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			The Apollonium Luxury Apartments, SoDo District; Seattle, WA

			“No, he never showed up. Just flat stood me up,” Kenzie said testily. “He sounded sketchy from the start. I should have known better than to waste my time.” 

			“Come on, girl. It’s not like he stood you up for a date,” Chloe replied with a laugh. 

			“No, but he wasted my time.”

			“These things happen in this line of work. Sources get cold feet and flake out all the time. It’s the nature of the beast. You know that, Kenz.”

			“Doesn’t mean I can’t be irritated about it.” 

			“Yeah, but you can’t let it eat you up like that,” she replied lightly. “It’s bad for your heart and your blood pressure.” 

			Kenzie Stratton slumped back in the seat, her hands on the wheel as she drove while the voice of Chloe Cassowitz—CC to her friends—boomed through the speakers in her Honda Accord. Kenzie had met Chloe shortly after she started at the Seattle Herald six years ago, fresh out of USC’s Annenberg School for Communications and Journalism. They became the best of friends almost instantly and had been inseparable ever since. Kenzie grew up an only child, so she loved having somebody she thought of not only as a best friend, but as the big sister she never had.

			A graduate of UW, Chloe was a couple years older than Kenzie and covered local politics and the police beat, colloquially known as “The Murder Beat,” around the newsroom. Kenzie, on the other hand, covered local sports but had somewhat recently been given the opportunity to spread her wings a bit by delving into some investigative pieces. She’d already broken a couple of major stories that had rocked the city. Those shockwaves were still being felt as City Hall staffers and local politicos, among others, continued to quietly resign. 

			Kenzie was making a name for herself with her solid work, and people were starting to take notice. Her star was on the rise. She was already getting calls from national print media outlets who were feeling her out, and she even had an introductory call with a TV media producer who was interested in having her come down to audition for an on-air role. The attention she was receiving for her work was flattering, and Kenzie always believed in keeping her options open, but she loved Seattle and truly enjoyed the work she was doing. 

			She didn’t foresee herself making any radical changes to her life or career anytime soon, but that was hardly set in stone. She could receive an offer that was too good to pass up. She just had no idea where life would lead her, so she tried to always keep an open mind. 

			“You still there?” Chloe asked.

			“Yeah, I’m here. Just… stewing.”

			“Well, stop that. Why don’t you get yourself cleaned up, then come meet me for a drink?” 

			“I would, but I’m wiped. It was a long day, and I just want to put on some music, light a few candles, and enjoy a glass of merlot in a piping hot bubble bath.”

			“Jesus, Kenz, when did you turn into a girly girl on me?” 

			Kenzie laughed. “I’ve always been one. I just don’t advertise it.” 

			“That would explain your unhealthy obsession with bath bombs.”

			“Damn right it does,” she said. “Anyway, I’m home. Talk to you tomorrow?” 

			“Definitely. Meet me at the Java Spot for some liquid fuel in the morning. Say, seven-thirty?” 

			“It’s a date,” Kenzie said. “Don’t stand me up.” 

			Chloe laughed. “You really need to let that go.” 

			“Goodnight, CC.” 

			“Night, Kenz.”

			Kenzie disconnected the call and hit the button on her remote as she turned into the driveway, then paused and waited for the electronic door to roll up. When it was up, she drove down the ramp and into the underground garage that sat below the condominium high-rise she called home. Kenzie parked in her spot, then grabbed her bags and got out of the car. Kenzie hit the button to lock and set the alarm, then turned and headed for the elevator. 

			Her heels echoed sharply as she crossed the concrete floor. The garage was dim and cloaked with thick shadows all around her, making Kenzie frown. She’d asked the maintenance department to fix the lighting in the garage twice now and still, they hadn’t gotten it done. For what she paid for her condo, she’d have thought they would have been Johnny-on-the-spot with repairs. She would have to file another request. This time, though, it would be accompanied by a formal complaint to the Association. 

			Kenzie almost froze when she thought she heard the hollow thud of a footstep behind her. Not daring to look back, she hurried on as the hair on the back of her neck rose and fingers of ice slid across her skin, making her arms break out in goosebumps. She gritted her teeth and suppressed a shudder as she hurried on, doing her best to swallow down her fear. Her building was secure, she told herself. Armed security guards patrolled the grounds, and there were video cameras everywhere. Somebody was always watching. 

			But then, if the lights in the garage were that shoddy, who knew whether the cameras even worked? Or perhaps the people manning the security office, in charge of watching the cameras and keeping the residents of the building safe, were as nonchalant about their jobs as the maintenance staff. Kenzie had no way of knowing if the rest of the guards and safety workers in the building were any more competent at their jobs than a maintenance crew who didn’t seem capable of changing out some damn light bulbs. It was a thought that sent a flutter through her heart. 

			She strained her ears, listening intently, as she hurried on. Just up ahead was the elevator alcove. It was brightly lit. A beacon of safety in the dungeon-like darkness of the garage. She swallowed hard as another hollow thud sounded behind her. Was it closer this time? Kenzie risked a glance behind her but didn’t see anybody. Of course, it was so dark, an elephant could be hiding in a pocket of shadow, and she might not see it. 

			Kenzie picked up her pace, her heels making a sharp clack-clack-clack sound as she all but sprinted for the alcove. And when she stepped into the bright, fluorescent lights, she let out a breath of relief and quickly stabbed the up button. As she waited for the car to arrive, she fumbled her key card out of her purse while trying to keep an eye on the gloomy shadows in the garage. But nobody stepped out of the darkness, and by the time the elevator doors opened with a chime, Kenzie had come around to thinking she was a paranoid idiot. 

			But then she quickly and silently chastised herself for that thought. She was a single woman—one with a modicum of public notoriety—and she was living in very dangerous times. People were scary these days. Vigilance about her safety wasn’t something to be ashamed of. It wasn’t paranoid to make sure she was always aware of her surroundings and took precautions when it came to her safety. It was prudent. It was smart. 

			Kenzie stepped into the car and inserted her key card into the slot—it was the only way to access the residential floors—then pressed the button for the seventeenth floor. It was yet another safety measure the building offered that she appreciated. As were escorts. She could have called for one of the building’s armed guards to meet her at her car, and they would have escorted her up to her floor—and vice versa.

			It was a measure she never took advantage of because she didn’t want to feel like—well—a scared and paranoid idiot. She didn’t want to feel like she was overreacting or walking around scared of the world around her. As an investigative journalist, Kenzie was going to be putting herself into some dangerous situations, and she couldn’t be jumping at shadows or quaking in fear every time she was in a dimly lit place. The chances were good she was going to be in many semi-dangerous places as her career progressed.  

			She’d managed to calm down by the time the doors slid open, and she stepped out onto her floor. Kenzie walked down the hallway and switched her bag to the other shoulder as she used her smartphone to unlock her door—a modern feature she thought was super cool. She opened the door and stepped inside, quickly setting her bags down on the table in the small foyer. 

			Kenzie closed the door behind her and manually locked it, then flipped the light switch. Nothing happened. She flipped the switch up and down a few more times and let out a long, irritated sigh as her apartment remained in the dark. 

			“Dammit,” she growled. 

			She pulled her phone out of her pocket and was just about to dial maintenance when something forced her to pause. Her mind spun wildly, and a cold feeling of dread washed across her body as she realized that she’d seen something that shouldn’t be there. Kenzie raised her head. She could see into the living room from the foyer, and even though the room was pitch black, the giant floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the back wall let in enough ambient light to allow her to see the silhouette of a man sitting in a chair. 

			Right there in the middle of her living room.

			Her heart pounded wildly against her breast, and her throat grew incredibly dry at the same time her palms became slicked with sweat. She couldn’t see the man’s face, but she knew he was staring at her. He said not a word, but he looked to be sitting there in the darkness with his legs crossed, looking like the epitome of casual relaxation. 

			“H—how did you get in here?” she stammered. 

			“I’m a very resourceful man,” he said. 

			She held up her phone. “I’m—I’m calling the police if you don’t get out of here.”

			“Do you really believe you can make that call before I get out of this chair and get to you, Kenzie?” he asked in a way that didn’t sound like a threat, but an honest question. 

			“How do you know my name?” 

			“I know quite a lot about you,” he said. “For instance, I know you’re great at your job. Your reporting is fair and balanced. You do your homework. And you don’t usually get facts wrong. On those rare occasions that you do, you are quick to apologize and correct the record. I find that to be very admirable and all too rare in today’s media.”

			She listened to his voice as well as his words. Although she was still terrified, some of that fear began to ebb as she realized who he was. And she didn’t believe he was there to hurt her. Of course, he’d somehow managed to break into a secure building and get into her apartment where he waited for her in the dark for God knew how long, so she couldn’t truly know his intentions. She didn’t believe he was there to kill her, but she’d been wrong plenty of times before. 

			“I was supposed to meet you earlier tonight,” she guessed. 

			“Yes. And I’m sorry for standing you up like that. I was just checking you out more than anything—to make sure my initial impressions of you were correct,” he said. 

			“And? Are they?” 

			“I believe so. Yes.” 

			“What do you want?” 

			“I want to tell you a story,” he said.

			“A story?” 

			The man nodded only slightly, the shadows shifting in the darkness. “About an FBI agent named Blake Wilder and her failures of duty.” 

			“What do you mean? Failures of duty?” 

			“Please, sit down and we can have a conversation. I give you my word that I’m not here to harm you, Kenzie,” he said. 

			She narrowed her eyes. “That’s kind of rich coming from a man who broke into my apartment and laid in wait for me. Don’t you think?” 

			“If I had intended to harm you, trust me, you would be dead right now,” he replied. “Dead like all the others.” 

			Kenzie flinched as a feeling like ice water surged through her veins. She licked her lips and swallowed hard, trying to tell herself that she hadn’t heard him correctly. But she knew she had. She knew she was sitting in a locked, darkened room with a killer. 

			“Please, sit. Let me tell you my story,” he said. 

			“Why me?” 

			“Because, as I mentioned, I admire your integrity. Plus, you have a certain flair and panache to your writing that I enjoy. You are a very talented writer.” 

			“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. “May I turn on a light?”

			“No, I’m afraid not. I wouldn’t want to give away anything that shouldn’t be given away—like my identity,” he said. “I’m sure you understand.” 

			“Of course,” she replied. 

			Kenzie took the fact that he didn’t want her to see his face as a good sign that she was going to get out of this alive and that he truly only wanted somebody to tell his story. After all, if he intended to kill her, he wouldn’t have cared if she saw his face—and there was a grim truth to that he seemed very true to his word: he would have already harmed her by now if that was his intention. 

			“Please,” he repeated. “Sit down and let us begin.” 

			“All right. And what can I call you?” 

			“You may call me Eurus.” 
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			The Emerald Lounge, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			Nights off with nowhere to be and nothing to do are all too rare in my life. And most of the time, when I’m lucky enough to get some time off, I’m usually so tired and burned out from chasing bad guys all over the country that I never want to do anything. Tonight, though, I had an itch to have a drink and enjoy some live music, and it needed to be scratched. Badly. It’s something I love to do, but I’m rarely ever able to get out and just enjoy myself. So, rather than sit at home and sulk tonight, I switched off my phone and made my way down to the Emerald Lounge. 

			The Emerald Lounge is my usual haunt. It’s close to the field office, and when I have the time, I like to escape for a drink—and enjoy the music, of course. My father made me a fan of jazz music a very long time ago, and it’s a taste that’s persisted all these years. I enjoy the relaxed, speakeasy-type feel of the place. And it doesn’t hurt that they make the best Old Fashioned in the Pacific Northwest. It’s rare I’m ever here when they’ve got a live band, so I’m taking the fact that this is one of those rare nights as a sign that this is what I was meant to be doing with my time. 

			The Kellen Newsome Trio is made up of a saxophonist, a double bassist, and a pianist. Surprisingly enough, they’re all youngsters. I wouldn’t put any one of them over the age of twenty-five, and yet they all play with the rich, smooth, full sound of guys more than twice their ages. I close my eyes and let the music wash over me, reveling in the sound. The band as well as the chill atmosphere in the Emerald tonight is nourishing my soul in ways I desperately needed. 

			With my eyes still closed, I feel him slide into the booth across from me and sigh. “I’m hoping if I ignore you, that you’ll go away.” 

			“Sorry,” he replies. 

			I open my eyes to find Lucas Okamura sitting across from me. Though he’s mostly healed up, he still has a ways to go before he’s back to normal. If he can ever be normal again. They don’t yet know if he’s always going to have a limp and whether the cane he’s walking with is temporary or a permanent accessory. The only thing that’s certain right now is that Lucas will always bear some scars from the savagery inflicted upon him by the serial killer who calls himself Eurus—a monster who, in a desperate bid for my attention and a perverse desire to draw me into his game, started dropping bodies. And when he felt I still wasn’t paying enough attention to him, he went after Lucas, blindsiding him with a vicious assault that very nearly killed him.

			“You look good, Lucas,” I say.

			He raises a single eyebrow.

			“You know what I mean,” I amend. “You look like you’re doing better.”

			He nods. “I’m getting there, yeah. Feeling better than I did.” 

			The song ends, and the young man on the saxophone with honey-colored eyes and a bright, engaging smile steps to the microphone to the applause of everybody in the lounge. He gives it a few moments, soaking in the cheers. 

			“Hey, everybody, we appreciate all the love tonight. You’re makin’ us feel real good up here,” he says, his voice rich and deep. “But we’re goin’ to go ahead and take a little break now. But stick around; we’ll have more for you soon.” 

			Once the musicians step offstage, music begins to play through the speakers around the main room, and the buzz of conversation picks up. Through it all, I can feel him staring at me. His gaze is intent, and his face is filled with purpose. Clearly, I can’t get away from the office, not even on my nights off. I look over at him and sigh. 

			“You’re killing my vibe, Lucas.” 

			He flashes me a lopsided grin. “Sorry. But I needed to talk to you, and I couldn’t get through to you on your phone.” 

			“That’s because I turned it off. It’s my night off,” I tell him.

			“Yeah, again, I’m sorry. But I didn’t think it could wait.” 

			I take a swallow of my Old Fashioned, then look at Lucas. “Drink?” 

			“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” he says. 

			I signal for another drink, and Lucas shifts uncomfortably in his seat. He’s nervous. I already know why he’s here and what he has to say to me. But I’m not going to make this easy for him, so I figure I’ll have a little fun at his expense and string it out for a bit. 

			“How did you know I was here?” I ask. 

			Lucas chuckled. “Believe it or not, I learned a thing or two from you about profiling. I just applied what I learned.” 

			“See? And that’s why you’re such an invaluable part of the team.” 

			“Yeah, about that—”

			“One Old Fashioned,” Trish, my waitress, says as she drops off my drink. “Can I get anything for you tonight, sir?”

			“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” he replies. 

			“Suit yourself,” Trish replies and gives him a wink.

			I drain the last of my first glass and hand it to Trish. She slides it onto her tray, then turns and saunters away. 

			I take the fresh glass in both hands and stare down into the liquid, doing my best to avoid eye contact with him. He’s looking better, but that doesn’t alleviate the thick, heavy burden of guilt that’s still practically suffocating me. Some days it feels like an elephant sitting on my chest. If only I’d taken the threat from Eurus more seriously in the beginning, had seen how dangerous he was, and had anticipated what he was capable of doing, maybe Lucas wouldn’t have nearly died.

			On an intellectual level, I know what happened to him isn’t my fault. I know our job comes with inherent hazards. But seeing him sitting here in front of me, still bearing the scars—both physical and emotional—of his attack, I can’t help but feel responsible. Maybe if I’d been better at my job, Lucas wouldn’t have paid the price. 

			“Stop it,” he says.

			“Stop what?”

			“Beating yourself up. What happened to me isn’t your fault,” he says. “We’ve talked about this, Blake. You have nothing to feel guilty about.”

			“Yeah,” I reply.

			I swirl the ice around in my glass as I stare into the amber liquid, trying to beat back the high, thick waves of emotion that are crashing down over me. I know he doesn’t blame me. I know when he says this isn’t my fault and that I have nothing to feel guilty about, he genuinely means it. And somehow, that only makes me feel worse. It only adds even more layers of guilt to the one that’s already choking me. 

			“Anyway, I was trying to track you down because I needed to talk to you,” Lucas says. “And I thought it was a conversation best had face-to-face.” 

			“You decided to take that opening over in White-Collar Crimes. Yeah, I kind of thought you might be leaning that way,” I reply. 

			He cocks his head. “How did you know? I haven’t officially accepted the position or filed the paperwork yet.” 

			“You’re not the only one who’s good at their job. I’m a pretty good profiler too,” I tell him. 

			“I’m sorry, Blake. I hate feeling like I’m letting you down.”

			“Nah. You’re not letting me down. Don’t even think that,” I tell him. “If anything, I feel like I let you down. I should have—” 

			“This isn’t on you. I keep telling you that. And neither is my decision to transfer,” he says. “I just worry I won’t be able to keep up. Not for a while anyway. The last thing I want to do is slow you guys down or put you in harm’s way because I’m not physically capable of doing the job.”

			“I understand. I hate it, but I understand it,” I reply. “And I can’t really begin to express just how sorry I am this happened to you, Lucas.”

			“I appreciate that, but like I keep saying, this isn’t your fault. I knew the job came with certain risks when I signed up. I signed up anyway,” he tells me. “And don’t feel too sorry for me, Blake. I get to keep regular hours and be home with Sydney every night. I don’t think that’s too bad of a deal in the bigger picture.” 

			“Did she want you to make the switch?” 

			A small smile curls the corner of his mouth upward. “She’s not upset about the change in my schedule and the lesser chance of me getting shot,” he replies. “But she was willing to support whatever I wanted to do. The decision is mine.” 

			“She’s a good woman, Lucas Okamura.” 

			“She is. And I’d like to make sure I’m around to spend a lot of years with her.” 

			“I can’t blame you.” 

			“Thank you, Blake. I really did learn a lot from you. You’ve made me a better agent, and… I’d like to think a better person too.” 

			“You were already a good agent and a good person. I just toughened you up a little bit,” I say with a grin. “But you have definitely made me better at my job. And I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

			“Thank you, Blake.” 

			“Good luck in White Collar. I know you’ll kill it over there. They’re incredibly lucky to have you, Lucas,” I tell him. “And if they don’t appreciate what they have in you, just say the word. I’ll come up and start cracking some heads.”

			He laughs; the first genuine laugh I’ve heard from Lucas in a long time. “I’ll hold you to that.” 

			We both get to our feet, and he extends his hand to shake mine. I grab his shoulders and pull him into a tight hug. After having faced down death with the man more than a few times, a handshake just doesn’t seem sufficient. 

			“Good luck to you over there,” I say again. “And just know that there will always be a spot open on my team for you if you ever want to come home.” 

			“I appreciate that. And good luck to you,” he replies. “I’ll look forward to reading the stories about your exploits and living vicariously through them.” 

			“I’ll make sure to give you something good to read then.”

			“I have no doubt.” 

			He smiles at me, then turns and heads out of the Emerald. Leaning heavily on his cane, Lucas limps through the main room, heading for the entrance. I watch as he steps through the door, walking into his future. A moment later, it swings closed behind him, I guess symbolically shutting the door on his past. On me. I frown as another deep, dark wave of guilt washes over me. He shouldn’t have had to endure what he did nor make the choice he felt compelled to make.

			I know that technically speaking, it wasn’t my fault. Intellectually, I know the blame lies with one person—and one person alone. But I can’t seem to shake the sting of guilt that’s pierced my heart or wash the bitter taste of it out of my mouth. I’m not sure if those things will ever fade away completely. But putting Eurus down once and for all would certainly go a long way toward easing those things and lightening my heart. 

			Eurus wanted my strict, undivided attention. Well, now he’s got it. And I swear to God, before I’m done with him, he’s going to wish he never tried so hard to get it. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			Through the glass doors in the corridor that leads into the bullpen, I can see my team. They’re all laughing and joking with one another, as is usual for them. The camaraderie, kinship, and sense of family my team has is a very real, very solid thing. Everybody gets along and has each other’s back. Everybody would run through a wall for their teammate. That’s how I know losing Lucas is going to hit them every bit as hard as it hit me at the Emerald last night. 

			Knowing I can’t stand out here in the hallway forever, I grit my teeth and head inside. It’s time to bite the bullet. As the doors slide open and I walk into the bullpen, everybody turns, all smiles and cheerful greetings. They all seem to be in good spirits. A night off seems to have done everybody some good. I was headed in the same direction until my conversation with Lucas derailed my entire evening. It’s not that I didn’t expect it. I just hoped he’d take a little more time to give it some thought before making the decision. Perhaps even reconsider it. 

			I set my things down on my workstation, then step up on the low dais at the front of the room as everybody else gets settled into their seats. 

			“Okay, good morning,” I say. “I trust everybody had a nice evening off?” 

			“It was great. But I could use a few more of them,” Astra says. 

			“I’m with her,” Mo adds.

			“I don’t suppose you’re here to tell us we’ve got the rest of the week off?” Rick asks. 

			“Nice try,” I reply. “But no.” 

			Good-natured grumbling and griping ripples around the bullpen. Everybody joins in except for the newest addition to our team. Paige Boyle has a serious expression on her face and looks ready to get down to business. I get the feeling that she’s a lot like me: she’s not very good with downtime and prefers to keep herself moving and busy. I also know she’s trying like hell to make a good impression on me.  

			Paige, fresh out of the Academy, was originally foisted upon me by SAC Ayad. She was brought in to be Lucas’s temporary replacement while he rehabbed from his injuries. I was resistant at first—just like I was when I was told to take Lucas on. I don’t typically like having my teams picked for me. I like to vet my own members. But like Lucas, I found that Paige is capable in the field, has solid instincts, and has the chops to be a solid agent. 

			But she’s something of a wild card who’s got a problem working and playing well with others. I can respect playing things close to the vest, but when you’re part of a team, that sort of thing doesn’t fly. She likes to do things on her own and doesn’t like leaning on anybody. The woman doesn’t seem capable of asking for help—also something that doesn’t fly in a team setting. She can come off as incredibly cold and aloof and seems to have a hard time trusting others. Paige and I, as Astra has pointed out on more than one occasion already, are more alike than I care to admit. 

			But if she’s going to be successful in the Bureau, she’s going to have to learn to work within the structure of a team. Whether she sticks with my unit or goes elsewhere, Agent Boyle is going to have to learn to trust her team. She’s good at her job, but she’s going to have to tailor her game if she’s going to fit in. Anywhere. It’s a lesson I had to learn—and it was hard—but I feel that I’m better for it not just as an agent but as a person. Those are lessons she desperately needs to learn. 

			The good news is that Boyle is young. She’s just getting started in her career, and if she learns these lessons now before she’s earned a reputation or has been typecast by others in any one way, she can be and do whatever she wants. She can go far in the Bureau and have a sterling career. If she wants it. And if she is willing to learn the lessons that I, and others who’ve got far more experience than she does, have to impart. 

			“Okay, settle down. We’ve got a lot to cover this morning. But I’m afraid I’ve got to start off with some bad news, guys,” I say.

			“I already don’t like where this is going,” Astra says. 

			“I had a conversation with Lucas last night,” I say. “And he’s decided that he’s going to transfer over to White Collar.” 

			A round of groans and sighs rises up from the room, but nobody particularly sounds shocked.

			“I figured that’s the way he was leaning,” Mo said. “He quizzed me about the unit chief and some of the agents over there. Damn.” 

			“I’d bet cash money that Sydney is making him transfer,” Rick says. 

			“You’re such a pig,” Nina butts in. “You have no idea if his fiancée had any input into his decision to transfer or not. When did blaming women become your default setting?”

			“He stressed to me that the decision was his,” I say. 

			“See?” Nina replies. 

			“Happy wife, happy life. That’s all I’m saying,” Rick says. “Just kind of seems like the dude took the path of least resistance.” 

			“Regardless, how it came about is irrelevant. His decision is made, and he put in his papers this morning,” I jump in. “All we can do is wish Lucas good fortune and good health as he moves into this new part of his career. So, you know, call and wish him well.”

			Astra snaps me a salute. “Yes, ma’am.” 

			“And no guilt trips, Russo. I mean it,” I say with a grin. 

			“Didn’t work on him, huh?”

			“God, not even close,” I reply, and we all share a laugh. “He’s at peace with his decision, people. So, let’s respect that and just wish him luck.” 

			I pause for a moment and let everybody absorb everything I just threw at them. I think, like me, nobody is super surprised by the news. Everybody seemed to be expecting that he was going to ship out of our unit—and nobody blamed him for it. Going through the sort of trauma he did will make a person rethink their priorities. But I know everybody is going to miss him. 

			“Okay,” I say, breaking the silence. “With Lucas moving on, that means you’re going to get an extended Spring Training.”

			“You’ve looked good so far, rookie,” Astra says. “But now it’s time for you to prove you belong in the big leagues.” 

			“That’s way too many baseball references for those of us who don’t care about sports,” Mo says. 

			“Was that right? I was just making it up,” Astra says.

			“Don’t screw up, kid,” Rick snarks. 

			“Don’t let them intimidate you, Paige. They’re just bullies,” Nina adds. 

			“Don’t worry. They don’t. I know how to deal with bullies,” Paige says with a confident smirk. 

			That draws laughter from everybody around the bullpen as she sits up straight in her chair. It’s hard to miss the excitement flash across her face. She’s doing her best to control herself and maintain a sense of gravity about it all, but she’s demonstrably enthusiastic about being part of this unit. And that’s good. I want people who want to be here doing the work we do. I want people who won’t be fazed by seeing the worst in humanity like we do. I want people in my unit who won’t shy away or hesitate, even knowing the dangers we face day in and day out.

			This unit isn’t for everybody. It takes a different kind of person to want to immerse themselves into this world and this life. I’d had my doubts that Lucas could thrive in this kind of environment, and he proved me wrong. I have similar doubts about Paige. I believe she has what it takes to be good at the job, but I’m still not entirely sure she’s a good fit in this particular unit. But I guess we’re going to have to see. Maybe she’ll surprise me too.

			“Okay, now that we have all that out of the way, we need to talk about our next case,” I say. 

			“What is our next case, Boss?” Mo asks. 

			“Eurus,” I say. “Eurus is our next case. Our only case.” 

			The room falls silent; I see everybody exchanging looks with one another, and the air in the bullpen is suddenly crackling with tension. 

			“Listen, I know this case is stirring up a lot of emotions for all of us,” I say, “but we can’t let that deter us from doing our jobs. It’s too important. This is a story we need to close the book on once and for all.” 

			“Well, I’ve always thought the best way to get rid of old ghosts is to exorcise the hell out of them,” Astra offers. 

			“Didn’t Ayad tell us to stay away from Eurus?” Mo asks. 

			“Don’t worry about Ayad. Right now, all we need to focus on is finding Eurus and putting a stop to him,” I tell them. “So, let’s get to it.” 
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			Aiello’s Beef, Belltown District; Seattle, WA

			When I walk into the small, bustling sandwich shop, I’m overwhelmed by the plethora of rich, savory aromas that make my stomach rumble. I didn’t even know I was hungry until I walked in. According to Astra, Aiello’s makes the best Italian beef—an iconic sandwich in Chicago, apparently—anywhere outside of the Windy City itself. She’s Italian—nominally speaking anyway—so I guess I’ll take her word for it.

			“Chief Wilder.” 

			Her voice somehow cut through the din of customers and employees behind the counter shouting out orders. When I turn, I see her sitting at a table near the back waving at me. She’s tall—probably five-eleven—and has long black hair tied back in a tail that falls to the middle of her back and pale blue eyes. She’s wearing a pretty normal, professional outfit somewhere between business casual and hipster chic, but what really stands out is her million-dollar smile and a face that looks made for television. Frankly, I’m surprised she’s a print journalist and not one of those talking heads on those panel debate shows that are so popular. 

			“Ms. Stratton,” I say as I step to her table.

			“Kenzie, please,” she replies. 

			“Blake—”

			“Wilder. Yeah, I know,” she cuts me off. “I’ve done my homework on you.” 

			“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or scared.” 

			“Probably wise to be a bit of both,” she says with a grin. “Please, have a seat.” 

			I sit down, and she slides a plate in front of me. On the plate is a crusty French roll that’s split down the middle and piled high with thinly sliced roast beef, roasted sweet peppers, giardiniera—a mix of pickled vegetables like bell peppers, celery, and carrots—then soaked in an incredible-smelling au jus. A pile of crispy steak fries with seasoning that smells somewhat spicy sits on the plate next to the sandwich soaking up the au jus that’s dribbling from the bread. 

			“I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for you,” Kenzie says. “This place can be a madhouse, and getting a beef in a timely fashion isn’t a sure thing.”

			I shake my head. “No, I don’t mind. But you didn’t have to go out of your way—”

			She waves me off. “I was here. I was hungry. I didn’t go even a little bit out of my way to order a second one. Besides, I tend to think and talk better with a full belly. And we have a lot to talk about, Chief Wilder.”

			“Blake is fine,” I reply. “But what is it you think we need to talk about?” 

			Kenzie gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Let’s eat first. I think we’ll both do better with food in our system.” 

			“Sure,” I reply. 

			We both dig into our sandwiches, and frankly, I’m kind of glad we decided to eat before talking. I have a feeling whatever she wants to talk to me about would have made me lose my appetite, and my first bite of this sandwich makes me realize what a shame that would have been. The second the beef and toppings hit my tongue, my mouth explodes with flavor. 

			“This is amazing,” I say. 

			“Right?” Kenzie replies. “I got hooked on this place about a year ago. I swear I come here at least once a week. Sometimes more.” 

			She’s tall and thin. She could probably be walking a runway in Paris or Milan. If she eats here as often as she says she does, she’s either got the most amazing metabolism in the history of the world or she works out like a fiend. As we eat, I study her as closely as I can without appearing creepy. It’s not an easy balance to strike. 

			I only know Kenzie by her professional reputation, which is a good one—she’s known for her thorough and ethical reporting. Otherwise, our paths have never crossed. She’s never interviewed me, and we don’t run in the same social circles. But she called me out of the blue a little while ago and invited me to lunch like we’re old college friends or something. I normally steer clear of reporters, but for some reason, Kenzie’s invitation piqued my curiosity.

			We make superficial and surprisingly pleasant chitchat as we eat. Kenzie tells me about her journey to where she is now and asks me a few questions I know are designed to elicit information I might accidentally let slip if my guard was down. She’s very talented and smoother than hell. She could have a future as an FBI interrogation specialist if she ever wanted to go that route. Unfortunately for her, though, my guard is never down around reporters. A sly smile touches her lips when she realizes I know what she’s doing and don’t take the bait. 

			“So, as pleasant as this lunch has been, and as much as I appreciate you buttering me up, I’m afraid I need to ask you to get to the point,” I tell her as I push my mostly empty plate away. “I’ve got to get back to the shop.” 

			“Fair enough,” she replies with a smile. “Before we begin, I want you to know that I’m not accusing you of anything, nor do I want this to be contentious in any way.” 

			My hackles as well as my defenses are immediately raised. In my experience, a disclaimer like that always precedes a situation that’s about to get contentious and accusatory.

			“Are we off the record?” I ask. 

			“For the moment, yes.” 

			“For the record, nothing I say right now is to be printed,” I tell her. 

			“Fair enough.” 

			“Okay, so what are you not accusing me of then?” 

			Kenzie pushes her plate aside and leans forward, her pale blue eyes boring into mine. “I had a visitor at my place last night.” 

			I can’t hide the confusion on my face. “A visitor?” 

			“Well… more like a man who somehow managed to break into my very secure building, disabled my electricity, and waited for me in the dark like a creep. He wasn’t there to hurt me, but he did tell me a very interesting and compelling story.” 

			“All right,” I say, uncertain where she’s going with this. “So, who was this man?” 

			“He calls himself Eurus.” 

			It feels like a bowling ball just dropped into my stomach, and everything I just ate is threatening to come back up again. I swallow a quick drink of my water to wash down the acrid taste of bile coating the back of my throat. Setting the glass down gently, I take a beat to compose myself—not quickly enough though. The reporter’s eyes narrow in a way that makes me think of the look on a shark’s face when it smells blood in the water. 

			“That look on your face tells me that we can skip past the denials and claims of ignorance about knowing him,” Kenzie says. “That’s good. It saves us some time. And let me say right at the outset that I never saw his face or got his real name. He sat in the dark, refused to let me turn on a light, and never offered up his ID.”

			She’s right. There’s no point in trying to deny anything since she already knows that I know who Eurus is. What I don’t know is what he said to her. Or what his bigger plan is. He’s obviously got one, or he wouldn’t have gone to Kenzie and pulled her into this. Whatever this is. She thinks she’s on to something big, though, or I wouldn’t be sitting here having lunch with her.  

			“So, what did he have to say?” I ask. 

			“He told me that he’s given you ample opportunity to find and catch him, but you have ignored him,” she tells me. “He says that he’s tried to engage you multiple times—” 

			“Wait, wait, wait,” I cut her off. “You do realize we’re talking about a man who’s murdered multiple people, right?” 

			“I do. And that’s horrific,” she replies. “But ignoring a killer while he’s running around murdering people, in my opinion, is just as horrific. So… why have you been ignoring this murderer? This threat to public safety, Blake?”

			My muscles tense, and I have to force myself to relax my jaw to keep from grinding my teeth into dust. I take a quick drink of water and set the glass back down. 

			“First of all, I haven’t been ignoring him—”

			“Then why have a number of bodies turned up after he told you he was going—” 

			“Listen, Kenzie, I appreciate that you have a job to do, but I’m not going to sit here and justify the choices I’ve made as to how I run my unit,” I say. “We’ve saved a lot of lives and have put a lot of bad guys in prison.”

			“Yes, I know. I’ve been looking into your unit, and you have a very solid success rate. Your unit does a lot of good work.” 

			“Thank you.” 

			“And yet, people in this city are being hunted and slaughtered while you’re off working in other states. Why is that, Blake?” 

			I’m losing the fight to keep from grinding my teeth and have to force myself to sit back and take a few beats to relax. She’s applying pressure and coming at me directly… though it won’t be long before she switches it up and comes at me from a different, more subtle direction. Kenzie is trying to provoke a reaction. She’s trying to get under my skin just enough that I let something slip. She’s doing her job, and she’s good at it. It’s irritating, and it makes me want to punch her in the face, but her interrogation tactics aren’t all that different from mine. I’m just not used to being on this side of the table being made to answer the questions. 

			“Okay, listen. My unit is a specialized unit. We handle major crimes all across the country. That’s our mission directive. We just happen to be based in Seattle,” I tell her. “As far as Eurus goes, I haven’t been ignoring him. We’ve been working his case this whole time. But what he wants is one hundred percent of my attention. Up to now, I’ve had my team working multiple cases, and we’ve had to triage our workload—some situations were more pressing than others.” 

			“So, multiple murders in Seattle isn’t what you’d consider pressing?” 

			“That’s not what I said. Do not put words in my mouth, or this little chat we’re having is going to be over,” I say coldly. 

			“Fair enough. I apologize. That wasn’t my intention.”

			“The bottom line here is that my team cannot be everywhere at once. We have to pick our battles,” I tell her. “I wish we could be everywhere and save everyone. But that’s not the way my job works, and I think you’ve been doing your job long enough to know that.” 

			“I do. I just find it troubling that you let a man murder innocent people—” 

			“I didn’t let him do anything. He chose to do that. He wanted my attention—”

			“Exactly. He was begging for your attention, and when you didn’t give it to him, he killed innocent people. How do you explain that?” 

			I close my mouth before something imprudent comes flying out and take a couple of moments to gather my thoughts as well as cool those fires of frustration burning in my belly. When I feel calm enough to speak, I lean forward. 

			“Kenzie, he was going to kill those people regardless of what I did. He’s a murderer; that’s what they do. He’s using the fact that I didn’t call him back as an excuse to justify his killings,” I tell her. “What I find most appalling, though, is that you seem willing to give him cover and perpetuate his justification with this attack on me and my team.”

			“This isn’t meant to be an attack, Blake.” 

			“Funny. I don’t know how else you would describe it. You’re accusing me of being derelict in my duty by allowing a man to wantonly murder without being honest enough in your approach to admit that nothing I did or didn’t do has any part in his desire to kill,” I say hotly. 

			“His desire to kill is all his own; I grant you that,” she says. “I just question whether he might not have killed so many if you’d simply paid him a little more attention at the outset.” 

			“As I said, nothing I did or didn’t do was going to stop him from killing. That’s what he does and would have done even if he had never heard of me before,” I tell her. “I simply have the unfortunate distinction of being the focus of his attention.” 

			“And why is that, do you think? What made him key on you?” 

			I can’t tell if she knows the answer to the question based on something he told her and is simply looking for confirmation, or if she genuinely doesn’t know. One thing about Kenzie Stratton is that she has a hell of a poker face. I’ve got a theory, of course, but that’s not something I’m about to share with her. 

			“I don’t know,” I tell her. “You would have to ask him.” 

			“I’ll do that if I see him again; but frankly, I hope I don’t. He scares the hell out of me.”

			“As he should, Kenzie. He’s a killer. You should stay well away from him,” I urge her. “He’s like a rabid dog, and you’ll never know when he’s about to turn on you.” 

			“My job comes with inherent risks.” 

			“You can and should take steps to mitigate those risks—like not meeting with murderers. Or at least, not alone in private spaces.”  

			“You take bigger risks than I do in your line of work.” 

			“Those are a required part of the job.” 

			“Same here,” she replies. “If I want the story, I sometimes have to put myself in harm’s way.” 

			“Speaking of your story, I’d like to ask you to spike this one. It will do more harm than good. Trust me on that,” I tell her. 

			“I wish I could. But this is a story with some real meat to it. You know I can’t pass up an opportunity like this,” she says. “Unless you have a meatier story I can swap it out for? Tell me more about your investigation into Eurus. Give me some of the real inside baseball.” 

			I run a hand through my strawberry blonde locks and shake my head. She has a job to do, and I get that. But using a story I want her to kill and trying to leverage a better story out of me is pretty low. A smart tactic, but low all the same. 

			“You’re giving him exactly what he wants, Kenzie,” I tell her. “This is a man who craves attention. He wants the notoriety your piece is going to give him. He thrives on it. And I guarantee it will only encourage him to kill more innocent people. Their blood will be on your hands.” 

			“I have to write this piece. He chose me to do it,” she says. “If I don’t, he’s simply going to go to somebody else and give it to them.” 

			“And you can’t let him do it just from an integrity and ethics standpoint?”

			“Integrity and ethics are all fine and good, but they don’t pay my bills,” she says. “Putting out good work and drawing eyes to my paper does. I’m sorry, Blake. But if you aren’t willing to work with me, I have no choice but to run with what I have.” 

			“You’re enabling a killer. You’re giving him the celebrity he craves.” 

			“In that respect, he’s no different from some of the celebrities and athletes I’ve interviewed over the course of my career.”

			“Except I’ll bet that none of those celebrities and athletes used your article about them as a springboard to murder people.” 

			“Then give me something, Blake. Give me something to change the narrative.” 

			“If you’re okay with giving a killer a platform and writing a puff piece about him, then that’s on you,” I tell her. “I don’t even know what I’m doing here or why we bothered having lunch.” 

			“This will hardly be a puff piece about a killer. I’m under no illusions about who or what he is, Blake. But this is news, and I have an obligation to my editor and to myself to write the pieces that come to me,” she tells me. “It’s no different than having a whistleblower approach me with a story about insider trading or a company flouting safety regulations that wind up killing people.” 

			“Except that it is different. And if you can’t see the differences between those pieces and this piece, then I don’t have anything else to say to you.” 

			“I have to go to print with this story, Blake. I just want to give you a chance to go on record about Eurus’s allegations.” 

			I get to my feet and give her a stern look.

			“Thanks for the sandwich, Ms. Stratton,” I say. “And good luck to you.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			I walk into the bullpen to find everybody huddled around Nina’s workstation laughing and talking, then have to tamp down the irritation that flares up inside of me. They’re supposed to be working the case, not having show-and-tell time. I bite back my frustration, though, knowing the source of my frustration isn’t them but Kenzie Stratton. Not wanting to lash out at them, I draw a breath, hold it for a ten count, then let it out slowly. 

			As I step over, I see they’re all looking at what looks like a class ring encased in a Lucite cube. It says it’s from Union Keys High School, 1994. A large sapphire is set into the white gold band that has a football and a baseball etched into one side. On the other side is the number seventeen and the letters D and M. The other thing I notice is what looks like a dark, rust-colored stain on the band. It’s worked into the edges of the etchings and makes the entire ring look like it’s dirty and in dire need of a cleaning. I know better though. I know that stain all too well, having seen it many times before. It’s blood.

			“What are we looking at?” I ask more testily than I’d intended.

			“This is Drake Mendelson’s class ring,” Nina says as she proudly holds up the cube. 

			“Drake Mendelson? The serial killer from Florida?” I ask.

			“One and the same,” she replies. 

			“What are you doing with his class ring?” 

			“I won the auction,” she replies with a smile. 

			I exchange a look with Astra, and she just grins and shrugs.

			“Kids today, huh?” she asks.

			“So, you spend all day doing what we do and seeing what we see,” I say. “And then you go home and collect this stuff in your spare time?” 

			“Yeah,” Nina says brightly. “I’ve always had a fascination with this sort of thing. That’s what makes getting to work in this unit extra cool.” 

			“She’s got a taste for the dark and macabre,” Rick says. “And she’s got quite the collection of serial killer memorabilia. And she calls me weird.”  

			“We all have our hobbies,” Mo replies. 

			“Some are just more normal than others,” I reply. 

			“You collect old jazz records and scotch. I’m not exactly sure you’re the authority on what constitutes a normal hobby,” Astra chirps. 

			“Whatever happened to, I don’t know, collecting coins and stamps?” Rick asks. 

			“Because nobody in here is over the age of seventy,” Nina fires back.  

			“All right,” I say. “Playtime is over, kids. We’ve got to buckle in and get to work.” 

			As everybody filters back to their workstations, I walk over to the desk I use in the bullpen. Astra drifts over to me, a curious look on her face. 

			“Everything okay?” she asks. 

			“Yeah, fine. Why?” 

			“You look tense.” 

			“Do I?” 

			She nods. “You do. Which tells me lunch with the reporter didn’t go well.” 

			“It went about as well as I expected, I guess,” I tell her. “I wanted to see what cards she was holding, and now I know.”

			“And what kind of hand is she holding?” 

			“Not a good one. Not for us anyway.” 

			“That’s wonderful. I love it when journalists work and play so well with us,” Astra quips.

			“Right?” 

			I give everybody a minute to get settled into their stations. When I step up onto the low dais at the front of the bullpen, my team turns their attention to me. 

			“Okay, so I had lunch with Kenzie Stratton of the Seattle Herald, and she told me an interesting story,” I start. “She says that Eurus paid her a visit and told her a wild tale about us allowing him to drop bodies in the city through our inattention.” 

			The bullpen falls silent, and they all stare at me with dumbfounded expressions on their faces. I give them a few beats to absorb it all. 

			“You have got to be kidding me,” Astra says, finally breaking the silence.

			“I wish I was,” I reply. “He’s apparently opting to wage a PR war against us.” 

			“To what end though?” Mo asks. “What’s the point of talking to a reporter?” 

			“He gets his rocks off on the attention,” Rick says. 

			“Serial killers have a long history of working with reporters,” Nina says. “Like how the Zodiac Killer would send his letters to the newspapers. He’s probably trying to taunt us. Force us to play defense rather than taking the fight straight to him.” 

			“I don’t think that’s what it is,” offers Paige. “I mean, you’re right about serial killers having a history with the media. That’s one hundred percent right. But I think his objective here is different.” 

			A cautious smile creeps in at the corners of my mouth as I listen to her. I too think his objective is different, but I’m curious to see how closely Paige’s thinking parallels mine. The fact that she didn’t jump to the obvious answer gives me a little more insight into her investigative intelligence and thinking process. It tells me she’s not afraid to forgo the low-hanging fruit and think outside the box. 

			“All right, let’s hear it, Boyle,” I say. “What do you see as his main objective?” 

			“Killin’ you would be too easy,” she says bluntly, in that exaggerated Southern twang.

			I blink. “Wow, thanks.”

			Astra ribs me and gestures for Paige to continue.

			“No, I mean it would be too anticlimactic. He’s built you up into this giant, personal boogieman for himself, and tryin’ to draw you out and kill you wouldn’t be satisfying for him,” she says. “I mean, he may ultimately want to kill you, don’t get me wrong. But not until he’s accomplished what he wants. And I think what he wants is to discredit you. He wants to dunk your reputation in the toilet. A fall from grace would be far more satisfying for him than your death.” 

			I nod as the corners of my mouth curl upward. “That’s exactly where my thinking went. That’s probably the biggest reason he engaged this reporter,” I say. “But the other reason is what Rick mentioned… he gets off on the attention. He wants the fame and notoriety media attention will give him. Needs it. He craves it almost more than anything else in his life.”

			“That makes sense. I can see that,” Astra says.

			“Okay, so where do we start?” Mo says. 

			“Actually, Paige gave me an idea where we can start,” I say. “But before we get into that, I want to make sure you all know that we are not talking to the media. Ever. At all. I know it’s something we’ve discussed before, but I want to reiterate and emphasize that point. We operate under a total media blackout. Are we understood?” 

			Everybody nods their agreement. My team is good about not leaking anything to the press, and I don’t necessarily feel like I need to tell them again. But I know reporters can be slick and get people to say things they otherwise wouldn’t—or know they shouldn’t. So, I just want to emphasize the point again so it’s at the forefront of their minds and they’re thinking about it should somebody like Kenzie Stratton approach them. 

			“Be careful, guys. Some of these reporters are crafty. They’re skilled at pulling information out of us. So, just be vigilant,” I say. 

			“Yes ma’am,” Astra says with a small salute. 

			“All right, moving on,” I say. “Paige had a thought that got me seeing this case—and Eurus himself—in an entirely different way. It gave me an idea.” 

			“What did she say?” Mo asks. 

			“Paige?” I say. “Lay your theory out there and let’s kick it around.” 

			“I don’t know that I’d call it a theory. More like a random thought,” she says. 

			“Whatever you want to call it, just spit it out already,” Rick exclaims.

			A wry grin creeps across Paige’s lips. As confident as she is—and she’s a very confident young woman—I’ve noticed she still sometimes has a little bit of trouble asserting herself or putting her thoughts and opinions on a case out there to be discussed. When it comes to challenging older, more experienced agents, she sometimes defers when she should put herself out there. This is one of those things I’m trying to help her work through. It’s something she’s going to need to learn to be an effective agent as well as, down the road, an effective leader. I need to see if she’s got it in her. 

			“My thought was that with his behavior, his absolute need for attention and everything he’s done to get it—pouting, throwing tantrums—seems like only child syndrome to me,” she says. 

			“Only child syndrome?” Mo asks. 

			“It’s a theory—discredited these days, for various reasons—that only children tend to have poor socialization skills, are selfish and spoiled. They need to have the focus on them. They need attention more than anything in the world and will do anything to get it,” she explains. 

			“Sound like anybody we know?” I ask. 

			“To be fair, obviously it doesn’t describe all only children,” she continues. “But it’s just kind of shorthand for people who display those personality traits.” 

			“Combine that with somebody who’s also got narcissistic and sociopathic personality traits, add water, mix well, and voila, you have a serial killer,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, it’s a good thought. It’s interesting,” Mo says. “But what does this get us? How does this tie into our case, and what is your idea, Boss?” 

			“Because we know there is some kind of a connection between Eurus and Alvin Perry,” I say. “We don’t know what it is yet, but Paige’s thought gave me the idea that Eurus is possibly Alvin Perry’s child. It would explain a lot.”

			“Yeah, but Alvin Perry never had a child. We’ve studied that case backward and forward and never came up with anything that pointed to that,” Astra says. 

			“That’s right; we never found anything that pointed to it,” I say. “But we never went beyond the surface because we never had to. There was no point because he was killed in prison. We never had a reason to dig deeper.” 

			“Okay, I can dig it. But what’s your idea?” Mo asks. 

			“We’ve already got Alvin Perry’s DNA profile in the CODIS database,” I say.  

			CODIS is a national database created and maintained by the FBI that tracks and lots the DNA profiles of criminals from across the country. It’s a significant tool that has helped solve a lot of cases over the years since it was built.

			“And what is Perry’s DNA profile going to do for us?” Astra asks. 

			“We’re going to submit to a genealogy testing company,” I reply. “If Perry has a child out there that we don’t know about, they might be able to tell us who it is.” 

			“Assuming that child uploaded their own DNA for testing,” Astra said.

			“Right. Assuming that,” I say. “Admittedly, it’s a long shot, but it’s better than no shot. Do you think investigators down in California expected to find the Golden State Killer when they were doing what I want to do? Probably not.” 

			“I think it’s a fantastic idea,” Mo says. 

			“Don’t worry, though, we’re not going to sit back and rely solely on that,” I say. “Rick, Nina, I want to compile a list from the prison’s visitor logs. I want the names and a light background run on every woman who visited Perry before he was killed. Concentrate on those women who came to see him more than once.” 

			“On it,” Nina says.

			“You got it,” Rick adds. “But that’s going to be dozens.”

			“We’ll handle it,” I say. “Okay, while they’re working on that, Mo, I want you and Paige to work on the DNA profiles.” 

			“And us?” Astra asks. 

			“You and I are going to go talk to some of Perry’s old girlfriends,” I say. “I found a few names in the old case files.” 

			“Excellent,” Astra says. “Let’s get to it then.” 
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			Residence of Aubrey Dunbar, Sand Point District; Seattle, WA

			“This the place?” I ask.

			I pull to a stop at the curb in front of a single-story, cottage-style home that’s a faded, washed-out powder blue with dingy, white shutters—some of which are missing. The roof is sagging in a couple of spots, as is the narrow porch out front. The front yard is mostly dirt but has snarls of yellow weeds scattered around, some of them wrapped around the few slats remaining in the picket fence in front of the house. 

			Astra looks down at her tablet. “One-four-three-eight Walden Street,” she reads. “This would be the place—assuming she still lives here.” 

			“Guess we’re going to find out.”

			The Sand Point district in Seattle, on the surface, is a decent, working-class neighborhood. The homes are a little older and perhaps, not kept as nicely as the houses in the Laurelhurst or Broadmoor neighborhoods. The paint on the houses here is a bit worn, and the yards are a little more overgrown and not expertly landscaped. The cars in the driveways are a bit older, aren’t luxury models, and just like the rest of the neighborhood, are a bit shabby. 

			To just look at the neighborhood around us you might think it’s a decent place to raise a family. And maybe it is. I don’t have kids—and will likely never have kids—so what do I know? What I do know is that the crime rates in Sand Point far exceed the national average. For being such a small place in terms of population and area, it’s got an outsized proportion of violent crime in comparison to other places in Seattle and elsewhere in the country.

			We get out of the SUV, and I make a point of locking it before settling my holster on my hip and pulling my blazer over it.

			 I fall into step beside Astra, and together, we head up the walk that leads to the house. Weeds sprout up through the cracks in the walk, and in other places, chunks of concrete are missing completely. We pass through the ragged hole in the fence where a gate used to be then up the three sagging steps that lead to the porch. The black paint is chipped and flaking on a mailbox that hangs askew beside the door.

			The door doesn’t look original to the house. It’s a flat slab of wood that’s completely unadorned, bows, and sounds hollow when I give it a firm knock. Stepping back, I exchange a look with Astra who gives me a small shrug. A moment later, the door opens an inch or so, and a woman presses a dark brown eye to the crack in the door. She looks us up and down, suspicion somehow radiating from the one eye of hers I can see. Astra and I badge her. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I say. “Are you Aubrey Dunbar?” 

			“Yeah? So?” 

			“Ms. Dunbar, we need to speak with you—”

			“About what? I haven’t done anything.” 

			“No, we know. We’re not here to accuse you of anything,” I tell her. “Ms. Dunbar, may we come in? We need to have a word.” 

			She pauses and continues staring at us without speaking. Even standing on the porch, I can practically feel the waves of suspicion and fear wafting off her, not to mention a strong hit of alcohol. She doesn’t seem to have a lot of trust or love for the police. It makes me wonder if she’s always been this way or if it’s a condition of being with somebody like Alvin Perry. 

			“Please, Ms. Dunbar,” I press. “It’s important we speak with you.”  

			“What do you need to talk to me about?” 

			“Alvin Perry,” I answer honestly. 

			Her eye widens, and the small sliver of her face I can see blanches. She looks down and mutters something under her breath, too low for me to hear, but it sounds like a string of profanity spewed in a wavering voice. After a moment, the woman raises her eye to me again.

			“He’s dead. What about him?” she asks. 

			“Ms. Dunbar, please, can we speak inside?” I ask. 

			She sighs heavily but then throws the door open, letting it bang against the wall behind it as she turns and stomps through an archway to the right of the front door. I follow Astra in, gently closing the door behind us. We step through the same archway and into the living room where Dunbar has curled up on the end of a long, dark sofa, and pulled a thick blanket over her like a robe, leaving only her head sticking out from underneath it. She pauses the daytime talk show that’s playing on the large flatscreen television on the wall and stares at us.

			Dunbar isn’t any taller than five-four and is thin. Too thin. Her pale cheeks are gaunt, and she’s got dark half-moons beneath her eyes. Her dark hair falls just below her shoulders and looks dry and unhealthy. She doesn’t look like she eats much and sleeps even less. She shifts in her seat and pulls the blanket up a little higher, revealing the neck of a bottle that looks like vodka to me. That would account for a lot of what I’m seeing in the woman’s red, rheumy eyes, unhealthy pallor, and overall erratic demeanor.

			A large cat brushes my leg as it passes me by, then jumps up onto the couch and curls up in the woman’s lap. One of the woman’s hands slides out from beneath the blanket and starts to idly stroke the cat’s black fur.

			“This is Horatio,” she says. 

			It was obviously a bad bit of profiling, but based on how she was acting at the door, as well as the overall condition of the house’s exterior, I was expecting to walk into a place that looked like something straight out of an episode of Hoarders. The interior of the house, though, is immaculate. I look around and don’t see a single thing out of place, any sign of clutter, or a single speck of dust anywhere. Her furniture, though not high-end, is nice and in good condition. Her grip on her life seems to be weakening, but Dunbar seems to be holding on to some sense of pride in her home.  

			My eyes travel to the photos on the wall behind her. They tell a story, and just based on what I see, not a particularly happy one. In the early pictures, Dunbar is standing with a man, both of them young and dressed to the nines. It looks like it was taken at a school dance. The prom or something similar. They’re staring into each other’s eyes in that way only people deeply in love look at each other. The pictures look to be about thirty years old. Maybe a little more. The next photos are from their wedding, and the next pictures show them with a young child. A boy. 

			Seeing the young boy sends an electric jolt through my veins, and I subtly nod to Astra. Is that a younger version of the man we’re hunting? Is that Eurus? Astra looks at the pictures too, and I see her eyes widen slightly as the same thoughts I’m having rocket through her mind. She manages to control herself, though, and keep a passive expression on her face as she looks at the woman on the sofa before us. 

			As I scrutinize the pictures further, though, I see they abruptly stop in time. The last photo of them as a family looks to have been taken when the boy was maybe five. After that, there are no other pictures on the wall. And as I look around the entire room, I notice there are no more pictures of them anywhere. There is no photographic record of the boy on display after that. 

			The realization ends with a tremor of sympathy through my heart as I start to realize what happened and perhaps why Dunbar seems so fragile and broken. It also tells me that this is yet another wrong turn we’ve made. This is a path that’s not going to lead us anywhere. But I remind myself that regardless of any sympathy I might feel for her, I have a job to do. And that job trumps any personal sense of sympathy. 

			“Fine. You’re inside,” she finally says. “What do you want?” 

			“We wanted to ask you about Alvin Perry—”

			“Yeah, you said that. What about him?” she snaps. 

			“Ms. Dunbar, our understanding is that you and Perry had a… relationship,” Astra says gently. “At one time, anyway.” 

			“Not sure I’d call it that,” she growls. 

			“What would you call it?” I ask. 

			“He used me whenever he needed to scratch that itch men tend to get,” she said with a tone of disgust in her voice. “And I was stupid enough to believe that he loved me. That went on for almost two years. Took me that long to realize he only came ‘round when he wanted sex.” 

			“Don’t beat yourself up, Ms. Dunbar,” Astra said gently. “Alvin Perry was a master manipulator. He was very well skilled in getting what he wanted from people.” 

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she waved Astra off.  

			“Ms. Dunbar,” I say and gesture to the photos. “Is that your son?” 

			The expression on her face immediately goes from suspicious and guarded to heartbroken and shattered. Her eyes shimmer, and she sniffs loudly. A low groan passes her lips as she clenches her jaw, fighting hard to keep tears from falling. I give her a moment to gather herself. She puts her hand over the blanket where the bottle is hiding, and she has a longing expression on her face, like she wants nothing more than to drink it all down and fall into a drunken stupor where she doesn’t have to keep reliving her grief. 

			“It’s my husband, Micah, and our son Nicolas, yes,” she says. “They… they were killed by a drunk driver.” 

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Dunbar. Truly,” I say.

			“It’s been years, and I know everybody thinks I should have moved past it by now, but it hurts every bit as much now as it did the day it happened,” she says, her voice as far away as her eyes. “It’s why all my friends left. They don’t want to hang out with the sadsack anymore.” 

			“Grief has no timeline. There’s no set time period when you have to move past it,” Astra says. “People who’ve never endured that sort of tragedy or lost somebody important will never understand that.” 

			She wipes at her eyes. “Thank you for that.” 

			“And your relationship, for lack of a better word, with Alvin Perry started after that?” I ask.

			She nods. “Yeah. After that.” 

			Astra and I exchange a look as she comes to the same conclusion I already have—she’s not Eurus’s mystery mother. But I want to be sure. Need to be sure. 

			“I’m sorry to have to ask this, and I mean no disrespect, Ms. Dunbar, but it’s necessary,” I say. “Your son… there is no possible way he’s Perry’s, is there?” 

			She looks up at me with a horrified expression on her face. That quickly morphs, though, into one of rage. Her face darkens, and her lips curl back into a furious sneer. 

			“What the hell kind of question is that?” she hisses. “No. Nicolas was my son with Micah. It was only after they di… after I lost them… that I met Alvin. It was when I was low and at my weakest that he took advantage of me!” 

			I know I’ve stepped in it, and it’s only a matter of time before she throws me out. I hate doing this to the woman and putting her through this after she’s already endured so much, but I have no choice other than to ask the questions.

			“And you never had a child with him?” I press. 

			“No. I did not. Never. And I don’t appreciate your questions,” she says, her voice cold and tight. “And I think it’s time for you two to leave.”

			“Ms. Dunbar—”

			“I said get out!” she shrieks. “Get out of my house! Now!” 

			I hesitate for a moment, then give her a nod. “I’m sorry to have upset you.” 

			“Get out!” 

			I turn to make a quick exit, Astra right on my heels as we skitter away. The door slams behind us, and from behind the thin wood, we can hear the woman alternating between howls of grief and shrieks of rage. The agonized wailing and shouted curses chase us all the way down the walk and across the street to the SUV. We climb in without a word, and I quickly start the engine and then pull away, pointing the vehicle back toward the office. 

			About halfway back to the shop, Astra finally turns to me. “I think we’re going to need to work on your interpersonal skills and reading the room a bit.” 

			“The only silver lining is that she’s probably halfway through that bottle already and probably won’t remember any of this tomorrow,” I say grimly.

			“I just wish she could forget the rest of it as easily.” 

			A frown curls my lips downward. “Yeah. Me too.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Okay, how are we doing with the DNA profiles?” I ask.

			“We have them uploaded to a genealogy company called My Roots,” Mo answers. “It’s one of the larger, more reputable genealogy sites out there.”

			“It’s going to take them a little time to match up the profile,” Paige adds. 

			“If there’s one to be matched,” Mo clarifies. 

			“Wow, way to manage our expectations,” Astra says with a grin.

			“I think it’s best we do,” Mo replies. 

			“She’s right. We need to keep grinding,” I say. “We need to develop other leads.” 

			“Well, we struck out with all the ex-girlfriends we found in the old case files,” Astra says.

			“Not sure I’d call them girlfriends. Playthings maybe,” I muse.

			“That’s probably fair,” Astra says.   

			What we found as we followed the trail of women who were listed in the original case files was a man who viewed women as toys. Charismatic and charming, Alvin Perry was a modern-day Casanova, leaving a host of spurned loves in his wake. The one common thread running between all those women was their belief that he loved them. He had a knack for making women feel special—and for hiding his true nature. Not a single one of the women we spoke to had any inkling that Alvin Perry was a vicious murderer when they were with him. They all claimed to have been stunned by the news after the fact. 

			“So, any thoughts on developing new leads?” Astra asks. “I’m open to new ideas.”

			My hands in my pockets, I pace back and forth at the front of the bullpen, racking my brain, trying to figure something out. Mo is right to temper our expectations about finding the answers through the genealogy company. It’s a bit of a Hail Mary. But every now and then, a Hail Mary lands, so I’m keeping my fingers crossed. 

			“Okay, what do we know about Eurus?” I ask. 

			“Not much,” Astra says. “He’s obviously intelligent, well-educated, and completely devoted to Alvin Perry to the point that he’s mimicking his crimes.” 

			I step over to the whiteboard at the side of the dais and start jotting down some notes that will help me build a profile. I’d been working on one for a while already, but I kind of feel like we’re starting from scratch, and I want to take a look at it all anew. 

			“What else do we know?” I ask. 

			“He’s got an obsession with Sherlock Holmes… like Perry,” Mo adds. 

			“Right,” I say and jot that down.

			“Not to be a wet blanket, but we’re out on a pretty long limb… like the fact that Eurus is even related to Perry,” Paige offers, sounding a little worried. “We seem to be hangin’ a lot on an offhand remark I made. I mean, just ‘cause he sounds like he’s got only child syndrome doesn’t actually make him an only child. And add to that, it doesn’t make him Perry’s child.”

			“You’re right,” Astra tells her before I can. “But this is how we narrow down a profile. This is how we operate—throw everything at the wall and see what sticks.” 

			“Our original profile may be wrong. It may be off and lead us down some blind alleys,” I add. “But those blind alleys are helpful. If we know which ways we can’t go, it will eventually lead us to the ways we can.” 

			“Something you need to remember is that every wrong answer gets us a step closer to the right one. It’s a frustrating, difficult process, but it’s the process,” Astra finishes. 

			For as bright as she is, I have to keep reminding myself that Paige is still fresh out of Quantico, and although she is already very well thought of and is considered by many to have a bright future ahead of her, she’s still learning. Her practical knowledge of investigative techniques, especially profiling, is rudimentary. It’s one reason Ayad stuck her in my unit—to teach and train her and hone her skills as an investigator. 

			“Right, that makes sense,” Paige nods. “It just seems like that random thought I had is doing a lot of heavy lifting.” 

			“For now, it is. And that’s only because it was a good thought,” I tell her. “It’s a solid enough foundation for something we can start to build.” 

			The rookie nods and looks down. I know what she’s worried about since I’ve been in her shoes. When I was younger, I, too, was afraid to speak up at first… afraid to share my thoughts and theories for fear of them not panning out and having the more senior agents think that I’m an idiot. But if I’m going to be in a position of leadership and mentorship in the Bureau, I’m not going to perpetuate that cycle. A good theory is a good theory—no matter where it comes from. And I fully intend to press that into every rookie I come across until it sticks.

			“According to Kenzie Stratton’s description, Eurus is a white male she took to be in his early-to-mid thirties,” I say as I write it down on the board. “He’s not large. She described him, from what she was able to see anyway, as maybe five-ten or so, and lean. She said he appeared like he was in shape but not a gym rat. She thought his silhouette looked fit.” 

			“Skinny white male, thirties, educated… sounds like half of Seattle,” Paige says, drawing a snort from Astra and Nina. “Isn’t there any way we can narrow it down?”

			“Skinny white males in their thirties who are fans of Sherlock Holmes,” Astra provides. “It may not sound like much, but it’s something. You never know what small bit of information will prove to be the key.” 

			“Speaking of small bits of information, I know how we can start eliminating people right now,” I say. “Since we’re profiling Eurus to be in his thirties—and I’ll extend that range from say, twenty-five to thirty-five just to be thorough—” 

			“I mean, aside from what the reporter said, how can we know for sure that he falls within that age range?” Paige asks. “He may sound young and actually be way older.”

			“It’s possible. But let’s not get hung up on age right now. It’s one of the toughest things to nail down for a profile. That range is a placeholder until we have something that leads us to believe that he’s older—or younger,” I tell her. 

			“Okay, so what do we do in that age range?” Astra asks. 

			“If we’re looking at all the women who’ve visited Perry in prison, I think we need to focus on the women who might be a bit older—” 

			“Old enough to be his mother,” Astra cuts me off.

			“Exactly,” I say. 

			“I didn’t even think of that,” she says. 

			“That’s why I’m in charge instead of you,” I say with a grin.

			“It makes sense now.” 

			“Okay, so we’re going to focus on women in what age range?” Rick calls over from his desk. 

			“Let’s say that Eurus’s mother started young. Twenty maybe. If that’s the case, narrow the list of women you’re running backgrounds to those who are say, forty-five to fifty-five,” I reply. “Also, don’t forget to keep running the backgrounds on men who visited Perry as well—focus on the men in that twenty-five to thirty-five age range. I doubt he’s stupid enough to have shown his face there, but you never know.” 

			“Wouldn’t that be great, for once? Why can’t these criminals just show their faces and save me all the dirty work?” Rick asks.

			“You’d be out of a job,” Mo needles him playfully. He waves her off as he starts typing. 

			I resume pacing, my hands clasped behind my back, my mind still spinning. We need something that’s going to help us cast a wider net and gather more information. And we need to do it quickly. It’s been a little while since Eurus struck, but I always hear the ticking of a clock in my head, and I can’t help but feel like time is starting to run out. He’s going to grow restless and kill again. It’s a matter of when, not if. It’s a thought that sends a flutter of concern through my heart because we’re nowhere close to knowing how to stop this man. 

			“What’s that look on your face?” Astra asks. 

			“We need help,” I reply. 

			“What sort of help?” 

			“We need an expert on Alvin Perry.”

			“I’m fresh out of experts on Alvin Perry,” Astra replies. “You know any?”

			“Actually, I do,” I say with a grin as a thought occurs to me. “I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before.” 

			“Better late than never?” 

			“Better late than never,” I agree. “Let’s roll.” 
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			Arrington Investigations, Whitlock Building; Downtown Seattle

			“It’s been a while since we’ve seen the boy,” Astra says.

			“It has. It’ll be nice to see him again,” I reply. 

			Situated on the top floor of a ten-story building and about a five-minute car ride from the field office is Arrington Investigations. Paxton Arrington has been one of my closest friends for a long time now. The child of one of the wealthiest families in the nation, Pax turned his back on the life of a media mogul and devoted his life to serving others—thanks to the influence of his wife. He loved the life of service he was living. Unfortunately for him, the life of service didn’t love him back. 

			After clashing with his superiors frequently, he was drummed out of the Seattle PD for insubordination. He’ll tell you he was resigning anyway. However it all went down, it seems to have worked out pretty well for Paxton. He got his PI ticket and started his own investigation firm and has earned a sterling reputation. He’s made some headlines, cracked some big cases, and still manages to be a thorn in the backside of Seattle PD’s brass. Personally, I think he enjoys that aspect of his job more than anything since he needles SPD whenever he gets the chance.

			Paxton and I met at an anti-terrorism seminar years ago and struck up an immediate friendship that’s grown stronger over the years. We both share a bond of grief—he lost his wife, and I lost my parents—and are still dealing with the emotional aftermath of those events. We’ve seen each other at our best and our worst and have helped push each other through it. Paxton and I have been through thick and thin together, and outside of Astra and my sister Kit, there is nobody I trust more in this world. I trust him with my life. 

			Most importantly, though, the two of us took down Alvin Perry together. He saved my life, and I’d return the favor for him any day.

			The elevator doors chime then slide open, letting us out into the lobby of Paxton’s firm. A wide-open floor plan, hardwood flooring, lots of red brick, exposed pipes overhead, and plenty of burnished steel accents give the office a distinctly modern, industrial feel. The lobby area holds a deep, plush couch done in soft, earthy tones. A pair of matching wingback chairs sit on top of a stylish rug across from the sofa, separated by an oval, steel and glass coffee table. 

			The wall across from us has three giant arching windows that offer a view of the city. Three desks sit on one side of the lobby, three more on the other side. A conference room Pax calls the Fishbowl sits against the wall on our right that’s flanked by a pair of private offices and three more private rooms are situated against the wall on our left. The last time I was here, there was only one desk on either side of the lobby and three private offices in total. 

			“Looks like he’s expanded a bit,” Astra notes.

			“Because we’re growing by leaps and bounds.”

			We both turn and see Paxton walking out of the kitchen area that sits beside the elevator alcove with a cup of coffee in hand. Tall and athletic, Paxton’s got a toned body and leading-man good looks. He turns the heads of women in every room he walks into. But he’s a good man who is faithful and dedicated to his girlfriend, May. With a smile on my face, I step forward and give him a tight hug. After I step back, he hugs Astra as well.

			“It’s good to see you,” I tell him. 

			“It’s good to see you too,” he replies. “And it’s always good to see you, too, Astra.” 

			“It’s been too long,” Astra says. 

			“It has, and I’m sorry I haven’t been around,” he says. “I’ve been consulting on some cases overseas. In fact, Brody is in Germany right now getting set up for a case we’re working on.” 

			“Jet-setting around the globe doing your PI thing, huh?” Astra asks. “Fancy.” 

			“That’s me. Fancy as hell,” he replies with a laugh. “It’s been a lot of work, and I’m ready for a vacation.” 

			“When do you leave for Germany?” I ask. 

			“Got a flight to Berlin first thing in the morning,” he replies. “You guys want a cup of coffee?” 

			“No, I’m good, thanks,” I say. 

			“Same,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, well, you sounded pretty serious on the phone,” he says. “Why don’t we take this into the Fishbowl and talk it out?” 

			“Lead the way,” I say. 

			We follow him into the Fishbowl, and when he closes the door behind us, the glass windows the conference room is made of—hence the name—immediately darken and become opaque, preventing anybody from staring in at the meetings taking place inside. Not that there’s anybody out in the office area to look in at the moment. 

			“This place is a ghost town,” I say. “Where is everybody?” 

			“I closed the office for a week and sent my staff on a team-building vacation down in Bali.”

			“Team-building?” I ask, arching my eyebrow.

			He shrugs and grins. “That’s what I’m calling it. They work hard and deserve a week of drunken debauchery.” 

			“Are you accepting applications?” Astra asks. 

			“Any time either of you want to go private, there will be a spot here for you,” he says. “I mean that. Aside from being friends, you’ve got the best investigative minds I know.” 

			“Flattery will get you everywhere with me, big boy,” Astra says. “That along with all-expense paid trips to Bali.” 

			“Well, whenever you turn in your creds, we’ll make that happen.” 

			“Stop poaching my best agents,” I say with a laugh.

			“Sorry, Blake. Too late. I quit.”

			We all share a laugh and play catch-up with each other for a few minutes. It really has been too long since Pax and I have hung out and just talked. We used to get together at least once a week, but as we’ve both taken on more responsibilities and have had some measure of success in our careers, our time together has dwindled to once a month. Sometimes less than that. I don’t think I realized just how much I missed my friend until right now. 

			“Sorry, I don’t mean to rush you along, but I’ve still got a lot to do before my flight in the morning,” Pax said. “So, what can do for you, Blake?”

			“We won’t take up much of your time,” I tell him, “but we’ve got a case right now that you might have some insights on, and we need to pick your brain.” 

			“Yeah? What’s the case?” he asks. 

			“We’re hunting a serial who calls himself Eurus,” Astra says. 

			“Eurus? Is that some obscure character in a Shakespearean tragedy or something?” Pax asks. 

			“Not exactly,” Astra says. “It’s an obscure character in the Sherlock Holmes universe.” 

			Paxton’s expression changes in the blink of an eye. He clenches his jaw, and his eyes narrow slightly as his face darkens. I can see that just a reference to Holmes still touches a nerve in him even after all this time. It was a pretty rough case, so I can understand why. 

			“We believe Eurus is Alvin Perry’s son,” I say. 

			He takes a beat to process what I just said, then shakes his head. “But as far as we know, he never had any children.” 

			“‘As far as we know’ being the key phrase there,” I point out. “But there is a strong connection between Eurus and Perry. Eurus is devoted to Perry in ways that I don’t fully understand, and for my money, the only link that makes any sort of sense is that of father and son.”  

			“We’re running Perry’s DNA profile through a genealogy company,” Astra tells him. “We’re hoping to find a familial match in the system.” 

			“But while we’re waiting for those results, we wanted to pick your brain and maybe get your old case files on Perry,” I tell him. “Maybe there’s something buried in there that will give us some kind of clue as to who this guy is.” 

			Paxton grins. “Scraping the bottom of the barrel, are you?” 

			“Desperation makes us do desperate things,” Astra says. “But he’s dropped a lot of bodies already, Pax. If scraping the bottom of the barrel is going to help us catch him, so be it.” 

			“I hear you,” he says. “I’ve had to do it more times than I can count. Um… the files are in storage, but I’ll have somebody dig them out and get them over to you first thing in the morning,” he says.

			“Thank you, Pax. I appreciate that,” I say. “Is there anything else you can remember though? Anything off the top of your head that might give us a direction to run?” 

			He purses his lips, and his chair squeaks as he leans back and runs a hand through his sandy-brown hair, a thoughtful expression on his face. He sits forward again as something occurs to him. 

			“When Perry was a kid, he and his folks spent time on a farm. It’s more like a self-sustaining religious commune,” he said. “Anyway, it’s run by a guy named Aaron Miller, who used to be a big-time money man. Somebody who knew my father, actually. Miller made his fortune, then pulled the plug and took over what was pretty much a stagnant hippie commune from the seventies. I spoke with him when I was working the Perry case, but I didn’t probe too deeply. You might want to reach out. I can’t guarantee there’s going to be anything there to find, but it’s more or less an untapped well.”

			“That’s exactly what I was hoping to find by coming to you. I just knew you’d have an avenue for us to explore,” I say.

			“Like I said, I can’t promise you’re going to find anything there,” he said. “But you might. You just won’t know until you get out there.”

			“No stone left unturned, Pax,” I say. 

			“I hear that. Anyway, the place is called the EFCC—the Everlasting Fire of Christ Church,” he tells us. “Perry used their logo to mark his kills.” 

			“That seems a bit sacrilegious and rude,” Astra says.

			Pax smiles. “Just a little bit. The compound is out in Kirkland.” 

			“Excellent,” I say. “We’ll get out of your hair and let you get ready for your trip. Thanks so much for your help, Pax.” 

			We all get to our feet, and Paxton pulls me into another tight embrace as he looks down at me with a warm, brotherly smile. Being with him again feels like family—a feeling I’ve been missing for a while now. I’ve just let myself get so wrapped up in my work that I’ve stopped making time for much else in my life. Talking to Pax tonight is a good reminder that I need to make time for the people and things that are important to me. 

			“Anytime, my friend,” he says. “And I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately.” 

			“That goes both ways,” I reply. “When you get back from Berlin, we’ll have to make a point of going out for steak and booze.” 

			“Two of my favorite things,” he says. “Consider it a date.”  
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			EFCC (Everlasting Fire of Christ Church) Compound; Kirkland, WA

			The gravel crunches beneath the tires and pings off the undercarriage of the SUV as we pull into the parking lot of the EFCC compound. A ten-foot-high stone fence stretches off into the distance, likely surrounding the entire parcel of land. It also separates the lot from the compound proper and has a formidable-looking black steel gate set into the wall that looks like it’s meant to keep people out. Or perhaps keep them in? 

			From our vantage point, I can see a large, two-story farmhouse set off to the left that sits on a small rise and the top of a big red barn to the right of the property. Both look to be clean and in good repair. The side of the barn is emblazoned with EFCC in letters big enough to see from the highway and the fiery cross logo I recognize from the Perry crime scenes. Just looking at it, even all this time later, still sends a chill through me.

			The crime scenes were brutal, and the memory of what was done to those people was horrible—a memory Eurus is forcing me to relive every single day we’re on this case. No matter how hard I try to banish those thoughts and memories, they remain in my mind like a blood stain that won’t come out no matter how hard I scrub, which makes me feel a bit like Lady Macbeth and makes me want to scream, “Out, out damned spot.”

			More than the ravaged bodies of the victims, though, I remember Alvin Perry having abducted me. I can still hear his voice and see that crazed light in his eyes as he forced Paxton to choose between answers about his wife’s death he’d wanted for years… and me. Perry had me strapped to a bomb in the Seattle Underground as he dangled those answers in front of him… all he had to do was press the button and blow me to oblivion. If not for Paxton’s quick thinking, they might still be trying to dig the parts of me out from between the bricks down there.  

			“You okay, Chief?” 

			I turn to see Paige looking back at me with a quizzical look on her face. Astra needed to run an errand, so I brought Paige with me as backup. Not that I think I’ll need it out here, but having backup is standard procedure; and though I don’t get the credit I think I deserve for it, I do try to adhere to Bureau protocols most of the time. It also gives me the opportunity to evaluate her in the field. Ayad wants me to train her—and if I’m seriously considering permanently adding her to my unit following Lucas’s transfer—I need to see what she’s got in her. She’s made a good initial impression on me, but that’s all it is… an initial impression. 

			“Yeah, I’m good,” I say as I shut the car off. 

			“Are you sure? You look a little shaken all of a sudden.” 

			“I’m good,” I say testily. “Come on, let’s go.” 

			We climb out of the SUV and head for the gate. There’s a numerical keypad to the right of the gate with a camera lens set above the keys and a red button set below them. There’s also a speaker set to the side of the keypad with a small, black button underneath that.

			“They apparently take their security pretty seriously around here,” Paige says. “Makes you wonder what they’re hiding behind the walls.”

			“Paxton didn’t mention anything like this from when he came out here,” I muse. “I wonder if this is all a recent addition.”

			When nothing happens after we stand at the gate for a minute, Paige and I share a look. Assuming the button is for visitors, I reach out and press it. Goosebumps prickle my skin as I practically feel somebody staring at us from the other side of that camera lens. The speaker suddenly crackles to life, startling me. 

			“Can I help you?” comes the tinny-sounding woman’s voice. 

			“Yes, I’d like to speak with Aaron Miller,” I press the button beneath the speaker and say, recalling the name Pax gave me to use. 

			“What do you need to see Pastor Miller about?” 

			I pull out my creds and hold them up to the camera. “Special Agents Wilder and Boyle,” I say. “We need to have a word with the pastor.”

			“About?” 

			“It’s FBI business,” I reply tersely. “We need to speak to him about a current investigation.” 

			“Pastor Miller has done nothing wrong—”

			“I didn’t say he did,” I reply, trying—and failing—to keep the frustrated acid out of my voice. “But we still need to speak to him. Now, please.” 

			“Do you have a warrant?” the woman replies. “If you don’t have a warrant, Pastor Miller is under no legal obligation to speak with you.”  

			I’m just about to explode with irritation when the speaker pops and falls silent. Paige and I look at each other, and I have to admit, if only to myself, that the woman’s intransigence has left me flat-footed and unsure of what to do. Obviously, he has no obligation to speak with me, and no, we don’t have a warrant. He’s not a suspect. But this woman’s attitude is starting to make me think the good Pastor might indeed be hiding something behind those high, thick walls. 

			A moment later, the speaker crackles again. “Apologies, Agents,” a man’s voice, firm and authoritative, comes through the speaker. “Of course, I’ll speak with you—warrant or no. Please, come in and wait at the gate for me.” 

			There’s a loud buzz and a hard thud as the gate door is unlocked. I reach out and pull it open, allowing Paige to precede me as we step out of the parking lot and into what looks like a utopian paradise. The house and barn are to our left and right, but there are a number of smaller structures built around them. The number of children I see milling around a pair of prefab modular buildings built of wood tells me those are classrooms… one for younger kids and another for the older ones.

			In the distance, I can see a large grouping of solar panels as well as people working in some crop fields. Beyond the fields, the sunlight glints off a river that winds through the far edge of the property. Everything on this side of the wall is lush and green. Standing just inside the gate, I can see small clusters of people, some near the barn, others near the house, staring at us. Their expressions aren’t hostile and look to be more curious than anything. There just seems to be a sense of peace that permeates the air in the compound that I can’t help but feel deep inside me. 

			A man walks out of the farmhouse and approaches us, a warm smile on his face. He stands about six feet tall, has warm, golden, sun-kissed skin, and looks to be in good shape for a man I’d peg to be in his early to mid-sixties. He’s got a full head of thick dark hair, dark eyes, and is dressed simply in khakis, a blue button-down shirt, and work boots. I feel thick callouses on his hands as we shake and see them on his knuckles. He has the rugged look of a man who’s comfortable working with his hands and enjoys feeling the fresh air and warm sun on his skin. 

			“Aaron Miller,” he greets us. “I’m the pastor of this community.” 

			“Pleasure to meet you, Pastor Miller,” I respond. “Agents Wilder and Boyle.” 

			“I apologize for Savannah giving you grief at the gate. We’ve had some… trouble over the past couple of years,” he tells us. “That’s why we built the wall that surrounds the property and are careful about who we let behind it. I never wanted it this way. I always envisioned a wide-open community. But I have a responsibility to keep my people and what we have safe.”

			“I understand,” I ask. “If you don’t mind my asking, what sort of trouble have you had?” 

			“Vandals, mostly. Trespassers. But we’ve had a couple of kids drunk and then some others physically assault some of our people,” he replies as if the words taste sour in his mouth. “We try to be an open, welcoming community. But people comin’ in to trample our crops, steal our equipment, and hurt our people? I can’t abide that.” 

			“Have you contacted the police?” 

			He scoffs. “Yeah. More’n once. They tell us defending ‘cultists’ isn’t within their job description. They aren’t going to help us.” 

			“I’m not defending the actions of local police, but are you a cult, Pastor Miller?” Paige starts. “I mean, I don’t see paper robes or anything, but this utopian society thing—”  

			“Boyle,” I growl, glaring at her. 

			A patient smile stretches across his face. “It’s all right, Agent Wilder.”

			“It’s not,” I reply. “Agent Boyle is new to the Bureau, and I’m in charge of housebreaking her. As you can see, we still have a lot of work to do on that front.”

			Paige looks down and frowns, her cheeks reddening. I don’t believe she meant anything malicious by what she’d started to say, but it’s not the first time she’s started to come at someone way too hard for the situation and needed to be kept in check. The last time I took her out in the field, she made what I did at Aubrey Dunbar’s place look like a tea party.

			“Truly, it’s fine. We are used to hearing that we’re a cult,” he says. “I’ve personally heard it so often over the years that I’ve become immune to it.”

			“I’m sorry, Pastor Miller,” Paige says softly. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” 

			“It’s all right, Agent Boyle,” he replies. “We enjoy a simpler way of life here, yes, but it suits us all just fine. It’s what we all want. What draws people here—the chance at a simple life.” 

			“The idea of that sort of peaceful, uncomplicated world makes some people uncomfortable,” I say. “I’m sure your beliefs played a role in the crimes against you that you spoke of.”

			“Indeed. Bigotry is alive and well. We’re religious, but we’re far from a cult. Those walls may be a bit scary, but everybody here is free to come and go as they please. All we demand is members of our community respect other members and pull their weight while they’re here,” he tells us. “Most choose to stay. But I can see why the way we live might make some people think of us as a cult. People feel the need to label those things they don’t understand. I used to be the same way.” 

			We fall silent for a moment. I don’t know what to say to that since I know he’s right. I’ve been known to do the same thing as well, so I can’t deny it without sounding like a hypocrite. We’ve also gotten pretty far afield from our reason for being here, and I need to find a way to get us back on track. Paige gives me a helpless look.

			“Anyway, I apologize for going on. That’s not why you’re here,” he says brightly, as if reading my mind. “What is it I can do for you, Agents?” 

			“We’re working a case that involves somebody who lived here a long time ago—Alvin Perry,” I start, drawing an immediate frown from Miller. “That’s quite a reaction, Pastor Miller.” 

			“I don’t know what sort of reaction you would expect, Agent Wilder. I know who Perry is and what he’s done. It was before my time here, but it still turns my stomach to know we sheltered him here,” he says. 

			“Before your time?” Paige asks. “I thought you founded this place?” 

			“This incarnation, yes. But this church had a life before I bought the land. Alvin’s parents—Jacob and Karen—were pastors here at one time,” he said. “They let this place fall into severe disrepair. I bought the land, and they moved on. For years I believed they had simply taken the money and were living life on a beach somewhere.”

			“Now we know that Perry murdered his parents.” 

			“Yes. Now we know,” he says quietly. “But what is your interest in Alvin?” 

			“I know it was before your time, but we wondered if you knew whether Alvin had any relationships or not while he was here,” I ask. “Did you ever hear of Perry having somebody special in his life?” 

			He shook his head. “I couldn’t tell you; I’m sorry. I was never interested in stories about the Perrys, so I don’t know.” 

			“Pastor Miller, is there anybody still here who might have been with the community when the Perrys were here?” I ask.

			“There are still a couple of people who were around back then, yes,” he says. “I can ask them if they’d be willing to speak with you.”  

			“Pastor, if you could perhaps just point them out to us, we can just have a quick word with them. We’ll be discreet,” Paige asks.

			“I apologize, but I won’t force my community members to speak with anybody they would prefer not to. That is not how I do things,” he says. “But you have my word that I will ask and see if they’re willing to speak with you.” 

			“That would be great. Thank you,” I say and hand him one of my cards. “We appreciate—” 

			A strange expression crosses his face as if he’s had a sudden thought. “You know, I almost forgot. I had a man here a couple years ago now asking about Alvin Perry. We get people from time to time who come around asking—true crime buffs. But this man… he struck me as odd.” 

			My veins suddenly feel like they’re filled with lightning, and my belly churns excitedly. Could it be possible that Eurus was here trying to trace his roots? 

			“Odd how, Pastor?” Paige asks.

			He shakes his head. “I can’t really say in any quantifiable way. It was more… a feeling,” he says. “I just got a very strange feeling about him. Of course, I had nothing to tell him since I never met the man, but I allowed him to walk the grounds for a while.”

			“Did you happen to get a name?” I ask. 

			“I did. And I only remember it because it was such a strange name—Auguste Lupa,” Miller tells us. “I’m quite sure it was a false name, but I didn’t want to press. I was more interested in letting him look around so he’d be more apt to leave without incident.” 

			“That’s fair,” I say. “Can you recall what this man looked like?” 

			Miller frowned. “As best I recall, he wasn’t a big fella. Five-nine, five-ten at most. Skinny. His hair… might have been sandy blond. And I’m fairly sure his eyes were dark. Almost black. I remember that detail the most, because his eyes made me nervous.” 

			“How so?” Paige asks.

			“Because I didn’t see a soul behind them. They were just… blank. Completely devoid of emotion. To be frank with you, agents, he scared me,” Miller admitted. “But then he left a sizeable donation and left, so I put him out of my mind.” 

			“He made a donation to your community?” I ask.

			Miller nods. “He did. A rather generous one, as I recall.”

			“Did you happen to give him a receipt?” Paige asks. 

			He nodded. “Of course. For his tax records and mine,” he replies. “Way back in another life, I used to work in finance. You always need your paperwork.”

			“That’s great,” I say. “Can you get us a copy of that receipt? And perhaps a copy of the check he gave you as well?” 

			“I will have them pulled from our records and send a copy to you as soon as I’m able,” he replies. “Though, given the likelihood that he used a fake name, I don’t know how those’d help you. But then, the check cleared, so maybe it wasn’t fake.”

			“No, it definitely was,” I say. “But we might still be able to use them.” 

			“Then I’ll get them sent over.”

			“Thank you, Pastor Miller,” I say. “And thank you for your time.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Who in the hell is Auguste Lupa?” Astra asks. 

			“An obscure Sherlock Holmes character,” Paige supplies.

			“Sort of,” I correct her. “He’s not part of the canon created by Arthur Conan Doyle. Lupa is a character from a couple of pastiche novels written by John Lescroart—”

			“Pastiche novels?” Mo asks. 

			I perch on the corner of my workstation in the bullpen and rest my folded hands on my lap. Everybody looks to me, waiting for my reply.

			“For lack of a better way to describe it, pastiche is a work of art—be it painting, literature, theater, or what have you—done in the style of another artist,” I explain. “A pastiche is meant to be an homage to that original artist.” 

			“Fan fiction,” Rick calls out.

			“Sounds like somebody spent some time Googling last night,” Astra says. 

			“Somebody had to Google the answer since I knew none of you would,” I reply. 

			“That’s an excellent point, my friend.” 

			“Anyway,” I say. “The point is that Auguste Lupa isn’t strictly from Doyle’s Holmes canon, but it’s still Holmes-adjacent.” 

			“It’s the same with the name Eurus,” Paige says. “Not from the original canon but a character from the broader Holmes universe, so to speak.” 

			“That’s all well and good, but what does that get us?” Mo asks. 

			“It gives us some insight into Eurus,” I say. “And it also reinforces and adds a little more credibility to the idea that Eurus is Alvin Perry’s child.” 

			“And how does it do that?” Astra asks. 

			“Because we know that Eurus has evolved over time. He’s changed pseudonyms as he’s entered a new phase,” I say. “But back then, when he spoke to Pastor Miller, he was using the name Auguste Lupa—Lupa, in the Lecroart novels was written to be the child of Sherlock Holmes and Irene Adler. He was their only son.”

			“Okay, but if this Lupa isn’t from Doyle’s canon, do we even know if it has the same sort of significance?” Mo asks. 

			“Eurus isn’t as strict in his usage of Doyle’s works as Alvin Perry was,” I reply. “I think we can reasonably assume that he draws inspiration from the Holmes universe without being a strict adherent of the original canon itself.”  

			The bullpen falls silent as everybody seems to take a moment to absorb and process it all. It’s a reasonable assumption to make. And based on what we know of Eurus, limited though it may be, I also think it’s the correct one. 

			“Rick, did Pastor Miller send over those files yet… the copies of the receipt and the canceled check from Eurus?” I ask. 

			“He did. I got the email this morning,” he replies. “And before you ask, I already checked, and Auguste Lupa has an account at Pacific National. I can’t dig any deeper than that without breaking multiple federal laws though.”

			“That’s good enough. That gives us a place to start at least,” I say. “Nina—” 

			“I’ve found no corresponding identification for Lupa,” she cuts me off. “No social security card, no driver’s license, no credit cards in that name—nothing.” 

			“He had to have had some form of ID to open up his bank account,” Astra muses. 

			“He’s obviously got fraudulent papers,” I say. “And how hard does a teller at the bank look at an ID when they’re opening up a basic checking account?” 

			“Clearly, not hard enough,” she replies. 

			As the team discusses finding the guy who made the papers for Eurus, my cell phone chirps with an incoming text message. Slipping it out of my pocket, I frown as it feels like a bowling ball just landed in my belly. 

			“Why the long face?” Astra asks. 

			“It’s Ayad,” I reply. “He wants to see me.” 

			“Yep. That’ll do it.” 

			“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Hopefully.”

			“If you don’t come back, can I have your office?” Astra asks. 

			As I walk out of the bullpen, I laugh and shoot her the finger. I don’t know why Ayad is summoning me to his office, but experience tells me it’s not to give me a pat on the back and an “atta girl.” I clench my jaw and march through the FO feeling like I’m walking the Green Mile and somebody should be shouting, “Dead woman walking.”
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			After leaving me sitting in his waiting room for nearly twenty minutes, Ayad has his assistant send me in. He’s one of those who has come to believe that icing somebody like that gains him some tactical advantage or is just a nifty power flex. He should know better than that. Games like that not only don’t work on me, but they also tend to irritate me even more than being called to the principal’s office. If he wanted me in a foul mood, he’s gotten his wish. 

			When I step into his office, though, I quickly see that he’s all business. With Ayad, his appearance reflects his demeanor. Jacket off and sleeves rolled up, he’s relaxed and casual, and you’re probably there for nothing more than a friendly discussion. But the way he’s sitting in his chair now, ramrod straight with his jacket on, tells me he’s got fire in his guts and he’s about to read me the riot act about something. This is going to be a fun meeting. 

			I take a position behind the pair of chairs in front of his desk and stand with my hands clasped loosely behind my back, my gaze fixed to a spot on the wall behind him. Ayad picks up a newspaper and unfolds it, then tosses it onto the desk with the front page facing me. It lands with a heavy thump and draws my attention. My eyes automatically focus on the small sidebar photo of me next to the headline that, in bold lettering, says, “FBI Allows Serial Killer to Operate Unfettered.” 

			“At least it’s below the fold?” I offer with a shrug. 

			“Do I look amused? And does anything about this situation make you think this is the right time for levity, Chief Wilder?” 

			“Clearly not.” 

			He opens his mouth to respond but apparently thinks better of his words and bites them back. Ayad leans forward, folding his hands together on top of his desk as he stares at the newspaper and takes a moment to gather himself. Calmer, he finally raises his eyes to me.  

			“You mind telling me what this is, Blake?” Ayad huffs. 

			“I’d call that a work of fiction,” I reply. “Propaganda and sheer garbage being spun by a murderer, then spoon-fed to Kenzie Stratton who gobbled it up like honey.”

			His eyes narrow as he scrutinizes me. “You knew this story was coming.” 

			“I did,” I tell him. “Kenzie approached me and asked for an interview. I turned her down.”

			“And you didn’t think to give me a heads up?” 

			“What was there to give you a heads up about, sir? This story is complete garbage. It’s a distortion of the facts doled out by a man who has murdered multiple people,” I growl. “There are no actual facts in the story. It’s all a bunch of insinuations and lies thrown together that give the appearance of official impropriety. It’s all smoke and no fire. It’s trash, and that reporter should have known better than to run with it.”

			Ayad leans back in his chair, his face tightening with disapproval. With anger. Personally, I think his anger is misplaced. It should be focused where it belongs—on Kenzie Stratton and Eurus himself, not on me. But when Ayad is in the sort of mood he is very clearly in at the moment, I’ve learned it’s best to avoid poking the bear whenever possible. The man is naturally high-strung, and the last thing I want to do is push him over the edge, send his blood pressure into the stratosphere, and cause some horrible cardiac event. I’d rather not be responsible for the demise of SAC Bomani Ayad, thank you very much. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is. 

			I let my features soften and try to adopt a conciliatory tone. “Look, I probably should have given you a heads up that the article was going to drop—” 

			“You think?” 

			Swallowing down the withering reply sitting on the tip of my tongue, I grit my teeth instead. I silently count to five, giving him a chance to continue his tirade. When he doesn’t speak again, I start to speak only to have him cut me off again… which, I think he does on purpose just to needle and irritate me further. He seems to want to make a point, though, so I stand down to let him do his thing. The quicker he vents his anger, the quicker I can get out of here. 

			“Do you know who I’ve fielded calls from today, Blake?” 

			“No, sir, I don’t.” 

			“In addition to dodging a plethora of reporters, I’ve had to speak with Seattle’s Chief of Police. I’ve spoken with Deputy Director Church. I’m scheduled to speak with Director Holland himself in a few hours. I’ve had to speak with the damn mayor, Blake,” he seethes. “And they all have the same question: How in the hell could I have let this happen on my watch? How could I have let a serial killer operate free and unfettered for so long? Do you have any idea how this story makes me look? How it makes the Bureau look?” 

			“Which is the most important thing, right, sir? How it makes you and the Bureau look? It’s optics and not the facts that matter. Right, sir?” I counter. 

			“Careful, Wilder. You’re on thin ice with me right now.” 

			“Sir, this article is having the exact effect Eurus intended when he fed it to Kenzie,” I say.

			“And what effect is that, Chief?” 

			“He wants to discredit me. He wants to ruin my reputation and destroy the career I’ve worked my ass off for a very long time to build,” I reply hotly. “But even more than that, he wants the attention. He wants the notoriety. He wants to be a star, sir. And given that this dirtbag is all anybody’s talking about today, I’d say he’s winning on that front. Both fronts, given your attitude toward me right now.” 

			Ayad sits back again and strokes his jaw, his dark eyes probing mine as the wheels in his head turn furiously. I’ve been doing this dance with him long enough now to know that like any prize fight, there’s a certain rhythm to my arguments with Ayad. When you first step into the ring, there’s the initial flurry, fueled by passions and emotions. The man is hot-blooded and has a temper. He will make you stand there and listen to him deliver verbal jab after verbal cross and force you to take every single punch he throws. 

			Early on, it’s best to just weather the storm, absorb the punches, and bide your time. Once that initial rush of emotion in him is spent, he’s more apt to give you an opening you can wade into and throw a few jabs and crosses of your own. By that point in the fight, he’s usually gotten the worst of the venom out of his system, and those fires in his gut have dimmed. He’s usually a little calmer and tends to be a bit more logical, rational, and more apt to actually listen to what you have to say. But it’s all about timing and rhythm.

			“I want you to assign this case to one of your other teams,” he finally says. “Give it to Koslowski. Send her your case files. She’s a solid, competent field agent who—” 

			“No, sir,” I cut him off. “I’m not going to do that.” 

			“Yes, you are, Chief Wilder. I do believe what I just said is called an order. I know you may not recognize what an order is, given your penchant for disregarding them, but my title puts me above you. That means I’m your boss, in case you forgot,” he says. “So, when I order you to assign the case to another team, your response should be, ‘Yes, sir,’ and then you go and do what I just told you to do. See how that works?” 

			My insides twist and churn, filling up with a combination of fire and bile. The prospect of having this case taken away from me, after all we’ve put in and sacrificed already, makes me both sick and furious. I clench my hands so tightly, my nails dig into my palms painfully. 

			“Sir, I’m not going to turn this case over to anybody. We’ve invested far too much—” 

			“Exactly. You and your team are too close to this, Chief Wilder. You’ve lost perspective and objectivity because you’ve allowed it to become personal,” he interrupts me. 

			“It is personal, sir. That’s why my team is best suited to bring this animal in,” I tell him, my voice firm and tinged with fire. “We’ve got some actual skin in the game.”

			Ayad’s face softens. “Blake, I understand your feelings. I do,” he says, his tone more sympathetic. “But you know better than most what happens when you let your personal feelings color a case. You stop seeing things clearly. You miss things.” 

			Doing my best to control my emotions, I stare at him as the flames burning inside me grow higher and hotter. At the same time, my resolve deepens, and a core of steel stiffens my spine. He’s not going to take this case from me. 

			“Sir, I’m the best investigator you have in this field office, and you know that’s true. Nobody—and I mean nobody—has more desire or motivation to bring Eurus in than I do,” I tell him. “If you want me off this case, you’re either going to have to suspend me or take my badge outright. I will not reassign this case to anybody. My team and I will work it, and we will take this animal down.” 

			Our eyes are locked on each other, and a long, heavy silence plays out between us. Ayad blinks first. He rubs his jaw and shakes his head as he looks down at the top of his desk. He takes a moment, then raises his gaze to mine again. 

			“Okay. But I want regular updates, Blake. Daily. Hell, I want them hourly. I want to know every move you make,” he finally says. “And if I feel that you’ve lost your way or have strayed from the path even an inch, I will yank you off this case and take your badge. Do I make myself clear?” 

			“Crystal, sir.” 

			“Regular updates, Blake.” 

			“You’ll get them,” I reply. “What are you going to tell Director Holland?” 

			“Same thing I told Deputy Director Church and all the others—I’ll update them when I have an update to give them,” he says. “Dismissed.” 

			I turn to leave but then feel like I should say something, so I turn back and look at him for a moment blankly, unsure what to say. 

			“Thank you, sir,” is all I can muster.

			“Don’t thank me. Just get the job done.” 

			“I will.” 

			“You better. And you better not make me regret this, Blake,” he says firmly. “Whether you like it or not, optics do matter in this profession. They matter a lot.”

			“Yes, sir.” 
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			Pacific National Bank & Trust, Fremont District; Seattle, WA

			Pacific National, a small local bank, is situated at the end of a long strip mall. It sits next to a liquor store which sits next to a discount dentist. Like the rest of the shops, the bank is made of concrete covered with plain, beige stucco. Two large plate glass windows emblazoned with the bank’s name and logo overlook the parking lot. To the right of the windows is a glass door that also bears the bank’s name, logo, and hours of operation.

			I follow Astra into the cool, hushed air of the bank. Instrumental music of the sort you’d hear in the elevator in the building of a retirement community plays softly, and the air around us carries the distinct and cloying smell of liniment oils and overly floral perfume. I look around at the dozen or so people inside the bank and immediately notice the commonality between them all. They’re all elderly. Even the employees I can see look a bit older. 

			“I can see why he picked this bank,” I say. 

			“Because he’d blend in so well?” Astra asks dryly. 

			“Because I doubt anybody is going to ask many questions here.” 

			“That’s probably true,” Astra says. “But we need to hurry. I’m afraid that I might pass out if we’re in here too long.”  

			I flash her a grin. “Stop being so dramatic.” 

			She shrugs. “All right then. But when you have to pick me up and carry me out of here, you’ll see how dramatic I’m being.”

			A woman with black hair that spills over her shoulders, dark, almond-shaped eyes, and a well-practiced smile that almost looks warm and welcoming walks briskly over to us. She’s wearing a black pantsuit with a mustard-colored blouse beneath that. She’s not a big woman. Five-five or so, petite, and noticeably younger than the rest of her staff—and far younger than her customers. 

			“Hi, Amelia Mason, I’m the bank manager,” she greets us brightly. “How can I help?” 

			Astra and I badge her. “Agents Wilder and Russo. FBI,” I reply. “Is there somewhere private we can have a word?” 

			Her smile fades instantly as her eyes widen and her cheeks flush. She clears her throat and pats her hair, trying to put the warm smile back on her face, though it looks forced and wooden. 

			“I—is there a problem, Agents? Are we about to be robbed or something?” she says with a soft but strained laugh.

			“We need to speak to you about one of your customers,” Astra says. “Can we speak in your office, Ms. Mason?” 

			“Yes, of course,” she says primly. 

			Walking briskly, as if she wants to get us out of sight as quickly as possible, we follow Mason to her office. She closes the door behind us, then gestures to the pair of chairs in front of her desk. The woman looks through the wall of windows behind us that overlooks the bank. It’s like she’s afraid of being seen with us, fearful that people might know we’re federal agents and assume she’s in trouble. Like the Bureau brass, she fears the optics of the situation. I’m getting so sick of people more worried about how things look than how things are… especially if it prevents them from doing the right thing. 

			Mason gives us a weak smile. “So, how is it I can help you, Agents?” 

			“We need to talk about one of your customers,” I say. “He opened an account under the name Auguste Lupa. Can you confirm that account is still active?” 

			A frown crosses the woman’s lips, and she turns to the computer on her desk. Her long, perfectly manicured nails clack away on the keyboard for a moment and then she turns to us.

			“Yes, Mr. Lupa still has an active account with us that currently has a little over two thousand dollars in it,” she reports. “But I don’t see there has been any activity on the account for some time though.”

			“How long exactly?” Astra asks.

			“It looks like the last withdrawal was about six months ago,” she replies. “May I ask what this is all about, Agents?” 

			“Ms. Mason, typically, when somebody opens an account, they have to provide you with an ID and something that establishes residency, is that correct?” Astra asks. 

			“Well, yes. That’s correct—” 

			“Good. Then we’re going to need copies of those items,” Astra cuts her off. 

			Mason drops her hands into her lap and sits up straight in her chair. Her jaw flexes as she clenches it, and she adopts a stern expression, looking for all the world like a teacher who is about to scold a pair of unruly children. 

			“I’m sorry, but I cannot do that,” she says. 

			“And why is that?” 

			“Our customers have an expectation of privacy,” Mason replies. 

			“There is no lawful reason you can’t turn over basic information such as that.” 

			“Regardless, our corporate policy states that—” 

			“Ms. Mason, Auguste Lupa is a suspect in some very serious crimes,” Astra presses, cutting her off. “You’re really going to sit there and let a man possibly continue committing very serious crimes because of corporate policy?” 

			“Agents, my hands are tied,” she says. “I would love to help you, but our policies about customer privacy are very clear.” 

			I sit back and watch Astra spar with the woman, trying to find some way to crack her. She’s right that she doesn’t have a legal obligation to turn the information over to us. The bank, as a private entity, is not required to work with us and doesn’t have to deviate from their corporate policies if they don’t want to. But she hasn’t turned us away just yet. Which means that, on some level, we’re getting under her skin.

			“Ms. Mason,” Astra tries again. “Are you comfortable with people dying because you won’t bend your company’s policy even a little bit, to help us catch a very, very bad man?” 

			The woman frowns and pales as she considers Astra’s words. I watch as her gaze drifts to a framed photograph that sits on the corner of her desk. It’s Mason with two young children—a boy and a girl. As she looks at the photo, her expression changes. It hardens. It’s her touchstone. The thing that keeps her grounded in reality. Mason sets her jaw a little more firmly and raises her chin, a righteous light gleaming in her eyes. She’s not going to give us anything. 

			“Of course, I’m not comfortable with people dying, Agent Russo,” she says. “But violating our customer privacy policy will get me fired, and I have children to think of. I’m sorry. But I can’t give you what you’re asking for. Not without a warrant.” 

			“That’s unfortunate, Ms. Mason,” I finally speak up. “It’s unfortunate that you would put company policies over saving lives.” 

			She turns a harsh glare to me. “It’s a fear of losing my job, Agent Wilder. Do you have children?” 

			“No.”

			“Then you will never understand the fear that comes with being the sole breadwinner. Of being the one who has to provide everything for your children. You’ll never know what it’s like to have to base your decisions on whether you’ll be able to afford clothing or medicine if, God forbid, they get sick,” she hisses. “This job is all I have. It’s how I keep them fed and the lights on at home. It’s how I provide a life for them. And I live with the fear of having that all taken away and not knowing how to provide for them every single day. So, you can sit there in your righteousness and talk about company policies, but you’ll never understand that fear.”

			Astra and I exchange a look. It’s far more fire and passion than I expected the woman to have. She seemed so meek before. But I can’t say I blame her for holding the company line. She’s got a lot to lose. Mason can’t afford to be as cavalier with her job as I sometimes am. I don’t have anybody relying on me to live, so she’s right. I can’t understand. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t try everything in my power to get what we need—including applying pressure and even the occasional guilt trip. 

			“Listen, I understand and respect your position, Ms. Mason,” I say. “And I apologize for coming on so strong. We’re just in a tough spot. We’re trying to save lives here, and we need to gather as much information as we can. But we shouldn’t have laid it on so thick when you’re just doing your job. Again, I apologize.” 

			Her features soften, and she finally cracks a small smile of relief. Her eyes dart from us to her computer screen, then back again as she gnaws on her bottom lip. And for the first time, I can see the conflict on her face. The guilt over the prospect of people losing their lives seems to be weighing on her more than she had been letting on. 

			“Thank you for that. And I understand where you’re coming from, Agent Wilder,” she says. “If you leave me your card, I’ll speak to my supervisors and see if there’s any way we can help.” 

			“I would appreciate that,” I say. “And believe me when I tell you that anything you say, anything you might tell us is strictly confidential. Nobody needs to know anything—and nobody will know anything. Not from us.” 

			“I appreciate that, Agents. I’ll speak to my superiors, and I’ll be in touch,” Mason says. 

			“That’s all we can ask.”

			Astra and I get to our feet, and I slide a card onto her desk. She scans the window behind us, then picks up the card and slyly slips it into her own pocket with a look of guilt. 

			“I’m reachable any time,” I tell her. 

			She gives us a nod as we turn and head out of the bank, walking silently back to the SUV in the lot. As we reach our vehicle, Astra turns to me with a lopsided grin on her face.

			“How long do you think it’ll take?” she asks. 

			“Not long.” 

			A moment later, my phone chirps with an incoming text. I pull it out of my pocket and smile at Astra when I see it’s from a blocked number. I call up the message and my smile widens.

			“See? Not long at all,” I say. 
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			Green River Apartments, Sand Point District; Seattle, WA

			“It looks like there are only two points in and out of the building,” I say. “Astra and I are going through the front and up to the apartment. Mo, I want you to take Paige and cover the back. Nobody gets in or out.” 

			“Copy that,” Mo replies.

			We’re standing across the street from the three-story apartment building Mason had “anonymously” given us the address to. Given the fact that his account hadn’t been active in six months, I’m honestly not expecting to find Eurus inside the building, but I’m hoping we find something. I hate to admit it, but he’s incredibly good at staying a step ahead of us. Several steps ahead of us. He’s smart. Clever. Methodical. And worst of all for us, he’s patient. 

			The building across the street from us is unremarkable. It’s a large, square, nondescript structure with faded beige paint and very few amenities—if any at all. There are three stories with four apartments on each floor. There’s no pool, no laundry room, no windows with views, no balconies, no security doors, no… nothing. The building reminds me a lot of the halfway houses I’ve seen where convicts are made to live in as they transition back into society.  

			“I think I should go in with you and Astra,” Paige objects. “One person can cover the back, and if there’s a problem—” 

			“I think you should do what I asked you to do, Paige,” I say sharply. “Everybody, get your vests on and strap up.” 

			She looks like she’s about to say something else but wisely thinks better of it and closes her mouth, settling for a look of obvious disappointment. Mo taps her on the shoulder and leads her over to the back of their SUV where they put their vests on. I raise the rear door on our SUV, then reach in and grab our vests and hand one to Astra. 

			“You expecting trouble?” she asks as she pulls the Velcro straps tight. 

			“I’m not expecting to find much of anything in there, least of all Eurus,” I say. “But it’s always better to be safe than sorry.” 

			“That’s fair.” 

			Once we’re geared up, we shut the vehicles and lock them. I look up one side of the street and down the other but don’t see any activity. I don’t even see anybody peering at us out their windows. It’s like a ghost town. People in Sand Point usually don’t hear or see anything, and they sure as hell don’t say anything. It’s why a monster like Eurus can run around here, hiding in plain sight. 

			“Do you have the warrant?” I ask. 

			“Came through about five minutes ago,” Astra responds. 

			“Good,” I say. “Okay, Mo, take the back. We’ll give you a couple of minutes to get into position back there. Use comm channel three.” 

			“On the move,” she says. 

			As Mo and Paige make their way around the building, I take the opportunity to check my weapon one more time. Satisfied it’s in good working order, I slip it back into the holster on my hip, then put my ear bud in and quickly tune my radio to the right station. A moment later, there’s a crackling in my ear. 

			“In position,” Mo says. “Scene is secure and clear of bystanders.” 

			I key the mic open. “Hold position. We’re making entry.” 

			“Copy that.” 

			“Let’s go,” I say to Astra. 

			“Right behind you.” 

			My eyes are in constant motion as we cross the street, scanning the windows of the target building as well as the other houses on the street. You never know where a threat may be lurking. We make it to the front of the apartment building without incident, and as we step through the front door and into a long hallway, I pull my Glock. Holding it down but in a ready position, we ascend the staircase set to the right of the door and move up to the second-floor landing. 

			Like the first floor, there is one long hallway with two apartment doors on the left and two on the right of the corridor. The paint is a faded yellow that’s cracked and chipping in some places, and there is a lingering, stomach-churning odor I can’t quite identify saturating the air around us. It’s like a combination of mildew and rotting meat. From one of the apartments on the floor, I can hear the muffled sound of a television that’s up way too loud, and from another, I hear a man and a woman arguing. I cringe as they call each other names I wouldn’t call my worst enemy. At some point, you just need to realize your relationship shouldn’t be that hard. At least, I would. 

			“This place is charming,” Astra mutters. 

			“Right?” I reply. 

			Our guns still pointed down but at the ready, we move down the hall to the apartment at the end. Astra moves to one side of the door while I press my back against the wall on the other. She reaches out and bangs hard on the door. 

			“FBI,” she calls out. “We have a warrant.” 

			Unsurprisingly, we get no reply, so I step away from the wall and square up in front of the door. I raise my foot, then drive it hard into the wood. The door splinters and cracks as it blows inward with a spray of jagged splinters. I hear the metallic ping of the hinges tearing out of the wall and landing on the hardwood floor as what’s left of the door crashes into the wall behind it. 

			“FBI!” I call out. 

			My weapon raised and ready, I move low and swiftly as I cross the threshold and sweep the room. Astra is right behind me. To our left is a kitchen that’s empty, and to our right is a doorway that leads to the room at the back of the apartment. Astra goes through first, but I’m right on her heels as we step into an empty bedroom. There’s no bed, no dresser—there’s nothing at all. I look into the small, dingy bathroom and see there are no toiletries or anything that would tell me this place has been lived in at all recently. 

			“Clear,” she says with a wry grin. 

			I key open my mic. “Apartment is secure. Suspect is not on the premises.” 

			“Copy that. All clear down here,” Mo replies. 

			“Come on up,” I say. “Not that there’s anything to see.” 

			We walk back out to the main room and see it’s as empty as the bedroom. There’s no food or beverages in the refrigerator and no dishes in the kitchen. Mo and Paige arrive and speak in quiet tones with Astra in the living room as I pick up a piece of paper I find on the counter in the kitchen. When I read the words printed on the page in a neat hand, I shudder at the feeling of ice water being dumped into my veins. 

			“Blake, you okay?” Astra asks.

			I raise my eyes to hers, then walk out into the living room, my footsteps echoing hollowly around the apartment. When I hand the page to Astra, I turn in a circle in the center of the room, then stop. I clench my jaw and feel my stomach begin to churn as a darkly ominous feeling envelops me. It squeezes me tightly, and my skin prickles with goosebumps. 

			“Blake?” Astra asks. “What is this? What—” 

			She bites off her words as she follows my gaze to the small surveillance camera set high up in a corner of the room. The red light blinks, showing that it’s active. The cold gaze of the lens feels like an eye that can see straight through me, and I feel completely exposed. I didn’t expect to find him here when we came through the front door, but I also didn’t expect to find that he’d wired the place to record his own reality show starring us. 

			“He’s watching us right now. He’s enjoying this. He’s laughing at us,” I say. “Paige, call Rick and Nina. I want them down here ASAP.” 

			Eurus is half a dozen steps ahead of us. Again. And the most damnable thing about it is that I have no idea how to close the distance. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Green River Apartments, Sand Point District; Seattle, WA

			“We’ve been through this place twice, and we haven’t found a thing, Chief,” he tells me. “Not a print, not a hair—nothing.”

			“How is that possible?” I ask.

			“Honestly, I have no idea,” he says. “I’ve never seen it in all my years doing this work. I’ve never come away from a scene with absolutely nothing to show for it.”

			Dennis Hyatt is our lead crime scene tech, and I’ve worked with him quite a bit over the years. Five-eleven with a thick, athletic frame and a wide smile that makes his hazel eyes glitter, he has a dark sense of humor and an engaging personality. He just looks like somebody who’d be boisterous and outgoing. That’s why it always catches me off guard when I’m reminded just how soft-spoken and serious in nature he actually is. 

			But he’s great at what he does—he’s probably the best crime scene tech in the field office in my opinion—and if he says there are no usable prints or hairs in the apartment, as unbelievable as it is, then there’s nothing there.  

			“We can go through the place again,” Dennis says. “Maybe we missed something?” 

			“If you did, it would be a first,” I reply. “No. No need to waste more of your time. I’m sure you have other scenes to process. Thank you, Dennis.” 

			“Anytime, Chief.” 

			He and his team are already packed up, and they head out of the apartment, leaving Astra and I standing in the middle of the living room, bewildered expressions on our faces.

			“This is insane,” Astra mutters.

			“He’s playing with us,” I say. “He knew that we’d eventually find our way here, and he set up that camera because he wanted to see the look on our faces when we realized he outsmarted us.”

			“Again,” Astra adds.

			“Yeah. Again,” I reply through gritted teeth. 

			Rick and Nina are quietly working at a table in the corner they’d set up. After disconnecting the camera, they took it apart and have been whispering to one another as they worked on it. I’m trying to keep from being too pessimistic, but I doubt they’re going to find anything we can use to find Eurus. I guess there’s always the chance he slipped up. Granted, the odds of me holding a winning lottery ticket while being struck by lightning and attacked by a shark are better, but hey, never say never, right? 

			“Do you guys have anything?” I ask.

			They both turn to me, and I can see by the grim look on their faces that I’m not going to like what they have to say. Which isn’t surprising. 

			“Well, we know he was able to access the camera remotely over an internet connection,” Rick replies. “But this guy is good. Very good.” 

			“Why do you say that?” Astra asks. 

			Rick points to his laptop’s screen. “He’s bounced the server connection off a dozen proxy servers in different countries.”

			“Can you cut through all that and track it back to his actual server?” I ask.

			“We can. It’s just going to take a little time,” Nina offers. 

			“Okay. Pack up, head back to the shop, and get it done,” I say. “We need to find out where this camera feed is going as soon as possible.” 

			“We’re on it,” Nina says. “And don’t worry. We’ll find him.” 

			“Yeah. We will,” I say. 

			Deep down, though, I can feel the first worms of doubt starting to wriggle around in my gut. Eurus has been ahead of us from the start. We’re chasing shadows showing up exactly where he wants us to show up. Eurus is playing with us like we’re marionettes, and he’s the one pulling all the strings. I didn’t expect to find him here—that would have been too easy. But I certainly didn’t expect to find an apartment that was completely sanitized and offered us absolutely nothing to go on. I never anticipated that we wouldn’t be any closer to identifying Eurus, let alone catching him, than we were on the first day of this investigation. 

			We’ve had some tough cases over the years, but nobody we’ve ever chased before has ever seemed to have the advantage over us like this. I’ve never felt like somebody was just toying with me. And I think that’s what unsettles me the most about this case right now. That feeling of being played with is sticking to me like glue, and I can’t seem to shake it off. If I’m being honest with myself, this entire case has shaken my confidence in ways I’ve never experienced before. From Lucas’s assault to the fact that he’s dropping bodies and I can’t seem to do a damn thing about it has put me back on my heels and has me second-guessing my every step.

			“Blake?” 

			I turn to see Paige standing in the doorway. “Yeah?” 

			“We’ve got Barry Denilo downstairs,” she says. “He’s the building manager.”

			“Great. Let’s have a word with him.” 

			Astra and I follow Paige out of Eurus’s apartment then down the stairs and out to the front of the building. Mo is standing with a man who’s about six feet tall with a mop of wavy brown hair and hazel eyes. Dressed in blue jeans and a black, button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, he’s got a paunch around the middle and acne scars on cheeks that look like they haven’t seen a razor in a few days. 

			As we step over to Denilo, Mo and Paige retreat a few steps to give us a little space. Having all four of us crowding around might make Denilo feel a bit claustrophobic, which might automatically put him on the defensive. And when people get defensive in the face of federal agents, they tend to lawyer up. All I want is to have a conversation with him. He’s not our guy, but he may well know something about him, so I want Denilo to be as relaxed as possible. 

			“Mr. Denilo,” I say. “Agents Wilder and Russo.” 

			“Who’s going to pay for the door you kicked in?” he asks, his voice tight with anger.

			“Mr. Denilo, have you owned this building long?” I ask. 

			“It’s been in my family for the last fifty years. Why?” 

			“And how long have you managed the building?” Astra asks. 

			“About five years, I guess,” he replies. “What is this all about?” 

			“We need to know about the tenant in apartment 2D,” I say. “We believe he goes by the name Auguste Lupa.” 

			“Yeah, that’s the name on the lease,” Denilo says. “What about him?” 

			“How long has he been renting that apartment?” Astra asks. 

			“I don’t know. A little over a year maybe? Why?” 

			“What can you tell us about him?” I ask. 

			Denilo shrugs. “Not much. He’s quiet. Pays his rent. In fact, he’s never been late with his rent. Not once. He’s always early. Always pays six months in advance. I like that. I don’t got to chase him around every month, which is a lot more than I can say for most of my other tenants. They all got some sob story to tell when they’re late.” 

			“Does he pay with cash? A check?” Astra asks. 

			“Nah. I get a money order in the mail,” he tells us. 

			“Are they drawn from a bank?” Astra presses.

			Denilo shakes his head. “Nah. They’re always from the liquor store on the corner. Don’t bother me though. They all deposit and spend the same.” 

			I grumble under my breath. It’s another smart move on Eurus’s part. Money orders from convenience stores are paid for with cash, which makes it impossible for us to track to a specific bank. Once again, he’s a step ahead of us. 

			“All right, can you give us a physical description of Mr. Lupa?” I ask. 

			Denilo’s eyes narrow, and he clenches his jaw as he stares at us suspiciously. “What is this all about? What’s going on here? Why are you all so interested in Lupa?” 

			“We’re investigating some very serious crimes and need to speak to him about them,” I say.

			“What kind of crimes?” 

			“Please, Mr. Denilo. Can you describe him for us?” 

			“Afraid I can’t,” he says. 

			“Can’t?” Astra asks. “Or won’t?” 

			“Can’t,” he replies with a snide tone. “I’ve never laid eyes on the man in my life.” 

			“Then how did you rent him that apartment?” Astra asks.

			“Online,” he says. “He filled everything out, sent over his paperwork, and mailed me a money order for the first six months plus a security deposit. I left a key under his mat.” 

			I gape at him. “You rented to somebody sight unseen like that? Did it never occur to you that you might be renting that apartment to somebody bad? A terrorist or something?” 

			“Hey, he passed a credit check and the money order cleared. That was good enough for me. In this day and age, finding good tenants who are quiet and pay their rent on time is rare. I’m going to take it when I can get it,” he says, sounding defensive. 

			“Glad to see you have such stringent requirements to rent,” Astra grumbles. 

			“This is a money business, lady. He had it; I needed it. What the hell else do you want from me?” he growls back. 

			Astra shakes her head. “So, you never met him, never talked to him—”

			“And as far as I’m concerned, he’s the perfect tenant,” Denilo cuts her off. “Now, is there anything else you need from me, or am I free to go?”

			“We’re going to need copies of those money orders, Mr. Denilo,” I say. “Assuming you kept them anyway.” 

			“I’ll have my accountant email them over to you. Happy?” 

			“It’ll do,” I say and hand him a card.  

			He snatches the card from my hand, then storms off, grumbling about the cost of replacing the door we kicked in. Astra and I share a look and frown at the same time. She’s as frustrated as I am, and though she’d never admit it, I can see that she’s having doubts that we’re going to get ahead of this monster. Right now, Eurus has us chasing our tails. It’s a feeling that I’m getting sick of having. 

			“We need to flip this script on him,” I say. “We need to get ahead of this animal.” 

			“If you have any ideas on how to do that, I’m all ears.” 

			I shake my head. “When I have one, you’ll be the first to know.”  
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			The Lotus Luxury Apartments, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

			After a long, scalding hot shower, I climb out and towel off before throwing on my robe and wrapping another towel around my hair. Stepping out of the bathroom, I grab the tumbler of scotch sitting on my dresser and take a drink as I walk out of my bedroom. The gentle, soothing sounds of Jeff Kashiwa’s saxophone fill my apartment as I grab my phone and drop it into my robe pocket out of habit since I’m on call twenty-four hours a day. I carry my scotch out to the balcony. It’s been a long day, and I’m hoping a hot shower, some good music, and a stiff drink will wash away my frustrations and clear my head. 

			I breathe in the cool night air, letting it soothe me. The moon is a thin sickle that glows softly against the velvety darkness of the sky above. A thick bank of clouds is rolling in off the Pacific, the illumination of the moon making them look silver. I take a sip of my drink as I lean against the railing on the balcony, looking over Chinatown. Even at this time of night, it’s bustling with life and activity. The echo of laughter and music drifts up to me from the streets below. A car horn blasts as an engine revs. That’s quickly followed by the deep, thumping bass of a hip-hop song I don’t recognize. That seems to spark another fit of screeching laughter from what sounds like a group of drunken college kids. 

			The sounds that surround me aren’t unpleasant, but they’re still somewhat foreign to me. Despite having been in this place for a little while now, I’m still trying to get used to it. All my things are inside, but I’m still struggling to make it feel like home. I love the place. Honestly, it’s one of the nicest places I’ve ever lived in. It’s a luxury condominium community and has all the fine amenities you’d expect from a place in this price range. But I’m struggling to make it feel like home because I didn’t choose this place. 

			Huan Zhao—Fish, to those of us close to him—the former crime boss turned pillar of the community, owns the building. Our friendship was unlikely. But over the years, we’ve grown so close and my admiration for him has grown so deep, I consider him family. And there are very few people in my life I feel that way about. Most people can’t see beyond his past and will never see him as anything but a ruthless crime boss, but I have seen him grow. Evolve. I’ve seen him become a better man. Even still, I can’t advertise my relationship with him to people in the Bureau for obvious reasons. 

			After a few incidents at my old place, though, Fish was so worried about my safety, he had my old place packed up, and he moved me into this place while I was working a case in another state. I only found out when I came back; he handed me the keys and said welcome home. Just like that, he gave me a condo that would likely fetch him a million dollars on the open market. Maybe more. Probably more, come to think of it. But he gave it to me because he was worried about me. Because he wants to keep me safe.

			The Lotus, like all his other properties, is very well secured. Cameras, armed guards, state-of-the-art security systems—this is probably one of the safest and most secure buildings in the entire city. Some would say the levels and layers of security here border on paranoid, but I know it’s a holdover from his days running his mob. I can’t say I’m not thankful for it though. This place may not yet feel like home, but I usually always sleep well not having to worry about somebody sneaking in to murder me. That alone is enough to make me stay. But the truth is, although it’s taking a little while to get used to, I love the place. It is a beautiful home. I’ll get comfortable here… eventually. 

			The scotch-inspired warmth in my belly starts to spread through my body, and as I watch the city spread out before me, I feel a sense of peace that’s been uncommon lately descending over me. For the first time in days, I feel like I can breathe. It’s a sense of peace that’s short-lived as my calm is shattered by the bleating of my phone. 

			“Dammit,” I mutter. 

			Draining the last of my scotch, I set the glass down on the table beside me and pull my phone out of my robe pocket. A cold chill steals across my body as I look at the display screen. Unknown Caller. Of course, it could be any of a thousand people. Somehow, though, I already know who’s going to be on the other end of the line when I pick it up. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end, and goosebumps prickle my flesh as I stare at my phone, toying with the idea of not picking it up. Of just letting it go straight to voicemail. 

			The moment the thought passes through my mind, though, I already know I’m not going to ignore it. Knowing who’s on the other end of the phone compels me to answer it. My stomach roils as I mutter darkly to myself, then I connect the call and press the phone to my ear.   

			“Wilder,” I answer. 

			There’s no reply for a moment, but in the background, I can hear music playing. Jazz music. And if I’m not mistaken, it’s “My Shining Hour” by John Coltrane. 

			“Giving jazz a go?” I ask. “That’s about the first smart thing I think you’ve ever done. Better than the damn ‘80s music.” 

			“I’m trying to relate to you, Blake. I can call you Blake, right?” Eurus replies. “I mean, I feel like we’re close enough now that I can call you that.” 

			“Honestly, I don’t care what you call me.” 

			“Good. That’s good,” he says. “As I was saying, I’m trying to crawl into your head and understand you. I want to know what makes you tick.”

			“I’m not that difficult to figure out,” I tell him. “It’s the desire to put dirtbags like you either in prison or in the ground that makes me tick.” 

			“Now, now, Blake. You’re being a reductionist. You’re a far more complex creature than that. I find you utterly fascinating.”

			“That’s great. I’m happy for you,” I growl. “What do you want?” 

			“I just wanted to talk. I feel like you and I need to have a conversation. I miss hearing your voice, Blake,” he says. 

			“Why don’t you go talk to Kenzie Stratton again? I’m not interested.” 

			His laughter is a high-pitched and nasally chittering. It’s eerie and sends a finger of ice sliding up my spine. It almost doesn’t sound human at all. 

			“Are you upset that I spoke to a reporter, Blake? Are you jealous?” he asks with a giggle. 

			“I’m really not,” I say.

			“Did my little interview get you in trouble with your bosses, Blake?”

			“What do you want, Eurus?” 

			“She is a beautiful woman, isn’t she? Kenzie, I mean. I bet you she would be a screamer and a squirmer,” he says. “What do you think, Blake? Would she scream and squirm when I killed her? I think she would. I think every time I plunged a knife into that soft, pale flesh, she’d scream her pretty little lungs out. What do you think, Blake?” 

			There’s a breathy, almost rapturous tone coloring his voice as he speaks. It sounds like the idea of plunging a knife into Kenzie’s body is sexually arousing to him—as if it’s something he fantasizes about. With some murderers, killing somebody with a knife is a sign of impotence. Penetrating their body with a blade is a substitute for the sex act itself.

			With Eurus, though, I don’t think that’s the case, since he’s varied the way he kills. But I do think he derives some form of sexual gratification or arousal from the act of killing itself that’s even more satisfying than actual sex. It gives him a rush and a high that can feel, for lack of a better word, orgasmic. It’s rare, but that sort of psychopathy exists in some killers. Alvin Perry was one such creature. I file it away to add to the board later.

			“I think you’re disgusting,” I say sharply. 

			“Kenzie is a beautiful woman. I think I’d have to enjoy her for a while before I killed her,” he goes on. “I normally don’t do that or think in those terms. I think that sort of act is crude and vulgar. But she’s so beautiful I think I’d make an exception just for her. Do you think that would make her feel special, Blake?” 

			“Is there a point to this call? Or are you just trying to prove what a pig you are?”

			That creepy chittering that passes for laughter rings in my ear again, and I hold the phone away until he’s done. Everything inside my head is screaming at me to hang up—telling me that this call serves no purpose other than to rile me up—telling me that the longer I talk to him, the deeper he gets under my skin and into my head. That’s undoubtedly true. But some small part of me keeps hoping that he’s going to slip up. That he’s going to say something that will give him away and make it easier for me to find him. I know it’s a long shot, but it’s still better than no shot. 

			I know I should hang up, but I also know I won’t. Although I’d never admit it out loud, not to anybody—and especially not to him—there is some small part of me that’s fascinated by this man. Very rarely do I run across killers who push and challenge me the way he does. I don’t often run across criminals who make me second-guess myself. Who make me feel doubt and in turn, make me question everything I’m thinking and doing. Eurus does that. He’s been making me doubt myself and has put me back on my heels in a way nobody ever has before. 

			And as sick as it is, something deep within me wants and needs that challenge. Something in me needs the excitement that even feeling the doubt that grips me is making me feel. Deep down, the rush of chasing him is every bit as gratifying as it must feel for him to kill. Chasing men like Eurus hones that razor’s edge inside of me. Steel sharpens steel. It’s horrible for me to even think, but deep down I know I need men like Eurus to keep that razor inside of me sharp.

			“How did you feel when you broke into my apartment, Blake? I knew if you were half as smart as I thought you were, you’d find your way there,” he says, his voice colored with excitement. “And you did! Thus, proving me correct yet again. You are quite a talented investigator.”

			“I’m glad I meet your approval,” I say dryly. 

			“Tell me, though… what did it make you feel when you realized I’d outwitted you yet again?” he asks. “When you first realized that I’d laid the breadcrumbs out for you to find?” 

			“It didn’t make me feel anything other than more determined to find you,” I reply.

			“Come now, Blake. I saw your face. Your expression when you realized you were coming up empty, yet again, was priceless. You looked like a child who was just told there is no Santa Claus.” 

			“All you’re doing is ensuring it will be all the more satisfying for me when I find and bring you down once and for all.” 

			“You believe that, don’t you? That you’ll find me? How precious of you,” he says, his tone dripping with condescension. 

			“I know I will.” 

			“One thing I will say is the fact that you found my apartment at all proves that I was right about you. That you are worthy, and I find that thrilling,” he says, his voice breathy with excitement. 

			“How so?”

			“That you’re smart. Just like I knew you were,” he says. “Just like Alvin said you were.” 

			“And that’s what this is all about really, isn’t it? Alvin Perry,” I say. “Your father.” 

			There’s a moment of hesitation before he breaks into that creepy-sounding giggle again. 

			“Is that what you believe, Blake?” he asks. “That Alvin Perry is my father?” 

			“I’m sure of it,” I reply. “And I’m just as sure that this is all happening, that your beef with me, is because you feel like I took him away from you.” 

			“You are a fascinating creature, Blake Wilder.” 

			I stare out at the lights of the city, trying to imagine where Eurus is right now. Wondering if he knows where I am. Whether he can see me from where he is. Those thoughts send a ripple of worry through my heart and leave me feeling completely exposed, so I walk back into the condo and close the sliding glass door, shutting out the world. 

			“You almost killed a member of my team. You’re taunting me and also trying to ruin my professional career, Eurus. I can’t help but feel like this is personal,” I say. “And let’s not forget when you told me directly that you’re doing this because you want me to feel the pain of loss. Remember that?” 

			“Of course, this is personal.” 

			“Because you blame me for your father being killed in prison.”

			“I blame you for a lot of things, Blake.” 

			“Since this is personal, why don’t we settle this one-on-one? There’s no need to involve anybody else,” I say. “Name the time and place, and I’ll be there. Then we can have it out, you and me. We can settle this once and for all.” 

			There’s a long pause on the line, and for a moment, I feel like he’s considering my offer. And I mean it. I’ll meet him anywhere at any time, and we can settle this. We can put an end to it all. But then he starts to giggle again, and I frown as I listen to his creepy little laugh. 

			“Now, why would I do that, Blake? Where would the fun in that be?” he asks. “I have plans for you, Blake Wilder. Big plans.” 

			I feel my face growing warm and reddening as the anger inside me builds. I force myself to take a moment and count to ten before I speak. Eurus wants me angry. He wants me to be off balance and reacting to him rather than using my skills to hunt him. He knows that if I’m in the right state of mind and am keeping my emotions out of the mix, I will find him and bring him down. And that’s the problem—ever since he almost killed Lucas, I haven’t been in the right frame of mind or able to remove my emotions. 

			“This isn’t a game, Eurus,” I say through gritted teeth. 

			“I beg to differ. Everything is a game.” 

			“No, it’s not,” I hiss. “And no matter how much you like to think otherwise, you’re not Moriarty, I’m not Holmes, and this is not the great game.”

			“No, you’re right about that. If you were Holmes, you might have caught me already,” he says with that creepy giggle. “I will tell you one thing though, Blake.” 

			“What?” 

			“The game is most definitely afoot,” he says. “Stay sharp, my dear girl. Ta-ta.” 
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			Puget Crest Apartments, Lower Queen Anne District; Seattle, WA

			After spending fifteen minutes looking for a parking spot, one opened up in the lot beside the apartment building. I quickly pull the SUV into a stall and park. Paige and I climb out, and I set the alarm as she walks around and stands beside me. It hit me in that moment that I probably should have vetted this lead a bit more before agreeing to take the ride. I honestly have absolutely no idea what we’re doing here. 

			Frankly, though, I’m just happy to get out of the shop. With Eurus’s mocking, condescending voice still echoing through my head, I’m feeling anxious and antsy. With no leads to follow, staring at our murder board is only adding to the mess in my head. The longer we go without any ideas, the more it feels like it’s mocking me and highlighting my failure to find him, which is only adding to my anxiety. But going out on a snipe hunt is only going to frustrate me even more, which is why I shouldn’t have jumped at the chance to get out of the shop. My desperation to solve this case is keeping me from thinking. 

			“Run this by me one more time. Why are we here exactly?” I ask. 

			“Dina Benson,” Paige states. “She works as a paralegal and had a relationship with Perry. She falls into that age range we’re estimating Eurus’s mother to be.” 

			“And how do we know all this?” 

			“She gave an interview shortly after Perry was murdered in prison.” 

			I rack my brain and try to recall ever hearing about an interview like that but come up empty. For a while, I was obsessed with finding out everything I could about Perry, learning everything about him I was able to dig up from just about any source. I think it was mostly because I was dealing with the trauma of almost dying at his hands. I thought I was going to die down there, strapped to that chair, and gathering all the information about him I could gave me some semblance of control. Or at least, it made me feel like I had some modicum of control anyway. 

			More than anything I wanted to understand him—wanted to understand his motives. For a while there, I was pretty screwed up about what went down… certainly, far more than I ever let on. And I guess in the wake of everything that happened, I thought if I was able to genuinely understand the man, it would break the hold he had on me long after he was dead. It’s not a chapter of my past I’m proud of, but it’s one I survived and eventually learned to leave in the past, so I suppose that’s not nothing. 

			“Where was this interview?” I ask. 

			A sheepish look crosses her face. “The Sound Wave.” 

			The rolling of my eyes is an automatic response. “Are you kidding me? We’re here based on an interview she gave to a tabloid?” 

			“Just because the article appeared in a tabloid, it doesn’t mean the substance of the interview is garbage. You’re the one who kept tellin’ me not to ignore a lead no matter how small it seems,” she points out. “Well, I spent a good chunk of time last night diggin’ through old articles and came across that interview.” 

			My next words wither, then die on my lips knowing she’s right. I have told her that. Many times. And I’ve told her that because I truly believe no nugget of information is too small. I’ve never had to consider a tabloid that runs articles about reptilian-human hybrids living in the sewers beneath our city as a potential source of that information before, but I suppose it would be hypocritical and potentially stupid of me to dismiss it out of hand. 

			“Are you sure this woman even still lives here?” I ask.

			“I already ran an address check,” she replies. “This is her current address.”

			“All right,” I say. “Let’s go talk to her.” 

			I let Paige lead the way through the gate and up the walk that leads into the complex. The grounds are nicely landscaped, and the buildings themselves look a little dated but are still in good repair. She leads me to building C then to one of the two lower units and knocks. I step back and give Paige a nod, letting her take point. It’s her lead, so it’s only fair that she is the one to do the questioning. It’s hard to not see the excitement on her face.

			A minute later, the door opens, and we’re greeted by a woman with a wide smile on her face. No more than five-four and petite, Dina Benson has a pale complexion, hair so blonde it’s almost white, and wide blue eyes. She looks young for her age. 

			“Dina Benson?” Paige asks. 

			“Yes, that’s me.” 

			“Agents Boyle and Wilder, FBI,” she says as we badge her. 

			“How can I help you?” she asks, her voice colored by a faint Southern accent. 

			The woman is one of the first people I’ve ever known who registered no surprise or fear when a pair of federal agents were at her door waving their badges in her face. She looks completely unrattled, which is unusual. Ninety-nine percent of the time, it seems like even if they didn’t do anything wrong, having law enforcement at their door freaks people out. 

			“Miss Benson, may we come in?” Paige asks. “We’d like to speak with you about Alvin Perry.” 

			For the first time, I see a glint of surprise in her eyes. It’s not fear I see, but a small gleam of curiosity. There’s something else there as well though—something I can see but can’t quite put my finger on. There’s a sudden guarded tension in the set of her jaw and narrowing of her eyes. 

			“Alvin Perry,” she says. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time.” 

			“We wanted to speak to you about an interview you gave to the Sound Wave—” 

			She cuts Paige off with a bark of laughter. “The Sound Wave. Wow. I haven’t thought about that interview in… well… a while.” 

			“May we come in and speak to you, Miss Benson?” Paige presses. 

			“Yes, of course. Of course.” 

			She steps aside and lets us in, then closes the door behind us. Benson leads us into the living room and gestures for us to have a seat on the sofa as she perches on the edge of the loveseat that sits perpendicular to the couch. Benson’s apartment has a quaint and cozy feel to it. She seems to be a fan of landscapes with bright, colorful flowers judging by the photographs and paintings on the walls. Her furniture, while not top-of-the-line, is nice, and her apartment as a whole seems to have been freshly cleaned. I can still smell the disinfectant in the air. 

			Benson isn’t among the one-percenters, but she also seems better off than many. She seems to have built a nice life for herself. She’s got a nice home that’s filled with nice things, and she keeps a nice house. But one thing I notice is that there are no personal touches I can see anywhere. No photographs of her with friends, of her with family, of her with anybody. There are no personal pictures of any kind that I can see. There’s an artificialness to her home. There’s a façade to it all that makes me think of a movie set. 

			“So, how can I help you?” Benson asks. 

			“I wanted to ask you about your relationship with Alvin Perry, Miss Benson,” Paige starts. “Specifically, about that interview.” 

			“That was a long time ago,” she says. “And if I’m being totally honest, I only gave the interview because they paid me ten grand for my story. That money helped put me through school. I’m a paralegal today because I gave that interview.” 

			“They paid you ten thousand dollars?” Paige asks incredulously. 

			“They did. It was a hot story at the time,” she says. “Seattle hadn’t seen a monster like him before, and everybody wanted to know everything about him. You know how people get when it comes to true crime and all that. They can’t get enough of it.” 

			“How did they find you?” I ask. “The, uh… reporters.” 

			“I honestly don’t know. I got a call one night from… I can’t remember his name now… and he said he’d gotten my name and wanted to talk to me about my relationship with Alvin,” she says. “We met up at a coffee house and spent a few hours together talking. And when we were done, he handed me a check, and that was it. I put it out of my mind, and truthfully, haven’t thought about it since. I’ve got better things going on in my life now.”

			Paige glances at me, and I give her an encouraging nod. She turns back to Benson with a look of determination on her face. 

			“I wanted to ask you specifically about the child you said you had with—”

			“Excuse me, the what?” Benson cuts her off. 

			“In the article, you said you bore a child by Alvin Perry,” Paige says. “We were curious to know if that child was a son or daughter and—”

			Benson’s face pales even more as she stares at Paige with wide eyes and her mouth hanging wide open. It’s a look of surprise if I’ve ever seen one. But once again, I see something strange lurking in the back of the woman’s eyes. Her surprise seems genuine, but it leaves me wondering what exactly she’s surprised about.  

			“I never told that reporter that I had Alvin’s child,” she says.

			Paige cocks her head as she looks at the woman. “That’s in the article, Miss Benson. It’s straight from the interview you gave.” 

			“I gave the interview, yes. But I never told that reporter I had Alvin’s child,” she insists. “I swear to God I never said that.” 

			The surprise I see in her face and hear in her voice registers as authentic to me. But I also hear a slight hitch. She’s telling us the truth, but I’m getting the feeling she’s not telling us the whole truth of the matter. She’s holding something back. 

			“Why would the reporter include that if you didn’t say it?”. 

			“It’s a tabloid, Agent Boyle. They make things up out of nothin’ all the time.” 

			“And you didn’t verify the facts included in the story before they went to print?” 

			She shrugs. “I told you—I didn’t care about any of that. I wanted the money. I gave the interview and didn’t even bother reading it when it came out. I put it in my rearview mirror and got on with my life,” she says. “The way I looked at it was, at least I got something good out of my association with that man. I mean, don’t get me wrong. He was always kind and sweet to me. He treated me well. But when I found out what he was… well… that was the end of our relationship, as I’m sure you can understand.”

			Paige glances at me again. This interview didn’t go the way she had been expecting it to go, and she seemed like she was caught flat-footed. It’s understandable. I’ve been there more times than I can count. 

			“So, you never told the reporter that you had Alvin Perry’s child,” Paige says. 

			“No, I never told him that.” 

			“And you had no idea he was going to print that.” 

			“I did not,” Benson says pretty emphatically. 

			Paige looks at me with a blank expression. She has that look like she’s run out of questions and has no idea where to go now. I’m a little disappointed she didn’t think to ask the obvious question, but then, maybe it’s only obvious to me—and probably only because of my experience. Paige is smart and intuitive. All she needs now is some seasoning.

			“Miss Benson,” I start. “You keep saying you never told the reporter you had Perry’s child.” 

			She rolls her eyes, her face painted with frustration. “Yes. That’s what I keep saying. I never told him any such thing.” 

			“You never told him that,” I specify. “But did you have Alvin Perry’s child and keep that a secret from everybody?” 

			Her eyes widen, and she looks at me with an expression that, for the first time since we arrived, is tinged with fear. But she quickly gets herself back under control, adopting an expression of neutrality. Benson pats her hair and purses her lips. 

			“I think it’s time for you two to go,” she says. 

			I sit forward. “Miss Benson—” 

			“No. I’ve been patient and have answered all your questions,” she snaps. “I’m tired of answering the same question again and again. And I’m tired of talking about ancient history. I’ve moved on. Now, please leave.” 

			Paige looks like she wants to press on, but I shake my head as I get to my feet, prompting her to follow my lead—albeit reluctantly. I pull a card out of my pocket and drop it onto the coffee table in front of her. 

			“If you recall anything, please feel free to give me a call, Miss Benson,” I say.

			“I asked you to leave.” 

			“Have a nice day.” 

			Paige and I walk silently out of her apartment and back to our vehicle as I process everything that just transpired. I had entertained the idea that she was hiding something early on. Now I know for certain that she is. The only questions now are, what is she hiding and how do we go about finding it out? 
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			Atomic Java Coffee House, Belltown District; Seattle, WA

			“Do you think she’s his mother?” Paige asks. 

			“I don’t know, to be honest,” I reply. “But she’s hiding something. You saw how she reacted when I asked if she had a child by Perry. She couldn’t have thrown us out faster.”

			“Yeah, but maybe she was just tired of answering the same question. I didn’t exactly run the smoothest interview.” 

			“You’ll learn,” I say. “And for what it’s worth, you didn’t do that badly when you questioned her. Also, you found a lead the rest of us didn’t. And it may yet turn out to be a good one.”

			A small smile tugs at the corners of her mouth as she settles back into the seat. We’ve been sitting in the SUV parked across the street from Atomic Java for the last forty minutes, watching Dina Benson sitting at a table in front of the large windows at the front of the shop working on her computer. 

			“And it may turn out to be nothing,” Paige says. 

			“That’s the nature of this line of work,” I say. “Three-quarters of it is running down false leads and blind alleys. Most of the leads we develop turn out to be nothing. So, yeah, this may be one of those. But it could also be part of the one-quarter that turns out to be something. We just won’t know until we know. And until then, be proud of yourself for finding a nugget none of the rest of us did.”

			She finally smiles softly. “Thanks.” 

			For the last day and a half, we’ve been tailing Benson, hoping she’d lead us to Eurus. Or at least, to whatever secret she’s keeping. But for the last day and a half, she’s led us nowhere. Aside from her job and this coffee house, Benson doesn’t seem to go out much or have anything resembling a social life. Unfortunately, it’s something I relate to all too well. Our problem, though, is that we don’t have anything that remotely resembles enough probable cause to get a warrant to search her electronics, financials, or home. All I have is a gut-level certainty that she’s hiding something from us. And unfortunately for us, all that certainty and five bucks is only going to get us a cup of coffee from the shop we’re looking at right now. 

			“How long are we going to follow her around?”

			I shrug. “Until she leads us somewhere or we come up with a better lead.” 

			“So, we may be following her around for a while.”

			“Might be,” I reply. 

			We sit together in silence for another fifteen minutes as I watch, hope, and pray that something happens. That Benson gets up and leads us somewhere important or that somebody like perhaps, Eurus, shows up to see her. The odds aren’t great, I know, but that’s not going to stop me from hoping. Aside from wishing and hoping, though, I’m racking my brain, trying to come up with something that will move this forward. And that’s when an idea hits me. 

			“Stay here,” I say.

			“Where are you going?” 

			“To get us what we need to definitively rule Benson in or out.” 

			She frowns. “How are you gonna do that?” 

			“By using my brain for a change.” 

			“Chief—”

			“Stay here. I’ll be back in a few.” 

			Before she can argue further, I slip out of the SUV and head across the street to the coffee house. I step through the open door and into the half-filled store. The aroma of pastries and roasting coffee beans saturates the air around me as does the buzz of conversation. The tables are filled with what looks to be students, and judging by the number of strollers, nannies, and stay-at-home moms out for a morning chat with friends. 

			I make my way over to the table where Dina Benson is sitting and drop down into the chair across from her. She jumps, startled by my sudden appearance. But when she realizes I’m not just some random stranger, her expression darkens, her eyes narrow, and her jaw clenches. She quickly takes a drink of her coffee, giving herself a few beats to compose herself. When she lowers her cup and raises her gaze to me, she’s wearing that mask of neutrality I first saw back at her place. 

			“What are you doing here?” she asks. 

			“I thought we could have another chat.” 

			She scowls. “What? Are you following me?” 

			“Yes, actually, I am.”

			“What do you want from me, Agent Wilder? I’ve answered all your questions.”

			“Have you though?” I ask. 

			“Yeah. I have. Every single one of them,” she gripes. “Do I need to call your supervisor and report you for harassing me?” 

			“Sure, you can do that if you want.” 

			Her features are etched with frustration as she looks at me. Benson looks away and takes another drink of her coffee, seeming to be deciding whether or not to go through with her threat to call my boss. Frankly, I hope she doesn’t. Having Ayad on my butt for harassing the woman doesn’t sound particularly appealing and could be the thing that makes him yank me off the case for good. But I can’t let her think it bothers me. 

			“Tell me something, Miss Benson,” I start. “When I asked if you bore Alvin Perry a child but kept it a secret, you threw us out of your apartment. Why was that?” 

			Her brow furrows, and her face darkens with anger. “I told you that I didn’t tell that reporter I had Alvin’s baby. I was very clear about that. Multiple times, actually.” 

			“Yes, you were very clear about what you did and didn’t tell the reporter,” I reply. “But what you didn’t tell the reporter isn’t the same as what really happened. You may not have told the reporter, but I suspect that you actually had Perry’s child.” 

			“Why are you bothering me?” she asks. “Why do you have to keep bringing up what was probably one of the biggest mistakes of my life? Why can’t you just leave me alone?” 

			“All I want is the truth, Miss Benson.” 

			“I’ve given you that.” 

			I lean forward and fold my hands together on top of the table. Benson sits back as if she wants to keep as much physical distance between us as possible. 

			“I’m going to level with you, Miss Benson. We believe that Alvin Perry’s child has… carried on their father’s legacy. We need to find this person as quickly as possible before more innocent people get hurt,” I tell her. 

			It’s far more than I should probably be telling her, but I’m nearing the end of my tether. I hope that by pulling back the curtain, if only a little, she’ll feel a bit of the burden of guilt I carry around every minute of every day and tell me what I want to know. It’s probably a screwed-up way to approach it, but I want to know her secret, and I’m all out of options. 

			“Look, I feel terrible for what’s happening. I hate the thought of innocents being hurt. It turns my stomach. It really does,” Benson says. “But I can’t help you. I wish I could, but I can’t.” 

			“Can’t? Or won’t?” I ask. 

			“Does it matter?” she replies. “The bottom line is that I have nothing for you, Agent Wilder. Nothing at all.” 

			“Miss Benson—”

			She cuts me off with a shake of her head. “I understand you have a job to do. And I truly do appreciate the job you’re doing. I know it can’t be easy,” she says. “But I’ve said all I’m going to say. So, please. Leave me alone. If you keep harassing me, I really will call your superiors.” 

			Benson drains the last of her coffee and sets her cup down on the table, then stands up and walks out, her stride brisk and purposeful. She really can’t get away from me fast enough. Not that I blame her. I did lay it on pretty thick… but that was also purposeful. I watch her pass through the doors, then disappear around the corner. 

			“Thank you, Miss Benson,” I say with a smirk. 

			Pulling a plastic bag out of my coat pocket, I use a napkin to pick up her cup. I deposit it into the plastic bag, then seal it. Holding it up, I stare at the ceramic mug and mentally cross my fingers, hoping it will provide some of the answers I’m so desperately searching for… hoping it will lead me to Eurus.
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			After dropping the mug off at the criminalistics lab and sweet-talking Milton into putting a hot rush on the DNA testing for me, I made my way back to our bullpen. For the first time, I felt like I was in control—that I was doing something, and we finally had a little forward momentum. I have no idea where that momentum is going to take us or whether the Dina Benson lead is even viable, but at least I feel like I’m not just sitting on my hands waiting for another body to drop. 

			“Tell me again how that was ethical?” Paige asks as I walk through the doors. 

			“What are you talking about?” I ask. 

			“The coffee mug,” she says. “We didn’t have a warrant for her DNA—” 

			“We didn’t need one,” I reply. 

			“How could we not need one? We need a warrant for everything,” she argues. “And if by chance that DNA leads us somewhere, won’t the entire case get tossed out? Fruit of the poisonous tree.” 

			I laugh softly to myself as I set my things down on my workstation, then unscrew the cap on my bottle of water and take a drink. Paige looks distressed by what I did. It’s adorable. Apparently, there are some pretty basic things she didn’t learn at Quantico. I turn to Astra. 

			“Do you want to handle this one?” I ask.

			“Gladly,” she says, then turns to Paige. 

			“Oh, you’re in trouble now,” Rick says with a grin. 

			“Big trouble,” Nina agrees. 

			Paige’s face turns red, and she looks nearly apoplectic. She’s taking this all very seriously, so I probably shouldn’t throw gas on the fire and let the others tease her like that. 

			“Nobody’s in trouble,” I say. “This is what we call a teachable moment. So, you know, maybe don’t act like children.” 

			“Yes, Miss Wilder,” Rick, Mo, Astra, and Nina all chime in at the same time in childlike, singsong voices. 

			I can’t help but laugh. “I hate you guys,” I say. “Anyway. Astra. Continue.” 

			“Continuing. So, listen up, Rookie. I got some knowledge to impart,” she says. 

			“I’m all ears,” Paige says. 

			“Would you agree that Dina Benson was in a public space?” Astra begins. 

			“Well… yeah. She was in a public coffee house.”

			“When a subject is in a public space, there is no expectation of privacy. And when there is no expectation of privacy, actions like DNA collection—such as swiping a cup said subject used—becomes permissible—” 

			“But we still didn’t have a warrant, and she didn’t give her consent to allow us to collect her DNA,” Paige argues.

			“Again, we didn’t need a warrant because what she throws in the trash in a public space becomes fair game for collection and use,” Astra says. “It would be illegal for us to break into her house and pull a cup or a hair out of her trash can. But in a public area, what she discards can be collected and used by us.” 

			“You know that old saying,” Mo adds. “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure? This is kind of like that.” 

			Paige sits back in her seat and seems to be absorbing everything Astra just told her. It’s obvious she isn’t familiar with the legality of my taking the cup like I did, nor does she seem particularly comfortable with it. Despite her rough-around-the-edges personality and penchant for doing things her own way, it tells me that deep down, she can be a stringent rule follower and actively thinks about protecting the integrity of an investigation. She keeps an eye out for building a legal case down the road. That’s a good thing. For the most part anyway.

			To be effective in this job, she’s going to have to learn when and how to bend the rules—and just how far they bend without breaking. She needs to learn how to work the system and exploit the loopholes in the law for our benefit. Those are things she’ll learn as she gets more experience.  

			“Bottom line, what I did is perfectly legal. We’re not even dancing in a gray area. If Benson’s DNA leads us anywhere—which I’m not overly optimistic about—the integrity of our case is still rock solid,” I say. 

			“Yeah,” Astra says. “What she said.” 

			“If it will make you feel better, though, I’ll hook you up with an Assistant US Attorney or one of the King County Assistant District Attorneys,” I tell her. “They can explain the legal precedents and lay it all out for you.” 

			Seemingly mollified, she nods. “No, it’s all right. I trust you guys,” she says. “I just hadn’t heard that before and thought we needed a warrant for DNA collection in all cases.” 

			“That’s how they finally caught the Long Island Serial Killer,” Nina offers. “They snagged a pizza box he’d thrown in a trash can and used the DNA off the crusts he left behind to nail him.” 

			“They probably should have known he’s a killer just because he didn’t eat the crusts,” Rick says.

			“Speaking of DNA, we have a hit, just in case you’re interested,” Mo chimes in. “Unless you’d like to continue with your legal seminar.” 

			Her words send a flash of adrenaline through me, and for a moment, I’m speechless. When we uploaded Perry’s DNA profile to the genealogy site, I thought it was a bit of a Hail Mary. Deep down, I hadn’t expected to get a hit. Hearing that we have a match puts me back on my heels as white-hot excitement begins flowing through my veins. 

			“Way to bury the lede,” Astra says. 

			“It’s not like I had much of a choice with the rookie having a meltdown,” Mo cracks.

			“Rookies do that. You should know that,” Astra says. “You just have to learn to assert yourself and talk over them like they’re not even there.” 

			“I can hear you,” Paige says. 

			“Yeah, I know,” Astra says with a smile. 

			“I’m so glad she has somebody new to pick on,” Rick adds. 

			“Don’t worry, nerd-boy. I haven’t forgotten about you.” 

			“People, can we please focus?” I call over them. “Mo. DNA match. Go.”

			“Right. On it,” she stammers. “So, we got the report back from MyRoots-dot-com this morning, and there are two things you should know.” 

			“Okay, shoot,” I say. 

			“First of all, Perry had already submitted his profile to the site,” Mo tells us. 

			“He clearly wanted to know if he had any progeny out there in the world,” Astra says, then mimes a gagging gesture. 

			“Probably so. We’ll address that later,” I say. “What is the second thing, Mo?” 

			“It turns out that Perry’s DNA profile got a hit that I’m able to access,” she goes on. “It traces back to a man named Wendell Kelly.” 

			“And what do we know about Wendell Kelly?” I ask as I try to control the twinge of excitement that shoots through me. 

			Nina puts Kelly’s DMV photo up on the screens at the front of the bullpen. They show a plain-looking man—a man who looks ordinary in every conceivable way, and a man you would forget five minutes after meeting him. Kelly looks like the sort of man who could blend in anywhere and move among people without being noticed by anybody. Anonymity is the perfect camouflage.

			“Wendell Kelly is thirty-five years old. Not married, has no children on record,” Nina says. “He works as a software engineer and lives in the Ballard district.”

			I stare at the photo, my eyes drinking in every feature of his pale complexion. Could this be him? Could I be looking at Eurus? The man we’re hunting is ruthless and cruel in ways his father was not. As I stare at Wendell Kelly’s photo, I realize I’m looking for traces of that cruelty in his face. Searching his eyes for the kind of ruthlessness and depravity that are markers of Eurus’s personality. And I just don’t see it. I realize I can stand here all day long, analyzing every pixel of Wendell Kelly’s photograph, and I’m not going to find what I’m looking for. 

			But then, I tell myself that I can’t trust my own judgment right now. My thinking is so fuzzy, and I’m second-guessing myself so much lately that I can’t trust my mind when it comes to Eurus. I’m too emotional and am having the hardest time separating myself from them. I’m too invested. And Ayad was right: I’m definitely too close to this case. I could meet him on the street, and because he has my thinking so clouded, I might not even know it. 

			Not being able to trust my instincts is new to me, and I don’t like it. But I know if we’re going to close this case and bring down this monster, I’m going to need to find a way to trust myself again. And right now, every instinct I have is telling me this isn’t our man. 

			“What do you think, Blake?” Astra asks. “Should we get a tac team up and ready?” 

			I pause and stare at the picture on the screen a moment longer, giving my gut a chance to change its mind. It doesn’t. So, I turn back to Astra and shake my head. 

			“No tac team,” I say. “Let’s just go have a conversation with Wendell Kelly instead.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Residence of Wendell Kelly, Ballard District; Seattle, WA

			Northwest of downtown, Ballard is like its own little world. Once upon a time, it was an independent city in its own right, but time and progress saw it absorbed by the growing metropolis of Seattle. Now, it’s one of the trendiest suburbs in the city. Ballard has become known for its craft breweries, for being home to some of the best restaurants in the city, and for its hip, progressive vibe. People love its eclectic array of mom-and-pop shops and community-oriented activities like its regular farmer’s markets and its small-town vibe while still being part of a larger city. 

			Wendell Kelly lives on a quiet, tree-lined street at the southern end of Ballard. The area is nice without being ostentatious. The homes are moderately sized—most are two and three-bedroom structures—and seem to be well-kept and in good repair. The lawns are trimmed and nicely landscaped. It’s apparent the people around here take the time to keep a nice home and, to me, the entire neighborhood seems like a nice place to raise a family. 

			Kelly’s home is a single-story, English Cottage-style house with a high peaked roof and wood facing. It’s a light blue color with white trim around the eaves and the shutters that flank the windows. White columns hold the roof over a small porch where I can see a small, round wicker table set between a pair of rocking chairs. The teal-and-white flag of the City of Seattle stands in a bracket on one of the columns, and a mailbox is mounted to the wall beside the door. It’s all very domestic looking. 

			“Are you sure you don’t want to call in a tac team?” Astra asks. 

			I pull the SUV to a stop at the curb and cut the engine. “I’m sure.” 

			“Blake, I don’t want to sound like an alarmist, but if this is Eurus—”

			“It’s not.” 

			Astra pulls a face. “How can you know that?” 

			I sit back in my seat and reflect on my thought process for a moment. Astra looks at me in silence, waiting for my answer, her gaze feeling like it has a tangible weight to it. Unfortunately for me, I can’t quantify my belief, so I shake my head.

			“It’s just what my gut is telling me,” I finally say. 

			“Your gut?” she asks. 

			“We’ve looked evil in the face many times, Astra.” 

			“More times than I can count.” 

			“And I just didn’t get that same hit when we saw his photo. He just didn’t radiate that same sense of evil to me,” I tell her. 

			She purses her lips and glances at the house for a moment, seeming to be thinking about it before she turns back to me. 

			“Your gut, huh?” 

			I nod. “My gut.” 

			“I mean, you do realize your gut has been all over the place lately, right? It’s led you to make some bad calls recently,” she tells me.  

			“I’m aware. This whole case has me twisted up in knots. I can’t seem to think straight, and I haven’t been trusting myself. That much is true,” I reply. “But I need to learn to trust myself again, Astra. I need to learn to trust my gut again. And right now, everything inside of me is screaming that Wendell Kelly is not our man.” 

			Astra looks at me in silence for a long moment, a slight frown tugging at the corners of her mouth. I know I’m asking a lot of her: asking her to walk into a situation with a potential serial killer with no backup, based solely on my recently malfunctioning instincts, isn’t the smartest thing to do. If I’m wrong, things could go sideways really quickly. Ordinarily, she wouldn’t hesitate to follow me wherever I ask her to go. The woman has followed me into literal burning buildings and taken multiple bullets for me—a fact she never lets me forget. So, the fact that she has misgivings right now tells me just how off my game I’ve been lately. 

			“Okay,” she finally says. “Let’s go.” 

			It’s a vote of confidence I know I don’t deserve right now, but one I’m glad to have all the same. Her show of support gives my flagging confidence a boost. We get out of the SUV and head across the street. We pass a black Tesla that’s parked beside the house, the sound of music playing leading us further up the driveway, which ends at a garage set behind the house.

			The door is standing open as some hipster folk song is blaring and the half-restored frame of a classic Mustang is sitting inside the garage. A man in blue jeans and a gray T-shirt is bent over the front fender, his body moving to the music as he is working on something down inside the engine compartment. As if alerted by his sixth sense, the man turns his head to look at us as we step closer to him, then he stands up, looking at us with alarm on his face. 

			“Wendell Kelly,” I say. 

			He pulls a rag from his back pocket and uses it to wipe his hands as he studies us. At about five-nine, he and I are the same height. His mousy brown hair is thinning, and his eyes are the color of chestnuts. He’s lean and looks to be in good shape and has a smooth, pale complexion. 

			“Yeah, that’s me,” he finally says. “And you are?” 

			We badge him, which only seems to heighten the alarm on his face. “Agents Wilder and Russo, Mr. Kelly. We’re with the FBI.” 

			“FBI? If my neighbors called in a noise complaint for me playing my music too loud again, this seems pretty heavy-handed,” he says with a smile that flickers across his lips but fails to land. 

			“Pretty sure the Bureau doesn’t handle noise complaints,” I say.

			I offer him a small smile, trying to put him at ease. Astra looks calm and collected as she stands beside me, but I can see her hand casually hovering near her hip and her body is tense. I can see it because I’ve known her for so long and know her so well. Kelly wouldn’t likely know it by looking at her, but Astra is ready to pull her gun and go to work at a moment’s notice if things seem to be going sideways. As am I. 

			My initial impression of Wendell Kelly only reinforces that gut feeling I had when I saw his picture—he’s not our killer. He just doesn’t put off that vibe I usually get when I’m in the presence of somebody truly evil. My radar has been out of whack for a bit, and sociopaths like Eurus can be charming and appear so “normal,” they can fool most people… which means that I’m going to need something more than a feeling to cross Kelly off my list. 

			When he turns and walks over to the long worktable set against the wall of his garage, Astra and I both slip our hands beneath our jackets, our hands dangerously close to the butts of our weapons. Kelly, though, simply turns the music down. When he turns and sees us ready to draw down on him, his eyes widen, and an expression of fear crosses his face. He quickly puts his hands up and stops moving. 

			“Don’t shoot,” he says and tries to gesture to the Bluetooth soundbar sitting on the worktable. “I was just turning that down so I could hear you.” 

			“You’re going to want to be very careful about your movements right now,” Astra says.

			“I will. I swear.” 

			“Come out here and step to the front of the vehicle, sir.” 

			His eyes still wide, Kelly licks his lips nervously as he does what she says. He leans against the grill of his Mustang, making sure to move slowly and keep his hands in plain sight. His fear looks genuine to me, and although I have no doubt Eurus can mimic emotions, I do doubt he’s such a good actor that could appear that authentic. Even sociopaths have tells. They’re tricky, and you have to watch them closely to see them; but if you know what you’re looking for, you can spot them. 

			But I’ve watched Kelly closely since we first laid eyes on him, and I’ve seen nothing that leads me to believe he’s anything but the mild-mannered software engineer he claims to be. He owns his house and car outright, has never had a brush with the law—not so much as a parking ticket—and pays his taxes on time. Wendell Kelly doesn’t have a single red flag. But I also know that serial killers often present exactly the same way he does. It’s just more camouflage. 

			I don’t believe that’s the case with Kelly. I truly believe he is what he presents himself to be. But until I can fully trust my gut again, I’ll have to pay closer attention. I’ll have to work harder to see through his façade—if that’s what this is. 

			“Wh—what is this about, Agents?” he asks. 

			“We need to speak with you about your father,” I say. 

			“Brad? He’s actually my stepfather,” Kelly replies. “I mean, he adopted me, but he’s technically my stepfather.” 

			“No, not Brad,” I say. “We’re here about your birth father. Alvin Perry.” 

			Kelly’s face drains of color, and he looks like he’s going to be sick. He runs his fingers through his hair as he looks away, taking a couple of moments to compose himself. When he’s gathered his wits about him again, he turns to us. 

			“I’ve never spoken with him in my life, so I don’t think I’m going to be any help to you, Agents,” he says coldly.

			“How long have you known he’s your actual father?” Astra asks. 

			“As I told you, I consider Brad to be my actual father,” he says, his voice tight. “But I learned that I was adopted when I was thirteen. I was curious about my birth father—which I think is a perfectly natural thing. I asked my mother about it, but she deflected.” 

			“We all want to know where we came from,” I confirm with a nod. 

			“Well, my mom and Brad always encouraged me to let it go, so I did. For a while,” he tells us. “But a few years ago, I got curious again. So, I submitted my DNA to MyRoots. The results were… not what I was expecting.” 

			“And you never tried to contact him?” Astra asks. 

			He gives her an incredulous look. “Are you kidding me? That man is a monster. Why in the hell would I want anything to do with him?” 

			Astra shrugs. “Morbid curiosity?” 

			He folds his arms over his chest, his expression of incredulity morphing into one of anger as he stares at Astra. I silently tell her to be careful with a meaningful glance. I want to push him hard enough to expose any cracks he might be hiding—cracks that might allow us to see if there is indeed a monster lurking beneath his genteel exterior. But I don’t want to push him so hard that he shuts down on us before we get anything from him. 

			“No. I assure you I wanted nothing to do with that monster,” Kelly tells us soberly. “And maybe it’s not a nice thing to say, but I was glad to hear that he was killed in prison. He deserved a fate far worse than that.” 

			“I don’t disagree, Mr. Kelly. But right now, we have a new problem,” I say.

			“And what is that?” 

			“Alvin Perry had a son, Mr. Kelly,” Astra says. “And we believe that son has been carrying on the… family tradition.” 

			His eyes shift from Astra to me then back again, a look of confusion on his face. After a moment of silence, understanding dawns on his face, and he expels a sharp bark of laughter, as if the suggestion inherent in her words was so absurd as to be laughable. Just as quickly, though, he adopts a look of absolute horror. 

			“You can’t possibly think I’m running around killing people,” he gasps. “That’s ridiculous. It’s beyond absurd.” 

			“We’re not accusing you of or suggesting anything, Mr. Kelly,” Astra says.

			“No? Because it sure sounded like you were accusing me of being a killer,” he huffs. 

			“That wasn’t my intent,” Astra replies. 

			“Mr. Kelly,” I say before this goes off the rails. “Can you tell me if you know of any siblings you might have? Did your DNA profile through MyRoots hit on any other familial matches?”

			He glares at Astra for another moment before turning to me, his expression still hard and unwavering. His jaw flexes as he grits his teeth, a sour look on his face. I guess having it implied that you might be a serial killer is bound to piss anybody off.  

			“Mr. Kelly? Did your profile reveal any siblings?” I ask again. 

			He shakes his head. “I have no idea. When I found out who my biological father was, I logged off the site and haven’t been back on. I have no desire to know if I have siblings,” he says. “I want nothing to do with anybody who’s got that name.” 

			“I understand,” I say. 

			“Oh, do you? Did you find out your father is a notorious murderer too?” 

			“No. I didn’t,” I reply softly.

			“Then I guess you can’t really understand, can you?” 

			“You’re right. I can’t,” I say. 

			“I’d like you to leave now,” he spits. 

			“One more question, Mr. Kelly, and I’m sorry in advance if this comes across as insensitive,” I say. “But do you happen to know if your mother—” 

			“If you have questions to ask my mother, I suggest you speak with her directly,” he says. “I haven’t spoken with her in… a while. We’re estranged.” 

			“May I ask why that is, Mr. Kelly?” Astra presses. 

			“No, you may not,” he snaps. “That is a question I won’t answer. My reasons are personal. That’s all you need to know.” 

			“Fair enough,” Astra says.

			“Now, if there’s nothing else, I’d like you both to leave,” he says again. 

			“Mr. Kelly—” 

			“No, Agent Wilder. I’ve been patient, and I’ve answered your questions. I have nothing more to say, and assuming I’m not under arrest, I’d like you both to get off my property. Now.”

			I stare at him for a long moment more, searching desperately for any tells or microexpressions that might indicate deception. I see nothing though. His expression, just like his words, ring with sincerity to me. 

			“Thank you for your time, Mr. Kelly,” I say. “And we apologize if we’ve upset you.” 

			He chuffs and turns away, walking back into his garage as Astra and I head for the SUV. I stop and look back at his house one more time before climbing behind the wheel and starting the engine, then pull away from the curb. 

			“I thought that went well,” Astra says. 

			I shrug. “It went about as I figured it would. I knew this wasn’t our guy.” 

			“We still had a responsibility to look into him though.”

			I nod. “We did. Absolutely. And now we have… as disappointing as the result is.”  

			“Disappointing is one word for it,” she says. “We still have absolutely nothing. I just don’t understand how Eurus can be this good.”

			“He’s a rare one,” I say. “And getting a unicorn like him is just our luck, isn’t it?” 

			“Our job wouldn’t be as interesting if we didn’t,” Astra says.  

			“That’s certainly one way to look at it.” 

			I drive on, my mind spinning a thousand miles a minute. Things seem bleak right now. Bleaker than I can ever remember feeling when we’ve been working a case. But the one positive I’m going to take away from our interview with Wendell Kelly is that I was right. He’s not our guy. My gut was right. It’s the first time in what feels like forever that I trusted my instincts, didn’t second-guess myself, and was proven correct. 

			As hopeless as things feel right now, I’m going to take that as a win. God knows they’ve been in short supply for a while now. 

			“So, what are we going to do?” Astra asks. 

			“We’re going to do what we always do,” I say. “We’re going to go back to the shop, work the case, and bring this animal down.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“I’m assuming by the lack of media frenzy covering a massive shootout and the takedown of a notorious serial killer that everything at Wendell Kelly’s was uneventful?” Rick asks as Astra and I walk into the bullpen. 

			“You assume correctly,” I say. 

			“Blake’s gut was right,” Astra says with a grin. “She’s back, ladies and gentlemen.” 

			Astra drops into the chair at her workstation as I step to the front of the room and study our murder board for a moment. My eyes drift over the pictures and notes we’ve jotted down—sparse as they are. There isn’t a lot of inspiration on the board, but for the first time in a while, it’s not hitting me with a sense of discouragement. Maybe Astra is right—maybe I am back. I’m certainly feeling a lot more like myself than I have lately. And that’s a good feeling. 

			“What did you find out from Wendell?” Mo asks. 

			“Other than he’s not our guy? Nothing,” Astra says. 

			“I think we learned more than we think,” I say. 

			“Were we having the same conversation with the same guy?” Astra asks. 

			“Sometimes it’s not about what they say,” I reply. “It’s more about what they don’t say.” 

			“Okay, so what didn’t he say?” Paige asks. 

			I slip my hands into the pockets of my slacks and start to pace as I try to connect some of the dots bouncing around in my head. None of the jumble in my mind made sense at first. It wasn’t until we were almost back to the shop that things started to fall into place and a plan of attack began forming in my mind. I’m not sure where this is going to lead—or if it’s going to lead anywhere at all. Cracking a case is often about building momentum, and right now, we have none. That’s my fault. I’ve let my doubts and insecurities bring us to a halt and leave us dead in the water. Adrift and rudderless. And that is something I’m going to correct if it’s the last thing I do. 

			This is a marathon and not a sprint. And no matter how many dead ends we have to hit, I’m determined to kick-start things and get us rolling in the right direction. I can hear Eurus’s voice still echoing in my mind. Just that condescending, mocking tone has lit a fire in my belly that’s been absent lately. And it’s making me all the more determined to bring him down. If his goal was to get under my skin and paralyze me with doubt, his plan is going backfire and blow up in his face because it’s done the opposite. 

			“When I asked Kelly about siblings he might have had through that genealogy site, he said he never checked. Didn’t want to know,” I say. “So, that begs the question—”

			“What if there are other familial matches floating around out there that we don’t know about,” Astra finishes for me. 

			“Right,” I say. 

			“Okay, so we need to dig into the website a little more and see if we can find out whether Wendell has siblings or not,” Paige says. 

			“Yes. Exactly,” I say. “And we can hope he does.” 

			“That’d make our job a lot easier,” Astra says. “Which means it ain’t happening that way. You know we don’t roll like that.” 

			I laugh softly. “Probably not. But we’ll keep our fingers crossed anyway,” I say. “In the meantime, I want to know why Kelly and his mother are estranged. I want to have a chat with her.” 

			“What are you thinking?” Paige asks. 

			“Just in case we don’t get anywhere with the genealogy site, I want to ask her directly whether she had any other children with Alvin Perry,” I say. “Nina, I need you to dig up everything you can about Valerie Kelly.” 

			“On it,” she says. 

			Nina immediately starts working her keyboard, and I give her a minute to call up the information I asked for. As she’s working, Rick raises his hand. 

			“This isn’t second grade, Rick. You don’t need to raise your hand,” Astra teases. 

			“It’s called having manners and being polite. You should try it,” he says. 

			“What is it, Rick?” I ask with a chuckle. 

			“We got the results of Dina Benson’s DNA test back and found a match to somebody whose DNA profile is also in CODIS already,” he says. “Sophia Benson, the daughter she didn’t want to tell you about, is currently incarcerated down in California on drug possession with intent to distribute charges. And that’s not her first time checking in to the state resort.”

			“Well, at least we know now what she was hiding,” Astra says. “She did have Perry’s kid, but it happens to be a girl, not a boy.” 

			“Okay, mystery solved,” I reply. “I had a feeling that wasn’t going anywhere. But it’s always better to cover our bases.” 

			“Okay, I have some information on Valerie Kelly—sorry, Valerie Neely now,” Nina says. “She divorced Brad Kelly and went back to using her maiden name.” 

			“What do you have?” 

			“After giving birth to Wendell, her life seemed to go off the rails,” Nina says.

			“We call that the Alvin Perry effect,” Astra says dryly.

			“Valerie has been in and out of jail and rehab facilities,” Nina reports. “She’s got a long jacket—mostly for drug things. She’s also got a few solicitation collars—”

			“Those usually seem to go together like a hand and a glove,” Mo says. 

			“It’s no wonder Wendell cut ties with his mom. He seems to have his act together, but she sounds like a hot mess. I probably would have done the same thing in his place,” Paige adds. 

			“That’s cold-blooded. I mean, that’s family,” Rick says.

			She shrugs. “I consider it drawing healthy boundaries. I have goals in my life. There are things I want to do before my time is done. And I choose to surround myself with people who share my values and will push me to achieve those goals. And if that means cutting out toxic people who’ll only hurt me, I’ll do it. Even if it’s family. Call that cold-blooded if you want. But I believe that we create our environment. If I surround myself with chaotic people, my life is chaos. And I don’t want that.”

			Astra and I share a look and a nod. It’s a very mature attitude from somebody Paige’s age. It’s surprising. Especially given that she can sometimes act so very young. But it’s a very mature and healthy attitude to have. Setting and keeping boundaries, no matter if it’s family or not, is critical to maintaining a good balance in your life. It’s something I sometimes have trouble with. 

			“Okay, what else do we know about Valerie?” I ask, trying to get us back on track.

			“Other than Wendell, she has no other official births on record,” Nina says. 

			“If she were in the grips of her addiction, she probably wouldn’t have been able to afford a hospital—or she just didn’t care. There is a host of reasons for a lack of birth records,” I tell her. “What else do you have?” 

			“In addition to her stints in rehab, she’s also been a resident of a couple of psychiatric facilities in King County,” Nina says. “And according to what I’m reading, I don’t believe it was voluntary. Oh, look at this… in addition to the other arrests I mentioned, she was also arrested once for assault and another time for assault with a deadly weapon—both of those preceded her stints in a mental health care facility.” 

			“Jeez,” Astra groans. “I get the feeling this woman has had a tragic life.” 

			“It looks like there were a few years of peace—it lines up with when she was married to Brad Kelly. But then they divorced, and that chaos picked up again,” Nina says. 

			“Or more likely, the chaos never really stopped completely, and Brad finally just had enough and hit the eject button,” Astra says.

			“That seems like a reasonable assumption,” I say. “I’ve never known anybody who struggles like this that has been able to completely control it. At least, not for long. They can tamp it down, but eventually, it explodes again. The question is whether or not they’ll have the support system in place to get themselves back up. Sounds like she didn’t.” 

			“Do we have a last known address for Valerie?” Astra asks. 

			“Even better. We have a current address,” Nina replies. “Cedarview.” 

			“The psych hospital?” Astra asks.

			“One and the same.”

			“Okay. Good. Rick and Nina, work with Mo and Paige on getting the names of any other potential familial matches to Wendell Kelly,” I say. “Astra and I are heading out to Cedarview.” 

			“Firm, authoritative, and has a plan,” Astra says with a grin. “Yeah, I’m thinking she’s back.” 

			“I am back,” I reply. “Now, let’s get moving. We’ve got a monster to hunt.”
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			Cedarview Wellness Facility; Bellevue, WA

			“I don’t think you’re going to get much out of her, to be honest. She’s in the grip of withdrawal, which is bad enough,” Evelyn Slater says. “She’s also fairly out of it because of the medication we have her on to combat the worst of the withdrawal symptoms.” 

			“I understand,” I say. “We really need to speak with her. If we had the time to let her finish coming down, we would. But we don’t. Lives are at stake, Ms. Slater.” 

			Evelyn Slater, the head nurse in the withdrawal ward, frowns and looks down. Slater is a couple inches taller than my five-nine frame with black hair pulled back into a loose bun and dark, almond-shaped eyes. She has a lean, trim figure with very feminine curves that not even her violet-colored scrubs can hide.

			It’s also just as obvious that she cares deeply for her patients and doesn’t want to expose them to anything that might upset them. The idea that lives are at stake, though, looks like it’s weighing heavily on the nurse, and I can see she’s trying to find a balance between protecting her patient and protecting innocent lives. 

			“We will be gentle with her, Ms. Slater,” I say, trying to reassure her. “But it is very important that we speak with her.” 

			Slater’s frown deepens, but she seems to relent. “All right. I’ll give you ten minutes with her,” she says. “But Valerie is in a very delicate place right now.” 

			“Ten minutes,” I say. “That’s all we need.” 

			“All right then. Come with me,” Slater says. “She’s in the day room.” 

			Slater walks us to a set of doors and stops to slip her ID badge into the reader set into the wall. A moment later, it beeps and flashes green. There is a loud clacking noise followed by a deep, rumbling buzz as the door unlocks. Salter leads us through it and down a long corridor. We pass a few offices, a security station, and a nurse’s station further down. The walls are painted in soothing earth tones, and the fluorescent overhead light dazzles off the white tiles beneath our feet. Everything is clean. I can even smell the cleaning supplies in the air. For a state-run facility, it’s impressive compared to others I’ve seen.

			We turn down a few more hallways until we get to an open doorway. Inside the large, rectangular room, I can see half a dozen people in gray sweatpants and matching T-shirts that have “Cedarview” in black lettering on the back. The floor is covered with dark gray industrial carpeting, and the walls are a soft beige color. There are chairs set up near the windows on the far side of the room, offering a view of the sunny day outside. Round, metal tables are set in a lengthwise line that cuts through the center of the room, and three sofas are set along the wall closest to us, each of them separated by a small table. 

			On the wall to the right are two large bookcases that are stuffed with both books and board games. A television is mounted on the wall to our left—and set behind a Plexiglas box—and is currently tuned to some cartoon. A few people are sitting in chairs, looking up at the tube, seemingly transfixed by what’s going on. Or maybe just too whacked out to care. 

			“She’s right over there,” Slater says and points to a woman sitting at one of the far tables. 

			“Thank you, Ms. Slater,” I say. 

			“Ten minutes,” she reminds us. “And I’ll be back to collect you.” 

			Slater turns and leaves, but I have a feeling she won’t be going too far—or will just be watching us through one of the many cameras mounted around the day room. In addition to the video security, a pair of big, burly orderlies are positioned near the door, thick arms crossed over even thicker chests, watching everybody closely.

			“Remember what she said,” I whisper to Astra. “Be nice.” 

			“I’m always nice.” 

			I shoot her an incredulous look as a grin tugs the corner of my mouth up. We walk over to the table where Valerie Neely is sitting and lightly perch on the chairs across from her. If she even notices our presence, she gives no sign. The woman looks like she’s lived a rough life. Her hazel eyes are watery, with dark half-moons beneath them. Her skin is pocked and sallow, and a thin sheen of sweat glistens on her forehead. And she’s slightly trembling, as if she’s cold. The woman just has a miasma of sickness about her. 

			Astra glances at me, and I see the same uncertainty on her face I know is etched upon mine. The woman barely looks well enough to sit up. Answering questions might be well outside of her physical and mental abilities at the moment. But we’re here, so we at least need to try. 

			“Miss Neely,” I say gently. “I’m Agent Wilder, and this is Agent Russo. We’re with the FBI, and we need to ask you some questions… if that’s all right?” 

			Slumped back in her chair with her mouth hanging open, Neely’s eyes are focused on the ceiling. I doubt she’s seeing the ceiling though. Instead, I think she’s seeing something far away… like in another dimension. 

			“Miss Neely,” I say again. 

			This time, my words seem to penetrate the fog in her mind, and she gives herself a shake. She sits up and jumps in her seat when she sees us. She looks at Astra and me like she doesn’t know how we got there. Like we’re aliens who just beamed down into the chairs across from her. It takes a moment, but her eyes seem to come into focus, and the sudden tension in her body eases. I wouldn’t say she’s one hundred percent coherent yet, but she does seem to be more present and in the moment than when we first sat down. 

			“Who are you?” she asks. 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I repeat. “We’re with the FBI.” 

			“What do you want? Why are you here? Are you here to arrest me? What did I do this time? I didn’t do anything. I’ve been stuck here,” she goes on. 

			She’s speaking so fast, her words are running together. I can see panic creeping in at the edges of her eyes, and know if I don’t calm her down, she’s going to go off the rails quickly. 

			“Ms. Neely, you didn’t do anything wrong. We’re not here to arrest you,” I say in what I hope is a reassuring voice. “We’re not here for you. I promise you.” 

			My words seem to calm her slightly, although she’s still perched on the edge of her seat, looking like a frightened rabbit ready to bolt at the first sign of a hungry coyote. Beads of sweat roll down her cheeks, and her trembling is more pronounced. At the same time, though, she seems more alert and aware of her surroundings than when we first sat down. 

			“Then what do you want from me?” she asks. 

			“We spoke to your son—Wendell,” I say. 

			A smile flickers across her lips, and her eyes well with tears. Like the sweat from her brow, they roll down her cheeks, and she makes no attempt to wipe them away. 

			“I haven’t seen him in so long. So long. I miss him,” she whispers. “Did he tell you that he misses me? Did he give you a message to pass on to me? Is he coming to break me out of here? He was always such a good boy. He always looked after me so good. He took care of me, he did.”

			Her thoughts are as scattered as her words. As Paige so eloquently put it, she’s a hot mess. I can see why Wendell eventually severed ties with her. It has to be hard, if not impossible, to be a child and be the one caring for your parent. That would eventually wear a person down. 

			“Did he?” she presses. “Did he give you a message for me? He was always such a good boy.” 

			“He wanted us to tell you that he misses you and that he loves you,” Astra says. 

			Astra’s words bring a smile and a look of comfort to Neely’s face. I glance at Astra, and she gives me a subtle shrug. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t suggest lying to somebody like that, but the chances are pretty good she’s going to forget what Astra said five minutes from now anyway. And if it brings her some small bit of peace, I guess I don’t see the harm in it.

			“Ms. Neely,” I say. “We know that Wendell is Alvin Perry’s son—” 

			Her face tightens, and she scowls at us. “That man is evil. He’s evil. You keep him away from my Wendell. Do you hear me? Evil!” 

			Her cheeks flush, and her lips curl back in a sneer as she looks at us. She’s no doubt reliving some traumatic memories from her time with and after Perry. Personally, I can’t even begin to imagine what it must be like to wake up one day and find out that the man you had a child with is one of the country’s most prolific serial killers. To know you slept beside him for however long they were together and to have never known you were lying next to a monster. That has got to do a number on you. It’s academic at this point, but it does make me wonder if finding out who his real father was helped spur Wendell into cutting ties with his mother.  

			“Alvin Perry is dead, Miss Neely. You and Wendell never have to worry about him again,” Astra says calmly. “He’s dead and gone.” 

			“Good. Good,” she says and begins to settle down.

			She looks down at her hands and remains quiet for a moment. Neely scrunches up her face and seems to be concentrating, seems to be desperately trying to hold on to a thought. But then she frowns, and I know she lost whatever it was she was thinking about. It escaped through one of the holes in a mind that must be like Swiss cheese at this point. The hard life she’s lived and the drugs she’s poisoned her body with over the years are taking an obvious toll on her. She looks up at us. Her face is expressionless, but I can see the confusion swirling in her eyes. 

			“Why are you here again?” she asks. 

			“We just need to ask you a question,” I say. 

			“Okay,” she replies.

			“We need to know if you and Alvin Perry had any other children besides Wendell, Miss Neely,” I say. “We need to know specifically if you bore him another son.” 

			Her lips draw back into a sneer again, and rage crosses her face. “That man is evil. Evil! I want nothing to do with him. Nothing at all!” 

			Her voice is rising, and it draws the attention of the orderlies. Neely jumps to her feet so suddenly, she knocks her chair over, and it hits the ground with a loud clatter. A high-pitched keening that sounds like half scream and half maniacal laughter burst from her mouth. From the corner of my eye, I see the orderlies moving toward us, and I know this interview, if that’s what we’re calling it, will be over in a moment. 

			“Miss Neely, please,” I implore her. “Did you have any other sons with Alvin Perry?” 

			“We’re sorry, Agents, this interview is over,” one of the orderlies says. 

			Neely grows more agitated, thrashing about, that keening wail growing louder. As one of the orderlies takes hold of the woman, the other steps forward and slips a needle into her arm.

			“No, wait,” I say.

			He doesn’t wait though. He presses the plunger down, and I watch the liquid disappear into Neely’s arm. She winces but quickly starts to calm down. 

			“Valerie,” I said. “Please. Did you have any other children with Alvin Perry?” 

			Her face clears and goes slack as the drugs take hold of her. Her head lolls back for a moment, and she lets out a low, throaty moan of pleasure. 

			“Agents, you have to go now,” the orderly presses.  

			Neely raises her head and fixes me with a cold gaze that’s surprisingly clear and lucid. Whatever they gave her brought the woman back to the moment. 

			“Yes,” she says. “I did.” 

			“Valerie, what is the child’s name?” I press. 

			Slater hustles into the room and inserted herself between Neely and us. She gave us a stern look as she planted her hands on her hips. 

			“It’s time to go, Agents,” she said. 

			“Please, Miss Slater, I just need to know—” 

			“I’m sorry, but this is over. We have to take her back to her room now,” Slater says. “You both need to leave. Now.” 

			Slater and the orderlies whisk Neely out of the day room. Though I’m tempted to follow, I know that not even throwing my badge around is going to carry any weight here. I have no authority. All I have is an answer that I can’t verify. It’s the answer I wanted to hear, but I don’t know if it’s an answer I can trust. 

			“What do you think?” Astra asks.

			“I think we’ve got a lot of work to do,” I say. “And I feel like we’re running out of time.”  
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			Green Lake Park, Green Lake District; Seattle, WA

			“Thanks for the call,” I say. 

			“Not a problem,” Detective Steward replies. “To be honest, I’m happy to hand this one off to you. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is, and this seems like something you’re already in the middle of. I’d hate to interfere.”

			We’ve had dealings with Detective Ryan Steward before, and I’ve always found him to be professional and a solid investigator. He doesn’t take shortcuts, is efficient, and is very thorough. Steward is good at what he does. One of the few trustworthy detectives on the Seattle Police Department, in my opinion. My old frenemy TJ Lee is doing his best to clean up the department, and to his credit, he’s made some pretty major strides. There’s still, of course, a very long way to go.

			“Very kind of you,” I say. 

			“Yeah, well, my kindness is one of my better-known traits.” 

			I laugh softly. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

			“You do that,” he says with a disarming smile. 

			A strained moment of silence passes between us, and I find myself uncharacteristically flustered as Steward’s topaz-colored eyes bore into mine. It’s in that moment, I become aware of how close he’s standing to me. His six-one frame seems to tower over me, and I imagine I can feel the warmth radiating from his toned, athletic body. 

			“Well,” he says. “I’ll leave you to it.” 

			“Thanks, Detective.” 

			He flashes me that dazzling smile again. “Are you ever going to just call me Ryan?” 

			I shrug. “One never knows.” 

			He laughs as he turns and heads back toward the tape line to speak with the officers there. Smelling blood on the wind, people with a morbid fascination with death have started to gather at the line. Seward, no doubt, is instructing his officers to keep them away and to give us room to work. He’s good like that. Astra gives me that knowing smile that drives me crazy. I do my best to ignore her—something that always proves impossible to do because Astra, as I well know, doesn’t let herself be ignored. 

			“You do realize that handsome man was flirting with you, right?” she asks.

			“I’m aware.”

			“Are you sure?” 

			“Positive.” 

			“I hope so, because if he were any more obvious about it, he’d be holding a big sign that says, ‘Blake, I’m flirting with you,’” Astra says. “When are you going to throw the boy a bone and go have a drink with him?” 

			I point to the body lying half in and half out of the water. “Do you really think this is the appropriate place to be having this conversation?” 

			“I’m sure she won’t mind.” 

			“You’re just so sick and wrong,” I say as I choke back a laugh. “Seriously though. Focus. We have a victim who needs us to speak for her.” 

			“Fine, fine,” Astra says. “But we are going to pick this up later. I promise you that.” 

			“I have no doubt.”

			Green Lake sits in the north central section of the city. It’s a freshwater lake dug by a glacier some fifty thousand years ago and is surrounded by affluent neighborhoods like Wallingford to the south, Green Lake to the north, and Phinney Ridge to the west. Woodland Park, a large public park, dominates the land to the southwest of Green Lake and is protected land, home to a wide variety of animal species. It’s a haven for hikers and nature lovers. Unfortunately, it’s also been home to a number of bodies people have left among the soaring pines from time to time. 

			And that’s what brought us out to Greek Lake Park this morning. A body. According to the ID Steward found, twenty-two-year-old Tammy McBride, a student at the University of Washington, lay with her legs in the water of Green Lake, the upper half of her body on the shore. She’s lying on her back, naked, her arms stretched out wide. Her golden-colored hair is fanned out like a halo, and her eyes, the color of the ocean, are open and glazed over, her entire face frozen in that rictus of death I’ve come to know all too well.

			“How do we know this was Eurus?” Paige asks as she steps up beside me. She pauses for a moment then frowns. “Oh. Never mind.” 

			Paige notices the same thing that tipped Steward off that this was a case to call me in on—my business card had been gruesomely tacked to the center of the victim’s forehead. Sad to say, that’s actually the least terrible thing Eurus did to her. Her body is a mass of cuts, bruises, and stab wounds. Very little of her pale skin can be seen beneath the discoloration of her flesh thanks to the savagery inflicted upon her. 

			“Jesus,” Paige mutters. 

			“What is that?” Astra asks. 

			Snapping on a pair of black nitrile gloves, I squat down next to the body and gently turn her hand over so it’s facing palm up. When I see what’s been painted on the inside of her wrist, the blood in my veins turns to ice. The cold, though, is quickly flushed out by a fire that spreads the heat of my anger through every cell in my body. The skin on the inside of her wrist was smooth and untouched by the violence inflicted upon the rest of her body, and within that pale circle, a flaming cross had been drawn in black ink. 

			It’s the same design Alvin Perry used to hide somewhere around his many crime scenes for us to find. It’s also the same design emblazoned on the side of the barn at the EFCC compound we’d visited in Kirkland. The presence of the cross only confirms the fact that Eurus did this—that he brutally murdered this girl.

			“He’s mocking us,” I growl. “Again.” 

			“To be more accurate, I don’t think he ever really stopped,” Astra notes. 

			Astra is trying to inject a little levity, a bit of our usual gallows humor into the situation, but this time, it doesn’t land. As I stare into the fixed, milky gaze of this young woman’s body, all I can feel is rage. She had her entire life ahead of her to look forward to. She probably had dreams. Passions. She must have had things she wanted to do in life—things she wanted to accomplish and achieve. And now she’ll never get the chance. Her life and her future have been stolen from her.

			“So, why now?” Paige asks. “He hasn’t killed in a little while. Why did he choose this girl, and why did he kill her now?” 

			“To prove to us that he could,” I reply. “To show us that he’s so superior to us that he can kill right under our noses and there’s nothing we can do to stop it. That’s his message to us.” 

			“But why pin your card to her?” Paige asks. 

			“He’s showing me up,” I reply. “He’s rubbing my nose in the fact that he’s been killing at will. This is him saying he’s got the power, and I am completely powerless to stop him.” 

			“So far, he’s been right,” Astra says. “We haven’t been able to get a sniff of this guy.”

			“Yeah,” I growl.  

			“This isn’t going to play well in the media,” Astra says. “Ayad is going to have a coronary.” 

			“That’s the last thing I’m worried about right now. All I care about is finding this animal,” I reply. 

			I hear somebody calling my name from somewhere behind me. Probably near the tape line. I recognize the voice almost instantly, though, and decide to treat it like the sound of a mosquito buzzing in my ear—annoying but ignorable. 

			“Hey, Blake,” Astra says. “It’s your friend.” 

			“A good rule of thumb to live by is that reporters are not our friends,” I say. 

			“That’s a little cynical,” Astra replies. “Reporters are people too.” 

			“Barely,” I say. “They’re bottom feeders who make a living off other people’s misery.” 

			“You’re not setting a very good example for our young protégé,” Astra says. 

			“She’s going to have to learn the way of the world sometime,” I mutter. 

			“I agree with the Chief on this one. Kenzie Stratton only wants the scoop. She wants to splash out the headlines and put her name out there. She doesn’t care there’s a young woman lying dead here,” Paige says. “She won’t care to know a thing about this woman other than the gruesome details of how she died.” 

			“Wow,” Astra says. “You look like Paige Boyle, but you sound just like Blake. It’s a remarkable bit of ventriloquism—” 

			“Can we stop screwing around and focus here?” I snap. 

			The air around us suddenly grows tight with tension, and the grin slips from Astra’s face. I didn’t mean to speak so harshly to her, but anger and disgust are flowing freely through me right now. I stand up and strip my gloves off, then run a hand across my face. 

			“Sorry,” I say. “I shouldn’t have lashed out like that.” 

			“Don’t worry about it,” Astra replies, putting a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “I get it. And I’m sorry for not taking it more seriously.” 

			I shake my head. “You’re not doing anything different than we always do. I’m just having trouble separating the emotion out of this. It’s personal,” I say and look off across the lake. “Maybe Ayad was right to try and take me off the case. I’m not objective right now.” 

			“If I can make an observation,” Paige says softly. 

			“Go for it,” Astra says. 

			“Chief, you and your team are so good at what you do precisely because it’s personal to you. That makes you motivated and determined. Y’all aren’t just going through the motions, collecting evidence and checking all the right boxes. You solve cases others can’t because y’all care so much,” she says. 

			“Well said, Rookie,” Astra says. 

			“I appreciate you saying that,” I tell her. “And Paige, you are part of this team. It’s us, not ‘y’all.’ Got it?” 

			“Got it,” she replies. 

			“Okay, Dennis and his team are here to process the scene, so let’s head back to the shop,” I say. “We need to do a deep dive on this girl and see if we can’t figure out where her path crossed with Eurus. Maybe it’ll lead us somewhere.” 

			I take one last look at Tammy, letting the waves of anger wash over me, letting them fuel me. If Eurus was hoping to discourage me with this little stunt, he’s going to be sorely disappointed. All he’s done is enrage me. All he’s done is make me a hundred times more determined to catch him. A thousand times. Looking into her ocean-blue eyes, I make a silent vow to Tammy McBride—I’m coming for Eurus, and I will not stop until he’s behind bars or in the ground. 
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			The Lotus Luxury Apartments, Chinatown-International District; Seattle, WA

			A thick blanket of clouds has washed in from off the Pacific, blotting out the moon and making a dark and chilly night even darker and chillier. My breath flows from my mouth in plumes of steam. My lungs burn, the muscles in my legs scream, and still, I push myself harder. My feet pound the pavement as I make the running trail circuit around the park hoping to exhaust myself enough to shut my brain off and get some sleep tonight. 

			The jogging route curves around the man-made pond that sits in the middle of the park, the path illuminated by the soft glow of faux Chinese lanterns hanging from poles that line the way. As I run, my mind swirls with ten thousand different thoughts. Worries. Even my insecurities about being able to catch this monster are rearing their ugly heads. Eurus has consistently been several steps ahead of us since this all started, and deep down, there’s a voice in the back of my mind whispering that I’m not good enough or smart enough to catch him. 

			My anger has helped me push that sort of garbage out of my head and keep it at bay for the most part. In times like this, though, when it’s just me alone with my thoughts, I can’t stop the floodgates of self-doubt from opening and rushing over me. I feel like I’m drowning in the deluge of my insecurities. It’s not normal for me. I’ve always been confident in my intelligence and abilities. But Eurus has had me back on my heels from the start, and though I hate it and try to combat those thoughts, it’s hard not to feel insecure when he’s besting me at every turn—and making sure to mock me for it. 

			I’m human. I have feelings; and insecurity is, unfortunately, one of them. 

			As I round the bend at the far end of the small lake, I slow to a walk and put my hands on my hips. I put my foot up on a bench and stretch out one leg, then the other, taking a moment to catch my breath. Pushing myself to the extremes isn’t always the wisest course of action, but it’s the only way I know of to clear my head and focus my thoughts. I drop heavily onto the bench and lean forward, my elbows on my thighs, my hands clasped together in front of me, doing my best to quiet the cacophony of voices raging inside my head. 

			Closing my eyes, I focus on my breath. I draw one in, then let it out slowly, doing my best to expel my fears and anxieties along with it. It’s a method my therapist tried to teach me. It doesn’t always work, but once in a while, it lifts some of the burdens that press down on me. That’s what I’m hoping for as I draw another deep breath. But as I sit here, my skin tingles, and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. My stomach lurches, and a lightning bolt of adrenaline shoots straight through my body. 

			My nerves are on edge, and the red flags are waving in my head. Acting on instinct, I leap to my feet and pull the Glock 26 I keep in a holster at the small of my back that hard-won experience has taught me to wear when I’m out alone at night. The Glock 26 is a smaller model than the one I carry on the job—a Glock 17—but it still packs a pretty good punch and will put somebody down pretty efficiently. Spinning around, I raise the weapon and find myself staring into the wide, pale blue eyes of Kenzie Stratton. Terror etched on her face, she throws her hands up.

			“Don’t shoot. It’s me,” she stammers. 

			With a sigh of annoyance, I tuck my weapon back into its holster and pull the black, long-sleeved T-shirt I’m wearing down over it. Stratton stands before me and blows out a long, shaky breath as she doubles over, putting her hands on her knees. She breathes so hard, I fear she might hyperventilate. Like me, she’s dressed in black leggings and running shoes but has a pink hoodie on over her T-shirt. Stratton takes a moment, then straightens up again, only looking slightly less afraid of me. I guess she hasn’t had a gun shoved in her face very often. 

			“Jesus, Blake. You could have killed me!” she exclaims. 

			I scoff. “I’ve got better trigger control than that.” 

			“Says you.”

			“Says a very clean official shooting record with the Bureau.”

			Stratton holds her hands up, palms facing me. “Okay, okay. Sorry.” 

			“Odd place for you to be running, Kenzie,” I say. “Considering the fact that you live on the other side of town.” 

			“Don’t be dramatic. I only live a few miles from here,” she replies. 

			“Still a weird place for you to be running. Especially since I’ve never seen you run through this park before,” I note. “That tells me this little meeting isn’t accidental. So, why are you here?” 

			A wry grin curls her lips; she knows she’s been busted. “Fine. It’s not accidental. I was hoping to run into you.” 

			“You mean, you staked out my place and waited for me to come out so you could spring this little ambush on me.” 

			“You make it sound so tawdry.” 

			“That’s because it kind of is.” 

			“It’s not,” she replies. “I tried to get your attention at the crime scene up in Green Lake today, but I don’t think you heard me.” 

			“No, I heard you.” 

			She opens her mouth, but whatever she was about to say dies on her lips, and she looks at me with an expression that hovers somewhere between amused and offended. But she smooths out her features and tries to put on a professional face. 

			“I’ll try to not take you blowing me off personally then,” she says.

			I shrug. “Frankly, I don’t care how you take it.” 

			This time, she can’t keep her face from reddening or a frown from her lips. “Have I done something to offend you, Chief Wilder?” 

			“Me personally? No,” I tell her. “I just don’t particularly care for vultures who circle the bodies while they’re still warm, hoping to get a juicy story out of it.” 

			“So, you don’t believe that people have a right to know what’s happening in their city?” she counters. “You don’t believe in having an informed populous?” 

			“What I don’t believe in is sensationalizing the murder of a twenty-two-year-old girl just to boost circulation or to get more clicks,” I growl, my voice tight with anger. “I don’t believe the public needs to know every gruesome detail of what was done to her.”

			“That’s not what I do—”

			“That’s what you all do!” I cut her off, my face growing hot. “Look, I’m not blaming you or saying you’re a bad person. You have a job to do. Same as me. But I personally don’t like the way many of your colleagues do their jobs. They forget there is a real person beneath all that blood and gore they’re so intent on covering. A person who had hopes and dreams of their own.” 

			“That’s not what I do, Blake. And if you’re familiar with my work at all, you know that.” 

			If I were to be fair, I’d say that I know what she’s saying is true. Unlike a lot of her contemporaries, Kenzie Stratton does good work. Unlike many of her colleagues, she’s got integrity.  I know this about her, but I’m still reluctant to talk to Stratton—and I sure as hell can’t trust her. 

			“Come on, Blake. What have I done to earn your ire?” she asks. 

			“Other than using words like ire?” 

			She gives me an incredulous look and folds her arms over her chest. “What is your problem with me? Not my profession, but with me.”

			“I have a hard time separating the two,” I admit. “But what does it matter? It’s not like we’re friends, Kenzie. We barely know each other.” 

			“We could change that. We could be friends.” 

			A soft chuckle bursts from my mouth. “I don’t like having to differentiate what is and isn’t true, or on and off the record with my friends.” 

			“Fine. If not friends, then we can be allies,” she says. “We can help each other, Blake. I can print the stories, and you can help shape the narrative—” 

			“Right. Like I helped you shape the narrative when you took a hatchet to me and my team?” I huff. “Your story about Eurus not only was false, but it also caused me a lot of headaches—headaches I neither wanted nor needed. A friend or an ally wouldn’t do that to me.” 

			“The reporting was accurate, Blake. It came directly from the source.” 

			“Right. I forgot. We’re taking the word of a brutal murderer over law enforcement these days. My bad,” I tell her. “And your story was inaccurate. My team did not ignore Eurus or the killings. I tried to explain that to you, but you couldn’t be bothered with the truth, and you couldn’t hit the publish button on that story fast enough.” 

			“I gave you a chance to correct the record. I practically begged you for a quote, and you refused. You did not try to explain, Blake, I remember very clearly. You said you didn’t want to talk about it. What was I supposed to do? You froze me out. I can’t exactly get your side of the story if your official policy is ‘no comment.’”

			I take a moment. She’s right. She won’t catch me admitting that, though.

			“Look, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings or whatever,” she says. “But I also can’t just sit on my hands when a story like this drops into my lap. I have a responsibility to the public just like you do.”

			“Don’t you dare compare what you do to what I do.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying.” 

			“That’s what it sounds like.” 

			“Blake, I’m telling you, we can help each other,” she says earnestly. “Our relationship doesn’t have to be adversarial—” 

			“We don’t have a relationship, Kenzie,” I say gruffly. “You have a good night.” 

			I turn to continue on my run but pause and turn back. It’s hard to miss the disappointment and frustration on her face. I feel for her. I know what it’s like to have to claw and scratch your way to relevance in a field dominated by men. It’s not easy for a woman to succeed in some fields. So, while I’d never push her down, I don’t have to help her up the ladder either. Not when it would be at the expense of my team and the work we do. 

			“Oh, there’s something you need to be aware of, Kenzie. I got a call from Eurus recently, and during the course of that conversation, he made some vague threats about sexually assaulting and murdering you…” 

			Her mouth falls open, and she visibly pales as she looks at me. “And you’re just telling me this now? Are you kidding me, Blake?” 

			“Relax. There’s nothing in Eurus’s profile that suggests he’d actually assault you. Quite the contrary. He is more likely to think assault to be vulgar and beneath him,” I say. “But all the same, you might want to watch your back and maybe hire security until we get this guy. And we will get this guy, I assure you. Sweet dreams, Kenzie.” 

			And with that, I turn and take off on my run again, leaving her standing there gaping at me as I go. It’s incredibly unlikely that Eurus will go after her. She’s giving him what he wants—attention and notoriety. And though he can find that with any reporter in the city, many far less scrupulous than Kenzie Stratton, he originally sought her out for a purpose. Probably because she has the intelligence and ethics he wants. She will tell his story the way he wants it told.

			Nothing Eurus does is by accident or without a purpose. That much I know with absolute certainty about him. He chose Stratton. And because he did, I am just as certain he wouldn’t harm her, no matter what kind of threats he details to me about what he’d do to her. He’d consider it gauche. And like Alvin Perry before him, Eurus is very aware of his manners and avoids doing anything that might be considered uncouth. It’s a really strange juxtaposition given the brutality and savagery of their murders. 

			Eurus said all that about attacking and violating Stratton just to get under my skin. He wanted to screw with me and get into my head. And he did. At least until I sat back and thought about it. I only told Stratton he was talking about coming after her because, well, I can be petty. I’ll admit that. 

			I continue running down the path, but I’m not pushing myself as hard as before. My stride is slower but still steady. And as I emerge from the trail that winds through the park and back out onto the street, my cell phone rings. With a grumble, I stop running and sit down on the low wall that fronts the park, then pull my phone out of the fanny pack around my waist. 

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter to myself. 

			The number is, of course, blocked. I’m as sure of who’s on the other end of the line as I was when he called the other night. Once again, as everything inside me is telling me to decline the call, I hit the button to pick it up and press the phone to my ear. 

			“What do you want?” I growl. 

			“Well, good evening to you too, Blake.” 

			“If you’re calling to gloat, I don’t want to hear it.”

			“Poor Blake. You just can’t seem to stop me, can you?” 

			“Didn’t I just say I didn’t want to hear it?” I snap.

			“And since when have I ever done what you wanted?” 

			It’s a fair point but I’m really not in the mood for his crap. “Is there a reason for this call?” 

			“No reason. I just enjoy hearing your voice.” 

			“Okay then,” I say. “Goodbye.” 

			“That certainly looked like a chummy little conversation you and Kenzie were having in the park just now,” he says. 

			My blood turns to ice, and my heart starts to thunder inside of me. Getting to my feet, I look around, searching the shadows that surround me. I don’t see anybody, but given that he knew I was talking to Stratton just a minute ago, I know he’s close enough to be watching me. 

			Determined to keep the tinge of fear out of my voice, I close my eyes, hold my breath, and quickly count to ten before quietly exhaling. My pulse is racing, and my gut is churning. That exercise didn’t seem to help very much, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. I have to play the hand I was dealt no matter how badly it sucks. And this hand really sucks. 

			“You can see me?” I ask. 

			“I can.” 

			I swallow hard, trying to work some moisture into my mouth. My veins may be flowing with a fear-fueled adrenaline, but I’ve managed to keep the quiver out of my voice. It’s a small, moral victory, but I’ll take it. 

			“So, are you following me now?” I ask. “Or are you following Kenzie?” 

			“Wouldn’t you like to know?” 

			“I would.” 

			That eerie giggle comes over the line. “Well, some questions are better left unanswered.” 

			“Not in my experience.” 

			“Well, this is one that I will leave to your imagination.” 

			“Fine,” I say. “Why did you kill Tammy McBride?” 

			“What did George Mallory say about climbing Everest?... Because it was there,” Eurus muses. “Same thing. I saw Tammy, and she had this spark and vitality that drew me to her. She was just so vivacious that I had the overwhelming urge to watch the life drain from her eyes. It’s such a beautiful, exquisite, and incredibly intimate experience, Blake. I only wish you could feel that once before your time in this world is over.” 

			As he speaks, I keep my eyes moving, searching the pockets of darkness as well as the windows in the buildings that surround me, hoping against hope that Eurus will do something to give himself away. 

			“Some things are better left to the imagination,” I say.

			“Just so,” he replies. “But I wanted you to know that I was thinking of you the whole time. That’s why I left your card with Tammy’s body.” 

			“If I’m supposed to be flattered, I’m not.” 

			“To each their own then, I suppose,” he says. “I want you to know that when this is all over and you are dead and gone, I really will miss these conversations, Blake. Believe it or not, I’ve grown quite fond of you. I will miss you. But I will savor each and every second I spend with you, watching that spark of life leave your eyes too.” 

			I continue scanning the area but can’t see him. “Do you already know how you’re going to kill me? Do you have your method all picked out, Eurus?” 

			“I do. And I promise you that it will be the most intimate experience of my life. It might even be the most intimate experience of your life,” he says. 

			“I somehow doubt that.” 

			His giggle sends a fresh wave of goosebumps across my body. “You can stop searching for me. I can see you, but I assure you that you will never see me, Blake.” 

			“Can’t blame a girl for trying.” 

			“Of course not,” he says. “Well, I have a great many people to see and things to do, so we will speak again soon, Blake. In fact, we will be seeing each other soon, I’m quite sure.” 

			“Why wait? Why not come out now and let’s finish this?” 

			“Because that’s not the game,” he says. “And trust me, playing this game out to its inevitable conclusion will be well worth the wait.”

			“Eurus, I am going to find you,” I tell him firmly. “I’m going to find you, and I will either put you behind bars for the rest of your life, or I will put you in the ground. Those are the only two ways this is going to end.” 

			He giggles once more. “Ta-ta, Blake.” 

			The line goes dead in my hand, and I turn in a circle, frantically searching for Eurus’s perch. He could be anywhere though. He could be behind any of the windows that are looking down on me or in any of the cars passing by on the street. Hell, he could be hiding up any of the trees in the park for all I know. He’s here. He’s close enough that he’s watching me. But I am just as powerless to stop him now as I am in stopping him from murdering people. 

			“Damn you,” I mutter. “Damn you.” 

			Turning away, with ice still flowing through my body, I run back to my apartment building as quickly as I can. If his goal was to unsettle me, well, mission accomplished. But as disturbed as I am about what happened out there, I’m not going to let it deter me. I’m not going to let it fuel my doubts and insecurities. I’m going to use it to harden my resolve and my determination. 

			“I will find you, Eurus,” I mutter to myself as I step into the elevator. “And I will put you down like the rabid dog you are.” 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Well, look who’s in early all bright-eyed and bushy tai—” 

			Astra bites off her own words when I turn to her. She gives me a strange look as she sets her things down at her workstation. I’m standing in front of our murder board, which I’ve added to, and feel like I’ve been studying it closely for days now. My eyes are grainy and watering, and my entire body just feels wrung out. I’m tired. Exhausted is probably more accurate. 

			It’s still early enough that none of the rest of my team is in and probably won’t be for another hour or so. Astra coming in so early is a rare occurrence. She’s normally one of the last ones to arrive. But she comes bearing coffee, so I’m not going to give her grief about it. I take the large cup she offers me and take a swallow, in such desperate need of caffeine, I ignore the fact that it feels like it’s searing the flesh off the inside of my throat. 

			“Correction. You look neither bright-eyed nor bushy-tailed,” she says. “In fact, I’d go so far as to say you look like hot garbage, Blake. Have you been here all night?” 

			“Thanks for that,” I reply. “And no. I couldn’t sleep, so about three this morning, I gave it up and came in. What are you doing in so early?”

			“I needed to finish up a little paperwork and wanted to do it while the bullpen was quiet,” she says as she perches on the corner of her desk. “But what’s up with you? What’s going on?” 

			Taking another sip of coffee, I brace myself, then recap my night for her as efficiently as I can. It’s still a fairly long and detailed story, and by the time I’m done, I’m three-quarters of the way through my coffee and know I’m going to need another cup. Or maybe just an IV line of straight caffeine stuck into my arm and run wide open. 

			“Wow, there is a lot to unpack here,” Astra says. “But first, I want to give you big kudos for giving Kenzie Stratton a nasty case of the heebie-jeebies. Petty Blake is one of my favorite Blakes.” 

			She draws a weak laugh from me. “Probably wasn’t my best moment.” 

			“It wasn’t. But that’s neither here nor there,” she says. “I’m more concerned with the fact that this freak is following you.” 

			“I think he’s following Stratton.” 

			She shakes her head. “Nah. He’s obsessed with you, Cupcake. This whole thing is all about you,” she insists. “Stratton is a tool for him to use. But you… you’re the big prize for him.” 

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			“Not maybe,” she presses. “Definitely. Are Fish’s guys still watching all of us?” 

			I give her another smile. After Lucas was attacked, Fish tasked some of his men with watching me and the members of my team. I asked him to pull them off a little while ago, and he told me that he did; but every now and then, I’ll catch glimpses of Asian men lurking in the shadows. Fish may be walking the straight and narrow in his professional life these days and may be a well-respected businessman, but he still has a couple of toes over that line that cross back into his old, dark life. He still has a veritable army at his disposal—and he will deploy them when necessary. 

			“He says no. He told me he pulled all his guys off,” I say. 

			“But you don’t believe it?” 

			“Have you seen anybody following you around?” 

			She shrugs. “Once in a while, I think I catch a glimpse of somebody tailing me. But honestly, I usually figure I’m just being paranoid.” 

			“Well, I think we still have shadows. But discreet shadows.”

			“Well, bless Fish’s heart for that. I’m thankful,” Astra says. “And I know even though he would never say so, it makes Benjamin feel better to know I’m covered.” 

			“Yeah. Me, too, to be honest. The last thing I want is for any of you—”

			“Stop. Let’s not even open up that box right now.” 

			“Fair enough,” I say. 

			“Okay, so let’s see if we can figure this out,” Astra says as she steps to the murder board. “He seems to be stepping up the personal touch with you—calls and now tailing you? Why?”

			“Because I think he’s in the endgame of whatever this is,” I say. “It feels to me like he’s winding up to something and is going to bring this to an end.”

			Astra stares at the board for a long moment, then nods. “Yeah, I can see that,” she muses. “The question then is, what are we going to do about it?” 

			“Beat him to the end of the game. It’s all we can do.” 

			“Agreed. So, how do we beat him there?” 

			“That’s the million-dollar question,” I say. 

			“Well, you’re not going to answer it when you’re looking as strung out as you do,” Astra tells me. “Go to the rack room, catch a couple hours of sleep, and take a shower.”

			“We don’t have time—”

			“What we don’t have time for is making bad decisions because we’re too tired to think clearly,” she presses. “Go get some sleep. Shower. I’ve got this until you get back with a little sleep under your belt, Blake.”

			“I’m fine,” I object. 

			“You’re not fine,” she says. “You’re nowhere close to being fine.” 

			“I will be once we close this case.” 

			“Well, that’s not now, is it?” 

			“Astra—”

			“I’m not asking, Blake. Go. Get a couple of hours in the rack room.” 

			A tired chuckle drifts from my mouth. She’s not wrong to be worried about making the wrong decisions because I’m too tired to make the right ones. So, I snap her a salute. 

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say.

			“I’ll see you in three hours,” she orders. 

			Giving her a nod, I trudge off and head for the rack room to get a few hours and hope that when I wake up, I’ll feel sharper and ready to go. 
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			After a little sleep, a shower, and some fresh clothes, I’m feeling halfway human again. I still don’t feel razor-sharp, but I feel good enough to get back to work. My head is clearer, and while not rested, I’ve got my wind back. Running on fumes isn’t anything new to me. Being able to function when you’re sleep-deprived is pretty much a requirement of the job. 

			The doors to the bullpen slide open with a pneumatic hiss as I stride inside, my stride purposeful, feeling determined. The team all turns and greets me. 

			“Where are we?” I ask. 

			“Feeling better?” Astra asks. 

			“Better than this morning.”

			“Good enough,” she replies. 

			“Thanks for insisting I go lie down for a bit.” 

			She smiles at me. “Hey, I have to take care of my girl. Especially when she refuses to take care of herself.” 

			“So? Where are we at?” I ask. “Have we made any headway at all into determining whether or not Valerie Neely was telling the truth about having another kid with Perry?” 

			“There are no birth records on file,” Nina says. “I ran a search nationwide for birth records and came up empty. If she had a second child with Perry, it’s not recorded anywhere.” 

			“She could have had a home birth,” I say. “There are a hundred ways she could have had a kid without leaving a paper trail. Junkies don’t typically worry about the legal niceties like birth certificates, social security cards, and things like that.”

			“That’s what we thought too,” Astra says. “So, we uploaded her DNA profile to the same website we uploaded Perry’s. But it’s going to take a little time to see if we have any hits.”  

			“What is your take, Blake?” Paige asks. “Do you believe her? Or was she just making stuff up because she’s off in Wonderland?” 

			It’s a good question, and one I’ve been thinking about. She seemed perfectly clear when she told me she’d had another kid with Perry. She seemed lucid. But for all I know, she was referring to Wendell when she said she’d had Perry’s child. She also could have been referring to a child she had by another man altogether. The truth is, she was half out of her mind, and whatever medication they had her on wasn’t helping matters. 

			I shake my head. “I really don’t know. We’re going to have to cross our fingers and wait to see if anything with her profile pops.” 

			“If I’m being honest, I’m thinking that’s going to be another dead end,” Astra says. “I think Wendell was the only child she bore by Perry.” 

			“You may be right. We’ll find out,” I say. “Speaking of which, what do we know about Wendell Kelly’s other potential familial matches?” 

			“That’s where we ran into a problem,” Mo says. 

			“What’s the problem?” 

			“Wendell’s profile is open—he opted into the feature that allows others to search for his DNA profile,” Rick says. “But there are no other open profiles.”

			“What does that mean?” I ask. 

			“It means that there might be other familial matches, and there might not be,” Nina supplies. 

			“Anybody else who was a familial match to Alvin Perry did not opt into that feature,” Rick says. “They’re keeping their profiles set to private, so we can’t search for their profile.” 

			“Why would they do that?” I ask. “I mean, isn’t that the point of these genealogy sites?” 

			“Think about it,” Paige says. “If you upload your DNA and want to search out your family, then find out Alvin-freaking-Perry is your father, would you want others to know?” 

			I purse my lips as I consider her words. “Yeah, probably not.”

			“I spoke with a few people at the MyRoots offices and told them what was going on,” Mo tells me. “They refused to open up the matches for us and have refused to help in any way. They say the privacy of their clients is sacrosanct, and though they wish they could help us, they won’t open themselves up to potential litigation.” 

			“So, now you’re caught up,” Astra says. “We’ve hit a roadblock.”

			“Well, when we hit a roadblock, what do we do?” I ask. 

			The bullpen falls silent as everybody exchanges looks with one another, hoping somebody else has the right answer to the question. I chuckle and shake my head. 

			“We find a way over, around, or through that roadblock, people,” I say. “We don’t let a bump in the road deter us.” 

			“Look at this! A couple hours of sleep and she’s Wonder Woman,” chirps Astra.

			“Yeah, well, if only I had a lasso of truth,” I gripe, bringing a round of chuckles to the room. “Okay. We’re going to take this from a couple of different angles. First, Mo, I want you and Paige to head back to Cedarview. Neely’s probably had time to calm down, and maybe she’s in a better state to answer questions.” 

			“And she may still be off in another galaxy,” Astra adds. 

			“Possible. But I want them to go out there and assess the situation. Maybe seeing a couple of new people—people who didn’t upset her—will yield better results,” I say. “If you’re able to see Neely, feel her out, but be gentle. We need to know if she has another son by Perry.” 

			“We’re on it,” Mo says, then turns to Paige. “Let’s go, kid. Field trip.” 

			“Rick and Nina, I want you both to keep trying to find a way to get at those familial matches electronically—if it’s possible,” I say. “Legally, mind you. We don’t have a warrant, so don’t do anything shady. Not yet, anyway.”

			Rick and Nina share a laugh, both of them looking eager and hopeful of putting the shadier side of their incredible skill set to use. 

			“What about us?” Astra asks. 

			“You and I are going to the MyRoots offices,” I say. “They might be able to deny us over the phone, but it won’t be so easy when they’re staring us in the face.”

			“So, we’re going to rattle some cages?” 

			I nod. “We’re going to rattle some cages.” 

			“Excellent. I like Cage Rattling Blake every bit as much as I like Petty Blake.” 
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			MyRoots.com Corporate Offices, South Lake Union District; Seattle, WA

			Located on the southern tip of Lake Union, the South Lake Union District is home to some of the country’s larger corporate campuses like Amazon. The area is also currently being developed for large and thriving life sciences organizations dedicated to fighting plagues like cancer and other biomedical research groups. The University of Washington has a medical school campus on the grounds with plans to expand further.

			The area is also home to several large parks and greenspaces like Denny Park—Seattle’s oldest public park. Not everybody agrees with me, but I’ve always thought the South Lake Union area was a good blend of the city’s past, present, and future. A good mix of Seattle’s commitment to industry while advancing health and science and still preserving the natural beauty of the Pacific Northwest that so many, myself included, value so much. 

			Pulling into a slot in the parking lot of the MyRoots.com campus, I turn off the engine and stare at the building sitting in front of us. 

			“That is one ugly office building,” Astra says. 

			The main building is a large, square box made of glass so darkly tinted, it looks black. The grounds around it are meticulously manicured with a variety of flowering bushes that produce a riot of colors all around that big, black, boxy building. We get out of the SUV and follow a concrete path, passing a stylized strand of DNA done in burnished steel and set atop a pedestal to the front doors of the black box. On both doors the name MyRoots.com and its company logo—a caduceus, but rather than snakes, it’s DNA strands wrapped around the winged staff—are etched into the glass.

			The doors slide open automatically, allowing us to step into a cool lobby, the light filtering through the dark windows making the place seem dim and almost cave-like. The floor beneath our feet is made from dark tile with silver veins running through it, the walls all a dark gray. Like a lot of modern offices these days, it’s got a wide-open floor plan with sleek, floating staircases on our left and right that lead to a second and third floors, which have the same open floor plans. The air around us buzzes with activity, the sound of laughter, and insufferable Top-40 pop music being piped in through speakers mounted to the ceiling. 

			On the far side of the ground floor across from us looks like some sort of gaming area. I can see a ping pong table, lots of bean bag chairs, and a couple of massive televisions set up with gaming consoles. There are about a dozen people scattered around playing games, talking, and milling around what looks like a coffee bar. And I can see employees—most of whom look to be in their early twenties, if that—riding around the floor on scooters or skates. The entire vibe in this place reminds me of a college campus. Or a playground. Maybe a bit of both. 

			“Hi, may I help you?” 

			We turn to find a woman—a girl, really, she can’t be more than nineteen or twenty—with auburn hair and eyes the color of dark chocolate standing there. She’s probably five-two in her bare feet and has the smooth, unblemished pale complexion only the young are blessed with. Her hair hangs to her shoulders—one half of it jet black, the other stark white. Her appearance only adds to the college-life atmosphere in the place. 

			Astra and I badge the girl. “Agents Wilder and Russo—” 

			“Cool!” she squeals. “You guys are like real-life FBI Agents? That’s so awesome.”

			Astra and I exchange a look. I’ve never had that sort of reaction to somebody seeing my badge before. Fear, yes. Indifference, sure. But a bubbling over of enthusiasm like this girl’s? Never. It’s so unexpected that it leaves me flat-footed and unsure what to do for a moment. 

			“Do you carry a gun too?” the girl asks. 

			“Yeah,” I say, snapping out of my stupor of surprise. “Comes with the badge.”

			“That’s so awesome. Have you ever shot anybody?”

			I finally seem to get my feet back under me and frown. “What is your name?” 

			“January,” she says. “Most people just call me Janey though.”

			“Right. Okay, Janey,” I say. “Who runs this place?” 

			“That would be Lando.” 

			“Who?” 

			“Landon Tomlinson,” she says. “He started the company. He’s just the coolest guy.” 

			“Great. Is he here?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, of course. He’s always here,” she says. 

			“We’re going to need to speak with him then,” I say. 

			“Oh. Sure. Of course,” she replies. 

			January is wearing a headset and lowers the microphone to her mouth, then presses a button on the side of the speaker pad that covers her left ear. 

			“Hey, Lando, where are you?” 

			She listens a moment and nods. 

			“There are a couple of FBI Agents here who want to speak with you. Can I send them up to your office?” she asks, then pauses to listen. “Okay, cool. They’ll be right up.” 

			She presses the button again and turns to us. 

			“He’ll see you guys,” she says. “Just take that staircase over there on the right, then the next one up to the third floor. Lando’s office is on the right. You can’t miss it.” 

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			Astra and I turn and follow her directions, taking the stairs up to the third floor to find a man waiting for us with a wide, welcoming smile. 

			“Landon Tomlinson,” he says. “But you can just call me Lando. Everybody does.” 

			“Agents Wilder and Russo,” I reply. 

			“Come on into my office, Agents.” 

			Tomlinson is a couple inches shorter than I am with wavy hair the color of a faded penny and ocher eyes behind round, rimless glasses. He’s dressed in designer jeans that have a carefully crafted distressed look, and a well-worn off-white T-shirt from a Talking Heads concert that looks like it was held before he was born. Tomlinson’s cheeks are covered in rusty scruff the same color as the hair on his head, and he’s got a complexion so pale, albinos look tan in comparison. 

			There’s an air of casualness and even eccentricity about Tomlinson that strikes me as a bit artificial. A little bit forced. He seems to be trying hard to fit the image of the hard-partying, harder-playing tech bro so common these days while working equally as hard to shed the skin of the tech nerd he’d probably been saddled with since he was young. Well… younger anyway. Tomlinson can’t be more than thirty-five. 

			“Have a seat,” he says as he drops into the chair behind his desk. “I have a feeling I already know why you’re here.”

			“That’s good. Then we won’t have to waste time with formalities,” I say. 

			We take the pair of plush, retro-looking chairs in front of his desk, which is a thick slab of smoked glass etched with his company’s logo sitting atop a steel frame. The top of his desk is clean and clutter free with just a laptop and a tablet sitting on top of it. Degrees from Stanford set in black frames hang on the white wall behind him along with pictures of an older couple I assume to be his parents. I also see a framed certificate of patent as well, but it’s not for MyRoots. It’s obviously something he’s incredibly proud of, and if I had to guess, the thing that helped him amass the fortune that’s allowed him to live his best life. 

			Tomlinson leans forward, clasping his hands on top of the desk in front of him. “As I told your colleagues yesterday, I wish I could help you, Agents. But I’m afraid you’ve wasted your trip down here because my hands are tied. I can’t give you what you want.” 

			“Trying to prevent the murder of innocent people is never a waste of time,” I say. 

			“And I don’t think it’s so much a matter of you can’t give us what we want,” Astra says. “It’s more a matter of you won’t. There is no legally binding precedent preventing you from giving us the narrow scope of information we’re asking for. This has nothing to do with attorney-client or clergy-penitent privilege. No legal privilege exists here.” 

			“No, there is no legal privilege,” he says. “But there is a moral and an ethical one. My clients expect privacy. They expect discretion. And I supply that for them.” 

			“What we’re asking for is, as Agent Russo said, a very narrow scope of information,” I say. “All we need are familial matches for one client.” 

			He shakes his head. “It’s a very slippery slope you’re asking me to tread, Agents. And I’m not willing to slip on that banana peel. Not for anybody. If word got out that I’m handing out personal information all willy-nilly, not only could that potentially open me up to litigation, it would damage our reputation in the eyes of the public. A reputation we have worked very hard to build.” 

			His office feels like an extension of his effort to transform himself from geek to hipster mogul. Glass shelves line the walls to our left and right and are stuffed with collectibles. I see action figures from a wide range of fandoms (all of them likely worth a fortune), quirky and eccentric nick-nacks, and photos of himself with various celebrity figures. He’s even got some rare and valuable sports trading cards and comic books encased in plastic on display, many of them probably worth more than I make in a year. 

			To me, Tomlinson and his office just seem to be carefully curated to project a certain image. I have no doubt that the toys and comic books, popular and chic these days, are things he prized when he was younger, long before they became hip collectibles. I have a feeling these things brought him comfort when he was a child. The fortune he has amassed over the years because of his tech savvy has allowed him to shed his skin and transform himself into somebody who is admired and looked up to. And they’ve allowed him to openly embrace those things that he was very likely mocked for as a kid—like his comic books and toys. 

			And I’m not one to say he shouldn’t be admired for his skill and ability. But there’s something there underneath the surface that no amount of money and coolness can hide.

			Tomlinson’s curated image makes people believe he’s got a devil-may-care attitude. I can see through it though. He cares very deeply about what others think of him. 

			I sit forward, my elbows on my thighs and my hands clasped before me. “Mr. Tomlinson—” 

			“Please. Just Lando is fine.” 

			“Mr. Tomlinson,” I repeat, drawing a frown from him. “I don’t know if you understand the serious nature of what we’re chasing. This man has murdered—brutally—quite a few people already. And if we can’t stop him, he’s going to butcher even more.” 

			“You have the power to help us stop a monster,” Astra presses. “You have the power to stop innocent blood from being spilled, Lando.” 

			He sits back in his chair, his face stony, the wheels in his head turning. There seems to be some part of him that understands the stakes and wants to do the right thing, and it’s causing him to hesitate. But when that conflict fades from his eyes, I know he’s not going to do it. I’ve seen far too many people like Tomlinson over the years and know why he’s going to turn us down without him even having to say a single word. 

			Deep down, he wants to do the right thing, but he knows he can’t. His persona makes it impossible for him. But guys like Tomlinson have clawed and scratched their way to relevance in part by positioning themselves as above it all and anti-establishment. They see themselves as outlaws of a sort and craft an image of doing things their own way. It gives them a type of credibility with some people—a credibility that would be destroyed if they were seen to be voluntarily cooperating with the cops. 

			“Mr. Tomlinson, I understand the position you’re in. And I know your reluctance to help us stems not from the privacy of your clients but from your image and the perception of you and your company,” I say. “I’m asking you to set your ego aside and help us save innocent lives. All we’re asking for—” 

			“All you’re asking for is for me to take a blowtorch to my reputation.” 

			“We understand—” 

			“I don’t think you do, Agents.”

			“Mr. Tomlinson—” 

			“I told your colleagues yesterday that I can’t help you. That answer hasn’t changed today,” he says. “I can’t give you what you want. I took the time out to tell you face-to-face as a courtesy. But now I’m asking you to leave.”  

			Astra sneers at him. “So, you’re all right with innocent blood being spilled? With having it on your hands? Because make no mistake, Lando,” she spits, making his name sound like a curse word, “the next body that drops will be on your hands. You have a chance to stop it, but you’re choosing to preserve your image rather than your integrity.” 

			“Goodbye, Agents,” he says. 

			Left with no alternative, Astra and I get to our feet and show ourselves out. We make our way back out to the parking lot, both of us silently seething as we climb into the SUV. Frustrated and angry, I stomp on the accelerator and shoot out of the parking lot very nearly clipping a bright yellow Ferrari with a license plate that reads, “Lando.” I roll my eyes.

			“You should have clipped it,” Astra says. 

			“Yeah, I don’t think that would have impressed Ayad.” 

			Tick-tick-tick. I feel that clock in my head running. I hear every single second as it passes by and know it won’t be long before Eurus makes his next move. We’re in his endgame now, and for the first time in my career, I don’t have even the vaguest idea of what’s coming next. He could go after another innocent. He could come after a loved one or another member of my team. He’s the most unpredictable monster we’ve ever hunted, and the fact that I can’t even hazard a guess which direction he’s going to strike from makes me nervous.

			Even more nerve-wracking for me is the possibility that he might finally decide to bring the game to a close once and for all and come after me directly. Though, in a way, I’m looking forward to our final confrontation. At least then we can bring the curtain down on this drama… one way or the other, it will be over. 

			“What’s our next move?” Astra asks. 

			“That’s an excellent question,” I say quietly. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“I take it things at MyRoots didn’t go too well,” Rick says when we walk into the bullpen.

			“What makes you say that?” Astra asks. 

			“Blake looks like she’s about to bite through steel,” he replies.

			“You’re good,” Astra says.

			“Nice of you to finally admit it,” he replies with a grin. 

			Ignoring them, I walk over to the murder board and stare at it, searching for some bit of inspiration. Searching for… something. Anything. All I can hear, though, is that damned tick-tick-tick of that clock in my head, telling me once again that time is running out.

			“Where are Mo and Paige?” I ask. 

			“Still up at Cedarview,” Nina says. “They checked in about an hour ago and said they weren’t getting anywhere, so it would be best to keep our expectations managed.” 

			“Wonderful,” I mutter as I turn around. “What about you guys? Did you dig up anything?”

			Rick and Nina glance at each other and grimace, wearing matching expressions of trepidation. I know the look on their faces. They’ve got bad news and are trying to decide who gets to break it to me. My face warms, and I feel my blood pressure rising. It’s not that they’re reluctant to break the bad news to me. In their place, I’d probably be just as nervous to deliver bad news given how unpredictably snappish I’ve been lately. It’s that we keep running into dead ends—that’s what’s driving me into hypertension.

			This is part of the job. Not every lead is going to work out. I know this. In fact, it’s something I counseled Paige on not too long ago. Eventually, though, we usually stumble onto the right path and find our way to the end of the case. Right now, though, I’m just not seeing it. We’re wandering around in the darkness, and I have no idea where the light is or how to find it. 

			“Somebody tell me something,” I say. 

			“Well, we got the DNA results back for Valerie Neely,” Nina says. “As we were all kind of expecting, there were no hits in their system.” 

			“Right, okay. That’s disappointing, but not a huge surprise. It’s why we’re also trying to get that information straight from her,” I reply. “What else do we have?”

			Rick frowns, then looks to Nina as if silently asking her to take the hit. She gives him a withering stare that seems to tell him it’s his turn to face the music, so he turns back to me with a sheepish, almost fearful expression on his face. 

			“Boss, I’ve used every trick I know to find any other children this woman might have had, and I’ve come up empty. And when I say every trick I know, I mean every trick I know. There is nothing left in my playbook—shady, legit, or otherwise,” he says. 

			I swallow down the frustrated growl that rises in my throat. If Rick and Nina say they can’t find anything, then there isn’t anything to be found. I run my fingers through my hair and close my eyes, trying to tamp down the anger that’s swelling inside me.

			This case has been nothing but dead end after dead end. We can’t find a solid lead that will take us anywhere on our own. Worse than that, we can’t get anybody to help us. This has never happened before in my entire career. Not once. The combined lack of nothing is driving me up a wall. And the worst thing about it is that aside from the ticking of that clock in my head, all I can hear is that smarmy, condescending tone in Eurus’s voice as he mocked me. 

			“What are you thinking, Blake?” Astra asks. 

			A bitter chuckle bursts from my mouth. “I don’t think you want to hear what’s going through my mind right now.” 

			The emotional pendulum inside me continues to swing wildly, and I go from feeling stable, in control, and having a plan, to feeling lost, having no idea what I’m doing, and fighting the urge to give in to the black rage that’s swirling around in my belly. To say this has been a wild ride so far would be an understatement. But my desperation to catch Eurus, to finally take him down for good, is driving my determination. It’s also driving me toward making bad decisions. With this case, though, I’m finding there oftentimes are no good decisions to be had.

			I look around the room and see all the faces looking back at me to lead them—to come up with the answers. And not having any to give them feels like a thousand-pound weight pressing down on me. It’s suffocating me. Adrenaline, unleashed by the feeling of desperation that’s gripping me, sends me hurtling toward the edge of a bad decision. I can see it coming—know I’m about to do something stupid—but I can’t stop myself.

			“Blake, I don’t like that look on your face,” Astra says. 

			“Okay, since we can’t catch a break, we need to make one of our own,” I say. 

			“Ordinarily, I’d agree with you. But that look on your face is kind of freaking me out,” Astra asks slowly. “What are you suggesting?” 

			“Rick, Nina, I want you to hack the MyRoots database,” I say. “I want the familial matches for Wendell Kelly that are marked private.” 

			Rick and Nina exchange a look, then both turn to Astra. 

			“Boss, are you sure you want to do that?” Rick asks. 

			“If I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that, those words wouldn’t have come out of my mouth,” I snap. “Can you do it? Can you hack the database? Or do I need to call somebody else?” 

			“Well… yeah… I can do it. I mean… but… isn’t that illegal?” Rick asks. 

			“Blake, you can’t be serious,” Astra says. 

			“If Tomlinson isn’t going to do the right thing and help by giving us what we need to catch this monster, we’re going to take it,” I say firmly. “Guys, I gave you an order. Get to it. Crack that database and get us what we need. Now.” 

			Rick and Nina hesitate for a moment, then turn to their computers and start working. Astra steps up beside me, an incredulous look on her face. 

			“Hold that, guys,” Astra states firmly, holding her hand up to stop them. “We’re not going to do that.” 

			“Yes. We are. I just gave them the order to do it.”

			“And I’m telling them not to.” 

			“Last I checked, I’m the Unit Chief. I’m the one who gives orders,” I growl. 

			“And I’m the one who’s supposed to rein in your worst impulses… like giving illegal orders. We can’t crack that database without a warrant, Blake. You know that,” Astra snaps back. 

			“The hell we can’t.” 

			“Blake, take a moment and think about this.”

			“I’m done thinking about it,” I say. “We need to act. We need to find something that will lead us to this guy, Astra. I’m sick of him being two steps ahead of us. I’m sick of seeing young women dead, their whole lives stolen from them. I’m sick—”  

			“This isn’t the way to do it, Blake. This isn’t the way to get him.” 

			The room is silent and is crackling with tension as I glare balefully at Astra. Deep down, I know she’s right. Everything in me is screaming to stop, to listen to Astra, and to not do something stupid. That one voice, though—the voice of desperation and rage—is telling me to carry on. 

			“Blake, listen to me. Let’s say we have them hack the database, and we end up getting something we can use. Let’s say it leads us to Eurus—and let’s be real, that’s a pretty big ‘if,’” Astra says. “Even if we take him down, his lawyer will have a field day getting the case thrown out because the search that led us to him was done illegally. Eurus will walk. Do you want that, Blake? Do you want him to walk and keep on killing? Because let me just say, if you go through with this plan and Eurus walks because of it, anybody he kills after this will be on you. That blood will be on your hands.” 

			Putting my hands on my hips, I pace the bullpen, doing my best to get my emotions under control, trying to get the logic centers in my brain to sync up and rein me in again. Astra is talking sense. Good sense. But that whispering voice in my heart keeps telling me to keep going—telling me that Eurus needs to be taken down by any means necessary. 

			Those conflicting views are clashing in my mind; the desperation I feel to find this man is making me irrational and pushing me to my limits. It’s leading me to want to cross lines I never thought I’d even approach. I’m standing on the edge right now, and know that I can go one of two ways: doing things the right way or doing things the wrong way and potentially compromising our entire case. It will render any prosecution against Eurus a nonstarter and, as Astra said, leave him free to keep killing. And she’s right—that will be my fault. 

			“Blake?” Astra asks gently. 

			I give myself a small shake and look up at her. “I have to go.” 

			Without waiting for a response, I grab my things and bolt from the bullpen, needing to get away to clear my head. I’m flirting with disaster because of the intense desperation I feel to catch Eurus. I need to take a step back and get my head on straight. I need to figure out if Ayad was right from the start about being too close to this case and whether the smart decision is to reassign it to somebody who can be more objective and levelheaded. 

			Because I clearly can’t be trusted to be those things.  
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			Parking Structure D2, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			After parking in my usual spot, I sit behind the wheel and let out a long, steadying breath, doing my best to clear my head. I’m also giving myself another moment to decide if this is what I really want to do. It’s not what I want to do, but after a long night of scotch, jazz music, and reflection, I realize this is what I have to do. It’s the responsible thing to do. As a leader, it’s my job—my duty—to make the difficult decisions. And in this instance, the tough, but right call to make, is to step down as the lead investigator on this case. 

			I’m not pulling my team off the hunt for Eurus—and I will still be involved. But I’ve decided that Astra should be running point. Of the two of us, she’s the only one who seems to have a clear head and the ability to make the right decisions. She should be leading the team this time out, and I’ll lend my support in whatever way I can. It’s not easy for me to cede control of a case—I’m used to being the one in charge—but I know it’s for the best. It gives us the best chance of catching Eurus and bringing him to justice once and for all. 

			The decision made, I give myself a small nod, then grab my bag and get out of my car. The first order of business will be apologizing to my team for acting like a lunatic yesterday and then I’ll tell Astra she’s taking point. The alarm chirps twice as I push the button on my key fob, and when I turn around, I pull up short, startled, at the sight of the figure that shows up. My heart stutters, and a small gasp bursts from my throat.

			“Jesus, Boyle,” I say. “What the hell?” 

			“Sorry, I wanted to talk to you before we headed into the shop.” 

			I give her a strange look. “Were you staking out the parking lot waiting for me?” 

			“Well, I… yeah, I was,” she admits. 

			“Okay, I’ll pretend that isn’t creepy.”

			“It’s not as weird as it sounds. I promise,” she says. 

			“I guess I’ll be the judge of that,” I reply. “What did you want to talk about?” 

			She shifts on her feet and grimaces like she’s holding something sour in her mouth. Paige takes a moment, as if she’s trying to come to a decision of her own. She raises her eyes to mine again, and I can see that whatever it is she was debating, she’s decided. 

			“I heard what happened before Mo and I got back yesterday—” 

			“Of course, you did.” 

			“It wasn’t like, anything bad, Chief,” she says. “Everybody was just worried about you. Nobody’s ever seen you as stressed out as you’ve been since… well… since what happened to Lucas. They’re worried you’re taking too much on your own shoulders.” 

			I arch an eyebrow as I look at her. “So, that’s what you’re stalking me for? To give me a therapy session before we head in?”

			“No, not at all. I’m not much for givin’ advice.” 

			“Probably because you don’t take it all that well.” 

			A smirk crosses her lips. “Probably.”

			“So? Why are you stalking me then?” 

			The smirk fades from her lips, and she stands up a little straighter. I can tell she doesn’t feel super comfortable with whatever she’s about to say, but there’s a gleam of determination in her eyes I recognize immediately. She knows she’s about to make a questionable decision but that she wants to close this case badly enough to roll with it. Suffice it to say, my curiosity is piqued. 

			“What would you say if I told you I think we can get a warrant that will allow us to get into the database at MyRoots?” she asks. 

			“It’s a nice thought, but we don’t have enough probable cause. No judge in the world would sign off on one for us.” 

			“But what if I told you I think I can get us one?” 

			“And how would you do that?” 

			“I have some… connections.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “Connections, huh?”

			She nods. “Do you want the warrant?”  

			“I do. I very much do.” 

			“Then you drive,” she says. 

			I stare at her for a long moment, considering her offer and weighing out the pros and cons of letting her use her connections. The concern, of course, is that by letting her do this, I’ll be steering us across that line I almost crossed yesterday—the entire reason I’m supposed to be in the shop relinquishing control right now. But then, I reason, no judge would cross the line I almost did. If a judge signs off on a warrant, there’s no line crossed. It’s legal. 

			“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”
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			“So, how do you know Judge Sanders?” I ask. 

			“He’s an old college friend of my dad’s,” Paige replies. “I grew up with him. He’s pretty much a part of the family.” 

			I’d done my homework on Paige before she joined my team. I know her father is a defense attorney of some renown somewhere in Georgia and that her mother is a highly successful child psychologist. She comes from a family with money and prestige. That much I know. What I didn’t know is that her family has connections. I never would have guessed that Paige has the juice to wrangle us a warrant—when by all rights, we probably shouldn’t be able to get one. 

			Paige is very tight-lipped about her family and her upbringing. She declines to talk about her family or deflects the conversation whenever anybody brings it up. Now, I can kind of see why. Given that she comes from a family with deep pockets and deeper connections, I’m sure she doesn’t want people to think she hasn’t earned what she has… that she’s getting by on her family’s name, rather than on her merits. I understand that completely. 

			“I can’t guarantee he’s going to give us a warrant,” she explains. “But he’s as good a shot at getting one as we’re going to get.” 

			“Understood. And I won’t hold it against you if he shoots us down. Frankly, that’s what I’m expecting. But I want you to know I appreciate you trying to get this. I can tell you’re not comfortable with it,” I reply. 

			“I’m not. But probably not for the reasons you think. It’s not that I think we’re going to be breaking the rules. We’ll be pushing them—and you’ve always told me pushing the boundaries is necessary to do this job,” she says.

			“Absolutely true.” 

			“Right, so we’ll be pushing them, but we won’t be breaking them since it’s up to him to sign the warrant or not. The only bit of it all I’m not comfortable with is asking for this favor from a family friend. It kind of makes me feel like I’m taking advantage of or exploiting personal connections for my benefit,” she explains.

			“That’s one hundred percent understandable. And if you’d rather not go down this path, that’s fine too,” I say. 

			“Can we get Eurus any other way?” she asks.

			I shrug. “I’m sure we’ll find a way eventually,” I tell her. “But truthfully, it will be a hell of a lot tougher without the information potentially in that database.” 

			“Then we need a warrant. And I’ll do whatever it takes to try and save lives.”

			“Paige, before we go in there, you should also keep in mind that it’s possible Eurus isn’t among those familial matches. We may not find what we’re looking for in the database,” I tell her. “This is all a bit of a fishing expedition.” 

			She gives me a look as we stop just outside a door. On the right is a nameplate that bears the name of Judge Sherman Sanders. She knocks firmly on it.

			“Are you sure?” I ask.

			“I’m positive.” 

			Good thing she is, because a moment later, the door opens, and we find ourselves staring into the face of the judge himself. The second he sees Paige, his face lights up. He’s not an exceptionally tall man and carries a bit of a paunch around the middle. With his white hair, beard, and sparkling blue eyes, he’s always reminded me a bit of Richard Attenborough in Jurassic Park. He’s incredibly sharp, though, and is widely regarded as having one of the finest legal minds in the country. I’ve never encountered anything that would make me doubt that. 

			“Paige, my girl,” he says in his deep, booming voice. “Lovely to see you!”

			He reaches out and pulls her toward him, wrapping her in an enthusiastic embrace. This is not the man I’m used to seeing. It’s strange. It’s kind of like when you were a kid and saw your teachers out in public. You sometimes forget they’re normal people, too, and when you see them being normal people, it can be jarring.

			I’ve appeared in Sanders’s courtroom a few times over the years, and he always seems to be wearing a scowl on his face when he sits on the bench. He’s got a reputation as being incredibly tough, but fair, and that’s always been my experience with him. He doesn’t take crap from anybody and will never hesitate to call it out on either side of the aisle. 

			“How are you doing, Uncle Sherm?” Paige asks when the judge releases her. 

			“Oh, a bit of this and that. The knees aren’t what they used to be. But you look great, my dear! You know, I was just telling your father that I hadn’t seen you since you got the Seattle posting.”

			“I know. I’ve been trying to make the time to stop in for a visit,” she says. “I’ve been pretty busy.”

			“Well, of course you are. I’m hearing great things about all the important work you’re doing. But don’t forget to take time to take a breath. That’s important, too.” 

			She nods and offers him a warm smile. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. You’re always right, Uncle Sherm.” 

			“Well, not always, but most of the time,” he says with a wink, then turns and seems to see me for the first time and offers his hand. “Chief Wilder. It’s good to see you too. How is Paige here faring in your unit? Is she holding up her end of things?” 

			“She’s exceeding my expectations, sir,” I say. 

			Sanders beams at her like a proud father. “Of course, I expected nothing less, but that is good to hear.” 

			Paige shifts on her feet, and her ears are as bright red as her cheeks. She looks like an embarrassed schoolgirl and is clearly uncomfortable with the praise she’s receiving, and I have to stifle a laugh. 

			“So, I’m certain this isn’t a social call,” Sanders says. “What can I do for you?” 

			“Can we come in, Uncle Sherm?” Paige asks timidly. “We need to talk… and I might need to ask you for a favor.” 

			He raises his eyebrows and looks at her. “A favor. I’m intrigued. Please, come in.” 

			Sanders steps aside and allows us to enter his private office, then closes the door behind us. Like the man himself, everything is well put together, organized, tidy, and efficient. The walls are lined with shelves that are filled with law books and pictures of the judge with various dignitaries from the legal world. Everything is done in dark wood and carries a sense of gravitas. The chair behind his desk squeaks as he drops down into it and motions for us to take the pair of plush chairs in front of his desk. 

			“So, let’s cut to the chase,” he says. “What sort of favor do you need?” 

			“We need a warrant, Uncle Sherm.” 

			“A warrant for what exactly?” 

			“It’s narrow in scope, but we need shielded information in the database of a genealogy company. All we need are the familial matches for one user,” she explains. 

			His eyes cut over to me, then back to Paige. “You’re going to need to explain what’s going on.” 

			We take turns updating Sanders on the investigation, giving him every gruesome bit of detail we can stuff into the narrative we’re laying out for him. Although fair and neutral when presiding over a case, the judge’s personal views are well known—to put it shortly, he has no love for criminals. As we talk, though, I’m watching his face closely. He shows little to no emotion, but the corners of his mouth pull down in a frown, and I have the sinking feeling we’re not convincing him to sign off on our warrant. 

			“So,” he says when we finish our tale, “what you want is for me to sign off on a warrant so you can go on a fishing expedition.” 

			“It’s not exactly a fishing expedition,” I say. “It’s a very narrow target and—” 

			He waves me off and turns to Paige. “And you thought you could use our relationship to get something nobody else is going to give you.” 

			“To be fair, we haven’t spoken with anybody else,” she says. 

			Sanders chuckles. “You split hairs like a lawyer. Your father has rubbed off on you.” 

			“You’re right though. I thought you’d be more amenable to signing off on this. But I only came to you because you’re the only judge I know well,” Paige pleads. “And I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think this was important. Innocent lives are at stake, Uncle Sherm. We just had another victim the other day—a girl not much younger than I am—”

			“Yes, I read about that. Awful thing.” 

			“Exactly. And we’re trying to put a stop to it,” she argues. “This man has killed a lot of people, and we’re certain he is Alvin Perry’s son. We need to get the names of those familial matches that MyRoots won’t turn over to us. I can’t stress enough that this is literally a matter of life and death.” 

			Sanders sits back in his chair and steeples his fingers, a thoughtful look on his face. And suddenly, a spark of hope blossoms in my chest. He actually seems to be considering our request. After a couple of minutes, he leans forward again, his gaze passing from Paige to me and back again. 

			“The evidence you have is thin. Wafer thin,” he says. “But… I’m going to sign off on the warrant. It’ll be very narrow in scope, mind you. Limited to just what you’re seeking. You can go fishing, but I’m not giving you the entire ocean to do it in.” 

			Paige lets out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Uncle Sherm. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.” 

			“Don’t thank me, kiddo. Just get this guy,” he says. “Also, I can’t promise you this warrant is going to hold up against scrutiny. Some fancy defense lawyer—like your father perhaps—might get creative enough to challenge the basis for the warrant. And if it gets tossed…” 

			He lets his statement trail off, but he doesn’t need to finish it. If it gets tossed, everything we’re about to go collect gets tossed along with it. We need to ensure we give a judge no reason to question the basis of our warrant or toss it. Which means, we need to be airtight in every other way and get a confession out of him. 

			“Good luck, Agents,” Sanders says.  
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			MyRoots.com Corporate Offices, South Lake Union District; Seattle, WA

			Like a general at the head of her conquering army, I march my raid team, twenty strong and all in FBI hats and windbreakers, through the front doors and into Landon Tomlinson’s corporate offices. The minute we storm into the lobby, the music cuts out, and all activity ceases as everybody stops what they’re doing and turns to us. It’s suddenly so silent, you can hear a pin drop. Yeah, it’s probably dramatic and more than a little bit overkill, but I wanted to make a statement. 

			The receptionist January comes out, and like the rest of the employees, looks at me with wide eyes and a strange look on her face. No doubt, though, she must think it’s pretty cool to be on hand for an FBI raid. My team swoops in, ordering everybody away from their computers and to assemble outside in the parking lot. Looking shell-shocked and confused, Landon’s employees shuffle out of the building, whispering excitedly to one another. 

			“January, can you have Lando come downstairs please?” I ask sweetly. 

			But she doesn’t need to call because Tomlinson is already flying down the staircases looking absolutely panicked. He rushes over to us and comes to a sudden stop, red-faced and out of breath. Tomlinson takes a moment to collect himself. 

			“What in the hell is going on here?” he exclaims. 

			I give him a smile. “It’s time to do the right thing, Mr. Tomlinson.” 

			“What are you talking about?” he huffs.

			He turns and seems to notice the agents swarming through his offices. It’s all for show. The agents are boxing things up like it’s a full-scale raid, but Astra had already told them to only take inconsequential things. We don’t actually have to seize anything since we’ve got our techs on hand who will execute the warrant. It’s a performance meant to rattle Tomlinson, which, judging by how quickly his face goes from red to pale, seems to be working. Petty Blake has made her triumphant return. 

			My pettiness isn’t without a purpose though… at least, not this time. Knowing how image-conscious Tomlinson is and how desperately he wants to maintain his reputation, I’m providing him some cover. The last time we spoke with him, I could see that he wanted to do the right thing. But my guess was that his concerns over being seen working with us led him to toss us out.

			By raiding his offices very loudly and very publicly, it feeds into Tomlinson’s image. It lets him perpetuate the idea that he is a victim—that we’re not giving him any choice and are forcing him to cooperate with us. All the while, it allows him to ease his conscience by doing the right thing and allowing us to take what we need. It’s a win-win as far as I’m concerned. 

			“Hey, get away from those desks,” he shouts. “Get out of here!” 

			“Where is your server room, Mr. Tomlinson?” I ask. 

			“I don’t have to tell you that,” he growls. 

			“Actually, you do,” I reply, then turn to Astra. “Care to fill him in, Boss?” 

			Astra grins, then presents the warrant with a flourish. “We have a search warrant that gives us access to your servers.” 

			“The hell you will,” he growls.

			Astra stuffs the copy of the warrant in his hand and fixes him with a cold glare. “Where is your server room, Lando?” she growls, putting emphasis on his name.

			“I don’t have to tell you that,” he huffs. 

			“That warrant says otherwise,” Astra replies. “Now, allow my tech access to your server room, or I will haul you in for obstruction of justice.” 

			His face bright red, Tomlinson huffs and puffs as he gapes at Astra. It’s obvious he’s been caught completely flat-footed by our raid, and probably having never been on the wrong side of the law before, he doesn’t quite know what to do. 

			“January!” he yells. “January, get over here! And get Trevor on the phone!” 

			“Mr. Tomlinson,” Astra says evenly. “Please give my tech access to your server room, or I will put the cuffs on you myself right here and right now.” 

			He holds a finger up. “Just you wait a minute, lady—”

			“That’s Supervisory Special Agent Russo,” Astra says. “And I’m going to give you to the count of ten before I arrest you.” 

			“Trevor’s my lawyer. I’ll have him file an… injunction or something,” Tomlinson stammers. “This is proprietary information, and you can’t just waltz in here and—” 

			“I’m afraid I can. I have a legal warrant signed by a judge. By all means, call your lawyer. But I’m sure he’ll tell you the same thing I’m telling you—we have every right to be here and take what is outlined in the warrant,” Astra tells him. “You have five seconds left. Comply with the warrant or be walked out of here in cuffs.” 

			January hustles over with a cell phone in her hand and an expression of concern on her face. “I’ve got Trevor on the line, Lando.” 

			“Four,” Astra says. 

			“Wait,” he snaps. “Just wait a second.” 

			He snatches the phone from January and quickly explains what’s happening to his lawyer on the other end of the line. Astra stares at him coldly, crossing her arms over her chest and pointedly tapping her foot on the ground. Tomlinson’s face blanches, and he frowns, obviously not hearing what he expected to hear from his lawyer. I notice that although he’s making an argument, it’s without a lot of force or passion behind it, leading me to believe my assumption about him putting up a token fight while secretly wanting to do the right thing is correct.

			His show of defiance over, Tomlinson disconnects the call and hands the phone back to January, then waves her away. The girl turns and walks briskly away, heading for the front doors to join her coworkers. Tomlinson smooths down his hair and clears his throat, doing his best to put on an unperturbed expression… and failing. 

			“So, are we going down to the server room, or are we walking you out of here in cuffs?” Asra asks.

			“My lawyer has advised me to cooperate with you and said we will seek redress against these strong-arm, jackboot, authoritarian actions later,” he says. 

			“You do that,” Astra says. “Now, let’s go to the server room, shall we?” 

			“And you might want to stop overplaying your hand, Lando,” I say. “Your cover is intact.” 

			He sniffs and casts a weak look of indignity my way as if he doesn’t have the faintest idea what I’m talking about. I can see in his eyes, though, that he does. 

			“Follow me, please,” he says tersely. 

			As the raid team continues putting on their show, Tomlinson turns and leads Astra, Nina, and me through a door set in the wall to our right. We descend a flight of stairs that takes us down to a short hallway that ends in a smoked glass and steel door. He slips his key card into a reader in the wall to his left, and a moment later, it beeps, and the screen turns green. There’s a soft buzz and a quiet click. Tomlinson reaches out and grabs the long, vertical handle and pulls the door open, then motions for us to step inside. 

			The room is rectangular, about a football field long, made entirely of concrete cinderblocks, and cast in the soft blue neon lights that line the tops of all four walls. Two rows of servers—ten in each row—run down the center of the room, and to our left are three desks with computer terminals sitting atop each. The workstations are currently unmanned, and the room is empty, but a soft, electric hum vibrates the air around us. The entire setup is very sleek, futuristic, and reminds me of something you’d see in a science fiction movie.

			“You can use one of those stations,” Tomlinson says. 

			Down here, away from the eyes of his employees, he seems more relaxed and cooperative, further confirming my theory. Nina walks over and drops down into the chair at the workstation closest to us. She puts on her glasses, sets up her laptop, and connects it to the computers in front of her, then sets to work. Tomlinson folds his arms over his chest as he watches, and although he is maintaining a look of simmering anger, I don’t see any real heat behind it. He’s simply trying to keep that façade up and stay in character. That’s fine. I get that. 

			“Nina, be careful that you stay within the scope of the warrant,” Astra says. “We don’t want to give Mr. Tomlinson’s attorney a coronary.” 

			“Or a reason to complain,” I add. 

			“Shouldn’t take too long to get what we need,” Nina says. 

			“Good. The sooner you’re out of here, the better,” Tomlinson gripes. 

			“If it’s any consolation, we feel the same way,” Astra says. 

			Her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth, and a look of concentration on her face, Nina’s fingers fly over the keyboard on her laptop. Tomlinson is scrolling on his phone, then taps out what I assume is a Tweet complaining about the unfair treatment Big Brother is forcing him to endure. He sees me watching him and turns the screen of his phone away. It draws a soft laugh from me; otherwise, we wait in silence for a few minutes until Nina disconnects her laptop and slips it back into her bag before turning to us. 

			“Got what we need,” she says.

			“See?” I say brightly. “That wasn’t so hard, now, was it?” 

			Tomlinson rolls his eyes. “Are you people done stealing private information? Or do you want my blood? Perhaps you’d like to give me a cavity search while you’re at it?” 

			“Tempting offer, but we’re going to have to pass. We wouldn’t want to make your weekend plans feel redundant,” I say. 

			His cheeks flush, and he pulls a face and looks like he’s about to deliver some witty retort, but Astra cuts him off. 

			“We’ll get out of your hair now, Mr. Tomlinson,” Astra says, then turns to me. “Let’s roll.” 

			“Gladly. Don’t worry, Lando, we can find our own way out.” 

			Tomlinson stays put while we head out of the server room. By the time we get upstairs, the rest of the raid team has already finished up and is heading out to the cars in the parking lot. As we follow them, Astra tells the employees the scene is clear and they can resume their day. We get to our vehicle, and I climb into the passenger seat as Astra slides behind the wheel, then turns and looks at me with a wide grin on her face. 

			“I kind of like being the boss,” she says.

			“I kind of like it too,” I reply. “It’s nice not having anything to do other than sit back and make pithy, sarcastic remarks.” 

			“We should do this more often.” 

			“I don’t like it that much,” I say, and we share a laugh. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“Okay, let’s see what kind of goodies our treasure hunt yielded,” I say. 

			Perched on the corner of my workstation in the bullpen, I watch as Rick and Nina work on their computers, compiling and analyzing the data we took from Tomlinson’s servers. Mo and Paige are out in the field, and without them here, the bullpen feels a bit empty; it’s quieter than I’m used to. Despite being a drab and functional governmental office, our shop just seems warmer and more complete with everybody here. And you can feel the absence when they’re not. 

			As we wait, I turn to Astra and give her a smile. “You’re doing great as the lead.”

			“I don’t feel like I’ve done much.” 

			“You have,” I tell her. “You’re keeping the team together and focused. I know firsthand just how difficult that can be, and you’re doing a hell of a lot better job than I was doing. So, thank you for giving me the kick in the butt I needed. Stepping back is helping me regain some perspective, which is something I sorely needed.” 

			“You know me. I’m always happy to kick you in the butt,” she says. 

			We share another laugh, but then I give her a serious look. “Any time you want a team of your own, just say the word, and I’ll get the ball rolling. You’re a natural leader, and the last thing I want to do is hold you back.” 

			“Maybe one day. But not for a long time,” she says. “I love this team. I love being part of this team. It just feels like family to me, and this bullpen feels like home. I don’t know that I’m ready to give that up just yet.” 

			“I was just thinking the same thing,” I reply. 

			“Great minds do tend to think alike, so they say.” 

			“I’m serious though. I want to see you go as high and far as I know you’re capable of,” I tell her. “So, when you’re ready to stretch your wings, even though it will kill me, I’m going to be behind you one hundred percent.” 

			“Thank you, Blake. It means a lot.” 

			The doors to the bullpen open as Mo and Paige walk in. While we were carrying out the raid at MyRoots, they were up at Cedarview taking one last run at Valerie Neely. They set their things and the remnants of their fast-food lunches down at their workstations, then take a seat. 

			“So? How’d things go with Neely?” Astra asks. 

			Mo takes a sip from her soda, then sets the cup down. “Even if that woman hadn’t been doped to the gills by those doctors, I’m not entirely sure she’s altogether there anyway.” 

			Paige pops a fry into her mouth and shakes her head. “She’s really goin’ through it, and has been for a long time,” she says. “I mean, it’s like y’all were saying, there are moments of lucidity, but they’re fleeting. At best.” 

			“We’re not going to get anything from her, I’m afraid. Nothing definitive and nothing we can verify,” Mo says. 

			“I can’t prove it, of course, but I’m of the opinion that Wendell Kelly is her only child by Alvin Perry. That he’s her only child, period,” Paige adds. “In those moments of lucidity, she said enough that it made me think there is no other child out there.” 

			I nod. That lines up with where my thinking was going regarding Valerie Neely. It’s unfortunate we can’t get confirmation of that, but given the circumstances, we have no choice but to move on and find another way to get what we need.

			“How did Lando handle being raided?” Mo asks. 

			“About as well as we expected,” Astra says. “A lot of bluster, a lot of huffing and puffing, but he gave us what we needed.” 

			“Let’s hope it’s actually what we need anyway,” I add. 

			“Okay, so, we’ve got a mixed bag,” Rick announces. 

			“Mixed bag?” I ask. 

			“It means we’ve got the names of two familial matches and one that was kept anonymous. So, a mixed bag,” Nina explains. 

			“How is that possible? I thought you had to provide a name to use the service,” Astra asks. 

			“MyRoots has a feature that allows users to upload their DNA profile anonymously,” Nina says. “It allows the user to see if they have matches in the system before they plunk down the hundred and fifty bucks the site charges to get the names of those matches. It’s so people don’t spend that kind of money only to find out they have no relatives in the system.” 

			“But if we assume our anonymous user is Alvin Perry’s kid, and he was using the site to find out who his dad was, how did he find out without paying the subscription fee?” Astra asks. 

			“Nina, how old is the anonymous DNA profile in the system?” I ask.

			“It’s old. Several years old,” she answers. 

			“What if Eurus uploaded his DNA profile to the system but found out Alvin Perry was his father some other way?” I muse. “What if, say, his mother told him, or he found a picture, or what have you? What if he found out before paying the subscription fee, and when he found out what he wanted to know, he just never went back to the site?”

			“That would make a lot of sense,” Astra says. 

			“It makes a lot of sense, and it also kind of screws us at the same time,” I say. “It leaves us no better off than we were before.” 

			“Well, not necessarily,” Paige jumps in. “We now know that Wendell Kelly has three familial matches, which means that Alvin Perry has four children running around out there. We know the names of three of them. Wendell presumably isn’t our guy, but we still need to check out the other two.” 

			Paige continues to impress me with her ability to think and process very quickly. I’ve been so focused on the things we don’t know that I’m ignoring the things we do. There’s every possibility in the world that our anonymous user is nobody of any consequence while one of the two names we do have in hand could be a brutal murderer.

			“She’s right. That’s an excellent point,” I say. “What are the two names we know, and what do we know about them?”

			The room falls silent as everybody turns to me, then to Astra—the same mischievous expressions on all their faces, which makes me laugh. I turn to Astra and give her a shrug. 

			“Sorry, Boss,” I say. “I didn’t mean to overstep.” 

			Astra rolls her eyes but laughs with us anyway. “You guys are ridiculous. Fine. What are the two names we know, and what do we know about them?”

			“Okay, bachelor number one is Micah Connor,” Rick says in a cheesy game show host voice as he puts the man’s DMV photo up on the screens. “He is thirty-four years old and a lifelong resident of the beautiful Pacific Northwest. He graduated with an advanced degree in accounting from Washington State and currently owns and operates his own accounting firm. He has no criminal history, is married, has two children—a boy and a girl—and he enjoys bubble baths, trashy romance novels, and long walks on the beach.”

			I study the photo, studying the man’s eyes closely. He’s completely bald but has a dark goatee and light, hazel-colored eyes. His stats list him as being five-ten and two-sixty, meaning he’s a bulky man. That also means he’s probably got the strength to carry lighter bodies like those of Tammy McBride to where we found her. And having spent his entire life in Seattle, he’s likely got the knowledge of the area we profiled Eurus as having. 

			As I look at his picture, though, I’m not getting the hit I usually get when confronted with evil. He ticks a lot of the boxes we’ve profiled Eurus as having, but my gut is telling me this isn’t our guy. I just don’t see that darkness in his eyes I see in most killers. 

			“What about our second match?” Astra asks. 

			“Bachelor number two is Robert Watters, also a lifelong resident of the Emerald City,” Rick goes on in his game show host voice. “A graduate of the University of Washington with a JD from Stanford, Watters began in the public defender’s office before hanging out his own shingle where he’s had a solid, though undistinguished, career as a defense attorney. He has one current parking citation, makes low six figures a year, loves puppies, and long, late night talks on the phone.”

			Watters’s photo pops up alongside the picture of Connor, and I can immediately see the similarities in their facial structures and eye color. Watters, though, has a full head of sandy-brown hair and looks to be lean and athletic, looking more like Wendell Kelly in that regard. But like Connor, I don’t get a serial killer hit off his picture. His eyes hold mysteries, and he’s a man who has secrets—that much I can tell. Like Connor, he ticks off some of the same boxes on our profile of Eurus. But also, like Connor, I don’t get the sense that this is our guy. 

			“What do you think?” Astra asks me. 

			I shrug. “I think we need to talk to these guys.” 

			“But you don’t think either one of them is our guy?” 

			“My gut says no. But I’m still a bit gun-shy about trusting my gut,” I reply. “So, the better and only relevant question right now is, what do you think?”

			Astra looks at the pictures on the screen, and I can see the wheels in her head turning as she comes up with her game plan. I can tell she’s not convinced that either of these guys is Eurus either, and wasting time talking to them is taking time away from the investigation that could be better spent elsewhere… not that we have any other leads to follow right now. Like any good investigator, though, Astra knows that we have to dot every I and cross every T. It’s simply a matter of finding some balance and using our time efficiently. 

			“Okay, Mo and Paige, I want you two to go talk to Watters,” she says. “Press him about Perry. Find out if he had any contact with his father before his death and really pay attention to all his nonverbal cues and body language. And if you can get inside his house, I want you guys to make note of everything in there. Get a sense of the place, which will give you a better sense of him.” 

			“On it,” Mo says. 

			“Blake, we’re going to have a conversation with Connor,” Astra says. 

			“I thought we might. I’m all for it.” 

			“You guys, be careful. I don’t think it’s likely, but there is a possibility that Watters is Eurus, which would make him unpredictable and dangerous,” Astra says. “Stay alert, on your toes, and watch each other’s backs out there. Do not hesitate to call for backup if it’s needed.”

			“Copy that,” Paige says. 

			Astra gives everyone a determined look. “Okay, I’ve always wanted to say this… let’s roll, team!” 
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			Residence of Micah Connor, Beacon Hill District; Seattle, WA

			Micah Connor lives on a nice, tree-lined, upper-middle-class street that’s quiet and well-maintained. His house is a two-story Colonial made of brick and white clapboard that’s trimmed with dark green. The shutters flanking the windows are the same shade of green, and everything looks fresh and clean. Two small bikes sit in the front yard, and a rope swing hangs from the low branch in the front corner of the yard. 

			Connor himself is in the driveway, hunched over the fender of an old Chevy Camaro, working on the engine. Astra and I sit in the SUV across the street watching him. 

			“Is the love of old muscle cars a genetic trait or something?” Astra asks. “Wendell Kelly was restoring a Mustang of his own.”

			“Makes sense. I mean, Perry himself was pretty handy. I guess maybe that sort of stuff gets passed down,” I offer. “I remember seeing his garage after we took him down, and he had an old muscle car in his own garage that he’d restored too.” 

			“That’s kind of weird that they’d all be into restoring old cars.” 

			“One never knows what gets passed through our genes,” I say. 

			“Apparently not,” Astra replies. “Come on. Let’s go have a chat with him.”

			“Sure thing, Boss.”

			“And stop calling me that.”

			“You got it, Boss,” I say with a grin.

			She sighs heavily and rolls her eyes. “You’re not nearly as funny as you think.” 

			“What are you talking about? I’m hilarious.” 

			“Uh-huh,” she replies as we slip out of the vehicle. 

			We walk across the street and up the driveway. A song by the Red Hot Chili Peppers is playing from a portable radio sitting on the ground beside the Camaro. As if he senses us approaching, Connor straightens up and turns. As he studies us, he picks up a rag and wipes the grease off his hands, his brow furrowed and his features etched with curiosity. 

			The DMV picture didn’t quite prepare me for how large and imposing of a man he actually is in person. Connor is a stocky man, but he looks strong and seems to have the same sort of athletic grace about him as an NFL offensive lineman. Even though he’s only an inch taller than me, he looks like he could pick Astra and me up and break us in half if the spirit moved him to do so. 

			A young boy, no more than six, with sandy blond hair and eyes the color of dark coffee, races out onto the porch and stares at us. His smile is wide, and he giggles. I return his smile and give him a wave, which makes him giggle even more. 

			“Why don’t you go check on your sister and grab yourself a cookie inside, Jackson,” Connor says, his voice surprisingly soft. 

			The boy frowns, looking disappointed, but then he smiles again and waves before doing as his father said. When the door closes behind him, the big man turns to us. 

			“Cute kid,” I say. 

			“Can I help you?” he asks. 

			We flash him our badges. His expression doesn’t change, and he looks unimpressed outwardly, but his eyes show me that he’s curious and perhaps a touch nervous. He keeps his composure, though, and doesn’t give himself away. 

			“Agents Russo and Wilder, FBI,” Astra introduces us. 

			“FBI, huh?” Connor replies. “And what can I do for the FBI?” 

			“We’re sorry to interrupt your afternoon, but we’re here to talk to you about Alvin Perry,” Astra tells him. 

			The corners of his eyes crinkle as a wry smile curls his lips. Connor strokes his goatee and remains silent for a long moment. 

			“And what can I tell you about Alvin Perry that you don’t already know?” he asks. 

			“For starters, you can tell us about your relationship with him,” Astra states. 

			“That’s simple enough. I didn’t have a relationship with him.” 

			“You never spoke with him? He never tried to contact you—nothing at all?” Astra asks, injecting a tone of skepticism into her words. 

			“Nothing at all,” he says. “The man wasn’t around when I was born, and nobody ever talked about my biological dad, so I didn’t either. Never knew anything about him. My mom married my stepdad when I was about eleven or twelve, and I just didn’t care to know by that point.” 

			“So, how did you find out Perry was your biological father?” Astra asks. 

			“By accident,” he says. “Steph—my wife—she bought me a subscription to that genealogy site—MyRoots. She thought it might be interesting to see if I had relatives in countries we want to take the kids to on vacation one day.”

			He pauses and looks down, his face clouding over with emotion. He rubs his hands on his rag vigorously, as if he’s trying to rub away the memories flashing through his mind. After a couple of beats, he lets out a heavy breath, stops rubbing his hands, and raises his eyes. 

			“When I found out who my biological father was, I locked down that account and haven’t been back on it since,” he says, his voice even softer. “Explaining to Steph that my biological father is a monster wasn’t easy.”

			“I can’t even imagine,” Astra offers. “And I’m sorry you had to do that.” 

			“Yeah. Thanks.” 

			“Mr. Connor, when you got your genealogical matches, you noticed that you have a couple of half-brothers, though, right?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, I saw.”

			“Did you ever contact them? Speak with them?” I ask.

			“Why would I do that?” he answers my question with a question. 

			I shrug. “We all look for familial connections, Mr. Connor.” 

			“I’ve got all the family I need right here,” he replies and gestures to the house. 

			“Mr. Connor, did you ever speak to your mom about it?” I press. “After you found out, did you ever talk to her about her relationship with Perry?” 

			His face darkens as he shakes his head. “No. I was young, but I knew enough to know that she wasn’t in a good way. She ran with bad people and did bad things. It doesn’t surprise me at all that a monster took advantage of her. I had no desire to dredge up the past and make her feel bad about it all over again.”

			He pauses for a moment to get himself back under control. Talking about his mother and all she went through obviously stirs deep emotions within him. It’s interesting that his relationship with his mother both parallels and, at the same time, seems to be the polar opposite of Wendell Kelly’s relationship with his. Wendell gave up on Valerie while Connor never gave up on his mom. I don’t know what it means—if anything at all—but it’s interesting to me, nonetheless. 

			“Anyway, my mom cleaned up her act eventually, and then she met Donald—that’s my stepdad,” he says. “She changed her life and has become much stronger. Somebody like Perry wouldn’t be able to get within a thousand yards of her today. She’s a good woman and a great mother. I’m proud of her.”

			“Sounds like you have good reason to be,” Astra says. 

			“I do.” 

			Astra looks at me for a moment, seemingly unsure where to go with this next. I don’t have the first clue. It doesn’t sound like it’s going anywhere and is the dead end I expected it to be. But then a strange look crosses Connor’s face, and it piques my curiosity.

			“What is it, Mr. Connor?” I ask. 

			“It’s just… a while back now, I had a guy stop me on the street. I got the feeling he’d been following me for a bit, and the whole situation just creeped me out,” he says.

			“Why is that?” I ask. 

			“Because he was asking a lot of questions about my father. Wanted to know if I’d ever seen or talked to him. Wanted to know if I spent time with him,” Connor said. “This guy talked a lot about legacy and the importance of family. I finally had to be pretty firm with the guy and tell him I wasn’t interested in talking to him and I wasn’t interested in talking about Alvin Perry. I told him I wanted nothing to do with any of that mess. He looked disappointed, but he left. I haven’t seen him since.” 

			Astra and I exchange a quick look, and I feel a jolt of adrenaline race through me. Astra pulls out her phone and calls up the DMV photo of Robert Watters then holds it up for Connor to see.

			“Was this the man you spoke with?” she asks.

			He shakes his head. “No, definitely not,” he says. “This guy… he was maybe six feet tall. Thin. Looked like he was in pretty good shape. He had blond hair and these really pale blue eyes. I remember that because I thought they were unsettling.” 

			My heart starts to beat a little harder, and my skin begins to tingle with excitement. I know the man he’s describing is Eurus. It has to be. This is the first solid description we’ve gotten. I know it’s not much since it’s a generic description and we have no way to find this animal yet, but right now, it feels like a bombshell. 

			“Do you happen to remember his name, Mr. Connor?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, I remember it because it was really weird, so it just kind of stuck in my head,” he says. “He said his name was Auguste Lupa. Weird, right?” 

			“Mr. Connor, this is all fantastic information,” Astra starts. “But did he happen to leave you a phone number? Tell you where he lives just in case you changed your mind and wanted to get in touch with him? Anything like that?”

			Connor shakes his head. “Nah. Nothing like that,” he says. “I was just so unsettled about the whole thing, I got out of there as quick as I could. Sorry.” 

			“No, that’s understandable,” Astra tells him. “I think anybody in your place would have done the same thing.” 

			“What’s this all about anyway?” he asks. 

			Astra pauses for a moment. Ordinarily, she would have made some pithy and sarcastic comments. As my number two, she could get away with it. But now, as the lead investigator and the face of our unit, she realizes she needs to be a bit more careful with her words and attitude.

			“This character—Auguste Lupa—is a person of interest in an ongoing investigation,” she tells him. “Unfortunately, I can’t give you details.” 

			“Must be pretty serious to have the FBI breathing down his neck.”

			“It is,” she says with a nod. “Is there anything else you can tell us about this man?” 

			He screws up his face, thinking for a moment before he shakes his head. “No, that’s pretty much it. I told you everything I remember. And like I said, this was a long time ago, and I haven’t seen or heard from him since.” 

			“That’s great, Mr. Connor. That’s helpful. Thank you for your time,” Astra says. 

			“No problem,” he replies. “Good luck, and I hope you catch this guy.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Connor,” I say. “Have a nice day.” 

			Astra and I practically fly back to the SUV. The information is good. Solid. But we know it’s only the first step on a much longer path. Still, to have a physical description of this man is more than we’ve ever had before, and I feel that sense of momentum that’s been missing for so long start to pick up. Now we need to find a way to capitalize on that momentum by building on it.  
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			“Robert Watters has never tried to contact any of his half-brothers either,” Mo reports. “At least, that’s what he told us. I didn’t get a bad vibe off the guy and don’t have any reason to doubt anything he said when we interviewed him.”  

			“He said that when he found out who his father was, it freaked him out so bad, he stopped looking for relatives and locked down his account,” Paige adds. 

			“Also said he hasn’t been back on the site since,” Mo says. 

			“That seems to be a common theme among Perry’s offspring,” Astra remarks. 

			“Not surprising,” Paige says. “I imagine that’s a pretty big shock to the system.”

			With my hands clasped behind my back, I pace my usual track on the dais at the front of the room listening to what they’re saying, my mind spinning. Now that the shine has faded from getting our first physical description of our killer, I’m trying desperately to come up with something within what we already know that will lead us to Eurus. The problem is, we just don’t know enough yet. 

			“It’s a shock to the system to anybody who isn’t of a certain personality type,” I say. “Clearly, Watters and Connor aren’t of that personality type. That anonymous user though…” 

			My words trail off because there’s nothing more I can say about that. We have no way of knowing who that anonymous user is. It’s more than likely Eurus, but there is no way we can access it to find out who it is. 

			“Did Watters tell you guys that he was approached by a half-brother?” Astra asks. 

			Mo nods. “He did. And get this, the half-brother said his name was—”

			“Auguste Lupa,” I finish for her. “It was the same with Connor.”

			“That’s right… Auguste Lupa,” Mo says. “He also said this was a long while back.” 

			“Did he happen to give you a description of the man?” Astra asks. 

			Paige rattles off the same general description that Connor had given to us, confirming, at least in my mind, that it’s the same guy. 

			“Watters said he told the guy he didn’t want anything to do with him and sent him packing. Says he hasn’t heard from him since,” Mo says. “And like I said, I didn’t pick up any hint that he was lying. I thought he was being truthful with us.”

			“Same,” Paige says. “He was pretty freaked out about the whole thing.” 

			“Connor seemed to be the same way about it all,” I say.

			“It’s that Perry effect,” Astra says. “I told you it’s real.” 

			“I never imagined that Perry had so many illegitimate children floating around out there,” Mo says with a shake of her head. 

			“He was a charmer who knew just what to say to get what he wanted. He also knew how to pick out the weakest and most damaged women out there,” I say. “In a lot of ways, he was every bit as good at profiling as we are. Most serials are. It’s why they tend to be so successful.”

			“That’s a really screwed-up metric of success,” Paige mutters. 

			“It is. But that’s why we do what we do,” I tell her. 

			“The question is, though, what do we do now?” Astra says. “We have a physical description now, which is great. But it’s so generic it’s useless on its own.” 

			“And there’s nothing we can do to track back that anonymous user’s information?” I ask.

			“Absolutely nothing, unfortunately,” Rick replies with a shake of his head. 

			Nina has been silent, though, and her face is tight; the tip of her tongue is poking out the side of her mouth as she concentrates hard on whatever it is she’s doing, seemingly oblivious to everything going on around her. 

			“Nina?” I ask. 

			She doesn’t hear me as her fingers fly over the keyboard in a blur. Whatever she’s got going on has captivated her. The room falls silent as everybody turns to her, suddenly curious about what she’s working on. 

			“Nina,” I call again.

			When she still doesn’t seem to hear me, Rick balls up a piece of paper and throws it. The wad bounces off her head and pulls her out of her trance. She blinks as she looks around, then focuses her gaze on Rick, an irritable expression crossing her face. 

			“Yo,” he says. “Planet Earth to Nina.” 

			“What?” she snaps. 

			He lifts his chin, gesturing toward me, and when she turns and sees everybody staring at her, Nina’s face flushes, and an awkward smile crosses her lips.

			“Sorry,” she says. “I was kind of focused.” 

			“Obviously,” I say. “What are you working on?” 

			Her eyes flit down to her computer screen, and her face lights up. She looks like a kid on Christmas morning who’s just seen the one thing they asked Santa for. The smile on her face stretches from ear to ear, and she pumps her fist. 

			“Did you win the lottery or something?” Mo asks. 

			“An idea I had actually panned out,” she says. 

			“Well, I guess they’re right,” Rick says. “There is a first time for everything.” 

			She gives him the finger but turns to me. “I had an idea last night about that anonymous DNA profile we pulled from MyRoots,” she says. “We’ve been thinking it’s a dead end since the subscription was never activated, right?” 

			“Okay, right,” I say slowly. “I hope you’re building up to telling us we were wrong about it being a dead end.” 

			“I am,” she says with a big smile. “Just because that profile is a dead end in the MyRoots database, I got to thinking… maybe it wasn’t a dead end in other databases. So, I uploaded that DNA profile into CODIS last night, and I just got a hit on it.”

			My stomach lurches, and the heat of excitement bursts to life in my belly. I feel like we just hit the jackpot, and it’s all I can do from jumping up and down and squealing with elation. Having his DNA in CODIS is exactly the break we needed, and the very thing that’s going to help us take this animal down once and for all. 

			“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Eric Hanson,” Nina crows triumphantly as she taps a few keys on her computer. 

			The screens at the front of the room light up, and we see the DMV photo of Eric Hanson for the first time. The exhilaration I feel is overwhelming, and it nearly takes my breath away. It seems like we’ve been chasing this man and picking up the shattered pieces of people and their lives he’s left in his wake forever. This case has been more personal than any other case I’ve worked, and getting our first look at the animal responsible for so much death and devastation is an unexpectedly emotional experience. 

			His face is lean and angular with high cheekbones and a patrician nose, his complexion fair and unblemished. Eurus’s hair is so blond it’s almost white, and his eyes a pale blue, almost silver color. And even in the photograph, I can see that Connor was right about how unsettling his gaze is. Eurus—Eric Hanson—has a flat, dead-eyed stare. In person, those cold, reptilian eyes must feel like they’re staring straight through you. 

			“Five-eleven, one-ninety,” Nina reads. “He was arrested in Portland at age seventeen for attempted rape and did sixteen months in a juvenile facility. Because of his conviction, he was forced to give a DNA sample.” 

			“Nina, you are a genius,” I say. “An absolute genius.” 

			“Yeah, kind of makes you wonder what we need him for,” Astra teases as she jerks her thumb in Rick’s direction. 

			Rick grins and gives her the finger before turning back to his computer. Every nerve ending in my body feels like it’s crackling with electricity, and the feeling of excitement washing over me is so thick, I feel giddy. 

			“We’ve got him. We’ve finally got him,” I say. 

			“We need to call up a tac team and put together the op,” Astra says, sounding just as excited as I feel. “This guy is crafty, and we’ll need to put together a smart, solid plan to take him in.”

			“Agreed,” I say. 

			“Hold that thought,” Rick says. 

			The tone of his voice feels like a cold slap in the face, and it immediately throws a bucket of water on the bonfire of my excitement. 

			“What is it?” I ask slowly. 

			“I show that Eric Hanson applied for a name change shortly after he was released from jail,” he says. “And that name change application has been sealed. We can’t access it.”

			“Which means we have no way of knowing his new identity,” Astra says.  

			“Right,” Rick confirms. “Not unless we can get a warrant to unseal it.”

			“There’s no way we get a warrant. Not with what we have,” Astra says. 

			“I think this might even be a bridge too far for my Uncle Sherman; I can’t see him being willing to sign off on another warrant for us,” Paige says. 

			I sink into my chair listening to everybody around me, the sudden deflating feeling of Rick’s announcement taking my legs out from under me. To go from that sort of high to this sort of low in the span of about five seconds is a feeling of emotional whiplash that has me reeling. I ball my hands into fists so tight, my nails digging into my palms almost hard enough to puncture my flesh, and I have to swallow down the scream that’s building in my throat. Now is not the time for a tantrum. Now, more than ever, is a time for clearheaded thinking and cold, rational logic. 

			“Dammit,” Astra mutters. 

			“We can blanket the media with his picture,” Mo says. “Put out a story that he’s wanted for questioning in connection with a case we’re investigating. We don’t have to say he’s wanted for the Eurus murders—”

			“That could work,” Paige says. “Somebody out there has to know him. Or at the very least, somebody has to have seen him who’d be willing to talk to us.” 

			“It’s worked in other cases. I bet that could work here,” Mo adds. 

			“I worry that a media blitz might ultimately be counterproductive,” Astra says. “It might spook him and force him to go underground. We might not be able to find him after that—”

			“But if this really is so personal with Blake, don’t you think it’s more likely that he’ll play it out and come after her rather than go underground?” Paige points out. 

			I listen to them debating strategy, but they sound far away. Their voices are muffled, and it feels like I’m listening to them from the other end of a very long tunnel. I feel lightheaded and sick to my stomach as my eyes drift around the room, finally settling on the Lucite cube sitting on Nina’s workstation. Drake Mendelson’s class ring. Her strange bit of memorabilia from her even stranger fascination with death and serial killers. She’s not alone though. Collecting that macabre memorabilia is a business that tops tens of millions of dollars annually— 

			“Oh my God,” I gasp as I jump to my feet, drawing all eyes to me. 

			“What is it, Blake?” Astra asks. “Are you okay?” 

			Ignoring the question, I run a hand through my hair as I start to pace through the bullpen, eventually finding my way to my usual track at the front of the room. I rack my brain, trying to recall a few facts that will bring my idea into focus. It might not be the answer. But… it might be. 

			“Blake?” Astra presses. 

			“Nina, Alvin Perry had a house on Bainbridge Island,” I say. “Call up the ownership records, please. I need to know who owns it.”

			Nina nods and immediately starts tapping away at her keyboard, her face pinched, eyes narrowed. A moment later, that pink triangle pokes out of the corner of her mouth as she focuses on the task I’ve given her. As she works, I wring my hands together in front of me as I pace. 

			“What are you thinking?” Astra asks.

			“Memorabilia,” I say.

			“What are you talking about?” she questions, clearly perplexed. 

			I silently kick myself for not thinking of this before. Looking at it now, it seems so obvious that I feel like an idiot for not taking this angle before now.

			“Blake?” Astra presses.

			“We know that Eurus is obsessed with Perry. He’s spent time with him, has taken up the family business—hell, he’s even appropriated Perry’s passion for ‘80s music and Sherlock Holmes,” I say. “What better way to feel close to Perry—to his father—than by buying his home? By sleeping in the same rooms where Perry slept?”

			I walk over and pick up the Lucite cube that holds the blood-stained class ring encased within it. I toss it to Astra who catches it and stares at the clear cube.

			“That house would be the ultimate bit of memorabilia for somebody obsessed with murder and with Alvin Perry to have,” I tell her.  

			“The house on Bainbridge Island is owned by an LLC called Crossfire,” Nina says. “Crossfire itself was incorporated in the Caymans, which means it’s probably a shell company, and the house was purchased shortly after Perry’s murder in prison.”

			“Crossfire. That’s clever. Sick, but clever,” I say with a chuckle. 

			“What do you mean?” Paige asks. 

			“Perry marked all of his crime scenes with the fiery cross—the symbol the EFCC uses,” I remind her. 

			Astra frowns and looks skeptical. “That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?” 

			“Nina, the LLC paperwork is required to list the company officers,” I say, feeling my confidence come storming back. “Who is Crossfire’s CEO of record?” 

			She taps away at her keys for a minute, then looks up at me, a devilish grin on her face. “Crossfire’s listed CEO is named James Moriarty.” 

			“I’ll be damned,” Astra gasps. 

			“Get a tac team up and ready. The rest of you get geared up,” I say, taking command. “We’re leaving for Bainbridge Island in thirty minutes.” 
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			There aren’t many ways to get to Bainbridge Island from Seattle. You can either take the ferry or you can take the nearly two-hour drive on Route 305 to the bridge that connects the island to the mainland. Luckily for us, the Bureau is able to supply us with boats quick enough to make the crossing in under an hour. We docked at the small marina to the startled fascination of the residents who were coming in from the water. 

			By the time we assembled our tac team and drew up the plan, night had already fallen, casting the world around us in inky shadows. Out on the island, night is darker than it is on the mainland. There’s far less light pollution to dilute the shadows, which is fine. It’s probably better to move under the cover of night on an op like this anyway. Once our team was on dry land, we commandeered the harbormaster’s building for our final briefing. 

			“You guys should be clear for approach. Everything is quiet,” Rick’s voice crackles through my earpiece. “I can’t get any heat signatures inside the structure though. He must have it shielded.” 

			“That’s not surprising,” I reply into my mic. “Just keep an eye on things and let me know if anything changes. We’re getting ready to move.”

			“Copy that,” he says.  

			Rick is set up on the dock outside, and he’s running the drone we have up and over Perry’s house. We don’t have the time to thoroughly prepare an op, but I still want some idea of what’s out there. The last thing I want is to send my team into a buzzsaw.

			“Astra, you’re still the lead,” I say as I turn to her. “You can give the mission particulars and run the op.” 

			She shakes her head. “You’re good. The old Blake seems to be back, and I feel comfortable with you leading the charge again. It was kind of cool being in charge for a bit, but I’m ready to pass the crown back to you.” 

			“You sure?”

			“One hundred percent.” 

			She gives me an encouraging smile and squeezes my arm. The truth is, I feel more like my old self again than I have in a while. My confidence is back, and for the first time in forever, I’m not second-guessing or questioning myself and have no hesitancy giving orders. It’s been a while, but I finally feel worthy of being in command again. Once our team is assembled in the harbormaster’s office, I step to the front of the room.

			“Okay, listen up. The target house is a quarter mile inland and sits alone at the top of a small rise. I want our approach to be quick and quiet. But teamwork is going to be essential here. Have each other’s backs,” I say. “The good news is that the approach to both sides of the house is heavily wooded, so that will provide us some cover. We don’t know what we’re going to be walking into, and we don’t have the time for recon. The longer we wait, the more of a chance we give this guy to get away. So, we go now, and we go in hard.”

			Astra holds up a picture of Eric Hanson. “This is our target. He’s very likely armed and should be considered incredibly dangerous. Our preference is to take him alive, but do not hesitate to use lethal force if he puts you in that position. Do not let him get the drop on you because he will not hesitate to shoot first.” 

			“Not only is he responsible for multiple murders, he nearly beat a member of my team to death. This is personal for me, guys. For all of us. We need to bring this animal in,” I state firmly. 

			The team nods and grunts their understanding and approval. Roland Holder and his SWAT team are pros. They understand the situation, and there isn’t another tac team I’d rather have at my back. 

			“Captain Holder, I want you to take a team and approach from the south side,” I say. “Mo, Paige, I want you to go with them. Astra and I will go with Lieutenant Munson’s team and approach from the north. Stealth and speed are key. On an island this small, it’s entirely possible Hanson knows we’re here. So, stay alert and keep your heads on a swivel, guys. Everybody good?” 

			When there are no questions, I give Holder a nod, and he assigns his people to their teams. Everybody takes a moment to check their gear as the sense of anticipation builds. Excitement might be the wrong word to use for times like these, but there is nothing that we love more than taking down bad guys. Of course, there’s always the worry that the whole op goes sideways and somebody gets hurt, but that doesn’t stop anybody from getting fired up to go crashing in. 

			“Okay, are we ready?” I call and receive enthusiastic replies in the affirmative. “Get with your teams and move out then. And be careful out there. Everybody comes home tonight, folks.” 

			And then we’re moving. Mo and Paige follow Holder and his four men, heading off toward the south. They’ll circle around and get in behind the house. Astra and I follow Munson and his four men on the approach from the north. My stomach churns, and my pulse starts to race as we weave through the wide, thick trunks of the pines that cover most of the island, covering the quarter mile in good time. Once we reach the edge of the tree line, we hunker down and wait. 

			Beads of sweat trickle down my body, making my shirt stick to my back and tickling me as it slides down between my breasts. The Kevlar vest I’m wearing tight to my chest is heavy and doesn’t allow for much air to get beneath the material, making it feel hot even on a cool night like tonight. I tighten my grip on my Glock and grit my teeth, feeling every single second tick by agonizingly slowly. 

			Light shows at the edges of the curtains, and a lazy tail of smoke rises from the chimney of the faux log cabin sitting in the clearing before us. As I look at the house, memories of the place come back to me. After taking Alvin Perry down, we searched his place thoroughly. From a psychological perspective, it was a treasure trove of information about him. The only thing I regret about him being killed in prison is that I never had a chance to do a comprehensive interview with him. I would have loved the opportunity to pick his brain. I would have loved to gain the insights somebody like Perry might have given me. But it was not to be.. 

			“Alpha team in position,” Holder’s voice crackles through my earpiece. “Ready to breach.” 

			“Beta team in position,” comes Munson’s reply. “Breach on your count, Alpha.” 

			“Move in and hold at the door,” Holder says.

			“Copy that.” 

			Astra and I move toward the door with the team. Although I’d love to be the first one through the door, Holder is the on-site commander and has told us to hang back. His teams will breach and clear the house before we’re allowed in. It sucks, but it makes sense. They’ve got tactical training we don’t and are better prepared for dangerous situations that might pop off. When we get to the front door, we stop and wait for Holder’s command. 

			“Rick,” I whisper into my radio. “See anything from the top?” 

			“Negative,” he replies. “All clear. Still can’t get thermal images.” 

			“Copy that,” I say. 

			“We’ll go in blind. Just watch carefully for tripwires and traps,” Holder says, his voice hushed. “Don’t take anything for granted, people. Stay frosty.” 

			“Copy that,” Munson says. 

			“Prepare to breach in three…” 

			Even though I’m not going through the door with them, my body tenses, and my muscles tighten almost painfully. 

			“Two…” 

			My hand is on the Glock so tightly, I have no doubt the waffle pattern of the grip is going to be imprinted upon my skin. Maybe permanently for all I know. 

			“One… breach!” 

			Munson’s man uses the handheld battering ram to send the front door crashing inward in a spray of splinters and metal hardware. 

			“Police!” Munson shouts at the top of his lungs as he and his men pour in through the ragged remains of the front door. 

			As every second ticks by, my stomach churns that much harder, and my anticipation to get inside grows. Sitting outside is an exercise in sheer agony. It takes a few minutes, but we finally get the all clear to enter the house. Eurus isn’t here. The adrenaline flowing freely through my veins ebbs, and the sense of disappointment feels like a lead weight that’s been strapped around my neck and threatens to pull me down. 

			“Dammit,” I mutter. 

			We walk into the house as the tac team begins to file out. Now that the house is clear and the bad guy hasn’t been found, they know to back out to allow us to view the scene as it was found. Holder checks out with me and says he’ll leave a couple of his guys here, but he’s going to send the rest of the team back to the mainland. I tell him that’s fine. Once they’re gone and the house is quiet again, Astra, Mo, Paige, and I walk around the house. 

			“It’s exactly the same as the last time I saw it,” I mutter. 

			“Couldn’t bear to change anything, I guess,” Astra says. “That speaks to his obsession with his father. Just like you said.” 

			“Yeah, I guess,” I say with a grimace. 

			I walk into the kitchen and stop cold when I see the cup of coffee sitting on the counter. I stare in amazement and total horror at the thin tendril of steam that’s curling out of the mug and drifting toward the ceiling. 

			“Unbelievable,” I groan.

			“What is?” Astra asks as she steps into the kitchen. 

			I point at the mug. “We literally just missed him.” 

			Astra stares at the mug with about the same expression of contempt on her face that’s currently on mine. She frowns and shakes her head. 

			“Unreal,” she says. 

			“How lucky can one person get?” 

			“We have a name,” Mo says as she joins us in the kitchen. 

			“We do?” I ask.

			She holds up the piece of mail she’s got in her hand. “His mail,” she says. “And according to this, his current name is Simon Harper.” 

			“No connection to Holmes?” Astra asks.

			“Probably didn’t want us to make the connection, so he chose something innocuous,” I say.

			“Smart,” Astra replies. 

			“Dammit,” I growl.

			I slam my fist down on the kitchen counter so hard, some of the coffee in the mug sloshes over the side and spills onto the white tile beneath it. Yet again, he’s a step ahead of us. This time, though, I try to console myself with the knowledge that we have his name and a face to go along with it. We may not have gotten him tonight, but that noose is tightening. It’s only a matter of time before we pull it taut around his neck once and for all. 

			“Call Dennis,” I tell Astra. “Have him get his techs out here first thing in the morning to process the scene. I want any forensic evidence he can find here. The more the merrier, since I doubt this place will be as clean as that apartment was. The more information we can get on this prick, the better for all of us.” 

			“Copy that,” Astra says and steps into the other room to make the call. 

			I step to the kitchen sink, wash my hands, and stare at my reflection in the window above it for a long moment. This was a blow. A setback. But this time, it hasn’t rattled my confidence. I still feel firmly in control of myself and this case. That’s a nice change of pace. As I scrub my hands, the hair on my body stands up, and the back of my neck tingles.

			I look up, seeing through my reflection in the window and into the yard beyond it. Though it’s dark, the scant ambient light from the stars and the moon above us allows me some bit of visibility. And when I see the silhouette standing amongst the trees, a shadow among the shadows, the blood in my veins turns to ice and my heart nearly stops dead. I swallow hard and lick my suddenly dry lips as I watch the figure outside. 

			Logically speaking, I know it could be anybody out there. A curious neighbor, maybe, coming over to take a sly peek at all the commotion going on. But then the figure raises a hand and wiggles its fingers at me, and all logic goes out the window. Eurus. 

			“Son of a…” 

			Turning from the window, I sprint through the house, drawing a surprised yelp from Astra as I pass her. She calls my name, but I’m already through the door and bounding down the steps in pursuit of the shadowy figure I glimpsed through the window. I crash through the undergrowth of the forest, my legs pumping, my legs burning as I jump over fallen timber and stones. My teeth gritted, I squint my eyes, trying to see the path ahead of me, searching for Eurus. I don’t see him, though, so I slow down, then stop and put my hands on my hips. 

			As I take a moment to catch my breath, I strain my ears, listening for him moving through the brush ahead of me. I don’t hear anything. It’s like he disappeared into thin air. But then I feel that tickling on the back of my neck and feel my eyes widen. When I hear the snap of a branch behind me, I’m already in motion, having thrown myself to the side. A thick, heavy stick cuts through the air I had occupied just a moment ago, passing so close, I feel the wind as it sails by. 

			“Hi, Blake,” he says and giggles. 

			I hit the ground, landing awkwardly on my shoulder, and grimace as a bolt of pain shoots down my arm. Eurus steps forward, the damn club in his hand held high overhead, and brings it down with incredible force. I roll out of the way but not quickly enough. It clips my thigh, and I cry out as the pain bursts in my leg. He hit me so hard, it feels like I got shot. Eurus raises the club again and is about to bring it down on me when I thrust my leg out and catch him flush in the knee. His leg buckles, and he staggers backward, his face contorted with pain. 

			Getting to my feet, I reach for my Glock but he’s already on me, throwing haymakers. His fist catches me in the jaw, and I see stars bursting as my head is snapped to the side. The force of the blow sends me staggering to my right and drops me to my hands and knees. Eurus wastes no time, though, as he presses his advantage, delivering a vicious kick to my side that sends me sprawling into the dirt gasping for air. My mouth fills with the coppery taste of my own blood and flows from my nose in thick, sticky rivulets. 

			Knowing I have no time, I grit my teeth and roll onto my back, fumbling for my weapon. But Eurus steps forward and brings his foot down on my midsection, driving what little air I had left in my lungs straight out of my body. He stands over me, looking down at me with a creepy grin and a crazed light in his eyes. 

			“I could kill you right now if I wanted to, Blake,” he says. “It would be so easy to snatch the life right out of you.” 

			“So, do it,” I croak. 

			In the distance, I hear Astra’s voice calling my name, faint and echoing through the darkness. The sound of feet crashing through the undergrowth rings in my ears. Eurus looks back toward the cabin, then turns and looks down at me again. His eyes travel up and down my body, drinking me in with an intimacy that sends a chill through me. 

			“You’re a beautiful woman, Blake Wilder,” he says, his voice low and husky. 

			“What are you waiting for?” I gasp. “Do it. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Killing me as revenge for your father’s death?” 

			“I’ll kill you. I’m going to kill you,” he says. “But not like this. No, not like this. I have bigger plans for you, Blake. Much bigger plans. And this is not the ending I want for us. For you.” 

			Moving as quickly as I can, I reach for my Glock again, and Eurus stomps on my belly once more, bringing the full force of his weight down on me. Astra calls out to me again, and this time, her voice sounds closer. I open my mouth to call back to her but can’t muster the breath to speak. All I seem able to do right now is wheeze and fight for air.  

			“Not like this, I said. Your end will be much more… poetic. The game is still very much afoot, Blake. This isn’t over,” he says. “And just remember, my dear, to let the past serve as your guide. I’d love to stay and chat more, but I have a feeling we’ll be talking again soon enough. Ta-ta, Blake. For now anyway.” 

			Looking down at me, Eurus’s smile is so cold and reptilian, it makes me shudder. Then he winks at me and is gone. I listen to his footsteps receding as he dashes through the darkness, making his getaway clean and unhindered. Rage consumes me, but I’m lightheaded and still struggling to catch my breath. There’s nothing I can do to stop him. 

			“Blake!” 

			And then Astra is there, helping to pick me up out of the dirt. The two men Holder had left behind and Mo crowd around me, all of them searching the woods around us, concern etched on all their faces. Astra lets me lean against her, propping me up with an arm around my waist.

			“Jesus, Blake,” she says. “We need to get you to a hospital.” 

			Although my head is still spinning and I’m gasping for air, something strikes me as off. I look around our small group and realize quickly what it is, and for the second time that night, feel my heart drop into my gut and nearly stop. 

			“Where is Paige?” I croak. 
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			Black Cell Alpha Team Bullpen, FBI Field Office; Seattle, WA

			“You shouldn’t be here,” Nina says, her voice tinged with worry. “You should be in the hospital getting looked at, Boss.” 

			“I was looked at. I’m fine,” I reply tersely as I stride into the office. “What’s the situation out on Bainbridge?” 

			“Are you okay?” 

			“I said I’m fine,” I say, more sharply than I intended. “Sorry. Thank you for your concern, but I’m fine. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here.” 

			Nina grins. “We both know that’s not true.” 

			“Fair enough. But I’m fine,” I say. “Now, update me on the situation.” 

			Nina looks at me with genuine concern on her face, and she doesn’t speak for a long moment. The doctors wanted to keep me overnight for observation. They feared I might have a concussion. My X-rays came back clean. I’ve got no broken ribs, no internal damage, and other than some deep bruising, I’m fine. I’m stiff and sore as hell, but I’m fine. Against medical advice, I signed myself out and hustled back to the bullpen. 

			We’ve got a missing agent, and that takes precedence over everything else. Astra assumed control of the scene, then forced me onto a boat back to the mainland and had an ambulance waiting for me when I docked. She called Holder and his team back to begin scouring the island, searching the woods and going door to door, searching for any trace of Eurus and Paige. 

			It’s pointless for me to go back to the island tonight. They’ll have likely wrapped up the search by the time I get there. Besides, I already know Eurus isn’t there. I know he snatched Paige, subdued her, then put her in a car or on a boat. Eurus had an exit strategy in place just in case we found him. I know him well enough to know that is a certainty. Once he got her ready for transport, he couldn’t resist coming back for me. It was a huge gamble, and one that could have gotten him caught, but he was willing to risk it just to show me up. 

			Eurus doesn’t want to kill me. Not like that. His narcissism won’t let him do it like that. He only wants to make sure I know how superior to me he is. He wants me to see that he held my life in his hands and decided to let me live… at least for now. He’s so arrogant, he wants me to believe that he alone can choose the time and manner of my death. He wants me to believe he’s got that power over me. And that’s going to be his undoing. I’m going to make sure he knows he should have killed me when he had the chance.

			“Nina, what’s going on out on Bainbridge?” I demand. “I’m not going back to the hospital, and I’m not going home, so you might as well get on board and tell me what I want to know.” 

			She sighs and nods to herself. “They haven’t found him. Or Paige. They talked to the harbormaster and found that Simon Harper has a boat, and that boat is not in its slip. They have the name and registration number of the boat, but it doesn’t have a transponder, so they can’t track it electronically,” she tells me. “They have a few boats in the water doing a visual search, but there doesn’t seem to be a lot of optimism that they’re going to find it. Astra checked in a bit ago, and she said the forensics teams are out there processing the house and the tac team is going to stay on hand, so she’ll be heading back soon.” 

			“They won’t,” I say. “Eurus had a well-planned out exit strategy.” 

			“So, he was planning on taking her this whole time?”

			“I’m not entirely sure about that. It wouldn’t surprise me though,” I muse. “I have a feeling, though, that was a spur of the moment decision. Just another game he wants to play with me before the curtain goes up on the final act… whatever that’s going to be.” 

			Nina grunts. “This sucks. I hate this.”

			“That makes two of us.” 

			I ball my hands into fists and grit my teeth as I pace at the front of the bullpen. I had him. But I went crashing in carelessly, and he took advantage of it. I know better than that. But I let my emotions get the better of me, and they put me in a bad position… the worst position I could be in. He did have my life in his hands, and if not for his arrogant and narcissistic need to make me feel small and irrelevant, I would be dead right now.

			That fact, though, is not having the effect he intended. It’s done nothing but anger me even further. But I’m angry at myself for giving him the chance to exploit my weakness. Angry at myself for losing my head and putting myself in the sort of position where he could have killed me if he wanted to. That’s not like me. But if he hoped that he was going to get under my skin and make me hesitate or second guess myself again, he’s got another thing coming.

			My cell phone rings, and I pull it out of my pocket, connecting the call and putting it on speaker without looking because I assume it’s Astra. 

			“Talk to me,” I say. “Are you on your way back to the shop?” 

			The sound of that eerie tittering giggle echoes out of the phone’s speaker and sends a chill washing through me. Nina’s eyes widen, and I know she knows who’s on the other end of the line without me having to tell her. She immediately gets to work, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she quickly tries to trace the call.

			“That was fun, wasn’t it?” he asks. 

			“I think you and I have very different definitions of fun,” I say. “Where is Boyle?” 

			“It was so nice finally getting to see you face to face,” he says. “That’s something I’ve been dreaming about for a long time.” 

			“Where. Is. Boyle?” I growl.

			“She’s fine. She’s safe,” he replies. “How long that remains to be the case is entirely dependent upon you, though, Blake.” 

			Holding the phone in my hand, I pace my regular track and take my time in responding, trying to give Nina as much time to trace the call as she needs. 

			“What do you want?” I ask.

			“Isn’t that obvious by now?” he responds. 

			“Very little about you has been obvious.” 

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

			“Take it how you want,” I say. “Where is my agent?” 

			“Tell me, Blake. When I was standing over you, when I was holding your life in the palm of my hand the way I did… were you afraid? Did you feel that primal fear I’ve heard people talk about when they’re facing their own death? Or did you simply feel resignation? Maybe a calm acceptance?” he asks. “Tell me, I’d really like to know.” 

			“Tell me where my agent is, Simon,” I growl. 

			He giggles again, seemingly amused by me using his real name. Or at least, the name he’s chosen to be his real name for the moment. I glance at Nina, and she shakes her head, motioning for me to keep him talking and give her more time. 

			“I’ll tell you when you answer my question,” he says. 

			“Fine,” I say. “To be honest, I felt nothing.”

			“Come on, Blake. I don’t believe that.”

			“Believe it or don’t,” I say. “Death is a part of this job. I accepted that risk when I signed on to chase monsters like you. I put myself in danger every single day I put on my badge. Fearing it might happen would impair me. It would keep me from doing my job the only way I know how—all out. So, a long time ago, I accepted it might happen, and I don’t feel any certain way about it.”

			“That’s fascinating. You are a fascinating creature, Blake Wilder,” he says. 

			I look over at Nina and see an expression of panicked frustration on her face. I hit the mute button on my phone as he rambles on about how much I interest him… blah, blah, blah. He loves hearing himself talk. 

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“He’s using some kind of scrambler. His signal is bouncing off multiple cell towers,” she says. “I don’t know that I’ll be able to get his location.” 

			“Keep trying,” I say and unmute the call. 

			“Blake, I think it’s time we bring this game to a close,” he says. “What do you think?” 

			“I think it’s time you let my agent go.” 

			“We can do both things at the same time,” he tells me. 

			“Then let’s do it.” 

			“Good. That’s the spirit,” he says. “I’m very excited about this, I have to be honest. A lot of thinking and planning has gone into this, Blake.”

			“That’s great. What do you want me to do, Simon?” 

			He giggles. “To get to the end of this game and prove to me that you are as smart as I believe you are—and I have to be honest here, I’ve had my doubts about you—take this back to where it all began.” 

			“What in the hell are you talking about?” I ask. 

			“Don’t be obtuse, Blake. It’s a riddle,” he says. “To find me—or more importantly, to find your precious Agent Boyle—come to the place this all began. Understand?” 

			“Not exactly.” 

			“I suggest you figure it out. And quickly, Blake. Paige is counting on you,” he says mockingly. “Oh, and it would be very unwise of you to not come alone. If I see anybody other than you arrive, dear Paige here will pay the price for it.” 

			I hear Paige scream in pain in the background a moment before he ends the call. Adrenaline and panic shoot through me in equal measures, clouding my head for a moment. I look to Nina.

			“Anything?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t able to cut through the scramble,” she says. “But it looks like the phone is still active, so I’m going to keep trying.” 

			“He didn’t shut it off?” 

			“It doesn’t look like it. Not yet anyway,” she tells me. “I’ll keep working as long as it’s on.” 

			“Good. Do that. Maybe his arrogance will finally catch up to him.” 

			“What did he mean about finding him at the spot this all began?” Nina asks.

			I sit down at my workstation and think about it for a long minute. Where it all began. He and I have no official starting point. We don’t have a shared history. So, what does he mean to find him where all this began? Drumming my fingers on the table, I rack my brain for a couple of minutes, trying to decipher his riddle. Every second that passes is excruciating, and all I can hear is the sound of Paige screaming in the background. I grit my teeth in frustration as I try to figure out what he meant. Where it all began. Where what began? 

			And then it hits me. 

			“Oh, God. Of course,” I murmur.

			“What is it, Boss?” 

			“I have to go.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Seattle Underground, Pioneer Square District; Seattle, WA

			A popular tourist attraction, the Seattle Underground is the city beneath the city. After the Great Fire that leveled the city’s central business district back in the late 1880s, the city decreed that new construction had to be built of masonry and concrete rather than wood. They also elevated the streets a story or two in most places, filling in much of the old city streets and building on top of it. But they left a network of rooms and passageways behind that have become one of the city’s more interesting spots and curiosities. 

			For years, the Underground has been a hot spot for tourists or people just looking to get out and have a little fun on a Friday night. The tunnels are dark and cramped, and they have an altogether creepy history, which of course, has led to countless stories about ghosts and the paranormal. Most people come hoping to see an apparition or for the spook factor of the place than they do for its historical significance. Always looking to capitalize on something and make some cash, the city feeds into that beast by propping up several different official ghost tours of the Underground. They also sell permits to other small companies who run their own paranormal tours. 

			I haven’t been here in a long time, but the minute I get out of my car and see the front gates standing open and inviting me in, all those memories come flooding back—and those emotions along with them. In my mind’s eye, I can see with perfect clarity… everything that happened the night I was here last. It was a night I was absolutely sure I was going to die, and if not for Paxton, I might have. Tonight, though, it’s Paige whose life is hanging in the balance. Tonight, it’s up to me to face down the monster and save her. 

			I pull my jacket down over the holster on my hip and take a moment to gather myself and steady my nerves. This is it. This is the final act. This is what everything we’ve gone through—from the onslaught of dead bodies to Lucas nearly being killed—has built up to. This is the culmination of this murderous melodrama we’ve been taking part in all this time. Eurus has spent a lot of time and energy putting all of this in motion to get me to this exact spot at this exact time. Everything has gone according to his plan and has been on his schedule. And it all comes down to this. 

			I have no idea what I’m walking into or even what to expect. And I don’t know if I’m even going to leave the Underground alive. For all I know—and depending on how things play out down there—this might be my last time ever seeing the cloudy Seattle sky. I know I told Eurus I felt nothing when contemplating my death. That’s only partly true. Though I accept the possibility that this job might cost me my life at any time, the truth is, I don’t want to die. I have a thousand reasons to live. And being able to continue putting bad guys like him down is just one of them. 

			I take a long, deep, cleansing breath, savoring the cool, crisp air. Holding it for a ten count, I let it out slowly and steel myself, trying to focus my mind on the task at hand. 

			“Let’s finish this,” I mutter. 

			Feeling as ready as I’m ever going to be, I head through the gates then to the door that’s been propped open for me. Faint but dim light glows from inside, showing me the staircase that leads down to the ground floor of the Underground. Pulling my Glock, I slowly descend the stairs, taking them one at a time, moving as quietly as I can, and strain my ears, listening for any sound. Eurus caught me off guard once… and I’m not going to let him do it again. 

			My heart is hammering so hard inside me, I wouldn’t be surprised if Eurus can hear it. I make it to the ground floor without incident. A string of lights leads off to my left, cutting through the gloom with a soft glow. To my right, the passageway is blacker than midnight. Eurus obviously wants me to go left. I hate having to play his game by his rules, but if I want to find Paige and save her life, I have no other choice. 

			“All right then,” I say to myself. 

			The barrel of my Glock leading the way, I follow the string of lights, retracing steps that are all too familiar to me. The lights end in a large, empty room. The walls are all old, wooden planks and mud that’s practically petrified. There is another string of lights in the room, but the glow is weak and doesn’t dispel quite all the shadows from all the corners. It’s light enough for me to see what Eurus has waiting for me though. 

			“Toss your gun away, Blake.” 

			He presses the barrel of his gun, a Sig Sauer P320 nine-millimeter, to Paige’s head to emphasize his point. She’s sitting in a chair, her hands bound in her lap, a gag in her mouth. Her eyes are wide, and tears stream down her cheeks which are bruised and smudged with dirt. Blood is crusted around both her nostrils and on her chin. She’s trying to stay strong and be defiant, but Paige’s face is etched with fear. 

			“Toss it,” Eurus repeats. 

			“Okay, okay,” I say. “Just relax.” 

			I lower my weapon and toss it toward the side of the room. It hits the ground with a clatter, then disappears into the shadows of the darkened corner. Throwing my weapon away goes against my training precisely because I am now at Eurus’s mercy and am in no position to help Paige. But I have to rely on my profile of the man. More than that, as uncertain as it’s been lately, I have to rely on my gut. And right now, my profile and my gut are both telling me that he’s not going to shoot me. God knows he’s had plenty of chances. 

			Shooting me would be an anticlimactic ending. It would be unsatisfying for him after he’s gone to all the trouble to make this entire drama happen in the first place. He’s got an ending in mind… an ending he desperately wants to play out with me. And my gut is telling me that shooting me is not part of that ending. 

			“I’ve done what you asked, Simon. I’ve come alone, and I’ve tossed away my weapon. It’s just you and me now,” I tell him. “Keep up your end of the bargain and cut Boyle loose. She’s not part of this. This is between you and me.” 

			Eurus—Simon—stares at me with an amused curl to his lips. “I am nothing, if not a man of my word,” he says. “I promised you that I would turn your precious rookie loose and so I shall.” 

			He tucks his gun into the waistband of his pants, then pulls out a knife. He quickly cuts through the plastic cuffs binding Paige’s wrists, then pulls the gag out of her mouth and tosses it aside. He gestures toward the door with his knife.

			“Off with you, Agent Boyle,” he says. 

			She looks from me to Simon and then back again, her face marked by uncertainty. I can see she’s thinking about jumping him. About trying to fight him. 

			“Go, Boyle,” I say. 

			“Chief—”

			“Go,” I repeat. “This is between me and him.” 

			“I can’t—” 

			“You can and you will,” I snap. “Get out of here, Paige. Now.” 

			She takes a couple halting steps toward the door, then turns back. Simon sighs heavily. He slips his blade back into its sheath, then pulls his Sig and chambers a round. 

			“If you don’t leave by the time I count to five, I’m going to shoot you both and be done with it all,” he says. “Ready? Five… four…” 

			“Boyle, get the hell out of here,” I say, my voice firm and tight. “Get out of here right now. That is an order. Now, go!” 

			Her eyes are shimmering with tears, but she nods and grits her teeth. She takes one last look at Simon and then at me before walking out of the chamber. I listen to her footsteps receding until they eventually disappear. Simon gives me a wolfish smile.

			“Alone at last,” he says with that eerie giggle. 

			“Let’s get on with it then.” 

			With his Sig still trained on me, he reaches into his back pocket, pulls another pair of plastic cuffs out with his free hand, and waves them for me to see before tossing them in my direction. They hit the ground at my feet. I look down at them, then raise my eyes to his again. 

			“How about you slip into something a little more comfortable first, Blake?” 
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			Seattle Underground, Pioneer Square District; Seattle, WA

			“Tell me this isn’t bringing back memories for you,” he says. 

			“Oh, it’s bringing back memories, you’re not wrong.”

			Sitting in the chair Paige had vacated with my hands bound by plastic cuffs in my lap, I’m overcome by a sense of déjà vu. The only thing missing is the bomb underneath my chair. But that would be too gauche and too impersonal for Simon. It wouldn’t serve his narrative. He wants this to be personal. More than that, he wants this to be attention-grabbing. And while a bomb might grab a few headlines, he knows that the body of an FBI agent of moderate renown cut to pieces by a serial killer would garner more headlines and attention for him. It would add to his mystique. It would get people talking about him. And that, more than anything, is what Simon wants. Attention. 

			“You were right, you know. This is about my father,” he says. “If not for you, Alvin Perry would still be alive. He and I would be working together. We would have been the first father and son serial killer tandem in history, Blake. Do you even know what that would have been like? They would have written books about us. Made movies about us. People would talk about what we did and try to understand us for generations. But you took that all away from me. You denied me that chance at immortality.” 

			“So, the bottom line is that this is all about you, not your father or what I supposedly took from you,” I fire back. “This is about you being denied your shot at immortality, as you say. This is all a selfish grab at fame and notoriety like a spoiled little boy throwing a tantrum. This isn’t about your father at all. At least be honest.” 

			The backhand comes out of nowhere and rocks my head to the side with a sharp crack. My mouth fills with blood, and my cheek feels like it’s on fire. I spit a thick glob of blood onto the dirt at my feet and look up at him, my chin raised, defiance shining in my eyes. He wants me to beg. Grovel. He wants me to plead for my life. One thing Simon needs is to feel superior to his victims. He needs to assert his dominance over them and show them that they are inferior. He’s going to be disappointed, though, since I’m not going to do anything of the sort. 

			He gives me a cold smirk, then starts to pace around the room, the Sig tucked into his waistband again. Simon clasps his hands behind his back and adopts an almost professorial demeanor as he begins to speak. 

			“My entire childhood was filled with questions about who my father was. My mother would not answer me for the longest time. For most of my life, actually. But after she found out I’d sent my DNA to that genealogy site, she knew it was only a matter of time, and so, she told me everything. She told me about her relationship with Alvin,” Simon tells me. “I immediately sought him out, and it didn’t take me long to find him. He was actually looking for me as well. We connected and immediately recognized that we were kindred spirits. I guess you could say I was a chip off the old block.” 

			“It must have been wonderful finding somebody as sick as you,” I remark sardonically. 

			That earns me another hard backhand that rocks my head the other way. My vision wavers, and stars burst in my eyes again. My other cheek stings from the blow, but I grit my teeth and bare it. I need him to keep talking. Need to keep him distracted. If that means I have to take a backhand now and then, so be it. As long as he’s not focused on my hands, that’s all that matters. 

			He’s determined to tell me his whole story—to lay out all the reasons for doing what he’s doing to me so I understand him before he kills me. It’s part of his game. Part of his whole act. He wants me to know exactly why he feels justified in taking my life. Wants me to know exactly what I took from him. And I’m happy to listen since it gives me time to enact my plan now that Paige is safely out of the way. 

			When Simon turns his back and begins to pace again, I wriggle my fingers, getting them beneath the cuff of my coat. Being a student of history—his father’s history in particular—I was pretty sure Simon was going to play this out just like Perry had and bind my hands after disarming me. I was glad to see he stuck to the script because before coming in, I’d strapped a small knife to my wrist. I’ve spent a lot of time training how to get myself out of situations exactly like this. 

			Wiggling my wrists and fingers, I manage to get the blade out of the sheath on my wrist and into the palm of my hand. It’s too small to do any significant damage to Simon himself unless I’m lucky enough to stick it into his carotid with one stroke, but it’s perfect to cut through a pair of plastic cuffs. Adjusting the blade so it’s pressed against the cuffs, I start to move it, sawing the plastic with the edge of the knife. 

			“My father told me about my half-brothers—he’d kept an eye on them for a while but determined they did not share our unique passions. I, of course, followed up on my own just to be sure,” Simon says. “Can you imagine if they’d shared our talent? Can you imagine a family like ours? We would have been beyond famous. That would have ensured our place in history.” 

			Simon turns to me, a crazed smile on his face. I subtly turn my hands over, hiding the blade I’ve got secreted in my palm so he can’t see what I’m doing. 

			“Right,” I say. “You would have been right up there with the Manson family.” 

			He scoffs. “Rank amateurs. They were sloppy and stupid,” he says. “We would have been a force of nature. But my half-brothers weren’t interested. Alvin and I thought… we still would have been special. We would have been something.” 

			“So, why did this grand partnership never come to fruition?” I ask. 

			“Because of you,” he says simply. “Alvin taught me everything I know, but he wanted me to practice—to get my technique down before he and I embarked on our first adventure. Unfortunately for me, you arrested him before we could do that, and… well… now he’s dead. Because of you, Blake. Do you understand now why I hate you? Why you have to die?” 

			“It seems to me that this isn’t my fault, but is actually your father’s fault,” I say. “If he were half as good as you seem to think he was, we never would have been able to catch him in the first place, right? If he was that smart, the two of you would be out there murdering up a storm.” 

			This backhand is harder and more vicious, drawing a groan from me. Blood spills from my nose and rolls down my chin, crimson spots spattering the front of my jacket. My head is ringing, and my face feels like it’s on fire. But I bear it the best I can. Simon turns away again, and I go back to work, slowly sawing my way through the cuffs. 

			“I think that’s why I believed you were the Holmes to my Moriarty. Surely, if you could catch my father, you must be a mastermind in your own right,” he says. “Imagine my surprise and disappointment when you turned out to be average… at best. You’re not the overwhelming intellect I believed you to be, Blake.” 

			“I never claimed I was,” I respond. “But then, I guess if I’m average, then your father must have been average too. Actually, since I caught him, then by your own logic, that would seem to make him below average. Right? Substandard?” 

			This time I see the backhand coming, and that’s when I act. Snapping the cuffs I’d sawed most of the way through, I hold the blade up and grin with a devilish satisfaction as I watch the point of the blade sink into his hand. Simon howls in agony as my knife goes through his flesh, the tip of it erupting through his palm. Moving quickly, I throw myself out of the chair and shoulder roll, coming up behind him. Simon spins around to face me, but before he can act, I drive my fist into his throat. 

			His eyes practically bugging out of their sockets, he sputters and makes a choking sound, grasping at his throat with his one good hand. Simon recovers quickly, though, and dances backward out of my reach as I lunge toward him. He savagely yanks my small knife from his hand and hurls it at me. I wasn’t prepared for that and try to dodge it, but am not quite quick enough to avoid it completely. The edge of the blade opens a shallow furrow along my cheek that stings like hell. I feel my blood, warm and thick, cascading down my face. 

			Simon is already in motion, not giving me time to recover. He drives his fist straight into my face, snapping my head backward. Fresh blood flows from my nose and mouth as I stagger and nearly fall. I stay on my feet, though just barely, and let out a sharp yelp when I see Simon advancing on me with his own knife—which is considerably larger than mine. I spin to the left as he slashes, and the edge of his blade slices through my jacket. As I move, I throw my elbow backward and let out a satisfied grunt when I feel it connect. His nose crumples beneath the force of my blow, and he howls in pain. 

			Fire explodes in my side, though, and when I look down, my eyes widen. His knife is buried in my side. There is a crimson blossom on my jacket around where the blade has been driven into my body, and I stare at it for a long moment. He grunts and drives the blade deeper. The pain that follows is unlike anything I’ve experienced before, and my entire side feels like he poured gasoline on my flesh then set it on fire. Simon yanks the blade out, and that’s when I feel the gush of warm, thick blood spilling down my side. 

			Before he can drive his knife into me again, though, I stagger away, getting myself clear of his reach. My hand pressed to my side, my blood spilling over my fingers, I teeter away from him and nearly fall but don’t. Simon watches me shambling across the room, a wicked-looking grin splitting his lips. He looks excited. He looks like a kid on Christmas morning. Blood flows from his ruined nose, coating the lower half of his face, and I see that I’ve chipped his two front teeth, giving him a ghastly visage. 

			“Are you ready to die, Blake?” he asks, his voice suddenly high and nasally. 

			“I’m really not,” I say. 

			He lunges at me again, and I muster the strength to escape the point of his blade. But my legs are weak and threaten to send me crashing to the ground at any moment; I don’t know how long I’ll be able to stay on my feet. Even though I don’t think he hit anything vital when he stabbed me, I’m losing a lot of blood, which is problematic in its own right. My only hope is that Paige got away and is summoning help—and that help gets to me before it’s too late. 

			“That’s a shame,” he says. “Because your time is almost up, Blake.” 

			“If you say so.” 

			He pointedly looks at his watch. “Tick tock, Blake. If I don’t get you, the blood loss surely will. Either way, you’re going to die.” 

			I stumble and fall hard against the wooden wall with a pained grunt as it sends a fresh wave of pain washing through me. My back against the wall, I drop to my backside as bursts of sheer agony radiate through every corner of my body. The blood flows from the wound in my side, and I grimace as I press my hand to it and try to slow it as Simon looks on, bouncing on the balls of his feet, a gleam of maniacal excitement radiating from his face. I cry out as I press on the wound harder, but I know it’s no use. Simon is right… I’m bleeding out. 

			That high-pitched, eerie giggle that sets my teeth on edge echoes around the chamber, and I look up to see Simon standing across the room, the knife stained with my blood in his hand. He looks genuinely happy. 

			“I’m going to kill you now, Blake. I’m not going to let you bleed out. Not when I would much rather savor my ultimate victory. Not when I would rather feel your life slipping away from you with my own two hands,” he says. “And after I kill you, I’m going to defile your body in such a way that people will never be able to stop talking about it. I’m going to take pictures and post them online so that whenever somebody Googles your name, they’ll see exactly what I did to you… and then everybody will know that I won. Everybody will know that I beat the legendary Blake Wilder—that she wasn’t good enough or smart enough to beat me. How does that make you feel? Does it make you feel small? Weak?” 

			“I’ll be dead, so I doubt I’ll feel any kind of way about it, honestly,” I say with a dry chuckle. 

			He waves the knife at me and does a strange little dance of excitement that reminds me of something his father did when he’d held me captive and thought he’d won. The parallels to that night are all around me, except for the fact that there’s no Paxton to pull my butt out of the fire this time. I’m alone. Simon is going to kill me, and there isn’t anything I can do to stop him. Blood loss is making me weak, so any defense I manage to muster isn’t going to be good enough.

			My hand falls to my side and bumps something hard and metallic on the ground beside me. No matter how weak I am, I’m not willing to go down without a fight. I won’t give this animal that kind of satisfaction. No matter how futile the effort, I’m going to fight and hope that whatever my hand bumped on the ground is something I can use as a makeshift weapon. Maybe I can give him a parting gift that he’ll have to carry for the rest of his life. Something that will make him think of me whenever he looks in the mirror. I grope blindly and frantically with my fingers and feel my eyes widen as a surge of excitement shoots through my heart. 

			Grinning like a fool and confident in his victory, Simon is advancing on me heedlessly as I snatch up my Glock and raise it, pointing it straight at his face. He freezes in his tracks, the grin slipping from his face as his eyes widen in surprise. 

			“No,” he says. “That’s not how this is supposed to go.” 

			“Yeah, but it’s going this way anyway,” I say. 

			“That’s not supposed to happen.”

			“Get over it.” 

			His face reddens, and his expression grows tight with rage. He glares at me and looks like he wants to rip me apart with his bare hands. But then his face suddenly smooths out as he calms himself. His anger and disappointment fade, and he seems to have quickly come to some sort of peace with the turn this has all taken. This isn’t the way things were supposed to go. This wasn’t his plan. I have a feeling, though, that he’s got another plan in place just in case the situation played out like this and not how he’d mapped it out. Simon is nothing if not a meticulous planner. 

			The bloody knife is in one hand, but I see his other hand moving toward the waistband of his pants. His movements are deliberate, as if he’s making sure I see it. 

			“Don’t do it, Simon,” I say. “You leave that Sig right where it is or I swear to God, I will drop you where you stand.” 

			“You’re going to have to kill me then, because I’m going to pull my gun,” he says. “And when I do, if you haven’t shot me, I will definitely shoot you. Several times. I would rather it hadn’t come to this—I don’t want to shoot you, Blake. It’s just… rude. Rude and impersonal. But I am going to kill you one way or another.” 

			“Don’t do it,” I repeat. “Don’t make me kill you.”

			He shrugs. “At least it will be a famous death. If I can’t kill the legendary Blake Wilder, then I suppose being killed by her will have to suffice.” 

			“It won’t be the famous death you’re looking for, Simon,” I say. “Nobody will even know I killed you. You will die in obscurity. I promise you that.”

			He grins. “These things have a way of getting out to the Internet. Nothing is secret for long, Blake. You should know that.” 

			“Stop. Moving.” 

			“You’re going to have to kill me,” he says. “I told you that.” 

			“I don’t have to do anything.” 

			“We’ll see,” he says. 

			He reaches for his Sig and is pulling it from his waistband when I fire three shots in rapid succession. Simon howls in agony as the first two bullets tear through his knees and the third slams into his thigh. Blood flows from his wounds as he stumbles backward, his hands flying up as he tries to catch himself. He loses the Sig, and I hear it hit the ground with a clatter, bouncing away from him before coming to rest in a pile of debris. 

			Simon goes down hard, landing on his back. He screams in pain and tries to scramble to his feet, but the wounds in his legs make that impossible. Still feeling weak and like I’m fading even faster, I get to my feet with some effort. With shuffling, halting steps, I make my way over to Simon. He thrashes around and tries to grab hold of me, so I drive the butt of my Glock into his forehead… hard. With Simon stunned, I manage to roll him onto his belly before pulling his hands behind his back where I’m able to cuff him. 

			“You’re going to prison, Simon,” I say. “You’re going to prison for the rest of your life, and you’re going to die in obscurity. Nobody will ever know who you are. Ever.” 

			He thrashes around like a child having a tantrum, howling and screaming every vulgarity at me he can think of.

			“And by the way, it was Pax who really got your father in the end,” I wheeze. “I just put the cuffs on him.”

			His face drops and he goes still.

			“Your whole life was a lie,” I grit.

			Petty Blake strikes once again. And this time, I welcome her.

			Laughing softly to myself and with thick drops of crimson spattering the ground beneath me, I slowly move backward until I find the wall, then sit down, leaning heavily against it. My hand is pressed hard to my side, but I’m not having much luck staunching the flow of blood. My vision is wavering, and my head feels light and floaty as my body starts to grow cold. 

			I’m fading. I’m going to bleed out. But as I look at the cuffed form of Simon Harper—Eurus—and know he’s going to spend the rest of his miserable life in a concrete box, unknown to anybody, denied the fame and attention he so desperately sought, I think that’s okay. In my last minutes in this world, I can take comfort in knowing that Simon Harper will never hurt another human being as long as he lives. The people are safer with him no longer among them.

			That’s a fair trade. That’s a deal I can live with—a deal I can die with, actually.

			A small, weak laugh drifts from my mouth, and the faces of Simon’s victims scroll through my vision, stopping on the face of Tammy McBride. So young and so innocent. She reminded me of my kid sister, Kit, a little. Maybe that was why it hit me so hard, and I took it so personally. I don’t know. I guess I’ll never know now. 

			“We got justice for you, Tammy,” I whisper. “We got justice for all of you.” 

			I close my eyes and smile as I give myself over to the warm embrace of the darkness.  
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			The Emerald Lounge, Downtown District; Seattle, WA

			My cheeks flare with heat, but a smile crosses my face as my team erupts in cheers and applause as I make my way over to their table. Three weeks after the events at the Underground, I was medically cleared and released from the hospital, and Astra decided that a party at the Emerald was a fitting welcome home for me. I hate being the center of attention, but she assured me that if I didn’t show up, my public humiliation was going to be much, much worse. I decided to go with the lesser of two evils. At least there’s good music here. 

			The Kellen Newsome Trio—the same band that was playing the night Lucas tracked me down here—is on stage playing a lively tune. Astra flies over to me and wraps me in a tight hug that makes me wince. I’m better but still a little bit tender where Simon stabbed me. She quickly jumps back, a mortified look on her face. 

			“Oh, God, are you okay?” she gasps. 

			I laugh weakly. “I’m fine. Just a little sore still. It’ll pass.” 

			“Good. You’ve got a lot of work to catch up on. The cases piled up while you were taking your government-funded vacation,” she says, giving me a wink. 

			“Government-funded vacation. That’s good,” I say with a laugh. 

			“How did things go with Ayad?” she asks. 

			“About how you’d expect. He read me the riot act for going to the Underground alone—though he took pity on me and dialed it back, so he was only screaming at eighty decibels or so. The crowd at a Seahawks game is far louder,” I say. “But he did say he was glad I was okay, so I guess that was nice. He also told me he is impressed with your skills as a leader and was hinting around about giving you a team of your own.” 

			“Yeah, anyway, we’ll talk about that later. Much later,” she says. 

			“Astra—”

			She scoffs. “If I go, who’s going to keep this team together when you run off and do something stupid again?” 

			I laugh softly. “That’s fair, I guess. But—”

			“No buts, lady. Ayad was right to lay it into you. You almost got yourself killed. Like, it was really close,” she says. “I’d tear into you about it, too, but I don’t like agreeing with Ayad. And besides, I don’t want to be redundant.” 

			“Thank you,” I say with a grin. 

			“I am glad you’re okay though.”

			“Me too,” I say. 

			One by one, my team files over to give me a hug—gently—and to welcome me back. Paige pauses, though, her hands on my forearms. Her eyes are wide and shimmering with tears, and she seems overwhelmed by emotion. Her mouth is opening and closing, making her look like a fish gasping for air, but no words are coming out. I take her hand and give it a firm squeeze.

			“You almost died… to save me,” she finally manages to croak. 

			“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m fine. We’re all fine.” 

			“You saved my life,” she says softly. 

			“And you saved mine,” I reply. “If you hadn’t gotten help there when you did, I really would have bled out down there. So, thank you, Paige.” 

			A weak smile flickers across her lips as we walk to the table and take our seats where I find an Old Fashioned waiting for me. It was close though. A lot closer than I would have liked. I thought I was going to die down there and had made my peace with it. But Paige had thought quickly and acted even faster after fleeing the Underground. She’d somehow found a phone, and her first call was to 9-1-1 to get a bus rolling in my direction; and then she’d called Astra who brought the team running. 

			The EMTs had gotten to me in the nick of time. They’d managed to slow the bleeding long enough to get me to the hospital where the doctors and nurses were able to patch up my wounds, put me back together, and keep me among the living for a little while longer. Then they’d kept me in that damn bed for three weeks. As somebody who doesn’t do well with idle time, it was sheer torture. I really thought I was going to go crazy.

			“Do we know what’s going on with Eurus—sorry—Simon yet?” Mo asks. 

			“I talked to the AUSA a couple of days ago, and we still need to put together the evidence packets for the past cases and get those over to him,” I say. “Right now, though, he’s being held in county pending arraignment and trial. Initially, he’s going to be charged with the murder of Tammy McBride and the attempted murder of yours truly. They’ll tack on more charges once we get the packets over to them, I’m sure.” 

			“Bottom line is that Eurus, or Simon, or whatever the hell his real name is, will be sitting in an eight-by-eight concrete box for the remainder of his useless, miserable days, unable to hurt anybody ever again. And that, my friends, is a beautiful thing,” Astra says. 

			“Even better, he will be just another anonymous convict,” I say. “He’ll never have the fame or notoriety he craved. He has to live with the fact that we beat him. We proved that he’s nothing special, that he’s not actually the genius-level mastermind he believes himself to be, and that he’s just another killer, like all the others we’ve put in a box.”

			“Why didn’t you kill him, Blake?” Paige asks. “God knows you had the opportunity and plenty of justifiable reasons. Why show him mercy? I don’t think I would have been able to show that kind of restraint. Not after everything he’s done.”  

			A smile flickers across my lips. “Because if he went out in a blaze of glory, he’d get every bit of immortality he always wanted. But now, there will be no books or movies about him, and nobody will be speaking about his exploits years from now. That was his ultimate goal. That’s what he so desperately wanted, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to give him that,” I say. “Knowing that nobody will be talking about him or marveling over his crimes is going to drive him absolutely insane. Like completely bananas. It will haunt him forever and is a fate worse than death for that piece of garbage… and honestly, I couldn’t be happier about that.” 

			“You are a cold-blooded woman,” Astra says. “Downright ruthless.”

			“Sometimes,” I reply with a grin.

			“So, are you back on full duty now?” Mo asks. 

			“Not yet. I’ve still got to be cleared by physical and occupational therapy,” I say. “But that should only be another week or so. But I’m cleared for office duty. It ain’t much, but I’ll take it.” 

			“I have a feeling they only released you because you’re a terrible patient and they desperately wanted you out of their hair,” Astra says.

			“You’re probably not wrong,” I reply. 

			“Oh, trust me, I know I’m not,” she teases. 

			The atmosphere at the table suddenly grows frosty, and all eyes are on somebody approaching me from behind. I turn in my seat, and the frown on my face is instant. The tall, elegant form of Kenzie Stratton is gliding across the room, a thousand-watt smile on her face. Dressed in a black and gray, form-fitting, long-sleeved sweater, she moves like she’s on a catwalk before coming to a stop beside my chair. She looks around the table, that smile never faltering. 

			“Chief Wilder,” she says brightly. “I’m so happy to see that you’re up and about. I was worried for you when I heard what happened.” 

			“Thank you, Kenzie,” I say. “And thank you for the flowers you sent.”

			“The very least I could do. I’m just glad you’re all right, Blake. Truly.” 

			“I appreciate that.”

			There’s an awkward moment of silence as everybody sits stone-still, staring at her coldly. Kenzie looks at me expectantly, as if she’s waiting for me to invite her to sit down and have a drink with us. When I don’t, she chuckles nervously and pats her hair. 

			“So, anyway, I’m getting a shot at having my own television program. It will be a discussion and interview format that focuses on true crime—stories that impact Seattle and all,” she says. “We’re starting small, but if it all goes well, we’ll expand from there.” 

			“Congratulations,” I say. “I’m sure you’ll be great.” 

			“That brings me to my point… Blake, I’d really like you to be my first guest,” she says. “I’d like to interview you about the Simon Harper case—”

			“Not interested,” I cut her off. “But good luck with your show, Kenzie.” 

			“Blake, I think it could be really good for you—and for the Bureau as a whole,” she says. “People deserve to know what you do and the danger you put yourself in on behalf of all the folks living in this city. Hell, this whole country. You and your team don’t get the credit or recognition that you all deserve. You literally lay it on the line for everybody every single day. I think you and your team should be acknowledged for that.” 

			“We don’t do what we do for recognition, Kenzie,” I tell her. “We don’t do it for fame, medals, or pats on the back. We do it because we believe in taking bad guys off the street.” 

			“I understand that,” she presses. “But the public deserves to know—”

			“Deserves to know what exactly?” I cut her off as I grow testy. “Harper is in prison. He’s gone. Forever. He’s not a menace to anybody anymore, so there’s nothing to know about him.”

			“Chief Wilder—” 

			I cut her off again with a shake of my head. “Kenzie, I understand you have a job to do. But there are people like Harper out there who are doing the most monstrous things for fame. For their fifteen minutes. They want the notoriety that sick slice of fame will earn them,” I say. “I’m not saying you and your colleagues are responsible for the things these monsters do. But the fact that you keep giving them oxygen only fans those flames and pushes them to do even more monstrous things. They want fame, Kenzie. They want the sort of immortality being a media figure will give them. So… stop. Stop giving these guys life. Stop giving them oxygen.”

			She gives me the sort of patient smile a parent might give a particularly dim child. “That’s not the way the game is played on this side of the aisle,” she says. “Harper is newsworthy. People want to know—have a right to know—about the monsters walking among them. And like I keep telling you, if I don’t do it, somebody else will.” 

			“Might as well be you then, huh?” 

			She shrugs. “It’s my job.” 

			“Well, then, I wish you the best of luck with your new endeavor, Kenzie. You have a good night now,” I say, dismissing her with a firm nod. 

			She hesitates and looks like she wants to say something more—something that will somehow magically convince me to be on her show—but she wisely abandons the idea. For now, anyway. I have little doubt she’ll keep pressing me, trying to wear me down until I agree to do it just to get her off my back. It won’t happen, but I’m sure it won’t stop her from trying. Kenzie gives me a polite smile and a nod before turning and sauntering away. And when we see her disappear through the doors of the Emerald and out into the night, we all let out a breath of relief. 

			“Anyway, on to better things… Guys, I wanted to say congratulations on closing that serial arson case this week,” I tell them. “That was really outstanding work.”  

			“How did you know about that?” Astra asks. “I gave explicit instructions that you weren’t supposed to be doing anything work-related while you were in the hospital.” 

			“A little birdie has been keeping me up to date with things, and I’ve been reviewing the case files as you’ve been working it,” I admit. 

			Astra turns to Rick with a scowl, and he puts his hands up as he laughs. “Don’t look at me. I wouldn’t have done it. I fear you more than I fear her.” 

			Astra rounds on Nina who blushes and lowers her eyes, a small smile playing across her lips. 

			“Well?” Astra demands. “What do you have to say for yourself, Nina?” 

			“What? I fear her more than I fear you,” she says with a laugh. “The woman took a knife in her guts and lived to tell the tale. Tell me how I’m not supposed to be afraid of her?” 

			“Don’t blame her. I didn’t give her any choice,” I say. 

			Astra grins. “You just can’t keep your fingers out of the pies, can you?” 

			“Of course, I can. I just choose not to,” I say. 

			“You’re such a jerk.” 

			“I know,” I reply. “But honestly, Astra, you did an amazing job while I was out. You led this team through a tough case, and by all accounts, they never missed a beat. Really great work.” 

			“Thanks, Blake. I appreciate that,” Astra says quietly. 

			The rest of the team applauds and pounds the table in appreciation. This time, it’s Astra’s turn to blush and look away. She doesn’t like the limelight any more than I do, but she deserves the recognition. She deserves more than that but stubbornly refuses to accept a promotion—which I’m secretly not unhappy about. Losing Astra would feel like losing a limb. Hell, at this point, losing any of my team would feel that way. I never expected that I’d grow so close to them, but even now, I can still feel the spot Lucas occupied inside me twitching. Hurting. It’s like having that sensation of a phantom limb. They’re my family, plain and simple. 

			I raise my glass. “I love you guys. I really love you guys.” 
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			King County Correctional Facility, Central District; Seattle, WA

			Inmate number 23092865, formerly known as Simon Harper, as Eric Hanson, as Auguste Lupa, as Mr. Abernetty, and as Eurus, paced the walled-in, concrete box that sat just outside the housing pod he shared with twenty-three other men. He couldn’t abide the smell of the place. It was like a combination of body odor and raw sewage. The stench of the place stuck to his clothing, his skin, and even to his hair. He couldn’t seem to escape it, and the odor was so nauseatingly pungent, he felt like he was constantly on the verge of throwing up because of it. 

			Almost as bad as the stench of the place was the noise. The men in the pod were constantly talking, yelling, laughing, or being idiots in general. Sleep was a rarity. Being locked up with two dozen uncouth, ignorant animals was a fate worse than death. There wasn’t a reader among them, nor anybody who could hold an intelligent conversation. These men were all beneath him. They were low, and being around them was a form of punishment inmate number 23092865 felt was far worse than he deserved. 

			He spent as much time in that small concrete yard outside the pod as he could to escape the noise and smells inside. It was less than half the size of a basketball court and far narrower. Fifteen-foot-high concrete walls boxed it in, and thick chain link fencing covered the top of it, snuffing out any ideas of being able to somehow slip over the top. It was hell and felt confining, but it was better than nothing. At least he could see the sky out there. Sort of. 

			He still carried a limp—and probably would for the rest of his life—courtesy of Blake Wilder, but at least he was back on his feet. The man walked around and around the concrete yard, his hands clasped behind his back. Inmate number 23092865 racked his brain, trying to figure out how everything had gone so wrong. Blake Wilder and her minions were inferior to him. There was no logical way they should have been able to get the best of him. 

			Of course, he was a smart and logical man. He knew there was always the possibility, minuscule though he believed it to be, that things could go terribly wrong. The fact that he was sitting in a stinking, filthy pod was proof of that. But he never conceived of the idea that she would refuse to kill him. He had tormented her for months and truly believed that given the chance, she would put him down and give him a famous death. He never imagined in a million years that she would let him live and consign him to this ignominious fate. 

			“Hey.” 

			The deep voice cut into his private thoughts, and inmate number 23092865 looked up, annoyed at the unwanted intrusion. Two men, both of them large and rough looking stood on the other side of the concrete yard. They had their prison-issued orange jumpsuits pulled down to their waists and weren’t wearing T-shirts underneath, showing off their bodies. They were both heavyset and had bellies on them, but they had plenty of muscle to spare as well. 

			The men looked alike. They both stood over six feet tall and weighed probably well over two hundred pounds. They had shaved heads, dark goatees, and small, beady eyes the color of onyx. They were covered in tattoos, prominently displaying the swastikas, Iron Cross, and “88” tattoos favored by the Aryan Brotherhood. He’d seen—and avoided—them both in the pod. The man who’d spoken was an inch or so taller than the other and was Hawkins, the leader of the Brotherhood inside the county jail. 

			“I said hey,” Hawkins repeated. 

			“No offense, but I’d rather be alone,” the inmate replied. 

			“Ain’t got that luxury here, brother.” 

			“I’ll make it work somehow.” 

			“It ain’t wise for you to be alone inside,” he said. “Everybody needs people.” 

			“I’ve never needed anybody.” 

			“Maybe not out there, but in here you do. You need somebody to watch your back, son.” 

			“I’ll get by.” 

			The two men moved a few steps closer, massive arms folded over their chests, feral-looking grins on their faces. Inmate number 23092865 found them detestable. He would never claim to be a good person and recognized the monstrous things he’d done in his life, but hating somebody solely for the color of their skin was not one of them. He considered that to be one of the lowest, most unintelligent, and most disgusting things a person could do. One of the worst things a person could be. People could call him a killer, but they would never call him a racist. 

			He looked forward to the day he got out of here. He had hired one of the fiercest, most ferocious defense attorneys in Seattle—one with an outstanding trial record. Inmate number 23092865 was absolutely confident that his lawyer would get him out of this hell hole. He was realistic enough to know that he would have to do a little time somewhere. But he believed his attorney would make sure that time was spent in a hospital, being treated for a battery of mental and emotional disorders. He knew he just had to bide his time before his eventual and inevitable release from custody. 

			“I don’t think you’re understandin’ the situation here, son,” Hawkins said. 

			“I think I understand things just fine.” 

			“You need our protection.” 

			“I don’t. I really don’t,” he replied. “I’m not planning on being here long.” 

			The two men exchanged a look and a laugh. “That so?” 

			“Yes, that’s so.” 

			“Well, you’re here now. And for the duration you’re here, you’re gonna need somebody to watch your back. Them other gangs are gonna be lookin’ to bleed somebody who don’t look like them. Know what I mean?” Hawkins said. “We’ll do that for you. We’ll have your back.”

			“You will, huh?” 

			Hawkins nods. “Yep. We will. And all it’s gonna cost you is half your commissary.”

			It was a paltry sum, and inmate number 23092865 could have afforded it with ease. But the idea of being extorted by lowly men such as the two standing before him turned his stomach. He wanted nothing to do with them. Nothing at all. 

			“I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to decline,” he said. 

			Hawkins chuckled, a low and harsh sound. “You don’t get the way of the world, do you? You think you’re better than everybody in here, don’t you?” 

			“Nothing personal, but I know that to be true.” 

			“Is that so?” 

			“Like I said, nothing personal,” he replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to—” 

			Inmate number 23092865 never got to finish that sentence, but let out a sharp yelp as the other man slammed him up against the concrete wall behind him and pinned him against it. The force of the blow in the back was so hard, it drove the breath from his lungs, and as Hawkins stepped in front of him, those black, soulless eyes boring into his, all he could do was gasp for air. 

			“You ain’t better than nobody in here. Nobody. In here, you’re a criminal just like the rest of us,” Hawkins growled. “You’re nothin’. You’re nobody. All you are in here is meat.” 

			Hawkins’s movement was a blur. His arm moved so quickly, inmate number 23092865 couldn’t keep up. At first, he thought Hawkins was punching him. Each blow kept him from drawing a breath and sent flashes of pain racing through his body. But the glint of the sunlight off steel told him what was happening. 

			Ten, eleven, twelve times, Hawkins drove the homemade knife into his belly, parting his flesh and cutting through his insides. Hawkins pulled the shank out of him for the last time and stood before him with a wicked smile on his face, staring into inmate number 23092865’s eyes. The other man kept him upright and pinned to the wall, and the man felt his blood, viscous and warm, spilling from his belly and sliding down his lower half. 

			“See?” Hawkins said. “You ain’t no better than nobody. You bleed just like us.” 

			The man holding him up let go, and inmate number 23092865’s legs gave out, spilling him to the ground. His head bounced off the concrete as he collapsed in a heap, and he lay still. As the two men retreated, laughing with each other as they slipped back into the pod, the man gasped for air, feeling incapable of catching his breath. He flopped over onto his back, feeling his blood flowing out of the puncture wounds in his belly, and stared up at the sky. 

			A red bubble formed from his mouth, then popped, a fine red mist spattering his face as he watched the clouds drifting lazily overhead. As he felt the life flowing out of his body, the man never imagined things would end this way. Tears spilled from the corners of his eyes as he watched his field of vision waver, then begin to grow dark.

			The parallel to how his father died was not lost on him, but the man formerly known as Eurus truly believed, in his heart of hearts, that he was destined for better—that his death would be the famous one his father was cheated out of. The famous death Blake Wilder stole from him. And the death he had intended to avenge. 

			“This isn’t how it was supposed to end,” he croaked. “This isn’t fair.” 
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			Thank you for embarking on another heart-pumping journey with Blake Wilder in Watching Her, book 20 in this FBI Mystery Thriller series! It’s truly remarkable to reflect on the countless adventures we’ve shared throughout this series. The fact that you’ve stuck with Blake’s escapades for so many exciting chapters is both humbling and awe-inspiring. Your support has been the driving force behind the creation of each story, and I’m endlessly grateful for your loyalty.

			As we near the conclusion of this season, I can’t help but express my excitement for what lies ahead. The next book marks the culmination of this particular arc, promising an epic conclusion that I believe you won’t want to miss. The stakes are higher, the mysteries deeper, and the twists more intense than ever before.

			My intention is to take you on a gripping adventure and provide an entertaining escape with each and every book. Being an indie writer isn’t easy, but with your support, I’ve been able to continue bringing you thrilling stories despite the lack of a big budget or fancy marketing techniques. With that in mind, I kindly ask for a moment of your time. If you enjoyed Watching Her, please consider leaving a review, and perhaps recommending it to a fellow book lover or two.

			Speaking of recommendations, I know you’ve fallen in love with Blake so I invite you to become enamored with Spenser Song, the protagonist of my Sweetwater Falls Mystery series. In Spenser’s latest adventure, Memories of the Falls, she had hoped for a much-needed break after assisting Blake with an international trafficking ring. However, shortly after her return to Ryker in Sweetwater Falls, the place is once again thrown into chaos. The town’s star athletes are found dead due to a drug overdose, and once more, it’s up to Spenser to unravel the mystery behind this string of drug-related deaths.

			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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