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 PROLOGUE 
 
    “We can’t go in there.” The girl who spoke looked at the foreboding old building, her fingers intertwined with those of the boy who was trying to pull her forward. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” he said. “You said you wanted to be alone with me, right? You said you wanted to spend some time off by ourselves? Well, nobody’s going to look for us in there.” 
 
    She stared at him, her eyes wide. “That’s because everybody else would be too smart to go in there in the first place. Jimmy, that place is scary. You know they say it’s haunted, right?” 
 
    “It’s not haunted, Jill,” Jimmy said derisively. “Me and a bunch of the guys started that rumor years ago, when we were kids. It kept everybody out so we could use it for our clubhouse. Only a few of us still come out here, but I know nobody will be here today.” 
 
    The old factory building had sat on the edge of town for much longer than either of them could remember, and had been empty for more than twenty years. It had once been one of the biggest employers in the county, turning out more than a hundred thousand oil filters every week. Those filters had helped keep millions of cars on the road, but new technologies had come along that made the old paper filters less necessary. Orders had trickled off, until finally there weren’t enough steady customers to justify keeping the factory open. It had closed down and started the small Colorado town down the path to poverty. 
 
    There had been several attempts to resurrect it into something that would create jobs, and a few of them had been successful for short periods, but none of them lasted. The most recent attempt had been to turn it into a shopping center, but it was too far off the beaten path. The few stores that tried to open inside it were closed within just a few weeks, but that had been two decades earlier. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” Jill said. She let Jimmy pull her forward, and he pushed open the big, heavy door by the old loading docks. 
 
    The truck drivers used to spend hours waiting for their loads sometimes, so there had been a lounge set up for them just off the loading area. While a lot of the roof of the building had developed leaks, the roof over the lounge area was still intact. All the original furniture was gone, but adventurous boys had scavenged up some old couches and brought them in over the years, and the light coming in through the windows turned it into a fairly cozy space. 
 
    “Somebody’s been here,” he said. He pointed to a pile of rags in the corner. “I find out who it is, I’m going to kick some butt. Everybody knows to clean up after themselves.” 
 
    He pulled her past the pile, intent on getting her to the couch in the corner, but Jill suddenly froze. 
 
    “Jimmy? There’s somebody under that stuff.” 
 
    Jimmy stopped, then turned to look. A hand was sticking out from underneath the pile, and he suddenly got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. While he had never seen an actual dead body, other than at his grandmother’s funeral, he had enough sense to know that healthy fingers shouldn’t look purple. 
 
    “Stay back a minute,” he said. He let go of her hand and stepped closer to the pile of old blankets, then squatted down beside it. He looked at the eerily discolored hand for a moment, then reached out and lifted the blanket away. 
 
    It was a girl, and her equally discolored face had been beaten and bloodied. Jimmy put the back of his left hand to his mouth as he gagged, but managed not to throw up. He didn’t recognize her, but he knew she wasn’t alive. The shirt she was wearing had been ripped open, and she was naked from the waist down, but the real sign that she was dead was the dozens of stab wounds in her chest and abdomen. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” he said. He got to his feet and grabbed Jill’s hand again, dragging her back toward the door they had just come through. “We gotta go, we gotta get the police. Somebody killed that girl, we gotta go get help.” 
 
    They ran through the woods toward his car and jumped inside while Jill frantically dug for her phone. She got it out and dialed 911 as Jimmy got the car started. 
 
    “Hey, this is Jill Stevens,” she said when the operator answered. “Me and Jimmy Chalmers were just out at the old Wellington filter plant, and there’s a dead girl out there!” 
 
    “A dead girl?” the operator asked. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “No, we just got to the car,” Jill said. “We’re on our way to the police station.” 
 
    “No, wait there,” said the operator. “I’m sending police out to you now, just wait there for them.” 
 
    Jill turned and looked at Jimmy. “They want us to stay here,” she said. “The cops are coming.” 
 
    Jimmy rolled his eyes and then turned the engine off again. “Okay,” he said. “But they better hurry. I ain’t sitting here too long.” 
 
    The first police car arrived five minutes later, and Jimmy and Jill got out as he pulled up beside Jimmy’s Subaru. 
 
    “Jimmy,” said Kevin Edwards. Kevin had been a cop in the small town for as long as Jimmy could remember, a friendly man with a big belly and the grin to go with it. He wasn’t grinning at the moment, however. “You found a body in there?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jimmy said. “In there where the couches are.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Any idea who it is?” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head, and so did Jill. “No clue. It’s a girl, and she’s pretty tore up.” 
 
    Kevin glanced toward the building, then pulled a big flashlight off his belt. “Okay,” he said. “You two wait here. The chief and a deputy are on the way, so you tell them where I went.” 
 
    He turned and walked toward the building, the flashlight hanging loosely in his hand. The two kids watched as he stepped into the building and left the door open behind himself. 
 
    It was only the middle of the afternoon and plenty of light was coming through the windows, but Kevin turned on the flashlight anyway. He shone it down on the floor as he made his way toward the lounge, looking for anything that might indicate who could have entered the building recently. There were cigarette butts, a few candy wrappers and other trash laying around, but nothing that was likely to point to a particular person. 
 
    The lounge door was off to the left, and he made his way toward it. It was standing open, just the way the kids had left it, and he saw the pile of old blankets as soon as he stepped inside. Jimmy had dropped it back onto the body, so the cop stepped around to where the single hand was still protruding from it. 
 
    He let out a sigh. That was a tiny hand, and there was a simple little ring on the index finger. Kevin was terrified of what he was going to see when he lifted the blankets, but it had to be done. He used the butt end of the flashlight and stuck it under the edge of the blankets, then flipped them back. 
 
    “Sure as shit,” he said. The brown hair was the first thing he saw that told him this was the girl who’d gone missing three days earlier from Fort Collins, twenty miles away. Brenda Starling, that was her name, and she was only fourteen. Everybody thought she had run away, what with her dad being a drunk and all. It wouldn’t have been the first time. 
 
    A sound behind him made him turn and look, and he saw Chief McFetridge step into the room. Don Porter, the Sheriff’s Deputy, was right behind him. 
 
    “What have we got, Kevin?” McFetridge asked. 
 
    “Looks like the girl from Fort Collins,” Kevin replied. “She’s definitely dead, but I think it gets worse than that.” 
 
    The two other officers came close and looked down at the body, then McFetridge asked, “Anybody touch anything?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. I think Jimmy may have touched the edge of the blanket, just enough to see what was under it, but then they split and called in.” 
 
    McFetridge nodded and turned to Porter. “We’re going to need crime lab, and you better call out the county medical examiner. With her clothes ripped off, she was probably raped before she was killed.” 
 
    Porter nodded, visibly holding back the bile that was rising in his throat. He turned quickly and left the room, and they heard him talking on his portable radio a moment later. 
 
    “This is the last thing we needed right now,” McFetridge said. “Newspapers will tear us up, small-town cops dealing with a murder case. Best thing we can do right now is just secure the scene, don’t let anybody do anything until the crime lab gets done.” He glanced around the room, then turned back to Kevin. “Lucky for us, this old place is out in the county. We can let the sheriff take charge.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin said. “That’s exactly what I thought. I haven’t touched anything, and I’m not about to.” He looked down at the battered face of the dead girl. “You probably want to get somebody out here to keep the reporters away. And you might want to tell those kids outside not to talk to anybody about this just yet.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” McFetridge said. “I’ll do that, if you don’t mind staying here until the lab shows up.” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead. I’ll keep everyone away. I got the strongest stomach around here, anyway.” 
 
    McFetridge left the room and stepped out of the building, and then let out a sigh. There were half a dozen kids standing around Jimmy and Jill, which meant they had called their friends and told them what they found. Any hope of keeping it under wraps had just gone up in smoke. 
 
    The Medical Examiner arrived a half-hour later, and the crime scene techs from Fort Collins were right behind him. Dale Hargrove, the Larimer County Sheriff, came along, as did Detective David O’Rourke from his office. He’d been the county’s top homicide detective for the last five years, but he handled other things as well. He’d been in charge of looking for the girl after she went missing, and had been certain she had just run away with some friends and would turn up any time. 
 
    Brenda Starling had last been seen by a couple of her girlfriends from school, when the three of them left the library where they had been studying together. The trio had walked together for a short distance, and then Brenda had turned to go down the street toward her own house, which was only a couple of blocks away. That had been around five o’clock in the afternoon, and when she hadn’t turned up at her house by dinnertime at seven, her mother had called her friends to see if she was hanging out with them and had forgotten what time to be home. 
 
    Both of them said they hadn’t seen her since they parted company on the walk home, and Brenda’s mother became concerned. When she still hadn’t made it home by nine o’clock, the police were called. They canvassed the neighborhood where she had last been seen, but found no one who remembered spotting her as she walked down the road. By morning, she was considered a genuinely missing person, but she had been known to run away before. O’Rourke had interviewed her parents and learned that Brenda had been arguing with her dad earlier in the day, and figured she had just snuck off with friends again. Just as she’d done in the past, he figured she’d come home within a couple of days, at most. 
 
    And now she was dead. O’Rourke was shocked that he had been wrong, and it showed in his face. 
 
    “Dave,” McFetridge said. “You come to lend a hand?” 
 
    O’Rourke nodded. “Figured I might,” he said. “It’s going to end up my case whether I want it or not.” He shook his head. “This just sucks, Benji. The little girl had made noises about running away for the last two months, I was just sure she was going to come home anytime, safe and sound.” 
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up about it, Dave. Ain’t no way you could have known.” 
 
    “That don’t matter. I was so sure she was just off on a tear that I didn’t even really bother to look for her. If I had, maybe…” 
 
    “Wait and see what the ME says,” McFetridge said. “Be perfectly honest, she looks to me like she’s been dead a while.” 
 
    O’Rourke nodded again. “He’s in there,” he said. “Mind if I go inside and see what he’s thinking?” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’m more than happy to let you guys take this. Besides, I’ve seen enough for right now, I’m just gonna stand out here and have another cigarette.” He glanced down at the half dozen butts that were already laying around his feet. 
 
    O’Rourke walked into the building and followed the sounds until he found the medical examiner and crime scene people. They were all gathered around the body, and he forced himself to look down at the girl before he turned to the ME. 
 
    “What have we got, Doc? How long she been like this?” 
 
    “I’m just guessing at the moment, based on a visual inspection of the decomposition. We’ll know more after an autopsy, but right now I’d say she’s been dead about two days. Forty-eight hours, give or take.” 
 
    “Damn,” O’Rourke said. “You think that’s all?” 
 
    “Like I said, we’ll know more after the autopsy. Not more than three days, anyway, I can say that with decent certainty.” He looked at the detective. “On the other hand, I can tell you she didn’t die here. There’s almost no blood around the body, so this was just where she got dumped. Another thing, somebody had her tied up for a while.” He pointed at the girl’s wrist. “Both of her wrists are marked like that. Ligature marks, probably from some coarse rope. Her hands were tied together at some point, so you’re probably looking at an abduction.” 
 
    O’Rourke shook his head. “I’m gonna be handling the case, and working with the locals,” he said. “The sheriff and Chief McFetridge already okayed it, so send me everything you find.” He turned to Samantha Dickens, the crime scene investigator. “Sammy? You got anything for me yet?” 
 
    The short brunette rolled her eyes at him. “Hell, Dave, we just got here. Let us do our jobs, will you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, a sour look on his face. “Now, if only I had done my own.” 
 
    The news was all over the region within a couple of hours, and O’Rourke had to go back and confirm it to the poor girl’s parents. Brenda had been in minor trouble a couple of times, so her fingerprints were on file. It hadn’t taken long to confirm that the body was hers. 
 
    The crime lab wasn’t one of the biggest or best in the area, but they were decent. By morning, they had confirmed that Brenda had been raped more than once before she was killed, and had died of multiple stab wounds to the chest. Any one of several would have been fatal, but the perpetrator had first beaten the girl half to death, then finished her off with what seemed to be a butcher knife. The wounds were consistent with that type of blade, and there were minute traces of carbon steel to be found in some of them. 
 
    While there were no recoverable fingerprints on the body, the CSI team had found other bits of evidence. The girl had definitely been violated, though it appeared the rapist had used a condom. Still, they found trace amounts of bodily fluids, and Samantha explained that could happen from the condom slipping off or somehow leaking. In addition, they found what appeared to be broken whiskers inside her bra, and recovered a few grayish pubic hairs that were not her own from her genital area. 
 
    “We sent the rape kit and hairs off for DNA analysis,” Samantha told O’Rourke the next morning. “There’s at least a decent chance we will be able to catch this guy. With all the DNA databases out there nowadays, there are dozens of ways DNA can be collected. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “I hope so,” O’Rourke said. “I’d hate to think this guy is out there somewhere, looking for his next victim even now.” 
 
    “But you know that’s probably the truth,” Samantha said. “I don’t know who we are dealing with, but somebody who does this kind of thing probably does it for the thrill. Once he’s felt that, he’s going to do it again.” 
 
    O’Rourke nodded sadly. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “Hey, Dave?” 
 
    O’Rourke looked up to see a uniform standing in his office door. “Yeah?” 
 
    “We just got something that might be related,” the officer said. “Maintenance worker from the highway department just found what looks like a lot of old, dried blood out behind the state garage. Could be where the girl was killed.” 
 
    O’Rourke looked at Samantha. “You ready to roll?” 
 
    She sighed, but nodded. “Let’s do it. I’ll get the team.” 
 
    The state garage was eight miles out of town on Route 14, and sat away from the road a good quarter-mile. It was where the highway maintenance equipment was stored, the trucks and bulldozers and graders and paving equipment that was all necessary to keep the highways in decent condition. It took them fifteen minutes to get there, and they were greeted by a couple of state troopers. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s blood,” Samantha said. “And a lot of it.” She took some samples and then set cones out with crime scene tape to secure the area. “Give me a couple hours and I’ll tell you whether it’s hers or not.” 
 
    “My gut says it is,” O’Rourke said. “And it may be the biggest break yet.” He pointed at the security cameras on the building. One of them was pointing almost perfectly at the blood stain on the ground. “I need the tapes from that camera.” 
 
    One of the troopers found the maintenance supervisor and brought him to O’Rourke. 
 
    “It’s not a tape,” the supervisor said. “All the security video is stored on a hard drive, but we got a monitor in the building. I can make a copy of any part you want and put it on a flash drive for you.” 
 
    “I want everything that camera has seen for the last seven days,” O’Rourke said. “Can you do that?” 
 
    The supervisor nodded. “Sure. Take me about twenty minutes.” 
 
    Two hours later, O’Rourke was sitting at his desk, scanning through the silent, black and white video. He started at the end of the time sequence, where the video showed the crime scene tape already in place. He skipped backward twenty-four hours, looked at the image of the bloodstain and then went back another twenty-four hours. It was still there, so he went back another day, and it was gone. 
 
    He skipped forward an hour at a time, and a vehicle suddenly appeared after the sun had gone down. It was an old van, something out of the eighties. It was parked behind the building where the bloodstain would soon appear, positioned so that only the nose of the van was visible to the camera. O’Rourke went back ten minutes and it was gone again, so he let the video play. When the van appeared again eight minutes later, he leaned forward and watched intently. He could barely make out the outline of a driver sitting behind the wheel, but only for a moment. 
 
    O’Rourke could see that the driver was rather large, and almost certainly a man. He climbed out of the driver’s seat and moved into the back of the van, and then the whole vehicle seemed to shake for a few minutes. The shaking stopped, and then a short time later it resumed again, but lasted only a minute or so. Everything seemed quiet for a while after that, but then the shaking began again, violently.The van continued to sit there for another few minutes, but then the driver reappeared and suddenly drove away. 
 
    The bloodstain was there, and O’Rourke realized that he had just watched Brenda Starling’s murder. He jumped back to when the van first appeared and watched it again. When the van drove away for the second time, the timestamp indicated that it had been there for almost an hour in total. O’Rourke stared at the bloodstain again, but then he had to stop and go outside for a cigarette. 
 
    The camera had been facing the van head on, and O’Rourke was certain nobody had gotten out. Whatever happened to Brenda Starling took place inside the vehicle, so how the bloodstain could appear once the van drove away was leaving him confused. He made a mental note to ask Samantha for her opinion. 
 
    Three smokes later, he managed to sit at his desk again and replay that section of the video. The man who was driving went into the back of the van and the shaking began. Based on the rhythmic movement of the van, O’Rourke concluded that Brenda was being raped during that time. The shaking stopped and then began again, but didn’t last as long. Sometime later, when it resumed again, it seemed to be more violent. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he made notes about what he was watching, concluding that the final violent shaking was when the beating and stabbing must’ve taken place. A moment later, the van drove away, disappearing off the screen toward the right of the camera angle. 
 
    Unfortunately, the camera never captured the license plate. O’Rourke played it again, this time focusing on the van itself as he looked for damage or other identifying marks. Unfortunately, all he could tell was that it was a light-colored vehicle, but there was no way to know what color it was. If he had to guess, he’d go for gray or brown, but it could easily be blue, green, orange or purple, or some other shade that looks neutral in black and white. 
 
    He called the crime lab and asked Samantha to come up to his office, then set her in front of his desk and played the video for her. While she watched, he stood to the side where he couldn’t see the monitor. 
 
    “We have a monster on our hands,” she said when it was finished. “Any clue who this could be?” 
 
    O’Rourke shook his head. “Didn’t see anything I can identify,” he said. “Can’t get a good look at the driver through the windshield, it’s too grimy. No tag on the van, either. The van looks like a mid eighties Chevy, but that video is black-and-white so I have no idea what color it really is. There aren’t any noticeable signs of damage on it, something that would make it identifiable.” He sat down heavily in the chair beside his desk. “What about DNA? Come up with anything yet?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Getting a DNA result back can take time. I did ask them to put a rush on it, but we’re probably still looking at a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Call them back and beg,” O’Rourke said. “Couple of weeks from now, this guy may have more kills under his belt. I want to stop him before he can get to his next victim.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “You do that. And while we’re at it, what do you think about all that blood showing up after the van drives away? Far as I could tell, nobody got out. I’m thinking maybe some kind of drainhole in the floor?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like,” Samantha said. “That makes me wonder if he’s used it for this purpose before.” 
 
    “Yeah,” O’Rourke said. “Me, too.” 
 
    The days passed slowly, and O’Rourke grew more and more frustrated. He had printed out several images of the van from the video and made sure every officer had them, just in case one of them would run across one that might match. He figured it had to be somewhere in the area, unless the killer was simply passing through, but using the maintenance garage to hide behind made it seem like somebody who knew the area.  
 
    The family, and a lot of their friends, had set up a crowdfunding account to raise a reward, but even the promise of thousands of dollars wasn’t bringing any decent leads. O’Rourke had talked to all of his informants, but none of them seemed to have any idea who the killer might be and didn’t show any sign that they recognized the van in the pictures. 
 
    Of course, the news media moved on to other stories. There was occasional mention of the ongoing investigation, but without any new developments, it was destined to end up in the back pages of the newspapers. The reporters had not even bothered to call him in a couple of days, and he didn’t know whether to be glad or angry. The girl deserved justice, and her killer deserved the needle. 
 
    It had been almost three weeks since her body was found when O’Rourke walked into his office on a Thursday morning. He sat at his desk and started going through the reports that had come in overnight, looking for anything that might take his mind off the case that wouldn’t leave him alone, that wouldn’t let him sleep more than a few hours each night. He was halfway through the last page of overnight incidents when the phone on his desk rang, and he picked it up without the slightest hope that it would be bringing him any news. 
 
    “Dave?” Samantha said. “I got the DNA report back.” 
 
    “And? Does it tell us anything?” 
 
    “Oh, it does,” she said. “I have a ninety-nine percent positive match.” 
 
    O’Rourke’s eyes popped open wide. “I’ll be right down,” he said. He slammed down the phone and jumped out of his chair, heading out the door and toward the stairs that would lead to the lab in the basement. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he rushed into her office. “Who is it?” 
 
    Samantha, her face looking anguished, simply pointed to the computer on her desk and O’Rourke took a look. There was a DNA profile on the screen, and as he watched, she clicked a button to bring up the identity of the person whose profile it was. 
 
    He stared at the screen for a long moment, then turned and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” he said. “This is some kind of joke, right?” 
 
    “Don’t I wish it was,” she said. “Our DNA match comes back to the most famous private detective in the freaking country. We have a ninety-nine percent positive match on Sam Prichard. No matter how I try to find a way around it, Dave, he’s your killer.” 
 
   


  
 

 ONE 
 
    Two Months Earlier 
 
    “This really sucks, Sam,” Jade said. “We’re not going to know what to do without you around here.” 
 
    Sam Prichard looked at her, then around the conference table at the rest of the Windlass team. “Baloney,” he said. “All of you are incredibly talented investigators on your own. I was really nothing but a glorified supervisor, and you people don’t need one. Each and every one of you is fully qualified, you don’t need an old, retired cop telling you what to do.” 
 
    “You’re not old,” Steve Beck said. “And now that you’re defecting, Ron and Jeff are talking about sticking me in the job. I really am an old, retired cop, remember?” 
 
    “No, you tried to be one,” Sam said. “You couldn’t cope with it, which is why you ended up here. Steve, you’d make a fine Chief Investigator. Besides, you have this team to do all the work. All you have to do is travel around with Walter.” 
 
    “But who’s going to bail me out when I get myself in a pinch?” Denny Cortlandt asked. “Blimey, Sam, I’ll be stuck with this lot.” 
 
    Sam grinned, but got up from his chair. “They’ll do fine, Denny. Come on, help me carry this stuff out to my car.” 
 
    Sam Prichard, former Chief Investigator of Windlass Security, had tendered his resignation after his last case with the company. He had gone up against one of the most dangerous terrorists he had ever met, and had come within a split second of seeing his own children murdered in front of his eyes. For this reason and several others, he had decided it was time to get out of the business once and for all. 
 
    On this particular day, he was cleaning out his desk. Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson, the owners of the company, had already told him that they were promoting Steve Beck to the job, and Sam didn’t think there was a better man possible for it. He hoped they would all remain friends, but Sam’s wife and daughter were overjoyed that he decided to retire. 
 
    It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford to. Over the course of his investigative career, Sam had earned more than four million dollars in pay, bonuses and rewards. That money was sitting in high-yield accounts that would pay out nearly two hundred thousand dollars to him each year, more than enough for his family to live comfortably for the rest of their lives. 
 
    “Fine, then,” Denny said. He and Darren Beecher each picked up a couple of boxes, while Steve and the girls followed along. Summer looked like she was about to cry, and insisted on giving Sam a hug before he climbed into his Mustang to drive away from the office for what they all expected to be the last time. 
 
    Indie was waiting when he got home, along with their children McKenzie and Bo, and both of their mothers. Since this was the day that made his retirement official, they had decided to celebrate by all going out for dinner. 
 
    “Well, it’s done,” Sam said as he walked in through the front door. “All my crap is in the car, but I can unload it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Dad dad dad,” Bo said, sitting in his playpen, and Sam grinned down at him. Kenzie was standing beside her brother, smiling, but there was something in her face that pained Sam. When things had come so close to going terribly wrong, Kenzie had been forced to watch as Sam killed the man who was threatening them all. She was already seeing a counselor, but Sam knew that it would be some time before his bright, happy little girl would be able to get back to normal. 
 
    “Hey, kiddo,” he said to her. “Are you glad Daddy is retired?” 
 
    She nodded solemnly. “Yeah, so you won’t get shot no more.” She made a face and shook her head. “I always hated that part.” 
 
    “Me too,” Indie said. “But now we don’t have to worry about that. Daddy won’t be doing those kinds of jobs anymore, so nobody will be shooting at him.” 
 
    “Samuel, look at this,” his mother said. Grace Prichard held out the newspaper that had arrived only a short time earlier, and Sam saw his own picture near the bottom of the front page. A local reporter had heard that he was retiring and called him up the day before for an interview. 
 
    “Wow, front page,” Sam said. “Somebody must think I’m a celebrity of some sort.” 
 
    “You were,” said Kim, Indie’s mother. “Just about everybody knows who Sam Prichard is, after you saving the world so many times.” 
 
    Sam rolled his eyes. “Okay, I didn’t exactly save the world,” he said. “I might have done a little bit to stop some bad guys, but any world saving took a lot more than just me.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” his wife asked. “I dare you to tell that to everybody who would have been affected by some of those bad guys. I’m pretty sure they think you saved the world.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about that,” Sam said with a grin, pulling her into a hug. “I want to think about taking my family on a vacation. Doesn’t that sound like a good thing to think about?” 
 
    “Well, for right now, we need to think about where we are going for dinner. You’re the guest of honor, got any preferences?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said. “How about Taco Bell?” 
 
    “Taco Bell? I was thinking more along the lines of Cracker Barrel, or maybe Applebee’s. Why would you pick Taco Bell?” 
 
    “Because that’s where my life really started,” Sam said. “Don’t you remember? That’s where I met you.” 
 
    Indie grinned. Four years earlier, she had been a homeless single mother when she spotted an ad on Craigslist looking for a computer hacker. She had carefully checked out who posted it and determined that it was a retired policeman. She tracked him down, then had to follow him when he went out for lunch. Sam had been sitting at an outdoor table crunching tacos when he got a text message asking if they were good. 
 
    The text had taken him by surprise, but shortly thereafter, he found himself sitting across the table from a beautiful woman. He bought her lunch because she said she was hungry, while she explained that she could do the kind of things he wanted done. He had called his former partner at the police department to check her out, which was how he learned that she had a little girl hiding in her car, and nowhere to live. 
 
    He had made her an offer: he would pay for her computer hacking skills, and she and her daughter could use a spare room in his house while she tried to get back on her feet. At first, she had thought he was making a less than honorable proposition, but he assured her that was not the case. In desperation, she had accepted, and the two of them had fallen in love within weeks. 
 
    “I do have some fond memories of that day,” Indie said with a grin. “I guess we can do Taco Bell if you want.” 
 
    Sam squeezed her and kissed her cheek. “I’m teasing,” he said. “Cracker Barrel does sound like a good idea.” He looked around the room. “Everybody ready?” 
 
    They were, and it was only a few minutes before they were all loaded up in two vehicles and headed for the restaurant. Kenzie had wanted to ride with her grandmothers, and Bo was happily fastened into his car seat in the back seat of the Honda Ridgeline. They all backed out of the driveway, and Sam led the way to the restaurant. 
 
    Dinner was wonderful, and they followed it up by going out to a movie. Bo wasn’t entirely sure what the movie was all about, but he was sitting in Daddy’s lap, so he was content. Kenzie had chosen a movie about a gigantic shark, so Sam had to endure Indie’s fingers digging into his arm, but it was a wonderful evening altogether. 
 
    The next day, all six of them boarded a plane that would take them to Orlando. Sam had decided to spend a little money on a week at Disney World, and they all enjoyed the vacation. The grandmas were happy to take the children from time to time, letting Sam and Indie have some private moments for themselves. They spent some of it in their room at the resort, but they also did a little sightseeing of their own around the enormous theme park. It was a delightful time, and they were all a little sad when the week ended and it was time to go back to Denver. 
 
    It was necessary, though. Kenzie would be starting school shortly, and Sam was looking forward to spending time relaxing. He had ideas for new songs he wanted to write, and his friends in Nashville were always happy to shop them around to various recording artists. 
 
    It wasn’t long, though, before boredom set in. Sam wasn’t the kind of man who could sit around and do nothing, so when Ron Thomas called to ask him if he would be willing to help out with some simple cases, Sam talked it over with his wife and got her blessing. 
 
    The first one was easy. All he had to do was fly to New Jersey and pick up some sensitive paperwork. Because they had not decommissioned his ID, including the Homeland Security endorsement on the back, Sam was still authorized to carry a weapon even on a commercial flight. That made him an ideal courier for sensitive items, such as secret corporate agreements that had to be kept away from the press. Windlass clients were happy to have the famous Sam Prichard watching over their secrets for them as they traveled from place to place. 
 
    Jobs like that were okay with Sam, and even Kenzie didn’t worry too much about him on those trips. Most of them lasted less than a day, but occasionally he would be out overnight. It was easy work, paid well and didn’t involve having to shoot anybody. 
 
    The fourth job turned out to be more complex. A man who worked for a government defense contractor had come forward to reveal improprieties within the company and suddenly found himself with a target painted on his back. He had reached out to Windlass for help, and Ron asked Sam if he would be willing to go to Idaho and pick the fellow up, then keep him safe all the way to D.C. The case was highly classified by the government and had to be kept ultra secret because it had serious implications for national security. 
 
    Sam had agreed, and then thought about how best to accomplish the job. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself, so he bought an old, gray Chevy van from some guy on Craigslist. He bought new tires and had it checked out to be sure it would make the trip, and the next morning, he stopped by the Windlass office to pick up cash for expenses. Everyone was delighted to see him again, and they all came out to say hello while Eileen Thomas, Ron’s mother and the office manager, counted out a couple thousand dollars in cash for him. 
 
    Sam chatted with everyone for a few minutes, then left and drove north on I-25. Five days later, he delivered his living cargo to the capitol police, so that the guy could testify before a Senate committee, then worked his way back home. 
 
    By that time, the old van was running on five of its eight cylinders, the transmission was refusing to shift into high gear, and he was getting four miles to the gallon. The day after he got home, he drove it to the scrapyard with Indie following. He happily collected the couple of hundred bucks they gave him for it, then stood and watched as it was dropped into a giant machine that chopped it into billions of tiny pieces. 
 
    Things settled into a routine, and Sam was relaxing into his new life as a semi-retired courier. He didn’t really need the money, but Indie understood that he needed something else. Doing these little jobs helped him to feel like he was still contributing to the world around him, and while it wasn’t as exciting and dangerous as what he had done before, the little risk that somebody might try to take whatever it was he was carrying was enough to fill his need for excitement. 
 
    It had been almost a month since his trip to the nation’s capitol and Sam had made a few more simple runs. He went to Tokyo, once, to pick up a prototype of some device that Sony was working on with Google, and he’d bought Indie a ticket for that one. They spent an extra day in Japan sightseeing and just got home when the grandmas came to drop off the children. 
 
    Kim, his mother-in-law, was looking at him strangely when she came in. Sam noticed and narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Kim? Something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t really know, Sam,” she said. “You know, Beauregard has been pretty quiet lately. I was starting to worry that he might have finally left me, but this morning I woke up dreaming about him. When he kept talking, I knew it wasn’t just a dream.” 
 
    Knowing he was going to regret it, Sam asked, “And he had something important to say?” 
 
    “Something weird, I guess,” she said. “I don’t know what it means, and he says he can’t explain it, but he told me to tell you that he knows you’re not guilty. When I asked him to tell me more, he said that was all he got. I haven’t been able to get him to say anything else at all since then.” 
 
    Sam’s eyebrows went up. “He knows I’m not guilty? Guilty of what?” 
 
    Kim shrugged. “That’s what I mean, he says he doesn’t know. He just said to tell you that he knows you’re not guilty.” 
 
    Indie was looking at her mother, but she turned to Sam. “Do you have any ideas what he means?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “Not a clue. I can’t think of anything somebody might think I was guilty of.” 
 
    There was a sound outside and Kenzie looked out the window. “Daddy? Aunt Karen is here.” 
 
    Indie grinned and went to the door, but her grin faded suddenly. She turned and looked at Sam, then opened the door for Karen Parks, the homicide detective Sam had worked with on many cases. She was flanked by three uniformed officers and another man wearing a suit, and none of them were smiling. 
 
    “Karen?” Indie asked. 
 
    “Where is he, Indie?” Karen asked. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Sam said. “What’s all this about, Karen?” 
 
    The man in the suit shoved past Karen and Indie, and Sam realized he was keeping a hand on the gun at his belt. 
 
    “Sam Prichard?” he asked. 
 
    Sam got to his feet, keeping his hands in plain sight. “That’s me,” he said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The fellow’s eyes were glaring at Sam. “I am Sheriff’s Detective David O’Rourke, from Laramie County. Sam Prichard, you are under arrest for the rape and murder of Brenda Starling in Wellington, Colorado. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to have an attorney present during questioning. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand the rights I have just explained to you?” 
 
    Grace, her mouth falling open, said, “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Sam stared at O’Rourke as two of the uniform officers stepped beside him and took hold of his arms. He didn’t resist as they pulled his hands behind his back and applied the handcuffs. 
 
    “Indie?” Sam said. “Call Carol Spencer. Tell her I need an attorney, now.” 
 
    “Sam,” Karen said, “I don’t know what to say. They have your DNA on a murder victim, a fourteen-year-old girl.” 
 
    Sam looked at her, his eyes growing even wider. “That’s impossible,” Sam said. 
 
    “Really?” O’Rourke asked. “We got three different samples, Prichard, and they all came back as a match to you. You want to tell me how you would explain that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sam said, “but I know that I didn’t rape or murder anyone. You said this happened in Wellington? When?” 
 
    “Sam, the murder took place outside Fort Collins, but the body was found near Wellington.  The murder happened on a Thursday evening, about three and a half weeks ago,” Karen said, looking him directly in the eyes. “That was the same day you left on that trip to D.C.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard about that trip,” O’Rourke said. “Detective Parks has been helping me fill in some blanks the last couple days. We have video of that old, gray van you bought. As soon as we find it, that’ll just be another nail in your coffin.” 
 
    Sam started to say that the van had been crushed and shredded, but suddenly realized just how that would look. He looked at Indie, who was staring at him, and then at Kenzie. The little girl was glaring at O’Rourke, but she was smart enough not to say anything. 
 
    Sam looked back at his wife, and the look in her eyes told him that she was shocked at what she had heard. He started to speak, but Kim put a hand on Indie’s shoulder and said, “Indiana! Remember what Beauregard said. I think we know now what he meant.” 
 
    Indie looked at her mother, then turned back to Sam. She blinked a couple times, tears leaking out of her eyes, then put on her bravest smile. “We’ll get through this, Sam,” she said. She turned to Karen. “Karen? You know Sam better than this, don’t you?” 
 
    Karen grimaced. “Three days ago I would’ve said so,” she said. “I’m sorry, Indie, I had to see the DNA evidence for myself. It’s a ninety-nine percent match, and that’s too much to be coincidence.” She shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I wanted to ask Sam to step outside. I didn’t want to do this right in front of you and the kids, but O’Rourke wasn’t willing to play along.” 
 
    Indie swallowed hard, but didn’t lose her smile. “You’ll see,” she said. “I don’t know how, but this is a mistake. There’s no way Sam would do something like that.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” O’Rourke said. He motioned at the officers holding Sam, and they walked him out the door and put him in the back of a squad car. O’Rourke and the other officer followed, but Karen stood where she was for another moment. She looked at the floor at first, then turned and forced her eyes to meet Indie’s. 
 
    “They’ve got semen, pubic hair and whiskers,” she said. “All three samples come back matching Sam’s DNA profile.” 
 
    “But how could it?” Indie asked. “Sam never had a DNA test.” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Karen said. “Remember when he was arrested over murdering that dentist’s wife? During the booking process, they took swabs from his cheeks for the DNA registry. It’s standard procedure, nowadays.” 
 
    Indie stared at her. “I don’t care,” she said. “First off, I know Sam couldn’t have done this. But second, and you understand what I’m saying, Beauregard warned us. Mom?” 
 
    Karen was aware of Beauregard, the probably-imaginary Civil War ghost that had a tendency to predict the future. Kim called him her “spirit guide,” and he had never been known to be wrong in his predictions. 
 
    Kim cleared her throat and looked at Karen. “Just this morning,” she said, “Beauregard told me to tell Sam that he knows Sam isn’t guilty. We didn’t have any idea what he was talking about until now, but you know enough about Beauregard to know that he doesn’t make mistakes.” 
 
    Karen looked at the woman for a moment, then shrugged her shoulders. “I wish I could say that makes me feel better,” she said, “but it doesn’t. I’ve never seen so much DNA evidence, and they checked it three times. All the samples came back with the same profile, and the only one it matches up to is Sam.” She looked at Indie again. “I’m really sorry,” she said, and then she walked out the door and got into her car. 
 
    The others had waited and followed her as she drove away. Indie stood at the door, staring after them for a long moment, then turned and looked at her mother. 
 
    “I don’t care how you do it,” she said, “you get Beauregard to find out just how this could have happened.” 
 
    Kim gave her a halfhearted grin. “I’m trying, but he isn’t talking.” 
 
    Grace put her arms around Indie. “Indie, call the lawyer. God only knows what they’re going to do to Sam, we have to get started on this now.” 
 
    Indie nodded, then reached into her purse for her cell phone. She scrolled through the contact list for a moment, then clicked a button and put it to her ear. 
 
    “Carol? It’s Indie Prichard. We need your help.” She listened for a moment, then said, “Sam has just been arrested for rape and murder, and they claim they got his DNA off the victim. No, I don’t know any details, just—that’s all they told me so far. They just took him out of the house, I suppose toward the jail. Okay, let me know.” 
 
    She ended the call and put the phone on the coffee table as she sat on the sofa. “She’s going to start making calls now, try to find out anything more. As soon as they get Sam booked in, she will go to see him.” 
 
    Kenzie, who had been standing quietly beside her brother’s playpen, walked to her mother and climbed into her lap. 
 
    “Mommy? Did Daddy hurt somebody?” 
 
    Indie wrapped her arms around her daughter and held her close, shaking her head. 
 
    “No, sweetheart,” she said. “Your daddy would never do what they are saying he did.” 
 
    “Then why did they take him away?” 
 
    “Because somebody has made a big mistake,” Indie said. “And somebody, somewhere, somehow is going to pay for it.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWO 
 
    Because he was Sam Prichard, a dozen reporters and news crews were standing in the foyer at the detention center when they arrived. They were all shouting questions at him, but Sam only shook his head until one voice cut through the din. 
 
    “Sam,” Wendy Dawson called out, and he turned his head toward her voice. Harvey’s camera was pointed straight at him. “Sam, is there any truth to the charges against you?” 
 
    “No,” Sam said emphatically, then closed his mouth. The officers pushed him forward past all of the reporters and into the booking room. 
 
    Sam had been through the booking process before. With O’Rourke and two other officers standing beside him, he emptied his pockets and handed over his belt and shoes, then was led to the shower room. He tossed his street clothes into the basket they gave him, stepped into the shower and lathered up, then rinsed off and put on the bright orange jumpsuit that marked him as being charged with felony crimes. When he was finished, he was handed a stack of sheets and blankets with the pillow he would use while he was there, and then escorted to a cell. 
 
    “You’ll be here for tonight,” O’Rourke said. “It’s late enough in the day that they don’t have a spot for you at Fort Collins, so we will go up there tomorrow. I suggest you get whatever sleep you can tonight, because you probably won’t get much chance to rest up there. Somebody at our jail let out the rumor that we were coming after Brenda’s killer, and an awful lot of the people we’ve got locked up want to have private conversations with you.” 
 
    Sam looked to him. “I’ve been where you are,” he said. “And I’ve arrested the wrong man before. I know you don’t believe me at the moment, but you’re going to find out that I didn’t do this. When you do, it’s going to tear you up. It’s going to make you feel like you’ve lost your edge, like you can’t do your job anymore.” 
 
    “I know my job just fine,” O’Rourke shouted in his face. “Bringing you in is doing my job!” 
 
    “Just remember what I said. You’re probably a very good cop, O’Rourke. Don’t let it destroy you when the truth comes out.” 
 
    Angrily, O’Rourke shoved him into his cell and slammed the door shut. He stared at Sam for a moment, then turned and stomped away as a jailer stood outside the cell. 
 
    “You really do this?” the jailer asked. 
 
    Sam looked at him, and suddenly realized that he knew the man fairly well. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen people come in here before,” the jailer said, “people I never would have believed could do the things they were charged with. Most of the time, it turns out they were guilty. I know you, Mr. Prichard, so I don’t want to believe this, but everybody says the evidence is absolute.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That’s what they tell me, too,” he said. “All I know is that I didn’t do it. Either they’ve made some kind of big mistake or somebody is working very hard to frame me for a crime I didn’t commit.” 
 
    The jailer looked at him for a moment, then slowly nodded his head. “I hope you’re telling the truth,” he said. “Otherwise, an awful lot of people are going to be pretty disappointed in you.” 
 
    He turned and walked away, and Sam started putting his bunk together. 
 
    The reporters had left the detention center and were now camped on Sam’s front lawn. Indie had asked the grandmas to stay over, not wanting to be alone while this was going on, and Grace was looking out the window. 
 
    “Indie?” she said a moment later. “Wendy Dawson is coming up the steps. You want to talk to her?” 
 
    Indie was curled up in Sam’s recliner, her eyes red. Kenzie was sitting in her lap, with Bo in the playpen beside her. She didn’t respond for a moment, then looked up at her mother-in-law and nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Let her in. The cameraman, too.” 
 
    Grace opened the door to let Wendy and Harvey step inside, and the reporters on the lawn started shouting questions. She ignored them while the pair stepped into the living room, then shut the door firmly behind them. 
 
    Wendy Dawson and her cameraman, Harvey, had known Sam and Indie for several months. Wendy and Harvey were local reporters who managed to work their way into Sam’s good graces and had accompanied him on several of his cases with Windlass. When he announced his retirement, they went back to their regular jobs, working for the local TV station. 
 
    “Indie?” Wendy asked. “How are you holding up?” She glanced at Harvey, who was keeping the camera pointed at the floor, and smiled before turning back to Indie. “Off the record, of course.” 
 
    “I’m in shock at the moment,” Indie said. “I don’t understand what’s happening, because I know Sam couldn’t have done this. The detective said they have his DNA that they recovered from the body, but that’s just impossible.” She sat straighter in the chair and picked up a tissue to dry her eyes. “I need to say that, I need to say it on camera.” 
 
    Wendy nodded, then motioned for Harvey to turn the camera on. He put it to his shoulder and pointed it at Wendy, then waved a finger so she would know he was ready. 
 
    “This is Wendy Dawson,” she said into her microphone, “and I’m here in the home of Sam Prichard, the famous investigator, who has just been arrested for the rape and murder of a young girl in Fort Collins. I’ll be speaking with his wife, Indiana, who has something she’d like to say.” 
 
    She turned to Indie and Harvey aimed the camera at her. 
 
    “Mrs. Prichard, do you believe there’s any truth to the charges your husband is facing?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Indie said. “Anyone who knows Sam Prichard would know he is incapable of the sort of thing he’s accused of. While he may be famous for being a tough guy, he’s one of the gentlest men I have ever known in my life. There’s absolutely no way I could ever believe he could do something like this.” 
 
    “But the police say the evidence is overwhelming,” Wendy said. “According to my sources, they have positively identified Sam Prichard’s DNA on the victim. Can you explain how that could happen?” 
 
    “I’m no forensic expert,” Indie said, “but I know that DNA evidence can be flawed. There are lots of things that can happen to a sample that can contaminate it and make it give a false reading. I think that may be what happened in this case.” 
 
    “What about when the crime occurred? Does Mr. Prichard have an alibi?” 
 
    Indie grimaced. While Wendy was friendly, she was also a very professional reporter. 
 
    “At that time, my husband was on a trip for the government, something that is classified. He was unfortunately alone, so there’s no one who can definitively state that he was not there at the time, but he’s just not the sort of man who could do this kind of thing.” 
 
    Wendy frowned. She liked Sam a lot and had been hoping to get something from Indie to help her keep her own faith in him, but Indie was not giving it to her. She thought quickly, desperately trying to find something that would give her a reason to keep believing in him, then looked at Indie. 
 
    “Mrs. Prichard, do you believe someone could be trying to frame your husband?” 
 
    Indie’s eyes lit up. While she hadn’t considered the thought on her own, she grasped at it like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver. 
 
    “Wendy, that’s definitely a possibility. As everyone knows, my husband has put a lot of people in prison, including some extremely powerful people. It’s definitely possible that somebody would do something like this just to try to destroy him.” 
 
    Wendy had to stifle a grin, because that was exactly what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “And how are you holding up? This is probably going to be very hard on you and your children; do you plan to stay here while it’s happening, or have you thought about leaving town?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Indie said. “They said this happened up in Fort Collins, so I’m sure I’ll be going up there to visit my husband at times, but I’m staying right here in my home.” She looked directly into the camera. “The one thing I’m absolutely certain of, all the way to the very bottom of my soul, is that Sam Prichard did not do this. How could I run away and hide and expect him the face it all alone?” 
 
    Wendy, off-camera, winked at her and smiled. She tapped Harvey’s arm and he turned the camera back to her. 
 
    “As you can see, Mrs. Prichard is absolutely convinced of her husband’s innocence. I think everyone knows that I have worked closely with Mr. Prichard in the past, and I can admit that I personally find it very difficult to believe he could be guilty of this crime. We’ll continue to bring you more information as it becomes available. This is Wendy Dawson, Channel 5 news.” 
 
    Harvey shut down the camera and pointed it at the floor, then turned to Indie. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” he said, “I don’t believe Sam did this either. I’ve gotten to know him over the last few months, and it just doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    “I wish everyone who knew him felt that way,” Indie said. “Even his friends on the police force are looking at him with suspicion.” 
 
    “Indie, hang in there,” Wendy said. “He’s Sam Prichard. I don’t know how, but he’ll figure this out and bring the real killer to justice.” 
 
    “Of course he will,” Grace said. “And thank you. If we can get people thinking he was framed, then that could make the police look at other possibilities.” 
 
    Wendy and Harvey left the house, the other reporters crowding around them to try to get anything they might share, but they went straight to their van and drove away. Grace watched them leave, then turned back to her daughter-in-law. 
 
    “What else can we do?” she asked. 
 
    “We can make dinner,” Kim replied. “I’m sure everybody is hungry. Kenzie, are you hungry?” 
 
    The little girl shook her head. “I’m not hungry,” she said. “I just want my Daddy back.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sam was sitting on his bunk, trying to think of anything that could definitely confirm that he was not in Fort Collins, or Wellington, at the time the murder had occurred. Unfortunately, he had left Denver late that morning and hadn’t met up with anyone in Idaho until late the next day. As much as he hated to admit it, there were a few hours when he could have stopped somewhere along the way. Without some way to prove that he was elsewhere at the time, he wasn’t sure how strong a defense he could mount. 
 
    He heard footsteps in the hall outside his cell, and then the same jailer appeared. 
 
    “You got a visitor,” he said. “Lawyer here to see you.” 
 
    “About time,” Sam muttered as he got to his feet. He put his hands through the meal slot and the jailer applied handcuffs before opening the door. When he stepped back, the jailer opened the cell and motioned for Sam to step outside, then took hold of his arm as they walked down the hall toward the visiting area. 
 
    Carol Spencer, the attorney, was waiting when Sam was led into the room. The jailer removed the cuffs and Sam took a seat across the table from her. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” he said. “Have you found out anything about what’s going on?” 
 
    Carol tapped a file that was laying on the table. “From the look of this, these people have one hell of a case, Sam. I’m hoping you can give me some reason to believe that what they’re saying is not true.” 
 
    “Other than the claim that they have my DNA, I don’t know what it is that they’re saying. Something about how I’m supposed to have raped and murdered some young girl. What’s the actual file say?” 
 
    Carol opened it, looking at the contents as she spoke. “The victim was Brenda Starling, fourteen, from Fort Collins. Her body was found almost three weeks ago in Wellington, but it was determined that she was actually murdered on Route 14 near Fort Collins a couple of days before that. They claim that you abducted her at some point on the evening of the sixth, raped her more than once and then stabbed her to death inside a van. A large pool of blood was found at the scene, and they believe the floor of the van had been perforated to allow the blood to leak out. A security video from the highway maintenance garage, where the blood was found, seems to show a van parked in that very spot, and when it drove away, the blood was already there. There was no blood before the van appeared. Specific evidence against you was the recovery of hairs, including whiskers and pubic hairs, and traces of semen and other bodily fluids. All of those were tested for DNA, and the results match your DNA profile to the point of almost certainty.” 
 
    “But that is impossible,” Sam said. “I never did this, so it couldn’t possibly be my DNA.” 
 
    “Sam, there are three separate samples that were tested. All three of them came back with the same DNA profile, which happens to be yours. I have trouble imagining that all three, even if they were contaminated, would come back with the same errors.” She looked at him. “Sam, did you know this girl? Did you at any time ever have sex with her?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Carol,” Sam said. “You can’t seriously believe I would do this. No, I did not know her, nor did I ever engage in any kind of sexual activity with her, or anybody else other than my wife. I don’t know how in the world they could claim to have my DNA, but there’s something crazy going on.” 
 
    Carol looked at him, then steepled her fingers in front of her face. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. What can you give me to help me counter this kind of evidence?” 
 
    Sam slumped in his chair, his arms and elbows resting on the table. “Unfortunately, not much. I did have an old, gray van at that time, one that I bought for a specific job I was working on. The actual case itself is classified, but I can tell you that I needed a nondescript vehicle to transport someone from one location to another. It’s a national security matter, so I can’t go into more details than that.” 
 
    “Where’s the van? If we can prove the girl was never in it…” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the problem. When I got back, the thing was literally running on its last legs. I took it straight out to Buckley Salvage and scrapped it. They picked it up with a claw machine and dropped it into the shredder before I even drove away.” 
 
    Carol stared at him for a couple of seconds. “Do you have any idea how bad that’s going to look in trial?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, it’s also the truth. I can tell you with absolute certainty, however, that there was no blood of any kind in it. I could probably even find a way to get the person I transported in it to issue a statement that he never saw any blood inside it.” 
 
    “They’ll say you could have washed it out. I’m afraid a statement like that won’t have much impact.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s just the only thing I could think of.” 
 
    “You said you were transporting someone. When did you pick them up?” 
 
    Sam let out a sigh. “Late on the seventh,” he said. “And before you ask, I left home early in the afternoon of the sixth. Fort Collins isn’t that far, so yes, I could have stopped there for a while, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “Where did you go to pick them up?” 
 
    “Pocatello, Idaho. It’s only about a nine hour drive, but a headlight went out on the van. When it got dark, I pulled over into a rest area and slept in the van till the sun came up again. I was only a couple of hours from Pocatello by then, so I stopped off in Ogden, Utah, and got the headlight fixed. That took a couple of hours, and then I had to wait at an old farmhouse outside Pocatello all day for my passenger to catch up with me. After that, we split the driving and drove straight through to Washington, D.C.” 
 
    Carol scratched her nose. “Can anyone verify you were at the rest area?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “I saw a couple of people when I got out to use the restroom. I didn’t speak to anyone, so I doubt anybody would really remember me. I certainly wouldn’t know how to get hold of anyone I met there.” 
 
    “Oh, Sam, you aren’t making this easy. If you were anybody else, I would suggest trying to get the best possible plea bargain, but I know you won’t go for that.” She grunted. “On the other hand, if I were the prosecutor, I wouldn’t even think about making a deal. This case is too solid. With evidence like this, there’s not a jury in the world that’s going to believe you aren’t guilty.” 
 
    “Even though I’m not,” Sam said. “I know, I know, I know exactly how bad it looks, but I didn’t do this! The only thing I can even imagine could lead to this sort of problem is a deliberate frame-up, but even I don’t believe that’s what’s happening. Nobody could have gotten access to so many potential DNA samples.” 
 
    “Why not? They could get whiskers out of your razor, and pubic hairs out of your dirty underwear. Possibly even bodily fluids, now that I think of it.” 
 
    “But that means someone would have had to have gotten into my home. Indie is meticulous about laundry, so my dirty shorts don’t lay around waiting for someone to pick them up. The razor thing might be possible, because I use disposables and throw them away, but pubic hairs? Bodily fluids? There’s just no way.” 
 
    “There has to be,” Carol said, exasperated. “The only other possibility is that you’re guilty. Now, think, Sam.” 
 
    “What do you think I’ve been doing all evening? I’m a professional investigator, do you think I haven’t been racking my brains, trying to figure out how a frame-up like this could be pulled off? The only way anybody could have gotten those kind of DNA sources to put on that body would be if they were in the house right after I made love to my wife. They would’ve had to have taken my shorts the next morning, before she got a chance to carry the hamper to the laundry room. I can just about guarantee that there was no such person in my house anywhere close to that time, and bodily fluid samples degrade over time. They would’ve had to have been relatively fresh, or somebody would have noticed a problem.” 
 
    Carol leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m trying to find a way to help you, Sam,” she said, “but you’re making it pretty difficult.” She stared at him for a moment, then leaned forward. “Again, assuming I believe you, those traces had to have come from somewhere. Sam, did you pick up a hooker or something on your way out of town that day? Knock off a quickie or something?” 
 
    “No!” Sam said emphatically, slapping his hand on the table. “Carol, I can’t believe you would even ask me that question.” 
 
    “I have to, Sam,” she said. “The crime lab says they recovered those traces from the body. They got there somehow. If they didn’t come directly off of you, then somebody else managed to collect them and knew enough about forensic measures to apply them convincingly. The only way I can imagine that happening is if you had a little afternoon delight with some floozy on the road. If you did, that gives us the very slim possibility of establishing reasonable doubt.” 
 
    “I did not,” Sam said deliberately. “Good grief, Carol, you’ve seen my wife. Can you imagine any man looking elsewhere when he had her to go home to?” 
 
    “It happens,” Carol said bitterly. “How do you think I ended up divorced? And while it may not be obvious now, there was a time when I looked every bit as good as Indie.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “Sorry, but no. I have not been with anyone else, and I cannot imagine any scenario in which someone could have recovered those traces from me. There has to be an error in the DNA testing, or somebody is fudging the results on purpose.” 
 
    It was Carol’s turn to shake her head in the negative. “Crime lab sent it out to one of the most prestigious labs in the country,” she said. “Those people don’t make mistakes, and the possibility that someone could get them to falsify the results to implicate you—well, I don’t know anybody who would believe that.” 
 
    “And yet, something like that has to be the truth. Either there was some kind of error made during the testing that allowed it to point to me, or somebody is deliberately trying to destroy me. It’s not like I don’t have my share of enemies, you know?” 
 
    “But how do I prove that? How do I convince a jury of your peers that someone hated you badly enough to manipulate a lab with an impeccable reputation into producing the result they wanted? Can you imagine how many expert witnesses the prosecution could bring on to shoot that theory down? How many do you think I could get to help me try to make it believable?” 
 
    Sam scowled. “Probably none,” he said. “I know what you’re saying, because I wouldn’t believe it either, if it wasn’t happening to me.” 
 
    The two of them sat across the table for almost a minute without speaking. Finally, Carol broke the silence. 
 
    “Okay. We have an absolutely impossible situation that we have to deal with. The prosecution has evidence that would be considered absolutely incontrovertible in almost any case, and we can’t produce a single witness who can put you somewhere else at the time the crime took place. The fact that you had a van that matches the description of the one they saw in the security video looks pretty bad, but it looks absolutely disastrous when you take into account the fact that you had it utterly destroyed not long after this happened. Sam, no matter how I look at this, you’re almost certainly going to be convicted. Tell me how I can help you.” 
 
    Sam put his elbows on the table and leaned his face into his clenched fists. “There’s only one way I can imagine,” he said after a moment. “Find a way to get me out on bail. If you can, I’ll find whoever’s doing this. I’ll find who actually killed that girl, and I will drag them personally to that detective, O’Rourke. That’s the only thing I can think of that might help, if I can produce the real killer.” 
 
    Carol’s eyes were wide as they bored into his own. “That might work,” she said, “if you could find some way to explain the DNA results. Otherwise, I’m not sure even a confession would save you, Sam. The real problem, however, is going to be getting you bail. Considering who you are, I’m sure they’re going to label you as a flight risk.” 
 
    “You’ve got to try. Carol, I don’t know how, but you get me out of jail and I will find the truth. That’s what I do, remember?” 
 
    She sat and looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “They’ll be taking you to Fort Collins early tomorrow morning,” she said. “When you get there, you’re going straight into arraignment. I’ll be there. I’ll do what I can about bail, but it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “You think anything I’ve done lately has been easy? You get me out on bail, and I will find a way to prove my innocence. That’s the only hope I’ve got, Carol, and you know it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll do my best, but you’d better be thinking of a backup plan.” She got to her feet and tapped on the door, and the jailer came to escort her out a moment later. A second jailer put the handcuffs on Sam and led the way back to his cell. 
 
    “Just got the word,” the jailer said as they walked. “You’re leaving us at seven a.m. Try to get a good night’s sleep, because you’re going to need it.” 
 
   


  
 

 THREE 
 
    Indie went straight to her bedroom with her computer after the reporters left and immediately hacked her way into the Laramie County Sheriff’s office computer network. It took her a couple of minutes to find the case file on Sam and she began going through it, looking for any inconsistency that could throw doubt on the evidence against him. 
 
    Kim and Grace were taking care of the children, so Indie was able to concentrate on what she was doing. Unfortunately, the lack of distractions didn’t help; between the grainy, black and white images of the van they suspected of being the murder vehicle—which matched the old van Sam had recently bought and then scrapped almost perfectly—and the supposedly ironclad DNA evidence, it certainly looked like Sam had to be guilty. 
 
    Despite herself, as tears streamed down her cheeks, Indie wondered for just a moment if it could be true. Could the man she loved, the man she knew so well, truly be capable of this kind of horrific act? No matter how she wanted to deny it, the evidence certainly looked conclusive. 
 
    Stop it, she said to herself. He couldn’t, the man I know simply could not do this! Sam protects people, Sam saves people, he would never rape or murder anyone! 
 
    She opened another window and put Herman, her search program, to work. She entered the parameters she wanted him to look for, consisting of cases in which DNA evidence was proven to be false even when it seemed conclusive, and cases when DNA was contaminated or somehow compromised so that it gave a false result. She hit the enter key to set him on his search, then leaned back in her chair. 
 
    Herman was quick, and the first results came back within seconds. Unfortunately, they were mostly academic papers on using DNA evidence forensically, and the only instances when DNA seemed to be in error involved a perpetrator who was closely related to the suspect. Even then, however, the best they managed to get was around an eighty-five percent match. That would be too low to use as genuine evidence of guilt, though it could be used to reinforce the impact of other evidence. 
 
    In Sam’s case, the lab came up with a ninety-nine percent match to Sam on three different types of DNA samples. According to the file, they had found whiskers inside the girl’s bra, along with pubic hairs and some kind of bodily fluids on and near her genitals. Desperately, she clicked back to the file to look at the photographic evidence once again. 
 
    The first photos, of course, showed Brenda Starling’s body, and Indie had to cover her mouth to stifle the sobbing sound that wanted to come out. She forced herself to look, knowing that anything that might help to clear Sam would not be obvious. She glanced around to make sure Kenzie wasn’t anywhere near, then blew the picture up and studied it closely a section at a time. As disturbing as it was, she didn’t find anything that could help her prove Sam’s innocence. 
 
    Next, she looked at the evidence photos. There were several shots of the van taken from the grainy video, but those were useless. There were no existing photos of the van Sam owned for such a short time, and the fact that it had been destroyed meant it would be impossible to compare the two. The one in the picture was certainly the right make and model, but there was no possible way to prove that they weren’t the same vehicle. 
 
    The next photo, however, caught her completely off guard. It was a photograph of several hairs identified as whiskers, laying on a white background. They were gray and about a quarter of an inch long, and Indie felt a stirring of hope.  
 
    According to the Medical Examiner’s Office report, Brenda had died the same day Sam had left for Idaho. Sam had, somewhere in his ancestry, a couple of Native American great-grandfathers; his beard would not be able to grow that quickly to such length, and Sam was meticulous about shaving every morning. While it might not be enough evidence to convince a jury, the fact that those whiskers were so long was enough to allow Indie to dispel her own creeping doubts. She made a note to speak to Carol Spencer about it, then clicked on the next image. 
 
    This was the pubic hairs, and once again Indie stared at the screen in surprise. Sam wasn’t the type to shave that area and she had never noticed any gray hairs down there. The ones in the photo in front of her were definitely gray, so she made another note of that fact. 
 
    The next photo was of some dry, flaky bits of something, and she had to look at the tag to know that this was the dried remnants of some sort of bodily fluid. It had been recovered from near the girl’s genitals, and the lab report said that it contained traces of human semen. It didn’t do anything to help, so she clicked the next image. 
 
    Now she was looking at one of the stab wounds on the body. It was about an inch and a half long with smooth sides that tapered to a point. The police were speculating that it had been made by a butcher knife, and Indie didn’t see anything to make her think that could be a mistake. 
 
    The rest of the photos were of stab wounds and ligature marks, the marks around the girl’s wrists that indicated she may have been bound at some point. None of them did anything to implicate or exonerate Sam, so Indie backed out of the database, careful not to leave any traces of her intrusion. 
 
    Herman had been busy. There were a dozen links on the screen when she checked that window, and she went through them one by one. There were a few more articles about errors in DNA, but they usually related to older cases that had been disproven by new techniques in DNA analysis. The only one that seemed even potentially relevant was a case that had occurred in California, when a man had been arrested for a crime that turned out to have been committed by his identical twin brother. Indie read through it carefully to see if it might give her any kind of ideas, but it didn’t. The only relative who could possibly give such a match would be an identical twin, and Sam didn’t have a twin brother. 
 
    Frustrated, she leaned back in her chair after closing the window. At least she was confident that Sam was innocent; the long whiskers and gray pubic hairs were enough to convince her that someone else had committed the crime. The problem was going to be convincing a jury, and she did not believe that her testimony as to Sam’s shaving habits or the color of his shorties was going to be enough. 
 
    Grace stepped into the room to tell her that dinner was ready, and she got out of her chair to join the rest of them at the table. Dinner was subdued, because they were all worried about Sam, but Kenzie was doing her best to lighten the mood. 
 
    “You gotta eat, Mommy,” she said. “Daddy will get mad if you don’t. He says you’re too skinny already, he’ll get mad if he comes home and you got even skinnier.” 
 
    Indie grinned at her daughter. “I know, sweetie,” she said. “I’m eating, see?” She picked up a forkful of the quickly heated frozen lasagna and shoved it into her mouth. 
 
    “Don’t let this get you down, Indie,” Grace said. “You know Samuel, he’ll figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I’m just worried about him being in jail. You know, a lot of criminal types don’t care for former police officers. Sam could be in danger in there, and there’s nothing I can do to help him.” 
 
    A knock on the door caught their attention, and Indie looked at the grandmas for a second before getting up and going to look out the window on the door. She broke into a smile, and opened the door wide. 
 
    “Come in, quick,” she said as reporters still on the lawn started shouting questions. 
 
    Summer Raines stepped in, followed by Jade Miller, Denny Cortlandt, Darren Beecher, Steve Beck and the ever present Walter Rawlins. Right behind Walter were Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson, Sam’s former bosses at Windlass. 
 
    “We all just heard about it on the news,” Summer said. “There’s no way on God’s green Earth we would ever believe Sam could do such a thing, Indie.” 
 
    “Sam wouldn’t do it,” Walter said. “Sam couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “That’s right, Walter,” said Steve. He turned to Indie. “It came across the screen on the wall in our lobby, and Eileen, Ron’s mom, started screaming. We all went running out to see what was wrong and she showed us, and Ron and Jeff said we can do anything it takes to prove Sam is innocent.” 
 
    “Just tell us where to start, love,” Denny said. “Fill us in on whatever you’ve got.” 
 
    Indie stood and stared as the others piped in their support, and then tears started streaming down her face. 
 
    “I don’t how to thank you all,” she said. “I’ve been digging into it, and I found a couple things that convinced me Sam is innocent, but it’s not going to be enough for a jury.” 
 
    “Okay, but it might give us a place to start,” said Darren. “We have to get on this now, before they start badgering him into plea bargains.” 
 
    “Sam would never take a plea deal,” Indie said. “He’d rather go down fighting any day, rather than admit to something he didn’t do. Come on, guys, you know him that well.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Denny said, “but I also know that the prosecutors can use some pretty dirty tricks against you. We don’t want to take any chance that they might manage to break Sam down.” 
 
    Indie nodded. “Okay, come on in here and I’ll show you what I found. Sit down in the living room while I go get my computer.” 
 
    As she went through the dining room, she pointed at the two children and gave her mother a look that said, “Keep them out.” Kim nodded her understanding and kept Kenzie’s attention as Indie fetched her laptop and returned to the living room. 
 
    “Okay,” she said when she sat on the couch, setting her computer on the coffee table, “take a look at these pictures. These are supposed to be the whiskers they found inside the victim’s bra. If you look at how long they are, they couldn’t possibly be Sam’s. He shaves every morning like clockwork, and his whiskers don’t grow very fast. What most men would call a five o’clock shadow is what he shaves off the next morning. These whiskers, if they were his, would have to be at least three or four days old. They can’t possibly be his, and I don’t care what the DNA tests say.” 
 
    All eight of her visitors leaned down to look, and they all agreed with her opinion. Sam’s smooth chin had even been the topic of a few jokes around Windlass HQ, because Denny and Steve could use their own chins for sandpaper by early afternoon. Walter could grow a thick, full beard within three days, one that most men would envy after a week; he was so meticulous about shaving that he carried a battery-operated shaver in his pocket, and was known to use it two or three times a day. 
 
    Indie clicked onto the photo of pubic hairs. “Now, you have to take my word for it,” she said with an embarrassed grin, “but these could not be Sam’s, either. All of them are gray, and I’ve never found any gray ones on Sam. If these were his, at least some of them would be dark.” 
 
    Summer grinned at her. “A wife would know,” she said. “And you’re right about Sam shaving; those chin whiskers couldn’t be his.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s also right about it not being enough,” Steve said. “Even with all of us talking about how Sam shaves every day, the prosecutor could point out that we hadn’t seen him in a while, and could make it sound like his wife would naturally lie for him. Same with the short and curlies; while they may not be visible, Sam probably does have a few gray ones down there. They’ll say it’s only coincidence that that’s all they found on the body, and the DNA match means the jury would buy it. We’ve got to come up with something a lot more convincing than that, and we need to do it soon.” 
 
    “No, first we need to get him out of jail,” Jeff Donaldson said. “Any word on bail yet, Indie?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything so far,” she said. “Sam hasn’t even called me since they took him away. I got hold of our lawyer, Carol Spencer, but I haven’t heard anything back from her yet, either.” 
 
    “Hopefully she can get bail set for him,” Ron said. “Needless to say, we’ll cover it. If we’re going to break this case, we need Sam Prichard heading up the investigation.” 
 
    Indie’s eyes started leaking tears again and she leaned over to throw her arms around Ron’s neck. He patted her on the back comfortingly while the rest of them moved in to turn it into a group hug. 
 
    When they broke, Denny waved a hand in the air to get their attention. 
 
    “I’m thinking about all this,” he said, “and it seems to me like somebody is trying to set Sam up. That’s the only thing I can figure, this is some sort of frame job. We all know bloody well he didn’t do it, so it can’t be his bloody DNA. Has anyone checked to see if his DNA profile might have been tampered with?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Indie said, “but I can do that. Karen Parks told me that Sam’s DNA sample was taken when he got arrested on another bogus charge a couple years ago. I should be able to find his profile in the database, and if it’s been changed at all, there should be some kind of indicator.” 
 
    She started tapping on the keyboard, but suddenly, her cell phone rang. It was laying on the coffee table beside the computer and she snatched it, then saw that it was Carol Spencer calling. 
 
    “Carol?” Indie said as she answered the phone, putting it on speaker so they could all hear. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “This is an ugly damn case, that’s what,” the lawyer said. “Indie, I’ll be honest, this does not look good.” 
 
    “I understand that, but I know that Sam didn’t do it,” Indie said. She quickly explained about the whiskers, and the rest of the people around her added their own confirmation. “That’s enough to convince us he’s innocent, so we are all trying to figure out who might be trying to set him up.” 
 
    “I don’t know who’s trying to set him up, but they’ve done one helluva job. Indie, they’ve got three different DNA samples that match up to Sam. There’s no way in hell I’m going to convince a jury that this is some kind of mistake, that’s just not possible.” 
 
    “But it is,” Indie said. “Maybe not a mistake, but it’s wrong, that’s all I’m trying to say. I’m going to check the DNA database and see if I can find any sign that Sam’s DNA profile has been altered, maybe to match that of the real killer. I know how far-fetched that sounds, but it has happened in the past.” 
 
    “Many times,” Darren said. “When I was with the FBI, I worked on cases that involved tampered DNA records. It’s a little harder to do the last few years, but a really good hacker could pull it off.” 
 
    “And a really good hacker can find evidence of the tampering,” Indie said. “If it’s there, I’ll find it.” 
 
    “And then I have to defend you for hacking into a secure database,” Carol said. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Ron Thomas said. “Indie is still listed as a contract agent for DHS. I can get the Director to issue an order for her to investigate the possibility that Sam’s DNA record was compromised, and there will be a warrant to back it up.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Carol asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Ron said. “Sam has done an awful lot of work for Homeland Security, and he carries some pretty sensitive, even top-secret information around in his head. Investigating the charges against him could easily lead to questions about national security that they won’t want anyone asking, so I can twist some arms.” 
 
    “Well, get to twisting. Indie, if you find anything, you get it to me as soon as you can. I just left Sam a little bit ago and he seems to be doing okay. He’s as doggedly determined to prove his innocence as you are, and while I believe he didn’t do it, I definitely know this is going to be an uphill battle.” She paused for a second. “He wants me to go for bail in the morning,” she said. “Indie, can you really afford…” 
 
    “I can,” Ron said. “You get a bail set, and I’ll be there to sign it. What time is the hearing?” 
 
    “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning, in Fort Collins. Sam is being transported up there early tomorrow, and I’m not certain he’ll even get to make any phone calls tonight. Sometimes they keep an inmate away from the phones when they are about to be moved, so they can’t set up any kind of escape attempt.” 
 
    “Sam wouldn’t ever try to escape,” Indie said. “Unlike a lot of cops, he actually believes in the system.” 
 
    “Yeah? I wish I did. Unfortunately, I’ve seen too many innocent men and women go to prison, despite my best efforts. I don’t want Sam Prichard to be the next one.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Denny said. “He won’t be.” 
 
   


  
 

 FOUR 
 
    The Windlass crew stayed for more than an hour, brainstorming and trying to think of angles they might approach during the investigation. Summer was going to speak with Detective O’Rourke, who was a single man in his forties, to try to use her own special methods to persuade him that there was something fishy about the case. Jade and Darren were going to speak with the lab that had analyzed the DNA samples, to see if there was any possibility of an error on their part, or at least discuss the possibility that Sam’s DNA profile might have been altered. Steve and Walter planned to go take a good look at the spot where the murder was thought to have occurred, and Denny Cortlandt would be looking for similar cases that might’ve happened in the past. If they could establish that the killer had struck before, at a time when Sam could not have been guilty, it would create a strong possibility of a jury accepting that there was reasonable doubt. 
 
    When they were gone, Kenzie came into the living room. 
 
    “Mommy? Are they going to help Daddy?” 
 
    Indie pulled her into her lap and put her arms around her daughter. “They are certainly going to try,” she said. “Sweetheart, I know you don’t really understand what’s happening, but somebody is saying that Daddy did some really bad things. Now, I know he didn’t do it, and I know that for sure, but that’s partly because I know him so well. What we have to do is find more proof that he didn’t do it, so that nobody would believe it, even if they don’t know him the way we do.” 
 
    “But Beauregard already said so,” Kenzie said. “Beauregard said he knows Daddy didn’t do it, right? Can’t we tell them that Beauregard is never wrong?” 
 
    “Honey, most people don’t believe in Beauregard,” Indie said. “It would be pretty hard to explain that he’s the reason we believe Daddy is innocent, you know?” 
 
    Kenzie looked at her for a moment, then leaned against her chest. Indie held her close for a little while, then the two of them got up. They were just about to leave the living room to go to Kenzie’s bedroom when Indie’s phone rang, and she turned to grab it. 
 
    It was Sam calling through the jail’s phone system, and she broke into a big smile as she accepted the collect call. “Sam?” 
 
    “It’s me, babe,” he said. “They just brought the phone around, this was the first chance I’ve had to call you.” 
 
    “Jerks,” Indie said. “You’re supposed to get a phone call as soon as they put you in. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but they usually wait until they get you into a cellblock. Because of who I am, they put me into a solitary cell, and it doesn’t have one of the phones on the wall. They have a portable one they bring around, and it just got here. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Well, I’m pissed off, but that’s the worst of it. I miss you, but—Sam, I know you didn’t do this. And just for the record, I even found a little bit of proof. Those whiskers they found? They couldn’t possibly be yours, because they’re way too long. On you, it would take two or three days for them to go that far, and you never let your whiskers grow out.” 
 
    “That’s the best news I’ve heard yet,” Sam said. “Carol was here, and she says the evidence is so overwhelming that she’s worried about what would happen if I had to go to trial. I told her to see about bail tomorrow, but it may be pretty high. I don’t know if we can…” 
 
    “Ron and Jeff were here a little bit ago,” Indie interrupted him. “Ron says he’s going to be at your arraignment tomorrow, and he’ll sign for whatever bail is required. He says the only hope we’ve got of proving you didn’t do this is to have you out here running the investigation.” 
 
    “Wow,” Sam said. “I would never have asked him to do that, but I guess that’s the kind of friend he is. Did you happen to tell him about the whiskers thing?” 
 
    “I did, but he said he already knew you couldn’t possibly have done this. The whole team was here, Sam, and even Walter is insisting that you are innocent. They are all going to start working on it tomorrow, and Walter is even going to look at the scene. I don’t know what he expects to find after this much time, but if anybody can spot something, I believe it would be Walter.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Listen, babe, I’ve only got a couple of minutes. How is Kenzie holding up?” 
 
    “Ask her yourself,” Indie said. She put the phone up to her daughter’s ear. “Say hi to Daddy,” she said. 
 
    “Daddy! Daddy, I want you to come home! Mommy didn’t even eat her dinner.” 
 
    Indie frowned at Kenzie, and then stuck her tongue out at her. “Snitch,” she said. “I ate part of it.” 
 
    “I’m working on it, sweetheart,” Sam said. “Are you taking care of Mommy and Bo for me while I’m gone?” 
 
    The little girl sighed with exasperation. “Don’t I always?” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Sam said with a chuckle. “I know it’s getting close to your bedtime, so I want you to not worry about me tonight and get yourself some sleep. I’m going to see a judge tomorrow morning, and they might let me come home, but I’m not sure about that yet.” 
 
    “Okay, Daddy,” Kenzie said. “You sleep good too.” 
 
    Indie took the phone back. “I love you, Sam,” she said. “I don’t know how, but we are going to get this straightened out.” 
 
    “I damn well intend to,” Sam said. “I don’t know how anybody could have set up this kind of a frame job, but it’s the only thing I can think of.” There was a sound in the background, and Sam said, “I have to go, babe. I’ll call you tomorrow as soon as I know what happens in the arraignment.” 
 
    “You won’t need to, because I’ll be there. Ron and Jeff are coming by here to pick me up on the way. I’ll see you in the courtroom, Sam. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Sam said, and then the line clicked off. Indie dropped the phone onto the couch and carried her daughter up the stairs, tucked her in, and then sat on the bed with her as she said her nighttime prayers. Kenzie made a special point of asking God to take care of her daddy in jail, and to bring him home soon. 
 
    Indie went downstairs and sat at the table with her mother and mother-in-law. She shared what she had learned so far, and both of the older women assured her that they had never for a second believed that Sam was anything other than innocent. 
 
    Indie looked at her mother. “Anything out of Beauregard?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Kim said. “I’ve been yelling at him in my head, but he isn’t talking right now. I hope that means he’s out there trying to figure out what to do.” Her eyes suddenly went wide. “Okay, he says he hasn’t gone anywhere, because he’s stuck with me. All he knows right now is that Sam is innocent, but he’s listening for anything that might help us prove it.” 
 
    A flash of anger crossed Indie’s face. “If he’s really a ghost, tell him to go find the ghost of that little girl and ask her who did it. If we had a suspect, then maybe we could figure out a way to prove it.” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “All he says is that it doesn’t work that way. He can’t talk to other ghosts, not usually. He says he just hears things, and sometimes he just suddenly knows things. In this case, he just knew that Sam was innocent, but he didn’t know what he was going to be accused of or when.” 
 
    Indie forced herself to soften. “Well, at least he tried to warn us. I just wish he was better at coming up with details.” 
 
    “We all do,” Grace said. “That old spook has been driving me crazy for four years now. I still don’t know whether he’s real or not, but I do know that he’s extremely exasperating at times.” 
 
    Kim giggled. “He says you’re not all that easy to live with, either,” she said. 
 
    Grace stared at her for a moment, then grinned. “No, I’m probably not.” 
 
    The three of them sat and talked for a while longer, and then Indie went to her bedroom. She took a quick shower, then got into bed and pulled Sam’s pillow to her chest. She hugged it tightly as she lay there, but it was a while before she managed to get to sleep. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The lights came on in Sam’s cell at five a.m., and the meal slot on the door opened a moment later. A tray was set on the shelf that it created, and Sam reached out to grab it. Scrambled eggs, sausage patty, toast and coffee, but at least it was breakfast. He sat on his bunk as he ate it, then set the empty tray in the door. 
 
    He decided to try to clean up before he was taken to Fort Collins for court and quickly stripped out of his jumpsuit. There was no shower in his cell, but he had been given a washcloth. He used it with the little sink that was mounted on the back of the toilet and washed up the best he could, and he had just gotten back into the jumpsuit when the rattle of keys told him that it was probably time to go. 
 
    A jailer opened the door and looked in. “Mr Prichard,” he said, “I need you to turn around and put your hands behind your back.” Sam complied and felt the handcuffs click on, and then he was led out of the cell by one arm. A second jailer took his other arm and he was walked down the hall and into the sally port. This was a big garage-like area, and there was a van marked “Prisoner Transport” in the middle of the big concrete floor.  
 
    The second jailer opened the door on the side of the van. “Climb up in there,” he said. Sam carefully climbed into the steel cage mounted inside the van. The outer doors closed and the jailers climbed into the front seats. A moment later, the big, overhead door in front of them opened and the van started moving. 
 
    The jailer in the passenger seat turned and looked at Sam. “Just for the record,” he said, “I have a hard time believing you did this, Mr. Prichard. It just doesn’t seem like something you could do.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Thanks,” he said. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “No, sir, but I read your blog. I miss all the big cases you used to work on, though.” 
 
    The driver looked at Sam in the mirror that let him watch the prisoners in the back of the van. 
 
    “I don’t think you did it either,” he said. “I don’t know if you remember me, Sam, but I booked you in the last time you were arrested. I was working the booking desk back then, but I didn’t think you were guilty then, either. I was right that time, so I think I’m probably right this time.” 
 
    “Thanks to you, too,” Sam said. “No, I didn’t do it, but it sure does look like I did.” 
 
    “You think it’s a frame job?” asked the first jailer. 
 
    “That’s the direction I’m leaning,” Sam said. “It’s either that, or there’s somebody out there that has the same DNA as me, and they tell me that’s impossible.” 
 
    “It’s not impossible,” said the driver, “but it’s not very likely.” He looked at Sam in the mirror and shrugged. “Sorry, I’m going to school for criminal justice, and we just covered the subject a couple weeks ago. Turns out that it’s possible to get a false positive that seems to be a perfect match, and that happens in about two cases out of a hundred. That’s because, in the United States, you only have to match STRs at thirteen loci. Some years ago, some scientists looked at the DNA database from the state of Arizona and found that there were an awful lot of matches on nine loci, and even some that matched on twelve. As a result, there’s a lot of discussion about whether DNA evidence is even reliable anymore. And a lot of it depends on the lab that does the work, because some labs have a lower error rate than others, but errors are still possible.” 
 
    Sam grinned. “Can my lawyer quote you on that?” 
 
    The driver shrugged again. “Sure, I don’t mind. If you think it will help, I’d be glad to testify for you.” 
 
    They moved onto the highway and the van rolled along quickly. Prisoner transport vehicles are allowed to exceed the speed limit significantly, because police officers understand that it could be necessary to get a prisoner somewhere quickly. The jailers waved at two state troopers they passed and the troopers waved back. 
 
    The drive was a lot shorter than Sam expected it to be, and they pulled up behind the Laramie County courthouse at well before seven o’clock in the morning. The jailers opened the van and took Sam out, then walked him inside the building and down the stairs to the basement. There was a holding cell there, and two other men were inside. Sam was locked in, and then his handcuffs were removed through the bars. 
 
    “You’re Prichard,” said one of the men sitting on the bench along the wall. “You’re the one they say killed that little girl.” 
 
    Sam looked at him as he rubbed his wrists. “That’s what I’m accused of,” he said. “But I did not do it.” 
 
    The other man snorted. “That’s what we all say,” he said. “I didn’t rob a convenience store, either. That was some guy that looked like me they got on video.” 
 
    “Way I heard it,” said the first man, “they got you dead to rights. I heard the cops talking about it, and they said you’re going down for life.” 
 
    “They always say that,” said the second man. “Don’t listen to him, he’s just pissed off because they caught him red-handed.” 
 
    “They did not!” shouted the first man. “They found me walking in the wrong neighborhood, that’s all.” 
 
    “With a pocket full of jewelry you just stole out of somebody’s house.” 
 
    “I told them, I found that stuff on the sidewalk. I was taking it home so I could call the police and tell them about it.” 
 
    Sam ignored the argument and found himself a place on the bench. He knew that his arraignment was scheduled for nine, so it was going to be a long couple of hours with his current roommates. 
 
    Over the next two hours, more men were brought into the holding cell, and a couple of women were put into a smaller one across the hall. A few of the newcomers realized who Sam was, and one of them even threatened him, but a deputy had taken a seat in the hall and warned him to sit down and be quiet. 
 
    There was no clock Sam could see, and that only made the time seem longer. He was sure it must be getting close to noon by the time the deputy was called on the radio to bring the prisoners up. He stood up and had each of them put their hands out, then reached through the bars and applied handcuffs. The cuffs were connected to each other by sections of chain, so that if any one of them tried to run, the rest of them would probably fall down. When they were all secured, he opened the door and then added the two ladies at the tail end of the line.  
 
    “Everybody ready?” he asked. When no one spoke, he took hold of the first man in the line and said, “Okay, be sure you keep up.” They went upstairs and through a door that led to a set of chairs that was sectioned off specifically for the prisoners. 
 
    As Sam entered the room, he saw Indie sitting in the front row of the gallery. She looked at him and smiled, and he managed to wave his fingers at her. Carol Spencer was sitting beside her, waiting for Sam’s case to be called, and Sam saw Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson sitting behind them. Both men smiled and gave Sam a thumbs up sign, and he returned it as he sat down. 
 
    Several other cases went before Sam’s, but finally his case was called. The judge, the Honorable Alfred Kaufman, nodded to the bailiff. 
 
    “People versus Sam Prichard,” the bailiff called, and the deputy who had brought them up looked them over until Sam waggled a finger. His cuffs were removed and he was led out of the holding pen and to the defense table, where Carol joined him. Detective O’Rourke took a seat at the prosecutor’s table. 
 
    “Just answer whatever the judge asks,” Carol said, “and don’t volunteer anything. Answer with yes or no when you can, all right?” 
 
    “You got it,” Sam said. 
 
    The case was officially called, and Sam and Carol got to their feet. Judge Kaufman was looking over the case file, and took a moment before he finally looked at Sam. 
 
    “This is the case of the People versus Sam Prichard, in the matter of the murder of one Brenda Starling, a fourteen-year-old female. The state is represented by Mr. Jamison from the District Attorney’s office. Is the defendant present?” 
 
    “I am, Your Honor,” Sam said. 
 
    “Defendant is represented by counsel,” the judge went on. “Ms. Spencer, it’s good to see you in my courtroom again. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor,” Carol said. “I just wish the circumstances were better.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” The judge looked at Sam. “Mr. Prichard, according to the information in front of me, you are accused of abducting, raping and then murdering this young girl. Do you care to enter a plea at this time?” 
 
    “Not guilty, Your Honor,” Sam said. 
 
    The judge nodded as he scribbled something down. “What, no theatrics?” he asked, grinning at Sam. “Most people are a lot more emphatic about it when they tell me they didn’t do it.” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Simply stating a fact, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Very good. Mr. Prichard, based on the severity of the charges against you, I’m afraid the state has asked to deny bail. Ms. Spencer, do you have anything to say about that?” 
 
    He looked at Carol, who spoke up. “Your Honor, Mr. Prichard is a highly respected member of the Denver community, and a former police officer and special investigator who has worked numerous times with the federal government. He has been instrumental in preventing and even stopping terrorist attacks around the country and even the world. He is adamant about his innocence, and hopes to be able to assist in proving it. With his experience, we believe it’s definitely in his best interest to assist in the investigation, and further, we believe that he is not any kind of flight risk or a danger to society.” 
 
    “Objection,” said the prosecutor, getting to his feet. “Considering the nature of the charges, Your Honor, I think we can assume that, should they be proven, Mr. Prichard most definitely is a danger to society.” 
 
    “Yes, we can, Mr. Jamison,” said the judge, “but they have not yet been proven. They will not be proven until such time as a jury of his peers returns a verdict of guilty, and that has yet to occur. Go ahead, Ms. Spencer. You would like to request bail, then?” 
 
    “We would, Your Honor,” Carol said. 
 
    “Based on the severity of the charges,” the judge said, “I am almost reluctant to agree. However, I know who Mr. Prichard is and I’m familiar with a lot of his work. For that reason, I am inclined to grant bail, but I’m afraid it will have to be pretty substantial. Mr. Prichard, if I set your bail at five million dollars, are you going to be able to reach that figure?” 
 
    “Your Honor,” Carol said quickly, “we have someone who has pledged to meet the bail.” 
 
    “And who might that be?” asked the judge. 
 
    Ron and Jeff both got to their feet. “With the Court’s permission,” Ron said, “that would be us, Your Honor. My name is Ron Thomas, and this is my business partner Jeff Donaldson. We are the owners of Windlass Security.” 
 
    The judge looked over his glasses at them. “And you’re willing to post a five million dollar bail on behalf of Mr. Prichard?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Your Honor,” Ron said.  
 
    Beside him, Jeff nodded his agreement. “We are licensed bond agents, Your Honor,” he said. 
 
    The judge looked at them for another couple seconds, then turned his eyes to the prosecutor. 
 
    “Mr. Jamison, I happen to be very familiar with Windlass Security, and the willingness of the owners of that company to post this bail gives me some reassurance. Is the state going to object to a bail of five million dollars?” 
 
    Leon Jamison, the deputy prosecutor assigned to the case, got a resigned look on his face. 
 
    “Your Honor, the state would ask that Mr. Prichard surrender his passport and be fitted with a GPS monitor as a condition of bail.” 
 
    The judge looked back at Ron and Jeff. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Honor,” Ron said. “If it’s necessary.” 
 
    The judge looked at them for a moment, then turned back to Sam. 
 
    “I’m going to allow bail in this case, and I’m going to set it in the amount of five million dollars. Mr. Prichard, you will within twenty-four hours surrender your passport to the clerk and be fitted with a GPS monitor, probably an ankle mounted one, which you will keep on your person at all times. Is that understood?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Perfectly, Your Honor,” he said. 
 
    The judge scribbled a note and passed it to his clerk, who nodded at Carol. Sam was dismissed and taken back to the holding cell while Carol took care of getting the bail order and helping Ron and Jeff handle the transaction. 
 
    Posting the bond took a few minutes, requiring only Ron’s signature. Getting Sam out, however, took nearly two hours, since he had to be taken back to the jail to change into his own clothing and pick up his personal property. 
 
   


  
 

 FIVE 
 
    “This is the spot,” Steve said. Sam was still sitting in the holding cell under the courthouse when he parked his car behind the maintenance building, between a couple of employees’ vehicles. He and Walter got out, then walked to where the remnants of police crime scene tape could be seen among the gravel. A rusty discoloration still covered some of the ground, and they stood and looked down at it. “Been over three weeks, Walter,” he went on. “I don’t know what you honestly expect to find.” 
 
    “We always leave an impact on the environment,” Walter said. “Anyone who’s been here, anytime in the past, has left some mark on the world in this area.” 
 
    “But O’Rourke says the killer never even got out of the van. Any tire prints would have been destroyed by the weather, and it’s not like you’re going to find any cigarette butts or anything.” 
 
    Walter didn’t answer. Instead, he squatted beside the old bloodstain and looked carefully at it. A moment later, he pointed at two areas within the stain. 
 
    “There were holes in the van, in the floor,” he said. “Two of them. The blood ran down out of them and dripped in those two places. That’s where it’s thickest, where it spread out from.” 
 
    Steve didn’t say anything, but simply watched his friend. Walter looked up at the building, spotting the video camera that had captured the images O’Rourke had seen. 
 
    “The van must’ve been sitting here,” Walter said, pointing. “The front bumper would have been just about here, and that would put the front tires here and here.” He backed up a bit, then lay on the ground and looked across the surface. “There are still traces of the tire tracks, but nothing good enough to make an identification from. The right front tire was pretty bald, so we wouldn’t be able to identify it, anyway.” 
 
    Steve pursed his lips. “I wonder if they got molds from the tire prints,” he mused. “Sam put new tires on his van the day before he left. He wouldn’t have had any bald tires.” 
 
    Walter wasn’t listening, because he was moving slowly across the lot. Every few feet, he lay down and looked across the ground. 
 
    “The driver didn’t pull out the way I would expect him to,” he said. “He should have turned as he passed at the corner of the building, but he went way out until he was almost at the edge of the lot before he turned. He was probably swinging wide around another vehicle that was parked beside the building.” 
 
    “Another vehicle? According to O’Rourke, this happened when nobody else was here.” 
 
    Walter was on the ground, looking at the area just beside the building, where he was speculating a car may have been. He looked for a moment, then squatted over the spot. 
 
    “There was a car sitting here around that time,” he said. “There are old tire prints that are the same age as the ones from the van. The car that was sitting here was leaking power steering fluid. Some of it must have been spraying onto the left front tire, because it’s mixed into the tire track. We need to get a sample of it.” He took a plastic bag out of his pocket, then removed his pocket knife and used the blade to scoop up some of the oil-stained dirt and put it in the bag. “If we can find the vehicle it came from, it’s possible we could have a witness.”  
 
    Steve shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said. “I think anyone who might have been here when the girl was being murdered would have come forward by now.” 
 
    Walter looked up at him. “Unless they don’t want anyone to know they were here at the time.” 
 
    “Are you saying this person might have been involved? Another killer?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Walter said. “There could be a lot of reasons somebody was here when they weren’t supposed to be. He could have been up to something criminal of his own, maybe getting ready to break into the building when the van appeared, or maybe he was meeting someone here for a drug deal. The fact that all the DNA found on the victim matches Sam indicates there was only one person in the van with the victim. Whoever this was, they were here for their own reasons.” 
 
    “But we can’t be certain whoever it was actually was here at the same time as the murder,” Steve said. “That vehicle could have been parked there hours before, or hours after, maybe even days.” 
 
    “Then why did the killer swing around the spot? Unless something was sitting here, he would have naturally turned and followed the driveway around the building, but he swung out wide and ended up on the edge.” Walter got up and walked a bit further. “And here, behind where the car was sitting, he pulled back into the main driveway and ran over some of the oil. It’s the same density as the one from the other car’s front tire, so it was made very close to the same time.” 
 
    Steve stared at Walter for a moment, then grinned. “Well, at least it’s something. Now, how do we find the car that was sitting there?” 
 
    “First, we check all of the employee vehicles,” Walter said. “Even if somebody fixed the power steering leak, there will still be traces of fluid on the tire and the wheel, probably up under the hood as well. We can match that oil to this sample. If it isn’t one of the employees’ cars, then we need to look at other cars that have been seen on the security video. The way the driver parked here could mean he’s familiar with this spot.” 
 
    “But it’s just oil,” Steve said. “How are we going to prove it’s the same oil as this?” 
 
    “Oil in machinery picks up metal particles. The fluid traces we find on the car will have the same metal parts per million as the sample. If it doesn’t, it’s the wrong vehicle.” 
 
    “I’m just curious, Walter,” Steve said, “but do you ever get tired of being a walking encyclopedia?” 
 
    Walter looked up at him. “No,” he said. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Denny hadn’t waited for morning to start his own investigation. He went home and fired up his computer, then sent emails to friends in the FBI, asking for information relating to similar murders to the one Sam was accused of. When he finished with that, he started googling murder cases that might have similarities, and by midnight he had come up with more than a dozen with similar MO’s. 
 
    By that time, he was getting tired and went to bed. He got up at six a.m., made a pot of coffee and waited for it to produce enough to fill a cup, then carried the extremely potent brew back to his desk. There were no responses to his emails yet, so he started reading all the details on the similar cases he found. 
 
    Over the past nine years, there had been at least twelve cases of young girls being raped and murdered in similar fashion. In six of those cases, similar bloodstains had been found, and a few possible witnesses had mentioned a Chevy van. Denny scanned through all the articles on each of them, starting with the oldest case. 
 
    The victim in that case, seven years past, had been fifteen-year-old Cheryl Heathcote. Her body, riddled with stab wounds, was found hidden in a trash dump, nude from the waist down and showing signs of ligature marks on her wrists. Like Brenda Starling, she had been raped by someone using a condom, but no bodily fluids were found. A bloodstain similar to the one behind the maintenance garage had been found on a back road. The only DNA evidence recovered from the body was in the form of saliva traces, but the samples had not come back with a match. Denny made a note to contact the Mecklenburg County Sheriff’s office in Charlotte, North Carolina, to see if the samples might still be available for testing. 
 
    The next case occurred in Jacksonville, Florida, a year after the one in North Carolina. A thirteen-year-old girl, Robin Shaw, had been raped and stabbed to death in similar fashion. In this case, however, the condom the killer used must have been defective, because they found minute traces of semen in her vagina. Once again, DNA did not return a match, but everything else about the case was so similar to this one that Denny again made a note to see if the samples were still available. 
 
    Next was the case of Belinda Carter from Tupelo, Mississippi, two years after Robin Shaw. Belinda had been sixteen, and her body was found only a few hours after she was killed. It was discovered in an abandoned house by teenagers looking for someplace to hang out and get high. Like Brenda Starling and the others, she was naked from the waist down and had been stabbed repeatedly, and another bloodstain was found behind an old, abandoned gas station a few miles away. No witnesses came forward and no DNA was recovered from the body, but Tupelo police picked up a man who was apparently living in an older Chevy van for questioning. He had been hanging around town for about a week and several people claimed to have seen him watching young girls, but there was nothing to tie him to the crime and he was released the same day. His name was not listed in the article, so Denny made a note to call and find out what he could. 
 
    He turned to the next case, Rita Wasserman, which happened two years earlier. Rita had been fifteen and was found in yet another empty, old building outside Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Her body was in the same condition as the others, naked from the waist down with her shirt torn open and with ligature marks on her wrists. In this case, however, the CSI techs were able to find traces of semen, just like on Brenda Starling. Once again they failed to get a DNA match, and Denny made another note. 
 
    All the other cases, while having some similarities, were also different enough to make Denny think that they might not be the work of the same perpetrator. He got up and made another cup of coffee, then picked up his phone and started making calls. 
 
    The first call was to the Mecklenburg County Sheriff’s office. The Cheryl Heathcote case had been investigated by a detective known as Sergeant Grosvenor. Sergeant Grosvenor had been promoted since then and was now the chief deputy, but Denny lucked out and found the man was in his office. 
 
    “Chief Deputy Grosvenor,” he said as he took the call. 
 
    “Hello, Chief,” Denny said. “My name is Denny Cortlandt, and I’m a special investigator with Windlass Security in Denver, Colorado. I’m calling about an old case of yours, the murder of Cheryl Heathcote.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Grosvenor said, “I remember that case. It’s pretty cold, what can I tell you about it?” 
 
    “As it happens, local authorities out here are investigating a similar case. I was wondering if you might have any of the evidence from that case still available.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is. One thing about us out here, we don’t get rid of anything if we might need it in the future. We also don’t give up on cold cases. What is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Everything you’ve got,” Denny said. “We extracted DNA samples here, and I’d like to compare them against what you lot found. Do you think that would be possible?” 
 
    “DNA? We tried that route, got nothing. The only DNA we found on the body was some slimy stuff the lab techs said was dried saliva. They pulled some sort of DNA analysis out of it, but we never found a match. You think you might have better luck?” 
 
    “Well, mate, that’s what I hope to find out. What I’m out to do is determine whether we are dealing with the same killer. How would I go about getting your samples?” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Grosvenor said. “Okay, give me an address to send it to. I don’t know if you have any luck after all these years, but I’ll take any break I can get in that case.” 
 
    Denny gave him the address of Windlass Security and then used a corporate credit card to pay for overnight delivery. Grosvenor promised to have it out before lunchtime and made Denny promise to share any results he found. 
 
    Next, Denny called the police department in Jacksonville, Florida. The case of Robin Shaw’s murder had gone to Detective James Atkinson, but Atkinson had since retired. Denny was transferred to the Police Chief, who was more than happy to agree to send some of their remaining evidence samples to Denny. 
 
    When he called Tupelo, the former detective who had handled the case turned out to be the new chief of police, and quickly picked up the phone when he learned what the call was about. 
 
    “Chief Rogers,” he said. “How can I help you today?” 
 
    “Chief, my name is Denny Cortlandt. I’m an investigator with Windlass Security in Denver, Colorado, and I’m looking into a case that’s very similar to the murder of Belinda Carter.” 
 
    “You don’t say?” Rogers asked, his interest obviously piqued. “Well, how can we be of assistance?” 
 
    “I was wondering about any evidence you might have collected from the scene, but I also saw an article saying that you had actually questioned a suspect. Could you possibly tell me who that might have been?” 
 
    “I can tell you who it is, and if you were sitting here, I could give you the man’s picture. I ain’t ever forgot him, I can tell you that. His name was Boyd Benson, and I never was satisfied that he didn’t do it. We just didn’t have any kind of evidence that would connect him to the murder, so we had no choice but to release him. Far as I’m concerned, he’s still my number one suspect.” 
 
    “Really? Any idea what might’ve happened to him after he walked away?” 
 
    “Nope. I tried to keep track of him for a while, but he just sort of disappeared. When he left here, he went to Louisiana, some small town in the middle of nowhere and I never found any trace of him again after that. Funny thing is, when we look into his background, we found out that he was an ex-soldier, one of those guys with PTSD. He was living on the street in Birmingham up until a few weeks before he showed up here, but when we got hold of his military files, he didn’t look nothing like he did when we picked him up. Ask me, I think the guy we talked to wasn’t really him at all. I get the impression he changes names the way most people change their underwear.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Denny said. “I know you said you didn’t have any evidence that actually connected him to the crime, but was there any other sort of evidence collected? I’m trying to determine if the case I’m working on might be connected.” 
 
    “Hang on a minute,” Rogers said. Denny was put on hold and waited five minutes before the chief came back. “Okay, turns out everything is still in the evidence room. It isn’t much, though. A few fibers, a little bit of the girl’s hair with blood on it, that kinda stuff. There was nothing that seemed to come from the killer.” 
 
    “You mentioned fibers,” Denny said. “What kind of fibers?” 
 
    “Seems to be cotton fibers; they were found in the abrasions on her wrists, probably from the rope that she was tied up with. Now, that was kind of another funny thing, now that you mention it. They ran DNA tests on the fibers, hoping maybe there was DNA from the killer on it, but they ended up with several different DNA samples. Crime lab says that rope likely had been used to tie up other people in the past. Ain’t that something?” 
 
    Denny scribbled a note to himself to check on fibers from Brenda Starling’s ligature marks. “It certainly is,” he said. “Would it be possible to get some of those samples sent to me? And a copy of your file, specifically anything related to Mr. Benson?” 
 
    “I’ll send you everything,” Rogers said. “Much as I hate to admit it, this case has us completely stumped. If you come up with anything, maybe we can finally get justice for that little girl.” 
 
    Denny gave him the address and offered to pay for rush shipment, but the chief refused. “Least I can do,” he said. “If you have any luck, maybe I can finally put this case to bed.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” Denny said. 
 
    There was one more call to make, to the Jefferson County Sheriff in Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Denny looked up the number and dialed and a moment later was speaking to Sheriff Joe Hinckley. 
 
    “Sheriff,” he began, “my name is Denny Cortlandt, and I’m an investigator with Windlass Security in Denver, Colorado. I’m investigating a case that is similar to the murder of Rita Wasserman, and I’d like to know if you have any of the old evidence from that case.” 
 
    “Of course we do,” Hinckley said. “Just how similar is your case to ours?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s very similar. Our victim, Brenda Starling, was a fourteen-year-old girl who was found in the same condition as Rita. She had been raped and stabbed multiple times, and we recovered DNA. That DNA has come back to a suspect, but there is a problem. The suspect is a man who would normally be considered to be completely above reproach, and we are trying to determine whether the actual killer had ever done such a thing before. If we can confirm that Rita was murdered by the same person who killed Brenda…” 
 
    “Hold on, I heard about this,” Hinckley said. “You said Denver? This is the case where they arrested that Prichard fellow, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid it is. The problem is that I, and many others, have reason to believe that the DNA evidence is in error. We know Sam Prichard, and this is simply not something he would do. If we can link any other murder of this type to that same DNA, at a time when Mr. Prichard could not possibly have been the perpetrator, we can show that the DNA evidence is somehow incorrect.” 
 
    Hinckley whistled. “Damnation,” he said. “According to CNN, the DNA evidence against Prichard is absolutely conclusive. If you manage to show that it’s wrong, you could be ruining DNA evidence admissibility in every murder case in the future.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s possible,” Denny said, “but what we actually believe is that Mr. Prichard is being deliberately framed. We have investigators looking into whether his DNA profile had been altered to match, which would explain why it looks like his DNA on the victim. If we can find another source of that DNA on another victim, we may yet be able to track down the true perpetrator.” 
 
    The sheriff was quiet for a couple seconds, then cleared his throat. “Mr. Cortlandt, I’ll confess I’m having a little trouble believing that DNA could be wrong. On the other hand, if it turns out Prichard is your killer and the DNA does match from our case, you will have solved a murder that’s been leaving me unable to sleep for several years. I’ll send you our evidence, but I want a complete and accurate report on what you find, whether you like it or not. Deal?” 
 
    Denny grinned. “Sheriff, that’s exactly what I have in mind.” He gave the sheriff the address and once again paid for rush delivery. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Summer was waiting in the hall when O’Rourke came out of the courtroom. 
 
    “Detective O’Rourke?” she asked, feigning timidity. “Can I have a moment?” 
 
    O’Rourke stopped and looked at her, started to turn away and then did a double take. Summer was probably one of the most beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes on, and a lazy smile spread across his face. “Sure,” he said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Summer smiled. “I just wanted to tell you thank you,” she said. “For finding the man who killed that poor girl.” 
 
    O’Rourke’s smile got bigger. “It was definitely a pleasure,” he said. “Any man who would do something like that… I don’t know, I just needed to see that poor little girl get justice.” 
 
    “That means so much to me,” Summer said. “Girls are so vulnerable nowadays, and you hear so much about how people abuse them, you know, men who should know better. It’s nice to see a detective who won’t give up, who won’t just let it get swept under the rug.” 
 
    “I never could,” O’Rourke said. “Were you related to Brenda?” 
 
    “Oh, no, I just hear so many stories about things like this that never get solved. I just wanted—well, I just wanted to meet the man who wouldn’t give up.” 
 
    The smile became almost blinding. “Like I said, it was a pleasure. Would you maybe like to hear about how we were able to track him down? Over coffee, maybe?” 
 
    Summer’s eyes lit up. “Do you have time? I mean, I don’t want to keep you from anything important.” 
 
    “I can take a short break. We’ll call it a celebration coffee, because we got the guy.” 
 
    “Detective, I would love to have a cup of coffee with you.” 
 
    “Well, then let’s go. There’s a nice coffee shop just down the street.” He pointed south. 
 
    “Everyday Joe’s,” Summer said with a smile. “That’s a lovely place.” 
 
   


  
 

 SIX 
 
    She followed O’Rourke out the door of the courthouse and they walked down South Mason Street to the coffee shop. Everyday Joe’s Coffee House was run by volunteers from a local church and featured live inspirational music. Summer had done her research and found the place, intending to invite O’Rourke herself before he beat her to it. As she had expected, it was rather quiet in the morning and they were able to get a small table by themselves. 
 
    They got their coffees and sat, and Summer graced him with another of her smiles. 
 
    “So,” she said. “You were going to tell me how you caught that terrible man?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” O’Rourke said. “Well, do you know anything about police procedure?” 
 
    “Me? Oh, goodness, no. I’m just a waitress, the most I know about police stuff is what I see on TV.” 
 
    O’Rourke grinned. “I’ll go easy on you, then. You see, when we found Brenda’s body, we were able to get traces of something called DNA, from things the killer left on her body. Some hairs and stuff, and—well, some bodily fluids.” 
 
    Summer nodded. “I knew she was raped, so I figured something like that. What’s DNA?” 
 
    “Well, DNA is a way we can determine whether a certain sample of bodily fluids or hairs or other things came from a particular individual. We tested the samples we got from her body and got the DNA sequence, then compared that to a national database and got a match on Sam Prichard. That told us that he was the killer, so we got a warrant and went to arrest him. It was that easy.” 
 
    Summer narrowed her eyes. “Sam Prichard,” she said. “You know, a lot of people are saying that you might have made a mistake, because they don’t believe he would do something like this. I guess he’s some big shot detective or something?” 
 
    O’Rourke’s grin was suddenly tempered with a glare. “He used to be,” he said, “until he took a fancy to poor little Brenda. From what we were told, he was actually passing through here that night while he was working on a case for the government. I guess he was cruising around town, probably looking for someone like her, and snatched her right off the street. He took her out by the highway garage, raped her and then stabbed her to death.” He shook his head. “A terrible, terrible thing.” 
 
    He was carefully watching her face. He had learned early as a homicide detective that details about violent death could have a mild aphrodisiac effect on women, and he certainly wouldn’t mind if this woman were to find herself getting a little turned on. As soon as that thought crossed his mind, however, he felt guilty for using the death of such a young girl as a ploy to seduce a beautiful woman. 
 
    “That is terrible,” Summer said, reaching across the table and laying her hand on his arm. “I just can’t believe somebody like this Mr. Prichard would do something like that. I mean, from everything I’ve heard, he’s actually saved a lot of people’s lives. It just seems kind of strange that he would be so well-known for that, if he had this kind of terrible, perverted violence inside him. Do you run across that kind of thing very often?” 
 
    The guilt he felt dissipated almost instantly. “Not often, thank God, but it happens. Somebody you’d never expect turns out to be a pedophile, or a thief or something. We arrested a bank teller who’d been on the job fifteen years a while back, because she had been stealing just a little money at a time. Added up to over fifty thousand dollars, and she was the kind of person you’d never think could do something dishonest.” 
 
    “I know some people down at Denver,” Summer said, “and they all think you made a mistake. They say that Sam Prichard has spent too many years protecting people and even saving the country, that there’s no way he could ever hurt somebody like this.” 
 
    O’Rourke started to say something, but then his eyes narrowed. “You know, it occurs to me that I didn’t get your name. Are you a friend of Prichard’s, maybe?” 
 
    Summer grinned. “Okay, you got me,” she said. “I’m Summer Raines, and the truth is that I have spent most of the last year working with Sam Prichard. I’m an investigator with Windlass Security, and Sam was my boss until just a short time ago. And while you may be convinced by the DNA evidence you are relying on, I’m pretty certain there’s something else going on here. I know Sam Prichard, Detective, and there’s no way in the world he committed this crime.” 
 
    O’Rourke grimaced, but she noticed that he didn’t pull away from the touch of her hand. 
 
    “Ms. Raines, I know it’s hard to believe that a friend of yours could do something terrible…” 
 
    “Before you go there,” Summer said, “let me tell you something that I already learned that convinces me I’m right. Okay?” 
 
    O’Rourke stared into her eyes for a couple of seconds, then nodded. “Okay, go ahead,” he said. “Just don’t expect to change my mind.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will, but it’s worth telling you about. I was able to get a look at some of the evidence you collected from Brenda’s body. Those whiskers you found, inside her bra? They could not possibly belong to Sam Prichard, and I can tell you why. Sam’s beard doesn’t grow very fast, and he is an absolute fanatic about shaving every morning. By the end of the day, when most men have a five o’clock shadow, Sam’s face is still as smooth as mine. To grow whiskers that long, he’d have to go without shaving for three or four days at a minimum, and he never does. All of us at Windlass saw him that very morning, and I can tell you that there wasn’t a whisker showing anywhere.” 
 
    O’Rourke looked at her. “I hear what you’re saying,” he said slowly, “but have you considered the possibility that you’re only remembering him that way because that was the way you usually saw him? I don’t know the whole story about what he was doing when he came through here, but I know he had bought an old van for the trip because he didn’t want that Mustang of his to draw attention. Maybe he didn’t shave for a day or two, in order to change his appearance a bit, and you just don’t remember that.” 
 
    “Detective, I’m a pro. Believe me when I tell you that I’ve carefully examined my memories of that morning, and I even talked with all of my coworkers. We all remember clearly that Sam was clean-shaven. There’s no possible way those whiskers could be his.” 
 
    “Then how can you explain the DNA match? It was a perfect match, Ms. Raines, the kind that only comes from directly matching a sample to the precise person it came from. The lab says there’s a one in two billion chance that he’s not the person who raped and murdered Brenda Starling.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Summer said. “However, there are a couple of distinct possibilities. First, your DNA samples that were recovered from the body could have been corrupted, throwing off the results. Now, since you had three distinct types of samples, that’s admittedly pretty far-fetched. The other possibility, however, might not be. We are looking into the possibility that Sam’s DNA profile in the database has been altered to make it match. If someone was trying to frame him, maybe someone looking for revenge against him for thwarting their plans of world domination, then that would be the most effective way to go about it. Change his DNA profile to match that of the person who then goes out and commits a heinous crime, leaving just trace samples behind that they know you’re going to collect and use this way. According to the FBI, this has actually happened before.” 
 
    “You’re grabbing at straws, Ms. Raines. The DNA database is incredibly huge, and it would be almost impossible to find a particular person’s DNA profile and change it.” 
 
    “Why would it be so difficult? It’s just a database. Any decent hacker can get into a database, change information, rearrange things so that the database presents only the information they want it to present. That’s the only explanation we can come up with for how your DNA samples could lead you to Sam Prichard. When you consider the fact that the whiskers could not be his, it’s just about the only explanation that makes any sense.” 
 
    O’Rourke chewed on the inside of his cheek. “I don’t suppose you have video security inside your offices, do you? I mean, if you can show me dated video of Sam Prichard from that day where I can actually see that he was clean-shaven, then I might be willing to believe that it’s barely possible your theory could have merit.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Sam only came into the lobby that day. The lobby doesn’t have video on it, because there’s nothing sensitive there to protect. Believe me, we already checked. I really wish he had come back to my office, because we do have video security back there. Unfortunately, he didn’t, so all you’ve got is the word of six professional investigators and several other employees of the company. All of us remember Sam being clean-shaven that morning, when he stopped by. That means that we, at least, are absolutely certain he could not have committed this crime. You wouldn’t have found whiskers if he had, and then even we would probably think he was guilty.” 
 
    Summer’s hand was still laying on his arm, and O’Rourke seemed to be looking at it. He wasn’t pulling away, but he was chewing the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “Ms. Raines, I’ll confess that I would like to believe you, but… I’m sorry, I’ve never seen DNA evidence be tampered with. To my mind, we have a match, and we have the killer. If you could show me proof that Prichard was truly clean-shaven that very morning, then I’d have to consider the possibility, and I stress the word possibility, that there’s something wrong with this case. Until then, however, I’m going to let the evidence speak for itself.” 
 
    He pulled his arm away from her hand and got to his feet, then looked at her again. 
 
    “You get something serious that could throw doubt on that evidence, you call me. Just do me a favor and don’t try to play me again, all right?” 
 
    Summer grinned. “Deal,” she said. 
 
    O’Rourke turned and started to leave, then suddenly stopped and came back to the table. He looked at Summer for a second, then asked, “We’ve been trying to find that old van Prichard bought. I don’t suppose you could tell me where it is, could you? If we could check it out and be sure that it’s not the van the killer used, that might go some way toward helping me believe what you’ve got to say.” 
 
    Summer looked at him. “The van? Sorry, I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    O’Rourke looked into her eyes for a moment, then took a business card out of his pocket and handed it to her. “If you happen to run across it, how about giving me a call?” 
 
    She took the card and glanced at it, then smiled at him. “Your cell number? Is that the only reason you want me to call?” 
 
    He turned and walked away without another word, leaving her where she was sitting. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    At the same time, Jade and Darren pulled up at the crime lab. They identified themselves to the receptionist, and the lab manager, Gerald Crow, came out to lead them to his office. 
 
    “We appreciate you taking the time to speak with us,” Jade said. “We were hoping maybe you could shed a little light on the matter of the DNA evidence in the Brenda Starling case.” 
 
    Crow’s eyes grew wide. “The Starling case? I’m sorry, I don’t know if I can actually discuss any of that with you.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could get a court order for the information,” Darren said, “but since an arrest has already been made, and we are working for the suspect, I don’t think there will be any impropriety in sharing what you can with us. Do you?” 
 
    Crow seemed to think about it for a second, then shrugged. “Okay. What can I tell you? We were provided with several samples, including two different types of hairs and some bodily fluids that included semen. We ran DNA analysis and compiled a profile, which was then uploaded to the state, federal and public databases in search of a match. We found it in the state database, and the match was better than ninety-nine point nine percent. As you probably know, that constitutes virtual certainty that the samples we analyze it came from the individual whose DNA profile was such a complete match. We obtained the name of the individual, provided that to the authorities and a warrant was issued for Mr. Prichard’s arrest.” 
 
    “Yes, we understand how the process works,” Jade said. “We’ve actually used it ourselves many times. However, in this case, we have reason to believe that the match is in error. Now, your lab has a very good accuracy rating, so we are not implying that you made any mistakes. Besides, with three separate samples to analyze, the chance of all of them coming up with the same erroneous match would be just about impossible, am I right?” 
 
    Crow nodded. “Absolutely. There’s no possibility that all three samples could have the same error turn up in them. Our chain of custody on DNA samples is one of the best in the country, and we take every possible precaution to avoid any type of contamination of those samples.” 
 
    “We are absolutely certain that you do. Our concern is based on something that we know that you don’t, however.” Jade explained why they believed the whiskers could not belong to Sam, and Mr. Crow narrowed his eyes as he listened. “For that reason, we are considering the possibility that Mr. Prichard’s DNA profile may have been altered in the database, to ensure that it would match the samples you were given.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Crow asked. “Forgive me, of course it’s possible, but how likely would it really be? Those databases have some pretty strong security. I mean, after all, you are dealing with the genetic information of thousands of people. In order for DNA evidence to be reliable, you’ve got to be able to believe that the profiles in the database are legitimate. If you can’t believe that, then DNA evidence becomes almost worthless in cases like this.” 
 
    Darren made a half shrug. “I’m certain it is quite reliable in most cases,” he said. “However, I know of a few cases when DNA profiles have been altered. I worked on a couple of them when I was with the FBI. In those cases, foreign hackers were able to change the DNA profiles of certain people who were suspected of terrorism. As a result, the DNA samples we recovered did not match our suspects. It wasn’t until a serious analysis of the database that it was discovered that the changes had been made.” 
 
    Crow stared at him for a moment, then leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” he said. “I will run the samples again, just to see if there’s any possibility that I get a different result. When I get the analysis, I’ll run them with a different case number. That way, if I get the same results back, it will definitely mean that the DNA of Mr. Prichard is matching my samples. After that, it will be up to you to prove whether or not that profile had been tampered with. Will that help anything?” 
 
    Jade smiled. “It’s certainly a start.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Indie, Ron and Jeff were waiting in the lobby of the jail when Sam came out, dressed in the clothes he had been wearing the night before. He went straight to Indie and threw his arms around her, then turned and shook hands with both of his friends. 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” he said. “I never would’ve thought I’d ever be in this position, and I can’t thank you enough for getting me out.” 
 
    “You’re out of jail,” Ron said, “but you’re not out of the woods. Sam, none of us believed for a minute that you could have done this, but then Indie showed us enough last night to prove it as far as we are concerned. The problem is going to be proving it to a jury. The team is looking hard at the case, but unless we can figure out how the DNA from the victim matched your profile, this is not a good thing.” 
 
    “You’re telling me this? Ron, I don’t know what to think. Based on what they told me about the evidence they’ve got, I would think I was guilty if I didn’t know better.” He glanced around to make sure no one else was listening, then leaned close and whispered. “The big problem is the van,” he said softly. “I haven’t told O’Rourke yet, but I had it crushed because it was falling apart. Once they find that out, they’re going to be all the more convinced of my guilt.” 
 
    Ron and Jeff looked at each other, then turned back to Sam. “We’ll deal with that when we have to,” Jeff said. “For right now, we have to get you back to the office and fitted for an ankle monitor. We have some, so that won’t be a problem. You’ll just have to plug it in every couple of nights to recharge the battery while you sleep.” 
 
    “I can deal with it,” Sam said. “I just want to get busy on trying to figure out how this could happen.” 
 
    “Don’t we all?” Indie asked. “Come on, Sam, let’s go get your ankle bracelet and then go home. There’s a couple of kids at home that really want to see their daddy.” 
 
   


  
 

 SEVEN 
 
    The old van had seen many better days, but C.J. kept it running. Sometimes he thought the only thing that made it go was his determination not to let it die, but it was his skill with tools and automobiles. His daddy hadn’t given him much, but at least he’d taught his boy how to keep an old beater running. 
 
    That was a lifetime ago, he thought. The old man had been gone close to twenty years, and C.J. still felt a small tingle of fear whenever he had an unkind thought about the old bastard. He had gotten many a beating for daring to question whether his father cared about him, and they stuck in his memory. Hell, he could still feel some of them, even after all these years. 
 
    He’d been seven years old when his daddy started him working in the garage. He was taught some of the simplest jobs at first, like changing headlight and tail light bulbs, checking oil and transmission fluid and radiator levels, things like that. As soon as he got out of school and made it to the shop, he changed into the work clothes he kept there and got busy. He did his homework in the office between the jobs he had to do, and he managed to get some decent grades in spite of it all. 
 
    “Don’t matter,” his father had said. “Ain’t none of that school learnin’ gonna do you any good, anyhow. You want to make a living in this world, you want to survive, you just concentrate on learning how to keep these old cars running. That’s what’ll put money in your pocket and food on your table, not knowing how to talk fancy or work them big math problems. Now get your head out of your ass and let’s show you how to rebuild a carburetor.” 
 
    C.J. grinned, because it was the carburetor from the van that was sitting on the picnic table in front of him. The old motor had started spitting and sputtering, and he instantly recognized the sound of a vacuum leak on the carb. A new one would cost him a couple hundred dollars, but a simple rebuild kit was only twenty bucks. His father had taught him to be frugal, so he had gone for the cheaper option. 
 
    “Speaking of money,” he said aloud to himself, “time to fix that problem.” He finished putting the carburetor back together and then mounted it in its place on top of the intake manifold, set the air filter on top and connected all the hoses, and hit the key. The engine cranked over a few times before the fuel pump filled the ball with gas, and then it backfired once before coming to life. He leaned down and adjusted the jets, turning the screws back and forth until the engine was purring like a kitten on all cylinders. 
 
    “There we go,” he said. “Just the way you ought to be running, right, baby? Now, let’s get cleaned up and go make us some money.” 
 
    He snapped the engine cover in place, then climbed down from the passenger seat and gathered the tools. One thing he’d learned from the old man was to keep his tools clean and properly put away, and the next twenty minutes were spent making sure that both were done properly. The toolbox in the back of the van had been the old man’s, but C.J. had inherited it after a truck fell off the jack and crushed the old bastard’s head. It was big and heavy, and he could probably have sold it many times over, but it was the only thing in the world he truly prized. It was the only thing in the world that made all the abuse and the beatings worthwhile. 
 
    When all the tools were put away properly, then it was time to clean himself up. He glanced around to make sure nobody was paying attention to him there in the rest area, then popped open one of the side doors and leaned in to find a clean shirt. He tossed it carefully over his shoulder, locked the van and went into the restroom to wash up. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, after taking a quick rag bath at the sink and ignoring the men who came in and out while he was there, C.J. Willis stepped out of the restroom looking clean and fairly sharp. He was in his mid-thirties, a little bit on the hefty side, but stronger than most people would give him credit for, and his dark brown hair was still covering his head. Considering how bald the old man had been, he had expected to lose his hair by the time he was thirty, but it was still flush and full, even if it was a bit on the long side. 
 
    His most distinguishing feature, however, was his nose. It was a little bit crooked, having been broken a couple of times when he was younger, times when the old man had exploded over some simple mistake at the shop. The back of his father’s hand had felt like a brick when it struck him, and the impacts had caused his nose to flatten and turn slightly to the left. A spot beside his right eye where the old man’s Masonic ring had caught him also contributed to his slightly roguish appearance. 
 
    Of course, that roguish look was one of the reasons he never had a serious problem getting laid. Women like the bad boys, he’d always heard, and he considered himself living proof of that old maxim. More than half the women he flirted with would flirt back, and a fair percentage of those would willingly get into his van with him. Didn’t matter how old they were, either, and he had developed a fondness for the young ones. 
 
    That had started about a year after the old man died, or he thought it had. Sometimes, when he let himself think about it, it almost seemed like there was something older, some memory that wanted to surface, but was held at bay. More than once he’d thought he was about to grasp it, but it always slipped away at the last second, until he finally ignored it and let it go. Maybe it was in his imagination, anyway. 
 
    He’d tried to keep the shop running after Charlie died, mostly just to keep his mom happy, but he was only eighteen. Most of the old customers didn’t like coming back to where Charlie Willis had been killed. Charlie had been one of the local good old boys, and had gone to school with most of his customers, but while they knew C.J. had learned a lot from his daddy, most of them felt like the place wasn’t the same without Charlie around. They’d gone to other mechanics, and at last, his mother was forced to sell the building. C.J. had loaded up the toolbox into the ’83 Chevy van he’d bought and painstakingly rebuilt during his high school years, and went looking for work. 
 
    Unfortunately, none of the other shops wanted to hire him. He talked it over with his mom and his girlfriend, Tracy, and decided to try college. His grades had been good enough, and he was able to get Pell grants and student loans, so he enrolled in the Criminal Justice program at the college in Lake City. 
 
    Some part of him had always wanted to be a cop, and he thought this might be his chance. Tracy was going to school in Miami, but they were planning to be married when both of them had their degrees. That all fell apart one day, though, when Tracy called to confess that she was in love with somebody else. 
 
    He’d managed to get past that, finished his Associate’s Degree and started applying for positions with area police departments, but nobody seemed to be hiring. In desperation, he decided to join the Army. He opted for Military Police training and was sent to Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, where he was one of more than seven thousand recruits in his group. There were three battalions comprising seventeen companies, with each company having its own instructors. After twenty weeks of combined basic and advanced training, C.J. was sent to the 25th Military Police Company, 503rd Military Police Battalion at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where he quickly rose to the rank of Corporal. 
 
    C.J. was happy in the MPs. He began to feel like he’d found a place for himself in the world and was seriously considering making a career of the Army. He was a decent looking guy even with his scars, and the ladies around the base found him likable. It wasn’t long before he was sharing an apartment offpost with one of them, and life was beginning to look pleasant. 
 
    And then everything went wrong. C.J. came home early one day and found his girlfriend in bed with his best buddy, which led to a big fight, some wild gunshots that left holes in the walls and a dishonorable discharge for both men. C.J. was kicked out with one of the biggest black marks his career could have, and any hope of becoming a cop in civilian life went out the window. 
 
    He’d gone home and looked for work, but word spread. After the news that he’d been charged with assault against the man who’d been with his girlfriend, there had been some speculation about the accident that had killed his dad, and nobody wanted to take a chance on him. He was a pariah, and rumor said that he was dangerous. 
 
    After a couple months of frustration, he’d applied for a job with a big company, traveling from place to place to fix large backup generator engines. The company didn’t care about his past, just his mechanical ability. He’d gotten hired, and then he’d gotten behind the wheel and driven away. Things went well for a few months, but then it dawned on him that he could make more money as a contractor, so he quit and went into the business for himself. He hadn’t been home since. 
 
    He called his mother now and then, though. She always took the calls, always told him that he ought to come home, even told him about whichever girl he’d gone to school with who was lately divorced. He understood, she wanted grandkids someday, and since he was the only child she ever had… Well, he figured she felt it was up to him. 
 
    He didn’t want to have kids. A family would only tie him down, and he had found that being single was best. It meant he could keep moving, not worry about what anybody else thought, and could indulge his—his hobby. 
 
    It started two months after he left home. He’d been passing through some little town and stopped at a small café to get a bite to eat. The waitress was cute and quite flirtatious, and he was seriously thinking of hanging around until she got off work, but then those girls had come in. There were two of them, cute as buttons and in their first year of high school. They sat in the booth across from his and looked over and smiled, giggling when they realized he was looking them over. He was about to turn back to studying his chances with the waitress when one of the girls spoke up. 
 
    “See anything you like, mister?” 
 
    C.J. had focused his attention on her and suddenly realized that he did like what he saw. He could remember when girls that age were the most tempting things he’d ever seen, and he’d left a couple of broken hearts back in high school. He’d always gotten what he wanted from them, and there was something exciting about their fumbling innocence and naïveté, as he talked them out of their clothes there in his van. 
 
    Suddenly, he missed that innocence, and the waitress was forgotten as he chatted amiably with the two young girls. They were obviously smitten with him, and while he knew that it would be messing with jailbait, he wasn’t worried. He’d be long gone before anybody found out he’d had a little fun with one of them. The only question was which one he would go for. They were both rather cute. 
 
    That question got settled when he finished eating. The girls had stopped in for a soft drink, and one of them got up to leave before the other. C.J. watched her go, briefly thinking that she was a little prettier than her friend, but then dismissed the thought. He turned to the one that remained and suddenly that old feeling returned, like there was something he was trying to remember, but it was just out of reach. 
 
    He pushed it away and smiled. 
 
    “All by your lonesome now, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. She had to go, but I don’t have to be home as early as she does.” She smiled coquettishly at him as she sipped her soda through a straw. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” C.J. said. “I remember when I was your age, my daddy used to raise all kinds of hell if I wasn’t home by a certain time. It’s good your folks don’t treat you that way.” 
 
    “Oh, no, they don’t. They think of me as an adult, so they trust me to come in when I want to. Do you live here in town? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.” 
 
    “No, I’m just passing through,” C.J. said. “I saw this place and was hungry, so I stopped in.” He grinned and saluted her with his glass. “Now I’m glad I did.” 
 
    She blushed prettily. “Me, too,” she said. “I don’t get to talk to too many people who aren’t from this stupid little town. Where you from?” 
 
    “Dallas,” C.J. said, lying automatically. He was keeping one eye on the waitress, who didn’t seem to be paying any attention at all to them. “What’s wrong with this town? It seems pretty nice.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s boring,” she said. “There’s nothing to do here, and the boys are just—they’re just boys.” 
 
    C.J. grinned. “Way too immature for a young adult like you?” 
 
    “You know it,” she said. She glanced at the waitress, also making sure that no one was paying attention to them, then turned back to C.J. “So, what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Darrell,” he said, some instinct bringing a lie to his lips without even thinking about it. “Darrell Pearson. What’s yours?” 
 
    “I’m Breanna. Nice to meet you, Darrell.” 
 
    “Pleasure’s all mine,” C.J. said. “So, what do young adults do for fun around here?” 
 
    Breanna glanced at the waitress again, then leaned a little closer. When she spoke again, it was softly, conspiratorially. “Mostly, they go out by the lake and make out,” she said, and then she blushed. 
 
    “Ah,” C.J. said. “That sounds like fun, but I guess I’ll never know.” 
 
    He deliberately turned away from her and took a sip out of his glass, as if dismissing her. He could feel her eyes on him, and he could even feel her desire. 
 
    “You could,” she whispered just loudly enough for him to hear. “I’m gonna go. If you’d like to see what it’s like out at the lake, just go up to the next road and turn right.” 
 
    He turned and looked at her, and she batted her eyes and smiled. Another quick glance at the waitress, who was standing at the window talking to the cook, and then she blew him a kiss as she slid out of the booth. A moment later, she walked out the door, and glanced back through the window at him as she walked across the parking lot toward the road. 
 
    C.J. sat there for another minute, just trying to give the impression that he had barely noticed the girl, then went up to pay his ticket. It came to just over ten dollars, so he gave the waitress a ten and the five and told her to keep the change. She smiled and thanked him as he walked out the door, and then he got into his van and pulled onto the road. 
 
    There was another road that cut to the right a few hundred yards ahead, and he almost drove past it. At the last second, he cut the wheel to the right and made the turn, and was delighted when he saw young Breanna walking along the side of the road ahead. 
 
    The road was lined with trees and there was no other traffic. He pulled up beside her and stopped, then hit the button to lower the passenger side window. 
 
    “You need a ride?” he asked. “I thought I would go check out the lake, like you said, but I can give you a ride somewhere if you need it.” 
 
    She gave him a big smile, then opened the door and climbed inside. “I was going down to the lake, too,” she said. “I was hoping I might see you there.” 
 
    C.J. looked at her. “You know, if anybody saw you with me, they might think I was up to something bad. Maybe I should let you out before we get there, so nobody thinks I’m up to something.” 
 
    “No need,” she said. “I’ll show you where to go so nobody else will be around. We can have a good spot all to ourselves.” 
 
    He continued looking at her and let his eyes roam down her body before coming back to meet hers. “That does sound like fun,” he said. 
 
    She giggled. “And it sounds like maybe you do want to get up to something bad,” she said. “Just not too far, okay? I mean, I don’t mind making out, but I don’t go all the way.” 
 
    He grinned. “I won’t go any farther than you want to,” he said. He took his foot off the brake and drove forward, following the directions she gave him. She took him down several dirt roads, and they finally ended up at an old, overgrown boat landing. 
 
    “Nobody ever comes out here,” she said. “Some kid drowned out here a few years ago, so everybody thinks this place is haunted. I been out here a few times, and I ain’t never seen no sign of it.” She gave him a flirtatious grin. “You ain’t afraid, are you?” 
 
    “Naw, not me,” he said, noticing that she seemed to have lost the carefully cultivated grown-up grammar she had displayed back at the café. “You want to sit here in the van, or should we get out? I got a blanket we can sit on.” 
 
    She giggled again. “Get it,” she said, and then she jumped out and ran down to the water. 
 
    C.J. got the blanket and followed her, then spread it out on the ground a short distance from the edge of the water. As far as he could tell, there was no way anyone could see them. They sat on the blanket together, and Breanna made sure to scoot closer to him, close enough that their hips were touching. 
 
    The time for talking was over, he thought, so he put an arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him. She tilted her face up and he kissed her, and a moment later, she laid a hand on his thigh. 
 
    They spent the next few minutes kissing and touching, and C.J. found that she started breathing hard when he kissed her neck. It didn’t take him long to get inside her shirt, and she didn’t object when he unsnapped her jeans. They lay back on the blanket, still kissing, and C.J. used every trick he had ever learned in dealing with girls to convince her that she wanted him to be her first. 
 
    It was working, and she was laying back with a smile on her face as he tugged at her jeans. They were just down to her knees when he saw a sudden look of fear cross her face, and knew that she was about to try to back out, so he yanked them off quickly the rest of the way. 
 
    “Darrell, wait…” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her, and she started to respond, but then tried to push him away. “Darrell…” 
 
    “What are you, a tease?” he asked. “Don’t you know better than to tease a man?” 
 
    She pushed him again, trying to push him off her, but he held her down. “Darrell, I can’t…” 
 
    “You can’t? You brought me out here just to tease me, just to play games? I thought you said you were an adult. Adults don’t do that kind of thing. We both knew what we came out here for, so don’t even try that game.” 
 
    The reality of what was happening to her set in, and she started to cry. “If—if you don’t stop I’ll—I’ll scream.” 
 
    He slapped her across the face. “Now, that would be a very bad idea,” he said. “I mean, probably nobody will hear you anyway, but even if they did, all I have to do is tell them you brought me out here. I might get in a little bit of trouble, but I bet you’d be in a lot more. Everybody in town would know you brought a man out here so you could have sex, and everyone would laugh at you when you walked by. Do you really want that?” 
 
    She sniffled. “N-no,” she stammered. “But, D-Darrell…” 
 
    “Then shut up and kiss me again,” he said. “Relax, baby, you’re going to enjoy this.” 
 
    And then it happened. She lay there and stared at the trees above her, trying to pretend she was somewhere else, that she was someone else, but it wasn’t true and she knew it was. It didn’t even last long, and then C. J. climbed off her and started pulling his clothes back together. 
 
    He looked at her. “Go ahead and get dressed,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride back to town. Come on, hurry up or I’ll leave without you.” 
 
    She sat up and reached for her clothes, tears running silently down her cheeks. She managed to pull them on, then turned and looked at him. “You go ahead,” she said. “I’ll just walk home.” 
 
    C.J. looked at her and started to get to his feet, but something in her eyes caught his attention. There was anger there, maybe even hatred. It took him all of two seconds to figure out that she had every intention of getting his license plate number and telling someone what happened. 
 
    It took even less time to figure out what would happen to him if she did. He smiled at her, said, “Suit yourself,” and then turned as if he was going to walk away and leave her. 
 
    And then he spun, his fist connecting with her face in a satisfying crunch. She fell, dazed enough that she didn’t even cry out, and he landed on top of her again. He beat her face repeatedly, until she quit moving completely. She was breathing raggedly, weakly, and it hit him that she was probably dying already, but he wanted to be sure she wasn’t going to tell on him. He picked her up, carried her into the water and pushed her underneath some overhanging bushes. With any luck, he figured it would be weeks before she was found, if she ever was. 
 
    He hurried out of the water and grabbed the blood-soaked blanket as he hurried back to the van, then started it and drove away. He found his way to the main road, turned north and forced himself to drive at the speed limit so he wouldn’t draw attention. 
 
    It was hours later before he stopped and checked into a motel, and he walked into the room and went straight to the bath. He had rinsed the blood off his hands when he put her body in the water, and he had changed shirts while he was driving up the road, but he still felt the need for a shower. 
 
    When he was done, he lay back on the bed and flipped on the television. He was flipping channels when he hit a news program talking about how Breanna Davidson, a fourteen-year-old girl, had been found—alive—crawling along a dirt road by the lake. She had been raped and beaten, but was unable to remember details to give to the police. The only lead they had was from a waitress who remembered a man with dark hair who had been talking to her earlier in the day at a local restaurant, but she couldn’t recall what kind of vehicle he might’ve been driving. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he said. “I shoulda made damn sure she was dead.” 
 
    He promised himself he would never make that mistake again, and he never did. He also developed the habit of changing his name fairly often. It turned out that it wasn’t all that difficult, especially when you could take over the identity of someone who wasn’t using it anymore, someone who wasn’t likely to be missed. It didn’t give him the same thrill as his usual hobby, but there were plenty of guys living on the streets that were around his age. He made a point of finding the homeless populations from time to time, picking someone who was close to his age and build and getting to know them. Once he was sure they didn’t have family that was going to be asking questions if they disappeared, he would take them for a ride. Then all he had to do was clean out their wallets and jump through a few hoops to get a driver’s license in those names. He had a dozen or so stashed in a hidden compartment behind the glove box. Whenever he actually had to use one of them, like when he was questioned over something, he would throw it away and get another one out. His new identity would “buy” the old van and register it, so even his old tags couldn’t be used to track him down. 
 
    That’s how it had started, his hobby. It wasn’t something he did often, but every once in a while, the desire to feel that rush of power would hit him again. At first it had only been once a year or so, but lately it was happening more often. When it did, he would carefully watch until he found a young girl by herself, convince her to get into his van and take her somewhere alone. He got in the habit of tying them up, so they couldn’t fight at all, and then he would do what he wanted. 
 
    And when that was over, the old butcher knife he had picked up at a thrift store and kept very, very sharp would come out of the toolbox. He’d developed a need for it, like an addiction, and he didn’t know how to control it other than by giving in. He had given in just a few weeks ago, back in Colorado. 
 
    As he got back into the van, he realized that, once he got the next job finished, it was going to be time to scratch that itch once more. It was getting stronger. 
 
   


  
 

 EIGHT 
 
    Indie had ridden to court with Ron and Jeff, so they had all piled into Ron’s car after Sam was released. Ron drove them directly back to the Windlass office and they all went inside. Jeff had them sit down in the lobby while he went into a back room, and he returned a few minutes later with the ankle monitor. 
 
    “I’m really sorry to put you guys to all this trouble,” Sam said. “I guess I should just be glad you had a monitor to use.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jeff said. “We keep some around, because we do some bonding working now and then. It only takes a minute, goes on your ankle. Which one?” 
 
    Sam held out his left ankle. “Use this one,” he said. “The other leg has enough problems already.” 
 
    Jeff knelt down in front of him and wrapped the monitor around his ankle, then snapped it together. “Whatever you do,” he said, “don’t try to take it off yourself. It takes a special key to remove it without setting off alarms, and we don’t need O’Rourke thinking you’re trying to skip out on him.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that,” Sam said. “I’m just glad I get to be out here to help track down whoever is doing this to me.” 
 
    “We all are, Sam. If anyone can find the real killer and clear your name, it’s going to be you.” 
 
    Sam got to his feet. “Guys, I know you’ll probably get tired of hearing it, but I really do appreciate this.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem, Sam,” Ron said. “We know you couldn’t possibly be guilty, so how could we sit by and watch this happen? Come on, let me drive you guys home. I’m pretty sure your kids are going to be glad to see you.” 
 
    They followed him out the door and into his car once again, and Sam sat in the back seat with Indie as they made their way back to the house. It was just after lunchtime, but Sam didn’t want to stop to eat. He just wanted to get home. 
 
    Ron dropped them off at the curb and drove away as they walked up the steps to the porch. 
 
    “Daddy!” Kenzie shouted as they walked in the door. The grandmas had come to stay with the children while Indie had gone with Ron and Jeff to court, and had kept the secret after Indie called to say Sam was out on bail. The surprise in the little girl’s face made it worthwhile, and Sam scooped her into a hug when she came running toward him. The impact made him stagger a bit, and he had to dance for a second to keep from letting his hip making them both fall. 
 
    “I’m home,” he said. “I get the feeling you might be glad to see me.” 
 
    “I am,” Kenzie said. “I don’t know what was wrong with those people, taking you away like that.” 
 
    Sam thought about how to explain the situation to the little girl, and he carried her to his recliner and sat down with her on his lap. 
 
    “Kenzie, there was nothing wrong with them. See, the problem is that somebody has done something really, really bad, and they made it look like it was me that did it. From what they can see, they thought they were absolutely right to take me to jail. Now I’m out, and it’s up to me to help prove that they were wrong, but that doesn’t mean they were bad. Somebody has apparently worked pretty hard to make them think I was the man they were looking for.” 
 
    “But you’re gonna find that bad man, right, Daddy? You’re going to make sure the real person who did the bad thing gets in trouble, right?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Sam said. He squeezed her in a hug and then let her slide off his lap as Bo started shaking the playpen to get his daddy’s attention. Indie picked him up and brought him over, and Sam held him up in the air and cooed at him until he started giggling and drooling. 
 
    “Okay, enough of that,” Sam said. He settled Bo on his lap and looked up at his wife. “Babe, you think I could have some coffee? I haven’t had a cup all day, and I need it desperately.” 
 
    “You got it,” she said. Kenzie followed her to the kitchen, and a few minutes later it was Kenzie who carefully carried a cup of freshly brewed coffee to him. Indie came back with her and sat on the end of the sofa closest to him. 
 
    They talked for a couple minutes, but then the sound of car doors could be heard out front. Indie jumped and ran to the door, almost afraid of what she was going to see, but then she broke into a smile. The reporters had all gone, having caught Sam as he left the jail and gotten his clear, determined statement of his innocence, so Indie pulled the door open as Summer, Jade, Darren and Denny came inside. 
 
    “Hey, Sam,” Summer said. “We just wanted to come by and see how you’re doing, and give you a little report on what we’ve been up to. I had a nice little chat with Detective O’Rourke, although I don’t think he’s too happy about it. I told him about the whiskers—I’m sure you know about that by now, right? Well, I filled him in about how those cannot possibly be your whiskers, and while he seems determined not to believe me, I could see in his eyes that I caused him a little bit of doubt. I don’t think it’s going to be too hard to make that doubt grow, especially if we can find anything else to back it up.” 
 
    “And I,” Denny said, “found four other cases that fit the same MO. All the evidence, including some DNA evidence, is on the way to us and should arrive by tomorrow. I talked to Ron, and he’s already got a lab set up to do a rush DNA analysis on the samples. If we can find another one that matches, it’ll show that it’s highly unlikely the killer is really you. Three of these murders happened while you were still on the police force, and in parts of the country you couldn’t possibly have gotten to in your free time.” 
 
    “Which would mean,” Sam said, “that either somebody has changed my DNA profile, or there’s somebody out there who’s an exact duplicate of me.” He shook his head. “I’m really hoping for the changed profile scenario. The thought that someone out there could be just like me and do this sort of thing, that makes me pretty sick.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not like you have an evil twin,” Denny said. 
 
    “No, that’s true,” Sam said. “It’s kind of ironic that I did have a twin, but he died right after we were born. I never actually knew him, except maybe in the womb.” 
 
    Indie turned and looked at him. “You never told me that,” she said. “You were a twin?” 
 
    “He was,” Grace said. “He had a twin brother, Cameron James. We were going to call them Sam and Cam, but Cameron had some sort of heart defect and died when he was only a few hours old.” Her eyes clouded over slightly. “His father and I were devastated, but at least we still had Sam. It’s one of the reasons I was so protective of him, when he was little. I was always scared to death something was going to happen to him.” She looked at Indie. “It’s also the reason we never wanted to have more children, but his sister Carrie came along anyway. My father had a similar heart defect, and it killed him when I was only about three years old. We didn’t want to take a chance on passing that gene to another child. I’m just so thankful that neither Sam nor Carrie had any problems.” 
 
    “But Sam was okay, then?” Indie asked. “I would think that if one twin died, the other one would.” 
 
    “No. The doctors said it was something of a miracle that he didn’t, but his heart was just fine. Of course, that didn’t make me any less protective.” 
 
    “And protective she was,” Sam said. “I think I was nine years old before I got to play in the snow for the first time. Carrie, she had it a little easier than I did. Mom was a little more relaxed by the time she was old enough to start expressing herself. Probably why she went a little wild on us for a while there.” 
 
    “Well, at least we know you don’t have an evil twin out there committing murder,” Darren said. “Ironically enough, I really did hear of such a case once. A man in California was arrested for murder based on DNA and eyewitness testimony, but it turned out it was his identical twin brother who did it. They lived in different cities, but his brother had come to town on business and ended up killing someone. The only reason they found out is because the guilty twin had told a friend of his what he had done, and the friend tipped the police. When he was arrested, he confessed and knew details that only the killer could’ve known, so that cleared his brother.” 
 
    “Geez, Darren,” Jade said, “we don’t need to hear about that right now.” She turned to Sam. “Darren and I went to see the lab that did the DNA analysis, and we got its director to agree to do it again. We’re hoping that he’ll get slightly different results this time, which could indicate that there was a problem in the lab that made it match up to you. If it still comes out the same, he’s going to run it through the database again. It’s possible that the computers might have made an error, but if that doesn’t pan out, then we have to stick to the theory that someone has changed your DNA profile.” 
 
    “Guys, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all this,” Sam said. “Especially after I ran out on all of you. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d told me I was completely on my own.” 
 
    “Come on, mate,” Denny said. “After all we’ve been through together, you really think we could turn our backs on you? Not bloody possible, Sam.” 
 
    “And I really do appreciate it. Listen, since you’re already here, why not stay for dinner? Indie won’t mind, will you, Indie?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Indie said, “especially since I’m ordering pizza for everybody. After a day like this, I’m not going to the kitchen and cooking a big dinner, not for anybody.” 
 
    Another pair of car doors was heard outside, and Summer looked out the window. “Walter and Steve,” she said. “Okay to let them in?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sam said. 
 
    She opened the door and let Steve and Walter come in, and Walter broke into a smile when he saw Sam. “I told them,” he said. “I told them you couldn’t do something like this.” 
 
    “Thank you, Walter,” Sam said solemnly. “That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Steve said, “this might mean even more. We went out to the maintenance garage this morning and looked things over. I’ll admit I didn’t think we were going to find anything, not after three weeks, but Walter—Walter is the bomb, man. It took him about ten minutes to figure out that there’s probably a witness to the murder.” 
 
    “A what?” Sam asked, incredulous. “A witness?” 
 
    “Don’t get all excited, we don’t know who it is yet. Walter found evidence to support the idea that somebody was sitting in a car right beside the building when this murder happened. The killer actually had to drive around the car as he left, and since he drove through a bit of oil stain from a power steering leak on the witness’s car, it had to have been right about the same time. That means somebody was sitting there while that poor girl was killed, and if we can find out who it was, they may be able to identify the actual killer.” 
 
    “We checked all the employee cars,” Walter said, “but none of them have any sign of the power steering leak. We need to check all the repair shops around the area to see if anybody has had one fixed lately, and we already asked the police to keep an eye out for a car that fits the description.” 
 
    “Description?” Sam asked. “You know what kind of car it was?” 
 
    “We do,” Steve said. “After we got done, we went by to see Detective O’Rourke and took a look at the section of video that he’s got of when the murder took place.” He shook his head. “It’s really hard to watch that, Sam, knowing that poor girl was dying inside that van at that moment. And I hate to admit it, but the van does look a lot like the one you bought for that trip. I only saw it that one morning, so I couldn’t swear it’s not the same one, but you might be able to point out differences. Anyway, we watched another part of the video a bit after the van drove away, and we saw a light colored Chevy Malibu, probably five or six years old, drive quickly through the field of the video. We couldn’t see the driver’s face or get a tag, but whoever it was waited about fifteen minutes after the killer drove away and then got out of there fast.” 
 
    “Do you think it could have been an accomplice?” Jade asked. “Somebody there to watch, make sure no one interrupted him?” 
 
    Darren shook his head. “No,” he said. “An accomplice wouldn’t have stuck around that long after the killing was over. He would’ve driven away just a minute or so later, leave just enough time to put some distance between them on the road. To wait that long, he was probably aware that something bad had happened and afraid the van might come back. I’m with Walter on this one, we probably have an unidentified witness.” 
 
    “O’Rourke agrees, too,” Steve said. “He’s got a BOLO out for a car matching that description, oil leak and all.” 
 
    “It could help,” Sam said. “If someone actually saw the killer, we could put me into a lineup and see if he picks me out of it, or get him to work with a forensic artist for a sketch. At this point, I’ll take anything I can get.” He turned to Denny. “Tell me more about these similar cases, would you?” 
 
    “I found four that caught my attention,” Denny said. “All of them teen girls who were raped and murdered, their bodies left in near the same condition as the victim in this case. All of them show ligature scrapes on their wrists, and that led to something that may also help. One of the CSIs tested some rope fibers from the girl’s wrist for DNA and got multiple hits. It seems our lad must use the same rope over and over. If this victim had rope fibers that match, that’s another big bloody strike for their case against you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it could be. Where did these murders happen, and when?” 
 
    “The first of these was seven years ago, in Charlotte, North Carolina. Next was Jacksonville, Florida, a year later. A couple years after that one, we have a case in Tupelo, Mississippi, where they actually picked up a suspect, but didn’t have enough to hold him, even thought they felt sure he was the killer. I’ll have his photo tomorrow when everything comes in, but he’s dropped off the grid. Coppers in Tupelo think he was using a phony name. And after that, we have Pine Bluff, Arkansas, about two years back. There are other cases that could be the same bloke, but these seemed like the most likely matches. If we get a hit on these, we should be able to find matches to some of the others, too, I’d wager.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Sam said. “I was arrested about two and half years ago, and that’s when they took the DNA sample. If this is the same killer and his DNA comes up as a match to mine, wouldn’t they have found a result in a case only two years back?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Darren said. “While they took a DNA sample during that arrest, it can take up to a year for that sample to be processed and entered into the DNA databases. This one probably happened before your profile was even created.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “So, we’ve not only got to clear me, we have to stop a serial killer who targets young girls. How much can I use you guys? I’m gonna need all the...” 
 
    “Ron says we are yours for the duration,” Summer said. “We don’t have any active cases at the moment, and he won’t pull any of us away unless he absolutely has to.” 
 
    “That means a lot to me, gang,” Sam said. “Between us, we might have a chance of actually catching this guy and clearing my name.” 
 
    “We will,” Steve said. “No doubt in my mind.” 
 
    Kim, who was standing in the dining room doorway, suddenly cleared her throat. “Um, hey,” she said. “Beauregard says you need to work as fast as you can. The killer is looking for his next victim right now.” 
 
    All of them turned to look at her, but it was Sam who spoke first. “Does he have any idea where?” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “No. He just knows that there’s going to be another victim found within the next twenty-four hours, and it’s going to be worse than before.” 
 
    Sam turned to Denny. “If the cases you found are the same guy, he seems to be getting more active.” 
 
    “They usually do,” Darren said. “Serial killers get a rush out of what they do, and they’re just like drug addicts. After a while, they need that rush more and more often, and sometimes they want an even bigger one. If he’s getting off on how young his victims are, they may become younger, or he may go after more than one at a time.” 
 
    “Then we have to find him, and we have to find him soon.” 
 
    “We can start looking for old Chevy vans,” Steve said. “The one I saw in the video looked like it came out of the early eighties, and it’s probably brown, maybe red or orange, something like that. Unfortunately, there was no visible damage on it; if we could say there was a specific dent or something…” 
 
    “The grille was cracked,” Walter said. “There’s a two inch crack in the plastic grille, just inside from the left headlight.” 
 
    Steve, Sam and everyone else turned to look at Walter. “You didn’t mention that when we were looking at the video,” Steve said. 
 
    “You didn’t say you were looking for damage,” Walter replied. “There’s also a small crack in the windshield, just under the right windshield wiper.” 
 
    Steve’s mouth fell open. “How in the world did you see all that? We only looked at the van for a couple seconds, as he drove away.” 
 
    “I notice little details. That’s why I can do what I do at crime scenes.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. “Now we’ve got details we can put out about the van. Any chance we can get O’Rourke to put out another BOLO?” 
 
    Summer grinned, taking out her phone. “Leave that up to me,” she said. “I’ll talk him into it.” 
 
     She dialed a number and walked into the dining room as she put the phone up to her ear. “Detective O’Rourke? It’s Summer Raines. I may have something for you about that van… No, not the one Sam had, the one the real killer was driving…” 
 
    Sam turned to Indie. “Have you had a chance to look at the DNA database yet?” 
 
    “Hang on,” she said. She got up from where she was sitting and hurried to the dining room, coming back a moment later with her computer. She set it on the coffee table and opened it, then tapped a couple of keys. “I set Herman to hack into it last night and look for your profile. He was still working this morning, so let’s see what he’s found.” 
 
    All the investigators gathered around her as a window opened on her screen. There were lines of code on the display, but then a link appeared below them. Indie clicked the link and Sam’s DNA profile appeared. It showed what appeared to be a sort of bar graph, with several spikes poking up from the baselines. Many of the spikes were in pairs, much taller than most of the other spikes. 
 
    “That’s your profile,” Indie said. “Now, let’s look at the database itself and see if there’ve been any recent modifications to your entry.” She backed up and looked at the previous screen, carefully reading the long, complex lines of code before turning to Sam with sadness in her face. 
 
    “No changes,” she said. “The information written into the tables that display your profile was created about eight months after you were accused of murdering Juliet Connors. Karen told me they took a DNA swab from you when you were arrested, and it went into the database. There haven’t been any changes to it since then.” She shrugged woefully. “I’m sorry, Sam.” 
 
    Sam looked at her for a moment, then looked at the faces of the other investigators standing around him. “So,” he said. “Somebody out there has a DNA profile close enough to mine to make it come back as a match. That’s the only other explanation.” 
 
    “Then that’s the person we have to find,” Steve said. “We find him, we find our killer.” 
 
    “Well, we might have a little help,” Summer said, coming back in the room. “Turns out Detective O’Rourke is familiar with Walter’s work. When I said Walter spotted those two spots of damage on the van, he agreed to put a BOLO out. Of course, he did point out that we might find a few hundred vans that could fit that description, but he said it was worth looking into.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Sam said, “I should own up that my van has been destroyed. I know it won’t help my case, but I need to be honest with him about it.” 
 
    “Don’t do that just yet, Sam,” Darren said. “Remember, you’re not under any obligation to provide them with anything they can use against you. Have they asked you what happened to it yet?” 
 
    “Darren, I haven’t even been questioned,” Sam said. “O’Rourke was so sure he had the right guy he didn’t even bother to question me when we got to the jail. Arrogant jerk.” 
 
    Darren cocked his head to the side. “That may not be arrogance,” he said. “It’s just possible it was the gut feeling of a good cop that something might not be right about his supposedly airtight case. I’ve seen that before, the cop brings in a suspect but is reluctant to talk to him because he’s afraid it might ruin the case he’s trying to build.” 
 
    Sam looked at him. “I guess we can only hope,” he said. 
 
    Footsteps were heard on the porch suddenly, and Steve Beck got to the door first. He peeked out the window, then opened the door to let Jeff Donaldson inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 NINE 
 
    C.J. liked small towns. Most of them didn’t have anything that could really be called a police force, and it was amazing the things he could get away with when the closest thing to a cop he might run into made Barney Fife look like a genius. This particular place was a fine example, with a little portable building set up next to the only gas station and convenience store in town serving as the police department. Even better was the fact that the sign on the door said, “Closed.” 
 
    That gas station was pretty busy when he stopped to grab a snack. There was one clerk on duty, a young woman who was probably fresh out of high school. She smiled when he came in to grab snacks, and he thought of taking her for a ride, but she wasn’t the type he liked. She was too old, and her boobs too big for his taste. He couldn’t help wondering what she would think if she knew how close she had come to being his next victim. 
 
    She was counting out his change when another girl, much younger, suddenly came out of the back room. 
 
    “Hey, Stacy?” 
 
    The sound of the voice drew C.J.’s attention, and he turned to see who had spoken. She was looking at a book in her hand as she walked toward the register, and hadn’t noticed him. 
 
    “Just a minute, Chrissy,” said the girl behind the counter, and the younger one looked up. C.J. smiled at her. 
 
    “Well, well,” he said. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “She’s my little sister,” Stacy said. “She hangs out here with me sometimes.” 
 
    C.J. stared at the younger girl, who the older one had called Chrissy. She was probably eleven or twelve, and the need surged in him. He licked his lips, then motioned for her to come closer. Chrissy looked at him for a moment, then her eyes darted over to her sister. She seemed nervous and C. J. felt a bit of anger start to build inside himself. 
 
    He glanced at the girl behind the counter, saw that she was eyeing him suspiciously, and then acted without thinking. He reached into his jacket pocket and drew out the pistol he kept there, then pointed it at her while he looked at her sister. “Come here, Chrissy,” he said. “Come over here now.” 
 
    Stacy’s eyes went wide and she started crying, and Chrissy’s eyes filled with terror. She obeyed his command, walking over to stand beside the counter as she looked at her sister imploringly. 
 
    “Ain’t you a couple of cuties,” he said. In that split second, the need forced him to make a decision he’d never considered before. “Come on, both of you,” he said. When Stacy hesitated for a moment, he reached out and took hold of Chrissy’s arm, shoving the gun against her back. “I said come on!” 
 
    Stacy held up both hands. “Okay, okay,” she said, still crying. “Please, please don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Just come on,” he said. “And don’t try anything, or I’ll shoot her first.” 
 
    Stacy came out from behind the counter and C.J. motioned for her to lead the way out the door. As she stepped through it, he said, “Turn right, go to my van.” She turned in the direction he indicated and C.J. followed with Chrissy’s arm still clamped in his hand. He hustled both girls around to the side door, yanked it open and ordered them inside. As soon as they were in, he closed the door and hurried around to the driver’s seat, then looked around to see if they had been noticed. There were no cars in sight, and no sign of anyone outside at the few houses that were nearby. 
 
    No one saw us, he thought. It’s all clear! 
 
    “Just sit down back there and be quiet,” he said. “You can’t get out, the door won’t open from the inside. Long as you don’t make no trouble, I don’t have to shoot you. Just sit there and be quiet.” 
 
    He started the van and pulled away. There were still no vehicles in sight, so he turned onto the highway that split the town in half and started up the road. He figured he had at least ten or fifteen minutes before anybody realized the girls were gone, and he wanted to put as much distance between him and that little town as he possibly could. 
 
    There was a crossroad up ahead, and he took a left. This was an area with lots of back roads, and he figured he could make better time back on the old, undivided roads while he avoided drawing attention to himself. He got the van up to more than seventy miles an hour, flying down the old road and bouncing through its potholes. 
 
    Twenty minutes and a few more turns later, he found a spot that looked promising. A dirt road led in to some trees, and from the look of it, no one had been down there in a while. Grass and weeds grew in the tire tracks, so he figured it wasn’t a popular spot with anybody. He passed it, then stopped and backed up to get to where he could make the turn into those woods. 
 
    The old van handled the rough dirt track well, and he was out of sight from the road within a few seconds. The track wound around, so there was no possibility anyone would be able to spot the van from the blacktop. He kept going until he came to the end of the road, at an old cabin that looked like it wasn’t far from falling down. 
 
    “Perfect place,” he said. He climbed out of the van and walked around to the side door, opening it carefully in case the girls tried to jump out at him. They didn’t; they were both sitting terrified on the floor of the van. He looked at them again for a moment, then reached under the front passenger seat and pulled out several lengths of rope. 
 
    “Chrissy, come here,” he said. 
 
    The little girl looked at her sister, tears streaming down both of their cheeks, and then did as she was told. He made her turn around and put her hands behind her back, then quickly tied them together. When that was done, he pushed her to the side and looked at Stacy. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said. “Get over here and turn around.” 
 
    Stacy glanced at the gun that was tucked into his waistband, then crawled over and turned her back to him. Her hands were quickly bound as well, and then he pulled her out of the van and set her on her feet. 
 
    “Stand right there,” he said. “If you try to run, I shoot your sister.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere,” she sobbed. “Please, please, you don’t have to do this. If you let us go, I’ll swear up and down I never saw your face or nothing, we both will.” 
 
    C.J. ignored her as he reached inside and grabbed Chrissy by the arm again. He helped her out of the van, then took hold of both of them and marched them to the old cabin. 
 
    The door was standing ajar and he pushed it open with his foot. The place had obviously been used by kids at one time or another, and there was an old mattress laying on the floor in what would’ve been the front room of the house. He pushed the girls through the door and made them sit on the mattress, then found a chair that was intact and plopped down on it. 
 
    He sat and stared at them for several minutes, then got up from the chair and pulled more rope out of his pocket. He knelt down and tied Stacy’s and then Chrissy’s feet together, then hurried out to the van again. The girls could hear him opening the back doors, and heard a lot of rattling, and then he was back. 
 
    He sat on the chair again, continuing to watch them. He sat without a word for a couple minutes, then stood. 
 
    “We’re gonna have some fun,” he said as he approached them. He knelt in front of Chrissy and Stacy began begging him once again to let them go. 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. “I told you, we’re going to have some fun.” 
 
    Taking them both had been a spur of the moment decision, but it definitely filled the need. He couldn’t remember when it had felt so good, when the thrill had hit him so hard. Little Chrissy had been the best he ever had, and the way Stacy screamed only made it feel better. Nobody could hear them here in the middle of nowhere, so he didn’t even bother trying to tell her to stop. 
 
    Besides, the screams only got better when he finished and pulled out the knife. It had never occurred to him before that he might enjoy somebody watching what he was doing, but the look of absolute horror on Stacy’s face as he stabbed Chrissy a dozen times almost sent him over the edge again. 
 
    He almost felt bad that Stacy wasn’t getting the full treatment, but she didn’t appeal to him that way. Her boobs were too big, not small and perky the way he usually liked, so he just shoved her down and jabbed the knife in. Over and over he stabbed her, until the light went out in her eyes, and then he sat back gasping for breath. The thrill had been so strong that it left him breathless. 
 
    Afterward, with both of them laying there soaked in their own blood, C.J. carefully untied the rope and coiled it up. He’d had that rope for a long time, and there was something about it that made him hang onto it. He knew how stupid that was, because there was a lot of blood on it, but that’s why he kept it hidden under the seat. Nobody ever saw it, but he could get to it in a hurry when he needed it. 
 
    He looked at them one more time, then fixed his clothes and walked out to the van. He put the knife away and stashed the rope under the seat, then stripped off his shirt and started cleaning himself up. He kept a bottle of dish soap and a jug of water in the van for that purpose, to make sure he got all the blood off him. The side mirror of the van showed him that he even had blood in his hair, so he washed it quickly. The dish soap left it dry, but at least it was clean. 
 
    The thrill was still all over him as he climbed behind the wheel, inside him and running wild in his veins, and once more he recalled that first time. The shock of learning that the girl had actually survived and managed to get out of the water and crawl all the way back to the road had sent a chill down his spine. He carefully followed the story for weeks, whenever he caught it on the news or had the chance to look up the local newspaper articles about her. 
 
    Breanna had survived, but she was never able to remember what had happened to her. The beating he had given her had done quite a lot of damage, but whether it was physical or emotional didn’t matter. He bought himself a portable computer and had kept track of her over the years, looking for any new stories that might mention her name, but there hadn’t been any since that first year. All he knew was that she had never been able to tell anyone about him, she’d never been able to remember who had taken her to the lake and done it to her, but he’d decided back then that he could never take that chance again. He’d been lucky, that was all there was to it, but he didn’t think luck was something he could always count on. 
 
    He’d never taken the chance again. The old butcher knife was dirty and stained, but it always got the job done, and the stabbing and the blood only added to the thrill for him. Seeing the way they convulsed as the incredible agony of each and every stroke of the blade hit them, hearing the cries and the sobs… It was a form of ecstasy he’d never dreamed of when he was young. 
 
    Besides, they were so much more fun when they began to realize they were going to die. That’s when the screams really got hot, and they always tried to fight. It never did them any good, of course. He was far too strong for that. 
 
    It was getting dark. He started the van and turned his lights on, then made his way back through the woods to the blacktop road, took out his phone and let it give him directions to the next town he planned to visit. The voice of the nav app told him which turns to take to get where he wanted to go, and a half hour later, he pulled onto the interstate and headed east once again. He turned off the nav and looked at the phone in his hand. 
 
    He hadn’t talked to his mother in a couple of weeks, and he was in a really good mood at the moment. He hit the icon to bring up her number and listened to the line ring three times before she picked up. 
 
    “Hello,” she said. Her old phone didn’t have caller ID, so she never knew who was calling. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” he said. “Thought I’d call and see how you’re doing. Been a while.” 
 
    “C.J.? Oh, I was hoping you’d call,” she said. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m just cruising,” he said. “Someplace in Illinois, I don’t know what town I’m passing through at the moment. I just wanted to give you a call and make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I’m better now,” she said. “Always helps to hear from my baby boy. You think you might be coming by anytime soon? I’d love to see you again.” 
 
    He bit his bottom lip. He hadn’t been back to Jenksville in many years, and the only person he’d even think about seeing there would be his mother. C.J. had been one of the wild boys in town, and while he’d done okay with the girls there as a teenager, he sure as hell wasn’t interested in meeting up with whoever his mom might try to introduce him to now. 
 
    “Wow, I don’t know, Mom,” he said. “The company keeps me moving pretty hard, you know. I got a couple dozen clients to see over the next few days, so I don’t know when I’ll get time. I’d like to see you, though. Maybe in a couple months I can get a week off, come down and visit for a few days.” 
 
    The smile in her voice was worth telling that same tired old lie again. No matter how many times he said it, she always believed him. As far as she knew, he was a corporate troubleshooter, working for some big high tech company. His job, he had told her, involved visiting clients of the company to help them solve problems with the big generators that kept them running when the power went down. That was why he was always on the road, never in the same place for more than a few days at a time. 
 
    Well, maybe it was time to go visit her. He hadn’t been home since the day he left more than ten years earlier, and he was certain that nobody back there gave any thought to him. Since nobody had any idea about his hobby, and he was always careful with the homeless guys, he was pretty sure a visit home would be safe. 
 
    Of course, he’d have to stash the van somewhere and get a better car. Might need to pick up some nicer clothes, too. 
 
    “Tell you what, Mom,” he said. “I think I could squeeze out a week after this trip. How about if I come down next Wednesday? Would that be okay?” 
 
    “Next Wednesday?” she asked, excitement obvious in her voice. “Really? It’s been so long, I’d love to see you.” 
 
    Hearing her so happy made him smile. “Yeah, I’ll be there Wednesday. Maybe we can go out for dinner when I get there, that be okay?” 
 
    “C.J., that would be wonderful.” 
 
    They talked for a few more minutes, and then he got off the phone. If he was going to go back to his old hometown, he needed to do some planning. A nice car, some new clothes, maybe pick up a few little gifts for his mom; all that would take some money, but he had plenty of it stashed away in various accounts. Living on the road the way he did, he didn’t spend a lot of money on things he didn’t need. 
 
    The rush was starting to wear off, and he always felt tired when it did. The sign beside the highway told him there was a motel at the next exit, and he moved into the right lane. 
 
    When the exit appeared, he put on his signal and took the ramp. The motel was a little way down the frontage road, an old place that wasn’t part of any of the big chains. Instead of one big building full of rooms, it was individual cabins. That was perfect as far as he was concerned, and he smiled affably at the old man who ran the place while he checked in. 
 
    He ended up with the cabin at the far end, even though there were only a couple other people staying at the place. That was fine by him, he didn’t really like dealing with other people when he was trying to rest. He went into the cabin and tossed his bag onto the bed, then threw himself down beside it and reached for the TV remote. The sign out front said they had HBO, so he was hoping to find a movie he could watch while he let himself relax. 
 
    It was set to the news channel when it came on, and the announcer was talking about some guy being arrested for the murder of a young girl. C.J. started to change the channel, but when he saw that the story was coming out of Fort Collins, he took his thumb off the button. 
 
    Sure enough, they arrested somebody for what he’d done a few weeks ago. He’d been hunting in Fort Collins when he spotted the girl walking alone down a deserted street, and it hadn’t taken him long to charm her into a ride. He’d told her he was lost and was trying to find the home of a friend, and convinced her to show him how to get there. She had been more than happy to help, and hadn’t even gotten scared until she realized he was headed out of town. 
 
    That had been a busy place, he remembered. It had taken him a while to find somewhere to indulge himself, and he’d finally had to settle for doing the deed inside his van again, behind some big old building off one of the smaller highways. He had parked the van behind it, where he couldn’t be seen, and then climbed back to where she was tied up and started ripping her clothes. He raped her and murdered her in his van, letting her blood leak out through a couple of holes in the floor. It wasn’t the first time he had used the van that way, and he was sure it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    Still, it had been satisfying, but then he had to figure out what to do with the body. He cruised around back roads for a couple of hours before he found an old factory building that looked abandoned. He sat and watched it for an hour to make sure no one was around, then took her body inside and covered it with some old blankets that local teenagers had left there. 
 
    He knew she’d be found, but he planned to be long gone before then. He hadn’t even stopped to eat until the next day, wanting to put as many miles as he could between her and himself. Before he stopped to get breakfast, he had found a coin-operated car wash and carefully cleaned the inside of the van, then replaced the rubber plugs in the holes. He figured it wouldn’t do for someone to notice drops of blood that might trickle out in a parking lot or something. He had even crawled under it and washed the undercarriage, just in case some blood had gotten on the frame or something. 
 
    This was something new, though. Somebody had actually been arrested for what he had done, and the announcer was saying something about the prosecutors being certain they got the right man. He turned up the volume and listened. 
 
    “According to Deputy District Attorney Leon Jamison, DNA evidence collected from the victim positively identifies former police officer and private investigator Sam Prichard as the primary suspect in this case. Mr. Prichard was granted bail this morning by Judge Alfred Kaufman, but he is required to wear a GPS monitor at all times until he goes to trial.” 
 
    Just to the right of the announcer was a photograph of Sam Prichard, and C.J. stared at it. 
 
    DNA? C.J. thought. How in the world could they find that man’s DNA on my murder victim? And how in the world can somebody look that much like me? 
 
    C.J. reached for his laptop. The guy’s name was Sam Prichard, and he was the spitting image of C.J., minus the scars on his face. Maybe it was time to learn a little bit more about Sam Prichard. 
 
   


  
 

 TEN 
 
    “Hey, Sly,” Sylvester Martin heard. He pulled his head down out of the undercarriage of the car on the rack to see who had spoken to him, then rolled his eyes. A police officer, Patrolman Artie White, was standing in the shop door, a grin on his face. He and Sylvester had been in high school together, and Artie had always teased him about his name. 
 
    “Artie,” Sylvester said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’re looking for a car,” Artie said. “Five-year-old Malibu, might’ve come in for some power steering work. Seen anything like that lately?” 
 
    Sylvester twisted his face as he thought about it. “Yeah,” he said. “Matter of fact, I just put a new power steering pump on one a few days ago.” 
 
    “Was it a white one? Or a light color, at least?” 
 
    Sylvester nodded. “Kind of an off-white,” he said. “Why you looking for it?” 
 
    “Because the person driving it might be a witness to a crime. We’re trying to lock down all the little details, and this person might have some information we need.” 
 
    Sylvester looked at him for a moment, then nodded again. “Come on in the office. I got all the information in there.” He wiped his hands on a rag and hung it on the rack, then led the way into the office at the back of the shop. It took him a moment to find the paperwork he was looking for, but then he just handed it over. 
 
    “Sarah Washington,” he said. “Her car is only four years old, but they look the same as the one from the year before. Power steering line was spraying all over the place and she kept adding fluid. Finally dawned on her there might be a leak and she brought it in to get fixed.” 
 
    Artie grinned. “I know her,” he said. “She’s a cutie, isn’t she?” 
 
    Sylvester returned the grin. “Ain’t no lie,” he said. “Bit of a flirt, too. She asked me if there was anything she could do to cut the bill down, and it wasn’t hard to figure out what she was offering. If I’d been single...” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I pulled her over a couple months back for speeding and she hinted the same kind of thing to me. I didn’t take her up on it, but I let her off with a warning. Can I get a copy of this? Detectives might want it.” 
 
    Sylvester took the bill back from him and stuck it in the copier, then hit the print button. When the copier spit it out, he handed it over and put the original back into his file. 
 
    “She’s not in trouble, is she?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Not with us, anyway. We just have reason to believe she might have been out at the maintenance garage when that little girl got killed a few weeks ago. Detectives are hoping she might have seen something that can help confirm the case against that guy Prichard.” 
 
    The grin on Sylvester’s face turned into a scowl. “I hope she can,” he said. “Anybody who would do that to a young girl, he deserves everything they can throw at him.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth? Thanks, Sly. Now I have to go find Sarah and take her in so the detectives can talk to her.” He waved a hand at Sylvester and made his way out of the shop to his patrol car, then drove away. 
 
    Sylvester sat where he was for a moment. Hopefully, Sarah wouldn’t mention that she had gotten her repair work for free. Artie would never let him live that down. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sarah Washington lived in a trailer park in one of the seedier sections of town, if any area in Fort Collins could actually be called seedy. There were a few trailers in the park that probably dated back into the late nineties, but all of them were in pretty good condition. Sarah’s was on one of the back streets in the park, a double wide that boasted an actual front porch one of her former husbands had built on. 
 
    Artie pulled up in front of it and got out of his car, noticing that the Malibu was sitting in the driveway. He only made it halfway up the walk toward the porch steps by the time Sarah opened the door and stuck her face out. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked, sounding a bit nervous. 
 
    Artie grinned. “Hey, Sarah,” he said. “Relax, you’re not in any kind of trouble. We just need to talk to you about something you might’ve seen a while back.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes got a little bit wider. “I haven’t seen anything,” she said rapidly. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Artie’s grin slipped a bit. “Sarah, we know your car was out of the maintenance garage around the time that little girl got murdered out there. Detective O’Rourke at the Sheriff’s office wants to talk to you, see if maybe you could give him some better information on the killer or his van. I need you to come down to the station with me.” 
 
    “I haven’t been near the maintenance garage,” she said. “You got me mixed up with somebody else.” 
 
    The grin disappeared completely. “Sarah, they saw your car on the security video. You drove away just a few minutes after the killer did, and we know your car was parked there because of the power steering fluid all over the ground. Now, just relax. We know you didn’t do anything wrong, we just need to talk to you about what you might’ve seen.” 
 
    Sarah deflated. “But I can’t,” she said. “I really didn’t see anything. I was just sitting there when that man showed up, and I was afraid I was going to get in trouble for being there so I hid down in the seat. I didn’t see anything at all, I just waited until the van was gone so I could get out of there.” 
 
    Artie shook his head. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I was told to bring you in to answer some questions, so you got to come with me. You can come voluntarily, or I can take you in, it’s up to you.” 
 
    She let out a sigh, but then stepped away from the door for a moment and returned with her purse in her hand. “Okay, fine,” she said. “Should I just follow you?” 
 
    Artie looked at her for a moment, then nodded. “Better yet, I’ll follow you,” he said. “You know where the Sheriff’s office is. Just go on down there and I’ll take you in to see the detective. Don’t try to run off, Sarah, don’t try to play any games. You do, and then you will be in trouble.” 
 
    “I said okay, didn’t I?” She stepped out the door in a huff and locked it behind her, then got into her car. Artie climbed back into his own and waited for her to back out, then followed her out of the park toward downtown. He called ahead to let O’Rourke know he had found the possible witness and was bringing her in. 
 
    The drive only took about fifteen minutes, and Sarah pulled into a parking spot in front of the building. Artie parked beside her, then got out of his own car and walked around to open her door. When she stepped out, he took hold of her arm gently and they walked into the Sheriff’s office together. 
 
    O’Rourke was waiting in his office when they walked in, and he stood up with a smile and extended a hand. Artie gave him a short wave and backed out of the room, closing the door on them. 
 
    “Ms. Washington? Thank you for coming in. I’m Detective David O’Rourke, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Sarah took his hand and shook it limply, then plopped down in a chair facing his desk. “I tried to tell the cop, I really didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “I’ve learned that people often see things they don’t even realize they saw,” O’Rourke said. “But let’s start at the beginning. We know your car was parked out beside the maintenance garage that day. Can you tell me why you were there?” 
 
    Sarah sank into her chair and tried to look invisible, but it wasn’t working. “I’d rather not say,” she said. “I mean, okay, I was there, but I’d really rather not say why I went out there, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not all right,” O’Rourke said. He allowed his face to take on a bit of sternness. “Ms. Washington, I’m dealing with the murder of a young girl. Now, there was some reason you were sitting in that particular spot at that particular time. I need to know what the reason was, and I don’t need you to play any games with me.” 
 
    Sarah looked at him for a moment, biting her bottom lip. “I went out there to meet somebody,” she said at last. “I didn’t think anybody would be around, and I didn’t want to be seen.” 
 
    O’Rourke nodded. “Relax, Ms. Washington,” he said. “You’re not in any kind of trouble. Who did you go to meet?” 
 
    “That part I’m not telling,” she said. “Besides, he never showed up. I was actually about to drive away when I saw the van in my rearview mirror. It came up the driveway and went around the building on the other side, then stopped behind the building. I could just see the front of it, but I didn’t want anybody to know I was there, so I scooted way down in the seat and hid.” 
 
    “But you could still see the front end of the van?” O’Rourke asked. 
 
    Sarah shrugged. “I guess I could,” she said. “I was kinda looking through the steering wheel, so I couldn’t see it real good.” 
 
    “Did you happen to get a look at the man who was driving it? Think hard, Ms. Washington, this is very important. Did you see the man who was driving that van?”She shrugged again. “I guess I did,” she said. “I mean, I could see him through his windshield.” 
 
    O’Rourke reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a stack of papers, then held them out to Sarah. “Ms. Washington, these are photographs. I’d like you to look through them and see if any of them looks like the man you saw in that van that day.” 
 
    Sarah looked at the papers in his hand for several seconds before she reached out to take them. When she did, she flipped through them one at a time. 
 
    The third photograph made her pause. She looked at it closely for a moment, then went through the rest of them. When she was finished, she pulled the third one out again and held it up. 
 
    “I think this was him,” she said. “Looks like him, anyway.” 
 
    O’Rourke felt a rush of excitement. The photograph she had chosen was of Sam Prichard. 
 
    “Would you swear to that in court?” he asked. “If you were on the witness stand, would you be able to say that was the man you saw?” 
 
    Sarah looked at him. “I guess so,” she said. “I mean, it really does look like him. I couldn’t really see him clearly, but well enough to say this looks like the same guy.” 
 
    O’Rourke smiled. “Okay, that’s good,” he said. “Now we need to talk about what else you might’ve seen. We know that the van was shaking a lot. Did you see or hear anything during that time, other than just the van itself?” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes suddenly brimmed over with tears and she lowered them to the floor. “I heard screaming,” she said. “I didn’t know what was going on, I didn’t know what was happening, but I heard that poor girl screaming. I thought, you know, maybe I should call for help, but—I didn’t know what was going on, I didn’t know if maybe it was just some people having an argument or something. There was screaming for a little bit, and then it stopped, and then—well, that’s when the van started shaking. I thought maybe it was just like a lovers quarrel or something, and they were making up.” 
 
    O’Rourke felt his throat tighten. “But the screaming had stopped before that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sarah said, nodding. “But then, a little bit later, it started up again. Only lasted a few seconds, and then a little bit later it got even louder.” She looked up at him. “I heard that man,” she said. “I heard him yelling something, but I couldn’t make out the words. And then, just a little bit later, I saw him get back up in the front and I ducked down again. He didn’t see me, I guess, because he just pulled out and went around me. I waited a few minutes to see if he was going to come back, and then I just decided I wanted to get out of there. I started up my car and I left, and—oh, God, there was so much blood. I saw it, I knew it was, and I just—I just had to get out of there.” 
 
    O’Rourke swallowed, forcing the bile back down. If she had called for help, that poor girl might still be alive. “Ms. Washington, why didn’t you come forward? Why didn’t you call the police, at least after he was gone?” 
 
    She sobbed. “I was scared,” she said. “I was so scared, I was afraid if I did, he might come after me. I know, I know I should’ve called for help while she was screaming, but I didn’t know what was going on, I didn’t realize just how serious it was. I thought the best thing to do was stay out of it. Afterward, when he was gone, I just wanted to get out of there. I thought about calling somebody after I saw the blood, but then I got scared he might come after me. You know, they always put your name in the paper when you call the cops about something, and I didn’t—I was afraid he might come after me.” 
 
    “I understand,” O’Rourke said, forcing his anger down. “I’m sure it was a terrifying situation. But what about after we arrested the killer? Surely you heard about it on the news, right? That we got the men who did it?” 
 
    Sarah shrugged again. “Well, then I figured you didn’t need me,” she said. “You already had him, right? And I saw his picture on TV, and I thought to myself then that it sure looked like the guy I saw.” 
 
    O’Rourke nodded, then just sat there for a few seconds. Finally, he said, “Well, we’re going to need your testimony. You will be called as a witness when this goes to trial, and you have to be able to point to Mr. Prichard and say that he was the man you saw in that van. Can you do that?” 
 
    “It’s just I heard he’s out on bail,” Sarah said. “If you say I’m going to testify, don’t you think he’ll come after me?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” O’Rourke said. “We’ve got a monitor on him, so we always know where he is. He gets anywhere near you, he’s going down for good.” 
 
    Sarah shrugged and tried to force a smile onto her face. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll testify.” 
 
    “That’s good, Ms. Washington. That’s very good.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    After typing up her statement and getting her to sign it, O’Rourke let Sarah leave. Prichard and his friends could swear up and down that there was something wrong with the DNA, but now he had an eyewitness that put Prichard at the scene. That would help to cinch the whole case, so there would be no possible doubt in the minds of the jury. 
 
    As soon as he was alone in his office again, he picked up the phone and called Leon Jamison at the DA’s office. 
 
    “Kevin? Dave O’Rourke. You’re not going to guess what we just found.” 
 
    Jamison sounded tired. “I don’t want to guess,” he said. “Just tell me, will you?” 
 
    “We found an eyewitness on the Brenda Starling case. She just picked Sam Prichard out of a photo lineup without a moment’s hesitation.” 
 
    “Well, we already knew we had him,” Jamison said. “Where did you find a witness?” 
 
    “That’s a funny story. It was actually some of Prichard’s own people who put us onto the fact that there was someone else there when the murder took place. Turns out that a woman was parked out there, waiting to meet somebody who never showed, when Prichard pulled up in the van. She didn’t want to be spotted so she slid down in her seat and tried to hide, but she got a good look at him through the windshield of his van. She said she also heard the girl screaming, and heard Prichard yelling at her. I’ve got her statement and she has agreed to testify.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t hurt anything, but I don’t see it as that much of a help, either. With the DNA evidence as conclusive as it is, this is pretty much a locked up, solid case. To be perfectly honest, I’m a little surprised Prichard even tried a not guilty plea. He has to know we’ve got him dead to rights, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Of course he does,” O’Rourke said. “He was a cop himself, for crying out loud. He knows there’s no hope of beating the charge, which is why I’m keeping people watching him. I had to pull a few strings with Denver PD, but there are a few cops down there who don’t like him very much. You know he’s been instrumental in busting some cops down there, right? That certainly didn’t buy him any friends.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, he’s a great guy,” Jamison said. “He just happens to be a psycho. You know, they say Jack the Ripper was the royal physician in England, right? Everybody thought he was a great guy, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he got away with it. I’m going to make damn sure Prichard never does.” 
 
   


  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
    Sam woke up and saw that the sun was shining brightly through the windows, rolled over and found Indie gone and decided he might as well get up. The GPS monitor wasn’t heavy, but it rubbed on his ankle bone a bit, and he’d woken up several times during the night before he remembered what it was. 
 
    Jeff had told him that it was waterproof, so he took a quick shower, climbed into some fresh clothes and headed to the kitchen. Indie was there, and she must’ve heard him coming because a steaming cup of coffee was sitting on the table waiting for him. 
 
    “Morning, sunshine,” she said. She looked back at him from where she was standing at the stove, and he could smell the bacon frying. “Breakfast will be ready in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “It smells wonderful already,” Sam said. “Where is Kenzie?” 
 
    “She’s already had breakfast, she’s in the living room watching TV. I told her to keep it down because you were still sleeping. Bo decided to sleep in like his daddy, and I’m just enjoying it while it lasts.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty smart,” Sam said. He picked up his coffee and took a sip, and it was a few moments before Indie set a plate of eggs and bacon in front of him, and then fetched one for herself. 
 
    “Denny called a few minutes ago,” Indie said. “FedEx delivered several boxes of evidence from the other cases to them, and he’s running it all to the lab that Ron hired to go through it. He said to tell you to check with him when you were up and about.” 
 
    “After breakfast,” Sam mumbled around a bite of eggs. “I need to work on this, but I don’t have to rush out the door.” 
 
    She looked at him. “This has me worried, Sam,” she said. “I know you didn’t do it, but with so much evidence making it look like you did, I’m worried we might not be able to…” 
 
    “Just put that thought away,” Sam said. “We’re going to find out what’s going on, trust me. I’ve got the best team in the world working on this, and I’m going to dive right in and help them. We’ll find the truth, don’t you worry about it.” 
 
    “How can I not worry? Sam, I went through the DNA database more thoroughly than anyone else ever has, and I can’t find any evidence that your DNA profile has been tampered with. How on Earth could anybody have the same DNA profile as you?” 
 
    “One of the jailers was talking about that when they were taking me up to Fort Collins. I don’t remember all the details, but he said there’s actually a lot more of this that happens than you ever hear about. There are thousands of DNA points, but they only look for matches on thirteen of them, he said. I think it’s not nearly that difficult to find thirteen matches between a couple of people when you have thousands or maybe millions of people in the database to check it against.” 
 
    “But it’s probably the same thirteen points, right? Still, you’re probably right. If they only check those certain points, it leaves the possibility that somebody else could have the same ones you do. I mean, like, if they only looked at blue eyes, there are millions of people that have blue eyes. If they looked at blue eyes and brown hair, you’d still come up with millions of people. With thirteen points to check, out of so many people, you’re bound to find at least a few that would be close enough to be a match, right?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “That was what he was trying to tell me. One thing we might do is try to get the DNA samples from this case tested on more points, so we can show that there are definite differences.” 
 
    “Well, I saved your profile. If you get more testing done, we can check for the similarities ourselves. Maybe if we can identify several dozen points, we could actually find somebody in the database who really does match up to it.” 
 
    They talked as they ate their breakfast, and Kenzie overheard them. She came into the kitchen and climbed into Sam’s lap while he finished his breakfast, so they put aside their conversation about the case while she told them about the latest Disney movie she was watching. 
 
    Afterward, when Kenzie went back to the living room, Sam took out his phone and called Denny. 
 
    “Denny, it’s Sam,” he said. “Anything new and exciting happening?” 
 
    “Good to hear from you, mate,” Denny said. “I’m at the lab now. Got a lad here that seems to be some sort of whiz kid when it comes to going through crime evidence. He’s already found things the original investigators never noticed. You might want to get down here, Sam.” 
 
    Sam sighed. “All right, I’ll head that way. Where am I going?” 
 
    Denny gave him the address and the name of the lab, and Sam went to get his shoes. He opened his closet and started to reach for the box where he kept his gun and holster, then realized that he wouldn’t be able to carry it while he was on bail. He closed the closet and picked up his wallet and keys, slipped his Swiss Army knife into his pocket and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m going to see Denny,” he said. “He seems pretty impressed with the young man who’s doing the lab work, so I want to go see what they’re finding.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me know, will you?” 
 
    “Sure will,” Sam said, then he kissed her and held her close for a moment before he turned and headed for the door. Kenzie looked up as he passed through the living room and gave him a smile, so he waved his fingers at her as he stepped onto the porch. 
 
    A couple of reporters were sitting in a car, and they hurriedly jumped out to rush toward him. 
 
    “Mr. Prichard, can you tell us anything about what you plan to do to try to clear your name?” 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” Sam said as he came down the stairs and headed toward the Mustang. “I’m not supposed to be talking about the case at all to you folks.” He ignored their continued questions, climbed into the Mustang and started it up, then backed out of the drive and drove away. 
 
    The Caldwell Laboratory was a highly rated lab that was often used by law firms to analyze evidence from crime scenes. There were many cases in which the testimony of their lab technicians had been able to prove that the police crime labs had made errors. They were expensive, because they were one of the best labs in the country. Ron and Jeff had used them occasionally in the past when it was necessary to look for specific kinds of evidence, and they had always done a fantastic job. 
 
    Sam pulled up in front of the building and found a place to park, then climbed out and carried his cane along as he walked up to the door. The receptionist at the front desk asked for his name, then told him where to find Denny. He followed her directions down the hall and spotted his friend in a small sitting room. 
 
    “Oi, mate,” Denny said. “We’re getting somewhere. There were lots of things in those boxes, and Jeremy found bits of fibers that hadn’t even been tested. We can definitely confirm that at least three of these four murders were committed by the same person, because they used the same rope to tie the girls up.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes went wide. “What about this case?” he asked. “Do we have rope fibers from Brenda Starling’s wrists?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Denny said. “Unfortunately, getting access to the evidence from this crime is going to take a court order. Ron called your lawyer and she’s filing the necessary motion today. With any luck, Jeremy might get access to that stuff within a few days.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Okay,” he said. “What about DNA?” 
 
    “He’s getting ready to do that now,” Denny said. “They have an ANDE Rapid DNA machine, so we will have results within a couple of hours. Come on, let me introduce you. You’re gonna like this lad.” 
 
    He tapped on the door frame, where a half door was closed to bar entry. The young man seated at a table across the room looked up and grinned. 
 
    “Jeremy,” Denny called. “Come on over. I want you to meet Sam Prichard.” 
 
    Jeremy stopped what he was doing and came to the door, reaching through to shake hands with Sam. 
 
    “Mr. Prichard,” he said. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I follow your blog.” 
 
    Sam grinned. “It’s my wife’s blog, not mine. She just likes to write about some of my adventures. Hopefully, this will turn out to be another good one before it’s over. Right now it’s sort of a nightmare.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Jeremy said. “Don’t worry, Mr. Prichard, anybody who reads that blog would know this couldn’t possibly be you. Mr. Cortlandt has explained to me about the discrepancies in the evidence they obtained, so I’m just trying to figure out how they could’ve gotten a DNA match to you from samples that could not be yours.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. What about the samples that Denny brought you this morning? Have you been able to test those to see if they come up as a match to me?” 
 
    “I’m just getting that started now. In fact, I’d like to take a fresh sample from you while you’re standing here, if that’s okay. I want to see if it actually matches your profile in the CODIS database.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows. “Sure,” he said. “That’s probably a really good idea.” 
 
    Jeremy stepped away for a moment, then returned with a swab. He opened its protective cover and told Sam to open his mouth wide, then reached inside and rubbed the swab against the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “This is what we call a buccal swab,” Jeremy said. “It will give me the best possible source of fresh DNA to test. Once I run this one and compare it to your database profile, we might have some answers. If not, then I’ll compare it to the samples that came in today and see if I still get a match. We’ve already found circumstantial evidence that some of these murders were committed by the same person, and Denny says you couldn’t possibly have been anywhere near them when they happened. If the DNA from those comes back as a match to you, that’ll give us a strong basis for testimony that the DNA evidence against you must be erroneous.” 
 
    “I wanted to ask you something,” Sam said. “The way I understand it, DNA profiling only checks thirteen points. How likely is it that only checking those thirteen points is going to give you an accurate match against someone in the database?” 
 
    “Well, first off, your information is out of date. In 2017, the FBI raised the bar. It’s now required that, for them, we match twenty core loci instead of thirteen. Some states, including our own, still use the thirteen core loci model, but our system works on the twenty core model. It’s a lot more accurate.” 
 
    Sam grinned at him. “And you can get all these results pretty quickly?” 
 
    “Within a couple of hours. We actually have six ANDE units here, because we get so many requests for DNA analysis. Windlass has hired us to run these as highest possible priority, so you’ve got us all to yourself for today. I’m going to start all of the machines running now, so I should be able to give you a definitive answer in about two hours.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Sam said. “We’ll check back with you then, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jeremy said. He turned and went back to where he had been before, and Sam noticed six black machines sitting on racks beside him.  
 
    He turned to Denny. “This could be good,” he said. “They got coffee around here anywhere? I could use a cup.” 
 
    “Not here,” Denny said, “but there’s a coffee shop right across the street. Come on, mate, I’m buying.” 
 
    Sam followed him out of the building and across the street to a small café, and they sat at a table. The waitress came and took their orders, coming back a moment later with two cups of coffee. Sam added sugar to his while Denny took his black, and then Denny reached inside his jacket and took out an envelope. 
 
    “I’ve got something more,” he said. “I told you that the police in Tupelo had actually interviewed a suspect. I got them to send along his photo and all the information they had on him. I’m going to hand this to you, Sam, and I want you to brace yourself. All right, mate?” 
 
    Sam narrowed his eyes. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not real sure I even want to see that?” 
 
    “I just want you to prepare yourself.” Denny handed over the envelope, and Sam opened it and pulled out several sheets of paper. He unfolded them and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Sam said. He was holding a printed photograph of a man. 
 
    With the exception of a couple of scars and a flatter, broader nose, he could have been looking at a photo of himself. Granted, the man in the picture was a little heavier than Sam, but the resemblance was uncanny. 
 
    He looked at the name printed at the bottom of the photo. “Boyd Benson,” he said. He stared for a moment longer, then looked at Denny. “This guy looks enough like me to be my brother.” 
 
    “You saw that, too, did you? I asked Jeremy if there was any correlation between physical resemblance and the possible DNA match, and he said it’s not likely. The parts of the DNA that they look at don’t really have much to do with appearance. Still, that’s pretty uncanny, Sam.” 
 
    “It’s downright spooky. How long ago was this taken?”  
 
    “About four years ago. The coppers there snapped his photo, but when they couldn’t arrest him, they just filed it away.” 
 
    Sam looked up at him. “Four years ago? I was thinking someone might have noticed the similarity to me in the news photos, but that would be before I got any serious media attention.” 
 
    He stared at the photo a moment longer, then laid it aside and looked at the other papers. They were a transcript of the interview between a Sergeant Rogers of the Tupelo PD and Mr. Benson. 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: Just what brings you to town, Mr. Benson? 
 
    Benson: I’m just passing through. On my way to Tennessee, to look for work. 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: Yeah. Seems like you’ve been here for a few days, though. What made you stick around? 
 
    Benson: Mechanical problems. My steering has been acting up. Couldn’t drive at highway speeds, so I had to find a junkyard that had a steering box that would fit my van. I got one yesterday at some little yard a couple towns over, can’t remember the name. It’s all fixed, now, so I’m ready to head out. 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: I want you to take a look at this picture. You ever see this girl? 
 
    Benson: Can’t say that I have. Kinda reminds me of my cousin Judy. She run away or something? 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: Actually, she was found dead this morning. Some kids found her body in an old house outside of town. She was stabbed to death, but it looks like she went through some pretty rough torture before that. You sure you never saw her? 
 
    Benson: I already told you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before. Pity what happened to her, though. 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: Mr. Benson, I don’t think I believe you. I think maybe you spotted her out walking last night and maybe grabbed her up into that van of yours. I think maybe you took her out to that old house and had your way with her, and then killed her so she couldn’t talk about it. 
 
    Benson: Are you serious? Do I look like the kind of man who would do something like that? 
 
    Sergeant Rogers: Well, I don’t know what that kind of man would really look like. In my experience, you just never know what somebody can do, not just by looking at them. The thing is, we’ve got a few people who think maybe they saw you watching girls over by the high school the last few days. That makes me wonder if maybe you were trying to pick one to have some fun with. 
 
    Benson: Bullshit. I haven’t been anywhere near the high school. Anybody saying that is just trying to get themselves a little bit of attention. All I’ve done is camp over in the park while I was looking for a steering box. Hell, you can ask around, I couldn’t even drive my van over twenty-five miles an hour, because it kept swerving all over the road. 
 
    The transcript went on for about three pages, and then there was a note that Sergeant Rogers had been able to confirm the purchase of a steering box from a junkyard about twenty miles away. Benson had allowed the police to look through his vehicle, a light blue 1983 Chevy van, but they hadn’t come up with anything to link him to Belinda Carter. Without positive identification and no other evidence to go on, Rogers had been forced to let him go. He left town that day and seemed to have completely disappeared after that. 
 
    Another note under that one said that Rogers had run a background check on Benson and found that his appearance had changed considerably. It was Rogers’ opinion that the man he had interviewed was not Benson at all, and that he probably changed his name again after being released. 
 
    Sam looked up at Denny. “If this is the killer,” he said, “then we may be dealing with a true professional. We know that he’s killed multiple victims, and he seems to be able to change identities pretty much whenever he wants to. We are dealing with a true serial killer, Denny.” 
 
    “No doubt in my mind, Sam. You’re preaching to the choir, mate. Now all we have to do is figure out how to convince that bloody detective and his prosecutor.” 
 
    “Well, don’t let them see this picture,” Sam said. “O’Rourke would think it was me, trying to look a little different. If this really is our guy, then I’m doubly glad they didn’t get a good picture of his face.” 
 
    “I can agree with that,” Denny said. “On the other hand, it means we are probably looking for a 1983 Chevy van, light blue in color. That van would have looked gray on a black and white video, so it’s likely the very one O’Rourke saw.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Very likely,” he said. “Since we know that’s the kind of vehicle our killer drives, it would have to be a pretty big coincidence for this not to be our guy. The fact that he was using a fake name and has never turned up again only increases the chance that this Benson was the one who killed the girl in Tupelo, and that means it’s likely he’s the killer we are looking for now.” 
 
    “Too right. And we will know for sure in just a bit. If Jeremy finds any matches on the recovered DNA from the old cases, and if they come out somewhat similar to yours…” 
 
    “Then the man we are looking for was once known as Boyd Benson,” Sam said. “And I intend to find him, no matter who he is today.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWELVE 
 
    The two of them sat in the café while they waited for Jeremy to complete his DNA testing, finally breaking down and ordering sandwiches as it got closer to lunchtime. Neither of them was terribly hungry, but the irritated looks from the waitress was enough to make them feel like they should spend a little more money. 
 
    Afterward, they paid their tab and left a nice tip, then walked across the street to the lab. Jeremy looked up as they entered the waiting room outside his workstation, and Sam wasn’t sure how to read the expression on his face. It almost looked like a smile, but there was something off about it. 
 
    “Jeremy?” he asked. “Did you find something interesting?” 
 
    “You could say that,” the young man said. “I ran tests on a lot of the samples that came from the old cases today, and I can tell you that all four of them were the work of a single killer. At the same time, I ran the sample I took from you this morning and sent it through the CODIS database. At first I got a little upset, because it still came back with you as the best possible match; I was hoping there was something wrong with your profile in the database, which would make it fail to match. Since it did match up perfectly, that made me think maybe my test was done wrong, or that I somehow contaminated the sample, but that turned out not to be the case.” 
 
    “So the database still says I’m the one who killed this girl?” Sam asked. 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Jeremy replied. “I said the system still comes back with you as the best possible match from the people in the database for the sample I tested. In fact, it’s still reading the same ninety-nine point nine percent probability that the DNA sample I tested came from you. Since we know that it did come from you, because I took it personally this morning, that’s a good thing. However, it also means that the DNA profile on you in the database is probably completely accurate.” 
 
    “You’re losing us, mate,” Denny said. “You’re talking like this is some sort of a good thing.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is. You see, after I got the results on the three cold case DNA samples, I ran them through the same database. Guess who they came back to.” 
 
    Sam’s face took on a sickly expression. “I don’t think I need to guess,” he said. “It was me, right?” 
 
    “Bingo,” Jeremy said. “Ninety-eight point seven percent chance that all of those samples, old as they are, match your profile. I got clear matches on nineteen out of twenty core loci, which would be enough to convict you in almost any court, except for one little detail.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Cheryl Heathcote, Robin Shaw and Rita Wasserman were all killed by the same person, and in all of the cases, the DNA match came back to you. However, I can now say that it’s absolutely impossible for you to be the killer in those cases. I checked the records that came with the evidence to see when each of them was killed, and then I was able to determine where you were at the time each of those murders took place. Mr. Prichard, Cheryl Heathcote was killed seven years ago in Charlotte, North Carolina, on August tenth. You were still with the police department back then, so I was able to get hold of a friend of mine down in the department who could check some of the older records. On August tenth of that year, you were testifying in court right here in Denver, on a case involving street gangs recruiting kids as drug mules. Remember that?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes lit up. “Actually, I do,” he said. “I was in court for three solid days on that case, because they kept calling me back. Karen Parks was with me at the time, she was my partner back then.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jeremy said with a smile. “Now, the next case, Robin Shaw. Robin was killed in Jacksonville, Florida, on July twenty-seventh the following year. Can you remember where you were on July twenty-seventh six years ago?” 
 
    Sam narrowed his eyes in concentration, but finally he shook his head. “No,” he said. “But I suspect you know?” 
 
    “I sure do. You were in Petaluma, California. Now do you remember?” 
 
    “Petaluma? I’ve only been there once, and that was to question a potential witness in a gang murder case. He turned out to be the witness we had been looking for, and I drove him back to Denver to testify against three members of the gang he used to run with.” 
 
    “Right, so you couldn’t have been in Florida. Next, the killer struck in Tupelo, two years after Robin Shaw, on June fifth. The victim was Belinda Carter, and the rope fibers confirm that it was the work of the same perpetrator. Where were you on June fifth?” 
 
    Sam thought for a moment. “I was already off the force, then, going to physical rehab four days a week. I had just gotten to the point where I could manage to walk with just a cane. That was just a few months before I got my PI license.” 
 
    Jeremy grinned. “Right,” he said, “and you signed in for physical therapy the morning of June fifth, so we can confirm that you were not anywhere near Tupelo. Now, the last one, Rita Wasserman. Rita was killed in Pine Bluff, Arkansas almost exactly two years ago. I will bet you can remember where you were two years ago this week.” 
 
    Sam nodded vigorously. “I sure can,” he said. “Two years ago this week, I was in Rome. That’s where I was when we brought down Grayson Chandler.” 
 
    “Which means you were not in Pine Bluff, Arkansas. You couldn’t possibly have committed any of these murders, and yet all three of them were committed by the same person, whose DNA tests out as virtually a perfect match for your DNA profile.” 
 
    “But, Jeremy, how is this even possible? I thought you said using twenty points made it really completely accurate.” 
 
    “Oh, it does, Mr. Prichard. The only possible way this person’s DNA could match yours so precisely is if we are looking at someone who is very closely related to you. The match is so close that I would normally think it would have to be an identical twin, but at the very least, we are talking about a brother. I realize you officially only have a sister, but I can tell you from the evidence in front of me that you have a brother running around out there somewhere, and he’s killing people.” He gave an apologetic grin that was tinted with sadness. “That’s the part I didn’t want to have to tell you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Sam said. “You named off three of the victims. What about the fourth one? You said all four of these girls were killed by the same person, but now you say he only killed three of them.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said. I said the DNA evidence from those three cases matches your DNA sample in the data, but you obviously could not have been the killer. For the fourth one, Linda Carter, there was no DNA recovered from the killer, but I was able to find tiny traces of her DNA on strands of rope fibers that came from Rita Wasserman. That means Belinda Carter was tied up with the same rope that was later used on Rita, and it’s the same rope that was used on both of the other two girls. There’s other DNA on it, as well, probably from other victims.” He grinned. “There were even traces of DNA on the rope from the killer, because it also matched your profile.” 
 
    Sam stared at him for a moment, then turned to Denny. “I think I need to go have a talk with my mother,” he said. 
 
    Denny, his own eyes wide, nodded. “Yeah, too right,” he said. “You go on, Sam. I’m going to get a statement on all this from Jeremy and take it back to HQ. I’ll meet up with the rest of the team and see where we go from here.” He reached out and touched Sam on the shoulder. “Let me know how it goes, will you, mate?” 
 
    Sam nodded, then shook Jeremy’s hand and walked out of the building. He went back to the Mustang and climbed in, then started it up and headed toward home. As he drove, he took out his phone and dialed his mother’s number. 
 
    “Samuel? Is everything okay?” Grace asked as soon as she answered the phone. 
 
    “I’m really not sure about that, Mom,” he said. “You and I need to have a talk. Are you at home?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Kim and I are on the way over to your house with a surprise. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. I’ll meet you at the house, and we can talk there. I’ll see you in a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    “Sam? You’re worrying me.” 
 
    “Mom,” Sam said, “that may be a very good thing.” He ended the call and dropped the phone into his pocket, then took it right back out and called his wife. 
 
    “Indie? Our mothers are on the way over, and I’ve got to have a serious talk with mine. Do you think maybe Kenzie could go down and play with the Mitchell kids for a while?” 
 
    “She’s already there,” Indie said. “Anita Mitchell called earlier to tell me that she and Jim don’t believe you did it, and she asked if Kenzie could come down to hang out with the twins. Why, Sam? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I just told Mom, I don’t want talk about it over the phone. I’ll be there in a few minutes, and you can listen in.” 
 
    “Okay, Sam,” Indie said suspiciously. “Hurry up, the suspense is going to kill me.” 
 
    They hung up and Sam put the phone in his pocket once again. He drove toward the house and arrived just after his mother and mother-in-law. He parked his car on the street since they were in his driveway spot and made his way up the steps to the porch. 
 
    Indie opened the door before he could reach the knob. He stepped inside and found all three of the women in the living room, so he sat in his recliner. 
 
    A pair of hands suddenly came around from behind the chair and covered his eyes. “Guess who,” he heard a familiar voice say. 
 
    Sam reached up and took hold of the hands and pulled them away. “Carrie?”  
 
    His sister stepped around from behind the chair where she had been hiding and sat down on the arm, leaning down to pull him into a hug. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I heard what was going on, so I got on a plane. Mom and Kim just picked me up at the airport. I made them promise not to tell you, because I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    Sam couldn’t contain the smile. He hadn’t seen his sister Carrie since he and Indie had been married, and he was delighted. 
 
    “I’m sorry it took something like this to get you to come visit me,” he said, “but I’ll take what I can get. It’s great to see you, sis.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it hit the news even out in Hollywood. At first I thought there had to be some kind of mistake, that they just got the names mixed up or something, but then Mom called and told me it was true. You’d been arrested for rape and murder, and I know damn well you couldn’t do something like that, Sam.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam said. “No, I didn’t do it, but I think we might be making some progress on that. And it’s kind of fitting that you’re here, considering what I need to talk to Mom about.” 
 
    Carrie got up and moved over to sit on the couch beside their mother. All four women looked at Sam, waiting to hear the big revelation. 
 
    “All right, Sam, what’s going on?” Indie asked. “Your mom says you’ve got her half scared to death.” 
 
    “And Beauregard says you’re about to blow the whole world wide open for us all,” Kim said. “I asked him what he’s talking about, but he won’t say.” 
 
    “If it turns out he knew about this and didn’t tell me,” Sam said, “I’m going to call an exorcist. That would be the last straw, it really would.” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “He says he doesn’t know what you’re going to say, just that it’s going to change the world for us all. What is it, Sam?” 
 
    Sam sighed deeply. He looked at his mother and opened his mouth, closed it again, and then decided to try one more time. 
 
    “Mom? We need to talk about my dead twin brother.” 
 
    “Cameron?” Grace’s eyes narrowed. “What about him?” 
 
    “Sam?” Carrie asked. “You know that always tears Mom up, why would you bring that up now?” 
 
    “Because it’s important,” Sam said. “Mom, I need you to tell me everything you can remember about what happened with him and how he died. Every detail, Mom. It’s very important.” 
 
    Grace was staring at him. “Samuel? Are you about to tell me that he might not be dead after all?” Carrie’s mouth fell open, but she only looked at her brother. 
 
    Sam sat quietly for a moment, then slowly nodded his head. “According to the lab technician that I spent the morning with, the DNA matches because it’s coming from a very close relative of mine. He actually said that he would suspect an identical twin if he didn’t know that I was supposed to be an only son, but that I have to have at least a long-lost brother out there somewhere who is committing these crimes. Since I know you didn’t have any more boys, it has to be him.” 
 
    Grace locked her eyes on his for a long moment and tears began to run down her cheeks. Carrie and Kim both moved closer to her and each of them took one of her hands. 
 
    “I always thought… A mother, she knows sometimes. When they came in to tell us that he had died, I just—I couldn’t believe it at first, I just refused to believe it. Your father went with the doctor down to the nursery, and they already had him out of the isolette. He was blue, your father said, he was already gone.” 
 
    She paused and licked her lips. “For the longest time, I kept insisting that I knew they were wrong, Cameron was still alive. I said I could feel him out there, I just didn’t know what happened to him. They finally gave me sedatives to help me cope, and we had a little funeral service for him a couple of days later. The autopsy said he died because of a heart defect, something about the nerve that controlled his heart not being fully developed. I didn’t really understand it all at the time, but then it turned out that my father had had a similar problem, so we tried not to have any more children. I had you, and the doctors all said you were perfectly healthy, so I didn’t want to risk ever going through that again, but then Carrie was born. I was scared to death at first, but they checked her over and said she was also fine. I had my tubes tied then, so there couldn’t be any more accidents.” 
 
    “I was an accident?” Carrie asked. “You never told me I was an accident.” 
 
    Grace turned and looked at her, patting her hand. “You are one of the most wonderful accidents that could ever happen,” she said. “But yes, you were sort of an accident. We were using birth control, but sometimes it isn’t completely effective. When the morning sickness started, I knew instantly what it was. From then on, all I could do was pray that you would be okay, and God answered that prayer.” She turned back to Sam. “I always felt like he was alive, Sam. I just didn’t let myself really believe it.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “I understand, Mom,” he said. “The problem is, it’s the only possible explanation for what’s going on right now. My brother, my identical twin brother, is out there somewhere and he’s a psychopathic serial killer.” 
 
    Sam reached into his pocket and took out the envelope Denny had given him earlier, then extracted the photograph. He looked at it for a moment, then handed it to his mother. 
 
    “Mom, that’s a picture of a man who was picked up for questioning when one of the murders took place.” 
 
    Grace took it and stared at it for several moments while Carrie, Kim and Indie looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Kim said. “Sam, I would think that was you if I didn’t know better.” 
 
    “I do know better,” Carrie said, “and I still think it’s him. Where is he, Sam?” 
 
    Grace’s mouth was hanging open as she took in what she was seeing, and then she looked at Sam. “Oh my God,” she said. “Sam, that’s him. That’s your brother Cameron, it has to be.” 
 
    Sam nodded sadly. “Yeah, Mom,” he said. “I think it probably is.” 
 
    Indie moved over and sat on the arm of his recliner to put her arms around him, and Sam leaned his head against her shoulder. There were a couple of tears on his own cheeks, and he tried to hold them back as his mother wept openly. Kim, who was sitting on the couch beside Grace, wrapped her arms around her friend while Carrie did the same from the other side. 
 
    “All right,” Grace said after a moment. “Now what do we do?” 
 
    “Mom, I’m going to do what I have to do. I’m going to find him, and I’m going to bring him in. He’s a serial killer, Mom, and he has to be stopped.” 
 
    “But how could this happen?” Grace shouted at him suddenly. “How could he still be out there, still be alive and we didn’t know it?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Sam said. “There has to be an explanation, and we’ll find out what it is, but at this point, all I know is that he somehow survived. The baby you buried was not my brother, that’s obvious now.” 
 
    “They were switched,” Kim said suddenly. “Beauregard says somebody switched babies. Another baby died suddenly, and someone at the hospital thought it was unfair that you had two babies while someone else lost the only one they had. It was probably a nurse, he says, but someone working in the nursery switched the one that died with one of yours.” 
 
    Grace stared at Kim, and her pain and tears were suddenly replaced with a look of anger. 
 
    “Who would do that?” she demanded. “Are you telling me that somebody who worked at the hospital did this? They played God and decided to give one of my children to somebody else?” 
 
    Kim nodded. “He says that’s exactly what happened. Maybe it was a friend of the mother whose baby died, or something like that, but he says that’s exactly what really happened. Someone at the hospital felt it was unfair that the other woman’s baby died while you had two of them, so they switched them out. You still had Sam, but his brother went with somebody else.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “As much as I want to say that’s impossible, it’s really the only explanation. It’s the only way I can imagine that my twin brother could still be alive. Mom, you and Dad buried what you thought was Cameron, but it wasn’t. It was somebody else’s child, and that’s the person who ended up with my twin brother.” 
 
    “Then how do we find that person? I know you have to find Cameron and stop him, but how do we find the person who did this to us? Sam, God only knows what kind of life Cameron must have led, if he turned out this way. Whoever switched those babies is responsible for what he’s doing right now. If he had stayed with us, you would have grown up with your brother and I’m sure he never would have done anything like this.” 
 
    “You may be right, Mom, but we will never know. I’m going to have to give all of this information to the police, but I’m going to get the team working on it right away. They may have some questions for you.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Sam,” Grace said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help, you know I will. I only ask one thing, though. I want you to bring him in alive, Sam. No matter what he’s done, he’s still one of my sons. I can’t change the past, but he at least deserves to know who his family really is.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Mom. I can’t promise anything, though. He has to be stopped, and we have no idea who might actually be the one to end up confronting him. We know now what kind of vehicle he’s driving, so we can get a description out on it. We have to hope that we can find him before anybody else gets hurt.” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “Beauregard says it’s too late for that,” she said. “He says this time there were two victims, and they will be found this afternoon.” 
 
    Sam suddenly looked sick. “Does he have any idea where? If we knew where to look, it might help us find him.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” she said. “He doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Carrie said. “That spook in your head has to know more than that!” 
 
    Kim shook her head sadly. “He just says there are two victims, and they’ll be found sometime in the next few hours. He doesn’t know where or any other details.” 
 
    “I’ll take what I can get,” Sam said. He took out his phone and called Steve Beck. “Steve? Denny get back over there yet?” He listened for a moment, then continued. “Okay, yeah, long story, but it looks like the killer is my twin brother, the one we thought was dead. I need all of you to come over to the house as soon as you can, so we can start working on how to handle this information. The first priority has to be stopping him from killing anyone else, but old Beauregard says it’s too late. According to him, two more victims will be found today.” 
 
    The call ended and he put the phone away. “They’ll be here in about twenty minutes,” he said. “I need you to get ready, Mom. We have to handle this like any other case, so be prepared for the questions.” 
 
    “I’m ready, Sam,” Grace said. “As ready as I’m ever going to be, anyway. This is—it’s quite a shock, finding out that I was right all along. I used to tell your father that I felt Cameron was out there, somewhere, and he always told me I was imagining things.” She shook her head. “God, I wish he was alive to see this, but I’m certain it would also break his heart that Cameron went down such a path. I know it’s breaking mine.” She sniffled, and Kim handed her a tissue she pulled out of her purse. 
 
    Carrie looked at her brother. “Maybe we can use the twin thing against him. Can you feel him, Sam?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes went wide. “Feel him? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She may be onto something, Sam,” Indie said. “Have you ever read anything about twins who were separated at birth?” 
 
    “I’ve seen some of the news stories,” Sam replied. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because there’s an interesting phenomenon that almost always happens with separated twins,” Indie said, and Carrie nodded enthusiastically. “There will be many different things about their lives that are incredibly similar. There have been a lot of cases where identical twins separated at birth ended up marrying people with the same names, and they drive the same kind of car, they have the same taste in clothing, lots of stuff like that. There are even studies that have been done about how they think alike, and some people think they can actually communicate telepathically.” 
 
    “So, you mean that Cameron might be a lot like me in some ways?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the theory,” Carrie said. “The point is, you might be able to actually think like him, or even get a sense of where he is or what he’s doing.” 
 
    Sam looked at her for a moment. “I wouldn’t have a clue how to even attempt that,” he said. “Are you being serious, or are you just joking?” 
 
    “I think she’s being serious, Sam,” Kim said. “I’ve known some twins, and they really can tell what each other’s thinking. Even twins who have been raised completely apart tend to say and do the same kind of things. It’s strange, but there are stranger things.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carrie said. “Like people with old Civil War soldiers in their heads!” 
 
    “Ease up, Carrie,” Indie said, and then she turned back to her husband. “Just think about it, Sam. Maybe you’ll get some kind of insight into how he thinks.” 
 
    Sam looked into her eyes, then looked at their mothers. “The trouble is,” he said, “I’m not sure I want to know how he thinks. If twins are really all that much alike, then what you’re actually saying is that I could have turned out just like him.” 
 
   


  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
    Steve, Walter, Summer, Jade, Darren and Denny arrived together twenty minutes later. They came inside and gathered in the living room, and Denny carried some of the dining chairs in to make sure they had enough places to sit. Sam introduced everyone to his sister, and Denny made a point of taking the chair closest to her. The two of them seemed to be eyeing each other as the hubbub died down. 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said, “so everybody is up to speed, right? What we are dealing with is a serial killer who happens to be my identical twin brother.” 
 
    “It has to be that way,” Walter said. “That’s the only explanation.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it,” Jade said, “but what would be the odds against something like this? I mean, we’ve got twin brothers who were separated at birth, one of them grows up to be a cop and then a special investigator who has saved the whole world at times, but the other one turns out to be a psychopath. And then, to make it even crazier, we’ve got the two of you basically coming up against each other. Can anybody tell me what the odds would be against something like that?” 
 
    “About one in six trillion,” Walter said, “if we were talking about a chance meeting between separated identical twins who did not live near one another. In this case, however, the probability that Sam and his brother would eventually be in this position would approach certainty. Since his twin is involved in criminal activity that commonly results in DNA profiling, and since Sam’s DNA was on record, it’s actually surprising that this hasn’t happened sooner.” 
 
    “I guess I see your point,” Jade said, “but it still just seems really weird to me.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Denny said, “but what shall we do about this? What’s the next step, Sam?” 
 
    Sam shrugged and shook his head. “I’m still a little overwhelmed by all this,” he said. “Steve? Darren? You guys have any suggestions? The two of you have the most investigative experience. Where do we go from here?” 
 
    Steve and Darren looked at one another, then Steve turned back to Sam. “Well,” he said, “the very first thing we need to do is sit down with O’Rourke and bring him up to speed on all this. It might not hurt to include your old friend Karen, too, Sam. No matter what the motive for switching the babies, the person who did it still committed the crime of kidnapping, and I’m sure there would be other charges. There is no statute of limitations on kidnapping in Colorado, and that part of the crime took place here in Denver.” He turned and looked at Grace. “It was in Denver, right?” 
 
    Grace nodded. “Yes, St. Thomas’.” 
 
    Steve looked back at Sam. “I think that’s the most important thing at this moment. We have a copy of the Caldwell Laboratory report, complete with all of the dates and times you couldn’t possibly have been the killer. It’s not going to take either of the detectives long to realize that any jury would regard that report as reasonable doubt, and that since we can show that the actual killer in those cases was almost certainly your twin brother, that gives us every reason to believe he has to be the killer in this current case.” 
 
    “I concur, Sam,” Darren said. “We have an official report from a laboratory that is certified to provide evidence to the courts in both civil and criminal cases, a report that essentially exonerates you. However, we also have two different levels of crime that need to be investigated and/or stopped.” He held up an index finger. “One, we’ve got to stop your brother from killing anyone else, and, two,” he popped another finger up beside it, “we need to determine who switched your brother with a dead baby.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Sam said. “Summer, you’ve got O’Rourke’s number. Can you give him a call and set up a time for us to come see him?” 
 
    “Sure. Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, but schedule it for later this afternoon. I’m going to call Karen and see if she can come over here right now.” 
 
    Summer stepped into the dining room while Sam took out his phone. He dialed Karen’s cell number from memory and put it on speaker. 
 
    “Detective Parks,” she said warily. “Sam? I heard you were out on bail.” 
 
    “I’m not only out on bail,” Sam said, “I’ve got everything I need to prove I didn’t commit this crime. Karen, the whole team from Windlass is out here at my house. Can you come over right away, to see the evidence for yourself?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Sam, I’m not the one you need to convince. Have you shown it to O’Rourke yet?” 
 
    “We’re setting that up now, but I really need you to see it for yourself. Can you come over?” 
 
    “Well, hell, Sam,” she said with a sigh. “Considering how often you saved my life, I guess I owe you at least that much. You honestly think you found a way to explain your DNA on the murder victim?” 
 
    “No,” Sam said. “I found a way to prove that it wasn’t my DNA in the first place. You come over and look at the lab report, and you’ll begin to understand.” 
 
    “Fine. Give me five minutes to finish up what I’m doing, and I’ll be there in about twenty.” 
 
    She hung up without another word and Sam put the phone in his pocket. Summer came out of the dining room a moment later and nodded at Sam. 
 
    “O’Rourke says he’s willing to listen, but he won’t take my word for anything. He’s found an eyewitness who he says can positively identify you at the scene. We’re supposed to meet him at his office around three thirty.” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Sam said. “And an identical twin explains what his witness saw, too, so he’s going to need to deal with watching his case fall apart around him. Now, let’s talk about the next step after this. There’s only one place to start. We need to determine who my brother is from a legal standpoint. That means we need to find out who else was giving birth the same time I was born. One of the babies who left that hospital went with the wrong family, and we need to find out who that family was.” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” Indie said. She left the room for a moment and returned with her computer, then opened it and started tapping the keyboard. “I’m telling Herman to get into the hospital database and see if he can find a record of births for your birthday, Sam. Assuming they have it all in their computer records, he should be able to find it.” 
 
    Everyone watched her for a moment, and then the computer went ding. Indie clicked the link, and several lines of information appeared on the screen. 
 
    “Well, we got lucky,” she said. “There were only five births that day, but two of them were girls. Sam, you and your brother were also two of them, so that only leaves one possibility. The parents were Charles and Vanessa Willis, and they gave birth to a baby boy. It doesn’t tell me what his name was, but the Willises were from a place called Jenksville, Florida.” Her fingers flew across the keys and a map appeared on the screen. “It’s a small town in north central Florida, just below the Georgia line. I’m checking their names now… Uh-oh, there’s a Charles Willis from Jenksville who died about eighteen years ago, some sort of accident on the job. He left behind a wife and son, Vanessa and—Sam, their son’s name was C.J.” 
 
    Carrie’s eyes grew round. “Freaky,” she said. “That’s the initials he would have had anyway.” 
 
    “Can you find anything on him?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I’m already working on it,” Indie said. “He graduated from the high school there, went to college in Lake City—Sam, you remember we were talking about similarities between twins? He studied Criminal Justice, then joined the Army and became an MP, just like you did! He actually would have been at the MP School at the same time as you.” She clicked another link. “He was given a Dishonorable Discharge after a year and a half in the Army, over getting into a fight where he pulled a gun on someone. He went home for a while and then took a job with Power Innovations, they provide backup generators for hospitals and such, but he quit to become a private contractor.” She shook her head. “That’s just about the last thing I can find on him. He doesn’t have a current driver’s license, no address, no utilities in his name… There’s literally no trace of him at all.” 
 
    “But all that means is he’s got a good understanding of police procedures,” Sam said, and Steve nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “That explains changing his name. He’s probably knocking off homeless guys like the original Boyd Benson, taking their identities. Nobody reports them missing, so we don’t know whose name he could be using now.” 
 
    “But how is he getting paid for his work?” Summer asked. “Even if he’s working as a private contractor, he’s got to get paid somehow.” 
 
    “Cash, probably,” Sam said, “or he’s got accounts in other names he can use.” 
 
    “What about the Willis widow?” Steve asked. “Anything on her?” 
 
    Indie went back to the computer. “According to Herman, she still lives in Jenksville. I’ve got an address and phone number.” 
 
    Steve looked at Sam, but Sam shook his head. “I don’t think a phone call would be a good idea,” he said. “This is something that needs to be handled face-to-face.” 
 
    “I agree,” Grace said. “And I’m going with you.” 
 
    Sam looked at her. “Mom, you need to remember one thing,” he said. “It’s possible that Mrs. Willis has no idea that the boy she raised is not her own son. If Beauregard is right, this may have been just a matter of someone at the hospital feeling sorry for her. She honestly could be innocent.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Grace said. “I want to be there when you talk to her. I want to look in her eyes when you tell her that you know that her son is actually your brother, my son. I don’t want to be mean to her, but I want to know for my own peace of mind whether she knew it or not. I also want to know what he was like as a child, and she’s the only one who can tell me that.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Darren said. “We also need to know who was working at the hospital that night. Somebody was responsible for this switch, and if they did it once, they may have done it again.” 
 
    Indie went to the computer, but shrugged a moment later. “I’m not seeing anything about who might have been on duty, other than doctors. The birth record tells which doctor delivered babies, but that’s all. They don’t seem to have any employee records from back then online.” 
 
    “I’ll take that job,” Jade said. “Ron can get a court order for that information, and I’ll go out to the hospital and dig it out myself. If it’s not in the computers, it could be stashed in boxes somewhere, or maybe on microfilm.” She took out her phone and headed toward the dining room to call the boss, but she was back less than two minutes later. “Ron is calling Judge Voorhees to see about getting an order to get those records. As soon as the judge gets it signed, I’ll go pick it up and head out there. Don’t worry, Sam, I’ll find out who did this.” 
 
    “Now, let’s talk about something else,” Denny said. “Sam, mate, while we have plenty of evidence now that you aren’t guilty, that doesn’t mean we can pop your ankle bracelet off just yet. That might take a couple of days, to get the judge to sign off. How about letting me take that little trip to Florida?” 
 
    Sam looked at Denny, who was probably his closest friend among the Windlass investigators. “Sorry, Denny,” he said. “That’s one I need to do for myself. Besides, you heard Mom; she’ll be going with me.” 
 
    Denny shrugged. “Worth a shot,” he said. “I’m just thinking of how long it will take to get the prosecutor and judge to agree. You’re not supposed to be leaving the area while you got that on.” 
 
    “I know that, but I don’t think it will take that long to convince O’Rourke and Jamison that they’ve got the wrong guy. As good as their case looked to them yesterday, I think we’ve got everything we need to shoot holes in it. They aren’t stupid, and even I can admit that the evidence looked pretty overwhelming up until now.” 
 
    “Yeah, and speaking of evidence,” Denny went on, “we need to start looking for that Chevy van. If O’Rourke is willing to listen, we can give him an absolute description now. Somebody needs to get a BOLO out on that.” 
 
    “Not to mention a description of the suspect,” Sam said. “At least we know what he looks like.” He gave them all a goofy grin. “He looks a lot like me.” 
 
    They talked for several more minutes about different possibilities, and then Jade’s phone rang. Ron had gotten the court order for her, so she hurried out the door. Karen Parks arrived a few minutes later, and Indie opened the door for her. She stepped inside, her face looking grim. 
 
    “Sam,” she said. “Hey, guys. Sam says you found something that might clear him?” 
 
    “Too bloody right,” Denny said. “But you better sit down. I’d hate to see you fall out when you find out what it is.” 
 
    She sneered at him. “Somebody just tell me,” she said. 
 
    “Karen,” Indie said suddenly, “lose your damned attitude. Of all the people who should believe Sam is innocent, you ought to be right up near the top of the list. We know exactly how bad it looked, but we also knew that Sam wouldn’t ever do such a thing, and you should know that, too.” 
 
    “It’s like I told you,” she said. “I want to believe that, I really do, but I have never seen so much compelling DNA evidence.” 
 
    “Then sit your ass down and we’ll explain it! Karen, trust me, this is the craziest thing you’ve ever heard, but it’s also absolutely and obviously true.” 
 
    Karen looked at her sadly, then lowered herself into one of the dining room chairs. “Okay,” she said, “I’m sitting and I’m listening. Would one of you tell me what this new evidence is?” 
 
    “It’ll be my pleasure,” Denny said. “Detective Parks, are you familiar with Caldwell Laboratory?” 
 
    Karen’s eyes narrowed suddenly. “Caldwell? Of course.” 
 
    “Bloody good, then. Because this morning, we received evidence from four cold cases from other parts of the country, which we took out to them for testing and analysis. Each of the cases involved the murder of a young girl in a manner similar to the murder of Brenda Starling. All four girls were murdered by the same man, in exactly the same way that Brenda died. We know this because DNA evidence was collected from three of them, and when it was tested today and run through the database, it matched up to Sam, just like the Brenda Starling samples. Trouble is, we can account for where Sam was when each of those girls was killed, and it is absolutely impossible for him to have been anywhere near them. In fact, when one of them was being murdered, you and he were working together to testify in a big case right here in Denver.” 
 
    Karen glanced at Sam, who nodded. “Latin Kings, when they were recruiting kids for drug mules.” 
 
    She stared at Denny for a moment, then turned to Sam. “Is this for real?” 
 
    Sam and Denny worked together to explain all of Jeremy’s findings, and then Denny produced a copy of the report and handed it to her. Karen read through it without blinking, but then she looked at Sam and tears were running down her cheeks. 
 
    “Sam,” she said, “Indie… I am so sorry. When O’Rourke showed me everything he had, and how it all led back to you, Sam…” 
 
    “Karen, don’t worry about it,” Sam said. “I said it myself. If someone came to me with that much evidence, even if it was against someone I knew very well, I would’ve thought the same thing you did. I would’ve thought they were guilty.” He cleared his throat. “You and me, we were cops together. We learned to rely on the evidence, and to draw our conclusions based on facts rather than feelings. The facts that were presented to you looked absolutely conclusive.” 
 
    “But I should have believed you. I should have…” 
 
    “You should have done exactly what you did,” Sam said. “Based on the evidence in front of you, you did exactly what a police detective is expected to do.” He grinned. “I’m just glad we were able to find a way to prove I didn’t do it.” 
 
    Karen turned to Indie. “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    Indie glared at her for a couple of seconds, then broke into a smile. “It’s like Sam said,” she said. “You were doing what a cop had to do. Of course we forgive you.” 
 
    Karen looked at her for a moment, then turned back to Sam. “Okay. I’m in, now how can I help?” 
 
    “We have the make and model of my brother’s van, and a pretty good description of it. We also have the picture that was taken of him a few years ago, which shows that he does look a lot like me, except for a couple scars. We need to get both of those out on the wire, spread it all over the country. We don’t know where he is, but he’s got to be found and he’s got to be stopped.” He glanced at his mother-in-law. “Karen, Beauregard says two more victims are going to be found sometime today.” 
 
    Karen looked at him and her eyes widened. “Oh my God,” she said. “I think they already were. There was something on the wire an hour ago, an inquiry about murders involving young girls being raped and stabbed to death. I didn’t put it together because it said there were two of them. It was somewhere in Illinois, I remember that.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes grew dark. “Then he’s already struck again,” he said. “Illinois? We need to get a BOLO out on him and his vehicle immediately, and we should probably start in the Midwest. If you can find out where the victims were found, I’d concentrate on the area within two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty miles in all directions.” 
 
    Karen got to her feet. “I’ll get on that,” she said. “Sam, call me if there’s anything else I can do. I mean it, anything.” She hurried out the door, already speaking into the walkie-talkie she carried on her belt. 
 
    “That’s one hurdle down,” Denny said. “We’ve got a couple hours before we see O’Rourke. What else do we need to do?” 
 
    Heavy footsteps were suddenly heard on the front porch, and Steve Beck turned to look out the window. He let out a loud guffaw and looked back at Sam as he pulled the door open. 
 
    “Sam, boy,” Harry Winslow said. “How in the hell do you get yourself in so much trouble?” 
 
    “Harry, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “What am I doing here? I’m here to help, what do you think?” He stepped inside and dropped a carry-on bag on the floor, then flopped into the chair Karen had vacated. “You made the news all the way down to Florida. Did you honestly think I wasn’t going to come see what the hell was going on?” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you got here now,” Sam said. “We actually found a way to prove that I didn’t murder this girl.” 
 
    “I never believed you did, not for a second. First time I ever met you, Sam, you risked your life over and over because of a little girl, remember that? You got her back safe, and then you walked right into my trap when you thought I had kidnapped Indie and Kenzie. There’s no way on God’s green Earth I could believe you would ever hurt a young girl. I figured somebody was trying to frame you up. Am I right?” 
 
    “No,” Sam said. “This time, Harry, you are way off the mark.” 
 
    “Then somebody better get to explaining all this to me,” Harry said. “And while they’re doing that, Indie, could I trouble you for a glass of tea?” 
 
    Indie burst out laughing, then motioned for Carrie to follow her to the kitchen. They came back a few moments later with glasses of tea and bottles of root beer and passed them out while Sam and Denny explained Sam’s long-lost psychopathic twin brother. 
 
   


  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
    It was amazing what you could learn through the Internet. C.J. had googled Sam Prichard right after watching the news story the night before, and was amazed to find so much information. Prichard’s Wikipedia page was packed full of information, including the interesting fact that he and C.J. shared a birthday, and both were born at the same hospital in Denver.  
 
    In the section on Prichard’s early life, there were a couple of photos of him from his high school days. C.J. stared hard at them, almost feeling like he was looking into his own yearbook. If it hadn’t been for the difference in football uniforms, he would have sworn that he was looking at his own photo. 
 
    They looked almost exactly alike, they had the same birthday, were born at the same place and time, and Prichard’s DNA matched the samples they had found on C.J.’s latest victim. There was only one possible explanation, but how in the hell do you ask your mother if you have a secret twin? 
 
    The Google search had turned up other links as well, including the blog about Sam’s adventures. Some of those blogs had photos, and one of them showed a photo of Sam with his mother. C.J. stared at that one for several moments, seeing the strong resemblance between Sam and the older woman. One of the things that always had bothered him was that he didn’t look anything like either of his parents. Both of them were blond, as were all of their siblings, but C.J.’s hair was a deep brown. Both of his parents were quite small, just over five feet tall, but C.J. stood just over six feet. He had often wondered as a teenager whether he might be adopted, but his mother had laughed the one time he got the courage to ask. 
 
    “Adopted? Oh, don’t I wish. I was in labor for nineteen hours with you, and I thought you were going to split me wide open. That was one of the reasons we never bothered having any more kids, because I’m so tiny. My doctor said it wouldn’t be good for me to try to have more. No, son, you’re all mine.” 
 
    He believed her, of course. Even with as much as he hated his dad, C.J. had always loved his mother. She went out of the way to try to make him happy, and he could tell. The old man, on the other hand, only seemed to care about himself. He’d been abusive to both of them, which was another reason C.J. had decided to let the jack fall. He’d gotten tired of seeing his mother with black eyes and broken fingers. 
 
    Now, however, looking at almost incontrovertible evidence right before his eyes, he knew that there was more to the story. Somehow, Sam Prichard had to be his twin. There was no other possible explanation, at least from the standpoint of the DNA. He knew enough about the subject to realize that identical twins share enough common DNA for such a match. There had even been a case in the past where the wrong brother was arrested for a murder that the other one had committed. 
 
    A twin brother… C.J. had often felt like something was missing from his life, but he’d simply chalked it up to the loneliness of being an only child. He’d made up an imaginary brother when he was very young, maybe six or seven years old. He pretended that he had a twin brother, just like Timmy and Tommy Davis down the street. They were identical twins, and C.J. dreamed up his own identical twin brother. Until he was nearly ten years old, he could entertain himself for hours by pretending that he and his brother were playing together in the rare times when he wasn’t working in the shop. 
 
    What was it he named his twin? Ironically, he remembered, he had called his imaginary brother Sammy. How strange was that? He made his twin up out of thin air, but then gave him a name that was almost exactly the name his real, unknown twin had been given by their parents. 
 
    Some of the websites about twins said they shared a telepathic bond, and there were many cases of separated twins who lived lives that were strikingly similar. There were elements of C.J.’s and Sam’s own lives that had some of that effect, like the fact that both of their fathers were dead, both of them studied Criminal Justice in school, and both joined the Army and became MPs. They were even at Fort Leonard Wood at the same time, although in different battalions. It was almost surprising that they’d never met. 
 
    That was where the resemblance seemed to end, though. Sam had come back from the Army and become a cop in Denver, where he’d remained for a decade. It wasn’t until he was wounded in the line of duty that he’d stumbled into PI work. 
 
    C.J., on the other hand, hadn’t been able to fulfill that dream after his DD. He’d had to settle for a regular job, even if it was a good one. Sam had done everything C.J. had dreamed of, while C.J. had been nothing in his own mind but a failure. 
 
    It wasn’t fair. Sam had actually known their real father, who had also been a cop. He’d grown up with their real mother and sister, while C.J. had only his mom. Sam had a family, while C.J. couldn’t let anyone get close to him for fear of his secrets becoming known. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” C.J. muttered to himself. “Sam, you son of a bitch! If we’d’a met years ago, if we’d known about each other, maybe I wouldn’t be so messed up.” 
 
    He went back to the blog page and looked at the photo of Sam and his mother again. He focused on their mother’s face, wondering why she had given him up. What had been wrong with him that made her want to keep Sam, but get rid of his twin brother? 
 
    Unfortunately, the page did not mention Sam’s twin at all, so there was no information about how the twin had allegedly died shortly after he was born. To C.J., the fact he wasn’t included at all meant that Grace Prichard and her husband must have decided they only wanted one of the boys, and had chosen Sam. 
 
    He picked up his phone and dialed his mother’s number, but then cut it off before it could ring. He wasn’t ready to confront her about this, not yet. He’d wait until they were face to face, but there were some things he was going to need to do, first. 
 
    And one of them was to feed the need. This had been such a shock that it was rearing its head once more, even though he’d just had such a good rush the night before. This time, though, he was going to be picky. This time it wasn’t going to be a random girl off the street. 
 
    Sam Prichard had everything, while C.J. had nothing but broken dreams. It was time for things to turn around. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jade Miller had gone straight to Judge Voorhees’ clerk and picked up the order that would allow her to review records at St. Thomas’ Hospital, then drove straight there. The personnel clerk, Jaynee Lang, looked it over and shrugged. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “What is it you’re looking for?” 
 
    “I need to know who was working in the newborn nursery on July thirtieth, thirty-six years ago.” 
 
    Jaynee pursed her lips for a moment. “That’s a ways back,” she said. “Those old records will be back in storage, I don’t think they ever got digitized. Come with me.” 
 
    She turned and led Jade down a long hallway and to a room filled with shelves. Most of the shelves held file boxes, and she looked at index boards on the ends of each rack before turning down one aisle. The box she was looking for, marked “July/August,” was on the top shelf about halfway down the aisle, and she dragged a small stepladder over to get it down. 
 
    “It should be in here,” she said as she carried it to a table. “Let’s see.” 
 
    The two of them stood side by side as she opened the box and started flipping through file folders. “July thirty, here we go.” Jaynee took out a folder and laid it on the table, then they looked at the different forms inside it. 
 
    “Nursery,” she said. “Here it is. What shift are we looking for?” 
 
    “Night shift,” Jade said. “The case I’m working on is about twins born at just after eleven PM.” 
 
    Jaynee ran a finger down the form in front of her. “There were three people in the nursery that night. Carol Brown, Sandra Lewis and May Benjamin. May still works here, she was brand new back then. Carol Brown died about two years ago, I heard, but Sandy Lewis is still around. She doesn’t work here, but she volunteers sometimes.” 
 
    Jade wrote down the names. “Do you have addresses for May and Sandy?” 
 
    “Yes, up in my office.” Jaynee put the papers back in the folder, then put the box away. “Come on, I’ll get them for you.” She started leading the way toward her office, then glanced at Jade. “Can I ask what this is about?” 
 
    Jade nodded. “There were three baby boys born that night,” she said. “A pair of twins and another single birth. One of the twins is supposed to have died, a heart defect, but the other was perfectly healthy. Trouble is, we now have evidence that it was the other baby who died and one of the staff switched him for one of the twins.” 
 
    Jaynee stopped and stared at her. “Oh my God, are you serious?” 
 
    Jade nodded again. “I’m afraid so,” she said. “We know for sure that the twin who supposedly died is alive, and was raised by the other mother. We got a tip that it was one of the nursery staff who did the switch, so that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Jaynee looked at her for a moment, then bit her bottom lip. “May is actually on duty now,” she said. “She’s still in the nursery, but she’s on days now. Come with me, maybe she can tell you what happened.” She started walking, but left the hallway and started down another one. They came to an elevator and she pushed the up button. 
 
    “I don’t know if May will remember anything about that night,” she said as they waited for the car to arrive, “but if she was aware of a switch, I think she’ll tell you that. I’m sure she wouldn’t have had anything to do with it herself, but maybe she’ll have some idea of what happened.” 
 
    “It would help if she can tell me anything,” Jade said. “There are two families who need to be able to understand how something like this could even happen, and there are things about it that make it even more tragic than just a case of switched babies.” She hesitated for a moment, then went on. “It turns out that one of the twins, the one who got switched with the other baby who died, has turned out to be a serial killer. Needless to say, his family wants answers.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s terrible!” Jaynee said. The elevator opened at that moment and they stepped inside. She pushed the button for the third floor and turned back to Jade. “Has he been caught yet?” 
 
    Jade shook her head. “No, not yet,” she said. “We’re working on it, though, with the police.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good, anyway. I just can’t imagine how anybody could do something like this. To just steal someone’s baby, and switch it for another one?” 
 
    “According to the tip we got,” Jade said, “whoever did it was probably trying to be compassionate. The Willis baby, that was the single, apparently died and someone in the nursery felt it was unfair for the Prichards to have two babies that survived. A quick switch, and Mrs. Willis probably never knew that her baby had passed away. Mr. and Mrs. Prichard were told that one of their sons had died of a defective heart condition, but that the other was perfectly healthy. They buried what they thought was one of their own twins and raised the other one, but now Mrs. Prichard knows the truth. Her husband passed away many years ago, and she raised her children alone.” 
 
    Jaynee looked at her, her eyes wide. “You said Prichard? Are you talking about Sam Prichard, the detective? I’d heard about him being arrested for murder, but I’ve been following his blog for more than a year and I just can’t believe he would do something like that.” 
 
    “He didn’t. Unfortunately, his identical twin brother did, which is why the DNA seemed to point to him. We are all working on trying to prove that, now. That’s why this is so important.” 
 
    The elevator stopped and the doors opened, and they stepped onto the maternity floor. Jaynee led the way to the nursery, where a woman in her fifties was sitting at a desk. 
 
    “May?” Jaynee said. “May, this is Jade Miller. She is a private investigator, and she has something she needs to talk to you about.” 
 
    May looked up with a smile. “Goodness, a private investigator? What can I do for you?” 
 
    “May, I want to ask you about something that happened about thirty-six years ago. I understand you were fairly new back then, but I’m hoping you’ll be able to remember it. There was a night when twin boys were born, and another couple had a single baby boy. One of the babies died. Does that sound familiar?” 
 
    May’s eyes darted toward Jaynee, then back to Jade. “I remember that night,” she said. “It was terrible.” 
 
    Jade nodded. “I’m sure it was,” she said. “May, the problem is that we just learned that it wasn’t one of the twin boys who died that night. It was the other baby, the single birth. Someone working in the nursery that night switched the two of them.” She watched May’s face closely. “Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    May lowered her eyes to the desk and tears began to run down her cheeks. “I remember,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for this ever since.” She swallowed hard, then forced himself to look back into Jade’s eyes. “It was the man, you see. He had come down to the nursery to see his son, and he was standing there when the baby suddenly had a seizure. I was the only one in the room at the time, the other girls were dealing with a couple of deliveries. I hurried over to the baby, but he was already gone by the time I got there. There was no response when I tried CPR, and I was about to call for a doctor when the man came bursting into the room. He wanted to know what had happened, and I had to tell him that the baby had died.” She sobbed and closed her eyes. “He stood there, he just stood there and looked at me for the longest moment. I said I needed to call the doctor, and he grabbed me by the arm. He—he told me that it was going to kill his wife, that she had a bad heart and wouldn’t survive it if she knew her baby died. I said there was nothing I could do, and then—that’s when he pointed at the twin boys.” 
 
    She paused and Jade looked at her. “Are you trying to tell me that he forced you to make the switch?” 
 
    May stared at her for a few seconds, then slowly shook her head. “No,” she said sadly. “He just pointed at them, and I knew what he was asking. I looked around and there was nobody watching, so I—I picked up his baby and switched the bands with one of the twins and put him in the isolette.” She swallowed again. “And then I called the doctor and said one of the twins had died. They looked a lot alike, most newborns do. Nobody even questioned it.” She turned and looked at Jaynee. “Am I going to be in trouble?” 
 
    “I think probably,” Jaynee said, her face showing shock. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to let you go, May, no matter what else happens.” 
 
    May nodded. “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “Wait,” Jade said. “May, was that the only time? Did you ever switch any other babies?” 
 
    May looked at her. “Yes,” she said. “But I think maybe I better talk to a lawyer now, before I say anything else.” 
 
    Jade nodded. “That’s probably smart,” she said. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to place you under citizen’s arrest.” She took out her phone and called the police department. “This is Jade Miller, private investigator. I have just made a citizen’s arrest, and need police to come to St. Thomas’ Hospital and take my suspect into custody. The charge? I’m really not sure what it is just yet, but we can start with kidnapping and go from there. The DA will have to figure out the rest.” She listened for a moment, then said, “Thank you.” 
 
    She looked at May. “Let’s go,” she said. “The police are on the way now, they will meet us in the lobby.” 
 
    Jaynee called another nurse over to take charge of the nursery, while May got up from behind the desk and walked dejectedly beside Jade. They rode the elevator together with Jaynee and went toward the front lobby. They sat in a couple of chairs to wait for the police. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” May asked. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Jade said. “This is a very serious thing, May. You have caused a great deal of harm to many people’s lives. The baby you switched in this case? He grew up to become a serial killer, and his twin brother, who didn’t even know he existed, was arrested for his crimes.” 
 
    May nodded. “I wondered if that might be the case,” she said. “I heard about Sam Prichard being arrested for murder, based on DNA. Of course, I recognized the name, so I couldn’t help but wonder.” 
 
    Jade looked at her and the little bit of sympathy she had felt for the woman vanished. “And you were willing to let him face those charges, without coming forward?” 
 
    May shrugged. “I didn’t even know if anyone would believe me,” she said. “After all, that was a long time ago.” 
 
    The squad car pulled up a couple minutes later, and May was arrested. The officer told Jade she would have to come to the station to make a statement, and she agreed. As she walked to her car, she took out her phone to call Sam. 
 
    “I found her,” she said. “The woman who switched your brother for the dead baby. She’s in police custody now, and it turns out she may have done it other times with other babies.” 
 
    “She was still there?” Sam asked. “After all these years?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jade said. “She said it was C.J. Willis’s father who suggested the switch, but that she did it voluntarily. She even told me that she figured out what happened when you were arrested. She just didn’t think it was important enough for her to come forward and tell the truth at the time.” She growled. “Anyway, I have to go down to the PD and make a statement. I don’t know how long that’s going to take, but I’ll be in touch when it’s over.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. “Thank you, Jade.” 
 
   


  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
    Sam walked into O’Rourke’s office minutes before his scheduled appointment at three thirty, and the detective looked up at him. Denny suggested that they send the Caldwell Laboratory report ahead, so Indie had scanned it and emailed it to him. She had included a statement about Sam’s presumed-to-be-dead twin brother and another regarding the confession of May Benjamin. The printout was laying on his desk, which accounted for the look of shocked disbelief O’Rourke was wearing. 
 
    “Prichard,” he began, “I—I don’t know what to think about all of this. Are you going to tell me this is all true? You’ve really got a long-lost twin brother who is murdering young girls, and you never even knew about him?” 
 
    Sam sat in the chair beside O’Rourke’s desk. “I’m as shocked about this as you are,” he said. “Until this morning, I literally believed that my twin brother died the day we were both born, but it’s the only possible way to account for all the facts. Now that we know who switched him for another family’s dead baby, there’s really not any doubt.” He took the photo of C.J. as Boyd Benson out of the folder he was carrying and handed it to the detective. “That was a photo of a suspect in an almost identical murder in Tupelo, Mississippi a few years ago. Except for the fact that I was signing in at the physical therapist every day during that time, even I would think that was me.” 
 
    O’Rourke took the photo and looked at it closely, then looked at Sam. “Very slight differences,” he said, “but yeah, I’d have thought this was you.” He looked at the printout again, then raised his eyes to Sam’s. “It also explains why an eyewitness picked your picture out of a photo lineup. I don’t know what to say, Prichard. This doesn’t completely clear you on Brenda Starling, but it’s a compelling case for reasonable doubt. I’ll admit that, if this twin brother of yours really exists, which he obviously does, and we can link him to these other murders...” 
 
    “We already did,” Sam cut in. “There’s no other possibility for how the recovered suspect DNA in those cases could match mine as closely as the samples you got. And Jeremy at Caldwell says he can positively match them to my brother when he’s caught, which will exonerate me completely.” 
 
    O’Rourke cleared his throat. “What I was trying to say is that you have enough evidence now to make me a believer. You didn’t do it, and I don’t know how to apologize enough over this.” 
 
    Sam waved the apology away. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s like I told Karen Parks, I would have thought the same things you did. The evidence was clear and absolute, until we account for how another person could have such a close match to my DNA. Now that we know about him, we have to concentrate on bringing him in.” 
 
    “But I screwed up,” O’Rourke said. “I was so sure it was you that I wouldn’t even consider any other possibility. I haven’t been looking for the killer, I’ve been looking for more evidence to put you away.” 
 
    “Hey,” Sam said. “Remember what I told you the other day. You can’t let this ruin you, you’re still a good cop. Let’s just put this behind us as soon as we can, and get on with catching my brother. He has to be stopped, and he has to be stopped soon. He struck again last night, and two more victims were found in Illinois today.” 
 
    “I agree,” O’Rourke said. “But first, we need to get you cleared.” He picked up the phone on his desk and hit a button. “Gina, get me Leon Jamison over at the DA’s office.” He held the phone to his ear and waited a moment, then cleared his throat again. “Leon, it’s Dave O’Rourke. We’ve got us a situation, and I need to see you now. Yes, now. I’m sitting here in my office with Sam Prichard, and I’m looking at iron-clad proof that he didn’t kill Brenda Starling.  Yes, dammit, we know who did, but I’m not gonna go into it over the phone. Get hold of Judge Kaufman and let’s meet in his chambers, ASAP. Yes, in his chambers! Trust me, he’s gonna want to hear all of this right now!” 
 
    He slammed the handset down and looked at Sam. “He can be the stubbornest man I’ve ever known, but he’s also honest to a fault. Once he sees all this, he’ll agree that you didn’t do it, so I want the judge in on the conversation. Come on,” he said as he got to his feet. “Let’s head over to the courthouse. Maybe we can get this done today.” 
 
    Sam got up and followed, leaning on his cane, as they made their way out of the office. Harry, Steve, Denny and Summer were waiting in the lobby as they came out, and O’Rourke grinned when he saw the pretty blonde. 
 
    “You said you had something big,” he said, “and you weren’t lying. We’re going to see the DA and the judge right now, if you all want to tag along.” 
 
    “Bloody right, we do,” Denny said, and the four of them got up to follow Sam and O’Rourke out the door. 
 
    Sam rode with the detective and the others followed in Steve’s car. They took Riverside Avenue to Mountain Street, and then cut over to the courthouse and parked in front of the building. Steve pulled in behind them, and they all walked into the building and followed O’Rourke to the third floor, where the judge’s chambers would be found. 
 
    Jamison was waiting for them in the hallway, and he looked worried. 
 
    “Dave,” he said as they came near, “what the hell is this all about? You told me we had Prichard dead to rights, and now you say there’s proof he didn’t do it?” He glanced at Sam, who grinned at him. 
 
    “Is the judge ready for us?” O’Rourke asked. “I don’t wanna go through this twice, so you can both hear it together.” 
 
    Jamison huffed, then tapped on the door beside where he’d been standing. A muffled voice said to come in, and they all followed when the Assistant DA opened the door and walked inside. 
 
    Judge Kaufman looked up in surprise. “Leon? What’s this all about?” his eyes took in the rest of the people following and suddenly got even wider. “Harry Winslow? Are you in the middle of this mess?” 
 
    “On the periphery, Your Honor,” Harry said. “How have you been, Alfie?” 
 
    “Ornery as ever, which I imagine is exactly what you would say in response to that question. How long has it been? Almost three years now?” 
 
    “That would be about right,” Harry said. He looked at Sam. “Alfie was the only judge in the area who knew I was undercover, back when I was running the drug operation. I didn’t want to deal with anybody in Denver because there’s too much corruption down there, but Alfie Kaufman and I served in the Navy together many years ago.” He winked. “So don’t believe any of the stories he tells you about me back then.” 
 
    “And even fewer of the ones he tells you about me,” Kaufman said. He turned to Jamison and O’Rourke. “All right, gentlemen, what is this all about?” 
 
    O’Rourke laid the file folder he was carrying on the judge’s desk and began explaining what they were looking at, with occasional help from Sam and the others. It took nearly a half hour to convince Jamison and the judge that what they were seeing was real, but at last, the judge nodded his head. He picked up a phone and requested a court reporter to come into his chambers, and began speaking once she arrived and set up her recording equipment. 
 
    “In light of these facts, Mr. Prichard,” he said, “I’m going to take judicial notice of your verifiable innocence in this case and dismiss the charges against you at this time. Mr. Jamison, is the state going to object to this ruling?” 
 
    Jamison sighed. “No, Your Honor,” he said, “the state concurs.” 
 
    “Then it is so ordered. Mr. Prichard, your bond is released and you are free of restrictions.” He glanced at Sam’s leg. “You can get rid of that ankle monitor, now.” 
 
    Sam grinned. “Thank you, Your Honor. May I make one other request of the court?” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” the judge said. “What might that be?” 
 
    “Your Honor, I’d like to handle releasing this news to the press. What I’m hoping to do is make my brother panic and make a mistake, so we can find him quickly.” 
 
    “So ordered,” Kaufman said. “The court will not make any formal announcement of the dismissal, nor will the state for the Sheriff’s office. You may make the announcement on your own terms, but the state will confirm the dismissal of charges when questioned about it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Honor,” Sam said. 
 
    “Anything else we need to do here?” Kaufman asked, but no one replied. “Very well, then, the matter is settled. Mr. Prichard, you can let your friends at Windlass know that the bond has been released, and you are free to go.” 
 
    Sam thanked the judge once more and they all filed into the hallway. O’Rourke looked at Sam as they stood for a moment. 
 
    “What’s your game plan?” he asked. “You said you want to make your brother panic; how do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “Simple,” Sam said. “I’m going to tell him I’m coming after him, but not just yet. There are a couple of things I need to do first, and then we’ll be ready to draw him in.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    C.J. rolled west on I-70, passing through central Illinois on his way toward Denver. He was still trying to figure out exactly what he wanted to do when he got there, but it certainly involved learning more about Sam and their mother. The thought that he had a family he didn’t know existed only hours before was still rolling through his mind, and he wanted to know why. 
 
    Some part of him wondered if things might have been different if he had grown up with a twin brother. Maybe he wouldn’t have felt so alone, and maybe he wouldn’t have been so angry all the time. Of course, a lot of that went back to the way his dad was when he was younger, the constant insults and abuse, but C.J. didn’t believe you could really blame all your troubles on your past. He made his own decisions since he was a teenager, including the one that led him to kill the man he thought was his father. 
 
    It was almost scary, how easy it had been. The two of them were alone in the shop that day, the usual crowd of Charlie’s buddies having found something else they wanted to do. It probably involved alcohol, just about everything they did involved alcohol in some way or another, but at least they were gone. C.J. had been cleaning up the differential out of the truck at the parts washer, getting ready to tear it down and put new gears in. 
 
    “Make sure you get all the crud out of there,” Charlie had said. “Won’t do no good to put new gears in if you don’t clean out all the metal grit. They’ll just wear out again and we’ll end up having to fix it for nothing.” 
 
    “I’ll get it all,” C.J. said. “I’m not stupid, you know.” 
 
    “You ain’t?” Charlie asked. “Now, as it is, I seem to recall having to replace the torque converter on a transmission a while back. Something about you not putting it back in properly, as I recall. Remember that? That struck me as pretty stupid, what do you think?” 
 
    C.J. rolled his eyes. “Geez, Pop, that was six years ago. I was what, ten? That was the first time you ever had me put the torque converter back in the transmission, and I didn’t get it locked in right. You could have checked it, you know, make sure it was right before you put the transmission back in the car.” 
 
    Charlie’s big hand struck the back of his head before C.J. could think to move, and it knocked him into the parts washer sink. He got a face full of solvent before he was able to get his feet under him, but by then Charlie was laughing and walking away. C.J. had stood there, fuming, his fists clenched at his side as his dad got on the creeper and slid under the front wheel of the 4 x 4 truck. 
 
    There was a jack stand holding up the other side, but Charlie had just lifted this side with the floor jack. If C.J. had been the one to roll under that wheel, the old man would have kicked him in the side for such stupidity, but it wasn’t the first time C.J. had seen Charlie do so. 
 
    If that jack fell, C.J. thought to himself, an awful lot of my problems would be gone. 
 
    C.J. felt a split second of horror at the thought, then a shiver went down his spine. He looked around to confirm that no one else was in the shop. There was not anyone in sight anywhere nearby. The shop doors were closed because the weather was cool, and no one could see what was going on inside the building. 
 
    It’s now or never, he thought, and then he stopped thinking altogether. He stepped as quietly as he could toward the truck and his dad, reached out and grabbed the handle of the jack and twisted it to the left. 
 
    Charlie had taken the wheel off and set it aside so that he could get to the brake calipers, but there was one stubborn bolt that didn’t want to come out. Getting to it meant keeping a wrench on the bolt head on the outside while reaching up behind the caliper to put another wrench on the nut. There was so much junk in the way overhead that the only way to see the nut was to look up from underneath. 
 
    The jack dropped suddenly and the massive brake rotor landed in the middle of Charlie’s face. He had time for one brief scream, then his skull popped like a pecan in a nutcracker. C.J. had hurried back to the parts washer and leaned against it as he stared at what he had just done, and the reality of it hit him. 
 
    C.J. read a lot of detective novels, which was why he wanted to be a cop. He had never before considered actually committing murder, but now that the deed was done, he started thinking like an investigator.  
 
    He started to wipe his prints off the jack handle, but they would naturally be there; if it was clean, that would be more suspicious than having his fingerprints on it. He thought about what other questions an investigator might ask, what other clues they might look for, and started preparing his story even as he ran toward the phone on the wall. 
 
    “I need help,” he shouted when the 911 operator answered. “It’s my dad, a truck fell on him. Please, please, send an ambulance, please. It looks really, really bad.” 
 
    He surprised himself. He sounded absolutely panicked, just the way somebody would sound in a situation like that, and the tears streaming down his face were a bonus. Anybody who saw them right now would think he was crying out of grief and terror, but the truth was that he was crying from sheer relief. The blood pooling around his dad’s head was like a soft whisper, telling him that all of the pain, all of the abuse, all of the hatefulness was over. 
 
    It took almost ten minutes for the ambulance to arrive, but the cop on duty showed up within three. He came rushing inside and C.J. pointed at his dad, and then the patrolman ran back outside to throw up. He came just inside the building a couple minutes later and motioned for C.J. to come outside with him. 
 
    “Well, what happened?” he asked. He was obviously trying to keep from retching again. 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t know,” C.J. said. “I heard him yell and I looked around, and that’s the way he was. I—I started to try to jack it up, but I heard somebody say that you shouldn’t ever try to move someone when they been hurt. I was afraid I might make it worse.” He let out a sob suddenly and the tears flowed harder. “Is—is he dead?” 
 
    “I don’t know, C.J.,” the cop said. “We’re going to have to let the paramedics figure that out, but I don’t think there was really much you could have done for him. We’ll just wait out here until they get here, okay?” 
 
    Of course, seeing the police car in front of the building with its lights flashing, people from all over the area came hurrying over. The guy who ran the drugstore across the street actually closed up to find out what was happening, but the officer just said there had been an accident. When the ambulance arrived, the paramedics had to push through a crowd to get to the front door and walk inside. 
 
    One of them came out a couple of minutes later and motioned for the cop to step inside. He did, but stayed just inside the door as the paramedic told him that Charlie Willis was undoubtedly dead. 
 
    Somebody had called C. J.’s mother and told her what happened, and she came rushing up in her little Volkswagen beetle. C. J. caught her before she could get into the building, and she clung to him and cried, even while she was trying to ask him what happened. He told her the official story, and was delighted when even more tears came from his own eyes during the telling. 
 
    The local deputy arrived moments later, and between the two cops, they were able to disperse the crowd. The paramedics came out a half hour later with Charlie’s body on the stretcher and covered with a sheet. The cop told C.J. to lock up and take his mother home, and not to reopen until the police got through investigating. 
 
    Strangely, nobody questioned C.J. about how it happened. His story was taken as truth, and no one suggested there might have been any kind of foul play. Almost half the town knew that Charlie was known for taking risks, and more than one of his buddies insisted they had warned him repeatedly about getting under a vehicle that was just sitting on a jack. The coroner ruled within three days that it was an accident, and C.J. was allowed to reopen. 
 
    He spent the first several hours cleaning up, washing the thick, gooey remnants of the blood down the drain and scrubbing the floor to get rid of the stain. Then, carefully, he jacked up the truck and set another jack stand under the wheel that had fallen. He finished putting the differential together and installed, then completed the task of changing the front brake pads and called to tell the customer that the truck was ready. 
 
    “I don’t want that thing,” the man said. “I could never drive the truck again, not after what happened. Tell you what, C.J., I’ll bring you the title and you can sell it for whatever the repair bill was.” 
 
    He hung up without another word and his wife dropped off the title an hour later. C.J. put the truck up for sale and managed to get far more than the repair bill out of it, but that was almost the last money the shop ever brought in. He did occasional tuneups and oil changes, but all of the more serious work was going to one of the bigger garages in Live Oak. He and his mom kept it open for another year, but it wasn’t bringing in enough money. Not long before C.J. turned eighteen, his mother told him they were going to have to sell it. 
 
    C.J. read on the Wikipedia page that Sam’s father had also died when he was a teenager.  Of course, that was probably another of those strange coincidental similarities between twins, but at least it was something they genuinely shared in common. 
 
    Or, it would have been, had the two brothers actually had each other to lean on. C.J. wanted to know why they didn’t, and the only one who could answer that question would be the woman who must have agreed with the decision to give C.J. up. 
 
    C.J. was going to meet his mother for the first time. 
 
   


  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
    Steve drove Sam back to Windlass HQ so the ankle monitor could be removed, and the entire staff turned out to congratulate Sam on the dismissal of the charges. He thanked everyone, especially Ron and Jeff, and they sat down in what had formerly been Sam’s office to discuss their next moves. 
 
    “O’Rourke and Karen both have put out BOLOs on C.J.’s van,” Sam said, “and we’ve given them both his picture. I’m hoping he might get pulled over, or that someone will spot the van and they’ll be able to take him into custody without a fight, but I wouldn’t bet on it. There are two things we can count on. First, C.J. is probably every bit as smart as I am and I happen to know that I’m not stupid. Second, he’s also had quite a bit of police training. He’s going to undoubtedly be anticipating some sort of a move against him. I can’t imagine, after all the news coverage when I was arrested, that he isn’t aware of me by now.” 
 
    “I wonder what’s going through his mind,” Steve said. “If he grew up thinking he’s C.J. Willis, he probably had no more clue that he had a twin brother than you did. Less, since you at least knew that there had been a twin, even if you thought he was dead.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s come as something of a shock,” Sam said, “that somebody who looks that much like him and has similar DNA was arrested for a crime he committed. The only possible logical conclusion is that he is my twin, but if he wasn’t aware that he was switched at birth, then this has to be a real life-changing experience.” 
 
    “Well,” Ron said, “we did as you asked and put a tap on his mother’s phone. I can tell you that he hasn’t called her since then, but we may have been too late. What’s the next step, Sam?” 
 
    “I think the smart move is for me to go and see her,” Sam said. “Could I prevail on you, Ron, to arrange one of the charter flights? I’ll reimburse you, of course.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” Ron said. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll have it set up.” He got up and left the room to make the arrangements. 
 
    “And what about your mum?” Denny asked. “Are you going to take her along?” 
 
    Sam grinned. “I’ll never hear the end of it if I don’t,” he said. “Besides, it might be good to get the two women face-to-face. Have we got an official statement from May Benjamin yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jeff said. “Jade brought a copy from the police department just a little bit ago. It turns out you and your brother were only the first switch she pulled off. There were several others over the years, but she’s refusing to give up any more information about them unless she gets a deal to stay out of prison. The DA is probably going to give her one, just so they can start to figure out who is who.” 
 
    “I’ll need a copy of it,” Sam said. “At least it does confirm what I’m going to tell this poor woman, that the son she raised wasn’t the one she gave birth to.” 
 
    Summer put a hand on his arm. “Just remember, Sam,” she said, “you’re also going to be telling her that her son died, and she never knew it. She’s probably going to be resistant to all of it, at least at first.” 
 
    “I can imagine. This is definitely going to be a shock to her.” 
 
    Harry cleared his throat. “Sympathy is good, Sam,” he said, “but too much sympathy will give her a reason to try to live in denial. You have to be firm, even if you are trying to be sensitive to her feelings. The fact of the matter is that the man she thought of as her own child is murdering young women, and she has to accept that fact. If she doesn’t, she will never be able to survive the shock, at least not emotionally.” 
 
    “I understand that, Harry,” Sam said. “I think I can handle it.” 
 
    Jeff moved his chair close to Sam. “Let me get that monitor off you,” he said. He leaned down with a key in his hand to unlock it. 
 
    “Go for it,” Sam said. He took out his phone and called his wife.  
 
    “Hey, babe,” Indie said. “How did it go with O’Rourke?” 
 
    “Well, he was so blown away by the evidence that he dragged me and Jamison in to see the judge. The charges against me were all dismissed, baby. I’m at Windlass, and Jeff is taking off my ankle bracelet now.” 
 
    He could hear the big smile in her voice. “Oh, that’s such a relief,” she said. “So, what happens now?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m calling,” Sam said. “Is Mom still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s sitting right across from me, with Carrie. Why?” 
 
    “Tell her to run home and pack an overnight bag, and then meet me back at the house as soon as she can. We’re going to Florida.” 
 
    “Florida? You’re going down to see his mother?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think that’s the next step. Tell her to be quick, because I’ll be home in about half an hour.” 
 
    “She’s already headed out the door,” Indie said with a laugh. “I’ll see you when you get here. Love you.” 
 
    Ron came into the room as Sam ended the call. “Flight’s all set,” he said. “I got lucky and there was one of the planes available at the airport right now, with a fresh crew. You can leave anytime you’re ready to go.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” Sam said. “Denny? You mind to give me and Harry a ride home?” 
 
    “Be my pleasure, mate,” Denny replied. “You sure you don’t want me to come along?” 
 
    “I think I can handle it,” Sam said, grinning. “Mom is pretty tough, she can back me up. What you can do, though, is keep an eye on my family while I’m gone. If C.J. heard the news about me being arrested, he’ll probably figure out that we must be related. Since we don’t know where he is, I want to be sure he doesn’t get to Indie or the kids.” 
 
    Denny shrugged, and then the three of them left the building. Harry got into the back while Sam climbed into the passenger side of Denny’s car and they got to Sam’s house thirty minutes later. 
 
    Grace wasn’t back yet and Kim had gone with her, so Sam told Harry and Denny to have a seat in the living room with Carrie, then grabbed Indie and took her to the bedroom for a few minutes alone with his wife. Kenzie was still playing down the street, so Indie called a short time later to ask her to come home to say goodbye to her daddy. The child came running in the door a couple minutes later. 
 
    “Daddy! Where are you going?” 
 
    “Sweetheart, I have to take a trip to Florida, but I should be back sometime tomorrow. There’s a lady down there I have to go talk to. It’s really important, Kenzie.” 
 
    The little girl hugged him as she sat in his lap in the recliner, then looked him in the eye. “But you won’t get shot again, right?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes went wide. “I certainly hope not,” he said with a grin. “Grandma Grace is coming with me, so she’ll make sure nobody shoots me, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Kenzie said. “She can take care of you, I guess.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “And Uncle Harry and Denny will be here to help take care of you and Mommy and Bo,” he said. “You can show Uncle Harry your latest Disney favorites. He always gets a kick out of that.” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Harry said. “Which one is it?” 
 
    Kenzie happily shoved a DVD into the player and crawled up beside Harry on the couch. Denny and Carrie were sitting on it, as well, and Kenzie’s addition forced them to sit a little closer together. Sam noticed that neither of them seemed to be objecting. 
 
    The two grandmas reappeared ten minutes after that, and Sam picked up the bag that Indie packed for him. He was about to walk out the door when Kim caught him by the arm. He stopped and looked at her, and then he groaned. 
 
    “Let me guess,” he said, “Beauregard?” 
 
    Kim nodded. “He says to come back as quickly as you can, because your brother is more dangerous than you think he is. He knows about you, now, Sam. He knows you’re his twin brother.” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “I knew he’d figure it out sooner or later,” he said. “I was actually counting on it, to be honest. With any luck, it’ll help me draw him out to where we can catch up to him. I just need to learn as much as I can about him from the woman who raised him before I let the story out to the press.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kim said. “He just wanted me to tell you.” She glanced at Denny. “Is he going to be staying here while you’re gone?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Just a precaution, but yes. I thought about what I would do if I were in C.J.’s position, and just found out I had a twin brother. I might decide to start poking around his life, so if he and I are really alike, I think he might do the same.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Sam,” Kim said. “But Beauregard says you’re going up against someone who is totally evil and, except for that, exactly like you. Did you ever see that Star Trek episode where Captain Kirk got split into two parts? One side was good, but the other was evil. It’s going to be like that, with the good side fighting the evil side. And Sam? Beauregard says he doesn’t know who will win.” 
 
    “Then do me a favor,” Sam said, “and don’t tell Indie anything about that. Let’s keep that between us, shall we?” 
 
    Kim nodded, and Sam went out the door to where his mother was waiting in her car. He slid into the passenger seat and looked at her. 
 
    “You’re sure you’re up for this?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Grace said. “What was all that about with Kim? Beauregard again?” 
 
    “Yeah. The old spook says fighting my evil twin may be pretty dangerous. He doesn’t know which one of us will win if it comes down to that.” 
 
    “You win,” Grace said with conviction. “You always do.” 
 
    She started the car, backed out of the driveway, and headed to the airport. Sam guided her to the charter gate and she parked in the small parking lot beside it. They took their bags and headed toward the Cessna jet waiting on the tarmac. 
 
    “Mr. Prichard?” A man in a pilot’s uniform got up from a bench beside the building. “I’m Lanny Davis, your pilot.” Another man and a woman got up from where they had been sitting beside him. “This is Mike Carriker, my copilot, and Julie Brenner, your flight attendant.” 
 
    “Sam Prichard,” Sam said, shaking hands with all of them. “This is my mother, Grace Prichard. Are we all set?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Davis said. “They said you’re going to Jenksville, so I filed a flight plan for Lake City. It’s about half an hour away, but it’s the closest runway that can handle this plane.” 
 
    “That’ll be fine,” Sam said. “I can rent a car there, right?” 
 
    “I would think so.” Davis led the way to the airplane and they all climbed aboard. The engines fired up and they were in the air less than fifteen minutes later. 
 
    “I bet you get used to traveling like this,” Grace said. “I certainly could.” 
 
    “Ron has a deal with the charter company,” Sam said, “so he gets a discount, but this flight is probably still going to cost several thousand dollars. It’s nice, but not something I could afford on a regular basis.” 
 
    The flight would last four and a half hours, so Sam leaned his seat back and got comfortable. Grace followed suit a moment later, and the two of them dozed during the trip. The flight attendant checked on them periodically and offered them dinner at one point. 
 
    “What have you got?” Sam asked. “It is getting to be dinnertime.” 
 
    “You have a choice,” Julie said. “We have roast beef sandwiches with Swiss cheese and chips, or pepperoni pizza.” 
 
    “Pizza sounds good,” Grace said. 
 
    “I can go along with that,” Sam said. Julie returned a few minutes later with a pair of small pizzas and soft drinks, then left them to enjoy the meal. 
 
    It was almost midnight in Florida when they touched down at the Lake City airport, and the car rental counter was closed. There was a taxi service number on the bulletin board, so Sam called for a cab to take them to a hotel. They ended up at the Ramada Inn, and Sam got them each a room. 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the breakfast room at eight,” he said as they entered their rooms. “I’ll have a rental car brought to us in the morning. Bring your bag down, because we’re going to head home tomorrow. Might as well check out when we leave in the morning.” 
 
    “All right, Sam. See you in the morning, then.” 
 
    Sam went into his room and called Indie to let her know he and his mother arrived safely. He promised to call her after his meeting in the morning, then set an alarm and crawled into bed, and was quickly sound asleep. 
 
    The alarm woke him at seven, and he dragged himself off the bed. He went into the bathroom and took care of morning necessities, then stripped down and got into the shower. The water was hot and the pressure was great, so he let it run over him for half an hour as he mentally prepared himself for the day ahead. 
 
    Freshly showered and shaved, he got dressed in the clean suit he had brought and then called the car rental company to arrange for a car to be dropped off. The clerk assured him that it would be ready and waiting for him at the front desk by eight thirty, and Sam headed to the breakfast room. 
 
    The hotel offered a continental breakfast, and that was fine with Sam. He was particularly fond of the waffles such hotels always had available, and was surprised to find his mother already there. 
 
    “Sit down,” she said. “I knew you’d be here any minute, so I’ve got a waffle in the iron for you already. Get some coffee and have a seat and I’ll bring it to you when it’s done.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” he said with a grin. “It’s been a long time since you made me breakfast.” 
 
    “Too long,” she replied. The waffle iron signaled that it was finished a moment later, and she flipped it over and popped it onto a plate. She brought it to him with a fork and the butter and syrup, then went back to make her own. Moments later, the two of them were sitting at a small table, eating their waffles. 
 
    “I got a car coming,” Sam said. “It should be here any time. They’re going to leave the keys and paperwork at the front desk for me.” 
 
    “Good,” Grace said. “Sam, I’m a little nervous. Yesterday I was all gung ho, ready to confront this woman, but what can I really say to her?” 
 
    “Just let me do the talking at first,” Sam said. “Once we get her to understand what happened, then you can talk to her about C.J. You said you wanted to know what he was like as a child, right? I plan to listen in, to see if maybe I can gain a little insight into how to deal with him.” 
 
    “Sam, do you think there’s any possibility that she knows—that she knows what he does?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mom. I suppose it’s possible, but I’d like to think that it’s something he would keep from her.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    They finished eating a short time later and went to the front desk. Sam checked them out and collected the car keys and rental agreement, then they went outside to find the car in the parking lot. It was sitting close to the entrance to the building, and flashed its lights when Sam hit the button on the key fob. They climbed in and Sam put Mrs. Willis’s address into the nav app on his phone. 
 
    It was a thirty minute drive to her house, and Sam followed the directions carefully. It led them onto I-75, and they got off the interstate a short time later. There, it was only a few more minutes to their destination, and they pulled up in front of a two-story house on a small side street. 
 
    Sam and Grace got out of the car and walked toward the front door, Sam leaning on his cane. Flying always made his hip ache, but it wasn’t too bad. There was no doorbell, so he knocked on the front door and waited. 
 
    A tiny woman in her fifties, barely even five feet tall, opened the door with a smile, and almost threw her arms around Sam, but then she stopped. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “Oh, my, you look so much like my son…” 
 
    “Mrs. Willis,” Sam said, “my name is Sam Prichard. I’m afraid your son is what we’re here to talk to you about. Could we have a few minutes of your time?” 
 
    Vanessa Willis stared at him for a moment, then slowly nodded her head. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, come in.” Her eyes were darting back and forth between Sam and his mother as she stepped aside and let them enter. 
 
    “Mrs. Willis,” Sam said as he sat on the couch when she offered, “this is my mother, Grace Prichard. What I’m about to tell you is going to sound strange, so I’m afraid I need to ask you to keep an open mind.” 
 
    “It’s about C.J., you said,” Vanessa replied. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “As far as I know at the moment,” Sam said. He started to speak again, then stopped and licked his dry lips. “Mrs. Willis, your son C.J. and I were born the same day, in the same hospital in Denver. I was one of a set of twins, identical twins. You gave birth to a single baby boy.” 
 
    Vanessa stared at him. “Oh, my God,” she said. “You’re saying that—oh, God, how could this happen?” 
 
    “Mrs. Willis, we’ve spoken with one of the nurses who was on duty in the nursery the night we were born. This is going to be hard to tell you, but—Mrs. Willis, your son, your baby, died in the nursery of a heart problem. The nurse said that she had just realized what had happened, and was trying to perform CPR to revive him, when your husband came into the room. He saw what had happened, and told her that you had a bad heart and that he was afraid the shock of losing your baby might kill you.” 
 
    Vanessa began slowly shaking her head as tears started to run down her cheeks. “Oh, no,” she said. “He didn’t…” 
 
    “He only suggested the possibility of switching babies with one of the twins,” Sam said. “The nurse admitted that she made the decision to do so herself. She picked up my brother and switched the armbands, then laid him in your son’s crib and put your baby in my brother’s. Then she called the doctors and said that it was my brother who died suddenly.” 
 
    Vanessa, still shaking her head from side to side, focused her eyes on Grace. “I didn’t know,” she said. “I swear to you, I didn’t know.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Grace said softly. “We buried your baby, thinking he was ours.” 
 
    Vanessa sniffled, then wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her sweater. “No wonder you look so much like C.J.,” she said. “You’re his twin brother. Oh, God, it explains so many things. C.J., he never looked like us, he never acted like anyone in our family. He was so different, but I just thought he was my son, so I accepted it.” She smiled sadly. “He asked me once if he was adopted, because he knew how different he was. I remember assuring him that he was my own flesh and blood. Oh, God, how could I have been so blind?” 
 
    “Mrs. Willis, I’m afraid there’s more,” Sam said. “You see, the reason we found out about C.J. is because—it’s because I was arrested a few days ago. There was a young girl who was murdered, and they found the killer’s DNA on her body, but when they ran it through the DNA database system like they do on the police shows, it came back to me. They thought I had actually killed this girl, but we know now that it—it was C.J. who did it.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
    C.J. stopped in Kansas City and got a room for the night, checking into a cheap hotel where he could pay cash and wouldn’t have to answer a lot of questions. His instincts were kicking in, telling him that the situation could easily blow up in his face. When he got into the room, his first thought was to get on his computer and start scanning for news about the case Sam had been arrested on, and later he was very glad he did. 
 
    While the judge had agreed to keep news of Sam’s release quiet, they had not reckoned with the stubbornness of reporters. A local newspaper reporter had seen Sam walking out of the courthouse and started asking questions. The clerk, unaware of the judge’s order, acknowledged that the charges against Sam had been dismissed, but said she didn’t know why. 
 
    The reporter rushed back and filed a story, but it had been late in the day and it only showed up on the newspaper’s website. It wouldn’t hit the streets until the following afternoon, but finding it on the website told C.J. that Sam probably knew about him. With DNA evidence, the only way he could have gotten the charges dismissed would be by coming up with proof that the DNA could not have been his own. Since there was only one other person it could belong to, C.J. knew that Sam must have learned about his existence. 
 
    Or maybe he had known all along. Maybe Sam had been told, as he was growing up, that he had a twin brother out there someplace who had been given away. Sam was supposed to be some sort of super professional investigator, according to all the articles C.J. found. Why did he never bother to look him up, to come find him? Maybe it could have made a difference. 
 
    In any case, it was time for C.J. to become someone else. The van was parked outside his room, and he went out to it immediately. There was an abandoned gas station up the street, and it took him only minutes to get the garage door open and put the van inside, out of sight. He dug out his stash of alternate identities, packed items he wanted to take with him and locked the door. With any luck, he’d be back to get the van in a few days, but some part of him felt like he was saying goodbye to it forever. 
 
    He went to the motel and got some sleep, then got up early the next morning and went looking for some new transportation. There was a used car lot a half mile down the road, and he walked all the way. He had money stashed in accounts for all of his identities, and it didn’t take him long to buy a five-year-old Mustang. 
 
    Luckily, one of his IDs had a Kansas address. It only took a few minutes to get license plates for the car, and then he went to the motel to pack the things he was taking with him. Afterward, he stopped for lunch and then got on the highway. 
 
    Denver was another eight hours away. He’d have to locate his mother’s house after he got there, but he was pretty good with the computer. He didn’t figure that would be too much trouble. 
 
    And speaking of mothers, he thought about calling his own—well, the woman he had thought was his own mother. He picked up his phone from the console, but changed his mind. He didn’t know what to say to her, and he wasn’t ready to handle that confrontation just yet. 
 
    First, he wanted to meet the woman who had given birth to him. He wanted to look her in the eyes when he asked her how she could stand to give up one of her children, how she could sleep at night knowing that she had cast him out into the world. 
 
    Once he had her answer, he would decide what to do next. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Oh my God,” Vanessa wailed. “No, no, that’s not true, that can’t be true. C.J., he’s a gentle soul, he would never hurt anybody. He’s never even…” Her voice trailed off. “Are you sure? Is there any doubt?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The DNA came back as a perfect match for me, because it came from him. We were able to find several other cases from the past, girls who were killed by the same person, and that DNA also matched mine. That we know of so far, he’s killed at least seven young girls, and probably more.” 
 
    Vanessa started crying harder, shaking her head vigorously. “I should’ve known, I should have known,” she said. “He was always on the road, he hasn’t been home in years. Oh, my God, how could he do this?” 
 
    “It’s probably something that happened once maybe by accident,” Sam said. “For some people, once you’ve done something like that, you feel a need to do it again. We think maybe that’s what happened with C.J.” He looked into her eyes. “Has there ever been any other evidence of violence in his life? You seemed like something occurred to you a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Vanessa made a valiant effort and got herself under control. “Well,” she said, “there was something that happened when he was in the army. He had a girlfriend, and he caught her with somebody else. I guess they got in a big fight, and C.J.—C.J. tried to shoot him.” She chewed her bottom lip for a couple of seconds, then closed her eyes. “And some people,” she said, “some people think maybe the accident that killed his dad—that killed my husband, I mean, they think maybe it wasn’t really an accident after all. Charlie was always kind of mean to C.J., and sometimes he was mean to me. I never understood why, but—maybe it’s because he knew the truth. Maybe he was mad because C.J. wasn’t really his son. Maybe he was mad at me because our baby died.” She broke down and started sobbing. 
 
    “Are you saying that you think C.J. killed your husband?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I never thought so before,” she said, “not before what happened in the army. But some people, they heard about that and started saying maybe it wasn’t an accident after all. I guess a lot of people knew that C.J. didn’t really get along with Charlie all that well, that Charlie was pretty mean to him. I mean, things really did get a lot better after Charlie…” 
 
    Grace, sitting on the end of the couch closest to Vanessa’s chair, reached over and laid a hand on her arm. 
 
    “This isn’t your fault, you know,” she said softly. “All we can do is love our children, we can’t really control who they are or who they become.” 
 
    Vanessa looked at her and tried to smile. “But he wasn’t my child, after all. I should’ve known. A mother should know those things, don’t you think?” 
 
    “We can only know what we’re told,” Grace said. “You were told he was your son, and I was told that one of my boys had died.” 
 
    “I should’ve known,” Vanessa said again. “I just should have known.” 
 
    “Mrs. Willis,” Sam said, “when was the last time you heard from C.J.?” 
 
    She looked up at him sharply. “Yesterday,” she said. “He called me yesterday, and said he’s going to come down and see me next week.” 
 
    “He called you? Do you have his phone number?” 
 
    Vanessa shook her head. “No,” she said. “He says they keep giving him a different phone, and it’s always a different number. It’s some company he works for that does it, so that’s why he always calls me. He knows I can’t get hold of him.” 
 
    “Did he say where he was at when he called?” 
 
    “Oh, he said—he said he was in Illinois.” She looked at Sam. “Is that important?” 
 
    Sam closed his eyes for a second. “His last two victims were in Illinois,” he said. “They were a pair of sisters. One of them was eighteen, but the other was only eleven.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Vanessa wailed again. The tears were streaming down her face as she resumed shaking her head side to side. She wrapped her arms around herself and was rocking back and forth on the chair. 
 
    “Mrs. Willis,” Sam said, “is there anything you can think of about C.J. that might help us to find him? We have to stop him before he hurts anybody else. I don’t want to hurt him, I just need to stop him from hurting any other girls.” 
 
    She kept shaking her head. “I don’t know,” she said, “I don’t know. I don’t think I know anything about him at all, not anymore.” 
 
    “What about where he lives? Does he have a house somewhere, a home base?” 
 
    Still rocking and shaking her head, she said, “I don’t know where, but he has a house. He said he only gets to go home once or twice a year, and I think it’s somewhere out west. He talks about the desert sometimes, like he lives close to the desert.” 
 
    Sam scowled. Living close to the desert could mean just about anything. 
 
    “Okay, we know that he drives an old Chevy van. Do you know if he has any other vehicles?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t know anything about that. Mr. Prichard, I haven’t seen C.J. in nearly fifteen years. It wasn’t long after he came back from the army, when he couldn’t find a job around here. He went to work for some company, fixing generators at different places around the country, and I guess he’s been with them ever since. He called me once or twice a month, but yesterday was the first time he even talked about coming to visit.” She sniffled again. “That’ll probably never happen, now.” 
 
    Sam looked at her for a moment, then turned to his mother. “I’m going to give you two a little time,” he said. He got up and walked outside, then went to the car and sat on the hood. He took out his phone and called Indie. 
 
    “Hi, babe,” she said. “How’s it going down there?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say Mrs. Willis is taking it well, but she believes us. She thought I was C.J., at first.” 
 
    “Of course she did,” Indie said. “You look just like him. Did you tell her about…” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam said. “We told her about the murders. She’s crying a lot, keeps saying she should have known that he wasn’t really her son, or that he was dangerous. I’m letting Mom talk to her at the moment. I think maybe the two of them need to talk some things out, so I came outside to call you. Denny still there?” 
 
    “He’s here,” Indie said. “I’ve been tempted to shoot him a couple of times, but I’ve managed to restrain the impulse. He slept on the couch last night and got up early this morning,  and Carrie slept in your recliner. The two of them managed to get Kenzie and Bo without waking me up, so by the time I came out of the bedroom, they were all four in the process of wrecking the living room.” 
 
    Sam grinned. “Denny’s just a big kid himself,” he said. “Tell them I said he has to clean up after himself.” 
 
    “He already did,” she said, chuckling. “One look at my face was all it took. Harry used the guest room upstairs, and he just came down a little while ago. He’s sitting in the kitchen with me, having coffee. Do you know when you’ll be home yet?” 
 
    “We’ll be back tonight, sometime. Ron arranged for the plane to stay at the airport until I need it, so all I have to do is call the pilot. I’m gonna let Mom talk with Mrs. Willis for a while, and then we’ll probably head back to the airport.” 
 
    “Okay, baby. I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you more,” Sam said automatically. They whispered a few more sweet nothings to each other, and then Sam hung up the phone and put it in his pocket. 
 
    He took it out a moment later and called Karen Parks. “Karen? It’s Sam.” 
 
    “Like I wouldn’t recognize your number,” she said testily. “Have you seen the news?” 
 
    “News? What now?” 
 
    “Well, you said they were keeping it quiet about the charges being dismissed, but somebody let the cat out of the bag. Fort Collins paper had it this morning, and now it’s all over the place. Word is that you were cleared because of an error in the DNA sampling, so they aren’t talking about your secret twin just yet.” 
 
    “Well, great,” Sam said. “Trust me, C.J. will figure it out. Any word on the BOLO’s?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. Believe me, I’d be ringing your phone if we found him. Where the hell are you, anyway?” 
 
    “A dinky little town called Jenksville, Florida. Kinda reminds me of Mayberry, that sort of town. This is where C.J. grew up, and I came to talk to the woman who raised him. I’m convinced she had no idea that he wasn’t her son, or that he was dangerous. She isn’t really taking it very well, to be honest.” 
 
    “Well, put yourself in her shoes,” Karen said. “How would you like it if somebody showed up at your door one day to tell you one of your kids was a serial killer? Is she able to help at all?” 
 
    “No. C.J. doesn’t come around, and she doesn’t even have a regular phone number for him. He claims the company he works for keeps changing his number, but he’s probably just using burner phones.” 
 
    “Burner phones, fake IDs—Sam, this boy is apparently pretty serious about doing his thing. He’s probably buried his original identity long ago.” 
 
    “I know it,” Sam said. “Mom wants me to try to take him alive, and I’m sure Mrs. Willis feels that way, too, but I wonder if it’ll even be possible. He’s probably going to put up a fight whenever somebody goes to arrest him.” 
 
    “Hey, on that note,” Karen said. “I was looking at the list of similar cases to the Brenda Starling murder, and I stumbled across something. In Evansville, Indiana, six years ago, another girl was murdered in similar fashion. It has all the hallmarks of one of his killings, but there’s something else about it. An hour after the body was found, a local cop pulled over what he described as an old cargo truck. He radioed it in, but said he couldn’t read the license plate because of dirt on it, so he was going to get out and talk to the driver. He never reported back in, and his body was found two hours later. He had been shot in the head with a twenty-two, and his body was dragged off the road into a ditch. After that, the killer must’ve been wearing gloves, because he got into the squad car and drove it right over on top of the body, but no prints were ever found. I think we should assume he’s more than willing to put up a fight, and even to kill a cop.” 
 
    Sam let out a sigh. “This just gets worse and worse,” he said. 
 
    “Hey,” Karen said. “Don’t you start beating yourself up over this, Sam. You didn’t even know your brother existed before yesterday, so none of this could possibly be your fault.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam said, “but I just can’t help wishing I’d known about him sooner. Even if I couldn’t stop him from becoming what he is, at least some of those girls might still be alive.” 
 
    “You want to get mad at anybody,” Karen said, “get mad at the nurse who switched them. Or get mad at Beauregard, for not telling you about him sooner. What good is having a ghost around if he can’t warn you about something this bad?” 
 
    “Beauregard says it doesn’t work like that,” Sam said. “He can’t pick and choose what he knows, he just has to go with it when it comes.” He shook his head. “I don’t even believe in Beauregard, and here I am defending him. Go figure.” 
 
    “Whatever. When are you coming back?” 
 
    “I’ll be back tonight. I’ll check in with you when I get back, or tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, if the news is out that I’ve been released, you might refresh the BOLO around there. I’ve got Denny and Harry watching over Indie and the kids, because it strikes me there’s a possibility C.J. might want to come and look us up. Let’s face it, he would’ve seen my picture on the news. Can’t be too hard to figure out what happened.” 
 
    “Can’t be,” Karen said. “You figured it out.” 
 
    Sam ended the call and put the phone away, then sat on the hood of the car a few more minutes. Finally, when his hip was complaining about the lack of a cushion, he got up and went back toward the house. 
 
    Grace and Vanessa were sitting on the couch, both of them with tears on their faces. Grace was holding the other woman’s hand, and they both looked up as Sam entered the room. 
 
    “She’s a strong woman, Sam,” Grace said. “She loves him, but she understands that he has to be stopped.” 
 
    “Just, please,” Vanessa said, “please try not to hurt him. I realize he may end up spending the rest of his life in prison, or he might even get—he might get the chair, but I’d just like to see him one more time. I just want to tell him that, no matter what may have happened the night you boys were born, I still loved him. I always did, and I always will.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sam said. “My mother feels the same way. We’re going to do our best to bring him in alive and safe.” He didn’t feel it necessary to say that it was entirely up to C.J. whether that was going to be successful. 
 
    Grace promised to let Vanessa know of any developments, then got to her feet. “It’s time for us to go, Sam,” she said. “We need to get back home.” 
 
    Sam looked at the tiny woman on the couch. “Mrs. Willis,” he said, “I’m truly sorry we had to give you this kind of news, but we’re doing everything we can to try to find C.J. and stop anyone else from getting hurt. Everything we learn can help to achieve that, so I thank you for giving us your time.” 
 
    She slowly raised her eyes to meet his. “Wait,” she said. “I don’t know if—please don’t think I’m crazy, but—C.J.’s room. It’s exactly the way it was the day he left, I’ve never moved anything. I go in and dust once in a while, but that’s all. At first, I just thought I’d leave it the way it was because I figured he’d be home some day, but then it’s just become, well, sort of like my only connection to him. Maybe, if you’d like to take a look at it…” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “Which way?” 
 
    “Go up the stairs, and it’s the first door on the right. The door’s closed, but that’s just to keep the dust down.” 
 
    Sam turned and walked to the staircase, then made his way up them. There was a landing halfway up and the stairs turned to the left, and then he emerged onto the second floor. He went to the first door on the right and grasped the knob, stood for just a moment as he forced himself to relax, then opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
    His brother’s room. Sam would have felt some sort of recognition even if he hadn’t known whose room it was, because it was almost identical to the one he had grown up in. There was a twin bed with plain brown covers on it, just like the bed he had slept in throughout his teens. There was a dresser that was quite similar to the one he had, and the top was covered with model cars and airplanes, just as his had been. A bookcase stood against the wall beside the window, and Sam walked over to look at the titles. 
 
    The Foundation Trilogy and other books by Isaac Asimov. A number of titles by Robert A. Heinlein. There was a large collection of detective novels, including all of Sam’s own favorite authors like Robert Ludlum, John D. McDonald, Elmore Leonard, and even Mickey Spillane. 
 
    There were a couple of football trophies on the shelves, and Sam spotted a number of photos from C.J.’s teenage years. They were so similar to the ones that had adorned his own walls that it sent a chill down his spine. This could have been his own room, and he had to look closely to find any serious differences. 
 
    Sam opened the closet door and saw C.J.’s army uniform hanging there. It was covered in plastic, just the way his own uniform was back home, but then he noticed something on the shelf overhead. He reached up and took down a box that was covered in dust, and it dawned on him that Vanessa was probably so short that she never knew it was there. He set it on the dresser and opened the top, then froze. 
 
    Inside the box was a Polaroid photograph of a man laying partly under a truck. It was a color photo, and Sam realized instantly that it was a picture of Charlie Willis laying dead. Vanessa had said he died in an accident, and Sam remembered Indie telling him that it was some sort of shop incident. Any speculation that it was an accident went out of his mind as he looked at the photo, because only C.J. could have taken it. He probably had it on him when he called to report that his father had been killed. 
 
    There were other things in the box, including some folded notebook pages. Sam opened them and looked at them, and he started to grin when he recognized poetry and thought of his own youthful verses, but then he began to read them. The grin vanished instantly. 
 
    Insanity 
 
    by C.J. Willis 
 
    I look at those around me with their empty vacant eyes, 
 
    And realize the smiles they wear are nothing but more lies, 
 
    If I must bear to see them any longer I declare, 
 
    I’ll cut their throats and let them bleed while I just laugh and stare. 
 
      
 
    My Secret 
 
    by C J Willis 
 
     I see you in the darkness as you try to hide away, 
 
    I know you for the evil that is hidden through the day, 
 
    You think that you have fooled me, that I cannot see the truth, 
 
    But I know you, you foul monster that was once known as my youth, 
 
    I can see your evil smile as you come stalking through the night, 
 
    To steal away my secrets and to drag them to the light, 
 
    But I will make you suffer if you take away my dreams, 
 
    For I live and breathe their torment, and I revel in their screams, 
 
    Down deep in secret cellars where my innocence was lost, 
 
    I left you there behind me and I gladly paid the cost, 
 
    To feed my soul with bloodscreams and to taste the murderer’s wine, 
 
    Go back, lost youth, and leave me here to feast on fear divine, 
 
    And then when I am sated and the blood calls me no more, 
 
    I’ll dance the jig of innocence and play on childhood’s shore, 
 
    And make believe that she is not a-rotting down below, 
 
    Where I left her in the cellar where no other dares to go. 
 
      
 
    Sam felt a shiver run down his spine and took out his phone. He dialed Indie, but not before he peeked out the door to make sure no one was coming up the stairs. 
 
    “Indie? I need you to look something up for me. I’m in Jenksville, Florida. I need to know about any murders or disappearances here, between fourteen and twenty-two years ago.” 
 
    “Really? Okay, give me just a minute.” He could hear her tapping on the keys of her computer for a moment, and then she said, “Sam? How did you know?” 
 
    His heart sank. “What did you find?” 
 
    “A fifteen-year-old girl disappeared twenty years ago. People thought she ran away, but her friends and family said they didn’t believe it. Her name was Cynthia Alderson, and she was a very popular girl in the high school. Cheerleader, in the band, all that sort of stuff. Disappeared without a trace.” She paused for a second. “Are you thinking there’s a connection?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Sam said. He read her the poem, My Secret, and she groaned. “Yeah,” he said. “Sounds like maybe C.J. started earlier than we thought. All I have to do is find the cellar he talks about.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Indie said. “I’m checking county records on the Willis address. According to what I see here, that house does not have a basement or cellar.” 
 
    Sam sighed. “Well, there’s one way to find out. I’ll call you back in a little while.” 
 
    He put the phone in his pocket, then tucked the poems into another one. He looked around the room for another moment, then closed the door and went downstairs. Grace and Vanessa were still sitting on the couch, and they looked up as he came into the living room. 
 
    “Mrs. Willis,” Sam said, “is there a basement or cellar under this house?” 
 
    The woman blinked at him. “The basement? There was one, but we closed it off a long time ago. Animals kept getting in that way, coming up the stairs into the kitchen. Nobody’s been down there in thirty years or more.” 
 
    “Did C.J. ever know about it?” 
 
    She cocked her head and looked at him. “I’m sure he did,” she said. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Is there any way I can get down into it and look around? I don’t want to say why just yet, but it could be important.” 
 
    She stared at him for a couple seconds, then slowly got to her feet. “In the kitchen,” she said. “There’s a trap door that leads down into it, but we put a cabinet on top of it to keep the critters out.” 
 
    Sam and his mother followed her into the kitchen, and then Sam helped to slide the cabinet aside. The trapdoor was about two feet square, with a steel ring attached to it to help lift it up. Sam turned back to Vanessa. “Would you happen to have a flashlight?” 
 
    She stepped aside for a moment and pulled one out of a drawer in her kitchen cabinets. She turned it on to make sure the batteries weren’t dead, then handed it to him. “What do you expect to find down there?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I hope,” Sam said. He grasped the ring and lifted the trapdoor, then shone the light into the dark, empty space. There were steps leading down, very steep steps like you would find on a ship. Sam carefully stepped onto them, testing the top one with his weight before lifting his foot from the floor above. He slowly, carefully made his way down until he was standing on a dirt floor. 
 
    He shined the light around. There were plenty of signs of animals being in the basement, including many years worth of what he suspected was cat droppings, but nothing seemed to be moving or living down there at the moment. There were old boxes that were rotting away, and piles of what looked like rags, and Sam found a long stick to poke them with. 
 
    The basement was not large, roughly fifteen feet square. He made his way around it carefully, trying his best not to step in anything terrible, but then he noticed a pile of dirt near one side. He walked over and looked closely, then shone the light at the wall beside it. 
 
    Someone had dug a tunnel, or an entryway. The dirt on the floor had come from the digging as somebody opened a space near the foundation of the house in order to get into the basement. Sam looked closely and tried to see if it might’ve been the work of an animal, but there were obvious marks of a shovel. Somebody had cut this entry in deliberately, and another shiver found its way down Sam’s backbone. 
 
    He shined the light around the floor again, and this time he spotted something he hadn’t noticed before. There was a piece of wood under some of the dirt in the floor, and it suddenly dawned on him that the dirt around it was thicker and higher than the rest of the area. He poked at the board with the stick he was using and found that it was solid, so he reached down, grabbed hold of it and lifted. 
 
    It was a sheet of plywood, and while it was beginning to decay, it was still strong enough to lift away from the shallow grave underneath. Sam’s heart did a flip-flop as he shined the light on the skeletal remains below. 
 
    He made his way to the ladder and climbed up, then sat on the floor beside the trapdoor. “Mrs. Willis? I’m afraid I’m going to have to have the police come down here.” 
 
    “The police? But why?” 
 
    “Because I just found the remains of what I believe is the girl who went missing almost two decades ago. There’s a skeleton buried in your basement, and it’s wearing a skirt.” 
 
    The rest of the morning was spent dealing with police officers. The two cops who made up the entire Jenksville Police Department were there, along with four sheriff’s deputies and a couple of state troopers. The medical examiner arrived quickly, as well, and the basement under the old house became crowded quickly. 
 
    “Well, obviously there’s no way to tell for sure,” said Doctor Wilkerson, the medical examiner, “but I’d just about bet this is Cynthia. What’s left of the clothing looks like what she was wearing when she disappeared, and I would say that this person was about the right size. There’s plenty of black hair down there, so I’d just about guarantee it’s her.” 
 
    Photos were taken and Sam was asked over and over to explain how he found the remains. That required telling the officers about C.J. and the current investigation into so many murders, as well as handing over the poems he had found in the upstairs bedroom closet. By the time Sam was able to get back up out of the basement again, the house was surrounded by reporters and townspeople, and the story had taken on a life of its own. 
 
    Mrs. Willis was questioned, but it quickly became obvious that she knew nothing about those remains. Considering the mounting evidence against C.J. and other murder cases, the sheriff’s office quickly determined that he was the top suspect in this old case, as well. Sam was taking a break at Mrs. Willis’s kitchen table when his phone rang. 
 
    “Prichard,” he said as he answered. 
 
    “Sam? What in the world is going on?” 
 
    Sam grimaced as he recognized Wendy Dawson’s voice.  
 
    “I’m down in Florida, trying to get some background on the case I’m working on,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m hearing all about it. Sam, my feelings are hurt. You got the charges against you dismissed, and you didn’t bother to let me know?” 
 
    “I didn’t let anybody know,” Sam said. “We actually had a gag order on it, but somebody found out. Will you believe me if I tell you I was planning to call you first?” 
 
    “Probably not, but I’ll forgive you eventually. Can you tell me what’s happening down there now? There are reports flying around the wire that say you may have found the earliest victim of a serial killer.” 
 
    “That’s the way it looks,” Sam said. He sat and explained about learning that he had a missing twin brother, and then how the DNA evidence had tied C.J. to many other murders. “I came down here to talk to his family, and found something he had written about hiding a victim in a cellar. It was pretty chilling, so I checked out the basement and found a body. Seems to be the remains of a girl who went missing about twenty years ago from right here in this town.” 
 
    “So, you believe your brother actually killed this girl, as well?” 
 
    “That’s the way it looks, but the investigation is just beginning. I can’t say for sure at this time, and the local sheriff’s department will be handling the rest of the investigation.” 
 
    “And what about your twin brother? Have you any idea where he’s at?” 
 
    “Not just yet. We’ve got a description of him and his vehicle out all over the country, so we can only hope that somebody is going to spot him. In the meantime, we’re pursuing every other possible lead we can get hold of. Be sure to say that if anyone has any idea where he can be found, they need to contact Windlass Security or their local police department.” 
 
    “I will,” she said. “Don’t I always have your back?” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Sam admitted. “I’ll be flying back in tonight, and I’ll be happy to give you some footage in the morning. Give me a call, but not before eight o’clock.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Wendy said. “Okay, Sam, talk to you later.” 
 
    Well, that settles that, Sam thought. C.J. is going to know for sure that I’m after him now. 
 
    The sheriff came out of the basement and supervised the removal of the remains, then turned to Sam. 
 
    “Mr. Prichard, I suppose you can go. We have your statement and your contact information if we have any more questions. As far as C.J. goes, I got to tell you it’s a little spooky looking at you. If I’d seen you on the street, I would’ve sworn you were him.” 
 
    “I understand, Sheriff,” Sam said. “At least we know what he looks like, right?” 
 
    Sam collected his mother from the living room, where she was still comforting Mrs. Willis, and the two of them got in the rental car and headed for the airport. Sam called ahead to make sure the pilot and crew were ready, then called Indie to let her know he was coming home. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “We interrupt your regularly scheduled programming,” the announcer said through the radio in the Mustang, “to bring you this special announcement. Police nationwide are on the lookout for a serial killer. The suspect has been identified as C.J. Willis, originally from Jenksville, Florida. He is a suspect in a minimum of eight murders of young women, though police say there may be many more victims they have not identified yet. His last known whereabouts were in north-central Illinois, but the authorities say he could be almost anywhere at this time. He is described as six foot two, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. He has an athletic build, and his nose show signs of having been broken. He is usually known to drive a light blue 1983 Chevrolet van and will likely be using a different name. Authorities ask that anyone with information regarding his whereabouts should contact your local police department, or call Windlass Security at 855-WINDLASS. Windlass Security is coordinating the investigation with law enforcement agencies, and has offered a fifty thousand dollar reward for information leading to his arrest.” 
 
    C.J. kept driving steadily, but he was raging on the inside. If they had tracked him down and knew who he was, then his picture would be out on television news, the Internet, and every freaking cop in the world probably had a copy on his sun visor. He was going to have to do something about his appearance, and he was going to have to do it quickly.A billboard caught his eye and he took the next exit ramp. There was a country store a few miles off the interstate, and C.J. figured it would be a good place to look for some kind of disguise. He slipped on a pair of sunglasses and parked in front of the door, happily noticing there were no other cars in the parking lot at the time. 
 
    He walked inside. An older man was sitting on a stool behind the cash register, but he was reading a magazine and paying little attention to who might have walked inside. C.J. turned and walked down one of the aisles, looking at the assortment of novelty items that were available. 
 
    Unfortunately, there weren’t any handy disguises. He was going to have to get creative. 
 
    A bottle of brown, non-toxic shoe polish would darken his skin, and a pair of novelty false teeth would throw off the entire contour of his face. He picked up a hooded sweatshirt that was two sizes too big, then grabbed some snack items and a bottle of water and added them to the pile he set on the counter. 
 
    The old man tossed his magazine on the counter and grinned at C.J. “Howdy,” he said. “This be all for ya?” 
 
    “Yep,” C.J. said. “That’ll do it.” 
 
    The order came up to thirty-seven dollars and C.J. handed over a pair of twenties. The old fellow gave him his change, then picked up his magazine and went back to reading as C.J. walked out the door. He actually chuckled as he got behind the wheel of the Mustang, because the old fellow hadn’t paid any attention to him. 
 
    Still, it made sense to be cautious. He drove up the back road a ways until he spotted a dirt track, then turned onto it to make some changes to the way he looked. 
 
    First, he dumped out part of the shoe polish and added some water to dilute it a bit. He shook it up well, then used the applicator to spread it over the skin of his face, arms and hands. It made him look like he had a deep suntan, or maybe even like he might be of Hispanic heritage. He thought that might be an even better idea, so he looked into the mirror and said, “Hola. My name, it is José.” His accent sounded fine to him, so he tore the novelty teeth out of their package and slipped them into place. 
 
    They did a pretty good job of hanging onto his real teeth, so he tried talking again. “Si, Señor,” he said, but the teeth made it difficult to get the accent to come through. He gave it up and tried talking again. “Hey, there, my name is Johnny. Y’all got any rooms for rent?” 
 
    Yes, that would work. All he had to do was act like a hillbilly redneck, and with the teeth in place and the darkened skin, nobody would recognize him. He didn’t need to look completely different, he reasoned, just enough to not look like the pictures that were undoubtedly circulating. 
 
    He slipped on the hoodie and cleaned up his trash, tossing the whole bag into the woods beside the road. Last thing he needed was to be caught with evidence that he was changing his appearance, so they had to go. He got into the car and turned it around, then cruised past the old general store on his way back to the interstate. 
 
    Only five hours to Denver, and then he’d get busy locating his mother and his twin brother. 
 
   


  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
    The Cessna touched down at Denver International at just before eight p.m. Sam and Grace disembarked and thanked the pilot and crew, then walked back to Grace’s car. Sam put the bags in the back seat and slid in beside his mother as she started the car and turned it around. 
 
    Neither of them had said a lot since they left Mrs. Willis. The whole thing had been an ordeal, especially after learning that C.J. killed his first victim while he was still a teenager himself. He would’ve been just shy of his sixteenth birthday when Cynthia vanished, but Sam was quite certain the remains he found would turn out to be hers. 
 
    One of the things the medical examiner had pointed out was the cut marks on the ribs. Cynthia, like most of his victims over the years, had been stabbed to death. The only real difference was that they found the knife in the shallow grave with her. 
 
    It was an old butcher knife, one of the big, old, heavy ones that used to be found in every kitchen. C.J. had left it laying beside her, and it was old, dirty and rusty. It was almost certainly the murder weapon, but there wouldn’t be any chance of recovering DNA from it after years in the acidic soil. 
 
    They pulled up at Sam’s house a half-hour later, and Grace said she was tired and wanted to go home. Kim spent the night before with Indie, and hurried out to ride home with her best friend as Sam came in and dropped his bag on the floor beside his recliner. Harry, Denny and Carrie were all sitting on the couch together and smiled as he sat down. 
 
    “Daddy!” Kenzie yelled. She ran and jumped into his lap, and Sam pulled her into a hug. Indie sat on the arm of the chair, holding little Bo so that he could also reach for his daddy. 
 
    “Now, this is the way to make a homecoming work,” Sam said. “Let the whole family just climb on top of me, and I’m happy.” 
 
    “We’re just glad you’re back,” Kenzie said. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “I didn’t go to have a good time, sweetheart,” Sam said. “This was all business, not fun. We’re trying to find the bad guy who really did the things that Daddy got arrested for.” 
 
    “Well, did you find him?” 
 
    “Not just yet, but we’re getting closer. I think we’ll be able to find him before too much longer.” 
 
    “But who is he?” Kenzie asked, and Sam looked at Indie with his eyebrows high. 
 
    “You might as well tell her,” Indie said. “It’s going to be all over the news in a few days, anyway.” 
 
    Sam nodded and turned back to his daughter. “Well, sweetie,” he said, “you see, back when Daddy was born, I had a twin brother. Now, something happened and somebody else had a baby that night who died. There was a nurse there who thought it was a shame that that lady’s baby died, so she took my twin brother and put him in the crib where that baby was, and put the dead baby in my brother’s crib. My mom, your grandma Grace, she thought that my brother had died, but the truth was that he went to live with the other lady and never knew that I was his brother.” 
 
    “That lady was mean,” Kenzie said. “She didn’t have any right to do that.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, nobody knew about it until just a couple days ago. Well, it turns out that the bad man who has been killing people is really my twin brother. That’s why they thought it was me, because they found things that seemed to come from me on the people he killed. Because he and I are just alike, and nobody knew that he existed, everybody thought it must’ve been me that killed that poor girl.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. Are you going to have to kill your brother?” 
 
    Sam glanced at Indie, then looked back at Kenzie. “We certainly hope not,” he said. “But we do have to arrest him, and we have to put him in jail. That’s the law, when you kill somebody, you go to jail.” 
 
    Kenzie sat back on his lap and stared at him for a moment. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said. “It’s not fair that your brother turned out to be a bad man.” 
 
    “No, honey, it’s not,” Sam said, “but we have to deal with the truth that’s in front of us. He’s doing some bad things, so we have to make him stop. The police all over the country are looking for him right now, and sooner or later, somebody will catch him.” 
 
    “But now, Daddy’s home,” Indie said. “And I bet Daddy is hungry. Am I right?” 
 
    “I actually am,” Sam said. “They offered me a sandwich on the plane, but I wanted to wait and eat when I got home.” 
 
    “Good,” Harry said, “because Indie made lasagna.” He started scooting forward on the couch to get up, and Denny took hold of his arm to help him stand. “Come on, let’s all get to the table. Kenzie insisted we had to wait for you before we had dinner, so we are all just about to starve to death, Sam, boy.” 
 
    “Ignore the bugger, Sam,” Denny said. “Indie has been feeding him snacks all day.” 
 
    “The privilege of age, young man,” Harry said. “I’ve earned the right to be hungry. I’ve had to put up with you and Sam’s sister mooning over each other all day, and all night as well.” 
 
    Denny grinned, and Carrie blushed. The two of them took seats together at the table a moment later, and Sam just shook his head. 
 
    Dinner was delightful, as usual, and then Denny asked if Sam needed him to stick around. 
 
    “I think I can handle things now,” Sam said. “You ready to head for home?” 
 
    Denny grinned. “Actually,” he said, “your delightful sister has agreed to let me take her out on the town tonight. Assuming that’s all right with you, of course.” 
 
    Sam chuckled. “She’s a grown woman,” he said. “On the other hand, she’s a Prichard. Might be more than you can handle, Denny.” 
 
    Denny looked over at Carrie, who was smiling back at him. He turned back to Sam. “You ever known me to run from danger?” 
 
    “Not really,” Sam said, grinning. “Go on, you guys have fun. Carrie, give us a call when you’re ready to come home. I’ll get up to let you in.” 
 
    Carrie blinked at him. “Who says I’m coming home?” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    C.J. arrived in Denver an hour earlier and got a room at one of the cheap motels on the edge of town. It had Wi-Fi, so he got on his computer and started looking for Grace Prichard’s address. It wasn’t listed with the phone company, but he was able to find it on the county records website. Luckily, it was about fifteen minutes from the motel. 
 
    Next, he looked up Sam’s address. He had to use the same website to find that, because Sam kept his home address fairly secret, but there’s no way to hide tax records. When he found the address, he checked it on Google maps and found that it was a little farther away, nearly forty minutes. 
 
    That was okay. He wanted to get some rest before he met his brother, anyway. He kicked off his shoes and lay back on the bed, then picked up the remote and turned on the television. 
 
    He scanned through the channels until he found CNN, and then his eyes went wide. There was a bar across the bottom of the screen that said, “Serial Killer’s First Victim,” and the picture behind it was of the house he had grown up in. He turned up the volume and listened. 
 
    “… and decided to take a look into the basement of the house. While he was there, Prichard discovered a shallow grave covered by plywood and a thin layer of dirt, and when he opened it up, he found the remains of a young woman who is believed to be Cynthia Alderson, who vanished when she was fifteen years old. Police are speculating that C.J. Willis, who is currently being sought in connection with several other murders around the country and grew up in that house, is the perpetrator, but they cautioned that the investigation is only just beginning.” 
 
    There was a picture of a pretty girl with long, black hair on the screen, an obviously old picture. It looked like something out of a high school yearbook, and C.J. stared at it. He knew that girl, and he knew the name they had mentioned, Cynthia Alderson, but there was something—it was some kind of veil over the memories, almost like some sort of cloud that he couldn’t see through. 
 
    He sat up on the bed and stared at the screen. The picture changed suddenly, and he saw two men carrying a stretcher out of the house. There was a plastic body bag on the stretcher, but it was incredibly thin. 
 
    Cynthia. He knew he should be able to remember her, because they flirted with each other constantly during his sophomore year. C.J. had been dating a bit, if that’s what you could call it when all he did was meet a girl somewhere and do his best to talk her out of her clothes. Only rarely did he bother to take them to a movie or one of the two restaurants in town, and then only when the girl made it clear it was the only way he was going to get what he wanted. 
 
    Cynthia, however, was different. She wasn’t the kind of girl he normally spent time on, because she wasn’t interested in giving up what he wanted. However, she made it clear that she thought he was pretty cute and hinted that they could become an item, as long as he was willing to be patient. 
 
    They never actually dated, but both of them went along with other kids to a couple of movies, and occasionally hung out at the pizza place. It wasn’t what he considered a relationship, but she certainly seemed to be inclined to believe it was. 
 
    And then she had vanished. Nobody knew exactly what happened, but she disappeared one day. She left school like she always did, but never made it home, and no one ever saw her again. Most of their friends figured she had run away, but her parents and neighbors insisted that couldn’t be true. 
 
    C.J. had been questioned by the police, not as a suspect, but just to see if maybe he had some idea where she would go. He told them he wouldn’t be able to hazard a guess, and that they weren’t all that close. They took him at his word, and that was the end of that. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    Over the next few weeks, Cynthia faded from his memory. He remembered a few times when somebody mentioned her sudden disappearance, and he looked at them in confusion, barely able to remember who she was. He would try to recall her face, but that awful feeling would start up, and he always felt there was something he couldn’t quite remember. He didn’t know what it was, but he knew it made him very uncomfortable when he tried to think about it, so he finally quit trying. 
 
    And then, over the years, that feeling would come occasionally on its own. He didn’t know what would cause it, but it would pop up when he least expected it. That strange feeling that there was something he couldn't quite remember, that there was something wrong that he needed to put right, would nag at him. 
 
    He just could never remember what it was. It was an eerie feeling, as if there was something haunting him. He occasionally wondered if maybe he had suppressed a memory of something bad that happened to him, and whether it might someday come back to ruin his life. He’d thought about it a lot over the years, but never did remember what it might have been. 
 
    Now, though, sitting and watching as human remains were being carried out of the house he had grown up in, the floodgates suddenly opened. He remembered that last day, when Cynthia spotted him walking home from school and asked him to come over to her house and study for a while. He told her that he had to get home and clean up, so he could go to the shop and work with his dad, but she was persistent. She said she just wanted to spend some time with him, and offered to follow him home and wait while he changed, then walk him to work.  
 
    C.J. had shrugged. She could come along if she wanted, he figured, and maybe she was even getting to the point she might be willing to think about the two of them becoming closer. Letting her come to the house wasn’t going to make him late, so he let her tag along. 
 
    “C.J.,” Cynthia said as they got close to his house, “is anybody home at your place?” 
 
    He turned and looked at her, his hopes rising. Maybe she really was ready to take the next step. “Probably not,” he said. “Mom would be down at the shop, doing the paperwork for the end of the month.” He gave her what he thought of as “the look,” the same look that got so many of the other girls excited. “You ready to spend a little quality time with me? Just the two of us, all alone?” 
 
    She batted her eyes. “Maybe,” she said teasingly. “I guess it all depends.” 
 
    He smiled at her, then walked through the front door and held it open for her. She came inside and let him close it behind her, then didn’t object when he stepped close and put his arms around her. It was the first time she had ever let him actually kiss her, and C.J. started getting excited. 
 
    “I gotta go upstairs and get dressed for work,” he said. “You want to come along?” 
 
    “Up to your room? I don’t know, maybe I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” C.J. said. “You know you want to. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Just because I want to doesn’t mean I should. You know I’m not going to go as far as you want, C.J. We’ve been over that enough times, haven’t we?” 
 
    C.J.’s excitement waned suddenly. He looked at her for a moment, then turned and walked away, stomping angrily up the stairs to his room. He slammed his bedroom door behind him, frustrated and angry that she had somehow become a tease. 
 
    He stripped off his school clothes and dug out the worn jeans that he usually wore to the shop, then pulled on an old work shirt his mom had found at the thrift store. He buttoned it and tucked it into his pants, then yanked open the door and started back down. 
 
    Cynthia was standing right where he had left her, and he noticed that she seemed on the verge of tears. That was her problem, he figured, because she was the one who decided to be a tease. He walked over and opened the door, then looked back at her. 
 
    “I gotta go to work,” he said. “That means you gotta go.” 
 
    She did start crying, then, and walked over to him. “C.J., don’t be mad at me,” she said. “I’m just not ready to do those things. I think you’re a great guy, and I really want to get to know you better, but there’s more to life than just—you know, sex.” 
 
    He looked at her, trying his best to feel compassion, but it just wasn’t there. As far as he was concerned, she had led him on and then let him down. He didn’t have time for a girl who just wanted to be a tease, not when there were so many willing ones out there. 
 
    “I gotta go to work,” he said again. “If you really want to be with me, you need to think about what that means.” 
 
    She stood and looked at him for a couple of seconds, then reached up and put a hand against his cheek. She opened her mouth and tried to say something, but no words came out. She looked into his eyes again, then leaned forward and tried to put her lips against his own. 
 
    She’s giving in, he thought. He reached out and put a hand on the back of her head, pulling her close and trying to control the kiss, but she panicked. She threw her hands against his chest and pushed, and he fell backward and his head hit the door. 
 
    C.J. stared at her for a moment, then reached out and grabbed her again. He got hold of her by her arms and pulled her away from the door, then kicked it closed. 
 
    “You want to play games?” he asked angrily. “Come on, I’ll show you some games.” He dragged her to the couch and threw her on it, and she started to cry louder. 
 
    “C.J., stop,” she yelled. “Just stop it, right now.” 
 
    He didn’t intend to hit her, but he remembered it. His fist had reared back and then flown forward, and he must have made her teeth split the inside of her cheek. Blood sprayed out of her mouth and her eyes flew open wide, and she opened her mouth to scream, so he hit her again. 
 
    “Just shut up,” he yelled. “Just be quiet. You’ve been wanting this for a long time, and you know it.” 
 
    With her wide eyes staring at him, C.J. reached down and yanked her skirt up. He grabbed hold of her underclothes and pulled, tearing them in his enraged excitement, and then he stood just enough to unbuckle his belt and shoved his pants down. 
 
    It was exciting. All of the other girls he’d been with had been willing, but there was something exciting about taking from Cynthia what he wanted. He wasn’t sure how long it lasted, but it was better than anything before. When it was over, he rose and looked at her, but she had her eyes closed and her face turned away. 
 
    “See?” he asked. “Wasn’t that what you wanted? Now we can stop playing all the stupid games.” 
 
    She turned her face and looked at him, and C.J. saw the absolute loathing in her eyes. 
 
    “How-how could you?” she asked, sobbing. “C.J., how could you? You knew how I felt about that, you knew I didn’t want to—that I didn’t want to do that. You’re not the boy I thought you were, not even a little bit.” 
 
    Sitting on the bed, he realized that had been the moment when his life turned. In that moment, seeing that pure loathing, hate-filled expression, something inside C.J. Willis had been unleashed. 
 
    “What makes you think you have any right to decide who I should be?” he asked. “Who are you to decide who I am, or even to think you know who I am? You’re just some dumb, stupid girl who thinks she won’t have to live in the real world, but everybody does. Sooner or later, you would’ve figured it out, so you ought to be thanking me. Now you don’t have to worry about it anymore.” 
 
    He stood and pulled up his jeans, then reached down and grabbed hold of her hair. He yanked her to her feet and dragged her through the house, striking her again when she started to cry out. He took her into the kitchen and slammed her down in one of the kitchen chairs, then grabbed the old metal cabinet and moved it aside. He looked at her for one more moment, then reached down and opened the trapdoor into the cellar. 
 
    “What-what are you doing?” Cynthia asked, but he didn’t answer. He reached out and grabbed her arm, yanked her to her feet and then picked her up and threw her down through the trapdoor. 
 
    He’d known about the basement for a long time, and had even dug himself a secret entrance. He liked coming down here alone, he liked the feeling of solitude that it gave him, and now it would be the place where he would keep his biggest secret. He climbed down the steps and looked at Cynthia, who was lying on the dirt floor and crying. 
 
    “You want to play games? Here’s our new game. You’re going to stay down here, and I’m going to come down and do whatever I want with you, whenever I want. If you behave yourself, if you make me happy, I bring you food and water. If you don’t, you can starve. How do you like that game? Huh? How do you like that one?” 
 
    “C.J., you have to help me,” she said, gasping. “I think—I think I’m hurt.” 
 
    “You’re not hurt,” he said. “Don’t think you’re going to trick me, I know better. The dirt down here is soft, it didn’t hurt you to fall down on it. Now, are you going to stay down here and be quiet like I tell you? Or do I need to teach you another lesson first?” He raised his fist and shook it in front of her face, menacingly. 
 
    That was when he got close enough, and Cynthia kicked out with her foot. She caught him in the groin, and he clutched himself as he fell to his knees. Instantly, she was on her feet and skittering around him to get to the stairs, but C.J. reached out and grabbed her ankle. He yanked her off the stairs and pulled her onto the dirt once more. 
 
    He lost his balance for a second and reached out to catch himself, and that’s when his hand found the old butcher knife. He brought it down there weeks before, something to use as a tool when he was digging his secret entrance. It hadn’t worked, so he had cast it aside on the floor and gotten his father’s shovel, instead. 
 
    His hand wrapped around the handle of the knife without any thought in his mind, and then it came up. Before he realized what he was doing, he had already stabbed her a dozen times. 
 
    When it was over and he realized what he had done, he knew that he needed to hide her. The shovel was still down there, and he quickly dug a shallow grave, pushed her into it and started shoveling the dirt onto her. He felt like he was running out of time, however, so he grabbed an old sheet of plywood he had brought down to use to make a table and laid it over her, then shoveled some of the dirt on top of it. 
 
    He hurried up the stairs and closed the trapdoor once more, put the cabinet over it and rushed into the living room. He picked up her torn panties and cleaned up the best he could so his parents wouldn’t notice anything, then hurried upstairs. He knew his dad was going to be angry that he was taking so long, but he got a quick shower and then climbed into the same soiled jeans, but he got a clean shirt out of the closet and put it on. 
 
    He hid the panties and his bloodied shirt under the loose board in his closet floor, then hurried to the shop. Charlie yelled at him for being late, of course, but there was too much work to do for him to take time to give C.J. a beating. They both got to work and the incident was forgotten by the end of the day. 
 
    C.J. even forgot why he was late. He tried to remember a couple of times, but there was some sort of fog in the way. 
 
    For some reason, C.J. never went down to the basement again. 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY 
 
    He shook it off. Those old memories had come flooding back, but they were certainly no worse than the more recent ones he had acquired. The only thing it meant to him was that there was no point in ever trying to speak to his mom again, because Sam had been down to see her. That meant he probably told her everything, and finding what was left of Cynthia was only going to convince her that Sam was telling the truth. 
 
    “Some brother you are, Sam,” C.J. muttered. 
 
    C.J. had known a couple of sets of twins when he was younger, and he’d always been jealous of how close they were. That was probably why he had invented his own imaginary twin, but now that he knew he really had one, he was learning that it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. His twin brother was out to destroy his life, that was obvious. Well, two could play at that game. 
 
    His computer was still open on the bed, and he looked at it. Sam had ruined everything for C.J. back home, so even if he wanted to go back now, he couldn’t. Even worse, Sam had been the lucky one of the twins, because Sam had grown up with his real mother. 
 
    It was dark outside. C.J. glanced at his watch and saw that it was almost 10 o’clock, and he wondered where the time had gone. The sun had still been above the horizon when he checked into the motel, but hours seemed to have passed since then. 
 
    He pulled the computer close to him and looked at the addresses on the screen. Grace, their mother, was only a short distance away. C.J. thought about paying her a visit of his own, maybe ruining things for Sam the way Sam had ruined them for him, but that would almost seem too easy. He sat and thought about it for a couple of minutes, then let a wicked grin spread across his face. 
 
    There was a telephone number on the screen, as well. Grace was a real estate broker, and he found her website. Her cell phone number was prominently listed on the front page, and he copied it into a notepad. Maybe there was a better way to handle things. 
 
    He found a pencil on top of the dresser and scribbled the number down, shoved it into his pocket and then picked up his phone and his keys and went out the door. The phone was one of a dozen that he kept, so that he could always have a number that no one could trace. He got into the Mustang and started it, then drove toward his real mother’s home. 
 
    He found the place easily and parked on the street. He sat and looked at the house for a moment, then picked up his phone and took the scribbled note out of his pocket. He dialed the number and put it to his ear as it began to ring on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Hello?” Grace said as she answered. 
 
    “Mom?” C.J. said. “Mom, I need your help. Can you come over right now?” 
 
    “Samuel? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it on the phone,” C.J. said, grinning at the thought that she couldn’t tell his voice from Sam’s. He’d counted on it, but it was a thrill to know that it was working. “Just come over, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be right there. Just hang on, Sam, I’m coming.” 
 
    A light came on in the house, and C.J. saw the shadows on the curtain that meant his mother was hurrying toward the door. He sat in the car and watched until the front door opened and she came out, but she wasn’t alone. There was another woman with her, and they hurried down the steps and into the car. The engine started, the lights came on and they backed out of the driveway, then took off down the street. 
 
    C.J. turned on his own lights and followed at a distance. He had Sam’s address, and could have found the place easily, but there was something about following their mother that made this all feel more exciting. 
 
    It took half an hour to get across town. The car pulled up in front of Sam’s house and C.J. pulled his own car over a block and a half away. He killed his lights and sat there as his mother and her friend hurried up the steps to Sam’s front door. 
 
    Sam would figure it out, he knew. Sam would know instantly who had called their mother, but C.J. was counting on it. He’d probably be coming out the door any second now, and C.J. would finally get a look at his identical twin. He got out of his car and started walking up the street, staying to the shadows of the trees that lined it whenever he could. 
 
    There was something strange. C.J. expected Sam to come running out the front door, looking around to see if he was close by, but the door stayed closed. He stopped under a chestnut tree that stood a few doors down from Sam’s house and leaned against the trunk as he watched. Surely, Sam would be coming out any moment. 
 
    But he didn’t. C.J. stood there for a minute and a half, but there was no reaction from inside Sam’s house. 
 
    Grace would have told him that she got a call, that she thought Sam had called and asked her to come over. Sam would have figured out instantly that it had to be C.J., and that C.J. would almost certainly have followed her. That was simply logical, it was the way it had to go, so why wasn’t Sam coming out and looking for him? 
 
    No, something wasn’t right. C.J. stood where he was for a few more seconds, then slipped out of the shadows and started toward the house. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Grace’s frantic rushing awakened Kim, who was sleeping lightly in the next room. She quickly got up and asked Grace what was going on, and Grace told her that Sam called and said he needed her to come right away. Kim had quickly gotten into her own clothes to go with her friend, and had taken out her phone as they got into the car and left their house. 
 
    “Indiana? What’s going on?” she asked when her daughter answered the phone. 
 
    “Going on? What do you mean, Mom?” 
 
    “Grace says Sam called and needed us to come over. She said he sounded like there was something terribly wrong. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, as far as I know,” Indie said. “Sam? Did you call your mother and ask her to come over?” 
 
    C.J. had been right. Sam figured out instantly what was happening, and told Indie to tell them to come on over to the house. He said to drive normally, and try not to act like anything was out of the ordinary. When they got to his house, they were to come straight inside. 
 
    And then Sam got up from his recliner and checked his pistol. He slipped it back into the holster and hurried through the house to slip out the back door. He hid beside his garage, where he could see up and down the street, and waited for their mothers to arrive. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait very long. Fifteen minutes later, Grace’s car pulled in and the two women hurried up the steps and into the house. Indie was inside waiting for them, her own pistol in her hand. Harry was beside her, his own pistol cocked and ready. 
 
    Another car had stopped down the street, and Sam watched carefully as a tall man got out of it. He was moving stealthily along the street, going from the shadow of one tree to the shadow of the next, until he finally stopped a few doors away. 
 
    Sam moved into the deeper shadows beside the garage and hurried into the alley behind his neighbors’ homes. He made his way to the house with the big chestnut tree and then cut through the yard and came up behind where C.J. would have been standing. He looked around the side of the house and tried to spot his brother, but the shadows were too deep. 
 
    Quickly, moving as fast as his bad hip allowed, Sam rushed toward the tree. He had his pistol in his hand and was hoping to take C.J. by surprise, but the surprise was for him. C.J. was gone, and as Sam looked up and down the street, he could see no sign of him. 
 
    “He must be headed for the house,” Sam muttered to himself. He moved that direction himself, also sticking to the shadows the best he could, just in case C.J. were to look back. He thought he caught a glimpse of him as he dashed across the street at the intersection, but then the shadow that might have been C.J. vanished in the shadows of the trees in Sam’s yard. 
 
    He was too close. Sam broke into his hobbling run and covered the distance as quickly as he could. As he crossed the street, he called out, “C.J.! Stop where you are!” 
 
    The trouble was, Sam had no idea where his brother was hiding. Calling out had been a bluff, but C.J. didn’t fall for it. The response Sam was hoping for never came, so he headed straight for the front porch as quickly as he could and hurried up to the door. 
 
    “Indie, open up,” Sam said. “It’s me.” 
 
    Indie peeked through the curtain and looked closely at Sam. The porch light was off and she couldn’t see him clearly. 
 
    “What’s my middle name?” she asked. 
 
    “Katherine,” he said, and she breathed a sigh of relief as she opened the door for him. 
 
    The impact caught them all off guard. Something hit Sam in the back, and he fell forward onto his wife, who ended up smashing into Harry. The breath was knocked out of both of them, and Sam forced himself to roll over as he scrambled for his gun, but it had skittered out of his hand when he fell. He felt around for it, but then a foot came down on his hand and he looked up into a twisted image of his own face. 
 
    Grace and Kim were on the couch, and both of them screamed when they saw C.J. holding a pistol. He had it pointed at Sam’s face as he looked around the room, and then his eyes found those of his mother. 
 
    “Well, hi there, Mom,” he said. “Bet you weren’t planning to see me tonight, were you?” 
 
    “Young man,” Harry said, “this is not something you want to do.” 
 
    “Shut up,” C. J. yelled at him. “I came to see my mother, not you. Who the hell are you, anyway?” 
 
    Sam had looked over at Harry hopefully, but the collision with Indie had caused him to lose his own weapon. Sam looked around but didn’t see it anywhere, and his own was out of reach. 
 
    Grace composed herself and carefully got to her feet. “Actually, I’m not all that surprised that you’re here,” she said. “I knew it wasn’t Sam who called me, so it had to be you. Why don’t you put that gun down, come on in and have a seat. I think we have a lot to catch up on.” 
 
    C.J. looked at her and started laughing. 
 
    “A lot to catch up on? Do you think?” He got himself under control and looked back at Sam, who was trying to figure out how to throw his brother off balance. “Don’t even think about it, Sam,” he said. “You know, you’ve done a pretty good number on my life the last few days. I just figured maybe I should return the favor. You want to keep everybody healthy, then you might want to avoid any sudden moves, you got that?” He looked over at Harry. “Same goes to you, old-timer. Just stay put and I won’t need to shoot you.” 
 
    Sam looked at his brother for a second, then nodded. “I got it,” he said. “C.J., all I’m trying to do is help you.” 
 
    “And you’ve been doing a bang up job of it, dear brother,” C.J. said. “Let’s see. I doubt dear old mom Willis is ever going to speak to me again, and now the whole town I grew up in knows about my little hobby. One of the funniest things of all? I had forgotten all about Cynthia. Blocked it right out of my mind, put it away and never gave her another thought. Isn’t that a kick?” 
 
    He lifted his foot off Sam’s wrist and motioned with his gun for Sam to move slowly and get to his feet. While Sam was managing to stand, C.J. looked at Indie. 
 
    She had also lost her gun, and it was nowhere in sight. She was staring at C.J. with her eyes wide, though they flickered toward Sam once in a while. The resemblance was absolutely uncanny, especially when she couldn’t quite see C.J.’s broken nose. 
 
    “You can get up, sister-in-law,” C.J. said. “Just don’t make any funny moves, okay? My brother might get upset if I had to shoot you, you know. We don’t need that, now, do we?” 
 
    “I’m not going to give you any trouble,” Indie said. She moved slowly and cautiously, getting onto her hands and knees and then to her feet, standing beside Sam as Harry struggled to get up to his own feet.  
 
    “Let’s all go sit down, shall we?” C.J. said. “All of you, on the couch. I think I’ll stand, though, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Sam and Indie moved to the sofa and all five of them sat. Indie sat next to her mother, with Harry on her other side, leaving Sam and Grace on the ends of the couch. Sam looked at his brother and forced himself to smile. 
 
    “I was hoping I’d get to meet you,” he said. “I always wondered what you would be like, you know.” 
 
    C.J. narrowed his eyes. “You mean you knew about me?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Sam said. “I knew I had been born with a twin brother, but we were all told that he died. See, Mr. Willis, the man you thought was your father, he happened to be in the hospital nursery when the nurse discovered that the real C.J. Willis, the baby Mrs. Willis gave birth to, had died of a heart defect. He saw her trying to resuscitate the baby, and realized that it was too late, but then he saw the two of us, twins, laying in our own little beds. He suggested to the nurse that maybe she could switch one of us for his dead child, so that his wife would never know what had happened. The nurse went along with it, and…” 
 
    “And I buried what I thought was my own child,” Grace said suddenly. “They told me you had died, that you had some kind of heart problem like my father had, so we did the only thing we could do. We buried the baby we thought was you, and then brought Sam home and loved him enough for both of you.” 
 
    C.J. stared at her. As much as he wanted to hate her for not being in his life, the story they were telling was making sense. He thought back to when he had asked his mom whether he was adopted, and he was certain that she truly believed she was telling the truth when she said he was her child. Maybe she really didn’t know, and maybe Grace and Sam never knew he was out there… 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said suddenly. “None of it matters now. Sam, you’ve ruined my life, do you know that?” 
 
    “Samuel didn’t ruin your life,” Grace said. “It was the man you thought was your father who did that. He was the one who suggested the switch to the nurse, and he was the one who knew all along that you weren’t really his child, and that’s probably why he was so mean to you. Your mom—Mrs. Willis, I mean, she said he was always hateful toward you, and she never understood why. All the time she was expecting, all he talked about was how wonderful it would be when his baby boy was born, but by the time you were a year old, she said he just didn’t seem to want anything to do with you. It wasn’t your fault, son, and it wasn’t Sam’s fault. If you have to blame anyone, you need to blame Charlie Willis.” 
 
    C.J. stood quietly for a moment, thinking over what she had said. She was right, it made sense. If Charlie knew the truth, if he was aware all along that C.J. wasn’t really his son, that would explain the way he acted. There would be resentment, maybe even anger that a stranger’s child was getting all the love and attention that his child should have received. 
 
    Well, not all of it. Charlie certainly never gave any. 
 
    “Well, hell, now what do we do?” C.J. asked. “I had it in my head that you gave me away, that you didn’t want me, and I was all ready to hate you for that, Mother. How am I supposed to deal with this now?” 
 
    “There’s only one way, C.J.,” Sam said. “The police are closing in on you, you probably know that by now. If they find you, if you put up any resistance, they’re going to kill you.” He indicated Grace with his eyes. “Mom and I don’t want that to happen. You’re going to have to pay for the things you’ve done, but we don’t want you to die. If you let me take you in, you’ll be in custody in Colorado. They rarely give the death penalty here, and we can probably keep you from being taken somewhere that has it.” 
 
    C.J. laughed. “So I can spend the rest of my life in prison? Maybe you won’t understand this, Sam, but I pretty much feel like I’ve already spent most of it there. I’ve been a prisoner of one kind or another my entire life, and the thought of it all coming to an end isn’t all that terrifying for me. No, I don’t think I’m ready to surrender just yet. I think I’d rather go out the other way, the old blaze of glory kind of thing.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way…” Sam said, but C.J. cut him off. 
 
    “Just be quiet, Sam,” he said. “I got some questions, and I want some answers.” He looked at Grace. “So, tell me, Mother. What was my real name? I’m sure it wasn’t C.J., that was Charlie’s idea. Charlie Junior, he called me, can you believe that? Even when he knew I wasn’t really his kid?” 
 
    Grace gave him a soft smile. “That may be, but it’s kind of ironic. Your real name is Cameron James Prichard, and we were all very surprised when we found out you were named C.J. That would’ve been your initials, you see.” 
 
    C.J. blinked. “Really? I wonder if Charlie knew that. Maybe he saw the name on the chart, when I was a baby or something. You think that might be where he got the idea? He’s the one who always insisted on calling me C.J.” 
 
    Grace shrugged, but she smiled. “I suppose it’s possible,” she said. “I really wouldn’t know for sure, of course.” 
 
    C.J. nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Which one of us was born first? Me or Sam?” 
 
    “Sam,” Grace said. “He’s your older brother by two minutes.” 
 
    “And it was just pure chance that Charlie picked me, you think?” 
 
    “I would assume so,” Grace replied. “I don’t think he could have known anything about either of you, to be honest.” 
 
    “Unless maybe that nurse told him. She might’ve said he should take me, because I was the youngest one. You think that might have happened?” 
 
    “C.J.,” Sam said, “does any of that really matter anymore?” 
 
    “It matters to me!” C.J. yelled at him, pointing the gun at him again. “You just don’t get it, Sam. You had some kind of perfect little life, but I had to deal with getting beat all the time. I don’t think you’re in any position to judge what matters and what doesn’t, big brother.” 
 
    “You think Sam had it better than you?” Grace asked. “Do you really? I don’t think he did, to be honest. I mean, he had to go home with me. I’m probably not the most stable woman you’ve ever met, and I actually got to sit down and talk with Vanessa Willis earlier today. She’s probably a lot more down to earth than I ever have been. Sam had to go home with me, and I spent the next several years trying to wrap him in bubblewrap. I tried everything I could to keep him from ever being hurt, and it finally dawned on me that all I was doing was keeping him from being who he was. I was so determined not to ever let him get hurt that he ended up depressed, and I had to take him to doctors for that. They tried different kinds of medications to cheer him up, but finally a doctor was honest enough to look me in the eye and tell me to stop trying to wrap him in Styrofoam. She told me to let him get out there and be a kid, let him get hurt, let him break a bone once in a while if he needed to, but to just let him be who he was.” She looked at Sam. “That was probably the best advice I ever got. But then, out of the clear blue sky, my husband—your father—was killed in the line of duty. It was one of the most terrible days of my life, but it was even worse for Sam. He not only lost his father, but then he had to deal with me. For the next couple of years, he had to force me to get out of bed, had to make me eat. He was the one who kept the house clean, he was the one who cooked our meals, because I couldn’t make myself get up and do it. No, I don’t think he had it better than you did. I think you both had it bad.” 
 
   


  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
    C.J. was staring at her, but Sam was watching C.J. He was listening with part of his mind, and he was pretty sure his mother was making up the part about his depression, because he couldn’t remember any such thing, but he had to admit she was telling the truth about how badly she had fallen apart when his father had died. In any case, she was certainly keeping C.J.’s attention, and that’s what Sam was hoping for. 
 
    If she could keep it just a little longer, the way C.J. was pacing around, he might get within reach. Sam had his feet pulled back against the couch, ready to throw his weight forward and lunge, and he knew that Indie was almost as ready to spring as he was. The kids were upstairs in bed, but C.J. was making a lot of noise. The last thing they needed was for Kenzie to wake up and come down to see what was happening. 
 
    “Maybe we did,” C.J. said suddenly. “They say twins do everything alike, maybe we both had a rough life. Still, sure looks to me like Sam came out ahead. A beautiful wife, a nice house, the whole damn world thinks he’s a hero. What do you reckon they’re going to think of me, now that all this has come out?” 
 
    “I’m sure nobody is happy about the things you’ve done,” Grace said. “Still, you have a chance to take some of the tarnish off your image. If you give up now, that’ll mean you want to stop what you’ve been doing. That would be a step in the right direction, don’t you think?” 
 
    C.J. kept his eyes on her, but he was shaking his head and chuckling. “Can’t say I really agree with that, Mother. To be perfectly honest, I’m not seeing a whole lot of hope for any kind of happy ending for your youngest boy. That being the case, maybe I should make sure there aren’t any for any of us.” 
 
    “So you want to kill us all?” Grace asked. “Cameron, do you really think that’s going to give you any kind of peace?” 
 
    C.J. stared at her. “Cameron,” he said. “That’s really my name, is it? Cameron, that’s my name.” 
 
    “Yes, Cameron, that’s your name. It’s the name your father and I chose for you. You were Cameron, and your brother was Samuel. Sam and Cam, that’s what we were going to call you.” 
 
    C.J. stood speechless for a moment. He looked at Sam and grinned, then shrugged. “Sam and Cam,” he said. “How does that sound to you, brother?” 
 
    “Would’ve sounded fine, if things had turned out that way. It could even sound good now, if you would let it. Cameron, you can take a step in the right direction. If you give up that gun, if you surrender, I promise you I won’t abandon you. I’ll stick by you, and maybe we can really get to know each other.” 
 
    “I’ll stick by you as well,” Grace said. “You’re my son, Cameron. You’re my child. Hell, you’re my baby that I never got to know. Don’t you think I want this chance? Yes, it may be rough with all you’ve done, but we can still have some kind of a relationship together. Don’t you want that?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” C.J. shouted. “I don’t know what I want at this moment. What I do know is that any hope I ever had of living out my life is gone, and it’s all thanks to you, Sam.” 
 
    “How is it Sam’s fault?” Grace asked. “You are the one who was murdering people, how is it Sam’s fault?” 
 
    “Because he got arrested for it! Because he took some stupid DNA test somewhere along the line, and they were able to find him. If he hadn’t come up as a DNA match, none of you ever would have known about me.” 
 
    “Sam,” Kim said softly. “This is about to have a very unhappy ending.” 
 
    C.J. looked at her. “What in the world are you talking about?” he asked. “What was that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Sam knew what she was saying. She was trying to tell him that Beauregard saw something bad coming and Sam needed to act. He tore his eyes away from his mother-in-law and looked at his brother, trying to gauge the distance and decide whether he had a chance of taking C.J. down before he could bring the gun to bear and fire. 
 
    “Daddy?” Kenzie asked, standing in the living room doorway and staring at C.J. “Daddy, what are you doing?” 
 
    C.J.’s mouth fell open as he turned toward the little girl, and the gun instinctively pointed in her direction. Sam leapt at that moment, throwing himself forward as hard as he could, screaming loudly to try to catch C.J.’s attention. It almost worked, as C.J. turned back his direction, but he was a little too fast. He skipped backward and Sam barely caught hold of him, and then Sam’s bad hip chose the worst possible moment to go out. He fell hard to the floor, and C.J. brought the gun down, pointed straight at Sam’s head… 
 
    The gunshots echoed through the house, two of them sounding almost as one. Everyone screamed at once, and then Sam managed to roll over and look up at his brother. C.J. was standing there, staring down at him, but the gun was held loosely in his hand and wasn’t pointed at Sam. As Sam watched, C.J.’s grip relaxed and the gun dropped to the floor. 
 
    Sam snatched it and rolled to a sitting position, aiming the gun at C.J. As he got it leveled at his brother, he suddenly realized that C.J. had a spreading red stain on the front of his hoodie. C.J. was also looking at the stain, and he raised his hands and pressed them against the hole in the sweatshirt, but then his knees gave way and he dropped until he was sitting, just as Sam was. They were facing each other a couple feet apart, and C.J. suddenly grinned. 
 
    “Well,” he said, a bit of blood drooling out of his mouth as he spoke. “I guess we know which one of us Mom thinks is her favorite.” 
 
    C.J. looked at Grace, and Sam turned his head to look at his mother. She had Indie’s gun in her hands, and a wisp of smoke was still rising from the barrel. Sam also saw the tears that were streaming down her cheeks as Indie stood up and gently took the gun from her. 
 
    “Call 911,” Sam said. He tossed the gun behind him and reached out to C.J., helping to lay him flat on the floor before he fell. “Hang in there, help’s on the way.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s really much they can do, Sam,” C.J. said. More blood spat out as he spoke, and then he coughed and sprayed even more. “Don’t take it too hard, though. This is probably for the best, don’t you think?” 
 
    Grace groaned, and then her knees gave out. Sam looked around in shock as she fell and sprawled on the floor, and that’s when he saw the spreading stain on her chest. Harry was already on his feet, rushing over to her, his face ashen. 
 
    “Mom!” Sam screamed, and he dropped C.J. without another thought as he scrambled over to where his mother had fallen. He raised her head and cradled it in his lap, and Grace looked up at him and smiled. 
 
    “Mom, hang on,” Sam said. “Just hang on, stay with me.” 
 
    “Samuel,” she said, “it’s okay. It’s okay, Sam. I’ve had a good life, and a couple of wonderful kids. You’re going to have to be there for Carrie, now, because you will be all she has left.” 
 
    “Mom, no, this isn’t fair! You hang on, you hear me?” 
 
    Behind him, C.J. gasped. Sam glanced around at him and saw that he was trying to roll onto his side, but he was too weak. He saw Sam looking at him and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said weakly. “I’m really…” He fell back and was silent, and Sam saw that he was no longer breathing. 
 
    He turned back to his mother, who was still smiling at him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Samuel,” she said. “You had me for all these years. Now it’s time for me to be with Cameron. He needs me, now.” She let out a sigh, and her eyes closed. 
 
    “Mom…” Sam’s tears were streaming down his face, but it was obvious that she was gone. He felt Indie wrap her arms around him, and then Kenzie came over and leaned against him as she wept her own tears. As young as she was, she knew what she had just seen. 
 
    One of her grandmas was gone. 
 
    Kim had been the one who got to the phone first to call for help, and it was only moments before the sound of sirens tore through the air. She was waiting at the door as the police cars and an ambulance arrived, and she wasn’t surprised to see Karen Parks come roaring in a moment later. Karen was in her nightclothes, but she had heard the call on the scanner. 
 
    The paramedics rushed to the two fallen victims, but it was too late for either of them. As senior homicide detective for her division, Karen quickly pieced together what had happened. When Kenzie entered the room, C.J. had been startled and turned toward her, the gun in his hand going toward the thing that had distracted him. Sam lunged at him then, trying to draw him away from his daughter, and that’s when Grace reached down and picked up Indie’s gun. 
 
    When C.J. had attacked, knocking Sam and Indie and Harry down, Indie’s pistol had bounced across the floor and ended up beside Grace’s foot. She quickly put her foot in front of it, trying to keep it hidden at the edge of the couch, but she couldn’t think of any way to get it to Sam. When Sam made his feeble attempt to take C.J. down, C.J. ducked away and then pointed his gun at Sam’s head, and that was the moment when Grace snatched the pistol and fired. 
 
    Unfortunately, C.J. had caught her movement out of the corner of his eye and brought his own gun in her direction. The two of them fired almost simultaneously, and both of them found their marks. 
 
    “Sam,” Karen said. “Sam, I’m so sorry.” She stood beside his chair for a moment, but there was nothing more she could say. 
 
    The door flew open and Denny and Carrie came rushing in. Someone at Windlass had caught the call for police at Sam’s address and had called Denny, thinking he was still there. The two of them had walked out on the show they were watching and rushed for the house, and Carrie fell to the floor beside her mother. She wept and screamed, but the paramedics gently held her back. Finally, Sam and Denny managed to get her up off the floor and onto the sofa. 
 
    Indie and Harry explained what had happened while Sam dealt with the police and paramedics. Carrie slowly wound down and got herself under control, but then she suddenly looked at C. J.’s corpse and began screaming at him. 
 
    “You bastard!” she shouted. “Why couldn’t you stay dead? Why did you have to come back?” 
 
    She felt the crying again and then let Sam wrap her in his arms. Kenzie came over and climbed up in their laps, and the three of them wept together. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Grace Prichard had been very well known throughout Denver. Many people thought of her as flighty and sometimes silly, but just about everyone who knew her loved her. When the news of her death spread through the city, the impact of her loss began to make itself known. 
 
    The autopsy determined what had happened. While C. J. had only a small, twenty-two caliber pistol, he was apparently a good shot. The bullet had pierced her aorta, blowing it out. While she didn’t die instantly, the internal bleeding took her within only a couple of minutes. Nothing could have saved her life once the bullet struck her. 
 
    At her funeral four days later, the mourners were far too many to fit inside the church. They stood around the building outside as portable loudspeakers brought the eulogy and memorial remarks out for them to hear. The funeral procession held up traffic for more than an hour, as over a thousand cars formed the final convoy that escorted her to her resting place. 
 
    Sam, Indie, Kenzie, Bo, Carrie, Harry and Kim sat together in the chairs up front as the final words were said over the coffin, with all of the Windlass crew and a thousand others gathered behind them. When it was all over, each of them got up and dropped a rose onto it, with Indie helping little Bo. Kenzie stood beside the coffin and cried, and the rest of them suddenly wrapped her in a hug that encompassed them all. 
 
    “It’s the end of an age,” Sam said. “I don’t know how the world is going to get by without her.” 
 
    “It’s the way she would’ve wanted to go,” Carrie said. “Maybe you don’t know, but Mom was terrified of getting old. She was afraid of losing her mind, dementia. She would’ve preferred to go out defending her family, fully aware of what she was doing.” 
 
    Sam looked at his sister. “I never knew that,” he said. “She never said anything to me about it.” 
 
    “She couldn’t, Sam,” Carrie said. “I guess it was just a woman thing, but Kim and I both knew. She talked to us about it.” She gave a sad smile. “Just about every time I called, that’s what she talked about. I’m not sure she even listened much to what I had to say.” 
 
    “She did,” Harry said. “She wrote to me and Kathy all the time, and she was always bragging about how good you are doing in Hollywood. I heard about your new commercials, and that you are about to start on a soap opera. She was very proud of you, Carrie.” 
 
    Sam looked at his old friend, his sister and his mother-in-law. “I get the feeling you all might have known her a little better than I did, in some ways.” 
 
    Kim’s eyes lit up and she looked at him for a moment, and Sam caught the expression in her face. “What?” he asked. “Beauregard?” 
 
    Kim nodded solemnly. “Yes,” she said. “He’s telling me to tell you something, but I don’t understand it.” 
 
    Sam let out a sigh. “What is it?” 
 
    Kim swallowed nervously. “He says—he says to tell you you were right. Your mother really is a flibbertigibett.” 
 
    Sam blinked. “He said what?” 
 
    “Look, don’t blame me,” Kim said. “That’s what he told me to say.” 
 
    And suddenly, as the coffin was being lowered into the ground, Sam Prichard smiled. His wife and mother-in-law looked at him strangely, but little Kenzie suddenly got a knowing smile of her own. 
 
    “Sam? Are you okay?” Indie asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Sam said. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” his wife said slowly. “I don’t get it. Why are you smiling at a moment like this?” 
 
    Kenzie tugged on her sleeve and Indie looked down at her. 
 
    “It’s Beauregard,” Kenzie said. “It’s what he said.” 
 
    Indie stared at her daughter for a moment, then looked up at Sam. “Please, explain,” she said. 
 
    “The only person in the world who ever got away with calling my mother a  flibbertigibett was my dad. None of you ever met my dad. To me, the only possible way Beauregard could have come up with that nickname for her is if he’s having to put up with her now, wherever it is he exists.” 
 
    Indie looked at him for another moment, then looked back at Kenzie. “You get this?” 
 
    Kenzie nodded. “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Grandma Grace isn’t gone. She’s just gonna hang out with Beauregard from now on.” 
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 WHAT'D YOU THINK? 
 
    If you enjoyed this adventure, would you please consider taking a moment and leaving your thoughts for others who might also enjoy this book? 
 
    It takes only a handful of seconds to leave a review, but can literally make or break a self published career. Please don't feel any obligation to do so, but if you had fun, or perhaps enjoyed yourself at all,  then I'd sincerely appreciate it! 
 
    To make things quick and easy, here are the direct links. Just click your country and it will take you right to the review page. 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 READY FOR THE NEXT MYSTERY? 
 
    If you are ready for the next book in the series, then you can continue reading now! Here are the links: 
 
    US Link – Killer Genius 
 
    UK Link – Killer Genius 
 
    CA Link – Killer Genius 
 
    AU Link – Killer Genius 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    WANNA BE KEPT UP TO DATE? 
 
    If you'd like to be kept up to date, click here, and sign up for my mailing list. I only send out emails when I have a new book up for sale (and also give discounted links for the first few days). If that interests you, then feel free to join. 
 
    P.S. When you sign up, you will be sent two free novel's from my other two USA Today bestselling series. 
 
    Just tap here and sign up. 
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