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Dedicated to nurses everywhere—heroes in the heart of humanity’s most challenging moments. Your compassion and courage inspire beyond words.
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


My dearest readers,

In the vibrant world of storytelling, time has a fluidity that reality denies us. We are allowed to leap over years, even decades, to explore new narratives, different stages of character development, and to tell the stories that ignite our imagination. This is exactly what’s happened with Timothy Stewart, the little boy whose life was tragically altered in the Winter Black series. Through the transformative power of fiction, we’ve fast-forwarded this child’s timeline, allowing him to evolve into the compelling adult character of Justice Hall in the A Villain’s Story series.

This time jump is an essential part of developing books that offer fresh perspectives and unique storylines while maintaining the essence of the character we all came to know in Winter’s series. As we delve deeper into his world, we’ll unravel secrets, face new villains, and question the fine line between justice and revenge.

I sincerely hope you will join me on this thrilling journey, embracing this change and growing alongside Justice. I’m incredibly excited to explore this world with you, and I thank you for your understanding, support, and the love you’ve shown for these characters.

Happy Reading!

Mary


DESCRIPTION


Murder hides behind mercy's mask.

Eleven days after Deputy Justice Hall secretly ends another reign of terror, Elmaeder County Sheriff’s Office swirls with silent questions. The abrupt halt of murders puzzles everyone, especially the sheriff, who suspects Justice’s involvement, straining their relationship.

Will she be his next target?

Needing to regain trust, Justice jumps at a case involving a suspicious death at a retirement home. What begins as a routine inquiry spirals into a complex investigation. Anomalies at the home hint at a sinister undercurrent, challenging Justice’s detective skills more than ever.

Especially when another resident turns up dead.

As Justice uncovers more about the home’s dark secrets, the case tests the limits of his moral compass. The deeper he digs, the more he must confront the blurred lines between right and wrong, justice and vengeance.

Prescription for Murder is book seven of Mary Stone’s A Villain’s Story series, a mesmerizing thriller that will make you question the very essence of right and wrong.
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Settling into her favorite chair, Bessie Feinberg drew her rolling table closer with the end of her cane. Her daughter had sent a new email that morning, filled with pictures of her grandkids. Admiring them would be a perfect way to kill the little time she had before Russell would come get her for their evening stroll through the halls of the retirement home.

“You can just click and view the photos on your phone.” Her daughter Carolina had said that about a thousand times, not understanding quite how bad Bessie’s vision was these days. Luckily, one of the young, tech-savvy CNAs had set it up so she could send the photos from her email straight to her TV. Bessie didn’t pretend to understand how it worked, but all she had to do was push one button to watch a slideshow of all her favorite people.

As the first picture appeared on the screen, she winced at the sight of Carolina. To say her daughter had seen better days was an understatement. When Carolina was a little girl, she’d been more feminine, even graceful, but ever since her divorce, it was like she’d given up on trying.

She wore clothes better suited to a male golfer in his sixties. She no longer combed her thinning, graying hair or took the time to put on makeup. These days, she didn’t even bother with a bra, so her massive breasts just did whatever they wanted.

Bessie worried about her daughter’s future. Carolina would never catch another husband looking like that. But Bessie’s grandson and granddaughter seemed happy and beautiful as ever. In the photos, they were at some kind of water park or public fountain, dashing in and out of sprays of water in their swimsuits. As cute as two little bugs in a fluffy pink rug.

A knock sounded on her door, but Bessie didn’t move or acknowledge the person on the other side. What was the point? They’d come in either way, regardless of whether she wanted them to or not.

Sure enough, the door opened, revealing light from the hall. A tall, skin-and-bones nurse wearing Coke-bottle glasses from another era strode inside. She wasn’t Bessie’s usual nurse, but the staff often covered for each other.

The polite name for this person was Nurse Shelly, but Bessie’s friend Russell, who had a nickname for everyone, called the lady currently entering her room “Nurse Mantis” because of the way she often held her long arms—bent at the elbows, hands clasped. He called her regular caretaker “Nurse Pekingese” because, well, Nurse Cindy was small and yippy.

Nurse Mantis ran her hand over her tight bun, her hairline thinning more and more every day.

Carolina often did the same thing, pulling her hair so tight it fell out. Bessie saw it as the mark of a woman who hadn’t been loved by a man in far too long. Thankfully, that wasn’t a problem Bessie shared. She might’ve been seventy-eight with skin like paper, but Russell—her Army man—had her feeling like she was sixteen again. The fact that he lost an arm in combat in Vietnam made him all the more dashing.

Nurse Mantis didn’t say a word as she wheeled a tiny cart up beside Bessie’s chair. She clasped her wrist with cold, bony fingers and recorded her pulse before taking her blood pressure. They did this four times a day, sometimes barging in and waking her up in the middle of the night after it had taken her hours to fall asleep.

A tightness behind her ribs had Bessie clutching her chest. Four months ago, a myocardial infarction had her laid up in bed for almost a month. Dr. Esposito had her on a cocktail of blood thinners that seemed to be working well enough, but she couldn’t deny that in the last week she’d been feeling worse again. She became lightheaded whenever she stood—no matter how slowly and no matter for how long—winded from the slightest bit of exercise.

“What’s wrong with you?” Nurse Mantis’s thin lips curled. The question sounded more like an accusation. Why are you trying to waste my time?

The pain intensified, like Bessie’s heart was solidifying. She needed to talk to her doctor about what she’d been experiencing, but there was no point in saying a word to this long-fingered witch. All Mantis would do was give her more narcotics, which thankfully didn’t appear to be on the menu right now. Bessie wanted to have her wits about her for her walk.

Russell sometimes joked about how hard it was to get drugs when he was young, and now people threw handfuls at him every time he so much as grunted.

Bessie inhaled a few deep breaths, laboring through the ache in her chest until it finally started to fade. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

Visibly relieved—not that Bessie was okay, but that she got to leave—Nurse Mantis hurried from the room, closing the door behind her. Bessie sipped from her water bottle on the table and turned her attention back to the photos, which by now were going through a third loop of the slideshow.

Smiling, she reached up to stroke her necklace—a collar of diamonds and aquamarine that had been in her family for three generations. But all Bessie touched was her own paper-thin skin.

She froze, her heart rate ratcheting up. During the day, she rarely took the necklace off, not unless she was in the shower, and then she always had the CNA put it back on her before she even had her skirt buttoned on.

Sitting up as well as she could, she felt around in the crevices of the padded recliner. The tightness in her chest returned with a vengeance, stealing her breath.

Her hands fumbled against crumbs of peanut shells, loose change, a pen. No necklace.

Scooching to the edge of her seat, Bessie readied to push herself up. Her titanium knee replacement ached, though not nearly as much as her plain old bone knee. And nothing compared to the violent thrashing of her heart—like it was about to fail at any given moment.

A gentle tap came on the door, the knock far too polite to belong to a nurse. Bessie tried to tell Russell to come in, but her voice choked, and she started to wheeze. She couldn’t conjure up enough breath for an honest cough.

Panic sliced through her. She clutched her chest, just like when she’d had the heart attack, but the pain was even more intense this time because the stabbing sensation wasn’t concentrated in one spot. It spread throughout her torso like poison.

“Sugarplum?” Russell pushed the door open and stepped inside. Bessie’s chest was in such a frantic spasm, she couldn’t make eye contact.

“H…” She couldn’t even get one word out.

“Bessie!” He hurried to her side and clasped her shoulder. “Nurse! Help!”

He moved around to her front and knelt to meet her gaze. Bessie blinked, trying to get Russell to come into focus. A blurry photo of her daughter flashed on the TV screen, and a sharp pang stole Bessie’s last breath before she collapsed.

No, Carolina would never catch a new husband looking like that.
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Detective Justice Hall finished getting Carolina Feinberg’s statement in the parking lot by the side of his truck. The location was unconventional, outside standard procedure, given the parking lot was right outside the sheriff’s office.

His desk and computer were a four-minute walk away, and he could’ve typed up everything Carolina had to say about the rather timely death of her elderly mother. Instead, he was scratching his notes out with a pencil in handwriting so sloppy even he could barely read it.

Bringing her outside was for the best. Carolina was very upset and seemed a generally boisterous and loud woman. If he’d taken her statement inside, she would’ve distracted the entire department and brought down productivity.

That was what he tried to tell himself anyway.

The truth was, Justice didn’t want to be in the office right now. His boss, Sheriff Eliza Galvez, was pacing the rows of desks and asking all kinds of questions about why the close rate in the homicide department was so low. And why, even though they weren’t technically catching any of the killers, the murders seemed to keep stopping—with several of the murderers having turned up dead.

It was Justice’s fault. All of it. He was the reason the murders were stopping. He was also the reason none of the perpetrators were being caught. What at first had been an instinct he suppressed had now become a habit.

He was killing killers and couldn’t seem to stop.

Galvez was starting to notice some odd things. Most notably, the increasingly common occurrence of him showing up to work with some ghastly wound on his face he’d received pursuing his extracurricular activities. His behavior had also become occasionally erratic, which she’d noticed too. Cussing at her on the phone for calling him to come in on his day off hadn’t been his brightest moment.

No way did she suspect the truth, though. Surely not.

If she had, he would’ve seen it in her eyes when she looked at him—fear and disgust. He knew she couldn’t hide her emotions well. But she thought something was going on, and that something had to do with him.

It’d been almost two weeks since Justice caught up to the Tent City Killer—a crazed psychopath who’d taken it upon himself to fix the local homeless problem by executing Bowe City’s unhoused residents.

With a plastic devil mask concealing his pale face, he first shot his victims with a dart gun. The darts contained a rare drug made from berries from India that paralyzed them without dulling their ability to feel pain. Then he hauled them back to his butcher table to dismember them, each according to their perceived crime.

The asshole cut out his first victim’s eyes for giving him a nasty glare and the second one’s tongue for uttering a snide remark. He sliced the hands off the third for stealing, and the fourth—the only woman—had her feet removed for running away. He’d chopped off her nipples, too, all because he viewed her as a temptress.

Women always seemed to be the recipients of the worst of the violence, mostly because a good portion of assailants were men who’d been laughed at and rejected by women all their lives. They longed to dominate them. Justice could relate, though his instinct wasn’t to lord himself over women or any other innocent. His prey was limited to other predators or those who worked for them.

Justice had hunted the Tent City Killer down rather quickly, and soon after, disposed of the man’s body at the base of the apple tree. His eyes, hands, feet, nipples, and tongue had also been laid to rest, but not in their proper position.

Justice had never done anything like he did to the Tent City Killer. Usually, his methods were quick and simple. A sliced throat, a bullet to the brain, strangulation, or in the case of another psychopath, a strategically placed explosive. But upon walking into the Tent City Killer’s kill room and realizing the full horror of what the sick bastard had done to his innocent victims, Justice had truly understood the wisdom of the words an eye for an eye for the first time.

Almost two weeks had gone by, and every night that Justice lay down to go to sleep, he remembered the euphoric high he’d experienced while slowly sawing through the man’s tongue with a serrated knife, the hot blood splattering his face.

He’d been sleeping like a baby lately.

The killing had been excessive and unnecessary. Justice should’ve brought the bastard in and taken all the glory that came with it. The choice to kill him had been too emotional, too impulsive. He’d been following his heart and gut, not his brain. If he wanted any chance for a long life, he’d have to remember to marshal his dark urges.

What he needed now was to solve a murder. Find a killer, bring them in, and let the system take care of them. It was the only way to restore the department’s close rate, the only way to regain Galvez’s trust.

Justice refocused on Carolina Feinberg. She claimed her mother, Bessie Feinberg, who was in a nursing facility called New Light Retirement Home, had been poisoned to death. That sounded far-fetched to him, but for the sake of his career, he kind of hoped it was true.

What an awful thing to hope for. But what difference did it make? The old lady was dead either way.

“I talked to her on the phone yesterday evening.” Carolina choked out a sob and wiped her tears. “I blame you all. I know my mom’s been complaining about New Light for months now. I’m pretty sure she sent an official complaint to the sheriff’s office.”

Carolina was a profoundly unattractive woman. It wasn’t her ill-fitted navy blue slacks or stained golf shirt, her thick legs covered in strawberry skin, the spare tire around her middle, or her linebacker shoulders. It wasn’t even her thinning gray-brown hair, pug nose, or round, chinless face. It was the way she curled her lips out when she spoke, like an aggressive dog ready to attack.

Ugly as she was, Carolina also seemed to possess a genuine yet raw nature, something paradoxically beautiful precisely because it was so artless. The woman was brutal honesty personified, and Justice took her words with the gravity owed to such a creature.

“Okay, I’ll check into that. For now, though, I think I have everything I need to get started.” Justice flipped his notebook closed. He’d faithfully scribbled down Carolina’s every word, even when he wasn’t actually listening to her. “I think you ought to head home. You’ve been through a lot. I have your number, and I’ll contact you after I have a chance to swing by the home.”

“Thank you.” She sniffled and wiped her nose.

Justice turned and opened the door of his truck, fetching a pack of tissues from the glovebox and handing it to her. “Go take care of yourself. I’ll take care of this.”

With a hand on the small of her back, Justice led her across the lot to her vehicle. Heat from the midmorning sun beat down on them, not a cloud in the summer sky. The smell of burritos wafted from a food truck across the field that lay to the back of the justice complex.

“Are you all right to drive?” Justice opened the driver’s side door for her.

“Yes, I’ll be fine.”

Once she settled into the seat, Justice passed along his card before closing the door and giving the roof a friendly tap. He watched as she drove off. Then he turned and sauntered back toward his truck.

A black Dodge Charger from the ECSO fleet came to a stop in the lot outside the sheriff’s office, and Justice smiled. The door opened, and a man with poofy red hair and pale, freckled skin stepped out onto the concrete.

“Hey!” Justice jogged across the sleek glass-and-steel footbridge that spanned the river separating the parking lots of the sheriff’s office and the less busy Department of Public Safety, where his assigned spot was located. His friend, Detective Henry Carlson, had a much better parking space than he did.

Henry lifted his gaze and produced a lazy smile. His big brown eyes appeared bloodshot and watery, like he hadn’t slept enough the night before. Nearly a month ago, Henry had been shot in the neck while on a sting operation. He had required emergency surgery.

Until recently, he’d been wearing a bandage like a collar around his neck, but now the wound was open to the air. Gnarled red flesh hung loose on the right side of his Adam’s apple, bouncing whenever he spoke.

“Morning, Justice.” Henry’s voice was even deeper now, even raspier—an undeniable Dirty Harry twang.

It suited him.

Justice tipped his hat. “Howdy, partner. Lovin’ the new look.”

Henry touched his hair, which had grown out a bit in the time he’d been away from work. “Taking a cue from you, you hippie. Think Galvez will go for it?”

“Hell no.” Justice grinned. “I’m on my way to investigate a new potential case. Wanna tag along?”

Henry nodded. He’d been chained to a desk ever since getting injured, though he opted to sneak out in the field every now and then for a little action, unbeknownst to Galvez. “Where are we going?”

“New Light Retirement Home.” Justice popped open the passenger door on the fleet vehicle Henry had checked out.

“Sounds exciting.”

Justice nodded, mumbling as he climbed in. “Dear god, I hope so.”
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Twenty minutes later, they pulled up to a three-story building with maple-wood shutters on every window and yellow awnings over every door. Daisies grew along the edges of sparkly concrete paths. It certainly didn’t look like a place where staff poisoned their patients, but Justice was well aware that looks could be deceiving. He counted on that fact to keep him alive.

Justice walked side by side with Henry through a set of glass security doors and into the lobby. Aggressively white floors assaulted Justice’s senses, but that was nowhere near as offensive as the walls papered with big purple flowers.

They approached a woman sitting at the front desk, her rosy cheeks and large glasses giving off Jan Brady-meets-Velma from Scooby Doo vibes. She stared at her phone, pulling her black jacket tighter over her white scrubs against the aggressive air-conditioning.

When she noticed them, she flashed a grin and set her phone down. “Good morning. Can I help you?”

Henry placed his palms on top of the desk and leaned forward. “Yes. My name is Detective Carlson, and this is Detective Hall. We’re here about the recent death of a Mrs. Elizabeth Feinberg, aka Bessie.”

“Oh?” Her eyes widened in alarm.

“Might we please speak with the manager?”

“That’ll be Rose. She’s our director. One moment, please.” She picked up the desk phone and dialed an extension. “Ms. Hastings? Two detectives are here to speak with you.” A pregnant pause ensued. “No. They said they’re here about Bessie Feinberg. Okay.”

She hung up and turned her attention back to them. “You can head up. Her office is on the second floor. When you get off the elevator, go straight down the hall. You can’t miss it.”

They thanked her and went up to the second floor. The elevator doors opened to reveal a circular nurse’s station set in the middle of two intersecting halls. While the lobby hadn’t smelled like much, Justice caught a definite whiff of nursing home up here. Sterile and filthy all at once. Cafeteria food, urine, disinfectant, carpet cleaner. Death.

The sensory experience of death normally comforted Justice. But coming from these old folks dying of old age, the stench made him want to shrink back into the elevator and run from this place like a top model would flee a fast-food joint.

As they made their way down the hall, they passed a parlor filled with comfy chairs and bookshelves where residents sat, socializing. One man, who had the sleeve of his shirt folded and pinned up over a missing arm, watched them carefully, his brow knitted. Justice caught his eye and noted a gleaming gold watch on his sole wrist.

They approached an office with the words Rose Hastings, RN. Director embossed on a golden plaque beside the door. With a knock, Henry pushed it open to reveal a woman sitting behind her computer, typing away on her keyboard.

Dressed in what appeared to be a men’s suit jacket, she wore her hair pinned back in a severe bun. Justice couldn’t tell much about her physicality with most of her body hidden behind the desk, but she had a thick, muscular neck that looked like it could snap a leather strap.

“Ms. Hastings?” Henry asked, stepping inside first.

Considering she was the boss of such a large complex, Justice found it odd how tiny and cramped her office was. He sniffed and caught a strong whiff of vegetable soup, so he hung near the doorway so as not to be saturated with it. The scent reminded him of old people and sickness.

When he glanced over his shoulder, he noticed the one-armed man had stepped out into the hall and was watching him.

Most people lacked the self-confidence to stare at another person as openly and unapologetically as this guy. He seemed friendly and sociable but serious all at once. It was clear even from this distance that he was a special person—a charismatic or some kind of leader.

The man straightened his already impeccable posture.

“Yes. I’ve been expecting you.” Rose shuffled through some papers on her desk. “Just like Carolina Feinberg to run off and get the police involved.”

“What do you mean by that?” Henry’s gaze narrowed.

“I mean she’s a busybody with nothing better to do than hang around here and micromanage my nurses. She’s what the kids call a Karen, and you are simply another manager she has demanded to speak to.” Rose flicked through her files, pulling one out and slapping it down in front of Henry. “This is the doctor’s official report, just arrived on my desk. Cardiac arrest.”

“Where is the body now?”

“Carolina requested it be taken to the coroner’s to be examined. That’s Dr. Esposito. She serves as the physician in residence. But if someone passes away, she also conducts the postmortems. Esposito wrote the report. But I’m afraid there was nothing unusual found at all. I’m very sorry for wasting your time.”

With that, the woman turned back to her computer and resumed typing.

Henry barely glanced at the file. “Why do you think Mrs. Feinberg’s daughter would choose to involve the sheriff’s office?”

Rose took off her glasses, dropping them to the table with a dramatic sigh. “Because Carolina thinks everything is a police matter. She was always hypersensitive about her mother’s care, and now that she has passed away, she’s looking for somebody to blame.”

Justice locked eyes with the man in the hall again, whose intense gaze sent shivers down his spine. He was waiting for them, ready to share something. Justice got the distinct impression he would wait as long as necessary.

Henry asked Rose to describe in her own words what had happened to Bessie, and as she explained in a cool monotone, Justice tried to listen. Like many a manager, the woman was almost abrasively boring. The story she told was simple and incredibly banal.

Bessie had a dangerous drop in blood pressure, likely because the medication she had been taking had become inert in her system. They were unable to stabilize the pressure, and she passed.

Justice tried his best to focus on what she was saying but found himself repeatedly hypnotized by the one-armed man with the dauntless stare.

A former military commander. Justice would’ve staked money on it. He knew the type from his tours in Afghanistan.

“Did you have any more questions for her?” Henry turned expectantly to Justice.

He shook his head, tearing his gaze from the man. Then he addressed Rose as if he’d been listening the whole time. “Do you know who the last person was to see Bessie alive?”

“That would be Russell Sterling. He’s one of our residents. He was a friend of hers.”

“Could we speak to him?”

“Sure, you can’t miss him. He’s got one arm. He’ll be out with the others, probably playing chess.”

Henry cleared his throat. “Who else? A doctor, perhaps?”

“Stephanie Esposito is our doctor here, but she called out sick yesterday.”

“Then who was watching over Bessie?”

Rose kept her eyes glued to the screen. “I don’t know off the top of my head, but I imagine it would be her nurse.”

“Okay, well, we’d like to speak with the nurse who was on duty when Mrs. Feinberg passed.”

“I don’t see why you should need to. There was nothing out of the ordinary about Mrs. Feinberg’s passing.”

Henry leaned over the desk. “With all due respect, ma’am, we’ll be the judge of what needs to be done here.”

“Fine.” Rose sighed, a low growl in her throat. She clicked her mouse and peered closer. “Cindy was on duty. Cindy Crane.”

Henry continued to hover like a helicopter parent. “Is she at work today?”

“No, her shift ended a few hours ago.”

“We’ll need her phone number and home address.”

Rose provided Cindy Crane’s contact information, which Henry jotted down. Then he picked up the file Rose had given him and slid it under one arm.

“Would you say Ms. Crane is a good nurse? Any complaints?”

Rose glanced up. “She’s not our best, but she’s perfectly adequate. And I don’t know offhand.”

“Could you check?”

Rose cocked her head. “In this line of work, people register formal complaints if you give them the wrong kind of cereal in the morning.”

Henry scribbled over his notebook. “Who else could have come in contact with Bessie before she died?”

“Any number of people. Other residents. Janitors. Other nurses, even.”

“Could you provide us with a list of everyone who was on duty yesterday evening at roughly seven p.m.?”

Rose held up her hand. “Really, Detective. That’s completely unnecessary. This whole thing is a waste of time.”

Though what she said seemed perfectly reasonable, Justice felt there was more to this story—something the administrator wasn’t going to surrender easily. “Ms. Hastings, do you have video surveillance in the home?”

“We have security cameras surrounding the property, but none in the home itself.”

That struck him as odd, considering how litigious the medical field could be. “Why not?”

“It’s a matter of privacy. Our residents don’t like to feel they’re being monitored by Big Brother.”

Henry leaned back against the wall, looking like a man who could lounge there all day. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell us, Ms. Hastings?”

“No.” Rose bristled. “Carolina Feinberg is a liar at the best of times, and she’s wasting everybody’s time, especially yours. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Justice nodded. “Understood. One last thing…if you’re the boss here, why such a small office?”

She shot him a death glare. “Unlike some, I don’t need a big office to make myself feel important. I get my satisfaction from my work, which I would love to get back to.”

Henry glanced at Justice, silently asking if he had any more questions. Justice shook his head. They strode out of the office and down the hall, where Russell waited for them.

Slightly shorter than Justice, the man appeared to be six feet tall, his back still straight and his limbs still thick. His intense blue eyes radiated intelligence. He gestured them closer with a tilt of his head and a friendly but controlled smile. “If it isn’t two of Elmaeder County’s finest.”

Justice accepted his outstretched hand as he approached. Lowering his gaze, he caught a quick glimpse of the classic gold Timex on the man’s wrist. Nice choice. “I’m Detective Hall, and this is Detective Carlson.”

“Captain Russell Sterling.” He shook each of their hands in turn with a firm grip. “Are you here about Bessie Feinberg?”

Justice nodded. “Was she a friend of yours?”

“Yes. She was very dear to me.” Russell’s face softened, his sadness palpable and charmingly sincere. He glanced down the hall at Rose’s office before turning his attention back to Henry and Justice. “I was there when she passed.”

“We heard. I’m very sorry for your loss.” Normally, Justice would’ve asked if there was anything suspicious about her passing, but he could tell Russell was eager to offer all the information he had. There was no point asking questions until he was done—Interviewing 101.

“Granted, Bessie had some health problems. She spent a good portion of her life sitting, and I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the problems that can cause. But for the last year or so, I’ve made her go for a walk with me every day, sometimes two or three times a day. I gave her a workout every chance I got, and you could see how much it was helping.”

“You felt she was doing well?” Justice prompted.

“She had a lot of years left.” Russell’s bright eyes fell, and he rubbed his forehead. “Beautiful Baby Bessie. She was a pistol.”

Henry, who was unusually sensitive to charm in all its forms, regarded the captain with deference and a sympathetic turn to his lips. “Are you saying you don’t think Bessie’s death was natural?”

“I didn’t say that.” Russell leaned his back against the wall, casting a careful gaze up and down the hall. “And I would never say that. I’m assuming sweet Carolina told you a whole story, and I know she believes it with all her heart. She’s an honest woman.”

“I agree.” Justice leaned against the wall, mirroring Russell’s stance.

If only they had a cigarette to pass back and forth, it would feel like they were back in the Army. Soldiers loved gossip just as much as, if not more than, teenage girls. Simply getting one like Russell talking was how Justice cracked almost every case he’d had as an MP.

Justice drummed each of his fingertips against his thumb in slow succession. “So if she’s honest, what does that make you?”

Russell’s brows lifted. “What I am is a fly on every damn wall in this place, understand?”

“We got it.” Justice nodded. “What did the fly see?”

“Don’t trust Ms. Hastings.”

Henry crossed his arms. “Why not?”

“It’s not because she’s an uptight, matronly shrew.” He pushed off from the wall and glanced over each shoulder. “Full disclosure, Ms. Hastings hates my guts probably more than anybody else in this place. And she hated Bessie, like she hates all my lady friends, and basically anyone else who still has enough marbles to comprehend what’s really going on around here.”

Justice narrowed his eyes. “What is going down?”

Russell cast another sweeping glance. He didn’t seem nervous, just cautious. The veteran kept his back straight and voice strong. “Rose is slippery as a wet eel. She’s been stealing from the residents. Recommending unnecessary interventions and then overcharging. My other dear friend Francine said Rose even tried to convince her to sign over her SSI check.”

“Really?”

“Rose is nothing but a common rat who’s all about raking in that government cheddar.” Russell shrugged and rolled his neck. “See, I’ve been around this slimy block a time or two. It’s no surprise and no fuss. I’m too old to change the world, so I keep my head down. But Bessie and her daughter are cut from the same cloth…crusaders, know what I mean?”

“Bessie confronted Rose?”

Russell moved in closer and lowered his voice. “I told Bessie what I thought was up and she flipped her wig collection. She went straight to Rose and said she was going to expose this whole operation.”

“When was that?”

“Five days ago, young man. Five days. I lodged a complaint myself, we both did, to anyone who’d listen. The FBI. The governor’s office. Hell, we even lodged a complaint with y’all down at the Elmaeder County Sheriff’s Office, but we never heard back. And not just about Rose. Some of these nurses here are pretty rotten too.”

The door at the end of the hall opened, and Russell cut himself short as Rose stepped out. Her hard gaze immediately snapped to Russell. He met it fearlessly, even smiled a little in such a way as to tell her to go screw herself. Then he turned and walked back into the parlor without another word.

Justice and Henry stepped onto the elevator and pushed the starred button for the lobby.

“What do you make of that?” Henry’s lips twitched. “Do you think we might have a case?”

“I don’t know. In my experience, a lot of nursing homes are corrupt, but to go so far as to murder a resident…” Justice shrugged.

“Agreed.”

“That said, if Bessie was making trouble for Rose, then maybe that’s a motive?”

Henry rubbed his chin. “Seems like a stretch.”

As they exited the building, Justice gestured to the notebook where Henry had written Cindy Crane’s name along with her phone number. “True. Let’s wait and see what the witness has to say.”

“Drop me off back at the office? I’ve got a mountain of paperwork to get through. And I feel like you can handle a nurse on your own.”

Justice grinned, thinking about the stacks of unfinished paperwork teetering on his own desk. “Trying to get in good with the boss, eh? Brownnoser.”
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After securing Cindy Crane’s information, Justice dropped Henry at the office and headed back out on the road. He tried calling Cindy but got no answer, so he drove out to the address her manager had provided.

She lived in a town house on the west side, not far from Sheriff Galvez’s home where Justice had attended a barbecue after joining the homicide department. That seemed like a lifetime ago now, especially when he compared the way Galvez had treated him that night to the way she looked at him this morning.

At the get-together, she had been almost maternal, smiling and laughing as she drank her non-alcoholic beer. Now he got nothing but hard stares and questions.

When he’d first decided to hop on Carolina’s case, all he wanted was an excuse to get out of the office. A large part of him still believed he was wasting the department’s time with this case, especially when he was supposed to be investigating the Tent City Killer. But that search was a dead end. Literally.

The way Russell Sterling had spoken about Bessie and Rose had genuinely roused Justice’s interest. Maybe there was something to this—a case he could solve to show Galvez that he could. Then perhaps she’d crawl out of his ass again and give him a moment to breathe. He made a mental note to follow up on Russell’s comment about filing a complaint with the sheriff’s office.

As he climbed the crumbling concrete stoop toward the front door, a dog barked from inside the home. Based off the timbre and resonance—though he couldn’t see the pup—Justice figured it had to weigh at least seventy pounds, probably more. He knocked and waited.

Nothing.

He knocked again.

Leaning over the railing, he tried to peer inside through the slight gaps in the shades. The shadow of the large dog jumped back and forth, barking its fool head off. It was just as upset about the shades being drawn as Justice.

Justice’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and smiled. It was a text from Heather Lenoir, the woman he’d kind of been seeing for a couple weeks now.

My plane just landed. I’m back.

An unexpected and thoroughly delightful twinge caught his gut. She’d gone back to Virginia for almost two weeks to testify in an old case that was up for appeal, opting to visit her family while she was there. Until this moment, he hadn’t realized how much he missed her.

He couldn’t wait to see her again.

Justice started to type a message to that effect when the door flew open so suddenly, he flinched.

A woman—Cindy, he presumed—stared at him from the doorframe, garbed in a fuzzy, fur-covered purple robe with a hood pulled over her frizzy red hair. Not natural like Henry’s, but straight from a box. Gray and yellow roots peeked out near her scalp.

The dog—a husky with vibrant blue eyes and beautiful white teeth—tried to nudge past her to get at Justice. She snatched him by the collar and held him back, but the dog kept on barking. Loud, rhythmic, and incessant.

Justice wrinkled his nose to convey his displeasure. His dogs weren’t exactly well-behaved, and he almost never had people over, but they sure as hell didn’t act like that.

Poor baby, with nobody showing you how to be.

Cindy regarded him with all the courtesy a snake would show to a rat. “Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry if I woke you.” Justice flashed her a friendly smile. “My name is Justice Hall. I’m a detective with the Elmaeder County Sheriff’s Office.”

The blood drained from her face as she inched the door closed, filling the gap with her body. “What do you want?”

Justice noted the reaction—fear and nerves all wrapped in one. Guilty people tended to have strong emotional reactions to small triggers. She was clearly afraid to have a cop at her door. It didn’t make her a murderer, but it likely meant she was guilty of something.

“I’m here to ask you about the passing of Bessie Feinberg.”

Her face fell slack. She had so many freckles, it was like watching dust shift on the surface of a pond whenever she moved. “What about it? She had a heart attack. She was old. People die at New Light every damn day.”

If the short sentences running together didn’t give her away, Cindy appeared more nervous by the second.

The husky’s wild barking continued. It seemed more anxious than afraid. Like it got left home alone a lot without anybody to care for it. Justice had no choice but to leave his own dogs home by themselves as well, but they had a whole ranch to explore and keep them busy. And he had a pet sitter. This town house had a yard about the size of a baby’s crib.

“Is her daughter trying to claim I was negligent?”

“You’re not being accused of anything, Ms. Crane.”

“Because, just like her daughter, Bessie was whiny and entitled and treated the staff like her personal servants. The two of them were a couple of vultures, searching for any little thing that might be wrong and threatening to sue over it.”

“Vultures?” The word tasted strange, but not entirely wrong. From his interactions with Carolina and what Russell had said about her and her mother being crusaders, it wasn’t a surprise that someone on the receiving end of such scrutiny would feel like a piece of carrion being pecked to death.

Brutal honesty, though…that was Carolina Feinberg. If she and her mom had been pecking at Cindy, there had to be a legitimate reason.

The dog struggled against Cindy’s hold. It was dying to get outside—to tackle Justice to the ground and find out what he was all about.

She yanked on its collar. “She threatened to get me fired one time because I brought her strawberry ice cream. Screaming on and on about how she was allergic.”

“Was she?”

Cindy’s lips curled. She shuffled her feet back and forth, seemingly desperate to slam the door in his face.

Maybe she was nervous that if she talked to him for too long, she’d give herself away.

“I had a sixteen-hour shift last night. And even though Bessie always treated me and everybody else in the place like shit, we took damn good care of her. People get old and they die. Doesn’t take a detective to figure that out.”

Justice kept his features neutral but continued to stare her down. It wasn’t that he was being aggressive per se, but his expression was domineering enough to agitate an already frightened animal.

“Why don’t you get lost, huh?” She clenched her teeth and inched back, trying to hide behind her dog. “I know Carolina sent you here.”

“So what if she did?” Justice slowly lifted the back of his hand to the husky, staying a good foot away from its snarling mouth. The dog pulled on Cindy’s grip to sniff his hand.

“The best thing about Bessie being dead is I never have to speak to that nightmare of a woman ever again!” Cindy shrieked before catching herself. She drew further back into her house. “Now get the hell out of here. You’re scaring my dog.”

“I’m very sorry about that.”

“Dirk has a sixth sense, you know. He always barks at bad people.”

“Is that so?” Justice crouched on one knee until he was level with the dog. He didn’t make eye contact, keeping his shoulders hunched as the pup sniffed him. “There’s a good boy, Dirk. It’s okay.”

The barking died down. Cindy glared daggers, and Dirk’s snarling lips relaxed. Justice patted his head as the pup slid to the floor, a happy pink tongue spilling out.

“Bad people, huh?” Justice smirked at Cindy. “Maybe it’s not me he’s reacting to.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have a sixth sense too. Always have since I was a kid.” Justice rose and hooked his thumbs into his belt, right near where his pistol would usually hang from one hip. Galvez had temporarily confiscated his weapon.

He met Cindy’s eyes and held her gaze. Shadows clung to her, revealing secrets that weighed on her face as well as her soul. And there was something else, something the dog reacted to.

As Justice watched her, Dirk began to bark again.

“I can tell when someone’s afraid.” Justice fished out his card and held it up to her. “If you think of anything you’d like to share, call me. I promise our conversation will be confidential from your employer.”

She growled and snatched the card out of his grip. “Will you please go now? I’m back on the clock in five hours and I need to sleep.”

“Of course.” Justice showed her a friendly smile and tipped his hat. “Pleasant dreams.”

With that, he turned and started down the steps, glancing over his shoulder as Cindy shuffled back inside. He caught one quick glimpse into her house, but it was enough to make him furrow his brow.

Dozens of small orange prescription bottles littered her kitchen counter.

Maybe not so odd for a nurse. Or maybe it was. All he knew was Cindy’s reaction to him had been atypical—defensive and rude. Just like her manager back at the home.

Both acted like they had something to hide.
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Though Justice had nowhere else to be, he wasn’t ready to return to the office. Galvez might still be there, waiting to pounce on him the minute he walked in, to grill him with more questions he didn’t want to answer. So he stopped at a diner and parked himself at a booth, eagerly opening his laptop.

He googled New Light Retirement Home and clicked through the website. Everything about it screamed bright, friendly, and hopeful, promising its residents were happy and giving a laundry list of reasons why anybody would be lucky to live there.

Justice went back to the results and checked the Yelp reviews on the place. One and a half overall stars was less than encouraging. He read the first review.

I wouldn’t give this place one star. I have never been so afraid for the safety of a family member. I came into visit my dad, who is physically disabled, and found he hadn’t been cleaned or changed in hours and had developed bedsores on his back and hips.

A second review was hardly better. This place is so overpriced compared to the competition. The facility is nice, but the staff is awful. The nurses overmedicated my grandma so they wouldn’t have to deal with her, then left her alone in her room all day, starving and freezing. If you care about your loved one, DO NOT send them here.

Justice grimaced. For the sake of perspective, he scanned the reviews of a few other random nursing homes only to find there was nothing unique about New Light’s depressing reputation. Apparently, most nursing homes resembled Victorian mental institutions.

It broke his heart that so many people didn’t realize how lucky they were to have the burden of aging parents. Justice would’ve cut his left leg off to have his parents back, even if it meant he’d have to change their diapers.

It’d only be fair, considering they changed mine.

After a little more research, he discovered an article in the local paper that corresponded with the home’s grand opening. Most of it wasn’t too exciting—number of residents, great historic building, blah blah blah. Then he stumbled across a paragraph…

New Light’s director, Rose Hastings, is at the center of a class action lawsuit involving allegations of mismanagement of another facility, Dandelion Retirement Home, where it has been alleged that residents were defrauded out of tens of thousands of dollars. The case is still pending.

“Justice?”

He froze, his train of thought shattered. He didn’t immediately recognize the voice, but his first instinct was to pray it wasn’t the ghost of one of his victims coming to ridicule him, as they’d been known to do. Slowly, he forced himself to glance up.

Detective Will Graves leaned against the counter, nursing a cup of coffee. Justice breathed a sigh of relief to be interrupted by a living person.

“Hey.” He smiled and relaxed his shoulders, showing he was friendly. “What are you doing here?”

Graves shrugged. “I’m always here.”

He was a peculiar character, the only member of the Homicide team Justice still didn’t have a real feel for. They’d yet to work together on anything, so even though their desks were mere feet apart, the number of words that had passed between them could fit on one double-spaced page.

Graves ran a hand over his buzzed, light-brown hair and rolled his shoulders. He always donned an I’ll rip your asshole apart expression, like an MMA fighter about to head into the ring with a score to settle.

He approached the table and slid into the booth across from Justice. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

Justice resisted the urge to outwardly stiffen, noting how his sphincter puckered right on cue. There was only one subject Graves would deign to speak with him about. The unsolved case of the Hatchet Killer, a crazed vigilante who went after pimps and gang members, hacking their skulls open and leaving cryptic messages written in lipstick for the police to find. They’d found three bodies, all with the same M.O., one right after the other.

And then, nothing. Like the killer had vanished into thin air.

“What’s up?” Justice asked, when he finally managed to get his tongue moving again.

“You know I’ve been helping out with Olivia’s missing persons case…”

Justice’s heart beat faster, a bead of cold sweat forming on his brow. Deputy Olivia Johnson had been missing for almost three weeks now, and thirteen days ago, they had found her truck abandoned in Red Gardens, a nasty neighborhood on the east side where she had no business being.

Justice cleared his throat. “Oh, yeah? I thought that was being handled by Vice.”

“Galvez asked me to keep my eyes on it.”

No doubt Graves thought the only thing his two cases had in common was they were both his. He had no idea the Hatchet Killer and Olivia Johnson were one and the same, or that Justice had split open her skull with her own hatchet and buried her under the butterfly bush on his property.

He never would figure it out. No one would. Justice hadn’t left enough evidence behind to trace the murder back to him. Plus, he’d staged the abandoned house where he killed her to make it seem like it was the work of the Hatchet Killer. So far, that house had not been found.

“We got the forensics back on Olivia’s truck.” Graves grunted and rubbed his eyes like he was trying to keep himself awake. “I mean, I don’t even know what the fuck I’m looking at or why.”

“That’s fucked.” Justice mirrored Graves’s ultra-macho vibe. “So what do you want from me?”

“Were you ever in Olivia’s truck?”

“Yes. We investigated the hemp farm murders together. One of my first cases here.” The lie was easy. By keeping the explanation simple and professional, he both dodged DNA questions and steered nosy colleagues away from his personal relationship with Olivia.

“Marissa mentioned you two were close.”

Damn her.

Justice ran two fingers over his bottom lip. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“No? You didn’t go on any dates with her? I heard Galvez mention something that one of Olivia’s neighbors had said…”

“Yeah, but we decided pretty quickly to just be friends.”

“Okay.” He didn’t sound convinced. “Well, anybody who’s a friend of hers ought to be pretty worried, I think.”

A hard lump coalesced in Justice’s throat. “What do you mean?”

“Her truck had a broken window. And forensics found blood spatter inside.”

Justice tried not to let surprise show on his face. There shouldn’t have been anything in the truck. They weren’t anywhere near it when he killed her.

“On a personal level, I have to say, I’m getting really worried for her safety. I can’t rule out the idea that the worst has happened.”

“Jesus.” Justice exhaled and sat back, trying to appear thrown by the news.

“Yeah, and it doesn’t help that her uncle is calling me five times a day, insisting we bring the story to the press and start a nationwide search.”

“That’s understandable.”

“I guess so, but it would be terrible for the department, along with everything else going on. Say, there’s something that’s been bugging me.” Graves leveled his steely gaze at Justice. “Do you remember the first night Johnson went missing? I saw you in the office, and we talked. You were fine. Then, the next morning, you came in looking like your face had been crushed under a steam roller.”

A wave of panic rose inside Justice’s chest, but he kept his face perfectly arranged and his breathing regular. He actually grinned. “Oh, dang, yeah, I remember. Got dragged by my horse. Some dang bee sting or something. I don’t know what got into her.”

Graves shrugged. “Just thought I’d ask.”

Time to change the subject. “What’s going on with that blood spatter you mentioned?”

“It’s being tested now.” Graves sipped his coffee. “Should know soon enough if it’s hers.”

“Do you think it is?”

“I ain’t gonna answer that.” Graves pushed up from the booth with a groan. “Unlike you, I don’t make shit up as I go along.”

Graves walked back to the counter and threw down a few bills before leaving the diner. Justice stared at the spot where he’d been sitting, trying to ignore the ominous chill crawling down his spine. The more he learned about Graves, the more he realized what a thorough and focused detective he was. And that he didn’t respond well to the usual smoke and mirrors.

That had the potential to be a huge problem.
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Sheriff Eliza Galvez sat at her desk, toying with her hair and massaging her aching temple. Open on her computer was a spreadsheet she’d been working on since they’d learned the identity of the Tent City Killer, whenever she had the time or the mood struck. Recently, it had become an obsession.

In the last two months, the sheriff’s office had investigated several high profile homicides. Most recent was the Tent City Killer, Geoff McNary, whose case occupied the first row of the spreadsheet.

He’d been responsible for at least three known homicides, including Cameron Wilding, Sidney Reich, and Becky Weinhard, all of whom were members of Bowe City’s growing homeless encampment that centered around the abandoned Loveland train station near Red Gardens. Her detectives had investigated and traced the crimes back to McNary, a local business owner with a chip on his shoulder.

They had all the evidence they needed to get a quick conviction, perhaps even the death penalty. What they didn’t have was McNary.

BOLOs for McNary’s whereabouts had been dispatched throughout Texas and the Southeast, and the murders had stopped. Maybe the man had realized they were on to him and fled town. If it weren’t for the other cases, that wouldn’t have seemed so strange.

Another row on Eliza’s spreadsheet was taken up by the simplified facts of another case, the Hatchet Killer. They’d murdered at least three people with a small axe and left them out for authorities to find. But that wasn’t all. Messages describing why the victims needed to be killed—like when the killer wrote woman abuser in red lipstick on the house of a pimp before bashing open his skull and setting the place on fire—had been left at the crime scene.

That case was still open too. Yet, just like the Tent City Killer, the murders had stopped.

Some believed Geoff McNary was responsible for the hatchet murders. Maybe. And if he was on the run now, she supposed it would make sense that all the crimes had stopped.

Right near the bottom of her spreadsheet, she had the pertinent facts of the da Vinci case. Da Vinci was the most prolific serial killer in the history of Elmaeder County, having begun his spree back in the nineties. That case was closed, thanks to Justice Hall and his stellar detective work.

He’d found out da Vinci was none other than State Senator Al Daulton—pillar of the community. Justice had gone to his house to interview the man and stumbled upon damning evidence. Daulton, realizing he was caught, had attacked, and Justice shot him dead in self-defense.

A review board had determined no misconduct on Justice’s part.

The case seemed simple enough—open and closed—the way cases ought to have been. But something about it felt unfinished, just like the Tent City and Hatchet killers. Right before Senator Dalton was killed, his son Darrel had gone missing.

Al had been climbing down Eliza’s throat, demanding that she utilize every resource to find him, but when it turned out he was a serial killer, Darrel’s missing persons case had become the lowest of priorities.

But the fact remained that Darrel Daulton was still missing. Last she’d heard, they found evidence suggesting he’d flown to Thailand for a vacation. The more time that passed without his return, especially given all the national publicity his father’s case had garnered, the less likely that seemed.

If Darrel were alive, he probably would’ve showed up by now. Eliza made a mental note to follow up with Deputy Maria Apolinar on the case.

Equally curious was the case of the Syndicate, a motorcycle gang responsible for the manufacture and distribution of a devastating designer drug called Pinecones. They’d found the lab where the drug was being synthesized and raided the place, arresting all the highest-ranking members of the gang, only for the president to be released on bail and ultimately flee to Mexico alongside his star chemist.

As frustrating as it was to watch that son of a bitch walk free, the scenario was far from unique. What was strange was that, as soon as the two hit Primera, the new factory they’d set up to produce Pinecones was blown to smithereens with them inside, killing them both.

Eliza couldn’t help but notice it was only since Justice Hall joined Homicide that so many fishy things started happening. There was no evidence to suggest a connection, or what the connection might be if there was one, but she knew she needed to find out. When she tried to talk to Justice about it that morning after the factory explosion in Mexico, he’d seemed spacy and strange.

Other odd occurrences tugged at her gut as well, like how Justice frequently arrived at work in the morning with his face bashed in. And when asked how he got the wounds, he would say he’d fallen off his horse or some equally lame excuse.

Strangest of all was the disappearance of Deputy Olivia Johnson, and how, when they first realized she was missing, Justice hadn’t offered up the information that they’d been in a romantic relationship. It was just weird. She wondered if Olivia’s disappearance had something to do with one of her unsolved cases.

Eliza thought back to something Detective Marissa Spero had mentioned after they’d searched the Tent City Killer’s house. Marissa said a homeless woman named Rayla Billings had stated she’d narrowly avoided being captured by Geoff McNary because “a figure in a black mask” had intervened. Marissa thought this might mean the Hatchet Killer was back, and that maybe⁠—

Olivia. Homicide. She shuddered at the connection. And if Olivia’s disappearance had something to do with the other unsolved cases, perhaps Justice had some connection as well. After all, most homicides were committed by someone the victim knew. Not to mention the M.O. of the Hatchet Killer suggested he or she was a kind of vigilante who targeted other criminals. This implied the individual might have some connection to law enforcement.

Eliza didn’t want to think about such things, but she had to.

Maybe today was the day Olivia would come striding back in, looking like a million bucks in her bulky deputy uniform.

No. Something was off, and it all centered around Justice. Eliza didn’t like his evasiveness. Not in the way that he never filed his paperwork on time—that was unbelievably annoying, sure—but refusing to answer questions and avoiding her at all costs…that was something else entirely.

Standing, she walked to the window in her office and peered out onto the floor where deputies and detectives sat, working at their desks. Her gaze darted to Henry Carlson’s desk.

He’d known Justice for years. They’d met each other in college, and they still seemed to be close friends. In fact, Henry had managed to get himself shot following one of Justice’s hairbrained schemes to run a sting on a suspect without so much as calling for backup.

An idea struck her, a way to help her figure out what might be sour in the department. She was about to act on it and call Henry into her office when her desk phone buzzed.

“Sheriff?” Maria’s concerned voice floated over the intercom.

Eliza sighed and hurried over to her chair, picking up the receiver. “Yes?”

“We got a call from St. Claire’s Hospital. Your daughter was in a car accident.”

“Selene?” Her heart stumbled over its next beat. “Is she okay?”

“She’s been taken to the ER.”

Without another word, Eliza snatched up her keys and raced out of her office, heading for the parking lot. Every thought in her brain fell away until only worry for her daughter remained.

The truth would have to wait.
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Justice was still thinking about Graves and Olivia when his phone chimed and reminded him that he was almost late for his date.

He and Heather had been talking more than two weeks now. They’d been out together twice, but he hadn’t seen her in almost two weeks, as she’d gone out of town for work. While she was away, they’d made plans to spend the evening together. Go for a walk, get some dinner, maybe drinks, and then…

Thinking about what might come after made his blood run cold from nerves. Nearly a decade had passed since Justice had been with a woman. He’d kissed, he’d made out, and he’d done a heck of a lot of fantasizing, but he had not done the deed itself. In fact, he’d only ever been able to bring himself to do that with one person—his high school girlfriend—and they were always drunk, if not drugged up on coke, molly, or heroin.

The drugs helped him block out the trauma he associated with being touched, scattering the memories of everything done to him in his childhood. The physical, mental, and sexual tortures he endured at the hands of Justin Black, infamous serial killer and rapist.

Much to his dismay, the most disruptive thing to Justice’s enjoyment of a normal sex life was remembering how he eventually craved the touch of his abuser, even to the point of convincing himself he was in love with the man who murdered his entire family and transformed his life into a waking nightmare.

There was a time Justice had been ready to do anything for Justin. To change everything about himself—even his gender—to please him. To steal, to lie, to kill. To willingly humiliate himself. A time when he begged Justin to come to his room at night because he couldn’t bear the horror of being left alone in the dark.

Over time, Justin became his mother and his father. His mentor. His lover. His everything.

Justin was also the monster in every one of his dreams. The driving force that had transformed Justice from a normal man into whatever thing he was now, be it a righteous vigilante ridding humanity of its least worthy members or a new kind of monster with an insatiable appetite all its own.

Justice parked his truck in the open lot and wandered through the park toward the lake where Heather had suggested they meet. He didn’t mention that one of his first dates with Olivia had occurred at this very same place.

He spotted Heather standing near the water’s edge. Long brown tresses glided over the small of her back when she shifted from side to side. Her pencil-skirt suit and short-heeled black pumps had Justice fantasizing about all kinds of crazy ideas. Would he even be able to make love sober? If he planned to do it with anyone, she was the best candidate.

Heather was a district attorney and, like him, she worked nonstop. He didn’t mind. In fact, he appreciated that he wasn’t the only one who sometimes had to take phone calls in the middle of their dates.

Justice cleared his throat. “Hey, pretty lady.”

She turned, a brilliant smile lighting up her face. She had pearly white teeth with pointy canines, and the gold flecks in her hazel eyes practically shimmered in the sunlight.

“Justice.” Hurrying closer, she threw her arms around him.

Feeling her body against his was unbelievably wonderful. The warmth of her, the smell of her fruity shampoo. In her heels, they were nearly the same height, so he nuzzled into her shoulder and took deep breaths.

A pleasurable shiver rushed down his spine. He wanted to stay like this forever and fade into her until he didn’t exist anymore.

He pulled away, and a wave of fear crashed over the wake of desire. “I missed you.”

“Really?”

He nodded. He hadn’t realized how badly until this very moment, but he really, really had.

“You look good.” She brushed the sealed cut on his forehead with the edge of her thumb and feathered her fingers down his cheek. “You’re finally starting to resemble a human again.”

“Uh-oh. I better go smack my head against a brick wall or something.”

“Don’t you dare.” She fisted his shirt and tugged him closer. “Why would you say something so awful?”

“If I heal, you’re going to realize that I really am this ugly. It’s not just a phase.”

“Shut up.” She kissed him as if trying to emphasize the point, and it worked like a charm. He snaked his arms around her waist, yanking her flush against him as her petal-soft lips opened and she slid the tip of her tongue against his upper lip.

Another wave of fear undulated in Justice’s stomach, jolting him. Forcing himself to stay cool, he pulled back and rested his forehead against hers and closed his eyes. She made a gentle cooing sound and walked her fingers along his arm.

She was falling for him. He heard it in her sweet, soft sounds, recognized it in her bright eyes. If he didn’t do something, she was in danger of falling all the way in love with him. Which meant she was going to want to take things to the next level, and that didn’t mean just sex. Not that he was sure he was capable of that either.

If she knew who he really was and all the horrible things he’d done, she would not want to be in a relationship with him. But did she ever really need to know about that? It didn’t seem fair that he was destined to be alone forever simply because he had certain feral urges. He would never direct any of his aggression at her, or any innocent person. So why shouldn’t he have a companion?

On the heels of that came another consideration—would being single eventually raise red flags for the people around him? More importantly, would being in a relationship lower them?

Yes and yes were the answers that sprang to his mind, but he still wasn’t sure what to do with that. Logic was not helping.

He opened his eyes to find Heather staring at him, a puzzled smile on her lips. “Where’d you go?”

“I was just thinking about you.”

“What do you mean?”

He was trying to decide how to answer that when his phone rang. Sliding the device from his back pocket, he checked the caller ID.

“It’s Marissa. I need to take this.”

Heather smiled and pulled away a little, watching the ducks swim on the lake.

He swiped to answer. “Hall.”

“Where you at?” She never failed to be a bit curt, but there was an urgency in her voice that concerned him.

“Gateway Park. What’s up?”

“Galvez’s daughter was in a nasty accident. She’s in the ER now.”

“Really?” At last, an opportunity to get into her good graces. “When did this happen?”

“I only just heard about it.”

Then there might still be time for him to be the first person there. He could imprint himself on the moment by being helpful and kind and crystalize that version of himself in Galvez’s memory.

“St. Claire’s?”

“Yep. I’m headed there now.”

“See you soon.” Justice hung up and turned to Heather. “I’m sorry. My boss’s daughter is in the ER. I want to be there to support her.”

Heather’s eyes softened as she stepped closer, wrapping her hand around his. “I’ll come with you.”

To Justice’s surprise, that was exactly what he wanted.
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Justice held Heather’s hand as they made their way through the hospital parking garage, but the moment they stepped inside, he let go. He was happy to have her with him. He always felt happy when she was around. But there was a certain awkwardness to the idea of introducing her to anyone.

Now wasn’t the time to fret about such things. He needed to focus on Galvez and prove to her that he wasn’t such a bad guy, certainly not a guy she needed to be worried about. He was a team player—a member of the sheriff’s office family who would do anything for his fellow officers or their families in times of need.

Who could ever be suspicious of such a man?

They entered the waiting room where Galvez paced in her uniform, her heavy utility belt swinging side to side with each step. For a small woman, she was built with noticeable biceps under the black sleeves of her shirt and had calves so toned she could’ve passed for a professional biker. Her hair was up in a tight ponytail, like usual, but her eyes appeared dull and hooded.

He’d never noticed her wearing much makeup—a simple swipe of tinted lip balm at the very most—but everything had been completely rubbed away.

A man sat to the side, watching her with a concerned and loving expression that made Justice wonder who and what he was to her. He seemed older, with silver streaks running through his dark hair and a trimmed beard. With a yellow cardigan situated over his collared shirt, his attire shouted college professor.

Henry watched Galvez pace from the sidelines, talking to her in hushed tones. When he saw Justice and Heather, he stood and walked over to them.

Justice hugged Henry before letting his gaze travel back to Eliza. “How’s her daughter?”

“Stable, but very hurt.” Henry’s mien was solemn. It seemed as if all the undertones had been sucked out of his skin, leaving nothing but stark, inhuman white.

Justice brushed past him and approached Galvez. His heart pitter-pattered like tropical rain, but he kept his body language relaxed and his voice gentle. “Hey. How’s she doing?”

She turned to him as if seeing him for the first time. He registered the trepidation in her demeanor, but it eased with a heavy exhale. “She’s okay. They say she’ll be okay.”

Galvez interlaced her fingers in front of her mouth, tapping her lips with her thumbs. Justice had never seen her do such a thing before, so he wasn’t entirely sure what the gesture meant. He thought he’d experienced Galvez’s reactions to every conceivable form of stress, short of genuine combat.

What he wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking right at that very moment.

Clearing his throat, Justice focused all his attention on her. “What happened?”

Galvez wrung her hands together, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. “Selene was on the phone having an argument with her ex-boyfriend and wasn’t paying attention. She ran the light and got T-boned by a plumbing van. They had to use the Jaws of Life to pry her out, and the car is totaled.”

Comfort her, Justice urged himself, but he couldn’t think of a single thing to say. “She’s going to be okay, though, right?”

“They let me in to see her for a minute earlier, but now they’re running a bunch of tests.” Eliza peered past him at the woman sitting behind the bulletproof glass of the reception area.

“If you want the ex-boyfriend taken out for causing this mess, let me know.” He smiled, trying to emphasize that he was joking, but the caustic and horrified stare she gave him left him feeling about half an inch tall.

Justice shrank back, his thoughts racing from how stupid he felt. “I’m sure your daughter will pull through just fine.”

A gentle hand landed on the small of his back—a life preserver in a storm. Heather stepped up beside him. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this. Is there anything we can get for you? Food, blankets…”

Galvez furrowed her brow, her gaze sweeping over Heather. “I know you. You’re the new D.A.”

“Heather Lenoir.” She offered her hand. “I’m happy to finally meet you in person, though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

Galvez’s acrid gaze darted to Justice, to Heather’s hand on his back, and full circle back to her face. “Did you come together?”

“Yeah. Heather’s my…”

Friend?

Girlfriend?

The mother of my unborn children?

Nope, not that one.

“When I was nine, I was in a really nasty accident,” Heather cut in, sidestepping the tension he’d left fomenting in the air. “Some idiot ran my dad’s car off the road and into the median where we did a triple flip before landing hood-down. I broke my clavicles and both my arms. I was bedridden in a hospital for almost two months. But all it took was patience and some physical therapy, and look at me now.”

“That’s awful…but encouraging.” Galvez frowned and turned to Justice. “So how goes the investigation into the nursing home? Anything?”

To an outsider, it might have come off as insensitive to be worried about work at a moment like this, but Justice understood completely. It was the same with the guys in the Army, same with all cops dealing with hopeless and emotionally exhausting situations. She wanted to focus on something else.

For his part, Justice desperately needed something else to focus on too.

“There might be something to this after all. I investigated the lady who manages the place and found she’s the subject of a class action lawsuit alleging all manner of negligence and misconduct, and one of the residents at the home also gave the impression that something very fishy is going on. I’d like to order an autopsy.”

“Go for it. I trust your instincts.”

Justice almost felt good about that before he reminded himself exactly what she had said. Not I trust you. Rather, she trusted his instincts. It was his animalism that mattered to her. His ability to identify threats by scent even if he’d never encountered them before.

“I’ll have the remains sent to Lisa in the morning.”

He wasn’t sure if he believed foul play had been involved in the death of Bessie Feinberg, but he was certain that keeping busy with legitimate police work was the best thing he could do for himself…and his reputation.

The woman at reception called Galvez over, but instead the mystery man stood and went to speak with her. When he returned, he slid his arm around Galvez’s waist and drew her close. “We can go back and see Selene now. Why don’t you all head home? We appreciate all your support, but we can take it from here.”

Nobody made a move until Galvez nodded her agreement. Justice said his goodbyes and walked side by side with Heather down the hall toward the exit. Except nobody was walking with them. When he glanced back, Henry was standing beside Galvez. And she was inviting him to come with her through the back door.
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Henry followed Eliza to an isolated corner of the waiting room. It made no sense that she wasn’t immediately running back to see her daughter, even as she asked her boyfriend to go on without her.

It took everything in him not to crawl out of his skin and die as he glanced around. Hospitals gave him the willies. Same gray carpet and hard little chairs covered the floor. Doctors and nurses shouting to one another just beyond the swinging doors. Henry couldn’t help remembering the last time he and Eliza had been here together, and he knew it had to be on her mind too. It’d been a mere few weeks ago, when he’d taken a bullet to the neck.

And ten years before that, Eliza had been here with Eddy.

Maybe that was why she wanted to talk to him. Perhaps she was unable to wrap her brain around the fact that she was trapped in this place and fretting about yet another injured family member, reliving memories of the night her husband died. It would be understandable if that wasn’t something she wanted to talk to her new boyfriend about.

Glancing down the hall, Henry locked eyes with Justice as he stepped into the elevator with the new D.A. They certainly seemed pretty chummy. When they’d last spoken, Justice had been vacillating between some schoolteacher he met online and the lovely and enigmatic Deputy Olivia Johnson. And now this lawyer…? Henry was having a hard time keeping up.

He tried to ignore the wave of hurt that washed over him, stung by the realization that Justice hadn’t told him about her. He wondered how long they’d been together, where things were going, if Justice was finally ready to open up to someone and be in a relationship…but that didn’t matter right now.

Shaking off the less important stuff, he lifted his eyes to meet Eliza’s. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine.” She inhaled a shaky breath, seeming anything but fine.

“The staff here are really good, especially the trauma team.” Henry kept his voice soft and soothing. “I know they’ll take excellent care of Selene.”

She nodded despondently. He knew that, as much as she was worried about Selene, Eliza couldn’t help the memories of her husband that this place brought to the surface.

He sighed. “I can only imagine this is bringing back memories…”

She flinched as if someone had poked her with a needle. “Yes, but that isn’t what I need to speak with you about.”

That wasn’t good. Eliza was an honest and fair boss, and he enjoyed working for her, but she had always been pretty conservative with the attaboys. In fact, most of the time when she wanted to talk to him, it was because he had made some kind of mistake or error in judgment. And he’d made plenty of those lately.

Technically speaking, Henry was still on office duty, which meant he wasn’t supposed to go out on any scenes or engage in any kind of activities that the average librarian might shy away from. Henry hadn’t really been following that order. Given the reason he was on office duty in the first place was that he flouted procedure and stupidly got himself shot, he suspected Eliza was about to deliver a serious come-to-Jesus moment.

Why else would she choose this exact instant to talk to him? Maybe because ever since he’d come back from his injury, he’d been avoiding her, silently humiliated by what he’d allowed to happen.

She sat in the chair catty-corner to where he stood, resting her clasped hands on her lap. “How’s your sister?”

Henry averted his gaze. Everybody in the department knew what had happened to Regina. How she had nearly killed herself with a Pinecones overdose. And because everybody knew about the incident, “how’s your sister?” had become a popular refrain around the office. Justice in particular liked to ask that when Henry brought up a subject he didn’t want to talk about.

It wasn’t the easiest question to answer, at least not honestly. In some ways, his little sister seemed to be doing great. This was the longest she had stayed clean, longer than any time he could remember. By the same token, it was clear she was barely hanging on by a thread.

She struggled with depression and anxiety, phobias and obsessions—all the things that had led her to the drugs in the first place. Most days, she didn’t change out of her pajamas or step outside for more than a few minutes, at least per the staff at the rehab facility she was staying at.

So yes, she was clean. But how was she doing?

“She’s fine.” Henry cleared his throat. “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

Eliza rubbed her eyes. “No. I need to talk to you about Justice.”

A little alarm bell went off in the back of Henry’s brain. He very much did not want to talk about Justice right now, with her. “What’s up?”

“You two have been friends for a long time, haven’t you?”

He nodded. “We’ve known each other almost seven years.”

“Have you ever noticed anything strange about him?”

What a ridiculous question. Henry lifted his fist to his mouth to hold back the laugh that threatened to spill out, forcing a cough instead.

Was there anything strange about Justice? Everything was strange about Justice.

From his checkered past to his bizarre investigative techniques to his total inability to maintain a personal life, Justice was probably the strangest person Henry had ever known. And that wasn’t even getting into the weird things he said and did on a daily basis.

The man was deeply damaged. But that didn’t mean there was anything wrong with him. Even Henry’s husband Jeremy—who had low opinions of human beings in general—had a soft spot for him, even if Henry thought Justice was so deep in the closet he was finding Christmas presents.

“No.” Henry shook his head. Eliza looked up at him from under her lashes as if to say give me a break. “I mean, yes. Justice is a phenomenally weird guy. But not in a bad way.”

“Have you ever noticed him doing anything wrong while you were together on duty?”

Henry sighed as he considered the question. Well, there was the time they arrested Eric Bell for selling Pinecones and—instead of processing him appropriately—made him stand on the corner like bait so they could try to snag the boss. Not only was Henry complicit in that, it was the reason he had the nasty scar on his neck.

But Eliza already knew about that.

Well, parts of it. No point in divulging the full truth about how he’d broken protocol right before he’d gotten shot.

And then there was the time Justice was closing in on a slaughterhouse, thinking there might be a wanted serial killer inside, and had called and left Henry a voicemail instead of radioing for backup.

“Sometimes Justice thinks he’s Batman.”

Eliza’s face twisted in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Justice gets so focused on wanting to catch the bad guys that he thinks he’s alone in all of this. He forgets that he has a big team backing him up and ends up trying to do too much on his own. That’s what gets him in trouble. He has a hard time relying on other people because he’s been let down so many times in his life.”

Eliza furrowed her brow and, for a split second, a pain-filled softness flashed through her eyes. Then she popped her knuckles and rubbed her knees. “I can’t stop thinking about Deputy Johnson and her continued disappearance.”

The little alarm bell picked up speed. “You don’t think Justice had anything to do with that…”

“No, no, nothing too sinister. But I get the sense he’s not telling me the whole truth about their relationship. You knew they were dating.”

“Well, yeah, we joked about it. He’s not really a big sharer. From what I could tell, they weren’t a good fit.”

“That’s what I’ve heard too. But we need to follow up every line of inquiry. Anyway, I want you to keep an eye on him. Work on this retirement home case with him, but from afar. See what he comes up with. And if you notice him doing anything that goes against procedure, I want you to bring it to me straightaway.”

“You want me to spy on him?” The words tasted foul. Henry got a strong urge to wipe his tongue on his sleeve. “No friggin’ way, Boss.”

“Henry.” Her voice was serious. “Olivia might be dead. And as I said, we need to follow up on every line of inquiry, even those that strike us as unlikely or even impossible.”

“Yeah, but spying…? The guy’s my best friend.”

“Don’t think of it as spying. Justice is still very new, and while he has done great things since joining the homicide division, it’s important he stays on the up and up. Think of it as a way to help with his training. I want to know how he behaves when he doesn’t think anyone is watching.”

Henry folded his arms over his chest. “Still sounds a bit like spying…”

Eliza held up a hand. “Justice is a skilled investigator, but you know as well as I do there’s no room in this department for loners who can’t be team players and follow the rules. Too much is riding on the work we do. A single mistake made by law enforcement can be the difference between a conviction and a mistrial. And when you’re talking about homicide, that simply is not acceptable.”

He blew out a long breath. “I don’t know…”

She lifted her gaze and stared at him plainly. “Given some of his issues, has there ever been any part of you that wondered maybe this might not be the right line of work for him?”

That was the most difficult question to answer, but only because he didn’t want to say the words out loud.

She was right about the significance of their work and the dire consequences of their mistakes. And she was also right that sometimes he did wonder if Justice was cut out for it.

Sometimes, he wondered if Justice would be happier just living on his ranch, raising sheep or whatever. A quiet, simple life that allowed him the freedom to do things exactly his way.

“Henry, I’m not asking you to rat out your friend. The reason I’m asking you to do this and not someone else is because you are his friend. And because I know you’re a good cop. I trust you, more than anybody else in the whole department, to tell me the truth. For Justice’s sake.”

He didn’t like anything she was saying, but he also didn’t think she was flat-out wrong. He’d known Eliza for a long time, and she’d always been a straight shooter. More than that, she was a compassionate person who’d never failed to show how much she cared about the people under her and the community they all served.

If she was concerned about Justice, Henry couldn’t deny there must be a legitimate reason.

“Okay.” He nodded, his jaw hardening. “I’ll do it.”
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My sneakers padded the thin carpet as I pushed the medication cart, the wheels squeaking as it came to a stop. I paused at the door with a tiny plastic cup of pills in my hand and tapped before pushing it open. “John?”

The room was spartan, nothing but empty chairs and bare tables surrounding a bed where a man lay.

John Mortimer had come to the home only a few months ago. At first, he’d simply been absentminded, but his Alzheimer’s progressed alarmingly fast. Now he was nonverbal, incontinent, and incapable of feeding himself. He lay all day and all night in his bed.

It was pathetic.

Many patients like him wasted away up here on the third floor, people who should’ve been dead already but were kept alive by the wonders of modern medicine and the guilty consciences of their so-called loved ones. We didn’t have nearly enough CNAs in the home to properly care for them. Budgeting wouldn’t allow for it. I had to make an extra effort to visit all the bedbound patients a few times each day to change their positions so they wouldn’t get bed sores.

There was no reason they should have to suffer.

I walked over to John and checked his diaper. A little wet, but not soiled. His blue eyes stared blankly at the ceiling, as if the white panels were clouds in the sky on a sunny day.

Sometimes, late at night, he would sing an eerie song—wordless and tuneless. He bellowed and moaned like a ghost yearning for a body again. The call seemed to come from both sides of the universe, from a place that stood between life and death.

That was where I did my best work.

I became a nurse because I wanted to help people. When my patients were still well and healthy enough to make significant contributions to their families and to society, I did what I could to help them feel their best for as long as possible.

And when they passed beyond that realm into a place where life became painful, turning them into bitter and cruel husks of the people they once were, I helped them move on to the next phase of existence and into the arms of a loving God.

It was my father who taught me that Jesus died for our sins. It was by his grace that we were forgiven. Not through repentance or some disgusting heretical place called purgatory, and not through the flawed justice systems created by humans.

We were all sinners, and no human—not one—was worthy of the forgiveness which the Lord Jesus Christ granted us when he washed the world with his blood so that we might have everlasting life and bask in his light and divine, infallible love.

My father taught me that every human heart was vile and depraved, including his. Especially his. I knew he was watching me from the other side—from wherever the Lord sent him to spend eternity—and that he would be proud of the person I had become. Of the things I had found the strength to do.

Walking up beside John, I placed my cool hand on his forehead before lifting his wrist to check his pulse. Slow and steady, as it was every day. It hurt me to see him like this, trapped in his own body when he was so close to feeling the embrace of the Lord.

My father hadn’t looked so different when he died. His ALS had advanced to a stage where he could no longer lift his own hand. But unlike poor John, he was mentally still all there. The disease only affected his body, not his brain. My mother had wanted to keep him around as long as possible, but she was only doing that for herself. Because she hadn’t yet accepted the fate of all flesh.

People force their suffering loved ones to continue far longer than they should because of their own misplaced fear of death.

He was a cruel man, my father. Never a violent one, but cold and dismissive. I knew he never loved me because he said so many times. Though I labored for years to take care of him—spoon-feeding him, wiping his butt, giving him sponge baths. Still, he stared at me with those hard, unforgiving eyes.

It was because of him I realized that the elderly told you when they’re ready to go. Not in so many words, but through their actions and attitude. When they grew callous, selfish, and ornery, what they were really saying was I am in pain. I am lonely without the light of the Lord.

Help me.

So I did. I helped my father, and I helped Bessie Feinberg. The only difference was that Bessie was a vulgar, godless cow. I wasn’t sure what the good Lord would do with her soul, in his wisdom. I had done my part in sending her along.

I tried very hard not to enjoy how much more pleasant my days were now that I didn’t have to be insulted by that awful woman.

Sighing, I laid my hand over John’s mouth and nose, very lightly blocking off his oxygen. I’d been waiting for him to reach this stage—a place where nobody would suspect a thing. Like so many others. Ones like John were easy, and I couldn’t even say how many I had sent off like this, with nothing more than a delicate touch.

His pupils shrank and he moaned, but it was so quiet. Then, without the tiniest bit of struggle, his soul passed through my fingertips.

I poured his pills into my pocket and slipped out of the room, closing the door behind me. Another nurse would find his body on her rounds later and not think anything of it.

People died here all the time. It was what this place was for—a conduit between Heaven, Hell, and our mortal realm. There was nowhere I’d rather be.

Patients like John were straightforward, patients like Bessie more complex. I’d tried waiting for her body to catch up to the decay in her brain, but it took too long. Lord forgive me, but my patience was not infinite.

Suspicion surrounded her death, so much so that homicide detectives had been brought in. That had never happened before. It was only because Bessie’s daughter was such a braying ass. I didn’t doubt the police had agreed to investigate just for the sake of shutting her up.

They wouldn’t find anything. After all, I had been working in healthcare for a long time, helping struggling souls move on to the next plane whether they realized that was what they needed or not. Not once in all that time had anybody ever raised an eyebrow. The current investigation was a formality, nothing more.

I made my way down the hall, pushing the cart with the residents’ medications parceled out into paper cups. Pausing at the nurse’s station, I finished filling out the distribution form and turned it in. Then I hopped in the elevator and went down to the second floor where the more independent and ambulatory residents lived. Where Bessie had lived.

Where Russell lived.

On my way to his room, I noticed him sitting in the common area with an open book in his lap. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and a full head of white hair. His charisma drew all the women patients into his orbit, and all the other nurses and employees liked him, as he never failed to crack a joke.

I knew the truth about men like that, no matter how old they got. He was a Don Juan, a Casanova, a philanderer. A man with no morals who used women to satisfy his own lusts. It only made things worse that he also happened to be a war hero who had his arm blown off in Vietnam. It lent credence to his lies and manipulations.

As I stepped into the common room, Russell glanced up at me before returning his attention to his book. He was always cold to me, just like Bessie. Two peas in a horrible pod.

Russell was more dangerous, however. With his rakish tendencies and superficial charm, he had a way of drawing the other residents to him. In fact, it was solely his fault that the other nurses and I had to tolerate the stupid nicknames he’d assigned us. Bessie and her daughter were loud and liked to call attention to things, but neither of them would’ve even noticed anything was off if it weren’t for Russell steering them in that direction.

He was a kind of unofficial leader of the residents here, their resistance against the authority of the caretakers. When I stared into his eyes, I could always see the gears shifting and the synapses firing.

No matter how hard I tried to play it cool, he was suspicious of me. Nobody else was, not really. Nobody ever had been. But when Russell Sterling looked into my eyes—and he never failed to look right in them, should he bother to look at me at all—I always felt transparent. He could see right through me.

I settled onto the loveseat catty-corner to him. “Good evening, Russell.”

“Evening.” Again, he flicked his eyes at mine, plumbing their depths in a microsecond before turning away. The casual yet intense stare of an adversary.

“I wanted to say how sorry I am about Mrs. Feinberg. I know you two were good friends.”

He sighed and nodded before licking a finger and turned the page. “She was a beautiful soul.”

I had to bite my tongue to keep from scoffing at that. “I saw you talking to the detectives earlier. What were they asking you about?”

“Nothing.” Dog-earing the page he was on, Russell closed his book and glanced up at me. He removed his reading glasses slowly. “I was asking them about the vigilante.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What vigilante?”

“Haven’t you heard? There’s a serial killer on the loose in our city who’s been targeting criminals and the homeless.”

“You were asking about that? Why?” To say I was incredulous was like saying the ocean was damp.

“Curious.” He shrugged. “Bessie really loved all those true crime shows. She got me into them. And I couldn’t resist the opportunity to talk to someone on the inside of the case.”

I bit my tongue until I tasted blood. I doubted Russell had ever once in his entire life said a single word that was true. It would cross his eyes if anything that wasn’t a lie ever formed in his throat.

“So they didn’t ask you about Bessie?”

He shook his head. “What is there to ask about? She was old, and old people die. Isn’t that right?”

I didn’t understand why he would say such a thing, not unless he was trying to imply something. “Yes, that’s right.”

Standing, I discreetly slipped my hand in my pocket and grabbed John’s blood thinner. He’d had all kinds of problems with blood clots and strokes, while Russell, on the other hand, took medication for seizures every day.

The combination could be deadly, especially since each patient took a high dose.

I slipped John’s pill in the cup along with Russell’s myriad of medications.

“Okay.” I handed him the cup. “I was just curious.”

Russell was old hat at all of this, so he tossed back all the pills in his cup and swallowed them dry.

I tried not to smile. I wasn’t sure how long it would take before the interactions caused a dangerous drop in blood pressure. My only hope was that it would be enough to send him on his way.
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After leaving the hospital, Justice drove Heather home. She’d closed on her new house, but the interior still needed a fresh coat of paint, and she was waiting for her things to arrive from Virginia before she moved in. In the meantime, she was still living in the long-stay business suites as she had been since he first met her.

He parked in the lot and walked her to the building. Opening the door to the lobby, he ushered her through the entryway and toward the shiny elevators.

Maybe he was better at this whole gentleman thing than he gave himself credit for.

“Thank you for coming with me.” He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand. Her skin was so soft, nothing at all like his rough callouses. “I know it’s a cliché when it comes to cops, but my coworkers are like my family.”

“I understand.” She moved half an inch closer, teasing him with her fresh, citrusy scent. “This ain’t my first rodeo with one of your types.”

“Oh, really?” He tried to sound flirty, but the comment cut him like a machete to the heart. Deep down, Justice knew that Heather had been with other men. She was in her early thirties, so of course she had. But he didn’t like to think about it. In fact, thinking about it just now had his pulse quickening with irrational anger.

“Do you have any family left?”

Her question caught him off guard. In the interest of transparency, he had told her what happened to his parents and sister…that he watched them all murdered. And though he’d gone very light on the details, he’d also revealed how he was subsequently abducted by Justin and systematically tortured—emotionally, physically, and sexually—for months.

It felt strange that she knew that about him.

“I have an uncle. He took me in after the FBI hauled Justin into custody.”

Well, eventually. But not before trying to pawn Justice off on just about anybody else, including his hyper-religious aunt, who tried to kill him to get the stink of evil off her family.

Heather moved closer, fiddling with one of the buttons on Justice’s shirt. “What’s he like?”

“Complicated.” A fantasy flashed through his head of taking Heather to meet Guy—introducing his new girlfriend to his family like a normal person. Something about it felt fabricated, like it could never really happen.

Heather wouldn’t actually want to be his girlfriend, would she?

She wouldn’t if she knew the truth about him.

“I hope your boss’s daughter is okay.” She rested her back against the wall beside the elevators and riffled through her purse, fetching her key card. When her fingers left his shirt, a sense of abandonment flared inside him, but he wasn’t sure what to do about it.

“It sounded like a really nasty crash.”

“You would know, I guess.”

Justice studied the swirls of black on the gray carpet. Ever since Heather told the story about the accident she was in as a kid, he couldn’t stop himself from imagining it. Nine-year-old Heather—no doubt cuter than a spotted pony in a daisy pasture—screaming in pain and covered in blood with two broken arms and shattered clavicles.

“That accident you went through as a child sounds absolutely horrible.”

“It was. But it was kind of my own fault. I used to lie to my dad and say I’d clicked my seat belt when I hadn’t. I hated the way the strap rubbed my neck.” She looked down, her long brown hair spilling over her shoulders. Then she met his gaze and smiled. “I always wear it now, though.”

“Good.” He ran his fingers along her neck, tracing her gentle curves. Her neck was so thin and delicate, he could’ve enclosed it with a single hand. “You need to take care of yourself. I don’t know what I would do if something happened to you.”

Survive, he supposed. Like he always did. And be even more irreparably broken than ever before.

Had he already given her the power to hurt him so much? He didn’t like that, but he had no idea how to take it back.

“Would you want to come up for a bit?” She lifted her gaze to his, her sharp canine poised on the edge of her lip. She looked like the cutest baby cobra. “I got some beers in the fridge.”

The temperature of Justice’s blood changed, hot and cold all at once, like two pressure systems crashing together to form a gale-force storm. She wasn’t asking him to come up for a beer, which he really wasn’t in the mood for at the moment. She was asking him to come up to the room where she slept, showered, and changed her clothes. The place where she spent all of her naked time.

Just the thought of Heather naked made his cheeks burn. In his mind, he’d already made love to her a hundred times. His body was anxious to do the real thing, skin tingling and stiffening. Still, his mouth was dry.

It had been so long. And it had never been right, not once. In so many ways, he was basically a virgin. But he didn’t want her to know that. No woman wanted a twenty-seven-year-old celibate with complex and comorbid PTSD.

Maybe Heather was the one destined to change all that. With her shining eyes and perfect curves, she could pull him into a soft bed that smelled of lemons and turn every dark memory into something brand new.

More likely, his touch would befoul her, transforming her beauty into something dark and broken.

Worse, maybe he wouldn’t be able to do it at all, and then what would she think of him? She would laugh at him and say he wasn’t any kind of a man.

Maybe he wasn’t.

On the other hand, if he refused to come up, would she ever be bold enough to ask again? Or would she give up on him and find herself a man who was ready to rip her clothes off and have thoroughly uncomplicated sex?

That was the least acceptable of all possibilities.

At that moment, Justice knew he had to find a way to make this happen. To be a man and take control. To show her that there were still bits of him that weren’t broken. Women liked confidence, no? If he could fake that, he’d be in.

Justice swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’d like that.”

They stepped into the elevator, and she pushed the button for the third floor. Justice’s mind teemed with fascinating images, smells, and sensations. Thoughts of the past pounded at his psyche, desperate to overtake him, but he forced them all back and tried to focus on the moment.

What would a normal man be thinking right now? He’d be excited, wondering if he was about to get laid. And what would a sexually confident man do if he found himself in this situation with a woman who looked and smelled and felt like Heather?

He’d be trying to get some, right? He’d be putting his hands all over her, kissing her, taking control.

Control. That was what he needed. To be in control. Surely that would make him feel better. And then Heather would have no doubts about him.

You’ve got this. Show her how much you want her. Be a man.

As the doors slid closed, Justice stepped up behind Heather and wrapped her in his arms. Drawing her hair to one side, he began to kiss her neck. She moaned and relaxed against him, her ass pressing into his crotch. With no regard for his nervous consciousness, his skin ignited with a fiery and urgent need.

Now was the moment. A time for action.

He spun her around and kissed her like his life depended on it. As far as he was concerned, it did. She moaned and pressed against him, her hand finding his hair. Delicate and cold fingers clamped down, pulling him closer. It hurt, but a thrill of pleasure ripped through his body like he’d never known before.

His breath caught, panic coming on the heels of desire. He wanted to pull away and process what had just happened. He wanted to tell her to pull harder. But neither of those seemed like the sort of thing a normal man would do.

Be bold, he told himself. Take control.

He pressed his palm against the small of her back and drew her closer as the doors dinged and whooshed open. They stumbled down the hall, their lips locked. When they reached her door, she turned to swipe the card. Justice stood behind her, holding her, wanting nothing more than to nuzzle her neck.

His eyes stung like he was about to cry, though he wasn’t sure why. Was he happy? Frightened?

Everything all at once.

But no, that wasn’t how a man ought to be feeling. This was time for action, not reflection. If he began to cry and told her just how much it meant that she could touch him without causing him to feel disgusted, that would breed disgust in her.

Sex, that was what he wanted. That was all men ever wanted, right?

He laid his fingertips gently on her neck, delighting in the tiny goose bumps that rose there before leaning down to nibble her clavicles. They seemed all the more beautiful with the knowledge they had once been shattered and grown back.

She struggled with the handle until a green light flashed and the door swung in. Justice snatched Heather in his arms and pushed her up against the wall. Hot, heavy breaths rushed over his skin, her chest heaving.

Her fingers tangled in his hair again and yanked. That same feeling from before tore through him, and his pants got a lot tighter. He wanted her to push him to his knees and order him to go down on her. He wanted her to claw at his hair, hold him in place the whole time so he could hardly breathe. He wanted her to throw him down, press her high-heeled shoe against his face, and twist.

Nope. That was weird. He could never ask for that.

She broke the kiss and pressed her lips against his ear. “Take off your boots and stay awhile.”

He did as he was told without question. She slipped her heels off, too, which caused a surge of disappointment he couldn’t begin to understand. Then, with that same naughty, serpentine smile that drew him in like the tide to the moon, she clasped his hand and led him toward the bed.

Suddenly, she whirled him around and threw him down so his back hit the pillowtop. Excitement thrilled his body, paralyzing him. He’d never known anticipation like this, had never wanted anything or anyone so badly.

He’d never felt more needful, or more afraid.

She ripped off her blazer and threw it aside before crawling on top of him. Justice knew his fingers ought to be doing something. Reaching for her, pulling her down, taking over.

He was doing this all wrong.

Her fingers played lightly over the painful bulge in his jeans. Then she smiled, coy and mischievous all at once, and unzipped his pants.

Like a taser to the spine, terror jolted him up. In a surge of panic, he pushed her off.

“Justice?” She stared at him with surprise, her skin flushed and hair wild. No woman had ever been more beautiful than she was at that moment. And he had to get as far away from her as possible.

“I’m sorry.” He struggled to get off the bed, but his legs were mush from all the blood that had been reapportioned to another part of his anatomy, so he stumbled and landed in an awkward pile on the floor.

His dick had never been this hard in his entire life. It hurt so much.

He scrambled to his feet, his whole body shaking from the surge of adrenaline. “I just remembered, I gotta go.”

She frowned. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Are you kidding? I just…” The words fled his tongue. What did he want to say? He didn’t even know.

“Sex,” he said, and wanted to die at how stupid it sounded. He fumbled to zip up his pants, but his fingers were about as useful as raw sausages. Defeated, he backed toward the door.

He studied the way the moonlight made patterns on her golden skin. Lips so swollen and kissable… God, you’re a fucking idiot. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

“Did I do something wrong?” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“No. God, no. You’re amazing. It’s me. I…”

I’m fucked up. I’m broken. I’m not worthy or capable of normal human love.

I’m desperate to be close to you, but nothing scares me more.

“I gotta go.”

Grabbing his boots, he ran like the devil was chasing him, out the room and down the stairs because he couldn’t bear to wait for the elevator, dashing through the lobby and only pausing for breath once he was in his truck with the engine purring. He backed out of the space too quickly and rushed out onto the road.

His heart pounded so fast it terrified him. Like it might shatter his ribs if he couldn’t get it to stop.

How he hated himself! Why had he gone upstairs? How did he ever fool himself into believing he might be able to have a girlfriend?

The taste of her was still on his tongue and he never wanted to lose it. She tasted like life, hope, love. Water to a man left to die in the desert.

“You call yourself a man?” A laugh emerged from the back seat.

Justice’s head shot up, and he spotted two ghosts in the rearview mirror—the Syndicate boss and his gangster girlfriend, the Amado Cartel’s number two. Justice had killed them both, shot them between the eyes after finding them together in tangled sheets. And now they and their sheets filled his truck. Gabriela’s breasts were bare. Ben Kane smirked and covered her nipple with his mouth.

“Oh, yes, baby.” She moaned and threw her head back, her messy hair spilling in long waves. “My man. Fuck me! Fuck me harder!”

Ben did just that, throwing her down and devouring her. Hard and rough and merciless, the way a man should’ve been. Justice couldn’t even argue, he could only watch. Cuckolded by a dead man.

It didn’t get worse than that.

Justice screamed and punched the dash. “Go away. You’re not real. Leave me alone.”

Eyes closed, he swung his fist into the dash again and again, but he could still hear them. Ben Kane grunting and Gabriela screaming with delight.

The way Heather deserved to scream. And no doubt men in her past had been like Ben, driving into her until she couldn’t see straight.

Pressing his hands to his face, he exhaled a defeated sigh. He couldn’t do this.

He flicked on the radio, cranking the volume all the way up to drown out the swan song. Then he peeled out onto the road.

Justice was kidding himself to think he could ever give Heather what she needed. It wasn’t just the secrets that he had to hide. It was him. His body, his brain, his desires. All of them were broken and reassembled with the sharp edges sticking out.

There was no scenario where he didn’t have to be alone forever.

It was the only safe option.
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Dr. Lisa Nguyen shoved a bejeweled, unicorn-covered binder into a sparkly yellow backpack and zipped it closed with authority.

“Eden!” Her shout blared up the stairs as she wrestled her feet into white sneakers. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Just a minute! Gah!” For a ten-year-old, her daughter sounded like a shrill teenager.

“Your dad will be here any second.”

“Just. A. Minute. Gah.”

Sighing, Lisa hurried back into the kitchen to steal another sip of chai. Her home laptop, which was set up to mirror everything on her work laptop, sat open on the counter like it always did. The gourmet kitchen her ex-husband had installed when they commissioned this house was utterly wasted on her. She did most of her cooking in the microwave or on a George Foreman grill, just like she had in college. Just like she would until the day she died.

If Eden decided to throw her into a nursing home when she got older, Lisa would bring her George Foreman with her, and they could pry it from her cold, dead fingers.

Maybe they’ll fight over who inherits it.

She studied the huge stainless steel range hood and the six gas burners, remembering a time when Richard was still there. How he would wake up early in the morning and play with Eden for half an hour and then make eggs Benedict or French omelets, which would be hot and ready by the time Lisa dragged her night owl butt out of bed.

She missed being able to sleep in. And she missed eight different preparations of eggs every week.

Sometimes, she even missed him. She couldn’t help it. Everything about their history was so painfully circumstantial that she often couldn’t even remember why they’d split.

They’d met on her first day working for the city as the official M.E. He’d been living in Bowe City back then, a newly minted forensic chemist with charmingly nerdy, thick-rimmed glasses covering up the prettiest brown eyes she’d ever seen. That, coupled with his intense intelligence and hilariously delivered misanthropy, had her falling head over heels so fast she didn’t even know what happened.

Theirs was a whirlwind storybook romance for the ages that still left her confused whenever she thought about it. Lisa had never seen herself as the kind of woman who things like that happened to.

Everything changed when she peed on a tiny plastic stick and two pink lines showed up.

Lisa had only just gotten the job she’d been working toward since high school, when she’d read an article about forensic scientist Henry Lee. Terrified of losing her position, she considered ending the pregnancy. But Richard promised he would support her and the child every step of the way. She’d believed him.

They got married as she hit her third trimester. Once Eden was born, they both fell head over heels again. But as much as they both tried to make it all work, the stress drove them apart. Richard and his pretentious, unfulfilled promises, Lisa and her bad attitude. They never stopped loving each other or Eden, but love wasn’t enough.

Before Eden’s first birthday, they divorced. Lisa had no choice but to figure out how to be a single mother and a chief medical examiner at the same time. The experience made her so much stronger than she ever knew she could be.

But almost every day, though she hated to admit it, she missed Richard.

She still loved him.

Loathed him.

Wished she could wake up in his arms.

Wished he was dead.

Hell, she even married him a second time and divorced him again three years later.

Would it ever end?

Unlikely.

Lisa glanced at the time on her phone. Already 7:19? Richard was four minutes late. Eden wasn’t ready yet. Two peas in an exhausting, unpunctual pod.

To keep herself from obsessing, Lisa checked her docket for the day. She’d finally finished going over the remains of Kent Woodham, aka the Machine Gun Killer, and his victims. The process had eaten up nearly two weeks of her time, given the decimated state of the remains, which meant she was two weeks behind on everything else.

The team of people working under her always picked up the slack without her even needing to ask, but there were certain jobs she had to perform herself.

For instance, the body of a seventy-eight-year-old woman, Bessie Feinberg, had been transferred to her office yesterday afternoon. She was presumed to have died of natural causes that were perhaps connected to her medication. A toxicology screen was already underway, but there was some suspicion surrounding the circumstances.

Justice Hall was the detective on the case, which meant he would be coming by to pay her a visit today. Every other detective in Homicide patiently waited for her to upload her official reports, so she almost never had to speak to them. But not Justice. He couldn’t stay away.

It was a good thing he was cute and weird enough to be interesting, or she would’ve had to tell him to screw off a long time ago.

A knock came at 7:22. Lisa lifted her gaze as the door swung open and Richard stepped inside. His dreamy brown eyes scanned the kitchen before landing on her. “Good morning.”

“You’re late.” Lisa stood up straight and snapped her laptop closed.

Richard checked his watch. “Five minutes.”

“Seven minutes.”

“Well, excuse the hell out of me.”

His words struck her like tiny barbs. “You’re the one who decided Eden needed to go to some fancy private school on the other side of town. And I told you that you’d be responsible for getting her there in the morning.”

“Will you stop speaking to me like I’m an amnesia patient? Traffic happens, Lisa. I’m here. Where’s Eden?”

Lisa curled her upper lip and shouted, “Eden!”

“What?”

“Your father is here waiting for you.”

“Just a minute!”

“No, now!”

“I’m pooping!”

Richard smirked and cocked one of his stupid fluffy eyebrows. “See?”

Lisa was not amused. “Only because, like you, she’s incapable of being on time.”

He tossed his keys on the counter and leaned in real close, deploying his usual negotiation tactic. “Will you calm down? It’s not like you have a boss waiting to chew you out if you’re late. You are the boss.”

Every muscle in her body stiffened. “Don’t tell me to calm down.”

At last, the house was filled with the sound of girl feet clambering down the stairs, and Eden appeared in the kitchen. Lately, she’d been asserting her right to dress and style her hair however she wanted.

Today’s ensemble consisted of a bright rainbow tutu and a t-shirt that read AAAAA—American Association Against Acronym Abuse. She flicked one of her black braids over her shoulder, the pink bows tied at the ends a perfect complement to her tutu.

Richard smiled and rushed over, pulling her into a giant bear hug. “You ready, baby?”

“Mm-hmm.”

He picked her up and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes while Eden giggled and kicked her long chicken legs. Not unlike her mother, Eden was not a tiny, delicate thing, but Richard still handled her like she was four years old and weighed nothing. It helped that he had shoulders more like a lumberjack than a chemist.

Just when Lisa was ready to shove him out the window, he’d do something sweet, adorable, and possibly sexy that made her want to squeeze him until his head popped off.

He walked up to Lisa and shook Eden, making her giggle and fall like a limp doll onto her mom’s shoulder. Lisa kissed her forehead and said goodbye as Richard grabbed his keys. Then the two of them were out the door.

She already missed them.
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As Lisa prepped her instruments for the autopsy, a light knock came on the door. She glanced up and was strangely pleased to see the tall, slim figure of Detective Justice Hall as he strode inside. Like always, he had a cold bottle of Dr. Pepper in his hand. He’d quickly figured out her little addiction and had been habitually feeding it ever since.

In fact, Lisa had come to count on it so much that she hadn’t bothered to buy her own soda today.

“Good morning.” He smiled as he approached the table, his gaze softening as he beheld Bessie. Justice didn’t seem to be bothered being in the presence of the dead. He always regarded them with a gentle deference and was never crass. It was part of the reason she continued to allow him into her exam room.

“Thank you.” Lisa accepted the Dr. Pepper and twisted the cap, a brief hiss escaping the bottle. She’d wait to start the bone saw until after he left.

“Have you had a chance to examine her yet?”

Lisa shook her head. “I’ve completed a surface examination, and we’ve received the toxicology report.”

“And?”

“Bessie Feinberg was in as good of health as could ever be expected for a woman her age.”

Elderly people ended up on Lisa’s table often enough, and most of the time, she confirmed the cause of death easily. Sometimes, she uncovered innocent medical mistakes, which forced doctors and long-term care facilities to use all that malpractice insurance they carried, but at other times, she would uncover something more malicious.

Justice sighed, furrowing his brow. Lisa couldn’t help that she enjoyed tormenting him just a little.

“The tox screen came back with an abnormal concentration of doxazosin in the blood.”

Justice perked up. “What is that, exactly?”

“It’s an alpha blocker, commonly prescribed to treat high blood pressure. It’s also prescribed to treat urinary symptoms associated with enlarged prostate.”

“I’m guessing Bessie didn’t have that problem.”

Lisa almost smiled but checked herself. “It was prescribed to Mrs. Feinberg for hypertension.” She walked to her laptop and clicked through the tabs until she landed on Bessie’s medication chart. “She was taking four milligrams twice a day. Now, you might expect some buildup in her system, but what we found was almost fifteen times what could be expected from her prescribed dose.”

“Could that be fatal?”

Lisa didn’t like the way Justice asked questions, so imprecise. “Doxazosin has the potential to damage the heart. Too much could prove fatal, especially if the drug were administered in too high a concentration over a prolonged period of time.”

Justice pored over Bessie’s face. Pale as a sheet, she looked like she’d died with sour candy in her mouth, her thin lips smirched and eyes inexplicably tight.

“It’s incredible, isn’t it?” He trailed his fingers over her hand without actually touching her. “How our faces slowly mold to who we are as we grow old.”

“She appears…” Lisa bobbed her head from side to side, searching for the right word. “Dissatisfied.”

“If she was anything like her daughter, she was perpetually dissatisfied. If there isn’t a suggestion box in Heaven, she’ll be sorely disappointed.”

Lisa smiled. “Won’t we all?”

Justice met her gaze. “Do you think the amount of drugs you found in her points to homicide?”

“Yes and no. There are other plausible explanations.”

He rubbed his forehead, and Lisa couldn’t help but take a little pride in how much better his wound looked after she’d cleaned it up. “Such as?”

“First, I’ll need to examine Bessie’s heart to determine whether or not damage consistent with doxazosin overdose caused her infarction. Assuming that’s the case, there’s always the possibility her body simply wasn’t processing the medication anymore, which would mean the high concentration built up in her blood from the administration of her prescribed dose.”

“Is that likely?”

Lisa nodded. “As likely as the possibility of unintentional malpractice.”

“For example?”

“Perhaps more than one nurse believed they were responsible for administering Bessie’s medication, so she was given a double dose each day over a period of a month or more, which might have been enough to explain the concentration in her blood. Or perhaps there was a clerical error, so a nurse was left thinking she’d been prescribed a much higher dose than she had actually been and didn’t question it. Or maybe we could be looking at a case of criminal negligence.”

If he rubbed his forehead any harder, he’d scratch a new wound into his skin.

Lisa shrugged, trying to ignore the fidget. “Anyway, motive and execution are not really my wheelhouse. That’s for the sheriff’s office to figure out, and you know I work for the county, not for you.”

“But it’s possible, right?” Justice’s eyes snapped to hers, stealing her breath with their ferocious intensity. “Someone could’ve been deliberately overdosing her.”

“Yes. It’s possible, maybe even likely.” She tore her gaze away, refocusing on Bessie. After what Justice had said about the old lady’s face showing disapproval, Lisa wondered how she would feel about her autopsy so far. “Once I get a peek at her heart, I’ll be able to say with more certainty.”

“What does your gut tell you?”

“I don’t like that question.” She frowned and grabbed a pair of purple latex gloves before yanking them on. The only way to get Justice to stop trying to make her speculate was to get on with the examination.

“I’m trying to decide whether there’s anything to this case. And your opinion means a lot to me.”

She was initially flattered, but his kind words were quickly quashed in the forge of logic. “My findings should be what means a lot, not my opinion.”

Justice nodded slowly and glanced down at his boots. A pang of guilt tugged at Lisa, like she’d struck a puppy with a rolled-up newspaper. Once again, she was compelled to throw the anthropomorphized golden retriever that was Justice a bone.

“Assuming Bessie’s body was processing the drug correctly, a nurse would have to be either a total idiot or willfully negligent to accidentally give her such a high dosage over a period indicated by the buildup. I can’t determine the cause of death until I open her up, but I have a feeling this is going to be undetermined.”

“Undetermined means you think there’s a possibility this was a homicide?”

She swallowed, viscerally uncomfortable with his wild theorizing. Still, she recognized that was part of his job. After working together these last couple of months, Lisa had concluded he was good at what he did for a living, so it wasn’t her place to offer commentary.

“It’s possible.”

“Thank you.” Tossing her a muted smile, Justice rushed out of the exam room like she’d lit a fire under his heels.
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Back at his computer, Justice searched the internal database for the police record of Cindy Crane—one of Bessie’s regular care providers and the last nurse to administer her medication. Crane’s attitude was less than friendly and less than helpful when he visited her about Bessie’s passing, and she’d shown no real sympathy for the old woman.

That didn’t mean she was a murderer, of course. Maybe she was just a bitter woman who had seen way too much and become desensitized to death.

As the little circle spun on the screen, Justice leaned back in his chair and snatched his worry stone from his pocket. After the incident with Heather, he’d gone home and fallen asleep in bed with a dog curled up on either side of him. She’d called him once, but he didn’t answer. He had no idea what to say.

All he wanted now was to focus on the case, get out of his own head. But the case itself was part of what drove his thoughts back to Heather. He’d never thought much about what it would be like to grow old—truly old like Bessie Feinberg. So much of his energy over the years had been occupied with simply staying alive today, he didn’t have space left in his head to wonder about eventually.

He was twenty-seven now, his birthday having passed less than a month ago, and he hadn’t died yet. If anyone had asked him ten years ago if he’d ever get this old, he would’ve laughed. Did that mean he’d make it to thirty-six? Forty? Was it possible that somebody like him could ever survive into his eighties?

Maybe. If he got caught and prosecuted for what he’d done and somehow managed to evade the death penalty, he might be locked up in a super-max prison for the rest of his days. He could imagine himself getting very old under those circumstances, finally getting to read all the books he didn’t have time for, protected from his own instincts.

It almost sounded relaxing…

When Cindy Crane’s record popped up on his screen, he scrolled through the details, but his brain was still wandering through possibilities sixty years in the future. What if he never did get captured? What if, and it was a massive if after the way he behaved last night, he and Heather were still together when he was that old? Living on his ranch, watching the corn pop up in rows, their twin rocking chairs pointed toward the sunset.

He could die at her side—peaceful and warm, surrounded by grandchildren.

Grandchildren? The thought caught him off guard. It implied children. With Heather…

“Hey, dingus.” Henry clapped Justice on the shoulder, startling him.

Justice blinked and looked up. “What’s up?”

“You okay?” Henry chuckled. “Am I interrupting something?”

A few more blinks helped him reorient to the present moment. He turned to his computer and flicked the cursor down the page. “Just doing some research on the nurses at the retirement home.”

“Dr. Nguyen ruled it a homicide?”

Justice shook his head and reached into his pocket, his thumb still rubbing away at the stone. “She hasn’t finished her autopsy yet, but she’s not ruling it out.”

“What do you think?”

Justice drummed his fingers on the keyboard. “It doesn’t sit right. Especially given the director’s history…and Lisa found massively elevated amounts of one of the victim’s prescriptions in her blood.”

“Lisa?” Henry grinned. “There you go getting all familiar with the ladies again.”

“Eh?”

Henry folded his arms. “I was just thinking about Olivia. Have you heard anything more about what happened to her?”

If only… “Graves is supervising the case. Why don’t you ask him?”

“I’m asking you.”

“I don’t know anything more than anybody else.” Justice hoped that didn’t sound as defensive as he felt. He forced another smile. “You know we weren’t dating, right?”

“Well, if you weren’t dating, you were close. Did you two ever…you know…?”

“Did we what?” Disgusted, Justice pushed back from his desk. “No.”

Henry stepped to the side, raising his hands as if to try to calm a wild animal. “Settle down. It’s an innocent question.”

“There’s nothing innocent about that question.”

“You two seemed pretty chummy, flirting all over the office like a couple of teenagers. What happened? Why’d you break it off?”

“I…” Justice was about to spew off a litany of defenses but realized that would only make him appear more culpable. Memories of Olivia’s mischievous smile and ice-blue eyes had muddled his brain.

When they first met, Justice couldn’t help flirting with her. She was gorgeous, interesting, fun, brave…and a little bit crazy. Yet, somehow, he’d known—even before she did—that there was something wrong with her.

The first time she kissed him, Justice tasted Justin’s mouth and it put him off her forever. Though his eyes couldn’t see the truth that lay hidden behind Olivia’s uniform and perfect bone structure, his tongue had known that he was tangling with yet another human who had no soul.

That was why he ran from her, why he started dating somebody else—Annie, a schoolteacher who Olivia threatened with a hatchet while the woman was asleep.

He itched to compare her to Heather, though he knew nothing good would come of that. His reasons for not being able to have physical intimacy with Olivia had been inscrutable at first, but he had honored them, until he eventually learned the truth. So why was he running from Heather? Was there something horribly wrong with her too?

When he kissed her, she tasted like spring and made his body churn with a desire to melt into hers. Yet he ran…

“Justice?” Henry prompted, jolting him back to the present.

“I was really into her for a while, but the closer we got, the more I realized it could never work out between us.”

“Why not?”

Because she was an unhinged serial killer who split open the skulls of innocent men, like slicing open a watermelon, and then acted like I ought to be turned on by it.

Heather wasn’t a hatchet-wielding psycho…at least, she probably wasn’t. He sighed and checked his phone. He really needed to call her.

“Olivia and I were too similar. I saw a lot of myself in her, and as you know, I hate myself. So…” Justice shrugged and turned back to his computer, finally reading some of the words for the first time. Cindy Crane, LPN. Thirty-two years old. Five-seven.

“So you screwed it up.” Henry chuckled and flicked one of the pens sitting in a copper mug on Justice’s desk.

“Nobody screwed anything up. It wasn’t a good fit, okay?” A sudden and intense desire to knock Henry’s teeth down his throat overcame Justice. “You’re a nosy one, you know that?”

“Whoa. No offense. Just curious.” Henry grabbed the back of his own chair and pulled it over from his desk, copping a seat. “Is that why you didn’t tell me about the D.A.?”

“That…is still new.” And it’s probably over, given the way I behaved last night.

“I’m not the best judge of these kinds of things,” Henry continued, “but she is gorgeous. Much more girl-next-door than Olivia. More your type.”

“What do you know about my type?” No matter how hard Justice tried, he couldn’t prevent the irritation that slipped through his words.

Henry shrugged. “Nothing. Just…I don’t know what a girl like that is doing with you.”

“Neither does she.”

Henry gave another self-satisfied chuckle. “So what’s your plan today? You in the office for a bit?”

“Nah. I’m headed back to the retirement home.”

“Want some company?”

Normally, Justice would’ve jumped at the opportunity to have Henry tag along. At the very least, it would mean he didn’t have to drive. But Henry was being an annoying, nosy pain in the ass this morning. Much more so than usual. Justice never had time for that.

“I’ve got it under control.”

Henry frowned.

Just then, Graves strode across the aisle toward his desk, his shoulders swaying with each step like a silverback gorilla. He didn’t glance up as he passed Justice and Henry.

Standing, Justice took his opportunity to slip out of the current conversation and simultaneously get some answers to Henry’s incessant questions.

When talking to Graves, it was important to not be friendly. The man interpreted anything other than a painful grimace as flippancy. So Justice hunched his shoulders and furrowed his brow, mirroring the palpable I’m busy, go to hell energy.

“Hey,” Justice greeted him, keeping it curt and to the point.

Graves didn’t bother to look up as he slipped off his loafers and stepped onto the rocker board in front of his standing desk. He seemed to strongly oppose sitting down. In the diner yesterday, Justice had been shocked when the bulldog detective slid into the booth to drink his coffee.

An injury was the most likely explanation. Graves had complained about a bad back, a detail worth filing away for the future. One never knew when information like that could come in handy.

Justice cleared his throat. “Did you get the results back on the blood from Olivia’s truck?”

At last, Graves regarded Justice. “Wasn’t hers.”

“Good.” Justice already knew that, but he still had to suppress a sigh of relief. “Any positive identifications on the DNA register?”

“The results were inconclusive.” Graves maintained eye contact with an alarming ferocity that made Justice want to curl his lips back from his teeth.

“Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

Without so much as a grunt of acknowledgment, Graves turned to his computer.

Nodding, Justice made his way back toward his desk, where he shut his laptop and shoved it in his satchel. He was possessed by a sudden urge to get the hell out of the office, away from Henry’s condescension and Graves’s spikiness.

Anywhere else in the world had to be better.
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Justice pulled into the parking lot of New Light Retirement Home and stayed in his truck for a while, sponging off the free lobby Wi-Fi. A brisk wind had blown in, tossing about the daisies in the beds that surrounded the home and sending the sunshine-colored awning over the main entrance flapping.

He reviewed the details of Cindy Crane’s police record. Her history implicated her in nothing more serious than being a particularly lousy driver. She’d had her license suspended twice—once for reckless endangerment after doing eighty in a fifty-five, and another time for driving an unregistered and uninsured vehicle against traffic down a one-way street. No drug charges, larceny, or anything violent.

Nothing in Cindy’s file excused her from suspicion, either, but for now he had to put her on the shelf while he focused on the other suspects.

Justice opened a small paper bag he’d brought with him, pulling out an apple he’d picked up at the market on his way to work that morning. He took a big bite and smiled at the unbridled tartness. Though he’d bought this one at a store, he could sense the apples from his solitary tree were going to be even better this year than usual.

“New fertilizer,” Justice chuckled into his own hand.

In a month or two, he would have enough to make pies, tarts, and turnovers. And then he’d probably have to start bringing them into the station. First come, first serve.

There was a joke in there, but he decided not to look for it.

He dug deeper into the pending class action lawsuit brought by former residents and their families against Rose Hastings. It came down to three basic allegations. First, that Ms. Hastings and other nurses were subjecting patients to unnecessary interventions. Second, that staff were overcharging patients for basic necessities—food, medicine, toiletries—while preventing residents from purchasing their own, effectively forcing them to buy from the company store.

Finally, Ms. Hastings had been accused of filling prescriptions with cheap generics purchased off the dark web, often compromising the effectiveness of the medicine. While the entire case spoke to Ms. Hastings’s character, it was that last point that really stuck out.

Maybe the death of Bessie Feinberg had been caused by willful negligence after all, which still had the stink of murder, as far as he was concerned. If a staff member messed with the medication keeping someone alive, whether by withholding or by giving an overdose, they were poisoning the recipient.

Justice closed his laptop and hopped out of his truck.

“Detective Hall!” His head swiveled at the sound of his name. Jogging toward him was a young woman with a microphone in her hand, followed by a bearded man with a bulky camera over his shoulder. He recognized the woman from the news.

“Hi, I’m Maryellen Bramwell from Channel Six News.” She gave him a winning smile. “We’ve met before.”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Listen, we’re running a little segment on you tomorrow around three p.m. Mark it on your calendar. Total puff piece, you’ll love it. Anyway, I was hoping you could answer a few questions.”

Justice didn’t have time for this nonsense. “There’s a phone number for the press. It’s on the website.”

“Yeah, duh, I know. It’ll take two minutes. Chuck?” She nodded toward the camera operator as she flipped her brown curls over her shoulder, holding the mic at the ready. “Let’s roll.”

“Rolling.”

A few steamrollered minutes later, Justice had finished the interview and was making his way inside, heading directly for Rose Hastings’s office.

As he walked, a nurse strutted toward him in the opposite direction. A pale woman who appeared to be in her early- to mid-forties, she had a delicate, upturned nose and high cheekbones. Her long black hair was tied back in a ponytail, not a hint of makeup on her face.

Her dark-purple scrubs swished as she walked, and the stethoscope and blood pressure cuff draped around her neck tapped against each other. She was tall and sharp, ribs, shoulders, and knees jutting, but she slouched so much she seemed small and inobtrusive.

He’d seen her when he was here before but had yet to speak with her.

She gave a friendly smile as they passed, tilting her head to acknowledge him.

“Excuse me?”

She stopped at the sound of his voice and turned to face him. “Yes?”

“My name is Detective Justice Hall. I’m investigating the death of Bessie Feinberg.”

She straightened and clasped her hands behind her back. “Ah, yes. Rose mentioned you in our staff meeting this morning. I can’t believe you think somebody might have hurt Bessie Feinberg on purpose.”

“Whether it was on purpose remains to be seen. Can I get your name, please?” Justice pulled out his notebook and pen.

“Amanda Solace.”

He wrote it down. “And what do you do around here?”

“I’m a nurse.”

“Can you tell me where you were the night Bessie Feinberg died?”

The woman peeked at her watch, seemingly eager to be done with this conversation. “I was here, though I’m not sure what I might’ve been doing. I can check my time chart.”

Justice blinked. “Time chart?”

“Yes, the company keeps records of which section which nurse is working at which time. It’s a liability thing.”

He nodded, pleased to hear it. “I’ll need to see those.”

“You’ll have to ask Rose about that. I only have access to mine.” Amanda fiddled with the earpieces on the stethoscope. “I wasn’t on Bessie’s section the night she died. It was Cindy, I believe.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

She glanced at several red lights above the residents’ doors, indicating they needed assistance. Frowning, she met Justice’s gaze again. “I’m sorry. I wish I could be more helpful. Just the way my shifts break down, I almost never saw Bessie. From what little I knew of her, she seemed like a nice woman. I was sorry to see her go. I pray this is all just a misunderstanding, and you find she was taken by natural causes after all.”

It was a noble hope, he supposed. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Solace.”

“Miss.” She flashed him one last smile before continuing down the hall, whistling a happy tune as she entered a resident’s room.

The sound grated on his nerves. Justin Black used to whistle all the time—happy tunes like the theme to The Andy Griffith Show. Upbeat whistling served as the soundtrack to all of Justice’s worst memories.

He reached Ms. Hastings’s office and tapped on the door before inviting himself inside. The woman sat behind her desk, looking no less severe and physically intimidating than she had yesterday. Her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, giving him a glimpse of her sinewy forearms.

The last time he was in her office, he’d been preoccupied, trying to work under Russell Sterling’s intense stare from down the hall. Now he focused exclusively on Rose. Stern, severe, no nonsense. He imagined such qualities were necessary for someone in her position. Still, something about her made the hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention.

She reminded him of someone he used to know. Someone who made him feel as helpless and dependent as the residents of New Light undoubtedly felt toward Rose and her staff.

“What can I do for you, Detective?” She tented her hands in front of her, forcing a smile through her weary expression.

He returned the gesture, presenting a friendly and casual air as he helped himself to a seat. “Are you familiar with doxazosin, Ms. Hastings?”

“Of course.” She snatched up a triangular grip strengthener and went at it like he was about to challenge her to an arm wrestling match. “It treats hypertension and enlarged prostate. A lot of our residents are prescribed it.”

“The medical examiner found more than fifteen times Bessie Feinberg’s prescribed dose in her blood. Do you have an explanation for that?”

Eyes widening, Rose set the triangular grip aside. Justice caught a whiff of fear, as distinctive and foul as cigarette smoke. Was she frightened because somebody under her had committed these acts and she was concerned about the home’s liability, or was she frightened because Justice and his team had found out about it?

Rose slid her half-moon glasses from atop her head and poised them on her nose before typing and focusing on her computer screen. Her thin eyebrows rose. “Bessie was on eight milligrams daily, and she’d been taking it for over five years. That right there could explain the problem.”

Crossing one ankle over his knee, Justice leaned back until his chair squeaked. He lifted his brows almost as high as hers, silent with anticipation.

“Well, maybe her body stopped processing the drug, which is a real danger with alpha blockers.” Rose arranged a few papers into a stack near the corner of her desk. Then she began to put away her pens. Her nervous energy was palpable. “If her doctor wasn’t performing regular heart checks, she’s the one who would be liable.”

“I understand you’re a nurse practitioner.”

“Yes, but it’s been a long time since I’ve worked directly with patients. My experience as a practitioner informs my role as director and helps me manage my nurses and keep them happy.”

“So keeping the nurses happy is your priority?”

Her eyes darted to one side, seemingly searching for some private space to formulate an answer. A classic gesture of somebody who was sweating under the collar. “Providing the best care to our residents is the priority, of course. But happy nurses make attentive nurses, and attentive nurses make happy patients.”

Justice couldn’t argue with that. Then again, people like Rose Hastings were consummately hard to argue with, whether or not what they were saying made any sense.

Something about her had him off-kilter, like a child fearful to speak up against a bully because a bigger bully was sitting right in front of them. “I understand that New Light is not the first home you’ve managed. Is that correct?”

“Correct. I have over twenty years of experience in similar positions. Though I don’t understand how my work history is pertinent to your current investigation.”

Justice smiled pleasantly. “You can never know which facts are pertinent until you have all of them. I’m sure it’s the same way in the medical field.”

“Yes, that’s true.” She picked up the stack of papers she’d just placed on the corner of her desk and tapped them down until they were all even. Then she put them back.

“In the spirit of full disclosure, I did a little digging into your work history and found your name associated with a class action lawsuit that led to the shuttering of several retirement facilities, including Dandelion Retirement Home, which you were also the director of.”

Again, her eyes widened briefly before narrowing into slits. “So?”

Justice’s pleasant smile grew softer and sweeter. “Would you like to tell me about that?”

Her expression hardened, red inflaming her cheeks. “I fail to see how that is pertinent to⁠—”

“Didn’t we just go over this?” He kept his intense gaze trained on hers, peripherally noticing a bead of sweat forming on her forehead. What she couldn’t see was how much pain he was in by forcing himself to hold her emotionless stare.

She cleared her throat and picked up the triangular grip once again. “I don’t have anything to say on the matter.”

Justice almost laughed at the absurdity of that, or maybe the instinct was self-protective. If the final circle of Hell was reserved for betrayers, and murderers were close behind, surely a caregiver who harmed her own patients for worldly profit would take the crown for queen of evil. Almost like a mother who conspired to murder her own child for the sake of stealing his inheritance and life insurance…

Ding!

His brain made the connection, and he knew why Rose Hastings seemed so familiar. He’d met her before, or rather, someone exactly like her. Not unlike the residents of New Light, he had once been helpless and forced to trust in the care of a person who would sooner destroy him than give him a fair chance. Dearest Aunt Suzannah, who took him in after he was orphaned first from his parents and then from the man who murdered them.

The worst person he had ever known. Even worse than Justin.

Whether or not Rose was a legitimate murderer, she was still a monster.

Justice took a moment to refocus his thoughts. He couldn’t go down that dark rabbit hole now. He prayed to never go down it again as long as he lived.

“I’ll just talk to myself, then. It was alleged by hundreds of your patients and their families that your facility was taking advantage of them, disregarding their well-being for the sake of squeezing a little extra cash from their aging fingers.”

She glared, tightening her grip so hard, the stress toy squeaked. “How dare you.”

“I’m merely stating the facts of the case as I understand them. If there’s something in particular you would like to set me straight on, I’m all ears, Ms. Hastings.”

“I am under no obligation to disclose the details of that case.”

Justice dropped his smile and pressed a palm to his knee as he leaned forward. “Bessie was a thorn in your side, wasn’t she? She was, and so was her daughter, and Russell…all of them so keen, so observant. I heard they’d lodged several formal complaints against you. That’d make me pretty mad, getting my reputation sullied.”

“I would like you to leave now.”

Flashing a final grin, Justice nodded and stood. “Of course. I’m sure you have a lot of work to do.”

She rose from her seat, leaning into the whole chin up and shoulders back to make yourself seem big thing. “If you have any more questions, might I direct you to our legal team.”

“I’ll be back, Ms. Hastings. Maybe with a warrant next time.” He tipped his hat and left the office.

As he walked down the hall to the elevators, he passed by several rooms with open doors. The windows in the hall were bigger and brighter—a far greater source of sunshine than what the dismal little rooms provided. He glanced inside each one as he strode along, noting how differently each resident had decorated their cookie-cutter space.

That same horrible tune reached his ears, and he halted. A painful shudder raced through him.

Don’t be silly. A whistle can’t hurt you.

To prove he wasn’t really afraid of something so innocuous, Justice made his way toward the sound and peered into the room. Amanda continued to purse her lips in song as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around Russell Sterling’s remaining arm.

“Can I help you, sir?”

Justice turned and met the symmetrical face of a young man dressed in scrubs. Standing at roughly six-six, the guy had a chin you could dig a grave with. He was handsome enough to be on the cover of a romance novel with his shirt ripped open and his brown curls blowing in the wind.

Reaching into his pocket, Justice flashed his badge. “Detective Justice Hall, Homicide. I’m investigating the death of one of the residents.”

“Pleasure to meet you, sir.” He shook Justice’s hand, his grip surprisingly gentle for such a big boy. “Name’s Seymore Little. I’m a licensed practical nurse here.”

Seymore had a deep Southern accent and a friendly smile to match.

Justice couldn’t help but immediately like him.

“Mr. Little, have you seen anything suspicious around the home lately?”

Seymore hummed and walked back to his pushcart, which was covered in pill bottles, tiny plastic cups, and a giant pitcher of water. “Nothing more than usual.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve been working in nursing homes on and off since I was a teenager, so I’ll let you in on a secret.”

Oh, goody… “Please do.”

“They’re all screwed up and horrible. Every last one. Some are just worse than others.”

“And this one?”

“You won’t catch me biting the hand that feeds me. Mama didn’t raise no fool.”

Justice could appreciate that. “Off the record.”

He considered this for a moment before stepping closer to Justice. “Off the record, most of these people are already dead. They just don’t know it yet.”

With that, Seymore turned and walked away, pushing the squeaky cart in front of him.

A moment later, Amanda stepped into the hall and moved up beside Justice. She smelled like lilies and saline, and her presence was infinitely more pleasant when she wasn’t whistling.

“Seymore…” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Wouldn’t surprise me in the least.”

Justice turned to her slowly, ready to ask what she meant by that, but she was already drifting down the hall and whistling that same horrible, happy tune.
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Heather slid the Tupperware containing her lunch in front of her and popped the lid, slumping when she realized she had placed it in her bag upside down. Instead of being a perfectly divided, Pinterest-worthy falafel salad, she now had a pile of Mediterranean sludge.

She sighed. “Figures.”

“What’s with you today?” Abby Reinhold groaned beside her, sipping on her green smoothie.

“Nothing.” Heather grabbed her plastic fork and tried to push everything back into place. It was no use.

“How’d you end up a lawyer when you’re such a crappy liar?”

She aimed her fork at Abby. “I resent that.”

Abby grinned, chewing on her straw. “Because I said all lawyers are liars, or that you suck at it?”

“Both.” Heather stabbed a falafel—all soggy from the lemon and hummus dressing it had been soaking in for the last several hours—and shoved it into her mouth.

Abby eyed her from behind the golden rims of her oversize owl glasses, frizzy curls escaping from her ponytail to frame her face. She worked at the county clerk’s office, filing paperwork and—low-key—choosing which cases ended up on judges’ desks first.

As two of the only single women under forty in the courthouse, Heather and Abby had found one another quickly. Heather was still in the process of trying to figure Abby out. So far, she’d deduced that her newfound friend was obsessed with yogalates and slavishly adhered to intermittent fasting. And—as much as she claimed to despise them—she wanted to talk about men ninety percent of the time.

“You had a date with hottie detective last night, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.” Heather stifled a groan. Why had she ever told Abby about Justice?

“Well…” Abby tapped her fingernails on the table, nearly bursting with anticipation. “How did it go?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”

“Do tell.” Abby waggled her brows and rested her chin on the back of her skeletal hand.

Heather opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

It wasn’t only because she didn’t want to talk about it. She was having a hard time thinking about it. Everything had been going so well from the elevator to the bedroom. He’d been giving her every signal, and the way he kissed her certainly felt like he was hungry for more. Then, when she responded and threw him down on the bed—something no man had ever once complained about—he froze, stared at her like she was some kind of monster, and ran away like a man being chased by a serial killer.

All night, she’d waited for him to call. Or text. Or offer any kind of explanation whatsoever. She’d even tried calling once, but he hadn’t answered. Now it was after one in the afternoon and nothing.

Nothing.

Heather had never been more humiliated, more unsure of herself.

“You think I’m pretty, right?”

Abby snorted. “Pretty enough for other women to hate you.”

Heather wrinkled her nose and added internalized misogyny to the list of things she now knew about Abby.

“Why? Did something go wrong with your man?” Abby took another sip of her smoothie.

“He’s not my man. He’s…”

She had no idea how to end that sentence, which was half the problem.

“I don’t know what he is. He’s…complicated.”

“No, he’s not. Men never are. They just try to make it look that way so you’ll be intrigued and let them stick their penis in you.”

Heather laughed and swirled her fork in her sludge. Much to her horror, Abby’s cup o’ grass seemed more appealing. “Yeah, that’s not what’s up.”

“What do you mean?”

That question was almost impossible to answer, even in her own mind. Justice hadn’t really told her any details about himself and his traumatic past for her to make sense of anything he did. But he had told her enough for her to feel guilty about the way things went down and to know Abby was completely wrong about him.

Abby lowered her chin and gazed at Heather over the rims of her glasses. “You haven’t slept with him yet, have you?”

Heather’s cheeks flushed like a schoolgirl caught in the act, which only served to make her feel more embarrassed. Fuel on the fire.

“That’s private.”

“I thought the plan was to give it up last night.”

The court cafeteria was pretty abandoned—only a few scattered tables with small groups and even fewer lone wolves scrolling on their phones. But the idea of any of those people knowing anything about her sex life made Heather want to jump off a cliff.

“What happened?” Abby patted her hands. “Go on. I can keep a secret.”

“Are you sure? You don’t seem the type.”

Abby’s jaw dropped, and Heather braced for a sea of green to fly her way. “I resent that.” She tapped her finger against her temple. “Do you know how many secrets this vault holds on a daily basis? I work with lawyers, cops, criminals, and judges all the damn time. If I couldn’t keep a secret, do you think I’d have lasted in this place for ten years?”

Heather almost argued. It was in her blood to argue with virtually everything that came out of people’s mouths, whether or not she disagreed. An unexpected and very painful chuckle bubbled up her throat instead.

“I’m going to have to take your word, because I think I might die if I don’t talk to somebody about this.”

“Ooh.” Abby scooched to the edge of her seat. “Juicy.”

“Trustworthy people don’t say juicy.”

“Noted.” She flashed a smile and twirled a frizzy curl on her finger. “Now spill the details. Before I explode.”

“Okay, so Justice…”

“Mm. Justice Hall.” Abby bit her bottom lip and let her eyes go soft. “You know I hate you for dating him, right?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “You’ve mentioned it a time or two.”

“I’ve been watching him parade around here in his painted-on jeans for quite a while now.”

“Then you had plenty of time to make a move, didn’t you?” Heather lifted a forkful of salad to her mouth.

“I could never stand to be with a man who’s more attractive than me. It’s just signing up to get your heart broken when he inevitably cheats on you.”

Heather considered that line of thought as she chewed her food. Justice wasn’t the first grade A hunk she’d been with, so she knew what Abby had to say about infidelity wasn’t entirely off base. That only made the way he’d reacted to her advances feel stranger.

Good-looking men usually had plenty of experience with sex. Whether or not they tried very hard, they were usually comfortable with receiving.

Heather checked her phone for maybe the thousandth time today. No word from Justice. If he thought he was going to get away with ghosting her after last night, he had another think coming.

“I saw that.” Abby sipped her smoothie and crossed her long, pale legs. “Tell Mama what happened.”

Heather bit the inside of her cheek and drummed her short nails on her phone. “You swear you’ll never repeat this?”

“Hand to god. Now confess!”

Heather shrank from the sheer volume of her friend’s impatience, glancing around to make sure nobody in the vicinity was paying attention. Then she leaned across the table, lowering her voice to a hushed whisper. “I made a move on Justice last night.”

“Ooh.” Abby lit up like a sparkler.

“He ran out on me like I’d attacked him with a knife.”

And…sparkler extinguished. “Uh-oh.”

“Don’t say that.” Heather dropped her fork and sighed. “I was too aggressive, too excited. I should’ve known better…”

The guilt of what she had done was eating her up almost as much as the embarrassment.

“You know I didn’t want to say anything because I’ve always kind of hoped it wasn’t true, but there are some people who think your boyfriend might be…you know…”

“What?”

“A fan of The Golden Girls.”

Heather furrowed her brow in confusion. “He’s into old ladies?”

“No.” Abby chuckled. “He’s in the closet.”

“What?” Heather shook her head. “No way.”

“It doesn’t seem like that big of a stretch. He’s never been married, you never really see him with a woman, and he’s always so clean and polite. And now he’s running off on a hot piece like you…” Her intense gaze took on a dreamy quality. “It would be a damn shame, but it kind of makes sense.”

Heather had felt his passion for her on more than one occasion. Times when she’d caught him undressing her with his eyes, or his hand wandered to the inside of her knee. She’d felt his desire when he kissed her, and he seemed to be enjoying the hell out of himself last night right up until he freaked out and ran away. “No, Justice’s not gay.”

“If you say so. The only other reasons I can think of are he’s hung like a baby carrot, he can’t get it up, or both.”

“No and no.” She knew exactly how excited he was when he pulled her ass against him and made hickeys on her neck.

“Really?” Abby’s eyes widened and sparkled. “You guys got that far?”

Heather nodded, but a sudden flash of humiliation stopped her from saying anything more. The same thought kept gnawing at her, something Justice had said the first time they had dinner together. He told her the bare bones of his past. He watched his parents die and was abducted by a serial killer who tortured him physically, mentally, and sexually.

She hadn’t asked for any details because she didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. He didn’t owe his secrets to her or anybody. She simply wanted to be open to listening to him if and when he felt like speaking.

From the way he hesitated to look into her eyes sometimes, Heather figured Justice was the skittish type. Like a cat, she knew if she chased him, he would run away. And that was why she was so angry with herself for the way she’d acted.

For weeks, she’d been taking it slow when all she wanted to do was rip his clothes off. Caught up in the moment and Justice’s amorousness, she threw him down and was about to do just that. And now her skittish cowboy might’ve been gone for good.

All she wished to do was apologize and tell him that he didn’t have to explain. That was why she had called him, though she should’ve known better. Justice was like a cat…if she stood still and tried to appear nonthreatening, he would come to her.

She checked her phone and nearly jumped out of her chair when the screen lit up with an incoming call.

Without a word to Abby, Heather stood and rushed from the cafeteria into the relative quiet and seclusion of the hall before she swiped up to answer.

“Justice?”

“Heather.”

The way he said her name was like hot chocolate sliding down her throat—warm and satisfying. She felt her anxiety begin to relent. “I’ve been worried.”

“I get that. Listen, I’m sorry about last night. I…”

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I don’t? That doesn’t sound right.” His breath was heavy on the other end, slow and deep. “Let me make it up to you. Explain in person. Come out with me tonight?”

He wanted to see her again. A wave of relief crashed over Heather, nearly knocking her to the floor. She hadn’t realized how terrified she’d been of losing him until that moment.

“Okay.”

“Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “Can I ask you about a work thing?”

Not exactly what she wanted to hear, but the chance to focus on something less awkward and heavy was welcome. “Of course.”

“There’s a class action lawsuit against Dandelion Retirement Home for mismanaging funds, particularly the manager at the time, Ms. Rose Emily Hastings. Would you mind looking into it a bit more for me? I got a stack of papers a mile high, and I have no idea what any of it even means. Legalese really is its own language.”

“Sure. Anything specific I should be on the lookout for?”

“I’m wondering if anybody died suspiciously as a result of mismanagement…especially suspected overdoses.”

“No problem.” Heather bit the inside of her cheek, which was covered in scar tissue from decades of being chewed on. “What are you gonna do for me?”

“Anything you want.”

His voice and those words made her insides tingle. For his sake, she was willing to take things slow. At the same time, she couldn’t remember ever wanting someone this badly. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” A few beats passed and then he hung up, leaving her no less confused than she’d been before he called.
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Russell Sterling awoke from his nap with a start. His heart pounded, the pulsing throb radiating to his temples and fingertips. Much to his dismay, even his missing hand protested in pain.

He’d left his right arm somewhere out in the Vietnamese jungle after taking a full load of shrapnel. Scars covered his face and torso from the blast, but the arm had taken the worst of it.

There was still feeling in his missing arm, as nonsensical as that always seemed to him. The pain was prone to flaring early in the morning or the middle of the night, making him toss and turn.

It always hurt. Always. He didn’t like the official name for it—phantom pain. That made it sound like his symptoms might not be real. But his hurt was worse than what others might consider a “real” injury. It was a pain that no medication could fix. His grandson had gotten him into yoga a bit, and that helped with the aches in his back and the stings in his hips, but there were no stretches for an arm that had decomposed nearly sixty years ago.

His dream faded quickly, but the feeling it created lingered like a bad cough. Midafternoon light poured through the lace-covered windows, warm and comforting. Still, everything was blurry, the lace shifting as if caught in a breeze.

He checked the gold Timex he always wore, but the face and hands were blurry.

Blinking several times, he willed his vision to adjust. The windows were closed. He was seeing things. This had been happening more and more frequently, reminding him of what LSD had been like back in the day. The wallpaper pattern rushed at the floor like a waterfall.

He tried closing his eyes, but that only made it worse. With a grunt, Russell pushed himself to a sitting position. His head swam. Setting his feet onto the fluffy rug, he tried to breathe through the oncoming nausea.

His grandson Patrick had decorated the room so it was nothing at all like the dreary cubicles given to newcomers. Patrick called the style mid-century modern—leather chairs, cool triangular glass tables, and his personal favorite, sheepskin rugs.

It was Russell’s personal shag pad, the last in a long line of such places. Contrary to what many of his friends and relatives might have suspected, Russell had enjoyed almost every minute he’d been at New Light. So much better than hanging out at home all alone. Here, he was the prized cock of this henhouse.

But he wasn’t feeling very cocky these last couple days, not after what happened to Bessie. It wasn’t the first time he’d lost one of his girlfriends. And Bessie hadn’t even been his main squeeze—there was Francine too. It was the way that she went and everything that had happened before and since, especially the visit from that homicide detective, the one who looked like he’d just graduated from high school.

That was one of the unexpected things about getting older. One day, he noticed all the police officers were getting younger, and the bus drivers, and eventually the doctors. Until everyone in his life resembled babies he would barely trust with a lit cigarette, except his entire existence depended on them doing their jobs properly.

Not to put too fine a point on it, but it was terrifying. Then again, Russell had always had a problem trusting people. Seventy-seven years of life had confirmed that most people, while reasonably well-intentioned, were at least somewhat incompetent. Himself included.

The nursing staff at New Light had given new life to this vague fear of his, focusing and intensifying it. Maybe he was paranoid, as his grandson often told him, but the presence of a homicide detective begged to differ.

Why would anyone want to hurt Bessie? That was what had left him reeling.

Standing, he shuffled to the bathroom to relieve himself. Then he slid on his afternoon cardigan and made his way out to the common room. Based on where the sun was in the sky, Calvin would be gearing up for their Thursday afternoon chess match. Russell almost wanted to beg off, but then Calvin would be up his ass all week until next Thursday, giving him a hard time that he was losing his marbles.

He couldn’t tolerate it.

When he reached the common area, he spotted Calvin at the chessboard, twiddling his long thumbs. Calvin was one of the younger guys at the home, early seventies. He still had most of his hair and a thick white beard and mustache that made him look distinctly like Santa Claus. Though that illusion was shattered by the loose Hawaiian shirts and board shorts he always wore, even in the dead of winter.

Calvin would’ve posed some competition with Russell for the ladies, except he’d lost his spouse—the love of his life—only a few years ago and wasn’t remotely interested in finding anyone new. He still slept with a photo of her by his bed and talked to it regularly.

Russell had loved dozens of women in his life—not the least of whom was his wife Joann—but not like Calvin had loved his Beatrice. What would it be like to love a woman like that? At this point, Russell would never know.

“There you are, bird dog.” Calvin grinned, revealing his straight white teeth. Dentures.

Russell settled into his chair across from Calvin. He set the tip of his finger on his knight and cracked a grin. “Ready to get your ass handed to you? Again?”

“Come on with it, hippie.” Calvin moved his pawn to king-four.

They settled into the game, Russell commencing his traditional pawn massacre with his two knights while Calvin tried to set up some kind of sting with his bishops.

“You can’t go there.” Calvin pointed at the board.

“What?” Lifting his chin too quickly to glance across the board, Russell’s head began to spin. Calvin’s mustache looked like it was crawling up his face, yellow and slimy.

Staring down at the board, he tried to remember the last move he’d made. “I don’t…”

Calvin grasped one of Russell’s pieces and moved it. “You overstepped your square.”

“Sorry.” With every bit of his mind straining to focus on the game, Russell grabbed his rook and moved.

“Hippie! You been smoking too many of those reefers?” The man he was playing with snapped his fingers under Russell’s nose. “Where’s your brain today?”

Russell peered up at the curious face. The man looked so familiar in his Hawaiian shirt. He swore he’d seen him somewhere before.

An explosion went off behind Russell, and he hit the floor. “We’re surrounded!”

“Uh-oh,” the man said, gazing down at him but not moving. “Miss Crane?”

“Are you crazy?” Russell grabbed the man by his shirt and yanked him to the floor. “Max is out there. They’re coming. Get your head down!”

“Let go of me! Nurse!”

A woman rushed over—short and chubby with wild red hair and freckles. Russell reached for her shirt to pull her down into the foxhole when a wave of nausea and dizziness hit him. He rolled onto his back and found himself gazing up at a popcorn ceiling. This wasn’t normal. He’d been compromised.

“Where am I?”

“It’s okay, Mr. Sterling.” The woman knelt at his side and set her freezing cold hand on his forehead. “You’re safe. You’re in America, in Bowe City. Home.”

“Safe?” He pushed himself up, his missing hand aching so much that his shoulders shuddered. “Who are you?”

“Let’s just get you back to your room, okay?”

“My room?” He shook his head hard, machine gun fire ripping the air all around. “Can’t you hear? You’re trying to get me killed, you commie whore.”

He struggled away from her, ignoring the pain as he tried to scrape himself off the floor and wrestle to his feet. Bookshelves surrounded him, an overturned chessboard. He tried to remember…

“Mr. Sterling, can you tell me what year it is?” the woman asked.

Not only could he not tell her what year it was, he wasn’t entirely certain what a year was. All he knew was somebody was shooting at him. He took off running, determined to escape the blast. Then, like a black curtain being drawn over his head, Russell lost his senses. Colors rushed his brain—a laser show of light and sound. An explosion like a sunset.

“I’ve been poisoned.” Those were the last words he managed to get out before he collapsed on the carpet.
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Justice sat inside Caruso’s Fine Dining Italian for nearly twenty minutes, tapping his fingers on the tablecloth and ignoring the glass of red wine he’d ordered—he was beginning to regret buying a whole bottle. He wanted to take off his sports coat but couldn’t. He didn’t want anyone seeing the dinnerplate-sized wet spots under both pits.

To say he was nervous was a gross understatement. He’d replayed the events of last night in his head over and over, his self-loathing intensifying with each replay. There was a part of him that almost hoped she wouldn’t show up so he wouldn’t have to say all the things he planned on forcing himself to say. Not the least of which was an apology.

All the same, the thought of her standing him up made him want to crawl into a shallow grave, close his eyes, and never come out.

Heather had never been late before. Not once. She’d said he didn’t have to explain himself to her. The more he thought about it, the only reason that would be true was if she never wanted to see him again.

Maybe she had accepted his invitation for no reason other than to humiliate him the way he had humiliated her. He deserved it and far worse. So he stayed put, sucking up his deserved pain and amplifying it in his own mind with affirmations of his own amoral filthiness…until Heather walked into the restaurant wearing a red dress that stole the breath from his lungs and left him without a thought in his brain.

He waved her over to the table. Slack-jawed, he wiped his sweaty palms on his pants.

She smiled, as cute and sharp as ever. “Sorry I’m late.”

“No worries. I wasn’t waiting long.”

That was a lie. Based on the way he felt, two or three billion years seemed accurate.

He couldn’t believe she’d showed. Against all odds and good judgment, she had come. Maybe she was just a good person who felt he deserved to be rejected in person.

She reached into her faux leather computer bag she had slung over her shoulder like a purse, pulled out her laptop, and set it on the table, disturbing the perfectly appointed place setting.

“It took me a little while to find the case you asked for. The defendant in the class action suit is actually the Regent Retirement Group, not Rose Hastings. The local press got that wrong. Apparently, Regent owned Dandelion and six other locations in Elmaeder, Harris, and Montgomery counties.”

“Wait, are you saying that Regent hired Rose back, even after the suit? Why would they do that?”

A server approached the table. “Good evening. Would you two care to start out with some appetizers? We have a special tonight that’s not on the menu. Prosciutto-wrapped honeydew melon.”

Justice lifted his gaze to Heather, but he couldn’t hold it. “I was thinking the, uh, crab-stuffed creminis…?”

Why did his voice sound so little and far away?

She flashed a wolfish smile, all carnivorous. “Perfect.”

“Very good choice, sir.” The server gave a slight nod and drifted from the table.

Heather cleared her throat and turned her attention back to her laptop. “I have no idea. But here’s another thing. You said the case was pending, but it was actually settled out of court a few months ago.”

Justice held up a hand. “Hold on. I’m sorry.”

“What?” She flinched and glanced up from her screen. It was like she was using the computer as armor to shield herself from him and the real conversation they ought to be having.

It was an appropriately awkward segue into a very awkward conversation.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “About last night…”

“Justice, I told you. You don’t have to explain.” She clasped her hands together, wringing out her fingers one by one. Was she nervous too?

“But I want to. I don’t want you to think that I’m not…” He needed to say the words sexually attracted to you, but they wouldn’t form in his throat. “…because I am. I want to. I just…”

“Justice, I really like you. That hasn’t changed.”

“It hasn’t?” When he spoke, it was little more than a whisper.

“No, of course not.” She inhaled a deep breath through her mouth and exhaled through her nose. “You told me about…about your past. About what you’ve been through. I should’ve thought more about how it might have affected you.”

He was gobsmacked. “I’ve barely told you anything.”

“I shouldn’t have been so forceful with you. You have PTSD, right?”

Justice swallowed. “That’s one of the things I have.”

“I wish I understood more of what you’d been through, but I know you’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

He wanted to tell her right then and there, lay everything out on the table to let her examine so she could decide whether she really wanted any of it. But there were things about himself—too many things—that he could never say out loud to himself, let alone to another person.

“Would you really want to know?”

“I want to know everything about you.” She looked down and ran her finger back and forth on the linen tablecloth. “I shouldn’t have tried to take control of the situation. I was just…I was excited. And I’m a take-charge kind of gal.”

“I love that about you.”

“You say that.” She laughed nervously. “We don’t have to take our relationship to that level if you don’t want to. We can just be⁠—”

“You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever known.” He had to put an end to that line of thinking straightaway. He couldn’t bear the idea of being only friends with Heather. “I want to take it to that level with you.”

She blushed and nibbled on her lip. “Really?”

“God, yes.”

Heather glanced up at him again, meeting his eyes. The color in her cheeks seemed to darken with every sentence she spoke, now a deep rosy red. “Let’s take it slow then. I’m in no hurry. And my gut tells me you’re worth waiting for.”

Like a dam breaking, all the blood rushed to Justice’s head and slowly began to trickle back into a normal rhythm. Reaching across the table, he grasped her soft hand and kissed her knuckles. “I do not deserve you.”

She peered up at him through thick black lashes. “But you still want me, right?”

“I’ve never wanted anyone more.”

Heather showed the most delicate smile, sweet and shy all at once. He suddenly remembered all the feelings that had rushed him last night, emboldened him to try to be intimate with her, even if he appreciated now that he wasn’t ready.

Justice scooched his chair around the side of the table, closer to her. He trailed his thumb lightly down her cheek, enthralled by the color and responsiveness of her skin. “You look beautiful, by the way.”

She made a tiny coo in her throat. His sweet baby cobra.

“Now tell me more about the case.”

Heather nodded and scrolled through the details. “The case was settled out of court, so I can’t say for certain exactly how much Regent was ordered to pay. But they had to shutter and sell five of their seven homes, including Dandelion.”

“Hmm.” He leaned in closer and rested his chin on her shoulder. The scent of her was like stepping into a citrus grove, mixed with the fruitiness of her shampoo. “You smell delicious.”

To his surprise, she turned and pecked him on the cheek.

He could hardly believe it. Even after everything he’d done, she was still willing to put up with him.

What was wrong with her?

“Rose Hastings was central to the case, and her dismissal was very likely a condition of the settlement.”

“Wait, but she’s in charge of New Light now. And that’s also owned by Regent.”

“Yeah.” Heather scanned the documents on her computer. “There’s nothing here about that. I have no idea why Regent would keep her on.”

Justice grabbed the bottle of wine and filled Heather’s empty glass. “Did you find anything more about the specific charges against her?”

“Well, following what you said, I tried to focus on any charges that had to do with prescription medication.”

Justice held the wine glass up to her.

“Thanks.” She accepted it, took a sip, and moaned appreciatively before setting it down. “She was accused of ordering all of her residents’ meds from an unverified Canadian pharmacy, swapping name-brand drugs with expired prescriptions, some of which turned out to be sugar pills.”

“And pocketing the difference.”

“Allegedly. The state tried to bring criminal charges against Rose Hastings, as she was in charge of operations at Dandelion, but there wasn’t enough evidence to prosecute. That was the catalyst for the civil case.”

She flicked through some dense documents, pausing to scan, then flicking some more. “There were quite a few allegations. Everything you mentioned already, plus the generic drugs, plus the use of intimidation and manipulation to force the residents to sign their social security and pensions over to the home so the director…Rose…could protect their income.”

“You mean steal it.”

“Allegedly.”

“What do you think?”

The server approached with a silver tray in hand. Heather closed her laptop and stashed it away while Justice scooched back to the proper side of the table. Once the server set the mushrooms down and made himself scarce, Heather focused her attention on Justice.

She reached out and swirled her wine, the red liquid sloshing against the goblet. “I think Rose Hastings is guiltier than a puppy sitting next to a pile of poo.”

Justice grinned. “You’re silly.”

“The problem is, she’s not an idiot. She’s almost as good at covering her ass as she is at convincing people to give her money that she hasn’t earned.”

“Classic conman personality.”

“Con person, please.” She winked before downing a gulp.

His grin widened. “Why do you have to be so smart and funny and beautiful? It really isn’t fair.”

“I don’t want it to be fair.” She stabbed a golden-brown mushroom with her fork and brought it to the little bread plate in front of her. “You’re a wily one, and I’ll take any advantage I can get.”

Justice stared down at his empty plate. The smell of the fried mushrooms was intoxicating, but his stomach had gone all squirmy.

He leaned over the table and she mirrored him, their lips drawing close. He was a quarter of an inch from kissing her when his phone went off in his pocket, startling him.

Part of him wanted to ignore it, but that wasn’t really an option in his line of work. “I’m sorry.”

Justice whipped out his device and stared at the screen. Carolina Feinberg.

“I’m sorry, I have to take this.”

“It’s okay.” Heather sat back and stabbed another mushroom.

Justice swiped the green button. “Justice Hall.”

“Detective! Thank goodness you answered. Patrick…” The desperation in her voice sent shivers through him.

“What’s up?”

She broke into sobs.

“Carolina, settle down. What’s going on?”

“Patrick Sterling just called me and I ran over…Russell had a stroke.”

Justice pinched the bridge of his nose and looked down. “Damn.”

“He’s dying, Mr. Hall. You have to get down here now.”

“I’m coming. Tell him to hang on.” Justice ended the call and turned to Heather with an apology on his lips. “I have to go. The retirement home⁠—”

“It’s fine, Justice. Honestly. I’m usually the one running off in the middle of things, so it’s actually kind of refreshing.” She laughed and waved him off. “When will you ever believe me?”

“When you stop being so wonderful.” He stood and stepped up beside her. Caressing her cheek, he leaned down and kissed her soft, full lips. That sweet coo emanated from her throat once again.

Justice could have eaten her with a spoon.

There would be time for that later. Right now, he had to get back to the retirement home. Who would’ve thought working with the elderly would be so difficult?

It certainly added a layer of complexity to a case when material witnesses might die of natural causes at any minute.

Or unnatural, as the case might very well be.
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Justice paused in the doorway before stepping into Russell Sterling’s tiny room at New Light Retirement Home. He’d been moved from his regular residence up to the third floor, which was essentially a hospital wing for the home to take care of residents who were very sick, injured, or in hospice.

Carolina sat beside the bed, tapping away at her phone. She put it face down on her lap, glanced out the window and then at Russell, sighed, and picked up the phone again. Her hair appeared even rattier than usual—thin, gray, and hanging around her shoulders like a wet mop.

In the bed was Russell, who just a few days ago had seemed as healthy and vibrant as any septuagenarian possibly could. Now he had tubes in his nostrils, IVs in his arms, and a monitor at his side, which beeped reassuringly.

He’d aged twenty years overnight. And Justice noticed the gold Timex was missing from his wrist.

Clearing his throat to announce himself, Justice stepped inside. Carolina flinched and turned to him. “Detective Hall. Thank you for coming.”

She started to rise, but Justice held up a hand and settled into the chair beside her. “How’s he doing?”

“They say he had an episode of dementia before suffering a stroke and passing out.”

Justice straightened the corner of the blanket over Russell. “He was good friends with your mother, right?”

“Mom was crazy about him.” Carolina wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “He doesn’t have much family. His wife and daughter died in an accident ten years ago. He has one grandson, Patrick. I’ve been keeping him updated. He’s in London right now.”

Justice nodded and laced his fingers together. He didn’t want to seem irritated, but he really hoped he hadn’t been called away from dinner with Heather to sit at the bedside of a stranger who had suffered a perfectly ordinary stroke. Sad as it was, that didn’t have anything to do with him.

“Russell and Mom spent so much time together, he became like my family.” Carolina wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “It just doesn’t make sense for him and my mom to both get so sick so quickly. Russell has always been as healthy as a mule. And he doesn’t have dementia.”

“It is unusual, I’ll give you that.” Justice fetched his trusty pack of tissues from his pocket and passed one to her. “Have they run blood tests to check if he had an overdose?”

“Yes, but I don’t trust the staff here. I told them they should transfer him to a hospital, but I’m not technically his family, so they won’t listen to me. I’m lucky they’re even letting me be in the room.”

“Who was on duty when he had this episode?”

“One of the nurses. Crane,” she spat out the name like a bone, the snarl on her lips worthy of a rabid wolf. “The same woman who was administering my mom’s drugs.”

Justice strove to keep his tone gentle. “You don’t think that could be a coincidence?”

“Whose side are you on?”

“The side of the truth, Ms. Feinberg. Accusing a nurse of deliberately overdosing or poisoning her patients is no small thing. But that reminds me, what do you think of her doctor?”

“Stephanie? Oh, she’s the only competent person in this whole joint. Unfortunately, she’s only here three days a week. Besides, it wouldn’t have been her. She prescribes the medication, but it’s the nurses who administer it.”

“Interesting.” Rising to his feet, Justice paced in tiny circles from the wall to the door to the bed and back again. “The question is, how would any of the staff here benefit from the death of your mother, Mr. Sterling, or any of the other residents?”

He had a theory, but he wasn’t sure if he was quite ready to trot it out.

“Someone stole my mother’s diamond necklace. How’s that for motivation?”

“A diamond necklace?” Recalling Russell’s gold Timex, Justice halted abruptly, his smooth-soled boots skidding half an inch on the linoleum. This wasn’t his theory at all. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Because I was busy grieving my mother’s death. I wasn’t searching for diamonds.”

Justice lowered his butt into the chair at her side. “Tell me about the necklace.”

“It was my grandmother’s. French couture, 1920s, fourteen-karat white gold, aquamarine-and-diamond necklace. My mother hardly ever took it off, but when she did, she kept it in a wooden velvet box by her bed. I brought the box home with me along with all of her other stuff. And when I got around to opening it last night, it was empty.”

“Do you have a picture of the necklace?”

“Yeah, of course.” She lifted her phone and flicked through the photos, turning the screen toward him. It was a wedding portrait from sometime in the late fifties or early sixties. He could tell the bride was Bessie Feinberg, looking stunning in her poofy A-line dress, with her short curls and brilliantly white smile.

A painful twist in his gut and the name Heather blew through his mind. It was almost too easy to imagine her in a white dress, holding a bouquet and smiling like that. The harder thing was imagining himself at her side.

The necklace was distinct—bar-style with diamonds and blue stones alternating. “Is it possible she might have misplaced it? Or that it was accidentally left behind?”

“No. My mother cherished that necklace.” Carolina balled a fist and slammed it against the armrest. “And I packed all of her things personally. Nobody but me should’ve had any access to it.”

He believed her. Carolina Feinberg was far from perfect, but she seemed both fastidious and thorough.

“How much is the necklace worth?”

“It’s insured for twenty thousand.”

Justice whistled and shook his head. “People have killed over one hell of a lot less. You don’t think Russell might have had anything to do with its disappearance?”

Carolina looked appalled. “No, of course not.”

“And no one from Russell’s family has been here to take his personal belongings?”

“No. Like I said, his only family is Patrick. And besides, Patrick is lovely.”

“Are you familiar with Russell’s gold watch?”

“The Timex? Of course.” She glanced at Russell’s bedside table, pausing before she shot up and began rummaging through a closet. “It’s not here. I can’t find it. See? I bet this was an attempted murder too!”

Justice held a finger to his lips, urging her to lower her voice. “Hold your horses. The M.E. is still examining your mother’s remains, but initial findings indicate she might have been a victim of negligence or malpractice.”

Carolina clenched her teeth, that lupine snarl returning. “She was murdered.”

Her passion was almost painful. She was clearly in the anger stage of her grief, but it wasn’t fooling him. He had enough experience with those emotions to know that her entire body ached from how miserable and scared she was right now.

He set his hand on hers and gently squeezed. “Right now, the cause of death is undetermined. I know it doesn’t sound like it, but that’s actually a good thing. It means this is still an open case. And I’m doing everything in my power to find out exactly what happened to her.”

She clasped his hand tightly, all cold and sweaty. “Can you ask that Russell be transferred to a hospital?”

“I can ask, but I can’t force them.”

Carolina shook her head. “They’d never cooperate.”

“That’s my fear too.”

“I’m going to stay with him tonight.” She turned to regard Russell, her eyes soft and gray in the dim light. She was worried about him, watching over him like a sentinel. The old soldier had no idea how lucky he was to have her.

Standing, Justice made his way out to the hall. As he headed toward the nurse’s station, he passed by a woman in pink scrubs who gave him a friendly smile. Amanda Solace, the nurse he’d interviewed yesterday.

“Good evening.”

“Evening, miss.”

She’d nearly passed him when she turned and touched his elbow. “The kitchen staff made some from-scratch hot chocolate tonight. Would you like some?”

He was taken aback, suspicious of the woman for being welcoming. Then he realized he was letting his assumptions about this place cloud his judgment. “Thank you. But I’m on my way out.”

“To-go cup?”

“In that case, I’d love some.”

“I’ll be right back.” She continued down the hall, whistling quietly as she went. That got his hackles right back up again, but he forced himself to remain calm. A lot of people whistled. There was nothing sinister about it. Like Uncle Guy used to tell him in no uncertain words when he was a kid, he had no right to expect the world to tiptoe around his triggers.

When he reached the nurse’s station, Justice peered down at the woman sitting behind the computer. He hadn’t seen her around before, and his gaze flicked to her name tag. Shelly Gilmore, LPN. She looked to be in her forties, salt-and-pepper streaks running all through her severe bun, and her Coke-bottle glasses obscured her eyes.

“Excuse me?”

“What?”

Justice shifted uncomfortably in his boots. Just another friendly staff member of the always-accommodating New Light Retirement Home.

The whistling chick was the only one who seemed remotely human.

“I suppose you know who I am?”

The surly woman snorted. “Carolina Feinberg’s pet cop.”

He almost laughed at how unnecessarily rude she was. It was like there was competition to see which nurse could be the most unpleasant. “I’m with the sheriff’s office. Homicide.”

“Homicide?” Finally, Nurse Gilmore looked up from her computer. “Why?”

“How long have you worked here?”

She narrowed her gaze. “Two years, but I’ve been in geriatric care for most of my career.”

“It is a noble calling.”

“Yes. It is.”

If Justice had been wearing a tie, he would’ve loosened it. He just couldn’t seem to win with these people. “Do you enjoy working here?”

“This is by far the best nursing home gig I’ve ever had.”

“Why’s that?” He was genuinely curious.

“Management.”

“What about the management?”

“Rose Hastings knows what it’s like to work this job, so she never screws you on overtime pay and almost never makes you work a double. She cares about her people.”

“Fair enough.” Though this somewhat echoed what Rose said, he certainly hadn’t gotten the impression that she cared about much other than herself and maybe the almighty dollar. Perhaps she was a good person to work for, even if one wouldn’t want to end up residing in one of her homes.

“Do you see a lot of unintentional overdoses among your residents?”

Brow furrowing, her thin lips curved into an even more unpleasant frown. “Tylenol.”

It was the last thing he expected. “I’m sorry?”

“Acetaminophen is often underestimated for its potential for harm. Many people don’t realize how dangerous it can be, especially when taken in large doses. It can cause severe liver damage if not used correctly. Despite being available over the counter, it’s a medication that warrants caution.”

Interesting as that was, it was categorically unhelpful. “How about prescription overdoses?”

She shook her head. “When that happens, it’s typically the fault of caregivers. Most commonly because the dosage wasn’t being well tracked. If one nurse gives the medication but forgets to log it, then the next nurse on duty would give it again.”

“Do you keep backlogs of medication records?”

“Yes, but you’d need to speak to Rose about accessing those. I can’t show them to you without violating HIPAA. But people die here every day. Today, even.”

“Wait…who died today?”

“One of the residents. John Mortimer. Nice guy, but barely able to speak at the end. He had a heart attack sometime during the night. One of the nurses discovered him this morning.”

“Considering everything that’s been going on here recently, don’t you think I should’ve been informed of this?”

She scoffed. “That’s not exactly in my job description. Besides, he’s already been taken away for cremation.”

“Who told you to do that?”

“I assume his family. But you should really talk to Rose. She’s in charge of all that.”

Whistling caught Justice’s ear like a breath of plague. He glanced up as Amanda neared the nurse’s station and handed him a warm paper cup with a plastic lid.

“Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.” Amanda moseyed behind the counter and started fiddling with some files on the desk. Shelly gave her a poisonous side-eye before ignoring her completely.

Justice sipped his hot chocolate and nearly shivered with delight. It’s the simple things in life. “Have either of you noticed anything out of the ordinary going on around here lately? Anything at all?”

Amanda scrunched up her nose, seemingly trying to recall. She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I wish I could think of something.”

“Again,” Shelly cut in, her voice as soft and pleasant as a rusty blade, “this is the best home I’ve ever worked for. Honestly. I can’t complain.”

“Okay. Thank you both for your time.” He drank his hot chocolate as he turned and walked to the elevator. Sweet and thick, almost like warm pudding.

Hearing someone say nice things about the home, and especially about its manager, didn’t sit right with him. But maybe he was being paranoid, looking for connections where there were none. The truth of the matter was that, regardless of his comforting words to Carolina, he had absolutely nothing to go on.

Russell Sterling was old. So were Bessie Feinberg and John Mortimer, whoever he was. Old people died. It sucked, but that was how life—or rather death—worked. Until he got confirmation from Lisa that Bessie’s death was no accident, he didn’t have much choice but to let these sleeping dogs lie.
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My heart ached, knowing how much pain Russell had to be in. The interactions of the drugs I’d given him hadn’t been powerful enough to finish him off, and that wasn’t fair. My whole purpose as an instrument of God was to prevent suffering, not cause it. There was only one way to truly make amends for such a mistake.

I had to finish what I’d started.

The detective was back, sniffing around and asking questions. Carolina had called him, of course, and harassed him until he came back to check on Russell, but he didn’t act as if he’d found anything. Luckily, no one seemed to give a second thought to John Mortimer’s passing.

Something about Detective Justice Hall made me feel terribly uncomfortable in his presence. A dark twinkle in his eye, an insincerity in his practiced smile. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but every time he was near, it was like fire ants crawling up my entire body, laying their eggs in my pores.

I hated him, and I’d never hated anybody. Not even Carolina, though I was fairly certain she was deserving of contempt. She was a busybody and a motormouth—a Karen, as they said these days. But I could tell she’d sincerely loved her mother. She just wouldn’t be able to comprehend what I’d done for that old woman—how much I’d helped her and how desperately she had needed help exactly like mine.

Now it was Russell who needed my help. Carolina was misguided in her desire to preserve all life, and that was because she was not one of the faithful. She didn’t understand this world was imperfect and that every human soul was constantly in a state of desperate longing to return to Heaven and repose in the embrace of God. Life was precious, and no part more so than its inevitable end.

The fact that Bessie and Russell had disliked me—even going so far as to lodge a formal complaint against me—was immaterial to what I’d done. Like a pair of juvenile delinquents, they’d been nothing but rude and callous from the moment each came to stay at New Light.

Those two were the source of the disrespectful nicknames for all the nurses—Nurse Mantis, Nurse Mighty Mouse, Nurse Pekingese. They never said them out loud to people’s faces, just whispered them and snickered like two chickens in a henhouse.

They thought they were so clever, assuming I didn’t know what they said about me. They thought they would never be held accountable for the cruel, disrespectful things that came out of their hateful mouths.

Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.

He would give them whatever they deserved. My role was only to act as his hand and send them to him so they could be judged. I tried not to hope they would be found wanting, but to be imperfect was to be human.

Ingratitude was a sin that would poison the soul. In his Epistle to the Romans, Paul the Apostle listed ingratitude alongside idolatry, homosexuality, and every kind of rebellion.

“For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him.” Romans 1:21.

The Lord took gratefulness—and ungratefulness—very seriously. As long as a person remained thankful to him, they retained a sensitivity to his presence. When souls such as the fornicators Bessie and Russell refused to express gratitude, either to God or to his emissaries on Earth, their hearts grew hard and proud. They forgot the purpose of their existence, which was to worship their creator, and instead created themselves as their own gods.

Ingratitude was a sin of vanity, of prejudice, and even that most grievous of sins, idolatry.

But vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.

So in my humble devotion, I provided those two ungrateful idolaters with the best possible care. Not for their sake, but for my own, because I knew to love my fellow man was to love God and vice versa.

The ultimate self-sacrifice was to risk my career, my standing, and my freedom to send such ungrateful wretches to their judgment. Let them not suffer in this life any longer, but let them suffer in eternity, should that be the Lord’s judgment.

I am a faithful servant of Christ. I do his will and none other.

Coming upon Russell’s room, I paused in the doorway. Poor, misguided Carolina was there with him. She was asleep in her chair, her head back as drool dribbled down her chin. On light feet, I stepped inside and checked Russell’s vitals on the monitor beside his bed.

His blood pressure had returned to normal. The cocktail of drugs I’d given him would not cause any lasting damage, which meant if I let him be, he would make a full recovery.

I couldn’t allow it. The Lord had told me it was his time. He was calling on me to do my duty, even when it meant I might be exposing myself to that cold detective with his serpentlike eyes.

Perhaps that was exactly what he was.

I was being tested, pushed beyond my comfort zone. But the Lord never gave me more than I could handle.

Reaching into my pocket, I retrieved a vial of morphine. I uncapped a syringe and drew a massive doze. With a silent prayer on my lips, I slid the needle into the port on Russell’s IV drip and depressed the plunger. The drugs rushed into him.

It wouldn’t be long.

Using the keychain-sized Swiss Army knife I always kept in my pocket, I sliced off Russell’s medical bracelet and took it with me as I exited the room, closing the door behind me.

I stood in the hallway with my back pressed against the wall, listening to the quiet beeping of the heart monitor grow slower and slower until it eventually flatlined. A commotion sounded inside as Carolina roused from her sleep.

Hurrying away from the room, I rounded the corner and ducked into an employee bathroom moments before Carolina flung open the door and screamed.

“He’s dying! Somebody help him!”

But I knew she cried out in vain. There was nothing anybody could do now but pray.
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Justice awoke to the sound of his phone ringing and jolted upright, scaring the hell out of his gimpy golden retriever. Laika fell off the bed and landed with the saddest whimper Justice had ever heard.

Fear flashed through him like a lightning bolt.

“Oh no!” He hopped to the ground and knelt beside him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to. Are you okay, buddy?”

Laika licked Justice’s hand and struggled to his feet, his tail already wagging. The pup was the picture of resilience, but that did nothing to assuage the guilt in Justice’s heart. He scooped Laika up and set him back on the bed, petting his soft yellow fur over and over. “Are you okay? You need a treat, huh?” He kissed Laika’s nose. “I’ma get you a treat.”

Max barked from his own spot in bed and shook his silly butt. He didn’t understand many words, but treat got him groovin’ every time.

The phone carried on ringing as Justice went to the kitchen to fetch two pigs’ ears. When he returned to his bedroom, he climbed under the covers and tried to pull Laika onto his lap to comfort him, but the ten-month-old puppy wriggled with excitement.

Justice goaded him closer with the pig’s ear and got him to lay down on his lap. Laika’s hind legs had been broken a little over a month ago, on the same night his previous owner was murdered. It was what had brought the two of them together.

Now the retriever acted like a brand-new pup, ready to give his newly healed limbs a spin.

Max barked and lunged at Justice, ready to wrestle the other pig’s ear out of his hand. Laika rolled onto his back, exposing his belly, his tail slapping the bed. Justice laughed and wrestled his silly babies.

His phone started to ring again. Finally reassured that Laika was okay, Justice answered.

“Hall.”

“He’s dead!” Carolina shrieked, desperation clogging her voice. “They killed him!”

“Russell?” Justice pushed Laika off his lap and rolled to his feet. He was dressed in nothing but socks and old boxer briefs.

“I fell asleep. They snuck in and killed him. Right behind my back. This is my fault.”

“Are you still at the home?”

“I told you he shouldn’t have stayed here. I told you what was going to happen. Why will nobody listen to me?”

“Carolina, please try to calm down and tell me what happened.”

“The doctor found morphine in his IV drip. A ton of it. They murdered him.”

Justice’s interest in the case had been waning until that very moment. His heart thrummed, and his body tingled. If Russell and Bessie had been making trouble for Rose Hastings, then maybe Carolina had been right all along.

“I’m on my way.”
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With as much time as Justice spent around cops, doctors, and lawyers, he ought to have been used to their total inability to commit to anything, but it never ceased to drive him crazy. Everything was allegedly this and potentially that, with nobody wanting to actually say anything definitive for fear they might be brought up on it later. It drove him bonkers and was a big part of the reason he ended up having to take things into his own hands so often.

Sometimes, the amount of work it took to establish something beyond a reasonable doubt was downright unreasonable.

Dr. Stephanie Esposito was no different. As the physician in residence at New Light, she came to the home on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays to administer in-house care and provide evaluations and medication adjustments. She also acted as the coroner when residents passed away.

Justice stood with her at Russell’s bedside, the door closed so none of the nurses or other residents could peek inside or overhear their conversation. The old Army man looked incredibly pale, and his lips had a bluish tint.

Dr. Esposito was fairly young for a doctor, maybe pushing forty. It was nearly two in the morning, and she was dressed in sweats with no makeup, but her long brown hair laid nicely, like she’d had a fresh blowout, and her acrylic nails clicked every time she touched anything.

“His heart stopped so suddenly, I couldn’t help but wonder about the situation. Upon my initial examination of the body, I recognized all the telltale signs of opioid overdose, so naturally I checked what had been prescribed in his IV.”

She paused, keeping her eyes trained on Justice’s. He wanted to prompt her to continue, but that was a sure way to lose control of any given interaction. So he settled in and stared right back.

“Saline. Nothing more.”

He furrowed his brow and glanced at the corpse. “He died of dehydration? Was that the same for John Mortimer?”

Following his conversation with Nurse Shelly, Justice had phoned John’s next of kin—his son, Sam Mortimer.

After wishing Justice the best of luck in his investigation, Sam confirmed that he’d given New Light the go-ahead to cremate his father. He’d seen no reason not to, considering there was no evidence of foul play. Not that he’d expected any foul play, Sam had continued. Everyone at the retirement home was always so nice to him—and had cared for his father so well.

“John?” Dr. Esposito’s voice snapped Justice back. “Oh, no, Mr. Mortimer had a heart attack. Nothing like this. No, Russell Sterling definitely died of opioid overdose. Nothing came back when I tested the bag, so I tested the cannula that was inserted in his vein, and the strip lit up.”

“You’re saying you believe he was administered a lethal dose of unprescribed opioids?”

“As uncomfortable as that conclusion makes me, yes. I would stake my reputation on it.”

Justice let out an enormous exhale. Russell Sterling had been murdered. That meant there would be no more pussyfooting around with terms like undetermined or suspicious circumstances.

He pulled out his phone and dialed the office to call for more deputies. New Light Retirement Home was officially a crime scene.
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After scrutinizing the nurses’ time charts for the night in question, helpfully provided by whistling Nurse Amanda, Justice learned that Cindy Crane had been on duty when somebody snuck into Russell’s room and pumped him full of morphine. When Justice had declared the place the scene of a murder, she was there for that as well.

She wasn’t the only employee of New Light in the facility during both of those times, but she was the only one who’d left before deputies had a chance to question her. Justice hadn’t stayed around to hear what the others had to say. Cindy was the only one he wanted to talk to right now.

Raising his fist, he pounded on her front door a second time. Her wild dog bounced around on the furniture and barked his fool head off. Justice had nothing but sympathy for the poor creature. Cindy Crane’s yard was woefully insufficient to keep an intelligent and excitable breed like a husky. And she certainly worked too much to give the dog the stimulation it needed.

If she turned out to be the killer, then he might well assume she was not only neglectful of the dog but downright mean to it. Most people who killed for any reason other than passion had some sociopathic, psychopathic, or antisocial disorder, depending on which shrink you talked to. This meant they tended to be the kinds of people who couldn’t relate to animals. Whereas for Justice—Mr. PTSD who spent so much of his life becoming intimately acquainted with the evils of humanity—dogs were among the only creatures he trusted.

He couldn’t wait to meet Rutabaga, Heather’s big, silly German Shepherd mutt that slept in her bed every night.

Lucky SOB…

“Cindy Crane!” Justice knocked on the door again. “Sheriff’s office!”

The barking redoubled. What must Cindy’s apartment look like? Torn couches, shit on the floors, knocked-over garbage cans. The poor thing. It didn’t mean to misbehave—it was probably acting out because it felt like it was in prison.

If Cindy was the killer, maybe he could get himself another dog…

The sound of a purring engine approached, and Justice spun around, scraping his boots against the crumbling concrete stoop. A red hatchback pulled into the narrow drive. Cindy stepped out of the vehicle, looking even more frazzled than usual.

He’d beaten her home, so she must’ve stopped somewhere on the way.

“Oh, shit balls.” She regarded him like something her dog probably left on the carpet. “What do you want?”

He stepped closer, poising a thumb in his belt. “You were at the New Light facility when I declared Russell Sterling’s room an official crime scene, were you not?”

“I don’t have time for this right now. I just worked a double. I’m exhausted, starving, and I want to go to bed.”

Justice smiled indulgently. “I understand. I won’t take up too much of your time, but you can help out a lot by answering a few questions.”

She sighed like a moody teenager. All that was missing was the massive eye roll. “Yes, I was there. I figured since I didn’t know anything, I was good to go home, okay?”

“That’s not how this works, Ms. Crane.”

“What do you want from me? I didn’t kill anybody.” She threw her hands in the air, causing the bag slung over her arm to shake. Justice glimpsed the contents and noticed at least two large orange prescription bottles.

He kept his face pleasantly passive-aggressive.

“I went to work. I did my job.” She hiked her purse strap higher up her shoulder, obscuring his view. “Like I do every damn day. I didn’t even see Russell, ’cause they had him up on the third floor, and today, I worked the second.”

She slammed her car door and marched toward her house with her head held high. As she brushed past him, Justice discreetly stuck out the toe of his boot. She caught it and tripped, falling face first toward the concrete. Her arms wheeled, and as soon as Justice grabbed her to hold her steady, her purse and its contents spilled onto the sidewalk.

“Are you all right?” Justice crouched and grabbed her bag and a bottle of pills. “Here. Let me help you.”

“Wait! I got it!” She scrambled to snatch her purse. When she reached for the pill bottle, he held it away from her grasp.

As he slowly turned the orange container to read the label, the blood drained from Cindy’s face.

“Oxycodone, fifteen milligrams. Prescribed to Elizabeth Feinberg…” Justice met Cindy’s petrified stare. “Bessie.”

Her hands came together like a prayer. “It’s not what it looks like.”

Justice twisted open the lid and poured a few pills into his hand. They were green, round, convex tablets marked with an M on one side and a numeric fifteen on the other. In dealing with the drug addicts back in his days as a deputy on the beat, Justice gained a near encyclopedic knowledge of the markings of popularly trafficked controlled substances.

“I think it’s exactly what it looks like.”

Cindy’s eyes darted to her hatchback before refocusing on Justice. She pressed her lips into a thin line. If Justice didn’t know any better, he’d wager she was two seconds away from wetting her scrubs.

Justice returned the pills to the bottle and capped them. He swept the other bottle into his hands and examined the label. More of the same.

“I’m going to need you to come with me to the station.”
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After leaving Cindy alone in the interrogation room with nothing to keep her company but her own frantic thoughts, Justice walked off in search of coffee. The pot in the break room, while relatively fresh and hot, was so weak he could barely taste it. He poured it down the drain and searched through the cupboards for a filter.

Moments later, Henry wandered in. He gave Justice a nod of acknowledgment and made a beeline for the vending machines.

Justice switched on the pot and rested his hip against the counter, watching Henry make his selection. After their last interaction, Justice wasn’t feeling especially well disposed toward him, but maybe that was his own fault. His mind had been preoccupied with Heather, wondering if she would ever speak to him again. And with Olivia, wondering…

Just wondering.

Justice decided to forget about it and treat Henry like he normally would.

“Another murder at the nursing home.”

Henry bent down to fetch his salt-and-vinegar chips. Spinning around to face Justice, he tore the bag open and popped a chip in his mouth. “Another?”

“Russell Sterling was given a lethal amount of morphine while he lay unconscious after suffering a stroke a few hours before.”

“Oh.” Henry sounded excited. “That really is something. I was starting to wonder if the whole Bessie Feinberg business was some kind of misunderstanding.”

“Me too. It doesn’t seem that way anymore.” Justice poured a cup of coffee long before the pot had finished brewing, relying on the impatient bastard button to hold the brew back a moment while he did. “I’ve got a nurse in for questioning. Cindy Crane. I caught her with a ton of oxy prescribed to Bessie Feinberg. And she was at the retirement home during every suspicious incident I’ve investigated so far.”

“You think she did it?”

“That’s what we’re here to find out, Freckles.” Justice offered a sarcastic toast. “You want to join in? I could use a gargoyle.”

Henry smiled, looking vaguely flattered or turned on. “I do love a good, old-fashioned face-to-face.”

“Don’t say I never did anything for you.” Justice poured a cup of coffee for Cindy. While he’d skipped the office’s fresh cream and raw sugar for himself, he gave her aspartame and powdered creamer. Then he and Henry walked down the narrow hall side by side, each of their shoulders nearly brushing the walls. Justice filled him in on all the new details about the case.

Henry opened the door and let Justice in first.

There were two different interrogation rooms at the station. The one they reserved for victims and witnesses was designed to be comfortable and inviting, to create an environment of safety and calm. Then there was this spartan room, unpleasant with its harsh lighting and only a cold metal folding chair for the suspect to sit on.

Justice settled into the leather rolling chair while Henry stood near the door, watching Cindy through narrowed eyes. Justice dubbed the expression Henry’s aggressive freak stare, which was known to make suspects sweat like a sinner in church.

Cindy squirmed and rubbed her fingers so hard on the tabletop it squeaked. She spoke so quickly her words ran together. “I didn’t mean to put those pills in my purse. It was an honest mistake. I get my prescriptions filled at the in-house pharmacy. I thought they were my migraine pills. Honest. I had no idea.”

Justice folded his arms across his chest, knowing Henry’s acidic stare had intensified.

“That’s a pretty stupid mistake for a nurse to make. I can easily imagine somebody like that overdosing her patients.”

“I would never. I’m a damn good nurse.”

Henry harrumphed from the corner, an effective little punctuation to their conversation. Cindy’s eyes shot to him and widened before returning to Justice.

“Forgive me, Ms. Crane, I gotta go off of what you just told me. You can’t even read pill bottles correctly, which is basically your entire job.”

“Why, you condescending…” Fury flashed across her features before ceding to fear. “I always read the bottle before I give a dose. I was on my way home and happened to grab the wrong thing.”

“That’s quite a story. I’m afraid it doesn’t change the fact that you stole narcotics from your place of work. That’s a serious offense. You’ll definitely lose your license. And according to the Texas Health and Safety Code statute four-eight-one dash one-one-five, you’re also facing a fine of up to ten thousand dollars or up to two years in jail.”

“Oh god.” She raked her nails through her hair and averted her gaze. Goose bumps rose on her arms as tears trickled down her cheeks.

Justice’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He glanced at it under the table. When he realized it was an email from Lisa, he pulled the device out and opened it.

She’d finished her autopsy of Bessie Feinberg. Subsequent testing of internal tissues had revealed an even higher concentration of doxazosin than originally thought, and after examining the damage to the heart and considering Bessie’s relatively clean bill of health, Lisa had concluded Bessie’s death was, in fact, a homicide.

Hiding a private smile, Justice slipped his phone back into his pocket and refocused on Cindy Crane. Thoughts of Rose Hastings danced in the back of his brain, but a big part of him suspected he might have the murderer sitting in front of him. Finally, an open-and-shut case to get him back in Galvez’s good graces.

Hopefully.

“The pills are the least of your problems, Ms. Crane.”

“What do you mean?” She glanced up, her hair gathered in one hand like a rope she could tug on. They’d hardly even started, and already she was falling apart.

That was a good sign—a sign of a killer who wasn’t overly calculating and would be easy to ensnare in a well-laid trap. Or it could be the sign of a junkie who was terrified of what was about to happen to her life.

Justice made a show of sighing. “What I mean is, I’ve got two homicides on my hands and a nurse who’s telling lies about stealing oxycodone from one of the victims. It doesn’t look good for you.”

“I didn’t hurt anybody!”

Henry’s rough voice chimed in. “You stole a murder victim’s narcotics.”

Justice tented his index fingers and pressed them to his chin. He stared at Cindy, saying nothing. Waiting, just waiting, until she cracked.

“I took the pills…” she whispered into her hair.

Justice leaned forward, ears perked. “Sorry, didn’t catch that.”

“I took the pills!” She slammed her palm down, shaking the whole table. Justice rescued his coffee cup and held it close to his chest. “I’m addicted to pain killers. I don’t sell them. I don’t take them from patients who need them. But Bessie died with two full refills, and I just…oh god.” She cradled her head in her hands and wept. “I would never hurt anyone. I swear.”

“Are you saying it was an accident? You were high at work, maybe. Gave Bessie Feinberg the wrong pills⁠—”

“No!” Her head shot up, terror returning to her features.

Something in her expression shook Justice to his core. He questioned whether someone who killed innocent old ladies to steal their drugs would be capable of looking so genuinely scared. From what he could gather, it wasn’t fear of the future and the past that filled her eyes at the moment. It was also horror.

She wasn’t just frightened for herself by the things Henry was accusing her of. She was horrified such an accusation was being made at all. That was, horrified that someone had murdered Bessie.

It wasn’t her. Justice recognized the truth like a kidney stone moving through his guts. Cindy Crane was an addict, a thief, and an irresponsible dog owner, but those were not the eyes of a killer. And he ought to know.

Henry didn’t seem to pick up on this and plowed right ahead. “You forgot you’d dosed her, and dosed her again. Didn’t pay attention⁠—”

The horror in Cindy’s expression redoubled. “No!”

“So it wasn’t unintentional?” Henry took a step toward the table, snarling like a wolf. “Rather, this was your plan all along. You knew Bessie had oxy you could steal. That’s why you killed her.”

“I didn’t. I swear.” The tears cascaded in full force.

“What drugs did you steal from Russell after you killed him?” Justice pressed.

“I didn’t kill anybody. I would never use drugs while I was working.”

“Your dog is too big for your house, and you need to take better care of him.” Justice sipped his coffee.

Henry gave him a side-eye.

Justice exhaled a warmed breath before letting the cup rest on the tabletop. “If you really are innocent and you don’t want to end up in prison for murder for the rest of your life, I strongly suggest you give Detective Carlson and me something shiny to distract us.”

Her lower lip wobbled. “What do you mean?”

Henry leaned over the table, peering into Cindy’s eyes. “If you’re not the killer, who is?”

She leaned back in her chair, a look of resignation passing over her features. After several long beats, she blew out a long breath. “I don’t know what this means. But right before Russell died, he said something weird.”

Justice drummed his fingers against his coffee cup. “What did he say?”

“‘I’ve been poisoned.’ His friend, Calvin, was there too. He could confirm that.”

“And who poisoned him?”

At that moment, something flashed across her face that arrested Justice’s attention. Fear again, but different than anything that had come before. Not fear of jail or losing her license. Fear of what might happen if she answered that very simple question.

That brought Justice’s suspicion right back to Rose Hastings, the only suspect he knew who had power over Cindy. The owner of her livelihood. The same one who might want to permanently silence a couple of surly, loudmouth residents.

Justice touched Henry’s arm, silently encouraging him to take a step back. “How do you feel about Rose Hastings?”

Cindy sniffled, but her mouth set into a hard line. “I think I want a lawyer now.”
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Eliza parked her dark-brown Subaru Outback in the dirt lot near a small half-circle of RVs and paused, engine still running, to sip her coffee. After spending the morning reviewing her spreadsheet of the cases Justice had worked on since joining Homicide, she’d landed on someone who might be able to give her some useful information.

Lester Reynolds, owner and operator of Eastwind Farm.

It was incredible, but very few of the suspects Justice had interacted with were still alive with their whereabouts known. Thankfully, Lester was one of them.

Located near the county line, the farm was a licensed producer of industrial hemp and high CBD strains, which was legalized in Texas in 2019 by House Bill 1325. It was widely suspected that Lester produced illegal varieties of consumable cannabis along with his industrial production. The story was that he sold to local gangs, including the Syndicate, a group that had come under heavy scrutiny in the last couple months and had been all but wiped off the streets of Bowe City.

However, this suspicion had never been proven or even investigated. Instead, it was Lester’s questionable employment practices that had brought his business under the careful examination of the Narcotics department and of Deputy Olivia Johnson in particular.

Eastwind and Lester had been Olivia’s pet project for years. But Eliza hadn’t been aware of the extent of Olivia’s involvement until the victims of the serial killer da Vinci—many of whom were employed by Reynolds—came to light.

For years, Lester had favored hiring vagabonds, ex-cons, and drug addicts—people he could pay under the table and save on taxes, health insurance, worker’s comp, and all the bureaucracy. The employees ended up living and working in a kind of legal vacuum, where the lawless days of the Wild West were still very much alive and well.

And so, Eastwind became easy hunting grounds for all manner of lowlifes—drug dealers, gangsters, and not one, but two serial killers who preyed upon the unregistered workers.

The other killer was Abraham “Scorpion” Kane. He’d never been charged with a single count of murder, because by the time they found him and all the bodies he’d been collecting in his storm cellar, he was already dead. As the antisocial younger brother of the leader of the Syndicate, Scorpion made his money as an enforcer. He lived in a scrapyard where the bikers kept the stolen cars and motorcycles they stripped for parts, and there, Scorpion made his den of death.

When Eliza and her people came upon the scene, they found no fewer than thirty homemade booby traps, ranging from simple hand-dug pits covered with tarps and leaves to rigged-up axes and machine guns strung with trip wires. Scorpion would kidnap his victims, bring them to the center of his macabre labyrinth, then set them loose. Most of them died before making it out of the scrapyard. The rest were killed by traps waiting in the woods.

Mateo’s daughter had been among Scorpion’s victims—killed by his traps and locked in his storm cellar with the dried-up remains of his other victims. It was easy to forget that sometimes—that he had lost his only child in such a horrific way. He never spoke of it, but of course that made sense. Everyone handled their grief differently.

If I lost one of my kids…

Eliza couldn’t even finish the thought.

Nearly a month ago, a fire led them to the scrapyard where they found Scorpion decapitated by one of his own contraptions, lying in a puddle of his own blood. The team noticed indications he’d taken a victim shortly before his death, and that the person, or persons, had managed to escape.

At least eight homicides were officially attributed to Scorpion, and all but two of them had been Lester’s missing workers. When Justice first joined the department, in addition to the work he did on the da Vinci case, Olivia had pulled him into the investigation of Eastwind. The two had spent a lot of time out at the farm, interrogating Lester.

Now that Olivia had gone missing and Justice was under Eliza’s own unofficial investigation, it was time to interview Lester Reynolds again.

Eliza’s vision blurred, and she realized she’d been sitting in her vehicle staring at the dash for a long time. Altogether, she’d slept less than two hours last night, curled up in a chair at Selene’s bedside. Luckily, Selene had been transferred out of ICU that morning.

She could’ve taken the day off to stay with her daughter, but the truth was, Eliza couldn’t get this whole Justice situation out of her head. Until she either put her mind at ease or proved that he was up to no good, her brain refused to let the matter rest.

Hopefully, Henry would come up with something, though a twinge of guilt tugged at her, knowing she was asking him to spy on his friend. Maybe she should’ve asked Graves or Marissa. But ever since Justice came into the picture, she’d begun to question whether she could trust Henry. If he did this job and reported back with the truth, she would know he was still loyal to his badge. On the other hand…

She didn’t want to think about it, not until it happened. Lord knew she had enough on her plate.

Exiting the vehicle, Eliza slammed the door closed and hitched her belt as she hiked toward the oversize RV. The thing looked expensive but ill-maintained, covered in muddy stains from the recent storms. Its tires had sunk deep enough into the mud that Lester would need a bulldozer to come tow it out if he ever wanted to drive it again.

Unlikely. As mobile as this camp technically was, it seemed pretty permanent to her.

She mounted the metal steps leading to the side door and knocked. Shuffling sounds came from inside, and a moment later, the door flew open. She hopped back to keep from getting smacked in the face.

Lester Reynolds was pushing fifty, but Eliza would’ve pegged him for closer to sixty. What remained of his black hair was long, stringy, and incredibly greasy. His skin had a similar cosmetic vibe, like if she were to touch him, a layer of sticky sheen would rub off. Hooded brown eyes glared at her, the skin sunken in and deeply set in large sockets. A five o’clock shadow clung to his chin, a cigarette butt hanging from between his thin lips.

He sneered at her uniform, at her. “Fuck.”

“Good morning, Mr. Reynolds.”

“What do you people want now? You got some new stiff you want to pin on me?” He hacked up and spit out a thick yellow loogie. Hobbling down the steps, he shooed Eliza back several paces. Then he slammed the door behind him, barring the entry with a stiff arm. “You cannot come in. You got that? You can never come in.”

Her first instinct was to tell this slimy human turd where he could shove it, but she took a deep breath and reminded herself why she was there.

Lester Reynolds, as horrible as he was, wasn’t the one on trial today. Though it occurred to her that if she were making a list of people who might’ve wanted to harm Deputy Johnson, Lester would be at the top.

Surely Graves would’ve investigated that by now and dismissed the possibility for some reason. He was nothing if not thorough. Still, she realized she needed to keep an open mind in her questioning. Lester was a despicable character. It was only a question of how far he might be willing to sink.

Then again, Olivia and Justice’s investigation had eventually exonerated Lester from suspicion. Why would he risk getting himself back into hot water just for the sake of revenge?

Because, like most criminals, he’s stupid. Stupid and overly emotional.

“Mr. Reynolds, please. I’m not here to accuse you of anything. In fact, I wanted to talk to you about the way the investigation was handled last time my people were here questioning you.”

He wrinkled his nose, his upper lip drawing back like a sniffing rat. “What?”

She cleared her throat. “I’m conducting a survey regarding potential misconduct within the sheriff’s office. It’s very important to me that the citizens of Elmaeder County feel respected by their law enforcement officers.”

“Is that supposed to be a joke?” He scoffed twice and shook his head. “Your so-called people are the most unprofessional, disrespectful sons of bitches I have ever had to speak to.”

Eliza smiled and fished out her notebook. Flipping it open, she clicked her pen. “Could you please be more specific?”

“First, you got that nosy blond⁠—”

“Deputy Johnson.”

“You got her following me all over town, harassing my workers, accusing me of every nasty thing under the sun…”

Olivia. Eliza hadn’t taken the time to examine Olivia’s case files deeply, but maybe in searching to prove Lester was killing his own people, Olivia had uncovered something else. Maybe she found skeletons in his closet bad enough to get killed over.

Or maybe Marissa’s thought had been right, that the Hatchet Killer was back.

“Then when she showed up with that fucking cowboy wannabe and searched my home and office without once ever serving me a warrant. And then that son of a bitch⁠—”

“Detective Hall.”

“Yeah.” Lester seethed, clenching his yellow teeth. “Hunts me down to a hotel room, barges inside, accuses me of being da Vinci.” He jabbed his finger at the earth after each phrase, as if nailing his allegations to the ground. “I could’ve sworn the bastard had come there to slit my damn throat…”

Eliza nearly tumbled off the edge of his last sentence, desperate to learn more. “And then what happened?”

“He asked me what I thought of a painting and fucked off.”

“A painting…” She cleared her throat, the facts settling into her brain like birds on a wire. “Could you please give me more details of your interactions with Detective Hall?”

Lester took a hefty drag of his cigarette as he seemingly contemplated telling her more, keeping Eliza in agonizing suspense. Blowing a cloud of smoke right into her face, he pursed his lips. “You know what? No. Go fuck yourself. And if you or any of your people ever come onto my private property again without a warrant, I’m gonna sue those pants right off you.”

Eliza felt an urge to shove him against the side of his RV and beat his rat face until all those rotten teeth popped out, but she pushed it down like she always did. Because she was professional.

“Thank you for your time.” She shoved her notebook into her pocket and turned to leave.

Lester’s voice cut through the air. “What about Ben Kane?”

Eliza stopped short. “He was killed in an explosion down in Mexico.” Slowly, she turned back to him. “Do you have something you’d like to share with me, Mr. Reynolds?”

“It’s weird, right? How that fucker died.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Maybe you should try doing your job. Figure what the hell happened to him.” With that, Lester flicked his cigarette butt into the dirt and retreated into his RV, slamming and locking the door behind him.

Eliza trudged back to her vehicle on slow, heavy feet. For weeks now, she’d been asking herself that same question. What happened that night in Mexico when Ben Kane and four other people were executed before the building containing their remains was blown to bits? Who had pulled the trigger that night?

And did any of it have to do with Justice?
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Justice leaned against the passenger seat as Henry drove the Dodge Charger cruiser from the station back to New Light. Rose Hastings was at the forefront of his mind. Common wisdom held that a society could be judged based on how it treated their most vulnerable people. The homeless, the young, the imprisoned, the disabled, and most especially, the elderly. From Justice’s perspective, that logic applied not just to society but to the individuals who composed that society.

Watching the gutters on the road whip by, he fell into a meditative state. Now that Justice knew for a fact two residents of New Light had been murdered, he mulled over the case in a different way.

What kind of a person went into caregiving and then deliberately inflicted harm? It seemed especially despicable and reminded him again of his aunt Suzannah, the worst person he’d ever known. And that was up against very stiff competition.

After Justin was captured and Justice was taken into state custody, he was sent to live with his mother’s older brother, as per the instructions in his parents’ will. Uncle Guy was a successful investor living on his own in a great big house in San Antonio.

But Guy didn’t want custody of a child. He was and always would be a misanthropic, bitter, cold, self-centered, mean old man who’d never liked children.

Justice—at the time still called Tim—was very troubled in those days. Then, as now, he’d had two sides. A frightened victim who constantly sought to please others and subordinated himself to them. And the other side…the trained predator who wanted to lash out at a hostile world.

As a child and into his teenage years, he switched between those two states sometimes from minute to minute. One moment cowering and pleading, the next violent, cruel, and vulgar, with no respect for authority.

He was a little monster who left Guy with gray hair and scars on his soul. When the time came for Justice to leave, Guy was happy to be rid of him.

Justice hadn’t really known his widowed aunt Suzannah when he went to live with her. She was a very religious woman, strict and unyielding. She saw it as her responsibility to rescue her nephew from his grumpy, alcoholic uncle, who obviously couldn’t raise a child—as Tim’s constant misbehavior attested.

Suzannah didn’t believe in psychology. She only believed in her own version of prayer. She forced Justice to repent for the things he’d done—the things Justin made him do, and even things that were done to him without his consent. Ten years old, and she worked hard to instill a tremendous sense of guilt in him.

But over time, as he continued to devolve into a depressed and angry little boy, she decided he had the devil in him. And it was her responsibility to get rid of him by any means necessary.

She took out a large insurance policy on his life and began to poison him, little by little…

Justice knew how lucky he was that the FBI caught onto Suzannah and stopped her in her tracks. It was Winter Black who saved him. More than just a special agent, Winter also happened to be Justin’s older sister. She was his original victim—the first person Justin kidnapped, the first person Justin forced to perform and endure heinous acts.

Nobody in the world had the capacity to understand him like Winter did, but even as a child, he categorically denied her the chance to do so. She was the one who had literally killed his parents, forced to by Justin with a gun held to the temple of Justice’s sister Nicole. Though the murders were not her fault, it was her hands that ended their lives. Her face in his memory.

Justice had such complicated feelings about Winter that most of the time he preferred to pretend she didn’t exist.

After she intervened and rescued him from Suzannah, Uncle Guy had a come-to-Jesus moment, welcoming Justice back in and subsequently adopting him. Without Guy, Justice would be dead a thousand times over. He would have no heart, no identity, no hope.

The more he thought about it, the more Rose Hastings reminded him of Aunt Suzannah—a person who pretended to be righteous so she could get close to vulnerable people and exploit them. Perhaps for financial gain, to assuage her own ego, or even just for the rush that came from controlling another person’s life. Rose Hastings was the worst kind of monster—a mother figure who manipulated and murdered her own children. Or elderly wards, as the case might be.

Henry parked near the front of the retirement home, and they walked together in silence. It was one of the best things about spending time with Henry as opposed to anyone else. He understood and was respectful of Justice’s need to get lost in his own head sometimes. That was why all of his questions earlier about Justice’s relationship with Olivia had seemed so invasive.

Stepping inside, Justice immediately noticed several deputies wandering the halls, guarding the residents and trying to prevent larceny or destruction of evidence.

Arriving at the cracked-open door of Rose Hastings’s office, Justice pushed it open without announcing himself.

The imposing woman sat behind her desk, startling as Justice and Henry entered. “What can I do for you? It’s not enough I have a dozen cops here getting in my way. Now I’ve got you two harassing me with the exact same questions.”

“We take murder very seriously, Ms. Hastings.”

She pursed her lips. “As well you should. And I have been nothing if not cooperative.”

“Is that how you see it?” Justice picked a dab of something from his teeth with his pinky nail. “Where were you last night at nine thirty when Russell Sterling was murdered?”

She made owl-eyes, clearly caught off guard. “You’re certain he was murdered?”

“Yes. And the autopsy confirmed that Bessie Feinberg was too. Both victims of deliberate overdoses. So again, I ask, where were you last night?”

Taking a moment to compose herself, she sat back in her chair and set her hands in her lap. “I was at home, asleep in bed with my husband.”

“I’ll need his contact information to confirm that.”

“Yes, of course.” She scribbled a phone number on a sticky note and handed it to Justice.

“I also need a list of all your time charts and trackers for your staff going back at least three months. As well as any surveillance footage you have.”

He could practically see the wheels turning in her head. “Of course. Anything to help the investigation.”

Justice wasn’t sure whether to be reassured by her sudden helpfulness or inflamed by it.

“It seems like you can’t help but cause problems at any facility you manage.” Henry faced the wall, eyeing the framed diplomas, certifications, and awards. “So far we’ve got two dead bodies and one of your nurses stealing their narcotics.”

She scoffed, incredulous. It was painfully transparent. “What on Earth are you talking about?”

“I arrested Cindy Crane this morning for felony possession. Oxycodone she ripped off from Bessie Feinberg, most likely after she was dead.” Justice studied Rose’s reaction carefully, searching for fear or anger. She let out an exasperated sigh.

Henry closed in, stepping up to Justice’s side. “Were you aware that Cindy was addicted to opioids when you hired her?”

Rose controlled herself well, though in Justice’s mind that pointed to guilt almost as much as Cindy’s emotional outbursts pointed to innocence.

“Nothing to say? Well, how about this…can you describe in more detail the conditions under which your employment at Dandelion Retirement Home was terminated?”

Rose leveled her gaze at Justice. “Dandelion shut down as the result of settlement of a lawsuit. Regent saw fit to hire me in a similar role here at New Light.”

“Now, why would they do that?”

“I suppose you could ask them. Do you need their number? As I said, I will make available to you all the resources you need to help you with your investigation.” Rose opened a desk drawer and pulled out a business card, holding it between two fingers. “If you have any more questions, you can direct them to my personal attorney. Now, if there isn’t anything more, gentlemen…”

“You’re going to be seeing a lot more of us, Ms. Hastings.” Justice snatched the card and strode out of her office, Henry hot on his heels.
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Upon leaving the retirement home, Henry drove while Justice called Rose’s husband to check out her alibi. Her husband confirmed that she was home at the time of Russell Sterling’s murder, and the details of their time together matched what Rose had told them.

Dammit.

After they ended the call, Henry and Justice stopped at Abuela’s for lunch. Pink, yellow, green, and blue walls greeted them as they entered. On each of the tables, a little white carnation sat atop colorful plastic tiles.

Henry ordered a beer before his ass hit the seat. As much fun as being a voyeur was, he couldn’t quell his discomfort. He needed something to take the edge off. Ever since Eliza asked him to keep an eye on Justice, he’d had a mild stomachache. When he confided in his husband about the whole thing last night, Jeremy had tried to put things into perspective.

“You’ve said yourself how you always have to keep an eye on Justice anyway. How is this any different?”

But it was different, because now he wasn’t doing so strictly out of concern for Justice’s well-being. He felt like a traitor, a spy. Being tasked with spying on any of his coworkers would have been hard, but Justice was especially difficult. They were best friends, and Lord knew Justice already had some intense trust issues. If he found out Henry had agreed to spy on him, Justice might never trust him again.

Let alone speak to him.

The server delivered two beers to the table—a local IPA for Henry and Justice’s favorite standby, Shiner Bock.

“So.” Henry gulped his frothy beer, trying to distract himself from the mounting guilt. “How’s Heather?”

Justice’s eyes slipped to one side, an understated gesture, and he dunked a chip in salsa and popped it in his mouth before answering. “Fine.”

“Fine?”

“You old fishwife.” Justice laughed and shook his head, drumming his fingers on the table. “I really like her, okay? She makes me feel…I don’t know. Normal? Like I’m not a total freak. Does that make sense?”

Henry nodded, his face softening. It made perfect sense, given how fucked up everything in Justice’s life tended to be. “Yeah. I think everybody feels like a freak to a certain extent. And then when you meet the person you’re supposed to be with, it feels a lot more normal.”

“I don’t believe there’s such a thing as a person you’re meant to be with.”

Justice sounded defensive, which set off warning bells for Henry. He was about to push further when the server returned to take their food order. Justice requested the mole coloradito, while Henry contented himself with far less authentic chicken fajitas and an order of tableside guacamole.

As the server slipped away, Henry realized he was squeezing the hell out of his beer bottle. He couldn’t help being angry at Eliza for putting him in this position, transforming what should’ve been a pleasant moment with his friend into a stressful interrogation.

Henry grabbed a chip and was diving in for some salsa when the whole thing broke in his hand. He fished the pieces out with his fingertips. “So what’s going on? You say you like her, but you seem stressed.”

“I don’t want to hurt her.”

“Why do you think you’d hurt her?”

Justice kept his gaze on the window, watching kids play on the iguana-themed playground near the patio. “I feel like things are moving too fast. And the truth is, I’m not a hundred percent sure I can take them as far as she might want to go.”

“What, you mean like marriage? Babies?”

“Not even that.” He glanced down, his expression broken and small. “Just normal couple stuff. And she said she’s cool with slowing down, but I feel guilty because I might have her waiting for something that I’m not actually capable of giving.”

The server returned with a cart and made the guacamole, slicing up onions and cilantro while Justice and Henry sat in silence. He knew Justice was talking about sex, which he’d abstained from since he was eighteen years old. It was something he’d confided to Henry years ago, and they hadn’t spoken about it since then.

Henry was pretty sure he was the only person who knew that about Justice. He’d never even shared that information with Jeremy. It seemed crass to do so.

“You know, Jeremy and I got engaged about four months after meeting each other.”

“Yeah, but you two are fucking crazy.”

Henry laughed. It felt good to connect with Justice, which only made the guilt compound. “When it’s right, it’s right, you know?”

Justice’s face fell. “I don’t, actually.”

“I had moments of doubt after the wedding, when the haze of the honeymoon period started to lift. And even before that, when everybody told us we were crazy. But we weren’t. We were right. We knew what was right for us.”

“That must be nice.”

“Wonderful things are worth rushing into. They’re also worth waiting for. If it’s meant to be, it’ll be. So just be easy. If she really likes you, she’ll be grateful for any time you give her.”

“I forget sometimes how ooey-gooey you are about this kind of stuff.” Justice laughed and finally stopped his infernal finger drumming. “I guess that’s normal for a guy who’s happily married.”

“I should hope so.” Henry tapped his bottle lightly against Justice’s and drank.

“Why did Galvez assign you to the retirement home case with me?”

Henry choked on the fizzy liquid as it moved down his throat. All he could think about was Olivia. “What?”

“It’s strange, seeing as I’ve worked more complex cases than this all on my own. Plus, the department is overwhelmed. And with such low close rates, it seems like a waste of resources.”

Justice stared pointedly into Henry’s eyes. He had that look on his face, the one Henry had seen a thousand times and still couldn’t put into words. It caused a visceral and painful reaction in his gut, and he shifted and gulped his beer.

Justice was not like other people. He thought without thinking, felt without feeling. Sometimes he knew things he shouldn’t know, simply because he sensed guilt and fear like a wolf sniffing out an injured animal.

It was what made him a great detective, even if by the books he was a lousy cop.

Henry couldn’t predict him. He couldn’t control him. Nobody could. All he could do was try to keep Justice safe and pray he’d let him keep coming along for the ride.

His heart stumbled over that thought, like it always did. He couldn’t read too much into it or he’d get lost in unhelpful and eternally unrequited feelings. Feelings he’d never given voice to and never would.

Justice had opened up to Henry in a way he never had anybody else, allowing him to glimpse scars that he always kept hidden.

“Heather would be so lucky to have you even try to be with her for a little while.”

Justice’s expression softened, his light-brown eyes brimming with all the painful humanity he carried, locked safe in an unbreakable cage. “You’re crazy.”

“You’re a special person, Justice. Somebody who is worth knowing. You also don’t give many people that privilege.” Pain shot through his chest—literal heartbreak. By agreeing to help Eliza, he had betrayed his friend, and he couldn’t stand it a moment longer. “I have to tell you something. Galvez asked me to keep an eye on you and report back if I found you doing anything outside of standard procedure.”

“What?” His eyes widened in disbelief. “She told you to spy on me?”

“Better me than Graves or Marissa. Or anybody else.” Henry was talking too fast now. He sounded like Cindy Crane, rattling off her idiot excuses. “I never would’ve told on you.”

The words came out before the full veracity and weight of them hit Henry, stealing the air from his lungs.

It was true. He would never tell on Justice. Never.

Justice snarled like an animal. “I can’t believe you’re ratting on me.”

When Henry’s breath returned, it burned in his chest like fire. How dare Justice question his loyalty?

“You shot and killed a guy, have been involved in several other gunfights, one of which landed one of your colleagues in the hospital.” Henry pointed at the ugly red scar on his neck. “You constantly disregard procedure, don’t call for backup, and mouth off to Galvez whenever you disagree. What the fuck did you expect? You’re lucky that’s all she’s done.”

“Lucky…” Justice’s expression flattened, his body appearing tense and relaxed all at once. He calmly fished out his wallet and threw a twenty down, rising from the table.

“Where are you going?”

He didn’t answer, didn’t even look at him. He turned and walked away at a steady, brisk pace.

“Justice…”

Before Henry could even process what happened, Justice was out the door and out of sight.
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I started my shift at noon. New Light was crawling with cops, but none of them seemed to notice me much. Just like last night. They didn’t pay any more attention to me than anybody ever did.

The detective hadn’t seemed all that interested in John. Doctor Esposito had been ready to accept that Bessie was simply elderly. In a city filled with gangs and serial killers going after each other, who had time to worry about old people who were on their way out anyway?

I did. I always had time for them. And I took my time with Bessie. Built a foundation, giving her more and more medicine so she slipped away easily. Her death seemed like a welcome end to prolonged suffering, as these things often were.

As it should be.

But Russell…that loudmouth busybody. Mr. Virility always asking so many questions, talking to the police, charming the nurses and other residents. Lying all the while.

Who’s laughing now, Russell? Shaking my head, I forced myself to snap out of my vengeful mindset. I must not be prideful. I let him get to me. I let anger take me over and I failed to be patient.

That was why I was being tested now.

To err was human, but I would not make the same mistake again. I would cultivate my patience and take my time. I would try not to take pride in how efficient I had become in my calling. Pride was a cardinal sin.

Three souls had passed through my hands to the Lord in a single week.

I would not be prideful. But neither would I be intimidated. These agents of a lesser, earthly power were not going to stop me from continuing God’s work.

To cease my holy mission would be to die a thousand deaths. I refused to let innocents suffer while I had the power to help them move on.

I was about to start my rounds when a light flashed above one of the rooms and a scream carried down the hall. With holy fire under my feet, I rushed to the room and burst inside.

Francine Pitt lay on her bed, as she would for perhaps the rest of her life. She was a squat and overweight woman. In her sweaters and pearls, she presented as sweet, but I knew she wasn’t a Christian. Not a Jew, a Muslim, or a Mormon. Worse even than a pagan, Francine was an atheist, feminist, communist whore.

She’d been married, sure. Had children, whatever. Almost seemed normal from the outside. Like her late boyfriend Russell, who was so blatantly unashamed of his homosexual grandson, Francine Pitt seemed to love her immoral degenerate family. Almost as much as she had loved her forty-plus years as a professor of Marxist and Socialist Studies at the University of Maine before retiring in Texas to be near her kids.

And she still loved her dead husband and kept a picture of him by her bedside. He was handsome in a very working-class way, dressed in jeans and smiling for the camera. A few days ago, I’d found out that he’d been not only a member but a leader of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers.

A union man. Was there anything worse?

The more I learned about Francine, the more I wondered if her soul was worth saving. If it was even possible.

There is only one lawgiver and judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. My only purpose was to bring souls to him, including those destined for damnation.

“Why are you just standing there?” The whore reached for me with her fat fingers. “Help me!”

I sneered and went to her side. “What is it now, Francine?”

“My hip. My hip.”

Sighing, I helped her shift her position to take some of the pressure off that damn hip. She acted like she was the first person whose body ever rejected a hip replacement.

“I need water.”

The bottle was only a foot away. She could’ve reached for it, but the heifer-whore was lazy as well as evil.

I picked up the plastic refillable bottle at her bedside and held it out.

“What are you, slow?” How I hated that New England accent. “There’s no water in it, genius. I need you to refill it. Are you my nurse, or aren’t you?”

Her soulless eyes gazed into mine, which made it all the more revolting when she snapped her fingers at me like a dog.

I set the bottle back on the table. “I’ll send in a CNA to help you.”

“What?”

“As you said, Francine, I’m your nurse. It’s not my job to refill your water bottle. I’ll send in a lower ranking assistant to help you.”

“Are you serious?” The whore snarled and even tried to sit up in bed. “There’s a tap right there in the bathroom. I’m in pain and I need to take my medicine.”

Medicine. The word was a balm to my soul.

Reminding myself that she didn’t have much longer before the Lord would send her to burn for all eternity, I forced a smile and walked into the bathroom to refill her water bottle.

“There you are.” I handed her the water, which she drank greedily as she popped Percocet like M&Ms.

She was ready, beyond ready.

It would be cruel to keep her waiting.

“As a matter of fact, Francine, your doctor approved a new pain medication for you. I was going to start you on it this evening with your meal, but considering how much pain you’re currently in⁠—”

“Finally. Something useful. Yes. Bring me all the drugs.”

I suspected today wasn’t the first time she’d uttered that disgusting sentence.

But it might well be the last.

Returning to the nurse’s station, I fetched two large pills—blood thinners—then hurried back to her room and shoved them into her greasy palm. She gobbled them up in a second.

“What are they?” She took a gasping drag on the straw of her water bottle. “How long until they kick in?”

“Seems like questions you might’ve asked before you took them.” I plastered on my best bedside smile. “Don’t worry. Your pain will be gone soon.”

“Thank you.” She laid her head back on her pillow.

I snatched the water bottle from her hand and set it in the basket next to her other medication. “You’re very welcome.”

Walking to the door, I paused to look back as she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

One more soul to the call…
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Justice had to get away from Henry before saying something he’d later regret. That meant he was unable to ask for clarification about the Eliza situation, like how long ago it was that she asked him to start spying on him. It also meant his mole coloradito was going to go uneaten.

What was the catalyst for Eliza recruiting Henry? He’d noticed a change in Galvez toward him over the last month or so. She’d transformed from a kind of mother hen into more of a bureaucrat. Watching his every step, questioning his every thought. First, she’d taken away his service weapon. And now she was asking one of his coworkers to spy on him.

Henry didn’t act like he’d found anything on Justice, at least not anything gruesome or criminal. But if Galvez was already suspicious, it wouldn’t be long until something came up. He’d certainly done enough gruesome things in the past months.

Even if Henry was telling the truth when he said he wouldn’t rat on him, he couldn’t expect the same fidelity from Marissa. Though they were friends, they didn’t share the same bedrock of loyalty. And Graves had hated him since the first time they ever crossed paths.

His brain was in a painful jumble. He couldn’t even process the betrayal he’d just experienced, other than to pat himself on the back for his continued policy of never actually trusting anyone. Not Henry, not Guy.

Not Heather.

Justice slowed to a stop as he choked on a large helping of truth, truth he’d rather ignore when fantasies of wife and children played in his head. He could never be known by anyone. He would always be alone, no matter who else wandered in and out of his life.

And he had murdered Olivia, the only person who had been ready to fully accept him, bloodstains and all.

Even knowing he’d destroyed his only opportunity to ever enjoy a fully honest relationship, Justice had no regrets about killing her. He would never join a club that wanted him as a member, and he could never love a woman who loved him after discovering his true nature.

Heather and even Henry, for all his vows of loyalty, would both run screaming for the hills if they knew the things he’d done.

Justice’s favorite thing about Henry was how he made excuses for his wild behavior without ever feeling the need to share them. And his favorite thing about Heather was how she said he didn’t owe her anything and promised him that he didn’t have to explain.

They both enabled him, in their own ways. He liked that, too, even though he recognized in a purely academic sense that it was morally wrong for him to take advantage of that fact.

But that was a problem for Henry’s and Heather’s respective therapists, not Justice. He had enough issues. And with Galvez poking around, questioning everything, treating him like some kind of criminal, he was going to need all the enabling he could get.

Keeping this in mind and reminding himself that no man was an island—something his own therapist had drilled into him years and years ago—Justice whipped out his phone and called Heather.

It was half past noon. She’d be at work, doing lawyer things.

“Hey.” There was a smile in her voice. He sucked it up like sunrays and shined it back at her, like a good emotional chameleon.

“Can I buy you lunch?”

“Um…” Even in that one syllable—in her hesitation—he sensed how much she wanted to say yes. She was falling for him. Had already fallen.

The thought terrified and inflamed him all at once. He realized that, for all his embarrassing sexual problems, the last thing he wanted was to push her away. He trusted her when she said they could take things slow, and that was all the reassurance he required to understand what he really needed from her—to pull her closer, breathe in her delicious innocence, and let himself fully experience the misplaced love she had for him.

He wanted to suck up every drop, just like her sunshine, and mirror it back at her so she could feel the embrace of her own beautiful soul. And while she was looking at that radiant reflection, she would never have reason to peer at the shadowed ugliness inside of him.

She was his own little slice of sunny Virginia—a home he knew when he was young, where life was fun and simple. She was his summer, his spring. She was the heart he could’ve had if Justin hadn’t cut it out.

He loved her for that, as much as he was capable of love, and that depended on which of his many psychologists you asked.

“I’ll be honest…” Justice said those words all the time. “I’m stranded. I need a ride. Come pick me up and let me buy you a sandwich.”

“Are you okay?”

The concern in her voice soothed his anger like aloe on a sunburn.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just having a day.” He sighed and gazed down at his Ariat boots. “I understand if you’re working. I was hoping to catch you on your lunch break. I could use some Heather right now.”

She giggled so softly, he knew he had her. “Text me your location.”
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They stopped for lunch at a Jewish deli and snagged a table by the window. When she asked him why he ended up stranded on the west side, he told her he and Henry got into a fight and he didn’t want to talk about it.

It wasn’t the whole truth, sure, but neither was it an outright lie. That was the best he would ever be able to give her about anything.

Still, as Justice devoured his jalapeño-flavored potato chips and pastrami on rye, he wasn’t thinking about Henry or Heather. All he could focus on was what Galvez knew, what she thought she knew, and what more she needed to find out.

There had been no real reason to believe she discovered the truth about his latest victim, Geoff McNary, aka the Tent City Killer. As far as everyone else in the country was concerned, the villain was still at large—though Justice himself was depending on McNary to contribute to a delicious apple harvest.

He’d had all the necessary evidence to put McNary away for life. Incontrovertible evidence that guaranteed Geoff would be convicted of each of the murders and pay the price outlined by the justice system of the state of Texas. He might have even ended up on death row. And Justice would’ve brought yet another serial killer to justice, laying Galvez’s suspicions to rest.

But no, Justice had to get knife-happy. He had to be a big shot. He had to take matters into his own hands and feel that rush of pleasure, simultaneously exhilarating and calming.

In a wave of overpowering bloodlust, he had sliced Geoff McNary’s hands and feet, cut out his tongue with a serrated knife, removed his eyes and nipples, and stood back to watch him bleed.

Justice let his head fall to the deli table with a hard thud. It was all his fault. And now what the hell was he going to do?

Catch a killer. It was his only option. Follow the rules, stop killing people—at least for a while—and catch whoever had been drugging the old people.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you and Henry were so close.” Heather stroked the back of his head gently.

Justice was momentarily confused before remembering that she thought he was still upset about fighting with Henry. “We are. Were? Are. Will be again. I’m sure.”

“Then what’s the matter?”

He rolled his forehead back and forth on his fist before sitting up to meet her gaze. “If I could figure out this nursing home thing, I’d be fine.”

“That reminds me.” She set down her sandwich and licked leftover mustard from her thumb before reaching into her bag and pulling out her laptop.

It seemed she carried it with her everywhere.

“I talked to an old friend of mine at the FBI and asked him to look into Rose Hastings and the lawsuit.” She went quiet, her eyes focused on the screen as she scrolled through pages. “Turns out she’s already under investigation.”

Justice’s interest piqued. “By the FBI?”

“Yessir. For corporate fraud. This one relating to New Light.”

“Do they have much on her?”

“I would say they’re still firmly in the evidence-gathering phase. Most of what they have so far are complaints lodged by family members of the residents.”

He mentally shifted gears, happy to have something to think about other than Galvez and how close she might be to finding out his darkest secrets. “Were Bessie and Russell working with the FBI?”

“Donny wouldn’t give me access to the file. I can ask him.”

Donny, some FBI agent who did her favors. Justice was intrigued, but now wasn’t the time to ask. He logged the name away for later.

“If Bessie and Russell were involved in the investigation…or if they were planning to provide evidence against Rose⁠—”

Heather held up a hand to stop him. “I don’t know if Rose is even aware of the current investigation.”

“What would be the consequences if the FBI were to prove their case?”

“She’d lose her license, what’s left of her reputation, and if I were prosecutor, she’d spend some time in federal prison as well.”

Justice smirked. “You’re sexy when you’re ruthless.”

She blushed and rolled her eyes, but that was only to save face.

Justice tapped his fingertips in succession against his thumb, rolling the rhythm back and forth. “People have done more over a lot less. That said, Rose’s alibi checks out. She wasn’t at New Light when Bessie and Russell were poisoned.”

“That’s true.” Heather fiddled with her silver-and-crystal manta ray necklace. “But how would she know?”

“What do you mean?” Justice tore off a huge bite of his sandwich, mustard dribbling onto his fingers. He was starving, and while he loved pastrami, he was still jonesing for the Mexican he’d left behind at Abuela’s.

“From what you’ve told me and what I’ve read, Rose hardly ever leaves her office. She might not be acquainted enough with what was going on with her residents to catch something like this. Unless…”

“Unless she isn’t working alone.” Justice swallowed, washing everything down with a glug of Dr. Brown’s Cel-Ray soda. “You think one of the nurses is in on it?”

Heather shrugged. “What do I know? I’m not a detective.”

Justice smirked, reaching over and squeezing her hand. “Don’t be modest. It doesn’t suit you.”

“Oh, yeah?” She grinned and leaned in playfully. “So you like a confident woman?”

“I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

As Justice caught the hue of her hazel eyes, a horrible scene flashed into his thoughts. Him in cuffs being hauled away in disgrace after Galvez uncovered the things he’d done. The utter horror painted on Heather’s face when she realized how bad her own instincts were…that she was able to love such a despicable creature.

He pictured her in the interrogation room with Galvez, the latter explaining in gruesome detail everything he’d done. The sadistic way he sliced up McNary. The cold execution-style death of Ben Kane, Chip Harding, and all the rest down in Primera.

And Olivia. How could Heather ever reckon with knowing she’d dated a man who murdered his own love interest?

She would never love again, not really. Nor would she ever be able to trust herself. Who could blame her?

If he had any true empathy, he would end things with her right here and right now.

But he couldn’t bear it. He needed her warm smiles, her soft kisses, her loving hands. She’d already fallen for him. Whether or not their relationship worked out, should he ever be exposed, Heather would never be the same.

Neither would Henry. Or Marissa. Or anybody who had ever trusted him.

He couldn’t let that happen.
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Eliza sat in her office with the phone to ear, Muzak piping over the line. For nearly twenty minutes, she’d been on hold with the Bureau of Consular Affairs, waiting to speak to Lauren Bell, the agent who Justice had contacted about the explosion in Primera.

For once, he’d kept a record.

The TV droned in the background, playing Eliza’s go-to Channel Six News with Valerie O’Hara. Watching the local news was a daily ritual that normally helped her keep her finger on the pulse of the city—but today, she couldn’t possibly have been paying less attention.

Lester’s words churned in her brain. He’d accused Justice of searching his house and office without a warrant, harassing him, and hunting him down and barging into his hotel room uninvited and unprovoked.

But an accusation was not the same as the truth. And it wasn’t as if her deputies and detectives didn’t get unjustly accused of frequent misconduct, especially by petty, defensive criminals like Lester Reynolds.

That said, Eliza always took such accusations seriously. Cops across the country were under heavy scrutiny these days. It was more important than ever to toe the line and not overstep boundaries. Still, she typically assumed her officers were innocent until proven otherwise.

In this case, she wasn’t sure what to think.

Justice seemed to have crossed a line. Or two, or three. But when it came to Lester, she could absolutely sympathize. The man was a criminal—the most frustrating type, someone who seemed to get away with everything and without ever receiving his fair comeuppance. She had wanted to strangle the son of a bitch herself.

She was almost envious of Justice, the way he seemed to do whatever the hell he wanted without any regard for the consequences. How many times had she been tempted, almost desperate, to take the law into her own hands?

Particularly with someone like Lester, who was never held culpable for his crimes, or Ben Kane, who had friends in high places, meaning that jail was nothing more than a revolving door. Or sick freaks like da Vinci, who literally got away with murder because of their high standing in society.

Whenever she thought of da Vinci—aka Senator Al Daulton—her skin crawled. How many times had he stood in her office and berated her for not doing her job, all while he pursued his hobby of kidnapping young women off the street and carving them up for fun?

Justice had shot him, but Eliza had never told him how grateful she was that he did. He’d spared her and everybody else in the city the pain of a highly publicized trial, where Daulton would’ve used all his power and influence once again to hire a team of lawyers to obscure the facts.

Justice had saved them from that, and she would never cease to be thankful for it.

But that didn’t mean he had the right to take the law into his own hands. The rules existed for a reason, and nobody was above them. She had to follow the damn rules, no matter how it tore at her soul at times. And so did everyone else.

“Now we’re joined by Maryellen Bramwell…” the drone of the TV caught Eliza’s ear, “…with another installment of her continuing series, ‘Be the Hero,’ where she introduces us all to the everyday heroes in our own community. Maryellen?”

“Thank you, Valerie.” The camera cut to a young reporter with brown curls and freckles standing out in front of a ranch fence somewhere in the country.

Eliza looked down at her desk and shifted through the folders.

“I’m here at the home of alleged serial murderer Kent Woodham, better known as the Machine Gun Killer.”

Eliza glanced back at the TV. Sitting up slowly, she turned up the volume.

“He joins da Vinci, Geoff McNary, aka the Tent City Killer, and others like the Hatchet Killer, still at-large, who hold our city in a grip of terror. During times like these, it’s more important than ever that citizens can rely on members of law enforcement for protection, reassurance, and justice.”

“Where are you going with this?” Eliza mumbled under her breath.

“Today, it is my pleasure to spotlight one of Bowe City’s finest, Detective Justice Hall of the Elmaeder County Sheriff’s Office.”

Eliza nearly fell out of her chair.

“Not much is known about the impetuous young detective whose skill and dedication to the job finally brought an end to the reign of terror of Senator Aleister Daulton, aka da Vinci, the most prolific serial killer in Bowe City’s history.”

A picture of Al in his navy blue suit and red tie filled the screen, as if anybody in Texas needed to be reminded who he was.

“A rookie in the Homicide Department, in his first two months, Detective Hall also discovered and seized more than three kilos of narcotic drugs, including methamphetamine and cocaine. And right here behind me,” the reporter glanced beyond Kent Woodham’s fence at the barn in the background, “he was the lead investigator on the team that recently took over a thousand unregistered automatic weapons off the street and out of the hands of gang members, making the entire city safer for everyone.”

The screen shifted to a recorded interview. Eliza clenched her teeth at the sight of Justice, his hair a loose mop, his big brown eyes shining.

Why the hell is he talking to the press?

“You’re a hero in the community.” Maryellen thrust the mic in front of Justice, the camera never leaving him.

He gave a modest smile and glanced down, charmingly befuddled. “I got lucky.”

“You say that, but you seem to be lucky a lot. Aren’t you also the one who finally found out Senator Daulton and put a stop to his nearly thirty-year killing spree?”

“That was a team effort.”

Eliza’s gut twisted. He had done all of those things the reporter listed and more. He was devoted to the job, and nobody could ever deny he was good at it.

But results meant nothing if he didn’t follow procedure. A single break in the chain of evidence could set a murderer free.

The hold music clicked off, and a deep female voice came on the line. “This is Lauren Bell.”

Eliza turned her attention away from the TV. “Hello. My name’s Sheriff Eliza Galvez with Elmaeder County. I’m calling about one of your cases, an explosion in Primera.”

“Yes. Thank you again for your cooperation with the investigation. The information we gathered from your department has been instrumental in confirming connections between the Syndicate and the Amado Cartel.”

“Our pleasure.” She glanced at the TV again. The reporter rambled on about Justice as they played various clips of him that had been taken at crime scenes. It didn’t help that the camera loved him.

Shaking her head, she closed her eyes and refocused on the call. “I was wondering if there’ve been any developments in the case. Do you have a better idea of who might’ve set off the explosion?”

“The authorities in Mexico caught some surveillance footage from a nearby business that captures who they think might be the person responsible.”

Eliza straightened and inched forward in her seat. “Really?”

“The footage is grainy at best.”

“Would it be possible for me to take a peek at it?”

“You’ll have to speak to the Mexican investigators. I could give you their phone number.”

“That’d be great.”

“Just a minute.” The phone clicked, and the hold music returned. Eliza tried to refocus on the TV, but a sharp knock sounded.

“Come in!”

The door swung open and Henry stomped inside, smoke practically billowing out of his ears. Eliza reared back, studying the intense, angry flush on his face. Skin normally as white as paper had reddened like a burn.

“I’m not spying on Justice anymore.”

Never once had Henry spoken to her like that. Taken aback, her jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

“It’s not right, and you know it. Do whatever you want to me, but you can find someone else to do your dirty work.”

The phone clicked back on. “Okay, you ready for that number?”

“One sec.” She covered the mouthpiece with both hands. “Henry, will you hang on a minute?”

“Justice is one of the best detectives to ever work here. Maybe the best. He knows things other people would never be able to figure out. And yeah, he’s unorthodox. Yeah, he’s weird. Yeah, maybe he does things that are dangerous and stupid sometimes. But you know what⁠—”

“You ready for that number, Sheriff?” Agent Bell sounded annoyed.

“He’s my best friend.” Henry’s nostrils flared as his eyes narrowed to slits. “And did you just see the news? You and this city are damn lucky to have him. Everyone in the office loves him. To say nothing about him bringing in delicious carnitas and baked goods for the crew.”

“Henry, wait.”

He stormed out of her office with all the authority and indignation with which he’d come in.

She needed to go after him and nail his ass to the ground for his inexcusable disrespect, but her feet were rooted to the spot.

Justice was on the news being profiled as a literal hero. One of her best and most loyal detectives was yelling at her for suggesting he might’ve done something wrong. Even Lisa, who generally only liked spending time with her dead patients, seemed to be under his spell.

That familiar shudder raced down her spine once again. Finding out the truth about Justice was turning out to be much more complex than she ever could’ve anticipated.

Then again, maybe there wasn’t any truth to find out. Justice was a good detective. Everybody did like him. And when she viewed things through a different lens, she could absolutely appreciate why a reporter would want to make him seem like a hero.

He was a hero.

And after all, in the current climate, any branch of law enforcement had to be grateful for good PR.

Maybe it was time to let this whole thing go.

“It’s weird, right? How that fucker died.” Lester’s voice drifted through her mind, their conversation about the untimely and extremely violent death of Ben Kane, leader of the Syndicate.

“Maybe you should try doing your job. Figure out what the hell happened to him.”

She would get to the bottom of this. Not because she expected to find anything untoward. In fact, she hoped all of her instincts were wrong on this one. What she really needed was something concrete to put her overactive brain to rest.

All she wanted was to trust Justice again and get on with things the way they ought to be. But until she learned the truth, she couldn’t do that. She would always be left wondering and never able to relax.

That tendency was why she had gone into law enforcement, why she’d been a top-ranked detective back when she still had her boots on the ground. She had to know the truth. It was a compulsion. Far better to be wrong than be left wondering…

“You ready for that number?”

Eliza fished a pen out of the cup on her desk and clicked the end. “Fire away.”
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Pulling into the lot around dinnertime, Justice parked and sat in his truck across the street from New Light Retirement Home. He’d swung by Abuela’s on the way and ordered some damn mole coloradito to go because he knew nothing would taste right until he had it.

As he soaked up the sauce with homemade tortilla, he tried to focus on Bessie and Russell and on Rose and the strange cast of characters she employed. Cindy Crane was still at the top of his list of suspects for Rose’s accomplice. A drug addict, a thief, a dog neglecter. She seemed the type. Then there was the austere Shelly Gilmore, who had nothing but nice things to say about working for Rose.

That right there was suspicious.

As much as he attempted to focus on the case, his thoughts kept circling back to Galvez. Clearly, she was suspicious and thought he was up to…something. Something didn’t have to mean murder, though.

Maybe she was fed up with him not following proper procedures.

Maybe she was seeking to punish him for the ever-growing stack of unfiled paperwork on his desk.

Maybe if he filled out his reports like he was supposed to, he could assuage all of her doubts, and she would let all this go.

Maybe.

Justice scoffed at his uncharacteristic optimism. “Fat chance.” Then he devoured his last bite of yummy deliciousness.

It was impossible to know what Galvez was thinking without asking, and it was impossible to ask without arousing more suspicion.

Worst-case scenario, she had evidence connecting him to one of the people he’d killed. She was looking into his past, searching his old name. Finding a thousand reasons to believe he was capable of murder.

And if she found out he was, what then? Could he really kill somebody for the sake of covering his own blood-spattered tracks?

“No.” He shook his head, rubbing his temples so hard they ached. “I could never…”

“But what if you have to?”

Justice flinched at the familiar voice and peered over at yet another dead man in his truck.

Kent Woodham, the Machine Gun Killer. The first man Justice had actually killed with explosives. Ben Kane and the others in Mexico already had bullets in their brains before he detonated the C-4.

In life, Kent had been tall and wiry with a heavy, Frankenstein-like jaw and forehead. Now his skin stretched like a flexible bag for his ruined bones, which had all been shattered by the blast. And when he turned his neck to regard Justice, a hideous grinding noise accompanied the action.

“Ain’t nobody worth going to prison for, amiright?”

“Dammit, Kent. I’m not interested.”

“I think you got mommy issues.” He glanced over his shoulder into the back seat of Justice’s extended cab, as if making sure no one was listening in. Nothing. He faced the front again. “I mean, I oughta know.”

Justice looked in the rearview mirror right as a skeletal hand shot up and smacked Kent across the back of the head. “Who you callin’ mommy, you dumb sumbitch?”

Kent’s grandma had materialized in a flash. She was arguably the most disgusting of all the ghosts who came to offer Justice their unsolicited opinions and advice, and that was because Justice had never seen her alive. Kent, who could’ve taken first place for biggest freak Justice had ever met, had smothered her until she suffocated, then spent four more years not only talking to her corpse, but brushing its hair, putting on its makeup, and brewing its coffee.

At least most of the dead people Justice talked to had been properly buried. That was better, right?

Kent’s face fell, as if he were a chastised little kid. “Meemaw, I’m just saying⁠—”

“What, I gave you issues? I caused your problems? Ha!” She sat back and crossed her arms. “It’s always the mother’s fault, ain’t it? If that ain’t proof who the real weaker sex is. All you men ever do is blame women for your problems and stroke your own…egos.”

Justice drummed his fingers on his forehead. “I don’t see how anything I am going through has to do with my mother. I had a wonderful mother. I don’t blame her for anything.”

“Not even a teeny bit?” Kent held an inch between his fingers.

Meemaw slapped him upside the head again.

“Ow!”

“You’re thinking about your mother because that was how you were hoping to see Galvez. Because, like my grandson, you are fucking pathetic.” The old woman sneered. “And you do blame your mother. You blame her for dying and leaving you alone.”

Justice scoffed. “That makes no sense.”

“No, that one checks out.” Kent nodded, a knowing gleam in his eye. “I know I felt that way about Meemaw.”

Justice dropped his hands and shot Kent a you can’t be serious look. “That’s because you fucking killed her.”

“You might not have killed your mother.” The old woman shrank in the back seat, her skin losing moisture by the second as her voice grew raspy. “But you loved the man who killed her. Isn’t that the same?”

“I did not love Justin!” Justice slammed his elbow into the window.

Crack.

Cradling his arm, he ignored the newly webbed glass and continued to rage through the pain. “I fucking hate him! And I hate you!”

“You work so hard to be like him. Now you’re going to kill an innocent woman to protect yourself.” The old woman gave a self-satisfied grin, clearly thrilled to be getting under his skin.

He clamped his hands over his ears. “Go away! Get out of here! Leave me alone!”

Tears stung his eyes, a well of panic rising in his chest.

“I didn’t hurt my mom.” Justice tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t even manage that. “I wouldn’t hurt my mom.”

Never. Never ever in a million years.

Justice rammed his skull against the headrest over and over. “Dammit. Dammit. Get it together.”

Hesitantly, he peeked through his fingers and found the seat next to him empty. He whipped around to face the back. Not a single old bitch in sight. Exhaling a sigh of relief, he slumped against his seat. Finally. The ghosts or demons or hallucinations, whatever they were, had vanished.

Justice massaged his elbow, the dizzying throb radiating all the way up his arm. It hurt so bad, he couldn’t keep the tears from spilling over.

Squeezing his eyes shut, all he could see was Galvez. He recalled the time she’d invited him to a barbecue with her beautiful little family. Her weirdly charming son and even weirder granddaughter. The torn expression on her face the other day as she worried for her daughter’s health.

She was a mother. A good and moral one, who loved her kids like a fierce lioness. The same way she loved and looked after the deputies and detectives under her. Even if she was a little quick to take away her star detective’s service weapon.

Justice had hoped she could’ve felt the same way about him and taken him under her wing. All he really wanted from life—deep down in the part of him that wasn’t too afraid to want—was to find himself under the protective wing of a woman who cared about him, one strong enough to protect him from himself.

No, he could never hurt Eliza.

So what the hell would he do?

“Focus.” He slapped himself in the face with his left hand, the dominant hand. The elbow he’d just injured protested in pain.

It sharpened his senses, and suddenly, there he was in his truck with a cracked window and a busted-up arm. And it didn’t matter whose fault it was or how much it hurt. He needed to push through the pain and horror and keep going. Just keep going.

“Solve the case. Change her mind.”

Hopefully nobody had seen or heard his little outburst.

Justice picked up his binoculars and stared across the lot at New Light Retirement Home. He wasn’t even sure what the hell he was doing here, or what he expected to witness. Being near the scene of a crime had always helped him think, going all the way back to his MP days in the Army.

He liked to visit the place where the suspects lived and worked, witness them in their element, and discover the kinds of people they were when they were alone. Perhaps even more than that, the environmental cues kept him grounded in the atmosphere of the crime when his brain inevitably tried to wander.

A meditative technique. A way of keeping himself in the real world so he wouldn’t crack.

Speaking of that… He glanced at the fracture in his window. What was he going to tell people?

“Damn kids and their damn drones.”

Justice lifted the binoculars again and focused on the skinny frame and stern face of Nurse Shelly Gilmore as she exited the building. Catching up to her was none other than Rose Hastings, appearing as angry and bullish as ever. They paused in front of a patch of daisies and talked about something seemingly serious for a few minutes before parting ways. Shelly slid into her Kia, and Rose walked back inside, casting a glance over her shoulder as she went.

“What the hell is going on there?” Justice pulled out his phone and typed in Shelly’s license plate number. He opened his laptop on the passenger seat and searched it in the database.

The car was registered to Michelle Wilhelmina Gilmore.

“Nurse Shelly…”

He checked her background. Six different hits on her record, all for stealing and identity theft.

She could easily be an accomplice. It seemed Rose Hastings’s alibi wasn’t so watertight after all.
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Justice’s elbow hurt, but not as much as his pride.

Every time he lost his cool like he had today in his truck, his opinion of himself went down. That was the only way he knew it was possible to sink farther.

Now at home, he settled into his worn leather chair in the front room, elbow propped on an ice pack. He logged onto the sheriff department’s secure, private server and snooped on the nurses from New Light, but it didn’t take long before he began to drift. His gaze kept darting to the dark web browser icon pinned to his taskbar.

He resisted as long as he could.

When Justice’s mind started to wander, if he was in a place where he could indulge his private proclivities, he often gravitated to one of the darkest corners of the dark web. A place where serial killers rivaled beloved celebrities, uploading videos and pics like any other Insta-famous influencer.

Justin Black, aka The Prodigy, was worse than the others because he’d cultivated his following while he was still at-large and active. He filmed the hideous acts he committed—murder, rape, torture—and uploaded the videos for his adoring fans.

During their time together, Justice had been forced to participate in the making of many such films. Sometimes, he was behind the camera, forced to watch and publicize the horror. Other times, Justin wouldn’t be satisfied unless Justice took part in the sadism, standing at his side like a demented little sidekick. And more often than not, Justice featured as one of the stars of the films. Tortured and systematically humiliated for the titillation of Justin’s army of devoted freaks.

For his money, there was nothing worse than a serial killer simp. Sadists and violent sociopaths were revolting enough, but the closeted freaks who fell in love with them was what had caused Justice to completely lose all faith in humanity. Women who wrote killers in prison, sent them nude pics, even going so far as to marry the bastards and share conjugal visits with them…

It made Justice’s stomach turn.

Maybe that was why he’d always been so repelled by Olivia Johnson. He could smell the simp on her, even if she’d never realized that was what she was.

Justin Black was imprisoned in a maximum security facility for the rest of his life, but the people who got off on what he did were all still alive and free and no less active on the internet than they had been sixteen years ago, before their leader was locked up. That was the thing about cults of personality. They didn’t actually need an active figurehead. All they really needed was the memory of one.

Of the many reasons Justice disliked himself, his least favorite quality was that, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop paying attention to Justin’s fan club. Like a child picking at a scab until it bled, he returned to the site again and again.

Deep in the recesses of his psyche, Justice harbored the irrational but insistent fear that one day Justin would escape and go on another rampage. If that were to happen, his fan club would be the first to know. So long as Justice kept tabs on them, he could keep tabs on Justin. He could sleep at night knowing that the monster was still behind bars where he belonged.

Exiting out of his normal browser, Justice disconnected from the public server, switched his VPN, and opened up Tor.

He typed the address he’d memorized by heart into the search bar, leading him to thedisciplelives.onion fan site. Justin had a lot of fan pages, including some that could be accessed on a regular browser. But this one was the core—the site created by Justin himself back when he was still active.

Now run by his fans, the site contained links to every archived photo and video Justin Black had ever uploaded. A veritable repository of some of the most brutal and perverse gore-nography to be found anywhere in the world.

Justice was immediately taken aback by all the news posts. A flurry of activity from users and admins, including dozens of new topics on the chat boards. There was a lot of talk of Justin Black resuming his killing spree. Everybody seemed to have a different theory about how he was going to escape. Plans that had been made. Walls that would be breached.

Time flew at lightning speed as Justice frantically probed at the rumors, seeking any kernel of truth inside of the usual drama. The claims were buoyed by a gruesome mass murder that was being attributed to the newly free Prodigy.

A family of three had been attacked in their home during the night in West Texas. The assailant tied up the mother and father and snapped their necks. Judging from the difference between their times of death, the girl was most likely forced to watch as it happened. Then the killer sexually assaulted her and fatally shot her in the head.

Justice read the report over and followed every link he could find regarding the murders, which were still under investigation. Justin’s name hadn’t been connected to it on any legitimate news site, only within his own fandom.

That was nothing new. They erroneously attributed murders to him all the time. But something about this seemed different. Different because he recognized the M.O.

It was exactly how his parents and sister had been killed.

Justice reminded himself that the details of that murder were readily available to anybody who had an internet connection. It could be a copycat killer. Someone who picked a crime of Justin’s at random and duplicated it. Or, more likely, it was unrelated to Justin, and the fans were trying to steal credit again.

That was the logical explanation. Justice clung to it to keep himself from diving too deeply down that hole.

It led nowhere. Nowhere good anyway.

Concerning Justin’s alleged escape, there was nothing—not a single verifiable fact—to be found. One user claimed Justin had been spotted at some mall in San Antonio, but a search of legitimate city sources showed no such thing. Another video claimed to show Justin from behind, but it was a random man in an Army green jacket and a baseball cap shot from behind.

Much to his dismay, Justice knew Justin had a tiny black mole right at the center of his nape.

No mole on the man in the coat meant no Justin.

“Of course it isn’t Justin.” Justice laughed, sitting back from his computer. “Justin is locked up and he’s never, ever going to escape. It’s impossible.”

He opened up a chat to troll the acolytes, one of his guiltiest pleasures. He loved to call them on how pathetic they all were, how Justin would’ve despised all of them had he ever met them. And he relished reminding them that every one of them was worthy of a fate worse than death because, in addition to getting off on blood and pain, which was bad enough, they were also consummate cowards.

Every. Last. One.

As Justice cracked his fingers and readied to type, a private message popped up on the site.

Jb4prez, a username he had become familiar with over the past few months. A king among simps whose feathers Justice could never resist ruffling.

With a snort, Justice opened the message.

Are you ready, pig?

He sat back and laced his fingers behind his neck. It wasn’t the first time jb4prez had called him that. The first time, it had put the fear of God into him. Every fan of Justin’s knew who Timothy Stewart was, aka Tiny Tim, aka Kimmy—the name Justin called him when he used to dress Justice up in girls’ clothes.

Timothy Stewart. Justin’s little toady who featured so often in his exploits during the last several months that he was active. There were entire chat rooms devoted to him, most of which sought to answer the burning question of whatever happened to Tiny Tim?

If Justin’s fans ever found out the answer to that question, they would insinuate themselves into his life. And if they ever found out that Tiny Tim now worked for the cops, they might seek to punish him for it.

But Justice had decided he was reading too much into the word. Jb4prez didn’t call him a pig because he had any information on him. He called him that because Justice was a troll, someone who despised Justin and constantly berated the entire fandom. Who would spend their time doing such a thing other than a cop?

The details of his own life were, at best, a coincidence.

Justice poised his fingers over the keys. Ready for what, shithead?

Three little ghost dots appeared and bounced, indicating jb4prez was typing.

Some competition.

Justice snorted again and waited for jb4prez to explain and then overexplain himself, as he tended to do. But nothing more came.

A breeze touched the back of Justice’s neck like the caress of cool and very unwanted fingers.

He shivered and turned. The window to his office was open, inviting in strong gusts of the humid East Texas night air.

Calm as anything, Justice closed the laptop, rose, and shut the window. Then he went to his kitchen and fetched a cold Shiner from the fridge. The dogs raced to the door, begging to be let out. Justice obliged and followed them into the night, but not before putting on his Stetson.

Strolling at a lazy pace, he followed one of many paths that led away from his house. He meandered through fields of tall grass and tangled wildflowers, out toward the meager orchard where a lone apple tree grew. One day, there’d be more apple trees here, and peaches and flowering cherries too.

The apples this season would be even better. Over the summer, they would have so much natural fertilizer. And as long as he kept planting seeds, the fruit would grow and grow.

Justice took comfort in that, in the delicious and beautiful new life that could be created from the destruction of evil. Anyone who didn’t believe in the death penalty simply needed to taste one of these apples, and Justice was confident they’d change their minds.

Darrel Daulton, Joey Dolan, Geoff McNary. Each one would add their own flavor. Olivia had been worthy of her own separate place under the purple blooms of the butterfly bush. Next spring, those flowers would be larger and more beautiful than ever before.

He settled under the tree and played with his hat, his brain a jumbled mess of spills and splotches. Setting his hands on his knees and straightening his back, Justice let his vision go soft. Thinking did no good at a time like this. He already spent too much time thinking.

“See yourself as a theater.” Justice’s old shrink, Dr. Khatri, used to say that. “Your thoughts are as the players up on stage. They are loud and dramatic, and they easily command all the attention. But a play is not all that makes a theater. There is the audience, the facilities, the stage itself. But until you can quiet the thoughts, you will be unable to perceive anything else within yourself. You will never experience the blissful calm of silence…”

Justice had gotten better at meditating since he began his practice years ago. Getting the players to settle down was fairly easy, and once he had them under control, he could listen to mumbled impressions of the audience—the metadata of the mind.

Justin had not escaped. Every fiber of his being told him so. Still, a childlike whisper deep inside fought to insinuate itself in his conscious mind.

He planned to see Justin again soon. Not a memory of him, a picture, or a ghost. The man himself as he was today.

His heart skipped a beat, his body interrupting the whisper. His enduring hatred for Justin throbbed from his dislocated elbow, from the anger that had led to it. At the same time, another part of him, no less powerful and no less in pain, reminded him that Justin was a part of who he was.

Was it possible to get closure? If not that, perhaps seeing Justin again would disarm his memory. Like in a horror movie, the monster he couldn’t see was always scarier. Maybe Justice had built Justin up into something more than he was, a creature with a supernatural presence. Maybe the only way to get rid of the bogeyman was to shine a light on him and laugh at how thoroughly unscary he was.

Another chuckle bubbled up from his gut. Justin couldn’t hurt him. Justice was an Army man—physically and mentally trained to inflict harm on others while protecting his own life. He was a homicide detective with prestige and connections, recent problems with his boss and coworkers notwithstanding. He was a young man in the prime of his life. Free and focused.

Most importantly, if he were ever forced to fight Justin on his own turf, things would be different. Justice had killed many people. He’d strangled Darrel Daulton, shot da Vinci and four others, blown up Kent Woodham, and sliced up Geoff McNary like a three-layer cake. He’d even buried a hatchet between the eyes of a woman who professed to love him. Never mind the other guards and henchmen Justice had executed along the way.

The point was, he wasn’t a helpless ten year old anymore. He wasn’t an amateur either.

Justice gazed up at the moon, cradled in the clouds like a baby held by its mother. Silver light streamed through, illuminating the land all around him as the leaves shifted. As he remembered each and every person he’d ever killed, they all appeared under the pale moonlight. Every last one of them regarded him, unmoving. The ghosts were like statues commemorating his greatest victories.

“Look at all the fertilizer I made, Justin.” Justice smiled. “Next year, I’ma grow me some peaches.”

As if the corners of all their lips were rigged to single switch, the ghosts smiled back at him all at once. A strong wind blew. His dogs began to bark wildly.

It was as if they could see the ghosts too.

A storm was coming.
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I lifted Francine’s wrist and pressed my fingertips to her skin. Her pulse was slow and weak, her respirations uneven. The medication I’d given her had caused a dangerous drop in her blood pressure. I had hoped that would be enough to send her into the next plane, but the ancient whore was stronger than she looked. If she didn’t get another dose, and soon, there was a very real chance she might pull through.

That wouldn’t do. Giving patients medications that caused painful symptoms but not death was akin to torture, and that seemed like an egregious sin. My purpose was to help struggling souls find their way back to God, not to prolong their suffering in this imperfect world. That would be cruel, and cruelty was unbecoming of the saintly.

Cruelty was my father’s greatest sin, the joy he took in watching others suffer and fail. I was not like him. The pleasure I derived from sending my chosen ones into the light was nothing like his pleasure at harming or debasing others. Mine was a kind of ecstasy, in the classical sense of the word. When I felt a soul leave its body, my own essence came in contact with the divine, if only for a moment. Every nerve thrilled, pain and exquisite pleasure overcoming me.

The more I experienced this ecstasy, the more I realized it was my purpose, my calling. My reason for being. And the stronger the urge to experience it again.

Francine was so close to the edge. All she needed was a tiny push…

It shamed me, but I had to admit I was beginning to feel nervous. I dreamed last night of that detective, the one with the off-white cowboy hat and despicably tight jeans. In my dream, he was chasing me down a long hall. I wasn’t dressed in my scrubs, but all in white with a veil streaming behind me. What seemed a hospital corridor at first morphed into a dirt tunnel as I ran toward a red light at the end.

The road to Hell. I turned and glimpsed the horns on his head, the wildness in his yellow eyes. He opened his mouth and screamed a horrid hiss, his tongue slithering out only to reveal the head of a black snake. With teeth bared and his serpent tongue biting, he drove me down. Deeper and deeper toward the eternal flames.

Stumbling at the edge of a cliff, I fell, screaming and clawing at the worn rocks. He lurked above me and laughed as I plummeted into hopeless despair.

I’d awoken in a cold sweat, alone in my bed with the electric streetlights pulsing outside my window. As I had done with nightmares ever since I was a kid, I wanted to console myself that what I had experienced was just a dream. My heart knew better.

It was a warning. A message from God. Satan had caught on to the important and necessary work I was doing. He saw the effect I was having, and the envious one decided that he must put a stop to it.

That detective was his instrument. Justice Hall. A demon in men’s clothes, sent to destroy my legacy.

Only my faith could protect me. Faith and the good works that stemmed from it.

I had to distract the detective, deceive the deceiver. Throw him off my scent. That meant putting him onto someone else’s. Perhaps I would’ve felt guilty about that if my options were merely to frame the innocent.

Luckily, plenty of guilty people in this place deserved that demon’s scrutiny. Not the least of which was my boss, a moneylender in the temple if ever there was one.

She deserved whatever the demon gave her, for even though she was innocent of this supposed crime, she was guilty of far, far worse.

Glancing over my shoulder, I slipped the gold engagement ring from Francine’s finger and shoved it into my pocket. Like with Bessie’s necklace, which even now gathered dust on my dresser, taking the ring would send the detective down the wrong trail. He’d be searching for an avaricious person, someone who was willing to kill over a few rocks or lumps of metal. Someone whose other crimes were all motivated by her love of the almighty dollar.

Rose Hastings was the type to kill over a vintage necklace or a gold ring, not me. They would never suspect.

I’d overheard Rose and Shelly talking two nights ago, huddled in her office and speaking in whispers. They thought nobody else noticed how they conspired together, the lies they kept hidden. But I knew the truth. Rose was up to her old tricks again, taking advantage of her vulnerable patients to pad her own pockets. Only this time, she suspected that the FBI was onto her.

Shelly was growing increasingly nervous, what with that demon of a detective breathing down their necks. She knew, of course, that she was innocent of the so-called murders, but the deeper the police probed, the more likely they were to find whatever it was she and Rose were doing. Unlike Rose, who was a career criminal, Shelly was strictly small-time and about to crack under the pressure.

If the FBI had the proof they needed to indict Rose and Shelly, then naturally the two of them would become the prime suspects in the deaths of Russell and Bessie. Women who were capable of stealing from the elderly, even going so far as convincing them to undergo unnecessary medical interventions just so they could overcharge them, were certainly capable of murder. Not little ole me.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out two hexagonal pills, a simple angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitor to relax her blood vessels. Francine’s blood pressure was already dangerously low. This could be enough to send her off. And it would be very difficult, nigh impossible, for any doctor or coroner to detect.

One more dose, two at the most, and the communist whore would meet her maker.

A shriek of squeaky wheels sent sharp vibrations down my spine. A shadow crossed the floor, and my gaze shot to the door.

I’d left it open, just a bit.

Nurse Seymore trundled past the slightly ajar door with his squeaky, obnoxious cart—on his way to clock out for the night.

Spooked, I shoved the pills back into my pocket and left the room.

The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise. Instead, he is patient toward you…

I had time. I could be patient as the Lord was patient.

Maybe by the time I came in at noon tomorrow, the filthy atheist would be gone, with no further assistance from me.

Now that the night shift had started, I was alone on the third floor save for two CNAs who barely spoke English and spent a good portion of their shifts sitting on the couch in the dayroom, gossiping and watching telenovelas and game shows. I was their boss, technically, so when I passed by, they sat at attention and tried to appear busy.

That was the interesting thing about humans. They were generally too consumed with their own wrongdoings to worry too much about others’.

Rose had gone home for the day. She always locked her office, I supposed to keep patients from wandering in. But the key hung from a lanyard behind the nurses’ station on the first floor. It was nothing at all to borrow the key, nothing at all to slip inside.

She left her computer on, I guessed because she thought it took too long to boot up. I peeled a sticky note from the pad on her desk and slipped it over the built-in camera before sitting down at her desk chair. Her password, which our parent company forced us to change once every two months, was written on a pink Post-it stuck to the screen.

What service.

With latex gloves covering my hands, I navigated to Rose’s email and pulled up the messages between Shelly and her. They had sent dozens back and forth over the last few days, Shelly frantic and begging Rose for advice. The cops crawling all over the building had all but sent her into a panic.

Rose’s office was down a secluded hall, set off from the rest of the home, so I took my time reading through the correspondence and snapping screenshots of my favorites. Then I went incognito online and looked up where to submit FBI tips. I contacted both the Federal Trade Commission and the U.S. Treasury Inspector General, since I wasn’t sure which one of them might handle the sorts of crimes Rose and Shelly had been committing.

Identity theft, fraud, conspiracy. It was a pretty long list.

In Rose’s trash folder, I found an email from a federal agent who’d contacted her, wanting to ask questions about a complaint Russell Sterling had filed against the home, alleging fraud.

I snorted. “Big surprise there.”

Eager to pass along valuable info, I compressed all my screenshots into a zip file and sent them to him, too, directly from Rose’s email. The more the merrier.

When all was done, I closed the tabs and locked the screen, leaving the power on just like it had been when I came in. The last thing I did as I left her office was peel off the sticky note I’d put over the camera.

Doing God’s work felt great.
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Justice had nightmares, even worse than usual. When he awoke to his alarm, the images faded quickly, but the feeling stayed with him, first as he showered and dressed, then as he made breakfast for his dogs and himself. The lingering feeling of unease followed him as he baked a quick batch of chewy chocolate cookies for the team.

As he slipped on his boots and grabbed his keys, ready to head to work on a warm Saturday morning, his phone rang.

Heather. On a video call.

A pall still hung over him, but when her name flashed on his screen, he always felt a little better. Maybe that was what people meant when they said they were in love.

“Good morning, beautiful.”

“Morning, Justice.” Her blushing smile appeared. Though he hadn’t asked yet, Justice suspected Heather had been a late bloomer. Beautiful women were usually far more difficult to flatter, save the ugly ducklings among them. “How are you doing?”

An innocent question, and one he had no desire to answer. “I’m headed out the door for work. What can I do you for, darling?”

“I thought you might be interested to know the FBI has arrested Rose Hastings and Shelly Gilmore for conspiracy, fraud, and more than twenty counts of identity theft.”

The haze clinging to the corners of his eyes fled, and his senses sharpened all at once. “Well, I’ll be.”

“They’re on Channel Six right now. You near a TV?”

He stepped back inside, the heels of his all-leather Ariat boots striking the hardwood. His only TV was a twelve-inch unit mounted in the corner of his kitchen, and the only time he watched it was when he was stirring risotto or something equally fussy. He grabbed the remote and pressed the power button, the screen flickering to life.

The newscaster talked over footage of jacketed FBI agents arresting Rose Hastings outside of New Light when she arrived for work that morning. She appeared shocked and seemed to argue for a moment, those thick arms of hers flexing with a warning. One of the agents—a real tall, dark, and handsome type in a sharp suit—spoke to her, likely explaining the charges, and the camera caught every moment of the hope draining from her face.

Rose was so confident and defiant at first, but when the agent told her they’d come because of the fraud, she gave up with little fuss.

“She thought he was going to ask her about the murder. And since she didn’t do it, she was ready to fight.”

“What’s that?” Heather’s voice reminded him he was on a call. Her face filled the screen. “You’re mumbling.”

“That’s a hell of a coincidence. You ask your buddy to pull the FBI files, and suddenly they’re ready to arrest?”

“It isn’t a coincidence at all.”

Justice scratched his jaw, trying to understand her point. “What do you mean?”

“Last night, someone anonymously sent the information that led to that capture to the FBI.”

“What kind of evidence?”

“Mostly emails between Gilmore and Hastings where they discussed their plans. They were selling the residents’ personal information over the dark web, forging signatures and cashing in social security checks, even gaining access to residents’ retirement accounts and slowly draining them. And the emails hint at tons of other stuff beyond what Donny said.”

“Donny…” Justice whispered the word to himself, wanting to hold the name in his mouth.

He didn’t like it.

“Donny said there wasn’t anything in their exchange that suggested murder, but I know he hasn’t had a chance to look through everything yet. It seems like anybody who could do everything they did would be more than capable of cold-blooded murder.”

“I agree, but capability doesn’t equal guilt.” Justice watched the rest of the segment. The information was sparse and the coverage brief. They showed the arrest footage twice, so again Justice got to witness that moment when all the fight left Rose.

“Who would’ve sent that information?”

“Donny is looking into it. I’ll let you know if he finds anything.”

Donny, Donny, Donny. He didn’t like how the name left her mouth. “Could you send me his number so I could give him a call? I think we ought to be sharing all of our information.”

“Um…” She pulled back, tugging a loose thread on her tablecloth. “Don’t take this wrong, but Donny might get weird if I give out his number. But if you head down to the retirement home, you’ll probably catch him. He’s taken on the investigation.”

Justice didn’t like that either. And he didn’t like that she was looking at her hand now instead of at him. “Okay. I’ll go pay Donny a visit. Does he have a more official name? Can’t be going around asking for Agent Donny.”

“Connell.”

“Thank you.”

Disconnecting her video call, Justice switched off the TV and strode to his truck, still grousing about Donny. But as he fired up the vehicle, he began to ponder who would gain from Rose Hastings and Shelly Gilmore getting locked up.

Maybe another nurse or doctor who had their sights on Rose’s job. Or a murderer trying to direct attention away from themselves.

Whether Rose was the intended victim or simply a sacrificial lamb, one thing was certain. Her guilty face was very, very different from her innocent one.

He had no proof, but her willingness to cooperate with the murder investigation made him think she didn’t kill Bessie or Russell. And she certainly hadn’t told on herself to the FBI. The pool of suspects was getting smaller, if not officially. At least, in his mind.

An idea popped into his head. If he struck now while the fire was still blazing hot, he might be able to find the truth with no more harm done. But if he followed the proper channels to get approval for what he wanted to do, the coals would die down, and his hopes of a quick close would die along with them.

With Galvez breathing down his neck, he couldn’t afford to take matters into his own hands anymore. He needed to be patient.

Then again, if he failed to do everything he could for fear of the repercussions—like all the useless law enforcement agents who failed to save him as a child—and someone else got hurt…

He couldn’t tolerate that either.

“It’s an insurance policy.” He steered his truck toward his barn, pulling up outside the doors. “That’s all it is. I find out the truth by any means necessary, and then I figure out how to legitimately prove it. It’s easier to prove something if you already know what you’re proving is true.”

Justice hopped out of the truck, kicking up dust as his boots hit the ground. When he smacked the door closed, he startled at the man standing behind it dressed in a blue suit. Senator Al Daulton, aka da Vinci, the killer who threatened the pretty young women of Bowe City for more than twenty-five years.

The man was a legend, Justice’s most prestigious kill so far. And one of the chattier ghosts.

“Wise words, Mr. Hall.” Al flashed his all-too-charismatic political smile, as greasy as an old cat’s back. “At last, you’re starting to use your brain.”

Justice paused, his eyes darting between the barn and the ghost. He set a hand on his hip and drummed his fingers on his jeans. “Then again, if you think it’s a good idea, I might⁠—”

“Hush up now, son. There’s a reason I come by so often. I remind you of your daddy.”

Justice barked out a laugh. It resonated from so deep inside and came out with such violence that it tasted of stomach acid. “You couldn’t be less like my father if you were literally a fish.”

“I’m nothing like your weak, beta-male excuse for a father. What I am is the father you never had, someone to guide you in this bizarre and beautiful lifestyle you’ve chosen.”

So much to refute in two short sentences. “I don’t even have it in me to try to make sense of that.”

“It’s very simple, Justice. This whole thing with the old people has you thinking about your own mortality. And death always sends us back to childhood.”

“That makes no sense.” Justice marched past the senator into the barn, knowing he would follow. Of all the ghosts, Al was by far the most eloquent, the most intelligent. Justice reviled his company slightly less than the others, but calling him a father figure was quite a stretch.

“It is what it is. Don’t have to make sense. You go ask those old folks in that home, they’ll tell you. Death and childhood go hand in hand.” Al picked carefully through the hay, setting his boots only on clean patches. “It’s incredible what an influence caregivers have on us. I always promised myself that when I had kids, I would be better than my father was.”

“Well, Darrel was a real piece of shit, so you failed spectacularly.” Justice grunted as he climbed the ladder into the loft, his injured elbow rebelling every time he forced that arm to hold on.

“I never beat him. Or tortured him. Or humiliated him.”

“More’s the pity.” Justice pulled himself into the loft and removed the false panel from the wall. Through the window, he paused to appreciate the tail end of a pink sunrise over golden grasses, long and wild.

“It’s true I have my regrets. I should’ve taught him my craft when he was young. Showed him how to select victims and paint masterpieces in blood.”

Justice shivered, trying to ignore the horrible words as he riffled through the contents of his secret stash. What he was searching for was very small, especially when compared to his collection of fully automatic weapons and hollow points. But when used correctly, it could be just as devastating.

“Aha.” Justice picked up a pinhole nanny cam and stuffed it in his pocket. He made his way back to his truck and climbed inside without sparing another glance for the ghost.

Da Vinci grinned at him from the passenger seat.

“Figures you’d have nothing better to do than tag along,” Justice muttered.

“Why would somebody kill an old person?” Da Vinci’s blue eye looked serious and dreamy all at once. “There’s nothing aesthetically pleasing about it.”

Justice considered the question, remembering Bessie Feinberg’s missing diamond necklace. “Money. They’d do it for money.”

He could easily imagine Rose or Shelly Gilmore having a greedy disposition.

“Could be.” Al stroked his chin, deep in thought. “Or maybe it is precisely because they are not aesthetically pleasing.”

“What?”

The senator leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Maybe your murderer is utterly sick of the sight of them.”
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By the time Justice arrived at the retirement home, the media circus from earlier had died down. News crews had come and gone, and only a few police cruisers lingered in the lot, no more than what had been there yesterday.

When Justice stepped inside, he searched the halls for the first person he could find wearing an FBI windbreaker and asked to speak to Agent Connell. The woman checked his ID and directed him toward Rose Hastings’s former office.

He made his way down the carpeted hall, keeping his steps measured. At the sound of two men’s voices, he slowed his tread to be certain his feet made no sound.

“You’ll forgive me if I find that rather difficult to believe, Mr. Scribner.” The voice was loud and penetrating, but carefully precise, like an actor on a stage.

“Please,” came a brittle and quiet reply. “You’ve been provided with all the records for all the homes⁠—”

“I have been provided with your records in accordance with the terms of the digital search warrant, Mr. Scribner. It has nothing to do with your personal compliance or that of your parent company.”

“I swear, none of us had any knowledge of what Rose and Shelly were doing. We would’ve put a stop to it.”

“Mm-hmm. Like you put a stop to it the first time these accusations came to light? She was running another one of your homes at the time. Remind me, what was it called?”

“I don’t know what you’re referring to.” Mr. Scribner’s voice rose, and Justice saw his opportunity to make an entrance.

“The home was called Dandelion.” Justice stepped into the doorway.

Both men turned to regard him. It was immediately apparent who was who. The short and pudgy one with the greasy mustache and the clean white golf shirt, who looked like he might piss himself at any moment, had to be Mr. Scribner, Rose’s replacement.

And the other Justice recognized from the news. It was the agent who arrested Rose Hastings—Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome himself, Donny Connell.

Very weird how Heather didn’t mention that to me when we were chatting earlier.

Donny had an extra inch on Justice and broader shoulders to boot. His five o’clock shadow and sharp cheekbones complemented his hazel eyes, damn near securing his spot as the next GQ cover model. He was the textbook definition of an attractive man, save a too-thin nose and slight cauliflower ears. Clearly, the man was a fighter as well as a bold speaker.

Ever since hearing Donny’s stupid name come out of Heather’s mouth, Justice’s knee-jerk instinct had been to hate the man. His symmetrical features and physical fitness did nothing to change this impression. However, Justice was not one to make trouble for no reason.

He tried to be very deliberate about the trouble he made.

Kill them with kindness, as his daddy always said. There was one thing he’d learned from his weak, beta-male excuse for a father. Just thinking the words made him wish da Vinci was still alive so he could kill him again.

“Name’s Detective Hall.” Justice leaned in and offered a friendly hand. “I’ve been working the double homicide here.”

“Of course.” Donny’s eyes appeared secretive and sincere all at once. “You’re Heather’s new friend.”

“That’s right.” Justice didn’t like the way Donny said her name. The nonsensical and dangerous urge to punch him in the face flared again, brighter than ever. Justice forced it back with a charming smile. “I really appreciate your willingness to help.”

“We’re all on the same team, aren’t we?” Donny looked down at Mr. Scribner like a bug in his apple juice, sniffed, and turned back to Justice with an overly bright smile. “You’ve done great work here, by the way. Without you and your boys poking around, I’m confident our anonymous whistleblower never would’ve come forward.”

Justice narrowed his eyes. “What makes you think that?”

“Do you disagree?”

He had to think about that for a moment. “No, I don’t.”

Donny’s grin doubled in size, and two dimples formed on each side of his mouth, making four in total. Nobody needed that many dimples. It was an unfair amount of charm in a single smile. And he smelled like cinnamon, sandalwood, and musk.

Heather was friends with this man? Friends?

Horseshit.

Mr. Wonderful took a deep breath, truly the actor prepping for his monologue. “The FBI has had an eye on Rose Hastings for years, ever since what went down at the last home she managed. When the residents here began to lodge complaints, we opened a new case right away to be certain we’d have the evidence to file criminal charges this time.”

“Which residents have been complaining about Rose?”

“I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.”

“Bessie and Russell?”

“Your murder victims, yes.” Donny nodded. “Coincidence? I doubt it.”

And just like that, every finger pointed back to Rose. Was it possible Justice had misinterpreted the expression on her face?

Justice reached into his pocket and stole a few rubs from his heart-shaped obsidian stone. He couldn’t let himself be taken off course. He knew what he saw. Second-guessing himself was nothing but a waste of time.

“Well, who was the third?”

Mr. Wonderful nodded at a nurse passing by before turning his attention back to Justice. Somehow, that gesture annoyed him too. “We don’t know, actually. It was more of an anonymous tip.”

“And? Have you been able to track where the anonymous tip came from?”

“Rose’s office computer, oddly enough.” Donny pointed to an empty spot on the desk where the laptop used to be. “From her own email account. I’ve got my guys looking into it, but I wouldn’t expect much.”

“I cannot tell you how sorry Regent Retirement is about this whole debacle,” Mr. Scribner piped up, his voice like aluminum cans scraping on a window. “But I can assure you gentlemen, now that I’m in charge, you can expect nothing but smooth sailing from here on.”

“I hope so, Mr. Scribner.” Justice acknowledged the man for the first time. “I can hardly imagine a viler creature than a caregiver who abuses and steals from their patients.”

“Hear! Hear!” Donny thundered. He seemed to make a habit of it.

Justice turned to Scribner, only to be distracted by a spot on the man’s neck that he seemed to have missed shaving. “Have any of the other residents been experiencing any medical problems over the past few days?”

“I’m sorry. I only just arrived.” Mr. Scribner rolled his eyes hard, like he’d be able to find the answer from literally looking at his own brain. Then he sat down at Rose’s old desk and clicked through a few pages on his laptop. “We have a Francine Pitt who went on watch last night. The poor dear hurt herself having an episode, but given the extent of her Alzheimer’s disease, I don’t think what happened is at all out of the ordinary.”

“Mr. Scribner, there might still be a murderer loose in your building.” Justice’s gaze bored into the man’s twitching eyes. “Until they’re caught, everything in this place is out of the ordinary.”

“Well said.” Donny clapped Justice on the shoulder. The feeling was like having a tarantula gnaw on his neck. He wanted to shudder away, to push it off. To yell, scream, and make a fuss. But such behavior would only expose his growing weak spot.

Without another word, Donny led Justice out into the hall, leaving Mr. Scribner to stew in uncertainty. Even when they were alone, Donny didn’t drop his hand.

“Concerning the homicides, do you have any evidence pointing to Hastings or Gilmore?”

“Circumstantial.” Justice shrugged, trying to act natural. At last, that hot oppressive hand retreated.

“Juries love circumstantial evidence.” He chuckled at his own anecdote and sighed. “I hope to shit she did it. I want to watch you nail that nasty bureaucrat to the wall.”

She didn’t do it, Justice almost said out loud. The empirical part of his brain told him it was foolish to be so confident when he had no objective proof, but his lizard brain knew the truth and refused to let go.

Donny stepped back and ran his fingers through his hair. “So. You and Heather, huh?”

Justice’s hackles shot up, along with every hair on his arms. He really hated when Donny said her name.

“Doesn’t surprise me,” the symmetrical jackass continued. “You seem her type.”

“Begging your pardon, but what do you know about her type?”

Justice really did not want to know the answer to that question, even though he’d already figured it out.

“We used to be a thing. Her and me, you know. For a little while.” Donny didn’t seem remotely affected by what he was saying. He might as well have been explaining what he had for dinner for all the emotion in his words. “Good luck with her.”

“That’s big of you to say.” The sarcasm in Justice’s words couldn’t have been more evident.

“No, honest.” Donny laughed, his four little dimples popping into place. “She’s a good woman, but very into commitment. Very traditional. Not really my type. But if that rings your bell, good for you, man.”

Traditional commitment? Nothing in the world rang his bell less. Or maybe his bell was broken, like everything else about him.

The very thought of Donny’s hot, overly certain hands touching Heather made Justice want to knock his teeth down his throat.

“She’s had nothing but good things to say about you.” Donny’s smile softened. Was this his misguided attempt at an olive branch? Not that he cared.

Justice shrugged. “She never mentioned you until this morning.”

“Women.” Donny smirked, the insult registering in his eyes before it melted into oblivion. The meathead was clearly smarter than he looked.

How irritating.

Donny reached into his jacket pocket and slid his card out, offering it to Justice. “Give me a call tonight when you have a chance. I have a feeling you and I might have a lot to talk about.”

“Really?”

“The case, obviously.” More dimples. Justice felt like he was drowning in them.

“Obviously.” Justice nodded, took the card, and happily left Donny’s presence and the oppressive smell of his woodsy cologne. The moment that scent disappeared, Justice’s brain refocused on the task at hand—the tiny camera burning a hole in his pocket.

He stepped onto the elevator and made his way up to the third floor where he knew the sick woman, Francine Pitt, would be staying. As he walked down the hall, Justice casually glanced at the plaques until he found the room he was looking for, only three doors down from where Russell Sterling had taken his last breath.

A woman lay sleeping in the bed with the sheet drawn up to her chin, a small poof of black hair peeking out.

With a speed that came only from experience, Justice installed the camera in a potted plant on the windowsill with a direct view of the bed and everything around it. Using an app on his phone, he made sure the angle was just right. Then, as quickly as he’d come, he left. Down the elevator, through the lobby, and back to the parking lot, where he pulled out his phone and checked the feed on the old woman.

Maybe Rose and Shelly were responsible for what happened to Bessie and Russell, but he couldn’t leave things to chance. If his first instinct was right, the murderer was still inside the building. And this time, when they struck, he would be watching.
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Eliza had just flopped down in her desk chair when her landline buzzed, Deputy Apolinar’s chipper voice coming over the intercom. “Sheriff?”

“Yes?”

“I have Detective Gerardo Jimenez on line two. He said you were expecting his call.”

Eliza nodded even though Maria couldn’t see it, relieved to finally hear back from the detective who was working the five homicides and explosion down in Primera.

“Yes. Thank you.” She picked up the receiver and pressed the flashing button. “Galvez.”

“Buenos días.”

“Thank you for getting back to me so quickly,” Eliza replied in Spanish, trying not to focus on how she sounded. Eddy used to make fun of her accent. She did not grow up speaking the language, but she considered herself fluent.

“No problem.” The man’s voice was thin and raspy all at once, like a child who smoked two packs a day. “I understand you had one of my victims in your jail the morning before he was killed. Do you mind if I ask why he was released?”

The question was like a thorn stabbing into her palm. “Because Ben Kane clearly had deep enough pockets to fit a judge in there.”

Eliza froze. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“I know what you mean,” Jimenez grunted.

That brought a cautious smile to her face and her shoulders relaxed. “I was told you uncovered some surveillance footage of a potential suspect?”

“Right. My initial assumption, though I try not to make those, was that this was simply the act of a rival cartel. I haven’t found anything to disprove that, nor anything to prove it. The strangest thing has been the reaction of the Amado themselves.”

“What do you mean?”

“Naturally, they are looking for someone to blame, and with even greater intensity than I am. I have it on good authority that their own investigation into this incident has turned up nothing. Usually, I know who did what to who because you can watch the chain reaction of retaliation. But in this case, nothing.”

Eliza narrowed her gaze at the wall. “They don’t know who did it either.”

“No, ma’am, they don’t. And keep in mind, cartels don’t have the same burden of proof that we do. If they had even a mild suspicion, they’d be taking their revenge. Especially since Gabriela Morales was a very high-ranking general.”

Goose bumps rushed over Eliza’s arms and legs. This was not at all what she was hoping to hear. “But you found surveillance footage?”

“Grainy, blurry, and incomplete. The camera that filmed it was damaged by the blast, which was why it took so long for it to come to light.”

“Would you be willing to share the video with me?”

“Yes, I can send it to you. It is CCTV and set to record over itself, but luckily the blast stopped that. We have three hours and twenty minutes going right up to the explosion.”

Voices and laughter outside her office caught her ear, and Eliza glanced up. Justice was at the center of all the attention, as he so often seemed to be. She couldn’t hear much of what was being said, but the deputies and other workers seemed to be congratulating him. Probably for all the good work he’d done at the retirement home. How he’d helped the FBI bring down the crooked manager and her crony.

He even passed around a container of chocolate cookies.

First, he was the hero for catching da Vinci. Then the big drug bust and the hero profile on the news. Now this.

Justice Hall was nothing short of a golden boy. She watched him closely, his soft puppy-dog eyes and modest smile, the way he kept trying to retire from all the praise being heaped onto him. His modesty seemed sincere, but something bugged her about his demure smiles.

It was as if he averted his eyes so he could stay out of the spotlight. Maybe he knew if that light shined too bright, it would reveal secrets he wanted to keep in the dark.

Which reminded her it was high time she returned his service weapon.

She gave Jimenez her email address where he could forward the surveillance footage, thanked him for his help, and hung up.

Drumming her fingers on her mousepad, Eliza waited for the massive file to come in. As soon as the message arrived, she pressed the button to start the download.

The commotion around Justice slowly died down, and she kept her eye on him as he made his way to his desk and settled in behind his computer. Marissa stood near him for a while, her arms crossed and hip cocked to one side. They chatted for several beats, clearly enjoying the conversation. Then she patted him on the head affectionately and walked away.

Eliza had always thought of her as a very good judge of character, and other than Henry, Marissa had probably worked with Justice more than anybody at this point.

Maybe she ought to trust that…

Once the file finished downloading, Eliza opened it up. The screen showed an alley, largely abandoned. A sign hung above the building in the background, Hostelería de Juan, the front for the cartel’s drug lab. The same place that was blasted into oblivion by a ridiculous amount of C-4.

She spun ahead, playing the video at eight times the recording speed, searching for anything noteworthy. A man in a green t-shirt hauled trash bags out to what Eliza figured had to be an off-screen dumpster. A woman passed by, dragging a small child by their hand. A man in a white cowboy hat sauntered past.

The low-quality black-and-white footage was all very pixelated. She wouldn’t have been able to pick out a license plate number, let alone recognize the details of a face.

She was beginning to feel defeated when the man in the cowboy hat walked past a second time, going the opposite direction. Eliza’s gut twisted, and the hairs on the back of her neck pricked up. She checked the time stamps.

Twenty minutes passed between the first time the man walked by and the second. Eliza fast-forwarded the video, ignoring everything but that hat. Another half an hour later, he appeared again, walking in the same direction as the second time.

He’d circled the building, scoping out the place.

Whoever that man was, Eliza was willing to bet he had something to do with the explosion.

She lifted her gaze back to the window overlooking the bullpen. There were a lot of white hats out there, but one in particular stuck out. No longer on his head but poised neatly on the corner of Justice Hall’s desk.

Her gaze flicked between it and the man on the screen. His black pants and long dark jacket. His hat.

Then back to Justice. Jeans, boots, a white button-down.

His hat.

She studied the video, searching for a moment when the man in the hat turned his face toward the camera, but even when she found the perfect clear shot, she couldn’t glean anything useful.

Grainy, vaguely brown pixels stared back at her, mocking her.

“No.” She flicked off the screen and tried to suppress a painful chill that clattered her vertebrae.

It’s impossible…
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Francine awoke from a nightmare. On instinct, she tried to sit up in bed, but the pain in her ruined hip joint flared, nailing her to the spot. She cried out and forced herself to lie back down.

Fumbling for the remote control panel, she pressed the call button. A red glow flicked on just beyond her semi-open door.

Bright golden rays seeped through the venetian blinds as the sun reached its zenith. Her daughter had paid extra for this south-facing room so she would always have afternoon light. Like she and Simon used to do on the weekends. Sit on the back porch with a couple of Cape Cods and watch the rays sparkle on the wings of birds playing in their backyard birdbath.

Usually, that light was enough to calm her, even during these last few months as she’d begun to lose her memory. But not this time. Her heart thrummed so fast she couldn’t have counted the pulse, and she struggled to take a deep breath. It was like someone had piled flat stones on her chest, her ribs slowly fracturing, then cracking, then shattering into dust.

Agitated, she pushed the call button again. It buzzed in the hall near the nurses’ station. The red light outside her door flashed.

A moment later, the light went out. A nurse would be at her door any second. She needed help rolling over, to change the pressure on her fragile bone.

She waited. No one came.

Francine pushed the button again, but this time the light didn’t turn on.

“Help!”

Pressing her hands against the mattress, Francine shifted her pelvis a quarter inch to the right, just enough to relieve some pressure. She collapsed on her bed, winded from the physical exertion.

Where was Simon? He should’ve returned from the store by now. She was sick and needed her medicine. All he was supposed to do was run to the pharmacy and come right back, but here she was for nearly an hour watching reruns and waiting.

Francine jabbed at the call button. Where is that damn nurse?

As usual, Simon was going to make them late. After years of his nagging and jokes, Francine had her hair and makeup routine down to a clean eight minutes. But where was Simon? Out talking with the neighbors, having a beer somewhere, forgetting they even had somewhere to go.

“Simon!” He didn’t mean anything by it. He was just a distractable man. “Please. I really need you.”

Simon was dead, she remembered. For a second, it was like hearing the news for the first time. How could Simon be dead? He was supposed to be picking up her medicine. He was right there.

He’d been dead for ten years.

“Oh.” She turned her face toward the wall. Bessie was dead too. And Russell. Her friends kept dropping like flies in this place.

There was something wrong with New Light. That was what Russell always believed. He said Rose was a crook, and Francine had seconded that. It wasn’t even really the poor woman’s fault—she was the product of an inherently corrupt system. For-profit healthcare was a disgrace. The problems with New Light, starting with Director Rose Hastings, were merely symptoms of that national sickness.

Simon had taught her to make allowances for such things. Before meeting him, she would get so caught up in theories, she would forget real world applications. Over time, that tended to chip away at one’s empathy.

“Where’s Simon?”

She hoped he’d be home soon. Was he at work?

Was she supposed to be at work? She couldn’t remember if she’d agreed to teach classes that semester.

No, she hadn’t. Now she couldn’t remember why not.

“Where am I?” She sat up slowly, wincing at the pain in her hip. The room was completely strange, as was the skin she was living in. She recognized a few of her belongings. The blanket crocheted by her mother displayed over the back of a chair. Her favorite picture of Simon on the nightstand.

She was reaching for the photo when a sharp pain like a punch to the chest tightened her muscles. Her heart hurt. It hurt.

Where was the nurse?

“Help me! Please!” Francine held back her tears. All except the ones for Simon.

Moments later, a person dressed in scrubs stepped into the room and walked right up to the bed. Francine flinched from the creature, who seemed as much smoke and mirrors as it did human.

A blank, featureless face stared back at her, as if someone had taken a paintbrush and smeared everything into an indecipherable blob. She rubbed her eyes and blinked, but nothing came into focus.

“You need to take your medicine, Francine.” The voice came at her from everywhere.

“Go away.”

The nurse lifted what should’ve been a hand and laid a cold tentacle on Francine’s shoulder. “You’ll feel better after you take your medicine.”

Another tentacle covered in tiny suction cups lifted two pills toward Francine’s face. Startled, she smacked it away, scattering the tablets across the floor.

The blank face watched the pills until they stopped spinning. Then it turned its empty gaze to Francine. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Get away from me. What are you?”

Growling, the creature lunged, pulling two more pills from a pocket and shoving the bitter tablets into her mouth. Francine couldn’t breathe. The creature’s tentacles plugged her nose. Francine’s chest burned.

The pain passed quickly, though the fear remained. Cradled by the hideous creature, Francine lay back in bed as her eyes fluttered closed.

Where is Simon? she wondered as her world went dark.
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Justice hadn’t been anticipating the flurry of attaboys he walked into when he arrived at the office. Finally, and against all odds, he’d done something right.

In fact, it was Heather who did something right by contacting that FBI pretty boy she called a friend. Justice’s instinct was to shrink from the praise. Brush it off and tell everyone that none of it was deserved. This was a team effort, like he’d said on the news. Even to remind them that he hadn’t closed the case. He also recognized that, with Galvez growing more suspicious of every move he made, he needed to suck up all the praise he could get.

The more he seemed like an honest and forthright heroic type, the more guilty Galvez would feel for harboring doubts. Eventually, logic and social pressure would force her to drop them.

As he settled behind his desk, he removed his hat and balanced it over his pencil cup. Henry didn’t seem to be in the office, and for that, Justice was grateful. He wasn’t ready to talk to him yet. Besides, that wasn’t what was on his mind currently.

Flicking on his computer screen to give the illusion of a man hard at work, Justice pulled out his phone and texted Heather.

So I met Donny…

He stared at the screen, waiting for her ghost dots to pop up. Nothing.

Heather was the sort of person who kept her phone close at all times. Like a sharpshooter with a favorite pistol, she was ready at a moment’s notice. The only time she didn’t text back right away was when she was sleeping or in court.

Justice tried not to read too much into it. Getting angry would only expose his insecurity, and nothing in the world was less attractive. Though it bothered him that she had sent him in blind to meet her ex-boyfriend, he still needed to be cool as midnight in the desert under a cloudless sky.

The dots popped up on the screen and started bouncing. Justice exhaled a sigh of relief, and a moment later the message came in.

Was he able to help you?

“Seriously?” Justice grumbled under his breath. He couldn’t believe she was going to go on ignoring the facts, pretending like this was all business.

She was forcing him to expose his soft underbelly. He didn’t like that, but he also couldn’t bear the thought of not saying anything.

Justice started to type but stopped himself. He wasn’t a damn beta male, and he wasn’t going to text away his insecurities like one.

Cracking his knuckles and neck, he pressed the call button. She answered on the second ring.

“Hey. What’s up?”

The moment her voice came on the line, his animosity drained away. “Oh, nothing. Just pretending to work and thinking about how beautiful you are.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Her words said you are a corny loser. Her voice said more, please.

“So…” Justice cleared his throat. “Donny mentioned you two used to be an item.”

“Oh, god. Of course he did.”

“Is it not true?”

Heather sighed, stealing a moment to hesitate. “No, it is.”

“And you told him about me…”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve told you. But I thought he was still in Virginia. Donny and me⁠—”

Justice found he didn’t like when she said his name any more than when he said hers.

“…It’s ancient history.”

“How long did you go out?” He tried like hell to make the question sound casual.

“I don’t know. About six months.”

Six months? Justice balked internally. Donny had made it sound like they had a few dates, not that they were actually together.

If they were like most couples, that meant Donny had enjoyed sexual relations with her, there could be no doubt about that. Something Justice had yet to accomplish.

His manhood couldn’t have felt more fragile and under attack if it’d been stuffed in a glass jar and thrown off a building.

“Huh.”

“Donny is a dickhead. He’s a good friend and good agent, but that’s it.”

Justice braced himself. “Were you in love with him?”

“Whoa.”

“Is that not a fair question?” He genuinely wasn’t sure. This whole dating thing was still relatively new. He didn’t know all the rules or the consequences of breaking them.

“No, it’s fine.” Her heels clicked in the background. Maybe she was making her way to a more private spot. “I thought I loved him. I thought his dickish exterior was just that, and if I spent more time with him, he would open up to me, show me his depth. But Donny is about as deep as a puddle. What you see is what you get.”

Justice pressed a fist into his forehead. “You broke up because he was too shallow?”

“Shallow, narrow-minded, self-obsessed, and never wanted to do anything other than have sex.”

The image made him cringe so hard, it hurt. Why couldn’t Donny suffer from the same sensual difficulties Justice did?

“Justice, I have a problem.”

“Huh?”

“I have a bad tendency to fall for men who don’t know how to love. Pigs, basically. I’ve dated a lot of pigs.”

Men who don’t know how to love. The words hit him like a guided missile to the stomach. That was exactly what he was, diagnosed and everything. He almost felt guilty for not speaking up.

“Donny is greased up swine,” Heather continued. “A wild boar, in fact. One of the worst kinds of pigs.”

Justice chuckled in spite of himself. He had to ask. “What kind of pig am I?”

He awaited her answer with bated breath.

“You’re not a pig at all. You’re a man.”

Justice relaxed, a dangerous flutter of hope filling his chest. “I am?”

“For all your flaws, you have more genuine emotion and love in your pinky finger than any pig has in his whole body. That includes Donny.”

“So why are you friends with him?”

“Because…well, because pigs sometimes make perfectly nice friends. And having connections in the FBI is very useful, as you might’ve noticed.”

“Fair enough.”

“You’re not one of those guys who gets jealous when a woman has male friends, are you?”

He knew the right answer, but given the incredibly wrong observation she’d just made about his genuineness, he decided to take a moment to try to figure out what the actual answer was.

“If Donny were ugly, I wouldn’t be jealous at all.”

Heather laughed, light and airy. “See? You’re a straight shooter. I love that about you.”

“Oh, darling. It’s a good thing you’re pretty, because you’re not very bright.”

“How dare you!” She was still laughing, and now Justice was laughing too.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you busy tonight?”

“I don’t know, am I?”

He loved when she was coquettish, precisely because it was such a transparent act. Only narcissists could truly be coquettes, and Heather wore her big, loving heart right on her sleeve. She didn’t seem to know how to hide it. Which meant she also didn’t know how to protect it.

That was arguably the most beautiful thing about her. She was so genuine, so open, so real. A sudden and intense urge to protect her exposed heart overcame him, and he vowed to keep it safe.

Maybe she would let him borrow it from time to time when he needed to feel things the way normal people did.

Justice smiled, her warmth radiating back at him through the phone. “You are busy. I’m taking you out.”

Her laugh was like a warm hug. “What should I wear?”

“Baby, you could stop traffic in a gunnysack. Wear whatever you want.”

“I can’t wait.”

Just then, the phone beeped in his ear, signaling another call. Justice checked the display. New Light Retirement, the same number that had once belonged to Rose Hastings’s office.

“I gotta go. See you later.”

“Until tonight.”

The sweetness in her voice sent an odd shiver through his bones that resonated below his belt. He wondered what she was wearing…

Justice shook off his base urges and switched calls. “Detective Hall.”

“Hello. This is Sam Scribner over at New Light. We met earlier this morning.”

“Yes, I remember. What can I do you for?”

“Given your interest in our residents, I thought you might care to know that Mrs. Francine Pitt has taken a turn for the worse.”

“Oh?”

“Dr. Esposito has examined her and wasn’t able to identify any signs of foul play, but she also said that she couldn’t rule it out. I thought you might be interested.”

“Thank you. Please keep me updated.”

Justice hung up and gathered his belongings. He stashed his laptop under his arm, beelining for his truck. Firing up the engine, he drove a few blocks in a random direction before he pulled into the empty lot of a Lutheran church. There, he opened the app on his phone and connected to the nanny cam he’d left in Francine’s room.

He scrolled through the footage. There wasn’t much. Every time someone entered the room, he could press play and watch at normal speed until they left. A CNA with a big head of black curls came in and checked the old woman’s vitals, changed her diaper, and left. A little while later, Nurse Seymore Little came in.

Justice leaned forward with anticipation, but all Seymore did was refresh her water, check the readout from the heart monitor that was hooked up to her, and brush her hair out of her eyes before leaving.

He still had absolute confidence that Rose was innocent, but maybe Shelly had been the one to poison Russell and Bessie. Now that she was gone, maybe the residents had nothing to fear but the good ole Grim Reaper, who was coming for all of them regardless of what anyone else did.

Francine Pitt could’ve just as easily been dying of natural causes…

Another nurse entered, her moon-shaped face catching the light. Her long dark hair hung in a braid down her back.

Amanda Solace, whistler and deliverer of hot chocolate.

Justice held his breath and watched as she stepped up to Francine’s bedside. She glanced over her shoulder, anxiety flashing in her eyes before she slid something out of her pocket. Her back was to the camera, so he couldn’t see what she had when Francine weakly smacked her hand away. But then she shoved something in Francine’s mouth, covered her lips, and plugged her nostrils until she swallowed.

Without marking anything down or checking a single vital, Amanda left the room.

Justice rolled back the video and played it again. He couldn’t show anyone this footage. It had been obtained illegally, after all, using one of his personal spy cameras and without attaining a warrant. It had done its job, nonetheless.

Now he had someone to focus on, someone other than Rose or Shelly. Someone he never would’ve looked at twice otherwise.

He should’ve known. Never trust a whistler.
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Amanda Solace didn’t have a rap sheet, so Justice had to hunker down for some serious digging to learn anything about her. Sitting in the church parking lot with his ass going numb in the seat, he combed through online resources, both dark and light.

He discovered that Amanda had been adopted. When she was four years old, someone had left her on the doorstep of a fire station. No note, no explanation.

Officials weren’t able to locate her original birth certificate and never learned who her biological parents were, so the government eventually issued her a new social security number, complete with a guesstimated birthday. She spent three years in the system before she was adopted by Randy and Karen Solace, an elderly couple with no children of their own.

There wasn’t much on Karen, but Justice found some genealogical records on Randy that had been compiled by one of his cousins. He was a minister, an evangelical Christian of the sort who liked to protest outside abortion clinics. He’d even participated in the so-called protests at the funeral of a young gay man who had been tortured and murdered by a group of homophobes in Wyoming some twenty years ago, a major scandal at the time.

Justice scrolled and paused on a newspaper photo of Randy Solace holding up a sign that read God Hates Fags. He’d even given an interview where he came off as having all the compassion that God gave a lampshade.

It wasn’t hard to imagine what it might’ve been like for Amanda, growing up with such a father. Justice figured it was safe to assume he was a sexist asshole who took traditional gender roles very seriously—the king of his own castle.

Justice probed deeper and found Randy Solace’s obituary. Predeceased by his wife, he had died nearly ten years ago in hospice after a “valiant battle” with colon cancer. He passed peacefully in the night while his daughter was at his side.

“She was there when he died…” Justice rubbed his thumb over is lip, his imagination running wild. They could’ve had a strained relationship. He’d be shocked if they hadn’t. Considering her current mode of murder, Amanda’s adoptive father might’ve been her first victim.

Justice didn’t have enough information to come to a solid conclusion, so his thoughts flowed seamlessly to another… Why do people kill?

He already knew the answer.

On the surface, murder was often about money, sex, belief, enjoyment, or agendas. But murder, in all its permutations—with the exception of self-defense or a fugue state—was about control and power.

Killing for money was all about gaining control over one’s own life. Those who killed for sex did it because they wanted control of others. Belief was all about controlling the universe. Then there were those who killed for enjoyment, ones who desired to control themselves and make themselves happy. And a killer with an agenda or mission, like a soldier or a politician, well, they wanted control over humanity itself.

Justice understood this from his training in criminology, but also viscerally, as he identified with the latter three of these groups. Victimized by his own caregivers, his inner child was trapped in a state of fear and helplessness. What he desired more than anything was control of himself, of the people around him, of his past, present, and future.

A horrible flavor of vomit rose in the back of his throat, making him grimace. He hated comparing himself with other killers, but in his line of work, it was not only inevitable but occasionally very useful.

Putting himself in Amanda’s shoes, it was easy to imagine that a woman who had been abandoned as a child and raised by such a father could feel out of control. Easier still to imagine her burning desire to take it back.

The imprecision of psychology was not proof. He needed something concrete before he could shift the entire investigation to focus on Amanda, feeling secure in the knowledge that his gamble would pay off.

“You are unbelievable.” Darrel harrumphed and punched the dash.

Justice flinched before gazing over at his first non-coerced murder victim. The first person he killed simply because he wanted to.

Darrel, son of Senator Al Daulton, lived a life of luxury and excess most could only dream of. His daddy sent him to the best schools and paid those institutions to give him acceptable grades. When Darrel committed murder, beating a man to death with a liquor bottle over an imagined slight in a bar—daddy fixed it so he didn’t have to spend even one night in jail.

The man Darrel murdered just so happened to be Justice’s best friend from the Army, Private Elroy Walters. As payback, Justice had broken into his house in the middle of the night and strangled him to death. Squeezed his neck so tightly that his eyes bulged and his face turned purple.

Justice had imagined Darrel’s eye popping out as he strangled the son of a bitch. It didn’t actually happen because it was anatomically impossible. He had imagined it. Probably.

Just like he was probably imagining Darrel there now.

Darrel’s eye hung against his cheek by a rope of tangled nerves, swaying as he shook his head and tsked his disapproval. “After everything you’ve been through, and even with your boss literally spying on you, you’re still planning on killing this bitch.”

“No. No, no.” Justice shook his head to try to clear out the insanity. “I’m not planning anything.”

“Then why the hell aren’t you applying for a search warrant, huh? You could get one.”

“If I already know who the killer is and then I’m also able to prove it by following my profoundly sharp instincts, that’ll show Galvez what an asset I am. The last thing a hero like that deserves is more scrutiny. If anything, she ought to loosen my leash.”

“God, you’re full of shit.” Darrel’s remaining eye boggled. “It’s almost impressive how delusional you are.”

Justice snarled, his upper lip furling. “Go away. I’m busy.”

“I know you are, champ. I know exactly what you’re doing.” Darrel closed his eye and leaned back in the seat, folding his hands on his lap.

Justice glanced out the cracked window, trying to coax the dead man out of existence. It didn’t work. Darrel sat there as real as any person he’d ever known.

A thought flitted through his mind, that he might need a new therapist, what with all the hallucinations of dead people he’d been having. He dismissed the idea immediately.

He called New Light and asked if Amanda was available, opting not to provide his name. She wasn’t, as she was busy doing her rounds. The woman who answered the phone asked to take a message.

There was no need to leave one. He’d learned the information he wanted.

She wasn’t at home.

Taking her address from a reverse-lookup site on the dark web, Justice drove to Amanda’s house. Darrel slept the whole way.

It didn’t seem like she had a partner or children. She lived alone in a very small house with a wildly overgrown garden. A chain-link fence encircled the property, though he could barely see the chain for all the vines growing on it. The grass, replete with dandelions and thistle, seemed like it hadn’t been mowed all season.

He parked around the corner and left Darrel still snoozing in his truck, making his way closer on foot. The sidewalk out front was beginning to crumble from all the unchecked plant activity, as was the driveway. A tiny wooden garage at the end looked like it hadn’t been used in a decade. A snow shovel leaned against the rolling door, laced with twists of morning glory.

Justice attempted to jiggle the lock on the gate. Rusted in place. He hopped the fence and traipsed through the tall grass to the back door. An odd smell emanated from inside. Not unpleasant per se, but definitely not enticing.

Slipping on a leather glove, he tried the knob on the back door and was pleasantly surprised when it twisted. Clearly, Amanda Solace thought she had nothing to worry about.

The door swung in with a whiny squeal, and he stepped into a small, clean, and utterly ordinary kitchen.

If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought she just moved in. No rugs covered the floor, no curtains hung over the windows. Bare counters as far as the eye could see. He rummaged through the cabinets and found a large stash of canned tuna and a loaf of bread.

Sitting in a caddy beside the sink was one plate, one fork, and one coffee cup. Hardly any other dishes occupied the space. The woman had resigned herself not only to being single but to never having company.

With a shiver, Justice realized how much this kitchen had in common with his own. He was a foodie, so he had far more pots, pans, and gadgets, plus Tupperware for taking his creations into the office. And he had dogs, so he owned a couple of extra bowls. But at that very moment, sitting in the dish rack beside his sink, was one plate, one fork, and one coffee cup.

“Fuck.” His shoulders slumped, reality landing heavy. “That is so depressing.”

Justice walked to the living room where a single under-stuffed chair sat in front of a TV, a metal tray pushed off to the side. It was easy to imagine Amanda sitting here all alone, eating a plain tuna fish sandwich and watching…

He stepped up to the TV and flicked it on. Her streaming service loaded after a few minutes, and he scrolled through her picks. Inspirational movies, gospel, a sprinkling of rom-coms, and some pretty dark true crime stuff.

Switching off the TV, Justice made his way toward the back room—a spartan bedroom decorated in pink floral wallpaper, with a single twin mattress on a metal frame and a long, beat-up dresser. A velvet scarf had been laid out on the dresser, and a collection of jewelry graced the top of the fabric.

Justice stepped closer, vindication rolling through him. Jackpot.

A gold-and-diamond engagement ring—definitely not Amanda’s. A man’s watch. A set of pearl cuff links. At the center of the collection was a unique necklace—bar-style with diamonds and aquamarines inlaid. It was so peculiar and old-fashioned that there was no mistaking it.

This was Bessie Feinberg’s missing necklace.

The classic gold Timex had to be Russell’s “misplaced” watch. Justice couldn’t be sure about the others, but if he had the time and resources, he was confident he would be able to match each one to a resident of New Light who had passed on since Amanda Solace began working there. Six objects in total, more than he expected.

A smile grew on his face that felt like pure adrenaline, a full body massage for the soul. All the tension he’d been carrying melted in a moment.

Amanda Solace was the killer. Now what exactly was he going to do about it?
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When Justice returned to his truck, he was pleased to find Darrel had gone. Every nerve was electrified, and his brain—which until moments ago had been foggy, exhausted, and wrecked—felt fresh and new.

Images of Amanda flashed through his mind, the moments now made vivid. She was a tall yet mousy woman with bad posture, long black hair, and a retiring demeanor. The two times they’d interacted, she’d been nothing but kind, helpful, and reasonable. She offered to share time charts and brewed him hot cocoa.

Still, she repelled him. He realized now he hadn’t suspected her because he didn’t want to think about her. Because she was always whistling, and the sound drove him crazy.

Justin whistled while he worked.

He drove to the retirement home, whipped into a parking space, and jogged inside. Bypassing the empty reception desk, he was headed straight for the elevator to go up to Francine’s room when he stopped short.

“No.” He turned toward the hall that led to the manager’s office. He wasn’t here to go after Amanda because he didn’t have enough proof to do so legitimately. And so help him, he was not going to lose his shit like he had with Geoff McNary. He was going in calm, cool, and acting in accordance with all laws and ordinances, national and local.

But before he could do that, he had to get the nanny cam out of Francine’s room.

Justice measured his breath as he rushed to the office and poked his head through the open door.

Mr. Scribner sat at his desk, his bald spot shining in the light as he hunched over a pile of paperwork.

“Hey.”

Scribner jumped and sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh, Detective. You startled me.”

“I’ve got an itch about Francine Pitt. Do you mind if I head upstairs to check in on her? I also want to speak with her nurses. What were their names?”

“Seymore Little and Amanda Solace. They’re both here.”

Justice held back a giddy little smile.

Scribner nodded over and over. “I’ve already told the FBI you will have our full cooperation.” He crossed his arms and rubbed them as if a cold wind had blown through. “The thought that there might still be a murderer loose among our residents…”

Justice might’ve lingered over that statement if he didn’t already know who the killer was. Instead, he tapped the wall with an open palm and took his leave. “Thank you, Mr. Scribner.”

As he boarded the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor, Justice pulled out his phone and squeezed it.

“You have to tell the station what you’re up to. Tell them you suspect Amanda. Tell them you’re looking for proof. You don’t have a choice. You have to.” He lowered his gaze, glaring at Galvez’s number on the screen. “Dammit!”

He couldn’t press call, so he did the next best thing and called Henry.

His old pal picked up after several rings, sounding nervous or even a bit out of breath. “Justice?”

“I know who the killer is.”

“Really? Who?”

“Amanda Solace. I can’t prove it yet. I’m at the home. I have to get to her before she kills again.”

“Shit. Have you told Galvez?”

It made him physically ill, but he said, “Call her for me.”

“You should call her yourself.”

“I know. I can’t. Please.” Justice watched the digital numbers increase on the elevator’s overhead panel.

“Okay. I’ll call her. And I’m on my way. Don’t do anything until I get there.”

“Not anything? Can I breathe?”

“This is serious, Justice.”

“I’ll do my best.” He ended the call and slid his phone back into his pocket as the doors dinged and whooshed open.

He paused and listened for whistling, not stepping into the hall until he’d confirmed it was silent. Then he beelined into Francine Pitt’s darkened room.

Inside was quiet, with the shades drawn. Justice went straight to the nanny cam, flicked it off, and slipped it into the front pocket of his jeans.

He walked to a chair in the far corner of the room that was cloaked in shadow, sat down, and waited. Francine exhaled a ragged scrap of breath. Nurses referred to it as a death rattle, the painful sound of a dying person’s final breaths. Maybe Amanda wouldn’t need to administer another dose and would simply leave the poison to take its course.

But Justice suspected she’d come to give her more drugs. She went over the top with Russell and Bessie, so she’d do the same thing here. For a woman of both faith and science, she didn’t seem capable of trusting either.

Justice often suffered from those same afflictions—suspicion, impatience. Thieves of joy and retribution. But as he waited in the corner of the room, a patient calm settled over him.

He wasn’t going to kill Amanda. He planned to get her to confess. Then he’d arrest her. And everything would be all right after that.

No way could he kill her. He was so confident that he was not going to kill her that he flicked on the recorder on his phone to keep track of what happened next.

The door creaked as a woman stepped inside and shut it behind her. With his vision adjusted to the darkness, Justice spied the face and figure of Amanda Solace. She clutched a large, uncapped syringe, her thumb poised on the trigger as she made her way toward Francine. Right as she was about to slip the needle into the IV tube, Justice cleared his throat.

Amanda’s head shot up, her eyes wide like a doe in the moonlight.

“Put down the needle.”

Fumbling in the dark, she flicked on the bedside lamp. In an instant, she looked terrified, face pale and eyes wild. Still, she kept her voice soft.

“My goodness.” Amanda placed a hand on her chest. “You scared me half to death. What are you doing hiding in the dark?”

“I’ll be asking the questions. Like what’s in the syringe?”

She chuckled as if the question were totally frivolous, but the fear in her features radiated like a ten-thousand-watt bulb. “Francine’s medicine. She’s very sick.”

“What is it?”

“It’s…” Her bottom lip quivered. She stared down at her hands before peering over her shoulder, as if the answer might be written on the wall. “For her blood pressure.”

“Did you forget?” Justice stood and stepped toward her, slow and steady. “That’s okay. Because you’re going to give me that needle so my people can test it.”

She staggered back half a step. “Test it?”

“Yeah. And when they find that what’s in that syringe was designed to kill Mrs. Pitt instead of helping her, you’ll be going away for a very long time.”

Her pupils dilated such that he could barely see the irises of her eyes. “That’s crazy. I would never⁠—”

“Give it up, Amanda. You’re caught. It’s over.”

“No. I… I swear. I would never hurt anybody…” Her eyes swept over him before landing on Francine again. She took a tremulous step back. “It’s God’s work. These people need someone who will help them. That’s what I do.”

“God wrote a prescription for murder?” Justice reached for his belt, brushing his fingers over a set of handcuffs. He inched closer, keeping his gaze trained on hers. In his periphery, he was more than aware of the tip of that needle in her hand and the poison within. “Put the syringe down, Amanda.”

“I have a gift.” Her eyes snapped up to meet his. Petrified and wild. “I know when people need to die. I can hear the voice of the Holy Spirit calling them home. It would be immoral not to help them find their way home.”

Dammit. Justice was so sick of psychopaths giving people of faith a bad name.

His grip tightened on the handcuffs. “I need you to put down the syringe. Then you and I can go back to the station, and I’ll let you tell me all about it.”

“You’re going to arrest me?”

“You killed two people.”

“I’ve helped far more than that.” For the first time, she straightened her crooked neck and stared directly into his eyes with a sense of pride. “I am a deliverer. God tells me whose soul he has called, and I deliver to him. I am a servant of the Lord.”

If he could get the needle away from her, he’d be able to wrestle her into cuffs within seconds. But if she wouldn’t comply when he told her to put it down, he’d have to distract her before snatching it out of her hand.

“Can’t an all-powerful god fetch his own souls?”

“The angels are his hands. The faithful are his instrument.”

Amanda glared like she was trying to light him on fire. Prolonged eye contact bothered most people, a fact Justice often used to his advantage.

He stared right back. “So you killed Bessie and Russell because God told you it was their time to die?”

“Better that than to suffer, prolonging the inevitable.”

Justice shook his head. “That isn’t your choice to make.”

Amanda straightened even taller, growing more and more forceful in her convictions. “Why endure pain when it’s so easy to slip away from this world and into the grace of God?”

“Bessie and Russell weren’t suffering. Russell was as fit as a damn fiddle.”

“It’s not that simple. I can see into men’s souls. I know when they are in danger of being corrupted.”

“Horseshit.” Justice laughed in her stupid face. “You killed Russell because he got in your way.”

“No.” The skin on her neck was growing splotchy. “I would never.”

“And you killed Bessie because you liked her necklace.” He knew that would stick in her self-righteous craw.

“How dare you!” She clenched her jaw, tightening her fingers around the syringe as if preparing to stab him. “One’s life cannot be reduced to possessions.”

“Did Rose Hastings offer you a cut of company cheese if you got rid of the noisy bellyachers making a fuss?”

She flinched and drew back. “I would never harm another person for greed.”

“So you just do it for fun?”

“I do it to ease their suffering, like I did with John Mortimer.”

Everything about her sharpened, her very bones raising their guard like a cat about to fight. She lifted the syringe and placed the tip of the needle to her own neck.

“Amanda…” Adrenaline surged through Justice’s body.

Do it, you crazy bitch. I’m begging you.

“I am not going to prison.”

Fuck do I care? Do it. Push it down. Suck up all the poison.

But even as he thought the words, his body shook and he became a bit disoriented. He could barely see straight with how badly he wanted to take her by the hand, draw her body tight against his, and push that plunger. But the recorder was still going, and if he played this right, she was about to solve all his problems.

“Put down the syringe,” he ordered in a firm voice. “It’s going to be okay.”

The needle shook in her hand. “You can’t stop me. Nobody can. I have to do my work. If I don’t…” She cut herself short, stumbling on heavy breaths.

It was a bluff. She wasn’t going to do it.

The disappointment was like waking up in the morning to a hangover, ready to ruin his day.

Something dawned on Amanda’s face, a fascinating mix of joy and agony. Her gaze sharpened further, a laser shining directly in Justice’s eyes. He refused to look away.

“Are you the only one who knows?”

Silence.

She grinned, realizing he was there without backup.

Before he could even open his mouth, she lunged at him, raising the needle high. “You won’t ruin my work.”

On instinct, Justice caught the wrist holding the needle with his left hand, his dominant hand. But immediately, he cried out in pain from the jolt to his messed-up elbow. He fumbled, and the tip of the needle sank into his left shoulder.

Justice balled a fist and punched Amanda right in the eye, knocking her back before she could depress the plunger.

He ripped out the needle and flipped it round. Amanda’s shrieks tore at his ears—the sound almost as bad as her whistling. She rushed him. He caught her elbow and whirled her around. Pulling her body tight against his, her back to his chest, Justice aimed the needle at the exact spot on her neck where she had placed it earlier.

Holding her firmly, he pressed a hand over her mouth so she couldn’t speak.

He didn’t have to kill her now. He could stop right here, pull back, put her in cuffs.

That was exactly what he should do. The perfect ending to his perfect little audio drama. But then a scraping sound pricked his ears, and he glanced up.

Francine’s eyes were open, her head slumped to one side. She looked right at him and noticed the needle he had pressed against Amanda’s throat. The corners of her dry lips cracked with a smile, and she gave the smallest nod.

Who was he to deny an old woman her dying wish?

“Don’t do it, Amanda.” Justice’s voice was hard and quivery all at once. “Put down the syringe. Please. No!”

He pushed on the plunger, filling her body with whatever poison she’d concocted to give to Francine. Justice held her tight, feeling her heartbeat through him as she began to shake and foam at the mouth. He lowered her to the floor, the syringe still in her neck, and sat back on his heels to watch her final moments, lips parted in awe. Like a sunset, death still had the power to leave a man speechless, no matter how many times he witnessed it.

Francine settled back into her pillows and closed her eyes, her chest rising and falling gently. A warm smile painted her lips. Satisfaction, completion, peace.

That was how God would want it.

The sound of footfalls coming down the hall snapped Justice back into himself. He was still on stage, the performance barely halfway over.

“Nurse!” He leaned over Amanda’s body and punched the call button. He ripped the syringe from her neck, positioned her flat on her back, and began CPR, giving her pale, dead lips the kiss of life.
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Eliza was one of the first on the scene. One nurse was dead on the floor, another was fussing over Justice and wrapping up his elbow, and Henry Carlson paced the room, barking orders over the phone.

“What happened here?” She knelt beside the body of a middle-aged woman with long black hair and lips as blue as crystals. “Who is she?”

“Her name’s Amanda Solace.” Justice’s voice was weak, and he looked piqued. “She’s the killer.”

“Another dead murderer…” She muttered under her breath, her eyes snapping to Justice. “Well, Justice, this had better be good.”

Henry stopped pacing and glared at her. “Lay off him. When I came in here, he was down on his knees trying to save that crazy bitch.”

“What does that mean?”

“She killed herself.” Justice watched her from his perch on the edge of the bed. His voice was low, even a little ragged, but he seemed as relaxed as a cowboy at a campfire. “I was keeping an eye on Francine Pitt, one of the residents here who recently took a turn for the worse. I was in the room when Amanda sneaked in here to finish her off.”

“It’s true,” Francine called weakly from her hospital bed, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “This young man saved my life.”

Henry ended his call and lifted an evidence bag in front of Eliza. “This was the lethal means. We still need to have it tested, but whatever was in there is what killed her. And if it hadn’t been for Justice, she would’ve given it to a helpless old lady.”

Eliza was taken aback. She seized the bag and fiddled with her smartwatch. “Why did she kill herself?”

After rolling his neck ’til it popped, Justice stood and pulled his phone from his pocket. His movements were languorous, slow and certain as the Mississippi.

“Here.” He held the device out to her. The screen was open to an audio recording.

Eliza hesitated, her gaze traveling between him and the phone. “What’s this?”

“When I confronted her, Amanda confessed to the murder of Bessie Feinberg, Russell Sterling, and John Mortimer. She threatened to kill herself before attacking me with the needle. When I started to get the upper hand, she injected herself and took her own life.”

Justice hesitated and licked his bottom lip. He seemed frightened and nervous, profoundly affected by what he was saying and what had happened. Not for the first time, his eyes reminded her of her late husband’s. Not that he was nervous very often.

Eliza’s resolve wobbled.

“I was recording our interview, so I ended up recording everything that happened.” He placed the phone in her hand and stepped back, his eyes falling to the carpet. “I know you don’t trust me, but listen to it. Please.”

Another wobble, this one more profound than before. Still, it wasn’t enough to make her forget the blurry image of the man who was casing Juan’s Catering the night it was blown into oblivion.

Before she said anything more, Eliza grabbed the phone and stepped away. She plugged in an earpiece and hit play.

It was only when it was done and she’d been standing there listening to silence for several minutes that the final wobble came and her resolve shattered like glass on concrete.

For once, there was no question of what had happened. Justice had solved the crime, saved a potential victim, and even tried to protect a killer from themselves. She was all wrong about Justice.

She let out a deep sigh. What a freakin’ relief.

By the time she came out of the corner, Justice was no longer hunkered on the bed waiting for her. The home was crawling with deputies and forensic techs, residents out in the hall demanding answers, staff staring blankly or whispering to one another.

Eliza searched around for a few minutes until she found Justice standing just outside the front doors, a news van nearby. It was that new reporter for Channel Six again, the one who’d profiled him as a hero. She had a microphone shoved up under his mouth, about to double down on what she’d already started.

Justice was the hero again, and this time, there was no way to refute it. He was an all-American golden boy, and Eliza had to be crazy for suspecting him of…what? It seemed so absurd now.

She could retire that spreadsheet she’d been working so hard on.

Attaboy, Justice.


39



It was past eleven when Justice showed up at Heather’s house. Just like when he shot da Vinci, the amount of paperwork he was going to have to file over this incident had almost taken the wind out of his sails. Almost.

Ever since Amanda breathed her last breath, Justice had been searching for an exit. But it turned out to be very useful that he stuck around. The happy look on Galvez’s face when she watched him give the interview was far more satisfying than her dumbfounded expression when Henry stood up for him.

He didn’t like it, but Galvez had chosen to cast herself in an adversarial role. So he had no choice but to delight in her failures. But now that she seemed to be pleased with him, he was all good.

Or so he assumed…

The doorkeeper at the business suites where Heather was staying knew Justice by this point and let him pass with just a signature. Heather would soon be moving into the new house she’d bought. The house where they had kind of had their first date.

Feeling a tad smug, Justice had an extra pep in his step. For the first time in months, he could see clearly. He’d gotten himself in trouble by killing McNary, and then, just like that, he’d gotten himself out of it. And managed to work a bit of fun into the bargain.

Amanda was dead, there were no more murders at New Light, and Galvez had all the crow she could eat. Not to mention he and Henry were cool again. Everything that had been weighing him down for days had lifted, and now all that remained was Heather.

He stepped up to her door, pleased to see a little light shining from under it. Justice paused and took a deep breath, bracing himself. He could do anything, get himself out of any trouble, climb every mountain. When he wanted something, he went for it. And he was done getting in his own way.

Justice checked his breath, smelled his pits, fluffed his hair. Pretty fresh, still clean. He hadn’t gone home to get spiffed up, but he didn’t have any blood on him. That was a first.

He wanted to be himself with Heather, as close to himself as he could be without scaring her away. And that meant a bit of sweat from time to time.

Ding-dong. The bell chimed. Justice stood back and waited.

The door cracked open a minute later. When Heather saw him, she pushed it closed and unhooked the chain.

“Justice? What are you doing here?”

He’d called her earlier to renege on his promise to take her out, what with the investigation into Amanda’s killings and death going on. Heather had understood, of course. She always did.

But now he stepped up close to her, staring deeply into her bright hazel eyes. Her wet hair fell limply around her shoulders, her body wrapped in a fuzzy white robe. She smelled like fresh lemons and spring.

Setting one hand on the small of her waist and the other lightly on her cheek, he stepped close.

She sucked in a startled breath. “Justice?”

He let his lips flutter over hers. The scent of her shampoo, the softness of her mouth, the warmth of her breath. It was all so intoxicating.

“I want you,” he said and kissed her. She tensed for half a second before relaxing into him as he drew her in with his breath. In a moment, she was everything that ever was or ever could be. For the first time in his life, Justice kissed with no thoughts on his mind except to kiss and be kissed and never, ever stop.

It was wonderful.

When he pulled back, Heather trembled and stared up at him through heavy lids. The front of her robe had come undone. He traced the tip of his finger over her neck and down.

“What are you…” Her breathing was labored, voice thinner and huskier than ever. “I thought you wanted to go slow.”

“I changed my mind. I want you, now. I need you.” Emboldened hands slipped into her robe to caress her perfect hips, answering a burning question. “If that’s okay with you?”

She was naked underneath. Please, God. Let it be okay with her.

“I don’t want to mess things up.”

“Please.” He trailed kisses down the side of her neck, brushing his lips over her ear. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, and I’d do anything to get back under you.”

She moaned and her head fell back, a tiny smile turning her angular lips. Then she kissed him again, pulling him closer. “All right, soldier. Get in here and take your clothes off.”

Justice shivered with anticipation, every inch of him hardening.

“Yes, ma’am.”

[image: ]



They made love six times. A few hours ago, he didn’t even think making love was possible. It was all just sex, horrible and disgusting. Now he believed. He’d done it himself. Six times. And there was nothing in the world he wanted more than to do it again.

The only reason he wasn’t making love right now was that Heather had fallen asleep in his arms like an angel. Her warm butt rested up against him, her hair tickling his cheek, his arm growing numb. All those things that partnered people complained about were the most wonderful sensations he’d ever experienced.

What had he been hiding from all this time? This was amazing!

Justice hoped she was prepared for what she’d just opened herself up to. He had a lot of lost time to make up for. But there was no better woman in the world to do it with. Equal parts dominant and submissive, confident and shy, Heather was everything, and he never wanted to be without her ever again.

He’d been lying in bed, holding her for an hour or more, when the call of nature forced him out. He took a moment to pull the covers up over her and then stood in the doorway, watching the moonlight on her skin.

The world felt different today than it had yesterday. Softer, sweeter. Even the carpet under his bare feet was the plushest weave he’d ever experienced. Maybe he might always do the right thing from now on.

As he made his way to the bathroom, he fetched his phone out of his jeans on the floor. He stood at the toilet and glanced at the screen to check the time when he noticed he had a notification from his dark web browser. Yawning lazily, he tapped on the icon.

His browser opened and brought him to Justin Black’s largest and most devoted fan website, where somebody had left him not one but thousands of DMs.

Justice stepped out of the bathroom and eased onto a chair near the bed. His euphoric brain struggled to catch up. Every message was from the same user—jb4prez. There was an attachment on each of the messages, which all said the exact same thing.

Are you ready, Justice?

The words made no sense. He read them over and over, his heart beating faster with each pass. Suddenly, he was lightheaded. He pushed to his feet, pacing back and forth.

Justice. The son of a bitch knew his name. Not his old name, his dead name. He knew his real name.

Heather moaned and rolled over in bed. He didn’t want to disturb her, and he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to keep himself under control, so he dressed quickly, leaving his button-down hanging open, and left without a word.

Down the elevator and through the lobby, he didn’t look at his phone, even as the words echoed, intensified, amplified.

Are. You. Ready.

His lungs seized with panic. He ran out into the parking lot and gasped in the open air.

Justice glanced at his phone, reading the words again.

“Ready?” He barely recognized his own voice. The smell of fear in it was revolting. “Ready for what?”

With trembling fingers, Justice clicked open the attachment. A video filled his screen.

Dark footage illuminated by red canned light. Two figures faced the screen, down on their knees. Justice couldn’t make out much. A woman with short, springy blond curls and blood all over her face. A man at her side, thin with a large head and big Adam’s apple that caught the light.

Not a man at all. A teenager. His mouth was covered in duct tape.

They wept, their bodies shaking like leaves. A man in a hood loomed behind them like a deadly curse and lifted a single-bladed axe.

The woman cried hysterically, though her screams were muffled by a ball gag.

Impervious, the dark figure kicked the woman forward so her neck landed on some kind of prepared block.

With no hesitation, he raised the axe and brought it down.

The End

To be continued…
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Descent into Madness (A Villain’s Story: Book Six)

Prescription for Murder (A Villain’s Story: Book Seven)

Coming Soon

Silence of the Killer (A Villain’s Story: Book Eight)

Beneath the Surface (A Villain’s Story: Book Nine)
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New Series:

Emma Last Series
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Winter Black Series

Amelia Storm Series

Ellie Kline Series

Charli Cross Series

Shadow Island Series

Stella Knox Series

Kylie Hatfield Series
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Nestled in the serene Blue Ridge Mountains of East Tennessee, Mary Stone crafts her stories surrounded by the natural beauty that inspires her. What was once a home filled with the lively energy of her sons has now become a peaceful writer's retreat, shared with cherished pets and the vivid characters of her imagination.

As her sons grew and welcomed wonderful daughters-in-law into the family, Mary's life entered a quieter phase, rich with opportunities for deep creative focus. In this tranquil environment, she weaves tales of courage, resilience, and intrigue, each story a testament to her evolving journey as a writer.

From childhood fears of shadowy figures under the bed to a profound understanding of humanity's real-life villains, Mary's style has been shaped by the realization that the most complex antagonists often hide in plain sight. Her writing is characterized by strong, multifaceted heroines who defy traditional roles, standing as equals among their peers in a world of suspense and danger.

Mary's career has blossomed from being a solitary author to establishing her own publishing house—a significant milestone that marks her growth in the literary world. This expansion is not just a personal achievement but a reflection of her commitment to bring thrilling and thought-provoking stories to a wider audience. As an author and publisher, Mary continues to challenge the conventions of the thriller genre, inviting readers into gripping tales filled with serial killers, astute FBI agents, and intrepid heroines who confront peril with unflinching bravery.

Each new story from Mary's pen—or her publishing house—is a pledge to captivate, thrill, and inspire, continuing the legacy of the imaginative little girl who once found wonder and mystery in the shadows.

Discover more about Mary Stone on her website.

www.authormarystone.com

[image: Facebook icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Pinterest icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: TikTok icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc37J.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc377.jpg
MARY
STONE

PUBLISHING





cover.jpeg
AVILLAIN'S STORY: BOOK SEVEN

PRESCRIPTION
FoR MURLER






OEBPS/image_rsrc37F.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc37E.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37D.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37C.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37G.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37B.jpg
MARY
STONE

STACY O HARE






OEBPS/image_rsrc379.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37H.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc37A.jpg
AVILL N SSIUEW PREQUEL






OEBPS/image_rsrc378.jpg





