow at her smug smile.

			“Wipe that smirk off your face, kid. You’d better hope this was worth it. Sammy would be so disappointed. You’re letting her down,” Olivia said coldly. She watched the smile slide from Alexa’s face, leaving behind the sadness of a teenage girl who had just lost it all. Olivia didn’t want to have to break her down, but she would if necessary. If it was the only way to get her to talk, then she wasn’t going to stop until she had answers.  

			She would stop at nothing to catch Sammy’s killer. 
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			Olivia and Brock joined the search for Devi for a little while, dedicating much of the day to trying to get her home safely. It wasn’t how they had imagined spending their day, and yet it seemed like the right thing to do. Olivia knew that they needed a serious conversation with the young woman, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want her to get home safe and sound. Olivia remembered how the world felt at Devi’s age—it was terrifying enough without having to deal with something as harrowing as losing your best friend and being accused of murder.

			But Devi was pretty good at hiding, wherever she had managed to scurry off to. She’d outrun them. After a few hours of scouring the town for any sign of her, it became clear that she’d found some hiding spot that they didn’t know about. Alexa, true to her word, completely stonewalled them while they begged, cajoled, pleaded, and very nearly attempted to bribe the information out of her. But she didn’t budge. She kept that amused smirk on her face until her father came to pick her up. Knowing that the police officers were still on the lookout, Olivia insisted that she and Brock return to the core of their investigations. 

			“The police will handle finding Devi. It’s going to keep them busy, at least,” she said to Brock. “In the meantime, the rest of the work won’t do itself, and we’re against the clock on this one before something else terrible happens. We have other people to interview, other evidence to look into…”

			“If Devi’s the killer, will that even matter?” Brock said. “She’s clearly got a guilty conscience about something, so how can we discount her so easily? She’s got the gall to run away from the FBI…”

			“And yet somehow, I don’t think what made her run is a guilty conscience about chopping up her friend,” Olivia countered. “She might have something to be ashamed of, but I don’t think it’s what we think it is. She didn’t like our line of questioning, sure, and she knows something that she’s not willing to tell us, but remember what we were told. That whoever did this would have to have stamina to finish the work. They’d have to have some knowledge of cutting up a body. Do you really think Devi has those capabilities? She’s tiny.”

			“Isn’t her father a surgeon? Sounds like she could learn a thing or two from his line of work…”

			“Brock, be real. She looks like she couldn’t even hold a pen, let alone a cleaver. And it’s not like she’s following her father to work, is it? It’s hardly the place for work experience.”

			“I won’t ever rule anything out. We see strange things all the time in our line of work, I should remind you. How many times have our jaws hit the floor during our careers, shocked that someone was able to do something they never would be suspected of? She might be capable of more than we’re giving her credit for.” 

			“You’re not wrong, but I think this is too unbelievable for me. Especially since her friend knows her secrets and is still covering for her. As much as Alexa is a pain, I doubt she’d hide a murder from the police…”

			“Unless she’s in on it too.”

			“Brock, come on. Be real here. We’ve got to leave our suspicions of Devi here until we can find her and speak to her more. And considering that Alexa is a dry well, I suppose we’re just going to have to do this the old-fashioned way and go check out some evidence. What’s the status report on the car? Did the police get a chance to look at it yet?”

			“Yeah, actually, I think they just finished up with it while we were out searching for Devi. I’m pretty sure Helen texted me to come by. You want to take a look at it?”

			Olivia nodded. “I think the car could be pretty interesting. It would literally have been Sammy’s getaway car if she’d made it there in time. There could be some evidence there.”

			Olivia was almost certain she was grasping at straws with Sammy’s car. She didn’t think she’d find anything out of the ordinary there, considering that Sammy hadn’t managed to leave that night. If she had made it as far as the car, she might still have been alive. But there were surprises in every case they studied. Perhaps Sammy had made it back to her car, only to be dragged away from it by the killer. If so, maybe they’d find a trace of something… blood, saliva, hair, fingerprints… anything was possible. It was like Brock said—they could never truly rule anything out until they had explored every avenue.

			They headed down to the police station where the car had been taken in for evidence. It was parked at the back of the station in a garage to keep it out of the way. When they arrived, an officer invited them in to take a look at their report. Olivia read it as Brock circled the car, looking for anything the police might have missed.

			“There’s nothing really of interest here…” Olivia noted. “The report says a few strands of hair were found trapped in the driver’s side door, but they probably belonged to Sammy anyway. There was no sign of blood or anything on the car. Chances are that Sammy wasn’t even in range of the vehicle when the killer took her down. Based on where her body was found, she was still well away from the vehicle, so I guess that shouldn’t be surprising to us. And then they managed to lift some fingerprints from the car doors… but they probably belong to Sammy and her mom. Maybe her friends from other times when she provided them with a lift… even if there’s something that links Devi to the scene, it’s circumstantial. Doesn’t prove anything. Anyway, the police are going to run it all through the lab, but this is starting to feel like a dead end.”

			“You’re probably right. This car doesn’t look like it had any part in a messy murder,” Brock said. “No sign that there was a struggle up against the car… no dents or scratches to the paintwork. It’s in pretty good condition. As far as I can see just from looking, it doesn’t seem like it would have anything to do with this whole mess.”

			Olivia sighed. “Well, it was always a bit of a long shot. Was worth a try.”

			“Course it was. We had to rule it out,” Brock replied. “But now we can move on. We still need to speak with Sammy’s father, maybe the school, some of her peers… I would be interested to hear a perspective from someone who didn’t care much for Sammy. I mean, Devi and Alexa both said it themselves: they were outsiders. It seemed like a lot of people in town didn’t really care about her death. And remember those young girls laughing at the church, making a joke out of it all? I know you think it’s a stretch to accuse high school kids, but it has me wondering…is it possible that one of her classmates would want them dead?”

			“I mean…maybe. It’s not out of the realm of possibility. I know that high school is brutal, but we still have to think about capability as well as motive. There aren’t many high schoolers who would be likely to be capable of chopping up a body in the middle of the night…and let’s not forget that this isn’t the first death with the same MO…we would be assuming that these kids also killed a bunch of other people.””

			“You’re probably right. But again, let’s not rule anything out,” Brock said. His voice was far too bright for the situation. Olivia took a look at him. She could see how this case had brought back the life in his eyes. Perhaps she should be worried about his morbid curiosity, but at the same time, she was just glad to take his mind off everything that was going on in his own life. For as long as he was distracted by the case, he wasn’t worrying about Yara and where she might be, what she might be up to. This case was darker than any they’d taken on in quite some time, and yet she understood why it was making Brock feel better. It gave him purpose, it gave him direction, and it gave him a way to help others again instead of focusing on helping himself. That couldn’t be a bad thing.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Olivia declared. “We can make ourselves useful elsewhere. Do you think maybe we should go see the victim’s father while we’ve got the time? He might not stay long in town, especially now that his last tie here has been severed.”

			“Makes sense. And given Renee’s thoughts on him, I’d say he’s got motive to do something to hurt his daughter, even despite that supposed alibi. Even if he wasn’t the person who killed her, there might be some kind of link there.”

			“Agreed. Let’s go and see what he has to say for himself.”
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			Olivia felt a sense of unease as she and Brock returned to the small inn where they’d been staying in Hollow Nest. As it turned out, he was staying in the exact same building—the only one in town. He seemed like an ideal person to interview: he had a close, but complicated relationship with the victim, an alibi covered only by his romantic partner, and a history of violent tendencies. 

			Ever since Olivia had been told about the accusations made against him, she couldn’t help but feel a little nervous to interview him. He might not have been convicted of anything, but he was clearly a violent man, a man who ran on impulses before anything else. He had the potential to do things that could hurt people, and knowing that about a person never made Olivia keen to be around them. 

			The problem was, she’d looked bad people in the eye many times and not known that they could do such awful things, but this man would be different. He already had a bad reputation, he already had charges against him. He was the kind of man who could be tipped toward bad impulses, who could end up doing bad things even without the original intention. Olivia held her breath as they knocked on his door, his whereabouts given to them by the receptionist. He could be innocent. He could have nothing to do with it.

			He could also be totally guilty.

			When the door opened, she saw exactly what kind of man she was dealing with. Leon Alridge was a handsome man with slightly graying fair hair and the ghost of stubble on his face. But he reeked of beer and sweat, his shirt clipped together by a single button. There was a sheen of sweat on his head and his eyelids were half closed, like he’d just woken up despite it being early afternoon. Olivia folded her arms over her chest. She could read him immediately. A charmer at first glance, or at least when he was sober. The kind of man who could flash a smile and get away with almost anything. But a darker creature lurked within, and it was staring at Olivia and Brock with disdain.

			“You’re not room service,” he said, his voice a little slurred. 

			“No, we’re not,” Brock said firmly. “We’re with the FBI. I’m sure you can guess why we want to talk to you.” He eyed Leon up with as much disgust as Leon had aimed at them. Leon scoffed, turning back to his room and wobbling over to the bed. The room was a mess, with clothes strewn everywhere and a stuffy smell emanating from the place. He had only been there a few days, and yet evidence of his spiraling mental health was plastered throughout the place, making the room stifling and stale. Olivia had places she would much rather be, but she knew she would have to spend at least a while in Leon’s festering pit. He had some things to answer for.

			“I guess you should start firing questions at me then. Accusing me of crap I didn’t do,” Leon sneered, flopping down onto the bed. He caught Olivia’s skeptical look and he scoffed. “Hey, you came to my room. I paid for it. I’m getting comfy.”

			“Maybe you could sit up while we talk about your dead daughter?” Brock said coldly. “I’m sure you want to show your respect.”

			“That kid wouldn’t even have wanted me here. She told me that once, did you know? She said if she died tomorrow, she still wouldn’t want to see me. As far as she was concerned, I was dead to her,” Leon muttered. He reached for a brown bottle beside his bed and tried to swig from it, only to find it empty. Olivia jolted a little as he tossed the bottle across the room, waiting for it to smash, but it just landed on the carpet with a thud. Disappointment crossed his face. He looked like the type who liked to see things break. 

			“Maybe you can explain to us why she and you fell out of touch? How did things get that bad in the first place?” Olivia said stiffly. She was already wishing she could turn around and leave. Leon was like a stick of dynamite, just waiting to be lit. If she waited long enough, she thought he might even strike the match himself.

			“She was I. She doesn’t understand that life is complicated. Mommies and daddies don’t always get a happily ever after,” Leon said, rolling his eyes. “She never forgave me for leaving her mom.”

			“And cheating on her? Hurling abuse at her?” Brock said, filling in the gaps. “Yelling, getting angry, smashing walls?”

			Leon grunted, knowing he’d been called out, but there was no trace of guilt on his face. “It’s like I said. Adult life is complicated. She never wanted to hear things from my perspective. You know, it’s that damn b…” he caught himself, “it’s that woman’s fault. She told me she was pregnant, that I was the father, that I had to step up and take responsibility.”

			“You think that’s unreasonable?”

			“I was twenty-two. I had a whole damn life ahead of me. Things I’d rather do than care for some brat. I wasn’t even convinced she was mine. But I did my duty for as long as I could. And I loved my kid through it all. I was wrong to think she was a burden. But Renee never forgave me. We fell out of love. Whatever else she told you is her problem, not mine. She stayed bitter way after I moved on. That’s when Sammy turned against me.”

			“I see. So you moved on with a new family? Moved to a new city? Raised other children?” Olivia said. Leon’s eyes flashed with something angry.

			“I’ll bet she’s told you all kinds of stories, hasn’t she? Claiming I’m this and that. I found love again. Is that such a crime? And Sammy didn’t want anything to do with me, much as I tried, so what’s wrong with starting over with a new kid? Renee ruined my first opportunity to be a father. And I say it’s about perspective.”

			“So was she lying about the charges brought against you of sexual assault?” Brock asked with a raised eyebrow. Leon held up his hands and gave a very rehearsed-sounding answer.

			“I was found not guilty. I’m a free man for a reason. You can’t deny that when the law is on my side.”

			“But accusations were made. Charges were filed. That’s what I’m interested in.”

			“They said I’m innocent!” he griped. “What is this?”

			“We all know the legal system is easy to manipulate if you know what you’re doing… especially as a man,” Olivia said.

			He rolled his eyes. “Oh, brother. Here comes the lecture.”

			Olivia tamped down her fury and kept a level face. Thankfully, Brock took the baton before she could blow up at the man.

			“You see, Leon, this is a small town…we’ve heard things about you,” Brock said, only slightly exaggerating what they’d heard. “You caused a lot of trouble while you were here. You left behind a broken family. You scared people. And your daughter didn’t want to know you because of it.”

			“What’s your point? You didn’t just come here to rub my past in my face, right? What would be the point of that?” Leon snapped. He raised a finger and pointed at them like he was making an accusation. “You’re trying to get me to say something. You want to pin this on me. But you’ve got me all wrong. I loved Sammy. She might not have loved me back, but she’s one of the only good things to come out of this godforsaken life of mine. I’ve always walked a rocky path, but she was perfect. She was good. When I heard what happened to her, I cried like a baby. She was my little girl… you don’t get to claim that of many people in your life.”

			Brock wasn’t convinced. “You have another daughter, I heard…”

			“Sure, but maybe I stretched the truth a little. I’ve never been allowed near her. She never felt like mine. Sammy was always my girl. And I tried so hard to get her back. I tried so hard to make her see that just because I couldn’t love her mom, it didn’t mean I didn’t love her. But she rejected me. Over and over again,” he said bitterly. “She didn’t want any part of my life. So at some point, I decided just to let her go. I had to. She didn’t want me around… and for once, I wanted to get something right. So she got what she wanted. I stopped calling so much. I kept my distance. I did that for her. And because of that, I haven’t seen her in over a year. And now… well, I never will again. How do you think that makes me feel? You think that makes me proud?”

			Olivia caught sight of Leon’s bottom lip wobbling a little before he averted his eyes from her. She suddenly felt a little guilty. It was clear he was grieving. He clearly wasn’t perfect, but he had some remorse. She had made prior judgments about him, and she still didn’t like the man, but if he had one redeeming quality, it had to be the love for his daughter. His speech sounded genuine. And what were they accusing him of, really? There was a serial killer loose in the area with a matching MO to his daughter’s case. Unless they were implying that he killed all those people before finishing off his daughter, then what were they trying to say? 

			“We just have to ask you questions about this,” Olivia said firmly. She wasn’t going to give in to this man’s emotions. It was his own fault that he hadn’t been around to take care of his little girl. He chose to leave her life, and now he was facing the consequences. She had to stand her ground and finish her interview. “We would like to hear from you where you were the night of your daughter’s death.”

			“I wasn’t even here,” Leon hissed. “I’m sure Renee twisted the truth from what my partner told her, but I can confirm where I was. I was at my local Irish bar, Flanagan’s. They had a Halloween party. I spent the night drinking there, you can ask any of the staff to corroborate my story. And then I went right on home. Not that you’ll believe me. You seem pretty determined to throw me under the bus. Maybe I deserve that. But I did not hurt my daughter. I may not be perfect… I may not have led a perfect existence… but this has nothing to do with me. I loved her more than anything.”

			“Apart from booze, apparently,” Brock said darkly. Olivia shot him a look, wondering what had gotten into him to make him so passive-aggressive with their suspect, but the damage had already been done. Leon’s attention snapped to Brock and he rose unsteadily from the bed, squaring up to him.

			“The hell did you just say to me? Say it again!”

			“Enough,” Olivia said, grabbing Brock’s arm and pulling him back in case he did anything he shouldn’t do, but Brock allowed her to, not fighting her on it. “Leon, thank you for your time. We will check your alibi with the bar. Don’t go anywhere until we have made sure that your story checks out.”

			Leon sniffed aggressively, backing up from Brock. “Sure. I have nothing to hide. Check it out as much as you need. You won’t find what you want to find. Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not a daughter murderer!”

			“We’re leaving,” Olivia said firmly, pulling Brock from the room. She couldn’t help feeling angry with him. It was often tempting to bait those they interviewed, to try and get a certain reaction out of them, but Brock was playing with fire. There had been no need for his aggression. Olivia marched him back to their bedroom and closed the door behind them.

			She watched as Brock ran a hand through his hair and began to pace the room, distress filling his expression. Olivia folded her arms over her chest, staring at him.

			“Do you want to tell me what that was about? You know you shouldn’t have acted that way around him.”

			“I’m fully aware,” Brock said through gritted teeth. He let out a breath and seemed to calm down, but only slightly. “I let my feelings get the better of me.”

			Olivia narrowed her eyes, trying to work out what was going on in his mind. But when it finally clicked, she felt her shoulders sag, her expression softening. She sighed, a realization dawning on her. 

			“This was about Yara, wasn’t it? Because she let the drink change her… because it led her to where she is now. You saw the same thing in him as you did in her at the end.”

			Brock stopped pacing, his eyes on the floor. Then he nodded slowly. 

			“The whole time we were talking to Leon, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. About how she let her life get so out of control. How she let people die because she was so wrapped up in herself, in her drinking… and I couldn’t help wondering if Leon was the same. He abandoned his daughter long ago. I don’t buy his crap for one minute. He could easily have hurt her… God knows he did by walking away from her. And alibi or not, he’s a bad man. I was blind to Yara… but I won’t ever make that mistake again.”

			Olivia moved to touch Brock’s arm. She could feel him trembling ever so slightly, in pain and anger. Yara’s betrayal had rooted deep inside Brock, vines twisting around his heart and slicing through his mind. She didn’t know if he’d ever be the same again after that. But she had to hope he could make it through, untangled from his worrying mindset.

			“Whatever’s going on in your head, you have to put it aside, Brock. It’s not helping us solve this case, and it’s not healthy for you. I know how hard it is to live parallel to your personal life when our work is so intense… but you have to bury it. For the sake of yourself, for me, for your work. You know that Jonathan wanted to keep us back from this, right? You know why he gave us all of those boring cases. He was keeping us out of the fire.”

			“I know that…”

			“And you know it was you he was worried about, don’t you? You can see how this kind of behavior is proving him right about holding you back? I thought… I thought you were doing okay.”

			Brock sighed. “So did I. It’s been easier… better, since we started the case. I know I’ve been different. I know it’s taken me longer to adjust to life again after the island, but I was starting to find my footing again. I was so sure I was. But I think something inside me just snapped back there. It only reminded me how angry I am. About how it never had to be this way, just like Sammy didn’t need to die. Those people back on the island should still be alive now. She’s so… she’s so selfish. She used to be good.”

			Olivia chewed her lip. “Yara was… she was very sick, Brock. The alcohol made her ill in a way we can’t understand. She wasn’t herself anymore, and she couldn’t see a way out. We haven’t lived in her shoes so maybe we will never understand, but we have to try. And we know she felt remorse. She tried to turn back… she tried to make things right…”

			“She’s a criminal on the run, Olivia. She was my friend and now she’s one of the most wanted women in America. How do you think that makes me feel? How do I even begin to cope with that feeling? Especially since we’re supposed to be able to spot people like her before they do so much damage. I was blinded by my own trust. How can I ever come back from that?”

			Olivia took a deep breath. “I don’t know, Brock. That’s almost an impossible question to answer. But not like this. It won’t help anything, and you know that too. You just have to find some way to live with what she’s become… and realize that we were all blind to it. We have to come to terms with that.”

			“What if I don’t want to? What if I want to turn back the clock and stop this from ever happening?” Brock said. Olivia was surprised to see tears in his eyes. He didn’t show emotion often, so when he did, she knew things were serious. She took his hands in hers, squeezing them and hoping he could feel the love transferred through her touch. All she wanted was to take his pain away, the way he had for her ever since they met. Now, it was her turn to try and make things right.

			“I know how you feel,” she whispered. “And I know it’s hard. I know it feels impossible. But we can make it through this together. I know it might not be enough… but I’m here with you. That’s exactly what I’m here for. To help you through, the way you’ve helped me so many times. We can get through it together. But you can’t close yourself off to me, Brock. You always try to, and it never gets us anywhere. You said you were fine and you’re not. You need me, and that’s okay. You don’t always have to do everything on your own.”

			Brock’s eyes met Olivia’s and he tried for a small smile. Then he pulled her close to him and held her tight, sighing into her neck. Olivia gripped the back of his shirt, holding him with her. She knew that nothing was fixed yet. She knew that it would take more than one talk to help Brock move through everything he was feeling. But it was a good first step. And it was necessary. Olivia knew how dangerous it could be to fall apart on the job. She’d been close to it a few times, and it cost her dearly. She wouldn’t allow Brock to go through the same.

			She’d have his back, no matter what she needed to do to be there for him.
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			It had been twenty-four hours since Devi had disappeared into seemingly nowhere. Olivia and Brock had been up half of the night, liaising with the police and trying to figure out where she might have gotten to, but it seemed that Devi was determined to stay hidden. Wherever she had gone, she knew what she was doing. Plus, she had the advantage. She knew the town better than Olivia and Brock, and she seemed determined to make their lives difficult and keep them on their toes. 

			But they were certain she couldn’t make it far. She had left the house alone and with no money. She wouldn’t be able to feed herself. She’d likely be scared and anxious. It was only going to be a matter of time before someone caught up to her or she made her way home herself. 

			It was at seven that evening when Olivia received a call from Sanam Bhinder. Her heart skipped a beat, hoping for good news. Olivia picked up the call right away.

			“Hi, Sanam. Is everything okay?”

			“I’m so relieved,” Sanam said breathlessly, her voice trembling. “An officer just called me and said they found her hiding out in Kennedale, the next town over. She’s safe. She was trying to hitch a ride out, begging them to take her away. Apparently the driver who found her let her in the car and just took her to the nearest police station.”

			“It’s a relief to hear she’s okay.”

			“But this still doesn’t make any sense to me. I just don’t understand why she would do any of this… it’s not like her to break the rules. I promise you, she’s a good girl. And I know she could never hurt a fly, not for all the money in the world. She didn’t kill anybody… Sammy was her friend. One of her only friends. Please believe me, my baby is innocent.”

			“We want to believe that too, and we’re hoping you’re right,” Olivia said calmly. “But we’re going to need to speak with her. And this time, she’s going to need to be honest with us. She’s got a lot of questions to answer… we think she ran because she didn’t want to face them, not because she killed anybody. But she knows something, and whatever it is might be vital to figuring out what did happen to Sammy. That’s what’s important to us right now. And I’m sorry, you’re not going to want to hear this… but we’ll have to keep her in custody until she’s ready to talk.”

			“Can I see her?” Sanam asked desperately. “I won’t cause you any more trouble, I just need to see her, make sure she’s okay, and let her know that I’m here for her no matter what. Please, just let me talk to her…”

			“You’re a good mom, Sanam. I know you only want to be there for Devi. But right now, we can’t afford outside interference. As soon as she lets us know what’s going on, you’ll be able to speak with her,” Olivia promised. “Until then, she’s on her own. She needs to know that there are consequences to her actions. That she needs to be honest before she can go home again.”

			“I… I understand,” Sanam said, breathing deeply. “I do. Will you call me when you know more? I’ve been so worried about her.”

			“Absolutely, of course we will. And if all goes well, it won’t be long until she’s home. Like I said… she just needs to open up to us. We’re going to go speak with her now and hope for the best.”

			When Olivia put the phone down, she and Brock immediately headed out to the police station. She was being brought back to Hollow Nest from the neighboring town, with two police cars parading her to the station. They arrived at around the same time as Devi, who looked terrified as two uniformed officers escorted her out of the car. She looked as though she couldn’t believe the lot she had drawn in life, like she’d never pictured her life going this way. She caught Olivia’s eye and shook her head.

			“I don’t want to talk. It’s not what you think… I just don’t want to dredge it all up. It hurts too much,” she said desperately. “Please don’t make me… I’ll do anything…”

			“I think we’re past negotiating, Devi. We gave you a chance to talk to us and you ran away. You’ve given us no choice,” Olivia said gently. “But we just want the truth. If it’s not serious, if it’s nothing to do with what happened to Sammy, then you’ll be home by this evening. So can you tell us what really happened? Can you give us that so we can find out what happened to your friend? Then you can go.”

			Devi wavered, looking down at her hands with tears in her eyes. Her shoulders were shuddering as she silently sobbed. Then she glanced back up at Olivia and nodded. Olivia was a little relieved. Maybe now Devi would actually be cooperative.

			Around ten minutes later, Devi was sitting opposite Olivia and Brock in the interrogation room, biting her nails and looking like she was close to tears. It made her look younger than her age, and Olivia knew that they had to be careful with how they approached the interview. At the end of the day, neither she nor Brock was truly convinced that she was the killer. The girl was fragile, broken by the death of her friend. Everything about her screamed innocence, so much so that she was drowning in it. But they still needed to dig beneath the surface and figure out what part she had to play in the whole ordeal. Olivia felt surer than ever that something bad had gone down, and that Devi knew about it.

			Now she was going to spill the truth.

			“Am I going to jail?” Devi whispered, tears dribbling down her cheeks. Olivia sighed.

			“Well, I certainly hope not. That depends entirely. Did you kill anyone?”

			“No… of course not.”

			“Did you break any laws?”

			“I… I don’t think so… unless we’re talking about vandalism in the forest…”

			“I don’t think your prank can even qualify for that, Devi,” Brock said with an amused smile. “And therefore it sounds like you haven’t done anything that can’t be made better, all right? We’re going to need you to talk to us though, Devi. You ran off the second we tried to ask you what happened. It looks suspicious on your part, wouldn’t you agree?”

			“I know, I know,” Devi sniffed. “But I swear, I’d never really hurt her! And I had every right to, after what she did to me. Alexa thinks I was right to be mad too… but we agreed to keep quiet about it when we found out what… what happened. I didn’t want anything to happen to her. I was just mad…”

			Olivia exchanged a quick glance with Brock. So she was hiding something about Sammy after all. Olivia caught Devi’s eye across the table.

			“Maybe you can tell us what happened between you two… did you have a fight?”

			Devi wavered before nodding. Olivia felt the tightness in her chest unravel a little. Finally, they were starting to get somewhere. So long as she was prepared to tread carefully so as not to spook Devi again, she might leave there with answers.

			“It’s okay, you can tell us about it. This will stay between us if you want. Scout’s honor.”

			Devi sniffed. “You promise? My mom will be so mad at me if she finds out all of this…”

			“Well, as long as it’s not related to your friend’s death, then I think we can leave out telling Mom, can’t we? You said you didn’t break the law, or at least not intentionally… so we’ll keep this between us. We can just put it down to you being sad about your friend,” Olivia said. Devi frowned.

			“I am sad about Sammy. That’s the truth.”

			“I know it is, Devi. Which is why we can tell that to your mom, can’t we? It won’t be a lie, and no one else has to get upset or hurt. What do you think?”

			Devi groaned and put her head in her hands. She lolled her head back and sat staring at the wall as she tried to keep herself composed. Then she took a deep breath and began to talk.

			“I was so mad at her. Alexa was too, but mostly me. Because she stabbed me in the back,” Devi said, before wincing at her choice of words. It wasn’t exactly out of place in a murder investigation, but the words had more weight to them under the circumstances. Olivia nodded to encourage Devi to continue. Devi folded her arms across her chest defensively.

			“Look, I don’t say this lightly… but she broke the girl code.”

			Brock didn’t react, but Olivia did. She nodded for Devi to continue.

			“It’s not even hard to respect your friends, and she couldn’t manage that. I know I shouldn’t still be mad about it… now that all this has happened, but I am. And I don’t see myself getting over it any time soon. I just feel so betrayed. Like I can never really trust anyone again.”

			“Let me guess,” Brock said, raising an eyebrow. “This has something to do with a boy.”

			Devi ducked her head shyly before nodding. Olivia took in a deep breath.

			“Okay. Why don’t you tell us about it? In your own time.”

			Devi wiped at her eyes, shaking her head. “The thing is… my mom doesn’t know any of this. And I have to keep it from her…”

			“Devi, we said we’d keep it from her. You can be honest. Go on.”

			Devi swallowed. “I… I’ve been lying to her. To most people, really. Only Alexa and Sammy were ever supposed to know about it. I’ve been dating Max Caldwell for six months now in secret.”

			“Max?”

			“You might have met him at the wake. The butcher’s son,” Devi said. Olivia nodded.

			“Ah, yes…”

			“My parents would never let me date, so it had to be this big secret. He was my first ever boyfriend and it felt so special when it first started up… I felt like I was doing something really exciting that my friends hadn’t got to experience yet. And I really liked him. I thought I might even love him… but now all I feel for him is hate,” she sneered.

			Olivia almost wanted to laugh at the sudden teenage mood swing, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, she smiled sympathetically.

			“I thought things were going so well between us. I really cared about him.”

			“How long have you known Max?”

			She shrugged. “My whole life. I mean, since preschool, I guess. It’s a small town, we all grew up together on some level. I always had a little crush on him, before I even really knew what that meant. And six months ago he asked me out, and I thought, this is it. He finally sees me. We’ve been sneaking off together to make out and talk… I risked so much to be with him because I thought it would maybe be worth it. My parents want me to grow up and marry another Indian boy, like all my cousins did… and I just can’t help liking Max.”

			“You can’t help who you love. Even if they’re the worst,” Olivia said sympathetically. Brock let out a silent chuckle, taking the jab in good faith.

			“So I guess I knew that things could never really end well,” Devi continued. “But this was so much worse than I ever pictured it. I thought maybe we’d make it to the end of high school and then we’d go our separate ways anyway. I’d go to college and find someone new. But we crashed and burned way before that. And this whole time, Sammy was encouraging me, saying how lucky I was, telling me that we’re good together… she got me thinking that it was this super cool thing, to be having a secret relationship. Little did I know that she was just trying to cover up her own tracks”

			“What do you mean?” Olivia asked. Devi’s face crumpled as she held back tears.

			“That night, Sammy said she couldn’t pick us up in her car. She told me and Alexa to come separately and she was going to go home after the ritual but we couldn’t come over. Which was kind of weird because we usually go to her house for Halloween night. So I was like, okay… but I was kind of mad about it. I thought she was being selfish, especially given that she’s the only one with her own car. But then she dropped this huge bombshell on us after the ritual.”

			Olivia wanted Devi to get to the point of her dramatic retelling, even if she could see where it was going. The way Devi was telling it, it was as though it was an epic movie and not some petty teen drama. But she guessed on Devi’s end, it felt pretty cinematic and moving. Devi sniffed again, wiping her eyes, but her voice was much firmer now.

			“She told me that for the past three months, she and Max have been seeing each other too. Behind my back! And what’s worse is that he didn’t have the guts to tell me he wanted to be with her instead… so she told me instead.”

			“That must have really pissed you off,” Brock said.

			“Don’t get me wrong, I was mad at him too… but because she was there, telling me to my face how much she’d let me down… I lost control. I was just so mad at her, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I saw red. I… I did something I shouldn’t have.”

			Olivia held her breath. Was this a confession she was about to get? Surely not? Devi hid behind her hands.

			“I slapped her. I shouldn’t have done it… I should’ve just let it go. But I just… I couldn’t believe how selfish she was being. She knew how I felt. How much I liked him, how much I felt like I was finally getting my break… I’ve always been second best to everyone in everything. And she just took it from me,” Devi gasped, her voice dripping with venom. She closed her eyes, her breaths shuddering in her lungs. “I couldn’t hold back and I hit her pretty hard. I regretted it… but she hit me back too, and then we were fighting.”

			Brock looked over at Olivia, but something had gone off in her brain. “Did you pull her hair?”

			Devi nodded shakily. “I think so. We were scratching. Alexa stepped in to stop it, and then… well, the rest kind of feels like a blur. Alexa was taking me back to the car, telling me it wasn’t worth it, telling me to be the bigger person… I barely remember the ride home. I wasn’t thinking about the fact we were leaving her behind. I didn’t think about the fact that she was a girl alone in the woods… and then she… she…”

			Devi began to bawl, her head in her hands. Olivia’s heart felt heavy. Now she understood why Devi had run away. Not just because she felt guilty about what had happened between her and her friend, that she was the last person to see her, but also because she thought it was her fault she was dead. She was sure that Max wasn’t concerned about the damage he’d caused between the two young women, that he probably wasn’t losing sleep over hurting them both and breaking up their friendship… but if he had been dating Sammy, then he had to be on their radar. He hadn’t shed a tear at the wake. What did that say about him? 

			Did his cruelty extend beyond breaking girl’s hearts?

			“Devi… please don’t blame yourself,” Olivia said gently. “Slapping a person isn’t very nice…but you had an emotional response to something she did to you. You’re right. She did break the girl code. She took away something that mattered to you, and she did it knowing how much it would hurt you, knowing it would likely end your friendship. But you didn’t do anything wrong. You chose to drive away because you were angry, but it was her decision to stay longer. She was the one who told you to travel separately. It is not the cause of what happened to her.”

			“If I’d stayed, she wouldn’t be dead!” Devi cried. “We could’ve fought the killer off together. He must’ve been waiting to whittle us down, to catch one of us alone. It could’ve been me. It could’ve been Alexa. But we left Sammy there… and then he killed her. He chopped her up and—”

			“It’s okay,” Olivia soothed her, even though it wasn’t. How could it be? After all Devi had gone through, how could she ever be convinced that things were okay? Olivia passed her a tissue, which Devi accepted with shaking hands. Things made so much more sense now that they knew about the fight. It made sense that Alexa had Devi’s back, that she was helping her to cover up what had really happened between the three of them. Alexa was just trying to be loyal to her only remaining friend. They weren’t trying to mastermind some cover-up plot. They were just being teenagers. Brock sighed, running a hand through his hair.

			“Devi… I’m so sorry that this has turned out this way. I wish we could tell you that everything is fine, but we won’t patronize you. Things are going to be tough from here on out and there’s not much you can do to control that. But you’re not in trouble. We won’t tell your mom about you dating Max if you’d prefer. There’s no reason for her to know. She doesn’t need to hear about the fight either.”

			Devi lifted her eyes to meet theirs. “Really?”

			“Really. We can just tell her that things got too much for you and you wanted to get away, which is why you ran. In a way, that’s the truth. She’ll never hear about what happened in the forest if you don’t want to tell her. Okay?”

			Devi nodded, blowing her nose loudly. “Thank you,” she croaked. “Can I please go? I want my mom… I want to go home.”

			“Yes of course,” Olivia said gently. “We’ll call her to come and pick you up. Just one more thing… can you tell us where we can find Max to speak with him? I think given what you’ve told us, it’s important that we speak with him. We’d like to hear his perspective on it all.”

			Devi groaned. “I really don’t want to do that. He’s going to be so mad that I told you all of this. I don’t want to get him into trouble… even if I hate him right now.”

			“Looks like Max got himself into trouble for this one, kid,” Brock shrugged. “But he’s not automatically going to get a lecture. We just need to speak to him about his relationship with Sammy, given that she’s the victim and he hasn’t stepped forward to talk to us yet. He’s not in trouble either. Not yet, at least.”

			Devi seemed to be struggling for breath, still crying hard, but she wrote down Max’s address with a shaky hand. She pushed it toward Olivia, averting her eyes.

			“I don’t want anything else to do with it if I can help it. I mean, I guess I’m around if you need to speak to me, but I just… I just want to move on,” Devi said. 

			“Well, hopefully we won’t need to speak to you again… let’s keep you out of trouble now, okay?”

			Devi nodded numbly, but Olivia couldn’t just leave her like that. She reached across the table to take Devi’s hand in hers and squeezed tightly. The girl looked surprised, even through her misery.

			“I’m really sorry this has all happened to you, Devi. But just know that you’re a good kid. You have people that love you. And where you go from here is up to you. This can all be… well, just a blip in your life. Something from the past that you will move on from. It won’t bring your friend back. But it doesn’t have to define the rest of your life, okay?”

			“You really think so?”

			“I do. But no more running away like this, okay? Your mom was worried sick about you.”

			Devi nodded again, but this time it was much more firm. “Um. Okay.”

			With that, Olivia stood up to call Sanam. She was glad to clear the air, to know that Devi’s story was much more innocent than it had first seemed. But now she had many more questions to explore. What was a manipulative kid like Max doing dating two friends at once? And how had he slipped under the radar, considering he was the butcher’s son and also dating the victim? He had access to the tools needed for the killing, perhaps a motive, and definitely a means. He was now a person of interest.

			The sooner she got to speak with him and figure out his game, the better.
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			“This kid is going to be a handful, I can tell,” Brock remarked to Olivia as they walked up to Joshua and Max’s home in a quiet little cul-de-sac. The town wasn’t big, and most of the places they needed to get to were accessible on foot, which gave Olivia a distinct feel for the place. They’d passed the butcher’s shop on their way there, right on Second Street, and found it to be empty. They figured Joshua must’ve finished for the day, or he was taking the day off. Olivia had wanted to speak with Max’s father first before talking to his son, hoping to catch him out of the house, but she guessed she’d have to take what she could get. 

			“He seemed to be pretty difficult to handle at the wake,” Olivia agreed. “From what I saw, he and Joshua had a pretty volatile relationship. Max was being disrespectful to his dad the moment they walked into the room, and I’m guessing that’s not just because of all the raging teenage hormones. If there’s tension between them, perhaps Max has grown to be quite an aggressive young man.”

			“We’ll find out more when we see them in their home together. Maybe he was just having a bad day at the wake, especially if Sammy was his girlfriend. Can’t have been a good day to be Max. But any kid that can date two best friends at the same time is going to be pretty selfish, and I don’t know if that’s the fault of Joshua’s parenting. Seems like Joshua probably can’t do anything right in Max’s eyes.”

			“Yeah, I got that vibe. Joshua seems like he’s doing his best. From what I gathered at the wake, he’s a single parent too. Can’t be easy having a teenage boy, working full time, trying to balance it all,” Olivia reasoned. “But it can’t be easy on Max either. The expectation to keep this shop in the family when he probably wants nothing to do with it. Maybe it pushed him to do something he shouldn’t have…”

			“Let’s hope we’re wrong about it. But it doesn’t look good on Max. He had access to everything he would need to do the things that happened to Sammy,” Brock said. Olivia nodded in agreement. The only question was, did he have the guts to do something so horrible? And if so, then why?

			They approached the house in silence, and Olivia allowed Brock to step up to the door first and knock. There was some muffled shouting from inside, like Joshua and Max might be arguing over who had to answer the door. Olivia and Brock exchanged a silent glance, eyebrows raised. Their assumptions might already be proving to be right. 

			Eventually, the door opened to reveal Joshua, a winning smile plastered on his face. When he saw who his company was, the smile slipped ever so slightly. Olivia tried for a smile back. She was used to being the bearer of bad news, the person nobody wanted to see. Joshua was no exception to the rule.

			“Oh! Um. Agents. I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” Joshua said with a polite nod to the pair of them. “How did you even find us here…”

			“It’s a small town. We just asked for some directions,” Olivia said, smiling harder. She was determined to keep her word and not let the family know what Devi had told them. After all, she was the reason they’d showed up unannounced to interview Max. 

			“Oh, well, um, nice to see you!” Joshua said brightly, covering his own tracks. “Is there something I can help you with?”

			“Actually, yes. We have some questions for your son. Since he was in Sammy’s classes,” Olivia added at the last moment. Joshua looked a little relieved, like he’d been expecting something much more terrible from them. Olivia was used to people seeing them as a bad omen. No one was ever pleased to see them when they were on duty.

			“Sure, come on in. Excuse the mess. I’ve been struggling with getting all the chores done lately.”

			The house was nowhere near as messy as Joshua was implying, but Olivia could see evidence of two men living under one roof, trying to keep on top of everything. The whole place looked like it could use a lick of paint, and there were some piles of papers and mail on the counters, but it didn’t look filthy or anything. Joshua kicked aside a dirty shirt as they headed into the living room, clearly self-conscious of their environment and aware of just how unprepared he was for guests. The coffee table was crowded with mugs and he scooped them up, tidying as he went.

			“I’m so sorry. I would’ve cleaned up more if I knew we were having someone at the house,” Joshua said anxiously. Olivia smiled politely, trying to determine if this was out of consideration or if it was nervousness. He certainly had a sort of charm to him, even in his hastiness. It was easy to warm to him, though Olivia knew just how easy it was for people to hide behind a mask.

			“Don’t worry, please. We’ve seen much worse than a few dirty mugs, I can assure you. We all let it get on top of us sometimes,” Olivia told him. “We really just want to pick Max’s brains a little. It won’t take long.”

			“He ain’t in trouble, is he?” Joshua asked.

			Brock shook his head. “Not at all. We just know he was close to the deceased, so we’d like to see if he can help us narrow down a suspect.”

			Joshua seemed sated by that, but his nervous energy never really left him. He retreated to the hallway, pausing at the base of the stairs as though he was afraid to scale them and face his son. Eventually, he simply called out to his son.

			“Maxwell! Can you come down here for a sec?”

			“I’m busy!” came the angry response.

			“Max, just do as you’re told, for one second, please,” Joshua said, a tinge of tiredness in his voice. Olivia looked at him and saw that life was taking a toll on him—his eyes were a little droopy, his skin pale, his shoulders slumped. He looked like a man on the edge, trying to hold everything together. It seemed like a difficult existence, raising a kid alone, trying to run a business and maintain a household. Olivia suddenly felt grateful for how her life had come together in the past year. She almost reached out to squeeze Brock’s hand, but she stopped herself, knowing she needed to be professional. And yet, his presence close by felt like a warm buzz on the surface of her skin. Life was always easier when he was around.

			Moments later, Olivia heard Max stomping down the stairs, huffing and puffing in the way only teenagers are truly capable of. When he entered the living room, he looked like he was about to blow up with rage, his mouth already prepped to give his father abuse. Olivia saw a side to the boy that seemed to be reserved for their household, caged within their home and never released in the outside world. The sight of him, his stance aggressive and his mouth twisted, made her stomach flip upside down.

			But when he saw Olivia and Brock sitting on the sofa, he stopped in his tracks. Olivia watched as he rearranged his face into a more acceptable expression for guests. He seemed well-practiced at the art of it. Then, he looked at his father in disbelief.

			“What are they doing here?”

			“They wanted to ask some questions about Sammy,” Joshua told him gently. The fight seemed to leave Max’s body. There was pain in his eyes that hadn’t been there a minute ago. Or perhaps, it had simply been veiled. But now, he struggled for words. He shook his head to himself.

			“No. I don’t want to talk to them.”

			“I’m afraid this is too important to pass on, Max. But I think you know that, don’t you?” Olivia said, her voice gentle, but probing. She saw fear in Max’s eyes as confusion crossed Joshua’s face.

			“Maxwell? Is there something you haven’t told me about?”

			“We have recently discovered that Max might have some… history with the victim,” Brock said carefully, trying not to throw Devi under the bus for what she’d told them. Max scoffed, avoiding their gaze.

			“Who told you?” he asked, his voice full of accusation. “I don’t think I need three guesses. Of course she did…”

			“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Olivia said coolly. “We have our ways of finding things out. It doesn’t really matter what those ways are. What matters is that this was kept as a pretty big secret, and we’re interested in knowing why. Especially when you allegedly dated both Sammy and Devi Bhinder, behind each other’s backs.”

			“What?” Joshua gaped and looked at his son, shaking his head in confusion. “I can’t believe you’d do that, son. I thought I taught you more respect than that. Haven’t I raised you to treat women with more respect than that?”

			Max rolled his eyes. “Give me a break, Dad. You don’t even know the story. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Then enlighten me. What have you been doing? How did I not know about any of this?”

			“Maybe if you paid attention to me once in a while, you would’ve noticed. I didn’t exactly hide it from you,” Max hissed. Olivia could feel the tension in the air, almost suffocating. Joshua looked embarrassed, fumbling for a way to try and regain some control of the situation. He reached out to put a hand on Max’s shoulder.

			“I’m sorry, kid. I know I’m not around anywhere near as much as I should be. I’m trying to do better. I’m trying to keep on top of everything…”

			Max shrugged him off aggressively. “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it all before. You’ve got to take care of the shop, you’ve got to do the chores, you’ve got to pay the mortgage. You’re like a stuck record, Dad. Any excuse not to spend time with your only son.”

			Joshua rubbed his temples in irritation. “Why does it always have to—”

			“Can we do this without him?” Max cut him off. Olivia blinked. He was talking to her and nodding at his father. “I don’t need him here with me. I’ll tell you what you want to know. Just so long as he’s not eavesdropping the whole time. I don’t need the lecture he’s building up to.”

			Olivia wavered, feeling bad for Joshua. Clearly, his kid had no idea how much it took to uphold an adult life alone, let alone a kid’s life too. Plus, Max himself seemed like a piece of work. He was ungrateful and crass and manipulative, she could see that from a mile away. But if he had terms to his cooperation, she had to be willing to meet them. She caught Joshua’s eye and he sighed, holding his hands up in surrender.

			“Alright. I’ll make myself scarce. Just call me in if you need anything,” he said, trying to smile, but failing. As he left the room, Max threw himself into an armchair, rolling his eyes as he put his feet up on the coffee table. He glared at Olivia and Brock, shrugging.

			“He’s never going to let this one go. Well, are you happy? Now that you’ve outed me to my dad?”

			“We will be when we figure out what was going on with you,” Brock said plainly. “We’re just trying to get a sense of how you got tangled up in this mess, and why. You were dating Devi first, right? Seems you knew each other for a long time, that your time together was well spent. Why would you then start dating her best friend? Seems like a harsh way to treat someone you care about.”

			Max sighed, having the sense to look a little ashamed. “Look, I never meant for it to happen this way. Devi is great, she really is. I like her a lot. We’ve known each other forever and it felt so natural when we started dating. I was looking for something fun. Like, I’m sixteen. I’m obviously not looking for true love right now. Maybe she was, I don’t know… but either way, our agreement was just to keep things cazh. Have fun, but low-key. But it became harder and harder. I wanted to spend time with her, go to her house, maybe even spend some time with her parents… but she was insistent on sneaking around, saying her mom could never find out that we were dating. I kept saying to her, it’s not like we’re about to get married… we’re in high school. How many relationships make it out alive from school? And she agreed with me, she knew that we didn’t need to put so much pressure on things. Deep down, I know she just wanted it to be normal too. But it didn’t change anything. She kept insisting that we have all these secret hookups… and yeah, it was kind of cool for a while. Every guy my age would kill to be making out in the back of a borrowed car, keeping secrets, having exciting firsts with a pretty girl. But it got old. And I started to think to myself… wouldn’t it be so much better if I could be with someone who wasn’t ashamed to be seen out with me?”

			“I’m sure she wasn’t ashamed of you,” Olivia said.

			“She was. Not in a traditional way. It wasn’t like I embarrassed her as a person… I’m popular at school, I get decent grades, I’m on the basketball team… we both were fully aware that she’s the less cool one of the two of us.”

			“I’m sure she’d be pleased to hear you say that.”

			“You’re not getting what I’m saying. She couldn’t think of anything worse than her parents finding out about us. Like everything I did wasn’t enough just because I didn’t match up to what they wanted for her. And it’s not like it was something I could control, so what was I meant to do? It started to hurt my feelings.”

			“So your first thought was… hey, instead of ending things in a mature manner, I’ll start dating her best friend in secret too… so then I have something to be ashamed of too?” Brock said, raising his eyebrows.

			Max rolled his eyes. “Sammy and I have been friends for ages too. She is… was really cool. We always hung out, way before things happened with Devi. We were real friends, not just two people looking to get lucky. And it felt easy in a different way than it did with Devi. We had things in common, we had a real laugh together. And there was so much… chemistry.”

			He said the last word with a lecherous grin, and both Olivia and Brock groaned. “Well, that’s fair enough,” she said. “But you didn’t need to keep both relationships going. If you realized you wanted to be with Sammy, then why didn’t you break things off with Devi?”

			Max threw his hands in the air. “It got complicated, okay? I liked them both. They both brought things to the table that I liked… and I’d never had so much attention before. It made me feel good. Dad’s gone all the time at the shop. Do you know how lonely it is in a house where no one’s ever home? Devi would only want to meet up a few times a week because she couldn’t sneak out… but Sammy had more freedom. She could hang out a little more. I just didn’t want to feel alone for a while. Is that such a crime?”

			Olivia and Brock exchanged a glance and Max clicked his tongue, folding his arms over his chest. He was acting like they were the bad guys for refusing to understand.

			“I did plan to put a stop to it. I was going to break things off with Devi. We both knew it could never last. It wasn’t like her mom was ever going to change her stance on the future she saw for her, and I didn’t want to be her dirty little secret for the rest of my life anyways. I had it in my head that it would come to some kind of natural end and then I wouldn’t have to hurt her feelings.”

			“But Sammy told Devi before you could get around to it, didn’t she? On the night she died?” Olivia said. Max chewed his thumb.

			“Yeah. I was kind of mad that she did that. She gave me some warning, but I just wasn’t ready for it. And it made me look like the bad guy for not doing it myself. Now that was BS.”

			“How did you find out? Did Sammy tell you before she died?” Olivia asked. If there had been an exchange between Sammy and Max, then they might be able to pinpoint her last contact before she’d died. Her phone was still in the lab being repaired so they could lift evidence from it, but if Max could help them out, it would speed things along.

			Max huffed. “Devi called me on her way home. She told me that she fought with Sammy and she said it was over between us. Which seemed like a good thing at the time. I did try and smooth things over, but Devi blocked my number, I think. In all honesty, I could deal with that, but I wanted to talk to Sammy. I wanted to let her know that what she’d done had hurt me, but I could forgive her… it meant we could just be together, at last. But she never answered any of my calls or texts.”

			“You didn’t think to mention that to the police?”

			Max shrugged. “I didn’t see how it would make any difference. She was already dead.”

			“And it didn’t occur to you that your info might be helpful?” Brock asked in exasperation.

			“What do you even want from me?” he pouted. “I’ve just been doing my best not to think about anything at all. I’ve been keeping myself distracted so I don’t have to wonder about it all. Almost like I’m detached.” The first glimmer of something resembling actual emotion escaped him. “And then when Devi went on the run, I knew it would be better just to keep my mouth shut. I knew it didn’t look good for either of us, but I could never… I could never hurt Sammy. Or Devi. I mean, I know I did. I hurt her feelings but it was never my intention. And I wish I could tell them both that I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

			Olivia averted her eyes. The kid might be a menace, but he did seem genuine. She heard him sniff and knew that he was struggling to hold his feelings back. She leaned forward.

			“Max, if you cared about Sammy… you know you have to tell us anything that you know. You do understand that, don’t you?”

			Max nodded. “I know… but that’s all I know about that night. I didn’t hear from Sammy or Devi again. Devi and Alexa wouldn’t speak to me at the wake. They acted like I didn’t exist. I messed up.” He took a shuddering breath, his eyes filled with tears. 

			“Yeah, you did,” Brock replied.
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			“What a day,” Brock groaned as he sat down on the edge of the bed in their bed and breakfast. Olivia shrugged off her jacket with a sigh.

			“Yeah, pretty intense. I wasn’t expecting things to get quite so heated at the house…”

			“Max seems like a bit of a handful, to be honest. But I understand why he was so mad at his dad, even if he’s doing his best. At that age, it’s not easy to understand why you’re not in the spotlight of your parents… even if it’s because they’re working behind the scenes to make sure you have a good life. He’s only acting out in the way anyone else would.”

			Olivia sighed again. “I know how he feels. When my mom used to go away all the time, I felt so torn. Part of me was desperate to cherish every second we had together. She’d come home from all of her trips and shower me in love and I would feel like the most important person in the world… and then she’d leave again, and I always felt so hurt by it. That was even before I understood where she was actually going. No kid wants their parents to have priorities other than them. It seemed almost personal. And that’s why I got so mad when I realized the real reason my mom was always leaving me behind… that was half of my childhood wasted, and for what?”

			Brock gave Olivia a sympathetic look. “But you know now that children aren’t the center of the universe. There are other important things in life, aren’t there? They can’t be the focus all the time.”

			“They should be, if you decide to have them. They should become everything to you. You decided to bring life into the world, to raise a child for the rest of your days. Your life as a parent doesn’t just end the second they turn eighteen, right? You make a promise when you decide to have kids to give your all to them. I don’t know… maybe that’s a selfish thought, knowing that was never the case with my own parents. But what’s the point in having kids if you’re just going to push them to one side the second they become inconvenient or frustrating? Every child has growing pains, and their parents should be there to see them through, right?”

			Brock shrugged. “I guess so. I think it’s more complicated these days though, isn’t it? With two working parents, there isn’t always time to dedicate so freely to kids. Or if there’s only one, like in Joshua’s case. People don’t have the time and money to just spend every waking hour with their kids.”

			“Then why do people put themselves through it? It doesn’t make any sense to me. Everyone always says that parenthood is all about sacrifices, and yet no one seems to want to make them for their children. The kids feel unattended and the parents feel guilty for not having enough hours in the day to devote to them. No one comes out happy,” Olivia said. She had to admit to herself, these thoughts weren’t just coming out of the blue. She’d considered many times what it would mean to have a child, and how she believed it should be. But as she got older, the more unappealing it seemed to become a parent.

			She and her sister used to talk all the time about having kids, about whether it was a good idea, about whether it was on their radar at all. While many of their peers were planning weddings and how many kids they’d have from a young age, both Olivia and Veronica had other priorities in mind. Eventually, both of them had come to the conclusion that their careers would come first for them—Veronica’s passion for journalism had been far too strong for her to consider having kids early in life, and Olivia’s focus was on training with the FBI. Nowadays, she saw her classmates from school moving forward with their families, having children and making a new life, the way they’d always planned to. She was happy for them, and she admired their decision to do it. She knew that parenthood was no easy feat. But she couldn’t see herself in their shoes. Not any time soon, at least.

			And she was fully aware that she was under the pressure of time. It wasn’t like she could wait forever to make a decision about having kids. She envied men and their ability to just decide to have children on a whim whenever they wanted, but there was only a certain amount of time gifted to women.

			But that didn’t bother her so much. She’d decided that if she wasn’t passionate about it by now, then maybe it wasn’t meant to be. If it happened, it would be a good thing, somewhere down the line. But if it never came to pass, that was okay too. 

			“You lost in thought there?” Brock teased as Olivia sat down beside him on the bed. “You looked like you were off in a little daydream.”

			Olivia smiled at him. “I was just thinking about kids. And what it means to have them, or to not have them.”

			Brock reached out and took her hand. He had a look in his eye like he was intrigued to hear her thoughts on the matter. “And?”

			She shrugged. She didn’t feel like spelling out everything she’d run through her mind right then. “I think maybe it’s something I can take or leave.”

			Olivia was sure that she saw Brock’s smile fade a little. That was something she hadn’t expected. Brock sat back a little, clearing his throat.

			“Really? Well, I guess that surprises me a little… you don’t have any desire to have kids? You don’t want to build a family?”

			“I’m not saying I don’t want to… I just don’t feel strongly about it right now. And I think you should really feel strongly before doing it, don’t you? Everything changes when you have a child. It would effectively end my career, for one thing. It would change my body forever to have a child, and that would change the way I live. Nine months of pregnancy… that’s no easy feat. And then there’s the time and money commitments… and there are other things I’d still like to do. I’d like to see a little more of the world, maybe buy a house, that kind of thing. I don’t know… it’s just not at the top of my to-do list right at this moment.”

			“Oh,” Brock said, looking a little defeated. “I never realized you felt that way.”

			“Well, I suppose we’ve never really talked about it, have we? It never comes up.”

			“No… I don’t suppose it has.”

			Olivia felt a pang of guilt. Was this something they should’ve brought up earlier? She had never really considered whether Brock wanted to have children, but now that she thought about it, it made total sense. He’d never had much of a family of his own, so it did seem like children were his chance to start again. It made her stomach churn. Did her admission put him off her? Was it a deal breaker if she never decided to have children?

			“I’ve never been someone to close something off entirely, and the same applies here. Who knows what will happen in the next few years? I might find a reason to want to leave the FBI… I mean, given all we’ve been through and survived, I don’t see that happening. If it was going to happen, I think it would’ve by now. But anything’s possible I guess!” Olivia paused, glancing at Brock’s forlorn face. “Well? What are your thoughts on it?”

			Brock took a deep breath. “Well… I guess I’ve always seen myself growing old with a wife and kids. I just sort of assumed it would happen somewhere along the way. I never... well, I never thought that someone I was with wouldn’t want that to happen.”

			Olivia felt her stomach twist with guilt. She’d never asked Brock about the subject either. Was this going to be a big deal between them? She had never considered that her choices about having kids would matter so much. For some reason, she had never really imagined Brock as a dad either. But now, she could see how perfect he would be in the role. He had that fun, goofy side to him that kids would love. And of course he was caring, even though he often shied away from his feelings. Now Olivia understood him a little better. He saw a world surrounded by love so that he could make up for a past without it.

			“Is it important to you?” Olivia asked. Brock wavered and Olivia knew what his answer would be. She chewed her thumb, feeling like she had made a mistake by bringing up the topic. 

			“I guess it’s more important to me than I thought, yeah,” Brock said quietly. Olivia pondered on it all for a minute.

			“And it doesn’t… scare you?”

			Brock frowned. “Being a parent?”

			“Well yeah, there’s that. All of the things normal parents have to deal with. Raising a good kid, making sure they have a good life, get good grades, all of that… but then there’s more to it for people like us, isn’t there? Our lives have always been dangerous. My mom found out the hard way that having kids can put them in danger… is that something we’re prepared for? We have so many enemies out there…”

			“Most of them behind bars.”

			“But not all. I guess I just always had this worry that… bringing a child into the world would mean putting them in the face of it all. It’s a point of vulnerability, and that would scare me half to death.”

			Brock’s hand squeezed hers. “And we’d protect that child the way we protect one another. We’ve always had each other’s backs, haven’t we? This would be no different. There’s always been so much at stake where we’re concerned…”

			“And you’d be willing to do that all again, but ten times worse?”

			Brock’s face softened. “I would never let anything happen to you, to our child… I would rather die.”

			“That’s what scares me most,” Olivia murmured. Brock’s forehead creased and the pair of them stared at one another for a long moment. It was hard to decipher what was going on in both of their heads. It was too much to take in. Olivia found herself standing up, desperate to leave the conversation behind.

			“I’m… I’m going to clean up,” she said, heading into the small bathroom that adjoined their bedroom. She shut the door behind her and told herself to breathe. She hated running away from the conversation, but she was totally unprepared for the magnitude of it. It worried her that she and Brock seemed to suddenly want wildly different things in their lives. What if it broke them apart? What if he decided he needed to be with someone who had the same desire for children that he did?

			Olivia moved to the sink and splashed her face with water. Behind her closed eyes, she saw Sammy’s body. She shuddered. Maybe it was this particular case that gave her the desire to be cautious, but she couldn’t imagine going through the same thing as Sammy’s family, as her friends. Forming meaningful connections always sets a person up to lose everything… but it was worse with a child. To lose a child would be like losing a piece of your soul. Olivia was no stranger to death, to loss, but the thought of something so horrific happening to her child… that was more than she thought she could bear. She couldn’t even entertain it.

			And if she couldn’t handle that, then how could she ever be ready for parenthood?
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			Olivia didn’t know what she had expected when she entered Sammy’s old school on her way to visit the principal. Perhaps she had thought there would be a kind of silence there, like everyone was paying their respects to the girl who had just died. Maybe she thought there would be a huge memorial to her, painting an image of the person that everyone had lost that night. Maybe people would be solemn, knowing that a young girl had been brutally murdered.

			But it wasn’t like that at all. The moment she stepped inside the school, it was filled with noise—chatter, laughter, coughing. A symphony of life being lived. She felt her heart grow heavy as she and Brock navigated their way through the halls, towering over the students who seemed to have forgotten what happened to one of their peers less than a week before. She didn’t even hear anyone talking about it as gossip was exchanged in the halls. It was as if it hadn’t even happened at all.

			Was Sammy really so invisible at the school? She had friends, a boyfriend, teachers… and yet it was like she had barely managed to make a mark on the world. Olivia caught sight of a single locker decorated with black roses, stuck to it with Scotch tape. There was a blurry picture of Sammy beside the roses where she was smiling and laughing at the camera. But even as the memorial remained in plain sight, others walked past it like it wasn’t even there. Like she was some outsider to the town, not someone who had lived there her entire life. The people in that school had known her since she was a kid. Did that not mean anything at all? 

			Olivia wasn’t sure why it bothered her so much. She knew from the start that Sammy wasn’t popular, though she was well-loved by her friends. Even after everything she had done, she still mattered to them, and made an imprint on their lives that would never be removed. 

			And yet it still felt like she had already faded into the background, like her death had taken place in a trashy movie that no one enjoyed, not in real life. Everyone was already itching to leave the movie theater, to move on with their life and leave her behind. Olivia swallowed, wondering if someday, it would be the same for her, for the people she loved. Did no one’s life really matter in the scheme of things? 

			“Don’t think about it,” Brock said to her, his hand on her elbow as they navigated the corridors. “They’re all kids. They don’t really know any better than to treat it so casually… I bet it doesn’t even seem real to them.”

			Olivia shook her head in despair. “A girl is dead. She was butchered in their hometown. And they don’t seem to care. They don’t even seem afraid. How has it come to this? What am I missing?”

			Brock sighed. “They’re desensitized. They’ve all grown up binging true crime documentaries and living through social media. The real world doesn’t seem to touch them anymore, and it’s harder for anyone to even leave behind their mark. A girl like Sammy… she had disappeared long before she died.”

			Olivia couldn’t think of anything more depressing. How was it that a young woman hadn’t made a mark on the world? Especially in a small town like Hollow Nest where every face was familiar to everyone. It wasn’t like she was drowning in a sea of people, anonymous in a big city where she didn’t know anyone. She grew up around these kids, these teachers. And yet the world kept turning so easily without her, undisrupted by her sudden, horrible departure.

			It made her feel a little sick. Would that happen to her some day? Would she go out with a whimper instead of a bang? She had never really thought to worry about it before, but now the thought plagued her as they headed upstairs to the principal’s office. After all Sammy had suffered, no one even seemed to care. 

			And that seemed like Olivia’s worst nightmare.

			Olivia paid attention to everything as she walked through the second floor. She watched a group of boys messing around in the corridor, throwing a football to one another and causing chaos. There was a young girl being cornered by two other girls, who appeared to be jeering and jabbing at her. The whole place was like a zoo—exactly how she recalled her own high school experience. It was the place no one wanted to be, the place that felt like the center of the universe at a young age. How had Sammy felt walking through these corridors? Did she have to dodge bullies, insults, and subtle shoves in the corridors? Did she take it all in her stride, or did she go home and cry after hours over how hard the world was on her? Olivia didn’t feel like she could understand the young girl until she knew more about her experience at school. She hoped that someone would be able to shed some light on the situation for her.

			The principal, Ashleigh Cummings, was waiting for them in her office. She looked up as they knocked on her door, which she’d propped open for their arrival. She was in her mid-fifties and she had allowed her hair to go fully gray without dying it, but her skin was smooth and barely wrinkled. She had glasses propped on the top of her head as though they were more of an accessory than a necessity. She had plucked eyebrows so thin that she looked permanently a little surprised. She welcomed them with a smile far too warm for the subject of their meeting, offering them the two chairs in front of her desk.

			“Welcome to Hollow Nest High. Thank you for coming in to speak with me.”

			“Thank you for having us. We thought it would be a good idea to try and find out more about Sammy Aldridge’s life, to try and figure out where things might’ve gone wrong for her,” Brock said. Ashleigh clapped her hands together, her eyes bright.

			“Well, then, let’s get started shall we?” she said. Olivia and Brock exchanged an uncomfortable look as Ashleigh bumbled around, making herself busy. She pulled out a thin file from the top drawer of her desk and opened it, consulting it closely. “Let’s see… Samantha was a pretty middle-of-the-road student. Good grades, had the potential to be in honors classes… but just falling a little short, unfortunately. She tended to be a little lax with her homework, but it didn’t affect her grades too harshly. Her teachers have reported in the past that she is a pleasure to have in classes… undisruptive and quiet, unlike her friend Alexa… her contribution in class could be a little more energetic…”

			Olivia cleared her throat, stopping the principal in her tracks. “Let me stop you there and we can try this again. Maybe you could tell us a little about your experience with her as a student, Mrs. Cummings.”

			Ashleigh blinked several times. “What do you mean?”

			“With respect… this isn’t a parent-teacher conference, Mrs. Cummings. We’re not looking for you to sing Sammy’s praises about her classwork, or to tell us what kind of student she was. It hardly seems to matter now, does it? We’re more interested in the social side of her life. We want to know more about her experience here at this school. Was she happy? Did she fit in? Did she ever run into trouble? Was she well-liked? Do you see what we’re asking here?”

			The woman frowned, taking her glasses off her head and propping them on her nose. It seemed to take her entire vibe from pleasant to patronizing.

			“Agents… I’m the principal of this school. There are hundreds of students here. I can’t possibly know them all on a personal level. It’s not as if she made any effort to get to know the teachers, to form connections with the adults.”

			Olivia raised her eyebrow. “Is that what high school is about these days?”

			She sighed. “You know what I mean. She didn’t engage, and that was a conscious choice. And as a result, she faded into the background on most levels. In honesty, the only thing I can tell you about her was that she was different. She and her friends dressed in black all of the time, always covered in that makeup. It’s against the dress code, but it’s so hard to enforce. It didn’t make them popular with the other students, but I’m sure you knew that already. What would you like me to say, though? I saw her around, but she never seemed unhappy to me. She had friends. She was well-liked. She didn’t get into trouble.”

			Olivia narrowed her eyes. The story didn’t match up in her mind. She’d seen what it was like outside the principal’s office, like a lawless land where anything went. Kids could be cruel to one another, especially if there was any hint of someone being different, and Sammy was among the stranger students. Olivia saw no world where Sammy was walking through those halls completely unscathed, a smile plastered to her face to please her teachers and pretend that everything was fine.

			“So you don’t think that there was a chance that Sammy was bullied?” Olivia pushed. “She seemed like the kind of girl that would draw the wrong kind of attention here.”

			Cummings blinked behind her glasses. “Well, as I’m sure you know, all schools have a zero-tolerance policy for bullying. We take that very seriously here. She may not have been popular with the other children, but that didn’t mean she suffered through bullying. And as you observed when you walked in, my door is always open to anyone who might need it. If there’s an issue, the kids can come to me. Sammy never reached out to me, and we never received any reports, so I can presume she was fine.”

			“And how is your bullying policy monitored? Do you have teachers checking up on what goes on in the hallways? I didn’t see any on my way in here,” Brock asked. “Is there someone ensuring that the kids feel safe? That they feel listened to?”

			“I thought you came here to discuss Samantha… not to question my hold on the school,” Cummings said sharply. “I don’t see how the way our school runs is your concern.”

			“It is absolutely our concern if something is being overlooked. If there was bullying going on here, then someone could have decided to hurt Sammy. That’s why we’re here—to investigate a very serious crime. A young girl’s life has been taken and we’re trying to figure out why. Something so horrific could’ve started right here at the school.”

			“You think a student is capable of what happened to that girl?”

			“Perhaps. We can’t rule anything out,” Brock said. “Everything in a case connects somehow, Mrs. Cummings. The more you can tell us about Sammy, the closer we get to figuring out why she wound up dead. So far, you seem more interested in upholding your school’s reputation than being honest with us.”

			“I don’t like the implication that I’m only looking out for myself here, sir. It’s like I said… she slipped under the radar. She didn’t cause as much trouble as Alexa, and she didn’t excel in class as much as Devi. Of the three, she just didn’t stand out. The students that tend to stand out most are the ones that shine and the ones that don’t. The ones who tip the scales in some way or another. I suppose she was somewhere in the middle, balancing everyone out. There’s nothing wrong with that at all.” Ashleigh leaned forward. “In a sky full of stars, some have to blink out. Some don’t shine so bright. And if Samantha was one of those, then I don’t know what else I can tell you about her and her life. But let me read through her file some more…”

			Olivia couldn’t help thinking that this line of inquiry was pretty much useless to them. She could’ve read Sammy’s file herself and got the information quicker. Plus, it was clear that Cummings had a totally unemotional approach to her work, and to her students. 

			But when Ashleigh swiped to the next page of her file and made a humming noise, Olivia wondered if their time wasn’t being wasted after all.

			“Did you find something?” Olivia asked. 

			“Well… it looks like Sammy made several visits to Ms. Talley, our school counselor. She’s open for hours all day, and Sammy visited her a total of… eighteen times in the last year.”

			“For what purpose?”

			Ashleigh shook her head. “That’s classified, of course… it doesn’t say on her records even. You’d have to speak to our counselor yourself. I’m sure the rules are different on what she can tell you, given that the student is no longer with us… maybe she can offer you the insight you’re looking for.”

			Olivia nodded. “Thank you. Where might we find her?”

			“She’s on the ground floor, just through the cafeteria. She’s been pretty busy since Sammy’s death… the students must be feeling the strain of what happened. You might need to wait for a while before you can speak to her.”

			“That’s alright. We can wait,” Olivia said. If Sammy had been regularly visiting a counselor, then perhaps there was more going on than they’d been made aware of. Even Sammy’s mom might’ve been kept in the dark about the darkness in Sammy’s life. Olivia knew all too well how hard it could be to communicate to family what was going on behind the scenes. And if Sammy was being bullied or intimidated, then perhaps the counselor would have some answers for them about what they talked about in the privacy of the counseling room. 

			It had to be worth a shot.
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			It was about two hours before Olivia and Brock got to see Ms. Talley. There was a line of students at the door looking bored, and Olivia had a sneaking suspicion that most of them were there as an excuse to cut class. Some of them spoke in low voices about Sammy’s death as though they were relaying ordinary high school gossip. Feeling uneasy about it, Olivia tried to tune their chatter out, keen only to get to see the counselor and hear her thoughts on what had happened.

			Eventually the queue dwindled and the counselor popped her head out of the door, a cheery smile on her face. She eyed Olivia and Brock up, clearly confused that they weren’t high school students.

			“Can I help you guys with something? I usually reserve my office hours for students, but since there’s no line, I suppose I can take on teachers too… Substitutes?”

			“Oh, no,” Olivia said with a polite chuckle, standing up to shake the counselor’s hand. “Olivia Knight and Brock Tanner with the FBI. We’re working on the case of the young woman who died here recently.”

			The woman’s mouth formed an O shape. She didn’t look old enough to be in such a serious role. Her hair was pastel pink and she wore wide-rimmed glasses that made her eyes look wider than humanly possible. But at the mention of Sammy, her bouncy energy seemed to recede, and her forehead creased.

			“Of course. Please come in. My name is Cassie… I’m sure you have a lot of questions about Sammy.”

			Olivia and Brock followed into the counselor’s office. The room was bright and filled with uplifting pictures. Olivia couldn’t picture Sammy in that room, opening up about her feelings. It almost seemed against everything she was about. But if she had felt desperate enough to seek counseling, then there had to have been something serious playing on her mind. Whatever that was, it might be important to the case as a whole.

			Cassie was drooping like an unwatered flower by the time she took her seat behind her desk. She shook her head and reached for a tissue on her desk. 

			“I’m glad you came. I’ve been wondering whether to reach out to someone about Sammy… I was so devastated to hear about the horrible things that happened to her.” Cassie sniffed and dabbed her eyes. “In my line of work, it’s always hard seeing students come and go. You get to know some of them really well. They come to rely on me. And I like to think I help them out… but it’s usually nice to see them fly the nest, to move on with their lives. This couldn’t be more different.”

			Olivia nodded. “I understand it might be hard for you to talk about. In your own time.”

			“We noticed she came by quite a bit over the last year. I understand you may have privacy concerns, but if there’s anything you can tell us, anything that could be a help…”

			“To be honest, much of it seemed like normal teenage stuff, at first. The kind of thing that feels so small to an adult but is a kid’s entire world. I wouldn’t say there was anything too out of the ordinary. The first time she came in, she was having boy trouble. She was interested in a guy, but he was already dating one of her friends… I guess she felt guilty. I don’t know if anything ever came of that. It was just ordinary high school stuff. But after a few sessions, when she started to get a little more comfortable around me… there were a few things that she brought up to me. The first was that there were some girls harassing her.”

			“Harassing her, how?” Olivia asked. Cassie sighed.

			“You know how it is in the high school hierarchy. No one gets out unscathed. But girls like Sammy… well, they fit in even less than the rest. She was lucky in some ways… I know that her friend Alexa was pretty protective of her and Devi. They were strong together, almost untouchable. I think the other kids had respect for Alexa in a way they didn’t for the other two. Or fear, maybe. And even Devi was a little more lucky with it… she was smart, conventionally pretty, likable… but Sammy always thought she was a little more difficult to like. She could be sullen and it came across as rude. It didn’t escape the notice of her peers. So whenever Alexa was out of the picture, they’d say horrible things to her. Call her ugly, say that she was unlovable… not very inventive, but hurtful all the same.”

			“Mhm,” Olivia replied. This seemed more like what she had been looking for. The picture that the principal had painted was very different, like a picture in black and white instead of color. Now, it felt like they were seeing the truth about Sammy. “I can’t imagine that it felt good to go through that.”

			Cassie nodded. “She tried to play it off. Said it didn’t hurt her feelings. But it was starting to wear her down. She had pretty low self-esteem. She kept saying how she just wanted some positive attention. She wanted someone to care about her, and not in the way her friends did. She felt she couldn’t talk to them about anything deeper, and she always felt a little like an outsider in the trio. She felt herself getting lost in the crowd… and I guess she just wanted to escape it all. I was the only person she was talking to about it, and I gave her every resource I could, but there’s only so much one person could do.”

			“What about any other issues? Her family?” Brock asked. It was a good question. They already knew what had been going on, but the useful piece of information would be what she decided to talk about to an adult. 

			“She was too ashamed to tell her mom that she couldn’t cope at school, that she always felt like running away from it all. Sammy was a sweet kid… but troubled, I think. She didn’t ever really talk about life at home, but I sensed things were disjointed there too.”

			Olivia nodded. She felt like she was getting a better look at who Sammy had been, but she needed to know about the girls who had been bullying her. They were going to be the key to figuring out whether they needed to be worried or whether it was just silly high school squabbles.

			“Did she name the girls who were bothering her?” Brock asked, echoing Olivia’s thoughts. Cassie nodded, looking a little guilty.

			“She did. She made me promise not to report them… she thought that would only make things worse. And I have obligations…”

			“We really need those names, Ms. Talley.”

			“I know.” She seemed to struggle with herself. “If I tell you, can you give me your word that you didn’t get it from me? I could lose my license.”

			“We promise.”

			Cassie took another moment, but seemed assured. “There was Emily Cole, Rashida Barker, and Danica Torez. The three of them are kind of known to the school as bullies, but their parents are pretty involved with the school, so no one really does anything about their behavior.”

			Brock raised an eyebrow. “Zero-tolerance policy?”

			Cassie held her hand out as if to thank him for saying it. “Believe me, I know. I’ve tried to bring up the issue several times to the principal, but she doesn’t want to know. As far as she’s concerned, she’s milking money from them for new facilities and supplies. She just told me not to overreact and to keep my thoughts to myself… she said it would pass. Once the girls graduated, of course.”

			Olivia felt fury bubbling beneath the surface. The principal had fed them nothing but lies. She shook her head, trying not to allow her anger to get the better of her.

			“Have there been complaints from other students about them?”

			“Yes. Anonymous complaints. They fall on deaf ears. To be honest, I feel so hopeless. All I can do is offer the kids advice and hope they get through it. But those girls are brutal. They vandalize, they fight… and their parents don’t blink an eye. They put a girl in the hospital, and still, they’re darkening the doorstep of this school. They’re dangerous.”

			“Do you think they’re capable of… well…” Olivia said pointedly. Cassie swallowed.

			“Well, now, I don’t know if I’d go that far. It seems very violent even for them. But I’m surprised no one has brought the girls up since Sammy’s death. If anyone ever had a loose motive to want her to hurt, then it was them. But again, you didn’t hear that from me. I could get in real trouble if I ever name them. And I need to be here for the other kids… I can’t lose this job.”

			“It’s okay. We won’t say a word. It won’t leave this room, just like the other conversations you have here,” Brock assured her. “Thank you for naming them. It gives us somewhere to start with investigating what happened to Sammy.”

			Cassie nodded. “That’s what I want. I want the awful person who did this to be held accountable. But before you go… there was one other thing I need to tell you… about the last time Sammy came to see me…” Cassie took a shuddering breath, anxiety clear in her eyes. “I didn’t know what to make of it, but she told me… she had this feeling that she was being watched.”

			Olivia leaned forward, alert. “By whom?”

			“She didn’t say. She was in a bit of a state. A little manic. I had been hoping to refer her for some tests to see if she was bipolar. She displayed a lot of the characteristics of someone who might be suffering from it. Her highs were high, her lows were very low… but there was a clarity to her that day. I didn’t think she was delusional. I asked her whether she felt under threat, and she said she wasn’t sure. She described it as a prickle on the back of her neck… but every time she turned to see what was watching her, there was nothing there. She said she felt it most when she was outside of the house, so she started staying home more, only ever going out to spend time with her friends in their houses. She said she felt much better when she wasn’t on her own. But everything she was telling me was so jumbled that I didn’t know what to make of it…”

			“When was this?”

			“Three weeks ago. And that was our final session. I was a little worried about her. I even sent her an email inviting her to come back and speak to me again. But she never showed up. I figured that whatever was bothering her had passed… and then when I heard the news… I started to wonder whether she had been right after all.”

			“You feel sure that it wasn’t anything to do with the girls bullying her? Or that she was making it up in her head?”

			Cassie shook her head fervently. “I don’t think she would lie about something like that. Sammy was an honest person. At least between these four walls, she was. Students open up when they come in here… they know there won’t be any consequences to what they say to me. Even the ones who come in here lying through their teeth show their true colors in the end. And I felt like Sammy was real with me from the start. Because I was the one person she was telling the truth to.”

			Olivia felt winded by it all. The young woman Cassie was describing sounded desperately lonely. A teenager with no one to truly turn to. She’d gone through a lot at her young age—a broken home, endless bullying, crippling loneliness. It was no wonder she started acting out, seeking out her best friend’s boyfriend just to feel love. It was an unhealthy way to live, but it was all too common. 

			And it might have been enough to get her killed in the end. 

			Cassie looked between Olivia and Brock hopefully. “Does any of this help? I really hope it does. That poor girl deserves to rest in peace at last…”

			“I hope it’ll help, certainly. We really appreciate you speaking to us,” Olivia said, reaching out to pat Cassie’s arm. “And for what it’s worth, I can tell you do your best with the students, even with the principal holding you back. Sammy trusted you above anyone else. That’s worth a lot.”

			Cassie smiled, tears pricking her eyes. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. I never… I never want anyone to suffer the way Sammy did again.”

			“We live in a world with far too many psychos,” Brock said as he stood up to shake her hand. “But it’s our job to catch them, and we haven’t failed yet. She’ll get her justice.”
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			Olivia took no pleasure in pulling three teenage girls out of class to talk about a murder victim, but she did feel a flash of irritation when she saw the smirk on Emily’s face, when Rashida rolled her eyes, and when Danica tried to get out of their meeting entirely. These three girls definitely knew why they were being called upon, and they didn’t care. They were treating it like a joke, like it didn’t matter. Olivia was almost certain that they didn’t kill Sammy, but that didn’t mean that they were innocent. And given that they were happy to treat it as a joke, Olivia was more than happy to remind them of the seriousness of it all. She hoped that she might be able to teach the three of them a lesson through their interview.

			An empty classroom was offered up to them by the principal, though she clearly didn’t approve of Olivia interviewing her students. Probably because you let these bullies run rampant in your school halls, Olivia thought to herself, but now wasn’t the time to try and make reforms to the school. Her job was to figure out why someone would want to hurt Sammy. Even if the three schoolgirls weren’t the killers, perhaps Olivia would see something from their perspective. If she figured out why they disliked Sammy so much, then maybe she’d find some kind of motive in the mess.

			“Is this going to take long? I take my education very seriously,” Emily sarcastically whined. She was chewing pink gum noisily, sloshing it around her mouth in a way that made Olivia want to cringe. Rashida snickered beside her. Only Danica had the sense to keep quiet. In fact, she looked a little nervous. Good, Olivia thought. She had no intention of allowing the girls to leave before they felt suitably uncomfortable about how they’d bullied a young woman.

			“It’ll take as long as it takes. Maybe if you cooperate, you can make it back before the end of your class,” Brock said. Rashida and Emily exchanged a look and giggled like there was something funny about the situation. Olivia remained straight-faced, staring them down. She knew how kids could be—there was a cruelty in high school students that seemed to fizzle the moment they left, but it didn’t make her warm to the girls at all. She could picture every jibe they sent Sammy’s way and imagine the way they made her feel. They had a meanness in them that couldn’t be denied. It made Olivia want to push them further to get Sammy’s justice as soon as she could.

			“I’m sure you are aware that one of your peers died last week in a horrific manner,” Olivia said coldly. Rashida rolled her eyes.

			“Duh. It’s all anyone’s talking about. Hey, did you get to see the body? Was it gross?” she asked with a grin. Emily snorted and Danica sunk further into her seat, looking mortified. But behind closed doors, was she just as bad? Was she only embarrassed by Rashida’s behavior because there were adults around?

			Olivia tried not to allow shock to cross her face. Were these girls really so unbothered, so desensitized? How could they not care about what had happened? It made her heart squeeze painfully. She gritted her teeth.

			“It was horrible. And it’s not something to laugh or gossip about. Especially considering that you girls are on our radar for making Sammy’s life a misery. Seems to me that you should all be a little more careful with how you present yourself from now on. Given the things I’ve heard about you, I wouldn’t rule you out as suspects.”

			Olivia watched the smile slip from Rashida’s smug face. Danica began to chew on the skin around her nail, looking at Emily to see her reaction. Clearly, they hadn’t been expecting such accusations to be thrown around. 

			“We obviously didn’t kill her,” Emily said, folding her arms over her chest. 

			“Obviously? It’s not obvious to me, Emily. You terrorized Sammy during her time at this school. You mentally abused her. I have multiple sources that claim as much. So what’s to stop you taking it further? You’re a mean girl and you make no secret of it. In fact, I think you tried to make it clear from the moment you walked in the room. Why shouldn’t I assume that you could hurt her physically too?”

			Emily’s mouth opened to speak, but Rashida kicked her, clearly sensing the weight of the conversation now. There was fear in her eyes. Only a fraction of what Sammy likely felt the night she died, but it seemed like justice after everything the girls had put her through. Danica finally cleared her throat, sitting up a little straighter.

			“Look… you’ve got us all wrong. We’re not bad people,” Danica insisted. “Sure, we teased Sammy a little from time to time… but it was all in good fun.”

			“Did Sammy think so too?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow. “I think she told the story a little differently…and considering that she’s the victim, not the bully, I’m inclined to believe her tale more than three girls trying to cover their own backs.”

			“I never even did anything! I was just…I was just there,” Danica whispered, seeming to understand the meaning of her words as they came out of her mouth. She was an onlooker, unwilling to commit to the bullying and unwilling to stop it. Emily shot her a glare, chewing her gum more frantically now.

			“Shut up, Danica, acting like you’re some kind of angel. We were all there. And no, it wasn’t just teasing. Why are you lying to them when they clearly already know everything?” Emily turned back to them. “Sammy deserved everything she had coming to her.”

			“Emily!” Danica cried out in shock. Panic passed over Emily’s face as she tried to backpedal.

			“I don’t mean…I don’t mean what happened. I meant the teasing! You didn’t even know her. She was so weird…she always was, even when we were kids. My mom used to make me hang out with her, saying that she was lonely…but she was a freak! She was obsessed with spiders, she always wore black like she was at a funeral, and she always used to try and scare me with ghost stories. If anything, she bullied me first! She made my life miserable when we were little on all those stupid play dates…but once the tables turned, she couldn’t hack it.”

			“So you were getting revenge on a little girl who had no friends, just because she was different to you. Have I got that right?” Brock asked. Emily threw her hands up in frustration.

			“You’re twisting my words! And you’re acting like I’m the only one who thought it. She had a total of two friends. And both of them are freaks too. You must be able to see that. No one liked her. But it doesn’t mean that we killed her!”

			“I just want to get to the crux of why you did what you did,” Olivia said firmly. “You set out to hurt her, whether you killed her or not. Was there something other than your clear dislike of her that riled people up? Do you see any reason why someone would want to do something so horrific to her?”

			“How should we know?” Rashida snapped. “We. Didn’t. Do. It. We’ve got an alibi. We were all at Emily’s Halloween party. Because unlike those losers that went into the woods to do voodoo or whatever, we actually have friends, and a life. Anyone can testify that we were there, so you’re wasting your time talking to us.”

			“And yet all I’m sensing from the three of you is that you’d say anything to get your way. And you’re not above bullying people to lie for you, I wouldn’t imagine. Who’s to say you didn’t slip out in the middle of it all?”

			Danica sniffed, tears falling from her eyes. At least one of them seemed to have some remorse. Olivia glanced between Emily and Rashida, hoping that one of them would say something of interest. Eventually, Rashida sighed.

			“If I could turn back the clock… maybe I would have done things differently. I had nothing against her in particular. Yeah, she was kind of kooky, but I didn’t… I didn’t really think it mattered what we said to her. She never flinched once from us. She just took it all standing up. It kind of felt like she didn’t have any feelings at all, but now…”

			“But now it’s hard to face what you did?” Olivia supplied.

			Danica fumed. “But we didn’t kill her! We would never… we would never have let things get that out of hand. And when I heard what happened to her… I felt guilty. It’s stupid. I just wish I could take it all back.”

			“Well, finally. Some honesty from you all,” Olivia said. “I suppose we’ll have to check out your alibis and make sure that they match up. But in the meantime, do you have anything you want to say to us? Perhaps something to redeem yourselves?”

			Rashida and Danica exchanged a look. Emily was avoiding Olivia’s eyes, clearly not interested in trying to fix what she’d broken. Danica swallowed.

			“Maybe… maybe we could talk to Sammy’s mom… to her friends. And let her know that we’re sorry for what went down. Do you think that would help?”

			“I think it’s a good start,” Brock said with a nod. “You girls need to realize the seriousness of what has gone on here. This isn’t a game. This isn’t high school. It’s real life. The things you say and do, they affect people. You called Sammy a freak, so she leaned into that. That’s why she went to the forest that night. She had expectations to live up to, maybe. Maybe you all do too. But make better choices. Don’t be remembered for this. Be remembered for something good. You don’t want this to be your legacy.”

			Danica and Rashida nodded, both of their eyes misty with tears. Emily was still refusing to engage with them all, but she was chewing her lip. Olivia looked at her.

			“I suggest you follow your friend’s example,” Olivia told her. “You’ve not made a good impression here today. You’re lucky that we’re not talking to your principal again, that she’s been covering for you all. Bullying so severe can go on your permanent record. You don’t want that, do you?”

			Emily’s head bowed and she shook it. Olivia wasn’t sure if she’d truly gotten through to any of them or whether they were acting out of guilt, but it was better than nothing, she supposed. She surveyed the girls one final time before nodding to them.

			“You can go.”

			The three of them muttered quick responses before scurrying from the room. Brock turned to Olivia, raising his eyebrow as they left.

			“You were pretty hard on them.”

			“I think it was necessary,” Olivia said firmly. “They’re still young, I know… but girls like them turn into the kind of people we have to hunt down. They get too much pleasure from hurting people. They need to know that there are consequences. I think they know that now.”

			“You think they’re telling the truth?”

			Olivia nodded. “Yeah. They were nervous, but only when we told them what we knew. They knew we called them out to talk about Sammy’s death, and that didn’t seem to faze them at all. No, they were more concerned about the consequences of their bullying. I’m pretty sure none of them were capable of doing to Sammy those awful things. But I think it’s interesting how they justified it all… by saying it’s because she was weird, because she was different. Could that have been a contributing factor to her death? Is it possible that it was bullying gone too far, just not by these girls?”

			“What are you suggesting?”

			“She was a social pariah. In a small town like this, everyone would’ve been aware of her social standing. Maybe someone else wanted her gone for the same reasons.”

			He considered it. “I guess it’s not such a stretch… but then we need to figure out who felt so strongly about a teenage girl that they wanted her dead. And let’s not forget that there were two other girls there that night. We still don’t know that Sammy was the only target. They were all outcasts in their own way. That could still be a motive, but maybe it’s not about Sammy in particular. Maybe it isn’t quite so personal.”

			“You’re right. I think we need to dig deeper if we want to figure out what connects Sammy to the other victims. Maybe we should reexamine the other cases… figure out what might’ve made them stand out as people.”

			“Alright, then. Let’s get out of here before we get sucked back into high school politics…” 
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			It was never pleasant sitting down to look at a bunch of photographs of dead bodies, but in this case, it was a little worse than usual. The case files for the various victims were thick with horrifying photographs, depicting first a picture of the victim before they died, then the remains of their mangled bodies, only identifiable now by the evidence picked off their bodies. Olivia wrinkled her nose as she flicked through the images and scanned over the reports from previous work on the case.

			“It doesn’t make any sense to me… if these cases are connected, then there doesn’t seem to be any correlation to Sammy and her case,” Olivia said, frowning. 

			“Aside from the fact that they were all butchered, you mean.”

			“Well, yes, there’s that. But everything else we look for to connect victims, to find meaning in what the killer has done… it seems to be non-existent. If serial killers follow a pattern, she’s completely outside it. She’s a teenage girl, they were almost universally middle-aged men. She obviously doesn’t have a profession at her age, but the others all worked in the woods or spent a lot of time there. Yes, she was in the woods when she was killed, but she doesn’t spend her time there regularly…”

			“Well, we’re overlooking one thing,” Brock reminded her. “She’s been to those woods three years in a row to do the little Halloween ritual with her friends. And that was known all through town… maybe the killer knew that too. Which could tell us quite a lot about them. One, that they’re living here, or they come here often, so they know the rumors and gossip of what goes on… and secondly, that they knew someone would be in the woods that night… maybe they just didn’t know who. The girls kept it a secret, after all.”

			“So what are you suggesting?” Olivia asked, listening in interest. She was curious to see how Brock would solidify his theory.

			“We know that our killer frequents the woods… but maybe they’re more of an opportunist than we thought. I mean, no one knows who’s going to be walking through the woods on any particular day, but one can guess that hikers are going to pass through, right? And in this particular instance, the girls come once a year… the killer may not have known who they would find there, but they were willing to find out. And notice that they waited until the other two girls had left before they struck…”

			“So they’re careful not to have any possible witnesses,” Olivia said, slowly nodding. “And if the other girls had stayed…”

			“Then the killer might not have struck at all,” Brock finished for her. “We know they’ve taken on two victims in one shot before, but never three. That seems too much of a risk, and the killer must’ve felt the same way about it. This guy is clearly not stupid, not overly impulsive. I wonder how many times he’s crept through the woods, backing away from a potential kill just because he knows it’s too much of a risk. Maybe he’s constantly prepared, but he waits for a good opportunity.”

			“You’re assuming our killer is a man?” Olivia asked.

			Brock shrugged. “Aren’t most of them? Seems to make sense to me.”

			“Might you recall, we’ve dealt with some pretty unusual suspects—The Gamemaster was a woman, after all. And Eve Valentine.”

			He held up his hands to acknowledge it. “I know, I know. But both of them were more of a behind-the-scenes type, don’t you think? Manipulating people, getting others to do the dirty work… I think anyone who’s going to head out into the woods alone and hack someone up like this is a totally different type.”

			Olivia ran that through in her mind. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

			“I don’t know about you, but I grew up being afraid of being in the woods. There are enough horror stories about people getting lost, about the things that lurk there… the victims didn’t seem concerned by any of that, but maybe they should’ve been. After all, it was what got them killed. Being out there alone seems like a death sentence in this town.”

			“Those girls were certainly playing with fire, given the history of Hollow Nest… not to blame the victims, of course. It’s otherwise a quiet town. But I think the girls would have a sense of the danger. They never usually would go alone, would they? Sammy was only left there because of the fight she had with her friends. But it cost her everything.”

			Brock nodded solemnly. Olivia turned back to look at the case files, flicking through some of the notes. Then, she caught sight of something of interest.

			“You know how we were told that there were a few fingers missing from Sammy’s body?”

			“Yeah…”

			“Well, I was looking through the files at some of the other bodies. Our killer definitely took trophies. But here’s the weird thing—not from all of them. And they’re not all the same trophies.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The married couple who got killed together? They were missing their ring fingers. And their rings. And you recall the one that was cut directly in half?”

			“Martin Aguirre. The long-distance guy.”

			“Right. He was on that crazy long hike and had even climbed a couple of mountains. And what do you need when you climb mountains? One of those clip thingies.”

			“Carabiners.”

			“Right. Tied around his waist. And they found the remnants of a rope, but the actual carabiner was missing. And in the case of Mickey Delgado, there was an ear missing that they never found. That ear had been pierced.”

			Olivia felt a sense of momentum in her gut. “Every time, they take something precious.”

			“But not every time,” Brock said. “If it was about something sentimental or of personal importance, the killer wouldn’t have left behind the trophies on other bodies.”

			“So what’s the connection between these?”

			“They’re all metal. They’re shiny. I wonder if the trophies were almost a last-minute addition. Like the killer saw something shiny in the chaos… a piece of jewelry attached to a body part. Maybe a ring on Sammy’s finger—we know she liked to wear a lot of jewelry. The chaos of all of this makes it seem like maybe the killer goes into a frenzy, so much so that they barely see what they’re doing. I wonder if maybe these trophies brought them back down to earth. Something shiny to distract the eye. Because as far as I can see, the killer didn’t take trophies from all of their kills. Maybe it was too risky for them to consider most of the time.”

			Olivia turned it over in her mind. She couldn’t decide if he was right, but it definitely didn’t feel like he was wrong either. “Interesting theory.”

			“And then that leads me to wonder where the killer might keep these trophies. If he’s living in the town, then it’s a risk to keep anything here, especially with the FBI involved now. That either makes our killer a cocky risk taker or a showoff. This isn’t a big place… everyone knows everyone. Maybe he gets a thrill from having those trophies so close by.”

			“Either that or they’ve gone the opposite way,” Olivia said. “Maybe they have a base out of town. A home base to hide out in the woods, a place where they go to relive the murders, to revel in what they’ve done.”

			“A killer shack.”

			“Pretty much. Not all of these victims were killed on the site where they were found either, remember. The victim who was found stuffed in the tree roots… the site of his death was never discovered. Maybe we need to be looking for a place where the killer is leaving tracks. But that isn’t going to be easy when we know so little about his motives, about his state of mind. He’s an enigma.”

			Brock cracked a smile. “So you agree with me that it’s probably a man.”

			“They’re an enigma,” Olivia corrected herself. He was right—almost all serial killers were men—but she didn’t want to get in the habit of making any assumptions until they had firm, definitive proof one way or another as to the killer’s identity.

			“There’s got to be more,” she said firmly. “We just have to push, to read between the lines as much as we can. And I think we need to speak to everyone in town again. As much as I want to believe none of them have anything to hide, we have some known liars in our midst. Devi and Alexa have both lied to us readily, and they’re just kids.”

			“Maybe there’s something bigger going on. Something we haven’t discovered yet. Might explain all of the intense secrecy in this place,” Brock said. “Where do we start?”

			“I think we need Devi and Max in the same room… let’s make sure their versions of events match up.”

			Brock groaned. “I thought we were getting away from the high school drama.”
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			Max was the first of the two to arrive at the police station when Olivia and Brock requested that he and Devi come in for another interview. He had his arms folded across his chest like he was hugging himself as he arrived.

			“Thanks for coming in again, Max,” Olivia told him with a reassuring smile. As much as she knew she had to press these kids for information, she did have some sympathy for them and their situation. She wouldn’t want to be in their shoes, being questioned about their friend’s grisly murder. 

			Max didn’t seem interested in her sympathy, though. He just scoffed at her, rolling his eyes.

			“Didn’t really have much of a choice. Where’s Devi?”

			“She’s on her way. Did your father drop you off?”

			Max scoffed again. “No. He’s busy. As always.”

			“You really shouldn’t be wandering around town alone right now. It’s not safe.”

			“Then maybe you shouldn’t have made me come here,” Max fumed. Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek. Something seemed to have riled Max up. She wasn’t sure if it was just the pressure of being in a police station or whether Max had something more going on, but she was sure she would get to the bottom of whatever it was. 

			“Well, we appreciate you coming in,” Brock said, smoothing over the situation. He propped open the door to the interrogation room with his hand for Max to enter. “And when we’re done here, we will take you home so you’re not out on your own. Okay?”

			“Whatever,” Max said, ducking under Brock’s arm and taking a seat. Olivia and Brock exchanged a quick glance.

			“We’ll be with you soon,” Olivia said as Brock let the door fall closed. Brock let out a dramatic sigh.

			“Well, it’s not going to be easy today,” he murmured. Olivia shook her head.

			“Probably not. Let’s hope that Devi is feeling a little more cooperative.”

			It was around ten minutes before she showed up with her mom, looking anxious. But Olivia quickly realized that it had nothing to do with being interrogated. She glanced over Olivia’s shoulder, trying to get a glimpse at Max. A blush covered her cheeks as she saw him sitting there, waiting for the interview to begin.

			“Do we have to be interviewed together?” Devi asked Olivia, a little desperation in her voice. “I really don’t want to be difficult. It’s just… awkward.”

			“I’m afraid that it will be more useful to us if we can speak to you together,” Brock insisted. Sanam kissed the top of her head lovingly.

			“I’ll wait out here for you,” she said, giving Devi’s shoulder a squeeze. She swallowed and then nodded, following Olivia and Brock into the interrogation room.

			Olivia could sense the tension between Devi and Max the moment they laid eyes on one another. Olivia suspected that they hadn’t been in the same room together since everything went down, since their dramatic split and Sammy’s death. They eyed one another up for a few moments before Devi took the seat beside Max, turning her body away from him a little. Olivia thought it would be best just to get on with the interview and hope for the best. If the kids cooperated, they might find out something that would lead them right to Sammy’s killer.

			“Okay, guys. I know this is a little uncomfortable for you both, but we would really appreciate you helping us out,” Olivia said, taking a seat opposite the kids. “We’re trying to paint ourselves a picture of Sammy’s life, of the timeline before her death, or anything that might help us open this case up a little. Does that make sense to you?”

			Max and Devi finally looked at one another, looking both irritated and accepting of one another at the same time. After a moment, they both nodded. Olivia opened her notebook to check on her questions, looking between the two of them.

			“Could you start by telling us the general mood on the night everything happened? Max, I’m mostly looking to you for this one, Max. Did you have any contact with Devi and Sammy that night?”

			Max sighed, giving Devi a sideways glance. “Not really. Other than Devi calling me screaming at me for what I’d done…”

			“With good reason,” Devi muttered. Max rolled his eyes.

			“Alright, we get it. I’m the villain. I tried to tell you I was sorry, but you didn’t want to know.”

			“You cheated on me. With my best friend.”

			“You knew it could never go anywhere between us. It’s not that I didn’t care about you, but you wouldn’t even admit we were dating. I care about you, Devi, but with Sammy…”

			“Please. I don’t want to hear it,” Devi said shortly. She turned back to Olivia. “Max and I haven’t spoken since that night.”

			“I did try,” Max said bitterly. “And I did try to call Sammy that night, too. After I found out what went down, I wanted to make sure she was okay. But, she didn’t pick up the phone. Honestly, I wasn’t all that surprised.”

			“Oh, what’s that mean?” Devi snapped.

			“It means you have a way of shutting down when things get hard. You always do.”

			“What? I do not—”

			“That’s enough,” Brock cut in forcefully, causing both of them to reel back. “Let’s keep on track, okay?”

			Devi rolled her eyes and Max held his hands up, but neither argued. “I didn’t think it was weird or anything. I figured she would talk to me when she was ready.”

			Olivia nodded. “Okay, looks like that matches up. For the record, can you tell me how long you and Sammy were dating? And how long your relationship with Devi lasted?”

			Devi folded her arms over her chest. “Well, this should be good.”

			Max blushed. “Six months with Devi… and I don’t know. Maybe two months with Sammy? It… it felt like longer.”

			Devi scowled at Max and turned her body further away from him in disgust. Olivia didn’t like to pick at old wounds, but she was interested to see how their stories lined up. She trusted Devi’s word a little more since their little heart-to-heart earlier, but Max was another story. She sensed that he was closed off about many things. If anyone could help them figure out what those things were, it would be Devi. She knew him better than most.

			“And you kept both relationships secret from your father?” Olivia asked Max. He shrugged.

			“Sorta.”

			Devi scowled. “Your dad saw me at your house multiple times. What did he think was going on?”

			“How should I know? We don’t talk,” Max snapped. “He tries to get me to talk about that kind of thing with him… but why should I? We’re not close. He’s spent the last few years driving me away just like he drove Mom away. Everyone seems to love him, but they don’t have to live under the same roof as him, to see what a terrible dad he is.”

			“He tries his best,” Devi argued. “You’re just impossible to get through to. Clearly too busy living a double life.”

			“I didn’t come here to argue with you,” Max said through gritted teeth. Devi rolled her eyes.

			“Well, maybe you should’ve thought about your actions a little more so it didn’t come to this. If you never cared about me, you should’ve just been with her in the first place. What, did you date me to make her jealous or something?”

			“Don’t be stupid, Devi. We’re talking to the FBI here. This isn’t relationship counseling.”

			“There would have to be a relationship to counsel for that to work. I’ve never been more done with a person,” Devi hissed. Olivia cleared her throat. She had forgotten just how intense high school romance could seem to those involved. If she didn’t intervene, she wouldn’t be shocked if they descended into a full-on shouting match.

			“Let’s take a few deep breaths. Remember why we’re here,” Olivia said pointedly. Devi sniffed, avoiding Max’s gaze. 

			“Sorry.”

			“That’s alright. I know this is difficult. But I also know you’re both here because you want to help us find out what happened to Sammy. Someone you both cared about,” Olivia reminded them. Devi nodded, tears springing to her eyes.

			“You’re right. She’s probably laughing at us right now, wherever she is. Thinking how stupid this is,” Devi said, her voice trembling. She took a deep breath, glancing at Max. “There was something I figured out… I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Why don’t you tell the agents about when and where you and Sammy were meeting?”

			Max frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Now you don’t be dumb, Max. I went back through all my texts. You were never free on Wednesday nights. You were always vague about why, and I guess I never pushed the issue because I didn’t think I had a reason not to trust you. But now that I think about it…Sammy was always mysteriously unavailable then too. Well, she always told me it was the night when she and her mom would eat dinner together and watch a movie. But I know better now. That was when you two were hooking up, wasn’t it?”

			Olivia looked at Max for confirmation. She was interested as to why he hadn’t mentioned that before. Max shrank down in his seat, his arms folded once again.

			“Alright, yeah, you’re right. We used to meet up. But we would just hang around town. We had a few spots we went to. It’s not a big deal. Stop trying to throw me under the bus.”

			“I just thought it might be important,” Devi said coolly, turning away from him once again. 

			“You didn’t mention it before, Max,” Brock said, raising an eyebrow.

			“And you didn’t ask,” Max countered with a roll of his eyes. “It wasn’t a big deal, like I said. We took moments where we could get them. Wednesdays worked best for us.”

			Olivia could see Devi struggling not to look hurt, but she kept her gaze mostly on Max. He seemed to be squirming away from her eyes, but she didn’t know why. Was he still hiding something? She imagined he probably was. It was like Devi had said—he kept his cards close to his chest. Her poking and prodding was slowly bringing information out of him, but she couldn’t separate his discomfort with Devi from his discomfort with the interview as a whole. Perhaps it was as simple as him struggling in the presence of his ex.

			“There was something else we wanted to bring up to the two of you,” Olivia said, deciding to change the line of questioning for a while. Then she’d be able to gauge Max’s reactions a little more. “Did either of you know that Sammy was seeing the school counselor on a regular basis?”

			“No,” Devi said at the same time as Max said “yes.” The pair of them exchanged surprised glances. Olivia leaned forward, intrigued by the interaction. Why would Sammy keep that from one of her best friends?

			“It was those bullies at school. Those mean b… girls,” Max said, his expression shifting towards smugness as Devi grappled with what he was saying. “She said she didn’t know where else to turn to deal with it. But there was more going on than she would admit.”

			“What are you talking about?” Devi asked, her tone irritable. Max raised an eyebrow.

			“You really should’ve picked up on it. Didn’t you notice her acting weird in the last few weeks? She was never the most confident person, but she suddenly got all twitchy and anxious. She was paranoid about something.”

			“Could you tell us more about what was scaring her?” Olivia asked. Max wavered.

			“I dunno. Maybe it’s nothing. She thought that someone was following her around. She said it felt like there was always someone a few paces behind her… but every time she looked over her shoulder, she was alone. And it was driving her crazy.”

			Devi’s eyes were wide as she took in the information. Olivia looked at her, waiting for her to say something.

			“She didn’t mention this to you?”

			Devi shook her head slowly. “No. Not really. She did seem a little on edge, but I figured later on that it was because she was sneaking around behind my back. I guess she must’ve stopped telling me as much out of guilt… but it’s strange because… I had the exact same feeling.”

			Now that was some useful information. Olivia raised an eyebrow. “You did?”

			Devi nodded. “I mean, I thought it was just me being stupid. I’m used to flying under the radar, so the feeling of being watched… it felt off. And I didn’t feel it all the time. Not at school or anything like that. But whenever I was alone around town… maybe it’s intuition as a teenage girl. It’s drummed into us from a young age that women aren’t safe alone… we have to have extra precautions to stop us getting stabbed or raped by a stranger or whatever. That’s what I put it down to. But now that I know Sammy felt the same… what if we were being watched?” 

			Devi paused, swallowing hard. “What if the killer was scouting out which one of us to kill?”
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			“What do you make of all of that?” Brock asked as Devi and Max finally left the police station. Olivia sighed, shaking her head as she tried to make sense of everything they’d been told. How Devi was scared witless too, worried that someone might be following her. Was she simply attention-seeking or had someone really followed the three girls around?

			“I’m not sure what to think,” Olivia admitted. “Devi seems prone to dramatics. She did everything she could in there to try and make Max feel guilty for what he did to her. Maybe she jumped on the bandwagon, wanting him to feel sorry for her. Did you notice the way he gravitated to her as they left? Like he’s going to try and fix things?”

			“You think she made it up?”

			“I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s lied to us, let’s remember. And she’s got every reason to play the victim now so that she looks less guilty. I’m speculating, but I don’t think we got the full truth out of either of them in there. Max is definitely still keeping something to himself, but I doubt he’ll tell us what it is.”

			“I think we need to get a look at the victim’s phone. If we can check the conversations she had with people in the town it might give us some more insight on who might want to hurt her. Has the lab managed to salvage anything from her device yet?”

			“I’ll check… the phone was in a pretty bad way when they found it, smashed to pieces and buried away from the murder scene. They’ve only had it a few days. Maybe the killer wanted to destroy any means of tracking her down, or her contacting someone. But if they’ve managed to lift anything from it, I think we need the information on there. I’ll call them now.”

			It took a while for Olivia to convince the lab to fast-track the phone, but they were eventually told that they could pick it up that evening. Later that day, Olivia and Brock had the phone in their hands, complete with a new screen so that they could read the messages. Olivia immediately went onto Sammy’s messages and scrolled through.

			“Interesting. No messages with Max,” Olivia said. Brock pried the phone from her hands.

			“They were having a secret affair, Olivia. They’re not going to use ordinary messaging, are they?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You innocent soul. Texts are too risky. The notifications pop up. Imagine Devi looking over Sammy’s shoulder and seeing that she was messaging Max. No, they probably used another avenue.” Brock clicked through a few social media apps before he found what he was looking for. “Bingo. InvisibleInk.”

			“What’s that?”

			He tapped a few buttons and showed her. “You type in a message… and then it disappears.”

			Sure enough, the quick message he’d typed out vanished from his screen.

			“It only comes back up when you put your fingerprint over the sensor or put in the password. If anyone else tries to read it, it locks up. It’s a pretty popular way for people to communicate these days…”

			Olivia was flabbergasted. “How did you know to look for this kind of thing? I truly hope you’re not going off experience, Brock…”

			“Absolutely not. I just have a few shady friends,” he chuckled. “Don’t worry, Olivia. I’m clean. I’m not cyber-cheating on you.”

			“I should hope not,” Olivia said with a teasing smile, but she didn’t have any doubts in Brock anyway. As much as he was a flirt and a hit with women, she knew he wasn’t going to cheat on her. Not in a million years.

			“How are we going to get the messages? We don’t have her fingerprints. I guess I could call the station…”

			“No need. I’ll just reprogram the fingerprint sensor. Same as you would any phone.” He set to work doing that, and after a few seconds, it dinged. “Success!”

			“Every day I learn something new about you, Brock…”

			“What can I say? I contain multitudes,” he winked. She peered over his shoulder as he began to scroll through the messages between the two young lovers.

			“This feels kind of gross,” Brock admitted, wrinkling his nose at their interactions through the app. “I forgot how weird teenagers are. Look at all the emojis they sent to each other. And all the pet names…honey, lover, bunny… baby.”

			“What’s wrong, lover? Afraid of a cute little pet name?” Olivia teased. Brock cringed.

			“Please never call me that again.”

			“Oh come on, lover. I’m just calling you what you are to me…”

			“This conversation is criminal,” Brock said, shuddering. “But there is nothing criminal in here, so far. Other than the fact they were having an affair… just two teenagers being gross with one another. It’s innocent.”

			“Keep going. I feel like there has to be something here,” Olivia said. Brock clicked his tongue as he scrolled.

			“Alright… she was talking a little bit about her paranoia. But he just kept telling her not to worry about it. More pet names. More emojis. More cringe…”

			Brock kept scrolling up through the messages, shaking his head to himself. “God, they messaged all the time… for a two-month affair, they really seemed to be all in. You’d never have guessed this Max kid had another girlfriend. I don’t know where he found the time.”

			“Teenage boys are pretty terrible like that…”

			“Ooh. I might have found something.”

			“Go on?”

			“This message was sent on a Wednesday… and we know thanks to Devi that was when Max and Sammy used to sneak off to meet one another.”

			“What does it say?”

			“Well, there aren’t any words. It’s just a heart emoji and a tree emoji with a question mark. Then Max replied with a thumbs up. If I keep scrolling up… the messages are a lot less frequent, but those emojis repeat a lot. It must’ve been their code for one of their spots.”

			“Well, that’s pretty sneaky. But unfortunately for us, that’s also going to make it pretty impossible to figure out where their spot is. How are we supposed to figure out where their ‘love tree’ is?”

			“Love tree… yuck,” Brock said with a laugh. He paused, chewing his lip. “Let’s go back to Max. Since we don’t have Sammy here, we have to rely on what we know about him. He’s been pretty cagey with us so far. He pretended to be an open book, but the more time we spent with him, the more on edge he seemed. And the question has to be why? What is he afraid of?”

			Olivia shrugged. “It could be something stupid. Kids getting interrogated by the police puts them on edge… look at what happened with Devi. She was terrified that we’d try to implicate her for what happened.”

			“And maybe Max feels the same way… except it’s entirely possible that he has a good reason to be worried. The context of these emojis seems a little off when you consider that she died in the woods, doesn’t it?”

			Olivia nodded. It was a stretch, and yet if Max was involved, it wouldn’t be totally surprising. He had a motive, he was sneaking around, and he had the knowledge needed to hurt Sammy. But given that there were so many other killings, was it really plausible? Sure, he might have a reason to kill Sammy, but what about the previous victims?

			Unless…

			“Maybe he’s a copycat,” Olivia wondered aloud. “Max seems like a smart kid…and there’s no denying he’s cunning. He lives in a town where other murders have taken place. He knew where Sammy would be that night… he likely knew that her friends would leave her vulnerable after she told them about the affair. He could’ve easily known where to go and ended her life. And if his father has been trying to get him to take over the family business, he might know a thing or two about cleaving meat from bone.  He would know how to copy the other killer’s style.”

			Brock nodded grimly and pocketed Sammy’s phone.

			“We have to at least consider that this could be true. And we need to know exactly where their meeting spot was. If she went there that night looking for comfort from him, there might be evidence we haven’t found yet,” Olivia said. “The police wouldn’t have known to check it.

			“Alright. Let’s head to the murder site and start there. It could be somewhere close by.”

			“I’ll call in some backup. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”

			Half an hour later, they arrived in the woods with a squad from the police department. There was yellow tape threaded throughout the woods and Olivia ducked underneath it to find a starting point.

			“We should all fan out,” Olivia told the group. “I think if we cover more ground, we’re more likely to find something.”

			“We’re looking for anything that might be significant. A large landmark, a special marking, a personal item left behind… something to link Sammy to the scene,” Brock said. They had decided between them not to mention Max’s name until it was necessary. The police knew almost everyone in the town, and the last thing they needed was to be making false accusations.

			“You find anything, call one of us in,” Olivia said. Then, they all headed out alone, looking for something of interest.

			Olivia remained close to the murder site, feeling like it was likely to be significant if it was linked to Max and his relationship with Sammy. She knew that the site had already been searched, but she found herself brushing leaves aside on the ground, looking for something more. She moved slowly and methodically, not wanting to miss a thing. The others were working faster, already moving out of earshot and sight. Soon enough, she was alone, searching around for something to solidify her theories.

			And that’s when she felt the prickle on her neck.

			Like she was being watched.

			She allowed herself to feel it for just a moment, standing perfectly still and trying to identify what had caused the sudden feeling of appraisal. She knew it was likely Devi’s claims getting into her head, but she wasn’t a paranoid person, not without evidence to back up her feelings. She slowly turned, observing the woods around her, but there was no one in sight. 

			But she knew that didn’t mean she was alone.

			If the killer had returned to this spot, then why? It was so risky that she couldn’t believe anyone would be ballsy enough to do it. Perhaps they knew what Olivia was looking for. Perhaps they knew they were on the edge of being discovered.

			Olivia’s eyes fell upon a large tree in a clearing not far from the police tape. The branches were weighed heavy with the remainder of the autumn leaves, crisp orange leaves dangling from them. Olivia felt drawn to it and began to walk closer. She was on high alert, her hand resting on the gun on her hip, her ears straining for any sound. She could no longer feel the prickle on the back of her neck, but it didn’t make her feel any safer.

			The tree was larger than any surrounding it. Olivia looked it up and down. It could easily be used as a landmark, as a meeting spot, she mused. Was this where Sammy and Max would come to meet? And if so, was it significant?

			Olivia got on her knees, her gloved hands beginning to feel around in the roots. And there was that feeling again—the intense prickle on her skin, a warning she refused to heed. She felt too close to answers to ignore her intuition. She scrambled harder among the tree roots, hoping for something, for anything.

			Her fingers brushed something. Something hefty and wooden, and when Olivia figured out what it was, her heart leaped into her throat.

			Buried into the tree, right at the base, was a large, shiny meat cleaver.

			“Brock, I found something,” she called over, already taking photos of the metal blade that had sunk deep into the roots and dirt below. Only an inch or so of the metal remained above the ground, but even from that small glimpse, she could already tell that a knife like this could certainly have been used to hack the victim into pieces.

			He came by and frowned as Olivia slowly pulled it from the ground. “What? How did they miss this?”

			“It’s pretty far from the crime scene. Probably just outside of the area they searched. And I think the killer knew that.”

			She finished pulling the knife from the hole in the dirt, noting grimly that much of the blood had been slicked off and probably absorbed by the dirt by now. She padded her fingers on the ground to see if there was anything more when yet another curiosity revealed itself at the base of the large oak tree.

			Something cold and metal. Something delicate. Olivia lifted it from the dirt, examining it in the dying light of the day.

			It was a silver necklace. The chain on it had broken somewhere along the way, and the clasp snapped clean off. Like someone had yanked it from a person’s neck and used the cleaver to split it in half.

			But that’s not what interested her the most. There was a heart pendant still attached to the chain. There was a letter engraved on it.

			S+M.

			Sammy and Max. 
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			It was Joshua who opened the door when Olivia and Brock knocked on the door to their house. Max was nowhere to be seen, and Olivia’s heart skipped a beat, wondering if he had decided to make a run for it. If he had any idea that the necklace had been found on the scene, then he must know just how much trouble he could be facing.

			“Um, is everything okay?” Joshua said, blinking in surprise. “I wasn’t expecting to see you both again…”

			“Well, not really, unfortunately,” Brock said, folding his arms. “We just have some follow-up questions for your son.”

			Joshua’s mouth compressed into a tight line. “What could you possibly need to ask him that you haven’t already? This is the third time, Agents. I’m starting to feel like he’s being targeted!”

			“I assure you, that’s not the case,” Brock said. “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of everything.”

			“Well, he’s told you everything he knows! Can’t you just leave the boy alone? He’s struggling enough without you pounding down our door every damn day!”

			“I don’t think that’s true, Mr. Caldwell,” Olivia said quietly. “We have uncovered some new evidence that doesn’t put your son in a good light. It’s possible there’s a perfectly innocent explanation for it… but we need to speak to him about it nevertheless. Is he here?”

			Joshua wavered, his eyes darting toward the stairs in his home. Brock took another step forward.

			“We would really appreciate your cooperation, man,” he said. After a moment longer, Joshua stepped aside to let them in, worry written all over his face. Olivia’s brow creased at him. If Max has nothing to hide, then what’s got you so worried?

			“Max?” Joshua called upstairs. “Can you come down here, please?”

			A moment later, Olivia heard a sigh and then Max’s feet padding across the landing. He lumbered down the stairs, wireless headphones still in his ears.

			“What do you want?” he asked. Then he clocked Olivia and Brock in the hallway and froze. He scowled even more.

			“Are you freaking kidding me?” he asked. “I thought we were done talking now? I don’t have anything else to tell you.”

			“Are you sure about that, Max?” Brock asked, raising an eyebrow at him. “Because we found something close to where Sammy was murdered. Something you may have bought for her.”

			“Does this look familiar to you?” Olivia asked, drawing up a photograph on her phone and turning it around for Max to see. His eyes widened as he spotted the silver locket, the initials carved upon the pendant for everyone to see. He took a step back, retreating back on the stairs.

			“I don’t want to see that,” he murmured. Olivia raised an eyebrow.

			“So it is yours?”

			He sighed. “Yeah, I guess.”

			“Then do you have any idea of why it would be at the scene of the crime, wrapped around a meat cleaver?”

			She scrolled to the next photo showcasing the large, sinister-looking knife, and Joshua’s mouth fell open. “What the—”

			“I assume this is from your shop, Joshua?”

			The man nodded. “I’ve been missing a knife for a few days now. Thought I just put it in the back. I didn’t… I didn’t think…”

			Max was practically inconsolable, but Olivia pressed harder. “I think you must have some clue. Why don’t you come and sit down again? We’ll talk it through.”

			Max looked at Joshua for help, his eyes pleading. “Dad… do something!”

			Joshua shook his head slowly. “What am I supposed to do here, son? If you’ve been hiding details from the police, then I can’t help you. You need to own up to your mistake and be honest with them. Go on. Take the living room.”

			“I can’t believe you won’t help me out. I need you,” Max hissed. Joshua bowed his head, looking guilty. Olivia could see that he was desperate to make things easier on his son, but it just wasn’t going to happen. When Max finally seemed to realize he was on his own, he scoffed and stormed back up to his room, slamming the door behind him. Olivia turned to Joshua.

			“We will try not to make this take long. We hope he will have some explanation for this,” she said calmly. Joshua nodded, but didn’t say anything further. He was trying and failing to stop his emotions from showing, and Olivia knew he was in an impossible situation. Was he afraid that his son may not actually be innocent? Was he afraid of what the necklace meant and how it would change the trajectory of the case?

			Olivia was going to find out.

			She and Brock opened the door to the living room and found Max standing by the window, looking out over the backyard. He was standing still, but his body heaved as he took deep breaths, over and over. Olivia didn’t know what he might do next—did she need to expect an angry outburst? Or was he going to break down in tears? She supposed that depended on his levels of guilt.

			“Max?”

			Max finally turned to them, tears glistening in his eyes. He sniffed, casting his gaze to the ground. There was so much shame in his body language—slumped shoulders, wobbling lip, screwed-up expression. Olivia didn’t know where his feelings were coming from—sadness or guilt—but she needed to know which it was. This could be the turning point of the case.

			“I didn’t kill her,” he insisted. “I don’t know what that knife was doing there. I swear. I swear. You have to believe me.”

			Brock and Olivia traded a look.

			“Max, sit down with us, please. We just want to know your version of the truth. You need to be honest with us about why that was there,” Olivia said. Max sniffed, moving as though in a daze to sit down on his bed. Slowly, so as not to scare him off, Olivia and Brock leaned back against the wall opposite him. 

			“Why don’t we start with the necklace? Presumably it was a gift?”

			Max took a shuddering breath. “It was her birthday last month. I gave it to her then.”

			“Okay. And was this necklace something she wore often?”

			Max’s eyes lowered to the ground. “I don’t know! I guess? Maybe she hid it under her clothes… but she didn’t want stuff like that if Devi could see it. So it was a stupid thing to give her. I know that now.”

			“But she was wearing it the night she died,” Brock said. “The night she decided to tell her friends about your relationship. Then just after, she wound up dead. Her necklace was found with a broken clasp near where she died, like someone had ripped if off her neck. Then someone put it with a meat cleaver from your father’s shop. And considering it’s an item that’s only personal to you and her… and as you said, she often hid it under her clothes… who else would have reason to tear it from her in such a manner?”

			“You think I did that?” Max cried indignantly. “What would be the point in that? Sammy was the one I wanted most, I’ve told you this. I was finally supposed to be getting what I wanted. It was just going to be me and her. Why would I ruin that? Why would I want to break something I gave to her? Why would I hurt her?”

			“We know Sammy’s friends meant a lot to her. Even if she sometimes had a strange way of showing it,” Brock pushed. “So is it possible that she called things off with you before she told her friends? Or even after? Maybe it was all too much, and you weren’t happy with it? So you stole your dad’s meat cleaver and headed out to the woods yourself?”

			Max folded his arms over his chest. “You’re just making stuff up at this point.”

			“We’re not making it up, we’re asking you a question. We’re trying to get to the bottom of what this evidence means and how you’re involved. I suggest that you start talking before we come to conclusions you don’t want us to find,” Olivia said, raising an eyebrow. Max scowled.

			“I’ve got nothing more to say to you.”

			“Alright, if you want to do this the hard way, then let’s do it,” said Brock. “You’re a notorious liar. We know that because of your relationship with Sammy, who just so happens to have wound up dead now. You’ve already done a lot of damage, so what’s to stop you going the full way?”

			“You really think I could chop up my own girlfriend? I’m a kid. I might have two-timed and hurt some feelings but I’m not a killer. You know that as well as I do. You’re pushing me for answers I don’t have to make it seem like you’re getting somewhere with the case, but you don’t have a clue, do you?” Max stood up, pushing a finger into Brock’s chest. “I don’t owe you this at all, but I’ll tell you exactly how life has been since I lost her. I didn’t just lose my girlfriend… I lost everything. I’m devastated. I miss her like hell and she’s never coming back. Knowing there’s someone out there who would do that to her… it makes me sick. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep. I feel like I’m going crazy. And the worst thing is knowing that every memory I have of her is tainted. I can’t listen to the songs we used to listen to anymore. I can’t eat in the places I used to sneak off to with her. I can’t stop thinking about how she was alone that night, in the place we loved to meet. And now, I’ll always remember how you came here and tried to blame me for this. For losing the only person who really understood me. Sammy was the same as me—no one got her either. My dad couldn’t understand what I saw in her. Whenever he took Sammy home, he would barely say a word to her, wouldn’t even bother to try—”

			“Hang on,” Olivia said, cutting Max’s passionate speech short. “You told us that your Dad never had contact with Sammy. He didn’t even know that the two of you were dating. And now you’re telling me that he used to give her a ride home?”

			Max stopped, his mouth hanging open. He seemed to realize his mistake and his eyes darted for the door, but Brock stood up, shaking his head at him.

			“Don’t even think about it, Max. You’ve both got some explaining to do now,” Brock said. Max shrunk his way back onto the bed, and while Brock guarded him, Olivia went to go and find Joshua, her heart racing. This changed things. If Joshua knew more about Sammy than he’d let on, that made him a liar. If they thought Max was untrustworthy, that made Joshua doubly so—especially since he was better at hiding his lies.

			And the speculation of Max possibly doing it as the butcher’s son made even more sense if the butcher himself was doing it. And to rip the locket from the neck and bury it with a meat cleaver? Max might not have a motive to do that, but an angry father might…

			And come to think of it, Joshua had been very cagey all along…

			Olivia found Joshua in the kitchen, drinking a beer. He looked far from a man at ease, and as he turned to see Olivia, his eyebrows knitted together.

			“Everything okay?” he asked after a moment. Olivia ushered for him to follow her.

			“We’d like to talk to you as well, if you’re willing.”

			He frowned. “Me?”

			“Yes, Mr. Caldwell. We’re just doing some checks. Do you mind telling us where you were that night?”

			He shrugged. “I guess I was here. What’s this about?”

			“Alone?”

			He bristled.

			“We know that you lied to us about Sammy. We know you knew her better than you let on.”

			Joshua swallowed, placing his beer down on the counter. His nerves seemed to have disappeared, as though they weren’t even there in the first place. Olivia stared Joshua down, wondering if she’d gotten him all wrong. Had he been playing them this entire time? He didn’t look like someone capable of being so deceitful, and yet now, he seemed like he was totally calm after being caught in a lie. What did that tell her about him?

			He calmly followed Olivia back to the living room, where Max and Brock descended to join them. She felt a prickle of unease walking ahead of him, as though he could strike her down at any moment, but she would be ready if he tried anything. Even if Joshua was capable of anything that horrific, Olivia wouldn’t allow herself to be another victim on the list. 

			Now, with the four of them standing in the same room, Olivia felt the tension in the air. She looked at Joshua and for the first time, she saw him as a threat. She saw his strong arms, his butcher’s background, and his protective nature over his son. Had he killed Sammy on behalf of his brokenhearted son? Is that why they’d lied together, why they’d put on such a show of a divided family? Why they stuck to their story like glue?

			Was Olivia standing in the presence of a serial killer?

			She watched as Joshua took a seat, his face now devoid of emotion. How was he so calm in the face of the accusations against him and his family? Was he just accepting that the jig was up? Was he calm because he felt he had nothing to hide? Or was it relief that it could all be over now? Olivia didn’t know what to believe. The last few minutes had flipped everything they thought they knew on its head. Now, she had to scramble around to get to the truth of it all.

			“What aren’t you telling us, Joshua?” Olivia asked, standing over him and looking down at him. “You lied to us.”

			“I don’t have to say anything on the matter,” Joshua said firmly, folding his burly arms over his chest. “I want my lawyer.”

			“That’s fine. But you should know that we will be acquiring a warrant to search your home,” Brock told him harshly. “You might think you’re being smart by trying to hide behind a lawyer, but the truth will out. If there’s anything on your mind, I think now would be the time to tell us. You don’t need to make this more difficult.”

			“I will always act in the best interests of my son,” Joshua said. “He needs me right now. And I won’t say anything further without my lawyer. And you will not be searching this house. You can’t do that without a good reason.”

			“I think we know best about whether we qualify for a warrant or not,” Olivia said, an edge to her voice. “And I assure you, we have enough evidence against you to search the place, whether you like it or not. Your lies saw to that. I’m sure you can see how bad it looks, a butcher and his liar son trying to deceive the FBI when a young girl was just chopped up like meat in your neighborhood. No one is going to deny how easy it is to point in your direction. So I’ll ask you one final time—do you have anything to say for yourself, for your son? Or are we going to have to come back and turn your home upside down? Not to mention your store too?”

			“Do as you will,” Joshua said coldly. Olivia nodded. She hadn’t expected much else. He wasn’t about to make things easy for them now.”

			“Very well. We’ll be calling in the police to survey your home until we get to the bottom of this. Don’t think about going anywhere. Until you’re cleared of any involvement in this, you will need to be right here where we can see you.”

			Max looked terrified, his eyes pleading with his father. “Dad…”

			“Be quiet,” Joshua said firmly. He looked up at Olivia with blazing eyes. “We’ll be here. And you can go.”

			Olivia wondered what his game was. Was he just trying to buy himself some time? Was he hoping that his defiance would throw them off and make them think he was innocent? Olivia wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t about to play into his hands. She had every reason to suspect him and Max. She wasn’t going to just back down now.

			“Keep an eye on them,” Olivia told Brock. “I’ll see that the police get here fast.”
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			It was just before dawn the next morning when Olivia received a call that made her stomach drop. It was not even six, and Olivia was woken by the sound of her phone buzzing. She fumbled for her phone and picked it up. It was Helen McIntosh, and when Olivia pressed the phone to her ear, she noted a dejected tone in the officer’s voice.

			“Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got some terrible news. Just got a call from a dog walker who lives near the woods… two more bodies have been discovered,” she said. “Right in the same place as young Sammy… behind the police tape.”

			Olivia’s heart sank. “Do we know who the victims are? And are they killed in the same manner?”

			“No… we don’t have an ID yet. But they’re teenagers, both of them. And neither of them were butchered. I don’t know what we’re dealing with here… I just know that two young people are dead.”

			“Okay. Call in as many officers as you can spare, but don’t pull the officers from outside the Caldwell home. We still need to keep an eye on him and his son. Brock and I will meet you there.”

			As the call ended, Olivia took a moment to take a deep breath. Two more bodies. Two more young people dead. How had it come to happen? If the police were truly keeping an eye on Joshua’s home, then was it still possible he could’ve snuck out to do it? There were so many questions on her mind. Why two victims this time, and why the victims at hand? Was it the same killer they were dealing with, and if so, why had he chosen not to butcher these victims? And why had the kids been there in the first place?

			Olivia gently shook Brock awake. He seemed reluctant to open his eyes, groaning into his pillow, but Olivia was persistent.

			“Brock, we have to go. They found two more bodies.”

			Brock sat up almost immediately after that, his bleary eyes wide with shock. “What? What happened?”

			“I don’t know… I still don’t really know what we’re dealing with. But the killing took place in the same place where Sammy was found… and the two unidentified bodies belong to teenagers. We need to go down there and see what has happened.”

			“Of course,” Brock said, already swinging his legs out of the bed. “I’ll be ready in five.”

			As the darkness gave way to dawn, Olivia and Brock rode silently to the site where the bodies had been found. By the time they got there, two police cars were also on the scene, and someone was interviewing a woman with an Alsatian puppy at her side. She looked mortified, speaking animatedly and pointing into the trees. Olivia and Brock got out of the car and headed into the trees, pushing their way through the gathering crowd to see what was going on.

			Olivia immediately recognized the two victims lying within the police tape. They were spaced a little apart, both of them on their backs, their eyes glazed over and their necks slit open. Danica, one of the three bullies they’d met with at the school, was lying closest to the police tape, her hair splayed out behind her. A meter or so away, the dentist’s son they’d met at the wake, Craig, was lying perfectly still, his arm outstretched, almost as if he was grabbing for Danica. They seemed like an unlikely pair, and yet, they both were dead in pools of their own blood. The sound of flies buzzing around the area only made the whole scene seem ten times worse.

			But there was of course a distinct difference between their bodies and the last one that had been found in the woods. Their bodies were mostly unmaimed, aside from the crude cuts made to their throats. No one had tried to butcher them into tiny pieces like the other bodies. So was it possible this was an isolated incident?

			Somehow, Olivia didn’t think so. The fact that the two of them had been found in exactly the same place as Sammy had told Olivia several things—both victims had gone there for some reason or another, and ended up dead for it. Both Danica and Craig had connections to the victim and the victim’s life—not only were they peers at school, but Craig was friends with Max, and Danica was one of Sammy’s bullies. With that in mind, it appeared that there had to be a reason why they were now both dead in the same place where Sammy had met her end. Given the amount of blood around them, Olivia felt comfortable assessing that they’d been killed right there, not dragged in from elsewhere, and that they were killed quickly. Perhaps the killer hadn’t had the luxury of time during this killing session. And if there were two people to kill, then maybe he had bitten off more than he could chew.

			Which posed the question: why had Danica and Craig both been there at the same time? Were they friends from school? Had they been sneaking around as secret lovers like Sammy and Max had? And even if that was the case, what possessed them to meet on such harrowing grounds, the place where a young girl had just died? Craig and Danica had both made no secret of disliking Sammy—Craig had voiced his thoughts at the wake, and Danica made her life a misery—so was it possible they were there with cruel intentions? And had it been the reason they wound up dead?

			Olivia had so many questions, and no answers were presenting themselves to her at first glance. It was only compounded by the confirmation from Claudia Gill that they had been killed at different times. Danica had been dead for at least an hour before Craig breathed his last. It only compounded the mystery.

			She turned to Brock, wondering what his thoughts might be.

			“Do you think this is the same killer?” she asked him. He hesitated for one moment before he nodded.

			“I think we’re looking at a rush job. Danica was here first… was attacked by the killer. And then Craig… I think he caught the killer in the act. It threw the killer off and he was forced to make another kill, but didn’t have time to finish his usual work. But who’s to say which of the kids was the real target? And it doesn’t explain why either of them were here in the first place. What could they possibly have been thinking, coming here after everything that has happened?”

			Olivia nodded in agreement. She was glad that Brock was on the same wavelength as her, but their speculations didn’t matter without evidence to back them up. They needed to figure out a way to legitimize their thoughts, to connect the dots that would explain it all. 

			Helen approached Olivia and Brock from further back, her eyes still shining with tears. Olivia could see how deeply the deaths were starting to affect the community. Helen nodded to Danica’s stilled body.

			“She was my niece,” Helen whispered. “She was home alone last night… my sister had to take our mom to the hospital… Danica was supposed to head to my house and wait for me to finish my shift. But for whatever reason, she must’ve come here instead. I don’t understand. She knows how dangerous it is out here… she’s not a stupid girl. Why would she take such a huge risk?”

			“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Olivia said gently. She wasn’t Helen’s biggest fan, but the devastation on the woman’s face told Olivia that she needed to proceed with kindness and care. She’d just lost a family member, and guilt must be eating her up inside. “We spoke with Danica a few days ago… she and her friends had bullied Sammy Aldridge pretty relentlessly when she was alive… but of the three girls, she seemed to have the most remorse. I wonder… maybe she came here to pay her respects. It may have been reckless…  it seems like she might’ve had good intentions. But maybe… maybe the killer has been keeping an eye on things here, hoping for another opportunity to admire their handiwork, or to strike again. That’s my best guess right now. Do you know if Danica had any connection to Craig? Is there any reason he might’ve been here too?”

			Helen shook her head, holding back tears. “I don’t know… I don’t recall her ever talking about him. He’s unfamiliar to me, even if I do know most people in town. I don’t think they moved in the same circles.”

			“Hm. Then what reason would he have to be here?” Brock mused, shaking his head in confusion. “He didn’t have any particular reason to come to the place where Sammy was killed. As far as we know, they simply didn’t cross paths, if they could help it. And as for his connection to Danica… possibly non-existent.”

			“I just don’t understand any of this,” Helen said, choking up a little. “Why would anyone want to do something this horrible? Two innocent children… three if you count Sammy. And all those other people… this has been going on for so long, so relentlessly. I can’t bear to think of anyone making the choice to make this happen.”

			Olivia thought of Joshua and his stone-cold expression when she’d caught him in his lie the other day. Did she think he was still capable of this? She wasn’t sure. He’d seemed like a nice man when she’d met him, but that meant nothing in a world where monsters walked among humans and pretended to be the same. The most twisted killers in history were master manipulators, charming until the very end when it became time for them to reveal their truest colors. Could Joshua be cut from the same cloth? Had he managed to find a way around the police to continue the work that had started on Halloween night?

			“We need to get the whole scene swept again,” Olivia said gently to Helen. “And it’s important that we break the news to your family… and Craig’s. We’ve got a lot to do here, and we don’t want anyone else to get hurt, now, do we?”

			“No,” Helen whispered, her eyes lingering on her dead niece. “I should’ve been there for her… I should’ve just gone home to her…”

			“You were trying to protect the community. She knew better than to come here. It’s not your fault,” Brock told her. “And you’re going to help us get justice for her. That’s something you can control.”

			Helen sniffed, nodding. “Right. Right.” She pushed it all down, and when she blinked and opened her eyes again, she looked a lot more confident, even if it was a façade. “I’ll call in every favor I’ve got. If the killer was sloppier this time around, then there might be other mistakes made on the scene. Hairs, fingerprints, fluids.”

			Brock nodded. “And in the meantime, Olivia and I have a lead on someone who could be involved. We’ve applied for a warrant to search the house. If we can rule them out as a killer, then we’ll have to start again from the bottom. But if we’re right… we might be able to match our suspect to what happened here last night.”

			“Can’t believe I’m saying it, but I kind of hope it is them,” she replied a little numbly. “I just can’t believe this. I love this town, but I can see it going to ruin. So many deaths… so much hurt. Is anyone really safe here any longer? Can we trust anyone?”

			“That’s hard to say. All we can do is our best,” Olivia replied.

			A single tear finally escaped Helen’s eyes. “Let’s put a stop to this, Agents. Together.”

			“Together.”
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			The day was as chaotic as it began. Olivia and Brock began to dive into their tasks of the day. While they did their best to secure a warrant to look through Joshua’s home, they were all inundated with calls from the police, updating them on the interviews they’d led with the families of the victims. They reported that both families were devastated, especially Danica’s family, who also lost their mother in the night after she’d been escorted to hospital. Craig’s family, consisting simply of his parents, were inconsolable too, and Bobby Wilcox had reportedly asked someone to put a sign up in his practice office, letting people know that he wouldn’t be returning for some time. 

			Both grieving families had provided alibis for where they’d been, and no one seemed to know how Danica and Craig had managed to sneak out in the night, or why they’d chosen to. Both families had reported that the pair weren’t friends, or barely even acquaintances. It left Olivia feeling frustrated. What connected these two together if not a relationship of sorts? Why would they both be in the same place at the same time with no good reason?

			Olivia couldn’t get the young people out of her mind. The town was once again shrouded in darkness, everyone on the streets wearing black, holding back tears as they went about their days. Who had decided to curse a town so fully, to take the lives of three young people? Who was this killer, and had his greed finally gotten the better of them the night before?

			But there wasn’t enough time to dwell on it, because just before noon, Brock and Olivia were given the go-ahead to search Joshua’s home and his shop. As Olivia and Brock made it back to their car, she turned to him.

			“Do you think we should start with the house or with the shop? I feel if there was anything in his home, he would have had time to get rid of it by now. I think the shop might be the best bet.”

			“I agree. Since the police are keeping an eye on him at home, it might be best to keep the element of surprise as well. If we find anything this soon, it might throw him off his game. Let’s go and take a look.” 

			They acquired a spare set of keys to the store from one of Joshua’s employees, and they headed there with immediate purpose. Caldwell’s Fine Meats wasn’t far from Joshua’s house, close enough that they could see the police cars parked outside his home, and Olivia hoped that Joshua wouldn’t catch wind of what they were up to. Brock fumbled with the keys and unlocked the front of the store.

			The smell of the place made Olivia wrinkle her nose. It smelled like death and decay. It was a smell she was used to at work, but it was part of the reason she tended to avoid butchers—she always sent Brock if it was necessary to go to the one back home. It brought back too many memories for her, and it made it harder to face eating meat in the first place.

			But this place was supposed to smell like death. That wouldn’t help with their investigation. She pushed her way to the back of the shop to where the meat was prepared. There were six stainless steel counters where each cut would be made for customers to take home. There was a faint smell of disinfectant in the air. Was that the smell of a butcher’s store simply kept clean, or was it covering up something more sinister?

			“I guess we split up,” Olivia said, even though the entire place was giving her the creeps. Brock shrugged.

			“Alright. I’ll shout to you if I find anything of interest.”

			Olivia nodded, holding her breath as she delved deeper into the room. She hoped her nose would soon adjust to the smells assaulting it. She donned a pair of gloves and began to carefully pick her way through the room, keen not to move anything that didn’t need to be. 

			She checked in the freezer first, though she quickly retreated from it when she realized just how cold it was. She saw nothing out of the ordinary, with huge cuts of red meat hanging from hooks on the ceiling or packed tightly in the freezer tubs. As tempting as it was to believe a butcher might be inclined to hide a body in there, it didn’t make sense—they already had the body. She did quickly check for evidence of the trophies from some of the victims, but she only found stacks of beef, lamb, and chicken packed neatly in the tubs.

			As she emerged from the freezer, rubbing warmth back into her arms and cheeks, she surveyed the chopping stations. It would be an ideal place for Joshua to prep the bodies if he was indeed the killer, but again, she knew that Sammy had been butchered on site. Even if Joshua had ever taken his victims to his shop, the blood would be long gone, not to mention mixed in with so much animal blood that it would drown any remains of evidence out. It would be a clever method, but she didn’t think it was one that the killer used.

			There was another unmarked door at the back of the store, but it turned out to just be a bathroom. Olivia found the trashcan in there to be empty, and though she checked in the tank, she found nothing in there, which she was glad for. Back in the butchering room, Olivia decided to check out the lockers. Each was locked, but they weren’t hard to jimmy open. She used a credit card to nudge the locks open and checked each locker with care. In the first, she found an apron with old blood stains on it, a hygiene cap, a pack of rubber gloves, and an employee t-shirt. A standard uniform for a butcher or butcher’s assistant. Olivia considered taking them into evidence, but then she saw something stuffed at the back of the locker that made her realize that she didn’t need the aprons. She’d already found exactly what she needed.

			“Brock! Get over here. You won’t believe what I’ve found…”

			“What? What is it? A trophy?” Brock asked, rushing to her side.

			“Yes… but it’s not the one we thought to look for first,” Olivia said. Then, from the back of the locker, she carefully lifted the thirteenth stuffed black cat.

			“Oh my God,” Brock murmured. “This doesn’t look good for Joshua.”

			“It certainly doesn’t,” Olivia said. She stared at it. There was a blood splatter on the cat’s fur. It was certainly lifted straight from the crime scene. But why hide it in the locker? Did Joshua really think they wouldn’t search it just because it was his personal space? She had thought he would be smarter than that.

			And yet, the fingers pointed in his direction even more than before. The necklace, the knife, and now the cat. But even with all of this, it was all circumstantial. Was it Joshua or Max? Or someone else entirely trying to frame them?

			“None of this really proves anything yet,” she said. “We’ve got to find something more substantial. One of the actual trophies from the site.”

			Olivia nodded and Brock led her to the overflowing bin at the back of the store. She held the cat delicately in her hands, feeling nauseated with the knowledge of the things it had been through. A toy—such a symbol of innocence, and yet it was covered in blood. A child’s blood. Olivia didn’t have the mental strength to consider that at the moment.

			“I was just about to check out the dumpster out back. That was the only other place I could think to look. They haven’t been taken in a few days, we might strike lucky.”

			Brock turned to Olivia as he stood before the large metal box. It smelled terrible. He gestured to it.

			“After you?”

			“No, please. I insist. I know you’ve always been desperate to go dumpster diving…”

			Brock wrinkled his nose, but he rolled up his sleeve and began to dig through the trash. Olivia held back, examining the cat in her hands. Would they find Joshua’s fingerprints on it? Had he gone back to it every day since Sammy’s death, holding the cat near and dear? It was somehow worse than keeping the fingers as trophies. 

			“Olivia…”

			Olivia snapped her attention to Brock. He hadn’t dug too far through the trash, but he had already found something. Mixed in with the entrails and offcuts, there was a single human finger. He held it up, and on it shone a ring—one Olivia recognized from the photos of Sammy Aldridge.

			“Do you think we’ll still be able to lift evidence from this? After this much decomp?” Brock asked. Olivia nodded.

			“I think so. I don’t want to believe it… but Joshua looks guilty. He’s got connections to the victim, the means, and maybe even a motive… or at least the first two. I don’t know what would possess him to do this, but what would possess anyone to kill so many people so horrifically?”

			“Madness, I guess,” Brock said, holding the fingers delicately as he took pictures. “We’ve got enough to arrest him, Olivia. You know we do. We can’t allow him to stay where he is. He could be dangerous.”

			“I know… but something just doesn’t seem right to me right now,” Olivia said quietly. “It was almost too easy. Too convenient. The butcher who likes to butcher people? The man we’re keeping a close eye on is suddenly in prime position to be the top suspect? Evidence planted almost in plain sight, right where we were about to look. I can’t help but feel like something is off here…”

			“Sometimes the most obvious answer is the only answer,” Brock replied. “We can’t afford not to take him in. Two more kids are dead. If he did that to them, then we can’t possibly let this slide, no matter how convenient it seems. But we’ll keep looking for more… we’ll either prove that he did it without a doubt, or we’ll figure out why someone is trying to frame him.”

			Olivia nodded, though the entire premise of it was worrying her. It was always a fear, taking an innocent man into custody. But what choice did they have? Was she simply upset by how they’d been fooled by him? Did she refuse to believe the truth before her eyes because something didn’t quite feel right to her?

			She felt a little dazed as she and Brock left the shop, evidence bagged up and ready to go. Like it or not, it was time to take him in. She allowed Brock to make the move, standing outside to watch it unfold with Helen at her side. They watched as Joshua was escorted in handcuffs from his house, shouting about his innocence.

			“I didn’t do it! I’m being set up! Somebody’s setting me up! You’ve got to believe me!”

			 Max ran out after him, crying for his dad, shouting for him to come back. Helen pressed a hand over her heart, looking mortified.

			“This… this is not what I wanted. Not what I ever expected,” Helen whispered. “I knew that it was possible the killer would live among us… that I would recognize his face when he was unveiled. But Joshua’s a good man. A kind man. And now my niece is dead… I just can’t believe he did it.”

			“Believe me… I’m having trouble believing it too,” Olivia said. “Which is why this isn’t over. We need more evidence to charge him. For now, we may be keeping a dangerous man off the streets, and that’s never a bad thing. But I promise we’ll take this further. I still have more questions than answers.”

			“What will you do now?”

			Olivia pressed her lips together. “I want to talk to Joshua, for one thing. He wasn’t willing to talk before, but I think he will now. And then I’m going to search his house, top to bottom. And if that yields nothing… well, I suppose I’ll think of something.”

			Helen shook her head. “I think we’re treading dangerously here. Something feels wrong. In a way, it’s almost all been too convenient. It feels like… like the killer is watching. Laughing.”

			Olivia’s expression hardened. “If that’s true… he won’t be laughing for long.”

			It was later that day, once Joshua was in custody and Olivia had a little time to think, that she decided that she and Brock needed to return to the butcher’s shop.

			“What are you hoping to find?” Brock asked as they piled into their car. He was a little grouchy from the long day, and wasn’t keen on the idea of returning to the shop yet again. “I don’t think there was a single spot we didn’t look in…”

			“I’m not looking for something that is there now. I’m more interested in what was there,” Olivia said. “If Joshua really is responsible for all of this, then there should be evidence of him putting the fingers in the trash, of him stashing the cat in the locker… either that or he will have made efforts to erase whatever is there. But maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Whatever went down, it’ll either be captured on the cameras or it won’t be there at all. I just want to get something more definite.”

			“You’re right. It’s a good thing someone’s got their head in the game today,” Brock said, stifling a yawn. “You’re pretty certain he didn’t do it, aren’t you?”

			“I don’t know what to believe at this point. I think either Joshua did a poor job of covering his own tracks, or someone set him up. And given that this killer has been on the run for years, I’m more inclined to think that someone smarter than Joshua is playing him like a puppet.”

			“A convenient scapegoat and he gets off scot-free.”

			Olivia smiled. “I would love for this to be wrapped up neatly with a bow… but I just have a bad feeling that this isn’t the end. And I don’t want to give in just because it seems like the simplest solution to our issues. I think if we can dig a little deeper at the shop, we’ll be able to better piece together what’s gone on here. There are still too many gaps for me to be satisfied.”

			When they returned, Olivia could see that there had been police tape set up around the perimeter and there were several police cars outside it. Olivia spotted some of the residents walking by, unsubtly trying to get a glance at what was going on inside. By now, people all around the town would have heard about Joshua’s arrest. Olivia knew his reputation would be tarnished now, even if he turned out to be innocent. But that couldn’t be helped. It was her job to make sure the right person was put away—and any innocent men may be released. 

			Inside the butcher’s shop, a few officers moved around, collecting evidence. Olivia was directed to the front of the building where the register was located. The other employee had been forthcoming with the passwords for the computer when he handed them the keys, so now Olivia unlocked the computer and looked for the CCTV footage.

			Looking through it was an arduous task, as it always was. It was a lot of patience, and she and Brock took turns to scroll through the hours of footage from the last few weeks. Olivia watched Joshua going about his ordinary days in his work environment, and the more she watched, the more certain she felt that something was amiss. He was always busy during the work days, either serving customers or prepping meat out back. He was almost never alone, and whenever he was, he was engrossed in his work. Each day, he ended his work day on the dot of eight o’clock, closing up the doors and not returning until his next shift at seven the following morning. The only other people coming in and out of the building appeared to be delivery drivers, but they never seemed to be the same people. Which begged the question to Olivia…

			Who had put the fingers in the trash, and who had planted the cat?

			She watched impatiently until something came up. She watched with bated breath as a person she didn’t recognize entered through the back of the building. They were relatively tall and wearing a dark hoodie, so it was impossible to tell who the person was, but she assumed it might be a man. 

			But not Joshua.

			Because whoever this man was, he had a strange way about his gait. And whoever it was didn’t belong there. She watched as the dark figure crossed towards the lockers, slipping the stuffed cat toy inside one of the metal cabinets. And then it snatched a cleaver from a magnetic knife block and stole it away, returning out of sight of the camera. 

			And all the while, they were limping. 

			“It wasn’t Joshua,” Olivia breathed. “He didn’t keep those things as trophies. They were planted. And no wonder nobody ever found the knife. It was placed at the scene after the murder.”

			 “But why would someone want to frame Joshua?” Brock asked, staring at the screen as Olivia replayed the tapes from several days before. “And why now?”

			“I don’t think it’s a matter of framing him in particular,” Olivia said. “Whoever it is is trying to take the heat off himself… and is hoping Joshua will take the fall.”

			“What do we do now?”

			Olivia sat back, trying to catch her breath. The revelation had left her feeling a little winded. An innocent man was in custody. But perhaps that was the best place for him, for now. Olivia began to calculate a plan in her mind.

			“We visit Joshua. We let the killer think they’re in the clear,” Olivia said. “And we push him. Joshua still tried to hide something from us. I think maybe he was trying to cover for Max.”
“And you think Max did it?”

			“No… not based on this footage. He’s not nearly tall enough, and I don’t think he’d be stupid enough to plant it in his dad’s store. I know they don’t get along, but that’s another level. No, I think we’re looking for someone else… and maybe Joshua will have an idea of who.”
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			The holding cell where Joshua was being held smelled stale and stuffy. Joshua himself was lying on a cot, staring blankly at the wall when Olivia and Brock entered, and he barely bothered to look up at them. He looked like a person truly defeated by the world he’d been placed in, and Olivia couldn’t blame him. Clearly, someone was willing to let him take the fall for something horrific. Even if he was proved innocent now, his life would be tainted by what had happened back in Hollow Nest. Olivia felt a stab of guilt, but she knew she was there only to make things right. If she could free him and catch the real killer, then she had to believe the torment for Joshua had been somewhat worth it.

			“Mr. Caldwell… could you sit up? We have something we need to discuss with you,” Brock said. Joshua made no effort to move, but he did grunt, his face contorted now with bitterness.

			“Every time you show up my life just gets worse and worse. I have nothing to say to either of you,” he said. Olivia tried not to be stung by the comment, but she knew he had every right to be mad about his predicament. She folded her arms over her chest. 

			“Joshua… I know this isn’t ideal, and that you must be feeling angry at the world. But believe it or not, we’re actually here to help you. We think you might have been framed… and we want to talk to you about it.”

			Joshua’s forehead creased and he sat up slowly, staring Olivia down. “You mean all of this was for nothing?” he practically roared. “You’ve finally figured out that I’m innocent, and yet I’m still in this cell? Why should I trust you?”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t. But we’re all you’ve got right now,” Brock reminded him. “You have two choices… you can accept your fate and stay here. You’ll be found guilty, given all the evidence against you. Or you can help us out and try to find the person who actually did this. You’ll be safe here in custody until the killer is caught. Then you’ll be able to go back home to your son. What do you think? Does that sound good to you?”

			Joshua wavered for a moment. He let out a long sigh. “What choice do I have? But I don’t trust you.”

			“We could say the same to you, Joshua. You were the one who lied to us about knowing Sammy. So perhaps you’d like to start by telling us what that was all about?” Olivia said, raising an eyebrow. “Then, when we’re on more stable ground together, we can discuss what might’ve actually happened.”

			Joshua sighed, shaking his head to himself. “Look, I… I thought maybe I was doing the right thing. I knew there were things Maxwell was hiding from the police, so I decided to play dumb. I was worried that… I was worried that he had some involvement. I had seen a lot of Sammy just before her death. She came to our house a few times, but she always tried to sneak out before I got back. In the end, I told her to stop sneaking around and I gave her a few rides home. Of course, that doesn’t bode well for me, does it? Because now, I bet someone is gutting my car out, looking for evidence that she was there. And obviously, they will find it. But I promise you now, I had nothing to do with what happened to her.”

			Joshua ran a hand through his hair, looking pained. “In all honesty, she was good for Max. Good for my relationship with Max, too. Things have been pretty difficult since his mom walked out. She left me with all the responsibility and refused to pay child support. So I’ve been spending all my time trying to keep us afloat, and Max hated me for not being around more. Last couple months… he was calmer, happier. We were starting to heal what was broken. At least, I thought. But the moment we found out about Sammy’s death, he shut down again. He refused to speak to me, to anyone at all. I couldn’t speak to him to get our story straight before you showed up and started asking questions. So I just tried to cover his back. I’m his father… I’m all he has left. I told myself when I ended up here… that it had to be worth it if I was protecting him.”

			Olivia watched Joshua sink his face into his hands, and she felt her stomach twist. She understood him so much better now. The pieces of his story fell into place perfectly, and she believed every word he’d said. All along, she had been dubious of his involvement, but now she was certain that they’d arrested the wrong man.

			Joshua was innocent.

			“Joshua… thank you for your honesty. That helps,” Olivia told him. “And now we can try and figure out the next step. We went to your store and watched the camera footage of your shop. We saw someone planting the evidence and stealing the knife.”

			Joshua’s eyes widened. “You figured out who did this?”

			“Not yet. But we wanted to ask you if there was anyone in your life that you could picture trying to frame you. Someone must’ve had a reason to make you the target… either out of hate and spite, or because you were deemed an easy target. Can you think of any reason that someone would want to take you down?”

			Joshua considered the question for a few moments, before shaking his head fervently. “No, I can’t think of anyone that would want to do this to me. I like to think I’m pretty well-liked in the community. Not to toot my own horn or anything. But I keep to myself, I participate in community events. I don’t want anyone to feel like they have a reason to dislike me. So I can’t see what would possess someone to do this to me, to ruin my life like this…” He let out a bitter laugh. “I guess that must mean I’m just an easy scapegoat.”

			“We weren’t implying that you’re easy to frame. Just that perhaps the killer had the means to make it look like you did this,” Olivia told him. “After all, from a certain perspective, it’s easy to assume that you did it, right? Not many people would know how to butcher a body, and one of your knives was there, though we know now that it was planted after the actual murder. Aside from your employees, does anyone ever spend time in the back of your store? Is there any way they would’ve had an opportunity to plant all this evidence?”

			Joshua stood up from his cot and began to pace the room, his face creased in a frown. His restlessness and frustration seemed to be building, but he also seemed to be getting closer to an answer. He stopped in his tracks and turned back to them.

			“I… I allow a local chef into the kitchen area once a week. They’re the only ones outside of my employees who know the code to the back. They pay to use my space for cooking classes,” Joshua said, his eyes widening. “There are six people in the classes. But… but I know all of them so well. I don’t think any of them would be capable of doing something like this…”

			“I know it’s not easy to consider that possibility, but we’ve known all along that the killer was likely living in Hollow Nest. It’s likely someone in the community that people know and care for,” Olivia said. “I know it feels wrong to try and implicate someone, given what’s happened to you as well… but if you can tell us the names of these people, then it might be your path to freedom.”

			“If it helps… the person we’re looking for is tall, likely male, and potentially walks with a limp,” Brock added. “The person in the footage was limping, though it might’ve been from a recent injury.”

			Joshua’s face had already turned pale. Olivia watched him carefully, seeing his expression shift.

			“Joshua… what is it? Who are you thinking of?”

			Joshua swallowed. “There’s one person who fits the bill. He attends the cooking class. He would’ve been able to access the bins to plant the evidence after the class… and he walks with a limp. He has done for the past three years.”

			Olivia held her breath. “Who is the man, Joshua? We need to know.”

			Joshua took a deep breath, his eyes wide. “Bobby Wilcox.”
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			“Bobby…we met him at the wake,” Olivia said, the breath leaving her body. Now she recalled his gait—a slight limp, though one he’d clearly lived with for a while. She hadn’t seen him since his son had been found in the forest—the police had handled the family interviews while they were investigating the butcher shop—but now she wished she had seen him face to face. Was it possible that he was capable of murdering his own son? Was he truly the one who had made the entire town live in terror?

			“I… I don’t want to believe it’s him. Craig was having playdates with Max since they were kids…” Joshua said. He looked like he might be sick. “But he does match your description.”

			“It’s entirely possible that someone is trying to frame him too. If the killer is smart enough to frame one person, why not a second one? Anyone can put on a dark hoodie and pretend to walk with a limp,” Brock pointed out. “Do you think anyone else in the class could’ve tried to frame him?”

			Joshua shook his head. “I… I don’t think so. He’s the only man who attends the class. And he’s also the only one that could be described as tall. And no one else has access to my store without breaking and entering, and that hasn’t happened.”

			Olivia swallowed, taking in the information as it was fed to her. She glanced up at Joshua. “When was the last cooking class?”

			“Every Tuesday and Thursday,” Joshua said, shuddering a little. “And I stopped in just before I left for the day just yesterday. The chef in charge has a set of keys to lock up, so I left her to it. Bobby was there that day. I saw him there. He… he’s the only one who could’ve done it.”

			Olivia put her hand on the wall to steady herself, her mind whirling. “But what I want to know is why? What could possibly possess him to do all of this? And if he killed his own son, was it deliberate? Craig and Danica were different from the other kills… did Craig… did Craig catch his father in the act? Was he forced to kill his son to keep him quiet?”

			Joshua sank back down onto his cot, looking winded. “I don’t want to believe any of it… I can’t believe it. Bobby… Bobby is a good guy.”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Brock said pointedly. “We don’t have any proof against him yet. Or a motive. We’re going to need to go and speak to him ourselves. We can go under the guise of trying to figure out why Craig was killed. We can even question him about Joshua… throw a few things at the wall and see what sticks. If it is him, then he’s cocky. He’s been hanging around the site where he made his kills, looking for trouble. I’ll bet that’s how he got Danica. And he’s ramping up his frequency, killing more and more. He’s dizzy with self-confidence right now. It should be easy to get him to slip up.”

			“If you’re going to go… Olivia should go alone,” Joshua said to her, his face solemn. “Bobby has been known to be a bit of a womanizer. He’s had some issues with his wife over the years, and he takes well to female attention. I think if you show up he’ll close off. But he might open up to you, Olivia.”

			She nodded.

			“You could be right. We don’t want Bobby running scared either… having both of us there might look like an ambush,” Brock agreed. “I can stay outside and be prepared for trouble while you go in there. You up to it?”

			“You think it’ll work? You think we can get him talking?” Olivia asked. Brock put a hand on her shoulder.

			“I think if anyone is going to get him to talk, it’s you. We’ve got this far. We’ve got him in our sights. We just need something extra to pin him down.”

			Olivia nodded. “Guess I’m up to it.”

			“Please. If it is him… make sure he pays for what he’s done,” Joshua said raggedly. “All those kids… at his total mercy… it makes me sick to my stomach.”

			“Don’t worry. If he’s responsible for this, he’s going away for life. We’ll make sure of it,” Olivia said. “Thank you for your help. I’m sorry it had to play out this way.”

			“Just make it worth it,” Joshua said. 
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			Olivia and Brock drove to Bobby’s house together, Brock’s hand placed on Olivia’s knee as he drove. He looked anxious and Olivia could understand why. She was being sent into the lion’s den alone. She would have to make sure she got out of there alive when she might have been sitting in the same room as a serial killer. She took a deep breath, trying not to think too hard about what could go wrong. 

			“You’ve got this,” Brock told her, reading her mind. “But I still don’t like the idea of you going in there alone.”

			“I know. It feels risky. But at the same time, who knows what he’s capable of, and what he might do if he feels threatened by us? Sounds like he thinks I’m the less-threatening option. Typical misogynist,” Olivia said, rolling her eyes. Brock squeezed her knee.

			“By the time you’re done with him, he’ll be the one afraid of you.”

			Olivia chuckled. “You make that sound so ominous.”

			He cracked that trademark grin. “Well, you’re a total badass, babe. I’m just highlighting that.”

			Olivia smiled to herself, leaning back in her seat. Even though she was anxious about what she might be about to face, Brock was putting her mostly at ease. He always had that effect on her. She glanced at him sideways, taking him in.

			And in him, she saw her future.

			She had no idea what their future might hold. She never had the energy to think too far in advance—she lived day by day, and had done so for as long as she could remember. But now, seeing him beside her, knowing he’d always have her back, she pictured a life where they were never apart. Where they took the world on, side by side. There was a rush of warmth in her chest. That was all she had ever truly wanted from a relationship—someone to rely on, someone to support in return. And the more time she spent with Brock, the more she realized that they were perfect together. They had never let one another down. They could take the world on, in sickness and in health. For the first time in their relationship, she pictured what it would look like in the moment he slipped a ring on her finger and promised her forever.

			“Earth to Olivia?”

			Olivia’s stomach twisted. She couldn’t believe she’d been caught up in such an indulgent fantasy. She blushed to herself, wondering how she’d managed to remove herself so far from reality at such a critical moment. She was about to face someone capable of killing in cold blood. She needed to pull herself together.

			“Sorry. Just thinking about how to approach him,” she said. Brock turned onto a new road.

			“We’re almost there. I’m going to park a little way away and follow you up to the house. You need anything, you just call out to me, okay? You’re not on your own.”

			Olivia smiled to herself, recalling her little fantasy. “I know that.”

			“Good. Let’s hope we’ve finally got our man. Any slip-up, and we’ve got him cornered.”

			Brock parked moments later and the pair of them got out of the car. Olivia checked her gun and secured it beneath her jacket. She had no intention of facing Bobby without it. She glanced at Brock, taking a deep breath.

			“Alright. I’m doing this.”

			Brock grabbed Olivia by her waist and pulled her close, kissing her hard. It took her breath away for a moment, but she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Every kiss was like their last when they were on a case. They knew nothing was promised. But this one felt even better than most. It had butterflies flitting in her stomach, her heart racing hard. 

			It felt like the real deal.

			When they pulled apart, Brock cupped Olivia’s cheek gently.

			“Come back to me,” he told her. She smiled.

			“Don’t I always?”

			And then it was time to go. She turned and walked up to Bobby’s home in confident strides. She wasn’t leaving his house without some sort of answer. One way or another, she was going to get to the bottom of what had happened to the three teenagers of Hollow Nest.

			Bobby’s home was one of the more lavish in the neighborhood, likely on account of his good job. Olivia observed the two-story house, the perfectly manicured garden, and the pristine BMW parked out front, and questioned why a man like Bobby would need to fill in the gaps of his life with something as horrific as murder. Was what he had not enough for him? Did he find joy in inflicting pain on others, so much so that his profession wasn’t enough to satiate him?

			She would soon find out.

			Her heart was hammering in her chest as she knocked on his door. When the dentist answered the door, he was smiling, completely dry-eyed. He did a double take when he saw Olivia there. He clearly hadn’t been expecting any company. Was it Olivia’s imagination, or did he take extra effort to rearrange his features, to make his eyes water a little?

			“Hello, agent. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

			“Hello, Bobby. I hope it’s okay that I’m calling on you at home. I was so sorry to hear of your loss. I don’t mean to intrude at a time like this… but I just wanted to run over some questions with you now that Joshua is behind bars. We’re looking to solidify our evidence,” Olivia said with a sad smile. She was willing to lay it on thick if it got Bobby to loosen up and talk to her. Bobby nodded, stepping aside to allow her into the house.

			“Of course. Remind me of your name?”

			“Olivia Knight.”

			“Yes, of course. Well, thanks for coming, Olivia. To be honest, it would be nice to air some of my thoughts on the matter out loud. This house has been so quiet ever since Craig…” he paused and shook his head. “Well, I’ve got a lot of thoughts on the matter.”

			Olivia wasn’t deterred or discouraged by Bobby’s seeming willingness to talk. It didn’t make her feel like he could be innocent at all. Many killers she’d come across were fond of talking about their crimes, about discussing the finer details even before they’d been caught. It was a form of peacocking, a way to show off their prowess. In fact, as Olivia stepped inside Bobby’s pristine home, she felt even more suspicious of him than before. He seemed like a composed man, a well-practiced man socially. Like he planned everything a few steps ahead. Had he prepared for her coming to see him? Did he have everything rehearsed and ready to go, his cover-up, his denial of the truth?

			Olivia felt uneasy as Bobby offered her a seat in the living room. She expected him to sit opposite her, but he sat beside her on the sofa, a little too close for comfort. He rested his arm along the back of the sofa, seemingly at ease. Perhaps Joshua had been right about Bobby’s flirtatious manner. He had to be at least fifteen years her senior, but when he looked at her, it made her stomach churn a little, knowing the intention behind his look—to charm and impress. A killer with a killer smile. 

			“Where’s your wife today?” Olivia asked, keeping her voice low. She wouldn’t have described her tone as suggestive, but men like Bobby would take it as such if they were that desperate for attention. Sure enough, he let out a short scoff, not breaking eye contact with her.

			“My wife has… chosen to grieve alone. We tend to live our lives separately these days. It’s been that way for a long time. I had thought she’d be at my side in a time like this, but what  can you do?”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			Bobby let out a slow shrug, plastering a sad smile on his face that Olivia was sure was fake. “Everyone deals with hard times differently, right? I’ve been doing my best to keep myself busy, to not think about what happened… and how Joshua was the one responsible. It makes me sick to think I trusted him with my son so many times. And all the while, he was preparing to kill him.”

			“It’s unthinkable,” Olivia said, masking the disgust in her voice. “I just came back from speaking to him. He was forthcoming with some things. I suppose he knows he has nothing to lose now. I wondered, did you notice anything unusual about him in the last few days? I heard from him that you are one of the attendees of a cooking class in his shop.”

			“Yes. I’ve always taken an interest in cooking, but never been so good at it myself,” Bobby said with a self-effacing chuckle. Olivia could see a glint in his eye. “The whole process has always intrigued me. To take ingredients to a meal, all that careful preparation… it’s vital to the process. And the end result is always something so special.”

			Olivia felt her blood run cold. In her mind’s eye, she could see the butchered remains of the victims. She got the feeling that Bobby wasn’t talking about cooking when he talked about preparing something special. She felt sick at the thought. Was he toying with her? She looked him in the eyes and saw something sinister resting in his gaze. He knew why she was there, knew she didn’t have enough proof to take him down. Would he toy with her and then kill her too? 

			In truth, he was welcome to try. 

			“What do you think would push Joshua to do what he did?” Olivia asked, holding his gaze. “To kill three innocent teenagers. Your son… murdered in cold blood. Do you think he had some reason to do that? To be so cold?”

			There was a flicker of hesitation on Bobby’s face. Was that guilt Olivia saw? Did he regret having to strike down his son? Olivia shifted just a little closer, her gaze holding his.

			“It takes a certain type of person, don’t you think?” she murmured. “To take everything from someone young and innocent. And young Danica… do you think she saw what happened? Do you think she had to die for Joshua’s sins, for what he’d done and what she saw?”

			Olivia knew she was flipping the script, inserting Joshua where Bobby’s crimes lay, but it was working. Bobby’s smug exterior was cracking. She could see it happening before her eyes. 

			“I don’t know. I don’t know why he did what he did,” Bobby said quietly. At that moment, Olivia heard a set of keys turning in the door and she held her breath. She was finally getting somewhere with Bobby. An interruption from his wife was the last thing she needed for the investigation to go smoothly.

			But Bobby didn’t seem to register his wife’s return, not shifting from where he sat. He looked broken, lost. Olivia had a theory as to why—she was sure he felt little guilt in killing his other victims, the kills he planned out so meticulously and smartly. But killing his son had changed the game. He’d lost someone he truly cared for. And it had taken the thrill away, destroyed his thirst for it all. And now, he was trying to hold himself together, for the sake of all his meticulous work, but he was losing his grip.

			Olivia watched as a pretty older woman walked through the door, her attention immediately caught on where she sat with Bobby on the sofa. Her expression hardened and she threw down her handbag, storming into the room.

			“Oh, you just couldn’t wait to get me out of the house, could you? So this is the dumb cow you’ve been sneaking off to see, is it? The woman you’ve been inviting into our marriage?”

			Bobby finally seemed to snap out of his daze, looking tiredly at his wife. “Sally, not now.”

			“Not now? Don’t you sigh at me like this is my fault. And to invite her into our home? Who is she? How long have you been seeing her?”

			Bobby turned to Olivia, his eyes weary. “You should go. We can continue this conversation at a later date.”

			Sally prodded a finger in Olivia’s direction. “You’re not going anywhere. Tell me what the hell my husband has been up to, since he’s too much of a coward to admit it himself. His son is barely dead two minutes and he’s already trying to oust me from my own home so his mistress can make herself comfortable? Absolutely not! You know that the night his son was fighting for his life in the forest, he was sneaking off to see you? Like he thought I wouldn’t notice! I wake up to an empty bed almost every night, his car gone… and then he comes home hours later and showers in the middle of the night… washing the smell of you off him, no doubt. What kind of sick joke is this?”

			But Olivia knew better than Sally. Bobby wasn’t seeing a mistress—he was scouting out the forests. He was looking for victims.

			And as he lifted his eyes to meet hers, he knew the game was over. He knew he’d been caught.

			And he made to run for it.

			Olivia cursed under her breath as Bobby got the lead on her, launching himself toward the front door. He slammed it before she could reach him, and she wasted precious seconds reopening the door and chasing after him. His limp slowed him down a little as he hobbled away, trying to get distance from her. She reached for her gun, willing to fire a warning shot if only to slow him down.

			“It’s over!” she called after him. “Give yourself up!”

			Bobby made no attempt to slow down. He ran harder, even as his leg trembled with the effort. And that was when Olivia saw Brock appear from the shadows of a tree, throwing himself on Bobby’s retreating form and sending them both crashing to the ground. Olivia ran to them as Bobby tried to grapple for Brock’s neck. He wouldn’t get away now. He was done for. 

			Olivia managed to pull Bobby off Brock and secure his hands behind his back, gasping a little for breath. She nodded to Brock.

			“You okay?”

			“Yeah…are you?”

			“I’m fine…Bobby’s wife accidentally exposed Bobby’s little nighttime escapades,” Olivia said, glaring down at the dentist. “It seems he was sneaking out pretty often at night.”

			Bobby too was gasping for breath. A slow, cruel smile surfaced on his face.

			“It was fun while it lasted,” he said. “No one can take that away from me.” He smiled up at Olivia. “And when you see just how much I’ve achieved in my time… you’ll hate me even more than you do right now. Mark my words.” 

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			It was a chilling feeling to watch Bobby Wilcox sitting alone in the interrogation room, simply smiling to himself as he waited upon his interview with Olivia and Brock. Olivia couldn’t believe he’d been beneath their noses this entire time, that he’d been getting away with killing people for so long. And when he’d told her that she would hate him even more after she found out just what he’d been doing in his murderous career, it only made her more anxious to get into the room with him and break down his story.

			“What do you think he’s still got under wraps?” Olivia murmured to Brock. They were waiting a little longer to start their interview, wanting to view Bobby first and see how he reacted to the pressure of his environment. They still had relatively little evidence on him, and they needed a full confession to surface to be certain of putting him behind bars. But seeing as he seemed pretty eager to tell his story to the world, Olivia wasn’t sure it would be a problem getting him to talk.

			It might be harder to get him to stop talking. 

			“He’s been getting away with murder for years. I wonder if there are other victims we’ve never even heard of. Ones before he started all of this performative crap, before he started butchering people,” Brock said. “I don’t think many people just wake up one day with the urge to chop people up. He probably started out killing and then decided on his signature move later. Which means we’ve got a lot to learn about him still. We’ll probably be finding bodies for years to come.”

			“Do you think we would’ve caught him? If he hadn’t been forced to kill Craig… do you think he would’ve slipped under our radar?” Olivia asked. “Up until then, he was playing things so cleverly. No one had any suspicion of him. I think he only started getting sloppy when Craig died.”

			“I think he was feeling the pressure of our presence too. He’d practically been allowed to run free up until that point. It’s not like the police were doing anything about his rampage,” Brock said, rolling his eyes. “One of these days, these local cops will actually manage to do their job properly.”

			“I don’t think anything prepared them for this… I remember how it was when I first got to Belle Grove. The police there were used to quiet crime. They didn’t have to deal with anything more serious than small robberies and the occasional person growing pot in their attics. When it comes to murder… well, no one should truly ever be prepared for that. We’ve become way too comfortable with it over the years.”

			“Well in a way, that’s good, isn’t it? Or else we wouldn’t have a prolific killer in our custody right now,” Brock said with a reassuring smile. “At least it’s over now.”

			“Let’s hope so. I guess we should go and hear what Bobby has to say for himself.”

			“I won’t lie… some part of me is curious to hear what he’ll come out with.”

			“Brock!” Olivia said, but she didn’t want to admit out loud that she had been thinking the same. It wasn’t often they came across a killer with such a long career. Now, Bobby Wilcox was almost excited to tell his story, and Olivia was curious to hear it.

			Olivia and Brock entered the interrogation room with solemn facades, sitting down opposite Bobby. He smirked at them and Olivia raised an eyebrow at him.

			“Is something funny?”

			Bobby shrugged. “Kind of. I’ve waited a long time for this moment. I guess I always knew it would happen someday… that someone smarter than me would figure it out and I’d be stopped in my tracks. But I never thought it would seem so funny. You two aren’t what I imagined for FBI agents. You look like you’re at a parent-teacher conference… that disappointed look on your faces. Well, maybe I can cheer you up a little. I’ll bet you’ve never heard a story like mine.”

			“Don’t bet on it, pal. I’m sure we’ve heard plenty of stories more interesting than yours,” Brock said, straight-faced but calculated. He was pushing Bobby’s buttons, making sure he was even more keen to prove himself to them. Bobby rolled his eyes with a smile, sitting back in his chair.

			“You want to hear it or not?”

			Olivia quietly sighed, feigning boredom as she waited upon his story. “In your own time.”

			Bobby cleared his throat, a little theatrical in his approach. “Alright, I’ll start at the beginning. I’ve been living in Hollow Nest for the past twenty years. I came here looking for a fresh start after a troubled childhood. I’m forty-nine years old… and I’ve been killing since I was twenty-five years old. Humans, at least.”

			“Let me guess. You loved killing little animals as a kid?” Brock said, raising his eyebrows. “You know how much of a cliche that makes you?”

			Bobby chuckled quietly. “I never intended to be particularly original, Brock. But don’t act like people won’t remember me, what I did, what I got away with. I’ve been hiding in plain sight this whole time. I’ve tended the teeth of a town plagued by bad dreams of the killer in the woods. And they trusted me with their health, with their kids, with their livelihoods. Funny how that works. They have no idea just how much blood is on my hands.”

			“And that pleases you?” Olivia asked. Bobby shrugged.

			“I suppose it does. I can’t pretend it didn’t give me a thrill, knowing I had their trust when it was me picking them off, one by one. Everyone in the town liked me. They saw me as a father, a breadwinner, a contributor to the community. I had a picture-perfect life from the outside in so many ways. But I kept myself relatable. Everyone knew of my affairs around town, of my less-than-perfect marriage… but it only made me seem more real. In reality, none of that mattered to me. I only ever dreamed of how to continue my killing spree.”

			“You said you made your first human kill at twenty-five. What possessed you to do it?” Olivia asked. 

			“Why does any killer kill? It gave me a thrill. I liked to see people in pain. And then, after a while, I began to enjoy the artistry of it all too. That was when I figured I’d put my own spin on things, and put some of my… skills to use. I told you I liked to prepare meat, Olivia, and I wasn’t lying.”

			“But your first kill… who was it? And if you didn’t butcher them, what happened?” Olivia pressed. As much as she wanted to get to the other cases, she also needed to know the root of this man’s evil, the moment that had sparked it all off. He sighed as his eyes glazed over and he recalled the first time he’d killed.

			“My first serious girlfriend… well, I thought she was the one. She had a dark side, just like me. She made crude jokes all the time and she never took life too seriously. I thought she was a keeper, a way to indulge in my darker impulses without having to go all the way. Back then, I didn’t think I wanted to kill. I kept fighting the urge because that seemed like the right thing to do. I had the desire to fit into society, to live a normal life even though it was becoming increasingly clear that it wasn’t the path for me. But then we took a trip that changed everything.”

			“A trip?”

			“I told you I had a difficult childhood, didn’t I? My mom died giving birth to me, and my father was drinking himself into an early grave. I was left to my own devices, and it turned out that was the worst thing possible for me. My father never wanted to step up and make me into a better man.”

			“And no one else was looking out for you?” Olivia asked. She didn’t believe that Bobby had become the man he was without any guidance. Someone taught him charisma, even if no one taught him to follow his darkest impulses. Bobby considered the question.

			“Well, I was practically raised by my friend’s grandpa. He took me under his wing, let me eat at his table, and taught me skills my father never bothered to. It was he who taught me how to hunt, though I doubt he expected me to look for human victims. We’d go out into the woods and shoot down birds, deer, rabbits. Then we’d skin them and prepare the meat. He showed me how… I’ve been using a cleaver long before I started butchering humans. Smart to blame it on the butcher though, right? It was so easy to make it look like his doing. Maybe I got a little sloppy toward the end, but he was the perfect fall guy…”

			“Until he wasn’t,” Brock said, clearly trying to douse the man’s ego. Bobby ignored him.

			“Anyway… my friend’s grandpa… he was a great guy. He gave me a home when no one else would. I had a lot of love and respect for that man. And before he died, he told me that I was a part of the family. He gave me a share in his old cabin in the woods. My friend thought the place was dingy and gross—he practically begged me to take the place for myself. So I did. And I took my girl there. I’d cleaned the place up real nice. I thought it would be romantic. But it didn’t end that way. She got drunk and told me she’d been cheating on me for months… that she was leaving me for some guy she met overseas. And hell, I was so mad at her, that I could’ve killed her.” He paused, chuckling. “And so I did. I squeezed the life out of her, watching her eyes bulge as I choked her out. It made me so happy, watching the regret on her face, watching the life leave her before she could leave me… boy, that felt like justice.”

			Olivia stared at the quiet glee on Bobby’s face and felt sick to her stomach. The unidentified woman had clearly died alone and afraid, just like the others. Did anyone even find her body, or figure out that she’d died? Did she have a family somewhere grieving her loss, wondering why their daughter never came home?

			“I told everyone that she’d left me for her lover. No one thought to question me. Apparently they knew all along that she was cheating on me. And everyone moved on, while I buried her body out in the woods where no one would find her. And every day, I got this kind of thrill from knowing I had a secret that no one else knew. That was only the beginning. From then on, I started killing whenever I could. I would take my trophies back to the cabin and visit the place where I left my dear old girlfriend. It was like a little vacation every single time. And when I began to realize just how damn easy it was to get away with murder, it made me want to up my game. I decided that I wanted something to set me apart, to get people talking. I wanted to make people feel disgust, fear, and wonderment each time I killed. It took a while for me to plan when and where I’d strike first… I started away from home. By this point, I’d settled down and married Sally. It added another layer of thrill to the kills, knowing she could catch me at any time. I’d tell her I was going to conferences… and each time I came home, another kill would be notched on my belt. It took a while to learn how to butcher a human effectively… and it’s hard work. It meant studying anatomy, it meant working out to get stronger… but I was willing to give it my all. Dentistry may be my profession, but killing is my passion project.”

			“How did you select your victims?” Brock asked, his face a little pale from the conversation, but his face straight despite the dark topic. 

			“I learned a lot from my hunting days. All you need to secure a kill is a lone target. It became clear to me that the woods were perfect hunting grounds. People go out alone all the time, in all their arrogance. And with no one else around, no one there to hear a scream in the middle of the day… you’d be surprised what you can get away with. You’ll still be finding bodies in years to come, and they’ll be mine. I did that.”

			“There are bodies that weren’t ever found?” Olivia asked, trying to keep the shock from her voice. Bobby’s mouth twisted into a smile.

			“Oh yes, Olivia. A lot of bodies. I killed more people than I can even remember. And because of my style, many of the bodies will never be identified, even when they’re found. If I was feeling extra devious, I’d spread the body over a bunch of locations. No one was ever the wiser, and I felt myself coming into my own. But something was missing. Something that made me change how I did things a few years ago.”

			“You were lacking an audience,” Olivia murmured. “You were getting away with so much but no one even knew about it. You wanted more recognition.”

			“Exactly. I decided to become a little more… stylized. So I began to kill in a pattern, hoping that someone would pick up on it. I liked the idea of the thrill of the hunt. I thought it would make things more interesting. So I thought, why not start my own hunting season?

			“Halloween.”

			He chuckled. “It’s never been my favorite holiday. All those candies… a dental nightmare. But it seemed like the perfect time. The best time to drum up extra fear. The first few years, I still had hikers on my hit list, but then I heard about the Halloween prank those girls were doing. They were having their fun with it, and I thought I’d join in on it. They never saw it coming… and they left themselves wide open, out in my favorite forest. So satisfying.”

			“You’re sick,” Olivia said, wrinkling her nose at him. “Three innocent children are dead because of you. Don’t you have any remorse?”

			Bobby scowled, looking almost offended. “I didn’t know who I would find when I went to the woods that night. All I knew was that the pentagram showed up in the same place every year. I’d kill whoever was behind it. But after those girls fought and left one of them exposed… how could I refuse? It felt like the perfect night. It went so smoothly. I just walked on over from the office after work and waited for someone to show up. The girls came out in their dumb costumes and did their dumb ritual. And by the time young Sammy was alone, the rest was simple. But don’t worry, she didn’t suffer. She was strangled first. She didn’t feel everything I did to her.”

			Brock bristled. “Is that supposed to make it better?”

			“I don’t know, and I don’t particularly care, Brock. You think it bothers me what you think of my work? It’s for my own pleasure, not yours. You couldn’t even begin to understand why I do this.”

			“Feel free to enlighten us,” Olivia said.

			“You’re so concerned with justice. With putting people away,” Bobby said in a mocking tone. “You don’t have the slightest clue about good and evil. What they can be.”

			“Oh, I know something about evil,” Olivia replied.

			The killer rolled his eyes. “Anyway… that night, I took the black cat as a souvenir, and a few fingers for good measure. I always like to keep something. And if the victims had jewelry, I take that too. It’s a reminder of who the parts belonged to… otherwise, things could get a little muddled.” Bobby chuckled to himself. “The black cat was an added bonus. And then, I realized it was a perfect way to frame Joshua when things started getting a little too hairy around here. I figured if you thought you’d caught the right guy, you’d head off and I’d be able to continue my work at some point. I couldn’t have you hanging over me like a dark cloud. But then… Danica and Craig complicated things.”

			“What happened? I assume Craig’s death was never a part of the plan,” Olivia said. Bobby’s smile faded a little and he bowed his head ever so slightly.

			“Neither of them were part of my plans, to be honest. I’ve developed a habit of going back to the places where I make kills… and it was so easy to revisit where Sammy was killed. I waited a while so that the cops weren’t hanging around, and then each evening, I started going there to admire my handiwork. And then that night when Danica showed up, I heard her talking to herself. Well, to Sammy, really. She was trying to say sorry to her for how she’d treated her… I don’t know, I presume it was some high school drama. She never knew what was coming. I slit her throat…and as I did, I saw my son, watching me.”

			“Why was he there?”

			“He’d followed me out. Things had been tense at home. Sally was accusing me of sneaking out to cheat. I guess Craig thought he’d find me out in the woods with some woman. But what he saw… I knew there was no going back. He was going to turn me in. I saw it in his eyes. And before I knew what I was doing… I was killing him too. But for the first time… it felt wrong to make a kill. I didn’t enjoy it. I even… I regretted it. He was my son, after all. And I didn’t have the heart to carry out my usual work. I just cleared the scene of evidence and went home.”

			“Poor you,” Brock sniped, but Bobby seemed distant, like any emotion that may have been there just couldn’t come to the surface.

			“Ever since then, I haven’t had my head in the game. I started making little mistakes. I always had plans to pin things on Joshua if things went south, but I was clumsy in how I did it. I know that now.” He let out a strained sigh, shrugging his shoulders. “Ahh, well. I guess all good things have to come to an end.”

			“That’s all you have to say for yourself?” Brock said, staring at him in disgust. “You don’t feel any regret?”

			“If I could bring my son back, I would. But I can’t. It’s in the past now. And now, at least the world will know just how prolific I was. I had a career most killers only dream of. People will remember my name forever.” He paused, smiling to himself. “And now that it’s all over, I suppose I can do one last service. I’ll tell you where the bodies are. You can have the address to the cabin, too. You’ll find every trophy I ever kept there. The families of the dead can get the closure they’ve been looking for. Isn’t that generous of me? To dredge up the past and make them relive it? I’m sure they’ll love that.”

			Olivia was desperate to smack the smile right off Bobby’s face, but she knew she couldn’t get away with it. She tried to be satisfied knowing he was going to prison, but it didn’t seem like punishment enough for such a sick, depraved man. She stood from the table, her legs shaking a little as she stared him down.

			“Brock will finish up with you here. I think there will be some people who’d like to know what happened to their loved ones. And that you’ll rot in prison for what you did,” Olivia said. The rage inside her was hard to douse, but she walked away from it all, leaving the maniac behind. She took a deep breath and removed her phone from her pocket to call Sammy’s mother.

			She was the first of many she would have to call.
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			The clouds were gray and there was drizzle pouring down on the day of Hollow Nest’s memorial. All evidence of Halloween had now been wiped from the town, but there was still a sinister feel in the air. The killing might be over, but it had left a curse upon the damned town and its inhabitants.

			It had been several days since Olivia and Brock had captured and interviewed Bobby Wilcox about his murderous tirade, and they’d been invited by the families of the deceased to join them in a town-wide memorial for the victims. Not just the three who had died since Halloween, but also the many others who had been slaughtered throughout the years.

			Everyone was gathered in the town square for the occasion. Olivia and Brock opted to keep to themselves, standing to one side while everyone else spoke in whispers and a string quartet played somber music in the bandstand. Olivia spied Bobby’s wife, Sally, standing alone with no umbrella, allowing herself to get wet. She had lost more than anyone: her son, her husband, her dignity. Everyone else was avoiding her like the plague, of course. No one wanted to be seen standing with the murderer’s wife.

			Joshua, however, seemed to have a lot of people standing by him. Since his return after his arrest, it seemed he’d regained his footing in the community. He stood with Max, his hands on his son’s shoulder, and others passed them by, paying them words of respect and apologies. Olivia had been all too happy to collect him two days prior and escort him back to town, where he was reunited with his relieved son. Now, they looked as though there was a tentative alliance between them, the beginnings of fixing a broken family.

			Standing by the bandstand, all in black, were Devi and Alexa, clutching one another like lifelines. Olivia’s heart ached for those two. After all they’d lost, they still stood almost alone in the rain. Sammy had been the beginning of the end. If only it hadn’t taken such a tragic incident to catch the killer, Olivia thought to herself. However, when she saw Danica’s friends approaching Devi and Alexa, seemingly offering words of condolences, Olivia almost smiled. Perhaps there would be more harmony for them at school now, at least.

			It was a town torn apart by tragedy and sewn back together by grief and newfound kindness. Everywhere Olivia looked, she saw people comforting one another, banding together to try and get through the horrific memorial service. Countless people were dead and buried because of Bobby. Olivia still had a team trying to locate all of the bodies. In the cabin where Bobby’s killing spree began, they found his ex-girlfriend, Katrina Worth, buried beside a large oak tree. Inside, she’d been the one to find a room full of Bobby’s hoarded treasures - decorated boxes containing trinkets from each one of his kills. They located Sammy’s ring in a pretty floral tin along with her finger bones, skin still clinging to her severed digits. The entire place was like a museum of horrors, an ode to all of the awful things Bobby had achieved. And the worst part of it was that Olivia knew Bobby was taking some kind of sick joy from it all. He might be locked behind bars, but all he had was time. Time spent daydreaming about everything he’d done, about the grief he’d caused, about Olivia and Brock finding the evidence of each grisly and disgusting crime.

			Olivia had spent a long while waiting for a case to sink her teeth into, but this one had left her hollowed out inside. She could see it had taken a toll on Brock too. He’d been looking for escapism, but he’d found only more nightmares. Many cases left their mark on FBI agents, but where children were involved, they cut deep. It would be a long time before Olivia would be able to forget Sammy Aldridge and the others. It was so unnecessary, such a complete waste of life.

			And the town of Hollow Nest would never quite be the same again. How could it be? Not one person had come out unscathed. They all knew the person who had killed so many, knew the kids who had lost their lives, knew the stories about the hikers in the woods. It was bad enough knowing that someone had died, but in such a horrific way, killed by their neighbor? Olivia couldn’t picture it. 

			She would be glad to leave Hollow Nest and never return. 

			There was a smattering of applause as the string quartet finished their somber song, and Olivia clapped too. She wondered how long they should stand there in the rain before it was appropriate to leave. She didn’t feel right infringing on the event. She might’ve been there for much of what had transpired, but that didn’t mean she belonged among the residents, people mourning the loss of their friends. She was about to nudge Brock and ask him if he was ready to leave when she spotted Renee walking through the crowd.

			Sammy’s mother had seen better days. Dark circles were ringing her eyes and she seemed to have lost weight since Olivia had last seen her. Grief had pulled at her skin, making it sag and sink into her cheekbones. But her expression was once again unreadable as she approached them, and her cheeks were dry save for the droplets of rain falling from her sodden hair. She stood beside Olivia quietly, watching the band begin their next mournful song.

			“Sammy would’ve laughed at all this,” Renee said softly. “She would’ve said something stupid like… music and a few tears won’t wake the dead. “We’ll have to wait for the zombie apocalypse for that,”’ She would have joked.” Renee shook her head. “She wouldn’t want all the fuss, all the sad faces… but I guess this isn’t just about her anymore.”

			Olivia nodded. She recalled Sammy’s wake, where the hall seemed far too big for the few amount of guests. And yet, the whole town had turned up in the rain for this one. Olivia could only imagine how that made Renee feel. Like her daughter was already fading into the background. Just another victim in the masses of Bobby’s spree.

			Renee sighed, scuffing her boots against the ground. “Well, I don’t see myself staying here. I think I’ll move to the city. I always wanted to when I was a kid. I had images of myself being some big shot, living in a penthouse apartment, living the single life… and now that I’m on my own… well, what else is there to do?”

			Brock offered Renee a sad smile. “Well, if it helps, it sounds like Sammy would’ve loved that life for you. You can go on all the adventures she wanted to go on some day. Sell the house. Leave it all behind.”

			Renee forced a smile. “Yeah. It doesn’t sound so bad, does it? And you’re right. Sammy wouldn’t want me to just wallow. I’ll never let go of what happened to her… but she wouldn’t want me to waste whatever time I have left. Nothing is promised, after all.”

			Olivia nodded solemnly. Renee threaded her hands together, her face strained. Olivia thought that might be the closest she would get to breaking down in front of them. She kept her eyes on the band, controlling her breathing.

			“My Sammy was the biggest surprise to me. I never really expected motherhood to suit me… but it really did. I did a good job of it, I think. And I learned so much through loving her. Things no one else could teach me,” Renee said. “I’ve thought a few times since she died… that if I could go back, if I could change the course of my life… would I just not bother having a child? To save myself this pain I feel? The sort that I’ll never escape. And then I gave myself a shake. I came to my senses. And I realized that no matter what, she was worth it. Every second of agony, I’d live through it a thousand times, just to remember what it was like to hold her. to see her smile. No one tells you that your daughter will smile less as she grows up… as the world puts her in a chokehold. So every time she did, it felt like the sun was coming out. And I’ll remember that now. Every time the skies are gray and there are clouds over my head, I’ll think of her and what she meant to me.”

			Olivia was surprised to find that her own cheeks were wet with tears. She had seen a thousand grieving mothers, but something about Renee’s speech had left her feeling lost. She’d never understood love that deep. How could she when she had never had a child? She had been so sure that wasn’t what she wanted in her life. She’d been so sure that to have a child was to simply have pain, to have fear. 

			But watching Renee standing tall in the rain with a hole in her heart, she saw it in a new light. She watched as Renee laughed to herself, shaking her head.

			“God, if she could hear me now. ‘Ugh, Mom, you’re so cringe! Stop embarrassing me,’ she’d say.” She laughed again, the sound catching a little in her throat. “I’d give anything to embarrass her one last time.”

			Olivia put a hand on Renee’s arm. “She’s out there somewhere, cringing her heart out.”

			Renee turned to Olivia with tears in her eyes, but she was smiling. “Thanks, Olivia. And thank you for everything else… my daughter deserves to rest without being tormented by that man and his crimes.”

			“It was our pleasure to help,” Olivia said softly. “Good luck with everything, Renee. We hope you find the peace you deserve.”

			“Thank you,” Renee said. She looked up at the sky and Olivia’s eyes followed hers to the clouds. They watched as the clouds parted a little, letting through a trickle of sunlight. Renee smiled.

			“There’s my baby,” she said softly.
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			Olivia wasn’t feeling particularly festive. She’d called her mom in advance and let her know that she and Brock would be heading there for Thanksgiving a day early, straight from Hollow Nest, but as they made the quiet drive to her parent’s house, Olivia’s heart felt like it had dipped to her stomach. She thought of all those people, spending their first Thanksgiving without their children, their friends, their peers. Then there were all the people who had finally been given closure from the disappearances of their family years before, coming to terms with what had happened to them. It was too dark and dismal to bear thinking about, but it stayed on Olivia’s mind the entire journey.

			Because she knew how it felt. She knew how special days like Thanksgiving and Christmas could become forever tainted by tragedy and losing someone dear to you. Ever since Veronica’s death, she had desperately tried to regain the spark of the holidays each time they came back around, and yet Veronica’s absence was always notable. She had always brought a certain light to the events. When Olivia was a kid, she often found Veronica to be irritating, always stealing the show with her big personality. But now she smiled as she recalled how as a kid Veronica would put on a ‘show’ every Christmas, a one-woman performance written and acted by her. She would sit the family down in the living room, snatching dollar bills from their parents for admissions, before wobbling her way through her variance of A Christmas Carol or the nativity. It made Olivia’s heart squeeze to think of that now. It brought too many happy memories flooding back. And while happy memories might seem like a good thing, they were also a reminder of what they’d lost. 

			As Olivia stared out of the window, Olivia felt Brock squeeze her leg gently. 

			“Hey. I know holidays can be tough. But we’re going to have a good time, I promise,” Brock told her. She managed a smile, grateful that he was trying to make things better. She put her hand on top of his.

			“Do you ever… do you ever miss your family during the holidays?” Olivia asked him. Brock’s smile fell a little as he stared out at the road. “I’m sorry to ask. I know you tend not to want to think about it. But I’m just curious. Do you… do you have this feeling in your stomach like something isn’t quite right? Knowing it can never be the same as it once was when you were young?”

			Brock chewed the inside of his cheek, remaining silent for a few moments. But then he sighed. “Well, the holidays have always felt kind of complicated to me. I spent most of them with my grandfather… so yeah, I guess there’s an element of remembering how things were as a kid. But at the same time, I don’t really remember having good holidays whenever they rolled around. I remember… I remember feeling like I had to try and impress him all the time. He always had this competitive streak to him. He didn’t want a grandson. He wanted a trophy, someone to show off to his friends in business. And when I was younger, it wasn’t easy to impress him. He wasn’t interested in seeing that I’d learned to count to ten, or that I’d started riding a bike, or any of those things that kids see as a rite of passage.”

			“Oh, Brock…”

			“It got easier as I grew up. By the time I was in my teens, I could show him report cards,  show him trophies from sports teams I was on, and the way his face used to light up… well, I lived for that. I’d see the pride in his eyes and feel like I was finally doing something right. So I pushed myself all the time, all in the name of making him care about me more. Obviously, that’s not how love actually works… but it felt like it at the time. And I took that with me into young adulthood. When I joined my grandfather’s company, I still felt like a child trying to impress his Pops. But the novelty wore off eventually. I guess I started to realize that I wasn’t willing to sacrifice all of my morals just to make him care about me. And that was a good decision. But during the holidays, I do sometimes wonder how things could’ve been different. If I had stayed at his side, I think I would’ve been like a son to him. But he could never have been a father to me in return. He didn’t know the meaning of the task.”

			“Brock… I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak so honestly about your family before.”

			Brock chuckled. “You know me. I’m a closed book with the pages glued together. I don’t like to talk about the past so much. Not when I’ve got a bright future ahead of me. That’s what matters the most to me. But I know your curiosity gets the better of you. I know I should open up a little more to you. So happy Thanksgiving, darling. This is me trying my best to be more open with you.”

			Olivia squeezed Brock’s hand hard. “You didn’t need to do that.”

			“No, I did. The wounds are old enough now that they won’t reopen, I think. I should talk about it more. That’s how healing happens. And I know that I tend to go to my therapist before I go to you for these things… but I guess I always feel like I’m burdening you when I bring these things up.”

			“Brock, you could never be a burden to me.”

			Brock smiled. “That’s what my therapist told me too. She said you’d want to be here for me, that it’s in your nature to want to help me. So I’ll try harder to be open about things. I know how it’s been these past few months. I’ve been hiding away, letting all my problems pile on top of one another. It’s not fair on you and it’s not fair on myself. It’s going to be better from here on out, I swear.”

			“You don’t need to explain yourself to me. After everything you’ve been through, it’s okay to need time to recover from it all,” Olivia said softly. “Please don’t feel like you have to try and be okay before you’re ready. I think we’re all still reeling from what happened on the island… every time I speak to Henry, he sounds so, so tired. Melody barely does anything anymore, and the twins are the same. But they didn’t have to go through such a gut-wrenching betrayal… what Yara did will take time to get over.”

			“I know. But I’m getting there. Really, I am,” Brock promised her. “I don’t think I’ll find it easy to trust anyone anymore… but I don’t need to trust many people. I trust you, and that’s what matters to me most. You’re the balance in my life, even when the earth beneath my feet keeps shaking. You’re everything.”

			Olivia felt warmth flooding her heart. She had always known that Brock was her stability in life, but she never imagined that she could offer the same to him. But now she saw how they both balanced one another out. The woman who wore her heart on her sleeve and the man who kept his locked up tight in his chest. The man who saw the lighter side of life, and the woman who lived in the shadows. Slowly, they were tipping the scales. While Brock’s life had gone dark, Olivia was there to show him the way back to the middle ground. 

			After so long together, Olivia never expected to still be learning about them as a couple, but she was. Every day, their relationship surprised her in some way. And now, as she gripped Brock’s hand, she felt they had never been better. They were solid together, even when alone they walked on unstable legs. She gripped his hand even harder, not wanting to let go.

			It was a good thing they never left one another alone.
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			Olivia’s heart lifted a little as they made it to her parent’s house and found her mother standing anxiously on the doorstep, waiting for their arrival. Her face lit up when she saw Olivia, and Olivia began to wonder what she was so worried about. This was a time to be with family, and that was all that mattered.

			“Hello sweetheart!” she said, opening her arms for Olivia as she walked up to the door. She gripped her mom tight, closing her eyes for a moment. After the emotional exhaustion the last case had given her, it felt good to hug her mom close, holding on to her like she used to as a child. 

			Sometimes, there was just nothing better.

			“And Brock!” Jean cried, giving him a long hug too. “This is becoming something of a tradition, isn’t it? Having you here!”

			“Can’t say I’m complaining, Jean,” Brock said, smiling over her shoulder at Olivia. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

			“Oh, Happy Thanksgiving to you. What a treat to have you both here for a few nights. Come on in, get warm…”

			The pair of them stepped inside and Olivia marveled at how Jean had transformed the house. The entire place had been transformed into an autumnal paradise, orange and brown decorations adorning every surface. In the dining area, the table was decked out too, ready for dinner the following day. Olivia blinked in surprise. She had never known her mother to be into decorating much. She could recall Christmases when they didn’t have a Christmas tree, their gifts instead gathered in front of the fireplace or by the window because Jean was always too busy to find the time for decorating. Not that Olivia had ever really minded, since Jean never missed a holiday. But it made it all the stranger to see the whole place decked out like something from a catalog. Clearly, Jean had gone out of her way to make this Thanksgiving as special as possible.

			“What do you think? It’s not too much, is it?” Jean asked, chewing her lip. Olivia smiled.

			“It’s lovely. It’s a nice surprise.”

			“Well, I guess I’ve had a little more time on my hands recently,” Jean said. She looked like she was going to say more, but she didn’t, standing awkwardly before the pair of them. Eventually, she clapped her hands together. “Right, well, your father is taking a nap, Olivia, so I thought perhaps you could both put your things upstairs, and then we’ll have a little buffet and a few drinks… how does that sound?”

			“That sounds great,” Olivia said earnestly. They’d been living off the occasional sandwich from the local store while they’d been on the case, not finding much time to eat properly, so the thought of being able to eat freely, drink a little, and relax was a welcome one. Still, she wondered what was going on with her mom as she and Brock headed upstairs to put their bags down.

			“Did she seem a little… different to you?” Olivia asked Brock in the privacy of the guest room. “I mean, she’s never made this much effort for Thanksgiving before… it seems a little out of character.”

			“You did say she seemed to really want this Thanksgiving to go well.”

			“I know, but this seems even more intense than I imagined. Do you think she’s okay?”

			Brock glanced at the door, as if checking Jean wasn’t behind him.

			“Well, she seemed a little… tense.”

			“I know, right? I’ve never seen her like this before! Something has wound her up, I’m sure of it…”

			“Well, we’ll find out, won’t we? We’re here for two days. She won’t be able to sit on a secret for that long…”

			“Brock, she lied to me for over twenty years about her occupation. She’s the best liar I know.”

			He chuckled. “Okay, point taken. Maybe she’s just a little nervous about having guests in the house or something. Perhaps later you can get her on her own and ask her what’s going on.”

			But Jean was still a little twitchy when they went back downstairs. She immediately shoved a glass of prosecco into each of their hands, fussing around lighting pumpkin-spiced candles and putting on some easy-listening music. Olivia glanced at Brock and saw that even he looked a little surprised. Jean was no homebody, and she looked strange in such a domesticated environment, making a big deal of the holidays. When she had added finishing touches to her decor, she raised her glass.

			“Well… cheers! Happy holidays!”

			“Cheers!” Everyone chorused, but Olivia felt she was forcing it a little. She wanted to get to the bottom of what was going on, but Jean didn’t give them much of an opportunity to ask questions. She kept passing around plates of food, chattering away without really saying much at all. Olivia tried to get a word in edgeways, but Jean was in far too deep with her jabbering. Even Brock, who was usually the chattiest person in any room, didn’t get a chance to say a word. Several hours passed this way and Olivia began to worry about what was going on. Was something wrong with her? Was she gearing up to tell them that she was ill, or that her father was? He still hadn’t made an appearance, but Olivia wondered if that had something to do with Jean’s odd behavior. If she’d been acting this way for a while, maybe he’d been looking for an opportunity to escape her chatting for a little while.

			The evening dragged on and the drinks were flowing a little too freely. Olivia felt her head getting a little fuzzy, and Jean was going at almost twice the speed she was, and when Olivia’s father did finally emerge from his nap, he settled into the couch in front of the TV. Brock rubbed at his temple as though trying to clear the fog in his mind. He blinked several times and glanced at Olivia while Jean continued to talk about the new candles she’d bought.

			“Well, this has been lovely,” he said, his tongue sounding a little heavy. “But I think it’s about time I went to bed… this case has really exhausted me.”

			“So soon?” Jean asked, her eyes wide. Olivia had never seen her so drunk. She was such a composed woman at the best of times, she rarely allowed herself to drink to excess. Once again, Olivia had to wonder what was going on with her.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll be ready to go full throttle tomorrow morning. Just need a decent night’s sleep,” Brock said with a warm smile. I’m not sure she’ll be ready to keep going if she drinks anymore, Olivia thought to herself. Brock caught her eye. “You should stay up a while with your mom, Olivia. Just don’t wake me up when you come in, yeah?”

			Olivia knew what he was doing—giving her a chance to question her alone. She smiled gratefully at him. “Sure. I’ll do my best.”

			“Alright then. Goodnight, ladies,” Brock said as he headed for the stairs. Jean pressed a hand to her chest and looked at Olivia adoringly.

			“Such a good man, Olivia. You’ve bagged a keeper. I hope he knows he’s a part of our family now. That he’s always got a home with us…”

			“He knows,” Olivia said with a smile. Then she picked up her glass and moved to sit beside her mother on the sofa. “But Mom… I want to talk to you. About tonight… you seem like you’re a little wound up. What’s going on with you? You’re just not yourself.”

			Jean’s smile fell and her shoulders slumped forward. She put her glass down on the table and turned toward her daughter. 

			“Oh, alright… I suppose there’s no time like the present. I should just rip the Band-Aid off.”

			“Is everything okay? You’re scaring me a little…”

			“Oh, don’t you worry yourself, darling, everything is fine. There’s nothing wrong at all. It’s just that… well, things are going to change now, and it’s left me feeling a little on edge, I suppose. But it’s for the best, and it’s what I want. It’s just figuring out how to tell you. Because saying it out loud makes it feel more real, which terrifies me.”

			“Not half as much as you’re terrifying me… please, Mom, tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“Yes, yes, sorry. I’m getting there, I promise.” Jean took hold of Olivia’s hands in her own, taking a deep breath. “So… you know that work has been a huge deal to me for the past thirty-five years. I’ve loved every second of it, even when times have been at their toughest. But in the past few months, I’ve felt myself wondering, what else is there? I haven’t taken a breath in so long, Olivia. I don’t know what life looks like without work. I looked back at my life and I started thinking about how it felt watching you and Veronica growing up, and it all feels like a blur. I had this moment of clarity where I thought to myself… if I’d been more present, maybe things would’ve been different.”

			“Don’t do that to yourself, Mom.”

			“But it’s true. You’ve followed exactly in my footsteps, and Veronica was always such a career girl too… she never had her sights set on anything else. And I hear people talking about the other things in life and I realized I missed so much. So a few weeks ago, I decided that in six months, I’m going to retire from the FBI.”

			Olivia’s mouth fell open. She’d never expected to hear those words from her mother’s mouth. Somewhere deep down, Olivia knew she would have to retire at some point, that she wouldn’t be working in the FBI until she was old. But to Olivia, she still saw Jean Knight as a young woman, still very much in her prime. She couldn’t imagine who she would be once she retired.

			“Mom… are you sure about this? Have you really thought it through?”

			Jean nodded. “I know this must’ve been a shock to you… and I know it probably seems like a rash decision, but I promise you, it isn’t. When you and I fell out, that was the first time I seriously considered leaving the FBI. Because you were right. I always put work before my family, and I didn’t like the person that made me. I forgot how to be anything other than a federal agent. And then when the dust settled, I found myself getting sucked back into it again. It’s like an obsession… you’ll know what I mean, I expect. You’ve always had as much passion for the work as I have. And it drains you. It takes every ounce of your emotion, every ounce of your energy. And it scares me a little that there’s never anything left at the end of the day. What do I have left to give to your father, to you, to the world? I’ve never had a hobby or sat down in front of the TV and binged a show. I’ve never had a social life, had a group of girlfriends, or made lasting connections outside of the people in this house. I don’t want to live the rest of my days without making some kind of mark on the world, you know? When I die, I don’t want to be forgotten so easily.”

			Olivia nodded. She understood. She thought of Sammy and the legacy she had left behind. It wasn’t much, and it had almost been overshadowed by the other deaths in the town. How would it make her feel if she was alive, to know that the world kept turning so easily without her?

			“Won’t you miss it?” Olivia asked gently. Jean’s eyes clouded with tears and she laughed quietly.

			“Oh, like hell. This job has been everything to me for so long. But that’s how I know it’s time to walk away. It’ll hurt, but it’ll be for the best. There’s other things in life to explore. And the longer you stay with a job like this, the more it consumes you.”

			Olivia nodded again. “That sounds familiar. Mom, I can’t believe you’re doing this. A year ago if you’d told me this, I never would’ve believed you. You’ve grown more than you know.”

			Jean reached out to cup Olivia’s cheek. “I’ve got you to thank for that, sweetheart. You’re the one who pushed me to change.”

			“I hope I’m not the reason you decided to leave though, Mom…”

			“No, not at all. Well, maybe partly, but not in the way you imagine. I want to be here for you more. I want to focus on my family. Your father and I aren’t getting any younger. He’ll be retiring soon too and I want to make sure we have time to enjoy the life we’ve worked for. Maybe we’ll go traveling for a while, see a bit of the world while we’re still young and able. There’s no chance I’ll be sitting still, wasting away in my home, you don’t need to worry about that possibility.”

			“Don’t worry, that never even crossed my mind.”

			Jean smiled. “So you understand now why I’m doing this, right? I think I could keep going with the FBI until the day I die, but that doesn’t mean I should. I want to take a breather/ See the world in a new light. Is that crazy? Am I making the right decision?”

			Olivia smiled at her Mom. “Absolutely. This is the perfect time. You’re doing what’s best for you, I know you are. I’m happy for you. I hope that this decision works out for you.”

			“Me too,” Jean said with a sniff. She paused. “Do you think… I mean, what do you think…”

			“I think Veronica would be proud of you too,” Olivia said gently. A tear spilled over Jean’s cheek and she nodded, her face crumpling. It wasn’t often that Olivia saw her mother break down, and now, she slid closer to her and held her in a long hug, feeling as though she was holding her together with her embrace. Her heart ached too. It was the end of an era for Jean. For a long time now, she’d been Olivia’s role model, the person she aspired to be like most. And now, her biggest mentor was walking away from the FBI and leaving on her own two feet. Olivia hadn’t known Jean as an FBI agent all of her life, but now it was hard to imagine her as anything else. She gripped her tighter, holding her together. 

			“You’re going to be fine, Mom,” Olivia whispered. “Time for a new adventure.”
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			Belle Grove was a welcome sight, as it always was. After such a draining case and the excitement of Thanksgiving, it felt good to just go home for a while. Olivia and Brock wearily unloaded themselves from the car and headed straight for their favorite diner, where Olivia ordered a large coffee and Brock ordered the biggest burger Olivia had ever seen. She watched him in amusement as he dug into the delicacy, closing his eyes to savor every single bite he took. 

			“Is that good?” she asked. He groaned in response.

			“Hell yes, it is. I feel like I need it after this week. It took it out of me.”

			Olivia nodded in agreement. The weekend had been an emotional affair, not made better by the long drive home in the rain. They’d spoken to Jonathan briefly as they made their way back to Belle Grove, and he congratulated them on a successful assignment, but Olivia could still feel the chunk the case had taken out of her heart. It would take some time for that wound to heal over, she thought.

			“I’ve been thinking a lot… about what Renee was saying at the memorial,” Olivia said. Brock caught her eye and put his burger down, sensing the seriousness of the conversation they were about to have. Olivia took a deep breath.

			“All those things she said about being a mother, about living with the pain of her loss, but knowing it was worth it for those years she had with Sammy… it struck a chord in me. I’ve not had the easiest ride with my own Mom…”

			“That’s an understatement.”

			“It sure is. But I know that I love her more than almost anyone on the planet. Renee was right. There’s a bond you have with your mom that’s just irreplaceable. And it’s complicated, it hurts and it can be downright annoying… but it’s also beautiful and joyous and everything in between. And I thought about what she’s going through with retiring, and I thought about what I said to you the other day… about never really wanting to have children. And look, this isn’t me saying I’ve changed my mind… I think having a child is something that can’t be taken lightly. And let’s be real, I’m getting way ahead of myself. But I’m just saying I’ll think about it some more. Because I don’t want to feel like I’ve discounted something before I really know what it is I’d be missing. Our lives can get pretty bleak sometimes… the past few months have proved that to us. But when good things are offered to us… well, it makes sense to take them, right? So maybe someday… maybe if the time feels right, and the opportunity arises… maybe kids are something I’d consider.”

			Brock’s face broke out into a huge smile. Olivia raised her eyebrow at him in a warning manner.

			“Don’t be rushing ahead and jumping to conclusions. I’m not saying it’s going to happen. I’m just saying I’ll think about it.”

			“I know. I’m just happy that you’re open to it. Because so am I. I really am,” Brock said. Olivia smiled back.

			“We’re talking about way in the future. We’ve not even settled down, bought our own place, gotten engaged…”

			Brock grinned, picking up his burger again. “Don’t worry, babe. I’m working on it.”

			Olivia kicked Brock under the table and he laughed mischievously, taking a huge bite of his burger. A wave of relief came over Olivia, accompanied by the deep warmth she’d felt for Brock for so long now. She felt as though the conversation had opened all the windows and doors of the home they shared, in the space they’d made for one another in their lives. She didn’t know what the future held. She lived an unpredictable life, and she knew it would never be simple to see what was in front of her. 

			But that didn’t mean she couldn’t dream of what might come someday.

			Olivia felt bone tired by the time they finished up at the diner. As she and Brock trudged up to their home together, she gripped his hand in hers, ready for a relaxing evening of Brock watching TV and her curling up with a book. It was nice to have that to come home to after each case, when the dust was still settling and she needed some escape from reality. It was easy enough to hole away together and shut the world out for a while.

			But as they stepped inside, Olivia’s foot collided with a pile of mail beneath her feet. And when she looked down, she saw a blue envelope, addressed in wobbly writing to Brock.

			And her stomach sank.

			Something about the letter seemed off. Brock rarely got mail aside from bills and junk mail. Yet there was this letter, written in a scrawl that looked as though it was scribbled by a madman.

			Or a madwoman.

			She caught Brock’s eye.

			“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

			He took a deep breath in. “I hope not.”

			Olivia bent down to pick it up and shoved it into Brock’s hands. Obediently, he opened, his hands trembling a little. He almost tore the letter as he tossed the envelope to one side and scanned the page. His eyes returned to meet Olivia’s.

			“Signed, Yara Montague.”
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			Thank you for reading Into the Night, the eleventh book in the Olivia Knight FBI Series. We had a blast crafting this bizarre case for Olivia and Brock in the mysterious town of Hollow Nest during the spookiest time of the year, Halloween. After all, where better for mysterious events to go down than under the cover of autumn leaves and Halloween festivities?

			Thank you for making Olivia and Brock such beloved characters in your heart and we can’t wait for you to join us on the next exciting adventure with our beloved duo.

			Our goal remains to provide you with the perfect escape into a world of non-stop excitement and action with every book. However, we can’t do it alone! As indie writers, we don’t have a big marketing budget or a massive following to help spread the word. That’s where you come in! If you love the Olivia Knight series, please take a moment to leave us a review and tell your fellow book lovers about our latest installment. With your help, we can continue to bring you more thrilling adventures with Olivia and Brock, and make our mark in the world of crime fiction.

			Thank you for your continued support, and we can’t wait to take you on more thrilling adventures with the Olivia Knight FBI series!

			By the way, if you find any typos, have suggestions, or just simply want to reach out to us, feel free to email us at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Your writer friends,

			Elle Gray & K.S. Gray
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			Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

			Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

			Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

			Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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