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King County Superior Courthouse, Courtroom 1005; Seattle, WA

“Are you all right?” asked Martin Pierce. “Cooper? You all right, man?”

“I’m fine,” Cooper replied, his voice thick with resignation.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” Pierce said. “We put on a good case. A strong case.”

Cooper MacMillan suppressed the bitter laugh that rose in his throat as he silently wondered if his still wet-behind-the-ears, court-appointed attorney had sat through the same trial he had. While he appreciated his public defender’s optimism, Cooper was smart enough to know the word disaster didn’t come close to describing the dumpster fire his trial had been. Catastrophic or perhaps cataclysmic might have been a better description of the proceedings.

“We’re in good shape, Coop. Just keep your chin up,” Pierce said.

“Yeah. Sure.”

Cooper looked down at the picture in his hands, lost in thought—in memories that filled his heart with joy and tore it to pieces at the same time. The picture was from happier times. Summer had been so stunningly beautiful that he’d been intimidated by her. But from the first moment he’d seen her in class when they were students at UW, he knew she was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. She’d had a presence about her. An aura. Something. He’d been drawn to her from the start, and even though she intimidated him unlike any other woman in his life ever had, Cooper had somehow managed to work up the nerve to ask her out.

And she’d said yes.

Their relationship had blossomed from there, and Cooper had never known that sort of happiness before. He never knew that kind of happiness was even possible, let alone that it might be something he could attain. Every single day with Summer had been pure joy. Pure bliss. The sun rose and set on her, the absolute love of his life; and when he’d asked her to marry him, and she’d said yes, Cooper thought his heart might explode in his chest right then and there. He’d never known that life could be so good. So amazing. It had been like a dream.

The dream turned into a nightmare, though, the night she died.

Cooper traced the tip of his finger along the edge of her face in the photo as his eyes welled with tears. Her hair had shone like gold on the day the photo had been taken, and her hazel eyes were filled with the warmth and love that had sustained him through so many days and nights. Her smooth, pale skin glowed with an inner light, and her smile… that smile never failed to fill his heart with joy and a profound sense of love.

The murmuring and whispering voices behind him filled his ears with a sound like ten thousand flies buzzing. Cooper tried to shut it out but couldn’t quite keep himself from hearing the people back there wishing him harm. Killer. Murderer. I hope you fry. You’ll burn in the pits of hell. Words like those and so many more just like them—and worse—penetrated the wall he’d tried to surround himself with. A wall meant to keep himself safe. To keep out the harsh glares and harder words from the people who filled the gallery behind him. People who, no doubt, would have liked to string him up themselves.

“All rise,” the deep, gravelly voice of the bailiff intoned.

Pierce clapped Cooper on the shoulder and gave him an encouraging smile. “Here we go.”

They got to their feet, but Cooper’s gaze remained on the picture of Summer in his hand. He was barely even listening as the judge called in the jury and gave the packed courtroom instructions about conducting themselves properly as the verdict was read. Pierce put his hand on Cooper’s shoulder as the jury filed in and took their seats. Irritation flashing through him, Cooper glared at his attorney, then pointedly looked at the man’s hand, the silent message more than clear. Pierce grimaced but removed his hand.

Cooper returned his gaze to the picture in his hand, not caring what was being said around him or even what was happening. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. The only thing that ever mattered in his life was gone. Forever. And no matter what happened there in that courtroom was going to change that. Nothing that happened in that courtroom was going to bring Summer back. Nothing that happened to him was ever going to fill the hole that had been torn through his heart the night Summer died.

“Has the jury reached a verdict?” the judge asked.

“We have, Your Honor.”

Though his gaze remained fixed on the photo he was holding, Cooper was aware of the bailiff taking the verdict form from the jury foreman and delivering it to the judge. The sound of the paper rustling in the man’s hand echoed through the speakers in the courtroom. Although the result seemed predetermined and inevitable, Cooper felt his stomach tighten, his shoulders drawn tauter than a bowstring. The courtroom was silent, and the tension so thick, it had a physical weight that pressed down on him. It was suffocating.

The judge returned the verdict form to the jury foreman with another rustle of paper. Cooper was aware of the people all around him and felt the sense of anticipation that was building within the courtroom. Even though he already knew what the jury foreman would say, he still felt a chill race down his spine as his skin broke out in goosebumps.

“The jury foreman will now read the verdict,” the judge ordered.

“In regard to case number Six-B-Three-Hundred-Twelve-Two-Zero-One-Two, the State of Washington versus Cooper MacMillan, we the jury find as follows: On the charge of aggravated felony murder, we find defendant MacMillan guilty as he was charged in the indictment,” the foreman read from the form.

The courtroom exploded with cheering and applause as Summer’s family and friends celebrated the verdict. The judge banged his gavel and called for quiet, threatening to clear the courtroom if the people in the gallery didn’t settle down.

Cooper had been expecting the verdict. Knew it was going to be the only outcome of his case. There was something about hearing the word, though, that sent a lance of pain through his heart so intense, his legs almost gave out under him. It drove the breath from his lungs and left him gasping. Trying to catch his breath, Cooper leaned forward and put his hands on the table to keep from falling.

The judge banged his gavel so hard, Cooper thought it might break. “Silence in my courtroom! Everybody settle down right now!”

The judge’s voice echoed through the chamber’s speakers, authoritative and commanding. Slowly, the audience settled down and took their seats. The judge’s face was red, his jaw clenched tight, and his eyes narrowed as he surveyed the crowd.

“If you people cannot control yourselves, I will have my bailiffs clear this courtroom,” the judge snarled. “So, sit down and behave like civilized adults.”

The judge swept the crowd with his eyes again, making sure they knew he wasn’t messing around with them. As he did, Pierce leaned over.

“We’ve got good grounds to appeal. Don’t give up hope,” Pierce said and put his hand on Cooper’s shoulder again.

“Leave me alone. And take your hand off me. Now,” Cooper growled.

The lawyer removed his hand and took a step away from Cooper. The courtroom around them grew silent, but the tension had faded, and, in its place, a more celebratory energy filled the air. Cooper had managed to regain his composure and returned his gaze to the picture of his lost love… and his heart felt like it was breaking all over again. The judge thanked the jury for their service and excused them. Once they were gone, he turned to Cooper whose eyes remained on the picture he held.

“Mr. MacMillan, you have been found guilty, and as we are bound by the state of Washington’s sentencing guidelines, so I will now impose your sentence,” the judge ordered. “Look at me, Mr. MacMillan.”

Cooper didn’t. He continued to drink in Summer’s features, recalling where they were and what they were doing the day the picture had been taken.

“Mr. MacMillan, you will look at me,” the judge intoned in that commanding voice.

Pierce leaned over. “Do as he says, Cooper.”

“What’s he going to do, sentence me to something more than life?” Cooper muttered. “I know the sentencing guidelines and know there’s nothing more he can do to me.”

“Mr. MacMillan,” the judge said imperiously.

“Do what you have to do,” Cooper said, still not looking at him.

The judge was silent for a moment, but Cooper could feel the anger radiating from the bench. He didn’t care though. There was literally nothing else the judge could do—no other punishment he could levy that was worse than what he was already facing. The state’s sentencing guidelines took the matter out of his hands, so Cooper didn’t care if the judge felt he was disrespecting him.

“Cooper MacMillan, you have been found guilty of aggravated felony murder,” the judge spat, his tone dripping with anger. “In accordance with the sentencing guidelines of the state of Washington, you will serve a term of life without the possibility of parole. This will conclude these proceedings, and this court stands in recess. Bailiff, take him away.”

As the two burly bailiffs walked over to him, Cooper kissed the photo in his hand and slipped it into his pocket. As they handcuffed him, Cooper hung his head, feeling every shred of hope he secretly harbored disappearing like a puff of smoke in a breeze. Cooper let the guards steer him toward the door at the back of the courtroom.

“Keep your head up,” Pierce called to him. “I’ll get to work on your appeal. Don’t give up. We are not done fighting yet.”

“Yeah. Sure,” Cooper muttered.

As he shuffled through the door and back to the holding area where he would await transport to the prison where he was to spend the rest of his life, Cooper didn’t feel like he had any fight left in him.
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

The doors to the bullpen slide open and stop a few feet inside the threshold as I take in the sight before me. Bing Crosby and David Bowie’s version of “The Little Drummer Boy” is playing loudly from a Bluetooth speaker sitting on Mo’s desk, and my team is busy laughing, chatting away, and decorating the shop. Garlands and bright red bows are wrapped around the monitors on the wall at the front of the room, stockings with everybody’s name hang just below the row of clocks that show the time in different locations, and a fake green tree has been set up in the corner and is waiting to be decorated.

Everybody is too busy decorating and joking around with each other to notice me, so I walk over to the speaker that’s pumping out the Christmas tunes and turn it off. The silence that follows is deafening as everybody turns to look at me.

“What in the world is going on in here?” I say, sounding hard and commanding.

Mo, Paige, Rick, and Nina all slowly turn and look at Astra who throws her hands up and rolls her eyes as she sighs dramatically.

“You guys suck,” she says, then laughs and turns to me. “What does it look like we’re doing? We’re getting into the holiday spirit. We figured if we infuse enough Christmas cheer into this place, eventually, it’s going to rub off on you, Scrooge.”

“Bah humbug,” I reply with a smile on my face.

There was a time when I despised the holidays. Growing up without my murdered parents and abducted sister took some of the joy out of the Christmas season for me. For a lot of years, I ignored the holidays altogether. But that all started to change when my sister Kit came back into my life. Abducted and trained to be an assassin by a shadowy organization, Kit played their game but never stopped fighting to get back to me. Having her appear after almost two decades away was like a miracle. No, it was a miracle.

Since then, we’ve been spending the holidays together when we can; though her indentured servitude to the CIA sometimes makes that difficult. In exchange for her pardon for the crimes she committed while working for the organization, Kit is required to work for the Agency as an independent contractor. She’s sent to all corners of the globe to do things so secret, she can’t even tell me about it. I have little doubt the Agency is putting the skills she acquired over her time as an international assassin to good use. Kit’s return to my life, though, has taken some of the bitter sting out of Christmas for me.

“What are you guys doing here anyway?” I ask. “Your vacation officially started about an hour and a half ago. All of you.”

“And we’re choosing to spend the first hour and a half of our vacation spreading some holiday cheer,” Paige chirps.

“You guys should be out of here,” I tell them. “You should be off enjoying the world outside these walls.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot there was a world out there,” Rick says.

“We spend more time here than we do at home,” Mo says.

“Which is all the more reason for you to get the hell out there and breathe some free, fresh air. So, go. Get out of here,” I tell them.

“My point was that this is like our home away from home,” Mo says. “And like you always tell us, we’re family. So, we’re decorating our second home and enjoying the moment with our family before we scatter for a couple of weeks.”

“Amen to what she said,” Astra chimes in. “Now, come over here, have a glass of egg nog, hang some garland, enjoy the time with us, and shut up about it.”

I laugh as I walk over and grab a glass of egg nog and a string of garland as Astra turns the music on again. We laugh and talk as we decorate the tree and the rest of the bullpen. The vibe in the shop is lively and light. It’s a nice change of pace considering the usual energy we have running through the place. Not having to look at photos of torn, broken bodies or talk about the inhumanity of whatever killer of the week we’re hunting—and instead, singing and laughing, telling stories about Christmas memories—is a welcome change.

“Okay, where are you guys going on your vacations?” I ask.

“I am headed down to San Diego to see some family and friends,” Rick says.

“Wait a minute… you have friends?” Astra asks.

“I’m more surprised that he has family who will actually claim him as their own,” Paige adds with a laugh.

The bullpen erupts in laughter as Rick gives Paige the finger with a good-natured smile on his face. She returns the gesture and blows him a kiss which makes Rick laugh even harder.

“I don’t recall anybody hitting your buzzer, new girl,” Rick says.

“I think she earned the right to chime in based on that shot,” Astra replies. “The girl shoots to kill. I like it.”

Paige Boyle is the newest addition to my team, sliding into an opening created when Lucas Okamura transferred over to the white-collar crimes division after a killer we’d been chasing had tracked him to his home and savagely beat him. Eurus—also known as Simon Harper, Auguste Lupa, and Eric Hanson—beat Lucas so savagely, he nearly died. And although he’s healing, Lucas still walks with a limp and isn’t fully back to one hundred percent, and there is some doubt he ever will be. It’s a situation that still causes me more sleepless nights than I can count. With the burden of guilt that presses down on me so hard, I sometimes find it difficult to breathe.

Lucas doesn’t blame me and has tried to alleviate the burden I still carry, but it’s not that easy. In some ways, the fact that he doesn’t blame me only makes me feel guiltier. I replay what led up to Lucas’s attack at least once a day, trying to figure out what I could have done differently. I know that trying to figure out how I could have prevented Lucas’s attack in the first place is an exercise in futility as well as nothing but a means of masochistic self-flagellation. But I promised myself I would never allow something like that to happen to one of my people again. And to do that, I need to be honest and self-critical. I need to know what I did—and didn’t do—that led to Lucas’s savage beating so I can avoid repeating my mistakes.

I was wary and skeptical of Paige at first—mostly because she was foisted upon me by SAC Ayad. And honestly, to some extent, I still am. She can be reckless and defiant. She likes to do things her way, and although she’s coming around, she still sometimes has trouble playing in a team environment. But I have to say that she has also impressed me. She’s a good agent with solid instincts, is fearless, and has proven herself to me and the rest of the team.

In short order, Paige has become one of us. Part of the family. Because she’s still technically the new girl, though, as in she’s the last one in the door, they aren’t going to let her forget that. But then, razzing and hazing are just a function of being accepted by the team. It’s like the older kids picking on their little sister. It’s a sign of affection.

“What about you, Mo?” Astra asks. “Where are you headed?”

“Pennsylvania,” she replies. “I’m spending Christmas with my sister and her family.”

“Paige?” I ask. “What are your plans? You heading back to Georgia?”

“No, the extended family are all gathering out on St. Kitts for the holiday, and I honestly am not interested,” she says with her faint Southern accent dusting her words.

“You’re passing up a trip to St. Kitts?” Rick asks.

She shrugs. “I’ve been there more times than I can count. It’s lost its charm,” she says. “Besides, I’ve never been a lie-on-the-beach kind of girl, and I’m not that crazy about some of my cousins, so I’m staying put this year. I plan on lying low and maybe taking some naps.”

“How bougie do you have to be to turn down a trip to St. Kitts because you’ve been there so much, it’s lost its charm?” Rick teases.

“Very,” Mo says with a laugh. “You have to be very bougie.”

“Nina?” I ask. “Your turn.”

“I’m local so I don’t have to deal with all the travel madness, thank God,” she says. “I’ve got no real big plans other than to do some baking with my mom and sisters.”

“I certainly hope you’re planning on bringing some of those delectable Alvarado family sweet treats in for us to sample,” Rick says.

“I’ll consider it,” Nina says with a smile. “How about you, Astra?”

“Benjamin is out of town on business, but when he gets back, we’ll probably head out of town for a couple of days,” Astra replies. “Until then, I’m going to be taking a lot of bubble baths and catching up on my reading.”

“When did you learn how to read?” Rick asks.

“Nina, no sweet treats for Rick,” Astra says.

“Noted. He’s on the naughty list for sure,” she replies.

“That’s not nice. This is supposed to be the season of giving,” he says with a laugh.

“What about you, Blake?” Astra asks. “Is Kit coming into town?”

“At some point, I think. I’m not sure when yet though,” I answer. “She’s out on assignment and can’t tell me where she is or when exactly she’s going to be back. I hope she’s back in time for Christmas. But you know how it goes.”

“The Agency sucks for doing that to her. And to you,” Astra says.

“It’s fine. I’m used to it. I’m sure I’ll have dinner with Annie and Maisey,” I say, referring to my aunt and cousin. “Other than that, I’m looking forward to some downtime. Maybe I’ll even catch up on my own reading.”

Astra laughs. “You don’t do downtime well, and you know it. You’re going to go insane with that much free time on your hands. You need to make some plans and keep yourself busy, girl.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine,” I tell her.

“Since Benjamin is out of town, you and I are going to be having lunch or drinks—or lunch and drinks,” Astra insists.

“Deal,” I say. “All right, you guys. Not that I’m not enjoying spending this quality time with you, but I think it’s time for you all to get out there and start your vacation plans and forget about this place and everything we deal with for a while. Enjoy yourself. Rest, refresh, and recharge your batteries. That is an order, people.”

Paige refills her glass of egg nog and raises it. “Before we go, I just wanted to thank you all for giving me a chance here. I really appreciate the opportunity you’ve given me to be part of this amazing unit. You are all teaching me something and helping make me a better agent. I couldn’t have asked for a better landing spot coming out of Quantico.”

“To be fair, it’s not like we had much of a choice. Ayad said I had to put you on my team, like it or not,” I say and give her a smile.

Paige laughs. “I totally hate you.”

“I’m teasing you. I’m very glad to have you with us, Paige. You’re a valued part of this team and this family,” I tell her.

She steps forward and surprises me by pulling me into a hug. I’ve never really been much of a hugger, but as Astra laughs, I return her embrace, and that opens the sentimental floodgates. The rest of the team steps forward, and I hug everybody else with laughs, smiles, and warm wishes. My phone vibrates in my pocket, so I step back, pull it out of my pocket, and look down at the caller ID. I frown when I don’t recognize the number.

“Okay, guys, go. Be gone and be free,” I say. “Stay safe, have a Merry Christmas, and I’ll see you guys in a couple of weeks.”

As everybody gathers their things, still chatting and laughing with each other, I walk into my office and close the door behind me, then connect the call.

“Wilder,” I answer as I press the phone to my ear.

I’m greeted by an automated voice telling me that I have a call from an inmate at the Monroe Correctional Facility. And when I hear the name of the inmate calling me, my heart skips a beat, and the blood in my veins feels like it’s turned to ice.

Will you accept the call? The robotic voice asks. Say yes or press one. Or just hang up…

Everything in me is screaming at me to hang up. To disconnect the call. To pretend I never got it and put it out of my mind completely. To pretend my phone never rang and I never answered it. My brain screams at me to hang up, go home, have a drink, slip into a hot bath, and listen to some John Coltrane.

“Yes,” I say.

I cringe and feel betrayed by my own mouth. Even though I can still hang up and go home, my body feels frozen. I just stand here, rooted to my spot with the phone pressed to my ear like a statue. There’s a click on the line, and part of me is hoping the line did what I was unable to do and disconnected the call. But then I hear the chaos in the background. Men are talking loudly, laughing, and shouting at one another. It sounds like a zoo.

The phone trembles in my hand as a dark rage flows through my veins, and I clench my jaw so hard, I’m half-afraid I’m going to crack one of my teeth. Almost instantly, the memories flash through my mind. There’s only one prisoner at Monroe I’m familiar with, and when I hear his voice, even after all these years, my blood runs cold, and I grip my phone so tightly I feel like I’m about to crush it like a tin can.

“Blake? Blake Wilder?” he asks. “It’s Cooper. Cooper MacMillan.”
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Office of Black Cell Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

My mind still reeling, I don’t bother with the lights as I drop into the chair behind my desk with the phone still pressed to my ear. I haven’t spoken to Cooper in years—more than a decade. And that’s been by design. I don’t associate with murderers. Especially when the person they killed was a friend of mine.

“Why are you calling me, Cooper?” I ask. “I thought I made it clear the last time we spoke that I never wanted to see or hear from you again.”

“Blake, please,” he says. “I need your help.”

“I’ve got nothing for you, Coop. Nothing at all.”

“Blake, I didn’t do this. I did not kill Summer,” he protests. “You know how much I loved her. You know there’s no way I could have hurt her.”

My stomach churning and the blood running hot in my veins, I get to my feet and start to pace my office. My every instinct is telling me to disconnect the call. To wash my hands of Cooper and all of this once and for all—something I thought I’d done more than a decade ago. And yet, despite the voice in my head screaming at me to hang up, I can’t seem to make myself do it.

If I’m being honest with myself, I’d acknowledge there’s some part of me that wants to hear him out. There’s a part of me that wants to understand why he murdered her. It’s something I’ve never been able to wrap my mind around. They’d always seemed so happy together. So in love. And the fact that he killed her never made sense to me. I guess I’m hoping he’ll give me a reason. Hoping that maybe, just maybe, Cooper will help me understand why he did it.

“Coop, you were convicted of her murder—”

“Because the cops didn’t look for anybody else,” he says. “They zeroed in on me from the start. They decided I was the suspect from the beginning and never looked anywhere else, Blake.”

“Don’t you think the reason they zeroed in on you is that the evidence against you was that overwhelming?” I ask.

“It’s all circumstantial. They convicted me on coincidence,” he argues. “There was no concrete physical evidence against me. You’ve seen the case files and trial transcripts. You know just how flawed their investigation was.”

“I haven’t looked at the files or the transcripts,” I tell him.

“Y—you haven’t?”

“Why would I? You were convicted of her murder,” I reply.

There was a pause on the other end of the line as he seemed to be considering what I said. I don’t know why he would simply assume I looked into his case.

“I guess I just thought you would have looked into it,” he said slowly.

“It was a state matter. I’m a Fed,” I tell him. “And like I told you all those years ago, I washed my hands of you. I wanted nothing more to do with you. I still don’t.”

“Blake, please. I’m begging you for help right now,” he pleads. “Just come to Monroe and talk to me. Let me explain—”

“I’m not interested in hearing what you have to say, Coop. I wasn’t then, and I’m still not.”

“If there was one thing I knew about you back then, it was that you believed in justice. It’s why you joined the Bureau… because you always sought the truth,” he says. “I’m positive that’s something that hasn’t changed about you. I am certain you don’t tolerate injustice any more today than you did back then. That’s just who you are, Blake. And what was done to me is an injustice. It’s a travesty. Please, I’m begging you… just come to Monroe and talk to me—”

The call is cut off by three sharp beeps before the line goes dead in my hand. Inmates are only allowed a certain amount of time on the phone, and Cooper’s was apparently up. I drop my phone onto the desk and sit down in my chair again, then lean back and turn my head up to the ceiling. Taking several slow, deep breaths and counting to ten, I try to calm my nerves and slow my racing heart. Just hearing Cooper’s voice again after all this time filled me with a dark, burning rage I thought I’d long since buried.

My head is starting to throb, so I close my eyes and try to relax in the quiet, still air of my office. A moment later, my door opens. I open my eyes and sit up to see Astra walking in. She drops into one of the chairs in front of my desk, leans back, and puts her feet up on the edge, looking at me with a sly smirk curling the corners of her mouth upward.

“I thought I told you to go home,” I say.

“Well, technically speaking, I’m on vacation, so I don’t have to take orders from you.”

“You’re such a pain in the butt.”

“I am,” she replies. “That’s something I learned from you.”

“No way. That is a pre-existing condition, my friend.”

She laughs, but then her smile fades as the air in the room grows heavy.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

“What makes you think something’s wrong?”

“Because you’re sitting in a dark office like a moody teenage girl.”

“Moody teenage girls usually don’t have their own office.”

“And you say I’m a pain in the butt,” Astra says with a chuckle.

“That’s because you are.”

“So, come on. Out with it,” Astra says. “What’s going on? Who was that on the phone?”

I sigh and run a hand over my face. If only I hadn’t answered the call, I could be sitting at home in a hot tub with a glass of scotch and some Bobby Lyle playing right now. If I’d only declined the call, my mind wouldn’t be stuffed with images and emotions that belong in a different time. A different life.

“A ghost from the past,” I say.

“Mysterious and enigmatic,” she says. “Care to be more specific?”

I think about it for a minute, trying to decide whether I want to open the door any more than it already is or slam it shut and padlock it. Astra has her determined face on, and I know if I don’t give her a peek behind the curtain, she’s going to hound me about it until she wears me down and I give in anyway. Leaning down, I open my bottom drawer, then take out the bottle of scotch hidden inside and a pair of glasses. Astra takes her feet off my desk and leans forward as I pour a few fingers into each glass.

“I’m going to need a drink,” I say.

“Must be serious.”

I raise my glass to her. “It is.”

We both take a sip of the liquor and sit in silence for a moment as I try to wrangle my thoughts and put them into some semblance of order. Cooper’s call kicked up a hornet’s nest in my brain and has my thoughts scattered and rocketing in a thousand different directions. Cradling my glass on my knee, I sit back in my chair and frown.

“Back when I was at UW, I had a friend named Summer Alexander. We were tight. Good friends,” I start. “When she started dating Cooper MacMillan, I got to know him as well. I thought he was a good guy, and he seemed good for Summer. They seemed genuinely happy together. After school, they got married.”

“So, what happened?”

“He killed her.”

Astra looks at me blankly for a minute, then drains her glass, sets it down, and slides it across the desk to me.

“I think I’m going to need a refill.”

“Me too,” I say and pour out another round.

I sit back in my seat again and stare down into my glass as the memories flutter around in my head like particles of dust in a sunbeam.

“So, why did he call you?” she asks. “What does he want?”

“He wants me to come out to Monroe Correctional and talk to him. He wants to convince me to look into the case. He says the investigation was flawed.”

“Well, we all know SPD doesn’t always run the tightest ship around,” she offers. “It’s entirely possible they screwed the pooch on the investigation.”

“Possible,” I agree. “But they get it right more often than they get it wrong.”

“Why’d he do it?”

I shrug. “No idea. When he was arrested, I cut off all communication with him.”

“You weren’t curious?”

“Of course, I was curious,” I reply. “I just didn’t think I was ever going to get a straight answer from him. Killers are often notorious liars. You know that just as well as I.”

“Are you considering going out to Monroe and talking to him?”

I pause, then take a sip of my drink as I consider my answer. Setting the glass back down on my desk in front of me, I run my fingertip around the rim.

“Part of me wants to. Part of me wants to look him in the eye and ask him why he did it. I want to demand answers,” I tell her. “But what would be the point? I know he’s not going to be honest. He’s not going to give me the answers I want.”

“You never know,” Astra says. “Staring down a life sentence can sometimes change a person’s perspective on things.”

“Given that he’s still proclaiming his innocence, I doubt his perspective has changed all that much.”

Astra frowns. “Good point. But still. You never know what sort of answers you’re going to get if you sit down with him,” she says. “If nothing else, maybe looking him in the eye and asking your questions will give you some of the answers you’re looking for. It might settle any doubts you might have in your mind. Or it might just give you a little peace of mind.”

“What makes you think I have any doubts or that I’m not at peace with things now?”

“Uhh… the fact that you’re sitting in a dark office torturing yourself about whether you should go see him or not.”

My lips curl in a rueful smile. “Yeah, I guess there’s that.”

“I think you should go out there and talk to him. See what he has to say for himself.”

“I still don’t see the point. He claims he’s innocent—”

“Have you ever stopped to wonder if he might be?” Astra asks. “I mean, if he and your friend were as happy as you thought they were, why would he kill her?”

“Why do any of the criminals we run down kill? Sometimes, there is no reason.”

“Did MacMillan ever strike you as a sociopath?”

“No. He didn’t.”

“Then there’s likely a reason… if he did it,” Astra says. “And you have always had a knack for being able to cut through the bull and get to the truth of things. I have every confidence that if you go out there and talk to him, you’ll be able to figure out what happened. And why it happened.”

“I think you give me too much credit.”

Astra scoffs. “How long have we been doing this, Blake? I think I’ve got a pretty good sense of who you are and what you can do,” she says. “I think I know your skill set pretty well by now.”

“Yeah. I suppose that’s true,” I say.

“I think you should go talk to him. And not for his sake, but for yours.”

I drain the last of my glass, savoring the burn as the amber liquid slides down my throat.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” I start. “I’ll agree to go out there and talk to him if you get out of here and go enjoy your vacation.”

She grins. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

She finishes her drink and sets her glass down, then gets to her feet. I reach down, grab my bag, and stand up as well.

“I think this is going to be good for you, Blake.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I say. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.”
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Monroe Correctional Facility, Interview Room 3B; Monroe, WA

“Place your sidearm in the lockbox and sign in if you would please, Agent Wilder.”

“Of course,” I reply.

I set my Glock into the metal box on the counter in front of me, then close the lid and lock it, slipping the key into my pocket. Then I put the box into the pass-through to my right. After that, I sign the log sheet and offer up my credentials for the corrections officer to run. Once he runs my creds through the system, verifying that I am who I say I am, he hands them back, then gives me a red and yellow visitor’s badge, which I clip to my lapel.

“Officer Stanton will escort you to your interview room,” the man behind the glass says.

“Thank you, Officer Givens,” I say.

“You’re welcome,” he replies stonily.

Situated near the Cascade foothills about forty minutes northeast of Seattle, Monroe is a small city of about twenty thousand that sits at the confluence of the Snohomish, Skykomish, and Snoqualmie rivers. The Monroe Correctional Facility houses about twenty-five-hundred offenders at any one time. The COs in this place are outnumbered five to one… on a good day. I can’t imagine being locked in here with some of these animals day after day. Monroe, like most any prison, is a powder keg, and you just never know when it’s going to explode.

Officer Stanton is a tall, burly man. Six-two with a shaved head, dark eyes, and a warm, tawny complexion, he fills out his uniform shirt and vest like a man who spends a lot of time in the gym. He gives me a nod when I turn to him.

“Follow me, please,” he says, his voice surprisingly soft.

“Lead the way.”

Stanton leads me through a series of hallways connected by gates made of hard steel bars. We arrive at a row of private interview rooms meant for prisoners to meet with their attorneys. The small concrete rooms each have a steel door but with a large pane of plexiglass set into it, allowing the COs to keep an eye on what is happening inside. He unlocks one of the heavy steel doors, then pushes it inward.

“Here you go,” he says. “We’ll have MacMillan brought to you.”

“Thank you, Officer Stanton.”

He gives me a nod, then turns and walks back down the corridor. I hear the sharp clang and rattle of doors being opened and closed as well as the raised voices of unruly prisoners and the COs tasked with escorting them wherever they need to go. It takes a couple of minutes, but I finally hear the rattle of chains and shuffling feet approaching, so I get to my feet and turn just as Cooper MacMillan steps through the door. He shuffles forward, chains connecting his ankles and wrists to the belly chain around his waist. The time inside has not been kind to him, and I’m so shocked by his appearance that I have to keep myself from gawking.

Back in the day, he was a hale, hardy, All-American boy. Six-one, with a trim and athletic figure. He used to look like the sort of guy you’d cast in the role of high school quarterback and small-town hero in some cheesy rom-com you’d see on Lifetime or the Hallmark Channel. Now, though, he looks weathered. He looks grizzled and beaten down. His cheeks, baby-smooth at one point, are now covered in coarse stubble, deep lines score his face, his blond hair is thinning, and his once vibrant cornflower-blue eyes are dull.

His face lights up, though, when he sees me standing against the wall. “You came,” he says. “I knew you’d come, Blake. You were never one to tolerate—”

“Save it,” I cut him off, my voice cold. “I’m here for me. Not you. I want answers, Coop. Honest answers. I’m going to ask you some questions, and if I get the barest hint you’re lying to me, I’m out of here and you can rot for all I care.”

Stanton chuckles as he unhooks the chains around Coop’s wrists, then puts a hand on his shoulder and pushes him down onto the chair on the other side of the table.

“The lady sounds like she means business, MacMillan,” Stanton says as he locks the cuffs around his wrists to a bar welded to the table. “You better not be yanking her chain.”

“I’m not here to do that,” Cooper says.

“I hope not,” I say.

Stanton gives his chains a firm yank, making sure they’re secure before he gives me a nod.

“I’ll be right outside, Agent Wilder,” he says. “If you need assistance, just hit the red button on the wall next to the door, and I’ll be here in a snap.”

“Thank you, Officer Stanton. I hope that won’t be necessary,” I reply.

“Me too,” he says with a pointed look at Cooper.

Coop looks down at the table and nods meekly. Stanton gives me a nod, then turns and walks out of the room, closing the door behind him with a heavy clang. The loud clank of the door being locked echoes in my ears, and I’m alone in a room with Cooper MacMillan for the first time in a very long time. I sit back in my chair and cross my legs, then fold my arms over my chest and stare at him as I silently battle the unrelenting waves of emotion that are battering me.

As I stare at him, all I can see is Summer’s youthful face. I remember the golden hair that framed her round, smooth face, her warm, hazel-colored doe eyes, and a smile that lit up any room she walked into. Summer had always been an optimist. She was always in a good mood and would never allow anybody to dwell on whatever their problems were. Summer Alexander had always been the sort of person who lifted up everybody around her and spread happiness wherever she went. That’s just who she was. And the man sitting across from me took her away from the world.

“Blake?”

“I was just thinking about Summer,” I tell him. “I was just thinking about what you stole from this world. Summer genuinely saw the good in everybody and raised them up. This world can use more people like that—especially these days. And you took that away.”

“But I didn’t—”

I slam my fist down on the table so hard, it startles Cooper, and his chains rattle as he flinches, recoiling from the rage I feel etched into my face.

“Coop, I told you that if you start lying to me, I’m out of here.”

“Blake, I’m not lying to you,” he says miserably.

Closing my eyes, I count to five and try to slow my racing heart. Astra told me—repeatedly—that I needed to come into this with an open mind… but I’m having a hard time actually doing that. All I can see are the crime scene photos from Summer’s murder. I wasn’t entirely honest with Cooper when I told him I hadn’t looked into the case. I had. Not extensively. Just enough to get a general idea of what happened. And from the cursory look I gave the files, my conclusion was the same as the jury that convicted him: he’d done it.

Because I didn’t get into the minutiae of the case or do an extensive investigation into it, though, there’s some small part of me that’s always wondered if Cooper is in fact guilty. It just never made sense to me. They were a couple in love, living their dreams, and everything seemed to be breaking just right for them. They were on the same page about everything, rarely—if ever—fought, and seemed to be of one mind about their future. I just never understood what could have possibly made Cooper snap that night.

“I have to think the fact that you’re here means you’re willing to believe there’s a possibility, no matter how small, that I didn’t kill Summer,” he starts. “And for that, I want to thank you—”

“Save your breath and don’t thank me. Like I said, I’m here for me,” I growl. “I want answers, Cooper. I want to know what happened that night.”

“Blake, I don’t know. I wasn’t there. I came home and found Summer dead. I swear to God, I didn’t do this.”

“Okay, Coop. Let’s pretend I’m willing to entertain the notion. Walk me through that night.”

“I told the cops everything already, Blake. My statement is in the reports.”

“You wanted me here to listen. I’m here. I’m listening. Give me something to listen to and answer my questions.”

“Fine. I was at the school late—I had office hours,” he starts. “After that, I went out for a drink to wind down—”

“Where did you go for a drink?”

“Patton’s,” he replies tersely. “Same place I’d been going for a drink for a long time.”

That much is true. Patton’s is a little hole in the wall dive bar near UW that we used to frequent back in the day. I haven’t been there since I went there with Summer and Coop, but I remember it as a place that prided itself on its sketchy ambiance, dingy interior, and defiance of the state’s anti-smoking ordinances. There was always a thick cloud of smoke in the place. Patton’s wore its status as a dirty dive bar like a badge of honor. I look back now in horror that I frequented such a place, but at the time, I remember thinking it was subversive and cool.

“Okay, and then? What time did you leave Patton’s?”

“It was a little after ten. I got home about twenty minutes after that,” he says. “Summer was… she was already dead.”

So far, everything he’s told me lines up with what I remember about his original statement to the police. His story is consistent, which could mean he’s telling the truth. On the other hand, it could also mean he’s simply reciting from a well-practiced script he memorized long ago. As I think about it, I remember something else from the original reports.

“You had cuts on your hands,” I say. “How did you get those?”

He sighs. “Are we really going to rehash my original statement to police that night?”

“I can leave if you’d prefer,” I say and start getting to my feet.

“Wait. Just… just wait,” he replies, clearly frustrated. “I broke a glass at the bar and cut my hand on it. There were three shallow cuts on my left hand. That’s it. I know the prosecution spun that as proof I used the knife that killed Summer, but it was a stupid accident. Period.”

“And how did you get her blood all over yourself, Coop?”

He clenches his jaw, irritated he was being made to go through the tedious details of that night all over again, but if he wants my help, this is the price he’s going to have to pay. I want his story. I want to lock him into a statement that he can’t walk back later because if I’m going to look into this, I want to be able to use his own words to hang him.

“Because when I came home and found her, I got on my knees beside her and held her,” he says. “It was obvious she was gone already so I just held her. Her blood was everywhere. Of course it got on me too.”

“You waited an hour to call the police—”

“I was in shock, Blake. And it wasn’t an hour. It was thirty-three minutes—check the 9-1-1 dispatch logs,” he interrupts. “It was thirty-three minutes from the time I walked in the door and found her. I was in such a state of shock that I couldn’t function for a minute. I think that’s pretty damn understandable.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” I reply. “How was your relationship with Summer at the time?”

“What? It was fine. We were happy. But you know that. You were as big a part of Summer’s life as I was,” he says.

“I was at one time. After we graduated, we all got busy with our lives.”

“But you still talked to her enough that you would have known if something was wrong.”

“I also know people hide things.”

“Please,” he scoffs. “Summer never hid anything from you. You usually knew if she was pissed at me before I did.”

That much is probably true. Summer always confided in me about anything. On those rare occasions she was upset with Coop, she usually did come to me with whatever the problem was for my insight or to just talk her off the ledge. If there was a big problem in their relationship, something so explosive that it might have led to murder, the chances were good that I would have heard about it from Summer. That doesn’t clear him or prove anything, obviously. It simply raises a good point.

“What about infidelity?” I ask.

“You know Summer wasn’t the cheating type.”

“I know she wasn’t. I was asking about you.”

“What?” he replies, sounding offended. “I loved her—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’ve heard that a million times already,” I cut him off impatiently. “It’s a simple question, Coop. Did you have anybody on the side?”

“No,” he says, his tone angry.

I pause and run a hand over my face as I ponder the situation. The answers he’s giving me are about what I expected before I even sat down. He’s not telling me anything new. And even worse—although not totally unexpected—I don’t think he’s telling me the truth. I think he’s holding something back. What he’s holding back, though, I’m not really sure. Of course, it’s possible that because I already think the worst of him and believe he’s guilty as sin I’m not being as objective as I promised Astra I would be.

“You do realize the only way you’re going to get a new trial is if new evidence is uncovered, right?” I ask him. “What is your lawyer doing about that?”

“Honestly, not much. That’s why I called you,” he said. “You’re the only person I can trust to dig into this and turn up some new evidence.”

“You shouldn’t trust me to do anything,” I tell him. “I think you’re guilty.”

“Fine. Then I trust your sense of justice—your sense of morality and your belief in right and wrong,” he replies. “And I trust that you would never let an innocent man rot in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. That would be anathema to who you are, Blake. I know this about you.”

“You don’t know me, so don’t pretend that you do.”

“You’re right. But I do know your morality and your ethics,” he says. “And because of that, I know if there’s a single iota of a chance that I’m innocent, your conscience won’t stop bothering you until you look into my case.”

“That’s very presumptive of you.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

My mind spinning with thought and memory, I get to my feet.

“You’re going to look into my case, right?” he asks. “You’re going to—”

“I’m going to look into your case. But I’m going to be looking to prove that you’re guilty every bit as much as I’ll be looking to see if mistakes were made in the investigation,” I tell him. “Make no mistake, Coop. I think you’re guilty. I think you murdered my friend. And I will be trying to prove that once and for all—beyond a reasonable doubt.”

He looks at me for a long moment, his lips pursed, his expression dark. The silence in the air between us is thick and charged with tension, but he finally nods.

“I can live with that,” he says. “Because I know I’m not guilty. And I know you’ll find proof of that, Blake.”

“I wouldn’t get my hopes up too high,” I grumble.

Turning around, I walk to the red button on the wall, press it, then wait for Stanton to come escort me out of the prison. I may not do well with downtime, but this is not how I envisioned spending the vacation time Ayad forced me to take. Still, maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe it will finally lay some old ghosts to rest once and for all.

I’m doing this as much for myself as for Summer. If I can prove the right man is in prison for taking her from this world, then maybe she can finally rest in peace.
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Detective Bureau, Seattle PD, Sector E, Precinct E; Seattle, WA

Made of aged red brick, the building housing the precinct is old and shabby. The walls are all an industrial gray; linoleum that’s cracked and peeling covers the floor in the lobby area, and the chest-high desk where the watch sergeant sits is battered and scarred. Half a dozen plastic chairs that look like they were taken from somebody’s picnic table set sit against the wall across from the watch desk, and the main lobby is windowless and stuffy.

As I walk in, a pair of beat cops are hauling in a scruffy, unkempt man who’s howling about aliens stealing his winning lottery ticket. Their hands on his shoulders, the cops escort him through a door behind the watch desk. Clusters of cops and civilians are milling about, talking loudly over one another. It’s loosely organized chaos in the lobby. I step to the desk, and a tired-looking man with a walrus mustache glares down at me. Sergeant’s stripes adorn the sleeves of his light blue uniform shirt and the dark blue epaulets on his shoulders.

“Looks like the circus is in town,” I comment.

“It’s just another day in paradise,” he says with a rueful laugh, his voice as tired as his face. “What can I do for you?”

I badge him. “Agent Blake Wilder,” I say. “I need to speak with Detective Reed.”

He scrutinizes my badge and creds for a minute. “What did Reed do this time? Gotta be pretty serious to bring the Feds in, huh?”

“Nothing like that,” I reply. “I just need to talk to him about an old case.”

The sergeant nods, then points to a staircase set behind a steel mesh door. “Detective Bureau is on the second floor. I’ll buzz you through.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” I say.

I walk over to the door he’d pointed out, and a moment later, there’s a loud, harsh buzz. I pull the door open, then take the flight of stairs up to the second floor and find a sign pointing me to where I need to go. I follow the long, narrow hallway, then step through the doorway at the end. There are a dozen pairs of partner desks set facing each other, but only half of them are currently occupied. With phones ringing and people carrying on loud conversations all around, it’s just as loud and chaotic in the detective bureau as it is downstairs. Working in a place like this would drive me absolutely bonkers.

“You lost?”

I turn to find a large, heavyset man wearing a cheap dark blue suit with a receding hairline and a bushy mustache standing there staring at me. He’s got a badge clipped to his belt and a lanyard with his department ID around his neck.

“I’m looking for Detective Reed,” I say.

“Who are you?”

I flash him my badge. “Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI.”

He chuckles, then turns. “Hey, Shaun,” he calls out. “The Feds are here lookin’ for you. What did you step in this time, man?”

Before I can correct him, the man walks away. Near the end of the row of desks to my right, a man in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up gets to his feet. He’s got dark slacks and a dark, patterned tie on. He’s about my height with dark hair and eyes, with a neatly trimmed mustache and beard. It’s not hard to see he used to have a trim athletic build. He’s still broad-shouldered and brawny, but he’s got a bit of a paunch around the middle now. He’s got the “dad bod” that seems to be in fashion these days.

“Detective Shaun Reed,” he says and extends his hand.

I take his hand and give it a firm shake. “Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI.”

“And what can I do for the FBI?”

“I need to talk to you about an old case you closed.”

He cocks his head. “An old case?”

I nod. “Just wanted to talk to you a bit to satisfy my own curiosity.”

“Come on over to my desk,” he says.

I follow him down the row of desks, feeling the weight of eyes on me. Feds don’t have the best history with local police departments. That’s something I’ve tried to change, at least in how my team interacts with local LEOs, but the hard feelings run deep—especially with the SPD. I can’t say locals aren’t justified in their dislike of us Feds. They certainly are. Some federal agents have a bad habit of bigfooting their way into local cases as well as treating them all like they’re the living embodiment of Barney Fife. In their place, I’d hate us too.

In particular, my contentious history with higher-ups like the former Deputy Chief Ricardo Torres still looms large over some factions of the SPD. As far as I’m concerned, it’s ancient history better left in the dustbin, but some Torres loyalists still seem to want to carry that grudge. It’s caused more than a few ruffled feathers when it comes to interagency cooperation. I’ve worked hard with the new Deputy Chief, TJ Lee, to try to root out some of the bad blood. It’s working, but it’s a slow process.

With the changes that have happened over the last couple years with the SPD under Lee’s leadership, I've been going out of my way to show them respect and make it clear that I appreciate them. To me, they wear different badges, but I don't see them as less than us. My approach has worked with some. I’ve got decent working relationships with some of the cops in Seattle. But there are others who still refuse to play ball and embrace the spirit of cooperation I’ve tried to foster from my end. It’s frustrating. Worse, it’s often completely counterproductive.

We’re ultimately on the same team, but there are people on both sides of this little war who refuse to acknowledge we even play the same sport. If we could all just put the stupid stuff aside, find some respect for one another, and realize we’ve all got the same goal—protecting the public by taking down the bad guys—law enforcement in this country would be a whole lot more efficient. If we could just stop with the stupid turf wars, we’d take down a lot more bad guys and make the streets in this country a lot safer.

He offers me the small, uncomfortable chair next to his desk, so I sit down. His chair squeaks as he takes a seat, then he swivels around so he can look at me.

“So, which old case are you talking about?” Reed asks.

“The Summer Alexander murder.”

He whistles. “That was a while ago. Can I ask what your interest in the case is?”

“At this point, it’s purely academic,” I tell him. “But full disclosure, I was good friends with the victim… and her killer.”

“I see. But what is your interest in the case?”

“Honestly, Cooper MacMillan is bucking for a new trial and asked me to look into his case. He says there was a rush to judgment and that the investigation was flawed—”

“Now, wait a minute,” Reed says testily. “That is absolute garbage. I worked—”

“I’m not impugning the work you did on this case, Detective Reed.”

“Then what are you doing, Agent Wilder?”

“I told Cooper that I would look into it for him with the understanding that I was looking specifically to confirm that the results of your investigation were right,” I say. “I told him I’d be looking to prove that he is guilty.”

“The jury already proved that.”

I gnaw on my bottom lip for a moment, trying to organize my thoughts and put things in a way that will get Reed off the defensive and make him see where I’m coming from. I clear my throat and lean forward, resting my elbows on my thighs and clasping my hands together.

“Detective Reed, Summer Alexander was a good friend of mine, and her death was… difficult. I’ve always had questions—not about your investigation, but about why it happened. I want to understand why Cooper did what he did, and he’s not giving me straight answers. So, I thought if I looked into it myself, I might be able to come to some understanding on my own,” I tell him. “I’m not looking to undermine your work, Detective. I’m simply trying to put some old ghosts to rest in my own mind. I hope you can understand that.”

Reed’s chair squeaks as he sits back in it, a thoughtful look on his face. At least the defensive posture he’d been in is gone. He finally nods.

“Yeah, I can understand that,” he says. “God knows I’ve had a few cases in my career that have haunted me—still haunt me. But sometimes, we’ll never find that understanding we want no matter how hard we look for it.”

“You’re not wrong. But I’d rather lack that understanding knowing I looked for it rather than sitting back and not even trying to find the answers for myself.”

A wry smile twists his lips. “Yeah, I get that. I do. So, how can I help you?”

“Would you mind giving me access to your files and your murder book?”

He thinks about it for a moment. “Yeah. I can do that.”

“I appreciate that, Detective. More than I can even tell you.”

“No problem. I’ll have them sent over to you by the end of day.”

Our business concluded, we get to our feet and shake hands again.

“Thank you again, Detective Reed.”

“You’re welcome,” he replies. “I hope you find the answers you’re looking for—and the peace of mind you want.”

“Thanks. Me too.”
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The Lotus Luxury Apartments, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

True to his word, Reed sent me digital copies of the case files and murder book by the end of the day. Not ready to dive into them yet, though, I poured myself a glass of wine, put on some smooth jazz music, and decided to relax for a bit. Standing out on the balcony of the luxury condo Fish—my protector, guardian angel, and one-time crime lord turned respected political figure—had gifted me, I look out over Chinatown. In addition to the normal neon glow, the streets are getting done up for the holidays as everybody seems to be getting into the spirit of the season.

Garland and oversized ornaments hang from streetlights that are wrapped in silver and red like giant candy canes. The windows in storefronts are painted with Christmas scenes, and more than a few Santas are standing on the corners with their red buckets, ringing their bells to remind everybody to not forget about the less fortunate. Despite the festive atmosphere, I’m just not feeling it right now. Although my Aunt Annie has invited me to spend Christmas with her and Maisey, I haven’t heard a peep from Kit.

It’s not unusual for Kit to go radio silent for weeks at a time when she’s off on assignment, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about her every single time she goes dark. I may not know the specifics of her ops, but I know she’s always in dangerous situations. The Agency isn’t going to waste her skills on diplomatic missions. The fact that she can only evade prosecution for the things she did by being put in a position to do the very things she was threatened with prosecution for in the first place enrages me. I choke on the hypocrisy every single day that Kit’s in the field.

I dream often of a life where Kit can stop doing what she’s doing and put down some roots. Where she can build a peaceful, uneventful, and even boring life. Every time I do, though, I’m forced to wonder what Kit would do without a life of espionage and assassination. What would she do if she wasn’t a spy? I can’t see her being a kindergarten teacher. Or a yoga instructor. I can’t see her settling down into life as a housewife, raising kids. I’d like to see those things. I’d like for her to have a life of PTA meetings and bake sales. That’s my dream for her.

But doing what she’s doing—it’s what she’s spent her entire life training to do. From the day she was abducted—the day our parents were murdered—this is what she’s been shaped and forged to be. A weapon. Whether I like it or not, this is who and what she is now. I honestly don’t know what she’d do if she wasn’t running all over the globe, taking insane risks and doing shady things. She probably doesn’t know either.

And maybe that’s why she’s embraced this role. Maybe a life without the adrenaline rushes these ops give her is one that’s too bland and unappealing for her to contemplate. Maybe that’s why every time I raise the issue of finding a way out from under the bootheel the Agency has on her neck, she hems and haws and ultimately brushes me off. Maybe the idea of a normal, quiet, peaceful life is just something too scary for her to consider. It’s a thought that makes me unspeakably sad for my kid sister.

I raise my glass to the streets below. “Like Astra said… screw the Agency.”

I drain the last of my wine, then turn and head into the warmth inside, shutting the glass doors behind me. The smooth piano of Oli Silk rings in my ears as I make my way over and pour myself another glass of wine. Hey, I’m on vacation. I’m allowed. My glass refilled, I carry it down the hall to my office and set it down on my desk, then drop down into the cushy captain’s chair. I open up my laptop and give it a moment to boot up, and as I wait, I look at the framed pictures on the walls, my eyes settling on the one of me and Kit.

It’s a recent shot of us when we’d gone out to dinner one night. We’re both smiling and happy. I remember everything about that night, and it brings a smile to my face again. It also makes Kit’s absence lately all the more glaring and painful. Clearing my throat, I tear my eyes away from the picture and log into my computer, trying to focus on work rather than obsessing over my sister not being here.

“Okay, let’s see what you’ve given me, Detective Reed,” I mutter to myself.

I plug the thumb drive he’d had messengered over to me into my laptop. The first file is marked “crime scene photos,” so I steel myself, then double-click on the icon, open it, and scan the thumbnail photos. Closing my eyes, I draw a breath and let it out slowly, reminding myself that I need to look at these pictures through the eyes of a well-trained and experienced investigator—not through the eyes of a friend. I need to separate the emotions that are already swirling around inside me. I need to be clinical and detached.

When I feel ready, I double-click the first photo to enlarge it and grit my teeth when the image of Summer’s body comes up. She’s lying face up in a wide, dark pool of blood, hazel eyes wide open and fixed on something beyond this world. I take a long swallow of wine and look away for a moment to gather myself. It’s a lot harder than I expected it to be.

“Get it together, Blake. Come on,” I tell myself.

I finally manage to turn my eyes back to the photograph and start noting the various injuries she’d sustained. Her sweater lay in a bloody heap, practically shredded, to her right, leaving her half-naked. Summer’s skirt has been pushed up and her panties torn off, suggesting sexual assault. Her face was a swollen mass of bruises. She obviously took a serious beating during the assault and had deep lacerations to her hands and arms… probably defensive wounds.

“Jesus,” I whisper. “Look what he did to you.”

Her torso is dotted with stab wounds—twenty-three in all. But there’s also a deep slice through the right side of her neck. I haven’t gotten to the ME’s report just yet, but I’m almost certain it’s going to say the cut through the neck severed the carotid and caused her to bleed out. That’s most likely going to be listed as the cause of death. I suppose having that kind of insight is just one of the benefits that come with experience on the job.

I scroll through the rest of the pictures in the file, trying my best to see them with a critical, dispassionate eye. No matter how hard I try shutting it out, though, those images of Summer’s body keep flashing through my mind. It’s frozen in my memory now, and I can’t stop seeing her pale, waxy skin; the wide, unseeing eyes; and her face, forever trapped in a silent wail of horror and agony. Her last minutes must have been as terrifying as they were excruciating.

I close out of the photos file, then open up the next file which contains the evidence logs and ME’s reports and take a quick scan through it. Nothing unusual or unexpected catches my eye. Just as I’d expected, the ME ruled Summer’s death was caused by exsanguination due to a severing of the carotid artery. They also noted there was evidence of sexual assault, but no fluids were found in or on her body, suggesting the killer wore a condom. There was little else of forensic or evidentiary value found at the scene.

As I flip through Reed’s notes and the rest of the documentation in the case file, I drain the last of my wine. Getting to my feet, I stretch out my back and give my brain a minute to absorb the mountain of information I’ve just taken in. I carry my empty glass out to the kitchen as the smooth sound of Boney James’s saxophone fills the air. After refilling my wine glass again, I step back out onto the balcony and breathe in the cool night air.

A group of people passing by on the street are slurring out a round of “Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer,” laughing as they go. They’re feeling the holiday spirit in its liquid form. As a thick blanket of clouds blows in off the ocean, a cool gust of wind makes me shudder. I wish I could just enjoy the season. I wish I could enjoy the festivities, maybe a little drunken revelry, and just have some fun like those people out on the street. Life would be a lot easier if I could just switch my brain off and give myself over to mindless pursuits and living a life of fun and leisure. Unfortunately, that’s not me.

And after my first read through the case file, I already know life is about to get a lot more complicated and a lot less fun.
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I was up with the sun this morning. Coffee in hand, I arrived at the shop at my usual time. Maybe even a bit earlier than normal. I wish I could say it’s because I’m feeling motivated and determined to do some good today, but the truth is, I got in so early because I need to access the databases I can’t get into from home—and I need to do it all while avoiding SAC Ayad at the same time. Knowing his schedule as I do, I knew I could beat him into the field office, and thus, our paths are unlikely to cross. He’s never even going to know I’m here.

He usually doesn’t come down to my shop, preferring to summon me to his office instead. And since he thinks I’m off on vacation, he’s got even less reason to come down than normal. The chances of us running into each other are minimal—which is a good thing. If he finds out I’m in the shop when I’m supposed to be on vacation, he’ll blow a gasket—which is a less good thing. Sending my team on a two-week vacation was his idea. His order, actually. I know him well enough to know he’s going to be super pissed if he finds me here working. So, I’m keeping a low profile.

The first thing I did when I got in was print out all the digital files—reports and pictures—and then compile them into an actual book. I’m old school that way. Rick and Nina often call me a Luddite since I prefer actual pages and books to looking at things on computer screens whenever possible. It’s tedious as hell and has taken me almost two hours. My eyes feel crossed, and my back is stiff. But at least Ayad hasn’t discovered me here, so I’ll just keep counting my blessings.

I’m standing in our small kitchen area fixing myself another cup of coffee when I hear the pneumatic hiss of the doors sliding open. My stomach clenches, and a feeling of dread settles down on my shoulders. Ayad found out I’m here. Quickly steeling myself, I come around the corner, fully expecting to see the red-faced snarl that always curls Ayad’s lips whenever he gets angry. As I step out, though, I stop when I see Astra coming through the door.

“You lost or something?” I ask.

“Nope. I’m right where I need to be,” she replies.

Astra drops her bag on her workstation, then sits down and looks at me with a lopsided grin on her face. A moment later, the doors hiss open again, and this time, Nina and Paige come marching through, looking equally pleased with themselves.

“I brought donuts and coffee,” Paige says.

“And I brought my abuela’s world-famous pan dulce,” Nina announces.

“Rick’s going to be very upset he missed out on this,” Astra says and jumps to her feet.

I watch as the three of them gather around the table, fixing coffee, putting their donuts and pastries on plates, talking and giggling with each other.

“What in the hell do you clowns think you’re doing?” I ask.

“At the moment, we’re getting a little caffeine and sugar into our systems,” Astra says.

“It’s a scientific fact that caffeine and sugar stimulate the logic centers of our brains and promote clear thinking,” Paige adds.

“Yeah, I’m not sure that’s true,” Nina says.

“We’re just goin’ with it anyway,” Paige tells her.

“That’s great and all,” I say. “But why are you here? More to the point, what are you doing in the shop when you’re supposed to be on vacation?”

“All due respect, Chief, but same question right back at ya… what are you doing in the shop when you’re supposed to be on vacation?” Paige counters.

“Excellent question, Agent Boyle. Truly excellent question,” Astra says. “Do you have an answer for us, Chief Wilder?”

I laugh softly. “You are a bunch of clowns.”

“It’s still a very good and very valid question,” Astra says.

“I have business here,” I reply.

“As do we,” Astra says.

“You don’t though.”

Astra nods. “Knowing you as I do, I’m pretty sure you went and saw Cooper and figured after that, you wouldn’t be able to leave your friend’s case alone until all the questions you have in your head have been answered to your satisfaction,” she says. “Which is where we come in. The three of us are going to help you find those answers.”

“Teamwork makes the dream work,” Paige chirps.

Never one for cheesy platitudes or motivational poster-slash-fortune cookie nuggets of faux wisdom, Astra turns to her, an aghast expression etched into her features. Paige turns red, and she looks away with mortification painted on her face.

“Don’t ever say that again, Rookie. Seriously,” Astra says. “In fact, don’t say that or anything even remotely similar to that.”

“Right,” Paige replies meekly. “Sorry.”

“Anyway,” Astra says with a sly grin. “The three of us are in town and not doing much of anything, so we figured we’d chip in and help you. The more eyes and minds the better.”

“I really appreciate the offer—”

“Oh no, sweetie… that wasn’t an offer,” Astra interrupts. “That was me telling you what’s going to happen here.”

“We know how much this case means to you, and like we all said before… we’re family,” Paige says. “And where I’m from, when something is that important to one member of the family, it becomes that important to everybody else.”

“We must be from the same place then,” Astra says.

“That’s how things work in the Alvarado clan,” Nina adds.

“Also, don’t forget what I said before. We’re all on vacation, so technically, we don’t have to follow your orders,” Astra says with a grin.

Even though I want to be upset with them for ignoring my orders, the truth is, I’m filled with a warmth that makes my heart swell with both love and pride. Not that I needed it, but it’s a reminder that I’ve got an amazing group of people around me. People who care about me. People who will go above and beyond to help me even when I tell them I don’t need it—or want it. We are a family. In every sense of the word.

“You guys know if Ayad gets wind of this, he’s going to ream us all, right?” I ask. “It’s one thing if it’s just me, but I don’t want to put you guys on the firing line.”

“We’ve made our choice to be here,” Astra says. “Besides, nobody’s afraid of Ayad.”

“I might be,” Paige says. “Maybe just a little.”

“He doesn’t even know I exist, so he doesn’t scare me,” Nina adds.

“Well, let me assure you, ladies, he is all bark and no bite,” Astra tells them.

“Well… maybe a little bit of a bite,” I say.

“Very little,” Astra agrees.

“Even a little bite can leave a mark though,” I warn them.

“We’ll cross that bridge when and if we ever come to it,” Astra says. “But if anybody wants out, now’s the time. No judgment. This is a volunteer only mission.”

“I’m in,” Nina says.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Paige tells us.

“Okay,” Astra says then turns to me. “You’ve got a team. Where do we go first?”

“Thanks, you guys,” I say. “I mean it. I appreciate you all sacrificing your time and potentially putting it on the line for me like this.”

“We’re a family,” Astra says. “And family always has each other’s backs.”

“Hear, hear,” Paige chimes.

“Okay. Well… like I said, I appreciate what you guys are doing for me,” I tell them.

“It’s what we do,” Astra says. “Speaking of which, what do you say we get started? What do you want us to do?”

I look at them all in turn, taking a moment, then nod. “Okay. The first thing I want you to do is get familiar with the case file. If we’re going to find out what really happened that night, I’m going to need you guys to know it as well as I do.”

“Send us the files, and we’ll get started,” Paige says.

“I assume you’ve already printed out copies for yourself?” Nina asks.

“You know me well,” I say. “I’m the Luddite.”

I sit down at my workstation and send digital copies of the files Reed sent me to the others. As they settle in to start reading, I wander over and grab a cup of coffee and a couple of the smaller pastries Nina brought in. I roll my eyes and utter a moan that sounds borderline obscene as I chew and enjoy the sweet treat.

“Nina, tell your abuela that she is an absolute wizard in the kitchen,” I say as I chew. “These are absolutely amazing.”

“I’ll make sure to tell her. That old woman loves to have her ego stroked more than anybody I know,” she replies with a laugh.

“Well, with skills like this, she deserves to have it stroked regularly.”

She laughs. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Does your abuela know you talk mad crap about her behind her back?” Astra asks. “Because if she doesn’t, I’d be happy to tell her.”

“If you did that, I would hack into every account you have, ruin your credit, sign you up for every porn site I can find, and ruin your life in a thousand different ways,” Nina replies.

“She’s got the skills to do it,” I say. “You probably shouldn’t mess with her.”

We are all sharing a laugh when the doors to the shop slide open. The laughter instantly dies, and the air is suddenly charged with a heavy sense of tension as we watch SAC Ayad stroll into the middle of the bullpen. He looks around for a minute, his expression clearly registering his disapproval. His eyes finally land on me.

“Well, crap,” I mutter.
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“So, you mind telling me what’s going on?” Ayad asks. “I seem to recall ordering you and your team to unplug and spend a couple of weeks on vacation.”

“I do seem to recall that, too, sir,” I say lightheartedly.

“This probably isn’t the time for levity, Chief Wilder.”

For the most part, I was a good student. I wasn’t an unruly kid, nor was I a discipline case. But there were a few times I was called into the principal’s office for one reason or another. And every time I got called into the office, the principal sat behind his desk looking at me with the same stern look and frown of disapproval that’s on Ayad’s face right now.

“Why are you and your team in the office today?” he asks.

“They were just about to leave,” I reply. “I’m the one who came in to get some work in.”

“Work on what?”

I hesitate, knowing if I tell him I’m working on something personal, I’ll be opening up a whole new can of worms. Using Bureau resources for personal reasons is highly frowned upon, and I’ve seen people get into serious trouble for it. But I know if I lie to him or am not forthcoming, I’m opening myself up to even more trouble. It’s a quandary. I gnaw on my bottom lip as I shift on my feet and look down at the ground for a moment.

“Chief?”

I usually operate by the philosophy that it’s better to ask for forgiveness than to ask for permission, but I can see by the look on Ayad’s face this probably isn’t the best time for that. Which is why I easily pivot to the “honesty is the best policy” philosophy. I raise my gaze to his and clasp my hands behind my back.

“A prisoner up at Monroe Correctional, Cooper MacMillan, called me. He’s somebody who used to be a friend… or rather, he was the boyfriend of a very good friend of mine, and I got to know him that way,” I say. “MacMillan was convicted of murdering my friend, Summer Alexander, more than a decade ago.”

“Why did he call you?”

“He wants me to look into his case,” I say. “He’s claiming that he was falsely convicted.”

Ayad sighs and leans back in his chair. His eyes remain fixed on mine as he takes a minute, seeming to be gathering his thoughts.

“Chief, I ordered you and your team on vacation for a reason. You’ve been going nonstop for a long time without a break. You’ve endured a lot… including the near death of your teammate,” he says, his tone not unkind. “You are my best team, and I don’t want you hitting a wall, Blake. I don’t want you to run your team so ragged you all burn out.”

“Sir, with all due respect, this is what we do—”

“And there’s only so much weight you and your team can bear," he interrupts me. "You need to take a little time off. You need to unplug. You need to get away from the violence and death you are all steeped in every single day. It sounds cliché to say these days, but I truly believe it’s as important to protect your mental health as it is your physical well-being, Blake. You know this better than most anybody.”

Behind my back, I’m clenching and unclenching my fists, trying to tamp down my frustration. I get what he’s saying. And it’s not that I don’t appreciate him trying to look out for me and my team. I actually do appreciate it. A lot. Despite our differences—and many clashes—I can say Bomani Ayad has looked out for my team in ways others haven’t. Most authority figures inside the Bureau don’t particularly care about our mental health and are content to let us run ourselves into the ground.

Ayad’s not like that. He’s a very traditional man as it relates to the job and the power structure within the Bureau. He’s a by-the-book order-follower who doesn’t color outside the lines. That’s just who he is. But he’s also got a bit of a modern twist to him as well. He believes in protecting the mental health of his agents and encourages us to do the same. He’s always checking in and suggesting his teams take some downtime. And, on the rare occasion, he will step in and force us to take time away when he feels it’s necessary.

“Blake, part of my job is to protect the agents under my command,” he says. “Even if that means protecting them from themselves.”

“I know, sir. And I appreciate that. I do,” I reply. “But sometimes, the best way to protect somebody like me is to let me do my thing. You know I don’t do well with downtime. I prefer to keep my mind occupied. Especially this time of year.”

“Maybe you’re not good with downtime because you don’t know how to do it,” he says with a faint hint of a smile. “Perhaps that’s a skill you need to acquire.”

The corner of my mouth quirks upward. “You know what they say about old dogs and new tricks, sir. It’s an old saying for a reason.”

“You know I don’t put a lot of stock into old sayings.”

“I do,” I reply. “But honestly, this is an academic exercise at this point.”

“What do you mean? I assume your friend—”

“Former friend,” I interrupt. “He was the boyfriend of my friend—friend by association.”

He chuckles. “Tap dance around it however you want. But you’ve got a personal connection to this case. Which makes me want to know what your goal here is. Are you trying to discredit the original conviction? I assume this Cooper person has asked you to dig up new evidence that might be able to garner him a new trial?”

“He did ask me for that,” I reply. “But that is not my aim.”

“What is, Blake? What are you looking for in all of this?”

“As I told him, I am looking for proof that confirms the original conviction,” I tell him. “I believe he did it, sir. I believe he’s one hundred percent guilty. And I’m just trying to prove it to settle the questions in my own mind once and for all.”

Ayad leans forward, clasping his hands together on the desk in front of him with a slight frown on his face as he considers my words. He finally blows out a long breath.

“Blake, even if this is just an academic exercise, you poking around into an old case that’s already been closed and adjudicated is likely going to ruffle a lot of feathers,” he says.

“I’ve already spoken with the detective who closed the case and explained what I’m doing. He was very understanding of the situation and helpfully sent me all his case files,” I reply. “We’re good. No feathers ruffled, sir.”

“You’ve already spoken with the detective on the case?”

I nod. “Yes, sir. I was on my own time, so I didn’t think there was a problem.”

“Why didn’t you come to me about this first?”

I shrug. “Like I said, this is pretty much an academic exercise. I didn’t think it was necessary. Especially since I’m on vacation and it’s all on my own time.”

He pulls a face. “You have an entirely whacked-out definition of a vacation, Blake.”

“That’s not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“I’m sure it isn’t.”

“Sir, I’d like the latitude to just give this a look,” I say. “Yes, this is personal to me. But I’m not trying to ruffle any feathers or step on anybody’s toes. I just want to confirm my belief that Cooper MacMillan is guilty.”

“And if you determine that he’s not? That his belief that he was wrongfully convicted turns out to be true? What will you do then?”

“I honestly don’t think that’s going to happen,” I say. “But on the off chance it does, shouldn’t we be doing everything we can to ensure that justice is actually served, and an innocent man isn’t sitting in prison?”

“I don’t think that’s our problem, Blake. He was convicted—”

“All due respect, sir, but I believe the possibility that a man is sitting in prison for a crime he didn’t commit is our problem. That wouldn’t be justice. In fact, I’d say it would be anathema to the business we’re in,” I tell him. “Again, though, I don’t think that’s going to be the case. As I said, I believe Cooper MacMillan was rightfully convicted.”

“Then why look into this at all? If you’re convinced he’s guilty, why bother?”

“Because I’ve never understood why he did it, sir. They were happy and seemed like one of those couples who would build a great life together. I’ve never understood why he’d kill Summer,” I say. “I guess by looking deeper into this, I’m trying to find that understanding. Even after all these years, I’m still trying to make sense of it all. This seems like a chance for me to put it all to rest once and for all.”

“You realize this can go bad a thousand different ways and stir up a hornet’s nest of trouble, right?” he asked.

“Not if I’m discreet and tread lightly.”

“Two things I’ve never known you to be able to do.”

“Sir, please. I’m just asking you for a little leeway to poke around. All I’m going to be doing is reviewing files, talking to a few people, and looking at evidence—it’s a noninvasive procedure.”

“Until it’s not.”

I nod. “When and if it becomes something else, I’ll keep you in the loop every step of the way. I’ll make sure you know what we’re doing. Please, Bo. This one… this one means a lot to me personally.”

He looks away and lets out a heavy sigh. Part of me expected Ayad to reject me and send me home outright. The fact that he seems to be actively considering it is encouraging.

“You know you shouldn’t be poking around this case precisely because it’s so personal to you,” he says. “You’re apt to not be objective.”

“If we were trying to build a case for prosecution, I’d agree with you. But the fact that, as you pointed out, it’s already been adjudicated, it shouldn’t be a problem, sir.”

“You’re all on vacation,” he says. “You’re not going to be able to put in for OT.”

“We’re not looking for OT.”

“What about your team?”

A faint smile touches my lips. “They’re donating their time. Believe me, I tried to send them home, but they say because they’re on vacation, they don’t have to follow my orders.”

Ayad chuckles. “That is definitely a team built in your own image, Blake.”

“So, does this mean you’re going to let us look into things?”

“I want to be kept in the loop. About everything,” he says.

“You will be.”

“And if I say stop, you stop.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Fine. This is against my better judgment, but you’ve got my blessing,” he says. “And when you’re done here, you and I are going to have a long talk about the meaning of the word ‘vacation.’”

I flash him a grin. “Looking forward to that.”
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“Okay, we got the green light,” I announce as I walk into the bullpen.

“Like we wouldn’t have just packed up and run this investigation out of your place if he’d said no,” Astra remarks dryly. “But hey, thanks, Ayad.”

We all share a laugh as I perch on the corner of my desk and look at my team for a moment, feeling waves of gratitude and warmth washing over me. I can’t recall ever being so grateful to a group of people as I am to my team for all they do. They’ve always got my back no matter what. More than that, they’re always willing to go above and beyond for me.

“Okay, so is everybody familiar with the case files?” I ask.

“Not intimately, but well enough,” Astra replies.

“Okay, well, initial thoughts?” I ask.

“My initial thought is that this Detective Reed guy didn’t put a lot of effort into the investigation,” Paige says. “To me, it feels like he keyed in on Cooper from the start and didn’t look very far beyond him.”

I nod. “That was my initial read as well.”

“I can understand why he might have focused on Cooper,” Astra says. “I mean, he was found in the house, with the body, covered in her blood. His fingerprints were found on the knife that was recovered at the scene as well.”

“He says he picked it up and tossed it aside though,” Paige offers.

“Maybe,” Astra says. “But that could also be a story he’s telling just like every other perp we’ve ever talked to does. They’re all innocent and were unjustly accused.”

“It’s true in some cases,” Paige says.

“It is. But the vast majority are every bit as guilty as they look,” Astra replies.

“So, you think Coop is guilty,” I say.

“I didn’t say that,” she replies with a grin. “I’m just saying I can understand why Reed might have locked in on MacMillan at the start. Where I fault him, though, is that he didn’t expand the scope of his investigation very far. I mean, have you seen the suspect list?”

“All ten names of it?” Paige asks scornfully.

“You should probably know that of those ten, two are dead and four have since moved away,” Nina says. “There are only four of the original suspects left in the immediate area.”

“I didn’t see any of the original suspects as especially viable,” Paige says. “At least, not with what we have here in the files. None of them seem to have any motive, and several of them don’t even seem to have any real connection to Summer.”

Astra shakes her head. “I agree with you on all counts. I honestly don’t know why they were listed as suspects to begin with. It’s almost like he threw some random names down just to avoid being accused of locking in on one person to the exclusion of all others.”

“He obviously knows how to cover his rear end,” Paige says.

“Most experienced cops do,” Astra says, then turns to me. “What do you think, Blake? You’ve been conspicuously quiet over there.”

“I’m just absorbing your thoughts for now. I want to hear what your initial takes are,” I reply. “I agree with what you guys are saying about the original suspect list, but I do think we need to talk to them anyway, just to cover our bases. And besides, you never know what they might say. They might just say something that gives us the reason Reed included them on his original suspect list. To begin with, Nina, can you start with a background on the other suspects? I want to know if any of them have jackets.”

“I’m on it,” Nina says. “I also have to say, I skimmed through the trial transcripts, and from Cooper’s initial statements to police, all the way through the trial, his story has been incredibly consistent. That could be a sign that he’s telling the truth.”

“It could be. But it could also be a story that’s been very well rehearsed and repeated over time. Slick criminals know to come up with a story and stick with it,” Astra says.

“That was my initial thought too,” I say. “But I never thought of him as being an overly sophisticated thinker—at least in terms of criminality.”

“But you’d agree that he’s intelligent?” Astra asks.

“Very much so.”

“Intelligence and survival instincts can inform somebody’s criminal behavior. He could be smart enough to know how damaging changing his story can be and has simply stuck with it all this time,” Astra says. “I do believe it was you who taught me that.”

“Yeah, I know. I know,” I say. “It’s just striking to me that even now, all these years later, his story hasn’t changed one bit. The story he’s telling today is the same story he told the night Summer was killed. No walkbacks and no clarifications, subtle changes, or inconsistencies. It doesn’t mean much, but I find it curious. That’s all.”

“That’s fair,” Astra says. “But his story is the least reliable piece of evidence we have, and Cooper MacMillan is the least reliable witness.”

“Agreed,” I say. “But another piece of evidence that made me stop and think twice was the fact that Summer was sexually assaulted, but there were no fluids in or on her body.”

“The killer wore a condom to avoid leaving any DNA,” Paige says. “Why did that make you stop and think twice?”

“Because at the time, Summer and Cooper were actively trying to get pregnant. They didn’t use condoms,” I say. “Any fluids left behind by Cooper could have been explained away by that simple fact. So, why use a condom? I mean, I know rape is about power and not about sex. But he already had the ultimate power over her—the power of life and death. Why sexually assault her when you were already murdering her?”

Everybody falls silent and exchange glances as they seem to ponder the question. It’s one I’ve been wrestling with ever since I noticed it on the MEs report earlier in the day. There are a thousand explanations that make some bit of sense. But there are a thousand others that don’t quite line up for me very well and leave me with even more unanswered questions.

“Maybe it was to throw the original investigators off,” Astra says. “Maybe if they thought they were looking for a rapist and a murderer, it would take suspicion off him since Reed would likely be asking the same questions we’re asking right now.”

“That’s entirely possible,” I admit.

“It could have been a final act of humiliation,” Paige offers. “Maybe he wanted her last image in this world to be him stripping her of her dignity.”

“That, too, is entirely possible,” I say.

“You don’t sound convinced.”

I shrug. “Until we find out who actually assaulted and killed her, it’s all speculation. So, no. I guess I’m not convinced.”

“Maybe this has already been answered, but how did the killer get into the house?” Nina asks. “I mean, I’m not seeing anything noting forced entry or anything like that.”

“Door could have been unlocked,” Astra says.

“Not likely,” I reply. “Summer was very security conscious. She never, as long as I knew her, failed to lock the door when she came in. She was obsessive about it… especially if she was alone. And according to the alibi Coop offered, means she would have been alone that night.”

Astra frowns. “So, the killer either had keys or—”

“She knew her killer and let them in,” Paige cuts her off.

“That seems likely,” I say. “A third, but less likely option, is that somebody talked her into letting them into the house.”

“That seems very unlikely if she was as paranoid about security as you say,” Astra says.

“Right,” I say with a nod. “But it’s something we probably shouldn’t dismiss either.”

“What was his alibi?” Astra asks.

“He said he went to Patton’s for a few drinks after he finished his classes that night,” I say. “Patton’s is a dive bar we started going to back when we were all in school. He still enjoyed hanging out there for some reason.”

“You’d think a university professor would outgrow the grungy dive bar scene,” Astra says. “I mean, it’s one thing if you’re a student. It’s something else if you’re a working professional.”

“Maybe he likes the atmosphere… likes hanging around the students and that youthful energy, which is kind of creepy,” Nina says. “It also opens up a lot of questions for me like, was he having an affair with any of his students? Or anybody else for that matter?”

“He says no,” I say. “But he says a lot of things, many of which are not true.”

“There is nothing in Reed’s notes about an affair. It’s like he didn’t ask the question,” Paige says. “And for that matter, I don’t see that Reed even bothered corroborating MacMillan’s alibi. There’s nothing in his case notes about talking to anybody at Patton’s.”

“Yeah, I found that more than a little troubling as well,” I say. “Having read through the files a couple of times, I have to say, there seemed to be a lot of corners cut in the investigation.”

“Which doesn’t necessarily prove that MacMillan is innocent,” Astra offers.

“No. It doesn’t. But it leaves room for a lot of doubt.”

“How in the hell did they get a conviction on this guy?” Paige mutters.

“Circumstantial evidence, innuendo, and insinuation mostly from what I can tell,” I say. “I didn’t find a smoking gun in the case files or the trial transcripts. The entire case was circumstantial, but the prosecution led the jury where they wanted them to go.”

“It doesn’t sound like MacMillan had competent or effective counsel,” Astra says. “A halfway decent defense lawyer should have been able to shred the case. I mean, I’m no lawyer, nor do I have any expertise in the law, but looking at what we have… even I probably could have done enough to cast reasonable doubt in the minds of the jury.”

“He filed an appeal citing ineffective counsel almost immediately after he was convicted,” Nina says. “He lost that appeal.”

“Little wonder,” I say. “Unless the incompetence was horrendously egregious, most ineffective counsel appeals lose.”

“Okay, so, where do we go from here?” Paige asks.

“Unfortunately, we’re going to have to start from square one,” I say. “We’re going to have to operate as if we’re investigating this case fresh.”

“Which is going to be challenging given the age of the evidence and witnesses,” Astra says.

“Challenging is putting it kindly,” Paige remarks.

I give them a smile. “I never said this was going to be a cakewalk.”

“Well, it beats sitting at home pretending I’m enjoying lounging around doing nothing but napping and reading,” Astra says with a grin.

“I don’t know. I think I’m built for a life of leisure,” Nina teases.

“Okay, so, square one,” Paige says. “What exactly is square one?”

“The first thing I want you to do is go to Patton’s and see if it’s even possible to confirm Cooper’s alibi,” I tell her. “The owner is George Pastopholous. As far as I know, Georgie still owns and operates the place. He’s also the bartender—he’s cheap and doesn’t like hiring staff if he doesn’t have to, so it’s a good bet he was behind the bar that night. I know it’s been a long time, but see if you can jog his memory.”

“I’m on it,” Paige says.

“Nina, do a background on the other suspects Reed had jotted down. Also give a call to those who moved out of state and see if you can get a read on them,” I say.

“I’m a computer geek, Chief. I’ve never interrogated anybody before,” she says. “I don’t know that I’d even know what to ask.”

“It’s more like a casual interview than an interrogation, but Astra will get you prepped,” I tell her. “Astra, write down some questions for her to ask.”

“On it,” Astra says.

“After that, you and I are going to go talk to Summer’s sister,” I tell Astra. “She’s not going to be happy to see us… not with what we’re doing, anyway. But I’m hoping she’ll have some more insights into her sister’s relationship with Coop. It doesn’t look like Reed did a lot of follow-up with her either, so she may be an untapped vein.”

“It really doesn’t look like Reed did anything in the way of investigating this case or developing other suspects,” Astra says.

“That doesn’t mean Coop got railroaded and his conviction is wrong. That doesn’t mean he’s innocent,” I reply.

“No. It doesn’t. But if nothing else, the lack of any actual police work on this case makes it worthy of a closer look.”

I purse my lips but nod. “Yeah. You’re not wrong about that.”
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Residence of Autumn Alexander, Seward Park District; Seattle, WA

We pull to a stop at the curb across the street, and I take a moment to gather myself.

“You okay?” Astra asks.

I look at the house that was once so familiar to me but now seems like a place I’ve never been before. It’s the house Summer grew up in and I had been to countless times while we were in school. It went to Autumn after their parents’ deaths, and she chose to remain there. I had thought she was going to sell and get the hell out of Dodge given how devastated she’d been after Summer’s death, but the one time I talked to Autumn afterward, she told me she could still feel her sister’s presence in the house… and for that reason, would never give it up. As odd as it would probably sound to some people, it’s something I completely understood.

Located in the south end of Seattle, the older neighborhood of Seward Park is filled with tree-lined, upper-middle-class homes that overlook Lake Washington. Autumn Alexander—Summer’s sister—lives in a nicely kept, two-story Tudor-style home with steeply pitched and gabled roofs, dark brown timber and red brick design, and elaborately designed chimneys typical of the style. The front yard is nicely manicured, and the large, expansive windows in the front of the house offer a stunning view of the lake.

I nod. “Yeah. Just not looking forward to having this conversation.”

“She and Summer were close?”

“Very. They were a few years apart, but they were super tight,” I say. “They were almost identical personality-wise, and she took Summer’s death incredibly hard.”

“That’s understandable.”

“It is. But she was never the same after Summer’s death. She withdrew into a shell and has become much colder. Harsher. We never really kept in touch,” I say. “And she is not going to like the fact that we’re looking into the case again.”

“Why is that?”

“She said the only thing she regrets about Cooper’s conviction was that he couldn’t get the death penalty. I truly believe if she’d had the chance, Autumn would have killed the man with her bare hands herself,” I tell her. “Instead, she enrolled in law school, graduated at the top of her class, and has worked in the DA’s office ever since.”

“Wait, that Autumn Alexander?”

I nod. “One and the same. She works only murder cases and definitely lives up to her reputation as one of the harshest prosecutors in the country. She never offers a plea and always pushes for the maximum sentence. No exceptions.”

“That’s why her name sounded familiar to me. They call her the Iron Lady, right?”

“That’s her,” I confirm.

“Brutal,” Astra mutters. “But at least she turned her pain into something productive and useful. Sounds like somebody else I know.”

A wry look crosses my face. “I don’t think the situations are comparable.”

“Then you’re deluding yourself.”

“All I know is that knowing how Summer’s death changed her is going to make this a very difficult conversation to have.”

“Why tell her at all then?” Astra asks. “She never has to know—especially if nothing comes of this fishing expedition we’re on.”

“Because on the off-chance word of what we’re doing leaks somehow, I don’t want her hearing it from anybody else,” I tell her. “I feel like I owe her that much.”

“Yeah… it’s better we don’t get caught sneaking around behind her back and incur the wrath of the Iron Lady.”

“Exactly,” I say. “I guess we better just get this over with. Let’s go.”

We climb out of the black SUV and head across the street. I lead Astra up the flower-lined walk that snakes through the yard and up the three brick steps to the front door, which sits beneath the sharply pitched roof of the portico. I take a deep breath, then push the button to ring the doorbell and take a step back. I feel my stomach tightening as the sound of footsteps on the hardwood floor inside draws closer to the door. And when it opens, my body is so tight, I have to stop myself from flinching.

Autumn Alexander stands in the open doorway with a look of surprise on her face. Though now with a few silver strands woven through her dirty blonde hair, she looks almost exactly how I remember her. She’s still got the same round face, alabaster complexion, and golden-hazel eyes I recall. She still looks so much like her sister—like my good friend—that it sends a lance of pain stabbing straight through my heart. My pulse racing and my stomach churning, I stare at her, taking a moment to collect myself.

“Blake,” Autumn says. “Wow. It’s been a while.”

“It has. How are you, Autumn?”

“I’m good. How are you doing?”

I nod. “Good. I’m good,” I reply. “This is my colleague, Astra Russo.”

As if she’s an animal in the wild sensing danger, the paltry smile that had been on her lips fades, and her eyes tighten as her posture stiffens.

“Something tells me this isn’t a social call,” Autumn says.

“Not exactly,” I reply. “May we come in for a minute?”

A frown curling her lips downward and her hand gripping the door as if she’s contemplating slamming it in our faces, Autumn hesitates. But then she seems to force herself to push it open and reluctantly steps aside.

“Yeah, sure,” she says. “Come on in.”

Closing the door behind us, we follow Autumn through the small foyer and step through a rounded archway into a sitting room set off to the right. The house is exactly the same as I remember it. The color of the room, though it looks to have been refreshed somewhat recently, is the same shade I recall from our college days. The furniture is all the same. Not even the pictures on the walls or the knick-knacks on the fireplace mantle have changed. It’s as if the house had been frozen in time. It’s almost as if it had been locked into the exact moment Summer died.

In some ways, I suppose it had. Just as Autumn had been. She’s been stuck in that one terrible moment of her life—the worst moment of her life—unable to go back and change it and equally unable to move forward… and now she’s destined to live in it for the rest of her days. It’s undeniably tragic. But it’s something I can wholeheartedly relate to. I understand all too well that deep, visceral pain she feels every day upon waking all too well.

Autumn perches on the edge of the loveseat and motions for Astra and me to sit down on the sofa across from her. As we take a seats, I glance down at the magazines on the coffee table and am unsurprised to find they are issues from the month and year Summer was killed. She hasn’t even been able to bring herself to toss those out. It’s not surprising to me and speaks to the depth of the pain she carries to this very day. This entire house, though, is less like a time capsule honoring her sister’s memory like I’d originally believed and more like a tomb Autumn has willingly sealed herself into.

“So, what’s up, Blake?” Autumn asks. “What brings you two out here?”

I take a breath to steel myself. “It’s about Coop.”

Her face immediately hardens and darkens with rage. The fire in her eyes the man’s name still evokes is impossible to miss as her lips curl back into a snarl.

“What about him?” she asks.

I open my mouth to tell her, but the words curdle on my tongue and die. Closing my mouth, I look down at the hardwood floor and try to find the right words to say, hoping I stumble onto some magic combination of syllables that will somehow stem the tide of her rage.

“Blake?” she presses. “What about that animal?”

Knowing there is no magic word or easy way to soften the blow of what I’m about to say, I raise my gaze to hers.

“He called me, Autumn. He’s still insisting that he’s innocent—”

“Of course, he is. That’s what all these animals do. You know that as well as I do.”

“I know. But his story hasn’t changed a word in over a decade. You know—”

“I know that he’s a talented liar. And so do you,” she growls. “And you know that when these animals are committed to their story, no matter how false it is, they can repeat it word for word for years. Decades even.”

“I know they can, Autumn. But just looking over the case files, we found some things that need to be cleared up,” I tell her. “We’ve got some questions that need answers.”

“What questions? What are you even talking about, Blake?” she snaps. “That piece of filth was rightly convicted by a jury. He did it. He murdered my sister. Your best friend.”

“Very likely, yeah. But some things need to be buttoned down. There are just too many loose threads for my liking.”

“Loose threads? What does that even mean?”

“It means that Reed’s investigation, in my opinion, was sloppy and rushed. He keyed in on Cooper from the start and—”

“Because Cooper did it, Blake. His prints were on the knife. He was covered in her blood when the cops showed up, for God’s sake!”

“I know that. But in looking over Reed’s case files, I see some shortcomings in the investigation and some questions that need to be answered.”

Autumn looks at me like I’m something stuck to the bottom of her shoe, and her silence lingers heavily in the air between us. I see the pain I’m adding to what she’s carried for so long and feel the weight of guilt pressing down on me so hard, it’s making it difficult to even breathe. But my duty is to the law and to justice. And if there’s been a miscarriage of the justice I took an oath to serve, then it’s my duty to correct it regardless of personal consequences or how somebody might feel about it.

“What are you doing, Blake? Why are you trying to create problems in a case that was resolved a long time ago?”

“Haven’t you ever wondered why he did it, Autumn? Haven’t you ever stopped and asked that question? I mean, they were happy together. Didn’t it ever strike you as strange that he’d just snap and kill her one day?”

“Frankly, I don’t care why he did it,” she growls. “All I know is that he did it, and although his sentence is less final than I would have preferred, I have to take some bit of solace knowing he’s going to die in that concrete box. Why he did what he did doesn’t interest me. I’ll leave that question for the philosophers and navel-gazers—something I never thought you’d be.”

“This isn’t navel-gazing, Autumn. From what I’ve seen, there are some very serious flaws in the investigation,” I tell her. “I’m not saying Coop is innocent. Far from it. But I think we owe it to the idea of justice—and to Summer—to make sure we got it right.”

“Don’t. Don’t you dare,” Autumn snaps. “Don’t you dare use my sister’s name to try and justify whatever the hell it is you think you’re doing here, Blake.”

“I’m just trying to get to the truth,” I tell her. “Whatever it might be, I just want the truth. And if Coop did it, I want to know why.”

Autumn glares at me with the heat of hatred reddening her face. The anger, though, isn’t what hits me the hardest in the way Autumn is looking at me. I expected that. What is hitting me the hardest and making me feel like a piece of garbage is the disappointment I see in her gaze. Autumn and I were never especially close, but as Summer’s sister, I’d always respected her. I’d always liked her. Through Summer, she was part of my extended family, and knowing she’s disappointed in me sends a jagged shard of pain through my heart. The guilt is suffocating.

“What are you doing here, Blake?” she finally asks.

“I wanted to give you the respect of telling you what was going on. I didn’t want you to find out another way,” I say.

“Respect,” she mutters and shakes her head. “You actually have the nerve to claim to be respecting me when you’re reopening this case and trying to get this monster off?”

“That’s not what I’m doing, Autumn—”

“You need to go,” she states firmly.

“Autumn—”

“I said get out,” she spits as she jumps to her feet. “Now!”

A dull, throbbing pain in my heart, I do as she asks and get to my feet, then lead Astra to the front door. As we step out onto the porch, Autumn’s voice makes me pause.

“You’re not going to get away with this, Blake,” she says, her voice harder than steel. “I’m going to make sure you don’t get away with this.”

She slams the door so hard, I feel the shockwave that’s produced when it hits the jamb. As we follow the walk through the yard and to the SUV waiting for us across the street, Astra turns to me with an inscrutable look on her face.

“That went well,” she says.

“It went about as well as I expected it to go, frankly. I’d hoped it wouldn’t, but I’m not surprised,” I reply. “There’s nothing we can do about it though. I think if we can either prove Coop is guilty or find the real killer, this will all sort itself out. Autumn is just as devoted to justice and the law as we are. She just can’t see it through her pain right now.”

“So? What now?”

“Now we get to work,” I say.
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“Okay, so where are we at?” I ask as I walk into the shop. “Nina, how did it go with Reed’s original suspect list?”

Nina looks up from her computer. “Squat. They all provided solid alibis, and none of them seemed weird or like they were hiding anything.”

“And you checked out their alibis?” Astra asks.

She nods. “As best as I could after all this time, but yeah. I checked them out, and they all seem to be pretty airtight.”

“Copy,” I say. “And what about the out-of-staters?”

“Same there. They all had alibis for the night in question and were shocked to learn they were even on a suspect list,” Nina says. “I ran backgrounds on all of them, and aside from petty stuff, none of them have any meaningful records. There are two with minor stuff like shoplifting and passing off bad checks… but nothing violent.”

“It’s a long way from passing bad checks to murder,” Astra says.

“A very long way. Too far, I’d say,” I remark. “So, eight of Reed’s ten original suspects aren’t panning out, and the other two are dead. Is there anything interesting on the two dead ones?”

Nina shakes her head. “Nothing I’ve found. They were clean—both of them had families. They worked steadily, paid their taxes, and never had any trouble with the law.”

“Why were these people on Reed’s suspect list in the first place?” Paige asks.

“I’d guess proximity,” Astra says. “They were somehow in Summer's and/or Cooper’s orbit, and Reed pulled them into his investigation.”

“And tried to make them fit like a square peg into a round hole,” Nina adds.

“Bingo,” Astra says. “At least, that’s what it feels like to me.”

“How did things go with Summer’s sister?” Nina asks.

My stomach tightens, and a fresh, jagged pain rips through my heart. A frown pulls my lips downward, and I shake my head.

“Not well. She’s about as upset as I expected her to be,” I say. “But we can’t let that deter us from what we’re doing.”

“She doesn’t understand we’re looking for evidence that might possibly confirm his conviction?” Paige asks.

“She’s not really in a place to hear or understand that right now,” I say. “And we’ll have to respect that. I hope this will all clear itself up once we put a pin in the case once and for all.”

“Sorry, Chief,” Paige says.

“It is what it is. But thank you,” I reply. “So, we move forward. Paige, how did it go over at Patton’s? Was George able to tell you anything?”

She grins. “For an older man, he is incredibly sharp. He remembers a lot of things,” she says. “For instance, he remembers you, Chief. And he shared some truly fascinating stories about the wild college co-ed version of Blake Wilder.”

“Yeah, we can skip those,” I say. “Did he remember anything—”

“Hold on, now. I think we need to hear some of those stories,” Astra says.

“We really don’t,” I say with a laugh.

“Hey, these could have important evidentiary value to the case,” Astra counters. “Carry on, Agent Boyle. What did you discover at this bar?”

“Well, the story George seemed most interested in telling was how a drunken Blake Wilder stood on top of his bar, singing along with the song “Closer” by Nine Inch Nails… topless,” Paige reports, doing her best to keep from laughing as she tells the story.

Astra’s eyes grow wide as she turns to me. “Blake? Topless?”

The heat in my face is so intense, I feel like my cheeks are going to burst into flames. I shake my head wildly. A nervous giggle escapes my mouth, making my face grow even hotter.

“No, no, no. That… never happened,” I stammer.

“Oh, George was quite adamant about it. Says it was just after midterms, and the place was packed with students blowing off steam,” Paige replies. “He remembered the scene quite well. Like I said before, the man’s memory is quite remarkable.”

“Sounds like you made quite the impression on the man,” Astra says to me. “Of course, with a rack like that, I suppose I can’t blame him for remembering it all these years later.”

A squeal bursts from my mouth quickly followed by a humiliated giggle. I cover my face with my hands as the girls all around me laugh wildly.

“Blake Wilder,” Astra says. “In all the years I’ve known you, how did I never know you had this wild side to your personality?”

“Because I don’t,” I croak.

“Apparently, you used to,” Astra counters, still laughing. “And you gave me so much crap for everything I did!”

“We all have things in our past we’re not particularly proud of,” I say.

“I don’t,” Paige chirps with a devious grin. “Nothin’ like that anyway.”

“Yeah, I can’t say I ever bared myself in public like that either,” Nina adds.

“You know? There are things I may not be proud of, but I can’t say I’ve ever done anything quite like that either, Blake,” Astra chimes in, grinning like a fool.

My face burns, and I can’t get the awkward smile off it. “I hate you guys so much.”

“I am just so shocked that our buttoned-up, strait-laced, always proper leader has such a wild and debauched side,” Astra says. “Truly shocking.”

“I have to say, I didn’t see Blake the Exhibitionist coming,” Nina says.

“Totally out of the blue,” Paige adds.

“Are you guys done yet?” I say, still nervously giggling. “Can we get back to work?”

“For now, I suppose,” Astra says. “But I’ll just be tucking this juicy little nugget into my back pocket for use at a later time.”

“Oh, trust that this will be brought up again,” Nina says.

“Don’t make me fire you all,” I say, then clear my throat. “Does George and his razor-sharp memory happen to recall Cooper being at Patton’s the night Summer was killed?”

Paige nods. “He says he’s pretty sure he was there that night. He said he’s going to look through his old receipts to see if he can prove it—”

“He’s got receipts from that long ago?” Astra asks.

“Apparently. Said his daughter is digitizing everything and trying to bring the bar into the twenty-first century,” Paige replies. “He said she’s been storing all the years-old receipts and accounting information on the computer.”

“He should put some of that energy into bringing his sanitary standards into the twenty-first century,” I remark. “I look back and can’t believe that I used to drink there—or that I didn’t catch some kind of communicable disease.”

“Especially when you were running around naked,” Astra says.

“I was not naked.”

“Mostly naked.”

“Shut up,” I say and laugh as my face grows warm again.

“It’s actually not that dirty. It just looks that way,” Paige says. “It’s like distressed jeans—they look dirty and torn, but it’s just an affect. He seems to want to preserve the dive bar look of the place. At least, that’s what it looked like to me. Anyway, George says he’ll get that receipt pulled up and sent over as soon as he can. That should give us the time MacMillan left Patton’s, but George is pretty sure he was there that night.”

“And did anybody else from Seattle PD confirm that?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Shockingly, no. George said after MacMillan was arrested, he was surprised nobody contacted him to verify his alibi.”

Astra and I exchange a look. It’s another point in the column that says Reed’s investigation was flawed from the start. It’s not definitive proof Cooper is innocent, but it’s certainly problematic in terms of his conviction. Or at least, it could be.

“Sloppy police work,” Astra says.

“Yeah. I was thinking the same thing,” I reply. “Nina, what time does the ME estimate Summer was killed?”

“According to the report, they estimate time of death between eight and ten that night.”

“Coop told me he was at Patton’s until after ten,” I say.

“Which would seem to make it unlikely he could have been at home, killing his wife,” Astra says. “Unless he ducked out at some point?”

Paige shakes her head. “I asked. George says he remembers him being there that night but didn’t have eyes on him the entire time, so that could still be in play.”

“I know it’s going to be next to impossible, and I have no idea how to do it yet, but we need to see if we can confirm that he was at Patton’s all night,” I say. “I am not going to take Cooper at his word. About anything.”

“That’s probably wise,” Astra says.

“I’m no fool.”

“Almost a stripper though,” Astra teases.

The pen I throw bounces off her head and makes her yelp, but then she laughs. The bullpen falls silent, though, as the reality of the hill we’re attempting to climb seems to sink in for all of us at the same time. The reality is that it’s an Everest-sized mountain. Trying to solve a case more than a decade old is a fool’s errand. But something inside of me is pushing me forward. It’s compelling me to keep looking and digging for the answers that have eluded me for so damn long.

“So, where do we go from here, Chief?” Paige asks.

I get up and slip my hands into the pockets of my slacks as I pace the front of the room, wearing my usual tread in the dark blue carpeting. Knowing the uphill climb we’re facing with a ten-year-old case that’s already been closed, I have to find a different way to think about it. Since we can’t take Coop at his word, I need to turn it all on its head and see it from a different perspective. It’s the only way we might get some of the answers we’re looking for.

“Okay, ordinarily, we’d profile the suspect, right? But that’s not going to get us anywhere this time,” I say. “So, we’re going to profile the victim.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Paige asks.

“We’re going to get deep into Summer’s life. We need to talk to the people she knew and interacted with on a daily basis. Those people might be able to lead us to the truth. Or at least, get us closer to it than we are right now,” I say. “Nina, dig up whatever you can. Get me any financial or phone records, text messages—anything you can find.”

“Copy that,” Nina says. “I’m on it.”

“Paige, I want you to go down to the ME’s office and see if there’s anything they’ve got that we don’t have. Talk to anybody who’ll answer your questions and see if there’s anything they can tell you that’s not in the reports,” I tell her.

“On my way,” Paige responds.

“Astra, you and I are going to go and talk to some of Summer’s other friends,” I say. “I want to find out if there was any hint of infidelity on her part or anything that might have led to what happened that night.”

“You really think there was?”

I shake my head. “I doubt it. But after graduation, we both got so busy with our lives, we weren’t spending as much time together as we did during school. She had other friends that she might have confided in. I want to pick their brains.”

“Sounds good,” Astra says.

“Okay, let’s roll.”
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In Motion Dance Studio, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

“Now there’s a blast from the past. Blake Wilder.”

Five-four with a lean, lithe body, Penny Hillis has always been a beautiful woman. She’s got smooth, porcelain skin, rich auburn hair, golden-olive-colored eyes, and the toned and sculpted body of a dancer. Back in the day, she busted her tail to become a professional dancer with lofty aspirations of landing with the American Ballet Theater—one of the most prestigious companies in the country.

I lost track of her after I left for Quantico, but I know she had some amount of success in her career. A couple of years back, I’d heard she had opened her own studio here in Seattle, but we’d never been close enough that I felt compelled to track her down. We were friends because of Summer more than anything. Knowing she was in town, though, made it easy for me to find her now that I need to talk to her.

“Penny Hillis,” I reply with a smile. “Good to see you. It’s been a while.”

“Indeed, it has. I see you’re still doing the FBI thing.”

“How can you tell?”

“Your functional shoes and that less than stylish pantsuit—it screams Fed, babe.”

“Yeah, well, the FBI thing pays the bills.”

We share a laugh, though I can tell she means it. She’s always been a bit of a snob and a fashionista… and I can see some things never change. Penny was always a little too judgmental for my taste—like the stereotypical mean girl—which is one reason she and I were never besties ourselves. After I went off to Quantico, Penny and Summer grew even closer. Penny was her confidant and the person she was able to turn to when I wasn’t around. And I was glad she had somebody to talk to. Penny might not be my cup of tea, but I always thought she was a decent person and was glad Summer had somebody close by when I was gone.

We stand in a dimly lit room off to the side of the main studio floor. Framed posters from shows Penny had performed in as well as artistic pictures of dancers in motion line the walls. The room is filled with chairs and looks like an area where parents wait for their kids. Through the large plate glass windows set into the wall, I watch as several groups of girls and boys separated out by their ages, it looks like, are put through their paces by their instructors.

As the music plays, the students move with a graceful elegance I could never hope to have. I cut a glance at Penny and see her looking at them with a critical eye but also with an undeniable light of pride on her face.

“I was a little surprised when I heard you opened a studio,” I say. “I thought for sure you’d be touring internationally.”

She frowns. “I did for a while. But then I had a couple of knee injuries that derailed my career. Between that and my advanced age, my touring days are over,” she says with a note of sadness in her voice. “So, as they say, those who can’t do, teach. Hence, my studio.”

“Advanced age? You’re not even thirty-five yet,” I say.

“In the dance world, I might as well be decrepit,” she responds. “So, I am contenting myself with teaching the next generation of dancers who will take the world by storm.”

“Fair enough,” I say with a smile. “Anyway, this is my colleague, Astra Russo.”

“Nice to meet you, Astra,” Penny says and looks her up and down admiringly. “You have a beautiful body—a dancer’s physique. Have you ever done any dancing?”

“Not me,” Astra says. “I’ve got two left feet.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Penny replies.

“Believe her,” I say. “I’ve seen her fall up the stairs.”

“Oh, well, I guess you two have that in common then,” she says and grins. “Tell me, Astra, has this one loosened up at all? Or does she still walk around like she’s got a stick up her backside?”

“No. Not one bit. Still as uptight as ever,” Astra says. “Although, I have recently learned that our dear Blake used to be a little looser and even did a little dancing of her own in her college days.”

“Don’t forget that I’m armed and am always in the top percentile at the shooting range,” I say with a saccharine-sweet smile.

“There’s the Blake Wilder I know and love so well,” Penny says. “So, what is it that brings you out to my humble home of dance, my dear?”

“We’re here about Summer,” I say softly. “We’re looking into a few things.”

Penny’s face darkens, and her eyes well with tears. She looks down and takes a couple of moments to collect herself. It’s clear how hard Summer’s death affects her, even after all these years. When she’s gathered herself, she looks up again.

“What about her?” she asks, her voice wavering. “The monster who killed her is rotting in prison, right where he belongs. What more could you be looking into?”

“There have been a few things that have come up that require a little further scrutiny,” I tell her. “Just trying to tie some things up.”

“What needs to be tied up? Cooper was found guilty,” Penny argues. “They got the guy who did it, Blake. I don’t understand what needs to be tied up.”

“It’s complicated, Penny. But some questions have come up that need to be answered. That’s all I’m trying to do right now.”

“What questions?”

“The initial investigation was flawed from the start,” Astra says. “There are some problems with the investigation that need to be addressed because there is a possibility—albeit slim—that Cooper MacMillan is innocent.”

Penny looks like Astra just slapped her across the face. I hadn’t planned on revealing everything to her but was having trouble tiptoeing around the line of what to say and what not to say. Leave it to Astra to dive in headfirst.

“You’re kidding me,” Penny finally manages to say.

Astra gives me a small shrug.

“I’m afraid not. Astra is right about the initial investigation being flawed,” I tell her. “It’s a small chance that Coop is innocent, but that chance exists, which is why it’s our job to look into it and make sure everything else is buttoned down so that it withstands further scrutiny, and his conviction will stand.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t understand. He was convicted. Why can’t you guys just leave it alone and leave it at that?”

“Penny, if we found these problems with the investigation with just a cursory walk-through, Coop’s lawyers and investigators will be able to uncover the same things,” I tell her. “It’s only a matter of time before somebody is asking the same questions we’re asking.”

“It’s been more than a decade and it hasn’t come up,” she replies. “What makes you think somebody else is even looking?”

“He’s got a new legal team making a lot of noise about getting him a new trial,” Astra says. “They will be looking for things to prove the initial investigation was flawed and get the conviction overturned. We’re simply trying to head them off at the pass and prove the result of the trial would have been the same even with these investigative flaws.”

Penny folds her arms over her chest and looks out at the dance floor, watching her students as she takes a moment to process everything. I know she doesn’t understand. I know none of what we’re saying makes sense to her. Most people wouldn’t get it. They see somebody convicted of a crime and assume that person is guilty—and anything beyond that is simply legal parlor tricks. But it’s rarely that simple or black and white. And it’s the reason why that old saying about not watching how the sausage is made holds true—it’s often a messy, horrifying, and incomprehensible process. That goes double for matters pertaining to the law.

Penny turns to me with an inscrutable look on her face. “Do you really think he could be innocent?”

“At this point, all I know is there is a slim possibility that he’s innocent,” I tell her. “I’ve always believed he did it. I still do. But I’ve always had questions that I’ve never been able to find the answers to. That’s all we’re doing now… trying to answer those questions.”

“My God,” she says in a whispered gasp. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

“You knew Summer as well as I did back in the day. When I left for Quantico, you were the one she leaned on the most,” I say.

“Yeah. That’s true.”

“Did she ever mention any problems she was having with Coop? Was there any tension in their relationship?” I ask.

“Nothing out of the ordinary. She talked to me about normal relationship frustrations. They had their ups and downs like everybody,” she replies. “But they were always far more up than they were down. They were like the perfect couple. You know that.”

“I’ve always believed that, yeah. But I also know that Summer didn’t always tell me everything… especially if it was something she was upset about. I think because we weren’t able to spend as much time together after we got busy with our lives, she always wanted to focus on the brighter, happier side of things,” I say.

“That’s just the way she was. With everybody. Not just with you. She didn’t like dwelling on the negative stuff,” Penny says.

“So, she never mentioned any specific problems with Coop?”

Penny shakes her head. “No. Not to me.”

“Did she ever give you a reason to think she was afraid of him?” Astra asks.

“Afraid of him? Cooper? God, no…”

Penny’s voice tapers off, and she looks away for a moment. She seems lost in thought, as if trying to recall something. But then her eyes widen, and a look of horror spreads across her face as she turns back to us.

“I mean… I was so busy flying here and there for auditions and trying to get my own career started… what if I missed it?” she says, her voice dripping with fear. “What if she tried to tell me and I was just so caught up in my own crap that I didn’t hear it?”

“You can’t do that to yourself, Penny,” I tell her. “I have no doubt you didn’t miss anything—and if Summer really did fear Coop for whatever reason, she hid it well. Like you said, she never liked dwelling on the negative and always tried to put a shiny, happy face forward. Odds are, even if she was unhappy with Coop or afraid of him, none of us would have ever known it.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” she replies, though I can tell she doesn’t believe it.

“Penny, did Summer ever mention or hint at any infidelity?” I ask as gently as I can. “Was she seeing anybody on the side? Have any ongoing flirtations? Anything like that?”

She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Are you serious right now?”

“Very.”

“Blake, that was one of the ways she was even more rigid and uptight than you. She would have never cheated on Coop. She was too deeply in love with him. So, no. There was no man on the side. No flirtations. Nothing like that. She was devoted to Cooper MacMillan—mind, body, and soul,” Penny says. “If you want to look into infidelities, look into Cooper.”

“Why do you say that?” Astra asks. “Did Summer mention that he was cheating?”

“Not exactly. But she had a few… concerns. She mentioned it a couple of times but said she didn’t have any proof. She said he acted kind of sketchy now and then, and it just gave her a weird feeling that maybe he was seeing somebody else,” Penny explained.

“What do you think?” Astra asks. “Do you think Cooper was cheating on her?”

She shrugs. “I honestly didn’t know him all that well, but it wouldn’t surprise me. I was never a big fan of his. He always seemed pretty fake to me. But like I said, I never really knew him or hung out with him or anything like that.”

Her words hit me hard. For so long, I’ve tried to figure out why I held Coop at arm’s length when he and Summer were together. I got along with him, but I never allowed myself to open up to him. I never trusted him. There was always something there between us that prevented me from allowing him into my inner circle… and it wasn’t until Penny uttered those words that something clicked. Finally, my hesitation around him made sense to me. He always was a little too perfect. A little too good. A little too fake. She’s right. She is absolutely, one hundred percent right.

That’s something I should have figured out long before now, and I’m silently kicking myself for not being able to put my finger on it. Back in the day, I never really thought about it too hard since I only ever hung out with him when I was with Summer, and he happened to be there. And after everything happened, I’ve tried to keep from thinking about him at all. Maybe I just wanted to see the best in him for Summer’s sake and never took a hard, unvarnished look at him. Never saw his flaws. Never saw him for what he’s turned out to be.

“Are you okay, Blake?”

I look up and see Penny looking curiously at me. Nodding, I offer her a weak smile.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking,” I say and quickly gather my thoughts. “So, you never saw him talking to anybody else? Don’t recall any gossip or anything like that?”

She shakes her head. “It’s been so long, I surely wouldn’t remember any gossip. And I don’t recall ever seeing him with anybody else. But like I said, it’s not like I hung out with him when Summer wasn’t there.”

The door to the room we’re standing in opens, and one of the pretty, twenty-something instructors leans in. She gives us a well-practiced smile, then turns to Penny.

“Penny, we need you out here,” she says.

“Coming,” she says, then turns back to me. “I’m sorry. I have to get back to my class.”

“That’s fine,” I say. “I’m all out of questions at the moment anyway. But thank you for taking the time to speak with us.”

“Of course,” she says and shakes her head. “I just can’t fathom a world where Cooper didn’t kill Summer. That doesn’t compute for me.”

“We’re hearing that from a lot of people,” Astra says.

“Well, if there’s anything else I can do, just let me know,” Penny tells us.

“I will. Thank you.”

“And hey, give me a call, Blake. Let’s get together for drinks and catch up sometime.”

“Yeah,” I say with false enthusiasm. “I’ll do that.”

She gives me a smile that says her offer was about as genuine as my reply. We’re both just observing the social niceties expected of old school chums. Her duty to social norms fulfilled, she turns and heads into the studio. The door closes behind her, and we watch her gather all the students around as she begins explaining something to them. The glass is too thick for us to hear inside the studio, but Penny demonstrates what I assume is the move she’d like them to practice.

Astra turns to me. “She doesn’t seem like somebody you’d normally hang out with,” she says. “She kind of seems like a mean girl.”

“She is. She’s just a little less obvious about it these days.”

“You’re not going to call her for drinks, are you?”

I pull a face. “As if.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Parking Lot 3E, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“What do you think?” Astra asks. “Do you think Cooper was cheating?”

I shake my head as I pull into a spot and park the SUV. “I have no idea. I was thinking about that in Penny’s studio. She hit the nail on the head and made me finally understand why I kept my distance from him—his inauthenticity,” I say. “I should have had that realization earlier. I should have known. Maybe if I had—”

“No. No. And no,” Astra cuts me off. “Like you told Penny, you can’t put that on yourself. That’s weight you cannot and should not carry.”

“But maybe—”

“No. You couldn’t have prevented anything. Even if you had discovered he was cheating—which is unlikely since you didn’t spend time with the guy on your own—and you had told Summer, there’s no saying she would have done anything about it. She might have forgiven him, taken him back, and she might still be dead,” she argues. “It’s also just as plausible that even if he was cheating it had nothing to do with her murder in the first place. There are just too many ifs and maybes for you to put that on your shoulders. So, cut it out.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I say sullenly.

We climb out of the SUV, and I lock it before turning and falling into step beside Astra as we head for the shop. Just ahead of us, I see Detective Reed step out from behind a car, a scowl on his face. He walks toward us with purpose in his stride. Or maybe more accurately, he’s walking angrily and stops just a few feet in front of us, red-faced and looking ready to chew through steel. Astra starts to step in front of me, but I put a hand on her arm and keep her at my side. I appreciate the thought, but I don’t need her protecting me.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Reed huffs.

“They just let anybody beyond the security gates, don’t they?” Astra remarks.

Reed sneers at her then turns his baleful gaze back to me. “Answer me,” he demands. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“At the moment, we’re heading into our office,” I say. “Since you’re already here, you’re welcome to join us, and we can talk inside—”

“I’m not going anywhere near your office,” he snaps. “You told me this is all an academic exercise for you and that you’re just looking for understanding. That’s what you told me.”

“And that’s still true,” I say.

“Then why in the hell am I hearing that you’re running around telling everybody that the investigation—my investigation—was flawed and that you’re trying to clean up my work?”

“Because it happens to be true?” Astra chirps.

“Astra,” I admonish her.

His breathing ragged and nostrils flaring, Reed’s face grows dangerously red, and I’m half-afraid if I don’t talk him down pretty quickly and get his blood pressure down, he’s going to stroke out on us right there in the parking lot.

“Look, Detective Reed, I told you I wanted answers. That much is still true,” I say. “But as we looked at the case notes and all the reports your work generated, we found certain… inconsistencies. We’re not suggesting that you were incompetent.”

“Inconsistencies?” he sneers. “You’re full of crap.”

His voice is raised, and a few younger agents walking by and headed for the shop turn and look at us. It looks like they’re about to stop and lend an assist, but I give them a subtle shake of my head, silently telling them to keep moving. They do. I turn back to the irate detective and frown. There are a hundred different ways he could have approached us that would have made me happy to sit down with him and tell him where we’re at. Being accosted in the parking lot isn’t one of those ways, and frankly, I resent the way he’s going about this.

“Detective Reed,” I start. “Can you tell me why you didn’t confirm Cooper’s alibi the night of the murder?”

He looks at me like I’ve just spoken in Cantonese. My question, blunt and direct, seems to have knocked him off that platform of righteous indignation and put him back on his heels. Reed quickly recovers, though, and shakes his head.

“Don’t turn this around on me,” he growls. “This is about you. This is about you trying to tarnish my reputation by smearing the good work I’ve done.”

“We must have very different definitions of the phrase ‘good work,’” Astra says.

He rounds on her. “Shut up! Stay out of this. This has nothing to do with you.”

I step forward and insert myself between them. Astra is the last person who needs my protection, but I’m not trying to protect her from him. I’m trying to protect Reed from her. She’s got a temper even worse than mine and isn’t afraid to mix things up physically. It’s something that’s always amused me about her. Astra has an elegant, runway-model look about her, but she’s always the first one who drops the gloves and starts throwing punches.

“You will not speak to her that way,” I say, my voice low and tight. “Lower your voice and speak to us like a mature adult. If you can't manage to do that, then we have nothing more to speak with you, and you can turn around and get the hell out of here.”

Reed’s expression is so sour, it could curdle milk. His face darkens, and his lips curl back into a toothy sneer. He looks like he wants to skin us both alive right now, but he takes a step back, seems to gather himself, and calms himself down. It’s only a matter of degree, though, because he still looks like he’d enjoy bludgeoning both of us to death. Astra puts her hand on my upper arm, so I step back and take my place beside her again.

“I’m going to ask you again, Detective Reed, why did you not confirm Cooper MacMillan’s alibi on the night of the murder?” I ask.

“I did,” he huffs.

“You didn’t,” I reply. “In the course of our review, we spoke with the bartender who owns and operates the bar MacMillan claims to have been at the night of the murder. He recalls MacMillan being there and is in the process of sending us a receipt.”

“Which, if the time on the receipt shows what we believe it will, puts a big hole in your timeline,” Astra says. “The ME estimated that Ms. Alexander was murdered at some point between eight and ten that night. MacMillan claimed to have been at the bar until after ten—”

“He could have opened a tab then slipped out, killed the woman, and got back to the bar after ten to close out his tab,” he growls. “That receipt, if it shows he was there until after ten, proves nothing.”

“Possibly,” I reply. “But the fact that you didn’t know there even was a receipt that could potentially compromise your timeline is problematic.”

“It is also what we call an inconsistency in the initial investigation,” Astra adds. “Put another way, we also call that sloppy, lazy, police work—”

“Astra,” I cut her off. “Not helping.”

For once, Reed doesn’t take the bait. Instead, he folds his arms over his chest and glares at us with white-hot hatred in his eyes.

“Are you two enjoying this? Huh? Is trying to smear my good work and my good name getting you both off?” he hisses.

“We’re not trying to do either, Detective,” I tell him. “But we found that inconsistency with nothing but a surface look at the case. What do you imagine we’re going to find when we start digging deeper?”

“With just these day-one findings, it looks like you locked onto MacMillan immediately and didn’t even bother looking at other suspects,” Astra says mildly.

His face tightens. “Why would I have? He was covered in her blood. His prints were on—”

“Because running a good, clean, and thorough investigation means you look at all possibilities. You account for other possible suspects, and you dig deep into the case, Detective,” I say. “Or at least, deeper than it appears you dug into this one.”

“Do you know how many open cases I have on my desk?” he says, his voice rising. “Dozens. I have dozens of open files sitting on my desk right now—”

“I understand and sympathize with that, Detective,” I say. “But that’s no excuse for shoddy investigative work. Not when that shoddy work ends with potentially innocent people sitting in prison for crimes they didn’t commit.”

“I should have known,” he sneers. “I should have known the minute you started sniffing around this case that you had ulterior motives.”

“I assure you, the only motive I have is finding the truth,” I say.

“No, your motive is to get your friend off,” he spits. “Your friend is a murderer, Chief Wilder. A killer. But apparently, you don’t give a damn about that. Or about an innocent woman who was butchered—somebody you said you cared about.”

I bristle at his words, but I know that by invoking Summer’s memory and the way she was killed, Reed is trying to bait me into a shouting match. It’s not easy, but I have no intention of doing that, so I swallow down the anger flaring within me.

“Is he though?” Astra asks. “The shoddy investigation suggests that maybe he’s not.”

“Screw you, lady,” he shouts.

“That’s SSA Russo.”

His face twists in incomprehension. “What?”

“SSA Russo,” she says. “That would be, ‘screw you, SSA Russo.’ If you’re going to be a rude, disrespectful jerk, I’d appreciate you using my proper title.”

He throws his hands in the air, his face painted with his disgust. I cast a look at Astra and frown as she fights to keep the corners of her mouth from curling upward with amusement. She gives me a wink. Reed blows out a long breath and runs a hand through his hair, shaking his head as he mutters under his breath to himself. It’s inaudible, but the tone of pure disgust rings through loud and clear.

“I’m not going to let you get away with this,” Reed says. “You have absolutely no right to be digging through my old cases—”

“Actually, reviewing cases where civil rights might have been violated due to police misconduct, negligence, or blatant incompetence is a federal issue, which falls well within our purview,” Astra tells him.

He gapes at her for a long moment, his eyes practically bulging out of their sockets, and for a brief moment, I’m half afraid he’s going to take a swing at her. Astra is glaring back at him with a look on her face that tells me she’s kind of hoping he does. I clear my throat and draw Reed’s attention back to me, trying to defuse the situation.

“You’re welcome to talk to anybody you want to, Detective Reed. But SSA Russo is right. In matters where civil rights may have been violated, we can assert jurisdiction and review the case. Which is what we’re doing,” I tell him. “Everything I told you when we spoke is true. All we’re doing is reviewing it. We’re not saying MacMillan is innocent. But the investigation has raised some questions, and all we are doing is seeking answers we hope will confirm the conviction. I promise you that we are not looking to tarnish your work or your reputation.”

He scoffs. “Yeah. Your word means absolutely nothing to me,” he grunts. “Believe me, ladies, you have not heard the last of me. Not by a country mile. You are going to be hearing from me again.”

“Looking forward to it,” Astra says. “And have a Merry Christmas, Detective.”

The look of rage-fueled disgust on his face intensifies as Reed mutters darkly to himself again as he turns and stalks away. Astra and I watch him go until he gets into his car and fires it up, then roars out of our parking lot, nearly sideswiping a few other vehicles on his way out. Astra grins and shakes her head.

“Well, that was fun,” she says.

“You didn’t need to throw gasoline on that dumpster fire.”

“No, I didn’t need to. But I wanted to,” she replies. “That clown was way out of line and needed to be put in his place.”

“Maybe next time we can try to defuse the tension instead of adding to it?”

“We can try,” she says.

The confrontation over, we resume walking toward the shop. My mind is spinning as I try to figure out and anticipate what Reed is going to do next. He’s definitely going to come at us again. I just don’t know from what angle I should expect the attack. Cops don’t like having their toes stepped on, their work questioned, or their reputation impugned. And we just scored the hat trick by nailing all three. He’s not going to forget—or let this go.

“I guess Autumn Alexander has started to work her angry magic,” Astra says grimly.

“Seems like it,” I reply. “And unfortunately for us, I’m pretty sure this is just the start of it. We are going to need to mind our Ps and Qs.”

“I know, I know, I know,” she gripes. “But just so you know, you’re sucking all the fun out of this for me.”

“Noted,” I say with a grin.
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“Oh, dear God,” I mutter as Astra and I walk into the shop.

“It’s so festive in here. I like it,” Astra says cheerily.

While we were gone, Nina and Paige added to the Christmas decorations, making the bullpen look like a gaudy mall display. Strings of lights run from the top of the tree to the walls creating a twinkling net overhead, and Christmas music is playing loudly as Paige and Nina dance in their seats to it in front of their computers. Nina taps a key on her keyboard when she sees us walk in, lowering the volume coming from the Bluetooth speaker.

“You know, all that’s missing is a drunk fat Santa sitting in the corner,” I say.

“If you’re that desperate to sit on some strange man’s lap, we can totally arrange that for you, Chief,” Nina says with a sly grin.

“Oh, set that up, Nina. This girl needs something to relax her,” Astra says.

“Stow it,” I say, though I can’t help but laugh. “Both of you.”

Astra drops into the chair at her workstation, and I perch on the corner of her desk, still feeling slightly unsettled by the confrontation we just had with Reed. Admittedly, though, the atmosphere in the shop and the good-natured ribbing by Paige and Nina is taking some of the edge off. It’s helping to put a smile on my face.

“Before we get started,” Paige starts. “What is this we’re hearing about you two curb stomping some guy out in the parking lot?”

I roll my eyes as Astra cackles wildly. “There was no curb stomping,” I say. “There was no anything. It was a conversation.”

“A particularly heated conversation from what I heard,” Paige says.

“And who did you hear that from?” I ask.

She shrugs. “You know how it is. People tell stories.”

“Uh-huh. Well, let them talk because nothing happened,” I say.

“Only because Blake stopped it from happening. I was ready to deck that clown,” Astra says, obviously still heated.

“That doesn’t surprise me like… at all,” Nina says with a grin.

“What was it all about?” Paige asks. “And more importantly, who was it?”

“It was Detective Reed from SPD,” I tell her. “He caught wind of what we’re doing here and is none too pleased about it.”

“He feels we are tarnishing his reputation and smearing the effort he put into the case,” Astra says, her voice dripping with venom.

“Wait, he put effort into the case?” Paige asks. “If what we’ve uncovered so far is any indication of the amount of effort he puts into his cases, I can’t believe he’s got much of a reputation to smear in the first place.”

“Right? That was my point,” Astra agrees.

“Okay, okay, let’s not trash a man when he’s not here to defend himself,” I say.

“Hey, you wouldn’t let me trash him when we were standing face to face. You can’t have it both ways,” Astra teases.

“I’m the boss. I can have it both ways,” I say with a grin.

“Look at you pulling rank on us,” Astra says. “So uncool.”

“Yeah well, I’m not known for being cool.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Astra replies, drawing a laugh from me.

“Okay, where are we at?” I ask. “Were you two able to dig anything up?”

“I spoke with some of the people on the original witness list—Summer’s neighbors mostly,” Paige reports. “No luck. Most of them don’t remember anything about the night they were questioned, and those who do didn’t have anything useful to add.”

“So, no smoking gun,” Astra remarks dryly.

“Worse. No gun at all,” Paige says.

“I’m not entirely surprised… it has been a long time,” I say. “Before we were waylaid by Reed in the parking lot, we had an interesting conversation with an old friend of Summer’s named Penny Hillis—”

“Penny Hillis? The dancer?” Nina asks.

“You know who she is?” Astra asks.

“Of course, I do. She was with the American Ballet Theater for a little while, and I got to see her perform in Romeo and Juliet in New York once when I was younger and still entertaining dreams of dancing myself,” Nina responds excitedly. “She’s an exquisite dancer. I’m so jealous you guys got to talk to her.”

“I never knew you wanted to be a dancer,” Astra says. “I just figured you came out of the womb with a keyboard attached to your hands.”

“I did. But for a little while I wanted to dance too,” Nina says.

“Why didn’t you follow that dream?” I ask.

“Because I learned pretty quickly that I have as much grace as you do, Chief.”

“Yeah, that’ll derail a dance career pretty quick,” I say with a chuckle.

“What is she like in person?” Nina asks.

“She’s a mean girl,” Astra responds quickly. “She’s not as horrid as some and is kind of funny, but make no mistake, she’s a mean girl.”

“She’s got a studio over in Capitol Hill. You can go take lessons from her,” I say.

Nina grins. “I might just do that.”

“I would pay good money to see Nina in a tutu and some tights,” Paige says with a laugh.

“I bet half the men in Seattle would too,” Astra says with a mischievous grin.

They laugh as I shake my head. “Anyway,” I say. “Penny suggested that Coop was having an affair. She said Summer had made a couple of allusions to it but didn’t come right out and say it. But it got me thinking—”

“What if it was one of Cooper’s disgruntled girlfriends who murdered her?” Paige says.

I nod. “It’s just a theory at this point with no solid backing. But it’s one that makes a lot of sense. I think it’s worth trying to run it down anyway.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Astra says.

“Nina, can you dig through Coop’s old socials?” I ask. “There might be some breadcrumbs there we can follow.”

“Oh, I like it. Digital snooping is one of my specialties,” she says.

“Why don’t you just go ask him face to face?” Paige asks.

“Because I don’t trust him enough to tell us the truth,” I say. “I want to be able to confirm whether it’s true or not before we hit him with it.”

“I may watch too much Dateline, but what if Cooper conspired with this mystery woman to get Summer out of the way so they could be together?” Astra asks.

“That’s also a possibility,” I say. “Which gives us all the more reason to not only confirm whether the theory is viable, but also to identify the woman.”

“Copy that,” Astra says. “Knowledge is power.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Having been in prison as long as he has, won’t his socials be inactive?” Paige asks.

“That’s why you have a genius like me doing all the tech-related things,” Nina says. “I know how to resurrect inactive accounts.”

“Do you know how to use your magic mojo to erase parking tickets?” Paige asks.

“Indeed, I do,” Nina replies.

“Yeah, we won’t be doing that,” I say. “Pay your tickets, Paige.”

“Well, that sucks.”

“Sorry. But them’s the breaks, kid,” I say.

“What’s our next move?” Astra asks.

I get to my feet and start to pace as I think about that. My intention has been to profile Summer and see if anything in her life can lead us back to Cooper and the role he might have played in her death. And with the possible lead on a mistress, I think that approach seems to be working. But we need more. A lot more.

“Paige, I want you to work with Nina on combing through all of Coop’s socials. Look for any connections between him and any other women,” I say.

“Or men,” Astra says. “Don’t be so narrow-minded.”

I laugh. “Fair enough. Look for any connections between Coop and anybody else.”

“Copy that, Chief,” Paige says.

“And what will we be doing in the meantime?” Astra asks.

“You and I will be heading over to the school Summer taught at and see if we can jog people’s memories there. Maybe Summer confided in one of them about any trouble she might have been having with Coop or his possible infidelity,” I say.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Nina starts. “I was doing some background on Summer, and I wasn’t sure if you knew that she volunteered at a halfway house for kids. She did some work as a counselor there.”

“A counselor?” Astra asks.

I nod. “She got her degree in Psychology like me. I assume she worked at the home as a means of getting experience and credits.”

“How did she end up teaching?” Paige asks.

“She decided she preferred it. Said it called to her more than a career as a shrink did,” I reply. “But I had forgotten she volunteered at the home. I guess after she went into teaching, I just filed it away and didn’t think about it again. That’s a great catch, Nina. That gives us an all-new suspect pool to wade through.”

“Thanks. The place she volunteered at is called the Phoenix House,” she says. “It’s over in Belltown.”

“I’m assuming Reed never checked this place out?” Astra asks.

I shake my head. “There was nothing in the case files about it. If not for Nina, I wouldn’t have even remembered the place at all.”

“What can I say? I’m good at my job,” she says and grins.

“That you are. You’re very good at it,” I reply. “Astra, let’s hit that place first. It’s possible she crossed paths with a bad guy there.”

“Excellent. I’m right behind you.”
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Phoenix House, Belltown District; Seattle, WA

Located on the downtown waterfront, Belltown is one of the most densely populated districts in Seattle. Once upon a time, it was a crime-infested place where you couldn’t walk down the street at night and not fear for your life. It had once been filled with low-income housing, drug dens, and gang activity. But then the city gentrified the neighborhood, and today, it’s filled with trendy restaurants and boutiques, art galleries, nightclubs, and expensive high-rise housing.

That isn’t to say Belltown isn’t still without its problems or some holdovers from its past. There is still a problem with crime, although the powers that be have made a concerted effort to reduce it with a heavier police presence in the area. It’s worked to reduce crime, but it hasn’t eliminated it completely. There are also still some low-income housing projects, but they’ve been moved farther inland and away from the more desirable—and thus—more expensive waterfront property. The city is committed to helping house the poor—just so long as it doesn’t interfere with the profit margins of the city’s wealthy developers.

The Phoenix House was one of those holdovers shuffled back and kept away from the pricey high rises and thriving, trendy businesses. Established in the eighties, the Phoenix House had been taking in and treating drug-addicted teens and other at-risk youth with the goal of helping these kids turn their lives around. Their results over the years have been mixed, but I like to think they’ve had more success stories than failures. I like to think they’re helping these kids out of addiction and the bad spots they’re in and setting them up for a happy and successful life.

The facility isn’t much to look at and seems to define the phrase, ‘no frills.’ It’s a large, three-story, concrete, dormitory-style structure. I think at one point this building served as a barrack for the National Guard or something like that. The cinder-block building had a coat of beige stucco laid over it, though it’s weathered and faded and looks like it hasn’t been refreshed in a very long time. Two postage stamp-sized patches of muddy grass serve as the front yard, separated by a cracked and pitted concrete walk that leads to the front door. Each bench has a standing ashtray set up next to it—both are overflowing with cigarette butts.

A pair of worn and beaten benches flank a metal door that was painted white but is covered in dings and scuffs, as if somebody took a hammer to it. Stepping through it, Astra and I walk into a reception area. The walls are a soft, soothing yellow color while the floor is covered in a stained and cracked gray linoleum. Motivational posters, most of them a little ragged and aged, are tacked to the walls around us, and to our right, four plastic chairs are lined up beneath a sign that’s black with multicolored block lettering that reads, “You’re never too old to set a new goal or dream another dream.” I have to physically stop myself from rolling my eyes. I get that it’s supposed to be a good message for the kids who pass through these doors, but I’ve always hated platitudes.

“Good afternoon. May I help you?”

A middle-aged woman with sandy blonde hair and eyes the color of an aged penny sits at a desk across from the door. Astra and I walk over and flash her our badges. Her eyes widen in surprise, and a look of concern settles down over her face. That quickly gives way to a clenching of her jaw and a look of protectiveness. She sits up straighter as her entire body tightens. The woman looks worried, and I can only assume she thinks we’re here to hassle one of the residents. She’s undoubtedly had to fight off more than a few cops who’d come in to roust the facility’s clients.

“Unit Chief Wilder and SSA Russo,” I say.

“What can I do for you, Agents?” she asks, her voice tight.

“I was hoping you might be able to tell us who the director of this facility is?”

“May I ask why?”

“We’re hoping to speak with somebody who might remember Summer Alexander.”

The defiance in her face quickly melts away and is replaced by an expression of sadness. Her eyes shimmer as they well with tears, and her round, pale cheeks redden. It’s not hard to see she remembers Summer very well and that her death still has a deep emotional impact on her. The woman sniffs back her tears and dabs at her eyes with a tissue.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her voice thick with emotion.

“It’s all right. It’s a very emotional situation,” I say.

“Summer was a beautiful soul,” she tells us. “So kind and compassionate. She really changed the lives of some of the kids who passed through here. Her loss… it’s still felt around here.”

“Many of us still feel it,” I offer with the wan smile of shared grief.

The woman clears her throat and pats down her hair, taking a moment to gather herself. When she’s composed, she offers us a smile.

“I would ask you what you’re looking into after all these years, but I have a feeling you’ll just tell me you can’t comment on an ongoing investigation,” she says.

“I see you’ve been around this particular block,” I reply.

She shrugs and offers us a small smile. “A time or two.”

“You’re going to want to talk to Simone Dolan,” the woman says. “She was a counselor here when Summer was volunteering. She’s the director of the facility now.”

“Great. Is she in?”

The woman nods. “Go through that door and to the end of the hallway. Take a right, and her office will be at the end. I’ll give her a call and let her know you’re coming.”

“Terrific,” I say. “Thank you very much.”

“You’re welcome.”

I lead Astra through the door and down the hall the receptionist had directed us to. As battle-worn and aged as the outside of the facility looks, it looks like they’re trying to keep the interior clean and in good repair. The paint on the walls appears to have been refreshed recently, the linoleum on the floor looks newer than what they have in the lobby, and the motivational posters and other pictures beyond the door are all nicely framed. I guess the fact that this is home for the kids beneath this roof makes them use the limited funding they get where it counts most.

We arrive at the door to find it standing open. “Come on in, Agents.”

I follow Astra into the office and find a woman who looks to be in her late thirties with hazelnut-colored hair that sits just above her shoulders and rich, brown eyes coming around her desk. She offers us her hand and introduces herself as Simone Dolan. She’s about my height with a trim figure, warm, honey-colored skin, an engaging smile, and a no-nonsense air about her.

“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say as I shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Dolan.”

“Just call me Simone,” she says. “We’re casual here.”

“Fair enough. Then in that spirit, I’m Blake, and this is Astra.”

Nice to meet you both,” she says. “Please, have a seat.”

We sit in the chairs in front of her desk, and I take a moment to look around. The office is utilitarian, and like the outside of the building, offers no frills. There’s a desk, a bookcase stuffed with manuals, books, and knickknacks, and the two chairs we’re seated in. Framed photos of kids I assume are Phoenix House success stories hang on the walls, and in the corner, I spot a box that’s packed with plaques and awards.

Simone is clearly not a woman who spends time reveling in her achievements, preferring to keep the focus on the kids as evidenced by the plethora of pictures and exactly none of her awards hanging on the walls or sitting on shelves. I admire that.

“So, Angela said you are here about Summer?” Simone starts.

I nod. “We are. There are a few things we’re looking into right now. Just a few loose threads that need to be tied up.”

“After all this time? And after somebody has already been convicted of her murder?”

“Unfortunately, so. Yes,” Astra says. “Like Chief Wilder said, it’s just a matter of tying up some loose ends. I’m afraid we can’t tell you more than that right now.”

“I understand,” Simone replies.

“What can you tell us about Summer’s time here?” I ask.

The chair squeaks sharply as Simone sits back, steepling her fingers in front of her. “She was amazing with the kids. She just had a natural way with them. They trusted her. Loved her. They opened up to her in ways they didn’t open up to the other counselors. Not even me,” she said with a wry chuckle. “We were lucky to have her, honestly. Summer was just inherently kind and good to everybody around her.”

“Did she have any problems with any of the residents here?” I ask.

Simone shook her head. “No, not at all. Like I said, the kids loved her. They were as devasted as the rest of us when she… when we heard what happened.”

The woman’s face fell, her expression darkening as she was battered by the waves of emotion crashing inside her.

“Did she have any issues with any of the other staff members?” Astra follows up.

The woman shakes her head again. “No, she was one of those rare people who was universally loved. She had no enemies here.”

I sit back in my chair and think about it for a moment. This seems like it’s turning out to be a dry hole. It made sense that with some of the hard cases that come through these halfway houses, somebody might have taken a dislike to her. But then, that was Summer. She had a way of winning people over and making them love her. She had that rare ability to bring people of different backgrounds and walks of life together, finding common ground, and uniting them. Hell, she managed to get me and Penny, somebody I wouldn’t associate with by choice, to get along. Summer was nothing short of a miracle worker like that.

Just as I’m about to cut our losses here and move on, a thought occurs to me. “Simone, do you happen to know if anybody was maybe too fond of her?”

She arches an eyebrow. “Too fond of her?”

I nod. “Did any of the residents maybe take too much of a liking to her? A sort of infatuation that might have become a little problematic? I know it’s been a long time now, but if you could just try to remember something, it would be a terrific help.”

Simone looks off for a minute as she considers my question. A strange look crosses her face, and I realize she’s recalling something. She turns back to us.

“You know, there was somebody who comes to mind. At the time, we didn’t think much of it. I mean, it was obvious he had a crush on Summer, and things were a little awkward for a while—”

“Awkward how?” Astra asks.

“When it became obvious that he had a crush and was making some inappropriate comments to Summer, she asked that we assign him to another counselor. She didn’t think it was appropriate that she continue working with him,” Simone tells us. “We, of course, assigned him to a new counselor, which upset him. He acted out for a little while, but then it all settled down and everything went back to normal. I assumed he got over his crush because he put in the work and eventually transitioned out of the house. As far as I know, he’s doing well. I had completely forgotten about it until just now.”

I exchange glances with Astra and can see she’s thinking the same thing I am. Just because he seemed to have gotten over his crush doesn’t mean he actually got over it. And it doesn’t mean he didn’t attempt to act on those feelings, and when Summer rebuffed him, that he didn’t act out in a very different way than he had in the house. This is somebody we need to talk to.

“What is his name?” I ask.

She falters for a minute.

“I know it’s hard. I know it probably goes against everything you believe in with your program. But we’re just trying to make sure that we can finally put Summer to rest and answer these questions that have come up,” I say. “Please. If there’s any information you can give us, anything at all that could help. We’re not trying to run down any of your residents or get anyone out on some petty charge. If he’s done well in his life, that’s great. We’re not looking to bring him back to square one. But we’re doing this for Summer.”

She takes a breath and nods. “If it helps your investigation… I miss her every day.”

“I do too.”

“His name is Tyler Mullens.”

“Thank you, Simone.”
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Dooley’s Auto Repair, Lower Queen Anne District Seattle, WA

At the bottom of a steep section of Queen Anne Hill is the Lower Queen Anne District, or as it has recently been dubbed, “Uptown.” Home to many established tech companies, startups, a popular local radio station, bars and restaurants, and Climate Pledge Arena, which is the arena that houses the NHL’s Seattle Kraken, “Uptown” has become a thriving, bustling neighborhood. It’s maybe not as posh or trendy as other districts in Seattle, but it’s got its own unique and quirky vibe that people seem to enjoy.

Situated at the end of an older strip mall is Dooley’s Auto Repair, which the sign proudly proclaims has been serving the people of Seattle since 1975. I pull into an open spot and park where we sit and watch the shop for a minute. Men and women in blue coveralls buzz around the eight open bays working on a collection of cars ranging from classic Mustangs to late-model Range Rovers. Another dozen cars are parked off to the side of the shop waiting to be serviced.

“Looks like they’re doing pretty good business here,” Astra remarks.

“Must do good work if they’ve been around for almost fifty years. You don’t last long if your work isn’t solid,” I reply. “Maybe I’ll bring my car here since my usual mechanic is a scam artist.”

“You need to stop being so gullible and not believe everything he tells you.”

“Like I know when he’s lying. I know nothing about cars,” I argue. “If I did, I wouldn’t have to bring my car to him in the first place.”

“Fair point,” she says with a laugh.

“There he is,” I say.

Tyler Mullens steps out of a bay and walks around to the side of the shop where he lights up a cigarette. He leans back against the wall and blows a thick plume of smoke toward the sky. I recognize him from the DMV photo Nina sent along with the quick and dirty workup on him I asked her to do for me. I wanted to know what we were walking into.

Mullens isn’t a big man. A couple of inches shorter than me, he’s got a lean, slight frame. His hair is the color of dark chocolate, and his eyes are like twin puddles of mud. He’s got a pale complexion and acne scars on both cheeks. Mullens has a fairly lengthy rap sheet that began when he was just a kid and includes burglary charges among a host of drug charges. Once he went into Phoenix House, though, he seems to have cleaned up his act and hasn’t had a single brush with the law since then. Seems like his time there did him some good.

“What do you think?” Astra says.

“Not sure yet,” I say thoughtfully. “He’s either gone legit, or he’s just gotten better about hiding his criminal activity.”

“Call me a romantic, but I want to believe the kid actually went straight.”

“Wow. Since when did you start entertaining optimistic notions like that?”

She grins. “Maybe it’s just all the holiday spirit flowing through. I think maybe that big Christmas energy in the shop is rubbing off on me.”

“Dear God,” I mutter. “Come on, let’s go.”

With Astra laughing, we climb out of the SUV and head across the parking lot, walking over to where Mullens is taking his smoke break. A smarmy smirk crosses his lips when he sees us coming. He looks us up and down in that creepy way guys do as he takes a long drag from his cigarette and blows his smoke to the side.

“And what flavor of bacon are you ladies?” he asks in a condescending tone.

“Bacon. That’s cute. It’s cute every time I hear it,” Astra says with a chuckle. “You get it, Blake? Bacon. Because we’re pigs.”

“Yeah, I got it. It stopped being cute the thousandth time I heard that,” I say and flash him my badge. “And since you asked, we’re federal bacon. I’m Chief Wilder; she’s SSA Russo.”

He grins and looks impressed. “Federal pigs. That’s impressive,” he says. “I know you ain’t here for me, though, since I ain’t done nothin’. I’m clean, y’all. So, what you want?”

“I want you to take some remedial English and grammar classes. You know, learn how to speak properly and in complete sentences,” Astra says dryly.

He scowls at her. “Funny.”

“Thanks. I’m working on some new material.”

“Yeah, keep working on it.”

“I’ll do that,” Astra replies.

“Tyler, we’re here to talk to you about Summer Alexander,” I say.

Mullens immediately stiffens, and his expression darkens. The smarmy smirk fades and is replaced by a sad downward curl to his lips. He takes a drag off his cigarette and angrily blows a thick stream of smoke upward.

“What about her?” he asks.

“We understand that when you were at Phoenix House, you had something of a crush on her,” I say. “So much so that they had to remove her as your counselor.”

He scoffs. “That was somethin’ we all decided was best.”

“We heard you were pretty upset about it,” Astra says.

He shrugs. “Yeah, maybe. At first anyway. But she helped me see it was for the best. I remember she said it would allow us both to do the work we needed to do. I got that. That made it make sense to me. After that I was cool.”

“So, you have this big crush on her—”

“Would you stop callin’ it a crush? You make me sound like some stupid kid or somethin’,” he growls. “I was in love with her, man.”

“You were in love with her?” Astra asks.

“Hell yeah,” he says. “She’s the first person who ever saw anything good in me, man. She made me believe I could have more in life. That I could be more. If not for Miss A, I probably woulda been back out on the streets. But because of her, I’m here. I’m learnin’ a good trade, and old man Dooley is teachin’ me the business. One day, I’m gonna have my own shop. Maybe even this one. Who knows? But I wouldn’t have had no hope that I could have anything like this if not for her.”

“She sounds like a pretty remarkable woman,” Astra says and glances at me.

“She was,” Mullens says. “What are you askin’ me about Miss A for anyway?”

“We’re just looking into a few things regarding her husband’s conviction,” I say.

He narrows his eyes. “What about it? He killed her,” he growls. “That piece of crap is lucky the cops got him off the street before I found him.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” I say. “You seem to have a lot of good things happening in your life. You wouldn’t have that if you were in prison.”

“Yeah. Whatever,” he grumbles.

The pain in his voice over Summer’s murder, even after all this time, is more than clear. It makes me feel bad for the kid. It seems like he really was in love with her, and even all these years later, he still doesn’t know how to process all the pain he’s still carrying. The other side of that coin, though, is that the pain he’s carrying could be caused by the guilt of killing her himself. My gut is telling me this isn’t our guy. But my brain is telling me we can’t know that just yet, and we still need more information.

“Tyler, did you have any contact with Ms. Alexander after you left Phoenix House?” I ask.

“What? No,” he replies defensively.

“Are you sure about that?” Astra presses.

“Yeah, I’m sure. After I left there, I never talked to her again,” he snaps.

“But you were in love with her,” I say. “Talking to her once you graduated from the program wouldn’t be inappropriate at that point.”

“Nah,” he says. “She wasn’t like that. She was all married and stuff. She wasn’t gonna talk to me like that. She didn’t feel no way about me anyway. She only wanted to help me. And she did, so I respected the lines she drew.”

His voice rings with sincerity—I can’t deny that. And he genuinely seems to have cared about her. That seems undeniable as well. But I’m also getting the sense that he’s not being entirely forthcoming with us. There’s a slight hitch in his voice that’s almost imperceptible, but I’m listening closely to him, parsing his every word, and it stands out to me. He’s not telling us something. He’s hiding something from us—I’m just not sure what it is yet. I don’t get the feeling it’s necessarily related to Summer’s murder, but it could be. I can’t rule it out at this point. The only thing I’m certain of is that he’s not being entirely truthful with us.

“Tyler, did you have anything to do with Ms. Alexander’s murder?” Astra asks.

His eyes widen, and a snarl curls his lips backward. “You have got to be out of your damn mind if you think I did it. Her husband did it. He’s sittin’ in prison right now for doin’ it.”

“So, you had nothing to do with it?” Astra presses.

“Are you deaf? Read my lips, lady. I didn’t do nothin’ to hurt Miss A. I would never do nothin’ to hurt her,” he growls. “Did you miss it when I told you I was in love with her?”

“Tyler, in our line of work, we see people murder other people they say they love all the time,” Astra says. “Love can literally drive people insane.”

“Yeah, well, that ain’t me. I never would have done nothin’ to hurt Miss A. You don’t hurt women like that. You just don’t,” he says.

His voice is thick with emotion, and I can see him fighting back the tears. He takes another long drag from his cigarette, then throws the butt to the ground and grinds it out with the toe of his boot as he blows out a stream of smoke. I can’t shake the notion that despite his passionate denial, he’s still not being one hundred percent honest with us.

“Why are you even lookin’ into her murder again after all this time?” he says. “You get it wrong with the husband or somethin’?”

“There’s just some loose ends we need to tie up—that’s all,” I say, repeating what seems to have become my standard line.

“Yeah, well, I ain’t one of those loose ends. I didn’t do nothin’ to Miss A,” he says. “If there ain’t nothin’ else, I need to get back to work.”

“If we have any follow-up questions, we’ll be in touch,” I tell him.

“Yeah. You do that.”

Mullens stalks away, heading back to the open bays at the front of the garage. Astra and I turn and start walking back to the SUV, neither of us speaking for a long minute as we absorb everything he told us. I climb in behind the wheel and start the engine.

“What do you think?” Astra asks as she closes the passenger side door.

“I think he’s got a secret,” I say.

“That was my take too. I just don’t know what that secret might be.”

“Neither do I,” I say. “But we really need to figure out what it is. And soon.”
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“How’d things go at the halfway house?” Paige asks.

Astra drops into her seat, and with my mind still spinning, I step onto the small dais at the front of the bullpen. Clasping my hands behind my back, I start pacing.

“The halfway house led us to a man named Tyler Mullens who was a former resident of Phoenix House,” I say. “It also seems that he was in love with Summer.”

“Intriguing. Tell us more,” Paige says.

“I don’t think he’s our guy,” Nina says.

“Why do you say that?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “A feeling mostly. But look, as a kid, he was a little punk. Had all sorts of trouble with the law and even more with drugs. Was court-ordered to go to Phoenix House,” she says. “But I’ve been digging deep on this guy, and since he left that program, he’s been on the straight and narrow. He’s kept his nose clean. Works steady, pays his bills and his taxes, and he’s registered to vote—he hasn’t gotten so much as a parking ticket. He’s been a model citizen.”

“We had the same thought,” Astra says. “But sometimes, people just get better at hiding their crimes. Just because he hasn’t been caught doesn’t mean he’s not still out there slinging dope or holding up liquor stores.”

“No, of course,” Nina agrees. “It’s just… I don’t know. From what I’ve read on this guy’s socials and everything else, he seems to be making the most of his second chance.”

“I had that thought, too, actually,” I say. “My gut is telling me that he’s not our guy. But we need some way to prove that. Trust, but verify.”

“Can we figure out where he was the night Summer was killed?” Astra asks. “That should clear it all up in short order.”

“How are we going to do that?” Paige asks.

I pause and give it a moment’s thought. “Nina, can you dig into Tyler’s past phone and financial records? Debit card transactions? Anything like that can give us a time line and an idea of where he was the night she was killed.”

“Yeah, I can do that,” Nina confirms. “It’s going to take me a while though. Information that old is going to be harder to access, and there would be a ton to sift through, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to get it done.”

“I know it’s a tough ask,” I say.

“It’s not a problem. I got this,” she says brightly.

“That’s why you’re my favorite. Just don’t tell Rick,” I say and give her a wink.

She smiles as Paige and Astra laugh. I continue pacing as my mind wanders over what we know… and the vast ocean of things we don’t. Mullens is a viable suspect that was overlooked by Reed and the SPD. Everywhere we look, there are holes in the investigation big enough to drive trucks through. I’m still clinging to my belief that the right man was caught and prosecuted, but if I’m being honest—if only with myself—the threads of that belief are starting to fray.

“How are we doing on Cooper’s socials,” I ask. “Any hits? Any inappropriate conversations, flirtations, or anything else that might hint at him having an affair?”

“We’re still scouring his known socials,” Paige says. “He’s got a lot of female friends, but if he was having an affair with any of them, he was very sneaky.”

“While Paige is going through the known socials, I’m digging deeper and am looking for any hidden ones he might have. If he had shadow accounts, those might be more revealing,” Nina adds.

“Okay, that’s good,” I say.

“We also took a pass through Summer’s socials, and everything seems pretty normal,” Nina tells us. “There were no suggestive or inappropriate conversations with anybody.”

“Took us long enough to wade through all the motivational, inspirational quotes. I must have scrolled through a thousand ‘Live Laugh Love’ posts. Personally, I find that highly disturbing,” Paige says.

I laugh softly. “That was Summer. She was always encouraging everybody to find the positive in everything. She was, by far, the most upbeat and inspirational person I’ve ever known. Queen of the silver linings.”

“Yeah, I can tell,” Paige says. “To look at her socials, you’d think she never hit a bad patch in her entire life.”

“If life ever knocked her down, she refused to stay down. She never felt sorry for herself or let things affect her negatively for long. She wasn’t a wallower,” I reply.

“I can see why you liked her so much,” Astra says. “Wish she rubbed off on you more, though.”

A small smile touches my lips. I’ve worked hard to keep my emotions out of this case and simply focus on the facts—on analyzing everything with a critical and clinical eye. And I think for the most part, I’ve done a pretty good job of it. But there are times when I’m buried beneath an avalanche of memories and the feelings they bring up inside of me. At the end of the day, Summer was my friend. She was family. And losing her the way I did tore a hole in my heart that’s never fully healed.

“Me too.”

The doors to the shop slide open, and a woman I don’t recognize comes steaming in. She’s not familiar to me, but the look on her face certainly is. I’ve seen that scowl before—this is an unhappy woman. The storm cloud she’s bringing into the bullpen along with her quickly wipes out the sunshine and rainbows Summer’s memory had stirred up.

In a dark designer pantsuit with a cream-colored blouse beneath her blazer, and a string of pearls around her throat, she’s dressed smartly and stops a few feet in front of me. She’s diminutive but carries herself with an outsized attitude. The woman is five-two at most with a thin, trim figure and features that are sharp and angular. She’s got black hair pulled back into a ponytail that falls just below her shoulders, wide doe eyes the color of caramel, and warm, ebony skin.

“Chief Wilder?” she asks, her voice cultured and precise.

We’ve never met, but judging by the hostile attitude and barely controlled snarl on her face, I suddenly have an inkling who this woman is. Not only is her name splashed all over the case files we’re working with, but she’s got a solid reputation that even I’ve heard. Her name is routinely tossed around when elections for the city’s DA spot are approaching. I’ve even heard her name tossed around for the state’s Attorney General position. For being such a small, pixie-like woman, she looms large over the criminal justice system in Seattle.

“Yes, I’m Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I reply. “You must be ADA Rhoda Myers.”

“Yes, I am,” she replies curtly. “May I assume you know why I am here?”

“You may.”

“Then my question for you is simple, Chief Wilder,” she says. “What in the hell do you think you are doing?”

“Nothing that should concern you at this point, Counselor,” I tell her.

“You are digging into one of my old cases. That absolutely concerns me.”

“Why is that, Counselor? Are you afraid we’re going to find you won a bum conviction?” Astra asks more combatively than I would have liked.

Myers looks at Astra coldly, a frown twitching across her lips. She doesn’t take the bait though. Instead, she turns her gaze back to me.

“Cooper MacMillan was duly and, in my opinion, rightly convicted by a jury of his peers,” she says. “We presented the evidence we were given and built our case around that.”

“Which is where the problem is,” I say. “In just the surface look we’ve given this case, we’ve found a number of things that prove the investigation was flawed from the start. There were certain shortcuts taken that skewed the course of the case and perhaps pointed to the wrong person.”

“Detective Reed is a fine investigator, Chief Wilder. I have never known him to take shortcuts. I have never known him to do anything but top-flight, grade-A work,” Myers responds.

“We must have different definitions of top-flight, grade-A work,” Astra mutters.

“Honestly, Counselor, given your reputation, I would have expected you to demand better from your investigators,” I say. “Detective Reed didn’t do the basics. He didn’t verify Mr. MacMillan’s alibi. He didn’t look into alternative suspects—of which, we’ve already found one. From what I can tell, all he did was lock onto Mr. MacMillan, put on a pair of blinders, and find evidence that agreed with his theory and ignored everything that didn’t.”

Myers bristles. “That is your opinion, which you are entitled to, of course, but—”

“That isn’t an opinion, Counselor. That’s an investigative fact. Your guy ignored evidence that contradicted his initial theory,” Astra tells her. “And in my opinion, the fact that you didn’t know or just didn’t care how flawed the investigation was makes you either complicit or incompetent.”

Her full, perfectly painted lips curl downward as a sneer crosses her face. Myers’s eyes narrow as she glares at us. It’s more than obvious to me that she is not used to being spoken to like this, and is instead used to being surrounded by people who agree with her. Astra is being a little more aggressive than I would have preferred her to be, but nothing she’s saying is wrong. Personally, I think these are all things Myers needs to hear if she has her eyes on a higher office. She needs to be taken down a peg or three.

“As a prosecutor, I rely on the police to conduct vigorous and thorough investigations,” she says. “It is not my job to police the police.”

“But it is your job to verify the information you are given before taking a case to trial to ensure you are not sending an innocent person to prison for the rest of their life,” I tell her. “Or at least, that should be your job, Counselor. Unless integrity in your prosecutions doesn’t matter and all you care about is inflating your conviction numbers?”

If this were a cartoon, steam would be coming out of her ears and flames would be shooting out of her nose. Being slapped with a cold dose of reality is obviously not something Myers is used to, nor is it something that seems to agree with her. She’s practically choking on her rage. She manages to keep from lashing out, though, and keeps herself in check, which is impressive.

“Listen, Chief Wilder, I understand Cooper MacMillan is your friend. Personally, I find it distasteful that you would use your position in the Bureau to dig up what you feel is evidence of a flawed investigation and prosecution—which, I assure you, it was not,” she says. “What I see you doing is abusing your power in an attempt to benefit somebody you have a personal relationship with. And that is something I will not tolerate. I am not somebody you wanted to cross, Chief Wilder. I have many friends in high places—something I guarantee you are about to find out.”

I bristle at her words and let the acidic reply wither and die on the tip of my tongue. Being threatened isn’t something that sits well with me. It never has, and it never will—and one hundred percent of the time, it will earn somebody the exact opposite reaction they had hoped to provoke.

“If your goal was to intimidate me by telling me how connected you are, you are going to be very disappointed, Counselor. You are going to find that I don’t intimidate easily. Now listen—Cooper MacMillan may be guilty. We haven’t made that determination just yet. But what I can tell you for certain is that this investigation was fatally flawed. An innocent man may be sitting in prison while the real killer is still on the street,” I say. “And if our investigation proves that to be the case, you are going to have to answer a lot of questions from a lot of people since I’m absolutely certain this isn’t the only case you and Reed have collaborated on where shortcuts have been taken and viable suspects ignored completely. If our investigation proves you screwed up and sent an innocent man to prison, after I’m done exposing your shortcomings, you had better get ready to have every case you’ve ever prosecuted looked at a lot more closely. And as that happens, I sure hope those friends in high places will still be willing to take your calls.”

She recoils like I just slapped her across the face. Myers has lived in her bubble so long, she forgot there are people out here in the real world who are not only not afraid of her but are also willing to tell her what we really think. She gapes at me for a moment, seemingly unsure what to say. Myers quickly composes herself, though, and regains that icy, imperious demeanor as she looks at me.

“This is a fight you are going to regret picking, Chief Wilder,” she says.

“Have a Merry Christmas, Counselor.”

Myers spins on her heel and marches out of the bullpen, taking the air of dark tension she’d brought along with her, and when the doors slide closed again, everybody seems to exhale at once. I turn to Astra and give her a shrug.

“She seemed nice,” Paige says.

“See? This is why I stick around,” Astra says.

I shake my head. “She’s probably not wrong. I have a feeling I’m going to regret picking this fight. Myers’s star is on the rise. She’s well connected and has the ability to make our lives a living hell,” I say. “Guys, I might have just kicked a hornet’s nest, and this might get ugly very quickly. If you guys want to pull the pin and get out before the crap hits the fan and splatters all over us, now’s the time. This isn’t something I want for you guys. This isn’t a fight I want you to get bloodied in just because I can’t play well with others.”

“Blake, we’re not going anywhere,” Astra says.

“Astra—”

“I’m staying put too,” Paige says.

“You should know us better than that,” Nina adds. “Come on. We’re not turning back now.”

“I appreciate what you guys are doing, but I can’t let you take the blowback for something I started,” I say. “That does not sit right with me.”

“Well, you’re going to have to find a way to get right with it because none of us is going anywhere,” Astra says. “We’re seeing this through. And that’s final.”

“Absolutely final,” Paige says.

“Definitely final,” Nina adds.

I give them all an awkward smile as my heart swells with love and gratitude. “I mean, thank you. Other than thank you, I really don’t know what to say, you guys.”

“Good,” Astra says. “Then let’s get back to work.”

“Let’s do it,” I say.
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After our chat with ADA Myers earlier, I can’t help but feel like the clock is running. I can practically hear the tick-tick-tick of the clock echoing through my head. I have no doubt Autumn Alexander tipped Myers off to our investigation the way she’d given Reed a heads up. She was obviously busy stirring up trouble for us behind the scenes. I don’t know what her end goal in all of this is, unless it’s simply to make our lives difficult for daring to challenge the status quo and contradicting what she, Myers, and Reed have told me is the truth.

That wasn’t anything new to me. I’ve upset plenty of people because I refuse to accept what’s come to be considered conventional truth or wisdom. I’m not the kind of person who will swallow something down just because somebody says I should or because there are a lot of people who believe a thing. I have always—and will always—seek the truth for myself. I’ll always ask questions. And I will never accept something to be true just because it’s easier than trying to find the answers for myself. That’s just how I’m wired.

With Autumn, Myers, and Reed on a warpath and making as much noise as they can, it’s only a matter of time before somebody takes notice. Like Ayad. Which means it’s only a matter of time before he hauls me into his office again and tries to take the case away from me. Now that we seem to be getting somewhere, though, giving it up is the last thing I intend to do. If they want to remove me from this case, they are literally going to have to drag me away kicking, screaming, spitting, bloodied, and bruised.

I feel like we’re so close to getting the answers I’ve wanted for so long, that I refuse to stop, bow to political pressure, or give up because some political climber’s feelings are hurt. And if the byproduct of what we’re doing is that his conviction is affirmed or that a man is freed from prison after being convicted of a crime he didn’t commit, all the better. It’s about justice for Summer—whatever form that might take.

“Nice school,” Astra says as we walk through the parking lot toward the front doors.

Wellfield Prep is almost like an Ivy League school masquerading as a high school. The buildings are all red brick, covered in ivy, and though there’s a nod to tradition in its design, the campus is thoroughly modern. All the students we see are dressed in Wellfield’s burgundy blazers or sweaters, dark blue pants or skirts, along with white shirts and ties. The campus is neatly landscaped, everything is clean, and the entire school has a certain gravitas about it.

“If you start saving now, then when you and Benjamin start squeezing out the kids, you might be able to afford a semester or two,” I reply.

“Bite your tongue,” she scoffs. “If, and that’s a big if, we decide to have children, I am not sending them to a school as bougie as this. I’m a product of the public school system, and I turned out all right.”

“Did you though?”

Astra laughs and elbows me in the ribs as we step through the front doors and into the main rotunda of the school, which is about as festively decorated for Christmas as the shop is. A twelve-foot-tall taxidermy grizzly bear—Wellfield’s mascot—set in a fearsome pose, stands on a tall dais in the center of the rotunda. The bear has a Santa hat on top of its head, a string of blinking lights around its neck, and silver tinsel encircling its feet. Posters for the Christmas dance hang on the walls as well as massive, decorative stockings.

The floor is made of faux marble, the walls of multicolored bricks and dark, polished wood, lending the interior of the school a certain elegance. Like the exterior, everything is clean and in good repair, and the students buzzing by us on their way to class, take the time to cast us sidelong looks that clearly say we don’t belong here, as if we’re intruders and they are offended by our mere presence in their school.

Astra breathes in deeply. “I can smell the wealth and privilege around here.”

“Right?” I reply with a chuckle.

Across from the front door, a long glass case is set into the wall displaying the school’s plethora of athletic and academic trophies. Judging by the amount of hardware, I’d say that Wellfield is a powerhouse. But there’s a small display in the case that catches my attention. I cross the rotunda and make my way over to the case, stopping in front of a framed faculty picture of Summer with a pair of white silk roses set on the shelf in front of it. The words etched into the silver frame read, “Gone But Never Forgotten,” followed by her name and the dates of her birth and death.

The small display, kept up after all these years, sends an unexpected wave of emotion through me, forcing me to bite it back. That’s the thing I’ve learned about grief though—you never know when it’s going to hit you or how hard. You can try to keep yourself buttoned down tight, but the emotions will always find the cracks in your resolve and crash their way through them. Astra places a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“You okay?” she asks softly.

“Yeah. I’m good,” I reply. “I just didn’t expect to see this.”

“She obviously left a legacy.”

I nod. “She did.”

I clear my throat and take a moment to gather myself. When I feel under control again, I turn to Astra and give her a nod.

“Let’s go find the administrative offices,” I say.

Lucky for us, there is plenty of clearly marked signage that leads us from the rotunda and through the maze of hallways. We find the office and go inside. Across from the door is a long, chest-high counter that—like the rest of the school—is festooned with Christmas decorations. A small lighted tree is sitting on the far end of the counter, and holiday music is playing softly. An older woman with a full head of silver hair pulled into a tight bun and wearing one of the ugliest Christmas sweaters I’ve ever seen is standing behind the counter and offers us a warm smile.

“Good morning,” she says brightly. “Happy Holidays and welcome to Wellfield. I’m Ms. Crocker, the school receptionist.”

“Thank you. And it’s nice to meet you, Ms. Crocker,” I say as we step to the counter and discreetly flash our badges. “Chief Wilder and SSA Russo, FBI.”

A look of concern crosses her face. She looks around, making sure there is nobody close enough to overhear us speaking to her, then leans forward anyway.

“FBI? Oh, dear. Is everything all right?” she asks, pitching her voice low. “Is there a threat of a bomb or a shooting or something?”

“No, no, no,” I say quickly. “Nothing like that. There’s no sort of threat like that you need to worry about.”

She puts a hand to her chest with a look of relief on her face. “May I ask what this is about then? As you can imagine, we don’t get visits from the FBI every day.”

“Of course not,” I say with a hesitant smile. “We’re looking into certain aspects of Summer Alexander’s murder and—”

“Certain aspects? I thought they arrested the man who took her from us already?”

“There is a man in prison, yes,” Astra says softly. “But there are just some questions that have been raised that we are looking into. Just making sure we have all the i’s dotted and all the t’s crossed. You know how that is.”

“Of course,” she says. “It was such a tragedy. Somebody so young and so well-liked by everybody—students and faculty alike—taken from us like that. It’s just heartbreaking and makes you question the world we live in.”

“Believe me, I understand that more than you know,” I say.

“So, may I ask what specifically you are looking into?” she asks curiously. “Which i’s and t’s aren’t dotted and crossed?”

“I’m afraid we can’t get into the specifics,” I say. “It’s an ongoing investigation right now, but we just need to make sure everything is as it should be.”

“I understand, and I apologize for prying,” she says.

“Nothing for you to apologize for,” I tell her. “It’s natural to be curious. Especially when a pair of agents shows up all these years later. But this is all a formality and something we have to play close to the vest for now. It’s just protocol.”

“Of course,” she says. “So, what is it we can help you with then?”

“We were hoping to speak with the staff and faculty that Summer was closest to,” Astra says. “We’d like to have a conversation with her friends—assuming there are still people here who worked with her?”

The woman nods. “Yes, of course. There is usually very little turnover at the school. The staff and faculty enjoy working here, so they tend to stay,” she tells us. “There are a number of people Ms. Alexander was close to who still work here.”

“That’s great news,” I say. “That will help us out a lot.”

“Ms. Crocker, would it be too much of an imposition to have a room set aside for us to interview those people?” Astra inquires.

She frowns and gnaws on her bottom lip for a moment. “I would need to speak with Principal Booker and clear it with him first before I can allow you to speak with anybody. There might be certain legal considerations and whatnot.”

“Of course. That’s understandable,” I reply. “Would you mind speaking with Mr. Booker?”

“No, not at all,” she says, her voice tinged with worry.

We stand there in silence, separated by the counter for a long, awkward moment as Ms. Crocker stares at us blankly, as if she doesn’t quite understand what it is we want. The silence lingers, making the situation increasingly awkward. I exchange a quick glance with Astra, then turn back to the receptionist.

“We’ll just wait here while you go speak with Mr. Booker,” I prompt her.

“Oh. Right,” she says with a giggle. “I’m so sorry. I’ll… I’ll go speak with Mr. Booker.”

“That would be terrific. Thank you, Ms. Crocker,” I say.

“You’re very welcome.”

We watch as the woman turns and walks across the office then disappears through a door behind the counter to our left. I know that in schools like Wellfield, their first instinct whenever they feel threatened is to circle the wagons and protect themselves and their reputation. And having a couple of federal agents show up to start questioning the staff is surely going to be seen as a threat. There’s a part of me that’s expecting Booker to tell us to refer any and all questions to the school’s legal counsel and to get off his campus.

My hope, though, is that invoking Summer’s name will gain us a little latitude with Booker and a willingness to help. I’m not holding my breath, but I’m hoping for the best anyway. We stand there waiting for nearly five minutes when the door opens and Ms. Crocker comes back out. She walks over to where we’re standing and offers us a small, sad smile.

“Mr. Booker is setting up a room for you to use,” she says. “Before he starts sending the teachers in to talk to you, though, he’d like to have a conversation with you first.”

“Of course,” I say. “We’d be happy to speak with him.”

“Good. Then follow me please, and I’ll take you to him,” she says.

We fall into step behind Ms. Crocker, and I give Astra a smile and a thumbs up. It’s about time something goes our way.
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Ms. Crocker seats us in a large room tucked away at the rear of the school, hidden away from view. It’s discreet and private, which is perfect. We sit at one of the half-dozen tables still in the nearly empty room, each with four chairs around it. A row of vending machines sits against the far wall, though most are empty. Given the faded packaging of the chips and cookies that remain in the machines, I don’t even want to hazard a guess as to how long they’ve been in there. On top of the counter is a coffee machine that looks like it hasn’t been used in quite some time.

To our right is a counter beneath a row of windows that overlook an athletic field. Groups of kids are out on the snowy grass tossing a football beneath an azure sky studded with fluffy white clouds. It’s a beautiful day outside, and I find myself a little jealous of the seemingly carefree laughter of the kids running around out there. The walls are all bare, and the room has an air of disuse. I’m guessing it served as a faculty break room at some point in its life but was abandoned when they no doubt built a posher, cozier room for the staff to relax in.

“Thank you for allowing us to speak with your staff, Mr. Booker,” I say.

Six-four at least, with a body that seems just as wide, Jackson Booker is a mountain of a man. The way his chest and biceps strain at the sleeves of his red Wellfield blazer, I’d say he spends a pretty good amount of time in the gym. The man looks like he can bench press a Cadillac, for God’s sake. He doesn’t have a strand of hair atop his head but has a thick goatee, neatly and precisely trimmed, which gives him the look of a distinguished elder statesman.

Booker has a rich, umber complexion and warm, chestnut-colored eyes that radiate kindness. I can tell the man can be a teddy bear, but he also isn’t a pushover as he carries himself with a purposeful, no-nonsense demeanor. Although I have a feeling he can be stern, there’s something about the man that makes me think the students adore him. We’ve only just met, but he seems to have that way about him.

“Of course,” he replies. “Before I allow you to do that, though, I wanted to speak with you myself and see where this is all going.”

His voice is a deep, rumbling bass, and he speaks very precisely with a faint hint of a Southern accent coloring his words.

“Where this is going?” I ask. “I’m not sure I understand the question, Mr. Booker.”

“You have to understand that Ms. Alexander’s death was a tremendous blow to this school—both to the students and the staff. It’s a wound that hasn’t entirely healed,” he says. “I was just a teacher back then, but I remember it very well. Summer was one of those rare individuals who touched the lives of everybody she came into contact with. I was very fond of her. And I’m just afraid that if you question the staff about her death, it will reopen that wound. My duty is to protect this school and everybody under the roof here.”

“Summer was a good friend of mine. So, I know what you mean when you say it’s a wound that hasn’t fully healed,” I admit. “We’re not here to reopen wounds, Mr. Booker.”

“What are you here for then?” he asks. “What is the purpose of you questioning my staff?”

“I can’t get into the specifics of our investigation as it’s ongoing, but—”

He shakes his head. “I’m afraid you will have to do better than that, Chief Wilder,” he says. “If I am going to give you access to my staff, I need to understand what this is about. Otherwise, I will have to insist that you route all inquiries through the school’s legal counsel.”

Astra and I share a look, and I can see she’s silently encouraging me to tell him. Having to go through the school’s legal counsel will be a lengthy and likely fruitless endeavor. Lawyers have a way of mucking up the works. Not to mention the fact that because of the pressure Autumn and Myers will likely be bringing to bear, the clock is already counting down in my head until I get dragged into Ayad’s office where he’ll try to wrench the case away from me. If I’m going to get anywhere here, I’m going to have to give… if only a little bit.

“All right. But I must insist this be kept in the strictest of confidences,” I say.

“You can rely on me to be discreet, Chief Wilder.”

“Good. Okay. Based on some new information we’ve developed, we are looking into Summer’s murder again,” I say. “There is some doubt about Cooper MacMillan’s guilt. We’re simply trying to find information that will either reaffirm his conviction or lead us to the real killer.”

Booker sits back in his seat looking shell-shocked. I’m not entirely sure what he was expecting to hear me say, but that clearly was not it. He quickly recovers, though, and sits forward again, clasping his hands together on the table in front of him.

“Do you not think that MacMillan did it now?” he asks.

“We weren’t involved in the original investigation, so we’re just now wading through everything and haven’t made an official determination,” I say. “That’s why we’re re-interviewing friends, family, original witnesses… we’re simply trying to ascertain whether or not he was rightly convicted in the first place.”

“You must have doubts,” he replies. “Otherwise, we likely wouldn’t be sitting here.”

“We just have some questions that need to be answered, Mr. Booker,” Astra says evenly. “That’s all.”

“And since we have you here,” I start. “Do you recall Ms. Alexander having trouble with anybody? Did she ever mention feeling watched or that somebody was following her? Anything like that you can recall?”

He shook his head. “No. I mean, it has been a very long time. But I don’t recall anything like that,” he says. “Then again, we were professional colleagues at the time and didn’t delve too deeply into our personal lives. We kept things… well… professional. I have always believed it best to keep my personal and professional lives separate. Blurring lines can get messy. That was something Summer always respected.”

“That’s understandable,” I say. “So, now that we’ve shown you our cards, may we speak with your staff, Mr. Booker? I promise our questions won’t be too invasive, and we will tread lightly. I have no desire to reopen old wounds.”

He nods. “Of course,” he replies. “I’ll have those closest to her sent in one at a time for you to speak with.”

“We very much appreciate your cooperation,” Astra says.

“You’re welcome. But please, do tread lightly.”

“You have my word,” I agree.

He lets his gaze linger on us for a moment longer before he nods to himself, then gets to his feet and walks out of the room. We wait for about ten minutes before the first of the teachers is sent in. And for the next three hours, we talk to more than a dozen people, each of them speaking of Summer in nothing but glowing and fond terms. Not that I expected any less. She seemed to touch everybody she came into contact with on a very deep level. That, even more than the photo display in the rotunda, speaks to the legacy she left behind.

This series of interviews becomes an emotional ride for me, to say the least. It really reminds me of who Summer was. Unfortunately, it isn’t particularly useful. Nobody we talk to has any insights or information that helps us move the case forward. No troubles with anybody they knew of. No stalkers. No threatening emails or phone calls. And every single person we speak with swears up and down that Summer wasn’t having an affair with anybody. They all passionately declare she was not that kind of person. And that much I believe and agree with.

“We’ve got one more name on the list Booker gave us,” Astra says.

I look at the page on the table in front of us, and even though we’ve never met, I immediately recognize the final name on the list.

“Missy Bell,” I say.

As if saying her name was the cue, the door to the room opens, and a tall, shapely woman steps in. Five-ten with titian hair and cyan-colored eyes, a cool, milky-white complexion, and soft, elegant features, Missy Bell glides across the room like it’s a catwalk. Elegant is probably the best way to describe her. She has an expression of uncertainty on her face, though, as she takes the chair across from us and sits down. Bell folds her hands in front of her and sits with her back rigidly straight. She gnaws on her bottom lip, and I can tell she’s trying hard to control her emotions and keep herself from fidgeting.

“Thank you for meeting with us, Miss Bell,” I say.

“Please, just call me Missy.”

“All right, Missy,” I reply. “I’m Blake, and this is Astra. We just want to ask you a few questions if that’s all right with you.”

She nods. “That’s fine. I don’t know the specifics, but I know you’re asking questions about Summer. May I ask why? Have you reopened her case or something?”

Unsurprisingly, word that the FBI is questioning people about Summer’s murder has spread through the faculty ranks despite our admonition to keep silent about it. Her questions, though, tell me they haven’t gotten into specifics, which is a small wonder. But I suppose it was foolish to think we’d be able to do all this in complete secrecy. People talk. It’s our nature, and expecting them to be able to maintain our secret is my fault. I sometimes expect too much from people.

Still, I suppose it doesn’t matter too much if the faculty talks. They’re not the ones looking to drop a hammer on me, and I don’t see any of them running to Myers to stir up trouble. Everybody we’ve spoken with has seemed keenly interested in helping us get to the bottom of this, and if Coop isn’t Summer’s killer, they all seem to want the actual killer found. They want to see justice done for Summer in whatever form that takes.

“We are looking into certain aspects of the investigation that led to Mr. MacMillan’s arrest and conviction,” Astra says. “That’s all we’re at liberty to say right now.”

A faint smile curls the corners of her mouth as she nods. Bell seems to read between the lines well enough to know that we have indeed reopened the murder investigation. Of course, it probably doesn’t take a MENSA member to figure out why we’re asking questions about a murder investigation that’s more than a decade old.

“I understand,” she says. “How can I help?”

“I was very close with Summer back in college,” I tell her. “Our careers took us to opposite coasts for a while, but I remember her mentioning you. You teach history, right?”

She nods. “That’s right.”

“I understand you two were very close.”

She screws up her face and looks up at the ceiling, seeming to be trying to remember something. A moment later, she returns her gaze to me and smiles.

“Blake Wilder. I do know that name. Summer talked about you a lot. I remember she said you were like a sister to her,” she says, but then the smile fades and is replaced by a mournful gleam in her eyes. “She used to tell me how much she respected and admired you. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize your name right away.”

“Nothing for you to be sorry for. We were just names our mutual friend mentioned to each other in passing. And that was a long time ago,” I say.

“Yeah. I guess so,” she replies.

“Missy, we need to ask you some very personal questions about Summer,” I tell her. “I know your first instinct is going to be to protect her. Believe me, I understand the impulse. But it’s critical that you’re honest with us. Nothing you say is going to tarnish Summer’s image. I promise you that.”

“This sounds ominous already,” she says.

“It’s not meant to be,” Astra says gently. “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of this and get some definitive answers to questions that should have been answered a long time ago.”

“Cooper didn’t kill her, did he?”

“What makes you say that?” Astra asks.

She shrugs. “I’ve never believed he did it. I mean, he’s not an angel… he’s pretty far from an angel,” she says. “He’s a pig and a jerk, but I never thought he was a killer. I mean, despite his many flaws, I do believe he loved Summer. At least, as much as he could.”

“As much as he could?” I ask.

“He’s always loved himself more than anything in this world, and that doesn’t leave a lot of room for somebody else. Not even his wife,” she says.

“Did Summer ever mention that she thought he was cheating on her?” Astra asks.

She rolls her eyes, a look of disgust on her face. “Oh yeah. She didn’t think he was cheating on her—she knew he was cheating on her.”

“How did she know that?” I ask.

She arches an eyebrow as an amused smirk plays across her lips. “A woman knows when her man is cheating on her. Don’t you?”

“I do,” Astra says. “Unfortunately, gut feeling isn’t proof. And that’s what we’re looking for right now. We need proof, Missy.”

She nods her understanding. “Well, I don’t know if this constitutes proof, but a few weeks before she was killed, a woman showed up here on campus. I was in Summer’s classroom during an off period when this woman stormed in and caused a scene. She was screaming at Summer to stay away from Cooper, telling her that he didn’t want her anymore, and that she was meant to be with him,” she recounts the story for us. “I remember the woman was really threatening and said if she didn’t grant Cooper a divorce, she was going to regret it. It shook Summer up pretty badly and confirmed that her husband was cheating on her.”

My heart speeds up as Astra and I exchange a look with each other. This is new information. This is good information. It gives us another potentially viable suspect.

“Do you know who this woman was, Missy?” I ask.

She purses her lips and shakes her head. “I don’t. Summer had no idea who she was either. But she made me swear to keep a lid on it. She didn’t want that story getting around campus. She didn’t want to burden anybody else with her troubles, but I remember she was just devastated.”

As I listen to Missy tell the tale, I feel a lance of guilt-fueled pain pierce my heart. That Summer had to carry that burden alone and didn’t feel comfortable talking to me about it is a pain so sharp it nearly steals my breath. The fact that I had no idea she was carrying that because I was too wrapped up in my own life and career makes me feel like an absolute piece of garbage and the worst friend in the world.

“You’re certain Summer didn’t know who this woman was?” Astra asks.

“Positive. Trust me—I asked her a thousand different ways. She had no clue.”

“Can you describe her for us?” I ask.

“Umm… she was smaller. Five-five maybe? She was thin, had red hair… I can’t remember any details other than she was pretty small,” she says. “I told the detective who was investigating Summer’s murder, but to the best of my knowledge, he never did anything about it. To be honest, he didn’t seem all that interested in this woman, actually, and never followed up with me about her. Most of his questions were about Cooper. The detective seemed to be convinced Cooper had done it and was looking for answers that supported that conclusion.”

“Yeah. We kind of got that feeling as well,” I reply, then realizing I shouldn’t have said that, quickly bite off my words. “I mean, forget I said that.”

A wry smile curls Bell’s lips. “Already forgotten.”

“Just because we need to be thorough, I have to ask,” Astra says as she sits forward. “To the best of your knowledge, was Summer herself having any extramarital affairs? Any flirtations? Anything like that at all?”

Bell shakes her head. “No. That wasn’t who Summer was. She wasn’t particularly happy with Cooper, but she still saw the best in him and believed they’d get through their rough patch. And if not, they’d get divorced,” she says. “Divorce wasn’t her ideal solution, but she respected herself enough to pull the trigger if it was clear things weren’t going to work out. But cheating on him wasn’t in her. That’s not who she was, and I’m pretty sure you would agree with that, Blake.”

I nod. “I would.”

I pull a card out of my pocket and slide it across the table to Bell. “I know it’s been a long time, but if there is anything else you recall or something that comes to you, please don’t hesitate to reach out. I’m available any time.”

“I will,” she says. “And hey, maybe we can go have a drink in Summer’s honor sometime.”

“I’d like that,” I reply. “I’d like that a lot.”

Bell gets to her feet and turns to go, then hesitates and turns back to us. She’s got a strange, sad look on her face, and I can tell she misses Summer as much as I do… and feels the same weight of guilt that’s pressing down on my shoulders.

“That a man can cheat on a woman like Summer doesn’t give girls like us a lot of hope,” Bell says with a wry grin. “Know what I mean?”

“More than you know, Missy,” I say, returning her rueful look. “More than you know.”
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Astra asks.

“I somehow doubt it,” I reply. “I don’t think about sex and donuts as much as you do.”

She laughs. “That’s probably true.”

I stop pacing then walk over and perch on the corner of her workstation as Paige and Nina look over at her. I take a sip from my water bottle.

“What is it you’re thinking?” I ask.

“Missy’s description of the woman who accosted Summer in her classroom,” she says. “Small, red hair—doesn’t that sound a lot like somebody we know?”

I frown and look at her. “You think?”

“I mean, same basic physical description.”

Astra gives Nina a nod, and I hear the clack of her fingers striking her keyboard. A moment later, the screens on the wall at the front of the bullpen light up with the DMV photo of Penny Hillis. I stare at her slight, pixie-like features for a moment, trying to imagine this small, delicate woman in a murderous rage.

“I don’t know. I’m just not seeing it,” I say. “I mean, statistically speaking, women are very unlikely to kill with a knife.”

“Those statistics are sexist and far from definitive,” Paige replies. “A woman can kill with a knife just as easily as a man.”

“But most don’t,” I counter.

“All I’m saying is that it’s possible Penny killed Summer,” Paige says. “The fact that she showed up to the school and threatened her in full view of a witness speaks to a possible instability or perhaps a mental defect.”

“Or it could be as simple as basic jealousy. There doesn’t have to be some complex emotional and psychological explanation when the green-eyed monster comes to town,” Astra says.

“I don’t recall that Penny ever had any sort of fixation on Coop,” I reply. “From everything I remember, she was very demonstrably not interested in him.”

“Which is how she would probably have to make it look. If she was as close with Summer as you say—as she said—then she couldn’t let on that she was into her man,” Astra says.

“And maybe near the end, she couldn’t bear being the other woman anymore and decided to take a stand. Hence, the scene she made at the school,” Paige adds.

“Which is all fantastic theory and speculation, but we don’t have any proof that the woman who confronted Summer at the school was Penny, nor do we have any proof that she and Cooper were having an affair in the first place,” I say.

“Actually…” Nina starts.

A frown immediately crosses my face. “Actually, what?”

Nina taps a few keys and gestures to the monitors. A series of private Facebook messages between two people whose names I don’t recognize come up that are not just suggestive, they’re downright graphic. They’re steamy enough to make a pornographer blush.

“What am I looking at?” I ask.

“I uncovered burner accounts linked to both Penny Hillis and Cooper MacMillan. They didn’t do a great job of hiding them,” she says. “The messages you’re looking at are just several of thousands the two exchanged.”

“How did you link them to Penny and Coop?” I ask.

“They were connected to valid email addresses for both of them,” she replies. “They’ve got their main accounts under their real names, but both have secondary accounts linked to the usernames you’re looking at here.”

I read on and shake my head as bile, warm and thick, bubbles up inside me. The messages go into graphic detail about the things they’ve done together as well as the things they’re looking forward to doing. Cooper takes a few digs at Summer in his messages when he talks about sexual desires she’s not adventurous enough to try—things he says he’s enjoying with Penny—and he expresses his gratitude for her being open-minded enough to indulge him in those desires. He says she fulfills him in ways Summer never could.

The way he mocks Summer makes the anger roiling around inside of me swell like a dark tide, and in that moment, more than anything, I want to beat him bloody with my bare hands.

“There’s more,” Nina says.

She scrolls through the messages, showing us that they had exchanged graphic nude photos with each other and spoken of their anticipation about being with one another again once Penny returned from a show in New York. In another set of messages, Penny had sent him a video from one of their sexual encounters that she’d recorded. Cooper’s response turns my stomach.

“That pig,” I say quietly. “I’m going to kill him.”

“Well, I guess that’s proof enough that he was having an affair with Penny,” Astra says dryly.

Drawing in a deep breath, I close my eyes and hold it for a ten count, giving myself a moment to rein in the emotions rampaging through me. I let it out slowly, then open my eyes again. The anger is still threatening to boil over inside me, but I know I need to control myself. I know I need to see this logically and rationally. I was already motivated to get justice for Summer, but this only adds to that sense of purpose, making that fire inside me burn white hot.

“All right. Coop and Penny were cheating,” I say. “That makes them both horrible people, but that doesn’t prove she was the one at Summer’s school threatening her. Nor does it come close to proving Penny murdered her.”

“No?” Astra asks. “The woman at the school had the same physical description—”

“Do you know how many short, thin redheads there are in Seattle?” I ask.

“But how many of those short, thin redheads are banging the husband of a woman who was murdered?” she counters. “One plus one equals two.”

“Not always,” Paige says. “Sometimes, one plus one equals three.”

Astra looks at her with an inscrutable expression on her face. “I… don’t even know what that means, new girl.”

“All I mean is that just because something looks one way doesn’t mean it actually is that way,” she replies. “Sometimes it does, but sometimes it doesn’t.”

“That’s like fortune cookie advice,” Astra says.

“She’s right though,” I reply. “Just because you can stack facts to make things look one way doesn’t mean it is that way. Thinking like that is what Reed did and is what got us to this point in the first place.”

Astra shrugs. “Okay, so how do we go about proving the prima ballerina is a cold-blooded murderer?”

“That’s a good question,” I say.

Getting to my feet, I clasp my hands behind my back and start to pace back and forth on the dais at the front of the room, my mind spinning as I try to make sense of it all. It doesn’t surprise me to learn that Cooper was having an affair. But I never expected Penny to be his mistress. It’s not often I’m caught that off guard, but that came straight out of left field, clocked me upside the head, and has left me reeling.

“Okay, if there’s one thing this revelation tells us, it’s that both of them now have a motive to murder Summer,” I say. “Penny’s motive is to get Summer out of the way so she can be with Coop. And his is essentially the same.”

“We still have a third suspect,” Paige says. “We cannot account for Tyler Mullens’s whereabouts the night Summer was murdered.”

“I’m still digging through his electronic devices to see if we can track his movements that night. But my gut still says it’s not him,” Nina says. “I’ve been through his socials, and he still sometimes posts tributes to her and only speaks in glowing terms. He talks a lot about how she changed his life for the better and how much he misses her. And I haven’t found any hidden, secondary accounts linked to him. As far as I’ve been able to find, his entire life is out there online for the world to see.”

“My gut tells me the same thing— that if he was going to kill somebody, it would have been Cooper, whom he’d see as a romantic rival for Summer’s attention,” I say. “But he is still a viable suspect, so keep digging. We need to know where he was the night she was killed.”

“I’m on it,” she says.

The door to the shop slides open, and I turn to see Ayad striding into the bullpen; my heart sinks. His jaw is clenched, and he’s got a grim look on his face. It’s a look I know all too well, and every time I see it, Ayad is usually about to read me the riot act. I stop pacing, then step off the dais and walk over to my workstation as a tense energy crackles in the air around us.

“What is it?” I ask.

He drops the newspaper he’s carrying face up onto the desk so I can see it. In a sidebar on the front page is a headline that reads, “FBI Reopens Murder Investigation of Beloved Local Teacher,” and the pull quote from somebody identified as attorney Ben Reyes, just beneath it reads, “I expect the FBI will finally prove my client is innocent and his conviction will be vacated.” I read the words a second time, feeling a greasy churning in the pit of my belly.

“Can you explain this to me, Chief Wilder?” Ayad asks.

“I—I wish I could. I have no idea what that is or where that came from.”

“When you asked me to let you look into this case, you told me you were going to keep everything low-key about this,” he says, his voice tight. “You told me you weren’t looking to ruffle any feathers. I’d say talking to MacMillan’s lawyer is about the opposite of that.”

“Sir, I didn’t talk to him. I have no idea who this Ben Reyes is,” I say. “I can assure you that I have never met, let alone spoken to him. And I certainly didn’t tell him we were reopening the case or that we expected the conviction to be vacated. This is outrageous.”

“It is outrageous, Chief,” Ayad says. “I have taken calls from the Chief of Police, the Police Commissioner, the King County District Attorney, and Deputy Director Church, which I have to say, was my favorite of the bunch. And they’re all asking me the same thing… why are you poking around a case that’s been long closed.”

“With all due respect, sir, this case was flawed from the start. Detective Reed failed to follow up on the most basic information—like confirming MacMillan’s alibi,” I say. “In the short time we’ve been looking into this case, we’ve identified two other very viable suspects. From everything we’ve uncovered to this point, it looks like Reed locked onto MacMillan from the start and didn’t bother looking anywhere else. He only looked for evidence that fit his preconceived narrative.”

“That’s a very serious allegation, Chief,” Ayad says. “Do you have anything to support it?”

I motion to the screens on the wall at the front of the bullpen. Ayad turns and sees the graphic photos Penny and Coop had been sending back and forth. Always proper, bordering on prudish, Ayad’s cheeks flare with color and he clears his throat, then turns away, pointedly looking away from the pictures on the screens.

“What exactly is that?” he asks.

“Proof that McMillan was having an affair with Penny Hillis, a friend of the victim. This is new information that Reed never uncovered,” I tell him. “Nina found a burner Facebook profile they used to communicate in secret.”

“We also spoke to one of Summer’s colleagues at the school she taught at,” Astra says. “She told us about a woman who matches Penny Hillis’s general description who showed up and threatened Summer in her classroom. That, too, is something Detective Reed failed to uncover.”

“We’ve also found a man who was a resident at a halfway house Summer volunteered at who had feelings for her strong enough that she removed herself as his counselor,” I say. “We haven’t been able to rule him out as a suspect yet. And again, this is something Detective Reed—”

“Failed to uncover. I got it and am seeing the pattern,” Ayad says with a sigh, shaking his head.

I motion to Nina to pull the photos down, so she scrolls back to the text exchanges between Penny and Hillis. Ayad looks relieved and gives me a grateful nod. He runs a hand through his hair, then puts his hands on his hips and looks down at the ground. It’s not hard to see the wheels in his head turning as he considers everything we just told him. If there is one thing I can say for Ayad, despite our differences on a host of subjects, he takes his oath as an FBI Agent seriously and is dedicated to seeing justice done.

“Sir, I’m still not saying that MacMillan didn’t do this or that he was wrongly convicted of the crime. Until we conclusively prove otherwise, he’s still guilty,” I tell him. “All I’m saying is what we’ve found so far puts it into question and requires a closer look at everything. If an innocent man is sitting in prison, it’s our duty to correct that miscarriage of justice.”

Ayad finally raises his gaze. “What you and your team have found here is good work. The fact that it wasn’t found during the initial investigation is inexcusable,” he says. “You’re right that it doesn’t mean MacMillan is innocent, but it’s suggestive and means we need to take a closer look at the situation. If there are other viable suspects, you are right that it’s our duty to look into it.”

“So, does that mean you’re giving us the green light to continue?” I ask cautiously.

“I am,” he says. “But you are going to need to clean things up with this Ben Reyes character. I don’t want to see any more headlines.”

“We’ll handle him,” I say. “What about everybody who’s calling you?”

“I’ll deal with them. Just keep doing what you’re doing, and for the love of all things holy, keep a low profile and find something definitive, one way or the other,” he says. “And please, find it soon, Chief Wilder.”

“We’re doing our best, sir,” I tell him.

“I know you are,” he says. “Keep up the good work.”

He turns and marches out of the shop, leaving us all looking at one another. That had gone a lot better than I expected it to. I had been anticipating a knockdown, drag-out fight with him to keep the case. I certainly hadn’t thought he’d give in so easily—not even with the evidence we’ve been able to dig up. But hey, as that old piece of wisdom says, never look a gift horse in the mouth. And I’m not going to tempt fate by doing that.

I can’t help but fear, though, that was just the beginning… and that as long as Autumn and Myers are out there stirring the pot, the real storm hasn’t come ashore yet. It’s not something I can control. The only thing I can control is how we go about doing our job—and running the very best, tightest, and most thorough and vigorous investigation we can. So, that’s what we’re going to do.

“Okay. You heard the man,” I say. “Let’s get back to work.”
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In Motion Dance Studio, Capitol Hill District; Seattle, WA

Paige follows me through the front doors, then into the room that overlooks the studio. The door is slightly ajar, and the sound of a classical piece—Dvorak, I believe—fills the room. Through the large plate glass windows, we watch as a pair of young girls, no more than fifteen or sixteen, wearing black leotards, turn in slow, elegant circles, moving in rhythm with the music. Their extensions are long and steady, and they’re absolutely graceful.

“They’re good,” Paige says.

I nod. “Very. Watching them reminds me just how not graceful I am.”

She laughs. “Right? And I don’t think I was that flexible even when I was their age.”

“Let’s not pretend you’re all that far removed from their age,” I say with a wink.

“Ha, ha,” she replies and rolls her eyes.

Out on the studio floor, Penny walks around the two girls, repositioning their arms and gently correcting their posture. She’s talking to them, but I can’t hear what she’s saying over the music. When the music ends, the two girls stop and turn to Penny who gives them a brief critique as well as some positive feedback and encouragement. They go and sit down against the wall with the other girls as Penny calls for the next two dancers who jump to their feet and take their positions in the center of the floor.

Before they get started, though, I poke my head into the room and catch Penny’s eye, then motion for her to join us. She gives me a nod to let me know she saw me but finishes giving instructions to the two girls in front of her. That done, she calls for one of her other instructors to take over; when the music starts, Penny watches her dancers for a moment before giving them an appreciative nod, then grabs a towel and walks over to join us in the room.

“Hey,” she says as she wipes the sweat from her brow and chest. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Special Agent Paige Boyle. She’s here to observe,” I say flatly.

As if picking up on my tense energy, Penny frowns. “Okay. Well, what’s up?”

“Is there somewhere private we can talk, Penny?” I ask.

She frowns and stares at me for a moment before closing and locking both doors that lead into the watch room we’re standing in.

“Better?” she asks.

“Yeah. Fine,” I say.

“What’s going on, Blake? You look angry.”

“When people lie or intentionally mislead me, yeah, I’d say that makes me angry.”

She looks at me with an inscrutable expression on her face. “Lie and intentionally mislead you? Blake, what in the hell are you talking about?”

“Drop the act, Penny,” I say. “You were having an affair with Cooper.”

“What? I was not having—”

“We found your burner Facebook accounts,” I tell her. “We’ve seen the messages you and Cooper exchanged, Penny.”

“More than that, we’ve seen the pictures and videos,” Paige adds. “And let me just say, wow. You are a very flexible woman.”

Penny’s face blanches, but a deep red blush rises in her cheeks. She looks away and takes a moment to gather herself… or perhaps she’s trying to come up with another lie to tell us. She uses her towel to wipe away the fresh beads of sweat that spring up on her forehead and chest, giving herself a little more time before answering. A look of resignation crosses her face as she hangs her towel around her neck and grips the ends of it so tight, her knuckles are white.

“Fine. You caught me. Cooper and I slept together, but it wasn’t anything serious,” she finally says. “We were both needing something different in our lives at that point, and we were talking a lot at the time. Our desires lined up… and it just kind of happened.”

“It looks to us like it happened… like a lot,” Paige says.

Penny glares at Paige as the flush in her cheeks deepens. But she bites back the acidic reply she undoubtedly had sitting on the tip of her tongue and focuses on me instead.

“We weren’t in love,” she says flatly. “We were simply fulfilling a need. There were things Coop enjoyed in bed that Summer wouldn’t do—things I happen to enjoy. It was a win-win—”

“I doubt Summer would have seen it that way,” I snap.

“Right. Poor choice of words,” Penny says. “All I meant was that at the time I was so busy with auditions and shows, flying one way across the country and back again, that I didn’t have time for a relationship. Cooper scratched an itch for me—and I for him.”

“And did Summer ever enter into your thinking? At all? She was supposed to be your best friend for God’s sake, Penny,” I say.

Penny looks away again, her expression a blend of anger and guilt. She remains silent, though, and I’m sure both emotions are inspired only by the fact that her secret has been exposed and not out of a genuine sense of guilt or remorse. But whether or not she feels bad is ultimately irrelevant. What she feels about what she did doesn’t matter, and I only bring it up to drive home the point that she’s a terrible person and an even worse friend.

“Yes, I slept with Cooper behind Summer’s back. I’m a horrible human being, but what does any of this have to do with Summer’s murder, Blake?”

“You don’t see it?” Paige asks.

“Did I ask you?” Penny snaps.

“It gives you a motive, Penny,” I tell her.

She looks at me, a horrified expression on her face. “You have got to be kidding me. I would never hurt Summer. I loved her. You know that, Blake.”

“But you did hurt her. Sleeping with her husband behind her back is pretty much the ultimate betrayal,” I reply. “It also makes it tough for me to believe that you actually loved her.”

“I’m not proud of what I did. I know it was wrong. But doing something as horrible as that is a far cry from killing her,” she argues.

Penny uses one of the ends of her towel to wipe her face again and looks away, unable to meet my eyes. Her face is a deep shade of scarlet, and I can see tears spill down her smooth cheeks. She uses her towel to wipe them away. After a long, silent moment, she finally raises her gaze, though I can tell she’s looking at a point over my shoulder rather than at me.

“I didn’t hurt her, Blake. I would never hurt her—not like that anyway,” she says, her voice a trembling whisper.

“Penny, if you had something to do with Summer’s murder, now is the time to get in front of it because I promise you that we are going to find out what happened,” I tell her.

“I didn’t kill her,” she repeats.

“I’m giving you this one chance, Penny. Tell us what happened now… because if you don’t, and we find out you were involved, things are going to go very, very badly for you,” I press.

“I’m telling you: I had nothing to do with her murder.”

“Did you and Cooper plan it? Did you want Summer out of the way so you two could be together?” Paige chimes in.

Penny casts her a hateful glare. “No. We didn’t plan anything,” she says. “It was never about us being together. It was about fulfilling our respective needs. Period.”

“Okay, let me ask this another way. Did Cooper ever mention wanting to get Summer out of the way?” I ask. “Did he ever mention wanting to kill his wife?”

“No and no,” she says. “What I told you before is true, Blake. He loved Summer. He had no desire to leave her or see anything bad happen to her.”

“Yet, he was screwing you,” Paige says.

“Like I keep telling you, that was about meeting a need we both had. I met his needs, and he still had Summer. From his perspective, he had the best of both worlds,” she explains.

“Yeah, I doubt Summer would have seen it that way,” I remark.

“We weren’t thinking about her—”

“That much is obvious,” I snap.

“What do you want from me, Blake? I feel like trash now, and I keep telling you that I had nothing to do with her death. Whether you believe me or not, I loved Summer like she was my sister, and I never wanted anything bad to happen to her. I never would have participated in her death, and I can tell you that Cooper wouldn’t have either.” Penny says firmly.

I stare at her for a long moment, silently judging her. She eventually looks away again as fresh tears spill down her face and she uses her towel to wipe them away.

“Why didn’t you offer up the fact that you were sleeping with Cooper the last time we talked?” I ask.

“Because I knew what you would think. I knew how it would look,” she replies. “I mean, I didn’t think you’d suspect I’d killed her, but I knew you would judge me for it.”

“You’re damn right I’m judging you for it. You stabbed Summer in the back,” I growl. “At least metaphorically, maybe even physically—”

“I didn’t kill her!” she shouts so loud, it draws the attention of the girls in the studio.

Penny looks down at the floor and falls silent. The dancers eventually turn away and go back to what they were doing as Penny trembles. She finally looks up again.

“I’ll take a polygraph. I’ll do whatever you want to prove I had nothing to do with Summer’s death,” she says. “Just tell me what you want.”

“Let’s hold off on the polygraph and just tell me something simple,” I say. “Where were you the night Summer was murdered?”

She purses her lips and looks off as she tries to recall. It takes a moment for her to remember, but she turns back to me.

“I was on my way back from an audition in New York,” she says. “I’d been trying out for a role in Sleeping Beauty. I got a message telling me Summer had been killed when I landed. You can check it out… look at my charges from that week, and you’ll see I wasn’t even here.”

“We’ll look into it. I promise you that,” I say, then turn to Paige. “Let’s go.”

We both head for the door that will lead to the main lobby and then to the front doors and the parking lot beyond. I’m suddenly anxious to get out of there and away from Penny.

“Blake,” she says softly.

Against my better judgment, I pause and turn around. More tears are falling, but this time, she’s not bothering to wipe them away.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“I’m not the one you need to be apologizing to,” I reply. “But then, the person you should be apologizing to isn’t here, is she?”

Without another word, I turn and follow Paige out of the watch room, then slam the door behind me so hard the windows in the lobby rattle. We step through the front doors and into the sunlight of the day beyond. As angry as I am at Penny, the first thought going through my mind as we walk back to the SUV is that I believed her when she said she had nothing to do with Summer’s murder. And the thought that follows right behind it is that we’re back to square one. Again.
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“I’m getting really tired of being lied to and jerked around,” I growl.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cooper replies. “Settle down.”

“Don’t tell me to settle down, Coop.”

“Okay, I’m sorry,” he replies. “Just… what’s wrong, Blake? What’s going on?”

“I know about your affair, Coop,” I tell him. “I know you were cheating on Summer.”

“What in the hell are you talking about? I most certainly did not,” he exclaims. “I loved Summer with everything in me. I still do.”

“Jesus. You’re going to sit here and lie to my face?” I shout as I jump to my feet.

My arms folded over my chest, I pace back and forth behind my chair in the small, cramped interview room, anger crackling through my veins. That he can sit here, and act innocent and like he has no idea what’s going on turns my stomach. It makes me want to slap the hell out of him. It speaks to an almost sociopathic mindset. And maybe that’s what he is—what he’s been all along—and for whatever reason, I never saw it until now.

Have I been as blinded to his true nature as Summer? Did I trap myself in that box of wanting to see the best in him and never allowed myself to see what he really is? Summer adored this man and always extolled his virtues. Painted him as the perfect man for her. And maybe it’s only now, with years of experience and training, that I can parse that statement to see what it truly means. Perfect for her. Not perfect. Back then, I didn’t see the difference in those two statements. And maybe because she seemed so happy and in love, I never tried to see it. For her sake. But now, I see the difference as starkly as night and day.

Summer was a strong and confident woman. She was intelligent beyond measure, always saw the best in others, and tried to bring that out in them. Had he fooled her into believing his lies? Had the rose-colored glasses through which she saw the world and everybody in it blinded her to the truth? Sociopaths have a natural talent for deception and the ability to hide their true nature from most people. I would have thought Summer would have been able to see through it. But then, if I hadn’t been able to, why should I have expected her to?

I stop pacing, then turn to him, my arms still folded over my chest and a scowl on my face. Silently counting to ten, I give myself a moment to lower my blood pressure. Letting my emotions rule the moment isn’t going to do anybody any good and will likely be counterproductive.

“Blake, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he says.

“Penny Hillis,” I say, my voice low and tight.

Cooper’s face pales, and he lowers his gaze to his hands which are shackled to the steel bar set into the table. I can see him doing the math in his head, weighing out the pros and cons of being honest or trying to continue the lie. He has to know, though, if I know a connection between him and Penny even exists, then I know everything. Such is the mind of a sociopath though. They will always look for all the angles and paths through whatever bramble they find themselves in that will allow them through to the other side unscathed. Lies and deception are their default settings.

He slumps back in his chair with an air of resignation about him. The chains around his wrists clank and rattle like a ghost in some haunted house as he raises his hands and scrubs his face, the stubble on his cheeks and chin making a dry, scratchy sound as he does.

“We were so careful,” he finally says.

“Not careful enough,” I reply. “We found your burner accounts. We’ve seen the messages, pictures, and videos, Coop.”

“Jesus,” he groans.

“How could you do that to Summer?” I snarl. “If you were that unfulfilled, why didn’t you just get a divorce?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then explain it,” I spit. “Make me understand. How could you do something so despicable to a woman so good? And with her best friend? My God, Cooper. You’re a monster.”

He raises his gaze to me, his face etched with pain. “My life with Summer was great, Blake. I loved her with everything in me. But there were just a couple of spots where we came up short. She wasn’t as adventurous in the bedroom as I wanted. There were things I wanted that she wouldn’t do. In every other way but that one, my life with her was perfect.”

“So, you cheated on her with her best friend.”

“I sought out that one area in my life that was lacking,” he counters.

“With her best friend.”

He pauses and lets out a heavy sigh. “Yes. With her best friend. In hindsight, I see it for the mistake it was.”

“Wow. That’s very big of you.”

“Blake, you don’t understand.”

“You’re right, I don’t,” I say. “I don’t understand the mindset of someone who will cheat on somebody as good as Summer was.”

“It’s not like we planned it. It’s just something we fell into.”

“How many more are there?”

He looks at me with a strange expression on his face. “How many more what?”

“Women, Coop. How many other women were you having an affair with?”

He takes a moment to process my question, then looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Cooper shakes his head.

“There were no others,” he says. “It was just Penny—”

“Stop lying to me.”

“I’m not,” he replies. “I’m telling you, the only person I had an affair with was Penny.”

I sit down again and lean forward, pinning him to his chair with my eyes. Cooper leans back slightly as if he’s nervous and is trying to create some physical distance between us.

“Let me tell you how this works. You’re bucking for a new trial or an outright overturning of your conviction, right? To get either of those things, you need to have new evidence. More than that, you need to have a new suspect,” I tell him. “Any woman you slept with outside of your marriage is a suspect. Do you understand what I’m saying? Your freedom is directly tied to how honest you are with me. So, let me ask you again. How many other women were you sleeping with at the time Summer was murdered?”

“You can’t really believe that Penny is a suspect, can you?” he asks. “There is no way she would have killed Summer.”

“That wasn’t the question I asked you, Cooper,” I say. “How many other women were you sleeping with at the time Summer was murdered?”

“None, Blake. It was only Penny,” he replies, his tone sharp.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes. I’m sure.”

“Okay, then we’re going to start digging into Penny’s life. Believe me when I say we’re going to turn it upside down.”

“You can’t believe she did it,” he says again.

“Did you do it, Coop? Did you murder Summer?”

“Of course not. Never. I would never hurt her.”

“Well, if you didn’t do it, somebody else did,” I reply. “And in a lot of cases, it turns out to be the romantic rival who does the deed.”

He shakes his head. “There was no rivalry, Blake. Our situation wasn’t like that. There was no relationship, real or implied,” he says. “Penny and I simply existed to fulfill a need the other had. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement and nothing more.”

“On your end, perhaps. But that doesn’t mean she felt the same way.”

I watch him closely as I say it, knowing Penny had said much the same thing. Part of me is expecting him to throw her under the bus in an effort to save himself, but he surprises me by shaking his head again. It’s not the reaction I expected to see from him.

“No. She wouldn’t have hurt Summer,” he says. “Like me, Penny loved her. What we did was simply satisfy a craving each of us had. That’s it.”

“Okay, so if not Penny, then who in your life might have wanted to see her dead?”

“If I knew that I wouldn’t be sitting here right now.”

“Come on, Coop. You have to have some idea. Some thought,” I say.

He opens his mouth to respond but then closes it again and says nothing. Instead, he looks down at his hands and seems to be thinking over my question. He takes a few seconds before looking up at me again and shrugs.

“My thought is that somebody broke into our house, then raped and murdered Summer,” he said. “If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was one of those delinquents she worked with at the halfway house. She never told me much about her work there because she said she didn’t want to break anybody’s confidentiality, but I know she dealt with some real lowlifes. One of them was making her uncomfortable, but she wouldn’t give me details. But maybe that guy is the killer.”

“Did you ever mention that to Detective Reed?”

“Of course, I did,” he replies. “I’m assuming he never followed up on it because the next time I talked to him, he was putting me in handcuffs, and now I’m sitting here.”

It’s interesting that Cooper knows about Tyler Mullens—not by name or specifics of what he’d done—but the fact that Cooper knew there was a guy out there making Summer uncomfortable, and had mentioned that to Reed, was interesting since I know it was never followed up on. It further bolsters the idea that Reed had locked onto Cooper from the start to the exclusion of all others. It also reinforces my belief that the original investigation was flawed. Fatally so. I’m not ready to go so far as to say Coop is innocent just yet. But it puts me one more step down that road.

“Other than uncovering my infidelity, which is ultimately irrelevant, are you making any progress on my case?” he asks.

“Right, speaking of that, I’ll tell you what—if you pull another stunt like you just pulled, I’m going to get yanked off the case altogether, and there will be no progress at all,” I tell him.

He looks at me with a strange expression on his face. “What are you talking about?”

“Your attorney, Ben Reyes,” I hiss.

“What about him?”

“He put a story in the paper, which I have to believe was at your behest, declaring that we have reopened your case and are anticipating that your conviction will be vacated,” I growl. “I never made you any promises like that, Cooper. I never even hinted that was a possibility. I told you flat out that I would look into it, but only to find the evidence to confirm your conviction.”

“Blake, I never asked him to plant any story. I had no idea he was going to talk to a reporter. You have to believe me,” he says.

“I don’t have to do anything. And given the fact that I now know you to be a liar and a cheat, believing you is about the last thing I’m going to do. You’re lucky I don’t just walk away from this—and from you—right now,” I say.

He sits back, seeming to need a minute to gather himself. He looks like a boxer sitting in the corner slightly disoriented and trying to catch his breath after taking a series of body blows. Cooper clears his throat and tries to sit up again. As he does, though, I see him looking at me with a strange expression on his face and a smarmy smirk curling a corner of his mouth upward.

“The fact that you haven’t walked away yet tells me you’ve found something—possibly something that might have convinced you I might be telling the truth and that I’m innocent,” he says. “And if that’s the case, I know you, Blake. I know you won’t just leave me to rot in here. You’re not the type to leave an innocent man hanging out to dry like that.”

“You don’t know me half as well as you think you do, Coop.”

“I know you well enough to know that’s a fundamental truth about you.”

“Do you really want to hang your freedom on that?”

“I’m willing to roll the dice on it, yeah,” he says.

I glare at him with real venom flowing through my veins and have to keep myself from reaching across the table and slapping that smug smirk off his face. He’s right. No matter how morally reprehensible I think he is, if I know he’s innocent, I’m not going to let him languish behind bars. Being a scumbag isn’t a prison-worthy offense. Like Ayad, my commitment is to my oath and to the service of justice. That’s just in my DNA. And I hate that he knows that about me.

“Tell your lawyer if I see another interview, another headline, or even his picture in the paper, you will be left to rot in prison for the rest of your life because my boss will yank me off the case and I won’t be able to get within a hundred miles of it. And that’s going to be on him. So, get him under control and tell him to shut the hell up,” I tell him. “You understand me?”

“I’ll make sure he’s wearing a muzzle.”

“I mean it, Cooper,” I press. “Make sure your attorney knows this is not something he wants to try to get famous on.”

“I swear. I had no idea he was talking to a reporter,” he replies. “But I’ll talk to him, and I promise you that you’re not going to hear another word from him.”

“He doesn’t want to test me on this,” I seethe.

“I hear you, Blake. You’re not going to see another article in the paper.”

“I better not,” I say coldly. “One more thing. If you lie to me again, and I find out about it, I swear that I will leave you here to rot. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

Disgusted by him, I walk out of the interview room feeling like I need a scalding hot shower in bleach to wash the greasy feeling of Cooper’s slime off me. I also can’t shake the feeling of him telling me he’s not going to lie to me again is just another lie. I can’t trust him. But I suppose that’s a problem I’ll have to deal with another time.
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“You think his attorney is going to listen and stay away from the media?” Astra asks.

“If he wants his client out of prison, he better.”

“My experience is that most defense attorneys are more concerned about getting their picture on TV than they are about their clients,” she says.

“Maybe this one will be the exception.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”

“When it comes to lawyers, I never do,” I tell her. “But I made sure Coop knew if his lawyers keeps yapping to reporters, we’re going to get yanked off this case, and he’s going to be stuck there. Hopefully, his sense of self-preservation will override his lawyer’s need for fame.”

I lean back in the seat and stare through the windshield of the SUV watching the students milling about. Most are making their way toward the parking lot, the school day over, anxious to get off campus and back home or wherever they’re going to do whatever they’re going to do. There are large clusters of kids still hanging out near the school’s entrance though. They seem to be taking their sweet time to leave.

After dealing with Cooper, I grabbed Astra and dragged her back to Wellfield. I’d had a thought about the Penny situation and a way to clear it all up once and for all. But not wanting to set any more tongues wagging at the school than we already had the first time we visited, I thought it best to wait until classes were out for the day before we headed in to speak with Missy Bell again. As we sit here, though, I keep replaying the conversation with Coop over and over in my mind.

I don’t like the fact that he knows me as well as he does. I don’t like that he knows I won’t just leave a man I know to be innocent, no matter how disgusting I think he is on a personal level, to rot in prison. My near psychotic need to see justice—true justice—done won’t allow it.

“You okay?” Astra asks.

I nod. “Yeah, I’m good. Just thinking.”

“That’s never a good thing.”

I laugh. “Come on. I think it’s clear enough now to go in.”

We climb out of the SUV and walk across the parking lot. Most of the kids are gone for the day, and those who are still milling about are so wrapped up in their own conversations, they aren’t paying any attention to us. To them, we’re just another pair of adults passing by, easily ignored.

“You shot Bell a text and let her know we were coming?” I ask.

Astra nods. “I did. She’s in room 248. Second floor, west wing.”

“Excellent.”

We step through the front doors of the school and enter the rotunda. The staircase is to the right, so we walk up to the second-floor landing, then follow the signage that leads us to Bell’s classroom. The door is open, and we can hear her inside talking to somebody. I peek in and see her at her desk with a couple of students crowded around, so we wait out in the hall. A few minutes later, the two girls come out chatting excitedly with one another.

“You can come in now, Agents,” Bell calls.

Astra and I exchange a look, and all I can do is shrug.

“How’d she know we were out here?” Astra asks.

“Because I’ve got teacher vision and teacher hearing,” Bell replies.

Laughing to myself, I lead Astra into the classroom. She softly closes the door behind us and follows me over to where Bell is sitting perched on the corner of her desk smiling at us.

“So, what can I do for you today, Agents?”

“We wanted to talk to you again… about the woman you told us about who showed up here and started making threats?” I start.

“Right. Of course,” she says, the smile slipping from her face.

“Have you been able to remember anything else since the last time we spoke?” I ask. “Anything she said, anything Summer might have said?”

She shakes her head. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot since you were here last, and I honestly can’t recall anything new. It was just such a strange situation,” she says. “The way she burst into the room and started screaming at Summer—I’ve never experienced anything like that before, not even with my students. Frankly, it was kind of scary. I didn’t know if she had a weapon on her or anything like that. She just seemed so… unstable.”

“I’m sure it was frightening,” I say.

She nods. “I’m sorry you wasted another trip out here because I don’t recall specifics. It was just so long ago, you know?”

“That’s all right,” I tell her.

Astra pulls her phone out, calls up the DMV photo of Penny Hillis, and holds it out for Bell to see. She takes the phone from Astra and studies the picture.

“Is this the woman who was here that day?” Astra asks.

“No, this wasn’t her. She looks familiar for some reason, but I can’t quite place her,” she says with a frown. “But this definitely wasn’t her. The woman who was here was younger. I mean, she wasn’t like the kids here or anything, but she was younger.”

Astra glances at me and nods. At least that answers that question for us. It doesn’t clear Penny, but it puts a big dent in the idea that she is our killer. Being trash who cheats with your best friend’s husband behind her back does not a murderer make.

Bell studied the picture again closely, the frown on her face deepening. “Where do I know this woman from? I know I know her from somewhere. It’s driving me mad.”

“Penny Hillis,” I tell her. “She—”

“The dancer,” Bell says as she snaps her finger. “That’s right. I’ve seen her perform before. She’s an absolutely beautiful dancer.”

Astra looks at me. “Am I the only one who’s never seen her perform?”

“You’re not the only one,” I reply.

Bell smiles. “Ballet is an acquired taste.”

“Don’t mind us,” I say. “We’re just not particularly well cultured or refined.”

“She’s right. I drink beer from the bottle,” Astra says.

Bell laughs softly. “May I ask why you’re showing me her picture? You don’t really believe she had anything to do with Summer’s death, do you?”

I shake my head. “No, we were just verifying some information and playing off a hunch.”

“A hunch that didn’t pan out,” Astra says.

“Right.”

“Well, like I said, the woman who showed up here was younger than Penny. More like college age, I’d guess,” she says. “Her hair was a lighter shade of red too. But one thing I just remembered is that I recall feeling that her hair wasn’t real. That it was a wig.”

“A wig?” Astra asks. “What makes you say that?”

She shakes her head. “I can’t be certain, but it just didn’t look quite right… the way it sat on her head, I recall thinking at the time,” she says. “You know how it looks when somebody’s wearing a wig, right? Like how it just doesn’t quite sit on their head right?”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Astra says. “I’ve noticed that before when somebody’s wearing a wig.”

Bell nods. “Right. Exactly. I mean, it looked good. If it was a wig, it was a high-end, quality wig. Like those ones made of human hair? But I’m almost sure it was a wig.”

“Might be that she was trying to disguise herself,” I say. “Wanted to send a message to Summer but didn’t want to be recognized maybe.”

“Makes sense,” Astra says.

“Like I said, I don’t know for sure. That just kind of struck me as I thought about it after your last visit,” Bell says.

“All right,” I say. “Well, thank you for your help. Again.”

“Of course. Anything I can do. Don’t hesitate to give me a call,” she says. “I just want Summer’s case to be done right. I want to see the right person in prison for it.”

“We do too,” I say.

“Thanks again, Missy,” Astra says. “We’ll be in touch if we have anything more.”

“Good luck, Agents.”

We thank Bell again and say our goodbyes, then walk out of her room and back to the parking lot. I climb behind the wheel of the SUV and shut the door.

“Well, damn. I figured it wasn’t going to be Penny, but I was hoping,” I say.

“Of course not. That would be too easy, and that’s just not our style,” Astra remarks.

“We need to find out who this mystery woman is,” I muse.

“I’m open to ideas.”

With a rueful grin on my lips, I start the engine. “Yeah. So am I,” I say. “Hopefully, Nina and Paige are going to have something useful for us.”

“I’m not going to hold my breath,” Astra says dryly.

“Yeah, me neither. But a girl can hope.”
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“So, the woman who caused a scene at the school was not Penny Hillis,” I say as we walk into the shop.

“You didn’t expect that it would be, did you?” Paige asks.

“That would be too easy,” Nina adds.

I roll my eyes, then look at Astra. “You need to stop rubbing off on them.”

“What can I say? They’re smart girls,” she replies with a shrug.

Laughing to myself, I slip my hands into my pockets and step up onto the dais at the front of the room, then begin to pace as I let my mind work. We’ve got a lot of suggestive pieces but nothing definitive. We can’t say right now, one way or the other, if Cooper murdered Summer or not. And I find that problematic. With a case that’s been closed and adjudicated already, we should have a blueprint that will lead us to an answer.

The original investigation, though, had been so flawed from the start that we have no blueprint. We have no path to determining Cooper’s guilt or innocence. Certainly, there is the physical evidence to consider. His prints are on the knife, and Summer’s blood is all over him. He came home, threw the knife to the side of the room, and held his already dead wife until the police and paramedics arrived. It’s plausible. Those can be explained away as a normal reaction to such a shocking scene, but at the same time, they could also point to his guilt.

There are a thousand questions and no answers. And the age of the case is making it incredibly difficult to find them.

I stop pacing. “Paige, did you get the receipt from Patton’s?”

She nods. “I did. And it shows that his tab was opened at eight-thirty-two, closed out at ten-sixteen, and he had four Old Fashioneds in between.”

“That seems to confirm he didn’t do it,” Astra says.

“Unless he had somebody sitting at the bar ordering drinks during that time frame to make it look like he was there,” Nina offers.

“Now we’re getting into tin-foil hat territory,” Astra responds.

“Maybe. But we don’t have any proof that’s not what happened,” Paige points out. “If I were planning on killing my wife, I’d probably cover my bases just like that.”

“Good to know you’ve given it some thought,” Astra replies. “If your significant other ever turns up dead, we’ll know what to look for.”

“Like I have the time or patience to deal with a significant other. I can barely deal with myself most days,” Paige grouses.

Astra turns and looks at me. “I think we’ve fully assimilated her.”

“What are you talking about?” Nina asks. “You’ve got a happy, healthy relationship.”

“Only because Benjamin knows the rules,” Astra replies.

“The rules?” Paige asks.

“The rules are whatever Astra says they are at any given time, and he knows just to say, ‘Yes, dear,’” I reply.

“Yeah, pretty much,” Astra agrees. “He’s smart like that.”

“He’s also got a very well-defined sense of self-preservation,” I add.

“That too.”

Paige throws back a laugh. “When I grow up, I want a man who obeys my every command just like you’ve got.”

“Good luck finding one,” I say. “Anyway, let’s get back to work, shall we?”

“So, from everything we have in hand right now, I’m going to have to say that Cooper didn’t kill his wife,” Astra says.

“I’m definitely leaning that way,” I say. “But that’s not going to be good enough to get his conviction vacated. We’re going to have to find damning exculpatory evidence that proves it wasn’t him and implicates somebody else. We’ve still got a big hill to climb.”

“Oh, we can officially take Tyler Mullens off the suspect list,” Nina says.

“What did you find?”

“I was finally able to access his old cell phone records and get the location information,” she says. “He was not anywhere near Summer’s house the night she was killed.”

“Unless he left his phone in one place while he went and did it,” Paige offers.

“Possible, of course,” I say. “But like I said before, I don’t see him killing her. Not with the depth of feeling he has for her. If he was going to kill somebody, it would have been Cooper. We’ll leave him on the back burner, but I don’t think he’s our guy. I believe he’s so grateful to Summer for helping turn his life around that he never would have hurt her.”

“Agree,” Nina says.

Astra nods. “Agree.”

“We have a consensus. That’s good,” I say. “Have you two been able to dig anything else up on Cooper? Any other hidden socials? Secret affairs you’ve found? Anything?”

“If he has any other burner accounts, he covered his tracks well,” Paige says with a shake of her head and a disappointed tone in her voice.

“And he was so careless with his first burner account—the one he used to talk to Penny—that I don’t think he has any others,” Nina adds. “I doubt he would have hidden it so well that I couldn’t find it.”

“Well, we know he lied to me and was having a second affair with the crazed redheaded woman who showed up at Summer’s school,” I say. “And that’s assuming it wasn’t a wig.”

“There is nothing online that I can find,” Nina tells me. “The rest of his online footprint before he went to prison is clean.”

“What about now that he’s in prison?” Astra asks.

“Oh, he’s got plenty of admirers,” Nina replies. “You wouldn’t believe how many women are emailing him to pledge their undying love and send him dirty pictures of themselves.”

“I will never understand women who do that,” Paige says.

“He’s handsome, intelligent, and well-spoken,” Astra says.

“Yeah, but he’s serving time for murdering his wife. I mean, that wouldn’t seem to bode well for relationship security. How can they think that’s okay? Or even normal?” Paige says.

“Most of these women delude themselves into believing he’d never do that to them,” I tell her. “Women who fall in love with inmates have a host of psychological issues that lead to a mindset where that’s normal and acceptable, but we’d probably be talking about it for days if we start that conversation, and we don’t have time for that right now.”

“Okay, so what’s our next move?” Nina asks.

“We need to find out who that woman was who threatened Summer at the school,” Astra replies.

“And how are we going to do that?” Paige asks.

“I was hoping you had an idea, new kid,” Astra says dryly.

I start pacing again as I try to come up with the answer to that question. I mean, I know what the obvious answer is, but I’m reluctant to go that way only because I don’t think—no, I know—I’m only going to get more of the runaround. I’m learning that Cooper doesn’t know how to be honest—not even if it means saving his damn life. But what other options do we have? If we’re going to prove that somebody else murdered Summer, we’re going to need Cooper’s help. Which means I’m going to have to find a way to dig the truth out of him.

“What are you thinking, Blake?” Astra asks.

I purse my lips. “That I’m going to have to have another conversation with him and impress upon him just how much it’s in his best interest to stop playing games, stop with the bullcrap, and give me the honest, unvarnished truth.”

“That should be a fun conversation,” Astra says.

“Yeah. It’s going to be great,” I say unenthusiastically. “Nina, in the meantime, do me a favor and access Coop’s records from his job at Raymont University. See if there are any complaints, write-ups, or anything else that might give us an idea if there were any women he had issues or inappropriate relationships with there. I didn’t see anything in the original files, but that obviously doesn’t mean anything. Dig deep.”

“I’m on it,” Nina replies.

“What about me?” Paige asks.

“I need you and Astra to run down to the SPD evidence room for me. I want the original evidence box from the case. I want to see what’s in there,” I say. “You’re likely going to get some pushback, so be firm.”

“Trust me, we’ll get the box,” Astra says. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go have a chat with Cooper and see if I can cut through the crap,” I say.

“Don’t forget to bring your hip waders and a shovel,” Astra says with a grin.
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Monroe Correctional Facility, Interview Room 3B; Monroe, WA

“This is your come to Jesus meeting,” I say as I take my seat.

Cooper sits in his chair, his hands bound and chained to the steel bar in the center of the table, looking at me with an inscrutable expression. The interview room seems smaller and even more cramped than it felt before. Cool air blows out of the vent overhead, but my blood pressure is so high right now and is making me feel so warm, it actually feels nice.

“What are you talking about?” he asks.

“What I’m talking about is that the lies and misdirection stop right now,” I say. “It is now time to come clean. About everything.”

“Blake, I’ve been hone—”

“Stop, Cooper. Just stop and shut the hell up,” I snap.

He looks like he’s about to say something but wisely closes his mouth, sits back in his chair, and looks at me, his expression sullen.

“I told you the last time I was here that if you lied to me again, I was going to walk,” I start. “Do you remember that?”

“Of course, I remember that,” he replies, his tone as pouty as his expression.

“Then why did you feel compelled to lie to me again?” I ask. “Do you really believe I’m so bad at my job that I’m not going to be able to uncover your lies, Cooper?”

He shakes his head. “What are you talking about? I didn’t lie to you, Blake. I—”

“Shut up, Cooper! You don’t get to talk right now,” I say and raise a finger, reinforcing my words with the universal gesture to shut up.

He smartly closes his mouth and looks down at the table, his face growing tight and his expression growing dark as he gets upset with me. Good. Let him.

“Here’s the thing, Cooper, I can stand up, walk out of here, and never think about you again for the rest of my life. You? You’re stuck here,” I tell him.

“You can’t. That’s not who you are.”

“You have staked your entire case on the idea that you know me so well. Right? You keep lording the idea that I’m not going to let an innocent man sit in prison for the rest of his life over my head. You believe that, right?”

“I do.”

“If you know me that well, then you should know about the worst thing you can do to me—the one thing that will make me turn my back on you forever—is lie to me,” I say. “You know me well enough to know that’s true, don’t you?”

Cooper lets out a breath and nods. “Yeah.”

“Okay, good. Then let me tell you, in my experience, guilty people lie. You’ve lied to me several times already, which leads me to believe you’re hiding a lot more than you’re telling me,” I say. “And if that’s the case, then I actually won’t have a problem walking out of here and never looking back. You’ll be on your own, Cooper. Do you understand me?”

The chains around his wrists rattle loudly as he shifts in his seat. His eyes are narrow, his jaw clenched, and he refuses to look at me. He looks angry. Cooper is a man who likes to be in control of things and doesn’t like it when those things don’t go according to his plan. He likes it even less that I’m putting him on notice that I won’t be playing his game anymore. To get what he wants, he’s going to have to play mine.

“I asked you a question,” I say. “Do you understand me?”

“I understand,” he says flatly.

“Good. Then I am going to ask you some questions now, and you are going to give me straight, honest answers. If you tell me anything other than the truth, I swear to God I am going to leave—and leave you to your fate,” I tell him. “Tell me you understand.”

He finally looks up and glares at me. “I understand.”

“Good. Because the first thing I want to talk about is one of the first lies you told me,” I say. “You lied to me when you told me Penny was your only girlfriend on the side.”

He opens his mouth but quickly closes it again, wisely checking his initial impulse to tell me another lie. That’s good. He’s learning. Cooper took a quiet moment to himself, then nodded.

“Yes. I lied. Penny wasn’t my only girlfriend,” he says quietly.

“And you lied to me why?”

“Because—and this will sound stupid—but I didn’t want you to think poorly of me. I didn’t want to ruin my reputation,” he says.

“You have no reputation left to speak of,” I say. “And I can’t possibly think more poorly of you than I already do.”

He looks pained but nods to himself as if he’s the victim here. I shake my head and fight my impulse to tear into him any more than I already have for being an unfaithful piece of garbage. That’s not going to help. Instead, I take a moment of my own to get my head on straight and focus on the things that matter and on the reason I’m here.

“One of your girlfriends who wasn’t Penny, showed up to Summer’s school and caused a scene. Made some threats,” I start. “She was a young-looking college student wearing a red wig. Who was she?”

“I don’t know.”

“I told you that I was going to leave if you lied to me, Cooper.”

“I’m not lying, Blake. I don’t know who it was. I swear to God,” he says.

“You don’t know who your young girlfriend who wears red human hair wigs was?” I ask. “Which of your girlfriends had such massive insecurity issues that she’d disguise herself to go and stir up trouble in your life?”

He shakes his head. “If you want the truth—”

“That would be a refreshing change.”

He glowers at me for a moment. “The truth is, I was seeing a number of different women back in the day. Penny wasn’t the only one,” he says softly. “That and the fact that it’s been so long… I honestly don’t remember who it was.”

The revulsion I feel for him is overpowering. I listen and watch him closely, though, looking for any tells—microexpressions or body language—that suggests he’s lying. Unfortunately, I don’t see any and can only conclude he’s being honest… about that piece of the story anyway. I hold my breath for a five count, then let it out slowly, willing myself to be calm.

“I have to believe you remember the incident,” I say. “I can’t imagine that Summer would have let being accosted by one of your girlfriends go by without comment.”

“She didn’t. That caused a massive fight between us,” he says softly. “She kicked me out of the house for a few days, but we were trying to work it out. We were working it out. It was a little touch and go, but I was back home, and we were getting through it.”

If the incident at Summer’s school had happened a couple of weeks prior to her death, I could have made the argument that it contributed to her murder. She’s accosted in her classroom, she confronts Cooper, they fight, it gets out of hand. But the time line doesn’t work, so I know that can’t be the right answer.

“Let me ask you again, Cooper. Did you hurt Summer?” I ask. “Did you two fight about your infidelity? Did it get out of hand? Maybe in a moment of passionate fighting, you let yourself get carried away and it just happened?”

“No, Blake. Nothing like that happened,” he says, his voice thick with emotion. “Yes, things were tense, and she wasn’t happy with me. But we were working it out. We were going to go to counseling and figure out our issues.”

Once again, I don’t pick up on anything that makes me think he’s lying or trying to deceive me in some way. But given the ease with which he’s lied before, I can’t entirely trust that instinct.

As disgusting as I think he is as a person, I still don’t see him as a killer. The fact that he’s a liar and a cheat should make it easy to walk away from this. His failures and flaws as a human and a husband should make it so easy for me to write him off and never think about him again. But given what we’ve uncovered to this point, I can’t.

And I can’t for the one simple fact that I really do believe the investigation was fatally flawed and Cooper has wrongly had a decade of his life taken away from him. As much as I’d like to, I can’t ignore that flag waving in my head telling me that he’s innocent. He’s guilty of a whole mess of other things—like being a lying, cheating dirtbag, and a disgusting human being. But I’m coming around to believe that he’s innocent of killing Summer.

“I need you to give me a list of all your girlfriends back in the day,” I tell him. “I need all their names, Cooper. All of them. Do you understand me?”

He nods. “I understand. I can’t promise I’m going to remember them all, but I’ll try.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that. My theory is that one of these scorned lovers of yours killed Summer,” I say. “So, you better be able to remember them all, because your fate is likely directly tied to us finding the killer among all your girlfriends.”

He shakes his head. “I can’t believe any of them would hurt Summer. It’s not like I made them promises or anything—”

“Promises or not, somebody might have thought they had a claim on you and that Summer was in the way of you two being together,” I say.

“I don’t want to believe that. I’ve always believed it was a robbery gone wrong—”

“Leave the investigating to me, Cooper. You’ve already proven to have absolutely crap judgment,” I tell him coldly.

I pull my notepad and a pen out of my jacket pocket and slide them across the table to him. Cooper pulls his hands back and looks at them like they’re snakes, coiled and ready to strike.

“Names. Now,” I demand.

“It’s been such a long time,” he says.

“Names, Cooper.”

He sighs and picks up the pen and looks away for a moment as if trying to recall. His chains rattle as he maneuvers the pen and pad so he can write on it. Cooper takes a few moments and writes a series of names—seven in all that I can see—and all I can do is shake my head and tamp down the waves of disgust washing through my insides. That he cheated on Summer with so many different women makes me sick. She didn’t deserve that kind of betrayal.

He finishes writing and slides the notepad back over to me. I take it and close the notepad without bothering to look at the names he’d scrawled on the page.

“Is that all of them?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he replies. “I think so.”

“You better hope so, because like I said, your freedom depends on it.”

“I get it. You don’t have to keep reminding me.”

“Have to? No,” I reply. “But I’m taking some small bit of pleasure in reminding you what a piece of trash you are. You didn’t deserve Summer.”

“No,” he says softly. “I didn’t.”

“At least we can agree on that.”

“But that doesn’t mean I killed her, Blake,” he says. “I know you don’t believe me, but I loved her with everything in me.”

I get to my feet, then tuck my pen and notepad back into my inside jacket pocket. I need to get out of there. More specifically, I need to get away from him before I do something that might feel good in the moment but I’d likely regret later.

“I loved her, Blake. I didn’t kill her,” he says again as if he’s trying to convince me.

I turn back to Cooper and give him the most withering glare I can muster. “You may not have killed Summer yourself, but you might as well have,” I say, my voice low and cold. “You running around with all these women is what lit the fuse on the bomb that exploded and killed her. You can try to delude yourself all you want, but make no mistake… you are as responsible for Summer’s death as the person who actually killed her.”

I turn and leave him to chew on my words alone in the small, cramped interview room. It’s probably well beyond his capability, but I hope on some level, he feels ashamed of himself… and understands what a piece of garbage he is.

It’s wasted wishes, I know. But like I said before, a girl can hope.
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Residence of Tara Eastman, Fremont District; Seattle, WA

The Fremont district has a funky vibe and attracts a lot of would-be artists and those who enjoy a bohemian-type lifestyle. Giant statues of a rocket, a troll under a bridge, and Vladimir Lenin are among the more unusual attractions to be found in Fremont. It’s also home to a number of small restaurants, microbreweries, and mom-and-pop-type businesses. Although more corporations and tech companies are opening campuses in the district, Fremont stubbornly hangs onto its counterculture vibe—something the area is almost psychotically proud of.

Tara Eastman, number six on the list of girlfriends Cooper provided me, lives in a loft above a dry cleaner and a smoke shop in a mixed-use building. Two stories and made of red brick with white trim around the windows and doorways, the building is older, but very fashionable these days. A wrought iron doorway is situated between the two storefronts with a staircase behind it. The addresses of the four lofts above the shops are listed on a white plaque that’s hanging on the brick beside the doorway.

After my chat with Cooper, I came back to the shop to fill the team in on what happened. Once I’d filled them in, we had Nina do a quick and dirty background on Cooper’s girlfriends, and fortune shined on us for a change. All seven are still in the area. So, Astra, Paige, and I divided up the list of names, and we all went our separate ways to talk to each of them. The first woman I spoke with, Lisa Cobb was like Penny. She was in it for a good time, not a relationship, and the nature of their association ran its course. The second, Brenda Whiting, had been devastated when she learned Cooper was married and immediately broke things off.

I don’t know how Paige and Astra are doing with their interviews, but I hope that one of these women will trip our crazy bells which might tell us who confronted Summer in her classroom and lead us to our possible killer. That’s how it would all work out in a perfect world anyway. But I know better than most that the world is seldom that perfect. I can still hold onto hope though.

I press the button marked “Eastman” on the intercom box hanging next to the door. There’s a loud beep, and a moment later, the speaker pops and crackles to life, and I hear music playing in the background.

“Yeah?”

“Tara Eastman?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder, FBI,” I say.

There’s a pause on the line, but I can hear the music playing, so I know she’s still there. I recognize the singer, but I can’t recall her name. There are some tunes I like, but as a whole, the overwrought, deeply emotional, female singer-songwriter genre isn’t my favorite.

“What do you want?” Tara finally asks.

“I need to speak with you, Tara. May I come up?”

There’s another pause, and I can practically see her standing beside her intercom, eyes wide with fear and curiosity. It’s not often an FBI agent comes knocking on your door, and most people, even if they haven’t done a thing, tend to get nervous.

“Can I ask what this is about?” she finally asks.

“I’d rather speak with you in person,” I reply. “May I come up?”

“Uhh… yeah. Sure.”

There’s a loud buzz followed by a sharp clank as the lock on the wrought iron gate disengages. I quickly pull the door open and ascend the flight of stairs. The hallway is narrow and smells heavily of paint and pot, which isn’t overly surprising given the neighborhood I’m in. Tara’s loft is at the end of the hall on the left, and as I approach, the beat metal barn door slides open, and she steps out. She looks at me with an expression of curiosity blended with nervousness—probably because the odor of marijuana wafting out of her loft is particularly strong.

Dressed in a pair of denim overalls with a gray T-shirt beneath it, both splattered with paint, Tara Eastman is a small woman. Five-four at most, her platinum blonde hair is cut in a bob and streaked with purple. She’s got a round face, gray eyes flecked with gold and brown, a thin, pixie-like figure, and a smooth, pale complexion. She’s got a splotch of green paint on one cheek and blue on her chin that somehow add to her youthful look that I find myself envying. Even though I know she’s thirty-two years old, she could easily pass for a decade younger. I have no doubt she’s routinely carded at the bars, and I rack my brain, but can’t remember the last time I was carded. Some things just aren’t fair.

As I look at Tara, I realize something. Cooper didn’t seem to have much of a preference when it comes to women. The girlfriends he identified for us have blonde hair, brown hair, and red hair. They’re white, Asian, and Hispanic. I had assumed his only requirement for dating is that they’re willing to do those sexual things Summer wouldn’t do. As I take in Tara Eastman and her youthful looks, though, I realize what they all have in common. All of Cooper’s girlfriends look extremely young. Every single one of them looks far younger than their actual age.

That tells me something more about his fetishes and sets a wave of nausea churning in my belly. His fascination with young-looking women is both creepy and disturbing. It also opens up a host of other questions in my mind about his proclivities and why he had been so reluctant to hand over his list of paramours. It also makes me wonder if the list he gave me is complete. It’s a question I’m not here to answer right now though. I need to stay focused on the task at hand.

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder,” I say as I badge Tara.

“Okay? What do you want?”

“Can we speak inside?”

She casts a glance behind her as a look of worry crosses her face. She’s no doubt thinking about the odor of pot floating out of the loft behind her.

“Can we just do it here?” she asks.

“We can if you want your neighbors to hear all your business,” I reply.

She hesitates again, and I sigh.

“Listen, I’m not here to hassle you about your weed. I couldn’t care less about that right now,” I say. “Besides, the recreational use of marijuana is legal here. Has been for a decade, Tara.”

“I—I’ve got more than an ounce in there,” she says, referring to the legal limit.

“Like I said, I don’t care.”

“Okay. Fine. Come in,” she says.

She turns and walks into her loft ahead of me, leaving me to follow her in, which I do—and straight into a mélange of odors that includes paint, paint thinner, and pot. Tara snatches a box off a small table near her easel and stashes it in a drawer, then grabs a rag and starts wiping her hands with it. She walks over and opens one of the three windows that overlook the street outside and turns on a fan. As if that’s going to help stop the contact high I’m getting.

The loft is one large room made of red brick with exposed pipes and beams overhead, giving it the industrial look so popular today. To my left, there is a pair of privacy screens painted in a Japanese motif that separates her sleeping area from the rest of the room. A door to the right of it presumably leads to a bathroom. To the right of the front door is a small kitchen filled with appliances that are older than I am and look a bit worn around the edges. And a small, round table with three mismatched chairs around it sits just off the kitchen. It’s chic, vintage, boho, whatever you want to call it. I’m sure Rick would love it in here.

A well-worn sofa and coffee table sit atop a faux Persian rug in front of an entertainment center that houses a large TV and stereo setup. The music I heard through the intercom is still playing, so I walk over and turn it down. Tara turns and looks like she’s about to object but closes her mouth and says nothing. A half-finished canvas depicting a stylized street scene from what looks like maybe France sits on an easel in front of the windows. The use of color and heavy brush strokes remind me of some of Monet’s paintings that I’ve seen. It’s quite beautiful and shows she has some real talent.

About a dozen completed paintings are leaning against the wall on the far side of the room. As I take them in, though, my eyes stop when I see one that is a face that looks like Cooper. The light glints off the image of a grinning, demonic-looking skull that’s been superimposed over his face that’s almost invisible without the light. She achieves a strange and creepy effect with it. It also tells me something about her. It seems obvious that if she’s still painting likenesses of Cooper, she’s still carrying quite a torch for him. Even after all these years, the powerful feelings she has for Cooper are informing her work. Her rage at him is her fuel… her inspiration.

“Your work is striking,” I tell her.

“Yeah, thanks,” she mutters.

A couple of the other canvases contain figures that look like Cooper to me along with other macabre imagery. She still seems to be clinging to those emotions she felt for him—and that they’re still so powerful this long after the fact, makes me think she might possibly be somewhat unstable. Or perhaps she’s just emotionally immature. Either way, I have a very strong feeling I found the woman who confronted Summer in her classroom. I also think there’s a possibility Tara’s emotional instability combined with her jealousy might have led her to take Summer’s life.

“Can we make this quick? This is cutting into my optimal painting time,” she huffs.

“I’ll do my best to make it quick.”

“Fine. So? What do you want?” she asks as she perches on the stool in front of her easel.

“I want to ask you about Cooper MacMillan.”

She scoffs. “What about him?”

“I understand you two had a relationship.”

She rolls her eyes. “I don’t think I’d describe what we had that way.”

“Then how would you describe it?”

“I’d describe it as me being a young and naïve girl who stupidly fell in love with somebody who only wanted to sleep with her,” she says bitterly. “He told me that I was the one he wanted to be with though. He promised me that he was going to leave his wife and that we would be together—”

She bites off her words, overcome with emotion. Tara turns away quickly, but I can see her face turning red as her eyes well with tears. She uses the rag in her hand to dab at them, trying to keep them from falling. She sniffs loudly and takes a few seconds to gather herself. When she has herself back under control, she turns to me again.

“I really hate him. He led me on and made me believe…” she says, then lets her voice trail off. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter anymore. But he was the first man I fell in love with. I gave him my virginity. I know it must seem stupid to you for me to be hanging on to all this anger when it was all so long ago, but whatever. I’m entitled to my feelings.”

“I understand. And it doesn’t sound stupid. I imagine it’s never easy when you invest so much of yourself into a person only to have them betray you,” I say.

It’s not the exact same situation, but my experience with Mark Walton—a man I thought I loved who turned out to be a spy for an organization that was trying to murder me—gives me empathy for her. The difference is, of course, that I was already a grown woman with a healthy sense of myself before Mark came into my life. I was fortunate in a way that Tara wasn’t. I wasn’t taken advantage of at a vulnerable age like she was. I get how traumatizing that would be for a young woman, and the way she expresses it in her art certainly makes sense.

“Tara, did you ever meet his wife?”

“Once,” she says.

“Was that the day you showed up at her school and threatened her?”

Her eyes widen slightly, and a look of concern flashes across her face. It’s like she can’t believe I know about it. Or that I’m here asking her about that.

“I didn’t threaten her exactly,” Tara says.

“What did you do, Tara?”

“I just told her that her husband was cheating on her. That Cooper loved me,” she tells me. “I told her to do the right thing and give him a divorce so he could get on with his life and be happy. With me. I never threatened her. I just… I told her how things were.”

“Do you ever wear wigs, Tara?”

She flinches and looks at me strangely for a moment. I can see her trying to figure out how I know everything I know—and wondering how much more I know.

“I mean… I used to,” she says. “Cooper liked it when I wore a red wig—he’s always had a thing for redheads. But after he broke things off, I threw it out.”

“Did you wear one the day you talked to Summer?”

She nods. “Yeah. I did. That was the last time though.”

“Why is that?”

“Because Cooper was pissed that I confronted his wife. I remember him screaming at me—I’ve never been so scared in my life,” she says. “He told me I made his life very complicated, and he needed to simplify it, so he was dropping me. He threw me away like a piece of trash.”

She chokes up with emotion again and looks away. I can tell she’s embarrassed and that she’s trying to hold in all the emotions I see swirling around inside her. She’s afraid to let the crazy out in front of me. I have my definitive answer though. Tara was indeed the woman who confronted Summer in her classroom. That’s the first part of our question solved. Now, I just need to get an answer to the second part.

She sniffs loudly, then turns to me, her eyes brimming with tears. She looks like a hurt and angry little girl. But she sits up straighter, trying to put a little steel in her spine, and swallows down her tears.

“I wasn’t surprised when he was arrested for killing his wife though,” she says. “He never had any problem putting his hands on a woman.”

“Are you saying he was abusive?”

“Is there another way to interpret me saying he never had a problem putting his hands on a woman?” she says derisively.

Tara’s words hit me like a bolt of lightning that nearly knocks me off my feet and steals the breath from my lungs. That was news to me. Summer had never mentioned him getting physical with her. Never once. Had she been hiding it all those years, and I just never picked up on it? Was I so wrapped up in my own crap and my own career that I missed the obvious signs that she was being abused? Was I so clueless and self-absorbed that I couldn’t see my best friend was being manhandled and abused by her husband?

I clear my throat and quickly gather myself. “Tara, I need to ask you a very serious question, and I need you to give me an honest answer—”

“No. I didn’t kill her,” she cuts me off, her tone sober. “I’m not stupid. I know that’s what this was all building up to. But I can promise you that I didn’t kill her.”

I study her closely and can see Tara physically close herself off. Her face goes completely slack and emotionless, and her body is taut. I honestly cannot get a read on her one way or the other, but I can see that she is hiding something from me. She’s not telling me everything. I got a strange hit off her from the moment I laid eyes on her, but is she a killer? I don’t know.

“Is that all, Agent Wilder?” she asks. “I really do need to get back to my work. I have a showcase coming up.”

She’s answered all my questions openly and honestly, or so it seems. And I have absolutely nothing I can use as a pretext to drag her in for more questioning. A small part of me believes her. But in light of the fact that I have apparently missed so much about Summer and Cooper, I can’t trust my instincts at the moment. I’m sure, though, that she’s not being entirely forthcoming.

“No, that should be all for now. But I may have some follow-up questions,” I say.

“You know where to find me. Obviously.”

“Thank you for your time, Tara. And good luck with your showcase,” I say. “You are a talented artist.”

“Thanks,” she mutters.

Tara walks me out, practically shoving me out into the hall and slamming the barn door behind me. As I walk back to the SUV, I’m plagued by the idea that she’s not telling me something—that she wasn’t entirely honest with me. What she’s hiding from me, though, I have no clue.

Not yet.
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Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“Talk to me, people,” I say as I stride into the bullpen. “What did we find?”

“You mean other than the fact that Cooper MacMillan is a dirty, disgusting, despicable, low-down, cheating manwhore?” Astra asks.

“Yeah, other than that,” I say.

“Oh, well then, not much.”

I laugh as I perch on the corner of the desk. “Paige?”

She holds up a finger as she finishes chewing on whatever she’s eating and washes it down with a quick drink of her soda, then spins around in her chair.

“The two women I spoke with definitely hate Cooper and felt sorry for Summer,” she says. “Neither of them knew he was married when they got involved. They told me when they found out, they dropped him like a bad habit.”

I shake my head, still stunned by this side of Cooper I never knew existed… still ashamed for never picking up on it before. If I’d known, I could have warned Summer. And if I’d warned her, maybe she’d still be alive. I run a hand over my face and try to tamp down the emotions welling up within me. This isn’t the time or place for self-recrimination. That’s best done with a bottle of scotch and some soft jazz music… and I’ll have plenty of time for that later.

Astra sits forward. “One of the women I spoke with was happy with the arrangement she and Cooper had. It was just sex, she said. The other is like the first two—she kicked him to the curb when she found out he was married.”

I nod. “I had one of each—one who was in it for the sex and didn’t care, and the other who was devastated when she learned he was married—”

“So, six of our girlfriends have no real motive to kill Summer,” Nina says. “If anything, I would think the scorned lovers would have killed Cooper.”

“That sounds logical,” Astra says.

“What about bachelorette number seven, Chief?” Paige asks. “Are we oh-for-seven?”

“I’m not sure. I feel like there’s something there,” I say. “Nina, do a little digging on Tara Eastman. Look into her socials—whatever you can find.”

“On it,” she says.

I spend a little time filling them in on my conversation with Tara. I tell them about the paintings and about her still obviously raw emotional wounds when it comes to Cooper.

“Wow, she’s still feeling that raw after all this time?” Astra asks.

I nod. “Seems like it. There’s also a lot of anger there. Her art is… macabre. She’s talented, but some of her art is pretty dark.”

“That sounds like it might be right up my alley,” Nina chimes in.

“Yeah, it might be,” I tell her with a laugh. “You can put her tribute to Cooper right next to the rest of your serial killer memorabilia.”

“From what you described, it sounds like it’ll fit right in.”

“I can’t even imagine what your place looks like, Nina,” Astra says. “You’re such an anal-retentive clean freak, I’m kind of thinking it’s a blend of Martha Stewart and the Addams Family.”

“You’re not far off, actually,” she replies.

We all share a laugh, but it trails off quickly as we settle into the moment once again. Astra looks over at me.

“What’s your read on her?” she asks. “Is she a killer?”

“I don’t know. She’s impossible to read,” I reply. “I will say I think she’s emotionally immature and is perhaps even a touch unstable. She’s got issues.”

“I’m sure getting jerked around by this creep didn’t help those issues,” Paige says.

“No, probably not,” I reply. “She did admit that she was the one who confronted Summer in her classroom. She says she didn’t make any threats per se, but dropped the bombshell that Cooper was cheating on her, then told her to step aside and divorce him because she and Cooper were going to be together. But she also said she didn’t kill Summer. She was adamant about that.”

“Do you believe her?” Paige asks.

“I… I don’t know. Part of me does,” I reply. “But I had a really hard time reading her.”

“What?” Astra gasps comically. “Your superpower failed? Was she holding a piece of kryptonite or something?”

A rueful smile touches my lips. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know. She was just very controlled and hard to read. I will say she was hiding something,” I tell them. “There was something she didn’t want to tell me, but I have no idea what that might be. That’s something we’re going to have to figure out if we hope to answer that question though.”

“Well, I can tell you that Tara Eastman has been engaged two other times,” Nina says from her workstation. “She never got married—and get this: one of her former almost-husbands took out a restraining order on her. It’s still active, by the way.”

“Now, that’s intriguing,” Paige says.

“A restraining order. Knowing you’re looking into Summer’s murder makes that something she might want to hide from you,” Astra adds.

“Indeed it is,” I say. “What can you tell us about her former fiancés, Nina?”

“The first one—the one without the restraining order—is named Sam Frye. He’s thirty-eight and works at a high-end car dealership,” she says.

A moment later, the screens at the front of the room light up, and we see a picture of Sam Frye. Five-ten with short, neatly styled black hair, trim and fit. Even in his DMV photo, he’s got a wide, warm smile and seems to have a genial disposition. The screen splits, and a second photo comes up of a man who is six two with wavy, ash-brown hair and amber-colored eyes. He’s not smiling and looks to have a more serious demeanor about him.

“Bachelor number two is Aaron Bergman, thirty-nine years old, and he works as a nurse at the Virginia Mason Medical Center,” Nina says. “Neither of the two men has a record, and although I haven’t done a deep dive yet, both seem like good, upstanding citizens.”

“Well, good and upstanding citizens or not, we’re going to have to talk to them,” I say. “Paige, I want you to go question Sam Frye. Find out about their relationship, why they broke up—get me all the dirt you can.”

She jumps to her feet, obviously excited to get out of the office. “On it, Chief.”

“Nina, do me a favor and keep digging. Get me anything and everything you can on Tara Eastman,” I say.

“Aye, aye, Cap’n,” she says with a mock salute.

Nina turns back to her computer and starts in on my request as Paige excitedly grabs her things and dashes out of the shop, making me laugh to myself. Getting to my feet, I walk over to the desk where Astra had left the box from SPD evidence lockup and pull the lid off.

“Hey, are you all right?”

Astra is leaning close to me, a look of concern on her face. “Yeah. I’m fine,” I say.

She gives me a look. “Maybe Tara Eastman is hard to read, but you’re not,” she says. “I can see something’s bothering you. What is it?”

I stop what I’m doing and turn to her, a frown on my face. “How could I have missed all this about Cooper? How could I have not known what kind of person he really was? If I had—”

“I’m going to stop you right there,” she says. “There is no way you could have known.”

“Being able to read people and get into their heads is kind of my thing.”

“Maybe now. But that’s only because you’ve got years’ worth of experience under your belt now,” she says. “Back then, when you were in school, you were still learning—still refining your craft. You didn’t have the experience you do now, Blake. Expecting yourself to have known what kind of a monster he turned out to be is insane. It’s also unfair to yourself. This is not your fault. You cannot take that on yourself.”

“But what else have I missed?” I ask. “I missed what Cooper was back then, and now I feel like I’m trying to catch up and I’m two steps behind everything. Could he actually be the killer, and I’m just missing it?”

“We’re going to find out. And we’re going to do that by looking forward and taking it one step at a time,” she says. “Looking back and flogging yourself for things there’s no way you could have known is not just foolish—it’s counterproductive and might keep us from finding the real truth in all of this.”

A frown pulling my lips down and waves of emotion battering me, I listen to what she’s saying. Logically speaking, I know she’s right. Back in college, I was raw. Untrained. I didn’t have the skills I’ve developed over my career. But knowing that doesn’t make it any easier for me. There’s still a piece of me that thinks I should have known what Cooper was—that I should have been able to keep Summer out of harm’s way. It’s insane to carry that on my shoulders. I know that. But Summer was my friend, and it’s hard to not play the “what if” game with myself.

“Thanks, Astra,” I say. “I’ll be okay.”

“I’m serious. That’s not yours to carry.”

I nod. “I know. And I’m trying. I really am.”

She gives me a grin. “Yeah, well, you better try harder because I’m not going to let you keep beating yourself up like this.”

“You know I’d kick your ass.”

“Yeah, keep believing that. It’s good to have dreams.”

I squeeze her arm. “Thank you.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” she says with a gentle smile. “And speaking of things I’m here for, did you want me to go talk to bachelor number two?”

Reaching into the evidence box, I pull out the first bag. The plastic crinkles as I turn it over, seeing that it’s the sweater Summer had been wearing the night she was murdered. The pink fabric is covered in rust-colored stains and holes. Seeing it for the first time sends a lance of pain shooting straight through my heart. That pain quickly fades and is replaced by a flash of anger, though, when I notice something on the evidence tag. Or rather, when I notice the lack of something—something that should be there.

“No, I’ll go talk to Bergman,” I say. “I need you to do something else for me.”

“Shoot.”

“I need you to go pay a visit to Tara Eastman. Ask her for a DNA sample,” I say. “We’ve got no cause to get an order for one, so I’m hoping she’ll volunteer it. She might balk, so try to be as persuasive as possible. Just try to not bloody her up or break any bones.”

“No promises, but I’ll do my best,” she says. “Anything else?”

I nod and hold up the bag with the sweater. “I also need you to take this down to Milton.”

Milton Drake is one of the top criminologists in our field office. Hell, in the entire Bureau as far as I’m concerned. He’s incredibly good at what he does and tends to skip us to the front of the line when I ask him to do something for me. If word of the preferential treatment were known, it would undoubtedly stir up some resentment and trouble for me, so I try to avoid asking him to bend the rules as often as possible. But this is a situation that requires some speedy answers, so I am going to need that preferential treatment.

“Done,” Astra says. “What’s up?”

Still holding the plastic bag, I look at Astra. “Reed never sent this sweater for DNA testing. Killers often cut themselves in a frenzied stabbing attack,” I say. “There’s a very good chance the killer’s blood is on this.”

“Idiot,” Astra groans. “That’s like cop work 101.”

“Right?”

“Tell Milton we need DNA testing on this like yesterday,” I say, and then a thought strikes me. “And have him compare it to the currently incarcerated—specifically against Cooper MacMillan’s DNA profile. And also against Tara Eastman’s if you can get it.”

“No sweat, but why me? Milton’s got a crush on you,” she says. “The man will literally do anything you say, and all you have to do is bat your eyes and flash him that million-dollar smile.”

“Yeah, maybe so. But he fears you,” I reply. “In a situation like this, fear is going to be a lot more productive than infatuation.”

Astra laughs. “Never let it be said that Blake Wilder is not a shrewd, calculating woman.”

“Damn right I am,” I reply with a grin.
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Virginia Mason Medical Center, Pediatrics Department; Seattle, WA

I get off the elevator and step into the lobby of the pediatrics department. The walls are all a robin’s egg blue and are decorated with balloons and cartoon animals with big, googly eyes and big smiles on their faces. The department is decked out in full holiday regalia. Garland festooned with bows and tinsel hangs along the tops of the walls, there are stockings with presumably the names of the doctors and staff hung on the wall next to the nurse’s station, and in the corner of the waiting room is a large tree that’s decorated from top to bottom with little paper slips.

I step a little closer to examine them before I realize what I’m looking at. It’s one of those “giving trees”—each slip of paper anonymously lists a child to donate a gift to, along with their age, gender, clothing size, and one or two particular items they want or interests they have. It’s one of the trends I’ve seen crop up recently as favored by hospitals and charities. Personally, I think it’s a fantastic way to extend a little Christmas cheer to those less fortunate.

I grab a slip for a thirteen-year-old girl who wants a pair of wireless headphones as well as one for an eight-year-old boy who wants some sort of superhero toy and slip them into my bag. I’ll have to remember to stop by somewhere to pick up this stuff and drop it back off before I head home.

That done, I turn back to the waiting room. A dozen people are sitting in the uncomfortable waiting room chairs, most of them with their faces etched in various states of concern. Waiting to be told what is wrong with your child has to be one of the hardest things a parent can endure. The festive decorations all over the department are a strange juxtaposition against the heavy, emotional atmosphere in the wing. I know they do it to try to help keep people’s spirits up and their minds off what’s going on with their children, but it almost seems macabre and borderline inappropriate.

I step to the counter in the nurse’s station and offer the woman sitting behind it a courteous nod. She looks up from her computer, her face expressionless. Clearly, this woman is not in the holiday spirit. Not that I blame her.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“I’m looking for Aaron Bergman,” I say.

“I see,” she says. “Is he expecting you?”

“I doubt it,” I say as I badge her as discreetly as I can.

Her mouth tightens, but she’s otherwise able to control her features. It’s not hard to see the curiosity on her face, though, as she wonders what her coworker has done to draw the attention of the FBI. She strikes me as somebody who enjoys spreading gossip, so I feel compelled to say something to avoid her spreading malicious rumors about the man I’m here to see.

“I just need his help with something. I need some background information,” I tell her, trying to make it sound as dry and boring as possible.

“Oh,” she says, sounding somewhat disappointed. “Well, let me page him.”

She picks up the phone and presses the button to activate the intercom. Her voice echoes through the hallways as she calls for Bergman to come to the nurse’s station. The woman hangs up the phone and gives me a bored look.

“He’ll be here in a moment,” she says dismissively.

“Thank you.”

I step to the side and lean against the wall as I wait. A couple of minutes go by before I hear the squeaking of rubber-soled shoes on the waxed flooring. A large man with ash brown hair and amber eyes wearing violet-colored scrubs comes around the corner. Intricate and beautifully designed tattoos cover both of his forearms and disappear under the sleeves of his scrubs. I recognize him as Aaron Bergman from his DMV photo, and the laminated ID tag hanging from his breast pocket confirms it.

“Mr. Bergman,” I say and discreetly show him my badge. “Unit Chief Wilder. Is there someplace we can talk in private?”

He looks at me with an expression of surprise combined with horror on his face. “Uhh… did I do something that I don’t know about? Am I in trouble?”

“No, nothing like that,” I tell him. “I just need to ask you a few questions about your ex-fiancée, Tara Eastman?”

“My God, did she kill somebody?” he gasps.

“I think this is a conversation we should have in private, Mr. Bergman.”

“She did it. I knew it was only a matter of time,” he says softly.

“Mr. Bergman—”

“Right, right. Sorry,” he says. “Yeah, follow me.”

He turns and leads me down the hallway he’d just come down, then turns and steps into a small office. I follow him in, and he turns the lights on, then closes the door after me. The small room is a pale shade of yellow. There’s a couch against one wall and a desk against the other with a computer, a box filled with files, a phone, and a cup of pens on top of it. To say it’s cramped in the office would be an understatement.

“Sorry, this room is so tiny,” he says. “We usually just use this place to catch a little shuteye when we’re on shift.”

“No problem,” I reply.

“Did you want to have a seat?” he asks, gesturing to the sofa.

“No, I’m good standing, but thank you,” I reply. “I know you’re busy, so I’ll try to keep this as short as I possibly can.”

“Well, if you’re not going to take a seat, I will. If this is about Tara, I’ll probably need it,” he says with a rueful chuckle.

He groans as he takes a seat on the edge of the couch and rests his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands in front of him. Bergman wrings his hands together nervously and keeps licking his lips with obvious trepidation on his face.

“So, what is this about?”

“I need you to tell me about your relationship with Tara Eastman,” I say.

“Umm. Well, we were engaged… but you already know that,” he says. “Honestly, we had kind of a whirlwind romance. We met at a bar, and I liked her vibe from the start. We just clicked. After a couple of months of dating, she started talking about getting married. She always liked to say, ‘When you know, you know.’ And I thought I knew. For a little while, I thought she was the one. It’s crazy, I know, but I thought she and I were all good like that.”

“But you had a change of heart,” I say. “You called off the engagement?”

He nods. “Yeah. She just went nuts. I mean, like psycho nuts, man.”

“Nuts how?”

“It was like someone flipped a switch the instant I gave her the ring. She just got all possessive and jealous,” he says. “She would even come down here sometimes, and if she saw me talking to any of my coworkers, she’d flip her freaking lid. We’d argue about it for days afterward.”

“And she wasn’t like that before your engagement?”

He shrugs. “I mean, I got small hints of it. I knew she had a jealous streak in her, but I hoped she’d mellow out after we’d been together a while, you know?” he says. “But it seemed to get worse, man. She was causing problems for me here at work, and that’s like a big no-no. I can’t have somebody getting me into trouble at work because they’re insecure. So, eventually, when it wasn’t getting better, I had to end it.”

I perch on the edge of the desk and listen to him speak. It’s obvious he still feels bad about hurting her but is still firm in his belief that he needed to stand his ground. It had to be difficult for him to do, and I think it’s admirable that he was able to do it. I’ve known too many people who waffle when it comes to having to handle situations like that—people who make excuses for somebody else’s bad behavior. And that only encourages them to behave even more badly.

“And how did she take that?” I ask.

“Not well,” he admits. “We fought. It was loud, and she attacked me. Threw some punches, threw some things at me, tried to hit me with a bottle.”

“Is that why you filed a restraining order against her?”

He shook his head. “No. That came a few weeks later. She kept showing up here. She’d wait for me to get off shift in the parking structure and try to talk me into taking her back. She kept that up for a while, and when I continued to say no, she showed up here the final time with a knife and said if I didn’t get back together with her, she’d kill me.”

His words hit me hard, and I’m unable to speak for a moment as the multitude of thoughts spin through my mind. There is that part of me that hasn’t wanted to believe pixie-like Tara Eastman is capable of murdering somebody the way Summer was killed. But hearing that she pulled a knife and threatened to kill Aaron Bergman in the same fashion is forcing me to rethink my position on her. She’s apparently very capable.

“Do you believe she would have killed you, Mr. Bergman?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I don’t want to believe that… if you know her, you know that Tara’s always had a flair for the dramatic. She loves the drama,” he says. “But she had this look in her eye—it was cold. Creepy. It was more like an animal than a human. And when I saw that, I honestly thought she might. After that night, I got a restraining order and started carrying a gun. Maybe that’s me being dramatic, but I’m not going to take chances with my own safety.”

“I don’t think that’s dramatic. I think that’s prudent,” I say. “So, what happened after you took out the protective order? Did she try to contact you again?”

“She called me. I told her I had the order and a gun and if she violated the order, I’d be well within my rights to shoot her. I told her I wouldn’t hesitate,” he says. “That’s a lie. Honestly, the gun I carry isn’t even loaded. It’s for show. I’m not the kind of person who can take a life. Hell, I’m in the business of saving lives, you know? But the important thing is, she believed me. She never showed up here again. She kept calling—so much that I had to change my phone number, but she stopped showing up.”

“It sounds like you handled it perfectly,” I say.

He’s given me a lot to consider. Of all the things I expected to hear Aaron Bergman say, Tara pulling a knife and threatening to kill him was the last on that list, and I’m having to adjust and rethink some things on the fly. His story puts the spotlight on her and makes me think that maybe she actually did kill Summer. We have a long way to go to prove it just yet. As compelling as Bergman’s story is, it’s hardly definitive proof. But it’s definitely another piece of the puzzle.

“Did she do it, Chief Wilder? Did she kill somebody?” Bergman asks.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” I tell him truthfully. “I’m still kind of putting a lot of different things together. All I can tell you is that she’s a person of interest in a case I’m investigating.”

He runs a hand through his hair and shakes his head. Despite that noncommittal word salad I just threw at him, I can tell he’s reading between the lines and knows that she might be tied up in something really bad. And he’s got a look on his face that tells me he’s blaming himself.

“This isn’t your fault, Mr. Bergman. You handled your situation well,” I tell him. “Anything she may or may not have done is not on you. That’s not yours to carry.”

As I say those words, I hear Astra’s voice in my head since she said just about the same thing to me not too long ago. In my head, though, all I hear her saying is that I should take a double dose of my own advice about taking things on that don’t belong to me.

“Thank you, Chief Wilder,” he says, sounding miserable.

“Good luck, Mr. Bergman. And remember—don’t carry those things that don’t belong to you,” I tell him. “Tara’s actions don’t belong to you. You did what you had to do, and there is nothing for you to feel guilty about.”

He gives me a nod and a tight smile as I thank him for his time, then slip out of the tiny, claustrophobic office. And as I walk back down the corridor toward the elevators, Astra’s voice keeps ringing in my head, just repeating one phrase over and over again: ‘Told ya so.’

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter with a grin as I step into the elevator car.
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Parking Lot 3E, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

On my way to the office, I stopped to pick up some breakfast for the team. They’re generously giving up their free time to help me on my quest, so I feel like feeding them is the absolute least I can do. I truly am grateful to them and don’t know that I’d have gotten this far in the investigation without them. We’ve still got a long way to go, but I feel like we’re starting to see some light at the end of the tunnel. I feel like we’re getting close.

With all signs pointing to Tara Eastman as Summer’s killer, all that’s left for us to do is find the corroborating evidence. We need to find something we can use to leverage her—something that will give us a pretext to haul her in for questioning. With a case this old and a conviction for the crime already on the record, it’s going to take nothing less than a confession to move the needle enough for the justice system to reverse itself.

Which makes me eager to get Tara into a box where I can sweat her. I feel that if I lean on her hard enough, she’s going to crack and give me what I need to finally close Summer’s case—and close it the right way. I’m relatively certain now that Coop didn’t kill her. He’s a scumbag, but I don’t believe he’s a killer—and as such, shouldn’t be sitting in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. If I could keep him in prison for being such a despicable, disgusting person, I’d throw away the key. Unfortunately, that’s not an option.

As I lean into the trunk to get the box of food, a rush of adrenaline hits my system when I hear the scuff of a foot on the concrete behind me. Standing up quickly, I spin around, my hand hovering near the Glock on my hip.

“Whoa. Easy there,” Detective Reed says, his hands up and palms facing me.

“I know it’s like your thing or something, but sneaking up on me isn’t smart, Detective.”

“I apologize. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you. I called your name, but I guess you didn’t hear me,” he replies.

“Oh. Sorry,” I say. “I guess I was caught up in my head and wasn’t paying attention.”

“That happens. I’ve been there.”

“What are you doing here, Detective?” I ask. “I’ve been expecting to hear from your lawyer or union rep by now.”

He stands with his hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped, looking tired. Defeated. It’s then that I notice he’s not wearing his weapon and badge on his hip. He follows my eyes and offers me a rueful smile and a nod. His demeanor is a complete one-eighty from the last time we spoke, and to be honest, it’s caught me a little off guard. I would have expected him to be breathing fire. That’s not the case though. Instead, he seems… if not remorseful, then chastened, for sure.

“Yeah. I’ve been suspended,” he admits, though strangely without a trace of anger in his voice. “Seems your boss isn’t without some influence.”

“Ayad?” I ask. “What happened?”

“After Myers and I started our pressure campaign on you, he lobbed a call to the Police Commissioner and gave him an earful,” he says. “He talked about the new evidence you’ve turned up and floated the very strong possibility that we sent an innocent man away. He made it sound like it was malicious and purposeful. So, the Commish called me in, stripped me of my gun and badge pending a thorough review by the conviction integrity unit. Do you really think he’s innocent?”

“I’ll know for sure when I go inside,” I reply. “We had the sweater Summer was wearing when she was killed tested for DNA. If Cooper’s DNA isn’t on it and somebody else’s is, then yeah, there’s a really good chance he’s innocent.”

“Damn,” he says. “I knew I should have tested the sweater.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“The system is so backlogged—it would have taken weeks. And I already thought I had my guy,” he says. “It seemed unnecessary.”

“I’m sorry to hear you were suspended,” I say. “I never intended for that to happen.”

“And I never intended to railroad your friend. I want you to believe that.”

“First, he’s not my friend. And second, I believe you. I don’t think you set out to railroad him,” I reply. “I know you have a tough job to do, and my intent was never to make you look bad or cause you any trouble.”

He frowns. “Yeah, I can’t say I didn’t bring that on myself. I let myself get caught up with the drama Autumn Alexander and ADA Myers were stirring up. If I’d just shut up and…” his voice trails off and he shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. I should have just let you do your thing without getting as up in arms as I was about it. I just let them convince me you were out to tarnish my reputation. It was an ego thing. It was stupid.”

“They’ve unfortunately got their own agendas, and you got caught up in the gears,” I reply. “And I’m very sorry for that.”

“It’s not your fault. You were straight up about what you were doing. But you know how cops are with our stupid territorial pissing matches. Especially when it comes to the Feds,” he says.

“Yeah, well, the Feds are no better about it, I’m afraid.”

“I’m a better cop than this, Chief Wilder. I’m good police. At least, I used to be,” he says. “I’m just… it’s not an excuse, I know, but we’re buried under so many open cases and have so much pressure to close them… I just let myself get comfortable cutting corners and taking the most obvious answers. I screwed this case up seven ways from Sunday. I see that now. And I guess I just came by today to tell you I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “You don’t need to apologize to me.”

Reed runs a hand over the sorrowful expression on his face. “If I stole more than a decade of this man’s life… that’s going to make it hard to sleep at night,” he says softly. “And it makes me wonder if other innocent people are sitting in prison because I picked the low-hanging fruit and didn’t put in the work. Because I was tired and lazy. Because I wasn’t good police.”

I don’t know what to say to that, so I remain silent. The weight of the guilt of taking so many years of somebody’s life has got to be unbearable. I imagine it would be a silent torment that needled and picked at your soul day after day, slowly driving you mad. It’s not something I would ever want to bear, which is one of the reasons I work so hard to avoid that.

“Anyway. Yeah…” he says.

His hands in his pockets, he shifts on his feet and looks down. I notice that he’s looking at the well-worn spot on his belt where his badge usually sits. He seems lost without it. It’s almost like he doesn’t know who he is without that piece of tin. Reed strongly identifies with the job. He is the job. That’s something he and I have in common. I am the job as much as he is and can relate to that feeling of being lost and adrift without the anchor of my badge holding me down and keeping me tethered to the earth.

He finally looks up at me. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“If he’s not your friend, why are you doing this? Why are you working so hard to get this guy out of prison?” he asks. “I mean, aside from him being innocent—I get that. But I feel like there’s something more below the surface. This is personal for you.”

I nod. “It is personal for me because like I told you, the victim was my best friend back in college. She and I went through a lot together.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Obviously, I’m doing this to serve the interest of justice. An innocent man shouldn’t be sitting in prison for a crime he didn’t commit,” I say. “But I’m not doing this for him. Cooper MacMillan has nothing to do with why I’m doing this.”

“Then why?”

I look down at the concrete beneath my feet for a moment and consider my answer. When I first started this quest, my reasons for getting caught up in it were muddy and complex. I don’t think I really understood them at the time. And the more we’ve learned about Cooper and just how despicable he is, the more I thought perhaps he had something to do with it, and the muddier those reasons became. To be honest, at one point, I didn’t know why I was doing it.

But when I woke up this morning, my reasons for working this hard to prove he didn’t kill her were razor-sharp and crystal clear. Through all the memories and emotional turmoil this case is stirring up inside me, I somehow found my sense of purpose in this mess.

I look at Reed. “Because if he didn’t kill Summer, her killer is still out there,” I say. “I’m doing this for her… to get true justice for her. I want the person—the actual person who killed her—to rot in prison for the rest of their days.”

He nods. “I understand that. I would too.”

We stand in an awkward silence for a moment, and he just looks so lost and miserable, that I find myself wanting to help him. The problem is, I don’t know how to do that.

“Anyway, I’ll let you get to it,” he says. “Will you do me a favor?”

“Of course.”

“Will you keep me in the loop? Let me know how this all shakes out?”

I nod. “I’ll be sure to do that.”

He hands me his card. “Any time. Day or night.”

“You’ll be one of the first I call.”

“Good luck, Chief Wilder.”

He turns and walks away, his shoulders slumped as if the weight of the world is strapped to his back. And maybe in some sense, it is. I just hope that weight doesn’t get so heavy it breaks him.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

“Wow,” Astra says around a mouthful of hashbrowns. “After how hot he came in last time, an apology is the last thing I would have expected from Reed.”

“Good for him,” Nina says. “I think that speaks to his character.”

I nod as I chew then wash down the bite of my sausage-egg muffin with some orange juice. “I think it speaks well of him too. And honestly, I feel bad he was suspended because of all this.”

“He can thank Autumn and Myers for that,” Astra says. “If they hadn’t been beating the war drum, he might not have jumped on the bandwagon.”

“That’s what he said,” I reply.

“Still, there is the fact that he did shoddy work in the first place. If he hadn’t, we wouldn’t be sitting here right now,” Paige says.

“And you might be celebrating Christmas on a beach in St. Kitts,” Astra says with a grin.

“That was never going to happen even if he hadn’t screwed up this case,” Paige replies with a laugh. “Honestly, I’d rather hang out with murderers than with some of my extended family.”

“Wow,” Astra says. “Your family gatherings must be a real hoot.”

“You have no idea,” Paige replies.

“He did screw up. Badly,” I say. “But to his credit, he’s owning that.”

“Well, they suspended him for it,” Paige says. “So he kinda had to own it.”

“True. But he could have kept clinging to the notion he was right and didn’t do anything wrong. He could have blamed us. He didn’t. He accepted his role in his suspension,” I tell her.

“That’s very true,” she replies as she puts a forkful of pancakes into her mouth.

I finish my hashbrowns and toss everything into the bag, then wipe my hands on a napkin. After that, I take another drink of my juice and set it aside, then turn to Astra with an expression of anticipation on my face.

“I suppose you want Milton’s report?” she asks with a sly grin.

“I waited until after we ate to get to the business at hand. I think I deserve a gold medal for patience. So, yes. I’d like Milton’s report,” I say.

Astra laughs as she throws her trash into a bag and pushes it aside. She wakes her computer up and quickly logs in, then sits back for a moment as she waits for it to connect her to our system. My entire body is taut as I wait for her to pull up Milton’s report. I’ve been on pins and needles waiting for it for what seems like an eternity. I know it takes time to get the tests done—and done right—but I’ve been relying on Milton’s speed to get us answers sooner rather than later.

I had literally let out a whoop followed by a breath of relief when Astra texted me this morning to let me know Milton’s reports were in. This should give us the answers we’ve been working for. And when I stepped into the shop, I felt like a kid on Christmas morning. But I tried to be an adult about it, and instead of tearing straight into the presents, I fed my team and pretended to be patient when all I really wanted was to tell Astra to read the results already. I didn’t. I was good. But the impulse to give in to my impatience was certainly there.

“How badly did you traumatize Milton to get the results this quickly?” I ask.

“Nothing a good twenty or thirty years of therapy won’t fix.”

“Good to know,” I reply.

“Okay,” Astra says. “The first thing is you were right. There was a second DNA profile on Summer’s sweater. The first donor was obviously Summer Alexander…”

The air in the bullpen is crackling with tension, and every muscle in my body is drawn tighter than a bowstring. Paige and Nina both look like they’re on the edge of their seats, staring at Astra as intently as I am. Her eyes flit back and forth across the computer screen as she reads, and I find myself silently willing her to read it already. But then something briefly flashes across her face. It’s not much, but I see it and know that the answer she’s about to give is not the answer I want.

She looks up at me and frowns. “The second DNA sample donor doesn’t match either Cooper MacMillan or Tara Eastman. They’ve both been excluded.”

A quiet groan passes my lips, and I feel like I just got punched in the stomach. It feels like all the air was just sucked out of the room. Nina and Paige both slump back in their seats, and I get to my feet and start pacing. Astra looks at the screen, seeming to be reading the report on her screen again to make sure she hadn’t read it incorrectly. The frown on her face says she didn’t. She sits back and puts her hands on top of her head, swiveling back and forth in her chair with a frustrated look on her face.

“Dammit,” I mutter.

My arms folded over my chest, I pace back and forth on my usual track on the dais at the front of the room, not believing what I just heard.

“I was positive it was going to be Tara’s DNA on the sweater,” I swear.

“Or at least Cooper’s,” Paige adds.

“Where does that leave us?” Nina asks.

“Thrown all the way back to square one,” Astra replies with a shake of her head. “We are back to having no suspects.”

“Okay, with nothing viable right now, I think we should circle back to Tyler Mullens since we still have him on the back burner,” Paige suggests. “I know his cell phone data says he wasn’t near her house, but maybe we can find a way to poke holes in that.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Astra agrees. “Blake, I know you think he would have been more likely to kill Cooper, but it’s still possible that when he found he was never going to have her, he snapped. Made it so nobody else could have her either.”

“It’s thin. Unlikely. But yeah, I suppose it’s possible,” I say glumly.

Personally, I didn’t expect to find Coop’s DNA on the sweater but knew there was an outside chance of it. But the fact that it isn’t Tara’s either has thrown me for a loop. Very, very seldom am I caught this flat-footed during any investigation. It hasn’t happened that often over my career. This… this is a curveball unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, and I have no direction right now. This isn’t what I expected. Not even close.

As I pace the dais, I’m trying to banish the pervasive thought that keeps invading my head. The DNA evidence is enough to convince me that Cooper didn’t kill Summer, but I still don’t think this is enough to overturn his conviction—not unless we’re able to find the second donor, which means a likely innocent man is going to remain in prison. Even worse than that, though, is my fear that this means we may never be able to get Summer the justice she deserves… that her actual killer will remain free and able to live his life. It’s a thought that turns my stomach.

“Okay, then let’s start parsing Tyler Mullens’s data,” Astra says. “Let’s see if we can find an angle to start picking it apart.”

I nod, though I’m still trying to catch my wind after that body blow Milton’s report had just delivered. Dispirited probably isn’t a strong enough word for what I’m feeling right now. Digging into Tyler is likely going to be fruitless. I don’t think he did it. But it’s not like we have any other options at the moment. Maybe digging into him will uncover another investigative avenue. I’m just about to say so when I see a troubled look on Nina’s face as she looks at her computer screen.

“What is it, Nina?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing,” she says.

“What do you have?”

“It’s just… I didn’t see anything in any of the reports we have about Cooper teaching over at Pacific Crest College. It’s not listed anywhere,” she says. “And yet, in his financial records, it shows he received a severance payment.”

“What is Pacific Crest College?” Paige asks.

“It’s a tiny little private liberal arts college over in Mount Baker,” Astra says.

I blink. “You just had that at the top of your mind?”

“Hey, I’m not entirely uncultured.”

Nina’s fingers are already flying away. “Some people call it the Julliard of the west coast.”

A frown crosses my lips. “I had no idea he taught there. Summer never mentioned it to me.”

“It looks like he taught there for maybe… eighteen months,” Nina says. “But what’s strange, though, is the severance he received seems pretty outsized for that length of time.”

“Sounds to me like maybe they were paying him to go away,” Astra says.

I nod. “Yeah. That’s what it sounds like to me too.”

It’s yet another thing Summer didn’t tell me, either because I wasn’t around, or she thought I was too caught up in my own life to listen. Or maybe she was just too ashamed of whatever it was that got him fired to tell me. It sends a jolt of pain through my heart that makes me wince. It’s another reminder of just how much of Summer’s life after college I didn’t know about. Another reminder that she had a secret book of pain and troubles she never felt comfortable sharing with me… that she felt like she had to bear this pain, indignity, and shame alone, and without being able to talk to me… it breaks my heart in ways I can’t even begin to contemplate right now.

“I’m not finding anything else linking MacMillan to this college,” Nina says.

“It’s like they sanitized the record,” Paige adds.

“Makes you wonder what they’re trying to hide,” Astra says, her tone suggestive.

“Let’s go find out then,” I say.
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Tucked away in the southeastern corner of Seattle and on the shores of Lake Washington is the affluent Mount Baker neighborhood. With a stunning view of Mount Baker in the neighboring Whatcom County, the average home price over a million, the district has a certain toney, country club atmosphere and is the perfect setting for a school like Pacific Crest College. With buildings made of rich red and white brick and designed in a Gothic architectural style, the campus is beautiful. The entire setting is picturesque.

The Pac-Crest student body is primarily made up of the children of wealthy and powerful people who are pursuing a career in the arts. Dance, music, writing, painting—Pac-Crest caters to all the disciplines. Mixed in with all their artistic endeavors, the students, of course, have to take all the normal general education classes to earn their degrees. Pac-Crest has a solid reputation, offers a respectable curriculum, and has turned out some of the most influential artists across a wide variety of disciplines in the nation.

It doesn’t quite have the prestige of Julliard, but the people who attend Pac-Crest like it that way. It keeps the student body small and more manageable. The odds of students getting into Pac-Crest are far better than a prestigious school like Julliard—which isn’t to say they aren’t discriminating in who they accept, because they are. For a small school, Pac-Crest has a reputation that borders on snobby. The application process is rigorous, and they only take the best—and the curriculum is even more rigorous. Graduates of Pac-Crest have earned their degrees in the truest sense.

I’ve known about the school for years. I just never knew that Cooper was part of the faculty there. The fact that Summer never told me about him being hired onto the Pac-Crest staff bothers me more than I can even begin to say. That she didn’t tell me about whatever mysterious dark shroud he was under when he was terminated bothers me even more. It hurts my heart to know she felt like she had to bear these burdens alone.

“You okay?” Astra asks.

We walk along the sidewalk that snakes through the snowy campus of the school. Clusters of students huddle in groups, some playing music, others singing, and still others reciting lines with one another. Even in the cold, the vibrant energy in the air is palpable. Seeing the joy in the faces of the students as they practice their craft makes me smile.

“Yeah. I’m good,” I say. “Just thinking. I just don’t know why Summer never talked to me about this. About any of this.”

“Maybe she was embarrassed, Blake. Maybe the reason he was fired was humiliating, and she didn’t want to talk about it,” she tells me.

“Yeah, maybe. I mean… probably,” I say. “Still, the more we delve into this case, the more I realize I didn’t know Summer. Not really. Once we left school and started our lives, even though we still talked all the time, Summer kept a wall around herself and kept me on the outside of it. That hurts.”

“You said she was the sort of person who only focused on the good in people and in life,” Astra says. “You were both so busy getting started in your lives and careers that she probably didn’t want to drag you down with the bad things going on. That doesn’t mean she loved you any less or thought any less of you as a friend. It just means she didn’t want you to worry about her. It has nothing to do with how she felt about you, Blake.”

I sigh. “Yeah. I know. I know you’re right. It’s just… it’s still difficult.”

“I understand,” Astra says. “Just be like her… focus on the good things about her. About your friendship. Just remember the good.”

“I’m trying,” I reply with a smile.

We walk up the stairs of the administrative building; I hold the door open, then follow Astra in. The air inside is hushed, and everybody is speaking in low voices. We step into a large room done in a light, polished wood and soft earth tones. To our left is a row of windows that are set up much like in a bank or the DMV. A line of students wraps around several times, like the lines at an amusement park, waiting to get to the windows to deal with whatever they need to deal with. To our right is a high counter with a sign that reads, “Information” hanging over it.

I walk over to the information counter and nod to the cute, perky, twenty-something blonde standing behind it. She’s wearing a name tag that reads, “Sharon, Student-Staff.” Not wanting to freak her out or start a wildfire of rumors that would likely sweep across the campus in a matter of minutes, I opt against badging her.

“How can I help you?” she asks.

“Well, I’m not entirely sure,” I reply. “Can you tell me who the current Chair of the History department is?”

“That would be Dr. Earl Levitt,” she says brightly.

“And has he been here long?” I ask.

“He’s been the Dean for about eight years, I think,” she replies. “But he’s taught here for like, a really, really long time.”

“Great. Can you tell us where to find him?” I ask.

“Of course,” she says and quickly consults her computer. “Dr. Levitt’s office is in Hollingsworth Hall. Second floor, office number B322.”

“Terrific. Thank you so much,” I say.

“You’re welcome.”

Astra and I leave the administration offices, then find our way to Hollingsworth Hall and pass a series of doors that lead into lecture halls. Unlike the administrative offices, everything in this building is done in dark wood and marble tile. It all has a very stately feel to it. At the far end of the ground-floor lobby is the staircase that takes us up to the second floor.

“You can practically smell the education in the air,” Astra says with a grin.

“Education? I think that’s entitlement you’re smelling,” I reply, drawing a laugh from her.

We follow the signs that lead us to Levitt’s office to find the heavy oak door slightly ajar. The sign on the wall beside it says we’ve arrived during his office hours and that he is currently in, so I knock. From inside, I hear the sharp squeak of a chair.

“Enter,” he calls, his voice deep and resonant.

Astra pushes the door open and steps in first, and I close the door behind us. The wall to our right has built-in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that are all crammed with literally hundreds of books. To our left is a long, plush couch with an oval-shaped coffee table in front of it. A large painting depicting Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Courthouse hangs in what looks like an elaborate, hand-carved frame on the wall above the sofa.

In front of us, a large desk sits in front of a pair of windows that overlook a greenspace outside. The top of the desk is cluttered with stacks of paper, books, and a laptop. Loose pens and pencils are scattered around the mess, as are cans of soda. The man sitting behind the desk is heavyset with a fringe of silver hair and a mustache and beard to match. He’s got a round face and ruddy cheeks in an otherwise pale complexion, and a good-natured twinkle in his eye.

Levitt’s belly bulges beneath a white shirt and dark blue tie which are covered by a dark blue sweater vest. I swear to God he makes me think of Santa Claus—if Santa were the chair of a college history department in the offseason anyway.

“May I help you?” he asks.

“Unit Chief Blake Wilder, SSA Astra Russo, FBI,” I say. “May we have a few minutes of your time, Dr. Levitt?”

“FBI,” he says as he raises his eyebrows. “Oh, goodness. Have you finally come about the pipe I stole back in high school?”

“You stole a pipe in high school?” Astra asks.

“Indeed.”

“Why?”

“I’ve always enjoyed a good pipe. That one… I saw it, and I liked it, so I took it,” he says, pointing to the pipe sitting in an ashtray on the corner of his desk. “Not that one, obviously. That one has been gone decades, but I still enjoy a good pipe.”

“You must have been wild back in your party days,” Astra says dryly.

He chuckles and tips her a wink. “I’ll have you know, agent, I was quite the party animal back in my day. They had to give me this stuffy old desk job just to liven up the place.”

Astra smiles warmly. “I just bet you were.”

“In any event, we’re not here about a pipe,” I say.

“All right. That’s a relief,” he teases. “Then what can I help you with?”

“We wanted to talk to you about Cooper MacMillan,” I say.

Almost immediately, the smile on his face fades, and his good humor seems to evaporate; he purses his lips like he just bit into something sour.

“You’re familiar with him, I see,” I say.

“I am. I wasn’t the department chair yet when he was here, but I remember him well enough,” Levitt asks. “What about him?”

“We understand that he was only here for about a year and a half before he was let go,” I say, “and that his termination was done quietly.”

“It was. We thought it best given the circumstances of his dismissal,” Levitt says. “I remember the thinking among those who made the decision was that we did not want the tarnish of impropriety to linger if it was all made public. He was given a generous severance package on the condition he signed an ironclad NDA. Frankly, I probably shouldn’t be talking to you about any of this either.”

“It’s very important we know what happened. I can’t compel you to talk to us, but I would appreciate any information you can provide. I promise to protect your anonymity,” I say.

He pauses and picks up his pipe and taps it on top of his desk before sticking it into his mouth and chewing on the stem, trying to decide whether to talk about it or not.

“Dr. Levitt? We need to know the circumstances of his dismissal,” I say.

“May I ask what this is about?” he asks. “As far as I knew, Mr. MacMillan was spending the rest of his life in prison.”

“Some things have come up that require us to take a closer look,” I say. “I’m afraid that’s all I can say right now. But we need to know why he was dismissed from the school.”

He’s quiet for another moment, then sets his pipe down. “Oh hell, it’s been so long, it probably doesn’t even matter anymore,” he says. “We learned that Cooper was having inappropriate relations with some of his students. The girls were all of age, so it was nothing illegal, per se. But it violated our code of ethics, and so, he was terminated.”

“Then why the hefty severance package?” Astra asks. “I mean, if he violated the school’s code of ethics, why pay him?”

“It goes back to the NDA. We wanted to keep this quiet. An instructor sleeping with his students is a bad look that would tarnish our reputation,” he tells us. “The school wanted to keep a lid on it, so, they paid him to keep his mouth shut. The students as well. It was, as you can imagine, a very messy, very expensive matter. One best left in the past.”

“How many students were there in all, Dr. Levitt?” I ask.

“Three,” he replies, “that we found. There might be more. There were certainly rumors to that effect anyway. From what we gathered, Mr. MacMillan fancied himself quite the ladies man.”

Astra and I share a look, and I can see she’s thinking the same thing I am—that our suspect pool just got a lot deeper. Any one of these girls he had inappropriate relations with could have killed Summer out of jealousy. Or maybe just out of vindictiveness. Maybe they wanted to punish him for what happened, or maybe they wanted to take out their competition. There were a million different scenarios that might have played out.

“Dr. Levitt, do you know what happened to the girls after this all came to light?” I ask.

“Uhh, two of the girls, Jenna and Aubry something or other—forgive me, I can’t recall their last names—they left school, and I believe moved out of state,” he says. “I seem to recall them saying they didn’t want to bear the stain of this scandal and had to get away.”

“Understandable,” I say. “And the third?”

“Oh, the third. That would be Freya Erling.”

“Do you know what happened to her, Dr. Levitt?” Astra asks.

“Oh, of course. She wasn’t deterred by the affair at all. I recall her being quite mature about the situation. She’s a remarkable young woman,” he replies.

“But do you know where she went, Dr. Levitt?” I press. “Do you know where we might be able to find her?”

“Of course,” he nods. “She’s just across campus teaching a class.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Sheinford Hall, Pacific Crest College of the Arts; Seattle, WA

“What do you think?” Astra asks.

“I don’t know yet. I’m still processing.”

The lecture hall where Freya Erling is teaching is a packed auditorium, and we’re standing beside the doors on the top level. Erling is standing behind her podium on a dais at the bottom of the bowl. The room is dimly lit, and she is using a PowerPoint presentation to augment her lecture on early Colonial America. She’s a couple of inches shorter than I am with platinum blonde hair and caramel-colored eyes; she’s thin and elegant and stylishly dressed. If I’m being honest, she actually looks a lot like Summer.

Erling had been a creative writing major as a student. According to Dr. Levitt, she had been well thought of and some of the instructors in the creative writing program had believed she was well on her way to a successful writing career. But Erling had surprised them all when she pivoted and earned a master’s degree in history before coming back to teach at Pac-Crest. Knowing what I know now, I’m relatively certain it was Coop’s influence that helped her make that turn.

“Okay, everybody, that’s it for today. Remember that you need to have read chapters twenty-two and three by the next class, and we will be having a quiz on the material. Thank you for your attention, and we will see you then,” she says as the lights come on and the requisite grumbling sounds around the auditorium.

We stand aside as the students all file out the pair of heavy doors. I keep an eye on Erling though. She’s at the desk down in the bowl chatting and laughing with a couple of her students. Just watching their body language and the expressions on their faces, they seem to genuinely like her, and she seems to like them. Levitt had told us she’s a very talented teacher, and her students respond to her… and from what I’m seeing, I’d have to agree.

As the small crowd around her desk begins to thin, Astra and I walk down the stairs into the bowl and cross over to her. We stand to the side as she finishes her conversation and sends her students on their way. She turns, and when she sees us standing there, her smile immediately falls away. The look on her face reminds me of a small prey animal who’s scented a dangerous predator on the breeze and is deciding whether to run or not. Erling tries to gather herself, though, and puts a smile back on her face. But it looks wooden and doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Good afternoon,” she says cordially. “How can I help you, Officers?”

I pause, caught off guard by the fact that she picked us out as cops with nothing but a look. Astra glances at me and tries to stifle a grin. She’s always telling me I look and smell like a cop and that people know what I am just by looking at me. I always tell her she’s full of it, but I’m not going to live this one down anytime soon.

“It’s Agents, actually,” I say, quickly gathering myself, and badge her. “Unit Chief Wilder and SSA Russo, FBI.”

Even the fake smile slips away and is replaced by a look of trepidation. Erling swallows hard and once again tries to muster up a smile. This one just looks slightly sickly. Nervousness is normal for people confronted by law enforcement. We expect it even from people who haven’t done anything wrong. Something feels different about Erling’s squirreliness though. There’s a sharp edge to it. That, of course, gets my radar up and going.

“My apologies,” she says. “How may I help you, Agents?”

“We just wanted to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind,” I say.

“Oh, I would like to help, but I’ve got another class starting shortly. Can we schedule another time to do this?”

“We won’t take long, Ms. Erling,” Astra says, her tone stiff and cold.

Erling looks around the empty lecture hall as if searching for help… or maybe a quick way out. She sees neither, though, and looks resigned as she turns back to us.

“As long as we can keep this brief,” she says. “I really do have a class to get to.”

“Just out of curiosity, we’ve heard you were a bright, well-thought-of writer. Why did you get into history and not pursue your creative side? People we’ve spoken to said they thought you had a long and celebrated career as a writer ahead of you,” I ask.

She purses her lips, looking annoyed by my question. “I’ve had three books published that have done moderately well commercially. But making a living as a writer is difficult. It can be unstable. So, I made the choice to ensure I had a steady paycheck while pursuing my creative passions on the side.”

“That’s sensible,” Astra says. “Very practical.”

“Now, may I ask what this is about and why you are asking others about me?” she asks.

“We weren’t asking others about you directly. Your name just came up,” I say. “No, we were asking about Cooper MacMillan, actually.”

I drop that nugget and watch as Erling’s eyes widen slightly, and her already milky-white complexion pales even more. I’ll give her credit though; she quickly recovers. Turning her face to us, she lifts her chin with a defiant gleam in her eye.

“And why are you asking about Cooper?” she asks. “As far as I know, he’s still sitting in prison… right where he belongs.”

“See, that’s what we’re having trouble with, Ms. Erling,” Astra says. “We’ve uncovered evidence that suggests he might not belong there after all.”

“We believe it was a perfect storm of him doing everything wrong combined with shoddy investigative work at the outset that led to his conviction in the first place,” I say, holding her gaze firmly. “No, we’re fairly certain at this point that he’s innocent and the person who really murdered his wife is still out there.”

She shifts on her feet, clearly uncomfortable. Her eyes dart everywhere, and she can’t seem to look at us directly. Erling forces herself to stand still and turn her gaze to us, putting on a brave and still-defiant face.

“Well… I don’t see what this has to do with me,” she says.

“Maybe nothing,” I say. “But we understand you were one of a few students who had an affair with Mr. MacMillan—”

“That was a long time ago, and it was handled internally,” she says.

“Yes, we heard. You got a nice settlement and a cushy job out of it,” I say. “I hear you’re on an expedited track for tenure.”

“Yes, well, I signed an NDA, so I can’t talk about any of that.”

“Did you love MacMillan?” Astra asks bluntly.

The question catches her off guard, and she stutters lamely for a moment. Her mouth opens and closes like a fish just pulled out of water that’s gasping for air. But she again recovers and clears her throat, then levels a frosty gaze on us.

“Frankly, that is none of your business, Agents,” she says coldly. “And again, I am legally unable to speak about what happened here when I was a student—”

“Did you kill Summer Alexander?” I ask.

Erling’s face tightens, and she clenches her jaw. She narrows her eyes and glares at us with a look of pure anger and disgust. But underneath all that, I can see something more: I can see fear.

“That question is utterly ridiculous,” she says. “Now, I’ve cooperated, and I must get—”

“Were you jealous that Cooper was never going to leave her for you?” I press, my own anger rising within me. “Is that why you snapped? Why you murdered her?”

“As I said, your questions are ridiculous, and I will not justify them with a response. The man who murdered that poor woman is sitting in prison, right where he belongs,” Erling snaps. “I’m done speaking with you, Agents, and I must get to my next class.”

“You know what? We were wrong to accuse you of murder without any physical proof,” I say. “Lucky for us, the killer left their DNA behind on Summer’s sweater. We can clear this up right now if you just give us a quick swab so we can compare the DNA. I’m sure you’re right, and we’re barking up the wrong tree. So, just give us a chance to eliminate you as a suspect, and you’ll never hear from us again. You have my word.”

Erling grabs her bag off her desk, then turns to us. “As I said, I am done speaking with you. If you have any other questions, you can direct them to my attorney.”

“So… was that a no on the DNA swab?” Astra asks.

Erling chuffs, then turns and walks out the door to the left of the dais, leaving us alone and watching after her. The door closes heavily, echoing around the empty auditorium.

“We may have just stumbled into our killer,” I say.

“You think?”
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Unfortunately for us, we don’t have anything near enough to drag Erling in for questioning, let alone getting a warrant to compel her to give a DNA sample. Not even Paige, with her connections down at the courthouse, can finagle a warrant for us. So, rather than fancy legal maneuvering, Astra and I are having to pound the bricks and do some old-fashioned police work. Which means, we’ve been sitting on our butts in the SUV tailing Erling all day.

“I had almost forgotten how much I hate stakeouts,” Astra says dryly.

“Buck up. It builds character.”

“All this is building is boredom and calluses on my butt.”

I laugh. “You can Uber back to the shop and work on the background I have Nina and Paige doing instead of sitting here if you’d like.”

“That’s a different type of slow, boring death.”

“Well, I just can’t make you happy, can I?”

“Probably not.”

She flashes me a grin and leans back in her seat. After she finished classes for the day, we tailed Erling to a yoga studio where she spent an hour and a half limbering up, then toning and tightening her backside. After that, she and a couple of her yoga friends walked down the street and have been sitting in the coffee house across the street from us. For the last hour, we’ve been sitting here watching them gab and gossip, all of them without a care in the world.

Knowing that Erling has been out here living her life carefree and footloose for more than a decade after we put Summer in the ground fuels a dark rage inside me. It’s not fair. It’s not right. To have somebody as fundamentally good as Summer removed from this world in such a violent and hateful way—and the person who did it is not suffering a single repercussion from it—makes me want to see her punished all the more. It makes me want to see the worst happen to her.

“What do you think her soccer mom friends would say if I walked in there and told them they’re having coffee with a brutal murderer?” I ask.

“It would probably terrify them so badly, they’d probably drop their kombucha, jump into their eco-friendly minivans, drive away at the posted speed limit, then gossip about her at the next PTA bake sale,” she says.

I laugh. “Wow. Stereotype much?”

She shrugs. “Some stereotypes exist for a reason.”

We sit in silence watching Erling through the plate glass window at the front of the shop. For a woman who knows a couple of FBI agents are looking into her for a possible connection to a murder, she seems strangely calm. Relaxed. She looks like she’s having fun with her friends. She doesn’t look like a woman who’s concerned about having the body from a decade-old murder pinned on her. Despite the nervousness we saw in her earlier today, now she isn’t acting like a woman who’s afraid she’s on the verge of being arrested. Erling isn’t acting how I would have expected her to act, and it’s bothering me.

“Do you think she killed Summer?” Astra asks.

“Don’t you?”

She strokes her chin. “Earlier today I felt certain of it. But after tailing her around all day, I’m kind of wondering if we’ve gotten it wrong. I mean… she’s a yoga girl. She’s small and meek. Granola girls like her don’t usually strike me as cold-blooded killers.”

“Doesn’t mean they can’t be,” I reply. “But let’s go with your thought. What had her looking so skittish and jumpy when we talked to her earlier today?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it was having her affair with MacMillan dug up after all this time that caught her off guard and freaked her out,” she says. “I’m not saying she isn’t our killer. I’m just having a hard time seeing that latte-sipping, yoga girl doing what was done to Summer. I mean… the sheer brutality and viciousness of it.”

“Love and jealousy can make a person do terrible things. It might even turn a latte-sipping yoga girl into a vicious, savage killer. It’s not unprecedented.”

“No, it’s not,” Astra says, sounding troubled.

Through the coffeehouse window, I see Erling and her friends get to their feet. They walk out of the shop and stand on the sidewalk talking for a couple of minutes. I prepare myself for the next leg of our city tour with Erling. Astra is right in that it’s dry, boring work, and I honestly don’t know what tailing her is going to yield us in terms of evidentiary value. It’s not like she’s going to lead us to a murder weapon or anything that might be damning for her. I guess I’m so desperate for something to happen that will help give us the answers about Summer’s murder we’ve been seeking, I’m just hoping that something interesting happens that will break the case open for us.

And then it happens.

I watch as Erling finishes her coffee and throws the cup in the trash can beside the door. After that, she hugs her friends, and they all part ways. Erling walks back down toward the yoga studio where she’d parked her car while her friends head off in the opposite direction. My pulse pounds, and a smile crosses my face.

“Hell yes,” I say.

Moving quickly, I jump out of the SUV, hearing Astra’s surprised exclamation behind me as I dash across the street. Pulling a black nitrile glove out of my jacket pocket, then a plastic evidence bag from the other, I carefully lift the coffee cup with Erling’s name written on it from the can. I turn to find Astra stepping up beside me, a smile on her face.

“You are brilliant,” she says.

“Yes. Yes, I am,” I reply as I drop the cup into the plastic evidence bag, then seal it up. “Come on. Let’s get back to the shop and get Milton on this. Let’s find out if we have our killer.”

“Lead the way.”
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Office of Freya Erling, Pacific Crest College of the Arts; Seattle, WA

It took almost two days for Milton to get the results back, and I was at home when he called to tell me that Freya Erling was a match for the second DNA profile on Summer’s bloody sweater. I let out a shout of triumph. That was quickly followed by a wave of emotion so powerful, it nearly drove me to my knees. I cried and said a few silent words to Summer, telling her I was sorry it had taken so long to get to this moment, and that I hoped she could now rest in peace.

After that, I played some of her favorite music and had a drink in her honor as I thumbed through old pictures from our college days. I studied her always smiling face, and once again, felt the sharp pain of knowing she had endured so much by herself. The guilt of not being there to help ease her burden is thick and probably won’t ever dissipate entirely. That trip down memory lane stirred ten thousand emotions inside me—some good, some bad—but mostly I just found myself missing my friend. Through the sting of her loss, though, I also felt the happiness she’d always been able to make me feel so easily.

It was with all those emotions still swirling around inside me that I woke up this morning ready to put an end to this once and for all… to get justice for Summer. With an arrest warrant in hand, Astra, Paige, and I hustled down to the Pacific Crest College campus and got ready to take Freya Erling into custody.

“I don’t expect trouble, but wear your vests anyway,” I say. “She’s a killer, so I’m not taking any chances here. Don’t take her lightly.”

Standing at the back of our SUVs with the doors open, Astra and Paige nod as we gear up. I look across the parking lot as I strap on my vest, watching the students passing by casting curious and frightened glances our way. Knowing our presence was going to be disruptive and cause fear among the student body, I opted against having a tac team at our back. With the way rumors spread like wildfire, the last thing I want to do is send waves of terror across the entire campus.

Undoubtedly, if they were to see an armed and armored tac team moving across campus, everybody’s first thought would be that there’s an active shooter, and panic would likely ensue. It would be understandable but also a sad commentary on the state of things. It is what it is, though, and in this case, I feel like less is more.

“Ready?” I ask.

“Let’s do it,” Astra says.

“Good to go,” Paige adds.

“Okay. Let’s roll,” I order.

We make our way across campus to Mecklenberg Hall where Erling’s office is located. According to her schedule, these are her office hours, so we thought it best to hit her then, when she’s alone in her office, in order to avoid any situations in a crowded lecture hall. I doubt she’d take a hostage, but I’m going to avoid the possibility, no matter how small it might be.

We enter the hall, our dark blue FBI windbreakers over black Kevlar tactical vests drawing more concerned stares from the students gathered around in the downstairs lounge area and the others who are clustered around the doors to the lecture halls. The energy inside the hall immediately grows tense, and unsurprisingly, the whispers and frantic text messages start flying. We ignore it all as we ascend to the second-floor landing, then follow the signs.

Halfway down the corridor, we come to a heavy oak door. The sign to the left of it announces Freya Erling, Associate Professor of US History, followed by a listing of her office hours. Without bothering to knock, I pull my weapon, then open the door and rush inside. Astra and Paige are right behind me, sweeping the sides of the room to clear any hidden threats. There are none, of course, but a young woman is sitting behind a desk across the room from us.

“FBI,” I call out. “Put your hands up.”

She squeaks in fear and throws her hands in the air, then jumps to her feet. She’s early-to-mid-twenties with mahogany hair and a warm, tawny complexion, but most notably—she’s not Freya. I lower my weapon then holster it. Astra and Paige follow my lead. The girl is trembling wildly, her eyes wide and filled with fear behind her cat-eye glasses.

“You can put your hands down,” I say.

She does but remains standing ramrod straight and rooted to her spot on the floor, still shaking like a bowl of Jello in an earthquake.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“D—Daisy. Daisy Fisher,” she says. “I’m Professor Erling’s graduate assistant?”

“Where is Professor Erling,” I ask.

“Out sick,” she replies. “She’s been out the last couple of days and asked that I grade the papers on her desk.”

I share a look with Paige and Astra. “Convenient that she comes down with something two days after we spoke to her.”

“Right?” Astra replies dryly.

I pull my phone out and quickly dial the shop. Nina picks up right away.

“How’d it go?” she asks. “Do we have a killer in custody?”

“No. She’s not here,” I reply. “I need you to ping her phone.”

“Stand by.”

From the other end of the line, I hear Nina’s fingers flying over her keyboard as she moves quickly to get the information I want.

“Ummm… Boss? Her phone is pinging on the Pac-Crest campus,” she says.

I roll my eyes. “Wonderful.”

Daisy practically throws herself to the side as I walk around the desk and start opening drawers. I find her phone sitting in the middle drawer. Annoyed and frustrated, I pull it out and hold it up for Astra and Paige to see.

“I guess now we know why she seemed so calm and relaxed the other night,” I say. “She knew she wasn’t coming back.”

“Not coming back? What do you mean?” Daisy asks. “What do you think Professor Erling did? Because I can promise you, she didn’t—”

“Daisy, thank you for your help, but you can go,” I say.

The girl looks stricken and still scared, but she turns and quickly leaves the office.

“Hey, Boss, you still there?” Nina asks.

“I am,” I say as I turn the speakerphone on.

“You’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you,” she says.

“That’s never stopped you from telling me things before,” I reply. “Let’s hear it.”

“Well… I did a quick dive into Erling’s financials, and it looks like she bought a plane ticket, bus ticket, and train ticket,” she says. “They’re all scheduled to leave today.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” I groan.

Astra smirks. “The girl is smart. You have to hand it to her.”

“Wow,” Paige says. “That’s almost impressive. She knew we were closing in and threw up a smoke screen to make her escape.”

“I’m not impressed,” I say. “Okay, Nina, send the information you have to our phones. We need to know flight numbers, train, and bus numbers—the works. After that, call the terminals and alert local PD that she’s wanted in connection with a murder. Put a BOLO out and have them stop and detain Erling if they spot her.”

“Done,” she says.

“Also, keep digging. See if you can figure out which way she’s getting out of town. Call me if you find anything on that end,” I tell her.

“I’ll do my best,” she says, but her tone tells me she’s not optimistic she’s going to find anything useful to pass on.

“All right. We need to keep pounding the bricks. We need to find her before she can get out of Seattle,” I say. “Paige, take the train station. Astra, hit the airport. I’ll go to the bus station.”

“If I were her, I’d set up those tickets, then rent a car and just drive out of town,” Paige says.

“Let’s hope she doesn’t do that,” I reply. “Or if she does, that Nina finds a trace of that before she gets out of town. For now, we can only do what we can do. You’ve got your assignments, so let’s go. Let’s bring her in. And be careful out there. Everybody comes home tonight.”
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Greyhound Bus Terminal, Denny Triangle District; Seattle, WA

Located north of downtown Seattle, the Denny Triangle district was once a massive hill in the middle of the city. In the early 1900s, the hill was removed, and the entire section of the city was graded to lay it flat, making it suitable for building and development. The intervening years have seen massive construction in the area as the city continues to grow and spread outward.

Calling the building that houses the bus terminal an actual terminal is generous. It’s more of a bus stop. There’s a small one-room building that houses three counters where you buy your tickets, a coffee cart, and a few benches to sit and wait. There is a covered area outside the doors that holds more seating, a designated smoking area, another coffee cart, and three lanes where the buses can pull in and load or unload their passengers.

After parking in the structure attached to the station, I discreetly make my way down to the ground floor and take up a sheltered position behind the outdoor coffee cart. It gives me cover as well as a good line of sight around the station. Erling was clever enough to purchase tickets on three separate modes of transportation because she knew we were closing in on her and wanted to throw us off her scent, so I have no doubt she’s going to be keeping a close eye on her surroundings. She’s going to be watching to make sure we can’t catch her.

There aren’t many people in the station—a dozen or so. Maybe a few more. But not enough for me to blend in with them, so I do my best to stay out of sight. Not easy to do when I’m wearing a black Kevlar vest. I tried to mitigate it, though, by wearing it under a regular, bulky jacket. The only time I want Erling to lay eyes on me is when I’m putting a pair of bracelets on her. The intercom chimes, and a woman’s voice echoes around the station, announcing the arrival of bus number 302, which she says will be departing for British Columbia in twenty minutes. She finishes her announcement by telling all passengers to get on board.

I watch as half a dozen of those people milling about the station shuffle toward the line for lane three, where the bus is waiting. My body is taut, and beads of sweat trickle down between my shoulder blades as I watch the faces in the crowd, searching for that platinum blonde hair.

“Come on, come on,” I mutter. “Be here.”

There is no real reason to believe Erling will show up to take the bus. I only chose the bus station on a hunch. I figured that flying would be too obvious, and Erling would be expecting us to be watching the airport closely. Taking the bus seems the least likely way she’d get out of town, which is why I’m camped out here. She’s clever. Cagey. And I figured she might believe we might not see the bus as a viable option for her, so she might actually show up here. I thought she might be trying to give us the ol’ rope-a-dope.

As I watch the crowd boarding the bus, though, I start thinking that I might have overthought it all. I might have outsmarted myself. Erling isn’t among the group of people boarding the bus, and I don’t see her anywhere else among the few bodies still in the station.

“Dammit,” I mutter.

“This is your last call for bus number 302 to British Columbia,” the woman’s voice comes over the intercom and echoes through the station. “Please go to the boarding area now if you are taking bus number 302 to British Columbia as it will be departing soon. This is your final call to board bus number 302. Thank you.”

I’m just about to pull my phone out of my pocket and call Astra when I see a door to the bathroom next to the ticketing office open. A tall, thin figure in dark pants and a black hoodie with the hood pulled up emerges and slings a red bag over her shoulder. She glances around herself, then slips her hands into the pocket and puts her head down as she hustles toward the bus. It was brief, but I saw a flash of white-blonde hair beneath that hood, and my heart skips a beat as a rush of adrenaline floods my system.

“Son of a…”

Pulling my weapon, I break cover and extend my arms in a shooter’s stance as I approach the woman at an angle that will put me in her path.

“Freya Erling,” I call out. “FBI. Stop moving and put your hands in the air.”

She stops dead in her tracks and remains still, her head down, her hands still in the pocket in the front of her hoodie. My heart is in my throat, and I can feel it pounding inside me. I lick my lips and try to swallow it all down, doing my best to calm myself. All around me, I see the people—few though they are—edging away from the scene, their faces scared but fascinated.

“Freya Erling—take your hands out of your pockets and put your hands in the air,” I shout. "Do it! Do it now!”

She turns her head and gives me a view of her face, confirming for me that it is indeed Freya Erling. Her eyes are narrowed, her face etched with hate.

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?” she growls.

“I can’t do that. You know that,” I say. “Now, take your hands—”

“I’m getting on that bus.”

“You’re not. You’re coming in with me,” I shout.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like that. It was an accident,” she says. “I only went there that night to talk to her. Things… they got out of hand.”

“I believe you, Freya. Why don’t you come with me, and we can talk about it?”

Her eyes are red and swollen, and fresh tears spill down her smooth, pale cheeks. “He promised that we were going to be together. He told me that he loved me.”

“I understand, Freya.”

“You don’t.”

The longer I keep her talking, the more I can make her feel like I understand and can relate to her, and the better my odds of keeping this situation from spiraling out of control. I don’t want to shoot her. I want this situation to end peacefully and without any bloodshed. As I stare into her eyes, though, I begin to worry that decision may already be well out of my control.

“Freya, Cooper MacMillan is a piece of garbage. He lied to you. He lied to a bunch of women to get what he wanted. He used you,” I say. “That’s not your fault. That’s his. Now, just take your hands out of your pocket, and let’s go and talk this out. The way I see things, you’re a victim in all this too. We can talk about it.”

“Don’t lie to me,” she snarls.

Freya stands up straight and turns to face me, her face growing cold and hard as her tears dry up and her eyes narrow. She takes her hands out of her pocket and holds the small pistol down at her side. I swallow hard, my heart thundering in my chest as I feel the situation starting to slip out of my grasp. I need to regain control of the situation and keep it from spiraling.

“Freya, I’m not lying to you. I really do believe that Cooper victimized you too,” I say. “So, just put the gun down, and let’s go talk about all this. Let’s get it all sorted out.”

She shakes her head. “There is no sorting things out, Chief Wilder. I killed her,” she says. “I didn’t mean to. I only went to their house that night to talk to her. Face to face… woman to woman. I wanted to let her know that her husband didn’t want her. That he wanted me. Do you know what she did though?”

“What did she do, Freya?”

“She laughed in my face. She told me I was just a stupid little girl,” Erling roars. “She told me if I thought I was the only one Cooper was screwing, I was even stupider than she thought. She laughed at me, Chief Wilder.”

“Freya, she was hurting. She’d just found out her husband was cheating on her with multiple women. I’m sure she didn’t—”

“I just saw red. I just heard her laughing at me, and I saw red,” Erling interrupts. “I grabbed a knife I saw sitting there, and I stabbed her. Again and again and again. I didn’t even realize what I’d done until my vision cleared and I found myself kneeling next to her body with the knife in my hand. I swear I didn’t mean to do it.”

“I believe you, Freya. You were hurting—”

“It doesn’t matter,” she says, her voice colored with resignation.

“It does matter. You matter,” I tell her. “Just… put the gun down, and we can get this all sorted out. I promise you—”

Erling looks at me with a face that’s absolutely blank. Expressionless. It’s a look I’ve seen far too many times throughout my career. It’s the look of somebody who’s decided to die. I see the gun shaking in her hand, and she looks down at it for a minute, then turns back to me and seems to be trying to raise her arm.

“Freya, stop. Don’t do that. Please don’t do that,” I call. “Just drop the gun. Let go of it, and let’s go and talk this out.”

“There is no coming back from what I’ve done, and you know it,” she says. “I only wanted him to love me. I only wanted to be with him. That’s all. I never meant to…”

Her voice trails off, and she looks down at the gun in her hand again. I get a sinking feeling, and it feels like a yawning chasm has opened in my belly, threatening to swallow me whole. Freya moves quickly, bringing her gun to bear, and squeezes off a shot. Screams from the people in the station echo all around me as all hell suddenly breaks loose and people start running away, their fascination with watching the dramatic scene ebbing as the bullets start to fly. In the distance, I hear the wail of sirens approaching, glad that somebody had the presence of mind to call the cops.

Even though my leg erupts with white-hot pain as the bullet grazes my thigh, I can tell immediately that Erling wasn’t trying to kill me—the barrel of her gun was aimed too low. Acting on instinct, though, I squeeze off two shots and watch Freya’s body jerk as the bullets punch into her. She goes down hard and lands flat on her back with a pained cry. Limping over to her, I kick the gun away from her hand and it goes skidding across the pavement with a clatter.

Blood spilling down my leg and a grimace of pain on my lips, I stand over her, my weapon trained on her face. Erling looks up at me, a gentle frown flickering across her lips. Blood seeps from one wound in her shoulder and another in her upper arm. It pools beneath her, thick and dark, and tears spill from the corners of her eyes.

“Wh—why didn’t you just kill me? I wanted you to kill me,” she rasps.

“Oh, I was not about to let you off that easy,” I growl. “I feel bad for you and feel bad for what Cooper put you through, Freya, but make no mistake: you are going to pay for murdering my best friend. You are going to pay for what you did for the rest of your miserable life.”

The SPD sector cars squeal to a stop in front of the station, and cops begin flooding the area. As I hear the heavy footsteps coming my way, I hold my gun on Erling with one hand, then raise my badge with the other to let them know I’m not a bad guy. And as I do, I smile down at Erling, and a sense of completion settles down over me.

Summer finally has justice. True justice.
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The Emerald Lounge, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

“To a job well done,” I say and raise my glass to my team.

“To a job well done,” they reply in unison and toast me in return.

The Emerald is lively tonight. My favorite jazz club in the city, it’s built from red brick and light woods and fashioned after an old-time speakeasy. Tonight, the Emerald is decked out in full Christmas regalia. It seriously looks like Santa Claus himself threw up in here. There are two large trees on opposite sides of the club, lighted and decorated to the hilt. Garland, stockings, and festive wreaths hang from every conceivable surface—even the band is wearing Santa hats and the ugly sweaters that are so popular these days. There is no escaping Christmas in the Emerald since it’s right in your face the minute you walk through the door.

“Have you heard from Kit?” Astra asks me quietly.

I shake my head. “No. And at this point, I’m not expecting to.”

“Well, that sucks,” she says. “But at least you have us.”

“That I do.”

“And you put a case that’s been haunting you for years to bed once and for all,” she said.

“That, too, is true. And I’m thankful to you—to all of you guys,” I say.

“It’s what we’re here for.”

I smile at her. “I love you.”

“And I love you back.”

Freya Erling hired a shark of a lawyer, so it took a little patience and a lot of leaning on her, but she eventually gave her confession to killing Summer. She said she staged the scene to appear like a sexual assault, using a foreign object on Summer to sell the scenario she’d created to divert suspicion away from her, proving that she’s cagier than I gave her credit for. Hearing all the details was tough, but necessary. When I walked out of the interrogation suite, leaving a sobbing Erling behind me, though, I felt a sense of finality. I felt like I’d finally closed the book on something that had haunted me for a very long time.

After we wrapped things up at the shop and officially closed the case—the right way—we accepted our congratulations from Ayad for a job well done. He also relayed a word of congratulations and thanks from Deputy Director Church for righting a wrong. I have no doubt the political-minded types will use what we did to score points somewhere with somebody, but whatever. I don’t care. All that matters to me is we got it right, and we finally got justice for Summer. My hope is that she can rest easy now.

That done, the four of us decided to have a drink before we scatter for the holidays. For real this time. Of course, I suggested we amble over to the Emerald Lounge, and after a little prodding and cajoling, they all agreed. To me, there’s no better way to close a case than with a few drinks and some good music. These savages don’t appreciate the music like I do, but the selling point was that the Emerald is stumbling distance from the shop, and we can avoid the chaos on the streets.

“So, how long do you plan on milking that wound?” Astra asks with a grin.

“As long as I can, thank you very much,” I reply. “It hurts, you know.”

“I’m sure it does. Poor baby,” Astra replies and rolls her eyes.

“I saw it at the hospital,” Paige adds. “I’m telling you—it was like a paper cut.”

“It’s a little more serious than a paper cut,” I object.

“Very little,” Paige says.

“I have an idea. How about we all go outside, and I shoot you in the leg, and let’s see how you like it?” I tease.

Paige hands me a butter knife. “Here, use this. The wound should be just about as severe.”

We all share a laugh and take a drink as the band on stage plays a jazzed-up version of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer—another reminder that we’re on the precipice of Christmas. And even though I’m in a really good mood, the absence of my sister is a dull ache in my heart. It’s a pain that won’t go away no matter how good the company or the time we’re having. But I’m determined to enjoy the night and not be a downer.

The EMTs at the scene patched me up after I refused to go to the hospital. Nobody was going to interview Erling but me. After she lawyered up, I wasn’t able to get in to talk to her for a day, but once we got her confession, we processed all the paperwork to put Freya Erling into the system, and we were officially done with the case. We turned everything over to the DA, who, in light of the DNA evidence and Erling’s confession, agreed to vacate Cooper’s conviction and get him out of prison ASAP. It’s unlikely, but there’s a possibility he could be out in time to spend Christmas with anybody who is still talking to him.

It’s unfortunate that being wrongly convicted cost him his friends—his life, really. He’s going to have to start over, although I have a feeling the civil lawsuit he’s likely going to file against the city—and win—is going to make that process a lot smoother and a lot easier. I’m sure that fat payday is going to give him a very soft landing. Money tends to do that for a person. Ideally, I’d love for him to get nothing and have to do it all on his own, but the simple truth is he had more than ten years of his life stripped away because of a rush to judgment and shoddy investigative work… and because of that, he is entitled to compensation. Bully for him.

I spoke with him briefly to give him a status update, and he called me his savior, then asked what he could do to pay me back. I told him he could pay me back by never calling me again. I told him I have absolutely no desire to ever hear his name again in my life. It’s mostly because of the way he treated Summer, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t partially because whenever I hear his name, I’m going to remember exactly how badly he’d fooled me. I’m going to remember my failure to see him for what he really is. And no matter how illogical it is—and I know it is—there will always be a part of me that will see that failure as one of the reasons Summer is gone.

“Chief Wilder.”

I turn at the tap on my shoulder. “Detective Reed. I didn’t know you were a jazz fan.”

“I’m not, actually,” he says. “But I heard you sometimes come here after you close a case, so I figured I’d roll the dice. Congratulations, by the way. That’s got to be satisfying.”

“Thank you,” I reply. “And it is.”

“I heard you took a bullet,” he says.

“More like got a paper cut,” Paige interjects.

“Stow it, new girl,” I say with a grin.

I turn around in my seat to give him my full attention. Behind me, the rest of the team carries on with their conversation, but it’s lower and I can tell they’re half paying attention to what’s happening between me and Reed while trying to appear unconcerned by it. A subtle grin touches Reed’s lips as he catches on to what they’re doing.

“So, what can I do for you, Detective Reed?” I ask.

“I just wanted to tell you I was called into a meeting with the Chief of Police and the Commissioner earlier today,” he tells me. “And they told me the damnedest thing. According to them, Summer Alexander’s real killer never would have been caught if not for—and I’m quoting them here—my invaluable assistance. Weird, right?”

I take a sip of my scotch and give him a shrug but say nothing.

“Anyway, I got my shield back,” he says. “They reinstated me.”

“Congratulations, Detective. Sounds like you were given a second chance,” I say. “I have a feeling you’re going to make the best of it.”

“Why’d you do it? Why’d you speak up on my behalf after I screwed up the case so badly from the start?” he asks.

“Do you think you’re the only person who ever screwed up on a case? Believe me, I’ve done my fair share of screwing up,” I say. “I believe in second chances. I think you’re a good detective. I just think you need to remember that and stop cutting corners.”

“I’ll make good on my second chance. Thank you, Chief Wilder,” he says, his voice ringing with sincerity. “My union rep didn’t think he was going to be able to save my job. You saved my life. Thank you doesn’t even seem close to being adequate.”

“Just be the good cop we both know you can be,” I say.

He extends his hand, and I take it. As we shake hands, Reed’s face reddens, and he seems overcome with emotion and at a loss for words, so he just nods.

“Thank you,” he says.

“Have a Merry Christmas, Detective.”

“You, too, Chief.”

Astra elbows me in the ribs to get my attention as Reed walks away, and when I turn to her, she flashes me a smile.

“Look at you. You gave the boy a Christmas miracle,” she says. “You’re nothing but a concrete marshmallow, baby. Hard on the outside, all ooey-gooey on the inside.”

“Maybe you’re not the Grinch you portray yourself to be,” Nina says.

“No, I am. I really am.”

“Not so much,” Paige says. “You gave yourself away, Chief.”

“Oh, I forgot to mention that I got a call from Autumn Alexander before we left the shop,” I tell them. “She wanted to apologize to all of us for giving us such grief. She also wants us to know she’s eternally grateful to us for finding Summer’s real killer.”

“Is she okay?” Astra asks.

“She will be. I think she’s dealing with a lot of guilt and shame over it all. She was so strident about Cooper’s guilt that finding out he was innocent the whole time seems to have shaken her up,” I say. “But she’s tough. She’ll deal with it. She just needs a little time.”

“What about ADA Myers?” Nina asks. “She call to offer her apologies yet?”

I laugh. “No. And I don’t think we’re going to be on her Christmas card list. From what I heard, this has dulled a little bit of her shine. Rumor is, she’s on administrative leave while they’re reviewing a lot of her cases to see if any other problems might come up at some point. Apparently, the DA’s office doesn’t like being liable for millions in damages for faulty prosecutions.”

“Why didn’t you go to bat for her the way you did for Reed?” Paige asks.

“Reed stood up and took responsibility for what he did. I believe he’ll make the most of another chance and be the good cop I think he is,” I say. “Myers… not so much. Her goal is to win no matter the cost and no matter who gets hurt. She’s never admitted to screwing up by prosecuting Cooper, and I don’t get the sense she will. So, as far as I’m concerned, she’s on her own.”

“There’s the Grinch in her coming out,” Astra says with a laugh.

“Damn straight,” I say as I pick up my glass and get to my feet. “I would like to propose a toast to you guys. My team. My family. I can’t even begin to express my appreciation to you for selflessly donating your time and energy to help close this case. Summer can be at peace now, and you have also given me peace. So, thank you, guys. Thank you. And Merry Christmas, ladies.”

They get to their feet, and we clink glasses, and we all share a round of hugs. The smile on my face is so wide, it’s making my cheeks hurt, but I just keep smiling anyway. I am so grateful for these ladies that I don’t even have the words to express it.

“It’s not hard for you to express your appreciation, you know. All you have to do is buy a few rounds,” Astra says with a grin.

“Done,” I say as I wave to get the waitress’s attention for another round.

“Hey, Blake,” Paige says. “How do you feel about Christmas miracles?”

“They’re about as real as Santa Claus. Why?”

It’s then that I see Paige isn’t looking at me but at something over my shoulder. I turn and feel my heart instantly swell to the point I fear it might burst. Standing behind me looking travel-weary but with a wide smile on her face is my baby sister, Kit. I open my mouth to speak but find that I don’t have any words, and instead, I pull her into a tight embrace as my eyes well with tears.

“Hi, Sis,” she says.

“You’re here,” I say, the emotion nearly choking me. “You’re actually here.”

“I would have called first, but you know how I love to make a dramatic entrance.”

“That you do,” I manage to croak. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Believe it,” she says. “I wouldn’t miss Christmas with my big sister. Not if I have anything to say about it. We’ve missed too many as it is already.”

“We have. Well, pull up a stool,” I say. “Have some drinks with us.”

“Gladly,” she says.

The waitress comes by and drops off another round of drinks for us, and we all pick up our glasses and get to our feet, smiling at one another. That feeling of family wraps itself around me, making me feel warm and snug.

“I just want to say Merry Christmas, ladies,” Astra says, her glass raised high. “May this holiday be a truly happy, amazing one for all of us, and I wish you all nothing but happiness, health, and wealth in the coming year.”

“If we’re going to get that wealth, we better look into another line of work,” Nina says, drawing a laugh from us all.

I turn and smile at Kit, still in disbelief over her sudden and magical appearance. “I think it really will be a very good Christmas after all.”

“Same,” she replies. “But what’s this I hear about you getting shot?”

“Don’t worry—it’s as serious as a paper cut,” Paige says and tips me a wink.

“I hate you so much,” I tell her with a grin.

Kit looks confused as we all laugh. I pull my sister into another hug as the band starts to play a jazzy version of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” and as I look around the table at my team, my friends, and my family, suddenly everything in the world seems right. And I realize that maybe, just maybe, I’m going to have to start believing in Christmas miracles after all.
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Thank you for embarking on another adventure with Blake Wilder in The Inmate’s Secret! As you turn the final page, I’m excited to offer you a glimpse into what awaits Blake in the next chapter of the series, A Motive to Kill. The stakes are higher than ever as Blake and her team are thrust into the heart of a devastating mass shooting in Atlanta. With tensions running high and evidence disappearing, they must navigate through a maze of secrets and deceit to uncover the truth behind the tragedy.

If you enjoyed The Inmate’s Secret, I kindly ask for a moment of your time. Your reviews and recommendations are invaluable to indie writers like myself, helping to spread the word and keep this adventure alive.

While you eagerly await the next installment with Blake Wilder, why not indulge in another thrilling mystery? Join Sheriff Spenser Song in Sweetwater Falls: The Lies in the Falls as she delves into a chilling case during the festive holiday season. With bodies falling like snow, Spenser and her confidant, Ryker Makawi, are on a hunt for the supposed missing member of a powerful family in the town. Secrets unravel, suspicions arise, and the truth proves to be more shocking than anyone could have imagined. Will Spenser solve the chilling case before the blizzard of chaos buries the whole town?

Thank you again for joining me on this exciting journey. Here’s to many more thrilling adventures with Blake Wilder, I can’t wait for you to join us on the next adventure.

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Your writer friend,

Elle Gray


Connect with Elle Gray

Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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